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“I would wait a lifetime for this.”


“You don’t have to wait anymore. I want you.”


 


Mark is done with flings. He is looking for
something real, and he knows just where to find it. Years ago, he fell
in love with Charlotte Elswood, but after saving her life, he made the
difficult choice to stay in a cartel for the sake of his family. 


Now, free of the bloodstained work, he’s ready
to rekindle what he’s lost. 


But in England, he meets someone who is also
blond, blue-eyed, and irresistible. Problem is, Griffith Elswood is Charlotte’s
brother. Should Mark even consider putting his hands all over an innocent who
would push him away if he knew what kind of monster Mark is?


 


After years of homeschooling, Griffith wants
nothing more than to finally spread his wings at university. Secretly, he
dreams of meeting a man he can fall madly in love with. A man he would have all
the firsts with. But it’s hard to trust anyone after witnessing his sister’s
heartbreak.


When Mark moves in next door, Griffith reaches
out despite his sister’s warnings. Mark is mysterious, experienced, cocky, and
just oh-so-dreamy. Alternating between hot and cold, Mark’s presence sends Griffith
into a frenzy of passion like he’s never known before. So hot in fact, it might
just burn him if he isn’t careful.
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Prologue - Mark


By the time they arrived at the airport, Mark was
close to calling the whole thing off. For most of his life, the word family had
meant very little to him, but life with Domenico and Seth, however unusual and
stormy, offered him a sense of belonging and support that he’d previously given
up on. So what the hell had tempted him into leaving all that behind? And for a
girl who might barely remember him. Sure, there were phones, and the internet,
but none of those could replace the immediate connection of chatting about
their day over a home-cooked breakfast.


He was getting homesick even before he physically
left his chosen family..


“But you’ll call me if you need me, right?” Mark
asked, unwilling to walk through the security gates just yet. He was used to
going off and doing his own thing, especially in Buenos Aires where he had way
more free time than in El Encanto, but this felt different. Like cutting the
umbilical cord all over again.


Domenico kept chewing his lips, struggling with
the smoking ban yet not wanting to waste time on arguing with airport staff. It
was a sacrifice on his part, and Mark felt a little bit moved.


“Nothing’s going to happen. You will have plenty
to do while you’re there. Go to school, meet new people, and just enjoy your
life. If something drastic happens, there’s the emergency phone number and a
safety net you can put in motion.”


Seth patted Mark’s shoulder, his smile soft and
friendly. “Why the long face? Come on, Mark. This was your idea in the first
place. What’s the worst that can happen? If you hate it there, you can come
back next month.”


But that wasn’t true. The worst thing that could
happen was finding out the one girl he’d ever loved had moved on. The worst
thing would be him finding out that he simply couldn’t adjust to regular life,
and that he would never fit in anywhere. The worst thing could be people
quietly looking away from the scars around his eye or staring if he wore an eye
patch.


He felt like the Hunchback of Notre Dame about to
get his one chance to face the crowd of people who were unaware that there was
a monster amongst them. Would his cover prove good enough?


He flinched when Domenico squeezed his shoulder,
seeming unusually serious despite wearing casual clothes.


“Mark? You can still change your mind. We wouldn’t
hold it against you if you prefer to find a school and new friends over here.”


Mark swallowed, but in this moment of quiet
confrontation between his dreams and fears, he finally made his decision. “No,
I do want to try this. Seth’s right. I can come back if something changes.”


Seeing Domenico’s face fall that little bit gave
Mark some guilty satisfaction. Even though Mark failed to connect with most
people, Domenico would miss him, so he had to be doing something right.


Dom briefly looked at the screen displaying all
the upcoming flights and gave a low exhale, before stepping closer and pulling
Mark into a tight hug. “Don’t hesitate to call us if you need anything.” It
seemed he was about to pull away when he leaned even closer instead and
whispered into Mark’s ear, “remember the special code? If I say ‘stay put’, it
means I want you to run. Not think about us, not think about anything else at
all. You just run and then follow the protocol we established.”


Mark nodded and patted Domenico’s back. “Make sure
Angelica gets her ricotta whenever she wants.” He smiled and gave Seth a big
hug as well.


Seth didn’t want to let him go for that bit
longer, but then slapped Mark on the shoulder, and they parted. Mark was now a
Vincitore. He had a sleek backstory that merged nicely with his true identity,
and a suitcase full of high quality clothes Domenico had helped him pick out. 


He was a new man, and he would prove to the world
just what he was worth.











Chapter 1 - Griffith


The air smelled of sunshine. Warmth licked
Griffith’s shoulders, and the scent of wild flowers filled his lungs with each
breath. Percival’s strong muscles worked tirelessly with each step along the
dirt road through the woods. Their steady rhythm lulled Griffith in the saddle
until he leaned forward and rested his face on the thick neck of his mount.


His life was finally about to change. From this
year on, he would be living away from his parents, free to make friends with
whomever he chose, and taking care of himself like an adult. No longer bound by
insistent questions and watchful eyes, his isolation in the countryside was
finally over. 


He looked back at his sister, Charlotte, who
smiled as if she could read his mind. Seeing the heavy flush on her pale cheeks
made Griffith wonder whether he’d put on enough sunscreen before the ride,
since in terms of looks they were like two drops of water. Their fine hair just
a shade off ivory, eyes a cool blue, and they even had the same small nose,
with Griffith’s only slightly larger than Charlotte’s. Their familial
resemblance ran so deep they’d been mistaken for twins in the past.


And now that Griffith had earned a place at the
same University as his big sister, they would also be sharing a flat.


Charlotte rushed Snowflake, Percival’s sister, so
that they were only inches apart. “You can’t be tired already, Griff.”


He grinned at her and patted his horse’s neck.
“I’m never tired. I’m only now starting to live,” he said and pulled himself
up, feeling energized and mentally refreshed after an hour of riding. “We
should properly celebrate me finally moving out of Mum and Dad’s.”


She snorted and raised her eyebrows at him. “How
about we celebrate once you’re eighteen, smartass?”


Griffith frowned at her. “There’s plenty of places
where I could go without an ID. Or we could get me a fake one somewhere. I want
to experience the city!” 


"Somewhere? Look at you, delving into
the criminal underbelly of Bristol!” In her attempts to tease him, Charlotte
didn’t notice a branch in her way before it swatted her. Served her right.


Griffith exhaled loudly and pulled his leg out of
the stirrup to nudge her thigh. “Come on, Charlie! You know how Mum and Dad
are. I’ve never been to a club, or even a normal party. Let’s go somewhere fun
before the classes start.”


Charlotte let her head roll over her shoulders,
and her long hair cascaded down her back as she groaned. “What’s a ‘normal’
party anyway? Can’t we go grab a coffee somewhere nice? Or brunch! I’d rather
do that.”


Griffith nudged Percival into a trot. “Oh, my God,
you’re almost as boring as Chris. You two have a long life ahead of you, full
of waffles, the missionary position, and cocoa.”


Charlotte made Snowflake go faster as well. “You
did not just say that! I am lots of fun!”


Griffith snorted, trying to cover the extent of
his annoyance. “You used to be. All those wild parties with your girlfriends,
and drinking alcohol at fifteen. You had all the fun. And now that you’ve
turned into a saint, you want to police what I do.”


“I just don’t want you to get hurt,” she grumbled
as if she were a hundred years old, not twenty.


Griff was so done with this. As soon as she
lagged behind, he urged Percival to go faster, and darted through the forest as
if there were wolves chasing him. Standing in the stirrups, he galloped out of
the woodland and toward the large complex where he and Charlotte kept their
horses.


Griffith slowed down somewhat when he and Percival
passed the paddock currently used for dressage training, and progressed all the
way to the vast main building that contained all the stalls, grooming stations,
and even a space for socializing. 


Having tied his horse at one of the stations,
Griffith hurried toward the kitchen area, since his mouth had gotten so dry
during the ride it felt like he’d swallowed wood chips. The adjacent dayroom
was finished in wood and decorated with old-timey prints depicting gentlemen on
horseback. If Griffith weren’t the only one present, he’d have gladly sipped
his water while exchanging a few words with a prospective new friend, but in
the end he walked outside to stretch his legs. 


Far off, across two empty paddocks, a stable
worker transported bales of hay in a humming little vehicle, but the late
summer scenery remained perfectly serene otherwise. 


Still sipping water from the cup, Griffith decided
to have a look at the large indoor riding space before taking care of Percival.
He could hear the distinct sound of a horse stomping beyond the metal wall of the
building as he approached.


He sped up when he heard the horse inside do the
same, but the moment he stood in the open doors, all and any thoughts drained
out of his head. A huge mountain of horseflesh stormed straight at him. He
dropped his cup, panic turning him into a statue of muscle and bone. The horse
was black like Satan’s own stallion, and when it rose to its hind legs, hooves
the size of Griffith’s head boxed through the air, about to take him into the
infernal abyss.


The beast let out a terrible, wheezing sound and
missed Griff by inches when he finally darted to the side, but its rider fell
to the ground with a dull thud. With his hands still trembling, Griffith took a
further step back, torn between helping the stranger and keeping his distance
from the gargantuan horse, which paced away, throwing around its wavy mane and
snorting.


The fallen rider stirred, but it was the groan he
made that finally snapped Griffith back to reality. With the enormous stallion
no longer posing a threat, he kneeled next to the stranger and leaned over him,
barely breathing with worry. Had it been him who’d startled the horse? What if
his presence in the wrong place and at the wrong time ended up with this guy
breaking his back? It would have been such a terrible start to Griffith’s new
adult life.


“Are you all right?”


The man grunted and sat up, meeting Griffith’s
gaze with something akin to recognition flashing across the handsome face. He
smiled as if he’d just met an old friend. “I think I’m fine, give me a sec,” he
said with an accent Griff couldn’t put his finger on even though it sounded
vaguely American. But there was something far more distracting about the
stranger.


He wore an eyepatch—simple and made of black cloth—over
his left eye. But as unusual as the sight was, Griffith found it hard not to
focus on the man’s healthy eye when it pierced him with an intense gaze.


It was like looking into a cup of the smoothest,
creamiest chocolate that Griffith wanted drizzling over his tongue. He might
have stared too long, but the stranger didn’t seem to mind and squeezed
Griffith’s hand in greeting. They were so close his warm breath touched
Griffith’s skin, and the tanned fingers sucked Griffith’s hand in like warm
sand on a tropical beach that he never wanted to leave.


Oh, God.


“You frightened me there. You sure nothing’s
broken?” he asked, trying to keep his gaze on the stranger’s eye instead of
letting it roam down the wiry neck.


Only then did he realize he was still holding the
man’s hand and pulled away in panic. What if his interest was noticed? He’d
surely have to move his horse to another stable to avoid any more awkwardness.


“No, I think I’m fine. Unless it’s one of those
situations where you’re fine for a few hours, and then your brain suddenly
hemorrhages, and you die.” 


The man laughed, as if death was nothing to him,
and stood up, a couple of inches taller than Griffith, his torso a harmonious
inverted triangle that met long, strong legs. When he pulled up the edge of his
top to rub dirt off his face, Griffith might have gasped. He didn’t even know
anymore. 


“Don’t say things like that,” Griffith whispered,
with a shove to the stranger’s shoulder. Still, he couldn’t deny himself a
glance at the picture-perfect abs. 


Was this guy even real, or had Griff been trampled
after all, and this was his personal hell where he’d be taunted by men he
couldn’t touch until the end of times?


As if he wasn’t charming enough already, the guy
ruffled his hair to brush out the sand. Even his haircut was cool, with short
sides and a mess of dark curls on top. They looked so soft Griffith wanted to
push his fingers into the locks and feel them slide against his skin.


“Why not? You scared of insurance claims? I should
get your number, just in case,” the guy said. Had he just winked? It was hard
to tell since he only had one eye, but Griff was pretty sure the eye closed for
long enough that it couldn’t have been only a blink.


Griffith was bright red. He could feel it in his
cheeks. “Uh... okay.”


“I’m Mark.” The stranger pulled out his phone.
“You? So I don’t have to put you in as ‘porcelain boy’.”


Griffith stared at the hand holding the device and
the pronounced veins going down the sturdy looking forearm. And the dark hair
on it. How would it feel if he touched it?


“Very funny. I’m Griffith Elswood.” His mouth was
getting dry once more. “Friends call me Griff.”


“Gri...ffith.” Mark said, looking into his phone,
and as Griff dictated his number, he couldn’t shake off the feeling that he was
being flirted with. But would anyone be so straightforward with a perfect
stranger in a space as sexually neutral as the stables? Maybe Americans were.
They could be so direct sometimes.


Mark glanced back at him with a smile. “Great. Now
I just need your address too, so I can put out a hit on the dark web.” 


Griffith sucked in a lungful of air, and for the
briefest moment he could sense the cold steel of an imaginary knife against his
neck. Then, Mark’s smile was there to lead him back into the light. 


“You’re the worst. For all I know, you could be a
professional hitman yourself.”


Mark’s grin only widened, and if it wasn’t the
most enticing thing Griff had ever seen, he definitely couldn’t remember any
sight more inviting. Mark’s lips were so full they begged to be kissed, and
with Griff’s luck, they were no doubt often enjoyed by a hot girlfriend.


Mark spread his arms. “You never know, right?
Maybe I already know where you live.”


Griffith glanced over his shoulder when the soft
stomping of hooves approached from behind. The massive horse was back, steady
and calm as if it hadn’t just tossed its rider to the ground. “I very much
doubt that. I only moved to Bristol last week.”


Mark clicked his tongue, and grabbed the horse’s
reins once the beast came closer. When his fingers rubbed the black flesh,
Griffith realized he wouldn’t mind being a horse, gently petted, pampered by
those capable hands, feeling the weight of a man on his back— 


“Maybe we should go for a ride together sometime
then. With that outfit, you must be a keen rider.” Mark took a step back and
scanned Griff from head to toe, leaving him damp with sweat as if he’d been
licked.


Griffith looked down at the tips of his snug
riding boots. He wore his favorite breeches today—pale brown plaid, comfortable
without compromise in the visual department. “You should have seen me at one of
the competitions this summer,” he said, unable to keep from boasting when Mark
so clearly was into horses too.


“You do dressage, I bet. A bit of horse dancing,
Guerrero?” He asked his horse with a smile, but the beast only snorted and
stomped its hoof.


The suggestion smacked Griff right in the
breastbone. Was this some kind of insinuation that he wasn’t manly enough to
participate in other competitions? “Jumping, actually,” he said, somewhat
subdued.


“You should teach me then. This guy doesn’t do
shit unless he feels like it. He’s a mustang mix. Pretty, but a mutt.” Mark
stroked the horse’s mane with affection. “And in return I’ll teach you how to
hire hitmen on the dark web. Deal?” He held out his hand.


Griffith shook it before he could think. “And we
could do some sightseeing.”


Was it Griff’s overactive imagination, or had Mark
held his hand for a bit longer than strictly necessary? At this point, Griff’s
brain was frying in the heat of Mark’s charm anyway. Where he was panicky and
on the verge of a stroke, the guy in front of him seemed perfectly at ease, as
if he hadn’t just fallen off a horse.


Mark winked again. “Is that a date or is my virtue
safe?”


And yet the cocky way he smiled told Griff that it
was his own ‘virtue’ that was in danger. Mark oozed sexuality in a way Griff
had never experienced. He was choking on the sweet, thick air of possibility,
and in a single moment of absolute bravery, he tapped Mark’s shoulder,
pretending he was offended.


“Is that how you joke around with everyone?”


Mark opened his lips, but his gaze settled over
Griff’s shoulder, and before Griff could look back, a pull on his arm snatched
him out of Mark’s proximity. It felt like having his skin stripped away.


“Let’s go,” Charlotte hissed.


Griffith stared at her, stunned by how rudely she
was acting. Not sure what to do, he let his gaze return to Mark, who watched
Charlotte with his lips open.


“I— uh... I’ll be with you in a moment,” Griffith
said, desperately wishing to make this right somehow.


“No, we’re going now,” Charlotte growled
through her teeth, once again yanking at Griffith’s arm as if he were a
five-year-old. This was a disaster, and the fact that Mark was witnessing his
humiliation only added to the heavy feeling in Griffith’s chest. He needed to
leave before Charlotte got even more mental.


Driven by a desperate need to apologize, he
glanced Mark’s way again, forcing a little smile. “Uh, I’ll see you around.
We’re here almost every day.” 


Mark nodded and tapped the pocket where he had his
phone.


To try to keep at least some dignity, Griff
followed Charlotte, unwilling to yell at her before they were out of Mark’s
sight. His cheeks burned even hotter than when Mark suggested they would go on
a a date. He had suggested that, hadn’t he? It couldn’t have happened only in
Griff’s head.


“Is this about Percival? I was about to go back to
him anyway. Why do you need to make me look like an idiot in front of a new
acquaintance?” Griff half-shouted, half-whispered once they entered the stables.
In here, the horses were the only witnesses to their argument.


Charlotte stared at him, her blue eyes strangely
bewildered. “Perci… val… what? No. And that guy is not your acquaintance,” her
voice was climbing in register, even though she was trying to stay quiet.


Griffith attempted to push away her hand, bus she
kept digging her fingers into his shoulder, which left him at a loss. Charlotte
was his sister, which used to excuse a little bit of violence when they were
younger, but what was he to do now? “Why are you acting so mental? He’s such a
pleasant person.”


Her eyes went so wide she looked as if they were
about to pop out of her head. “‘Pleasant’? I don’t want you anywhere near that
guy. I know him, and he… he’s shit, okay? He’s awful. He… You know my friend
Morwen? He’s her ex, and he dumped her as soon as she had sex with him. He’s a
total asshole. He ran over her cat and didn’t even apologize. He’s the worst.
I’m not kidding, Griff.”


Her words hit Griff on the head like an old-timey
wooden ruler. That sounded nothing like Mark. “That’s her side of the story.”


Charlotte shook him, only getting more frantic.
“He’s a total con man, Griff. He knows we have money, and he chatted you up on
purpose.”


Griffith stilled, watching her with his heart
thumping fast and seemingly rising up in his chest. “I just... talked to him.
He fell off his horse.”


Charlotte raised her eyebrows, but at least she
finally let go of him. “So you just happened to conveniently be there? Trust
me, Griff. I know what I’m talking about. This is exactly why he hangs out in
places like this. Morwen met him at a casino. Just… you can’t be this naive.”


Griffith stared at her for a long, painfully
silent moment, then turned on his heel and rushed off toward the grooming
station where his horse awaited his care.


“I am not naive.”











Chapter 2 - Mark


Mark leaned against the tall iron fence surrounding
the communal garden across the street from his new place, and pulled on the
hood of his sweatshirt. He leaned forward to shelter the cigarette that he was
about to light from the drizzle. The scent of damp leaves and earth behind him
was so strong that if he shut his eyes to blank out the cars parked along the
fence and the off-white facades of the Georgian terraced houses, he could
believe he was somewhere out in nature. The constant tap of raindrops against
the trees behind him echoed in his ears, creating a calming background to his
thoughts.


It hadn’t been too difficult to track down
Charlotte. Her social media accounts were extremely private, but her brother’s
were not, so Mark had found out which stable they kept their horses at, and
once that had been established, he found out where they lived by following them
all the way home.


But while that had been relatively easy, weaseling
his way back into her life likely wouldn’t be. Normal people didn’t constantly
check their surroundings, instead remaining unaware when they were being
tailed, which allowed Mark to find out a great deal more. Charlotte lived with
Griffith in an expensive part of the city where streets looked like period
drama sets. Mark wouldn’t be too surprised if one of the tall windows on the
other side of the street opened to reveal a lady in silks and with big powdered
hair. The area was clean, the local café sold sandwiches with roasted beetroot
and artisanal goat’s cheese, and the ‘fish and chips’ shop around the corner
had a certificate of excellence proudly hanging in the window.


After three years as Domenico’s right hand man in
El Encanto, Mark had huge savings, but the technicalities of buying an
apartment went over his head. As always, Domenico had all the answers and got
Mark in touch with a lawyer, who’d dealt with everything for him. Less than two
weeks later, Mark moved into his own apartment in a building originally inhabited
by a fantastically wealthy merchant three hundred years back. If someone had
told the sixteen-year-old him that this was what his life would become, he
would have laughed in their face.


While Domenico approved of Mark’s choice of
property, he remained in the dark about the reason why Mark had been so set on
that one. Yes, the housing market was a nightmare of apartments being claimed
within a day or two of the listing being published, but the real reason would
remain a secret. Mark would never hear the end of it if Domenico knew Charlotte
was back in the picture. Or at least Mark hoped she would be, but he had to
tread carefully if he didn’t want to bury his chances forever. Right now, their
relationship was like thin ice, only forming at the first bite of frost. 


Fifteen days had passed since their eyes had met
at the stables, and her reaction had been so volatile Mark chose to give her
space. She’d looked spooked, and that hadn’t been something he was ready for.
In his imagination, they’d meet after all these years, and she’d cry, punch his
chest while saying how she’d hated him for leaving her alone on the plane. But
then they would talk and fall back into one another’s arms as if the past three
years had been just a bad dream. 


What he got was rejection. And that was much worse
than cries and anger. She must have recognized him, of that he was sure, but
she chose to not speak to him. Today marked the end of Mark accepting this
without a fight. He moved into the same building. 


Enough was enough. He’d followed her all the way
to the United Kingdom, and he would get closure if it killed him. What
they’d shared back in Colombia had impacted Mark like no other relationship
he’d experienced, no matter how messed up the situation had been. She must have
felt it too, so maybe there still was a chance for reconciliation.


But that was the future. For now, Mark had to get
used to being alone. He’d never had a place of his own, and even though he was
an adult man who could deal with a variety of shit thrown his way, the empty
rooms of his new apartment made something inside him itch for the homely scents
coming from the kitchen, or the understated elegance of Domenico and Seth’s
Buenos Aires home.


He had bare walls—pigeon blue, with white
moulding. And since it was located in a Georgian building converted into
apartments and Mark lived on the second floor, his ceilings were so high the
larger of the two rooms easily accommodated a mezzanine that could fit a
king-sized bed and a rail of clothes. When he’d first purchased the few pieces
of furniture he considered necessary, the intention was to make the space more
homely, but the few items somehow managed to make the huge rooms appear even
less cozy—abandoned rather than empty.


The smoke filled Mark’s lungs with warmth, but
when the rain became heavier, he crossed the empty street to hide under a
balcony, which had a pagoda-inspired roof above it.


The city center was only a twenty-minute walk
away, but between the old buildings erected over three centuries ago by wealthy
residents of the developing city, time seemed to have stopped. The architecture
of Buenos Aires had prepared Mark for Europe, but some of the narrow streets
still felt exotic, as if they belonged to another time. When fast footsteps
echoed down the street, Mark half-expected a gentleman in silk breeches and a
wig under a tricorn, but instead he spotted a large gray umbrella that faced
Mark when its owner climbed uphill.


He knew that umbrella, because he’d seen it
several times when he’d followed Charlotte. It belonged to Griffith, his
potential entry point into Charlotte’s life. The few photos Mark had found of
him before coming to Bristol hadn’t quite conveyed his… well, Griff was
definitely gay. The sparks he’d thrown Mark’s way when they met could have ignited
a fire. 


The boy rushed up the steep hill, carrying a
leather messenger bag over a pale brown trench coat that he wore fashionably
open. Sheltered by the umbrella, he was about to pass Mark and walk through the
gate into the inner courtyard of the building where they both lived.


The courtyard that separated their apartments.


The courtyard that provided Mark with a prime view
of one of the rooms belonging to the Elswoods.


“Oh, hey! Griff wasn’t it?” Mark smiled to catch
Griffith’s attention, instantly feeling guilty for over-flirting with this
candy-lipped doll of a boy when all he wanted was his sister.


Griffith stood still, slender and elegant in his
white chinos, and short fine hair that so effortlessly fell into place. The
scarf casually resting around the white column of his neck brought out the pale
blue of his eyes. They were the color of snow reflecting a cloudless sky—cool
and yet radiating heat like the winter sun. 


Griffith seemed baffled at first, but after half a
second, he offered Mark a wide smile and rushed under the balcony, closing his
umbrella. “I wanted to tell you this when we met at the stables, but once
again, I am deeply sorry for Charlotte’s behavior. She’s been under a lot of
stress recently.”


Griffith’s features made him instantly
recognizable as Charlotte’s brother. While his jawline was decidedly less soft
and his cheekbones sharper than hers, the overall proportions of the face
carried family resemblance, as did Griffith’s coloring.


From up close, his skin was so pale it looked
powdered, but the shade of his hair—a yellowish white—and the translucent
lashes and brows were proof that this was the way God had made him. Griffith
swallowed, stepping closer to avoid water drizzling down his back and briefly
bit his bottom lip when he looked up, as if the confrontation two weeks back
had been on his mind since. 


Mark waved it off. “Don't worry about it. I'm the
one who should apologize for never calling you. I've been busy with my house
move." He sucked in more smoke and Griff's gaze drifted to the cigarette.
Or Mark's lips for that matter. It would have been so easy to just pluck this
flower of a boy, but after the fuck-up with Diego, after losing his eye and
going through countless meaningless flings, Mark was done with this kind of
bullshit. 


Griffith nodded, as if he’d never heard anything
as interesting. “I completely understand. We went through this recently too,
and it was a nightmare. But what are you doing around here? Looking for
shelter?” he asked, opening his umbrella and raising it above his head with a
smile.


Mark cozied up under it too, but had to bow his
head in order to avoid touching the damp fabric. The fresh yet masculine scent
that forced its way into his nose and down the highway to his dick was surely
some expensive cologne.


“No, I moved in here.” Mark pointed to the facade
behind them, but his voice trailed off when he noticed that Griff’s ears were
nothing like Charlotte’s. They had the cutest little point on top, all pink and
perfectly chewable. Maybe standing under Griff’s umbrella wasn’t such a good
idea after all.


Griffith blinked, and Mark could practically hear
him sucking in a breath. “No way, really? That’s where we live. What are the
odds?”


Slim. “Get out of here!” Mark grinned, as
if he were really surprised, and nudged Griff’s shoulder. The boy’s dilating
pupils and growing smile told Mark all he needed to know about the nature of
their conversation.


Griffith gave a short laugh and briefly lowered
his gaze while his pale face flushed. “We’re neighbors. I think it’s only
appropriate that I invite you in for tea.” He already took a step forward when
his face stirred with worry. “You do have time now, right? I don’t want to mess
with your plans.”


Mark threw the cigarette into the gutter.
"Sure, sounds great.” It also sounded as if Griff were inviting him for a
quick blowjob, but Mark doubted his new neighbor could do something so deeply
impolite, even in the name of hospitality.


Mark silently congratulated himself. The
invitation would allow him to have a good look around Charlotte’s house. Mark
could have just broken in when the Elswoods were out, but that idea felt so
crass he couldn’t bring himself to do it. He wanted to be a guest, not an
intruder. He’d decided against bugging Charlotte’s place for the same reason,
even though if he were to rely on what Domenico taught him, that would have
been the obvious thing to do.


He couldn’t do it. He couldn’t just stomp his
boots all over normal people as if they were made of the same stuff as him. If
he wanted Charlotte to love him again, he needed to at least pretend he was a
regular person and use his charisma instead of lock-picking tools. His lies
were good enough to convince the angel-faced boy to invite a wolf into his home
with a smile.


“This is so exciting. I never asked you what
you’re doing in Bristol. Are you a student?” Griffith asked, leading the way
through the courtyard that featured several small bushes and even a bench in
the middle of the grassy circle. He pulled out a set of keys and opened the red-panelled
door before entering a spacious hall. Here, too, period features had been left
intact, and the staircase Griffith climbed was appropriately extravagant in
terms of width.


“I am. How about you?” Mark couldn’t help a
sincere smile when Griffith looked back at him with excitement beaming off him.
So Mark’s eyepatch wasn’t all that offputting after all. 


Griffith approached one of the two doors on the
second floor and opened it, letting Mark into a pristinely white space with a
wooden floor. “I’m studying law. I want to deal with property in the future.”


Of course he would. Rich boy wanted more money.
Mark was hardly surprised. “I’ll know who to call when I need advice on my next
mansion. I could be your first client.” Did that sound dirty? Mark needed to
rein in the flirting that came to him all too naturally around Griffith. This
was exactly the kind of trouble he didn’t need when trying to get back together
with Griff’s sister.


Griffith slipped off his shoes and hung his coat
before inviting Mark into a living room that managed to be modern without
losing an air of tradition. For Mark, stepping into the monochrome space was
like entering the Snow Queen’s castle, at least until he smelled the huge
bouquet of fresh lilies on the coffee table. Most of the furniture, while
painted white, were either restored antiques or replicas and their style only
enforced the serene atmosphere.


“I bet I’ll have a queue of prospective clients
waiting at my door on the day I have all my qualifications,” Griffith said. 


Mark hesitated for a moment, but in the end he
threw his wet sweatshirt over the back of an armchair and sat on the dainty
sofa that didn’t belong in an apartment of people so young. Had their parents
chosen it?


“With those cheekbones? For sure. Wait, are we
still talking about property law?” Mark winked at Griffith, even though he
should have bitten his tongue instead. Maybe quitting sex had been too much for
him too handle, and the pent-up energy was now fucking with his brain? He could
use a guy like Griffith in his bed. Just for one night. To let off some steam. 


Griffith’s pink lips looked like raspberry
marshmallows when he opened his mouth, staring back at Mark for half a second
too long. “Ha-ha, that’s a good one,” Griffith said before seeking shelter in
the next door kitchen. “Let’s see, any preference in terms of tea? We have this
amazing afternoon blend my parents’ local tea shop makes for our family.”


Mark leaned into the kitchen, which was relatively
plain, with white cupboards and textured tiles on the wall. “Your family has
their own tea? Do they get butter churned for them too?”


Griffith gave a carefree laugh, as if he didn’t
sense the irony in Mark’s question. “They buy it at a farm close by. Mother was
always very conscious of keeping our food organic and local.”


For a moment Mark just stared, feeling as if he
were an alien who’d landed on another planet. With the things he’d done in his
life, he shouldn’t be getting cold feet over something as silly as fitting in.
And yet here he was, increasingly uncomfortable because of a boy who would have
probably considered him dirt under his nails if he knew where Mark had come
from.


Mark cleared his throat. “My dad likes it that way
too, it just tastes fresher, right?” He would fit in. He deserved to.
And under no circumstances would he be admitting to Griffith ‘I’m a law
student’ Elswood that he’d just started attending a college for adults to
complete his secondary education. 


Griffith laughed and spooned some of the tea into
a vivid orange teapot before pouring in hot water from the kettle. “Do you like
florentines? I also have honeycomb shortbread.”


Mark leaned against the wall to look as if he were
chill about all this. Why was he even getting nervous over some kid’s opinion
of him? “Did your sister make them?”


Griffith sniggered and placed the cookies on a
little platter. “Charlotte? No. Don’t tell her I said that, but the only thing
she can cook is scrambled eggs.”


“How about you? What would you have treated me to
if you invited me for dinner?” He shouldn’t be putting any more ideas into that
blond head, but flirting gave Mark a bit of an upper hand, because Griffith got
flustered about it each time.


Griffith’s eyes lit up as he approached Mark with
a tray that contained the teapot, matching cups, and cookies. They both made
their way back to the living room and sat on the sofa. 


“I can’t say I’ve had much practice, since our
housekeeper did most of our cooking back home, but I feel quite confident with
pasta. Maybe spaghetti carbonara as the main, burrata with tomatoes as a
starter, and tiramisu for dessert?”


Mark watched Griff for a while. The bubble around
the boy was so painfully obvious Mark wouldn’t dare prod it anymore. “My dad’s
Italian. He makes the best tiramisu. Though he adds way too much alcohol.” Just
saying it out loud made Mark yearn for all the delicious treats Seth made for
him at home.


Griffith said something back, but Mark’s entire
attention focused on the sound of the door being unlocked in the distance. It
was as if his ears had become deaf to anything other than the soft sound of
Charlotte’s feet in the corridor


This time, he wouldn’t choke up. He would say
something suave and poignant, something to mask what he was lacking. The hairs
on his arms bristled when she walked in and stopped in the doorway the moment
her eyes settled on him.


She’d matured so much it was hard to comprehend
that she was the same girl he’d met lost and terrified in Colombia. Mark licked
his lips, desperate to come up with something smart, but in the end, just said:


“Hey.”


Charlotte’s handbag dropped to the floor, and she
stepped back until she hit the wall. “What...?” Her fingers twitched in front
of her body when her eyes sought out Griffith. “What is he doing here?”


Griffith put his hand on Mark’s shoulder, as if he
wanted to reassure him. “Charlotte, how about you have some tea with us? Or
have you already eaten?”


“No.” She took a deep breath and stepped forward
with new strength. “I told you what he did, and you invite him over for tea?”
she snarled at her brother, and Mark’s smile dropped.


“You told him?” Had she told her parents too? What
had happened was supposed to be a secret she needed to guard with her life for
her own safety.


Charlotte’s blue eyes were liquid fire. “Oh yes! I
told him all about how you made Morwen fall for you, and then dumped her! How
you specifically targeted her because she was in a vulnerable position at the
time, and you knew she would have no way to resist you!”


So she hadn’t told anyone, and instead, this would
be the game they played? Mark rose from the sofa.


Griffith cleared his throat. “Look, Charlotte, I
know Morwen is your friend, but we’re neighbors now. Let’s be civil.”


Charlotte opened her mouth a bit wider, staring
back at her brother. “We... what? What do you mean neighbors?” She approached
them in a few aggressive steps, and Mark instinctively prepared to defend
himself in case she had tear gas in her pocket. “What does he mean?” she
screeched, meeting Mark’s gaze.


“I moved into the apartment across from yours.
Maybe you’d actually let me explain. About Morwen. Because it was all
much more complicat—”


She raised her arms in exasperation, but then
actually pushed Mark back. “I don’t want to hear any of this! Get out of my
flat!”


Griffith shot to his feet. “Charlotte, stop
raising your voice. You know the lady next door works from home. And shouldn’t
you discuss this with me first? This is also my place now.”


Mark ran his fingers through his hair in
frustration. All he wanted was a shot at talking to her. He hadn’t accosted her
in the street. Hadn’t kidnapped her. Hadn’t threatened her. He was really
trying here.


“No, Griff. There will be no discussion when it
comes to him,” she said as if she were too disgusted to even say Mark’s
name. “What he did to Morwen is inexcusable, and I don’t care if it’s your flat
too!”


Mark moved half a step away in case she wanted to
hit him again. “She wanted to be with me.”


Griffith swallowed, looking between Charlotte and
Mark. In the end, after holding his sister’s gaze for what felt like forever,
he cleared his throat. “Look, Mark, maybe it is better if you go now.”


Mark frowned. He couldn’t believe this shit. He’d
moved to another continent for a chance to reconnect, and he wasn’t even being
given the opportunity to say two sentences in private? After all he’d done for
her?


“No, Griff, I think that you should go for a walk,
so that I can talk with your sister.”


Griffith’s shoulders lifted as he sucked in air
before exploding with words spoken in a quiet yet icy tone. “You have no voice
here. Leave, now.”


Mark squinted at him in surprise. “Excuse me?”


Charlotte wrapped her arms on her chest and stared
at Mark with eyes like lightning bolts. “He said you should leave. Do you
intend to stay without permission?”


“I’m just trying to talk to you!” Mark growled,
feeling like a cornered animal.


Griffith touched Charlotte’s shoulder and stood
next to her. His gaze was sharp like a scalpel. “Oh, so all this time you
wanted to talk to Charlotte? Too bad. She doesn’t want to talk to you.”


Mark huffed, and his fingers yearned to curl into
fists. Violence would solve so much right now. But he was supposed to be
normal, to blend in. “Shut your face, kid. You have no idea what we’re talking
about!”


Charlotte pointed to the door. “Don’t you dare
talk like that to my brother. Go back to the hell hole you came from.”


That stung more than she could have known.


Griffith’s lips trembled, but he squeezed them
shut, leaving only the muscles at the sides of his jaw twitching in anger. “You
will leave, or we’re calling the police.”


Mark looked around the white walls and the elegant
furniture, feeling so out of place he wanted to scream. Charlotte would
probably be too afraid to call the police, but her brother was unpredictable.


“I’m still living next door, Charlotte,” he said
through clenched teeth. Griff would not even get a word from him. He could
simmer in his most-likely-virginal gay juices forever. 


“Stay away from my sister,” Griffith said,
protectively putting himself between Mark and Charlotte, as if he believed
himself capable of stopping any opponent above the age of fourteen.


For a moment, they stared each other down like
wild animals, but then Mark stormed off feeling like a cartoon villain. He even
had an eyepatch to go with the part. Everything hurt, but his pride was what
stung the most.


He slammed the door of their apartment behind him
and leaned against the wall in the hallway for a breather. This was the worst.
Nothing like he’d planned.


Charlotte’s voice came as a buzz from behind the
door, and he blinked, suddenly on the fence about his earlier decision to not
bug the Elswood apartment. Without thinking, he made a tube with his fingers
and put it between the wood and his ear. Griffith he heard in much more detail.


“No way, Charlotte. He might be a twat, but I’m
not moving out because of him!”


“I don’t want to live anywhere near him! He’s a
fucking heartless psycho!”


Mark’s heart sank. Was that really what she
thought of him?


“I don’t know what to tell you. It’s because of
your crazy stunt that Mother and Father took me out of normal school and pretty
much locked me at home. I want to finally live a little, and I am not leaving
this place,” Griffith said with increasing agitation.


“That’s exactly what I’m saying. You have no idea
how the world works. You’re so fucking naive, Griff. You invited him in here
for tea. What is wrong with you?”


So she had no idea Griffith was gay, or she
wouldn’t have missed the way her brother had looked at Mark at the stables. Her
little brother didn’t want tea. He wanted Mark’s dick.


Griffith groaned. “We are not having this
conversation. If you want to move out—fine, but I have a dance studio right
here, and I’m staying. Nisha doesn’t like her current flatmates, so she might
as well move in with me.”


“Are you kidding me? You’re going to stay here?
You know what? Whatever. I’ll move in with Chris. He’s been asking me for ages
anyway. And if Mark robs you blind next time you invite him over for tea,
that’s on you.”


“Fine. You go play house with your fiancé. Maybe
he’ll actually learn to talk about more than the weather and how nice the food
is,” Griffith bit back.


But Mark’s brain stopped working, as if a vessel
suddenly broke inside it. 


Fiancé.


So dumb. He was so, so dumb.











Chapter 3 - Griffith


Griffith gave a sigh of relief when he put down the
last box containing Nisha’s stuff on the floor of her new—and Charlotte’s
former—bedroom. For now, it looked like a warehouse, with cardboard and bags
covering most of the floor, but the large fitted wardrobe would surely accommodate
it all. Griff assessed it as sixty percent of all the stuff Nisha brought with
her when she moved to Bristol, with her other belongings remaining in the flat
her parents still believed she lived at with two other girls.


She smiled at him widely once she put down her
Chanel handbag. “My arms are killing me, but I’m so happy. Show me the dance
studio again!”


Nisha was only a few months older than him, but
they’d known each other for ages. They’d met at dance classes in their early
teens when Griff had finally managed to convince his parents that it was what
he wanted to do for exercise. The Kapoors lived close by and moved in similar
circles as Griff’s parents, so Dad had approved of the friendship, and the rest
was history. 


Once Griff got pulled out of school to be taught
at home, he and Nisha became even tighter, often visiting each other, so this
would be a reunion for the ages.


He led her to the studio, proud of its size, the
mirrors along one wall, and the barre for ballet exercise. Aerial silks hung
from the beam close to the ceiling, and Griff even considered adding a pole,
but worried his parents would find it too risqué. With large windows opening
into the inner yard and lots of light, it was the perfect space for unwinding
after a difficult day.


“Isn’t this just amazing? The woman who rented
from my parents used to hold private classes here.” He grabbed the dark blue
silk and used his weight to bring his body into a gentle spin.


Despite it being October, the day was so hot Nisha
wore a pink and yellow summer dress, and its skirt floated around her
midsection when she twirled around the massive room.


"Just think of the parties we'll be able to
throw here!" She looked back with that spark of mischief in her brown eyes
that Griff knew all too well. It was like that time she’d talked him into
wearing matching Halloween outfits. She’d been ketchup, he’d been mayo, and
Griffith realized only halfway through the school dance that the other kids
were making dirty jokes about his ‘sauce’.


“Parties?” Griffith uttered, looking around the
pristine walls that likely wouldn’t stay this way if they had too many friends
over. Then again, wasn’t this why he’d wanted to live on his own, away from his
parents, in the first place? To live a little and go a bit crazy? What was the
worst that could happen? Walls could be cleaned and repainted. “I guess. I
hoped we could enter a dance competition now that you’ve moved in. We will have
plenty of time for practice.”


Nisha replaced Griffith at the silks and raised
her feet above the floor. Her luscious bouncy blowout moved with the motion of
the air, as if she were in a photoshoot. “Griiiiiff! Come on! I need to focus
on my studies this year and have a social life. I can’t do competitions
on top of that.”


Her answer created a dent in Griffith’s plans that
was quickly getting larger. “Oh, I thought you wanted to keep dancing,” he
said, trying not to express the depth of his disappointment. He didn’t want to
pressure her into something she didn’t want to do. It would have been inconsiderate,
though so was her moving in because of the studio and then wanting to turn it
into a party space.


"I do want to keep dancing. And I can do
Barrecore and other exercises here, save a bit of cash. Can you believe my dad
only lets me buy shit on the card so that he can police what I do? Ugh! It’s
like, I’m eighteen, dad, it’s legal for me to buy booze anyway.” She
rolled her eyes but then laughed when one of her sparkly pink heels fell off
while she was high in the air.


Griffith licked his lips. “That’s intrusive. At
least he hasn’t yet sent one of your brothers to spy on you.”


Nisha stood on the floor, kicked off her other
pump, and ran up to Griffith, grabbing his hands and shaking them vigorously.
Bright sparks danced in her eyes when she gave him a wide smile. “He thinks I
live with girls, so it’s all good. We don’t need to worry about anyone spoiling
our fun and claiming it’s because they worry about us. No snooping Charlotte.
No Dev insisting he comes over so that I don’t have to take a taxi at night.
We’re independent. Let’s make use of that!”


Griffith gave her a weak smile, trying to psych
himself up to match her enthusiasm. But who would he invite if there really was
a party at their house? His friends from uni? They were nice, but he hadn’t
connected with anyone yet, and he wasn’t the type of person who easily found
new friends at pubs either.


“You’re right. It’s just so new. You know I’m not
used to being around so many people all the time. I feel so tired when I return
home after class,” he said, looking at their reflection in the floor-length
mirror. It struck him that to anyone unfamiliar with the nature of their
relationship, they might seem like the perfect couple—young, good looking, and
with similar passions. At least Nisha had never tried to make a move on him.
That would have been so awkward.


“Oh-em-gee. Griff,” she whispered into his ear.
“Who is that?”


“Huh?” Griff let go of her and turned around, only
to spot his daydream and his nightmare packed into one tanned, muscular body.


With the windows in the dance studio wide open,
they were treated to a perfect view of Mark’s back as he did pull-ups in his
balcony door across the yard. The lean body moved up and down like a well-oiled
machine, and the gray sweatpants hung low on his hips, almost too close to
exposing his ass.


Griffith grabbed the barre to steady himself,
confused by the heat suddenly infusing his body. He made himself look away.
“Oh, he’s a twat. Charlotte said he hurt her friend and we had a big row with
him. Better just ignore him,” he said and glanced across the yard where all
that firm muscle was still at work, moving under light brown skin like a swarm
of pythons.


He only realized Nisha wasn’t listening to him
when he saw her colorful dress come into view. She walked onto the balcony. “Is
he single?” she whispered all too loudly while staring up at Mark and playfully
fanning herself with her hand.


What was she doing? Did she not realize she was
setting them up for a catastrophe? Griffith’s heart raced so fast he could
hardly bear it. And then the worst happened—Mark stomped to the floor, grabbed
a towel, and turned around.


For a few heartbeats, Griff found himself
completely transfixed by the gleaming sweat on Mark’s chest, but when he looked
up and met the mocking gaze of brown eyes, he rushed behind the wall where Mark
couldn’t see him. “Nisha, stop it, this guy’s bad news. You don’t want to draw
his attention.”


And yet she giggled, as if this was no big deal.
“Too late. Hey there neighbor! I just moved in. Are you any good with a
screwdriver?”


Griffith froze, staring at the shadow Nisha cast
on the wooden floor. “Nisha, come on! Don’t do this.”


Mark’s voice was too loud to miss. “I’m not too
bad at screwing.”


Nisha laughed and when she took a step back into
the studio, her face was flushed. “Oh, my God! I can’t believe you just said
that!”


Griffith hid his face in his hands, but despite
his embarrassment for Nisha, it would have been even worse if he stepped in and
pulled her inside, so he listened on to the escalating innuendo.


“Your friend can’t help you?”


Why did Mark’s voice have to be so meltalicious?


“Griff’s useless at DIY!”


“Look who’s talking. You can’t even wash the
dishes with those long nails,” Griffith snapped and, despite his better
judgment, walked onto the balcony. Across the yard, Mark leaned against the
metal railing of his own balcony with a smile that drizzled with the most
exclusive Manuka honey.


The sun bathed Mark in its warm glow as if it were
a spotlight designed to accentuate his broad chest. Griffith’s own body was
wiry, muscular and slender, but Mark was a god in human form. No wonder Morwen
had fallen for him.


Mark’s pecs were exactly the kind of thing Griff
shouldn’t be thinking about.


“Well, maybe that’s what the dishwasher’s for.”
Nisha pouted and rolled her eyes at Griff.


“So what do I get for my screwdriver skills?” Mark
asked, and his gaze settled on Griff as if he were the one to be paying these
imaginary dues.


Griffith crossed his arms on his chest and
exhaled, already feeling the heat build up in his cheeks. “That’s right, Nisha.
What will you give in exchange?”


She was finally caught off-guard, and her full
lips parted. “I…”


Mark laughed, and when he leaned over the railing
of his balcony, it felt like being watched by a hawk about to strike down and
sink its claws into the neck of a rabbit. “Just messing with you. I always help
pretty girls, so it’s on me. That is, of course, if Griffith allows me into the
house. Wouldn’t want to overstep.” The way he said that last bit sounded so
ridiculously polite it could have only been meant as mockery. ‘Overstepping’
was exactly what Mark wanted to do, and he was using Nisha to get back at
Griffith for throwing him out last week. 


This was a challenge, and Griffith would not
declare surrender before the fight. “Sure, you can come over. It’s Nisha’s flat
as well,” he said, keeping grudges out of his tone. Easy-peasy. He’d practiced
fake smiles his whole life.


He wouldn’t let Mark see just how much he’d hurt
Griffith’s pride.


Nisha grinned and bit her thumb. “Cool! I’ve got
cake.”


“Be there in a sec!”


And just like that, Mark disappeared from view,
and Nisha fled into the dance studio with a squeal. “Om-em-gee! I can’t believe
I did that. My heart is beating so fast!”


Griffith followed her in exasperation. “What do
you think you’re doing? This guy’s a player. That’s not the kind of person you
want as your first boyfriend!”


She was too busy checking her makeup in the mirror
to look back. “So what? Maybe I’m not looking for a boyfriend just yet? I can
finally do what I want. I’m not waiting till I’m all lovey-dovey to lose the V.
Wait… you’re not jealous are you?”


It took Griff a few seconds to process what she’d
said, and his face flamed when he realized that his first thought wasn’t being
jealous about Nisha finding someone to fool around with before he did, but
about Mark’s attention.


Griffith hadn’t even kissed anyone before. But
Mark? If only he could kiss those lips without Mark retaining any memory of it,
he would. Oh, he so would.


“Of course I’m not jealous,” he said and glanced
into the mirror to make sure no hair was out of place, and that the parting was
perfectly asymmetric. He didn’t want to look like a bum, even when hosting a
bad person. “I just don’t think it’s a good idea. There’s plenty of guys who
don’t flirt with everyone they meet and pretend to be nice to get into their
pants.”


“Yeah, but he’s American, right? They’re a lot
more forward like that. I told you of all these times random people chatted to
me in New York last year, right?” Nisha dismissed Griff’s words with ease,
unaware that he was getting stomach cramps just from thinking about having to
face Mark.


Griffith hugged himself, unsure what to think.
What if Mark got together with Nisha, even just for a bit, and would constantly
come over?


“Anyway, if he’s such a player, I bet he’s good in
bed.” Nisha wiggled her eyebrows.


Griffith scowled, but now that she brought it up,
images of Mark leaning over him flooded his defenseless mind. If he did
pull-ups with such ease and had such a pronounced six-pack, Mark could surely
work his hips like a piston.


Oh God, Griffith really didn’t need to
think about him in this context.


“You did not just say that.”


Nisha giggled, covering her lips. “You think a
jilted lover poked his eye out?”


But there was no time to answer that question when
the doorbell rang.


Griffith rushed to the door, leaving her behind.
His brain pulsed with images that were more realistic that any VR experience.
He could practically smell Mark’s cologne before he even opened the door.


He needed to remain calm and collected, to show
Mark just how much he didn’t care about him. But all of Griffith’s intentions
melted away when he opened the door and saw the man whose presence was doing
all sorts of strange things to his body without even touching it. 


Mark had the decency of not arriving bare-chested,
but in some ways, that was even worse, because the simple white tank top he
wore only emphasized the dusky color of his skin, the well-shaped arms, and
even the dark nipples were slightly visible through the fabric.


“You changed your mind?” Mark asked with a smirk.


Griffith’s throat was paralyzed, leaving him to
stare back at Mark in silence. He could only hope he’d successfully made it
appear like a meaningful pause. “About what?”


“Letting me in?”


Nisha came into the corridor, and in that moment
Mark decided to step inside without waiting for an answer. Which meant he
brushed against Griff in the doorway, and as he passed, he even casually
touched Griff’s hip, as if only to show he could invade Griff’s personal space.


His scent was intoxicating. Never in his life had
Griff met a man who made his whole skin burn with the need for touch. Unable to
bring himself to say anything yet again, he shut the door and followed Mark and
Nisha on legs that felt like jelly.


This wasn’t happening.


“So where did Griffith fail with the screwing?”
Mark asked casually, but his words were like a physical strike. How dare he
come to this flat and make comments like that?


Nisha giggled and pushed on Mark’s shoulder. Some
friend she was. Then again, what would he do if he actually got the chance to
flirt with Mark? Hide under a table hyperventilating, most likely. Nisha at
least could fake-confidence her way into a hot guy’s bed. Griffith? He wasn’t
even sure if he felt ready for any physical contact with guys.


“It’s just this stool here,” she pointed to a flat
cardboard box from IKEA resting against the sitting room wall.


“You could have just asked me to assemble it for
you. But you didn’t,” Griffith said quickly, so embarrassed he was torn between
running away and staying to protect Nisha.


“Naughty girl! Are you luring me into your trap?”
Mark wagged his finger at Nisha with a smile, and no matter what an ass Mark
had been, Griff still wished it was him receiving his attention.


Nisha bit her lip. “Sorry! I do have cake though.
I’ll bring it over.”


She rushed to the kitchen, and Mark sat down on
the carpet putting aside his screwdriver to unpack the box. His back looked so
good Griff could have licked it all over, feeding on the warmth and saltiness
of Mark’s fresh sweat. 


Griffith swallowed and tried to gather his
thoughts as he watched the strong shoulders and muscular back, but Nisha would
be back soon. He had no time to waste.


“You better stay away from her,” he whispered,
leaning over Mark, so that this conversation remained private.


Mark let his head fall back and looked straight
into Griff’s eyes, their faces suddenly closer than Griff could have expected.
No man had ever looked at him this way, but after seeing Mark flirt with Nisha,
Griff was becoming sure that he’d been reflecting his own attraction to Mark
instead of seeing what was there. A hot dickhead.


“She your girlfriend?”


“We’re like siblings. And just so that you know,
Nisha has three very protective older brothers. If you as much as lay a finger
on her, I will let them know. I won’t let you hurt her like you hurt Morwen.”


The mocking smile melting away from Mark’s face
made Griff do a little victory dance in his mind.


“Don’t talk about things you know nothing about.
And if I happen to choose Nisha, I will go through her three brothers if I need
to. I’m not a quitter. Now let me assemble this stool.” Mark looked away and
finished unpacking all the pieces of wood.


Griffith was stunned into silence. He took a step
back, struck by the intensity of Mark’s words as if they were a physical
presence squeezing around his chest. What did he mean? There was no reason for
Griffith to ignore his sister’s words, but what did he really know? Maybe it
was Morwen who was so bitter after losing Mark that she’d put all the blame on
him? Those things happened sometimes.


Nisha came back with three pieces of cake, and the
scene descended into yet more flirting when Mark said he couldn’t eat with his
hands full, so Nisha proceeded to feed him. The little stool was assembled in
no time, and Griff wished he wasn’t so into Mark’s arms. Oh, what he’d give to
make time freeze so that he could slide his hands up and down the hairy skin to
see just how sturdy Mark’s muscles were.


So wrong though. Hello, sexual assault.


He was not that kind of person.


Griffith stayed quiet, listening to Nisha telling
Mark about her business course. Unlike Griff, she was genuinely excited about
the perspective of having a conventional career. When Nisha had first
told Griffith that she intended to become the CEO of her family's company,
Griff had believed it was a matter of ambition, but as time passed, she got
more and more into it and even linked to business-themed articles on Facebook.
Was that really what she did in her spare time? 


In comparison, Griffith felt like a lone man on a
boat that had a mast but no sail, at the mercy of the current and weather.
Directionless, despite knowing how to find his way by stargazing. There was a
destination in the picture, a safe haven that would feed and clothe him, but
Griffith was more interested in watching the dolphins than reaching shore. 


He would either get his head on straight or die—if
not physically then socially.


He must have spaced out, because he wasn’t really
sure what was happening when Mark put his hands on the floor, and then leaned
forward while his feet effortlessly left the wooden panels.


Griffith knew how to do a handstand too, but
watching the muscles in Mark’s arms bulge and knowing the strength hiding
inside that body had him focus. When Mark straightened his legs, creating a
vertical line, the strain made the veins under his skin more pronounced, and
gravity forced the tank top to slide lower, revealing the lean stomach muscles.
The urge to lean forward and press his face against them made Griff dizzy.


Mark’s face was only slightly flushed by the time
he put his feet back on the floor. He grinned at Nisha. “Don’t be scared. I’ll
hold you up if your hands give out.”


Griffith gave a mental groan. As if Nisha couldn’t
do a handstand without help. So could he, but he didn’t want to boast.


Nisha played along. “I can’t do it in a skirt!”
She play-punched Mark’s arm. “I can see what you’re going for here. Wait, I’ll
get my leggings.”


Mark grabbed her wrist with a grin. “Oh, come on.
It’s not like I’ve never seen a pair of panties before.”


Griffith’s mouth was dry like the Sahara. He
should have intervened. He really should, but what gave him the right to police
Nisha’s choices?


Why did it have to be Mark, though? Weren’t there
any other hot guys living in the area?


A loud ringing of a phone startled Griffith, and
Mark pulled out a mobile phone. He didn’t even look up at them from the screen.
“Sorry, we can continue another time, I’ve got to take this,” he said, rising
to his feet.


He walked off into the corridor as he picked up
the call, but when he spoke Nisha and Griff eyed each other with open mouths.
It sounded like fluent Italian.


Could Mark be any more of a heartthrob?











Chapter 4 - Mark


Maybe Mark should get a poster or something?


The apartment was nice enough but so painfully bare
it seemed to exist just to taunt him. It wasn’t even empty like a hotel room.
It was devoid of personality, and he had no idea what to do about it. Should he
even bother decorating? Living with Seth and Domenico, he’d never had to face
that question much, as they took up so much space with all their stuff, and
even with their presence alone, that he could peacefully exist in whatever they
created.


Here, it was just him.


It was yet another sunny October morning, and he
sat around with his breakfast of coffee and cigarettes because he’d been too
lazy to buy something fresh from the supermarket. Domenico had been right all
along. Seth had made their house a home, and only now did Mark appreciate it
all.


Last year, for his birthday, Seth had prepared an
amount of food to feed an army, and they’d spent the whole day barely getting
up from the table. He’d played with Angelica, they talked about plans for the
future into the late hours of the night, and even Domenico had allowed himself
to get a bit drunk. All that with the accompaniment of a constantly refreshed
table. Pretzels, muffins, gelato, and Mark’s birthday cake - a salted caramel
delight, covered in popcorn. He salivated at the memory of it.


This year? It would be just him and his coffee.


Prior to meeting Seth and Domenico in those dirty
public restrooms in Louisiana, Mark was happy if he had Poptarts to toast, or
even a chocolate bar, but the life of relative luxury and home-cooked dinners
eaten in company had spoiled him. Now his daily meals were comprised of
sandwiches, takeouts, and microwave meals. Those, he also ‘enjoyed’ alone.


It had only taken a couple of days for Mark to
start moving the warmed food from plastic trays to plates, just because it
reminded him of home, but he still dined while watching television. Silence was
hard to stand, and on his birthday, it was making him even more miserable.


He often drove to the stables and rode Guerrero,
but he wouldn’t lie to himself and compare the black stallion to human company.
And it wasn’t like he didn’t talk to people there or at college, but no matter
how chilled out Mark seemed when he wanted, an invisible wall was a constant
presence between him and others. Everyone was perfectly polite, but that didn’t
equal a connection.


The only person who could understand what he was
going through didn’t want to have anything to do with him. Bitterness about the
complete rejection spilled into his life and his daily interactions, poisoning
everything. He’d come all the way to the UK to see what could have been, and
this was it. Charlotte had a perfectly normal life, a fiancé, friends at
university and a lovely white horse, while he sat in the empty apartment on his
own. Sulking. The tall ceilings that had first impressed him with the sense of
space, now only induced anxiety.


The coffee tasted bitter and fake, because he
couldn’t bother buying a decent espresso machine or even a French press. (Who
had he become that he cared about such stuff?) He could have picked up a fresh
cup at one of the numerous independent cafés in the area, but the lack of
motivation he’d woken up with prevented him from doing even this much. Besides,
he’d probably have to smile in a café, so he prefered to avoid the whole thing.


After discovering that Charlotte was no longer
single, he’d experienced a brief boost of energy, which spurred him on to
follow her to spot any cracks in the flawless surface of her relationship. He’d
been eager to intervene, save her from the boredom of a life with an average
guy, but she seemed happy. Mark found no cracks. Not even a scratch. The two of
them didn’t even raise their voices when they quarreled—and he knew because he
had bugged Chris’s apartment.


Who was he to try and wreck her happiness for
selfish reasons? And what would he do that for in the first place if Charlotte
wasn’t even interested in talking to him, or asking how he’d coped? How he’d
lost one eye. She wanted to have nothing to do with him. What had he been
thinking in the first place when he decided to come here?


He was a stain on her life. No wonder she wanted
him to stay away.


At least on weekdays, Mark had college and
photography classes to distract him. It was on Sundays that his thoughts were
always darkest.


The distinct sound of a Skype call made him groan.
There were only two people who knew it was his birthday today. He hesitated for
a second, unsure if he was in the mood to talk, but the loneliness of his
soulless apartment pulled him toward the computer. He sat cross-legged on the
floor, in the corner where he’d left the laptop and answered the call.


Domenico’s face filled the screen. Dressed in a
pale suit and a white shirt with a blue pattern, he was a bit more chic than
usual. “Seth, I’ve got him!”


“Am I that hard to catch?” Mark asked and took a
long drag of smoke.


“Oh, hey Mark! Happy birthday!” Seth came into
view with a wide smile. Just like Domenico, he was dressed in pale colors,
though his outfit comprised of a tight T-shirt and blue jeans. 


“Twenty-one. No longer a kid, huh?” Dom teased.
“You got anything good planned?”


Mark shrugged. “Don’t really feel like going out.”


“Have you been to church yet?” Domenico asked,
putting his arm around Seth. He started moving, which meant they were
communicating through a smartphone.


Mark groaned. He didn’t mind church. Maybe even
kinda liked the ritual of going to mass, but that only mattered with family. On
his own, he couldn’t be bothered.


“Yes.”


“What was mass about?” Seth asked and winked at
him.


The prolonged silence had Domenico lifting his
brows. “Mark, you’ve got to take those things seriously. It’s your soul we’re
talking about. Don’t you want to spend eternity with us? We both confessed
everything we did in the jungle. It’s all good.”


Mark smiled and it felt as if his face wasn’t used
to that expression anymore. “Eternity with you two and all that PDA? I don’t
think so.”


Seth leaned in and kissed Dom’s cheek, as if he
wanted to tease Mark even more. “Don’t be such a prude. I bet you’re turning
heads over there.”


Domenico turned to look at him, and his expression
was so perfectly blissful Mark felt something knot at the pit of his stomach.
What if he never found the kind of person Seth was for Dom? What is he was
unlovable? He couldn’t be truly honest with anyone, so how could he even hope
for this kind of connection?


Domenico’s voice brought him back to reality. “Are
you listening to me, Mark? Stop being such a heretic. Go to church and pray to
St. Anthony of Padua. He might help you find what you’re looking for.”


Mark couldn’t even bear looking at them anymore,
so he stared at the ceiling instead. “I’m not looking for anything anymore.”


Seth snorted. “Whoa! Mark, why so dramatic?”


Mark hesitated with the answer, opening and
closing his mouth, but Dom’s inquisitive gaze finally pushed him over the edge.
“It’s sucks, okay? Some of the classes are hard, and I’m all alone here, I have
to go out for good coffee, I miss your cooking, and no one gets me. Some days I
wish I could just punch people, but I can’t.”


Domenico and Seth stared at him in relative
silence for so long Mark couldn’t help but feel like it was a form of judgment.
A mute ‘I told you so’. But in the end, Domenico exhaled and placed the phone
somewhere that provided a view on what looked like a professional photography
set, with lots of lamps and a table piled with vegetables on a white
background. 


“Look, Mark. If we could, we would come and visit,
but you know that’s not possible.”


“I… I think I wanna come back,” he said quietly
and only then it hit him just how much he missed being around them. He was
embarrassed over the childishness of that admission, but on the other hand,
Domenico and Seth were not only his de facto parents. They were also his
best friends. There was an age gap between them, but it wasn’t all that
massive.


“Oh, Mark…” Seth sat down and watched him as if he
could peer into Mark’s soul. “Are you sure? Is the photography course not fun?
Are you not meeting any cool people? Or is this a birthday meltdown? I know
it’s tough, but friends aren’t made overnight.”


Mark drank more of the nasty coffee. “It’s okay, I
guess. But the people I meet, their lives are so different from mine. I don’t
even know anymore.”


Domenico looked contemplative, staring at the
table while gently scratching Seth’s back. “You know this is something that’s
not going to disappear. Whether you learn to deal with... the isolation that
can come from being the kind of man you are in the UK, in Argentina, or in
China, you will have to learn that for yourself.”


Those words only made Mark want to curl up in his
mezzanine bed and never crawl out from under the covers. “Maybe I should have
stayed in Colombia with Miguel, or something.” Though in truth that didn’t
sound so appealing once he said it out loud. He didn’t exactly enjoy the
constant danger they used to live in, but the peace and quiet here were
unnerving. Nothing felt right, as if every surface was either too hard or too
soft to sit on.


Domenico shook his head. “You take that back. For
all we know, Miguel might be dead as a result of his revenge crusade. You are
only twenty-one years old. You are smart, you have the support of your parents,
and there is still so much out there for you. You just need to reach for it.”


“How did you cope then? Any handy tricks?” Mark
tried to make it sound like a joke but instead of a smile, his face twisted
into a grimace. “How do you move among regular people? It was different in
Colombia. I knew who I was. Who am I here? A student?”


Seth sighed and leaned forward, but his fingers
kept tangling in Dom’s hair. “When I moved to the USA, I decided to start
fresh. I wasn’t even in the family business back then, but it still took me a
while to adjust to the thought that I wasn’t being followed, or that I could go
to a gay bar. Just enjoy it. Go out, Mark, have fun. You’ve earned it.”


Domenico gave a shallow nod. “You can be whoever
you want to be. You don’t owe anyone your complete life story. What happened in
Colombia is behind you now, and if you want, just lock that part of your life
up. Stop moping around. Just put yourself out there. Distract yourself until
all that stuff stops to matter.”


Mark dumped his cigarette in the half-finished
coffee. “I tried to ‘put myself out there’, and the girl I like has a fiancé.”


Seth pointed at him. “That’s it? That’s why you
wanna come back? Come on, Mark. Lots of fish in the sea.”


“Since when is a fiancé a problem? Stop being so
emotional over women. And if you like her so much, the fiancé can be dealt
with. You don’t even have to participate if you don’t want to,” Domenico said
and poured himself some juice.


Mark smiled even though he knew Domenico’s idea
was horrible. “You’re the worst.”


Seth laughed and tugged on Dom’s ear with his
teeth. “Also, the best. He booked a photoshoot for Secret Chef today. I haven’t
had carbs in two weeks, and I’ve had no water since yesterday, but check this
out.” He got up and pulled up his shirt to show off his ripped abs.


Domenico grinned and put his hand on the bare
stomach, rubbing it through Seth’s thick body hair. “I’m going to enjoy the
afterparty at home.”


“You two are disgusting. Bye!”


Seth just laughed and not long after, they
disconnected. At least the conversation lifted Mark’s spirits a bit. Maybe he
should go to church after all?


He went to the kitchen and ended up opening a
different pack of instant coffee to check if it was any better. But with the
state of his fridge, sooner or later, he would need to get his ass dressed in
more than pajama pants and go to the store. Why was dealing with stuff like
this so tedious? Just last week, Seth had attempted to teach him how to make
the perfect scrambled eggs, but Mark’s efforts didn’t deliver the results he
wanted. In the end, the rubbery eggs ended up in the trash, along with the
burnt pan.


With a new cigarette in hand and fresh coffee
(which turned out only a little less disgusting than the first cup), Mark
opened the balcony door and sat down on the cushion he’d left on its wooden
floor last night. The fabric felt icy against skin clad only in thin pajama
pants, but the fresh air and the sound of a strong beat coming from one of the
neighboring apartments made Mark liven up. 


He peeked out through the densely ornate ironwork
balustrade only to spot that the inconsiderate music came from the open windows
of Griffith’s apartment across the small courtyard. Of course. Such a
privileged little shit.


In the past week, Mark had very much enjoyed
teasing the guy whenever he got the chance, drinking up his delicious portion
of revenge cocktail made of equal parts seeing Griff squirm, and knowing that
if Mark wanted, he could pluck that flower. Mark wondered if Griff was in the
closet, or actually in denial. The way his eyes glazed over at the sight of a
bare male chest told Mark all he needed to know. Being the one thing the
meddling rich boy salivated over but couldn’t have felt like appropriate
punishment.


Without anything else to do, Mark watched the
large open balcony door across the yard, frowning when something passed through
the room at a high speed. Intrigued, Mark leaned in, pushing his face against
the cool metal. And then he saw Griffith.


Stepping from behind the wall and into the stage
framed by the balcony doors, Griffith fell forward in a controlled descent,
which he broke with both hands. His back muscles bulged, way more pronounced
than Mark would have expected from some pretty young thing, but then another
detail made Mark’s lips open. Griffith was naked.


No. Not naked—wearing skin-tight breeches that
were so close to the color of his flesh that in direct sunlight they matched
his skin tone perfectly. Either way, without Griffith’s usual tailored
clothing, his whole form was on show, nipples like two cherries over creamy
skin when he rolled to his back.


Griff pushed himself up on one hand when the beat
became heavier, sending his body into the air. In the blink of an eye, his legs
made a graceful twirl that took him farther from the open balcony doors.


Mark gaped, taken by surprise but not stunned
enough to remain brainless. He grabbed the binoculars he kept handy in case
Charlotte came to visit and put them through a gap in the ironwork.


With a controlled twist of his scooting body,
Griffith rose, his form strung as tightly as a violin. As he followed the music
with sharp, controlled movements, Mark decided that he didn’t need to go to
church after all, because only God himself could have created such excellence,
and Mark was here to worship. 


Entranced, he watched the dance unfolding in front
of him at breakneck speed, greedy to drink up the way the closeted, prudish boy
clutched at his own body. His palms slid down the insides of his thighs, head
rolled back to expose the white throat only to sharply nod when Griffith
dropped to one knee, hugging himself with such desperation Mark wished he could
be there with him.


Each time the wild passages took Griffith out of
view, Mark moved closer to the balustrade, and his heart tuned in to the rapid
speed of the music. He didn’t even need to listen to the words of the song when
Griff’s dance expressed the emotion behind it with such sincerity.


When the rhythm eventually slowed down, so did
Griffith’s gestures. He now walked against ice cold wind, pushed back time and
time again, curling his immaculately white shoulders. Mark was at a loss over
this part of Griffith. It blindsided him and left him both salivating and
confused.


When dancing, Griff stood tall, his face
expressive and honest, so unlike the ice prince mask he tried to put on every
day. His whole body moved in precise waves, each muscle moving exactly the way
Griffith wanted it to, each deep breath expanding the lean chest.


Mark hadn’t even noticed when the lively song
melted into a melancholic one, and the longing it expressed was painted all
over Griff’s pretty—no, beautiful—face. Laid out on the wooden floor, he moved
his hips up, thighs spread, eyes closed. How had Mark missed this side of
Griff? He wasn’t just some stuck up law student. There were layers there for
Mark to peel.


Every motion of his body was a symphony with the
bittersweet lyrics and resonated with what Mark was feeling as if Griff’s dance
was the physical manifestation of the connection Mark yearned for so
desperately.


Griffith curled up into the fetal position, for a
moment remaining still, but when he rolled over, his firm muscles dragged him
all the way up. He spun in place, one arm up, the other hugged across his body.
It was like watching a completely different person.


Before Mark could breathe again, Griffith
disappeared from sight, only to fly through the air with his legs forming a
perfect split. A moment passed, and he was back, taking two long leaps toward
the door, only to push himself up and pirouette through the air like a bird
that just caught wind under its wings for the first time.


Mark’s brain chose this moment to remind him of
how he’d tried to impress Griffith with a handstand. Sure, Griffith’s thirst
had been painted all over his face, but it was Mark who was now truly amazed by
so much more than a tight, gorgeous body barely covered by the skin-tight pants.
The kind of skill Griffith was presenting meant commitment, hard work, and
endless hours of practice.


Time and time again, Griffith jumped, twisted,
spread his arms, and the smile that bloomed on the flushed face like an
expression of relief made Mark’s heart rattle. In this moment, Griff was
freedom incarnate, and Mark longed for nothing more but to slide his hands up
the lean stomach, to the slender neck, and to kiss the panting mouth. He wanted
to feel like that too.


As if there was nothing weighing him down.


During the long minutes of watching Griffith, he’d
forgotten all the gloom he’d confessed to Domenico and Seth, and by the end of
the routine he felt like he could be the one soaring across the room without
worry.


Griffith’s dance was a drop of blood in the water,
and there would be no turning back. Mark’s gums throbbed with the need to sink
his teeth into the pale flesh. 


He got up and clapped, the dumb feud of the past
week completely forgotten. If he were invited—and he wouldn’t be—he would gladly
take Griff on that floor and watch his body writhe so beautifully while they
fucked. 


Griffith only noticed the applause once the music
died down, and it was as if a butterfly had once more turned into the graceless
caterpillar, his movements getting stiffer by the second. He opened his mouth
to speak, but when yet another track started, he shook his head and rushed out
of Mark’s sight.


Mark slouched against the railing, unable to hide
his disappointment while he stared at the empty window. The music went silent,
leaving Mark with the vague background noise of the city and the singing birds,
but before he could leave the balcony, Griffith reappeared, dressed in a huge
sweater made of coarse-looking wool.


So he’d hidden his body from view. Would he also close
the window without a word? Mark had no brain capacity left to do anything but
stare back at this vision of a boy, who apparently had way more to offer than
beauty. Mark had felt so confident when they first met, but now it was him who
seemed unworthy of an audience with the prince next door. No amount of coffee
could quench this new kind of thirst. At least Griff wouldn’t see that from
afar.


Griffith rested his hands on the balustrade and
looked Mark’s way with a neutral expression. “Will you laugh too?” he asked out
of the blue. “Go on, I don’t care.”


Right. Feud.


Mark took a deep breath. Griff didn’t deserve
mockery for the sake of it. “No. Even an asshole can appreciate art when he
sees it.”


The snotty boy had no answer, and he stared at
Mark from across the courtyard, with those delicious lips slightly open. “Oh.
Good. I practice every day.”


“Where do I get my matinée tickets?” He smiled,
unable to take his eye off the piece of sunshine packed into the form of a boy
whose face was glowing from the recent activity. 


Griffith gave a short laugh and scratched his
nape. “Never. It’s just a hobby now.”


What Mark would give to slide under that oversized
sweater and press his face against the sweaty skin. He couldn’t even explain
what he was feeling, overwhelmed and unable to gather his thoughts.


“Will you dance at the Halloween party? Nisha
invited me, but I’d hate to ruin it for you, since you detest me and all that.”
He flashed a smile, desperate to get one in return more than he’d like to
admit.


Griffith blinked and chewed on his lip. “Well...
we are neighbors, and Nisha already invited you. What’s the harm, right?”


Griff had no idea how much harm there could be.
Mark would gladly ruin him. Every time he blinked, he could still see
Griff dancing under his eyelids. It was as if he’d suddenly tasted popping
candy through a crack in an exterior made of liquorice.


“You should learn to say ‘no’ if you don’t want
something.” 


Griffith’s body twisted slightly, as if he were
flirting already without meaning to. “Oh, I know how to say no. But I’m a good
friend. And a considerate neighbor. You can come to the party as long as you
act like a gentleman.”


Mark had some of his lukewarm coffee to cool off.
“You afraid Nisha will fall prey to the big bad wolf?”


Griffith shifted his weight. “Nisha won’t be
alone,” he said in the end, as if he didn’t know how to or didn’t want to
continue the flirting.


Mark could just eat him up raw, crunching the long
fingers, sucking on the two cherry-like nipples, and finish off with chewing on
the elfin earlobes.


“How about you? Are you inviting someone?”


Griffith shrugged, but his body language was
already telling Mark that his prey was about to get away. “We will see,” he
said and retreated inside his apartment.


Mark took a deep breath, but his heart wouldn’t
stop its relentless beat.


He had to get his shit together. The fuck was he
doing ogling Charlotte’s brother as if Griff were a meringue with marsala wine
cream? This lunacy needed to stop.


He went back into his apartment and picked up his
phone from the counter. He hadn’t called Charlotte yet, but it was about time
he found the balls to do so. If she didn’t want to talk in person, maybe he
could explain over the phone.


Pacing around his empty living room, he listened
to the beeping of the empty line. Each sound had him choking on air, but when
something crackled, and the fist thing he heard was a soft inhale, he was
grateful the wall was so close.


“Charlotte Elswood,” she said in the same melodic
voice she used when she had whispered into his ear back in El Encanto.


“Charlotte, please don’t hang up. I need to talk
to—”


The beep signalling she turned off the connection
broke his heart. Was he really so despicable? So unworthy of five minutes of
her time? After what they’d been through?


He quickly rubbed his eye, because he wouldn’t be
crying like a baby over this kind of stupid shit. Maybe she needed more time.
He could give her that. They hadn’t spoken in years, so what were a few more
weeks?


And maybe if he did go to Griff’s party, she would
be there?


And if she had other plans, he’d at least have
some fun. Hadn’t Dom and Seth told him to enjoy himself and stop being such a
complainer? There was no harm in getting to know Griffith as long as he kept
his hands to himself.











Chapter 5 - Griffith


Griff shouldn’t have gotten the shirt with the
dachshund print. Yet another fancy purchase that he wouldn’t dare wear in
public. If only it were a cool blue, maybe even white, but baby pink? What had
he been thinking?


Exhaling deeply, he glanced into the mirror with
longing. He needed to stop making such unplanned purchases, even if Nisha
agreed they looked good on him. Free to wear a whole rainbow of colors, and any
trim she dreamt of, she didn’t fully understand that for a guy being stylish
meant one thing only. Moving a step beyond what was deemed appropriate put him
at risk of being stereotyped. There was no denying that Griffith liked guys,
but he was not a stereotype, and he didn’t want everyone to make up their mind
about his character the moment they saw him. Or worse yet—make assumptions
about his sex life. 


When he was still a kid, there had come a time
when Mum made sure to teach him he couldn’t just wear whatever he wanted, that
it was better to stay within the safety of classic combinations. Plain blue
shirt and dark blue trousers? Way more acceptable than the pink dachshunds
prancing all over his chest.


He undid the buttons and was about to banish the
shirt to the deepest depths of his wardrobe when someone knocked. He invited
Nisha in without thinking but froze when it wasn’t his best friend who entered.
Suddenly he wanted to cover his nipples.


“Hey, I know I’m a bit early.” 


Leon smiled at Griff, leaving him at a loss for
words. They’d first met last year at an event hosted by Griffith’s parents.
Many prominent guests had been invited, including a high-level Greek diplomat,
and Leon, his son. That was when the two of them had met and bonded over a
shared love of scallops.


One topic had led to another, and half an hour
later, they’d snuck out with a bottle of prosecco Leon had gotten for them with
ease since he’d been twenty-two at the time. It was the first time Griffith had
ever had alcohol other than a sip of beer and wine here and there, and it
unwound his tongue to the point where he complained about his home schooling,
and just how much he couldn’t wait to go to university.


But even then, Leon hadn’t seen him half-naked,
which made the present situation painfully awkward. “Hi. You’re.... not dressed
up,” he said, taking note of Leon’s outfit, which consisted of a red
long-sleeved top and black jeans. 


Leon laughed and pointedly put a headband with
plastic red horns on his newly shaved head. “Wow. Your conversation skills have
really improved since the last time we met.” He winked at Griff and strolled
through the room. Without asking for permission, he dropped to Griff’s
carefully made bed. It had to be a Greek thing that he was so casual about
someone else’s space.


He looked classy, even though Griffith felt the
slightest bit offended that Leon hadn’t made more effort with his costume. But
then again, who was he to police other people’s choices if he’d much rather not
be judged on his own? He looked back into the mirror and pulled off the pink
shirt, nakedness be damned, because he needed to change before anyone else
arrived.


“Whoa! Undressing already?” Leon said and poked
Griff’s shin with his foot.


Griffith’s cheeks burned, but he just went with it
and pretended nothing was amiss. It was weird to change with a hot older guy
watching. Leon was a bit of a mentor for him, and since he also studied law,
he’d shown Griffith around campus and given him some good pointers about cool
restaurants, cafés and hangouts.


“You caught me in the middle of things,” he said
and quickly put on the white shirt he’d prepared for his Draco Malfoy costume.


“I can help.” Leon got up and walked right past
Griffith, opening his wardrobe without asking. 


Griff was close enough to smell his cologne, and
he leaned half an inch closer to Leon’s back to try and recognize the scent. It
was a game he liked to play around attractive men, and this time he was pretty
confident Leon was wearing either Armani or D&G. Then again, his belt was
D&G, so he might have chosen the same brand. He frantically put on his Slytherin
tie, trying to rein in his visceral reaction to Leon’s presence in this closed
bedroom.


“What is this? Griff, you’re killing me!” Leon
laughed out loud and pulled out a pair of orange shorts with a pheasant print. 


Griffith stiffened, for a moment unsure what to
say. Those shorts were the coolest thing ever, and he’d bought them after
seeing the same piece in an amazing magazine feature. 


He hadn’t worn them yet, for reasons similar to
why he hadn’t yet worn the dachshund shirt. “It was a gift,” he said in the end,
briefly glancing into his closet and already dreading the comments that would
soon fly his way. He grabbed the woolen vest and was about to pull it over his
head when Leon stopped him with a gesture.


“Whoa, what do you think you’re doing?”


Griffith opened his mouth like a fish. “Um... I’m
Draco from Harry Potter. That’s the uniform.”


Leon rolled his eyes as if he couldn’t get over
Griffith’s geekiness. “Oh, come on, don’t tell me you were going to wear the
robe too!”


Griffith had planned just that. His robe was
waiting at the very end of the rail inside the fitted wardrobe along with other
things he only wore occasionally. But now, looking at Leon’s mocking smile, he
was starting to doubt his choice of costume. Should he have chosen something
way more casual, like the horns Leon himself wore with his simple yet sexy
outfit?


Leon spoke before Griffith produced an answer.
“This isn’t Comic-Con. Nobody’s going to award you for looking the part. You
need to be a hot Slytherin. Okay, now we’re talking,” Leon said, pulling
out of the wardrobe a casual black suit jacket Griff had gotten from his dad
before leaving for uni. “No vest, and wear this instead of the robe. It’ll be
hot.”


Griffith’s mouth dried out as if the heat in his
face were the sun, making all his saliva vaporize. Did Leon just call him hot?


Probably another Greek thing?


“You think? Won’t it look formal?”


“Nah! I’ll show you.”


Leon stood behind Griffith and helped him don the
jacket, but when their gazes met in the mirror, nothing seemed obvious anymore.
How hadn’t Griff noticed before how green Leon’s eyes were? Choked by the
intense scent of cologne, he gasped for air when Leon turned him around. They
stood way too close, and when large hands rested on Griffith’s hips, hot frost
turned his muscles into ice. Leon smiled, seemingly unbothered by how boldly he
was invading Griff’s personal space. “And now we’ll make it more casual by
rolling up the sleeves.|


The unexpected touch burned Griffith through the clothes,
and he still felt it when Leon took hold of the fabric of his jacket and
proceeded to efficiently roll up one sleeve. His fingers were thick, and every
time they as much as brushed Griffith’s arm through the thin shirt, the
temperature around them went up. 


Finding it awkward to stare into the muscular
chest, Griffith looked up, mortified when Leon met his gaze with a wide smile.
His dark stubble and sharp, handsome features made him look more mature despite
the small diamond stud he stubbornly wore in his ear.


“I’ve always thought you are very handsome,” Leon
said. He didn’t smile this time, but kept the eye contact, confusing Griff
further.


Griffith laughed, desperately trying not to make
this weird. He liked Leon, and he didn’t want him to get ideas that would
ultimately end up with their friendship crashing and burning. “So are you.”


“I was hoping you’d think that.” Leon slipped his
hand under Griff’s jacket, up his side, and before Griff could comprehend what
was happening, Leon leaned in to kiss him on the lips.


This was definitely not a Greek thing.


Griffith’s heart stopped, only to then tremble in
his chest. The spike in adrenaline left him with an empty mind and a sudden
breathlessness when Leon pulled him in and slipped his tongue past Griffith’s
lips. It felt oddly cool in the heat of Griffith’s mouth, and he rapidly pulled
back, knowing only that this needed to stop.


“No. I—”


“Hm?” Leon raised his eyebrows and nudged Griff’s
nose with his own while he wrapped his arms around Griff’s waist. “Nothing to
shy away from, baby boy. I’ve seen the way you look at me.”


No. He had definitely not been looking at Leon that
way. 


Well, maybe he had. Sometimes. But he’d done it
out of appreciation for a handsome face and an attractive, athletic body. He wasn’t
in love with Leon or even aware of the possibility that Leon could be anything
but straight.


The arms, thicker than his own and holding him so
securely, didn’t budge when he tried to pull back, and he took shallow, frantic
breaths as he twisted his face away from the kiss that was almost as
disappointing as that little smooch he’d once gotten in Kindergarten. “I... I’m
sorry but this is a mistake.”


Leon sighed deeply but didn’t seem particularly
flustered over having just come out to Griff. “You haven’t told anyone yet,
have you?”


“Told anyone about what?” Griffith whispered,
trapped in the firm hold, too close to a body that wasn’t familiar but which
was already making him feel all kinds of strange. That cologne smelled really
good.


“That you’re gay.” Leon raised his dark eyebrows
expectantly, and Griff’s lungs constricted, making it impossible to breathe.


He wasn’t even exactly sure himself of his own
sexual identity, so how could Leon say that with such confidence?


Griffith shook his head rapidly and pulled, but
Leon didn’t let go, still keeping him entrapped. Griffith’s mind served up no
suggestions for getting out of this conundrum with his dignity intact. “I don’t
know what you’re talking about. I won’t tell anyone about you. It’s a promise.”


Leon eventually released him, casually as if none
of this were a big deal. “I should hope so. I like to be discreet about my
private life. Are you freaking out? It’s okay.” 


Griffith could roll up the other sleeve himself.


“I think we need to help Nisha out with the food.
She can’t do all the finishing touches on her own, right?” he asked, walking
past Leon with a smile that made his face throb with discomfort.


He needed to address this but didn’t know how to.
If Leon could read Griffith’s behavior so well, so would other people. Someone
could make an insinuation to his parents, and he wasn’t ready to deal with any
of this yet.


Leon followed him to the door. “I might have
jumped the gun, I get that. But for the record, I think you’re stupidly hot, so
hit me up whenever.”


Griffith laughed awkwardly, unsure what to say,
but Leon’s words added spice to the blurry soup that was his brain. He didn’t
have the time to consider any of that stuff right now. He did think of guys in
a sexual way—yes, but he’d never had any desire to really go there. He
wasn’t ready to confront what that meant, he didn’t want to discuss it with
anyone, or think of how his sexual interests could affect his future. Most of
all, he didn’t want to analyze what pushed Leon to make this move tonight after
being a friend since they first met.


And yet, the knowledge that this handsome older
guy was interested in him had Griffith feeling both hot and cold. Leon was so
available, in the same social circles, and if Griff only said the word, Leon
would surely invite him to his flat where they would not be disturbed.


Maybe this way he could put his fantasies to the
test and see if the things he liked watching on free porn sites (he was too
nervous to pay for dirty movies with a card) were something he actually enjoyed
in real life.


He could do it if he wanted to.


But what would that mean? What if Leon became
serious about Griffith, and the feeling wasn’t mutual? They could be heading
for disaster and would have to continue living in the limbo of awkwardness.


“I have paper straws. Apparently they’re better
for the environment,” Nisha said with a grin the moment Griff and Leon entered
the sitting room. It looked like she’d gone with the ‘slutty Hermione’ outfit
after all. Plaid miniskirt, deep V-neck with nothing but a bra underneath and a
slim tie in the Gryffindor colors.


“Not too sexy?” She made a twirl, oblivious to the
fact that Griff had just been kissed for the first time in his life.


And he couldn’t tell her.


 


*


 


Griffith and Nisha had taken a cab from Marks
& Spencer to transport all the snacks and appetizers they’d purchased for
the party. A wide selection of canapés and other finger food would cater to all
dietary needs. The food was appropriately labeled too, because nothing spoiled
a party quite like an allergic reaction or a vegan who’d found out they had
just eaten a ‘carcass’.


To be perfectly honest, Griff wasn't entirely sure
which one was worse.


Since both him and Nisha had chosen to dress up as
Harry Potter characters, the same book series had inspired most of the
decorations. They’d had Nearly Headless Nick’s photo printed on a piece of
fabric and had hung the fabric between the lamp and the wall in the dance
studio, but all other decor they’d gotten from online stores and charity shops.
They had gone all out and had even taken the batteries out of the smoke
detectors to allow for candles on the mantelpiece, but an hour into the party,
their guests weren’t quite the rowdy student crowd Griffith’s fantasies had
promised him.


Sure, people were chatting to each other, but
their acquaintances from uni were quite conservative in their choice of
costumes (so he was glad he hadn’t gone crazy with his), no one was playing
darts, and hardly anyone was eating. It felt more like one of his parents’
parties, only on a budget.


“People aren’t having fun,” he whispered to Nisha
and tried to soothe his anxiety with one more mini-quiche.


“I know,” she squeaked back to him. “But I’m
working on it. I invited some of our friends from the dance classes. They’re in
Bristol for the night. Maybe they can liven things up.”


Griffith pressed his hand tightly against his
chest and briefly met the green gaze watching him from across the room. He
could still feel Leon’s tongue on his. God. He really wasn’t sure what
to think about all this, so he distracted himself with more conversation. 


“We should have gotten more wine.”


“I’d say more vodka.”


Griffith rubbed his forehead and went for another
round he felt obliged to do as a host. He talked to Red Riding Hood (a red cape
worn over a little black dress) and The Wolf (fur hat), then exchanged a few
words with a law school friend who came dressed as himself, which he seemed to
find hilarious for reasons Griffith couldn’t fathom, and then fled from Leon
into a circle of people who talked about some guy who’d come to class in a
bathrobe as a prank.


He listened, smiled, and made sure to offer
everyone more drinks, cringing each time someone suggested the possibility of
going out for cocktails ‘in an hour or so’. Even the guests hated his party.


“You’re really nice… for a Malfoy,” Tim laughed.
At least he guessed what Griff’s costume was.


Nisha rushed past him, and whispered into his ear.
“They’re here.”


Could this possibly save the night? Griffith
didn’t have all that much hope anymore. He was a bundle of anxiety despite the
drink he’d had earlier.


But even still in the corridor, the fresh blood
was already louder than the stiff group of law and business students gathered
in the dance studio.


Now that Griff thought about it, there were fun
people in his classes he could have invited instead, but he hadn’t since he
didn’t associate with them for fear of getting distracted from his studies. Yet
another mistake added to a long list of bad choices.


But when he spotted Kenneth in the doorway, his
face brightened at the sight of his old friend. Holding one arm over his
girlfriend’s shoulders, Kenneth showed him the shaka gesture, stepping inside
in just a pair of swimming shorts, and with a miniature surfing board hung from
his neck. “Aloha, my friend!” 


Griff smiled and pointed his wand at Kenneth. “Alohamora!”


Kenneth’s girlfriend started laughing
hysterically, and her red face suggested she’d gotten merry at their previous
pit stop. “What are you trying to open? His trousers?”


Griffith’s fingers twitched, and he almost dropped
his wand, but being among people he danced with made him feel much more at
ease. “I’m opening all those bottles Nisha told me you’re bringing.”


That comment made their guests livelier. In the
end Nisha also managed to talk Griff into changing his ‘spooky’ playlist to a
more generic ‘Top Pop’ station. The party lost a bit of its atmosphere, but
since everyone seemed to enjoy themselves more after the changes, he wasn’t
bothered anymore. The treats began disappearing from platters, and everyone had
a drink in hand. Most importantly - no one was leaving.


With a bit of a lighter step, Griffith walked up
to a small group consisting of people he didn’t know well (or at all) and
joined them with the smile of a self-satisfied host.


“...I asked him if I could try it on, but he said
it was real,” a girl dressed up as Black Swan—black tutu included—spoke. “I
didn’t believe it, so I asked him how he lost his eye, and he told me he fell
off a boat. I was so embarrassed when he got so serious.”


Griffith’s heart stopped. Had those people met
Mark somewhere on the way? He glanced toward the window, in hopes of spotting
their neighbor across the courtyard, but the flat was drowned in darkness.


Had Mark decided against coming over after
witnessing the slow start of the party? Was he having fun at some club instead?


“I asked him too,” said a guy dressed in Wally’s
stripey red-and-white getup. “He said he was attacked by a crow when he was
eating a Greggs sausage roll.”


Griffith looked around, his heart beating faster
until it stopped once he spotted Mark lounging on the sofa. With one arm laid
along the backrest, hands clad in black leather, he spoke to a pretty girl from
Griffith’s law course, Chiara. Mark’s hair was slicked back, and paired with
the black turtleneck and narrow trousers in the same color gave him the look
of... What was his costume actually? Mark even had a plastic gun sticking out
of a holster under his armpit.


And when a third person said Mark had told them
yet another version of the origin of his eyepatch, shame twisted Griffith’s
guts. It was such a disaster. Everyone just assumed Mark wore it as part of his
costume, and they didn’t know how rude a question it really was. 


Leon and a girl he was chatting to obscured Mark
from Griff’s view when they too sat by the coffee table, so Griffith quietly
backed out of the conversation and headed that way. It was only polite to go
greet Mark.


As soon as he approached, Mark’s gaze met his,
sending a hot shiver down Griff’s spine. It was as if he hadn’t just gotten
noticed, but seen. Mark even smiled at him, as if they had never been
mortal enemies.


Griffith waved at him instead of saying hello. “I
thought you wouldn’t come,” he said, leaning toward Mark so that they could
comfortably hear one another. Maybe it was his imagination, but he could sense
the heat radiating off Mark without even getting all that close. The simple
black turtleneck Mark wore was tight enough to emphasize his figure, and Griff
forced himself to stop thinking about the abs hidden beneath the fabric,
because tonight’s fiasco with Leon had been enough. He needed to stop perving
on Mark.


“Wouldn’t miss it,” Mark said with a smile.


“Have you tried the pumpkin tarts? They’re great,”
Leon said.


Mark made a face. “Not a fan. Sorry, Griff.”


Griffith blinked, suddenly feeling self-conscious
about his choices. “Well, there’s a variety. Maybe the stuffed peppers would be
more up your street,” he said and stole a chair the moment one of their guests
vacated it.


Leon laughed and poked Griff’s shoulder. “Let the
man starve if he’s so picky. Do you study law too, Mark, or are you from a
different group of friends?”


Mark had a sip of something from a whiskey glass.
“I’m just a neighbor. Or am I?” He wiggled his eyebrows.


Griffith swallowed. “What else would you be?”


“Can’t you tell I’m a generic eighties Bond
villain?”


Griff burst out with a laugh so loud he was
surprised by it himself and quickly suppressed it. He silently applauded Mark
for incorporating the eyepatch as an element of his outfit, although Griff
wondered if the insistent questions hadn’t hurt Mark’s feelings. And had he
given all those different answers while “in character”, or was it just his way
of dismissing the fact that people noticed? In truth, Griff had been wondering
what had happened to Mark, but asking had never felt appropriate.


Or maybe, just maybe, Mark was that good at lying
because he really was a con man.


“See? Griff doesn’t believe me. To him, I’m just a
student”


“Oh! What do you study?” asked Chiara, swirling
wine in her glass.


“Photography.”


Leon laughed and leaned forward, putting his
elbows on his knees. “Meh, there’s not much money in that.”


Mark frowned, and now all his attention was on
Leon. “Do I look like I need money?”


His answer caused a brief pause. 


Suddenly everyone but Leon burst out laughing.


Chiara patted Leon’s shoulder. “Buuurn, mate!
Burn.”


Griffith hid his mouth behind his hands, because
he didn’t want to openly make fun of Leon, but he believed his rudeness had
been properly punished. He was used to people just changing the topic in such
situations, so Leon’s next move came as a total surprise, taking the unpleasant
conversation to another level.


“But that’s interesting. Does your eye situation
affect your photography?”


Griffith’s gaze moved to Mark, who’d once again
been disrespected at a party Griff hosted. He hadn’t been this embarrassed in a
while. “I think we’re all more interested in what kind of photography you do,”
he said a bit louder.


Mark drank a bit more. “No, that’s okay. Having
one eye has no influence on my photography. Shooting took a bit of practice to
get used to.”


Leon raised his eyebrows. “Shooting? Is this the
Bond villain talking now, or Mark?”


Griffith gave a soft laugh. “He does have a gun,”
he said, reaching for the plastic firearm under Mark’s armpit but not quite
touching it. His hand hovered in the air, and the weight of everyone’s stares
pushed it right back into Griff’s lap.


Leon shook his head and wouldn’t stop bothering
Mark. “How about we test your aim in a game of darts?”


“Are you sure? You’ve had a bit to drink,” Mark
said, causing a roar of laughter from the people who’d gathered around them,
drawn to the feud like wasps to a pot of honey.


Even Leon grinned as he got up. “Can you believe this
cocky fucker? Where’s the dartboard, Griff?”


Griffith rose in sync with Mark and pointed in the
general direction of the board, where a couple of guests entertained themselves
with the game, but whether because of the liquor they’d had or lack of skill,
their aim wasn’t impressive.


“Are you guys really doing this?” Griffith asked
Mark quietly.


Mark shrugged and patted Griff’s shoulder in
passing. “Yeah, why not?”


Griffith exhaled and shook his head gently. After
all, this was only a game. Who won and who lost would soon be forgotten, and he
crossed his fingers that the competition would clear the air.


Who was Griff kidding? With Leon constantly making
jabs at Mark for no apparent reason, the tension would only dissipate if Leon
won.


Still, Griffith stepped right back into his host
shoes and approached the board. “Guys, how far are you from finishing the game?
We have two serious competitors,” he said, gesturing at Mark and Leon.


One of the players waved his hand in resignation.
“Err, carry on, we weren’t counting the points.”


Nisha wrapped her arm around Griff’s, emerging out
of nowhere. “What’s going on?” 


When Griff quickly explained, she squealed with
glee and grabbed a cleared food tray to put darts on it and act as a hostess.


Griffith reached into his pocket and pulled out
his wallet. “Heads or Tails?” he asked Mark.


“You choose for me,” Mark said with a cocky grin,
and the sudden pressure of the decision made Griff stall with his lips parted.


Leon rolled his eyes. “Heads.”


The flipped coin designated Leon as the one to
start, and he made sure to alert everyone in the room about the darts duel for
the ages. He even had Tim lower the sound of the music, which naturally made
people aware of the grand games at Griff and Nisha’s flat.


Leon took his time aiming, and when the dart found
its target, it struck quite close to the bullseye. 


Griffith did his best to avoid favoritism, but for
all his faults, Mark didn’t deserve to be put in this position. So he was
disabled and didn’t want to be seen as weaker. Of course he’d let Leon pull him
into this.


But when Mark’s turn came, and he got the dart in
not that far off from the middle of the board, he suddenly became the crowd’s
underdog favorite, and the game continued in a surprisingly even fashion. Dart
after dart, the points on the scoreboard run by Nisha remained similar. Griff
was pretty sure he’d even heard a bet going on behind his back.


They’d been friends with Leon for quite a while,
so it was a sobering experience to see him being so mean to a guy he barely
knew. Leon was a few points in the lead, but the last dart belonged to Mark.
The room went quiet, and Griff’s heartbeat became a furious thumping in his
ears. 


Mark’s dart hit the target, but when Nisha wrote
down the result, the tie was obvious and disappointing to the crowd.


“You’re lucky I’m drunk,” Leon sniped as he tried
to walk away, but Mark wouldn’t let it go and grabbed his arm.


Griff’s eyes went wide. No, no, no! There
would be no fights at his party!


“You’re lucky it’s darts. I’m much better with
knives,” Mark said. 


It was as if the whole room drew a collective
breath.


“Oh, my God, we are so doing this!” Nisha
announced and rushed off toward the kitchen before Griffith could stop her. 


“You what? You’re really going to throw knives in
a room full of people?” Griffith asked, pretending amusement, even though he
was terrified that something could go wrong, and the party would end up with
red streaks on pristine walls and a visit to the hospital.


Mark shrugged, and Griffith could have sworn he
winked, but it was hard to tell when someone had only one eye. “Everyone make
sure to stand out of the way.”


Leon crossed his arms. “This is so dumb.”


Nisha came up to them with a platter. “Here’s all
the knives we’ve got,” she said with a wide grin.


“Five? Get them in a straight line. Vertical or
horizontal.” Mark grabbed a knife to an audience of gasps and whispers.


Leon nodded and waved his hand dismissively, but
he was shifting his weight over and over. Nervous.


“Everyone stay back,” Griffith said. Even the
music stilled, drowning the room in whispers and laughs. People were downing
shots and pushing their way forward to see the competition better, but
Griffith’s attention was solely on the chef’s knife in Mark’s hand.


Mark weighed the knife for a second, but then,
with no further ado, stood in front of the board and swung his arm, landing the
knife at the bottom of the thick plank of wood and cork used to secure the wall
around the dart board. 


Leon snorted. “That’s pretty far off target.”


Mark shook his head and continued, to the
amusement of the crowd. He landed the next knife above the dart board, creating
two points that could be connected by a vertical line.


The crowd went silent, waiting for Mark’s next
move, and so did Griffith. Flushed with heat, he watched Mark choose his next
projectile. He briefly weighed it in his hand, since each of the knives was
different, and then threw, landing it halfway between the first knife and the
bullseye. Griff didn’t miss that Mark didn’t just use his hand either, instead
engaging his entire body into the throw.


The next knife was also perfectly aligned with the
others, but when Mark picked up his final tool, the tension in the air
thickened. Instead of exploiting the attention he was getting, Mark tossed the
knife, and it struck right in the middle, causing an eruption of cheers.


People pushed close to pat the skillful knife
thrower on the back and already offer their congratulations, but the stream of
bodies forced Griffith to retreat by a few steps when he wanted to be close
enough to pat Mark on the back himself


“It’s just a party trick,” Mark said, somewhat
flushed, as if the attention was making him shy.


“Move aside people!” Leon roared. “We’re not done
here!”


Griffith sighed, because after Mark’s performance
they most definitely were. Leon was the only one who didn’t know that yet.


When Leon took the steak knife, the tension in
Griffith’s body turned his joints into lead. Even the way he held the blade
reflected nothing of the confidence Mark had. He gasped when the knife flew
through the air and hit the wooden board before jumping off to fall to the
floor with a loud clatter. The guests gave a collective gasp, retreating as if
they too understood their safety could not be guaranteed. Leon’s second attempt
didn’t even land within the broad window of the wood and cork, leaving the wall
with a dent in the plaster. That was when Nisha stepped in and refused to give
him another knife.


Reddening even on his nape, Leon leaned in to grab
the fallen knife, but Griffith got to it before him. Their eyes met for a tense
second, but he knew just the way to save the situation. Misdirection. “Let’s
play something everyone can participate in.”


“Oh yeah? Like what?” Kenneth asked from the crowd
and Nisha grinned.


“Everyone’s favorite! Spin the bottle!”











Chapter 6 - Griffith


It soon became clear that not everyone was
interested, which was a relief to Griff, who’d gladly leave this to Nisha. This
was not a teenage rom-com, and he’d had enough kissing for the day. But just as
he was about to sink into the crowd and grab himself some more wine, a
surprisingly strong hand pulled at his arm.


“Come on. You’re the host, you need to play,”
Nisha insisted, dragging him out of the dance studio.


The group of eager, drunk players consisted of
about ten people, and Nisha led them all to her room which had a massive
built-in wardrobe and infinite numbers of pillows to sit and lean on.


Griff looked back at the party going on in the
dance room, worried how things would go without hosts present, but protests
died on his lips when he spotted Mark tailing them. Pulled by the hand by
Chiara, he was putting up some resistance but still followed everyone into
Nisha’s room.


The space was wonderfully girly, with diffusers of
jasmine-scented perfume, cute plants, and a string of fairy lights hung above
the bed. Griffith normally enjoyed sitting here with Nisha, spread out on the
kingsize bed as they talked. Tonight however, the room was making him nervous.


The small group of people took their time, and it
soon became clear that almost all of them were far more intoxicated than
Griffith—yet another thing that made him stress out. What if some of the people
attending their party couldn’t hold their liquor and puked somewhere? And
instead of monitoring the situation in the sitting room and dance studio, he
was locked up in Nisha’s boudoir about to watch Mark kiss girls.


“So what are the rules?” asked Janet, Kenneth’s
girlfriend, pushing herself under his arm. Griffith wasn’t sure about their
presence here. As a couple, shouldn’t they not kiss other people?
Wouldn’t this game devolve into a screaming match if one of them were to snog
someone else?


Nisha held up an empty bottle of craft beer.
"Okay, guys. Rules. One person spins the bottle, and whoever it lands on,
you have to kiss them quick. On the mouth. Five seconds. You hesitate ten
seconds, you gotta snog them. You hesitate more—five minutes in the wardrobe.”
She wiggled her eyebrows and pointed to the large sliding doors taking up the
entire length of her wall. Griff was pretty sure she’d be regretting these
rules tomorrow, but oh well, it wasn’t his clothes that’d be getting wrinkled
and trampled. 


Nisha continued. “I’m the judge, and if I allow an
exception because of special circumstances then the snog passes to the next
person down the line. Clockwise.”


Kenneth’s eyes were wide. “Oh, man. That’s
intense.”


Mark laughed and took off his gloves.. “I didn’t
know there were so many rules to this.”


Nisha pointed the bottle at him. “Well, there are.
Spin the bottle is serious business.”


“You never played spin the bottle? I thought it
was popular on the other side of the pond,” Kenneth said with a wide smile.


Mark ran his fingers through his hair, ruining the
slicked-back look. “Never got the chance.”


Between the knife-throwing, the eyepatch, the bold
answer about money… what was Mark’s deal? Griff had no idea where to place him
in social hierarchy.


Nisha passed Mark the bottle. “Well, today’s your
lucky day. Newbie goes first.”


Griffith, who sat between Nisha and a girl from
her class called Lucy, couldn’t help but watch Mark’s lean body casually
stretch as he reached for the bottle and spun it like this was no big deal.


It rotated evenly, and every time its neck passed
Griffith, he got the oddest case of goose bumps on his back, even though it was
warm. In the end Janet was the lucky one, but despite her boyfriend sitting
right next to her, she leaned forward in the same moment as Mark. Their lips
touched, and the five seconds tapped on the floor by Nisha seemed to last for
ages. Griffith had no idea what to think by the time Mark pulled away and
winked at Janet.


It was her turn next, and she pretended to
hesitate when the bottle pointed to Kenneth, so that they made out for longer,
and the game went on with sneaky drinks added as they all laughed and adhered
to judge-Nisha’s rules. Griffith’s entire body heated up when the bottle had
Kenneth kissing a guy from Nisha’s classes. Griffith had half-expected
protests, but everyone was perfectly casual about this, and the game went on as
if nothing out of the ordinary had happened.


Nisha then kissed Lucy, and Lucy ended up getting
Griffith, who leaned in, nervous that if he hesitated he’d have to snog her.


The moment he put his hand on the bottle to spin
it himself, his heart did a weird backflip, and he put all his force into not
looking up at Mark. What if someone noticed? In some ways, spin the bottle was
more intense than poker.


The rotation seemed to go on forever, with Griffith’s
heart marking each circle with a beat. The tension rose in his veins as the
bottle slowed down very close to Mark’s firm legs, but in the end, it pointed
at Nisha.


He leaned forward, desperate to get through it in
the quickest form, but Nisha raised her arms. “No! I can’t do it! He’s like my
brother!”


“Time’s ticking,” Janet said and laughed so hard
she spilled some of her drink down her dress.


A short kiss would have been bearable. What
Griffith definitely did not want was to stick his tongue into Nisha’s mouth. As
lovely as she was, he just didn’t want to. But he wasn’t one to chicken out
either.


“No it’s not. I’m the judge, and I think this is
an exception. We live together, and we’ve known each other for ages. It would
be super weird. Mark, you’re up.”


Mark’s gaze met Griffith’s, wide as if he’d been
pulled out of a daydream, but the countdown had already started. “Huh?”


Griffith frowned at her, not entirely sure what
she meant. That Griff would just skip this kiss? It didn’t make much sen—


“You’re hesitating,” Kenneth said and pushed
Griffith forward hard enough for him to stiffen and refuse to move.


“But... I should just spin once more,” he said,
keeping his gaze everywhere but on Mark’s face. He could barely hear what was
happening around him from the furious pulsing in his ears.


"No, Griff. Next person, clockwise. I don't
make the rules,” Nisha said, though actually, she had made the rules.


Kenneth nudged Griff again. “Come on, Griff. I’ve
kissed Gary. It’s no excuse. You’re almost at ten seconds…”


Mark moved forward. “You wanna—”


“Time’s up! Wardrobe!” Janet yelled a bit too
excitedly. “We have our first wardrobe!”


Griffith’s stomach turned into a tight ball that
he wished were made entirely of anxiety, but interwoven into the threads and
bundled up at its core was curiosity. Excitement that he couldn’t name.
“Already?”


“Griff, if you’re too much of a chicken to kiss a
guy, then you shouldn’t be playing this game,” Gary said. “Get over yourself.
No one’s asking you for a blo—”


He shut up when Nisha put a hand over his mouth
with a fake smile. “You finished? Thanks. Mark. Griff. Wardrobe.”


Griff’s hands were getting clammy already. He'd be
kissing Mark, and he'd have an excuse for it too. The perfect crime.


Mark stood up and spread his arms in a helpless
gesture. “I clearly don’t know how to play this game.”


His words sank deep into Griffith like two
icicles. Was he so unhappy about having to connect physically with Griffith?
What if they just stayed in the wardrobe for five minutes and waited it out? It
would have been the most awkward five minutes of Griffith’s life.


“Go on then. Surf the waves,” Kenneth said,
grinning widely and sending Griffith off with an encouraging gesture. 


The cheering felt accusatory to Griff’s ears, but
he wouldn’t chicken out, no matter how deeply uncomfortable this situation made
him.


As he led the way to Nisha’s wardrobe, the sound
of Mark’s steady footsteps was like the thudding of a vulture’s wings about to
descend on Griff and leave him in tatters.


“There’s no room here,” Mark complained when they
opened the sliding door, but he dove in and lifted some of the densely-packed
clothes along with their hangers before throwing them on the bed.


He then bowed and invited Griffith in with a broad
gesture.


“Unless you’re chickening out,” Mark whispered,
putting Griffith on the spot.


Griffith glanced into Mark’s calm brown eye and
then walked into the wardrobe without a word, diving into the jungle of
floral-scented clothes. His skull emptied when a piece of silk tickled his cheek,
setting off alarms of unwanted touch. With very little space to spare, he moved
away from Mark on his knees, ending up in a tight crevice between the wall and
Nisha’s woolen coats. The air was stuffy, the wooden bottom of the wardrobe—hard
under his knees, and in the far-off corner, behind thick fabrics where no one
could see him, he dreamed that there was another door somewhere, one that would
lead him to a place where he could be carefree about kissing anyone he fancied.


His heart thumped heavily, as if there was a black
hole forming in his chest, when the precious light that reached his secret spot
dimmed—a sure sign that Mark shut the wardrobe.


"No cheating, we've got a timer!" came
from beyond the wooden doors. The bottle and the people gathered around it were
part of a separate world at this point. 


Griffith’s reality consisted of the presence of
another person in the tight space. Mark could have stayed by the door, but
instead scooted closer, a shadow approaching Griffith in the dark with the most
vicious intentions. Despite Griff’s attempts at making room behind the coats,
Mark’s knees still touched his, one sliding between his legs and parting them
on purpose. The touch was shockingly hot—the kind that you don’t want at first,
only to start craving it after having a taste.


The grayish lines of light on the sides of the
sliding doors were the only source of light in this warm cave of wood and
fabric. Barely any of it touched Mark’s face, but as he came close enough for
Griffith to smell the orange juice on his breath, somehow he managed to see the
tempting lips move.


“Are we doing this, or are you scared?” Mark
teased. 


Breathing was so unbelievably hard.


A perfect crime.


Griffith didn’t even bother answering and just
pressed his mouth to Mark’s. A spark exploded when their skin touched, but it
wasn’t static electricity. It was something else—a steady humming energy that
somehow trailed all the way down Griffith’s torso and twisted around his cock.


Before he could figure out the answers to
questions blooming in his mind, Mark’s hot tongue parted his lips, and the slow
exploration went down his body in a shiver of invisible touch. He couldn’t
gather his thoughts fast enough when Mark pushed him back until his head hit
the side of the wardrobe. Fortunately, the impact was softened by something
made of tulle.


Mark pulled him right back by the tie and worked
his hot tongue into Griff’s mouth, deepening the kiss as if he wanted to devour
Griff alive.


Griffith barely knew where the floor was when his
head spun, sending his rattled body against Mark’s. He clutched at the steady
presence above him, holding on to shoulders that were so wide, and so strong
they allowed for an endless amount of pull-ups. His mouth was filled with
phantom popping candy flavored with brown sugar and tobacco, and reacted to
Mark’s attention with a warm prickling.


This was nothing like the kiss with Leon. When
Griffith finally broke through the wall of shyness and stroked the underside of
Mark’s tongue with his own, shivers erupted in every single place on him. He
fought back a whimper when Mark slid his hands up Griffith’s neck, all the way
to his jaw, which he caressed with warm, somewhat rough thumbs, as if trying to
coax out even more sweetness.


Griff would forever associate the soft rosy scent
of Nisha’s wardrobe with this kiss.


Air soon became a precious commodity, and when he
pulled away to breathe, Mark pushed him down, until Griffith slid all the way
to the wardrobe floor, still heaving, still hot and confused when Mark’s knee pushed
its way between his thighs. 


For a brief moment, Griffith dared to open his
eyes to a darkness that wasn’t quite as impenetrable as before.


Mark’s one remaining eye was closed, his brows
gathered over the shapely nose in an expression of absolute focus on the deep
kiss that set Griff’s whole body aflame. Mark’s weight was like warm water
filling Griff’s lungs and pushing him to the seabed, yet Griffith didn’t want
to come up for air. He’d rather let himself be taken over the edge, to the
depths of the ocean, where there was no one to judge his choices. He didn’t
know when Mark’s hands left his face, and slipped to Griffith’s back instead.
Imagination played tricks on Griff and dust particles floating in the dim light
seemed to transform the wardrobe into a body of water. One in which he and Mark
were alone, safely contained, and with all the time in the world to explore
each other’s bodies.


He gave a brief sigh when Mark’s teeth pulled on
his lip, squeezing it to the point where it hurt despite throbbing excitement,
like an erect cock when you stroked it. Mark didn’t feel heavy, likely keeping
himself up and only resting a fraction of his weight on Griffith, but what if
he weren’t so considerate? What if he pushed Griffith down and pressed his hips
to Griffith’s instead of his thigh? His scent—an earthy yet fresh aroma that
reminded Griffith of sun-scorched stone sprinkled with musk—would have been the
only thing left for Griff to breathe in.


They were so close now, their hearts beat faster,
harder, and Griffith whimpered into Mark’s mouth when he realized he could
sense the tremor in Mark’s chest against his. He pushed up his hips, shuddering
when his cock rubbed against Mark. Shame was his second name after
Uncontrollable Lust, but when Mark rocked back against him, Griffith couldn’t
stop the motion of his body, pulled into this game of throbbing and pleasure by
his own erection.


How on earth was he supposed to think clearly in
the heat of the wardrobe, with Mark’s lips playing him like a flute, and oh—now
he was thinking about Mark’s mouth working his cock the way he sucked on
Griff’s tongue. Darkness was his refuge from all the thoughts trying to enter
without invitation.


You shouldn’t be liking this.


You should have let him kiss you.


He’s exactly who you were supposed to stay away
from.


Don’t you remember what he called you?


Griffith opened his eyes wide when someone banged
on the wardrobe. 


“One minute!” called out Janet.


Mark’s arms stiffened around Griff, and he slowly
pulled away, panting as he watched Griffith without a word. When had Griff
wound his fingers into Mark’s hair?


Why wasn’t he letting go?


Griffith swallowed, biting back a groan when
Mark’s thigh touched his groin. It was only then that Griffith woke up from the
sort of trance, shifting away and curling up his legs in a vain attempt to hide
what Mark had surely felt. He could barely force himself to look at him as
shame sneaked its way through his body, laughing at him wordlessly. Had the
people outside heard that noise Griff had made earlier?


"Sorry, I'm a bit drunk," Mark
whispered, but there had been no taste of alcohol in the kiss they'd shared.
“Got carried away. Secret, right?”


Mark ruffled his own hair, making some of the
curls fall to his forehead. Did a more handsome man even exist? Definitely not.
With that cocky half-smile, the warm breath, the wide shoulders Mark was the
very definition of what people craved. But it was the way he’d touched Griff
that ignited more than attraction to a handsome face. There was such confidence
and strength in Mark’s hands. He’d just gone for it until Griff ended up on his
back and forgot that he should mind.


What would have happened if Janet hadn’t
interrupted them?


Embarrassment was a cold sensation down Griffith’s
back, and the sense of unease coming from Mark’s last question had him sitting
on needles. He didn’t want to leave the wardrobe just yet. 


“Sure,” he wanted to whisper but ended up barely
making a sound.


Mark watched him in the silence, a half-smile
crooking his lips. Griff had no idea what Mark could possibly be thinking
about, yet it felt as if each layer of clothes was being stripped away from him
with that brown gaze alone. Could they not stay in this fortress? Why was it
made out of sand and meant to wash away come high tide?


The silence once more clamped anxiety around
Griffith’s chest. What did that knowing smile mean? Was Mark secretly laughing
at how easy Griff was to crack? It was Griff who had a giant erection that
wouldn’t dwindle. It was Griffith who at first hesitated, and then let a guy he
barely knew rub against him. Maybe Mark now thought Griff had done it all on
purpose to get his hands on Mark without having to explain himself.


What if any of this reached Charlotte’s ears?


Even inviting Mark to the party would have earned Griff
a scolding. This? So, so wrong.


To make things worse, the countdown behind the
doors began, sinking Griffith deeper in the well of helplessness. He didn’t
want to face anyone. He’d entered this stupid wardrobe nervous yet also
excited, and now he was an aroused mess, desperate to press against Mark’s
muscular, strong body. The world that awaited him outside would be different
from the one he’d left.


He looked away from Mark, more terrified of having
to face his friends by the second. He had an erection, and it just wasn’t going
down. What if this situation became some kind of gag to tell everyone in his
class? Everyone would say that it’s just a game, but they would have their
suspicions. Of course they would, and he would be all alone with that dreadful
outcome.


Mark lifted Griff’s chin and forced him to look.
“You okay?”


The distant door of the wardrobe slid open to the
disharmony of Janet’s laughter. The light invaded the sanctity of the space
uninvited, without care for how profound those past few minutes had been for
Griffith.


In the bright light, Griffith looked at Mark from
up close. He had such long lashes, and the two small beauty spots under his
remaining eye seemed to exist only to complement the handsome, tanned face.
Griffith’s head rattled, leaving him with a sense of painful weightlessness in
anticipation of having to brave the mob outside. But Mark’s lips were no longer
smiling. He took one more glance at Griff, and pushed the door back in place,
once again drowning the wardrobe in the comfort of darkness. “Sorry, we like it
here. We’ll be staying.”


“That’s against the rules!” Nisha said. “Oh, my
God! Mark, you really can’t play this game, can you?”


But no one was prying the door open, and it slowly
sank into Griff that most people out there were in fact too drunk to care about
Griffith’s erection, or what he really did with Mark in the wardrobe.
Breathless from the stress of it all, he watched Mark shift closer again, the
skin on his nape prickling in anticipation of another kiss.


There were many things that he disliked about
Mark’s earlier behavior, but his bravery, the conviction that he didn’t have to
satisfy everyone and could act however he saw fit, were making Griffith rethink
his attitude. Sometimes, he thought that maybe if his circumstances were
different, and he didn’t have to be wary of others, his life would have been
happier.


Mark sat opposite Griff with a sigh. “Take your
time,” he whispered. “Don’t worry. I got hard for anything with a pulse when I
was your age.”


Griffith swallowed, both grateful and embarrassed
to his core. This had to be the worst social mishap that had ever happened to
anyone. He gave a shallow nod, trying to swallow the hard tension in his
throat. Still, Griff was glad for that opening and laughed.


“You aren’t exactly a grandpa.”


Mark smiled, and Griff had never seen anything
more genuine. “I’m twenty one, and I’ve had some experience by now.”


Griffith trembled just thinking about it. This had
only been his second kiss ever—the first one being only a few hours back and
lasting seconds. Had Mark noticed?


Twenty one was only three years older, yet it
seemed like they were on completely different levels when it came to
experience. “But not in wardrobes?”


Mark bit the lip Griff wanted to kiss again.
“Never in wardrobes.”


Griffith exhaled, happy to sense the pressure
between his legs ease somewhat. And yet, being alone with Mark in such a
confined space charged the air with electricity. It was so intimate he never
wanted to leave.


If he hadn’t been gay before he entered this
place, he definitely was now.











Chapter 7 - Mark


Mark’s lips still tingled from the touch of
Griffith’s raspberry marshmallow mouth. In the dark confines of the closet,
Griffith had let go of his stuck-up words and came undone in Mark’s arms, as
eager for the touch of a man as he was shy about it. Mark had given Sleeping
Beauty the kiss of life. And now he was stuck with an attraction that was
growing on both sides, even though he shouldn’t pursue those pink lips, no
matter how loudly his dick told him otherwise.


This was ridiculous.


He was ridiculous.


And yet he kept going back to the way Griffith had
clutched Mark’s hair, how he’d rubbed his rock-hard erection against Mark.
Griff was a blushing flower, but he sure was horny.


After Griff’s near-panic attack in the wardrobe,
they’d explained that they’d struck up a private conversation, and none of the
other players questioned their words. Even the few jokes from Griffith’s
friends relied on the assumption that Mark and Griff hadn’t actually done anything
inside the closet and only played things up for the benefit of the other
participants.


The rest of the party became a blur of longing
that Mark didn’t yet know how to deal with. He didn’t want to alienate himself,
so he chatted to everyone, but somehow he always gravitated close to Griffith.
Unlike Mark, Griffith wasn’t stealthy, so every time he tried to watch Mark,
his interest was painfully obvious in those glistening blue eyes.


Leon must have already forgotten about his defeat—or
was desperate to make everyone believe he didn’t care that he’d lost against a
disadvantaged guy—because he was a loud, tall presence wherever he appeared.
Mark didn’t know the guy well, but Leon had annoyed him from the second they
came into contact, and he couldn’t shake it.


But what really got Mark itching to throw the guy
off the closest balcony was the way he’d touched the small of Griffith’s back
in the kitchen when he thought no one was looking. 


Well, Mark was. And he didn’t like it. Which was
completely unreasonable, since he’d laughed off the in-game kiss as
experimenting while drunk.


Shit.


Was Griffith… taken? He didn’t appear particularly
close to Leon and very obviously hadn’t supported him during the dart game, but
maybe it was some misguided front he put up. Was it so wrong of Mark to just
want someone sweet and pliant for once? A late birthday present to himself in
the form of a boy with skin like rose petals. He wouldn’t hurt the pretty
thing. He’d be gentle, take his time, and show Griff the ropes. But Griffith
was still a boy, only seventeen. Charlotte’s brother on top of it, and Mark
hoped that maybe, just maybe, she would reconsider. Give him a chance to at
least explain his actions. So far, he could see no light at the end of this
tunnel.


After midnight, Mark saw Nisha making out with a
guy dressed as a geographical globe, and the further she pressed against his
fabric-and-sponge costume, the more flattened the spherical outfit became.


At two AM, many of the guests were already moving
on, but with the booze still powering the party, dancing, games, and
conversations in the kitchen were going strong. From his vantage on the balcony
where he’d gone for a smoke, Mark watched Leon follow Griffith with a bottle of
Merlot. After a lengthy conversation, Griff ended up accepting some more of the
wine, but instead of staying with Leon in the quiet corner like a secret lover
would have, he led the way toward a large gathering of people.


Mark didn’t miss the sneaky glance cast toward him
by those brilliantly blue eyes. Their shade had him wanting to jump into those
twin pools that only looked cold, hiding sweetness and warmth beneath a thin
layer of ice.


Mark could just decide to fuck responsibility,
ignore the fact that Griffith was the sibling of his former lover, and start a
charm offensive that would breach the walls of Griffith’s castle. But if he
were to kiss the prince again, the princess he’d come here for in the
first place would never forgive him.


When Griff walked out of the room, followed by
Leon and his bottle, Mark butted his cigarette and tailed them past the living
room, the kitchen, and down the corridor. Griffith might have been walking his
guest to the door, like the good host he was, so Mark leaned against the wall
and listened to the conversation beyond the bend of the hallway.


“No, I think I’m good. If I have one more glass
I’m gonna just drop dead,” Griffith said with a laugh that sounded somewhat
tense.


“Don’t be a baby. You look completely fine to me.
You gotta build up a tolerance at some point, right? It’s the worst when your
friends have to drag you home,” Leon said, and his words were followed by the
clink of glass.


Mark would happily smash that bottle on the
douchebag’s head. Griffith wasn’t even eighteen yet, so why was that idiot so
adamant to get him drunk? Mark had all to many ideas.


Then again, it was yet another reminder that Mark
shouldn’t be fantasizing about Griffith’s underage ass.


He rolled his forehead against the wall in an
attempt to cool down. Was it his fault that Griff was this delicious meringue
topped with cherries and rose dust that had been created to indulge Mark’s
taste buds?


“There you go!” Leon laughed. “Anyway, it’s kinda
late. You think I could crash here tonight?”


Mark clawed at the wall and his shoulders tensed.
Like fuck was Leon staying here after pushing a drink on Griff.


Griffith was suspiciously silent for a while.
“Um... I don’t know. I’d have to ask Nisha. We haven’t really discussed this
kind of stuff yet.” A way of saying ‘no’ in the politest and most roundabout
way in existence.


Leon wouldn’t be discouraged. “Oh, come on. I bet
the globe guy’s staying over too. Does she need to ask you for permission?”


Mark didn’t even understand why his adrenaline
levels spiked this high, but maybe the peace of his everyday life made his body
overreact to small stressors? There was nothing to worry about, because he was
here not only to enjoy Halloween and the lips of a pretty twink, but also to
help Griffith out when he needed a hand. Without thinking, Mark passed by the kitchen,
grabbed a bottle of Coke and made his way to where Leon and Griffith were
talking in the hallway.


“You seen the opener anywhere?” he asked.


Griffith glanced his way, and it was as if he’d
been thrown a lifeline during a raging storm. He walked past Leon, as if an
excuse were the only thing he needed. “Of course. We actually got a few just
for this party, but you know how it is. Everyone just puts them in random
places.” He led the way back to the kitchen. Leon wouldn’t give it a rest and
followed his dream prey.


“Can’t you open it with your knife skills?” Leon
asked with a pinch of annoyance, which resolved all of Mark’s doubts about the
creeper’s intentions. He’d gladly cockblock Leon until he got tired of barking
up the wrong tree.


“Why would I wreck a perfectly good knife?”


Sure, maybe Mark wasn’t an amazing choice of man
himself, but there was nothing he hated more than opportunistic predators
looking to exploit someone’s weakness instead of finding a willing fuck. Or pay
for their pleasure, if that was where their morals stood. Mark was pretty
disillusioned in this matter.


If Griffith chose to engage with Leon or Mark,
that would be his choice, but Mark wouldn’t try to poach him. Despite Leon’s
attempts, Mark wouldn’t leave their little group of three after that,
chattering away with Griffith and the few remaining guests about all kinds of
silly stuff, but eventually everyone left and even Nisha bid farewell to her
guy before drunkenly going off to her room. Once Griffith tucked her in and
returned to the kitchen, the apartment appeared hollow after hosting such a
huge number of people.


Griffith took off his suit jacket and rolled up
his shirtsleeves, watching the carnage of crumbs and dirty plates. “All these
dishes…”


Leon crept into the kitchen like a cockroach that
wouldn’t die, no matter how many times Mark chased it away. “You can just do
them tomorrow. Party’s wrapped up now, right?” He looked at Mark, as if that
stupid passive-aggressive line was supposed to pressure Mark into leaving. Not
a chance. Mark was a Vincitore, and Leon hadn’t even seen half his arsenal of
rudeness.


“I can stay and help tidy up. The dance room is
pretty messy too.”


Griffith’s eyes were back on Mark—bright and so
tempting it was hard to look away. Hadn't Mark vowed to himself that he'd look
for the 'real thing' instead or falling between every pair of thighs that
spread for him? Old habits died hard, especially when a blond prince with sweet
lips was the bait.


Would it be so bad if Mark relaxed a little about
this whole celibacy thing? It didn’t have to be either that or a constant
string of new lovers. Then again, wasn’t that exactly what had turned Mark’s
life in El Encanto into an endless string of conquests? After losing Charlotte,
Mark had fooled himself into thinking that something better awaited him beyond
the horizon, so he’d stopped connecting with people, always on the chase for a
better, more attractive, more interesting partner.


“That would be so incredibly helpful. Thank you,”
Griffith said, seemingly just an impulse away from clapping his hands. The fact
that he wasn’t saying any ‘are you certains?’ made it evident that he did want
Mark to stay and was desperate enough to be that little bit rude.


So where Leon was told to go, Mark was invited to
stay. The acceptance was so pleasant he’d be happy even if he ended up washing
dishes until morning.


Leon tapped his fingers on the bottle he was
holding and put it down. “All right. I’ll be off then. I’m driving to my
parents’ tomorrow,” he said, even though he couldn’t entirely keep the sour
tone out of his words.


Griffith offered him a perfect smile. “Of course,
that’s understandable. Tell them I said hello.”


“I will,” Leon grumbled and was gone after a few
more goodbyes.


With a deep sigh, Mark stood by the sink and started
working on the dirty dishes. Griffith came back after locking the door and
stood in the doorway, examining the extent of the mess. “Well, I didn’t expect
there to be this much rubbish.”


Mark shrugged. “We’ll get through it fast, and you
won’t have to worry about it tomorrow.” He glanced over his shoulder,
hesitating for a moment. “Thanks for inviting me. I didn’t really have any
plans, and this was a lot of fun.”


Griffith rubbed his pale hands together. “No,
thank you for staying. It’s really so kind of you.”


Mark focused on the task at hand, not wanting to
ponder over Griffith’s assessment of him. Very few people would call Mark kind,
or even a good person. What would Griffith say if he knew what really happened
between Mark and Charlotte? “Least I can do. Did it all work out how you
wanted?”


Griffith laughed and put on the kettle before
gathering some of the plates with unfinished food and starting to shove the
leftovers into the trash can. “I might have gone a bit overboard. With
everything, essentially. But people enjoyed themselves, so I’m not
complaining.”


Mark had definitely enjoyed himself in that
wardrobe. Should he say that? Would it intimidate Griffith the same way Leon’s
continuous attention had seemed to?


He settled on: “I won a competition tonight, but
never got a prize.”


Griffith looked up, his host self back in place.
“Oh, that’s right. It was an epic win. What would you like? Other than the
chance to spend some quality time over the sink with yours truly?” he asked
with a wide smile.


Mark licked his lips as his brain offered him the
image of Griffith bent over the kitchen island with his pants pooling around
his ankles and his own cock working its way between the globes of that
beautifully-shaped ass. A fuck would have definitely been a worthy prize, and
with Griffith having been so responsive in the closet, that possibility wasn’t
entirely off the table. But then again, Mark would never exploit the weakness
of a boy who didn’t yet know what he wanted, just to get his way with him.


“I want to see you dance again.”


The professional smile dropped from Griffith’s
mouth, and he briefly stalled, as if the answer surprised him to the point
where he needed to reset his mind. “Oh. Sure, absolutely. There’s nothing I’d
love more.” His lips quirked, and this time the expression seemed entirely
genuine, as if the appreciation for his craft unlocked a secret door to a
Griffith few people ever got to see.


Mark snorted. “You sound so serious. Tell me more
about that. There were other dancers here today. Did you meet them in classes?”
He’d like to visit any class that involved Griff prancing around in just those
flesh-colored leggings.


Griffith was quick to grab the tea towel, and he
started drying the dishes Mark had washed, but it seemed like an excuse to
stand closer. “I’ve always loved dancing. Since I first saw ballet in
television as a kid. The way the dancers moved... it was unreal. It’s such a
demanding sport,” he added, as if he needed to explain his lively interest in
classical dance and make it appear that bit more masculine.


Seeing Griffith in his element had been a
revelation, but peeling away the layers of his passion was even more
intriguing. So the stiff upper lip law student wasn’t all that uptight.


“Can’t you try? I mean… I know I’m no expert, but
your dancing was pretty epic.”


Griffith gave a short laugh. “No, no. I’ll never
learn to do the kind of things professionals can do because they start so
young. My dad didn’t want me to dedicate that much time to it, so I only
started going to actual classes at twelve. But hey, I know how to hit a ball
while riding a horse, so that’s something.”


“W-what? Wait, it’s that game, what’s it called…
polo?”


Griffith laughed and gently slapped Mark with the
tea towel. “Wow. Didn’t know you guys have it in America. A cowboy version with
lassoes?”


“No, I’ve just heard about it before. My dad
schooled me on the Ralph Lauren logo. And then—” my other dad? Too soon. Too
much. “—a friend of mine wanted to learn shooting a crossbow from
horseback. Is polo fun?”


The scowl twisting Griffith’s face said it all.
“It’s like riding a horse, but you’re constantly distracted by the ball and
other players, so you can’t really enjoy it. Can you shoot a crossbow? Because
you did an excellent job with the knives. Some of the people thought you went
to a circus school or something.”


“Do I look like a clown? I’ve practiced with the
crossbow. My friend’s really into all that survivalist stuff. But enough about
me. Your dancing is so impressive. Most people don’t have that kind of control
over their bodies.” He wiped his hands on the towel when he finished with the
dishes.


Griffith smiled and pulled out a roll of trash
bags. “I used to practice several hours every day, other exercise included.
Didn’t do much good to my school performance. I don’t want to lose those skills
just because I’m at uni now.”


Most people worked and spent their time off
consuming media, drinking, partying. But this boy, who could have had
everything handed on a platter? He wanted to do something of his own, and the
passion in his gaze was like a beacon calling to Mark. If he flew any closer,
the bright fire of Griffith’s drive could end up burning his wings.


He felt a thread of connection forming between the
two of them, something Mark shared with very few people. When Domenico had
first agreed to train Mark, that was what they’d done. Relentlessly, for many
hours every day. Shooting practice, fighting skills, getting out of binds, and
even lessons on human anatomy—so that Mark understood which places on the body
were most worth hitting—had been part of the curriculum. Domenico had even
given Mark the painful lesson of dislocating his shoulder so that he learned
what to do in such a hopeless situation.


“I did a lot of physical training with my dad,” he
said in the end.


Griffith nodded and led the way to the dancing
room, which now stood empty with the exception of trash and decorations. “You
seem close to him.”


“He’s been a big influence in my life.” It was an
understatement. Domenico had shaped Mark into the man he was now and helped him
through the growing pains. “But you said you started dancing classes late in
your life. Did it take time for you to realize you wanted to do that?” he
needed to distract Griffith, because the less Mark said about his life before
Bristol the better.


Mark started gathering the salvageable decorations
into his trash bag.


Griffith ripped a bag of his own off the roll and
proceeded to collect the items on the other side of the room. “Not really. It
was more about my dad wanting me to do well in polo and horse riding, so the
dancing seemed like a waste of time that I couldn’t afford because of school. I
did dance. You know, copying people from music videos and so on, but it wasn’t
the same without an instructor who’d correct me.”


Mark couldn’t help all the fuzzy feelings rising
in his chest when he listened to Griffith. For once, dilemmas that didn’t
involve the possibility of death didn’t make him feel alienated but brought
comfort instead. Griffith was a normal, well-adjusted guy, and his problems,
while difficult for him, were nothing in comparison to having the choice
between smashing someone’s teeth in or bashing their knee. Mark could listen to
this forever.


“I can imagine. But at least you ride so well,”
Was he being too complimentary? Griff didn’t seem to mind.


“I do. Maybe if I get lucky, I’ll get to be a
riding double for some famous actor in the future? Who knows?” Griffith said,
tossing into the bag lamps, cards, small boxes imitating books, and other Harry
Potter paraphernalia used for decoration.


“Is that what you’d like to do? Why do you study
law then?” Mark pulled on a long dark blue… curtain? He wasn’t sure, but the
piece of fabric wrapped around a hook in the wall was tied to the beam under
the ceiling on the other end. 


“Oh, you know, I need to think about my future.
Only so many people can land those movie and theatre jobs, and even then they
don’t provide a stable inc—that’s not a decoration,” Griffith said when he
noticed Mark holding the fabric.


“Huh? What is it? Something kinky?” Mark wiggled
his eyebrows, delighted with the way Griff flushed red at the sole suggestion.
His pale skin was so quick to show emotion Mark was back with his mind in the
gutter.


“Silly. It’s for acrobatic exercise. I’ll show
you,” Griffith said and kicked off his shoes, reaching out for the silk as if
it were his birthright.


Mark passed Griff the fabric, which he’d unlooped
from the hook. He took hold of Griff’s tie and pulled it open. “Don’t want you
to suffocate in that.”


Griffith froze, and his Adam’s apple bobbed
against Mark’s hand, but he wasn’t running away. In that moment, from up close,
the rosy flush on his cheeks looked like raspberry syrup slowly dripping into a
pot of cream, and his lips were pieces of fruit that Mark wanted to taste
again.


“That wouldn’t have been my best performance.”


Mark’s fingers itched to pull more items of
clothing off Griff, but he’d wait and make sure the skittish boy was in the
right headspace for it. “Show me what you’ve got,” he whispered and stepped back,
putting away the trash bag. More cleaning could wait.


Griffith’s teeth pulled over his full bottom lip,
as if he’d gotten shy all of a sudden. “Just bear in mind that this isn’t the
perfect outfit for this, and that I haven’t warmed up,” he said but was already
stretching his legs in a dance-like move. 


Without waiting for an answer, Griffith grabbed
the fabric with both hands and put himself into a spin. His legs lifted off the
floor, and for a moment he curled up, as if intending to stay in the fetal position,
before suddenly spreading his legs wide and turning his entire body upside
down. 


Mark couldn’t so much as sigh in awe before
Griffith hooked one of his legs on the silk above him and used it as leverage
to climb even higher. That same movement was repeated three times, hypnotic in
its vitality. The elfin creature that somehow walked among humans twisted all
the way up to the beam where he rotated his body and tangled his other leg in
the blue silk before looking down with a wide grin.


“That’s how we got Nearly Headless Nick all the
way up here.”


Mark had no words. This was magical. All the
skills he'd been taught by Domenico were utilitarian in nature. Griff, on the
other hand, was beauty. His body was flexible, strong, and so perfectly
controlled he could have easily learned fighting. Yet there he was, just being
his gorgeous self and creating art where Mark’s skill lay in destruction.


Griffith, who always looked tense or agitated, was
genuinely happy when in motion, and if Mark only had a splinter of the warmth
radiating off Griffith now, he would be content forever. Mark unstrapped the
holster, put the plastic gun on the table, and hesitated for only a moment
longer before grabbing the hem of his turtleneck. He’d make sure the unraveling
of his torso seemed like an ‘accidental’ spectacle.


“Show me.”


Griffith looked down at him, his lean legs in a
partial split, with the dark silk twisted around those tempting limbs. He went
still when he spotted Mark, but hesitation only lasted a moment. In a breathless
feat of aerial ballet, Griffith made a controlled descent, using his limbs to
rotate his body instead of simply sliding lower. Mark approached him, expecting
for Griffith to land, but the angelic creature halted its movement above the
floor, hanging face-down and glancing at Mark with a brilliant glow in his
eyes. They were almost face to face—one with his feet firmly on the ground, the
other—conquering gravity.


“Do you dance?”


Mark snorted at the memory of Domenico forcing him
to learn the Waltz, the Tango, and Foxtrot. The three classical styles, which
Domenico claimed where the bare minimum a young man should know. Mark had only
gotten swayed when Domenico convinced him he’d learn better control of his
movements through dance.


“Come down and find out.”


Griffith laughed and finally let his toes touch
the floor. “Okay, get a good grip on it,” he said, offering Mark the silk.


Instead, Mark got a grip on Griff. He slid one
hand between Griff’s shoulder blades, and entwined their fingers, pulling
Griffith into the smooth steps of Foxtrot in the hope that he’d be familiar
with it and follow. They didn’t need music when both their hearts drummed such
a loud and fast rhythm.


Griffith sucked in air, as if he feared he was
about to drown, but his feet instantly slotted into their place in the steps.
He too seemed to know what this dance was about but pliantly followed Mark’s
lead, his slim fingers squeezing on Mark’s hand as the two of them moved across
the large room like one body. In this moment, the trash, the dirt, and the
forgotten decorations ceased to exist, and they were in a ballroom, completely
alone.


Never before had Mark understood the extent of the
appeal of moving together this way, but now he effortlessly glided over the
wooden floor with a boy he wanted to charm, and saw all the endless hours of
practice pay off for once. He didn’t have to think about the steps. He could
focus on looking into Griff’s eyes and communicating without words. Would
Griffith understand what Mark was trying to say as they swirled under the tall
ceiling?


Smooth, slow, with ease. That was how Mark would
fuck him.


Griffith’s cheeks burned, but he never looked
away, as entranced as Mark was. It seemed that with each spiraling movement,
they stood closer, their chests touching, Griffith’s sweet breath caressing
Mark’s face, as if they were only moments from leaning in to meet in the
middle.


“Is there anything you aren’t good at?” Griffith
whispered in a voice like the tap of raindrops against leaves.


“I’m a pretty shitty cook.” Mark chuckled and
slowed down, enjoying how much control he had as the lead. “And I can’t climb
that silk.” he said and brought them to a standstill, because all good things
had to come to an end.


Griffith’s chest moved next to his sharply, but he
remained motionless and held on to Mark’s hands, still looking into his eyes
with those rosy lips open. He swallowed and blinked, briefly casting a shadow
on his cheeks with the lovely pale lashes. “I... I could show you,” he said
softly.


Mark let go of Griff and stepped closer to the
silk, watching Griffith for clues. Would he miss the touch? Was he as into it
as Mark was? “Please.”


For a moment, Griffith stood still, as if he
wasn’t sure how to move without his lead, but then followed Mark and stood on
the other side of the fabric, his eyes gleaming with vulnerability. “Um... try
to pull yourself up first. So that you can understand how this works in your
hands.”


Mark grabbed the silks and pulled to check how
stable they were, but his focus was on getting closer to Griff, not on actually
learning acrobatics. “Am I holding it correctly?”


Griffith licked his lips, his gaze somewhat
unfocused as it trailed off to Mark’s bare chest. “Yes. You’re strong. You’ll
be great at it once you understand the basics.”


“Ah, that’s what you’re doing. Getting me hooked
so that I come over all the time to do your dishes. I get it.” Mark wagged his
finger at Griff.


Griffith took a deep breath, but after a moment’s
hesitation, didn’t back out. “I accept varying forms of payment for my lessons.”


Mark let out a little whistle. So the boy did have
some fire in him. Then again, Mark could have expected that much after seeing
him dance with so much raw emotion. “Assassination, blackmail, and extortion
are my specialties.” He grinned as if there wasn’t even a grain of truth in
that.


Griffith laughed. “Is this how you lo—” He went
silent, covering his mouth. Any traces of a smile were gone. “I’m sorry.”


“How I what? Got my horse? Pretty much. A man had
to die for me to get Guerrero.” Mark wiggled his eyebrows. Was it really that
bad to disclose the truth if it hid behind a joke?


Griffith stroked his own arm, visibly
uncomfortable. “No. I just heard that many people asked you about your eye
tonight.”


Mark’s shoulders slumped, and his grip on the fabric
became looser. “Oh. Yeah, makes sense that people are curious, I guess.”


Griffith chewed on his lip. “I shouldn't have said
anything. I’m really sorry.”


Mark shook his head. “No, it’s fine. But I would
prefer you kept it to yourself, okay?” His heart began beating faster at their
proximity, at how sweet Griff was to him even though Mark hardly deserved any
kindness.


Griffith nodded, his attention completely focused
on Mark’s face. “Of course.”


“I was in the woods with this guy I used to know,
and he threatened my family. From one word to another, we started arguing, and
he smashed his flashlight into the side of my head. He hit me over and over
until my dad chased him away. I thought I was gonna die, so I guess losing an
eye’s no big deal in comparison, right?” He forced a laugh but couldn’t bear to
look up at Griff. Why had he told him this? The story sounded pathetic when
said out loud, and he was already regretting he voiced it. 


Griffith drew in a lungful of air, but only
hesitated a second before stepping forward. His arms went around Mark, holding
him tightly as if Griffith thought Mark needed a shoulder to cry on. He didn’t.
He’d been through shit so much worse than this.


“Oh, God. I’m so sorry, Mark.”


And yet, Mark put his arms around Griffith, wishing
to drown in his softness. “It’s okay, really,” he whispered, unnerved by how
easy it was to talk to this boy he’d otherwise consider silly or weak.


Just last year, if Mark had come across Griffith,
he would have pursued him relentlessly until Griff gave in, and he’d have most
likely broken Griff’s heart when the next pretty thing caught his eye. He
wouldn’t have taken his time to get to know Griff, nor would he have hesitated
about targeting someone so innocent. 


Had he been in Mark’s way in different
circumstances he would have been an easy mark to remove.


Just thinking about it made Mark recoil, and he
pulled out of the embrace. What was he doing here? He had no right to put his
dirty hands on someone so pure. With Charlotte, he at least had a past, but
Griffith? The perfect little porcelain dancer on the cusp of adulthood was not
meant for a guy like Mark.


Griffith deserved to meet a normal person who
could make him happy. There were plenty of suitable matches at his university
or dance classes. He needed someone he’d go out with for lattes, and who he’d
watch Netflix with under a blanket. Griff would introduce that man to his
parents, and even if it were to cause a bump on the road, they’d accept Griff’s
choice, because he was their dear son. 


Just like the lovely Chris, Charlotte’s fiancé,
was so much better for her than Mark could have ever been. 


Griffith stroked the silk with the back of his
hand, and it almost felt like he’d touched Mark instead. “Would you like some
tea? Hot chocolate?” he proposed softly, as if warm drinks were the solution to
the kind of evil Mark used to participate in. Their worlds could only mesh
briefly, because without honesty, a true connection couldn’t be made.


A man like him had no place at Griffith’s side,
and if Charlotte knew what he’d done tonight already, she’d have been right to
scream at him. If Griff were his brother, he wouldn’t let a man like
himself anywhere near him.


 He quickly put on the turtleneck and collected
the fake gun. “No, I’ll be going. Sorry I didn’t finish with the trash, but I’m
just really tired.”


Griffith stepped closer. “Sure. I mean... you’ve
already made my night. Tell me when you want to see that dance.”


Mark forced a smile to his face. “I’ll be using my
balcony seat next Sunday, so I expect a superb performance.” That was better.
No need to get sappy over bullshit or reveal too much. Domenico would have
probably scolded him over what he’d said already.


Griffith swallowed, his pale eyes so full of hope
Mark could barely stand it. “Will you be out of town then?”


“I’ve got classes and stuff. But I’m sure I’ll see
you around, right? You can help me work out how to sort the trash, because it’s
so convoluted. Like, the black one’s for paper, but also for glass, but then
they sort them into two black boxes—” He was babbling bullshit like a teenager.



It was time to go. 


He raised his hand for goodbye and walked off,
pretending he didn’t see the disappointment on Griff’s face. The fact that
Griffith clearly wanted him wasn’t helping Mark at all.











Chapter 8 - Griffith


Griffith’s mind raced when he shut the door behind
Mark. He listened to the hurried sound of footsteps in the staircase while his
hands were still warm from the touch of Mark’s fingers. When the echo became
only a memory, and the door downstairs shut, Griffith ran barefoot across the
flat, straight to the dance room, which provided the best view on Mark’s place.
Without thinking, he switched off the light and approached the silks, hoping
they were still holding a bit of Mark’s warmth. But no, the fabric was cold as
if Griffith had only dreamt the breathless dance and the awe in Mark’s gaze.


The moment when they had stood close, holding each
other as they seamlessly glided across the floor, another kiss seemed
inevitable. But it hadn’t happened, and Griffith was left with the memory of
Mark’s weight on top of him, his tongue caressing the sensitive inside of
Griffith’s mouth until Griff’s mind was no longer his and gained a life of its
own.


He held his breath when the light in Mark’s kitchen
came on, illuminating Mark as he took off the holster of the fake gun. His lean
body became the sole focus of Griffith’s attention in the frame of the large
Georgian windows that provided the only light in the peaceful courtyard. He
disappeared for a brief moment, but then the balcony door opened, and a spark
told Griffith what Mark was doing before he noticed the red tip of the
cigarette light up the shadows of Mark’s face. All alone in the dark, Mark
smoked for what felt like forever, and Griffith felt like Romeo. But unlike the
Shakespearean character, he couldn’t gather the courage to voice his awe, just
watching on like some weirdo pervert until his chance was gone.


 


*


 


Griff could hardly breathe when he finished
dancing, and this time, the ovation was expected. He was quick to step onto the
balcony and look up at Mark, who sat on his with a bag of popcorn and
binoculars on the side table.


Mark stood up and clapped for what felt like
forever, as if he were a king marveling at a masterful private performance. His
gaze ignited all the places on Griffith’s body that have yet been untouched,
and when he whistled, the sound was like a physical caress to Griffith’s nape.
A neighbor popped her head out the window with a scowl, but said nothing, and
Griffith couldn’t make himself feel too bad about it. After all, it was the
middle of the day. Still, his heart raced as if what he was doing were illicit
and forbidden. 


He wanted Mark to watch him.


The cool November air prickled his skin and
pinched his nipples, but he presented his half-naked body without shame,
showing himself to Mark just like that, with the sun playing on his pale skin.
He bowed and grinned, then grabbed the metal railing and leaned forward. “I got
hungry from all that exercise.” 


“No wonder. You’ve probably just burnt all the fat
you had left in you.” Mark folded his bag of popcorn and threw it Griff’s way.


Griffith reached out for it, ready for a treat
from those strong, veiny hands, but the ball of food and paper lost its speed
and descended over the yard. Griffith covered his mouth when the bag fell to
the paved path between thatches of grass and spilled popcorn everywhere.


Griffith stepped back, hardly containing a laugh
as he met Mark’s gaze. His skin prickled, and this time it was no use blaming
the weather.


“Still hungry. Fancy some brunch?” he asked in the
end. That’s right, just a casual meal together. Who could blame him?


When Mark hesitated Griff had to force himself not
to beg, but he still continued, “I know this nice place around the corner. They
do the most perfect gluten-free avocado toast…”


Mark smiled. “Okay, but it’s on me. Only fair
since I got a free performance.”


Griffith couldn’t contain the excitement exploding
in his chest. Finally, he would get to talk to Mark some more. “Give me fifteen
minutes!”


 


*


 


Two weeks on from the Halloween party, Griffith
had become familiar with Mark’s routine. He knew where Mark liked to buy his
coffee, where his takeaways were from, and what time he typically returned home
from classes. Griffith even got a lift in Mark’s car—an unassuming black Ford
Fiesta, because he’d caught up with him one time, pretending that he was in a
hurry. 


Still, no matter how many times Griffith attempted
to arrange a ‘spontaneous’ meeting, Mark remained distant, which caused all
kinds of anxiety to buzz in Griffith deep into the night.


He was in the middle of preparing sandwiches in
the kitchen when he spotted his favorite neighbor checking his cupboards across
the yard. Mark’s intentions became clear when he grabbed a set of keys from a
hanger and headed into the corridor. Griffith didn’t even think twice. He
dropped the food and darted to the door so fast he almost tripped over a piece
of cardboard Nisha must have left there. Without thinking twice, he slipped into
his Chelsea boots, grabbed his trench coat, and was off, running down the
stairs at top speed. He was close to breathlessness by the time he burst into
the yard, just in time to see Mark nearing the gate that led into the street.


“Oh, hey,” he shouted, as if this were an
accidental meeting.


Mark turned around and stilled. “Hey, Griff. Where
you rushing off to?”


Tricky question. But he’d seen Mark check his
supplies, so there was a chance he needed some groceries. This was the time to
put Griffith’s snooping skills to the test. “To the village. You?”


“I just need to get some eggs. My friend’s gonna
give me cooking lessons over Skype. Last one didn’t go so well, so cross your
fingers for me.”


Griffith’s mind screamed a silent ‘yes’. “Me too.
I mean, grocery shopping. I want to pick up some sourdough from the deli, and
then hit the supermarket. What do you want to cook?” he said, joining Mark’s
walk up the street without asking.


“He said he’ll teach me three ‘perfect breakfast’
staples in case I had to cook for someone.” Mark rolled his eye as if that
wasn’t about to happen any time soon.


“Oh... is there a reason for this angle?” Griffith
asked, trying to inconspicuously fish for information. His stomach twisted with
panic, when he realized that maybe there was a logical reason behind Mark
suddenly becoming so distant after the closeness they’d shared after the party?
A long-distance girlfriend perhaps?


Mark snorted as they strolled up the hill toward
the area with shops and restaurants. “Laziness mostly. I’d like to be able to
eat something nice in the morning without having to go out or eat toast
with...err… Marmite or something. I mean, what is that even? Whoever came up
with it should get a talking to.”


“You either love or hate it.”


Mark suddenly burst out laughing in a way that
made Griff’s heart skip a beat. “Sounds like my dad.”


 


*


 


Griffith checked the post left on the table in the
public corridor downstairs. The original house had been separated into several
flats, but they all shared the main staircase and entrance, so, whoever of the
neighbors first found the bundle of mail, would sort it into the appropriate
boxes.


So maybe Griff sometimes snooped on Mark’s a bit.
That was no big deal, since it wasn’t like he opened letters and packages that
weren’t his own. And Mark never got much mail anyway, mostly what looked like
bills and bank statements. But today, a package had come for him.


And not just any regular Amazon box. This one was
wrapped in brown paper, had stamps from Argentina, yet no return address. Was
it something from his family? There was still a bit of time to go until
Christmas. Griffith put the package on the communal table and climbed up the
stairs.


Halfway up, he decided to come back and grabbed
the package. As safe as this place was, the large, curious parcel could be too
much of a temptation for someone whose morals weren’t cristaline. Without
cameras around, it would have been easy for a neighbor, or even some kind of
delivery person to grab Mark’s property and leave unnoticed.


Griffith couldn’t run up fast enough and knocked
on Mark’s door too loudly. For a while, no one answered so Griff tried again
and again, but with a deep sigh, he ended up leaving the box on Mark’s doormat.


It was only when he was about to make his way
downstairs that a faint sound of footsteps called him right back. He picked up
the package and stood in front of the door with his heart in his throat. What
if Mark had someone over? Griffith had never seen any guests in Mark’s place,
but it was possible that he simply hadn’t noticed, since their schedules didn’t
always align.


Mark opened the door and blinked at the sight of
Griff, stilling for half a second. He was wearing a white tank top, gray
sweatpants and a pair of black trainers. So simple, but so hot. His breath was
quickened, and his skin had that sheen of sweat Griff would gladly lick off
him, no matter how unhygienic that would have been.


“Hey?” Mark raised his eyebrows expectantly.


Griffith opened his mouth, suddenly having to deal
with an empty head. “Ah... no one was answering, so the delivery guy rang me
up, since it was a signed-for delivery,” he babbled, still, holding the package
to his chest.


“Oh, that’s for me?” Mark’s eyes lit up, and he
smiled widely when Griff passed him the package.


“Yes, it looks personal. From family?” Griffith
asked, standing in front of Mark’s flat with hope pulsing in his chest. He’d
never been inside, and he couldn’t exactly see that much through the windows.


Mark’s curly hair bobbed when he nodded, and Griff
couldn’t even begin describing how much he would give to slide his fingers into
the unruly brown locks. “It is. Thanks for picking it up, I was waiting for
it,” Mark said, already closing the door while Griffith was silently screaming:
what is it?!


“Christmas present already?” he asked, lodging an
invisible foot in the door.


Mark looked up at Griff with a joyful sparkle in
his eye. “Homemade panettone.”


Griffith might have sighed. He loved panettone,
but his always came from the shops. “That’s amazing. We always have it with
brandy cream.”


“Maybe we can share this one around Christmas
then.”


Griffith had never hoped for Christmas to come
already more than in this moment.


 


*


 


Despite Griffith’s attempts, nothing ever happened
between him and Mark. The potential existence of a girlfriend cast a shadow on
their friendship, and Griffith was left to wonder, because he didn’t dare
simply ask about Mark’s relationship status. It would have been way too
telling, and if Mark wasn’t interested, Griffith didn’t want to make a fool of himself.



Hopeless.


It was almost December, but on a warm day such as
this one, the grassy expanse of College Green was full of students eating their
lunches, studying, or simply spending time with friends. Sitting on a blanket
near the city hall and out of the shadow cast by the cathedral, Griffith and
his classmates basked in the sun and ate gelato from the shop across the
street, pretending it was still summer. The atmosphere would have been perfect
if not for the constant murmurs and definitions spoken out loud as the group
repeated the material for the upcoming Constitutional Rights workshop.


It was so impossibly, incredibly boring.


Chiara poked him with her elbow. “What’d you get?”


For a while he wasn’t sure what she was talking
about, so she followed up. “Ice cream. I got cheesecake.”


He looked at his half-emptied cup, briefly tempted
to correct her about the kind of dessert they were eating. “Oh, vanilla and
pistachio gelato. Need to sweeten the day before Dr. Glover interrogates us
again.” Griff hated the teacher. He was stern, had zero sense of humor, and
believed his specialty was the most important subject in the entire curriculum.


“You’ve missed two of his classes already,” she
said and pulled off her woolly hat, releasing a flurry of curly brown hair.


Griffith chewed on his lip and dug into the
gelato. “I’ll just have to attend all the remaining ones.”


“Rechtsstaat?” asked George, and it took
Griffith a whole three seconds to realise the question was directed at him. He
stilled, with the sweet vanilla flavor melting in his mouth as he stared back
at the bouquet of eyes that expected him to study as regularly as they did.


He tried. He really tried, but then there was
Mark, and dancing, and going shopping with Nisha, and… Mark.


Griffith’s phone ringing loudly saved him the
indignity of having to admit that he had no idea what they were talking about.
“Sorry, I need to take this,” he said and rushed off toward the fountain in
front of the city hall.


It was his mother.


Griffith exhaled, silently praying to the unicorn
statues on the red brick building and picked up the call.


“Hi, Mum! Are you alright?”


“I’m good, Griffith. Hope I’m not interrupting
anything.”


Griffith looked back at his friends, who sat on
the blanket with their noses in notebooks. He gave a mental exhale. “No, I was
just heading for lunch,” he said and continued to eat the gelato after he put
the phone between his cheek and shoulder.


“Good, good. There’s something I wanted to talk to
you about, Griff. It’s been brought to my attention that… I mean, Charlotte has
told me she lives with Chris now. I can’t really say I’m too fond of that idea,
because I don’t want you to be on your own in such a big city.”


Griffith stilled, squeezing his hand on the gelato
cup a bit too hard. “I—oh, no, Mum, don’t worry. I have a flatmate.”


“That’s… new. Who is he? Do we know him? You know
how worked up your father can get about some people.”


Griffith shut his eyes, panic-stricken as he tried
to come up with a decent argument in his favor. There was a possibility his
parents wouldn’t be happy with Nisha living with him, since they knew her
parents and surely didn’t want any bad blood in case of a falling out. Then
again, he was positive Mum and Dad knew and liked her.


“Oh, Nisha moved in with me. She wasn’t getting on
well with the girls she originally lived with.”


The long silence made Griff lose his appetite, no
matter how nice his pistachio gelato was. 


“Nisha. Hmm.”


He put down the dessert. “We’re good friends, so
it’s nice to live with her instead of a stranger.”


“Griffith, I’m really not sure this is the optimal
solution. You two are so young. What I’m trying to say, in the most polite way
possible, is that I’d rather not be having this conversation, but I would hate
to have a different one in nine months. Do you understand me?”


Griffith squeezed his hand on the phone. “I’m not
like Charlotte. Besides, Nisha is like a sister. It’s not like that
between us at all!”


“You don’t need to raise your voice, Griffith.
Since that’s out of the way, how’s university going?”


It seemed she was just as eager to leave the topic
of reproduction as Griff was.


He glanced toward his classmates, who laughed—probably
over some law-related pun. Boredom was sucking him in every time he stepped
into the building of his college. “It’s great! I attended a study group just
before you called.”


“That’s wonderful to hear. Can’t wait to see you
for Christmas and hear all about your new friends. Just don’t give into peer
pressure on anything stupid, okay?”


Griffith sighed. In his case, peer pressure was
about studying in the library. “Of course not, Mum. You know me.”


But as much as he disliked many of his classes,
they could be beneficial in his future life. He didn’t have any other life
plans—none that were guaranteed to give him a decent income—and he didn’t want
to disappoint his mother either. He talked to her some more, solemnly promising
himself he would try harder and catch up on the study material before the
holiday break.


Once they said their goodbyes, Griffith returned
to his classmates, but they weren’t talking about law anymore.


“I thought he was messing with me, but he’s
wearing that eyepatch now too,” Chiara whispered.


“Maybe it’s his thing, you know, like James Bay
had the hat, or Lady Gaga and those outrageous costumes.”


The word eyepatch rattled in Griffith’s brain as
he frantically searched for the familiar brown curls, tall form, eyepatch. When
he found what he was looking for, his heart might have done a backflip. On the
cobbled road in front of the Great Gatehouse, Mark sank to his knees and leaned
down, searching for the right angle to photograph the gothic facade. He then
rose and stepped back, adjusting the lens of his camera, completely deaf to the
hustle and bustle around him.


“He looks more like Captain Hook,” George said,
grinning with a plastic spoon between his teeth.


Griffith frowned, outraged to the core. “He is a
very nice person, and you shouldn’t laugh at his disability. You don’t know
what happened to him,” he said, remembering how upset Mark was when he’d told
Griffith the horrendous story of his injury.


George raised his hands. “Okay, okay, I was just
saying. I’m not being funny, but the eyepatch does draw attention.”


Chiara leaned to Griff with that concerned
expression. “What did really happen to him?” She could have fooled someone
else, but Griff knew her well enough to know she was just gossip-hungry.


Griffith shot her down with a cool gaze. “He told
me, but if he wanted anyone else to know, he would have told them too instead
of coming up with funny stories during the party.”


Chiara rolled her eyes at him and pulled away.
“Whatever.”


Tim butted in. “Come on, Griff, it can’t be that
crazy of a story.”


He spread his arms and grabbed his messenger bag.
“It doesn’t matter. It’s his decision who he wants to tell. He doesn’t owe
anyone his story.”


Chiara raised her eyebrows. “Where are you going?”


Griffith’s cheeks tingled, but he’d made his
decision. “I need to talk to him before class. See you later,” he said, giving
them all his smile number five in hope they wouldn’t hold his protectiveness of
Mark against him.


Mark stood with his back to Griff, focused on
whatever photography project he was doing, and just his shape, all black, with
a well-fitting leather jacket and tight jeans, was making Griff tingle with the
urge to touch. He could wrap his scarf around both their necks and just hug
Mark forever.


He grinned, happy with the perspective of
surprise, and tapped Mark’s shoulder, already getting warmer from being so
close to that broad back. Mark turned around weirdly fast, but he smiled as
soon as their eyes met.


“Hey there. You stalking me?”


Not today, Griffith thought, but he smiled,
stuffing his hands down the pockets of the trench coat. “Maybe. Why else would
I be here with all the other students?”


Mark glanced over Griff’s shoulder and lowered his
camera. “Between classes?”


“Yes, we were repeating Constitutional Rights. The
professor is a maniac,” he said with a playful scowl. He already learned that
Mark wasn’t usually impressed by the same things as most people, and he showed
little interest in Griffith’s degree, but Griffith still decided it wouldn’t
hurt to stress that he knew his stuff—even if he didn’t.


Mark looked back at the sculptures crowding the
facade. “I’m doing a project about Bristol for my class. It’s pretty generic
really, and it’s supposed to be about places, but I’m not feeling it. I prefer
to photograph people.”


Griffith stood a bit closer, feeling secure behind
his thick bottle-green scarf. “You never showed me any of your work.”


Mark hesitated and cocked his head. “I don’t know.
It’s nothing all that special. I’m still learning.”


“So mysterious. Come on, show me a selection,”
Griffith said, and in a moment of absolute bravery, he nudged Mark with his
elbow.


The little smile he got in return was something
else. Almost shy. “Okay, okay.” Mark turned to stand next to Griffith, and even
that tiny scrap of closeness was enough to make Griff overheat. He opened the
screen on the large camera and flipped through the photos of the city to a close-up
of… food. Mark snorted. “Avocado toast. Made it myself. I’ve learned to poach
an egg, got some nice bacon, and topped it with sliced tomato and olive oil. My
friend would have baked his own bread, but I took the easy way and bought this
one.”


“Looks good. Sourdough?” Griffith asked, standing
an inch closer. They were bonding! Though, to be fair, all the pictures were
good. Griffith was no expert, but they seemed very artistic and well-focused,
even the one depicting toast.


Mark made a funny scowl and his nose wrinkled.
“Yeah. I love it. I feel like such a snob. Years ago I would have been happy
with any old toast bread.”


Griffith snickered. “There are two kinds of
people. Those who eat toast with vegetable spread, and those who have sourdough
with real butter,” he said and raised his fist to bump it against Mark’s. He
was proud of not choking on that joke in the presence of his crush.


Mark fist-bumped him with a laugh, and then
proceeded to flip through some more photos of food. Griffith flushed with heat
when Mark very quickly skimmed through a few mirror selfies of his abs. “It’s
just to log progress,” he mumbled.


Griff nodded wordlessly, because he was already
salivating. “The light’s good on that one,” he said in the end.


Mark kept going back through the photos, as if
looking for something, but his cheeks did darken a bit. If only they were
alone, if only he were allowed, Griffith would have put his cheek on Mark’s
shoulder and not only watched the flush but also felt it. “There. I
really like this one.”


He passed Griffith the camera while still holding
the strap attached to it. Cropped to avoid showing faces, the photo was black
and white and showed a couple in a dance position specific to the tango in
front of a fruit stand with writing in Spanish, and with an empty cobbled
street behind them.


Griffith accepted the camera, savoring the brief
touch of Mark’s fingers, but before he took a closer look at the photo, he
accidentally pressed one of the buttons, and the screen moved to a different
photograph. This one depicted two people in a wooden porch swing, and his
fingers trembled when he took in more details. Taken from the back, it showed
two men—one with thick muscles, the other leaner yet broad-shouldered and with
long black hair. They sat close, their arms intimately embracing, hands resting
on shoulders and napes while the two strangers glanced at each other in a
moment that captured tenderness. With the backlight, their faces were obscured,
but it was clear what was happening.


They were about to kiss.


“Um…” Mark pulled the camera out of Griff’s hands
abruptly. “That… Hmm…”


Griffith looked up with chaos in his brain, and
even his lips pulsed with the hope that maybe this meant something. “Yes?” he
asked almost soundlessly.


Mark took unbearable seconds to answer, but in the
end, he let Griff have a look at the camera again. “They’re my adoptive dads.
Though it’s kind of weird to call them ‘dads’, ‘cause they’re only ten years
older than me.”


Griffith sucked in a gulp of air, staring at Mark
in awe. He was the most interesting person he’d ever met. Mark had kissed
Griffith during the game, he’d danced with him, but that alone couldn’t
convince Griffith that the mind-blowing chemistry he felt was mutual. But this?
Mark obviously was totally fine with gay people, because he’d already told
Griffith that he was close to his dad. Could Griffith possibly be honest with
him? Not that he had a crush on him but... that he liked guys?


“That’s unusual.”


“It’s a bit complicated. But the friend I was
talking about, the one who cooks, is technically my other dad. We’ve had some
disagreements, like any family, but they’re… they really stick up for me.”


Griffith’s throat itched to tell Mark that it was
reassuring to hear this kind of thing. Griffith never met any adult gay men.
Obviously, there had been the odd event planner or waiter, but no one he’d have
a longer conversation with. It left him lost in the murky sea of identity.
“That’s amazing. I’m happy for you,” he said, not knowing how to blurt out the
personal things he wanted to tell Mark. He gently stroked the muscular shoulder
through the leather jacket.


Mark was lost in thought when he looked down at
the photo. “They have this… bond, you know? Sometimes it feels like they’re
having a whole conversation over my head with just a few looks and gestures.
I’d like to have something like that one day. Maybe minus some of the other
bullshit they do.”


The frank nature of Mark’s words had Griffith
breathlessly staring at him in the shadow of the gate house, with the accusatory
eyes of the statues pointed at them. 


Mark really was something else.


“I’d like that too.”


Mark turned off the camera. “I’m sure you’ll find
someone perfect for you one day. You’re still a baby,” he teased and poked
Griff.


It all became clear then. Mark considered him a
kid. No wonder he wasn’t interested. But Griffith fought through the claws of
panic squeezing around his chest and spoke, “Not anymore. I’m almost eighteen.
You should come to my birthday party.”


“Oh? When is it?”


“Saturday,” Griffith said quickly, happy that he’d
finally found the opportunity to mention it to Mark. “It’s gonna be casual, at
a club.”


When Mark looked at Griffith it felt like the
whole world around them ceased to matter. “Casual. At a club. I bet it’s gonna
be big, loud, and you’ve already booked a DJ.”


Griffith shifted his weight, embarrassed that Mark
read him so well. “Casual wear. Just bring yourself, and I’ll be happy,” he
said, meeting Mark’s gaze.


“You’re too cute, you know that? I should take
some photos of you.”


Griffith gave an awkward laugh, because what did
that mean? That he was sexy or cute as a chipmunk? Still, the perspective of
spending his time with Mark, of having him capture Griffith in photos held an
appeal he couldn’t resist.


“Well, I’m meant to go to class, but...”


Mark shook his head with a cocky smile. “I’m such
a bad influence.”


Griffith giggled like a kid and briefly looked
back at his friends, who were still busy with cramming and testing each other.


What was the worst that could happen? It was just
one more missed class. “Okay. Where do you want to take me?”


“Just come here.” Mark pulled on Griff’s arm, and
guided him under the arch of the gate. “Put your hands in the pockets of the
trench coat. But we need to open it first,” he said and, without asking if he
was allowed to, unbuttoned the coat.


For the briefest moment, Griffith thought Mark was
going to hug him. He didn’t resist, just letting himself enjoy the physical
contact. On Halloween, Mark’s scent, his warmth, and the kindness he kept buried
so deeply, had formed a thorn that was still stuck in Griffith’s chest, making
him yearn for more. 


“Of course. I don’t want to spoil your work. Are
you always this particular, or do you also do spontaneous portraits?”


“I like to do that. And yes, I am very particular.
Though it’s hardly a chore with a subject so stupidly handsome. You’re the
worst. You don’t even have to try.” Mark laughed and started making
featherlight touches to Griff’s hair.


This was so much better than any classes could
have been. Especially doctor Glover’s.


Griffith couldn’t even laugh off the compliment
anymore, so completely enamored he wished Mark would never be done with those
minor adjustments. He looked so serious too—a handsome frown pinching his
forehead, lips slightly open, gaze sliding over Griffith’s skin like a warm
brown pebble—and in the sleek black clothes, he looked like the image of an
artist at work.


Griffith stared, kept warm by the weight of Mark’s
compliments. He considered himself attractive, but to be told so in no
uncertain terms, and by a man he admired at that, was taking his pride to a new
level. “Thank you. You should do more self-portraits,” he said, feeling daring.


Mark snorted and shook his head. “There you go,
mocking me. I had it coming. Now hold your face like this.” He gently nudged
Griff’s jaw to the side and up. His hand was so incredibly warm, despite the
cool air, that its touch made Griffith briefly shudder “This way I’m getting a
sharp shadow on a section of your face. That’s good.”


Griffith wanted to tell him that it wasn’t a joke,
and that Mark had a distinct look that deserved showcasing, but he didn’t want
to risk their blooming friendship for the sake of flirting. In this city full
of people, Mark was the only person he’d met who felt so unashamedly real, and
no matter how much he longed for those plump lips to touch his again, he
couldn’t afford to lose Mark’s companionship. Maybe it would be enough if Mark
just wanted him around? 


“When did you start doing this?”


“Stay still,” Mark said,when he took a few steps
back. “A few years ago. Seth, my other dad, he bought me my first camera. I
just registered everything around me but then got annoyed that my photos were
shit and dug into how to make them better. I experimented with color, with the
cameras, and most of all how to crop them so that they told the story I saw.”


He took photos while he talked, moving around
Griffith with cat-like grace. His face kept changing like the weather in
spring, and a few moments in, the bustling city center around them might have
ceased to exist. It was just Mark and Griffith—two people engaged in the most
primal of dances.


“The story that you see,” Griffith repeated,
wishing to hear more, to see deeper into Mark’s secretive world.


“Everyone’s got a story. You just have to pay
attention to detail and listen.”


Suddenly, Griff felt like he’d unwittingly put his
soul under a microscope. The single eye of Mark’s camera pointed at him, and he
couldn’t help but flinch and avoid direct confrontation, but that only caused
the shutter to go off time and time again.


“What do you see in me?” he asked in the end,
swallowing hard as he glanced at Mark, so nervous he clenched his hands in the
pockets of his coat.


Mark straightened up and took some more photos
from up close. “You’ll know when I get you prints. But I see much more of you
when you dance, and that’s what I’d really like to photograph one day. When
you’re in motion, there’s no facade. It’s so raw and intimate. I rarely get to
see someone be this uninhibited. That’s what’s really worth capturing.”


On film, or…?


Griffith gasped, imagining Mark’s hands—strong and
warm—sliding up his chest, caressing his neck and face. His lashes fluttered
when the image in his head became more real than the city around him. “Yes. I
would love that.”


The shutter clicked again. 


“It’s a date then.”











Chapter 9 - Mark


The drumming beat of club music rang in Mark’s ears
until they were numb to the noise. It tapped against the soles of his feet,
teeth, and when he sat down in a lone chair behind a huge artificial palm that
reached all the way to the ceiling, the beat sent tremors over his backside,
too. He’d ordered a virgin cocktail to stay sharp, but even that came in an
elaborate glass, with three colorful straws and so much fruit it could have
been considered a fruit salad.


At midnight, the venue was already bursting at the
seams, and the constant flow of people pushing at bar counters or dancing on
the light-up floor surrounded by huge tiki masks was overwhelming Mark’s
senses. Hidden in his corner and barely touched by the indigo spotlights, he
was positive that he hadn’t been in a space quite as crowded since before El
Encanto. And while this kind of setting wasn’t unfamiliar to him, his
expectations in terms of noise and crowds were much lower. 


The club was clean, bright, full of glammed-up
people, and so unlike the seedy bars he’d frequented before even turning
sixteen. Above the packed dance floor was a mezzanine that held the VIP area,
and that was where all the ‘cool kids’ hung out, which of course included
Griffith, and his birthday crew.


Now officially of drinking age, Griff could enjoy
a night out like this. Around midnight, a hostess brought a massive bottle of
champagne in a bucket of ice up the stairs. Everyone cheered when the cork
popped, and in that moment, the VIP lounge felt light years away from Mark,
even though it was just on the second floor.


He stayed in the shadows to avoid being spotted,
because while he had come here to attend Griffith’s party, he had another goal
that was his priority for the night. He didn’t want to accost Charlotte at her
home or on the way to university, but among people she would feel safe, and
maybe she wouldn’t outright reject him for once. But for that to happen, he
couldn’t let her see him first.


This wasn’t even about getting her back anymore.
He’d come across the ocean, guided by the mirage of a happy life with the woman
he’d once loved, but the reality was that she’d moved on. She loved someone
else now and had a bright future ahead of her. A future that didn’t include a
shadow from the past. But as much as he wanted to give her the peace she
wanted, he needed something from her first. And he would only get closure if he
could explain himself and talk about the things that had happened in the tense
weeks of their relationship. 


His tongue, sweet from the juice drink, stuck to
his palate when he spotted Charlotte’s fiancé’s face in the streaming crowd.
Close to a carved wooden pillar on the edge of the dance floor, Chris’s tall
form stuck out from the sea of jumping heads and shoulders bathed in the pink
glow.


He was averagely handsome, averagely dressed, and
his height was about the only non-average thing about him, but he still had
what Mark didn’t—Charlotte’s love. Mark briefly saw her face behind a group of
people who were trying to recreate a dance from a popular music video, but then
she was gone.


Mark stood up and climbed on his wooden seat to
find her again, and from this vantage point he saw Chris gathering her to his
chest as groups of people constantly passed through, with no regard for anyone
in their way.


What a caring guy. Of course he’d do that. Because
he was just great. Normal, no convictions, good grades at school, good grades
at university. Nice parents who lived in a nice cul-de-sac somewhere in a nice
town out in Cotswolds.


Everything Mark wasn’t. The sweet cocktail
suddenly tasted bitter.


What was he even doing here around all these happy
people when he was such a party wrecker? Should he even stay at the party once
he finished talking to Charlotte? What was the point? Griff was having lots of
fun with his friends and didn’t seem to miss Mark’s presence at all. Even
motherfucking Leon was a welcome presence tonight. Whatever it was Leon said
over the champagne he handed Griff—it made him grin as if he’d just been told
all his dreams would come true this very night.


The two of them kept chatting away by the railing
of the mezzanine, constantly bursting into laughter as the alcohol kicked in
and made every little joke that bit funnier. Champagne snorted out of
Griffith’s nose when Leon whispered something into his ear, and he turned his
face away, wiping it on his forearm.


He was a young guy who could have anyone he
wanted, so why would he settle for a one-eyed stranger who always aggravated
any situation by not following the unspoken rules? They did enjoy one another’s
company and had been out to brunch a few times, but that was the extent of
their relationship. 


In contrast, Leon studied at the same university
and surely had more in common with Griffith than Mark. So he was a bit of a
dick, so what? Maybe Griff liked that, or wasn’t bothered by it? Who was Mark
to police Griff’s dating choices? Not everyone wanted a Chris after all. And
regardless of Mark’s growing loathing for Leon, there was no denying the guy
was handsome with his sleek designer clothes and buzz cut. He might even be the
one who’d bought champagne for the birthday boy.


Mark squeezed his fingers on the small flat box in
which he’d carefully packaged his present—photos he’d taken of Griff that day
they met at College Green. They now seemed so trivial and inappropriate. Why
would Griff care for a pathetic, sentimental gift like that when he had
champagne and could afford pretty much anything he wanted? He’d smile when
presented with them, but on the inside he’d surely laugh at Mark for thinking
he needed his amateur portraits.


On the mezzanine, Nisha pulled Griffith away from
Leon, and both of them twisted into a wild-looking dance that would have
exhausted any regular person. While the movements themselves were not all that
different from what all the average Joes and Janes were doing on the dancefloor
below, the tempo and control Griffith and Nisha executed over their bodies made
them stand out from the crowd. Once they were done and high-fived each other,
exhaustion was present in their gestures, and they both had more of the
champagne, emptying a flute each.


In the dark corner below, Mark bitterly realized
just how alienated he was from the world around him, so he moved along the
wall, focusing on Charlotte instead. He’d only need to catch her on her own.
Surely Chris didn’t follow her to the restrooms. At one point or another, Mark
could simply pretend to bump into her.


“Cool style, mate. Can I take a snap with you?”
someone shouted into his ear.


It took Mark half a second to be brought back to
earth and he looked into the eyes of a tall girl with funky dreadlocks and a
bondage dress that emphasized her figure.


“I—Sorry, no.”


“Ooh! You’re incognito, I get it.” She laughed and
touched his arm as she did so. She had a beautiful smile and green lipstick to
match her dress.


Mark wasn’t born yesterday, so it was obvious to
him she was flirting, but he had spent too much of his life chasing meaningless
flings to fall back into that. No matter how pretty the girl in front of him
was, nothing good could come out of them hitting it off and ending up at his
place.


“Undercover celebrity. Have good night,” he said
with a smile to not seem rude, but then passed her quickly, following Charlotte
and Chris through the crowd.


He was left disappointed when the couple walked up
the stairs to the mezzanine, because if there was one thing he didn’t want to
do, it was spoiling Griffith’s big night by agitating Charlotte in his presence.


Resigned to his fate, he passed the time
discreetly watching the brother and sister talk. After a quarter of an hour or
so, Chris and Charlotte were back downstairs, inseparable in a way that
reminded Mark of Domenico and Seth, even though this was where similarities
both began and ended.


Something in the back of his mind told him he
would have had a better time if he’d stayed home and read a book in the peace
of his own apartment instead of being a solitary figure in a crowd he shared no
connection with. In fact, knowing several of the people present only made Mark
feel more isolated, as if there was an invisible yet non-penetrable wall
between him and the several hundreds of drunk young people.


If he didn’t belong here, then where did he fit
in?


Sucked into the black hole of his brain, he pushed
his way through to the exit. His night wasn’t over yet, but he needed air as
much as he needed a smoke. He’d try to catch Charlotte again in half an hour,
but a doomed feeling was settling on his shoulders and he had to shrug it off.
This wasn’t him. He wasn’t some gloomy, tormented boy who sulked in the corner,
so why was it exactly what he was doing tonight?


On his way out, he stole an abandoned shot and
filled his veins with a bit of liquor.


The cool November air floated through his hair as
he leaned against the facade of the club, separated from other smokers, and
watched groups of partygoers stream down the street. Despite the low
temperature, most had no coats on, and many of the girls even sported bare legs,
exposed by short dresses, as if the alcohol in their blood meant they were
invincible.


He was about to finish his second cigarette and go
back into the booming club when the sight of a familiar face stopped him where
he was. Hidden behind a group of lively people in identical T-shirts, he saw
Griffith stumble and stare into the road, as if it were the most interesting
thing in the world. The lamplight revealed blots of red on his pale cheeks,
even more visible when Griffith gracelessly pushed his sweaty hair back before
inching closer to the asphalt. There weren’t many vehicles driving through at
this time of night, but when Griffith got dangerously close to the edge of the
sidewalk, Mark was about to spirit him away somewhere safe.


Leon emerged out of nowhere and pulled on Griff’s
arm. It wasn’t a hard tug, but the loss of balance seemed to have cut the
ground from under Griff and sent him into Leon’s arms.


He looked back at his friend with unfocused eyes
before weakly gesturing at the street again and moving his lips. Mark’s whole
body went rigid as he watched them talk. This wasn’t like Griffith at all. Even
at his own house party he hadn’t drank much, but there he was, so unstable on
his feet Leon had to hold him up.


Mark expected Leon to lead Griffith back to their
friends, but instead he guided him down the street and then into the same
cobbled alleyway where Mark had parked his car. The logical explanation was
that Charlotte had asked Leon to drive her obviously intoxicated brother home,
but it hadn’t been more than twenty minutes since Mark last saw Griffith, and
back then he’d seemed slightly tipsy. Unless he’d chugged a glass of hard
liquor, there was no way the champagne he’d had would have made him this
buzzed. 


Mark followed Leon and Griffith without thinking.


The moment he stepped out of the steep street with
many clubs and bars, everything became engulfed by shadow dispersed only by a
handful of lamps spread out all the way to a park at the end of the alley.
Keeping to the shadows and walking over grass to make as little noise as
possible, Mark passed a large church and followed Leon along the lawn opposite
a row of beautifully restored buildings. 


Away from the loud music and passing cars, the air
became deathly quiet, with the background buzz of the city serving as an
amplifier for the odd atmosphere. Mark’s body hair was bristling, and his
throat clenched, as if he could physically sense the distressing nature of this
situation.


Griffith, who’d already stumbled several times,
seemingly too drunk to notice uneven paving, suddenly dropped. If it weren’t
for Leon catching him, his knees would have smashed against the stones of the
sidewalk. He gave a nasal moan and clutched at Leon’s jacket, but Leon didn’t
stop to help him out or let him briefly sit and rest, instead just dragging him
along the line of trees.


“Easy, we’re almost there.”


To this moment, Mark still assumed he’d soon turn
back and seek out Charlotte, but it was Griffith who needed him so much more. 


Mark sped up and stepped out of the shadow with
his fingers clenched on the switchblade in his pocket. “The fuck you doing?” he
said as he approached. Only now his mind adjusted to the reality of what was
happening and it was as if a sudden onslaught of freezing air trapped his head
in ice.


Leon spun around, pulling Griffith to his chest.
His face was tense when he looked back, but instead of relaxing at the sight of
familiar features, his scowl only deepened. “What does it look like to you?
He’s so drunk he can’t stand on his own. What’s it to you anyway?”


Griffith’s eyes fluttered, and he glanced at Mark
with a spark of recognition, weakly swinging his arm toward him, as if he
wanted to reach out but was too weak to lift his limb.


Mark stepped closer, with fury pumping through his
rigid arms. “Where are you taking him then?” He thought back to the champagne
Leon had been handing to a just-tipsy Griff, and he couldn’t get over the
suspicion that there could have been more than just alcohol in there. Leon was
a sleaze, and Mark was a bit paranoid, but it couldn’t have been just that.


Leon snarled and pulled Griff so hard it didn’t
give him enough time to readjust his feet. The slim body passed through Leon’s
hands, who managed to grasp the front of Griffith’s shirt in the last moment.
The garment was the sole thread keeping Griffith’s head from smashing against
the stone blocks of the sidewalk when he became a dead weight and dropped with
a heavy thud.


A hiss left Leon’s lips when he scooted down,
pushing his arms under Griffith’s armpits in an attempt to haul his limp form
back up. “This is all your bloody fault. Now get lost.”


Mark's heart beat faster and faster as he saw how
completely helpless Griffith was. In this state, he was at the mercy of whoever
was with him, and it wouldn’t be Leon, if Mark had anything to say about it. He
pushed Leon back so abruptly the guy lost hold of Griffith, completely
surprised by the aggression.


Mark was there to ease Griffith’s fall and quickly
lay him down in the cool grass, because there was still some bullshit to be
dealt with.


“Does anyone know you dragged him out of there?
What did you give him?” Mark barked, following Leon with a growing tension in
his neck. Heat pulsed inside him so fast he was just about ready to rip the
fucker apart. 


When Leon spread his arms and opened his mouth
with that stupid expression on his face that meant he was ready to come up with
some bullshit, Mark punched him without holding anything back. The impact sent
Leon at the tree behind him. 


Rolling to his knees, he shook his head, eyes wide
when he looked up at Mark, his body rigid like a cornered dog’s. 


“You piece of trash,” Leon growled, showing his
red-stained teeth when he charged with his right hand curled into a fist.


He was strong and tall, but also slow. Inexperienced.
Mark grabbed his wrist and kicked Leon back to the ground, making the twist to
the arm especially painful. Leon gave a sharp cry, but the dirt under his face
absorbed most of the volume when Mark pushed him down, climbing on top.


Mark looked back at the beautiful old houses, most
of them long converted into residential homes. At this time of night, only a
single window in the row glowed with light. No shadows of people checking what
went on in the street.


“Fuck you. This is assault,” hissed Leon, jerking
his body like a bull trying to toss off the cowboy.


Mark pulled on the arm even harder, considering
whether he should take a page out of Domenico’s playbook and dislocate Leon’s
shoulder. “You know what else is fucking assault? Drugging a guy on his birthday.
You will tell me what you gave him, and then you’ll fuck off from here,
and out of Griff’s life.” Mark could barely keep his voice down with the need
to maim flowing in his veins.


Leon twisted back his head. “I have no fucking
idea what you’re talking about! I was just taking him home!” he snarled, but
Mark’s instincts were still buzzing as he took in the anger in Leon’s body
language and his complete lack of concern for Griffith, who was moaning softly
just a few feet away from them.


Enough was enough. Pressing Leon down with his
knee, Mark fished out the zip tie cuffs out of the inner pocket of his jacket,
and pulled on Leon’s other arm to trap his wrists together. Without paying much
care to how tightly he strapped the plastic handcuffs, he took advantage of
Leon’s shock and searched his pockets.


Mark didn’t even have to try hard and he found a
small ziplock bag containing a couple of white pills. “What is this, you
fucking cunt? You think I’m playing? If what you gave him fucks him up, you’re over.
Done. Do you understand?”


Leon looked back, for once scared rather than
angry. Swallowing through the rapid breaths he took, he kept his eyes trained
on Mark. “I... it’s nothing serious. He likes me but can’t make up his mind. I
just wanted him to loosen up.”


“Loosen up for you,” Mark hissed and pulled
out the switchblade. “I don’t have time for your bullshit. What did you give
him? If you scream, I will inform the police of what you’ve done. And I’m
getting a feeling that when I do, there will be more victims lining up to
testify against you. All boys? All of age? Does your daddy know?” Inside, Mark
was shaking with fury, and yet, his fingers couldn’t have been more steady.
This he knew. This he could handle.


For the first time, Leon stopped fighting. His gaze
went wild, as if he were looking for help but knew there would be none coming.
“I’ll tell you, but this stays between you and me,” Leon said in the end, as if
he were in a position to negotiate.


Mark glared at him and nodded. Griffith’s safety
came first, revenge would be dessert. He detested people like Leon. People, who
genuinely believed their sexual needs and desires were somehow above someone
else’s autonomy. Who just gave themselves the right to take choices away from
others, and stomp all over bodies for their own pleasure. Griff was innocent
and naive, and just thinking of Leon taking that away from him sickened Mark to
the core. His own life had been nothing like Griff’s, who had so little
experience, sheltered by privilege and the love of his family, and yet both had
fallen prey to the kind of predator that stalked in the dark to snatch an
opportunity.


Mark hadn’t had the capability to say no to Walt,
who’d taken him home from a bar when Mark was just fifteen, but what happened
after was permanently ingrained in him even though he’d been drunk. He’d felt
dubious about the experience back then, but chose to ignore that, considering
himself all grown up. By now, he knew that Walt, who was over forty, shouldn’t
have touched him.


He was thirsty for blood.


Leon shook his head. “It’s ketamine, okay? Now get
those cuffs off me!”


“I will.” Mark opened the switchblade and pressed
it to the bottom of Leon’s ear. “But first, you listen to me. This is it for
you. Consider this your restraining order. You come within a hundred feet of
him, you try to talk to him, you text him, and I will come for you. Do you
understand?” He lowered himself so deeply he was breathing on Leon’s cheek.
“And I will do much worse than today. Maybe it will be so bad that you will decide
to go to the police. But I’m a crazy motherfucker and I might just like it in
prison. It won’t matter where I am when both your knees are bashed in and you
can’t play tennis anymore, will it?” He pressed Leon’s face into the ground and
cut the earlobe off in one quick move. 


Leon’s muffled scream made the ground under their
feet tremble, and he might just have bitten into the dirt to keep himself
quiet. A whine escaped his lips when Mark tossed the cut piece of flesh into
his face.


“There, you can keep your diamond stud,” he said
before freeing Leon’s hands and letting him go.


As he made his way to Griff, he kept watching Leon
from the corner of his eye, in case the shitstain wanted to go after him, but
that wouldn’t be the case. Like a dog with its tail between its legs, Leon
grabbed the piece of his ear, and darted down the lawn, holding on to the side
of his head.


Mark’s anger simmered even harder when he noticed
that Griffith was shivering on the ground, dressed only in a thin shirt. He
quickly pulled him up, but the boy couldn’t stand, so Mark resigned himself to
picking him up. 


Griffith’s head rolled back when Mark pulled him
closer. Despite his slim build, all that wiry muscle made him deceptively
heavy, and Mark was glad that his car was close. As gently as he could, he
pushed Griffith into the back seat before joining him and shutting the door.
The blond head dropped to his shoulder, and despite his limbs remaining dead
pieces of flesh, there seemed to be some understanding in Griffith’s eyes. He tried
to speak again, without much success.


“I know, I know. It’s okay.” Mark stroked the damp
blond hair, overcome with such a desperate need to protect him that for a
moment it felt like a flood his body wouldn’t be able to cope with. He would
protect Griffith, no matter the cost.


So he chose a number on his phone that he would
have otherwise avoided like the plague. By the time Dana’s sleep-hazed voice
crackled in the receiver he was almost sorry that she picked up.


“What.”


There was no point beating around the bush, and
she would understand that. “I’ve got a guy here. Eighteen, about 135-140
pounds, on ketamine. What do I do with him?”


Dana was silent for a moment. “That’s creepy,
Mark. You’re calling to ask me how to fuck an unconscious guy? He should be
pretty easy.”


Mark snarled. “No! Someone else drugged him. I
want to know how to help him. Will he be hungover? Can I give him something to
lessen the effects? What are the risks?”


Dana exhaled, as if she absolutely needed him to
know what a nuisance he was being to her beauty sleep. “Did he have just that?
How did he ingest the drug?”


At Mark’s side, Griffith gave a soft whine, and
his pinky moved briefly on Mark’s thigh, as if he wanted to scratch him for
attention. Mark instantly felt guilty for finding that cute. He gently hugged
Griff and kissed his temple. “Some alcohol, but not much, and he most likely
had the drug in it.”


Dana briefly explained that the drug was normally
used as a general anesthetic and that Griffith shouldn’t be at risk of overdosing
if he’d been given a fixed amount of it in the form of a pill. Her suggestion
was to let Griffith sleep it off but keep an eye on him, so that he wouldn’t
choke on vomit, or in case any other adverse effects took place. But according
to her, the whole thing shouldn’t take more than a couple of hours.


Mark put the seatbelt on Griffith and gently
stroked his cheek, unable to comprehend that someone wanted to hurt a person so
sweet and break his trust forever.


This was it. Charlotte could wait for their chat.
It would happen one day, but now, Griffith needed him way more. It was crystal
clear to Mark that the boy had had a crush on him since day one, but Mark had
been too busy wallowing in self-loathing to do anything about it.


Maybe this was exactly what he needed. A clean
slate. Someone pure—day to the night in which Mark had been living for most his
life. Wasn’t this what Domenico and Seth had wanted for him? For Mark to
experience the world through a different lens?


And judging by what happened tonight, Griff needed
him, too. Someone who would treat him like the prince he was and cherish him
from the top of his blond head to his cute pink toes.


For now, Sleeping Beauty needed to rest.











Chapter 10 - Griffith


A nauseating, sour aftertaste lingered in Griffith’s
mouth when he slowly came to. The fluffy duvet enveloped him in warmth as
if it were a cloud of vapor, but the dryness that had turned his tongue into a
piece of bark eventually made him open his eyes. 


The fact that the duvet was navy blue didn’t alarm
him at first, but when one recollection triggered an avalanche of memories, he
sat up and stared at a blank white wall while his heart drummed ever faster.


He’d been at the club, spoken to Charlotte, and
then... and then he got drunk so fast he’d been struggling to remain on his
feet. Memories were just broken pieces of last night. There had been someone’s
feet walking alongside his own, but what then? What then?


His head felt foggy and tense, as if there were
thin needles biting into it through the skull, but no matter how hard he fished
for information, not much would come out of the abyss that was his mind.


Whose house was this?


How had he gotten here?


At least there was a glass of water on the bedside
table in the bare-bones room, so he downed it as if he’d reached an oasis.


Only then did he focus on something that made him
stiffen.


He was naked. Well, he did have his underwear on,
but other than that, only the warmth of the bedding covered his skin. He looked
around in growing panic, only to notice that the bed was in a mezzanine, so one
of the walls was missing, opening up the space into whatever (and whoever) was
downstairs.


Because someone was there. The sound of a
sizzling pan was as obvious as the washing machine tumbling some laundry.


Desperate for some information, Griffith looked at
the three shelves of the bedside table, and knowing that there was no one to
see him, he opened the first one.


Condoms and lube assaulted his senses, and he took
his time to breathe again as his brain frantically tried to stitch last night
together. The picture it made was becoming darker by the second, even if still
fragmented. A hand touching his chest and his thighs. He couldn’t remember how
it felt, but he’d seen it. He’d seen it.


Had he had sex last night?


Clenching his teeth, he shut the drawer, and went
on, finding nothing of value to him in drawer number two. The third contained a
thick book, and Griffith frantically pulled it out in hope that it could
contain the data of the person whose house this was.


It felt startlingly heavy, but that didn’t alarm
Griffith until he lifted the leather cover and dropped it on the pillow,
paralyzed by fear.


There was a gun inside.


A gun.


Just to make sure it hadn’t been a hallucination,
Griffith gently lifted the cover again, but there was no mistaking the large
metal firearm for anything else.


What was this place? Was it a real gun?


He looked in again, and confirmed that in his
experience, which consisted of shooting clay pigeons, it was real.


The sound of someone hissing followed by a clang
of metal reminded Griff that his host was downstairs. His host who had a gun
and a bunch of condoms, and who had likely touched Griffith in ways he’d never
been touched. And now he could barely remember a thing.


He quickly put the journal back in the drawer and
rubbed his arms, afraid to move and see who it was that brought him here. If he
had a gun, could it be they were a cop? No. A cop wouldn’t have had sex with
someone too drunk to remember anything. Someone else then? Someone much worse?


Griffith pulled up the duvet, stiffening against
the piled-up pillows when he heard footsteps.


Someone was coming up the stairs, and there was
nowhere for Griffith to hide. His breath sped up and he was getting nauseated
all over again. His muscles went rigid when a bush of dark curls appeared above
the railing, and then he went completely still when he saw a familiar face.


Mark stepped into the bedroom with two steaming
plates and smiled at Griffith as if he’d come from a different dimension. One
without a hidden gun, a night of lost memories, and a sinking feeling that
something was very wrong.


Wait.


Was this Mark’s place? Had he slept with Mark?


“It’s you,” he said weakly, and the delicious
smell of fried food somehow triggered another bout of nausea.


Mark snorted, and his hips, clad in low-hanging
pajama trousers, tilted slightly. “It is I. Are you okay?” He put the two
plates on the bedside table and Griff saw two perfect, sunny side up eggs on a
bed of some kind of hash with sausage and potatoes.


Griffith forced more air into his lungs when they
refused to expand, and the inhale gave him an unpleasant rush. “I... what
happened? Where are my clothes?”


Mark raised his eyebrows and sat on the massive
bed. “Griffith. What didn’t happen?” In a moment that completely stunned
Griff, Mark reached to Griff’s foot peeking out from under the bedding and
tickled his toes.


Griffith pulled it back under the covers, never
looking away from the familiar face. His head came up with nothing even when
Mark’s eye met his, so brown and intense Griffith lost the plot for a few
seconds. “I don’t— I don’t know.”


Mark sighed and leaned closer, and for once it was
not a body Griffith longed to touch but a threat. “You don’t remember? You got
so loud I had to hold your lips closed so you wouldn’t wake the neighbors.”


The emptiness in Griffith’s brain was presenting
him foggy, dark pictures, but was he imagining things, or was it true? Without
thinking, he rolled out of bed on the other side, pulling the duvet with him. A
pressure thickened in his throat as he covered himself, looking back at Mark
and grabbing the railing for stability. “No,” he whined, shaking his head,
adrenaline flooding his body in anticipation of danger.


It was as if he’d suddenly gotten tunnel vision,
but no matter where he looked, he couldn’t flee the bedroom without walking
past Mark.


Mark spread his arms. "No? But I thought you
liked me, babe? Come on, Griff. All you said was ‘yes’ last night.” The fucker
snorted and stood up to approach.


Charlotte was right. This was a nightmare. Mark
was a nightmare. What else would Mark do now? Blackmail him?


Griffith pulled the duvet around him, his entire
body pulsing when he thought of that odd sensation last night, of that numbness
and heaviness of limbs. Had Mark really not cared that Griffith wasn’t himself
last night? “So what? I don’t even remember you coming to the party! I don’t
remember,” he said frantically.


Mark walked up to him and put his hand on Griff’s
where it rested on the balustrade. “You don’t remember how good I made you
feel?” He leaned over, breathing loudly, but Griffith flinched away. 


Before he could stop himself, fear and resentment
overflowed in the form of a sob. “I wanna go home.”


Mark stared at him with the one eye wide open.
“Griff… No. No, no, no, no. Don’t cry, don’t cry. I was kidding. It was just a
joke!” He raised his hands and showed his palms in defeat.


Griffith clenched his teeth and rapidly turned
away as tears threatened to spill. Everything was a blur. “Is it? I don’t know.
I d-don’t remember. I felt so weird. And I’m naked.”


He couldn’t hear Mark walking up to him, so he
cowered in panic when Mark put his arm around Griffith’s shoulders. “Because
you puked all over yourself. I’m washing your clothes now. I’m sorry about the
joke, I just—something could have happened, you know? You have to be
careful. Leon spiked your drink, and I assure you he wouldn’t have been a
gentleman. Now stop crying, it’s okay.” Mark pulled him in for a hug.


Griffith shuddered and buried his face in the duvet,
physically unable to stop shaking. “No, it’s not. Why? We’re friends. Why would
he do that?”


Mark gave a deep sigh and sat on the bed, giving
Griff the much needed space. “Because you’re really pretty, and he wanted his
dick in you. There’s no nice way to put it. Sorry.”


Griffith squeezed his eyes shut to stop the tears
from flowing, but it had the opposite effect, and two slid down his cheeks,
leaving behind damp trails. Leon could be a menace sometimes, he could be mean,
but this? “Why? He’s not bad looking. I’m sure he could find someone else. I
don’t understand,” Griffith said, remembering the Halloween party and the
insistent way Leon had shadowed him all evening, only to leave once Mark
declared he was staying. That had been an uncomfortable experience, but
Griffith would have never thought Leon could be capable of... rape.


Oh, God. He could have been assaulted.


Taking a deep breath, he hugged the wall, trying
to gather his thoughts.


“I don’t know,” Mark said in a softer voice.
“Because he was set on you. But nothing happened, and he will never bother you
again, okay? You’re safe. I made you breakfast. I didn’t even sleep here, I
slept downstairs, on the sofa. I’m sorry for making you feel bad, I really am.”


Griffith took a deep breath and wiped away his
tears before looking back, still scared and sad but with hope slowly blooming
in his chest. “What do you mean? What happened last night?”


Mark watched him so intently it was giving Griff
goose bumps. Something had changed, and he couldn’t pinpoint what. “I’ve dealt
with him, you don’t have to worry. And then I brought you here, that’s all.”


Dealt with him? What did that mean?


“There’s a gun in your bedside table,” he said
weakly.


To that Mark stalled. “Oh. Snooping, were we?”


Griffith pulled the duvet tighter around him, and
it suddenly occurred to him that it might have been smarter if he hadn’t
mentioned it. Still, he gulped down air and looked back at Mark. “Is he dead?”


Mark laughed out loud and collapsed to the
mattress, giving Griff a great view of his nicely muscled chest. “No, Griff!
He’s not dead. I had a little argument with him, that’s all. And the gun is
just an air gun. It’s all legal, I even have a licence.”


Was it a licence to kill?


Griffith chose not to pry. Now that he knew what
really happened, the fried breakfast smelled delicious.


“Thank you,” he said softly.


“Anytime, sweetie. Though I’d rather this never
happens to you again.”


Mark got up and pulled a T-shirt off the small
rail of clothes in the corner. As Griffith accepted the garment, it occurred to
him what Mark had said. Sweetie. Mark called him sweetie.


He nodded, suddenly unable to look away from
Mark’s eye. It seemed so deep, with layers of color that invited him to jump in
head-first. “It won’t,” he said and dropped the duvet, quickly pulling on the
gray T-shirt, which was two sizes too large on him.


“You wanna eat downstairs? It’s one of my
breakfast specials.” Mark wiggled his eyebrows and picked up the plates,
leading the way.


“One of your recipes for two?” whispered Griffith,
following him after hesitating for only a second. He had no idea how to handle
this kind of situation, but Mark showed him so much kindness that his only
option was to follow.


The sitting room downstairs was pretty bare
as well, but at least it was spacious thanks to the tall windows and lack of
clutter. A blanket lay on the sofa where Mark had slept, but it was hard to pay
attention to decor when Mark walked in front of him, those glorious wide
shoulders moving gracefully at arm’s length.


Griff wasn’t sure what was happening. Was he being
flirted with?


Mark put the plates on the counter in the kitchen
in front of two high stools. “Yep. So that I can impress those who stay over.”


Griffith drew in a sharp breath, but despite the
fear still lingering in his flesh, he approached. “Do you... often have people
staying the night?”


“You’re the first, but I hoped the circumstances
would have been different.”


The kind of hot and cold treatment Mark was giving
Griff since they met was a minefield of false hopes. Was Mark so comfortable
with gay people because he grew up in that kind of household?


He couldn’t stand it anymore.


“Different how?”


Mark cocked his head. “I wish you weren’t hurt,
and I wish I could have slept in that bed too. I’m bisexual, Griff. If you haven’t
noticed.”


Griffith wished he still had that duvet to hide
behind, because he had no idea how he should react. He did like Mark. A lot.
And Mark had saved him from assault, acted like a gentleman and—


“Oh, God, you saw me vomiting,” Griffith whined,
covering his face with both hands as shame overcame his entire body. “I am so,
so sorry.” The sound of the laundry tumbling in the washing machine was a
reminder of the reality dawning on him.


“Ah, you know… Shit happens. I was just happy when
you fell asleep and I knew you were safe.” 


Griffith couldn’t look away. His fingers itched to
touch Mark, but the sense of how such gestures could be interpreted kept his
hands down, his body at a distance from Mark’s. Leon’s betrayal was a thorn
lodged deep in the back of his head, and all the sincere things he wanted to
say in this moment, felt like promises he wasn’t sure he’d want to keep.


“I can’t thank you enough. You must let me make it
all up to you.”


Mark shrugged and nudged the plate toward Griff.
“You can start by eating breakfast before it gets cold. And accepting my gift.
I meant to give it to you yesterday.” He put a large flat envelope on the
counter.


Griffith felt his cheeks tingle and grabbed the
package, completely forgetting about breakfast. “What is it?” he asked,
weighing the envelope in his hands. Stationery? A mousepad?


Mark laughed and nudged Griff with his bare foot.
“See for yourself, silly.”


Griff didn’t need any more encouragement, and as
soon as he ripped the paper open, heat flushed his face. Photos. From that day
when he’d skipped classes in favor of lunch with Mark.


Was this how he looked through Mark’s eyes? The
photos were black and white, full of stark contrasts of darkness battling
light. Did Griff’s skin really look that flawless, or had Mark photoshopped the
images? The way Mark had caught a casual gesture of Griffith pushing away his
hair as he spoke made Griff wonder if Mark noticed other small things about
him. Did he see the way Griffith tried not to stare at Mark in awe? Or the way
his fingers trembled when they were close? There were so many details captured,
as if they hadn’t been posed for but a still frame from Griffith’s life.


He swallowed, somewhat overwhelmed by the
sincerity behind the images. He saw not only a handsome young man but someone
whose personality leapt at him from the paper. He could barely recognize
himself in the lively representation, even though, without a doubt, he was
looking at his own face. Was this what Mark had meant when he said that he
wanted to capture not people but their stories? There was one in the set of
photos, but Griffith didn’t dare to ask what exactly Mark saw, too
self-conscious that it might reveal things he wanted to keep hidden.


“They are so beautiful. You’re talented.”


“It would have been hard to take bad photos of
you.” Mark nudged Griff’s chin with his fingers.


Griffith glanced at Mark, feeling oddly shy, as if
Mark somehow accessed his intimate secrets. He needed to change the topic fast,
before he could express too much, so he grabbed the fork and offered Mark a
wide smile. “And thank you for this as well. How do you feel about having lunch
later?”


The way Mark’s gaze slid over Griff’s bare legs
and all the way to his feet gave Griff goose bumps as if he’d been physically
stroked.


Mark poked Griff’s arm with his fork, and the stab
sent shudders all the way to the tips of Griffith’s toes. “Are you asking me
out?”


Griff froze with a piece of buttery potato in his
mouth. He’d intended to compliment Mark on his cooking, but this frank question
was like a red alert setting off inside his head. If anyone who knew of his
interest in men—namely no one in the whole world—asked him if he wanted to date
Mark, he would have said yes, even if his imagination regarding what their
‘dating’ would have entailed was rather vague. But this? This was almost too
real. He didn’t want to overcommit. He had zero experience and didn’t know
where he wanted things to go yet. “I- I want to thank you for saving me.”


Mark raised his eyebrows, and the way he leisurely
spread his legs on the stool made Griff cross his own. “So we’re going on a
non-date? Just two grown men sharing waffles at a fancy restaurant?” 


Griffith pushed more food into his mouth, hoping
to give himself more time. He even gave it a very enthusiastic thumbs-up,
though keeping his gaze on Mark’s face was startlingly difficult now that
Griffith knew Mark really was an option. Not just a guy who wasn’t grossed out
by kissing another man but a self-confessed bisexual. Mark’s chest was a work
of art—dusky skin over sculpted sandstone, and pronounced hip bones just above
the gray pants. Could Griffith see the outline of Mark’s dick under the fabric,
or was it just a trick of the light?


Adult life was so complicated.


“I can also buy you a coffee on that non-date, so
that you know how much I appreciate a knight in shining armor.”


Mark’s lips parted, and he feigned shock. “Coffee
only? You’re inviting me to lunch and only buying coffee? That’s cheap even for
a non-date. I don’t put out that easily.”


Griffith almost choked on his food, heat
overcoming even his ears. Mark wasn't even hiding that he believed Griffith was
gay—it was as if he were taking it for granted. Griffith’s first instinct was
to laugh it off, or even straight out deny it, but who was he kidding at this
point? What watching porn in the privacy of his own room at his parents’ house
hadn’t told him, that kiss with Mark certainly had. And no matter how scary it
was to reveal something so private, maybe he needed to start living his life
more honestly. Maybe this was a good place to start.


“Good. I’m not a slut either,” he said and met
Mark’s gaze, feeling as if he were jumping straight into its brown depths. It
was sweet as chocolate, but so dense he couldn’t breathe.


The toothy smile that erupted on Mark’s face made
Griff’s heart pound faster. Even without words, they were now having a whole
imaginary conversation where Mark hugged him, patted him on the back and said,
‘welcome to the fold’.


“I would have never assumed you were,” Mark said,
watching Griff as if it was him, not the hash, that he wanted to consume for
breakfast. The gaze was so intense Griffith’s entire body sizzled in its fire.


Something had changed between them since
yesterday.


Before, Mark had been pleasant, funny, and being
around him had been a nice tickle in Griff’s heart, but now he kept eye contact
for so long Griff was getting hot and cold all over. He was beginning to
understand that Mark hadn’t even put one percent of effort into his charm
offensive before. The pull to touch was getting stronger, but it also amplified
the fear of actually doing something about the simmering lust. 


Griffith cleared his throat, and the delicious
food could no longer pass in his throat, so he put down the fork and clasped
his sweaty hands on his thighs. “I—you probably have many questions. I
wasn’t... I wasn’t flirting with him or anything,” he said, really wanting to
get that out of he way. Oh, God, what if he had gone out with someone like
Leon? How would that have ended for him?


Mark clicked with his tongue, and Griff once more
glanced to his crotch in a blink-and-you’ll-miss-it fashion. Thinking about
Mark’s dick hiding under that tiny layer of cotton wasn’t doing him any favors.


“It doesn’t matter if you did. He had no right to
spike your drink.”


“But I didn’t,” Griffith said quickly and once
again rubbed his thighs. “I never liked him that way.”


“Okay. But if you do like someone, you should tell
them,” Mark said with an infuriating little smirk blooming on his face. He
knew. He had to know.


Griffith swallowed and slowly met Mark’s gaze. His
chest felt like a rattle, and his heart was the ball thrashing inside. “Are you
trying to suggest I’m gay?”


Mark cocked his head from one side to the other
and ran his foot up the side of Griff’s calf. “I mean… I don’t really know.”


His touch was like a swarm of bees—ticklish and
alive, and could sting Griffith at any moment. He swallowed hard, blinking when
his eyes started tingling. “I am,” he said, this time not trusting himself to
look up. “Don’t tell anyone. I’m not sure what I’m doing yet.”


Mark got up and before Griff knew what was
happening, Mark hugged him in a way that felt completely different than the
teasing touch of his foot had. There was no sexual charge in there, even though
Griff was getting to feel just how sturdy Mark’s muscles were.


“I won’t tell anyone. Take it at your own pace.
But you can talk to me.”


Griffith relaxed into the hug and turned his face
toward Mark’s neck, breathing in his earthy, wonderful scent. It was barely there,
but something about it struck right into his core and made him push deeper into
the strong, warm embrace.


Mark was wonderful.


“Okay.”


Mark pulled back with a wide grin and stroked
Griff’s hair as if he were a puppy. He glanced at Griff’s lips like he was
about to kiss him and that was both exciting and terrifying, but then the
washing machine started violently beeping to announce it was done and the
moment was gone.


Mark leaned against the counter instead, watching
Griff as if it were the most natural thing in the world to admire another man’s
beauty.


Or was it just Griff’s ego getting the best of
him?


He cleared his throat. “Oh... my clothes. Time to
dress,” he said and slid off the stool, rushing to the washing machine. He
needed some time to gather his thoughts.


Mark snorted. “They’re wet. Wait, I’ll get you
some pants—I mean, trousers.”


Griffith, who’d already opened the machine, looked
at him in surprise. “Oh... no dryer?”


“You’re lucky I’ve got a washing machine!” Mark
yelled, already on his way upstairs to the bedroom in the mezzanine.


Griffith pulled out his clothes, suddenly stuck
staring at his wrinkled jeans. If it hadn’t been for Mark, this morning could
have gone very differently, and he felt so entrapped by that thought that he
pulled the clothes to his chest, trying to remember more. But nothing was
coming. He couldn’t decide whether that was a good or bad thing.


Mark came down with a pair of sweatpants and took
the laundry out of Griff’s arms, shaking his head. “You’re getting wet.” He put
it in a plastic basket instead.


Griffith licked his lips. “So yesterday... he
didn’t like... do anything? Right?”


The smile dropped off Mark’s face in an instant,
and he even looked away when Griff pulled on the sweatpants. “No. I caught him
taking you out of the club. He was probably trying to get you into his car.”
Mark clenched his fingers on the back of the high stool. 


Griffith exhaled. He still felt violated. Out of
all the things he’d feared when he moved out to live on his own, getting his
drink spiked wasn’t one of them. Was he now... prey?


“So... I’ll pick you up at noon?”


Mark snorted and handed Griff the bag full of wet
clothes. “You don’t have a car, sweets.”


Griffith slumped, not sure if he was mocked or
teased. “I mean... I’m just going to come over and knock.”


Mark wiggled his eyebrows. “Won’t say ‘no’ to
that.”


Griffith apologized for not eating all of his
breakfast, since the nausea was still periodically plaguing him, and made short
work of preparing to go out. But the moment he stepped out of Mark’s flat, the
warm hand pulled on his shoulder, triggering an avalanche of shivers.


“Yes?”


Mark licked his lips, capturing his gaze. “Don’t
tell anyone about the gun, okay? British people can be weird about this stuff.”


Griffith nodded, even though his brain once again
lit up with questions. The only airguns he’d had contact with were rifles, but
was it his place to question Mark? The man who’d saved Griff from assault just
last night deserved more than being suspected and snooped on.


So Griffith promised not to and ran back to his
own flat. By the time he walked in and locked the door behind him, the matter
of the gun was already out of his mind.


But the sound of a utensil loudly dropped to a
marble surface made Griff turn around and face Nisha. She sat at the kitchen
counter with a bowl of cereal, in her Juicy Couture tracksuit which she only
wore at home, and only around Griffith.


“What are you wearing?” She blinked again and
again, her eyes still stained with yesterday’s makeup.


Griffith was burning. He’d been caught red-handed
in clothes that were so ill-fitting they couldn’t be his. “What are you
wearing?” he asked without thinking, trying to deflect suspicion.


Nisha wagged her finger at him. “I’m embracing my
inner Kardashian. You? Is this a walk of shame? You’ve disappeared last night
from your own birthday party! I had to take your presents home. Wait… whose
clothes are those?”


Griffith exhaled and eventually approached her
with the little bag of laundry. “Mine got dirty. I needed to borrow some,
okay?” he tried as he approached the drying rack attached to the radiator and
started hanging his damp outfit.


“I know that T-shirt!” She jumped up to her feet
and pointed her finger at Griff as if she were a cartoon, but then stood in
front of Griff and looked him in the eye. “I can’t take it anymore. Are you
gay, Griff?”


The sock he was holding dropped to the floor, but
he couldn’t just pick it up and pretend this wasn’t happening, so he looked at
her, trying to keep his breath steady. “Anymore? What do you mean by
that?”


Nisha whined and shifted her weight from one foot
to the other repeatedly. “‘Cause I just feel it’s always somewhere on the edge
of our friendship. I’ve known you for years. It’s okay if you are, it’s okay if
you’re not. I just want you to talk to me. Is this a walk of shame in Mark’s
clothes, because you spent the night at his place?”


This was it. He would have to take a stand. “It’s
not. I swear it, Nisha. I got drunk, puked, all over myself, and he took care
of me. But...” He licked his lips, watching her frown. “You’re right about that
other thing. Me being g-gay, I mean.” Even after confessing that same thing to
Mark, being truthful following years of secrecy was excruciatingly hard.


Saying it made it so much more real.


Nisha smiled at him. “You can tell me anything.
You know that, right?” She leaned in for a hug, and it was such a relief he
embraced her right back. Nisha was loud and fun, loved to tell Griff all the
fresh gossip, but she guarded their own secrets as if she were a lioness and
they were her cubs.


“I know. I’m sorry. I would have told you earlier,
but it’s all still so fresh and unclear to me,” he whispered.


“That’s fine. We’ll figure it out.” She gave him a
kiss on the cheek then fanned herself. “But for a minute there I thought ‘wow,
so Mark’s off the market’.”


Griffith went still. “Uh... Nisha?”


She squinted. “Is he gay?”


Griffith rested his hands on his hips and cleared
his throat. He loved Nisha. Loved her. But if she flirted with Mark,
they would have a problem. “We’re going on a date. For lunch.”


“Nooo! Whyyy?” She whined and slumped back in the
chair in front of her cereal. “I mean… I’m happy for you. I really am. At least
one of us will get a piece of him. You’ve got to tell me everything. Did you
actually kiss in the wardrobe on Halloween?”


Griffith chuckled, suddenly elated that he did
have something to tell her. That he no longer would only listen to her bragging
and could do some sharing too. “Yes. And he’s a fantastic kisser.”


They talked some more while Nisha ate her
breakfast and Griffith brushed his teeth at the kitchen sink, but he left out
Leon from the story of last night. Partly because he didn’t want to pull this
apart too much, and partly because he knew she wouldn’t let it go, and drawing
problems Mark’s way wasn’t something he wanted to do. It wasn’t like anything
happened in the end, and Leon surely learned his lesson.


As they chatted, Griffith looked at the clock once
in a while, but time seemed to elongate.


In three hours and forty minutes, he’d have his
first date with a man.











Chapter 11 - Mark


The non-date with Griff was most definitely a date,
so Mark dressed to impress while still keeping it casual. Black jeans, black
shirt, woolen coat—since it was chilly, and he needed something with a high
collar, and he didn’t own a single scarf.


Despite last night’s dramatic events, today Mark
felt upbeat, elated even. He would put his past behind and invest in his
future. And that future was a pretty blond boy with a sweet shy smile and the
most perfect slender fingers. No matter how many cruel things happened in
Mark’s past, when Griffith looked at him, when he flushed at compliments, it
was so easy to forget himself in the present. He longed for this kind of
innocence that made Griffith break down because he took Mark’s teasing in the
morning seriously. Under the snotty exterior and eyes that hadn’t seen much of
the world yet was a sweet inside, and Mark wanted to unwrap it, and then guard
it like a dragon sleeping on his treasure.


He hadn’t been this excited about another person
in a while, so when Griffith knocked on his door at noon on the dot, Mark
opened it without even looking through the visor.


Griffith smiled at him. His expression was open,
and lips so perfectly pink Mark wished he could get drunk on them. With the
temperatures having lowered throughout the night, Griffith also wore a thicker
coat—bright gray and paired with a blue scarf that complimented the color of
his eyes. The blond hair must have been washed, because it was now perfectly fluffy
and styled into a modern do with a side parting.


“Ready for something sweet?” Griffith asked.


Mark’s one-track mind instantly envisioned a kiss
with snow falling around them as if they were in a traditional snow globe, but
he quickly shook it off when he realized Griff had to be talking about the
upcoming meal. Because Griffith was a sweet food kind of guy. How very fitting.


“Always,” he said with a smile and left his
apartment. “You’re looking fresh. I hope you’re okay now?”


Griffith pushed his hands into the deep pockets of
the oversized coat. He looked so cute Mark could just cuddle him to death.
“Thank you. I had a shower and a lot of coffee. Now I’m ready to start my
weekend properly.”


So perky, so alive, Griff didn’t walk the streets
watching out for threats. He likely wouldn’t recognize drug dealers or street
prostitutes even if they approached him. None of that was a part of his life.
He went to independent cafés without ever worrying about the bill, and his only
trouble lay in choosing between soy and almond milk. Or, on a really bad day,
there was always the option of regular milk and pumpkin spice.


Mark should resent him for it, but he couldn’t. He
wanted a piece of that life too. He wanted his days to be sweet, delicious, and
topped with whipped cream.


They walked past a fenced-off green area between
the somber facades of Georgian buildings, talking about silly nothings, because
Mark didn’t want to push when Griff was still very clearly nervous about being
out with him, constantly exhaling in exasperation or laughing way harder than
Mark’s jokes warranted. 


But instead of feeling awkward, Mark simply
enjoyed himself, watching Griffith scrunch his nose in that cute way that made
him look a bit like a chipmunk. If it were anyone else, Mark might have put his
arm around his shoulders, but he refrained from doing so since Griffith had
only come out to him and might be uncomfortable with PDA.


Mark was surprised but also flattered when
Griffith led him into The Ivy, where he’d even booked a table for them. The
ceiling in the first room was twice as tall as the one in his apartment, which
was already high enough to comfortably incorporate the mezzanine. As the
hostess led them through the art deco interior with bright yellow and blue
upholstery and a checkered pattern on the floors, it was the large spherical
lamps that captured Mark’s attention. Paired up with images of sea voyage high
up on the walls, they added a bit of steampunky flair to the decor. The tall
windows let light flood into the main room, but the woman walked them down
a couple of stairs into a much cozier interior that resembled a conservatory.


They were sat by a floor-length window that
offered a view of the greenery outside, and on a chilly day like this one, the
setting offered a glimpse of the past summer. Only once the hostess was gone
did Griff take off his coat, unveiling a pink button-down with a print of
dachshunds in a darker shade of the same color. He offered Mark the sweetest
smile and folded his hands in his lap. He seemed about to say something, but
his phone beeped, and he pulled it out of his pocket with a wide smile. 


“Looks like I earned my free dessert,” he said,
tapping something. When Mark frowned, Griffith cleared his throat and
explained, “It’s Flawr, an app that logs your visits at various public places
and businesses. You can get rewards if you frequent them, and your friends can
see where you’ve been. It’s really cool.”


“I need to get that. What’s your user name?” Just
a tiny bit of light stalking never hurt anyone.


Once they exchanged the details, Griffith stilled
all of a sudden, staring at Mark, his whole posture stiff.


“So... this is nice,” he said in the end. “Not too
many guests. I think we might have gotten here in this odd time between
breakfast and lunch. I mean, I love brunch just as much as anyone, but you
can’t always drink in the middle of the day, am I right? Do you like breakfast
cocktails?”


“You mean like, vodka in my porridge?” Mark
laughed and shook his head, still amazed that here he was, in the United
Kingdom, at a fancy restaurant, with a handsome guy, and he didn’t even have to
look at the prices to know he could afford to dine here. 


Griffith chuckled and gently nudged Mark’s leg
under the table. “No. Like a Mimosa. Or a Bloody Mary.”


That description reminded Mark of Seth’s drinking
habits. “Nah. I like to stay sharp. Like your shirt.”


Griffith blinked and looked down at the
slim-fitting garment. His face lit up like a lantern. “You do? This is the
first time I decided to wear it. It’s a bit... flashy, so I haven’t so far,
even though I like it. Do you think like this sometimes?” Before Mark could
answer, Griffith did it for him. “Of course you don’t. You always do your own
thing, don’t you? It must be amazing.”


"It's Sunday. Live a little. I'm more of a
melt-into-crowd kind of guy, although it’s not easy with this on my face.” He
pointed to the eyepatch, the bane of his existence. But between looking like a
pirate and showing what was underneath the eyepatch, he’d always choose the
former. “If you like the shirt, you should wear it. It suits you.”


Griffith leaned forward, as if he feared the two
ladies brunching at the table next to theirs were eavesdropping. “I’m not sure
what image I want to project. I’m going to be a lawyer, and I need to be taken
seriously.”


“Will you be wearing one of those wigs in the
future?” Mark picked up the coffee cup as soon as the uniformed waiter put it
in front of him. He could have this kind of life. Why not? Hadn’t he earned it
with tears, sweat, and hard work? Dom and Seth were basically restaurant
junkies in Buenos Aires and kept bragging about considering their outings
‘business expenses’, since Seth would always leave with recipe inspirations.


Griffith rolled his eyes. “Oh, those. They look so
dumb. They’re really worn more like hats, I guess, because you can see people’s
own hair just sticking out.”


“You could make it work.” Mark bit his lips not to
laugh at the vision of Griffith dancing in one of the long gray wigs.


Griffith smirked. “You make it sound like I could
make anything work,” he said but kept his gaze on the menu.


“Maybe that’s what I mean.” Mark nudged him with
his foot under the table. 


Making such playful gestures without any threats
looming in the background felt alien to Mark after years in El Encanto. Back
then, he would start those kinds of interactions with one objective—get people
out of their pants quickly and efficiently. Rinse and repeat. But Griff was
sweet, innocent, and a little bit silly, and Mark wouldn’t use any dirty
tricks.


Griffith cleared his throat and glanced at him,
his eyes two icy blue pools above the menu. His eyelashes were so pale the
bright light coming through the windows shone right through them, revealing him
as an ethereal being from a different world altogether. “So... you told me you
say those kinds of things to both men and women...”


“I only recall saying them to you.”


Griffith moaned. “You know what I mean.”


They needed to halt their conversation when the
waiter came over to ask about their orders, but once he was gone, Griffith cast
a shy glance Mark’s way, drawing patterns on the table with the tip of his
index finger.


If it was up to Mark, he’d gladly have Griff as
takeout.


“I know, I know. Is that a problem?”


Griffith shrugged and rubbed his arm. “No. I
mean... I don’t want it to be.” But the question communicated by his gaze was
clearly ‘will it’?


Mark wished they’d asked for a booth instead, so
that they could sit that bit closer and assure one another with touch. “I’m
trying to understand the question. Are you afraid I’m not gay enough? Or are
you wondering if I’m more into women?”


“The second one.” Griffith chewed on his lip and
leaned back, going quiet again when the waiter put down their drinks.


“I don’t know. I go through these phases
sometimes. But I like who I like. And to be fair, I have more experience with
men. They’re usually much easier.” He smiled but regretted saying that as soon
as it came out. Would Griffith be disgusted if he knew just how big of a slut
Mark used to be? Was it bad to mention that he’d slept around with ‘easy’ men?


Griffith blinked, and then leaned over the pot of
tea, as if he had an insistent urge to smell his Earl Grey. “So... say you are
with someone for a while, and then you go into another of those phases? What
happens then?”


Mark had never been with anyone long enough to
experience anything like that, but he knew his feelings nevertheless. “If I
choose someone, I’m with them. It’s not a question of their gender. If I’m
invested, I wouldn’t run off with someone else because I happen to have a
craving for pussy. The same way someone shouldn’t run off just because they
think another person might give better head or something, right? People aren’t
a build-your-own-adventure.”


Griffith grabbed the glass of complimentary water
and chugged it, getting so flushed his face was the color of his shirt. “I’m
sorry. That wasn’t appropriate.”


Mark swallowed and focused on his coffee. Was he
being rude? Was he too frank? Was his language too vulgar? “No, it’s okay. I’m
an open book. Maybe a bit too open.” He was a book with secret compartments for
guns—that’s what he was.


Griffith took a deep breath, holding on to the
empty glass with both hands. “I just... I never talked about all this to
anyone. Tell me if I’m prying. I don’t want to be rude.”


Griff was a virgin. It was so painfully obvious
Mark didn’t even care to ask. He exhaled. 


“You want to know. That’s fine. We all have to
start somewhere, right?”


Griffith’s shoulders relaxed, and he leaned back
into the bright yellow seat. “Where did you start?


Mark should have expected this question. He’d dug
the hole himself. Mark was grateful their order came so fast, because when the
waiter approached, he was offered a few more seconds to think through his
answer. The meal was fruit and whipped cream galore, and Mark’s plate even
included a tiny pot of dulce de leche.


His fifteen-year-old self would have laughed at
Mark knowing what dulce de leche was.


“I was an early bloomer,” he said in the end, but
his mind raced. The story of his first time wasn’t an option. He was a vase
that had been shattered to pieces and then hastily put together. To the
untrained eye, he now resembled a fancy work of art, and no one would be able
to tell that he was trash unless they looked really closely.


Griffith poured them both some tea, as if he
needed to pretend that the form of this lunch was equally important as
conversation. “Oh. I bet your dads gave you way more freedom than my parents.”


“You could say that. I worked with them from a
very young age, so I guess I had to grow up quickly. How about you?”


Griffith sighed and cut a piece of his waffle. “It
used to be pretty normal. I went to this fantastic boarding school. I had lots
of friends, and we spent so much time together. But then everything changed
because of my older sister. She was the black sheep of the family, but
honestly, now I think she was just seventeen and a bit dumb, always talking
about guys, going to clubs with a fake ID, and all that jazz. Dad could never
say no to her when she begged.”


Mark nodded slowly and stuffed his mouth with the
waffle. It was so fluffy yet crispy that for a moment he could forget about
Charlotte and think of only cream and banana. But that only lasted for so long.
He thought back to the unbearably tense time while she was his captive. He
imagined Griffith in her place, pulled out of the life he led here, drugged,
kidnapped and taken to a place that to him would have seemed like another
planet, populated by creatures that only resembled humans in their form.


But Griffith had no idea what was going on in
Mark’s head and went on. “Long story short, she suddenly vanished. I was out
with her, at thirteen, in this strange city, and she left. Disappeared for
weeks. Our parents were certain she’d been kidnapped for ransom, but no one ever
contacted us. In the end, it turned out she met some guy she fancied and just
went off with him for some crazy love affair that didn’t even last two months.”


“Oh. What did she say about the guy?” Mark’s head
was about to explode. Did he even want to hear this?


Griffith shrugged, eating his waffle. “That he was
this hot bad boy, but she left him when he cheated on her, and that was that.
In any case, nothing has ever been the same after that. Dad pulled me out of
school, because Mum was scared for me, and I was homeschooled since then. I
didn’t have it easy making new friends, and my former school was far away,”
Griffith said.


At least now Mark knew for certain that Charlotte
had kept quiet about what had really happened in Colombia. It was for the
better in terms of her safety, even if the burden must have been hard to carry.
Mark’s load was heavier anyway.


“So now that you’ve been let out of the cage, you
can fly freely?” Mark poked Griff’s hand with his fork.


A mischievous smile brightened Griffith’s face,
and he tapped Mark back. “Trying to spread my wings. It’s a process.”


“I’m more than happy to help if you wanted to go
to a gay club, needed a wingman? But I can’t promise I won’t be there just to
thwart your plans and snatch you for myself.”


Griffith froze for a moment, but then chewed on
the waffle and finally looked up, watching Mark with that brilliantly blue
gaze. “Um... thank you. I think I want to get used to... being gay first before
I go to a club.”


Mark had to pretend he didn’t hold his breath for
a bit too long. He’d worried Griff was about to say he wasn’t looking for a
relationship. Mark could only push a skittish fawn so far.


“Absolutely. Take your time. These waffles are the
best ones I’ve ever had.” A little white lie, because Seth made the best
waffles. These on the other hand were a strong second place.


The conversation only went better from there after
they’d gotten rid of Griffith’s insecurities and talked more frankly about
school, the people they met, and their new lives in Bristol. When at ease,
Griffith was sweet and charming, always eager to throw a double entendre Mark’s
way, as if just to tease him. His fingers were those of a musician—long and
slender, pink at the joints. If Mark could, he’d have kissed them every single
day. But when they finished their second pot of tea and shared chocolate
truffles for dessert, it was time to go.


Griff was so lovely when blushing that Mark ended
up teasing Griff about the bill, but they split it in the end. On the way back
to their building, Griffith kept stealing glances at Mark and each one was a
ball of fuzzy warm feelings pooling in his stomach. He still remembered how
those pink lips trembled when they’d kissed. No matter how much Mark tried, it
was hard not to imagine Griff’s face reddening with excitement or the little
whimpers he’d make when fucked. Because Mark was pretty sure that at least at
first, Griff would be a lip-biter, embarrassed of the exact sounds Mark wanted
to hear.


When they reached the stairs, where they would
have to part, Griff was eager to keep conversing as if he didn’t want to let go
of his date just yet.


“We should definitely go. My treat if you drive us
there. Just imagine seeing this kind of performance in a real palace garden.
Ballerinas dancing between the trees, artificial snow, old-timey fireworks...
it’s going to be fantastic!”


“You could be my prince on a white horse if you
took Percival.” Mark laughed and poked Griff’s hand, but ended up hooking their
pinkies.


Griffith looked down at their hands, but instead of
letting go, he pulled on Mark, as if this were a contest. Mark wouldn’t let
this chance go to waste. The setting was perfect. Private, with no one around,
with their mouths still sweet from waffles.


He let Griff pull him in and gently kissed the
soft lips that he craved more than even Seth’s baking. His heart skipped a
beat, and it was as if this time it was him coming alive, awaking to a
possibility that maybe, just maybe, he was worthy of this beautiful boy.


The sharp intake of air that accompanied Griffith’s
whimper tickled his tongue. The sweet, warm lips opened, letting him in. A low
electric current streamed between their mouths when Griffith kissed him back,
letting Mark push him against the wall. 


A tropical storm raged inside Mark. He pushed his hand
between the folds of Griffith’s coat and ran it up his chest, briefly feeling
the collarbone before taking hold of that perfect jaw. It was then that
Griffith suddenly turned his face away, gasping as if he were only now coming
up for air.


“That’s... we shouldn’t be rushing things.”


Mark licked his lips and stepped back, breathing
that bit harder. The flush he so craved to see painted Griff’s cheeks a rosy
color, and apart from adoring every single white-blond hair on Griff’s head,
Mark was now positive it would be impossible to keep his thoughts PG.


He’d been too busy caring for Griff and cleaning
his vomit yesterday to ogle him, but the image of Griff spread out on his bed
in just a pair of patterned briefs now came back at full force, as if to push him.


“Sure, feel free to stop me whenever. It’s a…
challenge to control myself around you.”


He couldn’t take his gaze off the blue eyes which,
while tense, seemed so full of trust and innocence Griff could compete with a
puppy.


Griffith blushed so prettily Mark couldn’t wait to
capture it on film. “Okay, if you insist.”


Mark chuckled and pushed his hands in his pockets,
because the risk of putting them on Griffith instead was too great. “I asked if
I could photograph you dancing, and it is Sunday, my regular matinée time. Or
are you too tired?”


It was as if this was the question Griffith had
been waiting for all along. “No, I’m still on a sugar high from those waffles.
And it’s been over an hour since I finished eating, so the timing’s perfect,”
he said, animated like a kid about to enter a giant toy store.


“Let me go grab my kit then. I’ll be over in
fifteen minutes.” Mark smiled widely, already excited about seeing Griffith
dance from up close, not from a balcony.


And who knew, if the timing was right, if Griff
felt comfortable, maybe Mark would get to indulge his camera in shots of a more
risqué nature?











Chapter 12 - Griffith


Griffith burst into his flat with the heat of
Mark’s kiss still a lingering presence on his lips. He could barely breathe,
but when he called out Nisha’s name, it came out loud and clear. When it got
him no answer, his feet carried him to the kitchen where on the refrigerator he
found a curt note. Nisha was out on a spontaneous date. Good for her.


For him... Griff wasn’t sure if this was so good,
since now there would be no one to chaperone him and Mark. No one at all.


Cogs screeched when they fell into the correct
place in his brain, and just as fast as he’d run upstairs, he now rushed into
the bathroom for the quickest shower in human history. The water was cold at
first, but there was no time to waste, so Griffith grabbed the liquid soap and
proceeded to clean himself while his body shivered and teeth clattered in the
icy stream cascading down his back.


He was technically clean, and it wasn’t like he’d
excessively sweated during lunch, but if Mark was to take photos, maybe he’d
like to come close, or position Griffith’s body into angles that worked better
for pictures. And if by any chance Griffith were sweatier than he’d thought, it
would be an embarrassing experience for them both. Also, since it was just the
two of them, who knew—maybe they would kiss again. Maybe they would hold hands
and sit close to one another on the sofa? Maybe Mark would like to stay and
watch a movie together, since he didn’t seem to have any plans for the rest of
the day. 


Griffith wasn’t sure if the stress that wound its
way through his entire body was more exciting or intimidating, but he brushed
his teeth and dressed in his tightest tights. And put on the dance belt, of
course. The last thing he needed in photos that were to have artistic merit
were obscene outlines of genitals.


The knock on his door startled him so much he
actually yelped. 


Slowly, Griffith turned toward the door and
watched it across the length of the corridor, which seemed vaster and darker
with each passing second. But he took a deep breath and walked toward the
entrance, only briefly detouring to his room so that he could grab a robe when
he realized there was no need for such excessive nudity just yet.


When he opened the door for Mark, his stomach was
in knots, regardless of the additional covering.


Mark’s lips stretched into a smile, and he tapped
the bag hanging off his shoulder. “I got some lamps and stuff. Don’t want to
miss any detail.” He passed inside, almost-just-about brushing against Griff.


The heat of the contact came as such a shock
Griffith took his time locking the door.


“Would you like something to drink?” he offered,
following Mark. Against the backdrop of a much brighter room, his entire
silhouette was on show—from the wide, strong shoulders to long legs that gave
Mark his height.


Would he undress too if it got hot enough in the
dance room? He’d already ditched the coat and arrived in just the black shirt.


“Just water, thanks,” Mark said but was already
headed for where Griffith would be soon dancing for him.


Griffith licked his lips, which now felt dry
despite the taste of mint toothpaste still present on his tongue. He ran into
the kitchen, not wanting to make his guest wait.


“I want to see dynamic movement. Or to capture one
of the jumps. Have you given some thought yet what you’ll dance to?” Marks
asked, and from the sound of it, he was setting something up. Music? That was
the last thing on Griffith’s mind.


“Well... I think it depends on whether you’d
rather capture my wild side or something more emotive,” he said, entering the
dance studio with two glasses of lemon-and-mint-infused water.


Mark ran his fingers through his curly hair with a
smirk, letting go of a lamp he must have unfolded from his bag. “So you do have
a wild side…”


Griffith chuckled and put the glasses down next to
the music equipment, which stood on the only piece of furniture in the room—a
low coffee table. “Doesn’t everyone? This whole thing feels pretty wild.”


“I know I do. Look.” Mark unbuttoned his shirt at
the colar. “See? Collarbone.”


Griffith frowned, thrown off guard, but his gaze
was instantly drawn to the pronounced lines. “What?”


“Indecent. Naked collarbone.”


Heat touched Griffith’s cheeks, but he wouldn’t be
seen as a prude. In a broad gesture, he let the robe slide off his shoulders.
The cool air brushed his nipples and stomach like a brief caress. “How about
this?”


Mark whistled, and his grin turned wolfish. “Okay!
Wow. Now we’re talking.” He turned on the lamp and grabbed his camera.


Griffith exhaled and rolled his shoulders to relax
before he switched on his favorite mix of music, to which he danced when he had
lots of time and no particular mood for either happy or sad melodies. 


Even though Mark had watched him dance before, the
way the camera lens now followed Griffith made him both slightly self-conscious
and excited. He was naturally shy, but he always shed his inhibitions when
music was on. He could lose himself in rhythm and flow, be proud of his body
and enjoy the way others looked at him.


“The first twenty minutes or so will be a little
boring. Sorry, I need to warm up first,” he said, starting to jog in place.


“Just forget I’m here,” Mark said, as if that were
an option. Click after click, Mark was registering the warm-up as if even that
was of interest, and Griffith realized that if Mark’s pictures were to be of
any value, he needed to stop focusing on the handsome man watching him.


He breathed in, then out, and then shut his eyes,
gently rocking his shoulders to the beat of the electronic song as he went from
jogging to little jumps and carried on with a brisk walk around the room. Air
swept through his hair whenever he moved his hands on either side of his head,
slowly getting into the well-known trance of performing. In his own head, he
was completely safe to be himself, even if there was someone else watching.


This was his element.


No matter how nervous he could get around this man
who made him shiver, his true dream was to perform in front of thousands of
pairs of eyes. There was no insecurity when it came to dancing. In motion,
layers of hard shell crumbled off him, revealing the wild side that barely
anyone ever got to see in its true form. Griffith might be unable to tell Mark
how he felt about his presence here, but he could express the depth of his
emotions with his muscle and bone.


As the music sped up, so did his movements, and he
no longer worried what Mark would think of him when he faced the window and
opened his chest by throwing his arms back and stretching his spine. The
warm-up progressed to full-body movements, starting with Griffith reaching up
and bowing to gradually stretch his muscles. Already, he could feel the
familiar heat of blood rushing through every part of his body to fuel
unhindered mobility. The dance belt and tights hugged his body as he twisted
his bare torso and swung his arms, allowing his form to move in perfect
harmony.


With his eyes closed, all other senses became
loud, alerting him to the cool touch of the floor, and of the constant clicking
of the camera. He twirled, changing position, and so did Mark, orbiting around
Griffith like all the planets around the sun. His shoes squeaked gently against
the wood, his clothes rustled, and for a moment Griffith imagined he was deep
in the woods on a brisk day, about to throw himself off a cliff and dive into
the clear waters of a lake. 


By the time the next song ended and he opened his
eyes, Mark stood in front of him, his face only partially obscured by the
camera. The light coming in through the window created a path between their
feet, and Griffith lunged himself down its pale course as soon as the next
piece of music started with a bang, urging him on like the call of a battle
horn. 


Griffith stopped just inches from Mark, hand
stretched out for the camera, and he could have sworn Mark’s Adam’s apple
bobbed. So he wasn’t made of stone either. Griff grinned and winked at him
before taking two steps back. He put all his strength into the third, catapulting
himself into the air with a twist that landed him farther away. The music
picked up its pace, spiraling around them and drawing Griffith into the
hurricane of melody and movement that had his heart beating like a drum, his
pulse like a rattle. He twisted and jerked his body, taking long, aggressive
steps back and forth, in tune with the wild dance that left Mark in the eye of
the storm.


He thrived on every click of the camera, and on
the reverence reflected in Mark’s gaze. Griff was playing a game with the
photographer—always just out of reach, ready to keep Mark on his toes with
unexpected movement. Nothing felt as good as the admiration for his skill, and
yes—his body too. For years Griff had worked hard to arrive at this point, and
if he were to have an audience of one person, he would still give them a
performance to remember.


When he was ready to take things up a notch,
Griffith jumped, and the gasp it elicited in Mark felt more satisfying than a
standing ovation. He smiled, and so did his body. He was warm. Uninhibited. In
this moment, it felt as if he could achieve anything he wished for, realities
and obligations forgotten. And so he jumped, ran, and moved his body in
wave-like motions that made his stomach tense for the camera. Briefly, he caught
Mark’s gaze, and it followed him all the way to the mantelpiece, which he held
on to with both hands as he sank lower, using the support to twist in ways he
couldn’t have otherwise.


Opening both eyes, he stared into the lens. He was
beautiful. Everything in Mark—from his gaze, through his body language, to the
frequency with which he took photos—told him as much. Who needed a mirror when
they had the adoration of a man like Mark?


Having a keen viewer spurred Griffith on to do yet
more stunts. Pirouettes, twirls, shameless poses showcasing his body in ways
he’d otherwise be to embarrassed about. 


But not not right now.


This moment was his to live in.


By the time his muscles grew tired, it was getting
somewhat darker outside, and as the current song became more melodic,
melancholic at the end, he let his body fall to the floor. Catching himself
just above the wood, he rolled over, stretching as if he’d just awoken.
Tireless repetitions and aching muscles were paying off, because all the
gestures he’d practiced came to him as naturally as breathing. 


With his thighs spread into a split, he slowly
curved his back and bent his body as far as he could. The pressure was back in
his tendons, but he loved its burn. Mark kneeling next to him with the camera
only spurred Griff on to show just how liberated and confident he could be.
Just today, he’d come out to two people. So yes, he would let his body flirt.


From a sensual movement of his shoulders, to
twisting his legs as if they defied rules other human bodies had to submit to,
Griffith was ready to take on the world. Even the music going silent couldn’t
stop him. He bent backwards and rested his weight on his hands. One push of his
feet lifted him off the floor, and for a second he let his legs float in the
air, their movement fluid as if he were swimming. But when the momentum was
over, he tilted them forward and landed on his feet between his hands, panting
and happy. Just so, so happy.


"I feel so stupid now over trying to impress
you with my handstand,” Mark whispered.


Griffith chuckled, pushing back his hair, which
had gotten a bit damp throughout the demonstration. Raw emotion coursed through
his body in twisted rivers that threatened to overflow. “It was a good
handstand. Didn’t know it was for me.”


“I may have been trying to tease you.” Mark sat
back, watching him with so much awe Griff was afraid his ego might explode. 


He’d preformed so many times before, yet there was
something different in dancing for a man who was interested in him and knew
Griff was gay. When he danced, none of his gestures was a reason for gossip,
and he felt as free as if he weren’t tied to a law degree he didn’t want to do,
and stuck in the closet.


Griffith laughed and poked him in the shoulder
before continuing with slower and lazier movements in order to cool down.
“Teasing me is apparently a hobby of yours.”


Mark instantly picked up the camera again, as if
his thirst for Griff were insatiable. “What can I say? I love to see you
blush.”


“You’re easy to please. With skin like mine, I
always look as if I’m blushing.”


“I’m not easy to please at all. I only choose the
finest things in life.” Mark smiled and ran his fingers over Griff’s shoulder.
“Your dancing is amazing, Griff. Everything you do seems so effortlessly
refined.”


Griffith’s arm turned into a being of its own,
coming to life under the touch. He watched Mark’s hand for a moment before
glancing to his handsome face. Everything about him was mysterious, as if he
were the hero of an urban fantasy novel about to reveal his true form. “Nothing
about this is effortless. I put so much hard work into it. It will never be
anything but a hobby, but I can’t live without dancing,” he said with a quiet
laugh, even though thinking about it was upsetting.


Mark put away the camera, his gaze becoming somber.
When Mark listened, Griffith always felt heard, never ignored or dismissed,
even when Mark laughed off some of his issues as trivial. “I’m sure not every
dancer started at two, or something. Even if your skill is the result of hard
work, to have reached this level in the first place, you must have talent. And
passion. You don’t do this because someone made you attend classes, but because
you love it.”


Griffith’s throat tightened, and he looked down at
his foot when he pulled on it to stretch the leg. “No. You’re right. This is
what I love most. Out of all things,” he said.


Mark was silent for a while. “I wasn’t adopted
until I was sixteen. My life took a completely different turn thanks to my
dads. I’ve learned to do things I’ve never thought I could be capable of, but I
set my mind to it and even though I started late, I was able to turn my life
around. What I’m trying to say is that you shouldn’t let go of this if you love
it so much.”


Griffith looked back at him, as if there was a
physical pull tugging at his heart and forcing him to lean that bit closer to
Mark. “But my dad isn’t like your dads. He has expectations. And he doesn’t
want me to do this. In fact, he actively discouraged me until I was old enough
to put my foot down.”


Mark entwined their fingers so effortlessly Griff
couldn’t say no. “You’re an adult now and you can’t just do what you’re told. I
have respect for both my dads, but at the end of the day, I’m the one living my
life.”


Griffith took a deep breath, stilling, even though
he knew it was better to cool down in motion. Everything seemed a possibility
for Mark, but there was no doubt that their upbringing had been drastically
different. “I still remember what happened with Charlotte. They were so afraid
for me they wouldn’t let me leave the estate on my own. I don’t want to worry
them again.”


“I’m not pushing you to any decision, but you have
a gift, and you should take some time thinking what to do about it. Even if not
professionally, people should see you dance.” 


Griff thought Mark was about to kiss him, and he
held his breath when Mark leaned forward, but Mark had been simply getting up.


Griffith rubbed his face, trying to shake off the
odd sensation in his stomach that told him something was wrong. Not with
this moment, not with Mark, but with life in general. “Maybe. But there’s
plenty of people who want this too. Why would I succeed? And what would happen
if I dropped out of law school for dance and acting but didn’t make it in the
end? I’d be no one.”


Mark shrugged and when he turned off the lamp, he
drowned the room in dim evening light. “At least you would know you’ve tried.
Otherwise you would be asking yourself ‘what if?’ until you die. And you sure
as hell won’t succeed if you don’t try. Think about it. At this point you have
no responsibilities, no dependants. When are you gonna try if not now? You’re
so young that you could still go back to school, if that’s what you decide to
do in the future.”


The silence made the dark room even more isolated,
and yet it seemed Griffith could hear Mark’s every breath, every time he
swallowed, and even the whisper of fingers against the camera.


“But what if I give it my best, and I become one
of those people who try to be actors until they’re forty and only do it as a
job on the side? And by the time they realize they won’t make it, they have
already ended up with no career and no savings.”


Mark started packing his equipment while glancing
at Griff every now and then. “Who are you to know if they’re still not happier
than they would have been without their dream?”


Griffith chuckled, even though he was feeling
rather bitter now that the positive energy of the dance was slowly leaving his
body. He unfastened his shoes and quickly pulled them off, happy to freely move
his toes again. “I don’t think I’ll be a happy lawyer.”


“There you go.” Mark turned around to him but then
stilled, and his gaze settling on Griff’s foot made all the self-conscious
feelings flow back.


Griffith pulled his feet closer to his body and
grabbed the sore toes. They weren’t the prettiest of sights, particularly right
after exercise. “Well, there it is. I hate it. I keep telling myself that I’m
going to just cram it all. I have good memory, and all that, but the truth is
that I have zero passion for it. I only decided on law, because I can’t think
of anything but performing that I’d like to do, and it seemed like the obvious
choice. My mother studied law.”


Mark sat down opposite Griff and lifted his
camera. "Would you mind if I took a few more photos?" he asked and
continued when Griff nodded. "Quitting something can be just as tough at
starting something new, but you've only done a two months so far. What if you
force yourself to finish the course and only then realize that this isn’t for
you? You would have invested so much more time by then.”


Griffith nodded, chewing on Mark’s words. He
chuckled. “Better be a failed dancer than a bad lawyer, right? What do you want
me to do?”


Mark licked his lips. “Just… be. The way you are.”
He only had one eye, yet it held more tenderness than Griff could handle. He
lowered his lens to Griff’s bare feet, and Griffith’s first instinct was to
pull them in even further.


“I don’t know. They’re looking a bit rough right
now.”


“They’re what carried you.” Mark put down the
camera, and when Griff didn’t flinch away, he ran his fingers over one of the
feet. “And, what can I say, they’re unbearably cute with those little toes.”


Griffith laughed, though he still felt nervous
when he stretched his legs and rested them in front of him. “Oh, shut up. They’re
not little.”


“Okay, okay, they’re slender.” Mark gave Griff a
playful grin and pulled one of the bare feet to his chest, massaging it gently.


Griffith stopped breathing. In Mark’s beautiful,
tanned hands, his foot—arguably the least appealing part of his anatomy—looked
pasty, with blotches of red, brown and purple where he’d had minor injuries,
wires of sinewy veins running over the front, and with the weirdly crooked
second toe.


And yet Mark leaned down and kissed the ball of
Griff’s foot with his warm, soft lips. “They belong on a prince,” he whispered
against toughened skin.


A choked sound left Griffith’s lips, but he didn’t
move, didn’t pull away or try to laugh it off. The adoration in Mark’s gaze was
so blatant Griffith didn’t have the strength to argue with it. “Not a prince. A
dancer,” he whispered.


Breath trapped in Griffith’s chest when Mark
licked his skin, all the way to the toe with a satisfied groan. “A dancer,” he
muttered.


Griff choked on the warm air and couldn’t stop his
foot from twitching in Mark’s hands as sensation danced up his body, as if Mark
were already kissing him all over. He couldn’t look away, transfixed by the way
the handsome features relaxed, Mark’s cheek pressing into the sole of Griff’s
foot as if adoring the lowliest part of Griffith’s body was already extasy for
him.


“Do you even understand how much power you have
over me?” Mark progressed to kissing each one of Griff’s toes and tickling them
with the touch of his lips.


A man like Mark.


Professing that it was Griffith who held the power
here.


Griff’s emotions were spinning out of control, and
he didn’t know what to think anymore, but when Mark gently sucked on his little
toe, a shiver of excitement went up Griff’s leg and all the way to his cock.


He covered his mouth with his hand and watched
Mark cradle his foot as if it were a baby that needed the gentlest care. His
hair was wild and hung over his face like a tattered curtain, revealing the
beautiful angles of Marks brow line, cheekbones, his nose. When their eyes met,
it was as if a strong current had gone through Griffith’s body. He chewed on
the flesh of his hand, staring back into the intense brown gaze that invited
him in for a night of indecent yet wonderful things.


Mark’s lips moved over his big toe, their softness
exerting pleasant pressure on the bruised flesh. His tongue tickled it on the
underside, where it met the ball of Griffith’s foot, and then he sucked on it,
the warm, damp interior of his mouth caressing Griffith so deliciously he
couldn’t help but think of more. Of Mark doing that same thing to his cock.


“Why?” he choked out in the end.


Mark sighed deeply and closed his eye. “Because
they’re so beautiful. Like all of you. The more I know you, the more I adore
you. I’ve tried to be chill about it, but I can’t anymore.” He kissed the side
of Griff’s foot, all the way to the ankle while his fingers travelled up
Griff’s calf.


Griffith’s eyes shut, and he gasped at the
unexpected pleasure of being handled this way. It was by no means the first
time his legs and feet had been touched, but it had never felt anything like
this. Unlike the expert touch of a doctor or masseuse, Mark’s was gentle and—for
lack of a better word—cherishing every bit of Griffith. 


But Mark was wrong about one thing—he was the
cool one.


“Really? But you kept your distance,” Griffith
whispered.


“I had some stuff going on, but you kept enticing
me, and I didn’t want to push you into something until you were ready to come
out. But I could see you looking at me, and it was like sitting on pins and
needles.”


In a move so smooth Griff would have sworn if was
practiced, Mark let Griff’s foot slide up his chest and over his shoulder as he
leaned forward, all the way to kiss Griff’s lips, pushing him down to the
floor. The sudden change of position meant Griff’s legs were spread, and
through the jeans Griff could feel Mark’s erection against his stomach.


“I was losing my mind thinking of the things I
want to do to you.” Mark licked along Griff’s bottom lip as he caressed the
back of Griff’s thigh.


Folded in half, Griffith put his hands flat on
Mark’s pecs, not sure if he wanted to push him away or twist his hands in
Mark’s top and pull him even closer. His tongue was so hot its touch was
searing Griffith’s already-tenderized flesh in the sizzling of Griffith’s
desires.


“Oh, God,” he whispered, sucking in Mark’s earthy,
masculine scent. He didn’t even know when his dick got fully hard, but when
Mark pressed his hips against Griffith’s, the erection became a throbbing
presence that was impossible to ignore.


“All I want is to make you feel good,” Mark
muttered when his kisses shifted to Griff’s cheek, and then down to his neck.
His one hand still petted the back of Griff’s thigh, the other caressed Griff’s
side, and before he knew it, Mark teased his nipple with his thumb.


Griffith’s head contained a raging storm of
thoughts, needs, and fears that mingled together into the blurriest of
concoctions. Before Mark, he had never even kissed anyone. Well, there had been
that one kiss Leon had stolen, but that didn’t count. Griffith hadn’t been into
that, and he most definitely didn’t want to think of Leon as the guy who kissed
him first. Leon was dead to him.


Mark was the first person he willingly kissed, the
person he wanted to be around all the time, the cool guy who made Griffith
dream of very naughty things, but the way their languid pace had suddenly
become a gallop awoke a glimmer of worry inside Griff’s head. Even when he
caressed and kissed Mark back, a voice inside his head whispered in warning, and
as Mark’s fingers dipped under Griff’s waistband, the voice became much louder.
It was as if they had jumped over several milestones to arrive at this point
all too fast.


“I promise it won’t hurt,” Mark said as he nuzzled
that sensitive space behind Griff’s ear.


No matter how pleasurable that was, the promise
had Griffith rapidly sitting up—or rather attempting to, because with his one
leg trapped, and Mark’s weight pressing down on him, he couldn’t freely move.
“I... what?” he uttered breathlessly, feeling as if he’d been pulled out of the
sauna and tossed into the snow.


Mark kissed the side of Griff’s lip with
gentleness that went against the insistent pull on Griffith’s dancing tights.
Mark was undressing him, and Griffith’s heart couldn’t have pounded in his
chest any faster.


“Sex. It doesn’t hurt if done right. You hard
under that codpiece?” Mark joked around as if he wasn’t nervous at all over
being with someone new for the first time. How on earth did he do that?


Griffith shook his head, not even sure at what
exactly, because he definitely was hard. “I don’t think this is a good idea,”
he whispered, suddenly aware of the hard floor under him, and even more
conscious of the strength of Mark’s muscles. He could easily hold Griff down if
he wanted. What if Mark had only saved him from Leon because... well, for
himself? Hadn’t he said he could barely control himself around Griffith?


“No? You sure?” Mark whispered and slowly grinded
his hips against Griff’s crotch. His hypnotizing gaze held Griffith captive as
the tights slowly but surely slid down Griffith’s hips The heat of his body was
both exhilarating and oppressive, trapping Griff in a hell of his own making.


He pushed at Mark’s chest, his heart thrashing so
fast it was making his chest throb. “No. Let go.”


Mark licked his lips. He hung above Griffith for a
few seconds but eventually backed off. His moves were slow and hesitant at
first, but then he let go completely and sat back on his heels. Flushed and
handsome, an illustration of arousal, he still seemed like a potential threat.
Bigger and stronger than Griffith, he could do nothing at all and still make
him uneasy.


“Did I… do something wrong?”


Griffith frantically moved his tights back into
place. How was he to even answer this question when his mind was in a state of
chaos? “No. But I think we’re both a bit... we might have gotten too involved
in the dancing, right?”


Mark sucked his lips in and just sat there for
unbearably long seconds. “Right,” he said in the end and got up fast, the
hard-on painfully obvious in his jeans.


Griffith looked away, wanting to give him privacy,
but even now his thoughts wouldn’t leave him be. Had he done the right thing?
Maybe there was still time to ask Mark if he wanted to stay, call off the
rejection, and apologize? But what would have happened then? His fantasies
about Mark didn’t even involve any activities that could be physically
painful, so how was he to make a decision? He could still taste the fear of
waking up in an unfamiliar bed with only splinters for memory.


He wished to put on his robe, but it was far away,
and he didn’t feel comfortable walking while his cock remained stubbornly hard.
What was going on in Mark’s head? Did he think Griffith was a tease? Did he
secretly despise him now, just because he wouldn’t gain access to Griffith’s
body right here and now? He was certainly quiet.


Mark slung the bag over his shoulder and wouldn’t
meet Griff’s gaze, already heading for the door. “So… Thanks for dancing for
me,” he mumbled and the flood of darker color on his face was obvious even on
his dusky skin.


Griffith pulled himself up, nodding. His throat
felt too tight to breathe, and for some reason he couldn’t explain, the sudden
tension felt like a sentence. Mark’s upset expression was like a stain on his
conscience, and despite not a single accusation flying his way, he couldn’t
help the sense that he had done something wrong. He’d been leading Mark on—they
both knew it—and he was at fault for this sorry situation.


Walking Mark to the door felt like guiding him to
the electric chair, and Griff grabbed the robe on the way, hiding at least some
of his burning skin. The skin that Mark had touched and kissed only a minute
ago. The skin Mark wanted to see more of.


When Mark stopped in the open door, and the cool
air from outside tickled Griffith’s naked chest, he went tense, preparing for
an onslaught of anger.


“I’m sorry,” he whispered, pulling the folds of
fabric tighter around him as guilt turned into an impossible weight in his
heart.


He wanted Mark to stay. He wanted him to leave. He
just wanted to be around him.


Mark rubbed his forehead, but Griff wouldn’t be
given the privilege of being looked at. “We’re still friends, right?”


“You want to be?” Griffith asked, squeezing his
hand on the handle.


Mark groaned. “Well, yeah. I like spending time
with you. I’m sorry if I was too dirty or whatever…”


Griffith could hardly take the embarrassment of
this situation. Nisha wouldn’t find out about this. No one would. And on top of
it all, he felt like the biggest idiot for asking the hottest guy around to
leave once things got intense. Maybe there was something wrong with him? Was he
really even gay?


“No, it’s fine. We can... carry on as friends,” he
said, practically crying on the inside.


And to top off this total clusterfuck, Mark shook
his hand goodbye.


Shook. His. Hand.


When Griff closed the door behind Mark, he slid to
the floor, floppy like a noodle yet still turned on. He listened to the
fast-paced footsteps outside while his heart raced, but by the time the sound
died down, he scrambled to his feet and entered his room, rolling onto the bed
in just the robe and tights. The fabric caressed his heated flesh, the mattress
pressed against his groin, triggering an outpour of pleasure streaming all over
Griffith’s body. He rocked his hips with his face pressed into the pillow, and
a small moan escaped his lips when he remembered the blissful expression on
Mark’s face when he sucked on Griffith’s toes.


Second after second, desire rolled over Griffith
in powerful waves, and he pushed down his bottoms and underwear, exposing his
hot prick and balls to the cool air. It felt like the lightest brush of fingers—Mark’s
fingers—teasing him where he was most sensitive. His mind brought him back to
that moment minutes ago when Mark lay on top of him, pressing Griffith into the
floor, his lips stealing Griff’s breath. 


He smelled like no other man Griffith knew, and as
they rubbed against one another that scent clung to Griffith while their hands
wandered. In that alternate world, Griff had his hand around Mark’s dick, for
the first time sensing its weight and girth. He wanted to get intimately
familiar with its taste, and feel sperm dripping between his fingers.


And Mark would have that blissful expression on
his face when Griff touched him back. He’d moan his excitement into Griff’s
ear, so sturdy and strong even when accepting pleasure.


Griff couldn’t wait any longer and stroked his
cock quickly as his mind drowned in the memory of Mark’s scent, his firm
shoulders, and the way his thumb had teased Griff’s nipple. In the safety of
his bed, none of this was threatening. Mark was in awe of Griff, and once the
heat of his lips was done with plundering Griff’s mouth, he gave Griff that
cocky smile and went so much lower. All the way to Griff’s cock.


Griffith’s hand was a bland replacement for the
heat of Mark’s lips, but it only took a few pumps—and dream-Mark hollowing his
cheeks as he sucked on Griffiths cock—for Griffith’s real-life dick to erupt.
He pushed his hips up, helplessly digging his heels into the covers as he shuddered
through the brief moment of bliss.


Drained, he gasped for air, looking at his
bedroom, which all of a sudden felt cold and lonely. For the first time, he’d
had a chance to come with another guy, and he’d blown it!


And now he and Mark would forever remain just
friends.


Which was great.


But also horrible.











Chapter 13 - Mark


Three weeks passed as if the embarrassing incident
in Griffith’s dance studio had never happened. Mark still watched Griffith
perform from across the yard, they went on walks, to cafés, and for oh-so-many
brunches, chatting about everything and anything but the simmering energy that
kept pulling them together. He was at Griff’s heel whenever he was wanted, in
hope that he could somehow make up for his hurried advances. 


He should have known to keep it in his pants less
than a day after Griffith was almost assaulted by someone he’d considered a
friend, but when Griff had wiggled those kissable toes, the heat of the moment
got the best of Mark and landed him—literally—foot in mouth.


Still, despite their relationship never once
transgressing the boundaries of friendship since that awkward afternoon, the
chemistry he’d sensed before was still there, present in every glance Griffith
sent his way.


So there he was, helping Griff do some Christmas
shopping for his family. As frustrated as Mark’s libido was sometimes, few
things were as leisurely as going out with Griffith and doing regular-people
things. Even though they weren’t intimate, Griffith remained the sweetest guy
Mark had ever met, and Mark loved to hear him chatter about all kinds of stuff.
Even the hustle and bustle of shops in December didn’t bother Mark. He’d
settled into feeling more or less safe, even if he did occasionally get more
tense at the sight of someone who didn’t seem to fit in.


“Last time I saw Leon, I thought I’d have to tell
him off, but when he spotted me, he just stopped walking and turned around. I
think he’s embarrassed over what he did,” Griffith said with a smile, walking
that inch too close to Mark. Not that Mark minded.


The pedestrian zone in the city center had
transformed into a packed Christmas market, with stalls offering sweets and all
kinds of handmade products, as well as a multitude of places offering festive
food and drink. On the way to the huge mall that awaited them at the end of the
street, they rolled on with the crowd that was thick even on a regular weekday.
They stood close and Griffith even held on to Mark’s arm from time to time,
when the stream of people attempted to carry away one of them.


“But I’m glad. I don’t think I want to see his
face, let alone talk to him,” Griffith said as they approached an outdoor bar constructed
out of wood, with animatronic animals on the roof. 


Mark pulled on his beanie to hide his ears from
the chill. After so many years in South America, he was still not used to the
weather here. “He doesn’t deserve a word from you.” It was good to know that
Leon took Mark’s threat seriously, because he couldn’t vouch for himself if
Leon hadn’t. Even though nothing serious happened in the end, the whole thing
robbed Griffith of the sense of safety he deserved.


His thoughts dispersed when Griffith suddenly
changed course and dragged Mark to a store window where a naked chest stared
back at him from a whole display of books arranged into the shape of a
Christmas tree. It was Secret Chef. Seth’s cookbook.


“My mother loves this guy’s recipes. I’m going to
get her a copy for Christmas,” Griffith decided, ogling the cover with way more
interest than Mark was comfortable with.


“I don’t know. Guy seems pretty full of himself.
Is he selling recipes or his abs?” He barely held back a smile. If only he
could tell Griff he knew who Secret Chef was, it would have blown Griff’s mind.


Griffith gasped, exaggerating his outrage. “He is
not just a handsome floating chest. He is a person, and I wouldn’t mind him
cooking for me.”


“I’m afraid he’s married.”


Griffith poked Mark with his elbow. “My thoughts
are perfectly chaste. But it must be nice to have it all figured out. You know,
be ready to marry another man and be so open about it. Even if you don’t show
your face.”


“What? You’re not the marrying kind?” Mark winked
at him.


Griffith pressed his lips together, beaming red
flush like a lantern. “It’s a big commitment. And I don’t really know how gay
relationships work in practice. Movies don’t have to be accurate.”


“What? You mean romance isn’t like in the movies?
Do you think Secret Chef is a fraud with a fake husband?” Mark wanted to pet
Griff’s nape so bad his fingers itched.


Griffith rubbed his nose, staring at the display,
his throat working over and over. “It’s just that... I think I might not find
what I see in romantic movies. Maybe my expectations aren’t very realistic.”


“Only one way to find out…” Was Mark being too
forward, or too vague? He wasn’t even sure anymore.


Griffith smiled at him, looking up from under an
oversized gray beanie. “I have a favor to ask,” he said and led the way into
the bar. It was full, with groups of people gathered by small round tables or
in booths located along the walls of the artificial alpine hut. The scent of
spices stabbed into Mark’s nose the moment they neared the counter.


“Shoot. What do you want to drink?” Because he was
guessing they’d be making a stop here. Mark didn’t mind. They had all the time
in the world.


Griffith grabbed his forearm with a mischievous
expression on the pretty face. “How about you get some of that mulled wine, and
I leave you for twenty minutes?”


Mark cocked his head and poked Griff’s stomach.
“You’re going speed dating or do you just want to get more bargains with the Flawr
app? You know I can follow where you check in, right?”


Griffith chuckled, and his cheeks, which were pink
from the cold anyway, shone even brighter. “Don’t check. Just wait until I’m
back.”


Mark shook his head. “I’ve got my eye on you.” 


Griff just laughed it off and joined the crowd. He
was most likely heading off to get Mark a Christmas gift. Which reminded Mark
he didn’t have one for Griff yet. He’d been mulling over getting something
special—but not too romantic, not too practical, not boring, not cheap, not too
expensive. The complicated nature of choosing something exactly right was
messing with his head.


He needed a distraction, so after a quick stop at
the bookstore, he got himself mulled wine, sat in a booth with a view on the
moving moose figure above the bar, and called Seth, hoping to catch him in
these few minutes he had to spare.


Seth answered after just two rings , and a moment
later, Mark’s screen filled with a beautiful sun-kissed view from their Buenos
Aires terrace. Seth winked at him from behind a white cup, that likely
contained coffee, considering that it was morning there.


“Wow, you must be freezing!”


“It’s cold, but I’ve got a hot wine drink. And
this.” He pulled the Secret Chef book and showed it off.


Seth’s smile got so wide it barely fit on the
screen. “Oh, my God! That’s so cool. We worked so hard to get it done so
quickly. Dom had to pull a few strings to make it in time for Christmas. And
it’s released in more countries than I remember. I’m already working on the
book to come out in spring.” 


“Yep, your abs are everywhere. I bet it’s gonna be
a staple in every gay man’s kitchen.” Mark moved his phone around to show his
surroundings. “I’m at a Christmas market. They even have a whole stall with
Italian sweets.”


Seth sneered. “Oh, no. Don’t buy that. I bet it’s
the kind of mass produced stuff that’s not even fresh. I’ve seen something like
that in Paris.”


Mark rolled his eyes. “It’s sweets. How bad can
they possibly be?”


“Barf-worthy,” Domenico said, emerging in front of
the camera, so close that his long hair obscured Seth for a moment. Topless, he
wore only his golden cross and chain, and also had a cup of steaming coffee.
“Go to a café.”


“There’s a really good one just around the corner
from where I live. It’s got all those artisan cakes. You would have loved it.
We go there all the time.”


Seth paused and cocked his head. “Who’s we?”


Domenico’s eyes narrowed, and he sipped his
beverage with a deep frown. “Out with it. You finally met someone. I see it on
your face, so don’t try to deny it.”


Mark groaned and was about to do just that,
especially that there wasn’t actually anything going on between him and Griff
since the gigantic cock-up, but he’d taken too much time with the answer.
They’d know he was lying.


“It’s not really going anywhere.” He had some more
wine to warm himself.


Domenico shrugged. “What does that even mean? I
don’t recall you ever having trouble with men or women.” He stilled. “Is it a
woman? Is that why you don’t want to tell us?”


“Domenico’s over this already,” Seth said
reassuringly.


Mark leaned back against the wooden bench. “It
doesn’t matter. I’m just window shopping anyway.”


“You did say ‘we’. You mean you’re sampling all
the goods on offer and that café is your favorite trap?” Domenico asked,
laughing as he nudged Seth with his elbow.


Mark smirked and shook his head at the sight of
Seth sniggering. Those two were ridiculous at times. “No, I mean I don’t know
if what’s err… on offer, wants to be bought.”


“Are we gonna be doing riddles now?” Seth asked.


 Domenico finished his coffee and pulled a plate
full of pastries into Mark’s view. All homemade. “Go on, tell us. Are you two
in class together?”


Mark glanced into his cup, itching to tell them
everything—since he had no one else to confide in—but dreading what they would
think if they found out whose brother Griff was. “No, I may have jumped the gun
a little. I messed it up. But he’s so fucking sweet he still wants to see me
all the time.”


Seth wiggled his eyebrows. “So it’s a guy…”


Domenico tapped his finger against the table and
spoke with his mouth full of pastry. “Hang on, you tell me what it means that
you jumped the gun. Is he a breeder?”


Mark sneered at the horrible term. “Definitely
not. He’s just… a bit inexperienced. I pushed things too quickly, and now we’re
just friends.”


“He is legal, right?” Seth asked.


“Oh, my God. Yes, he’s legal. Jeez.”


Domenico raised his arms. “I can’t believe this
shit. Do you hear yourself, Mark? If he can’t make up his mind, you need to
think for him. Push things where they need to go, because he clearly won’t.”


Seth groaned. “I don’t know, Dom. Maybe he should
give the guy some time.”


Dom shook his head. “How much time can a man wait?
No one died from a bit of discomfort.”


Seth just rolled his eyes and crossed his arms on
his chest.


“He’s not like us, okay?” Mark had to take a deep
breath to not raise his voice. “He’s sweet, and shy, and nervous, and I can’t
just lead him where he doesn’t want to go yet.”


Domenico sighed. “Why not? You know what you’re
doing. He’ll like it.” His gaze briefly moved to Seth, as if in search of
support, but there was none coming.


Mark sighed. “I don’t know anymore. I may have
done something… weird, and scared him off.”


That did peak Seth’s interest. “What did you do,
Mark?”


“It doesn’t matter.” What was he to tell them?
That he spontaneously decided Griffith’s toes were so cute he wanted to worship
them, so he’d sucked them? He still wasn’t sure where that urge had come from,
but now it kept invading his mind. It went so far he’d dreamed of Griffith
getting him off with his foot just last night.


“Now it’s getting good. What kind of freaky shit
did you get into now that you’re in a big, sinful city?” Domenico asked,
clearly so amused he’d get some popcorn if he didn’t have a whole plate of
sweet stuff in front of him.


“I said it doesn’t matter. But… I’ll be staying
here for Christmas. Hope you don’t mind? I kinda want to see what happens.”


“But you have to come for Angelica’s birthday,
okay?” Seth asked.


Domenico shook his head with a mocking smile.
“Nothing’s gonna happen if you don’t make it happen. I’m telling you
this, because I know,” he said and put his arm over Seth’s shoulders.


Seth gave Dom a peck on the cheek. “I won’t deny
it, I can be pretty indecisive. If he’s giving you those long looks and keeps
going out with you even after some kind of sexual fiasco, I’m betting he’s into
you. What do you have to lose?”


Griff. He had Griff to lose.


“I’ll sleep on it.”


Dom grinned. “Better yet, sleep on him.”


Mark shook his head. “Byeee!”


He finished the call but Seth tried calling him
back right away. Mark picked it up with a deep sigh.


Domenico knocked on the table in front of him.
“Earth to Mark! If you really want to be a gentleman, invite him for dinner.
Two glasses of wine should loosen him up enough. Can’t believe you’re allowing
some kid to make those decisions. Fuck him or move on. You need for something
to happen in your life, or you might be stuck in limbo for weeks.”


“You give the worst advice, you know that?”


Domenico leaned back. “Okay. If you really like
him, you need to invest. Treat it like a business. Instead of carefully
treading around him like a girl, make your move. Launch a campaign. Be
aggressive.”


“What if this business is like… artisanal, you
know? Doesn’t want to be bought out by the big bad developer?”


Domenico frowned. “Everyone has a price. You just
need to guess right.”


Mark finished his mulled wine, wondering what
Griff’s price could be. Maybe there was a bit of truth in what Domenico said?
What would Griff want in a boyfriend? “I’m not a mind reader. How do I know
what the price is? I’ve already bid too low once,” he said grimly.


Domenico massaged Seth’s nape absent-mindedly.
“You say he’s not experienced? That’s easy. If bidding low didn’t work, you
need to bid high. Lure him, dress to impress, surprise him, be his Prince
Charming.”


Seth rubbed his chin against Dom’s shoulder and
kissed his fingers. It was hard to deny that no matter how messy their
relationship sometimes was, they did make it work, so maybe they’d found the
recipe for love.


Seth laughed and pointed at Mark. “Look, he’s
thinking. He’s gonna do that.”


“Stop teasing me! This is serious.”


Dom nodded. “If it’s serious, then put in the
work.”


The gray blot of Griffith’s coat made Mark look up
and then frantically switch off the conversation. Griffith gave him a wide
smile as he happily walked in his direction, his long, lean legs in skinny
jeans.


Prince Charming, Mark. Prince Charming.


“Hi, hope you didn’t get bored.”


“Nah, called my dads. You found what you were
looking for?”


Griffith shrugged but wouldn’t stop watching Mark
with that irresistibly sunny smile. The black bag he was holding went behind
his back. “Yes, I’m all yours now. Where do you want to go?”


Mark hesitated over how much he should dial up the
flirting. Keep it cool. “I’ll be staying here for Christmas, so I want
to find some gifts. Will you help me choose something nice? You’ve got an eye
for that.”


Flattery was the right way to go, because Griffith
pulled back his shoulders, focusing all his attention on Mark. “For your
family? Of course. What kind of stuff are they into?”


They started walking back toward the mall, along
the street decorated with lights and filled with wooden stalls. Mark got the
strangest feeling that this could have been a movie scene. He wasn’t the star—just
an extra, somewhere in the background. Not the one in a car chase, not the one
tracking someone down with a hunting knife while having to look out for
security guards. Nope, just the most average man, out with his friend,
hopefully soon-to-be-boyfriend, doing some shopping.


They discussed gifts for Dom and Seth, and then
ventured into stores where Griffith got lost in a shopping spree, but waiting
for him was no chore. In fact, few things felt more peaceful than watching him
focus on pretty things. And then Mark got to see Griffith showing off his new
fashion choices as reward.


The curtain moved, and Griffith walked out of the
dressing room like a professional model, hands deep in the pockets of the chic
dark blue coat. Slightly on the edgier side, it featured an asymmetrical zipper
and a large collar that could be worn flat or fastened with straps to protect
the lower half of the face from the cold. 


His eyes glinted when he spun around for Mark. “What
do you think? I’m on the fence if it’s a bit too much or not.”


“Too much what? Too much style?” Mark smiled from
his spot on a little sofa in front of the changing rooms. The coat was short
enough to show off Griff’s upper thighs, which in turn made it good enough for
Mark.


They were in a store that sold high fashion
brands, and so there weren’t that many people around. On the backdrop of
polished white surfaces, in clothes that so perfectly showed off his figure,
Griffith was a sight to behold. He bit his lip in a way that was sexy and
innocent all at once, pleased with the compliment. “You’re pulling my leg.”


“No, I mean… I don’t really have a gift for you
yet. Do you like this?”


Griffith blinked and looked at the coat. He
chuckled. “What? You can’t be serious. This thing costs almost three thousand
pounds.”


And with the way it looked on Griff, was worth
every penny. For the smile it brought to Griff’s face, Mark would have even
tipped. “I’ve got some savings.”


Griffith’s face was a mosaic of emotion, and for a
moment it seemed like he’d agree, but in the end he shook his head. “That’s
very generous, but we haven’t known each other that long,” he said and pulled
on the zipper, then froze when it stopped halfway down his chest. Face flushing
a bright red, he cleared his throat and fumbled with the front of the jacket.


Mark got up, alarmed to Griff’s distress as if
he’d been getting more tuned into it every day. “Everything okay?” he
whispered.


Griffith stepped back toward the dressing room.
“Oh, don’t worry, I’ve got this,” he said, pulling on the zipper that wouldn’t
budge.


“Okay, but I’ll be here if you need me.” Mark
leaned against the door frame. He would be there for any problem Griffith might
have.


Griffith swallowed and looked up, chewing on those
tempting lips as if he wanted them to pop with juice. “Actually... this is
tight, so maybe it would be a bit easier if you had a look.”


Mark wouldn’t say no to any invitation that
involved getting into Griff’s personal space, so he stepped closer and assessed
the zipper. A thread was stuck in it, so he pulled it out with care. He’d be
lying if he said he wasn’t enjoying Griff’s smell, or the hitched breaths he
was making. One day, they would end up in bed, and Griff would be taking
breaths like that out of excitement, not because he was embarrassed. 


His cheeks looked as if they were stained with
raspberry juice, and all Mark wanted was a single lick. Griffith’s chest worked
frantically against his hands, but when the zipper was finally dislodged, Mark
ended up pulling a bit too hard, which thrust Griff into his arms. 


For the briefest moment, time stood still. Griff’s
pale fingers spread over Mark’s pecs as they stared at one another.


“There we go,” Mark said, not daring to blink. Did
Griff feel the sparks between them too? He had to, because his hands were still
there. Was three weeks enough for him to get over what had happened? It wasn’t
like they were the kind of friends who told each other about the people they
fancied or dated.


But just when the moment became so long and Mark
felt like he might be kissed, Griffith pulled away with an embarrassed chuckle.
“Thanks. You’re a lifesaver. Give me two seconds, and we can go look for that
tie for your dad,” he said and disappeared behind the curtain.


Mark took a deep breath to calm down. Pacing was
everything. It didn’t mean he would wait forever. It was time to leave the
friend zone and start flirting, but he could wait for Griffith to catch up with
him.


“And something for my sister.”


Griffith’s head popped out from behind the curtain
before the rest of him emerged with the few pieces of clothing he’d tried on.
“You never said you had a sister!”


Mark smiled when he thought about the video Dom
had sent him of Angelica making Christmas decorations. “She’s almost three.”


Griffith smiled. “She’d have fun with my little
brother. He’s like... two and a half.”


“So we’re even. You never said you had a brother.”


Griffith hung the clothes on a rack by the fitting
room and led the way to the accessories section. His smile faded somehow before
he spoke. “It’s complicated. My parents adopted him after a relative couldn’t
take care of him.”


“Oh, that’s really kind of your parents.
Angelica’s adopted as well. Duh. But my dads seem to forget about that
all the time and say stuff like ‘she’s got my eyes’.”


Griffith looked at the stand featuring silk ties.
“Oh, my parents aren’t going to forget. They’re very responsible, but they
didn’t appreciate how the whole thing went down. Anyway, what kind of stuff
does your sister like?”


The remaining shopping took longer than expected,
and by the time they both got hungry, Mark led the way to a contemporary
Italian restaurant he’d found online. Griffith loved the food, and when they
shared a meringue with cream and maraschino cherry syrup for dessert, Mark
couldn’t help the web or dirty thoughts that had overcome his brain. Once they
finished their meal and went back into the cold, it was already dark outside,
with the multitude of Christmas lights dispersing the gloom of the snowless
city.


After having another drink at the Christmas
stalls, they headed off toward the ice rink that had been set up just the
previous week.


“You won’t be able to stand straight on the ice
after that beer.” Mark mocked Griff and playfully pulled him closer to ruffle
his hair.


Griffith gasped, looking up at Mark, but then
pulled away and grabbed Mark’s wrist. “Oh really? You want to bet?”


“Always,” Mark said although he was slightly tipsy
himself. The day had been so peaceful he let himself relax and avoided thinking
about spies hiding in dark alleyways. He was safe here. And Griffith was safe
too—sincere, a bit naive, and without any capacity to hurt Mark other than
through rejection.


“What do we bet on?” Griffith asked as they
entered the dressing area with lockers after paying at the entrance.


“Loser has to pretend they’re proposing on the
ice.” Mark wiggled his eyebrows with a wolfish grin. Whoever were to lose, Mark
would be a winner. Though he’d never skated in his entire life, so the result
was easy to predict.


Griffith hid his face in his hands. “Oh, my God!
Propose to who? Any girl in the rink?”


Mark started laughing. “No, silly! To the other
person. You can’t be pulling some poor stranger into it.”


Griffith stared back at him as if a car had just
stopped inches away and was still blinding him with headlights? “Us? With other
people around? Wouldn’t it... make some people uncomfortable as well?”


Mark patted Griff’s cheek, revelling in how soft
the skin was. “I don’t care. It’s their problem if they mind two men madly in
love.”


Griffith chuckled, looking away. Mark waited, but
Griffith’s lips stretched into a mischievous smile. “Okay, let’s do it.”


Mark tied his other skate. “You sure you’re
ready?”


Griffith laughed dismissively. “You are going down
on that knee so fast.”


Mark raised his eyebrows as he got up, unsure
about balancing on what essentially was thin metal stilts. “Wait. You’re not a
figure skater on top of being great at horse riding and dance, are you? ’Cause
that would be ridiculous.”


Griffith rose and put his shoes in the locker
alongside the shopping. With a sly smile, he said, “I only skate for
recreation, but isn’t it essentially dancing on ice?”


“Uh-oh. I’m not liking the sound of this
‘recreational skating’.” Mark shook his head and slowly moved toward the ice
rink outside.


Surprisingly few people skated on the glazed
surface, but maybe it was for the better if Mark wasn’t to loose any digits to
someone else’s blades. Griffith went first and made room for Mark by gracefully
skating backwards, the wide smile still in place. “Let’s see what you’ve got.”


Mark groaned when he made his first steps onto the
ice, even less stable than on the floor. “So unfair.” At least he had the
mock-proposal to look forward to, though he would have loved to see Griff do
it, going all red and flustered. Then again, he loved acting, so maybe he
wouldn’t have minded it at all and made a scene out of it.


“It was your idea,” Griffith said, circling Mark
on the ice as if he were a professional. But after a few seconds of mockery, he
found some mercy in his heart and approached Mark, offering him his arm.


“So I don’t always have the best ideas, okay?” But
Mark laughed as he grabbed Griff’s arm. He felt like a kid again. Not the kid
who lived in fear of his father’s temper tantrums, but the kid he should have
been, having fun with the guy he liked.


Griffith gave Mark both his hands and instructed
him to hold on. They were so cold to the touch Mark was glad his own palms were
there to provide warmth in exchange for the skating lesson. Still, next to
Griffith, Mark felt like an elephant in a porcelain store—graceless and about
to cause a disaster. 


After witnessing several of Mark’s unsure steps on
the ice, Griffith looked up. “It’s your first time, isn’t it?”


Mark’s face warmed up all too quickly. “Caught
red-handed.” His heart beat faster at the innocent touch they shared and for
once he wasn’t thinking about fucking Griff on that dance floor, but about the
two of them sitting together in a cozy spot at the Christmas market, drinking
wine from one cup, with Griff huddled under his arm. They would also share
secret kisses under the bright lights, and life would be perfection.


Even though it was already clear Mark had lost
their showdown on ice, Griffith continued explaining things and led Mark along
the railing, showing him the right way to skate. Despite the ice feeling so
hard and odd under his feet, after a while Mark started enjoying the sensation
of gliding on the thin blades. Always by his side, Griffith was there to catch
Mark when he lost balance, and even though Mark’s panicked face made him laugh,
it wasn’t in any way mean.


But Mark could only keep up for so long, and when
he’d just found his feet and skated on his own for long enough, his skate
snagged over an invisible irregularity on the ice, and Griff was too far away
to catch him. 


He came over immediately, reaching out to help
Mark up. On the glistening ice he seemed just as at home as he was in his dance
studio, even though he made no elaborate jumps or figures. “Are you okay?” he
asked softly.


This was it then.


Mark held on to Griff’s hand but wouldn’t get up,
raising one knee instead. Griff’s eyes going wide were the perfect sign that he
understood what was happening. Mark prolonged the moment by pulling Griff’s
hand to his lips and kissing the icy knuckles.


A few of the people circling the ice slowed down,
but all he could really see was Griffith—his blue eyes getting that bit darker,
and his lips opening slightly as he looked down at Mark surrounded by the halo
created by the lamps behind him.


His cold fingers twitched in Mark’s hand when two
women gravitated closer on the other side of the rink barrier, but he didn’t
pull away, meeting Mark’s gaze in silence. Mark slipped his finger just that
bit farther to sense Griff’s quickening pulse.


Mark took a deep breath. “Griffith Elswood, every
day I see you, I realize just how happy you make me. You’re the best thing
that’s happened to me. This was something I never expected. Every time I think
I’ve figured you out, you reveal a new side, and I will never get bored of
that. Griff, will you marry me?”


Mark had no idea his heart could beat so fast. The
stupid joke turned into something much more, and he couldn’t take his eyes off
Griffith’s flushed face, glistening blue eyes, and the pink mouth that released
clouds of steam over and over. He wanted to steal him away and never let him
out of bed.


Griffith’s lips trembled, and he squeezed Mark’s
hand, gently urging him to his feet. Despite the lively music, the ice seemed
silent as if the whole world stopped breathing at once, locking them in the icy
bubble, in the bright lights of the busy Christmas market.


When Mark rose, he expected a clear yes, maybe a
hug, but Griffith leaned in and pressed their lips together, still holding on to
Mark’s hands. The inside of his lips was hot and sweet, like molten chocolate
and all the things warm and cozy, and his breath frantically danced against
Mark’s skin. 


Mark needed no more invitation. He slid his arms
around Griff’s waist. When he held on to Griff, even on ice, he was stable. The
world stopped spinning, allowing razor-sharp focus. When he kissed Griff, all
past lovers, including Charlotte, were but a distant memory.


When a few people started clapping, Mark smiled
into the kiss, exhilarated as if he’d really proposed. Griffith eventually
broke the kiss and buried his face in the folds at the front of Mark’s jacket,
and it was only then that Mark looked up and saw all the smiling faces. 


It was so nice to have complete strangers express
their joy at his happiness, even if the whole scene was fake. He gave everyone
a little wave and then slowly urged Griffith toward the exit from the rink.
This was enough skating for the day.


Regardless of the true reason behind the proposal,
Griffith didn’t pull away and held Mark’s hand until they reached the edge of
the ice and entered the locker space.


Was the kiss real though? It sure had tasted real.


Mark couldn’t wipe the grin off his face as they
sat down in the changing rooms. “Ready to become Mr. Vincitore?” He leaned
closer and stole a quick smooch.


Griffith licked his lips, which looked even riper
than before. He blinked, squeezed Mark’s hand, and finally looked at him. “Will
you spend Christmas with me?”


Mark stared back, blindsided by the question, but
he gently reciprocated the gesture. “But you’re going home for Christmas,
aren’t you?”


Griffith chuckled. “My parents always throw this
big party on Christmas Eve, and there’s plenty of guest rooms. I’m sure they
would be delighted that I made a new friend.”


Mark rubbed his thumb over the side of Griff’s
hand. This was the best Christmas gift he could have gotten. “Thank you. I
thought I’d be eating mince pies and watching Netflix.”


Griffith bit his lip and did that gentle shrug
that meant he was both embarrassed and happy. It was the cutest thing ever. “I
always get bored. Everyone’s so stuck-up. It’ll be nice to have company.”


Mark dared to give him another little kiss, and
Griff didn’t back out either, only getting more flustered as he entwining their
fingers.


Maybe Griffith wanted to see how his family would
react to Mark. Baby steps. Mark could work with that. He would show Griff that
he could be perfectly charming, and even get the parental seal of approval if
necessary.











Chapter 14 - Griffith


What were they to each other? Boyfriends? Friends
who kissed? Griffith had no idea, but Mark’s lips and arms were so addictive he
couldn’t keep away any longer. They never spoke about what exactly had happened
at the ice rink, but it changed their relationship. Mark remained the perfect
gentleman and didn’t try to push Griffith into anything more than a bit of
closeness on the sofa, but the greater freedom to touch gave Griffith a rush he
hadn’t previously experienced.


And as lovely as that was, the growing tension
between them filled his head with questions that kept him awake at night. The
proposal had felt so real, even though it had come as the result of a bet. And
now Mark was about to meet Griffith’s parents. Did he think Griffith
thought the proposal had been serious? Not in the ‘let’s get married’ kind of
sense but as a proposal to be a couple?


There was no ring. Then again, was there need for
a ring when two men were involved? Maybe there wasn’t. 


For the nth time that day, Griffith changed
in front of the large mirror in his room, still unsure of what he should wear.
He wanted to impress Mark but also avoid disrupting his parents’ party by
making too much of a statement. In the end, he gave a loud exhale and marched
across the hall where Nisha was packing for a family trip. Her head popped up
so abruptly the messy bundle of dark hair on top bobbed. 


She grinned. “My, my, my, someone’s fancy.”


In her casual clothes, she looked so chilled-out
Griffith envied her. Despite the many celebrations she partook in throughout
the year, Christmas wasn’t a big event in her calendar. 


Griffith took a deep breath and put the snowflake
pattern tie against his white shirt and blue suit. “I don’t want it to be too
much. What do you think?”


She cocked her head and took her time thinking.
“No, it’s okay. A bit of winter to spruce it all up.”


“There’s also this one,” Griffith told her and
presented the striped tie that was more in line with what his dad usually wore.


Nisha scrunched her nose and shook her head. “It’s
a Christmas party. Live a little.”


Griffith exhaled but dropped the second tie on her
dresser and put on the one with the snowflakes. The closer it was to the time
when Mark was meant to pick him up, the more nervous he got. What if things
went sideways? Griffith hadn’t told Charlotte he was bringing a guest, so that
she didn’t poison their parents with gossip, but there was still a chance there
was some truth to her warnings. Or that Griffith’s parents would outright hate
Mark. 


“Easy for you to say! You’re going to a cozy
get-together in Snowdonia.”


Nisha groaned. “You’ve been to these parties so
many times. You know what they’re like—oh… Is it about Mark?”


Griffith cleared his throat and adjusted the tie.
It did go well with his eyes. “I’m not sure where I stand with him,” he
admitted in the end, hoping that it didn’t sound too much like a cry for help.
Nisha herself was busy dating, and he didn’t want to be that friend who unloads
all their worries on others.


Nisha zipped up her suitcase and sat back on her
bed. “Is he one of those guys who ‘just want to see where things go’?”


Griffith found himself fidgeting in the middle of
her room. He hadn’t told her of the time he and Mark almost had sex in the
dance studio. “I don’t know. He’s always eager to spend time with me, but we
never really... you know, talked about what this thing between us is. And I
don’t want him to think I’m childish.”


“How serious is it then?” Nisha patted the bed.


Griffith hesitated only a second before dropping
next to her. His head felt empty, as if all rational thoughts have fizzled out.
“It’s like we’re dating, but we haven’t defined the relationship, and the...
uh, physical side isn’t moving forward much.”


“Oh…” The sound of that ‘oh’ was ominous and
heavy. Like an anvil falling from the sky and about to crush Griffith. 


He covered his face with his hands. “I know. This
is hell. I don’t know how to be gay.”


“Maybe he’s new to it too, and doesn’t know how to
proceed with a guy?”


“That’s not what he said,” Griffith told her, but
put into words, the truth behind them only made him more insecure. What if Mark
was afraid Griffith would be shit in bed?


“Ooh…” There it was again, that concerned sound
that meant ‘this is bad’. “Have you at least done something?” she
whispered the last bit.


Griffith’s hands dropped, and he looked at her
with his heart in his throat. “Do you promise no one’s going to hear about
this?”


Nisha sat up straight. “It stays between us.”


Griffith rubbed his hands together and exhaled.
“He made a move on me way back, but I got so nervous I told him to leave.”


“Oh, no!” Nisha covered her mouth. “What did you
do? Mark’s such hot stuff!”


“I know, okay? It just... happened. And then we
were just friends for a while until we started kissing. And that’s how it’s
been since. I don’t know what to do.”


“If he’s sticking around, then you know he likes
you. The ball’s in your court, I’m afraid.”


Griffith scowled. He hated having the ball in his
court. As an experienced player, couldn’t Mark come over and pick it up? “But
what should I do? I have like... zero experience with this kind of thing. And
it’s not like there are clear dating rules for gay people. Not that I know of
at least. What if I fuck it up?”


Nisha rubbed his knee. “You’re gonna be fine.
You’re taking him to meet your parents. He has to know you want him. Or, like…
slip him a note?”


Griffith rolled his eyes. “A note saying what? I
don’t want to be pushy.”


Nisha wiggled her shoulders with a grin. “You
could say, ‘All I want for Christmas is your candy cane’.” She burst out
laughing as if this wasn’t a serious matter.


Griffith wanted to chastise her, but the doorbell
made him freeze. “Oh my God, he’s here!”


Nisha bit back a laugh. “Go on then. Pretend I’m
not here.”


“I hate you sometimes,” Griff said and ran off. 


Halfway down the corridor, he backed away to close
Nisha’s door, and only then approached the entrance, trying to calm down.


One more deep breath, and he opened the door,
planning to be all suave and chill, but then he saw Mark, and breathing wasn’t
an option anymore.


Mark was so persistently handsome. Dressed,
undressed, pajamas, tank tops, shirts—whatever he wore made Griff thirsty, but
for the Christmas party, he’d taken it up a notch, and Griffith was at loss for
words.


The black suit Mark wore was so sharp it could cut
glass, with the shoulders emphasized by exquisite tailoring just as beautifully
as the waist. The tie was fashionably slim, but it was the lapels that took the
suit from polished to slightly edgy. Made out of velvet, one side was burgundy,
the other - bottle green.


Mark was Christmas class personified, and when he
smiled, holding up a bottle of wine, Griffith lost the will to visit his
parents, wishing he could stay in with Mark instead and take that suit off him.


“Ready?” Mark asked.


Griffith nodded, but his gaze still lingered on
the vision of the man in front of him. “You look... so fancy.”


Mark glanced down his body. Even the large box
under his arm was wrapped in thick burgundy paper with a Christmas tree print,
as if he’d chosen it to match his outfit. “Oh. It’s too much? You did say
‘elegant’.”


Griffith swallowed and brushed the back of his
hand down the smooth velvet of the lapel. “No, it’s perfect. I’ve just never
seen you in anything like this. I am so jealous right now.”


“Of my suit?” Mark straightened up as if he were
about to salute, and gave Griff a cocky grin. “What can I say, it’s pretty
fancy. My dad helped me choose it. He’s got an eye for stuff like this.”


Griffith laughed and placed both hands on Mark’s
chest, feeling as if his own had been filled with cotton candy. “You look
gorgeous.”


Mark leaned in for a kiss, melting Griff on the
spot. “You don’t look so bad yourself,” he whispered, and when he nuzzled
Griff’s cheek, the butterflies erupting everywhere in Griffith’s body were
almost too much to handle. Griffith might have loudly whimpered, but he chose
to believe that he had not, for the sake of his sanity. 


“Thank you. I hope you won’t be sorry you agreed
to this. Those parties can be a minefield, but I’ll lead you to safety.”


Mark laughed and scooped Griff out of the doorway
with the same hand he held the wine in. “Oh, good, I’m trembling already.”


Griffith felt the touch all the way in his balls,
and he briefly hid away in Mark’s warm chest. He smelled so nice too. “We’ll
see what you say once you meet my parents and their friends. I’m way more
excited about tomorrow’s dinner. It’ll be more private.”


He backed away to grab his luggage and lead the
way to the staircase.


“So how big is this thing then?” Mark asked.


Griffith licked his lips. “The headcount’s usually
around thirty, maybe forty. Mother likes to invite people who she did charity
work with within the given year.”


“Mother? Oh, man… What did I get myself
into?”


Mark led the way to his car and opened the trunk,
seemingly unaware of Griffith ogling him. It was hard to comprehend that
someone as amazing as Mark could look yet more stunning. How would Griff focus
in those conditions? Would someone notice that his glances at Mark were too
long? Was bringing him to the party a gigantic mistake that would out Griffith
to his parents’ acquaintances?


“My mum can be a bit uptight, so be careful when
you talk to her,” Griffith said as he put his things inside.


And just as he was about to go sit in the car,
Mark beat him to it and opened the door for Griff with a smile that could
improve even the worst of moods. “What charity does she support then? What
should I know?”


Griffith hesitated, but then offered Mark a smile
and sat down with a warm feeling heating him up despite the frosty temperature
inside the car. “She runs a charity that helps working horses and donkeys so
that they don’t end up in the slaughterhouse once they can no longer drag heavy
carts or be ridden. They buy out the animals if they are mistreated, and then
rehouse them.”


“Okay, conversation topic noted.” Mark started the
car and they were off. “Will your parents grill me? Like, about what my parents
do for a living, or something?”


Did Mark think Griff would introduce him as his
boyfriend? The lack of certainty was consuming his stomach and leaving him
aching.


Griffith cleared his throat. “They might. They
like to know who I associate with, and I told them we met at the jazz bar close
to our building. That we’re friends and your work doesn’t allow you to go home
for the holidays.”


“Oh, so I’m a jazz bar kind of guy?” Mark casually
stroked Griff’s knee, sending sparks all the way up his leg. Griff didn’t even
notice when he spread his legs a little before it happened. “And I’ve got to
invent a job.”


Griffith exhaled, feeling ashamed for himself.
“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have, but they kept asking all those questions, and...
they can be so strict. I didn’t want them to somehow find out that we’re...”
Griffith’s mouth went dry. They were what? Dating? He was back to the
same worries that plagued him before Mark had come over.


“Engaged?” Mark asked, but then laughed, making it
all the more confusing.


Griffith laughed too, albeit screaming on the
inside. “Oh yes, they would start planning our wedding without asking for our
preferences. And invite a hundred people even I don’t know.”


“I mean, someone’s gotta plan it, and I’m not
really a master of events. Summer wedding on the beach?”


Griffith swallowed, not sure if he wanted to
continue this joke. He didn’t want to be a spoilsport, but he couldn’t handle
having his heart toyed with either. “But seriously, they can’t know that we...
you know.” Griffith wanted to punch himself the moment he said that, because
even he didn’t know what it was he and Mark were doing.


He hated seeing Mark’s lips make twist. “Got it.”


“It’s nothing personal. It’s just that they have
no idea about me, and my mum actually warned me about not getting Nisha
pregnant, which was the most uncomfortable conversation I’ve had in my entire
life. It’s not about you being you, but about you being a guy,” Griffith said
and squeezed his hand on Mark’s shoulder.


“It’s okay. You do things at your own pace. It was
kinda weird for me, because my dads thought I was gay, so it blindsided them
when they found out I was seeing a girl for the first time. Domenico was a
total dick about it.”


Griffith never heard of such a thing. “Oh. Are
they okay with it now?” he asked, gravitating closer and touching Mark’s thigh
as they drove onto an estacade to cross the river.


“Yeah, he got over himself. But he did sound
pleased that I’ve got my eye on a guy now.”


Griffith’s heart thumped so powerfully he leaned
back against the seat. “I know the proposal was a joke and everything, but...
um... where do we stand?” he asked in the end, feeling like the most awkward
person who ever asked about their relationship status.


Mark took his time answering by pretending to be
focused on a particularly complicated roundabout. “I don’t know. What do you
think?” 


What a cop out. Griffith wished they could stay on
the roundabout forever, in a loop where he didn’t have to answer.


“I’m not sure I know what the options are.” There.
He too could push the weight of the question back at the other person.


Mark took a deep breath. “I guess we’re dating. Is
that okay?”


Griffith rubbed his knees nervously, somewhat less
blocked now that this possibility was on the table. “Are you dating only me, or
are there others?”


“Between the brunches, school, and nights in, do I
seem to have time for anyone else?”


Griffith exhaled, suddenly frightened that Mark
would be tired of him before they even reached his parents’ home. “I know
plenty of people do that, and I just need to know.”


Mark didn’t answer for a while, which was beyond
distressing, but when he stopped at a red light, he looked into Griff’s eyes
with intensity that pinned Griffith to the seat. “You’re the only one I’m
seeing, okay?” He leaned in for a kiss.


Griffith might have melted a little bit.











Chapter 15 - Griffith


Griffith’s parents lived in the beautiful
countryside less than two hours away from Bristol by car. They entered the
loveliest and most serene of little historic towns, of the kind that had
elaborate decorations in the main street, expensive boutiques, and wine bars
full of people in the middle of the day. Griff’s parents often had lunch at one
of the contemporary restaurants in the center. They soon left the town behind
and, following Griffith’s directions, Mark drove into a smaller asphalt road
that lead first between fields, and then into woodland.


Griff was glad when he saw the long fence
surrounding his parents’ property, and he asked Mark to slow down just before
the road curve, because the driveway started just beyond it. Next to him, Mark
made a little gasp when the imposing two-story building made of gray stone
emerged from between the trees. Two circular towers built in the severe
romanesque revival style stood on either side of an open gate, but Griffith’s
uncle must have left the Christmas tree on, because he spotted colorful lights
in one of the windows.


Mark’s mouth quirked into a smile when he slowly
drove under the arched entrance. “What an unusual home! Is it medieval?”


“It’s actually Victorian. There was a fashion for
this kind of architecture at the time. We used to rent out this gatehouse, but
my uncle and his wife are going through a rough patch right now, so my parents
let them move in.”


Mark tapped the steering wheel, looking at the
small garden adjacent to one of the towers, where uncle Stephen and aunt
Aurelie cultivated flowers, herbs, fruit, and some vegetables. 


“Oh. Are they at the party then?” Mark asked,
following a narrow asphalt road between the trees that would lead them to
Griff’s family home.


“No, they always spend Christmas in Fiji.”


Mark briefly glanced his way. “Wait what? You said
they were struggling.”


Griffith shrugged. “You have to treat yourself
every now and then. They’re only staying there for two weeks.”


Mark was too busy taking in the parkland to
continue the conversation as they drove along the driveway that would be
particularly spectacular in the spring, when bluebells sprouted between the
trees and covered the ground with a two-tone carpet. Griffith hoped he would
get to show that to Mark in a few months. 


When the house finally emerged into view, bathed
by the cool winter sunshine, the white of its walls was in stark contrast to
the dark color of its timber frame. Griffith had never been away from here for
so long before, and even though he didn’t really miss his former home, the
sight of the intricate patterns of the framework caused a sense of nostalgia
rather than longing. After several months in a city, he saw what looked more
like a set for the newest live-action Disney fairy tale rather than a home.


“This is their house?” Mark asked. “Are you
a secret duke or something?”


Griffith looked his way, surprised by the blunt
question. “Oh... no, of course not. My family are descendants of wealthy
merchants.” He leaned forward and pointed out a side road that led past a patch
of trees. “You can’t park at the house, since the bridge is not vehicle-safe.
Drive over there.”


Mark frowned, still staring toward the house but
followed the directions. “Is that an actual freaking moat?”


Griffith rubbed his chin. “Another Victorian
addition.”


Mark went weirdly quiet as they parked. The
unassuming, small Ford looked out of place in a row of BMWs, Bentleys, and Land
Rovers. At the end of the line was even their neighbor’s beautifully restored
1930s Rolls Royce. With the sun slowly setting, Griff was sure Mother would
soon turn on the lights adorning the trees growing on either side of the
footbridge leading across the moat. The family tended to use the smaller
entrance in the back, since the woodwork of the main door was centuries old,
but on occasions like this one, or fundraisers, his parents liked to impress
their guests.


Griffith cleared his throat, uncomfortable with
Mark’s unexplained silence. “What’s going on?”


“Is this the kind of party where everyone knows
everyone?”


Griffith shrugged and looked past the rows of
trees, at the bright lights inside the house before marching along a paved
walkway leading to their destination. “I don’t like that either. But it’s gonna
be much more casual tomorrow, I promise.”


Mark nodded, but as they approached the bridge,
Griffith heard rather than saw him slow down. He put down his luggage and
glanced over his shoulder, to see Mark standing still, with a travel bag in one
hand and the large box in the other, his face so serious he seemed several
years older than he was. He met Griff’s gaze.


“Why did you ask me to come?”


Griffith stiffened and briefly looked toward the
large windows in the ground floor, where he could already see shadows moving in
warm lamplight. “What do you mean? You were staying here for the holidays, all
alone. And I...” He licked his lips, feeling an invisible weight settle on his
chest. “I wanted to spend time with you.”


Mark took a deep breath. “Okay. I just wish I
could hold your hand. I don’t like being judged.”


Griffith chuckled, even though Mark’s words
touched something deep inside him. “You’d have to never leave your flat.
Everyone is watching and judging. Always.”


Mark snorted. “Oh wow, now you’re making me feel so
much better.”


Griffith looked around, but seeing no one outside,
he briefly rubbed Mark’s palm with his fingers. “Just keep close to me and
never stop looking handsome. You’ll be fine.”


Griffith didn’t care to ring the doorbell and
walked straight in with Mark following, and his shadowy presence gave Griff a
little shiver of excitement. If only he could tell everyone that this gorgeous
man was in fact his.


The scent of apple and cinnamon hit them as soon
as they walked into the low-ceilinged corridor, and Griff was glad for the
warmth because his fingers had gotten cold during the walk from the car. He
handed his coat and luggage to a member of staff hired for the event, but when
she approached Mark, he hesitated with the wrapped box.


“But it’s… I mean, it’s a gift for Griffith.”


The hostess smiled. “Would you like me to place it
in his room or under the tree?”


Griffith had suspected as much, but having
certainty still made him smile. “All of mine are in the suitcase. I haven’t
forgotten you either.”


“In my room, please,” Mark said in the end. Griff
had never seen him out of his depth before, so he tapped his arm, eager to pull
his boyfriend—ha, boyfriend!—out of this miasma. 


“I hope you like punch. It’s the only thing my
mother always insists on making herself.”


“A drink would be nice, thanks. We’re not late,
are we?” Mark took a deep breath and followed Griffith toward the great hall
where the party was in full swing, with holiday classics accompanying the rustle
of conversation.


Griffith looked at Mark, tempted to adjust his
lapels, just to have an excuse to touch him, but in the end he led the way
through a studio that served as a de-facto antechamber for the large function
room. Two stories high and with garlands of pine, poinsettias, and ribbons hung
between the beams of dark wood to create a cozier atmosphere, the hall still
retained many of its original features.


The huge fireplace was buzzing behind a glass
screen, and stone floors, which have been covered with thick carpeting for the
occasion, emerged where guests were least likely to walk. Old weaponry and a
few framed portraits hung on the white walls, but apart from a couple of
antiques, most of the furniture was not only contemporary but also had that
distinct modern designer look Griffith’s mother favored.


The soft sounds of music came from one of the
corners where a pianist and three other musicians performed for guests. Most of
the men wore suits with tiny splashes of color here and there, a Santa hat, or
a sparkly tie, but Griff’s cousin Tommy stood out as usual in his reindeer
onesie and fabric antlers on his head. The guy didn’t know what a dress code
was and had no idea how to have a conversation either. Griff could only hope he
and Mark wouldn’t be approached by the clown.


Women on the other hand were a whole rainbow of
sequins, sparkle, and glitter. Older, younger, they were all dressed to the
nines, each outfit screaming ‘festive’. But there was one dress in particular
that caught Griffith’s eye. It stormed through the room, and its angry red
glitter was like sparks about to ignite everything around them.


Charlotte didn’t even care to greet him and
instantly pulled on Griffith’s elbow. “I see you’ve brought a guest with you.”
She gave Mark a tight-lipped smile. “A word, Griff?”


Griffith made a point of not budging straight away
and glanced at Mark first. “I’ll be right back. Please, help yourself to some
punch in the meanwhile,” he said with a roll of eyes.


Mark sighed and put his hands into his pockets. “A
Merry Christmas to you too, Charlotte.”


Her sneer was so vicious Griffith could hardly
believe she was being so rude in public, but he’d seen her scream at Mark with
his own eyes, so maybe he shouldn’t be all that surprised. If he didn’t take
control of the situation, the party could turn ugly fast, so he ended up
following her even when the grip on his wrist tightened beyond it being
reasonable. Charlotte only let go when they entered Father’s study, closing the
door behind them. 


Griffith shook off the unpleasant pressure. “Why
are you being so rude? It’s not like you at all.”


The heavy wooden furniture seemed to add gravity
to the conversation Charlotte wanted to have. “I’m rude? You’re the one
bringing that snake into our family home. A guy I specifically told you to stay
away from.”


Griffith crossed his arms on his chest, his skin
itching as if he were about to grow thorns. “I’m an adult. You can’t just tell
me to avoid people. I don’t remember policing your friends.”


“Because there is no need to. Why is he here? Is
he… blackmailing you?” She squinted at him as if she could somehow read Griff’s
mind this way.


“Blackmailing me? Do you even hear yourself? Have
you watched too many spy movies recently?” Griffith asked, completely baffled.
Charlotte’s reactions to Mark were always so blown out of proportion. She
should get over herself.


Charlotte raised her arms. “You’re so dumb
sometimes, you know that? You think you know him so well? You’re besties now?”


Griffith frowned but stood his ground. “Yes, we
are. We are very good friends. He helps me out a great deal, and he’s easier to
talk to than most other people. And for your information, Nisha likes him too.
It’s just you who has this unhealthy obsession with his past relationship with
Morwen. Well, it’s been a while, and people change!”


Charlotte tried to tap on his forehead, but Griff
was quick to back away. “That’s exactly what people like him do. They get you
to open up and make you feel like you’ve bonded.”


Griffith rubbed his face in frustration. He was so
done with this. Nobody had the right to talk this way about his boyfriend. “I
have been his neighbor for three months now, and we meet daily. What makes you
think you know him better? You haven’t said anything new, nothing that could
change my mind about this. So how about you keep to your friends and leave me
and Mark be?”


Charlotte shook her head. “Whatever, Griff. But I
don’t want to have anything to do with him, so next time you wanna ruin my
party, at least give me a heads-up.”


She stormed out of the room, bumping into his
shoulder on purpose. He spun around, shocked by the uncalled-for aggression. 


“Your party? This is not your party. It’s
for everyone here, so take your head out of your arse!” he said, following her.


She waved him off, but as Griff followed her
through the function room, looking for Mark, he didn’t expect her to suddenly
stand still and walked right into her. He only needed a second to figure out
the approaching disaster.


Mark sat on a low bench in the small room adjacent
to the hall where children under ten had their own little party. Later on,
there would be Santa Claus coming to entertain them, but for now, they had
Mark, who had somehow focused his attention on Griffith’s baby brother, out of
all the children present. Allen gave a bright laugh and packed his index finger
into his mouth, watching Mark with a mischievous smile. Some of the other boys
and girls gravitated closer, drawn in by the charisma radiating off this
perfectly handsome adult. Unaware of being under scrutiny, Mark tapped Allen’s
nose, making the little boy laugh and shake the mop of brown curls on his head.


“You have got to be shitting me,” Charlotte
whispered and resumed her walk of an icebreaker.


Griffith didn’t even have time for his heart to
melt over how good Mark was with kids, and chased her so that she wouldn’t
cause too much of a scene.


“Charlotte, what’s gotten into you? Do you want to
spoil the party for everyone?” he whispered as soon as he maneuvered around one
of their neighbors and followed his sister after offering the confused guest
the briefest of polite nods.


“I don’t care,” she growled right back at him and
opened the little white gate dividing the adults from the children. She pulled
Allen up into her arms as soon as he was within reach. “I think it’s getting
close to your bedtime,” she said before sharing a quick word with the
childminder.


Mark looked up at Griffith with his lips slightly
parted. “Is this the brother you told me about?”


Griffith offered Mark his hand and pulled him up,
once again embarrassed over Charlotte’s behavior. He needed to show him that he
could have a good time here despite her hostility. “Yes, that’s our little
brother. I’m not very good with kids, but isn’t he adorable?” he asked,
ignoring the fact that Charlotte had run off as if Mark intended to roast Allen
over an open fire.


“Very cute. You said the biological mother was… a
cousin?”


Griffith swallowed.


No. Not a cousin. Charlotte was the mother, and
that was why she’d snatched poor Allen away. But he’d gotten so used to lying
about his ‘little brother’ that he didn’t even blink. 


“That’s right.”


“Is she here?” Mark rose, looking around, and
there was something different about him. He stood straight, and his gaze was
focused as if he were hunting.


“No. Why?” Griffith lied again and took hold of a
little hand that grabbed his.


“I was just wondering if you stay in touch with
the mom. Don’t worry about it.” He smiled and buttoned up his suit jacket.
“Will you introduce me?”


Griffith relaxed and said bye to the kids before
leading Mark along the longest wall, toward the next room where he’d earlier
spotted his parents. “I’m sorry about Charlotte. She’s been high-strung
lately.”


“I’ve given up on trying to fix whatever she
thinks of me. I just wish it was different for your sake.”


Griffith wanted to ask more questions, because to
him, none of that drama made much sense, but he didn’t want to spoil Mark’s
mood over something as petty as his insecurities. So far, Mark hasn’t given
Griff a single reason to doubt his sincerity.


Mum and Dad were in the midst of a lively
discussion with a couple Griffith didn’t know when they spotted him. They must
have excused themselves, because moments later they met Griffith and Mark in
the middle of the library, which currently served as a quieter space for
conversation. Both dressed their best yet conservatively, and their polite
smiles were in place for Griffith’s new friend.


This was the moment of truth. 


“Mum, Dad, this is Mark, who I told you about.
Mark, my parents.”


Mother nodded. “Oh, that’s right, your neighbor,
the photographer. Nice to meet you.”


“It’s good to know Griffith has a more mature
friend to look out for him in Bristol,” Father added.


Mark shook their hands. “Thank you for having me.
The house is beautiful.”


“It’s our pleasure. Griffith said your family is
all the way in South America. Is that right?”


“Yes, it would have been tough to visit them for
just a couple of days.”


Father cleared his throat. “Judging by your
accent, you likely weren’t raised there. Did your parents move for work?”


Griffith flushed with heat, suddenly worried.
Would Mark consider the questions rude? He hadn’t felt at ease here from the
moment they’d arrived, and Griffith worried that too many questions could spoil
his mood entirely.


But Mark didn’t even pause, as suave as ever in
his stunning suit and a glass of Mother’s punch in hand. “They do
intercontinental shipping.”


Griffith’s mouth dried when he realized that
despite Mark repeatedly telling him he used to help his parents in their
business from a young age, he had never found out what kind of business it was
exactly. It made him embarrassed that he always talked so much about himself and
forgot to ask more questions.


Mother smiled with a bit more interest. “Oh, what
kind of goods?”


“All sorts. They’re more on the logistics side of
the business.”


Father nodded, looking perfectly immaculate in his
gray suit. “I see. Do you plan on joining the family enterprise in the future?”


Mark made a pause and sipped some punch. “Family
is very important to me, so if I’m needed, I would go back. I’ve been very
hands on in the past. It’s only last year that things have become smoother and
I got to pull away.”


Mother shook her head. “Looks like your friend is
very headstrong.”


Griffith chuckled. “He is a great motivator.”


Mother sipped some punch and glanced at Mark
amiably. “I’m sure you are popular with the ladies then.”


Mark chuckled. Griff couldn’t take his eyes off
the little flush barely surfacing on the dusky cheeks. “I’ve had my share of
adventures. I’m now waiting for someone special. That one person who’s really
worth it.”


It was as if thunder silenced the noise around
them, and a lightning bolt speared its way through Griffith’s body. Was Mark
talking about him? What if Mark was still making up his mind, because Griffith
was a kid, who couldn’t give him all the things he needed in a relationship? Or
was he perhaps still searching for that one special person?


Please, let it be me.


But no one liked a needy guy, so he laughed along
with everyone, too absorbed with his own chaotic thoughts to understand what
was going on when Mother urged him back to the hall.


Right. It was time for food.


“Mark? Can we talk after dinner?” Griffith asked
in a hushed voice.











Chapter 16 - Griffith


The wind managed to push its way through Griffith’s
woolen coat, scratching him with icy claws. The bitter, damp cold tousled his
hair and blew into his ears. But his hand? It was warm in the pocket of Mark’s
jacket, resting against Mark’s palm. Their fingers intertwined once they’d
walked farther away from the house, treading along the line of trees close to
the stable. 


It was a beautiful evening. With the air crisp as
an apple and the bright moonlight providing just enough light, Griffith
gradually leaned closer, seeking out Mark’s warmth while his conflicting
thoughts still lingered at the dinner table conversation back in the main
house.


Once Mark had gotten out of his shell, he managed
to charm everyone in their part of the table with some outrageous stories from
South America and yet another fake tale of how he’d lost his eye, which gained
so many layers by the end of it that everyone knew they were being duped and
wouldn’t stop laughing.


Once Charlotte excused herself with a migraine,
there had been no one to spoil the mood.


Griffith could see his life at Mark’s side looking
like this. Fun, exciting, full of laughter and adventure.


“The food was amazing. I love Seth’s cooking, but
this was a really different set of flavors and spices.”


Griffith chuckled and squeezed Mark’s hand tighter
when yet another blow of cool air pinched his cheeks. “My mother is going
through a Korean cuisine phase right now, so there was a bit of inspiration
with that on the menu.”


“Pretty original for a Christmas dinner, but yeah,
I like to mix things up.”


Griffith took a deep breath. He’d been itching to
say something throughout the dinner, but now that he had all the opportunity,
the words wouldn’t pass through his mouth, always getting stuck in his throat
like a fishbone. “Is that because of your dad’s cooking?”


No matter how nice chatting was, this wasn’t what
he’d wanted to say to Mark. Come on, Griff, choke it out. 


Unaware of his dilemmas, Mark smiled. “Yes, his
cooking is very Italian, but he likes to play around with different
influences.”


“I wish I could taste it one day,” Griffith said,
yet again failing to gather his courage. What was up with him? Wasn’t it the
whole point that he needed to stop being a kid and take the bull by the horns?


Soon enough they would be back home with nothing
having gone the way he planned.


Mark leaned closer and kissed Griff’s cheek. “That
could be arranged.”


“Hey, what about that panettone?”


Mark pulled away and scrunched his nose. “Sorry,
ate it.”


“Oh no. How do you keep that amazing shape?” 


“Lots of pushups. And then I sweat a lot when I
think of you at night.” Mark chuckled and nudged Griff with his elbow.


Griffith gave a shaky exhale and met Mark’s gaze, so
warm and dark in the sparse light. Heat flashed along his spine before
radiating all the way to the tips of his toes. “Do you want to have sex?” he
blurted out.


Mark stopped walking and stared at Griff for a
moment of prolonged silence. “I mean… Not even gonna get me flowers?”


Within a split second, the fresh air became
choking, and Griffith pulled his hand out of Mark’s pocket to hide his face.
Mark was right. Mark was so right. That hadn’t come out right at all, and now
Griff had blown the atmosphere. Why would an amazing guy like Mark want to be
with him—an eighteen-year-old virgin who couldn’t handle romance without making
things weird?


“I just... I wanted to make sure we’re clear on
consent. Last time, I stopped you, so I didn’t want any doubts this time,
but... oh, God, this is so awkward. I should have done this the old school
way!”


“What’s the old school way? Like this?” In one
quick move Mark slid his arm to Griff’s back and dipped Griffith backwards
until most of his weight rested on Mark’s arm. Griffith went stiff as a log at
first, but once he felt Mark’s strength keeping his head above the ground, his
back relaxed, and he slid his hands around Mark’s neck. 


“Yes. Just like this.”


Mark gave him the gentlest kiss, barely a whisper
against Griff’s lips, and pulled him back up. “I consent. Just so that we’re
clear,” he said with a silly grin. 


Still lightheaded after the sudden change of
position, Griffith pushed close to Mark and kissed him again, getting to his
toes and whimpering when strong, capable arms pulled him in. He was doing
this. “I consent too.”


Since they’d kissed at the ice rink, Mark had kept
his hands above Griff’s waist, but now that would change. Mark squeezed Griff’s
ass with a groan that shot up arousal all the way to Griff’s dick.


“I love the sound of that. Consent. So
sexy. Sends a shiver down my spine,” Mark whispered with a smirk.


Griffith erupted with laughter and hugged Mark,
feeling to completely at ease in his presence. “I should talk about it more
often then.”


Mark’s hug became even tighter as he kissed
Griff’s ear. “Did you deliberately wait with this until we’d be somewhere where
we can’t actually do anything about this consent? As lovely as you are, and as
much as I want this, we can’t have your first time in my car.”


Griff buried his nose in Mark’s jacket. Mark was
right. There had been plenty other times that would have been more convenient.
Like yesterday, when they could have just turned to Mark’s flat for privacy.
But yesterday, Griff was still on the fence about progressing their
relationship to sex. Today, he knew he needed to show Mark that he could be the
special person he’d been waiting for. 


“I didn’t know how to broach the subject.”


Mark snorted, but never took his hands off Griff’s
ass, which was both arousing and slightly intimidating. “You’re killing me,
marshmallow. Let me think…” He took a deep inhale right by Griff’s temple,
which sent a series of delicious shudders down Griffith’s body, as if Mark’s
fingers were somehow moving all over him.


He swallowed, suddenly so overcome with need he
could hardly think straight. “We could go to the gatehouse. They never lock the
back door.”


Mark backed away enough to look into Griff’s eyes.
“Now you’re talking. Is there something that… put you off last time?”


Griff hated the way that sounded. As if Griff was
so fragile Mark needed to walk on eggshells around him. But as frustrated as
that question made him, he understood why Mark asked. After all, he didn’t want
to end up rejected yet again. 


“I panicked. It just happened so suddenly back
then that I wasn’t sure where I wanted it all to go. But now I’m prepared, and
I promise I won’t back out,” he said, swallowing hard as he looked up at Mark.


Mark caressed Griffith’s cheeks with his thumbs
and gave him a kiss so tender it literally took Griffith’s breath away. It was
what Christmas was made for, and Griffith didn’t even need to know what kind of
present Mark had gotten for him. 


“You can always back out, okay?” Mark whispered
against his lips, but moment’s later, the perfect gentleness of the kiss turned
into something more as Mark slid his hand between Griff’s thighs and gently
rubbed his balls through the suit. Within a split second, Griffith’s body
throbbed with liquid heat from waist down.


They needed to get to the gate house ASAP.


The reassuring words relaxed Griff despite the
stress that made him itch as if fine fabric had somehow become rough to the
touch. He trusted Mark. He chose to believe him over Charlotte. “I like you
like this. Taking the lead,” he whispered, remembering all those moments when
he longed for more than just kisses but wasn’t able to bring himself to
initiate it.


The wolfish grin was back on Mark’s lips. “Oh,
babe… I can so do that.” 


But after moments of teasing touch, Mark grabbed
Griff’s hand and pulled on it, leading them down the driveway. They were doing
it. They would be having sex.


In the fancy suit Mark was like modern day
royalty, a prince leading Griff to his castle. Hands wandered as they made
their way through the shadows, toward the colorful lights illuminating the
arched windows of the gatehouse. Every step was bringing Griff closer to seeing
Mark naked, and he hadn't even realized until now just how much he needed that
in his life.


The back door was located in the small garden belonging
to the house, and by the time they passed the low stone fence protecting the
little herb and vegetable plots, Griffith felt like he was about to take that
final step and dive into the void with only the bungee rope to keep him from
falling to pieces. 


But the moment he reached the small green door and
pressed on the handle, anticipation turned into defeat.


It was locked.


He looked up into Mark’s handsome face with dread.


“What?” Mark asked and pressed the flimsy garden
door handle. “There’s no alarm in there, right?”


“No, but—”


Griff’s eyes went wide when, without much
hesitation, Mark pulled off his coat and used it as a buffer to punch his way
through one of the glass panels.


“W-what did you do?” he uttered.


Mark shrugged and reached through the newly
created opening to unlock the door. “It’s not like we’re gonna steal anything.”


“Yes, but... they live here. They’ll think one of
our guests did this,” Griff said, slowing down with every next word, because
that was exactly what happened. Then again, there would be more than enough
time to replace the glass before Uncle Stephen and Aunt Aurelia returned from
their holiday. Maybe he should learn to think more outside the box after all.
“Oh well... I suppose what’s done is done.”


Mark grinned and opened the door. “That’s the
spirit. After you. Keep the lights off so no one notices something’s changed.
There’s enough sparkle in here from the tree anyway.”


Griffith exhaled and met Mark’s gaze before
entering the cozy kitchen decorated with lots of fake dried vegetables and
aromatics that his aunt had gotten at a sale in TK Maxx. They looked so real
though that Griffith had once tried to eat one of the peppers.


But now he was here with Mark, invading his aunt’s
space. He tried to ignore the guilt nipping at his stomach. “I... do you think
we need anything from the kitchen?” he asked softly, standing still in the dark
as Mark shut the door behind them.


Mark snorted. “Like what? Are you… thinking lube
or something?” He pulled Griff against him and placed a kiss on his jawline.
His scent, so rich with its wooden and musky notes, made thinking extremely
difficult.


“It was a spontaneous decision,” he admitted but
let his head drop fast when Mark’s lips climbed up his throat, leaving behind a
trail of heat.


“I’m a spontaneous guy, but I like to be
prepared.” Mark nipped on Griff’s skin and pulled him along toward the green,
blue, and yellow lights of the sitting room.


Did Mark mean he carried lube around just in case
Griffith made up his mind about having sex? He didn’t dare to ask, but then
again, they had been dating for a while, so Mark’s strategy did make some
sense. 


In the sitting room, which looked as cozy as the
kitchen with its low ceiling and plush sofa, the Christmas tree was the sole
source of illumination, and the colorful little lamps attached to its branches
created a pleasant fuchsia shade that bathed the entire space in its warm glow.


“That’s good to know, because I’m not,” Griffith
said, trying to calm down the anticipation that kept his body tense.


Mark stilled and watched Griff for a moment,
unnerving him even more. “What excites you most about this? You know I’m crazy
about you, right?”


Griffith chuckled nervously, but the compliment—or
at least that was how he chose to understand Mark’s words—made him warm on the
inside. He was desired by the man he wanted, and that gave him power he wasn’t
sure what to do with yet. “You. I really like you,” he said, somewhat
embarrassed that there wasn’t much more he could offer. Maybe once he learned
the ropes, he would know in more detail what kind of thing he enjoyed most in
sex, but right now he wanted to try anything and everything.


Within reason.


He didn’t want it to get weird. Like last
time.


Then again, it had been nice to have his feet
kissed and adored.


Mark closed the kitchen door because more and more
cool air was filling the sitting room, but as soon as their comfort was
secured, he took hold of Griff’s hand and guided it to the front of his
trousers, never once looking away. “You ever fantasize about this?”


Griffith followed his lead like a thirsty sheep,
and gasped when his palm cupped Mark’s groin through the smooth fabric of his
trousers. His brain was boiling over.


Taking a deep breath, he looked up and gently
squeezed the flesh that he so wanted to see. “Yes. I remembered you on top of
me in the dance studio. And I thought of the way your muscles work when you do
your pull-ups as if you wanted to tempt me into coming over and giving you a
sponge-bath.”


Mark leaned in and bit on Griff’s ear. “Wow. That
was exactly what I wanted you to do.”


Griff’s heart picked up its pace when he felt
Mark’s cock twitch in his hand and stiffen quicker than Griff anticipated. All
for him.


His heart was heavy, as if it contained more blood
than it could process. “I could... if you want that,” Griffith said, glancing
toward the staircase. 


“We could block out the window with a blanket,”
Mark offered before stealing another kiss with those smooth, plump lips.


Griffith let go of Mark’s groin and pulled him
closer, overwhelmed by this freedom to touch. This was not how he’d imagined
his first time. Somehow, his brain always told him he would be shown what to
do, not allowed to roam, but he rather liked the opportunity to explore so
freely. 


“The bathroom has no window. It’s safe,” he said
and pulled Mark toward the stairs.


Mark was happy to follow and pinched Griff’s ass,
urging him to run, and they ended up racing to the bathroom.


Tiny and in need of a refurbishment, it wasn’t
much to look at, but Griffith didn’t care, because this would be where he would
see Mark naked for the first time and right now it was all that mattered, so he
turned on the tiny electric radiator in the corner to coax his lover out of his
fine clothes.


Mark had left his coat downstairs, so Griffith was
treated to a view of his prince opening the suit jacket in a languid motion.
His one eye never even blinked, as if Mark didn’t want to miss a single twitch
on Griffith’s face.


Trapped with the beautiful predator in such a
small space, Griffith couldn’t look away either. No matter how many times he’d
seen the muscular chest that hasn’t lost its tan shade even so deep into
winter, seeing it emerge into view with each unfastened button had Griffith
salivating. Tonight, it was more than a pretty picture for him to ogle.
Tonight, he would get to touch all of that wonderful flesh and kiss every
beauty spot.


“I’ve never met anyone like you.”


Mark shut the door with his foot, as if to
emphasize that Griff wasn’t going anywhere, but instead of making any demands,
he proceeded to unbuckle his belt. The pressure in Griff’s skull skyrocketed,
and his entire attention focused on the fly that would soon reveal Mark’s dick
to him for the first time.


“Like what? International Man of Mystery?”


Griffith chuckled, fidgeting somewhat when his own
cock twitched, still hidden away under the complete outfit. But he couldn’t
divert his attention when Mark was undressing for him. “You just do things your
own way. I mean... you just smashed my aunt’s window because you wanted to have
sex with me. I’m still on the fence whether I should be shocked or flattered.”


“Flattered. You’re messing with my head.” Mark
pushed his fingers under his waistband, but then wiggled his eyebrows and
shoved his shoes off instead, making the wait unbearable.


Griffith made a broken sound and almost stepped
closer to pull down Mark’s trousers himself. “You are such a tease.”


“Maybe you should help me out?” Mark pulled down
the zipper, and the sound of it descending made all the hairs on Griff’s body
stand to attention. Hesitation only took a split second, and then his lips were
on Mark’s, his palms rubbing their way down the toned chest, following the
trail of dark hair past the navel. 


“You are so perfect,” Griffith whispered, itching
to be bare as well, so that he could feel Mark with every bit of his skin.


Mark’s hands dipped under Griff’s suit jacket, but
kisses were a constant presence, as if Mark couldn’t get enough of Griff.
“Doing my best to match you.”


Griffith rolled his hips against Mark’s, driven by
an urge he couldn’t suppress. Pressed tightly against the warm body, his face
against Mark’s warm neck, he barely remembered what he’d intended to say in the
first place. “I don’t know what I’m doing,” he said but then pulled away and
slid down the fabric, revealing first Mark’s hipbones, then a thatch of dark
hair, and then—


His face was hit by a hot flush when Mark’s dick
catapulted from under the clothes and bobbed against the tight stomach.


“You’re so cute when you go all red like that.”
Mark kissed the side of Griff’s face and when Griff forgot to keep undressing
Mark, he continued himself, pushing the clothes to the floor.


Griffith felt as if he’d entered another reality.
The ventilator buzzed overhead, only adding to the chaotic murmur coming from
the depth of the unpenetrated jungle at the back of Griff’s brain. That
primitive side of him completely bypassed logic and conscious fears, chanting
touch it, touch it, touch it.


Griffith whimpered when his fingers curled around
Mark’s dick. It was so hard and stiff, and yet warm, and pulsing, and so, so
alive in his grip that Griffith found himself physically unable to focus on
anything else. It felt different to holding his own cock. And it looked way
different too. Not just because Griffith’s skin was pink and pale while Mark’s—a
light brown color, but because the head was completely bare and shone like a
strawberry lollipop that had just been licked.


Mark hummed in pleasure and put his arms on
Griff’s shoulders. “I bet your dick’s as red as your face.” Just hearing him
speak like this made a hot shiver go down Griff’s spine. Mark was so confident,
so unbothered that he was standing naked in front of Griff. But why wouldn’t he
be? He knew how stunning he was.


Griffith reminded himself that he needed to breathe
if he was to live and deepen his connection with Mark, but as he drew in air,
he slowly pumped Mark’s length, trying in vain to look both at his face and the
bulbous cockhead against his pale fingers. Mark’s pubes were dark too and way
bushier than Griff’s, and his balls... Griffith needed to see them in detail.


“It can be.”


“Can I see?” Mark whispered and as he pulled on
Griff’s ear with his teeth, his hand was already sliding down Griff’s neck, to
his chest, then even lower.


Griffith grabbed on to Mark, stranded on
unfamiliar seas with only Mark’s arms and experience to offer him safety. A
spark burned his stomach when Mark touched it, as if the intensity of their
lust was already creating static. His mind pulsed with heat, torn between the
need to be free and touch Mark with his entire body and the sense that
revealing himself was inappropriate. He looked up, once again focused on the
handsome face next to his. He gently rubbed his fingertip along the strap that
held the eyepatch in place. “You’re not completely naked yet.”


The surprised look on Mark’s face made Griff
regret his words for a moment. For the first time since they met it was Mark
who stepped back. “I… You don’t want to see that.” Mark stroked the back of
Griff’s neck as if he wanted to create distraction, but it was his other hand,
the one gently tapping against the dick trapped in Griff’s trousers that
succeeded.


Griffith briefly shut his eyes, rocking against
the caress, but the sudden hesitation in someone so confident made his mind linger.
“It’s okay. I’m also self-conscious about being naked around someone else.”


Mark licked his lips, and seeing a man like him so
vulnerable had Griffith wishing he could hide with Mark under a duvet and never
come out. “I might get surgery to correct this in the future, but it’s the best
they could do for now.” He pulled off the eyepatch, revealing scarred, mangled
flesh that extended all the way to the side of where his eye had been. Like the
surface of the moon crisscrossed with ravines, it was as strange looking as it
was fascinating. 


Griffith swallowed, recognizing lines of scars,
some of which were elevated and red. But Mark still had lashes on his closed
lid, and they were just as long as the ones in his healthy eye. Holding on to
his cock at this point seemed a bit inappropriate, but Griffith didn’t let go
and loosened his grip instead. The sight brought back the story Mark told him
after the Halloween party, and once again he was struck by the cruelty of that
attack, this time witnessing what it left behind. 


“I’m sorry someone hurt you.”


“He got what he deserved in the end, don’t worry.
I can put it back on,” he said quickly.


Griffith wanted to tell Mark to feel at ease
around him and just leave it off. The scars were ugly—yes, but they were also a
part of Mark’s story, and Griff wanted to be with the most real and honest
version of Mark he could. But it then hit him that he didn’t have the right to
tell Mark what put him at ease. Maybe he shouldn’t have demanded that he reveal
himself in the first place?


“I like you either way. If you feel better wearing
it, put it back on, but don’t feel like you need to hide from me.”


The shy smile on Mark’s face was what heartbeats
were made of, and Griff didn’t even think much before kissing it.


“You sure? I get it if it’s a turn off.”


Griffith shook his head and pressed the tip of his
nose to Mark’s. “There’s nothing wrong with you. It’s just an injury.”


Mark left the eyepatch on the sink and encased
Griff’s cock and balls with his warm hand. “I’m gonna proceed then. Don’t want
you overheating.”


And that made a lot of sense, because the clothes
remaining on Griff’s body seemed to be burning off his skin.


Griffith nodded, squeezing Mark’s cock a bit
harder and whimpering when the dark pubes tickled the back of his hand.
“Please, proceed,” he said breathlessly.


“With caution?” Mark laughed. His confidence was
back. He nipped on Griff’s jaw and went straight for the zipper of Griff’s
trousers.


Griffith half-yelped, half-moaned as he pushed
closer and buried his nose in Mark’s hair. Cut short on the sides, and then
fluffy at the top of his head, it smelled so damn good Griff could get high on
it. “Not too much caution, please,” he whispered into Mark’s ear. He needed
Mark to enjoy this, so he couldn’t just set boundaries whenever something
scared him, because that way they would never get anywhere..


Mark pulled Griff close with his arm around
Griff’s neck, but he didn’t wait any longer and slid his cool fingers down
Griff’s abdomen and straight to his stiff cock.


When Mark curled his fingers around it, Griff
could have sworn his skin started melting. It was as if his entire capacity for
experiencing sensation focused in this one place, making it throb for more
touch. 


“Oh, God,” he whispered, shooting to his toes and
rubbing his chest against Mark’s. Pleasure washed over him in one powerful wave
that could soon turn into an eruption coming from deep within, and he knew he
couldn’t come just yet. “No... gently, or I’m gonna...”


He was being touched by a man. By Mark. Only the
most handsome guy on the planet. He could chill. He could handle this.


Mark stopped stroking Griff’s cock, but he didn’t
pull away and licked along Griffith’s lips, prompting them to open. Griff’s
mind was short-circuiting, coming up with scenarios in which he rubbed his dick
against Mark’s, or came all over the dark pubes, leaving Mark sticky with his
cum. He shuddered when his imagination presented him with the image of Mark’s
cock thrusting between Griffith’s buttocks and then shooting liquid heat all
over Griff’s back.


He was so turned on he was physically unable to
stop touching the solid chest and muscular arms in front of him, even though he
knew he needed to get naked too. “I just want to feel you. You know what I
mean? I’ve never touched anyone like this.”


Mark pulled Griff closer and squeezed his hand on
Griff’s dick, sending him to his toes. “You’ll feel me all over tonight. I’ll
make you glad that there’s no one here to listen.” 


The touch made him squirm, pulling on his balls
without physically touching them, and he breathlessly pushed on, closing his
lips on Mark’s and teasing the rim of that sweet, beautiful mouth, inviting in
his agile tongue. The dark stubble set fire to Griffith’s own smooth skin, and
the wet touch inside his mouth had him rocking into the tightness of Mark’s
fist as his thoughts began to fizz.


When Mark guided Griff two steps back so that he
leaned against the wall, focusing on something else than nimble fingers on his
cock was becoming impossible. When Mark’s touch was gone, Griff whimpered, lost
and confused as to what was happening. All he knew was that he wanted to keep
going, to keep touching, and hugging, and rubbing against him.


Mark left a chaste kiss on Griff’s lips and then
slowly went down, a cocky grin stretching his face.


Tunnel vision. There was no other name for the
absolute focus that overcame Griffith’s mind at that cue. The intense pressure
in his groin turned into a dull pulsing that felt both arousing and painful,
and he pushed his fingers into Mark’s curly hair, unable to ask for what he
desired yet in desperate need to communicate.


Air was a precious commodity when Mark looked up,
completely naked on his knees in front of Griff, who leaned against the wall in
his evening clothes, with the bright pink cock obscenely pointing at Mark’s
face. It had demands that were way more obvious than Griffith’s.


Mark glanced up at him for a moment that felt like
forever, but then obliged—first licking the length of the underside of Griff’s
cock all the way to the slit already dripping precum, then taking all of it in
one smooth movement.


Sparks exploded under Griff’s eyelids when the
wet, hot tightness of Mark’s throat swallowed the cockhead, inviting it in with
ease. Mark’s soft lips hugged the base of Griff’s dick, and there was no way to
stop the inevitable. Griffith came on the spot, arousal overtaking his whole
body in a series of shudders.


Every sensation amplified. From the little
radiator forcing heat at his leg, through the cool wall at his back, to the scent
of dust in the air combined with Mark’s aroma, every single thing was
noticeable. For the briefest of moments he felt as if he were floating through
the air, carried on the waves of Mark’s warmth, but the fall was hard as his
legs went soft, and he slid down the wall, straight into the welcoming arms of
his lover. 


Griffith was at a loss, both insanely happy and
confused. He’d just come with another man for the first time. He’d been given a
blowjob and hadn’t even lasted a minute. Shame crept in like a lizard climbing
up his back to hiss into his ear, and he put his arms around Mark, hugging him
tightly. “Sorry. You surprised me.”


Mark held him tight in his strong arms. “What for?
You’re so fucking delicious.”


Griff still hadn’t yet recovered from his orgasm
when Mark licked up the side of his face, like a hungry lion sampling the meat
on offer.


He shuddered like a newborn pony, clinging to
Mark’s warmth and hugging him with his legs. “Because... do you want me to do
the same to you?” Griffith asked, way more capable of focus now that he’d come.


“Oh yes, but I can wait a bit longer. How about
that bath?” Mark nuzzled his cheek, enclosing Griff in a cocoon of safety made
of his own body. “It took me quite a while from my first time to understand a
little anticipation makes coming even better.” 


Griffith chuckled nervously but eventually met
Mark’s gaze, slowly becoming fully aware that he sat in Mark’s lap, legs
spread, cock out, back pressed against the wall. It was so silly and yet so
wonderful. “I want to try everything.”


Mark looked at him as if Griff were the Moon and
the stars. “Of course you do.”


They disassembled the heap of intertwined limbs
they’d become to finally get up.


“Eighteen and horny. I bet I’ll squeeze more spunk
out of you tonight.” Mark grinned and pulled off Griff’s tie.


Griffith swallowed against the warm hands. Being
together like this, intimately embraced, felt so illicit and forbidden he
wasn’t sure how to proceed, but he smiled at Mark and leaned in, pressing the
tip of his tongue between the soft, warm lips. They tasted of cum. Griffith’s
own cum, and thinking of Mark so readily accepting it into his body made
Griffith salivate for that thick, stiff cock that kept pressing against him all
the more. 


“I’m not used to being naked around people. When I
started growing up, locker rooms became a minefield.”


Mark laughed, but he didn’t waste time, undressing
Griffith all too quickly. First the suit jacket, then, button after button, the
shirt. “I can see why. You’d undress and you wouldn’t be able to keep men’s
grubby hands off you.”


Griffith chuckled and gently punched Mark’s chest.
After he’d come, the urgency in his body dimmed somewhat, allowing him to once
again think clearly. “I’m afraid it would have been the other way around.”


“Oh, really?” Mark slid his hands to Griff’s back,
then all the way to his ass when he pushed down the trousers and underwear.
“You had locker room crushes?”


Griffith’s eyelids fluttered when his cock and
balls were finally released. He wanted to keep it cool, even though the sense
that the man he liked was watching him naked was putting him under a lot of
stress. “Who doesn’t? Did you? Who was your first crush?”


Mark scooted down in front of Griff and pulled off
his shoes and socks, leaving Griff as naked as Mark was himself. He leaned
closer and left a kiss on Griff’s softening cock.


“Neighbor. But he moved with his family soon after
I realized what was going on with me.”


Griffith swallowed hard and helped Mark up. Their
bodies fit together seamlessly, with Mark’s warm cock becoming the focal point
of Griff’s attention. This was what he’d dreamed of for so long, this simple
closeness that made him feel a rush that wasn’t even entirely sexual.


“Mine was a boy at school, but then Charlotte
disappeared, and my parents took me back home.”


“Maybe you were meant to wait for me?” Mark gave
Griff a sweet kiss while his hands roamed all over Griff’s back. “That’s
selfish. I’m sorry.”


Griffith swallowed, overwhelmed by the storm of
emotion those words caused inside him. “But I trust you. You’re so patient,
even though I can be so annoyingly indecisive.”


“I would wait a lifetime for this,” Mark said
softly, causing Griff’s heart to rattle.


Was this really how intense Mark’s feelings for
him were, or was he exaggerating, caught up in the moment?


“You don’t have to wait anymore. I want you.”


Mark smiled, and when his dick slid over Griff’s
stomach, it sent all the butterflies in there flying, but he then pulled Griff
into the bathtub and turned on the water.











Chapter 17 - Griffith


Mark’s body emerged from the water like a
sun-kissed rock that Griffith could safely rest on, without fear of the storm
pulling him under again. Seated across his lap, with his shins and feet resting
against the side of the bathtub, Griffith took his time exploring the steady
ridges of muscle and bone of his lover. The dusting of dark hair was yet more
proof that Mark was no longer a boy. The scars on his body, some slightly paler
than the dusky skin, told him stories he wanted to know someday, but unwilling
to push Mark yet again, he curled up against him, seeking shelter from the
gradually cooling water. 


He’d never expected something so profound to
happen in this small and somewhat shabby bathroom, but now the yellowish lights
of the lamp and the tiles that had seen better days seemed to create the
coziest of spaces. Here, he and Mark could remain safe from the world. Just two
men who desperately needed to melt together.


He took his time with Mark’s body, for the first
time at ease to touch him, as if crossing the barrier of nakedness had crushed
all the fears and embarrassment that had previously paralyzed Griffith’s
choices. Being uncovered with Mark felt completely natural now, as did gently
playing with Mark’s brown nipples, touching his cock, weighing his balls and
pressing soft kisses to the underside of his jaw. Mark lay back, and even
though he appeared relaxed on the surface, he also reacted to Griff’s touch so
organically—arching, shivering, and uttering soft gasps. Griff sensed the beast
underneath Mark’s skin just waiting to come out.


Griffith swallowed and rested his arm on the edge
of the tub as he rubbed his face over the underside of Mark’s jaw, and then
pressed it to Mark’s cheek, seeking his warm lips. “I used to think it would be
difficult to find someone for me. All the stuff you hear about everyone wanting
to experiment when they’re young... that’s not really me,” he whispered.


Mark chuckled. “No? Didn’t you say you wanted to
‘try everything’?” His hand lazily climbed up Griff’s spine, and even though
Griffith had already gotten used to the way their bodies fit together, the
gentle glide made him shudder and rock against Mark.


“Yes, but... I want to try them with you,” he
whispered, pressing his nose into the soft yet scratchy skin of Mark’s cheek.
He squeezed his thighs on his cock, which was slowly coming back to life. “I
don’t know... I never wanted to have sex with many different people. It would
feel... so intrusive, and what if sharing intimacy meant they have something to
threaten me with in the future?”


Even now, fingers sliding between Griff’s buttocks
made him tense up, but Mark was there to soothe his insecurity with a kiss. “I
thought I wanted many people, and it took me a while to realize I wasn’t
getting what I really wanted that way. A bit like stuffing your face with cheap
snacks and then having no room for the lovely dinner.”


Griffith chuckled and tightened his arms around
Mark despite the unfamiliar presence at his ass. He never tried to touch
himself there for this purpose, but the gentle movement of warm fingers left no
way to deny that he was sensitive there. Anal sex had never been prominent in
his fantasies, as he’d usually focused on imagining closeness, weight, taste,
and the feel of another body on top of his in the most minute detail. But now
he didn’t have any doubts that he wanted this to happen, and not just because
he wanted to make Mark happy either. He loved Mark’s cock, he loved Mark’s
touch, and there wasn’t a single place on and in him where he didn’t want its
touch.


“I like that metaphor so much. So it’s me you
really want to eat?”


“Oh, babe… I’ve been starving myself for this.”
Mark sucked on Griff’s bottom lip, and the flush on his face was making Griff
dizzy with excitement. “Turns out snacks can never fully satisfy.”


When the tip of Mark’s finger teased the entrance
of Griff’s anus instead of just gently tracing the sensitive skin between his
buttocks, Griffith stirred in Mark’s lap, unable to keep still. He shut his
eyes and leaned closer to Mark, sliding his foot up the side of the tub and
eventually resting his knee on the edge. This opened him up in a way so obscene
that for a moment he wished he hadn’t done that, but then again he was with
Mark, the man who he was ready to trust to never hurt him.


“How did you find out? Other than... having a lot
of snacks.”


Mark kept slowly teasing him with one hand, while
the other explored Griff’s chest, rubbing Griff’s nipples time and time again.
Griffith shut his eyes, on the verge of melting into the water. It felt as if
Mark was ready to give him all the time and attention he needed, and that in
turn made Griffith more relaxed by the minute.


“After a few years around my dads, I could see I
was missing out on something. A real connection. They’re… I wouldn’t exactly
say they’re good role models in every sense of the word, but the way they love
each other is so fierce, and so intimate.”


Griffith kissed the side of Mark’s mouth and
cupped his chin, unable to cope with just how close he wanted to be. “That must
be beautiful. My parents... they work well together, and I’m sure they like
each other, but they never really expressed those feelings freely when I was
around. They’re so... proper all the time.”


Mark snorted. “There’s nothing proper about my
dads. I’m actually dreading you meeting them some day, because they can’t seem
to shut up, and sometimes they should.”


Even though they were just talking, Mark’s finger
kept rubbing against the sensitive skin of Griff’s anus, creating a need
previously unfamiliar—for Mark to press on. There was a heat building inside
him, and in his balls, just below Mark’s fingers. Griffith flexed his buttocks,
just to make the touch that bit more intense. “It’s okay. I want to meet them.
They must be amazing if they raised you.”


“I’m a mixed bag. They only adopted me later, so I
come with a part of me that’s messed up and broken. My real parents didn’t have
much love for each other. Or for me.” 


Mark leaned forward and kissed Griff’s breastbone,
as if he wished to communicate the extent of his adoration. The heat of his
lips seared Griffith’s muscles and made him arch, splashing the lukewarm water.
Mark’s fingers were still insistently rubbing the delicate flesh between his
buttocks when their lips clashed again, and somehow it felt as if Mark were
tugging on Griff’s cock too, bringing it back to stiffness.


“There’s nothing broken about you. You’re
amazing,” Griffith whispered, pressing his forehead to Mark’s. His heart
fluttered like a trapped bird, seeking a way out of the confines of Griff’s
chest.


“And you’re the sweetest creature I’ve ever met,
and I can still hardly believe you even looked my way.” 


But there was confidence to the way Mark touched
him. Given the chance, he wasn’t backing away or hesitating. Griff only
realized what the target of Mark’s fingers was when they travelled all the way
to his ankle and stopped, as if asking a silent question.


He gave a nervous chuckle but moved his toes
against Mark’s palm. “You’re kidding, right? Everyone’s in love with you as
soon as they meet you.”


Mark gasped at the touch, his fingers twitching.
“Because they don’t know what lurks inside.”


Even though it still felt slightly weird to see
Mark so interested in touching Griff’s feet, knowing that Griff had the power
to provoke such excitement in the first place somehow made it all kind of
arousing.


“What is it that lurks inside?” he uttered,
shutting his eyes when Mark’s thumb pressed into the underside of his foot,
evoking a sensation so pleasurable he wouldn’t have expected it coming from
this place on his body. Maybe Mark wanted to condition Griff to love the
feeling by combining it with the never-ending teasing of Griff’s ass. It was
unnecessary, he’d already succeeded.


“The big bad wolf who eats boys like you for
lunch.” Mark smirked and pushed the tip of his finger into Griff.


The sudden invasion sent a jolt of electricity all
the way up Griffith’s cock, and he jerked on top of Mark, rocking against him
as the digit gently moved around in Griff’s hole. His sphincter clamped down on
it, but the penetration wasn’t large or deep enough for it to hurt, and
Griffith relaxed yet again. With his heart in his throat, he leaned back to
look into Mark’s face. 


“Eat me.”


Mark’s pupil went so wide it almost filled the
whole iris. “Oh, Griff. You don’t have to ask twice. But let’s get out of here,
because it wouldn’t be comfortable.”


Griffith nodded, his head too empty to produce a
coherent response. He only moved once Mark nudged him to, and even then, needed
to hold on to the tub to stay stable. His balls were too heavy, and his cock
felt like it was on fire, but most of all he now missed the new sensation of
being touched around his anus. 


Before he could get cold after leaving the water,
Mark wrapped him in a fluffy towel and gave him another kiss. “Wait downstairs,
I’ll get us comforters.”


Griffith’s first instinct was to argue, but when
he met Mark’s gaze, it struck him that this was something Mark wanted to do for
him. And he? He wanted Mark to take care of him too, so he gave Mark a kiss and
walked downstairs, into the sitting room that was lit up only by the Christmas
tree. After endless minutes of lounging in the warmth of Mark’s arms, this
space prickled Griffith’s still-damp skin with cold, so he took his time to dry
himself with the towel.


Mark came down with a bundle of blankets and
comforters stacked so high Griff couldn’t see his face, but fortunately Mark
managed to avoid stumbling down the stairs.


“It’s so cold!” He laughed and started quickly
arranging his bounty into a cocoon on the floor. Any other time, Griffith would
have proposed using the fireplace for warmth, but it would have posed too much
of a risk.


Griffith dropped the towel to the floor and
approached Mark with nothing to hide under. When Mark glanced his way, his
lungs filled with a sense of safety. There was absolutely no reason to feel
self-conscious about his nakedness. His body was clearly attractive to the man
he desired, and even though there were things he didn’t particularly love about
himself—like the feet that were always battered, bruised, and covered by
patches of rough skin—what was the shame in that? Mark wanted Griffith the way
he was. Wanted him, not some boy with perfect feet and perfect
everything.


He was free to explore his sexuality, and with
Mark he was safe to do so.


“I’ll make you warm, I promise,” he said, pressing
his face between Mark’s shoulder blades, which in the sparse light looked like
two ridges surrounding a desert ravine that smelled of musk and warmth.


Mark looked over his shoulder with a grin and
turned around to wrap his arms around Griff’s waist, but his hands quickly
traveled back south, to Griff’s ass. Once again, Mark pressed his cock against
Griff’s skin, like a reminder of how long he’d waited for this.


“I’ve got no doubts about that.” Mark pulled Griff
down to the impromptu bed.


Griffith let out a laugh, more excited than
nervous when he slid into the nest of still-cold comforters and blankets,
positive that their temperature would soon spike. He rolled to his back and
pulled hard on Mark’s hand to throw him off balance.


“Come here.”


With a happy groan, Mark landed on top of Griff
and pulled a comforter over their bodies. “I won’t let you out of here.” He sat
up between Griff’s legs with a blanket resting on his head so it flattened his
curls. He pulled on Griff’s leg to caress the foot in his hands. 


The covers still felt cool under Griff, but not
Mark’s hands, not his chest - their touch was scorching hot and beckoned
Griffith to follow his instincts as he stretched his other leg and gently
pressed his foot between Mark’s thighs. Keeping up the eye contact as if it was
the most natural thing in the world, Griffith gasped when Mark’s warm, stiff
dick rested under his sole, its damp head touching the back of Griffith’s toes.


Mark’s breath quickened as he kissed Griff’s other
foot with those soft, warm lips. “I never wanted to do this with anyone, but
with you it’s an urge. I want to cherish every single bit of you.”


Griffith pressed his heel more forcefully against
Mark’s cock, and a whimper escaped his lips when it twitched, releasing
dampness between his toes. Heat exploded in his brain.


“I told you you can eat me.”


Mark gave a slow nod and grabbed Griff’s
ankle. In one swift move, Mark grabbed at Griff’s hip as well and flipped him
as if Griff were weightless. Or a pancake. Griff much preferred to think of
himself as the former.


“Ass up,” Mark demanded in a raspy voice that made
Griff sweaty with anticipation.


Griffith exhaled against the fabric. For the
briefest moment, embarrassment crept up his back, but it was gone the moment
Griffith imagined how much pleasure Mark has already given him. Without a word,
he raised his hips while keeping his hand under his cheek for support. His toes
twitched, still cooling as Mark’s precum dried on his skin, and the throbbing
in Griffith’s cock became so intense he squeezed it with one hand.


“Have I ever told you that your ass is a work of
art?” Mark chuckled behind him, but since Griff expected the touch of fingers,
his mind went blank when Mark’s face pressed against his buttocks, tongue licking
its way up from Griff’s balls.


His first instinct was to back away, but Mark’s
hands, which had so far been so incredibly gentle, firmly held him in place.
Nose buried in the comforter under him, Griffith clenched his fingers on the
fabric and desperately pumped his cock as the trail of saliva left behind by
Mark’s tongue turned into fire.


“Oh, God...”


The sound Mark made was so guttural, so hungry, it
only spiked Griff’s excitement. Mark’s nose trailed the inner part of Griff’s
buttocks, but then that hot tongue dipped into Griff’s hole and thinking became
impossible.


Griffith turned into shuddering jelly when his
muscles gave up and for a moment left him at the mercy of Mark’s support. The
colorful room rolled around him like a caleidoscope while he arched, and
rocked, and thrashed, unwound by the unexpected sensations. Mark’s tongue was
so agile, so incredibly soft even as it pushed inside, licking Griffith’s inner
walls and teasing all around the hole. Griffith’s head spun with the scent of
pine, and his entire being focused on what Mark was doing to him.


Mark's hold on Griff's thighs was firm enough to
keep him in place, and when Griffith’s buttocks were spread even wider, the
covers could no longer offer him any pretense of modesty. His ass was ripe for
the taking, and the continuous onslaught of pleasure dimmed Griff’s mind to the
point where he didn’t right away notice that Mark backed out a bit.


“Up,” Mark whispered, with a pat to Griff’s ass.
When Griff complied with neither will nor strength to question the suggestion,
Mark pushed a pillow under his hips, against Griff’s painfully erect cock. He
whimpered when the cold fabric touched his dick, which felt so hot it was a
surprise the contact sent no vapor into the air, but Mark’s touch told him to
stay put.


“How does it feel?” Griffith whispered, rolling
his face over the comforter to look back.


“What? To be fucked? Depends who you’re with.”
Mark watched him as he squirted some lube onto his fingers before delving them
all the way to Griff’s tender ass. “Does this feel good?” A slippery digit
entered Griff with ease, but his sphincter squeezed around it right away. The
tension in the muscle stung a bit, but after several seconds, Griffith managed
to relax.


“Nice, but it’s like my body has its own mind.”


“We’ll take our time. It shouldn’t hurt, so if it
does, tell me.” Mark lay next to Griff, one leg hooked over his when he started
moving his finger inside Griff at a relentlessly slow pace. “I can’t wait for
it to hold my dick that tightly.”


Griffith arched against the firm chest, trying to
get used to the unfamiliar presence inside him. It didn’t hurt anymore, but
unlike the touch of Mark’s tongue, it didn’t provide the same immediate
gratification either. Still, he glanced at Mark, resting his face on his folded
hands as it went on. “I’m a bit apprehensive. But excited. I want to feel more
of you. I want to have you on top of me,” he whispered, meeting Mark’s gaze. It
felt good to no longer be embarrassed by this, as if the bricks that made up
his mind had shifted, making place for intimacy.


Mark hummed and nuzzled Griffith’s ear while he
twisted his finger inside him. "You know what I want? I want to hear you
moan, and feel you squirming. Every little gesture you make turns me on as much
as watching your lovely ass.” As he spoke, leaving soft kisses on Griff’s neck,
a second finger slid inside Griffith, this time causing no discomfort.


He would forever associate the scent of pine, and
the glowing Christmas lights with Mark lying so close, touching him, and making
him feel safer than ever before. They kissed, and Griffith pushed even closer
to his lover, gradually relaxing to the gentle stroking inside his hole. By the
time Mark added a third finger, the sense of being stretched was only an
afterthought in the face of pleasure.


There he was, in the arms of a man who struck him
like lightning from the second they met. He was Mark’s sole focus, his sun,
because to Griffith it felt as if his whole world revolved around Mark.


By the time Mark pulled out his slippery fingers,
Griff had almost forgotten why they were doing this in the first place, but the
rock hard cock pressing against his hip was a quick reminder.


Griffith opened his eyes, seeking out Mark’s gaze
and petting his chest. “Yes,” he whispered and rocked his hips back to rub
against Mark’s hand. Their cocoon of fabric was scorching hot, and he needed to
be released from the fire burning inside him.


Mark let out a heavy exhale, watching Griff as if
he were the most sparkly bauble on the Christmas tree. He rolled on top of
Griffith, and his weight was everything Griff had imagined it would be—a
reminder that he was in fact with a man, who was strong and tall. Mark’s hands
curled over his shoulders while soft lips left featherlight kisses at the back
of Griffith’s neck. The hard cock slipping its way against Griff’s buttocks was
a burning presence that couldn’t be ignored.


Still, Griffith backed away when the thick head
pushed at his hole, both somewhat nervous and itching to continue. Mark was so
warm, so caring. He’d saved Griff from harm and never once did anything Griff
didn’t want, always remaining considerate and sweet. Who else could make this
good for him? There was no reason to be afraid. 


“It’s so hot,” he whispered, pushing back. The
movement made Mark’s cock glide between Griff’s buttocks and eventually rest on
his tailbone. 


“No, you are,” Mark nipped on Griff’s nape, and
backed away so that his cockhead alligned with Griff’s well-stretched hole.


The wait was killing him, but Mark had mercy, and
the next time he thrust his hips, his dick pushed in past the sphincter. A part
of Griff was still shy about this, but the moment the gorgeous cock opened him
up, all he could think of was their bodies connecting in such an intimate way.


He curled his shoulders, briefly on the edge of
panic when the unfamiliar invasion continued at a slow pace, but then Mark’s
curls slid across his shoulders, his lips left damp kisses on Griffith’s neck,
and everything fell into place. Mark slid in very slowly, and Griff could feel
every inch pass through, until he was so full he was no longer capable of
breathing without relaxing his upper body. Not knowing what else he could do to
express his need, he bent his legs and dug his heels into Mark’s buttocks,
pulling him in.


Mark groaned against his arm, briefly rubbing
teeth over the sweaty skin. Griff could almost smell his arousal. “That good?”
He stirred his hips time and time again, making his dick slide out ever so
slightly, only to push back in. The gentle motion was like a tickle deep inside
Griffith’s body, but as it continued, it stopped being just a that and turned
into a growing heat that made Griffith spread his thighs wider and arch his
hips to get that bit more pressure on a spot that felt particularly sensitive.
He groaned, nodding when Mark’s cock pushed on, causing a pressure somewhere
deep inside.


Mark wrapped his arm around Griff’s waist, holding
him tight, and every time he thrust back in, Griff’s ass met the skin of Mark’s
hips. There was something primal in the way Mark held Griff. He was the lion
who’d caught the antelope and wouldn’t stop feasting on it until he was sated.


This man wanted Griffith more than anyone else in
the world.


When Mark bit down on Griff’s nape, it really did
feel like being conquered. Taken. Consumed by the one person Griffith wanted to
need him. They settled into a rhythm without having to discuss it, as if their
bodies had waited all this time to join and play a symphony of gasps, slaps,
and rustles. 


His cock rubbed against the pillow, a silent tune
that heightened its pitch as Mark grabbed Griffith’s flesh with more force,
pulling him closer with one arm. Griffith gasped for breath, his muscles so
completely relaxed in response to the stiff dick pushing inside over and over. The
only thing that hurt were the muscles in Griffith’s thighs as he struggled to
push back against Mark, but his insides were molten hot and so sensitive each
stir of Mark’s cock sent uncontrollable shudders all over Griffith’s body. 


“This... feels amazing,” Griffith uttered
breathlessly, hot under the layer of sweat that lubricated the skin where their
bodies continuously rubbed against one another.


“Oh, yeah? How about this?” Mark asked and shifted
his hips. The next time he slammed his cock home, it touched something inside
of Griff that made his eyes go wide and pleasure stream from his ass to his
toes, and all the way back to his fuzzy brain. What so far had only been an
echo was now screaming throughout his body louder and louder every time Mark
thrust into him, eventually culminating in a bright call that made Griffith
lose it.


Desire was a physical presence in his body,
squeezing on Mark’s cock, desperate to keep him inside as Griffith shook in the
throes of mind-blowing pleasure. Mark only spurred it on, not allowing Griff’s
orgasm to pass too quickly. His thrusts became frantic, and his cock pistoned
in and out of Griff’s ass before he stiffened for a second, biting down on
Griff’s shoulder with a groan.


Had he come? Had he come inside of Griff? Was Griff
now experiencing both his own orgasm, and Mark’s deep inside him?


He had no mental capacity to settle this just yet,
sinking to the tangled, sweaty covers pushed down by Mark’s weight. His
thoughts floated somewhere under the low ceiling, all of them the color of the
Christmas lights illuminating Mark’s gorgeous form. But instead of saying
something to express the mess of emotion buzzing in his chest, he just moaned.


“You don’t even know… how good it feels… to be
with you,” Mark gasped between one deep breath and another, forehead pressed
between Griff’s shoulder blades. His breath was so warm on Griffith’s damp skin
it felt like the sun itself were caressing him.


Griff squeezed his eyes shut when passion spilled
out of him in a series of shallow gasps. With the heat of Mark’s cock still
inside him, Griffith blindly sought out his lover’s hand and pulled it to his
lips, kissing it along the knuckles as his heart pumped liquid joy.


Mark raised himself after a while, and a deep
grunt left his lips when the motion pulled his cock out of Griffith’s hole. Now
that Griff knew how it felt to have it inside, he already missed it. But there
was no disappointment to be had when Mark rolled to the bedding next to Griff
and pulled him into a tight hug.


It was as if everything fell into place yet again,
without a spare moment for doubt or insecurity. Griffith laughed, even though
there was nothing funny happening, but the elation streaming through his veins
seemed to make everything so much brighter. “Thank you.”


Mark took his time kissing Griff’s cheek, his
lashes gently petting the heated skin, too. “The pleasure was all mine.”


He was the most beautiful person Griffith had ever
laid his eyes on—so radiant in his satisfaction, with a smile that beckoned
Griffith’s lips closer.


“I’m so happy that I met you.”


“I guess it was meant to be.” Mark entwined their
legs to the point where Griff didn’t even know where he ended and Mark began.


Griffith’s throat constricted, and for a moment he
wanted to say something important, something vulnerable. Never before had he
shared this depth of intimacy. “Do I have my gay card now?”


Mark’s smile widened, and he gently petted Giff’s
head. “You sure do. Just gotta sign it, and you’re a fully fledged gay guy.”


Griffith pressed a kiss to Mark’s temple. “What
are my rights now?”


Mark pulled he duvet over them, so that they
didn’t lose any of the precious warmth. “You have the right to daily blowjobs,
kisses on demand, the right to come out whenever you’re ready, and the right to
ogle other guys as long as you keep your hands to yourself.”


Griffith pounced Mark, rolling on top of him. A
deep flush crept to his face when the movement sent a trickle of wetness down
his balls, and he froze, not sure if he should move at all. “Condoms?” he asked
so quietly he barely heard it himself.


Mark stroked Griff’s back. “Is that a problem? It
was your first time, and I haven’t been with anyone since last year.”


Griffith swallowed and shook his head. Mark
wouldn’t hurt him. He was responsible and caring, but that didn’t lessen
Griffith’s embarrassment one bit. “Is there something I should do?” he asked,
resting on top of Mark with a growing sense of pride. He wanted Mark. He
wanted his cum.


“Nah, just go to the bathroom or wash when you
want to. We’re all sticky anyway. It’s not like you’ll be getting pregnant.”
Mark snorted and kissed the tip of Griff’s nose.


Griffith exhaled and chewed on his lip,
remembering that horrible moment when Charlotte revealed that her South
American adventure hadn’t ended with her getting on a plane. “At least my
parents don’t have to worry about that in my case,” he said, watching
Mark, still drunk on their closeness. “Can I tell you something very sensitive?
I mean... something you can never tell anyone?”


“Of course.” Mark stroked Griff’s hair, relaxed
and sated.


Griff was tired himself, but laying on top of Mark
and losing his virginity, were so exciting he wasn’t ready for sleep yet. And
they would have to clean up here before they left the gatehouse anyway.


Griffith brushed his fingertips up and down Mark’s
cheek. “The reason why they’re so worried is because of Charlotte. I’m sorry I
lied to you about Allen, but hardly anyone knows she’s his mother.”


Mark stilled, watching Griff with a curious
expression. “Allen. Your… adopted brother?”


Griffith nodded, exhaling deeply. “Mum and Dad
adopted him because they wanted Charlotte to have a chance at a normal life
after the mistake she’d made. It makes me angry on one hand, but I do feel for
her. She might take him back once she’s done with university and all that.”


“And… when was that?”


“After that fling she had with the Colombian guy.
He’s the father.”


Mark took a deep breath. “Y-yeah, he’s got those
dark curls, doesn’t he?”


Griff laughed and ran his fingers through Mark’s
hair. “A bit like yours.”











Chapter 18 - Mark


Mark was a zombie.


He’d helped Griffith tidy up the gatehouse and
hide any traces of their presence other than the broken window. He’d held
Griffith’s hand and kissed him goodbye once they returned to the main house
where some of the guests were still chatting over food. All this, he’d done on
autopilot, because his head echoed with a giant: 


Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.


He had a kid. He’d talked to that kid, so he had
certainty that Allen existed, with his big brown eyes and curls just like
Mark’s.


Whenever Mark tried to go back in his head to the
fantastic night with Griff, the experience was tainted by those few words
whispered to him at the end. At three in the morning, Mark was still up in the
guest room, frantically chasing his own thoughts.


He was a father. A dad. At twenty one. Of a
three-year-old kid.


If he hadn’t made the decision to go after
Charlotte, he might have never found out, and Allen would have grown up
thinking that he’d been abandoned by his father. Just the thought of it turned
Mark’s stomach inside out. How on earth was he supposed to make this right?


Enough was enough. He needed to talk to Charlotte.
Face to face.


He got up from the single bed, dressed in the
clothes he’d packed for tomorrow, and left his room, for a moment standing
still in the long, dark corridor. It was like a being in its own right. Every
step he made on the wooden floor squeaked, and shadows played games with the
old windows, breathing on him with the scents of wood and wax..


The dark tunnel led to the newer part of the house
where Charlotte was staying, but Mark couldn’t make another step. He pulled out
his phone in panic. He had no idea how to handle the upcoming conversation with
her, or what to do about this clusterfuck. He’d thought it was awkward that
he’d slept with two siblings, but this? This was a nightmare. 


When Domenico wouldn’t answer his phone, Mark sat
on a windowsill and stayed still, battling his conflicting thoughts in silence.
In the end, he decided to call the emergency phone. Wasn’t this an emergency
after all?


Domenico picked up that call almost instantly, his
ragged breathing a crackle on the line. “What is it?”


“It’s me… Mark.”


Domenico gave a loud exhale. “Yes, I know. What’s
the emergency?”


“I… I’ve got a hypothetical question,” Mark
whispered in the darkness, conscious of needing to keep his voice low.


The heavy, prolonged silence that followed made
him cringe. 


“You disturb my sex life for a hypothetical
question? This is the emergency phone. What about it don’t you understand?”


“But… but hypothetically, if you got a girl
pregnant—”


“That would never happen. You got a girl
pregnant?” Dom’s voice raised, and Seth was asking something in the background.


Mark rubbed his forehead, pulling up his feet and
curling up by the window that offered a view on the parkland outside. There was
nothing here that could help him with this. “It’s complicated.”


“There’s nothing complicated about this. Did you
or did not?”


“I’m just asking a question. What would you do?”


The sound on the other side of the line devolved
into a lot of hissing and barking between Domenico and Seth, after which
Domenico put Mark on loudspeaker.


“Mark, haven’t you learned your lesson? Always use
condoms!” Seth said in exasperation. “What will you two do now?”


“What do you mean what will they do? Take
responsibility for their actions,” was Domenico’s answer to Mark’s own burning
question.


Mark sighed deeply. This wasn’t helping at all.
“What’s responsibility though?”


“I mean… there are many options,” Seth said slowly.


“Abortion’s not an option,” Mark said, thinking of
the sweet, happy boy he’d met earlier.


“Well said,” Domenico told him, following it with
a loud sigh. “Is she marriage material?”


Seth butted in. “Wasn’t there a boy you
were seeing just two weeks ago or something?”


“It’s… complicated.”


“Aah… Is it a trans boy?” Seth asked and Mark
wanted to slam his head against the window to end his misery.


“No, these are two different people. I don’t love
her anymore.”


Domenico groaned. “You’re throwing the word love
around like it’s a tennis ball.”


“Oh, no, Mark. What if your boyfriend finds out?”
lamented Seth.


It was like a kick to Mark’s stomach, and yet he
needed someone to hear him out. “I know. It’s a mess. I can’t abandon this
kid.”


“Is she some kind of slut you met at a club?”
Domenico asked, once again returning to the gist behind his marriage material
question.


Mark groaned. “No, she’s lovely, but we went our
separate ways.”


“You either propose or make sure you get custody
then. Can you pay her off to sign away her parental rights?”


“Dom! She’s the mother. You can’t just assume
she’d want that,” Seth complained.


This was useless. “I can’t propose to her. I told
you we’re finished.”


“So? Can’t you just fuck your boy on the side?”
Dom asked as if that were a moral option.


“He can’t do that. That’s awful advice!”
Seth got even louder.


“Is it? I’d estimate up to seventy percent of the
guys I fucked in my life were married. People do this all the time. No reason
to feel guilty if life forces you to make those choices,” Domenico said.


“It’s not like any of those guys would have lost
their lives if they divorced their wives. It’s just convenient for them to stay
married. And so incredibly selfish,” Seth hissed.


“Okay. Good talk about this hypothetical issue. I
think I need to work it out myself,” Mark said, unwilling to continue the
conversation that was getting out of hand.


Domenico groaned. “Next time you want this kind of
advice, just wait and use the normal phone. This discussion got me soft.”


Mark rolled his eyes. “TMI much? Goodnight.” He
could still hear Seth laughing when he disconnected. 


He had to start moving, or otherwise, he would
stay on this windowsill forever. He knew where Griff’s old room was, and when
they’d sneaked in earlier, Griff had warned him they needed to stay quiet next
to Charlotte’s door. 


Tucked into a niche midway down the hallway
upstairs, it had no identifying features, but hid away the person who now held
the key to Mark’s future. As silently as he could, using both hands, he pressed
on the handle, but it didn’t budge. Locked then.


He groaned and rolled his eyes, pulling out a
pocket knife with which he easily opened the simple lock. He snuck in,
assessing the room first, but everything was the way he expected. The space had
many pieces of antique furniture but was elevated to modernity with little
additions such as succulents, graphic pillows, and strings of fairy lights hung
on one of the walls. The curtains were wide open, and the pale moonlight
streamed in, showcasing Charlotte’s form in the canopied bed. Under the covers,
her chest was slowly working up and down, and when Mark silently made his way
closer, he swallowed when it struck him how the serenity of her features
reminded him of that first time he’d seen her. Drugged and unconscious,
strapped inside a trunk like an expensive statue to be gifted to Raul ‘The
Cannibal’ Moreno.


He was about to wake her up when something
familiar caught his attention. On her bedside table, by a brass lamp lay a
denim baseball cap. It was as if his tendons and muscles became strings that
had been tightened too much by the puppeteer. There was a jaguar embroidered at
the front of the hat—a pattern he’d seen so many times in stores in El
Encanto’s harbor, and he knew all too well where Charlotte had the cap from.
Despite all the rejections, she still chose to keep the cap he’d gotten her on
the day they parted.


Three years on, she had changed and grown up, but
in her sleep, with no nasty words flying from her pink lips, he could see the
girl he’d met and fallen in love with in El Encanto. As he stood by her bed, he
realized he wasn’t sure how to approach this situation. On one hand, he was
angry with her for not telling him about the baby first thing after they met in
Bristol, but on the other—the things she’d seen in Colombia had been
terrifying, part of a world that wasn’t hers. He didn’t think it was her right
to isolate him from Allen, but he could also see where Charlotte was coming
from.


Still, certain things needed to be said, and
seeing no better option, Mark leaned over Charlotte and put his hand over her
lips to silence the scream that would inevitably come.


Her eyes went wide once the initial confusion of
being awakened was gone. His palm absorbed her voice, and the tremors of it
crawled all the way to Mark’s ears, as if he were hearing her after all.
Charlotte’s first instinct was to twist from under him, but he grabbed her
hands and efficiently pinned her down.


“Shhh… I’m not here to hurt you. But we do need
to talk.” He watched her struggle for a moment, and then she surrendered, eyes
already welling up. He hated himself that little bit for her fear, but what was
he to do? There was no other way if he wanted to know about his own kid.


A kid who he hadn’t been there for. Brought up by
people Mark didn’t know.


She cried into his hand again, and when her eyes
shut, a big tear spilled across her temple and into her hair.


He exhaled and counted to three, trying hard to
put himself in her shoes. “Look, I’m going to let go if you promise not to
scream. All I want is a chat, and then I’ll be gone.”


She took her time processing this but eventually
nodded and let go of his forearm. As he slowly pulled his hand away, he still
watched her for signs of her being about to call for help, but she stayed
silent.


Mark took a deep breath, unsure how he should
broach the topic. “You avoiding me? That I can understand, but I… okay, we’re
different people now, but you should have told me about Allen.” He had to take
a deep breath after saying his son’s name. His son’s. It was still
incomprehensible. 


Watching her now, he couldn’t help feeling guilty
for not loving her. Their moment had passed, and yet the effect of what they
used to share was still there.


Charlotte swallowed, wiping away her tears with
the heel of her hand. She kept avoiding his gaze, as if she could burn alive if
she glanced straight at Mark. “He told you? He barely even knows you. I
can’t believe my own brother would be spreading this gossip!”


“He’s got my hair and my eyes, Charlotte. It’s not
‘gossip’, is it?” Mark struggled to keep his voice down and sat on her bed,
taking a deep breath of the cool air.


Charlotte pulled the comforter up to her chin when
she sat back against the headboard, her lips pressed into a thin line and
twitching. Her silence spoke volumes.


Mark kept cracking his knuckles, unable to sit
still. “I… I had to stay for the sake of my family.”


Charlotte squeezed her hands on the bedding and
for the first time looked at Mark without fear. “Well good. What were we
thinking in the first place? We would have never worked out in the real world.
Not here. Not with my family. Not with me pregnant. It would have been a
disaster. I was young, and scared, and stupid enough to think you were there
for me. That’s all it was.”


Mark ran his fingers through his hair, her
accusation stabbing into him and draining all of the latent joy left behind by
his evening with Griffith. “I got you home.”


Charlotte pushed his shoulder as hard as she could
with her frail arm. “You coerced me into having sex with you and got me
pregnant!”


“I… I didn’t coerce you. You liked me.” Mark
looked back at her. He would never intentionally hurt her, no matter how many
insults she hurled his way.


She blinked, and her face tensed as if she’d just
been slapped. “You were making moves on me and told me you can get me out of
there! Yes, you were handsome, but if we’d just met anywhere else, there
wouldn’t have ever been a we.”


That hurt so much Mark had to physically move
farther away from her. “Why not? Something wrong with me?” He clenched his
fists in frustration.


“Where do I even start?” she asked through
clenched teeth, pushing away her tangled blonde locks. “You are a criminal. I
saw you kill three gangsters with my own eyes. You lied to me!”


“I got rid of them to protect—”


“‘Got rid of them’? You murdered them. There was
blood everywhere. Some nights I can still smell it. And I could never ever tell
anyone about it. Not my mum and dad, not my boyfriend, not my brother, not even
my therapist.”


Mark chewed on his lip. “Why’d you keep the baby
then?”


Charlotte looked away and crossed her arms on her
chest. “I don’t know. But Allen’s sweet, and lovely, and he is going to be a
good boy who doesn’t get involved in the kind of thing you are knee-deep in.”


“I’m here because things… have changed back home.
I’m trying to do something else. I can see you don’t want to reconnect, but now
that I know about Allen, and I can’t just leave it be.” Mark’s heart beat fast,
but he didn’t know if it was fear, or something else altogether that spurred it
on. The contempt in Charlotte’s eyes was making him sick.


She scowled. “Is that why you’re harassing my
little brother? He’s too naive to see what kind of person you really are.”


Why did she have to chip at his confidence like
this? He wasn’t scum. He’d made something of himself. “What kind of person am
I, huh? I’m the kind of person who risked their life for you!” He had to take a
deep breath to release some tension, because they couldn’t start shouting at
this time of night.


Charlotte hummed, way more confident in her
insults—verbal or otherwise—than at the start of this conversation. “You’re
also the kind of person who thinks that it’s all fine now, and that he can move
on and change his hobbies from killing people to photography. My brother deserves
to have friends who are on his level, not some dangerous nobody from nowhere.”


She was heaving by the time she finished her
tirade, and Mark couldn’t look into her eyes anymore, getting up from the bed
to distance himself further. He could no longer get his thoughts straight, so
he focused on the one thing he came here for to avoid the topic that hurt him
so much it felt like having needles pressed into his eyelids.


“I want to get to know Allen.”


Charlotte swallowed and pondered it for a few
seconds. “Do you really think that’s what’s best for him? Doesn’t he deserve a
chance at a completely normal life, without a father whom he can never truly
know?”


“He does, but… I just want to be there, okay?
Maybe not all the time, maybe we will need to decide in what capacity, but I
can’t just have him think he was abandoned. I’m serious about this.”


“Is this a threat?”


Mark straightened up and finally met her gaze
head-on. “Does it need to be? All I want is to see my son sometimes.”


Charlotte flinched and curled her shoulders, as if
he’d attempted to punch her. “But you can’t tell him.”


Mark threw his arms up. “Okay. Fine. I can be the
friend you sometimes meet up with for playdates. Whatever you need.”


“And I don’t want you spending time with Griff. He
deserves so much better.”


Mark’s brain stopped working correctly for a
moment, and all it could offer Mark was the memory of Griff’s face in ecstasy,
pink lips parted, eyelids fluttering, cheeks stained red.


“Excuse me?”


“That’s my condition. I don’t want you anywhere
near my brother. You befriended him to get back at me anyway, so it shouldn’t
be an issue,” Charlotte said, pinning Mark with her gaze.


Was Mark even capable of making a good life
choice? It was all fucked up. She had a problem with them being friends, since
for her Mark was obviously a revolting human being. If she knew they’d become
lovers, would she push Mark away even further? Away from his son?


He swallowed, though he had no idea what to do.
“Okay.” The moment he said that simple word, it felt as if the ground had
opened under his feet and invited him straight to hell.


Charlotte’s shoulders sagged, and she nodded,
collecting herself. Clearly, she had no idea what kind of torment she was
dragging him through. “Good.“


Was Mark making a mature decision—a hard one, to
put his child first—or was he about to cause havoc in the heart of the sweet
boy he’d fallen for? Would Griff hate him for eternity the way Charlotte did?
Or was Mark running from his one chance at love? From the breath of fresh air
in his stale life filled with the stench of blood wherever he went? Did he
secretly assume he wasn’t worth Griffith anyway? Maybe Charlotte was right
about that all along.


“Can I see him?” Mark managed only a whisper.


“Fine, but you will leave tonight.” Charlotte slid
out of bed on the other side and stood up, dressed in simple cotton pajamas,
which she soon covered with a japanesque silk robe. 


She led him out into the corridor, but kept eyeing
him like a hawk, as if she expected him to strike her at any moment. “Stay
quiet.”


All he could do at this point was nod, because he
was getting choked up, and after what she’d said to him, Mark didn’t want her
to see his vulnerability. If she wanted to see an unreformable thug, that was
what she would get.


Allen’s room was across from Charlotte’s, and when
they entered, Mark was faced with the most perfect of child rooms and a far cry
from his own corner in his biological parents’ home. Everything was pretty, and
even in the dark he could recognize the calming nature of the colors. Balloons
filled with tiny plush toys hung from the ceiling, and little Allen himself
slept calmly, tucked in between fluffy pillows.


Mark’s feet guided him on their own accord and he
kneeled by the white crib, unable to believe that he’d helped bring this little
person to life. His heart beat so fast he was paranoid that Charlotte could
somehow hear it and mock him for it.


She stood by the door and watched his every move
as if he were to hurt the child, but all he could do was stare in awe. Just like
Angelica, Allen would have everything he needed growing up. He wouldn’t have to
suffer a father who beat him, or a mother who couldn’t care less if he had
shoes as long as she had money for drugs.


Mark didn’t belong here, but he so, so
wished to. Even if he were to never be recognized as the father, he needed to
watch Allen grow. Time healed many wounds, time changed people, and time had
helped him become someone else, so maybe, without getting ahead of himself, one
day, he could tell Allen who he really was as long as he stuck around. 


Mark bit the inside of his cheek hard when he
started tearing up, because his feelings for Griffith had no right to outweigh
his responsibility, and yet they still tore at the core of who he was trying to
be. A man who kept his promises. Dependable. Strong.


And yet there was no way he could be that when
trapped between Charlotte, Allen, and Griffith.


He was no lion. He was a mouse.











Chapter 19 - Griffith


The sun tickled Griffith awake, but he lay under
the warm covers for a while until the haze of sleep was completely gone.
Rolling to his back, he stretched his muscles, and only then opened his eyes,
glancing at the blue, cloudless sky outside.


He’d had sex last night.


He’d had sex with Mark, and it had been the kind
of mind-blowing experience that he used to think only happened in romantic
movies. Even now, he could sense the warmth of Mark’s hands on his body, the
flexing of his muscles, his cock drilling Griffith’s hole until they both
turned into jelly.


He could still kind of feel it in his muscles. 


Even though it was Christmas morning, Griffith
wasn’t rushing to the Christmas tree, too excited about the only gift he
wanted. 


He texted Mark some early wishes, but when he got
no immediate answer, he eventually rolled out of bed. He immediately noticed
that something was out of place, but when he recognized the wrapping paper on
the large flat box, he practically squealed with glee. Mark must have sneaked
in here at night and left it for him. How long had he stayed? Had he watched
Griffith sleep, or petted his hair so gently Griffith didn’t wake up?


Initially, Griffith wanted to grab the wrapped box
and take it to Mark’s room, but then it occurred to him that maybe there was a
reason to the madness and ripped the wrapping paper. He didn’t even care to
read the card that fell to the floor.


His heart skipped a beat when the paper uncovered
the logo of an exclusive fashion brand, and in Griffith’s mind, that put
everything into place. Mark wanted him to wear whatever the box contained.


He expected a nice jumper, or something of that
sort, but at the sight of the dark blue fabric Griffith’s jaw fell, because he
immediately knew what it was. His cheeks flared up, and he was torn between
greedily accepting the expensive gift and making Mark take it back. Could Mark
possibly have so much disposable income, or was this a gift he wanted to
impress Griff with despite not really being able to afford it? What if he’d had
to put it on a credit card?


But just the thought that Mark remembered what
Griffith had liked so much and got it for him had him melting into his carpet.


He should have bought Mark something nicer than
the soft merino wool scarf, but how could have Griffith known that Mark would
go all out with his gift?


Unfolding the beautifully-crafted garment, he
couldn’t help but smile. In the end, he decided that he would wear the coat but
leave the label attached—just to be on the safe side. It was the thought that
counted, after all. Griffith put the coat over his pajamas and smelled the
fresh fabric before rubbing the collar with his chin. Its quality was superb,
and he already knew a way to say thank you to Mark.


Sex. It was sex.


After all, he hadn’t gotten a chance to
reciprocate the blowjob last night.


He still couldn’t get over the fact that they’d
broken into the gate house. Since Mark entered Griffith’s life, nothing was
usual or boring.


He picked up the card to see if Mark had gone for
something classy, cheesy, funny, or naughty. You could tell a lot about a
person from their choice of Christmas card.


Griff wouldn’t have pinned Mark for a
traditionalist, but smiled when an illustration of a robin on a holly emerged
from the envelope. So sweet. Inside, the note was slightly longer than your
usual holiday wishes, so Griff sat down, biting his lip.


 


Griffith, you must be the sweetest person I’ve
ever met. You will probably hate me forever, but I had to leave. I’m so, so
sorry, and I know that I’ll never be able to make it up to you. Last night was
amazing, and I will always cherish it in my heart. Some things just aren’t
meant to be. We’re in very different places in our lives, come from different
backgrounds. Let’s take some time apart to reevaluate if we’re really the best
fit.


Please don’t think that this is in any way your
fault.


XXX


Mark


 


Griff would have heard a match dropping on the
other side of the house, because even his heart stood still, and the inside of
his chest transformed into a black hole, sucking him in bit by bit. At first,
he’d thought it was all a mistake, or that he’d somehow misunderstood the
message, but it was there in black ink on pristinely white paper. Mark’s words
were loud and painfully clear even when Griff’s hand shook too much for him to
read them again.


Struggling to breathe, Griffith burst out of his
room and ran straight to the guest room occupied by Mark. Inside, the bed was
made, and no luggage was to be seen. Mark wasn’t there.


He stood in the open doorway, in the bright sun
streaming through the window, in his new expensive coat and his skin smelling
of last night. The soft sounds coming from downstairs were so normal, so homely
he felt like a traitor to this atmosphere. The normalcy of a Christmas Day
morning was pushing him away into isolating silence as he rushed back to his
room with a thud in his head.


“No... this can’t be,” he whispered, grabbing the
fallen card again.


None of the letters had changed, and the message
was still the same. He was no longer wanted. Regardless of Mark’s claims,
Griffith must have done something stupid last night, something embarrassing or
disgusting, and he didn’t even know what it was, but it scared Mark off.


His heart was beating so rapidly he had to sit
down before he became too lightheaded.


He closed his fingers on his mobile and chose
Mark’s number, pulling the card to his chest as the heavy, thick nothingness
settled on his shoulders and threatened to engulf him whole.


Mark wasn’t picking up. All Griff got was: “This
is Mark, leave a message.”


The first few times, Griffith hung up, but when he
heard Mark’s voice again, so soothing and lovely even in the awkward recording
done for the voicemail, he fought through the tightness in his throat and
spoke.


“Why did you leave? You could have just talked to
me. You were meant to be here for Christmas. My parents will ask questions.” He
took a deep breath when his chest tightened. “There must be a reason. You came
into my room last night, so why didn’t you just wake me up? Don’t say I didn’t
do anything when I must have. This is so strange. Who does this? I—”


The time meant for a single voice message was
over, and he stiffened, halfway through the sentence that wouldn’t change
anything anyway, because Mark was already gone.


He sent a text. And then another. And another,
each painfully similar, but he didn’t know how else to act in this situation.
It was as if he’d suddenly landed on another planet where he didn’t understand
social codes.


Mark had always been the kind of guy who talked
straight and tackled every issue head-on. It wasn’t like him to ghost Griffith
and leave after being so genuine with him last night. If he felt there was no
future for them, why had he bared himself for Griff? Why had he shown him the
scars he kept hidden from everyone else?


Griff’s head was pounding harder by the second.


Someone knocked on his open door, and when his mum
smiled at him, peeking inside, it was as if she’d come from a different
dimension. How could she just stand there with such a pleasant expression on
her face when Griff’s life was falling apart?


“Ready for presents, sweetie?”


No. He was not ready. He just wanted to be alone.


Griffith tried to open his mouth and say something
inconspicuous, like ‘I’ll be right there, Mum’, but if he voiced a single
syllable, the depressing pressure inside him would take over, so he shrugged.


Instead of making her way downstairs, Mum walked
in, already dressed up in her beige turtleneck and pearls. “That’s why I’ve
been putting off this conversation until we could talk face to face. You seem
so distant lately. I don’t mean just because you’re all the way in Bristol.
Just in general. Is school going well?”


Griffith nodded, pulling the coat close around
him. If he returned to Bristol fast, he and Mark could talk in person, but he
didn’t want to leave his family on Christmas Day either. He was trapped here.


“Are you cold, Griffith?” She stood over him as if
any of this bullshit mattered right now. Did she not see he was dying?


He shook his head, cleared his throat, and finally
spoke. His voice sounded as if he’d been drinking and screaming all night.
“I’ll join you downstairs, alright?”


Her pleasant smile dimmed somewhat. “No, I need to
talk to you, Griffith. Mother to son. You’ve been acting strange since you
moved out of here. It’s not alcohol or drugs, is it? I know peer pressure can
be very stressful in a new place.”


Griffith hugged himself in the coat, hardly able
to breathe at this point. “No... Mum, not now, okay? I’ll see you downstairs.”


For a moment she looked unsure of what she was
supposed to say but then gave a deep sigh. “Fine, but we need to talk about
this later,” she said and left quickly, as if seeing him like this caused her
anxiety.


The moment the door closed behind her, the walls
Griffith had built to prevent himself from crumbling fell apart, and he covered
his face, ashamed even in front of himself that he had so little self-control.
Tears rolled down his cheeks as he gasped for breath against the tightness
growing inside him and spreading like a parasite.


Why was this happening to him? He’d taken all the
precautions. Got to know Mark. They’d spent so much time together. From
all the outings to their favorite café, to the time they binge-watched Stranger
Things, there wasn’t a moment that hadn’t felt genuine. Mark couldn’t have
possibly been only after sex. It would have been ridiculous. He wouldn’t have
spent so much time getting into Griff’s pants just to then disappear. Was one
time having sex with Griffith enough to sate him?


Something wasn’t right. Griff felt it in his gut.


He spent the next thirty minutes torn between
sending Mark messages, calling his number only to clash with the voicemail
again, and slowly changing into his day clothes. He’d even chosen his Christmas
sweater with Mark in mind—one with a tighter fit, in sleek gray with a print of
reindeer heads in Santa hats—because he wanted Mark to like the way he looked.
Now the memory of Mark’s touch felt like lies.


Still left without a single answer to his flood of
texts and calls, he stumbled outside, wondering if by any chance he could get
his hands on Charlotte’s anti-anxiety pills.


His sister was already by the tree in the family
room. Dressed casually in jeans, fluffy socks and a cozy sweater. She looked so
comfortable, the antithesis of how Griffith
felt.


This was a private space, used only by family and
close friends, and it bore no trace of last night’s party. The sun streaming
inside lit up the baubles and transformed the space into an image from one of
those Christmas commercials that never had anything to do with reality. 


They were alone. Well, almost. Allen was by the
French windows, playing with a set of old-timey wooden vehicles, so engrossed
in his little world he hadn’t acknowledged Griffith’s presence.


“Hey, Griff,” Charlotte said and walked up to him
with a smile, holding a steaming mug of coffee. “You slept well? I’m feeling
much better. My headache was awful yesterday.”


What was she playing at? She’d left after an
argument with Mark. She’d hated Mark from the beginning, and now she was all
ribbons and candy? There was no way she hadn’t had a hand in what must have
happened!


“Did you make him leave?”


“Who?” She opened her eyes and mouth wide in an
expression of surprise that was so obviously fake Griffith barely kept his
hands on his hips.


“You know who. What did you tell him? Why is he
gone?”


“Mark? He left early? You know I don’t like him,
but it doesn’t mean I had anything to do with this.”


The gaslighting was just astounding. “Do you think
I’m an idiot? What did you do?” Griffith asked, raising his voice and stepping
close so suddenly Charlotte spilled some of her beverage. 


“Oh, my God! What’s wrong with you?” She quickly
put the mug away and grabbed some tissues. “I told you, you can’t trust him.
What did he do to you?” She looked as if she wanted to continue, but her gaze
darted to Allen, who stared at them, wide-eyed, and she whispered instead.
“You’re scaring him.”


Anger was like a chain explosion inside Griff, and
he paced around the room, feeling his feet sink into the thick carpet. For once
it didn’t feel cozy but like a swamp about to suck him in. “You were plotting
against him from the start. Just last night you made a big deal of him talking
to Allen. Now he’s gone, and you’re suddenly all relaxed and happy? You think
I’d believe it’s just an accident?”


“Do you even hear yourself? That guy’s got you all
twisted up against family. I hope you’re more focused on uni in Bristol than on
going out drinking with him or something. I’d stay away from him if I were
you.”


“What is this noise so early in the morning? It’s
like you’re both little kids again,” Father complained, approaching from the
direction of the stairs in a beige sweater featuring a reindeer. 


Griffith’s lips shut, and his throat once again
filled with a physical manifestation of regret. He couldn’t cope with this. And
most of all, he couldn’t take Charlotte standing between him and Mark.


Charlotte walked up to Allen and pulled him up for
a quick kiss as she rolled her eyes. “It’s fine, Dad. Griff’s throwing a fit.”


“I’m not throwing a fit! I was just asking valid
questions.”


Father adjusted his glasses as he sat in his
favorite plaid armchair by the window, next to the scattered toys. “And what
questions are those? Is you friend not joining us, Griffith? Not a morning
person?”


Griffith squeezed his hands into fists, his brain
becoming so chaotic he couldn’t keep still. Why couldn’t Mark be here now and
hold his hand through this? “He needed to see to a family issue. He says he is
very sorry he couldn't say goodbye to you and Mum.”


Father frowned at him. “He could have at least
left a note.”


Griffith blinked away the tension around his eyes,
feeling like he was about to just explode from the pain constantly stirring on
the inside. Mark did leave a note, and it changed everything. “I think I
will have to return to Bristol today. Could any of you give me a lift to the
station?”


“On Christmas Day? There won’t be any trains until
tomorrow. What could possibly be so important?” Mother asked as she walked in
with a tray full of drinks and snacks.


Charlotte pouted and sat on the carpet by the tree,
seating Allen in front of her yet ignoring the faces he was making at her.
“Yeah, Griff. What do you want to do in Bristol? It’s important to spend time
with family.” Her level gaze only made Griff more frantic. She knew something.
She absolutely did!


He exhaled and glanced at his parents, ready to
pull out the heaviest weapon in his arsenal. “I forgot to hand in a project.”


Mother watched him for several painful seconds,
but then exchanged looks with Dad. They must have talked about him and uni
often. Had it somehow reached them that he was skipping classes or that his
results weren’t all that great?


“Won’t the office be closed on Christmas Day? And
can’t you just email it to the tutor?” Charlotte asked.


Griffith cleared his throat, happy he’d made progress.
Lying was a breeze. “No, they need a hard copy. And Dr. Glover specifically
told us that he’s going to read through them over Christmas.”


Father shook his head. “Maybe you should spend
more time on things that are actually important in terms of your future. This
is no longer time for indulging in hobbies.”


Mother didn’t look impressed either, but Griff
didn’t care anymore at this point. He needed to be in Bristol, with Mark, more
than he needed air. Without Mark, the whole world seemed set on suffocating
him.


“You should have not come to the party then.
Wouldn’t it have been so much better if you’d dealt with this yesterday and
came home this morning?” Mother asked, but put down the tray. “You’re an adult,
and since you don’t work, your studies are your only responsibility. I am very
unimpressed by this, Griffith. Your father will take you to the coach stop. But
book your ticket now.”


Father exhaled and shook his head at Griffith in a
gesture that was very well known to him. His behavior was a disappointment to
everyone. He’d made his mother worried. His results were below expectations.
Still, he could take all the complaints and chastising if it meant he would get
what he wanted eventually.


It was only an afterthought, but he noticed that the
present he’d brought for Mark was absent from under the tree.


 


*


 


The next few hours were drained of all the joy
Griffith usually associated with Christmas. Was this what being an adult felt
like? Having the brocade veil torn off the favorite holiday to reveal grown-up
problems that needed to be kept silent for the sake of everyone else? He liked
the presents he’d received, but deep down they made him even more miserable,
because he didn’t have the one thing he needed. When, after a drive filled with
unwanted questions, Griffith finally boarded a National Express coach, it was
as if some of the giant weight had fallen off his shoulders.


His text messages were still left unanswered, and
they echoed the emptiness within Griff’s chest. How could a person just flip
their attitude like this? The whole trip to Bristol took forever, getting a cab
in the rain on Christmas Day was hell, but all he could think of was that if he
only reached Mark’s flat, if he could get to him and talk face to face, Mark
would surely understand he’s made a big mistake. And if there was a
misunderstanding at the root of all this, they could clear things up, and all
would be good again.


Maybe Griff had been too intense and overwhelming
with his feelings? He could totally tone that down, he could chill. He was
relieved that he hadn’t told Mark he loved him just yet, because there would be
no way out after that.


Not even bothering to take his luggage home first,
Griffith ran all the way to Mark’s flat and knocked. Knocked. Knocked again,
and pressed his ear to Mark’s door. 


The whole building was so quiet, so dark, as if
everyone who lived here had left to spend Christmas with their families
elsewhere. But Mark had no family to visit, nowhere to go on Christmas Day, so
why wasn’t he opening the door?


“Mark, can we talk, please?” he asked in his
normal tone, trying to turn the door handle, but it was locked.


He took a couple of deep breaths when the
tightness in his throat became unbearable, but it didn’t help. Tears streamed
down his cheeks. At least there was no one to see his humiliation in the empty
corridor. He’d worn the new blue jacket in hope of expressing how much he liked
the gift, but now it was damp from the drizzle outside and there would be no
way to give it back if necessary. He wouldn’t stop trembling from head to toe,
as if flu was getting its hold on him.


He couldn’t handle any of this anymore.


Maybe, just maybe, Mark had gone out to have
Christmas dinner at someone else’s place? Maybe he really wasn’t home? Maybe he
wasn’t just ghosting Griffith from across the door.


Griffith shuddered when the light in the hallway
went off, drowning him in darkness dispersed only by the faint glow coming
through the single window. He sank down and leaned against the door, sitting on
the mat in front of it. His muscles hurt as if he’d danced for hours, and he
had no more strength left to go across the yard and back to his own flat. The
only hope lay in his phone, which still held no single answer from Mark.


Griff swallowed and decided to call one more time.
If Mark was indeed home, then Griff would hear it ring, and he’d bang on the
door it until Mark faced him.


Three rings in and Griff expected to go to
voicemail, resigned about not hearing the phone inside the flat, but there it
was. 


He held his breath, and his brain worked overtime
on coming up with a new message. One that would make Mark call him back, one
that would speak of his desperation.


But then Mark picked up and Griffith’s heart might
have stopped for a moment as he listened to the silence, at loss and not
knowing what to say.


This entire day had drained all of Griffith’s
energy, and without anyone to confide in—as he didn’t want to spoil Nisha’s
family time—his brain was barely functional at this point. Still, the quiet on
the other side of the line finally made him speak, and voicing the question
that had been eating at him for so many hours now chipped at the last of his
self-control.


“Why? What did I do?”


Mark took a deep breath, as if Griff was a
nuisance that needed to be confronted before it would finally go away. Just
yesterday, Griff had been on the verge of telling this man he loved him. How
was this happening?


“Everything that needed to be said was in the
note.”


Griff had thought hearing anything other than
‘This is Mark, leave your message’ would have been a godsend, but it wasn’t.
This was worse. Mark sounded so cold. As if Griffith were an annoying stranger,
a telemarketer calling with yet another offer for the thing you already told
them you didn’t want.


Mark no longer wanted him.


“Y-you didn’t think so in the gatehouse.”


Mark had told Griff things no one had ever told
him. How beautiful he was, how enticing. Could he have been lying all along? To
gain what exactly? Mark was exciting, handsome, and interesting. He didn’t have
to set up ploys to have sex with someone.


“It’s not about that, okay? You’re really lovely,
but I can’t do this right now.”


Why? What else did he have on his plate that was
more important?


Griffith took a shuddery breath and hoped the
tremor couldn’t be heard wherever Mark was. “You told me we were boyfriends.
You did that yesterday. Nobody changes their mind out of nowhere!”


“Well, I did. So just forget me, okay? Your sister
was right, maybe I haven’t changed as much as I thought.”


“She did talk to you, didn’t she? I knew
it!” Griffith said, pressing the phone tighter against his ear. Energy flooded
his body, and if Mark told him to fly out to Argentina for him right now—Griffith
would.


"I'm an asshole, okay? It's what I am. Can't
help it. You need someone who can do better. I-I’m sorry.”


“Where are you? I want to talk, and... I’m back in
Bristol. Just point me to an address, and I’ll come over. You can tell me
what’s really going on,” Griffith said, curling up by the door.


“I won’t be back for a while. I’m not the guy
you’re looking for.” And with that, Mark disconnected.


“No...” Griffith tried to call Mark again, but
this time the call went straight to voicemail, as if Mark had switched off his
phone to avoid having to deal with Griffith’s bulshit. 


He just left. He’d lied to Griffith’s face for
weeks until Griffith believed his every word, and now he left as if he didn’t
even owe Griffith an explanation. 


Tears clouded Griff’s eyes, and the sob, that had
been building up in his chest for the entirety of this day came out, echoing
off the old walls around him.


He couldn’t handle this. He would die, starve at
this door, and when Mark finally decided to come back, Griff’s corpse would be
waiting for him here.











Chapter 20 - Griffith


The next five days changed nothing.


Cooped up in the flat, Griffith couldn’t bring
himself to do anything productive and spent his days binging a Netflix show
after a Netflix show. He made himself take a shower every day, but that was the
extent of the normalcy he was willing to commit to. Without Nisha or any signs
of Mark’s presence across the yard, the flat was like a huge box, its classy
minimalist decor and tall ceiling no longer felt airy but oppressive in their
emptiness.


With his limbs stiff from lounging on the sofa,
Griffith pulled himself up and walked to the kitchen, finding some consolation
in the cool wood under his feet. For a moment, he almost felt like dancing the
pain away, but the dull ache inside was too great to turn it into expressive
movement. He’d been beaten down, a cracked shell left behind by hopes that Mark
had seasoned for weeks, only to scoop up everything that was of worth to him
and dump what was left.


And still, Griffith wanted to feel Mark’s
presence, so he wore the clothes Mark had lent him the day after Griffith’s
birthday, with the blue coat serving as his robe and already crumpled from
Griffith falling asleep in it. He hadn’t combed his hair since Christmas, and
after days of neglecting the razor, his cheeks shone with golden stubble.


He was such a pathetic human being.


On the way to the kitchen, he checked his phone
again, as if he could have somehow missed a call or text while holding the
mobile in his hand all day. There was nothing. Not a single answer to the
sorrowful voice message Griffith had left for Mark just last night. He had no
pride to speak of anymore.


The fridge was packed with an excessive amount of
food, but Griffith found himself lacking appetite for those past few days, and
so a number of the ready meals and perishable products were already approaching
their best-before dates. He should feel guilty over such a waste, but there was
no place in him for any feelings that weren’t betrayal and regret.


The food he did eat—cookies, cheese, a
family-sized pot of clotted cream—made him feel heavy and bloated, but with
sugar and fat being his only remaining friends, he couldn’t find it in himself
to care.


He was halfway down a bottle of chocolate milk
when the sound of the lock opening clanged in the corridor, and he looked that
way, pulse thudding in his ears when Nisha walked in with a pink suitcase, all
smiles and lush hair.


“Griffith, you won’t believe it. My cousin
introduced me to this hairdresser, and she is a-mah-zing. The salon’s in this
lovely spa in a Victorian manor, and their services are just the best. We need
to go together sometime,” she said, approaching the kitchen with a wide smile.
“Were you going out? Great coa—what are you wearing?” Her speech trailed off
when she spotted the oversized outfit Griffith wore underneath, a pink stain at
the front of the T-shirt and the coat to top it all off.


Griffith left the milk on the counter and pulled
Nisha into his arms, suddenly unable to keep in the emotions he’d thought had
already drained out of him. “I-I’m happy you had a good time.”


She hugged him back after a moment of hesitation.
“Did our heating break down? No, it’s fine in here.”


Griffith squeezed her harder when his chest
compressed in anguish, as if the presence of a new person in his sanctuary of
grief opened the floodgates all over again. “He broke up with me.”


Her grip on his arms instantly tightened. “No. Oh,
Griff… oh, no. What happened? Why didn’t you call me?” The way she stroked his
back only made him want to cry again. 


Griffith took a shuddery breath instead and buried
his face in her hair. It did feel and smell amazing. “I wanted you to have a
good time. And I thought I could just deal with this on my own, but it’s been
five days, and I’m still in pieces. I trusted him. Why would he lie to me?”


“What did he say?” Nisha pulled Griffith to the
sitting room and guided him to the sofa, her eyes focused on him only. Having
someone to confide in instead of stewing in his own helplessness made Griff
feel better and worse all at once.


With a warm arm over his shoulders, he opened up,
briefly describing to Nisha what had happened, all the way until the floodgates
opened again, and he had to hide his face in a cushion to avoid embarrassing
himself further with tears.


He was pathetic enough without crying like a baby.


She listened with eyes wide open and shaking her
head over and over. “Un-fucking-believable. Griff? Look at me. He’s gonna pay,
okay? We’re not going to let him sweep this under the rug.”


He sniffed and pulled the coat tighter around him.
“You think this is some kind of consolation prize? ‘Sorry, I just wanted to
fuck you, but here’s this coat you liked’?”


“Why are you still wearing it anyway? You should
freaking burn it and scatter the ashes on his doorstep. I just can’t!” Nisha
spread her arms in agitation. “How can a person be so two-faced? What the
fuck?!”


Griffith shook his head and grabbed the folds of
the coat even tighter. The clothes on his back were the last keepsakes he had
of Mark. “He seemed so genuine. And so caring. Why would he do this? Maybe
Charlotte was right all along?”


“That he’s a con? I don’t know… It’s not like he
stole anything from you. I mean… except your virginity.” Nisha let out a small
laugh and nudged Griff’s knee. “Too soon?”


It was far too soon, but the dumb joke did manage
to elicit the first almost-smile out of Griffith in a week. But then, the
somber mood settled back in, and he shook his head. “I waited until I thought
he was trustworthy. How do I ever fall in love with anyone again?”


Nisha took a deep breath and just hugged him.
“We’ll figure it out. But I’m not joking, Griff, this bullshit calls for some
proper revenge. Have you seen him in his flat? I wanna beat his arse.”


Griffith rolled his eyes. “You’re not going to
beat him up. He’s all muscle. Wouldn’t even feel it.”


“So? He wouldn’t hit a girl. Then again, he is a
total shitstain, so who knows.”


Despite his own anger, Griffith’s first instinct
was to defend Mark. He stopped himself before he said something Nisha would
have surely chastised him for. “He’s gone.”


“We can still fuck up his flat. Leave a message
that’s loud and clear.” She squinted, looking toward the window.


“What? No, we can’t do that,” Griffith said, even
though something about that idea made him a bit less sad.


Nisha shrugged. “Why not? At least it’ll hit him
where it hurts. Didn’t you say the flat’s pretty fancy?”


“Yes, but what if he calls the police on us?”


“We’ll wear latex gloves. We’ve got loads under
the sink.”


Griffith licked his lips. “The balcony door is the
same as ours. We could unlock it with a credit card.”


Nisha jumped up from the sofa and pointed at
Griff. “Now you’re talking. I can’t believe he treated you this way, especially
after we’ve both been so welcoming!”


Griffith shrugged and looked outside. It was
already past sunset, and with most of the windows around the courtyard dark,
they could pull this whole thing off without anyone spotting them. 


But had they already decided? Were they really
about to break into Mark’s home and wreck it?


“Okay.”


“Oh!” Nisha turned to Griff with her finger in the
air. “We could do this thing where you put shampoo in someone’s toothpaste,
move things around, swap sugar for salt…”


Griffith slowly rose to his feet and glanced at
her. “I just to want to wreck everything.”


Nisha nodded. “Got it. I’ll change, and let’s go.”


Griffith worked on autopilot. He wouldn’t have
come up with this on his own, but all it really took for him to dive head-first
into crime was a push from Nisha. For once, it didn’t matter that neighbors
could see him in dirty clothes. Nothing really mattered other than the goal
ahead, so he put on a pair of sneakers, slid the gloves over his hands and
watched Nisha climb the drainpipe with as much proficiency as if she’d learned
exactly that in gymnastics class. He still didn’t fully believe they were doing
this by the time he walked up to Mark’s door and Nisha welcomed him inside.


They kept the lights off to avoid neighbors spying
on them, but it only made the whole thing more eerie and prompted Griffith to
put on some music to add rhythm to their actions and release the tension in his
shoulders.


“Griff?” Nisha wiggled her eyebrows and shoved
some notebooks off the kitchen counter. They fell to the floor in a series of
thumping noises.


He did nothing at first, staring at the fallen
items, but in Mark’s pristinely tidy flat, even such minor disarray made him
smile. He grabbed the portable wine rack and carried it to the sink, then
opened one bottle after another and drained their expensive contents. The
alcohol was soon followed by olive oil and any sauces Mark had in his
cupboards. 


He wasn’t sure if it made him feel anything, but
he was smiling.


Nisha nodded, dancing in place as she emptied
spice bottles onto the counter. “Good thinking. We don’t want to be too loud.
I bet he has nice sheets, right?” She grabbed the last bottle of red out of
Griff’s hand and wiggled her eyebrows. 


He laughed and pushed her arm gently as his heart
skipped a beat. He bet that cologne Mark used was expensive too.


Dropping the bottle of ketchup into the sink, he
moved toward the hallway. He felt lighter by the second as his body followed
the melody coming from the speakers in pirouettes and quick, rhythmical steps.
The wooden floor squeaked under the soles of his shoes as he rushed down the
windowless corridor, breathing in the dusty scent of a flat that hadn’t been
visited for some time.


The darkness pulsed around him, and the farther he
was from the dimmed brightness of the sitting room, the sharper his senses
became. He would have sworn he could sense Mark’s cologne already.


A hand came out of nowhere and pulled on his face,
grabbing so hard he couldn’t make a peep. Cold steel pressed against Griff’s
Adam’s apple and the disbelief that it was actually happening was so profound
he couldn’t even hear his own heartbeat. Pressed against a man’s chest, knife
at his throat, and with his stomach virtually empty, he instantly got dizzy.


When a voice whispered against Griffith’s ear,
sharp as the blade against his skin, he could no longer breathe, because the
man sounded exactly like Mark.


“Who are you?”


Griffith didn’t know what terror was before this
moment. He lost control over his body which shook in a violent tremor.
Something stung the skin of his throat, and then his knees gave up.


A clang of metal against the floor brought him
back to reality, and he woke up floating above the floor, with strong arms
holding him up and the musky scent of cologne tickling his senses. 


“What are you doing here?” Mark asked, sounding
much softer this time. Still Holding Griffith up with one arm, he patted the
wall to turn on the light in the corridor. Griffith wanted to scream, but no
sound left his mouth when the darkness dispersed in the bright glow of the lamp
above.


Mark’s face was as handsome as Griffith remembered
it, his hair in a perfect tousle, and Griffith didn’t know what the hell
happened until he grabbed the door handle and pulled himself up from the
embrace just in time to see a blade glint on the floor.


It was stained with blood.


He touched his throat with trembling fingers, only
to see red on them as well. 


Mark stared at him with a frown. “Are you okay?
Show me?” 


Griffith pushed him back with all the strength he
didn’t have since their breakup. He wanted Mark to physically feel just how
much he’d hurt him. And still, the damp trickle on his neck and the coppery
smell made his brain spin and scream out in panic. What the hell was this? Why
didn’t Mark just call the police if he thought someone had broken into his
flat?


“Don’t touch me,” he hissed out but had to hold
himself up by the wall when his still-soft legs didn’t provide all the support
he needed.


“Griff, calm down. It’s okay, it’s just a
scratch.” Mark hovered inches away, but at least didn’t attempt to grab him
again.


Bit by bit, Griffith was realizing that just like
he could see Mark with perfect clarity in the bright light of the corridor, he
too had been revealed. In a crumpled coat, hair in disarray, unshaven, wearing
Mark’s clothes, and in a stained T-shirt that now had an addition of blood at
the collar.


Not only had Mark hurt him—now he was also
witnessing just how low Griffith had fallen.


Griffith shook his head, backing away toward the
sitting room. His hand left a bloody print on the white wall, and the sight of
it had him close to hyperventilating. Mark had cut his neck with a knife! What
the actual fuck?


Mark followed him at the same pace, keeping
distance constant. They left the knife on the floor, but in the narrow
corridor, but Mark seemed to grow an inch with each step, attentive and sleek
like a cheetah following its prey.


“How about you sit down, huh?”


Behind his back, the door leading out of the flat
cracked open, but a split second after Griffith saw an eye flash in the gap,
Charlotte rushed inside in a whirlwind of anger.


“Oh, my God! Griff! Are you okay? What did you do?
What caused the alarm in your mobile phone?” she yelled at Mark who held his
hands up.


“I told you to stay in the car!”


Griffith stumbled, almost falling over as he
entered the dark sitting room, his breathing tattered and dull, as if there
wasn’t enough oxygen in the air. The floor shook under his feet. 


“What were you doing in the car with him?”


Nisha must have turned on the light in the sitting
room, because brightness blinded him for a second, and he heard frantic steps
down the metal stairs from the mezzanine.


“Griff! What happened?” she asked, approaching him
fast, but then slowed down when her gaze fell on Mark and Charlotte. “Yes, we
did come into your flat. Big deal after what you’ve done to him!”


Mark licked his lips, silent and calculating, as
if this mess was something he could keep under control.


Charlotte stood in the background, looking perfect
in her dusky pink coat, dressed for a date. Griffith shook his head, trying to
gather his thoughts, but they all gravitated toward the one answer that made
sense.


The odd tension between Charlotte and Mark. Mark
always gravitating where she was, followed by attempts to get closer to
Griffith. Then, their unexpected breakup and Charlotte’s good humor the
following morning.


“You’re together, aren’t you?” he whispered in the
end, pulling away from Nisha’s hand when she tried to touch the small wound on
Griff’s neck.


Charlotte rolled her eyes, as if his accusation
were a nuisance, but Mark stepped forward, still with his palms up, as if Griff
was some shivering rabbit that needed to see the predator was unarmed. 


“No, Griff,” Mark said. “It’s nothing like that.”


But it was something. Something that had
been going on behind his back from the day he met Mark, perhaps even before
that. Was sleeping with Griff some sick way of getting back at Charlotte? Had
he been just a chess piece in their game? 


“You used me to get to her,” he said in a low
voice that was a strain on his vocal cords. “And you,” he pointed at Charlotte,
half leaning against Nisha as he started once again getting lightheaded, “you
wanted to scare me off, because you were jealous! You’re my sister. What the
actual fuck?”


“I’m your sister, and I told you from the start to
stay away!”


Mark stepped forward, tense as he looked between
them. “Calm down everybody. There are a lot of misunderstandings here.”


Something cracked inside Griffith. Before, he’d
avoided making much noise, to not inconvenience the neighbors, who had no fault
in all this, but now he no longer cared. His chest was a bomb about to explode,
and if someone asked him to calm down one more time, he could kill them. Kill
them.


“Fuck you. You’re a liar. I told you everything.
You made me trust you, and it was all fake. You don’t have the right to tell me
what to do,” he shouted and grabbed the plastic bin, tossing it at Mark. Unfortunately,
it was empty. Shame, because he wished to drown Mark in rubbish, where he
belonged.


Mark stepped back fast enough to avoid getting hit
and didn’t even flinch when the container cracked once it landed on the floor.
“It wasn’t fake, it’s com—”


“Complicated?” Nisha stepped forward. “Oh, spare
us the sob story, you shitnugget!”


Charlotte kept her distance but watched Griff’s
every move. “What did he do to you, Griff?”


Oh, she did not. 


Griffith stormed her way. Mark tried to grab him
on the way, but Griffith pushed him back again and approached Charlotte, for
the first time struck that she was in fact smaller and frailer than him, as if
it had never occurred to him before.


He wanted her as dead as his heart was.


“I wish you weren’t a girl.”


“I don’t care,” Nisha said and pushed
Charlotte so hard she hit the kitchen counter behind her. “You fucking slag!
How can you do this to your own brother?”


Charlotte raised her arms. “What the hell is going
on?”


Mark stepped between them and grabbed Nisha’s
wrist. “That’s enough.”


Griffith wouldn’t have it. Without thinking, he
balled his hand into a fist and punched Mark’s face so hard the impetus threw
him at Nisha. “Let her go!” he shouted, even though she was already free. Wide
eyed, Griffith saw a streak of blood roll out of Mark’s nose and across his
lips.


Good. The bastard deserved this and much more.


“You are both dead to me, do you hear me?” he
screamed out, pulling Nisha away from the kitchen, followed by two pairs of
eyes. “I don’t want to see any of you ever again. I’m done with this!”


Mark held on to his face, his one eye wide with
shock. Yes, Mark. Griffith could in fact land a punch. Even if it was the first
one ever and made his whole hand ache. For a second, Griff thought back to the
knife and what Mark could do with it if this punch angered him enough. 


With every step, he and Nisha moved faster, soon
ending up in a breathless run. He didn’t even look back anymore. Never in his
life had he been part in something this outrageous. Even when Mark broke into
uncle Stephen’s house, at least they hadn’t wrecked anything.


When Nisha slammed the door behind them and
secured all the locks, Griffith couldn’t breathe.











Chapter 21 - Mark


Mark knocked on the door to Griffith’s apartment.
Again. What a clusterfuck. 


Charlotte had already left, so they didn’t manage
to arrange any details of visiting Allen, he’d cut Griff’s throat—even if just
ever so slightly—and now he was locked out, unable to explain himself.


He’d spent the last few days at a hotel to avoid
coming back here and having to face Griff, because he’d known that if he were
to look into those hopeful blue eyes and reject the feelings they revealed, his
resolve to stay away would break.


He couldn’t even blame Griff for wrecking shit in
his apartment. He deserved it all for breaking his trust. He’d hoped Griffith
would have had enough time to calm down and start healing the disappointment of
the breakup, but seeing him made it so very clear to Mark that Griffith was
very far from moving on. The bags under Griff’s eyes had spoken volumes about
sleepless nights, and his usually put-together self was a shivering mess draped
in clothes he’d borrowed from Mark a long time ago.


Listening to Griffith’s voicemails had been
excruciating, but he taunted himself with them, replaying every single one,
even though he’d much rather cut his own finger than hear Griffith cry. He’d
never felt worse in his entire life and was starting to think that the decision
he’d made for the sake of the child who didn’t even know him might leave
Griffith scarred forever.


It sickened Mark that he’d stepped into the life
of someone so pure, so trusting, and ended up causing such havoc. Over the past
few days, he’d told himself that at least he’d given Griffith a great first
time, the kind he didn’t have, but what did that matter, if he wasn’t there for
Griffith afterward, leaving him in this spiral of grief. It was no longer about
Mark’s own sacrifice.


Yes, he was responsible for his son, but he’d made
Griffith trust him, and that was another responsibility that needed to be
honored.


He’d been so, so stupid to ignore Griff’s
desperate pleas for contact.


“Nisha? I know you’re there. Can Griff hear me?”


“Go away. He doesn’t want to talk to you,” she
said sharply, her voice so loud and clear she was likely leaning against the
door from the other side. 


“Come on… I’ll explain everything if you just let
me in.” Mark rolled his forehead over the door, frustrated to no end and
running out of things to say. He’d spent the last half an hour going over the
same conversation again and again, because he didn’t want to disclose private
issues in front of Nisha.


“So you can pull him into your sticky web again?
No thanks. You did enough damage already. Go and fuck Charlotte.”


Mark took a few steps back and had a look at the
door. It was old, but the lock seemed simple enough for him to breach.


“I’m not fucking Charlotte!”


“Why are you hovering around her like a fly over
shit then?”


Mark had to take a deep breath to keep himself
from slamming his fist into the door and screaming at her, because in this
neighborhood that would have warranted a call to the cops.


He glanced at his phone to see if Griff possibly
texted him in secret from Nisha, but instead, he saw a notification on Flawr
that Griffith, the only person Mark followed on there, had checked in at
the stables. 


The fuck?


Had Nisha been just keeping Mark busy all this
time? And how did Griffith get out? He couldn’t have climbed out the w—


Mark swallowed a curse. “Did you get into my
apartment through the balcony door?”


Nisha sighed on the other side of the door. “I
have no idea what you’re talking about,” she said in a tone that suggested that
she absolutely did.


He took a deep breath and walked off, heading for
his car. Griffith needed to prepare his horse for riding, so if Mark got to the
stables fast enough, he wouldn’t lose him. How would he explain what was
happening though? He didn’t know.


What he did know was that he’d felt like a piece
of shit since the day he left Griff and there had to be a better way to handle
things. He fucked up so bad.


The rush hour was thankfully over, so getting to
the stables only took him around a quarter of an hour, but he still felt like
he was late when he’d locked the car and ran into the brightly lit hallway that
led between two rows of pens. The scent of hay and animals penetrated his nose,
but he had tunnel vision, completely focused on one goal—reaching Percival’s
stall in record time. He half-expected to find Griffith in there alongside his
mount, but the box was empty.


Mark groaned. Riding in his regular clothes
wouldn’t be the most comfortable, but he was done waiting. He took a deep
breath and listened. At this hour, just before the end of the year, chances
were there was hardly anyone here, so finding Griffith shouldn’t prove too
difficult, regardless of the size of the entire riding complex. The paddocks were
lit well enough, but Griffith was exhausted and an hour ago seemed on the verge
of a nervous breakdown. What if he ended up hurting himself? Mark needed to get
to him fast.


“Missed me?” he asked Guerrero and got the horse
ready for a ride faster than ever before.


Judyta, one of the resident trainers, leaned over
the gate to Guerrero’s stall and smiled at Mark. “Riding so late? There’s
barely anyone here tonight.”


Mark forced his face into a neutral smile. “Have
you seen Griffith? He must have gone riding without me.”


Judyta’s lips pressed together. “Ah, I saw him
heading out toward the red paddock. Didn’t seem in the best of moods. I’d say
best to leave him alone tonight.”


Mark laughed. “I’ll keep that in mind, thanks.”


Red paddock it was then. He mounted Guerrero and
cued him to go faster as soon as they left the stable. Worms were knotting up
in his stomach and he couldn’t shake off the heavy, unpleasant sensation it
brought.


The sky was bright over the city that spread its
body beyond the green hills where Mark was, but it was still dark enough out
here that the few lamps that were on created spots of light on the dusky road
leading past two paddocks and all the way to the woods where Griffith had taken
him riding several times. 


Mark spotted the red paddock from far away. Unlike
the alley, it was bathed in a white glow, as if Griffith were in the spotlight
for all who wanted to see him perform. Mark took a deep breath, squeezing his
hands on the reins as he watched Percival move in perfect sync with his rider.
The falling rain was like a sheer curtain dividing Mark, with his dark, violent
past from Griffith’s sunshine.


Should he really cast a shadow on Griff’s life
when the punch Griff had landed earlier could have been the closure he needed?
What right did Mark have to invade his life this way?


The blue coat Griff was wearing despite everything
that had happened since Christmas was the one thing telling Mark that not
everything was lost.


Riding in a broad circle, Griffith was completely
focused on the task at hand, posting as if he’d been born in the saddle. His
perfect backside was now covered by the coat, but Mark had seen Percival trot
enough times to know the rhythmic way Griffith moved up and down by heart.


Enchanted by this vision of the young man, yet
apprehensive, Mark had Guerrero walk slowly as they approached the paddock. His
back beaded with sweat as he got closer to the circle of light, but he was a
man of action, and once he made his decision, there was no going back. Holding
his breath, Mark entered the enclosure.


Griffith started, as if he’d only now noticed that
he wasn’t alone. He broke the rhythm of his movement, and his ass dropped into
the saddle, out of tune with Percival’s trot. The equestrian helmet cast a
shadow on the upper half of the handsome face, but Mark could still see
Griffith’s features stiffen as he stopped the horse. With the wide expanse of
sand mixed with strips of fabric between them, neither moved, as if upsetting
this status quo would inevitably shatter the connection they still shared.


The icy rain had already soaked through Mark’s
clothes, and its touch made him shiver, yet he didn’t move an inch, just
staring at Griffith, who finally cued Percival into a broad walk. Mark’s heart
soared with hope, but it didn’t last long. Instead of approaching the entryway
that Guerrero now blocked, Griffith had his horse do a rapid turn and urged him
on, until they sped straight for the fence, as if he were about to
intentionally crash into it. But no.


In a final slap to Mark’s face, Griffith leaned
over Percival’s neck, and then they both flew into the air, gliding above the
wooden fence as if Percival had invisible wings. Mark might have stopped
breathing, but the moment of awe was over the moment Griffith and his mount
landed and rushed off into the dark.


Mark didn’t even think before he steered Guerrero
back onto the dirt road leading toward the woods. The helmet protected his eyes
from the rain, but visibility was still poor, and he needed to be fast if he
wanted to catch up with Griffith, who at this point was only a pale shape in
the dark.


Guerrero didn’t like it at all. The horse sped up
when prompted, but it was a struggle. Mark had picked up a lot of tips on
riding from Griffith, but their skill was in no way comparable, and neither was
the obedience of their mounts.


“Griff! Come on!” he yelled at the top of his
lungs. The drizzle got into his mouth and nose, blocking his airways and making
the chase all the more difficult. When he got away from the illuminated
paddock, and his eyes adjusted to the sparse light, he could see the path ahead
well enough to be confused by how empty it was. Griffith couldn’t have possibly
reached the far-off trees just yet, but maybe there was some kind of side road
Mark didn’t remember? Intent on finding out, he urged on his stallion and
repeatedly called out for Griffith.


His heart fluttered when just a few lengths of
Guerrero’s body ahead of them, the graceful, pale shape of the white horse
emerged from behind a tall bush, where Griffith must have hidden in hope of
losing Mark. But instead of staying where it was, the animal trotted on,
leaving Mark far behind within seconds.


“Griff! It’s dark! Don’t go there.”


But when Griffith ignored him, not even looking
his way, Mark blindly followed, slapping the reins against Guerrero’s neck.
There was something about a hunt that made him forget everything around. Past
or future didn’t matter when his target was in front of him.


Hee wouldn’t give up until he caught Griff and
sank his teeth into the fresh meat. His blood pumped faster, veins bursting
with heat despite the cold rain drenching the world around him.


He barely caught the movement on the path ahead in
the maddening gallop, but Guerrero took only a fraction of a second to react.
His massive body went tense, and then jerked upwards, catapulting Mark out of
the saddle. The world spun around him viciously, but he had the good sense to
curl up before the ground inevitably pulled him in. Damp grass and mud
cushioned Mark’s fall somewhat, but it still felt like being punched.


The fox that had startled the horse ran off
between the bushes, leaving Mark aching and unsure if all the bones in his body
were still whole. He took a deep breath and stayed on the ground, ignoring the
rain falling to his face and the slick mud on his fingers. That was it. He
wouldn’t be catching Griff tonight.


The whisper of rain couldn’t tone down the
whinnying close by, but when Griffith’s clean, beautiful voice called out
through the background noise, Mark raised his head despite the pain. So his
neck was still whole. He’d been starting to freak out that it could have not
been the case.


In the faint light, on the background of the dark
blue sky, Griffith was riding his way like a ghost appearing out of nowhere to
lead a lost wanderer to a safe path. Percival came to an abrupt stop, and
Griffith slid off, landing in the mud like an olympic gymnast. He was so
unbelievably perfect Mark could hardly bear watching him without permission to
touch.


“Mark?”


“I’m fine. I think.” The ache in his ankle
wouldn’t stop, but what did that matter if Mark’s fall had brought Griffith
back to him? Maybe he should play up the pain so that Griff didn’t leave him?


Kneeling in the mud, Griffith leaned over him,
hands squeezing Mark’s shoulders. “Can you move?”


“It doesn’t matter. I need to talk to you. I can’t
take this anymore.” Mark grabbed Griffith’s wrist, feeling like a corpse rising
from the grave to entrap the pretty boy leaning over it to leave some flowers.


Griffith stiffened, but with the brim of his
helmet shadowing his face, it was hard to say what he was thinking. When Griff
finally spoke, his voice was low but calm. “No. First we see if you’re fine.
Can you get up?”


Mark calculated his answer for a whole second.
Domenico had taught him that sometimes playing dirty was the only thing that
could get you what you wanted, so he pulled on Griff’s wrist ever-so-slightly.
“I don’t know. My ankle feels weird.”


Griffith shook his hand away and matter-of-factly
took hold of Mark’s aching leg. “This one?” he asked, gently nudging the front
of Mark’s foot. His ankle was stiff and throbbed when touched, but it didn’t
feel like anything too serious.


“Yeah.” Of course Griff would come back for him
even after what Mark had done. Because he was a good person. A sweet boy who
should be cherished, not discarded just because of past issues that had
exploded into Mark’s face.


Griffith moved the foot around, his lips set.
“What the hell’s wrong with you? You’re not that good a rider. You could have
broken your back or died,” he said with the silhouettes of the two horses
looming behind him like giant bodyguards ready to intervene if Mark dared to
pull Griffith into his lap.


“I needed to… catch up,” Mark said flatly and with
Griffith’s help slowly transferred his weight to his feet and rose. And because
he was despicable, he used this opportunity to put his arm over Griff’s
shoulders. He hadn’t realized just how much he’d yearned for Griff’s touch and
affection until now. Griffith was a powerful magnet to Mark’s rusty iron, and
when they stood close, there was no escaping the pull.


Griffith stiffened at first, but in the end said
nothing, whistling to Percival. Minutes later, they started their damp walk
back to the stables, holding their horses by the reins, because Griffith had
decided he wasn’t risking any more injuries tonight. Step by step, the ache in
Mark’s ankle subsided, but he had no intention of revealing this to Griffith,
as it could cost him what little contact he was allowed. The rain became
harsher as wind joined in, agressively tossing large droplets into their faces.
The water tasted of—out of all things—grass.


“Allen’s mine,” Mark blurted out, unable to
organize his thoughts any better. He flinched the moment the words come out,
because hearing them in his own voice made the truth all the more real.


He braced himself for Griffith letting go of him,
or even attempting another punch, but instead heard a low exhale


“What the hell do you m—” Griffith must have
understood what Mark had meant halfway through the sentence, because he trailed
off, leaning away as if he intended to let go of Mark. “You what?”


“I’m the father. I didn’t know until Christmas. I
had no fucking idea.” Mark rubbed away some wetness off his face, but it was no
use. It just kept coming.


Griffith lowered his face, at a standstill. He
then took a deep breath and shook his head, sending droplets Mark’s way. “You
love Charlotte and you’re back for her?”


“No. I did come back to see if there was a chance
for us, but I don’t love her anymore. Turns out I loved the idea of her,
because she used to be special to me, but we both changed. And then I met you…”
Mark sighed deeply and kissed the side of Griff’s head, right below the helmet,
rubbing his lips against the damp hair.


Griffith flinched, briefly raising his shoulder,
as if he wanted to pull away, but he didn’t push Mark back in the end. “This is
so fucked up. You are the guy who swept her off her feet and got her
pregnant? What the hell?”


Mark took a deep breath. His chest expanding with
words he wanted to say to his defense. “I didn’t know she was pregnant when she
went home. Things used to be very different in my life back then. I couldn’t go
with her, and even if I did, what would I have done? At seventeen, with no
education, in another country...” He shook his head just thinking about it.


Griffith took a deep breath, but the initial shock
must have worn off, because he started moving again. That or he was as cold as
Mark.


“But... how? What were you doing with my sister?
Why would you take her, a perfect stranger, on a motorcycle trip around
Colombia? Didn’t she tell you she was there with family?”


“It was this crazy thing that got completely out
of hand. I came over thinking only of the possibility of rekindling things. I
wasn’t sure what would happen. And now I find out I’ve got a kid. I need to be
a part of Allen’s life.” He took a shuddery breath, briefly closing his eyes.
“She won’t let me visit him unless I stop seeing you. That’s why I was with her
tonight. I don’t know what to do anymore. It’s eating me up.” He squeezed his
hand on Griff’s shoulder when they passed the red paddock.


The lamp illuminated Griffith’s face, which was
drenched with the rain, with pale lips and a set to his eyes. “Oh, God... I
don’t know what to say. This is so fucked up. You told her we were dating?”


“No, she doesn’t… want me around. She thinks I’m a
bad influence, and she’s right.” Mark had to look away when his heart twisted,
as if invisible hands wanted to drain it of blood. “You’re so beautiful, and
sweet, and smart, and you dance like a god, and I’m a fraud. I’m not even at
uni, I’m working on finishing secondary education and only have a photography
module. You deserve so, so much better.”


Griffith rolled his eyes and squeezed Mark’s
shoulder way too hard. “Oh, spare me. What are you doing here then if you think
you’re so bad for me? Haven’t you done enough? You chewed me up and spat
me to the pavement,” he said, finally letting go.


Mark went silent as they entered the empty
stables. Griff was right. What was Mark even doing here? Why did he keep
reaching for what wasn’t meant for him? They walked up to Percival’s pen, and
Mark pulled away despite the burn in his ankle.


“I just wanted you to know it wasn’t your fault.
You deserve the best.” He didn’t wait for an answer and quickly turned around,
ashamed of everything he’d done since he’d arrived in Bristol, looking for
Charlotte as if he deserved her attention. He should have never come.


A part of him hoped that Griffith would stop him,
but he no longer begged Mark to stay, and in fact said nothing. Each step
forward through the silent walkway made Mark’s heart heavier, but he’d dug this
hole, and he would sleep in it, forever guilty of tainting not only Charlotte’s
but also Griffith’s life. He was a disease, and wrecked anything he touched.


He had no one he could relate to here. No one
understood his experience and no one would accept him tainting the crystaline
water of their world. At least Guerrero didn’t demand anything beyond what Mark
could offer him and appreciatively snorted when Mark cleaned him up and removed
the tack. The poor horse had even lost his old owner because of things in which
Mark had dipped his fingers in.


Once he was finished with the horse, he headed to
the changing rooms through the eerily empty corridors. He had no clothes to
change into, but there were always spare towels available, so maybe he could at
least clean up a bit and dry his pants on the radiator before going to the car.
Coming here had been a mistake. He should have left it at the punch. 


Then again Griffith deserved to know the truth
about Allen, and some half-truths so he could eventually mend his relationship
with his sister.


The men’s locker room was small and old fashioned,
with lacquered wooden benches and cheesy horse prints hung above the lockers,
but there was an adjacent bathroom with two showers, and at the end of the day,
that was all he needed. Mark let himself dwell in the murky waters of his mind,
his breath remaining as subdued as his emotions. He wiped his face and washed
his hands. He was still cold in the thoroughly soaked clothes but had zero
motivation to do anything about it. 


He should suffer for what he’d done.


In moments like these, he missed the adrenaline
and focus of the work they used to do with Domenico. On the edge of life and
death, there was no room for thinking too much about his past, his real family,
or the shit he’d been through. And then on top of it, he’d sometimes get to
release the pent-up frustration on someone who deserved the violence.


Mark was drying his hands on the towel when
someone entered the locker room, and he left the restroom with resignation,
hoping that maybe at least the other guy wouldn’t be too chatty.


But it wasn’t a stranger. Mark stopped mid-stride
when he spotted Griffith leaning against the closed door, his lips open, damp
clothes clinging to his body. He was breathing hard, as if clashing with Mark
again stressed him out, but he looked up in a silent challenge.


“Sorry, I'll be out in a sec,” Mark said, lowering
his eyes in shame. He was still wet, and his clothes soaked through with mud,
but he could protect his car seat with some plastic bags. 


His heart thumped slowly, heavy with thick regret,
and he was fast to walk up to his locker, feeling as if he’d turn to stone if
he dared to meet the accusatory blue gaze. He almost missed the flick of
Griffith’s wrist by the door handle, but the sound of the lock clicking into
place had him finally looking up.


The weight of their silence was crushing in the
small space, and Griffith must have felt it too, because he rolled his
shoulders, as if attempting to release some of their stiffness. He was very
pale, and now that Mark gave himself permission to look back at him, it was
impossible to miss the violent tremors going through the lean body. He took a
couple of deep breaths that seemed to border on painful, and spoke. 


“I love you.”


A flash of heat went through Mark as he watched
the beautiful boy he didn’t deserve yet so deeply craved.


“You shouldn’t,” Mark said but took a step closer,
unable to break the eye contact now that it was established. 


Griffith licked his lips and peeled the damp
fabric away from his chest. He swallowed, so clearly in need of being held it
was difficult to stay away.


“Too late,” he whispered, finally taking a step
toward Mark. His hair, which had been protected by the helmet, was the only dry
place on Griffith’s body. It was matted and tousled, as if it hadn’t seen a
comb in a week. “You broke my heart, but I still want you.”


Mark took another step closer, his heart torn
between hope and shame over his actions. “I never meant to hurt you. I would
cut any trace of myself out of your life if I could.”


Griffith slid his hands over his arms, over the
wet blue coat, as if he could make himself warm this way, but ended up taking
it off and placing it on a bench. “Why? Because Charlotte thinks so? You should
have asked me. Me,” Griffith said forcefully and grabbed Mark’s wrist,
pulling him closer. His fingers were ice.


Mark shuddered, almost afraid to touch his lovely
boy again. “Because you’re perfect and no one should have ever broken your
heart. You’re everything I ever imagined wanting.”


Griffith’s lashes fluttered, and he lowered his
gaze as he rested his forehead against Mark’s shoulder. He smelled of rain, of
the mud that stained his clothes, yet so fresh Mark itched to bury his nose in
the damp skin. 


“You can mend it if you promise to never do this
again.”


Mark pulled Griff into a tight embrace. It didn’t
matter that it would inevitably get him even muddier and colder. Griffith
needed him, and he needed Griff in his arms.


“Never.” He left a soft kiss on the flesh behind
Griff’s ear and nuzzled the cute, elf-like point, wishing to somehow express
the depth of tenderness growing in his chest. He was lost as to what would
happen now, how they would proceed, how he would unravel the issue of Allen,
but Griffith needed him too. All his messages and voicemails told Mark a story
that had him feeling as if he’d ground glass into Griff’s skin. And that
perfect pale surface deserved only kisses.


Griffith sucked in a shuddery breath, suddenly
grabbing Mark hard, digging fingers into flesh until it hurt, but Mark didn’t
care as long as their closeness was keeping Griffith warm. He didn’t even know
how, but they moved at the same time, their cold lips meeting halfway. When
Mark dove his tongue into Griff’s mouth, his mind was sucked into a tornado,
and he wasn’t even sure if it was Griffith who was holding him up or the other
way around.


He wished for this moment to never pass. With this
lovely, talented man in his arms, he could safely close his eye and at least
try to shut down his buzzing mind. Griffith was a normal person, a sweet guy
with dreams that hurt no one, and with Griff at his side, he could learn to
live again. Mark had been an unwanted child, a burden, a person to exploit, but
to Griffith Mark was important and worthy of intense kisses that felt like an ongoing
love confession.


No one had ever professed their love to Mark. But
Griff did.


“I’ll never be like your friends or family,” he
whispered into Griff’s lips, still wary of all the implications their
relationship might carry. They came from such different worlds, but if Griffith
chose him, then maybe there was a chance for a happy future?


Griff nodded, cupping Mark’s face with long
fingers that now felt slightly less cold. “I know. That’s one of the things I
love about you.”


Mark didn’t have words to express how much this
declaration meant to him. So he settled for another kiss, gently pushing Griff
at the lockers so that he could squeeze him tighter without losing balance.
Locked in an embrace he never wanted to part from, he didn’t care about the wet
clothes, the aching ankle, or the padlock pressing against his arm.


He wanted to enjoy what was his and freely given.


Griffith gasped, looking up at him with eyes that
were wonderfully hazy, as if he were already dreaming of their future together.
But his hands slid lower, pulling on Mark’s belt hard. “I want you. Now.”


The heat exploding within Mark would soon dry his
clothes. No more needed to be said for him to act. Fueled by a surge of
dopamine, he let his kiss become more aggressive until their teeth clashed and
tongues got pulled into a battle that Griffith was evidently letting Mark win.
The drenched clothes cooled their bodies, the locker room faintly smelled of
horse sweat, but Griffith was here, and there was nowhere else Mark would
rather be.


Griffith’s earlier command came back to the
forefront of his brain like a boomerang. He wasted no more time and forced his
stiffened fingers into motion, unbuckling his belt and unzipping his jeans
without ever breaking the kiss. Beneath the layers of cool fabric, his cock was
already rock hard and throbbing to once again slide into the tight heat of
Griff’s perfect ass.


Mark grabbed Griff’s elbow and spun him around so
he faced the lockers. The force behind the push shoved Griffith against the
metal with enough force to make the entire cabinet rattle, but before Mark
could apologize, Griffith rocked his hips back against the front of Mark’s
jeans.


“You sure?” Mark asked breathlessly, but it was
merely a courtesy, since he already knew the answer.


Griffith arched against Mark with a breathless
moan, as if just the sensation of being trapped like this, between Mark’s body
and the cool steel of the lockers, was enough to push him over the edge of
arousal. His ass pushed back, rubbing against Mark’s groin while Griff frantically
unzipped his riding breeches. Those pants made his backside look so fucking
good Mark had sometimes invited Griff for a ride in the forest just to watch
that ass go up and down in the saddle. But now he was allowed to see so much
more.


In a breathless moment, Griffith looked at him
over his shoulder, his exhale hot on Mark’s cheek. “Come on, warm me up.”


Seeing Griff act with so much confidence, no
longer shy or frightened, was like watching a flower bloom right in front of
Mark’s eye. Just hotter. So much hotter.


Mark pulled Griff’s pants down abruptly along with
the underwear, unwilling to wait any longer. The need to connect was desperate,
and so much more visceral than just having an itch to fuck. His dick was
arching up and begging to plunge between the white globes of Griff’s muscled
ass, but he craved to be with Griff, to get to know him until they could
communicate without words.


He looked down, overwhelmed by the beauty of the
pale skin on show. The flesh of Griffith’s ass and thighs was juicy under the
slight flush and goose bumps that made his body hair stand to attention. Mark
pressed soft, gentle kisses to Griffith’s neck and let his hands roam in
circles until Griffith voiced his impatience with a groan and reached back to
blindly rub his hand down Mark’s stomach.


For all the misguided advice Domenico had given
Mark, there were some truly golden nuggets, and one of those was: ‘always have
lube on you’. He squirted some out on his fingers, curling his toes when
Griffith squeezed his dick through his underwear.


Their eyes met when Mark looked up, and the
instant connection it created was like fire spreading all over Mark’s body that
no longer felt cold. Griffith rose to his toes, and the flush on his cheeks was
so sweet Mark wanted to lap it up along with the creaminess of Griffith’s
complexion. 


“Please, now,” Griffith whimpered and touched
Mark’s hip, pulling him closer.


Arousal clouded Mark's brain. Has there ever been
anything more beautiful than this boy begging for cock? Impossible. 


He nodded, leaning over Griffith and pressing his
nose to that soft spot below his ear where his scent was particularly lovely.
The rush of blood thudding in his ears was like a stopwatch, counting seconds
until Mark would satisfy Griffith’s need. Frantic with desire, he rubbed some
of the lube over the outside of Griff’s anus and then slicked his own cock in
quick strokes. At this point, it would be a miracle if he lasted more than
three minutes.


He slid one hand under Griff’s shirt, all the way
up his chest, and hugged him so tightly he could sense the frantic beat of
Griffith’s heart with his palm. Smoke was about to come out of his ears by the
time he he aligned his cock with the perfectly presented ass and pressed on,
shuddering when the tightness of Griffith’s hole knocked air right out of his
lungs.


With his T-shirt clinging to Griffith’s back,
riding breeches pulled only low enough to allow penetration, still wearing his
tight, sexy riding boots, Griff was a picture of wantonness. Mark would give
him anything he wanted, and a hundred thousand orgasms to top it off.


Griffith’s cheek flattened against the locker,
breath coming in sharp, shallow gasps that left steam on the metal door. He
stiffened against Mark and raised one foot, which he pressed against Mark’s
shin. “Wait,” he eventually whispered, grabbing Mark’s hand through his own
damp shirt.


Mark stilled, making himself slowly inhale
Griffith’s warm scent as the grip of the sphincter around his dick became so
hard it made him want to thrust into that lovely, warm body until he came. But
he knew that Griff might have bitten more than he could chew, so he held him
gently, waiting until he was welcome to do more.


Gradually, the pressure around his cock became
more bearable, and he teased one of Griff’s nipples with his little finger to
distract him from the discomfort he was likely feeling. He didn’t know how yet,
but he would make it work. He would smother his Griffith with love and make
sure he never wanted to leave.


“You don’t want me to wait though, do you? You
want me to press you against this locker and fuck your brains out,” he
whispered, pulling his teeth over Griff’s earlobe before caressing it with his
tongue.


Griffith let out a broken sound and rolled his
head back, greedily capturing Mark’s lips. He was no longer cold, and the heat
streaming from within battled for supremacy with Mark’s own. Gradually, the
tightened muscles of Griffith’s ass gave up, and with a breath of relief, he
started moving his hips, milking the upper part of Mark’s throbbing cock with
his hole.


“Yes. I want you to have me.”


Mark groaned into the parted lips and with one
long push, slid all of his cock into that gorgeous ass, until Griffith’s
buttocks were flattened by Mark’s groin, and his body pressed tightly against the
lockers. The many doors gave a loud rattle when the combined weight of Mark and
Griffith pushed the cabinet against the wall, but all Mark could think about
was the beautiful boy arching against him, eager for his dick, loving his
kisses, his cock, and loving him.


“Like this? You feel mine now?” Mark rasped,
rolling his hips against the soft ass.


Griffith was trembling so hard Mark could feel it.
Pushing even closer to Mark, he angled his hips, creating space between his
groin and the locker. Never once looking away from Mark, he reached down, and
when his lashes fluttered in pleasure, Mark didn’t have to ask to know what his
lover was doing.


“Not yet,” Griffith said with a silly grin.


He was waving a red cloth in front of a bull. The
top he was wearing should have been crimson, because he was temptation on two
legs.


Mark pulled his hips away only to slam back into
the waiting body hard. “No? Dirty boy. You want me to mark you? Want to drip
with my cum?” Excitement skyrocketed inside Mark when he saw that glint of
arousal reflected at him in the blue eyes. 


Griffith gave a breathless laugh, pushing back
against the thrusts and working his hand over his own cock at the same time.
The light of the lamp above made his gaze glint when he let his head fall back on
Mark’s arm, constantly looking back at him. He smelled like rain in heaven.


“Mark me. I need you to come inside me.”


Mark grabbed Griff’s hip and started a fast
rhythm, slapping his groin against Griff’s ass time and time again, fighting
the urge to just let go as pleasure simmered in his body. The heat they exuded
could easily not only dry up their clothes, but the warm the whole room. Mark
captured Griff’s lips for a kiss, but as tension rose in his body, he thrust
into him even faster. 


He wanted to cream Griffith’s greedy little hole
and know he left cum inside his beautiful boy.


Griffith held on to Mark’s hand, somehow entwining
their fingers through the damp shirt as they moved together at a rapid pace.
The clatter of metal was in tune with the sound of Mark’s balls slapping
against Griffith’s ass, their breaths echoing off the walls. Griffith’s heart
was the drum rhythmically tapping against Mark’s palm, but once arousal reached
its peak, they both went out of tune, hunched over in the empty room and
focused only on the friction burning where they connected. 


A deep shudder went through Griffith, and Mark
knew in that moment that his boy was done. The sweet, warm ass squeezed tightly
around him, sucking on his dick as if Griffith never wanted Mark’s cock out of
his hole.


Mark would gladly feed it every single day. He
moaned against Griff’s nape, slamming his cock in those few last times as the
hot muscles throbbed around it, caressing it with ever more sensation. He never
wanted to face reality. Couldn’t they just stay like this? With Mark’s
still-hard dick deep in Griff’s ass, pumping cum into the waiting body.


“Feel that?” Mark whispered. “I’m making you all
mine.”


“Oh, God, yes. Your cum is so hot inside me,”
hissed Griffith, blindly reaching back. His fingers were damp with spunk when
he touched them to Mark’s neck, and the scent of it had Mark’s balls tingling
one more time.


He was quick to turn his head and grab those
sticky fingers between his lips. He sucked the saltiness off them, still riding
the afterglow of orgasm. He was only tasting Griffith’s cum the second time
now, but it had the loveliest aftertaste that was almost sweet. How did they
get here? How did Mark become so infatuated he couldn’t think clear?


When he opened his eye, Griff was watching him,
his gaze dreamy under heavy eyelids. “Don’t go this time.”


Mark kissed his hand. “I won’t. You wanna spend
the night at mine?”


Griffith stilled, and the joyful relaxation on his
face was replaced by unease. “You haven’t been in your bedroom yet, have you?” 


Mark rested his chin on Griff’s shoulder, lazily
pressing him close. “What did you do?”


Griffith exhaled, shifting his hips when Mark’s
softening cock slipped out of him. “Nisha poured wine over your bed.”


Mark groaned and counted to ten in his mind.
“Okay, I deserve that.” 


Griffith rested his forehead against the locker,
going silent for a few seconds. “I won’t forgive you again. I felt so...
humiliated.”


“I freaked out. I’m so, so sorry.” Though in
truth, Mark was still freaked out. He had a kid. And no idea what to do about
it and Charlotte’s conditions, because he was definitely keeping
Griffith.


Griff nodded and finally turned around to face
Mark. His cheeks still had that lovely pink shade when he looked up. “I believe
that you didn’t want to hurt Charlotte, but you should have told me earlier
what was going on between you two.”


Mark sighed and gave Griff a kiss that was too
chaste for their state of undoing. “I didn’t want to look like some creeper.
And you told me yourself that she had no kind things to say about ‘the guy from
Colombia’.” Mark had to look away, because bile rose in his throat again. 


Griffith cupped Mark’s face and massaged his
cheeks with his thumbs. “No. But you’re nothing like the man she told me about,
so maybe she’s just painting you the wrong color because she didn’t want to be
reminded of the whole thing?”


“What else did she say about me?” Mark couldn’t
help himself, even if knowing the truth might be torture. He slipped his hand
between Griff’s asscheeks, just to feel how hot and slippery they still were,
and Griffith pushed closer against him at the touch. 


“Why do you need to know? Do you care about her
opinion?”


“No… but there’s things in my past that I’m not
proud of.”


“Like what?” Griffith asked, his blue eyes so full
of expectation and understanding alike.


Mark hesitated. There were things he could never
tell Griff about, but would he be understanding if he knew where Mark truly
came from? “I told you my family… the real one, they weren’t great people. We
didn’t have a lot of money.” Mark licked his lips, already getting nervous
about what he was about to say. Would Griff even make the effort to understand,
or would he be disgusted if he heard the rest of that story?


He pulled Griffith close and led him to the
bathroom next door, not even bothering to pull up his pants for those few
steps. Griffith gave him a faint smile and switched on both the faucets before
grabbing some paper towels and getting them wet. “You’ve come a long way then.”


“I did. When I met my adoptive dads, I was
homeless and hitchhiking. I didn’t have the kind of life you and Charlotte
had.” He quickly cleaned up and gave Griff a kiss, already regretting that they
weren’t embracing each other tightly anymore.


Griffith gestured for Mark to turn away and took
his time cleaning himself as well. It was all a bit awkward, but that was the
price to pay for fucking in a public place. He was silent for a few moments, but
then, after the excruciating period of neither of them saying a thing, Griffith
embraced Mark from behind. 


“I’m sorry you had to go through something like
that.”


Mark took a deep breath, for once happy he wasn’t
looking into Griff’s eyes, even though he could see their reflection from the
corner of his eye. “I don’t want to bore you with my sob story. It just really
hit me when Charlotte said I was nothing, and that I didn’t fit into your
world.”


Griffith let go and circled Mark, squeezing his
hands on his shoulders, a determined expression on the handsome face that still
held some of that childlike innocence that Mark lost so early in his life. “She
has no right to say that. You can tell me anything.”


Mark licked his lips and took a deep breath. “My
father was a very violent man. Especially when drinking, but even worse when he
had nothing to drink, so I lived in a never-ending circle. I just had to
go. I couldn’t stay. I was only thirteen, but he was angry if I couldn’t get
any extra cash for helping out neighbors or whatever, so when one of the
neighbors offered much more cash for more than washing his windows, I just… I
wanted to save up so I could leave.”


Griffith frowned, so very clearly not
understanding what Mark meant. “More than washing windows?”


Mark shrugged, even though in truth the
perspective of telling this to the sweet boy who he cared so deeply for
paralyzed him on the inside. “I sucked him off. Time and time again. And then
he introduced me to a friend who let me stay at his. When everyone else was
working out things like their first crush, I was busy making sure my new host
didn’t kick me out.”


Griffith’s gaze briefly darted to the mirror, as
if he no longer knew how to face Mark. His fingers twitched on Mark’s
shoulders, and even though he didn’t take his hands away, his shoulders were so
tense it seemed like they could break at any second.


“That is... horrible. Was there no one at all to
help you?” Griffith asked in the end, meeting Mark’s gaze once more.


Mark shook his head. At that point, there had been
no one. He was on his own even when he lived with his ‘boyfriend’, because for
that man, he’d been only worth as much as he could offer in terms of doing
chores and being a pliant sexual partner.


“There was a guy, a bit later, who offered me a
job online, but I needed to come over, across the country. I really wanted to
leave, because I was so tired going from guy to guy and feeling used. So I
gathered what money I had and went on the road. It turned out that he wanted to
do much worse than just fuck me. But that’s where I met the guys who adopted me
later. They saved me from that man, and then gave me the tools I needed to
change my life. For the first time, I had adults who I could depend on. But we
lived on the road, and there was no time for me to figure things out. I just…
grew up. That was that.”


Griffith’s face was clay—constantly twitching and
changing as he processed what Mark told him. It was a difficult thing to speak
about, and Mark could only imagine how alien all this had to be for someone
who’d grown up with a well-adjusted family and no financial worries. 


Griffith pulled him into a tight hug, gently
rubbing his cheek against Mark’s as they stood close. “I’m so, so sorry... I
don’t know what to say.”


Mark lost himself in Griff’s smell and in his
arms. “I just want you to listen, to know, and… still tell me that you love me.
Now that you know how dirty and messed-up I am.”


Griffith gasped and pulled Mark closer so hard
they almost lost balance. “Don’t say that! It’s not your fault,” Griffith
whispered before turning his face to press a kiss to Mark’s cheek.


Mark took a deep breath and relaxed slightly. It
felt strange to tell these things to a partner. He was much more used to
posturing and showing off his best side to get laid than opening up to another
person. But it felt good, as if for once he was showing his bare form to the
person he wanted, without fakery or embellishments.


He smiled and nudged Griff with his nose. “You
represent everything I’ve missed out on. I feel like I’m getting a second
chance from life.”


Griffith sniffed and pulled away, looking back at
Mark with the gentlest of eyes. His fingers were soft and warm on Mark’s skin,
telling him everything Griffith wanted to say even before he opened his mouth.
“And you make me feel like I can do anything. I love you. It doesn’t matter
what happened in the past, okay? Can’t believe Charlotte told you such vile
things.”


Mark hugged Griff even tighter. “Are you only
saying that because you love the sex so much?” He sniggered and nipped on
Griff’s ear, his chest lighter with each passing second.


Griffith moaned and gently punched Mark’s arm.
“You’re so dumb. I know what you’re doing—trying to change the topic. But I
want you to know that I think that you’re brave, and strong. You’ve been
through so much, but you survived, and now you’re here with me. One of the best
people I’ve met.”


“Okay, now I’m convinced. I love you,” Mark said
with another laugh, but confronted with the hopeful look in Griff’s eyes, he
got serious. “No, really. I love you. I will do everything in my power to
protect this. Maybe with time, I can work something out about Allen.” 


He couldn’t have made Griffith happier if he
offered him a spot at the Royal Ballet. Griffith’s face relaxed, and he slid
his hands down Mark’s forearms, eventually entwining their fingers. “I want you
to see Allen. You deserve that. Maybe we could just... keep a low profile for
now, so that Charlotte doesn’t stop you?”


It took Mark a good few seconds to process that
proposition. “You would do that for me? You’d have to lie.”


Griffith swallowed and squeezed Mark’s hands.
“That’s okay. You deserve to get to know him. I don’t want her to hurt you any
further.”


Mark smiled, in disbelief that he’d landed the angel
standing in front of him. “I’m sure things will change in the future, they
always do, but if you were willing to do this for now, I might just love you
even more, if that’s humanly possible.”


Griffith chewed on his lip. “Enough to let me
finally suck you off?”


Mark snorted. Could this boy possibly be a bigger
gift? “Can we go to your place, or will Nisha beat me up?”











Chapter 22 - Griffith


Griffith rolled under the comforter and pulled in
the pillow resting on the other side of the bed. Smooth and fluffy, it smelled
of Mark’s shampoo, his favorite cologne, and all the good things that had
entered Griffith’s life since all the lies had been unmasked. His phone buzzed
yet again, and he lazily picked it up, grinning when he read Mark’s message.


[I can’t wait to be back home to see your ass in
those tight pants again. Thinking about you is distracting me at school, babe.]


Pleasure drizzled down Griffith’s back and all the
way to his feet. He loved being adored, and his boyfriend showered him with
appreciation every single day to the point when living felt like walking on
clouds even when they weren’t together. 


Heat flushed Griffith’s face, but he didn’t even
hesitate before climbing out of bed and spinning in place to face away from a
full-length mirror, which now showcased his muscular legs. Since Griffith had
taken to sleeping in Mark’s T-shirts, the ass his boyfriend so desperately
wanted to see was covered by loose fabric, but Griffith amended that by
gathering the top at the front of his body. The fabric rode up the curve of his
buttocks, revealing the baby blue underwear.


It took Griffith several attempts to get the
perfect shot, but he then sent it to Mark and walked down the stairs between
the mezzanine and Mark’s sitting room.


His phone buzzed not long after.


[You used photoshop for sure. No real ass is that
perfect.]


Griffith dance-walked to the kitchen and switched
on the espresso machine, typing while it heated up. [You’ll have to check by
touch.]


[I’m not skipping class again. I should tell
Charlotte YOU are the bad influence. Byeee!]


Griffith sighed and leaned over the counter, no
longer even caring if any of the neighbors spotted him in this half-undressed
state. He stayed over at Mark’s more often than not, especially that with Nisha
juggling two guys since mid-January, she needed their flat more than he did. 


She promised to give him a signal once her guest
was gone, but Griffith wasn’t in a rush, since it had already become clear he
wouldn’t pass this semester. He would have to eventually talk about this to his
parents, but he decided to only do it once he had an alternative to present.
For the past weeks, he’d looked into dance schools and companies in the area
but wasn’t yet set on anything. Still, the perspective of making a living doing
what he truly loved had become more real with Mark’s never-ending
encouragement.


A ringing upstairs made Griff cock his head to the
side. It wasn’t Mark’s phone, nor was it Griff’s. Too loud to be the
neighbors’, the simple ringtone kept buzzing, and Griff rushed upstairs,
mindlessly searching for the source of the sound.


He briefly stopped searching when the ring died
down, but just seconds later, the shrill started yet again, leading him all the
way to the sock drawer. At the very back lay a beat-up smartphone, which
buzzed, displaying the name Mike.


Griffith weighed the device in his hand,
increasingly baffled as to why his boyfriend had more than one active phone,
and why would some guy call him on the secondary number out of the blue. His
muscles froze when he thought of the things Mark had told him about his past.
Could it be that Mark still kept the number from the time when he worked as an
escort? If so, Mike was likely an old client, or worse—a pimp. Griff wasn’t
sure if male escorts had pimps, but he still itched to send Mike where he
belonged—to hell!


Without thinking, he picked up the call, and the
video window switched on automatically, loading to the rhythm of Griffith’s
pulsing heart.


The man who appeared was already opening his lips
to speak, but then closed them, piercing Griff with amber-colored eyes. For a
moment, Griff didn’t know what to think anymore. Going by looks, if anything,
the man was an escort himself, because his face was really something else—symmetrical,
with sharp features, perfect eyebrows, and long lashes.


Griffith cleared his throat. “Hi,” he said in the
end, already beating himself up over searching for the phone in the first
place.


The stranger’s pale eyes pierced right through
him, and when he held the phone a bit farther from his face, his tanned naked
chest came into view, licked by strands of long black hair. Bright sun
reflected off the tousled locks, and once Griffith got over the initial shock,
he realized what the white shape behind Mike was. He was on a yacht, in the
middle of the ocean. For a horrible moment, Griffith’s brain ignored the fact
that he and Mark spent virtually all their time off together, and suggested
that maybe Mark was still doing escorting on the side. At least until the
handsome stranger spoke again.


“I’m assuming my son’s not around?”


Relief was a hot presence in Griffith’s muscles,
and he sat on the bed, face stretching in a wide smile. Mark had told him his
fathers’ names were Seth and Domenico, but maybe ‘Mike’ was some kind of inside
joke.


“Oh, yes, he is at school. Should I pass something
on?” he asked, getting somewhat flustered when he realized his hair was in
disarray, and the sleeping clothes weren’t exactly what he wanted to wear when
meeting his boyfriend’s parents for the first time.


‘Mike’ moved along the deck, eventually standing
with his back to the ocean. Behind him, a buff-looking guy with a scuba set sat
on the edge of the deck and waved at the phone. 


‘Mike’ smirked. “We’re about to swim with the
sharks. You can tell him he’s gonna miss all the fun.”


The buff guy frowned. “Dom, that’s not Mark.”


Oh, so the handsome stranger was Domenico.
Griffith glued the smile to his face, completely out of his depth. “H-hello.
So, um, swimming with the sharks?”


Domenico nodded and pointed to the muscular hunk
who had to be Seth. “His idea. It’s Mark’s boyfriend,” he told Seth who raised
an eyebrow, but Domenico was already moving. “So, you must be the handsome boy
Mark was telling us about,” he said, walking into the cabin when the wind
became stronger and blew into the microphone. 


Wherever they were, the sun was incredibly bright,
and the sky the most beautiful blue blue, nothing like the grey clouds Griffith
saw through the window. He rubbed his sweaty palms against the covers. Did he
just unwittingly put himself under scrutiny of the two people who Mark held in
such high esteem?


“I’m happy to hear he said that about me.”


“He also told me he liked your last name, so if
you got married, he’d hyphenate.” Domenico laughed as if this was no big deal.
“Vincitore-...” He snapped his fingers. “What was it again?”


“Vincitore-Elswood.” Griffith’s smile grew, and he
tried to contain the buzz of excitement. Mark didn’t strike him as the type of
guy who’d consider marrying someone so fast. His head was getting so light he
was glad he’d sat down. “But we’re nowhere close to that!”


Domenico laughed. “We shall see. And it’s not been
that short of a time either. Remind me, how long have you two been dating?”


Griffith squeezed his knees together, increasingly
nervous about the questioning. “Oh... we’ve dated for about two months now, but
it feels like longer than that.”


“And I imagine you’re very close, since you’re
answering his phone?” It sounded like an accusation, but was softened by a
smile.


Griffith cleared his throat. “I thought it might
be something important, since you rang twice in a row. I don’t usually handle
his personal things. He’s at school.”


Domenico shook his head, and Griff gulped. The man
was handsome to the point of it being intimidating. Also, thinking of Mark’s dad
as handsome was super-awkward, but most dads of people his age weren’t that
young in the first place.


“You’re a smart one. Dodging the actual question.
Mark never tells me enough. What do you do?”


Griffith gave a nervous chuckle and sat more
comfortably. “I’m a dancer.”


Domenico whistled. “Mark’s a lucky boy then. We
have to visit some time. Do you live in Bristol too?”


Griffith smiled, glad he’d made a good impression.
It would be nice to meet two adult gay men who had a great relationship and
were married. “We’re neighbors. That’s how we met.”


“You’re melting my heart, boy-next-door. Okay,
those sharks are waiting. Tell Mark to call us later.”


“Of course. Please, say hi from me to your
husband.”


Domenico smirked. “Don’t worry. I will,” he said
and ended the call, leaving Griffith with trembling fingers and a swarm of
butterflies in his stomach.


Mark was thinking of him in the long term already.
How did he earn such happiness?


On his way downstairs, he made a twirl, now loving
how empty Mark’s space was, because it meant room for dancing. He couldn’t stop
grinning to himself.


“Griffith Vincitore-Elswood,” he whispered to
himself.


 


*


 


Griffith had plenty of time. Soon after he’d left
the shower, Nisha was free, so the two of them had brunch at Spicer and Cole,
followed by a walk to the city center, where she had classes. Since Griffith no
longer attended any of his, he walked her to the Business School, and then did
a quick shop before returning to Mark’s place (he had his own keys now). While
not much of a cook, the supermarket provided many options of ready-to-bake
food, and so without much effort, he could whip up a nice dinner for Mark and
him. Twenty minutes after Mark had messaged him that his classes were over for
the day, the salmon en croute was in the oven, and the sides—ready for
microwaving. He decided to be fancy tonight and even lit a candle in the middle
of the dining table after carefully removing batteries from smoke alarms.


The sound of the keys made his heart flutter, but
he still found the time to put the potato mash into the microwave and switch
the oven to the grill option.


“Hey!” Mark yelled from the corridor.


Griffith all but flew to the door, sliding his
arms around Mark as soon as he reached him. The woolen jacket Mark wore carried
the scent of damp leaves, and it was so cool to the touch Griff quickly grabbed
Mark’s hands and put them under his T-shirt. The touch had him shuddering.
“You’re so cold!”


Mark’s face instantly lit up with a smile, and he
squeezed Griff’s sides. “Won’t be for long.” He took a long whiff of the air.
“Are you kidding me? You’re cooking? I’m starving.”


Griffith pulled closer and briefly buried his face
against Mark’s neck. “What don’t I do? Come, the food’s almost ready,” he said,
leading Mark away from the door.


Mark quickly took off his jacket and shoved his
bag at the sofa. “I love walking behind you,” he said and stroked Griff’s ass.


Griffith glanced over his shoulder, drunk on the
praise. This would be the perfect evening in. He’d even got wine in his meal
deal. “You will have to wait until you see me naked,” he said, approaching the
microwave, which beeped once the program was over.


Mark hugged him from behind, a steady presence
that radiated comfort. “What if I can’t wait?” He loudly sniffed Griff’s hair.
“Have you been up to anything good today, slacker?”


Griffith playfully nudged Mark’s chin with his
shoulder. “Not much. I looked into some options for next semester. Oh, and your
dads called. They couldn’t get a hold of you on your normal phone.”


Mark stilled, and his chin started digging into
Griff’s skin. “What?”


Griffith peeled the plastic off the tray and
stirred the mash before putting it into the microwave for another ninety
seconds. “They kept calling your other phone. I thought it was an emergency,
but they just wanted to show you how they swim with sharks. They’re very nice.”


Mark stepped back and forced Griff to turn and look
at him. “Why did you answer my phone?” His face was so serious Griff was taken
aback.


“Oh... I’m sorry. I just thought it was something
urgent.”


“Would you like me to start going through your
emails? What next? You gonna open my parcels?”


Backed against the counter, Griffith had no idea
how to respond. He recognized why Mark wasn’t exactly thrilled, but he was also
blowing this way out of proportion. “I— I’m sorry. I know I shouldn’t have. I
didn’t think it through.”


Mark rubbed his forehead and took a deep breath,
but the tension in his whole body was making Griff uncomfortable already. He
stiffened when the microwave beeped right behind him. “What did you talk
about?”


“I’m sorry, I won’t do it again.”


Mark looked into his eyes and slammed his hand
against the counter, all of a sudden appearing taller and broader in the
shoulders. “For fuck’s sake! What did you talk about?”


Griffith gasped, stiffening in the face of a cold
sheen in Mark’s eye. An icy flurry tickled his body from the inside. “Why are
you being like this? We just had a quick neutral chat.”


Mark slapped his fist into his open palm. “Because
we’ve established that we’re keeping a low profile, and you go answering my
phone? Talking to my dads? What the fuck, Griff?”


Griffith blinked, briefly glancing at Mark’s fist
and oddly intimidated by his body language. For once, he could make no
predictions as to what would happen next.


“Are you ashamed of me?”


“Quick reminder, Griff, you’re hiding me too!”
Mark’s tone went up, but so did his right hand, and with each passing second
Griffith’s instincts called at him to leave the kitchen.


“Because you want to keep seeing Allen!”


“Never answer my phone for me! Just let it fucking
ring if necessary!”


Griffith slid from the trap between Mark and the
counter, his heart beating fast. “You know what, you can have dinner by
yourself tonight. I don’t like you talking to me like this.”


Mark’s eye widened and he followed Griff in a way
that had Griffith speeding up. “The fuck? I’m not done here!” He grabbed
Griff’s elbow to stop him, and this time Griffith didn’t hesitate.


He shook off Mark’s hand, staring back at him. “I
didn’t try to spy on you. I made a mistake, and I said sorry. Who gave you the
right to manhandle me like this? And shout at me? Who does that?”


Mark rubbed his face. At least he took a deep
breath and kept his hands to himself this time. “I’ve got the right to be
pissed off,” he said through clenched teeth.


“Then be pissed off on your own,” Griffith said
and walked off without another word. As he ran down the corridor to his own
flat, a cloud of questions expanded in his head, pushing and tugging at all the
good memories he and Mark shared. Always chilled out and composed, Mark very
rarely lost his cool, and even when that happened, it never felt menacing.
Until tonight. Why would he become so mean and inconsiderate over something so
small? Griff agreed that maybe he shouldn’t have picked up the call, but it
would have sufficed if Mark told him he didn’t want that to happen again.


So that was that for a peaceful evening together.


Seeing Nisha on the sofa with a glass of red wine
like a thirty-something office lady didn’t help his mood. “You forgot some sex
toys?” She snorted, and from the look of it, she was already tipsy.


Griffith stood still and eventually shrugged. “No.
We had an argument. He’ll have to cool off.”


He didn’t expect the knock at their door so soon
and rolled his eyes. Mark had another thing coming if he thought he had the
right to put his hands on Griff in any way other than for pleasure.


Nisha sat up straight. “Whaaa…?”


Griffith grabbed an empty glass from a collection
on the mantelpiece and poured himself some wine, choosing to ignore the
knocking. “Doesn’t matter. I’m not just going to put up with this kind of
bullshit.”


When his phone rang, he ignored it too, feeling
more happy with himself by the second. He was taking the high road here.


But when something knocked on the window, Nisha
gave him an expectant look.


He thought a few seconds but eventually shook his
head and stood. He supposed everyone deserved a chance to explain themselves.
He was halfway to the balcony when another small pebble hit the window, and he
sped up, opening the lock with a sudden rush in his chest. The cold air choked
him at first when he left the room and leaned against the metal railing.


Mark raised his phone over his head, and Justin
Bieber’s ‘Sorry’ blared out at full volume.


It was so ridiculous Griff snorted. “You know I
hate that song.”


Mark smiled. “I know, but it’s the first one I
found with ‘sorry’ in it, and I thought you’d let me in, even just to have it
stop.”


Griffith exhaled, watching him standing in the
dark grassy yard, without a jacket to keep him warm. “Switch it off. There’s no
need for this kind of music.”


Mark turned it off, looking up with a somber
expression. “I’m sorry.”


Griffith watched him, not sure what to say until
his gaze licked Mark’s windows across the yard.


“Did you take the salmon out of the oven?”


Mark just stared at him. “What?”


Griffith rose immediately. “It’s gonna burn. I put
on the grill so that it’s crispier!”


“Fuck!” Mark turned around and ran through the
yard, disappearing inside.


Griff wasn’t far behind him, darting back through
the sitting room, and back to Mark’s flat. They met at the door and burst in
together. The smell of something burning was obvious even in the hallway. 


He was initially relieved when he spotted no
obvious smoke in the sitting room, but all became clear when they approached
the oven and saw clouds spinning behind the glass. “Goddamnit,” Griffith said
as he opened the nearest window. “You take this thing out fast, and I’ll shut
the door to keep the smoke in.”


Mark grabbed the kitchen mitts and nodded at Griff
with an expression that wouldn’t be out of line in Mission Impossible.


Griffith grabbed the handle, counted to three, and
then took a big gulp of air and released the smoke trapped in the oven.


Mark yelped, grabbed the container, but as soon as
the fish was out, it started smoking up the room. For a second Mark stilled
with the dish in his hand, but then ran to the window and… threw it out into
the yard. He looked back at Griffith, panting.


“I… er… didn’t know what else to do. I didn’t want
the alarm to go off,” he said helplessly.


Griffith laughed so hard the spasm made him fall
to his ass next to the oven. “Oh. My. God. I took out the batteries!” he said,
tearing up already. His mind kept replaying the image of a baking dish
containing a burning piece of salmon en croute gliding through the air
between the genteel facades.


Mark snickered and slid to the floor next to
Griff. “Well, it’s not like it would have been edible.”


Griffith leaned against the warm glass, still
giggling. “Can you imagine someone seeing it just fly through the air? Oh, my
God, I’m dying!”


“Or someone getting slapped with hot, burning
salmon?” Mark shook his head and made a face that made Griffith close to
howling.


“Not. Funny,” Griffith said nevertheless, pointing
each word with a poke to Mark’s ribs. Their eyes met, and all of a sudden the
frantic laughter was replaced by a sense of melancholy.


Mark slowly grabbed Griff’s hand. “I’m sorry. I
freaked out.”


Griffith exhaled. He shouldn’t be ignoring what
had happened, but he couldn't resist the gravity pulling him to Mark either.
“You got kinda scary.”


“I overreacted.” Mark rubbed Griff’s hand with his
thumb. “I’m not ashamed of you. It’s just that my dads, they can get a bit
crazy sometimes, and I wanted to wait it out that bit longer.”


Griffith swallowed, unsure what to make of this
but decided to believe Mark and go with what he said.


“It’s fine, they were nice.”


Mark closed Griff’s hand in his with a sigh.
“They’re nice. Also, crazy motherfuckers.”











Chapter 23 - Mark


Mark put his arm over the back of the sofa behind
Griff and leaned closer to kiss his ear. Griffith’s brief conversation with
Domenico had made things a bit more difficult, since Domenico couldn’t forgive
Mark for not trying to patch things up with a theoretical pregnant girlfriend,
and since he wouldn’t listen to Mark’s explanations, they ended up not speaking
for an entire week. Even if there was in fact a pregnant ex, dealing with it
would have been Mark’s own choice, because this was his life, and Domenico
could do nothing about it sitting on his ass on a yacht somewhere in South
America.


“Sooo… Nisha’s gone out,” Mark said with a growing
smile and poked Griff’s cheek with his nose. “Does your gay card have a loyalty
program? Maybe you should stamp it.”


Griffith pressed his nose to Mark’s so that they
were side by side, lips so close a kiss was less than an inch away. His blue
eyes looked back at Mark, two little ponds of endless tenderness and
enthusiasm.


“Aren’t you the one who issued it in the first
place?” Griff asked, slowly shifting next to Mark, until his knee nudged the
side of Mark’s thigh. Their favorite comedy show was on TV, but the moment Mark
tossed the ball into Griffith’s court, the newest episode was completely
forgotten.


“So what? I issue the rewards?” Mark wiggled his
eyebrows and switched off the show. “You need to put in the work though if you
want to collect enough stamps”


Mark poked Griff under the ribs with a grin,
already excited at the thought of those pink candy lips around his cock.


Griff opened his mouth so close to Mark’s he could
almost feel its touch against his own lips, but he wouldn’t give Griffith a
kiss just yet. “What should I do?” whispered Griffith, resting one hand on
Mark’s knee and seamlessly moving his body to kneel on the sofa.


Mark took a deep breath, thinking back to how
Griff’s pretty toes kept climbing up his shin in bed in the morning. “Depends
on how good you want the rewards to be.”


Griffith exhaled against Mark’s cheek and slid his
hand up Mark’s thigh, arching when Mark glided his palm down Griff’s back.
“What do I do to get a fuck?”


Hearing those words out of Griff’s pretty mouth
was like being able to taste a shimmer. “Three blowjobs for a fuck.” Mark
winked at him, and Griffith faked a scowl before tickling Mark’s groin with the
gentlest of touches.


“Oh, no, not the blowjobs,” he said before burying
his face under Mark’s jaw. His lips were warm and tempting like a pot of dulce
de leche, leaving sweet kisses all over Mark’s exposed skin.


“I know, it’s a chore. But if you want that fuck,
you can’t have it too easy.” Mark bit his lip and pulled Griff into a hug,
running his fingers through hair that was like white sand on a warm beach.
They’d only been sleeping together for a couple of weeks, but the change in
Griffith was astounding. It was a pleasure to pluck him out of his shell and
consume fresh. 


Griffith straddled Mark’s lap and smiled against
his mouth before pulling back and peeling off his top without ever breaking eye
contact. He loved being in the center of Mark’s attention, always thirsty for
that glimmer of lusty approval which Mark was more than happy to give his
British prince.


He slid his hands to Griff’s ass and squeezed.
Griffith’s inhibitions had crumbled so quickly there was hardly anything left
of the walls he used to put up, and Mark loved seeing him so excited to have
fun, be naked, explore.


He ran his hands up the milky chest and leaned in
to suck on the cherry that was Griff’s nipple.


“And what do I have to do to make you strip for
me?” Griffith asked, rolling his hips against Mark. With a wide grin, he
unzipped his jeans.


Mark snorted. Unbelievable. “Me? Strip? I
don’t think I’d be that good at it. But I do have something in mind if you
reaaally want to load up that loyalty card.”


Griffith took hold of Mark’s hand and pressed it
against the growing bulge in his pants. “And what would that be, Mister
Vincitore?”


Thinking wasn’t so easy anymore, and Mark stalled
with his answer, rubbing Griff’s cock through his pants. “Sit back and take off
your socks.” He pointed to the other side of the sofa, even though he enjoyed
having Griffith in his lap.


Both blond brows rose over Griffith’s eyes, but he
didn’t ask questions and rolled off, leaning back against cushions. He took his
time, bending both legs more than most people could, and gently removed the
socks, revealing those perfect pink feet, made even prettier by all the signs
of the hard work Griff put into dancing.


“And what now?”


Mark sat back opposite Griff and unzipped his
jeans. “Now put your foot here.” He licked his lips, getting excited even
before Griff followed the instruction. So it was weird, and Mark would probably
never tell anyone about it, but he longed to worship and fuck every bit of his
boyfriend. That somehow always circled back to kissing his feet.


Griffith opened his lips like a fish. “What? You
want me to crush your balls? I can’t do that...”


Mark blinked, suddenly embarrassed. “No! Oh, my
God! I didn’t ‘say step on me’. Never mind.” He was about to zip up his pants
when Griffith’s lovely slender foot pressed between his thighs and stopped him
midway.


When Mark met Griff’s gaze across the sofa, they
were both silent for a few seconds. Griffith licked his lips and folded his
arms under his head, opening up the lovely, toned chest. “What do you want me
to do then? Do you want to come all over my foot? Is that it?”


Mark hadn’t thought it through all that much, but
the moment Griff put the image in his head, it was game on. “Y-yes,” he
rasped, already rubbing his crotch against the warm sole.


Griffith’s teeth pulled over his full bottom lip,
and he stared back at Mark as if he wanted to hypnotize him. Only weeks into
his first ever relationship, this boy already knew how to play on Mark’s
weaknesses and used them against him. He dug his heel more firmly to Mark’s
balls and made slow circular motions with it, evoking a heat that had Mark
longing he too were topless already.


“Only if you lick it off my toes.”


Mark’s cock went rock hard under Griff’s touch,
and he nodded, unable to choke out the words.


And then the fucking keys jangled at the door in
the corridor, and he groaned in frustration.


“Nisha! Come on! You said you were going. Couldn’t
you give us a heads-up?” he yelled, looking over the back of the sofa to find
out if they would have to move to Griff’s room, or if it was just a case of her
having forgotten something from home.


Griffith laughed and pressed his foot more firmly
against Mark’s cock, teasing him with a wiggle of his brows.


Mark groaned in frustration when no one answered,
but the apartment had many issues when it came to sound, so it wasn’t that
surprising. For whatever reason, you could hardly communicate with someone in a
different room, even though the distance was relatively small.


The annoyance was replaced by unease when he
realized there was more than one pair of heels clicking against the floor. He
ducked for Griff’s shirt and threw it at him, but when three people entered the
living room, Mark couldn’t zip up his pants fast enough.


Charlotte eyed him with a scowl that didn’t go
well with her dusky pink coat and the elegant updo, but Charlotte paled into
nothingness when Mark recognized the other two intruders as Griffith’s parents.


Griffith briefly turned into a statue of warm,
rapidly flushing skin, before quickly donning his T-shirt. “You didn’t... say
you were coming,” he forced out in a raspy, tired voice, as if he still
believed this situation could be salvaged.


This was a disaster in the making, even if the
Elswoods hadn’t noticed Mark adjusting his pants. He slid off the sofa and ran
his fingers through his hair, trying to avoid the accusation in Charlotte’s
eyes. Considering that she’d disapproved of him and Griffith getting acquainted
in the first place, Mark couldn’t even imagine what she thought now.


“Mrs. Elswood, I’m sorry for—”


“Save it.” Charlotte stepped closer, waving a big
envelope at him. “We know what’s been going on here.”


Griffith’s mother grabbed the front of her pearl
necklace, her neck working as if she were swallowing over and over. Mark might
have as well been invisible, because her eyes, as blue as Griffith’s own, were
focused solely on her son. “We trusted you to make adult choices. Yet you lied
to us all this time!” she said in the end, covering her lips with her hand.


Griffith stood still, breathing heavily against
the T-shirt, which he’d accidentally put on back-to-front. “Mum, what did
Charlotte tell you?”


Griffith’s father kept silent and just watched
them both with the expression of a storm barely kept at bay. Mark took a step
closer to Griff, dying to shield him from the oncoming avalanche, but he could
do nothing when Charlotte opened the envelope, pulled out several sheets of
thick paper, and dropped them on the coffee table. Photos scattered over the
polished wood, capturing Mark’s gaze and making him grow roots into the floor
as the earlier unease turned to barely withheld panic. 


Someone had followed them, taking pictures of
intimate moments—holding hands in the street, a stolen kiss at a café, and
worst of all was that Mark hadn’t noticed their tail. What if that person had
been after more than just photos? He’d let his guard down, and he could have died
if the photographer had different intentions. Mark was going to be sick.


Charlotte spoke, staring straight at him, her
voice as cool as her voice. “I didn’t need to tell Mum and Dad anything,
because they could see it with their own eyes. I got these in the mail
anonymously. I don’t know who hates the two of you, but here we are.”


Griffith covered his face in a gesture reflecting
his Mum’s, and his chest worked fast up and down. “Oh, my God... why would
anyone do this?” Within a second, he went from shock to a defensive stance,
with hands balled into fists at his sides. “Don’t you see how inappropriate
this is? You arriving unannounced, with our parents, without talking to me
first? What is wrong with you, Charlotte?”


“You’re coming home, Griffith,” were the first
words Griff’s father said since he’d come in, and the instinct to stand between
him and Griffith was so intense Mark had to force himself to stay put. But then
Mr. Elswood’s eyes settled on him, sharp as two razor blades. “And you should
be ashamed of yourself. How old are you even? Twenty-five? He’s only eighteen!”


Griffith swallowed some air, looking back at his
father, wide-eyed. “Excuse me? Why are you talking to him that way? He did
nothing wrong.”


Griff’s mother shook her head. “Please, just pack
your bags, and we will speak about this at home.”


“No. Absolutely not. I’m not going anywhere,”
Griffith said, standing his ground.


Mark swallowed, unsure how to act, but when he
briefly met Charlotte’s gaze again, he knew one thing for certain—his playdates
with Allen were over.


“I think Griffith is old enough to make his own
decisions, and, for the record, I’m twenty-one.”


Griffith’s father glared at Mark as if he were a
pot of rotting garbage. “If he can’t pay his own bills, he is not old enough to
make his own decisions. Now, Griffith, we are not discussing this around a
stranger. Ask him to leave.”


Griffith sucked in a big gulp of air and
approached Charlotte in a gait so aggressive she stepped back when he picked up
one of the photos and showed it to his parents. “Is this what it’s
about? I didn’t think you were homophobic.”


Griffith’s mother blinked, going so pale that for
a moment Mark believed she would faint. “Absolutely not. You are being unfair,
Griffith. You know I’ve had the same hair stylist for years, and he is gay. We
are only worried about you.”


Mark’s lips curled, even though he was trying to
control himself. “And I’m the rude one?”


Griff’s dad would have none of that. “We’re not
talking to you right now. Griffith, this is ridiculous. Whatever this
man pulled you into, we can work it out together.”


Griffith spread his arms wide. “What he pulled me
into? I’ve known I liked men since I was thirteen.” His eyes darted to
Charlotte like two daggers. “And I would have appreciated being able to work
things through at my own pace so I could decide when I was ready to tell you.
But no, you have to stage a Goddamn intervention!”


Mark swallowed. He didn’t want to aggravate the
situation any further, but the need to keep Griff safe won. He took a step
closer and gave him a hug. The lovely shoulders that could work so gracefully
when Griffith danced were now so tense that feeling them made Mark’s own
ache in sympathy.


“Griffith, language!” Griffith’s mother hushed,
briefly looking at the ceiling as if she were afraid of someone eavesdropping.


Mr. Elswood raised his arms in frustration, and it
was the most animated Mark had ever seen him to date. “No. Enough of this. It’s
a family matter, and regardless of whether you’re gay or not, we will not be
talking about it around a stranger.”


Charlotte shook her head. “That’s your cue, Mark.”


He stepped back and focused on Griff only, gently
pressing on the tense shoulders in an attempt to unknot them by even the
tiniest fraction. “What do you want to do? Either way is fine by me.”


Griffith took a deep breath, looking somewhat
defeated, even though so far he hadn’t budged against his family’s demands. In
the end, he offered Mark a soft smile. “It’s okay. But stay close, in case they
want to take me against my will,” he said with a wink.


“Griffith, don’t be ridiculous,” said his mother,
shaking her head.


Charlotte rolled her eyes. “I should have known
you’re gay. Always the drama queen.”


Mark had to take a deep breath to not snarl
something back at her, but Griffith did it for him.


“Oh really? You’ve always been a slag, ran off
during vacation, smoked pot at parties after you lied to Mum and Dad you were
just staying the night at a friend’s house, and now you’re lecturing me? You
didn’t even have to own up to your own mistakes, because you only see Allen
when you visit Mum and Dad.”


“Griffith!” Mrs. Elswood yelped yet again and
pressed her hand against her chest, as if she wanted to point out that she was
old enough to have a heart attack under stress.


“What?” Griff asked. “It’s true. She always gets
away with this kind of stuff. Always had.”


“I’ll be outside.” Mark made a point of giving
Griff a quick kiss before leaving. He knew exactly where those photos came
from, and he chose Domenico’s number before he even slammed the door behind
him. 


Marching all the way to the door leading into the
hallway outside the apartment, he became increasingly agitated as Domenico took
his time. When he finally picked up the call Mark was close to exploding.


“The fuck did you do, huh?” Mark asked, struggling
to keep his voice down. “You think my life is a game?”


Domenico exhaled. “And what exactly is this
about?” It was hard to say whether Dom had more schemes up his sleeve or just
playing dumb.


“Sending photos of me and Griff to Charlotte, you
ass!”


“I’m the ass? It’s not me who got a girl
pregnant and is now choosing a pretty thing to fuck over his own kid. Someone
has to make a man’s decision here, Mark,” Domenico responded sharply.


Mark’s head was about to crack from the pressure
inside and for once he wished this argument could be happening in person, so
that he could have Domenico say that shit to his face. “There is no pregnant
girl! And if you waited that bit longer, maybe you would have found out in a
normal fashion.”


Domenico went silent before eventually speaking up
again, without addressing Mark’s accusations. “She did not abort it?”


Mark hit the wall with his forehead. “It’s not
what’s going on! The kid is two and a half. His name is Allen, and he’s
Charlotte’s. I told you it’s complicated. But no! You know better!”


“What? Why the hell wouldn’t you tell me that you
have a child?” Domenico yelled so loudly Mark pulled the cell phone away from
his ear.


“Because I need to figure it out myself first!
I’ve had visits set up and everything, and now you’ve fucked it up for me.
Thanks a lot, dad!” 


“It could have been avoided if you had just been
honest with me. And now look what’s happened!” Domenio said, agitated as if he
weren’t the one who started this mess.


“What happened? You outed my boyfriend, fucked up
my access to my son, and you’ve made the whole family think I’m some predator
out to steal their precious boy, that’s what happened!” Mark was breathing hard
through his mouth, like a dog overheating in a desert.


Domenio gave an unpleasant laugh. “Really? You
started it by chasing down that English girl without telling us.”


Mark opened his mouth, but nothing came out this
time. 


Dom sighed. “That’s what I thought. It all comes
down to your recklessness. Not even a peep about your real goal. You made your
bed, so now lie in it. You have a son, and that is your priority.”


Mark was seeing so much red he wasn’t sure if he
wasn’t bleeding out of his eye. “I will do what I see fit, and don’t you dare
meddle here again! Once I establish what the situation is, I will call you.
Until then, fuck off!”


He wouldn’t give Dom the last word, and quickly
turned off his phone. Domenico was right. It was time to make a man’s decision.
Mark had made promises, and he would stand by them.











Chapter 24 - Griffith


Griffith was spiraling down the rabbit hole, into
the kind of wonderland where casual homophobia ran rampant, and his choices
were not considered valid. He was about to be ushered to the cells under the
Queen of Hearts’s castle seconds after swallowing all the insults that have
made him gradually shrink. 


He was an adult. He could no longer rely on others
making choices for him. But still, Mark’s absence was a giant void at his side.


“With all due respect, I won’t just do whatever
you tell me to, and that’s that.”


Father’s brows rose, and he became so red Griffith
was almost starting to worry about him. “You are not an adult. You can’t
support yourself. We allowed you to live here in the good faith that you’re
mature enough to act accordingly. Clearly, we’ve given you too much credit.”


Mother stepped closer to Griff, making a gesture
as if she wanted to hug him, but then changed her mind and just clutched her
hands together. “Why are you being so stubborn, Griffith? We just need to know
what’s going on here. Anonymous photos sent to Charlotte? This is madness.”


Griffith swallowed, glaring at his sister with a
sense of dull rage swelling in his chest. “I bet she hired the detective
herself. Since I moved here, she’s been doing everything she can to mess with
my life.”


Charlotte burst out laughing. “Me? I hired
a detective to snoop on you? I was freaking out when I got them. I knew you
were dumb, but that’s just really something else.”


“Charlotte, that’s enough,” Father said in a harsh
voice that did make her back off somewhat. “Do you know who could have invaded
your privacy this way? Is anyone jealous of you at university?”


Griffith massaged his temples. He hated Charlotte.
Hated her. “I will work it out, but I will not leave. I’m eighteen, and
I’m sure you wouldn't have minded if I was seeing a girl. Why is a man such a
big issue? It’s the twenty-first century!”


Father’s thin lips became colorless when he
regarded Griffith with silent judgment streaming out of his eyes. “I will not
pay for this lifestyle. You moved here to study, not spend time on Grindr.”


Griffith gasped, and for a moment his lungs were
so full he couldn’t speak. “What is it that you think I’m doing here? Do you
actually think all gay men do is hook up with strangers? How do you even know
about Grindr?”


Father raised his chin higher, and his upper lip
became that much more stiff. “I read The Guardian, Griffith.”


The door slamming startled everyone so much they
looked back, the argument briefly put on the backburner, but when Griffith saw
Mark, his heart soared. Griffith was in quicksand and Mark would be his
lifeline.


“We did not ask you to come back,” Mother said
sharply, but Mark shrugged and leaned against the back of the sofa, close to
Griff.


“I thought Griffith needed my support. Do you want
me to leave?” Mark asked Griff, and Griffith shook his head, unable to
force himself to deny just how lonely he’d felt facing three people on his own.



“No, please, stay,” Griffith said and pulled on
Mark’s hand. “You all have met on Christmas Eve. Mark is my boyfriend.”


“So many lies,” Mother said, shaking her head.
“You are too young to make those decisions, Griffith. Think about your future.
Don’t you have upcoming exams?”


Griffith’s stomach plummeted, and he squeezed
Mark’s hand tighter as he inhaled several times, trying to ease the pressure in
his chest. “Law is not for me. I know you think you know what’s best for me,
and that you mean well, but I don’t want to do this anymore.”


Mark put his arm around Griff’s shoulders. Even
without saying a word, his support made breathing easier.


Father frowned, clasping his hands at the front of
his body, as if he were Griffith’s boss and expected him to explain a missed
deadline. “And what do you imagine doing with your life?”


“Griffith is an incredibly talented dancer,” Mark
said, stroking Griff’s arm.


Father gave a rather unpleasant laugh. “You’re
going to dance for a living? That’s what you think? What if you break your
legs? What happens when you’re too old to perform? And why would you assume you
could make a decent living out of this in the first place? Do you want to spend
your entire life in a flatshare because you can’t afford a house of your own?
People even vegetate like this at forty nowadays. Do you not care for job
security? I bet you’re assuming your mother and I will be your safety net. Not
a chance, Griffith. We will not support such reckless choices. If you think
you’re an adult then act like one. That’s what adulthood is—making hard choices
that are practical rather than ideal.”


At least for once Charlotte was silent, but Mother
spoke in that annoyingly calm, soft voice, as if she was coaxing a lamb, not
talking about serious matters. “I understand studying law took a toll on you,
but maybe you should just come home and take a few months to figure things out.
Nisha’s parents told us she’s doing great. Maybe business could be a better
choice for you?”


No sound would come out of Griff’s throat, and he
was afraid that if he did speak, words could turn into a sob.


“Griffith also wants to study acting,” Mark filled
in. “So dancing wouldn’t be the only option. And if you don’t want to support
him, he can get a part time job and live with me. If that’s what he chooses.”


Charlotte snarled like a wild animal. “You have
got to be fucking kidding me! You’re the worst, Mark. Just the worst.”


Griffith exhaled, and it was as if all the
harpoons that had been lodged in his flesh suddenly melted away, and he was
once again on safe waters. “You would really do that for me?”


Mark looked into his eyes with that raw intensity
that was so honest Griffith wanted to hide his face against Mark’s chest and
never have to look back at his family. “Of course, baby.”


Griffith’s lips stretched into a smile, and the
only thing that stopped him from giving Mark a kiss was the sense that he
didn’t need to aggravate matters any further. He faced his father, nervous
despite everything having gone his way in the end. “If you don’t want me to
live here, I will pack my bags, but I won’t be leaving with you,” he said, as
calmly as he could. 


Father crossed his arms. “What kind of job could
you possibly do? Serving people for minimum wage? We will see how long you can
keep that up, you spoiled brat.”


“Philip, you can’t let him do this!” Mother
hissed, wide-eyed.


Charlotte snarled in a way that didn’t suit her
pretty features. She glared at Mark, even though her words were clearly
directed at their parents. “Why not? I think Griff should learn a thing or two
about real life.”


Griffith clenched his teeth in anger but didn’t
comment, instead leaning closer to Mark. An arrow of guilt pierced his chest
when he realized what this meant for Mark. Charlotte had only agreed to let him
see Allen if he disassociated from Griffith. Now that she’d found out the
truth, Mark’s relationship with his own child would be once again severed, even
though Mark already loved Allen. He never said it in so many words, but every
time he drove back from a playdate, he would tell Griff all about it, to the
point when the adopted brother with whom Griff never had much connection was
all of a sudden interesting. Because he was Mark’s.


Father shook his head. “This is so disappointing
Griffith. I hope you come to your senses sooner rather than later.”


Mother backed off to the door. “I hate to do this,
Griffith, but your father is right. You need to move out and get a taste of the
life you think you want. But know that if you change your mind, you are always
welcome back home.” From the look she gave Mark, Griff understood that only he
was welcome.


Charlotte threw the empty envelope on the sofa.
“And I don’t know whose freaky idea this was, but it at least uncovered your
lies,” she said to Mark before following Mum out of the room.


Griffith sank to the sofa and briefly met Father’s
gaze before he too left. Moments later, the key clanged inside the lock once
more, and his family were gone, leaving carnage in Griffith’s heart. His family
crashed through their peaceful afternoon like a flash flood, and now all that
was left was trying to pick up the pieces.


“Shit.”


But Mark was there before Griff could even ask for
support. He pulled Griffith into his warm, strong arms and kissed Griffith’s
temple with such gentleness Griffith felt his eyes itch in response.


“It will be okay.”


Griffith took a deep breath and squeezed the front
of Mark’s shirt in his hand. “This was so awful. Thank you for being there. I
know they were really unpleasant.”


“It’s fine. I just hate to see you hurting.”


But now that everyone left, Griffith couldn’t miss
how deflated Mark was. He wouldn’t meet Griff’s eyes, and his shoulders were as
low as his voice. It was as if a bucket of ice-cold water had been dumped on
Griffith, and he snuck his arms around Mark’s chest in a tight hug.


“You’re hurting too. I’m so sorry. She has no
right to keep you away from Allen.”


Mark rested his chin on Griff’s shoulder with a
sigh. “I will fight for it, but there’s nothing I can do right now. The dust
needs to settle.”


Griffith petted his neck in consolation, but his
eyes inevitably brushed over the pile of photos, and his pulse jumped. “Oh God,
we have a stalker. What if it’s Leon?” he uttered, so deeply uncomfortable he
only sank closer to Mark. The thought of Leon following him and likely
fantasizing about the things he didn’t get to do with Griff made him physically
sick.


Mark bumped his head against Griff’s. “It’s not
him. It’s my fucking dad. Domenico. I told you he’s… ah, never mind. What’s
done is done. Fucker thought I dumped a pregnant girlfriend, wanted to pressure
me. It’s why I freaked out about that call you picked up.”


Griffith blinked, staring back at Mark with an
empty head. “That’s... an overreaction.”


Mark groaned. “It is what it is.”


Griffith picked up Mark’s hand and petted it
gently, rubbing his nose against Mark’s shoulder and breathing in his scent
mingled with the aroma of cotton. As creepy as Domenico’s move was, that issue
was resolved, and there were others to deal with.


“I’m so sorry. I promise that whatever I can do to
help you see Allen—I will.”


Mark nodded without much energy. “You know, I
just… My real family’s been shit, and I always thought that if I ever had a kid
I would take care of them, and now I’ve created this mess.”


Griffith licked his lips and leaned closer,
pulling Mark in. The muscled of that normally strong body were now limp, as if
Mark’s mood transformed him physically. “Don’t say that. It’s me who spoke to
your dad. I’m so sorry.”


“Don’t be silly. We can’t turn back time. Only way
is forward.” Mark gently turned to kiss Griff’s neck.


Griffith sighed, looking back at him with a
choking sense of encroaching change. Was he ready? They’d dated for less than
two months. What if whatever they had turned out more fragile than he expected?
Or worse yet—Mark would end up hating Griffith for invading his space?


“You know, I’m so grateful for all the things you
said, but if you’d rather still live separately, I could work something out,”
Griffith said, even though at this point he couldn’t think of a single option.
It wasn’t like he had any savings.


Mark kissed him again. “I meant it, sweetie. We
can get more furniture if that’s what you’re worried about.”


“What? No, I just... don’t want to impose. I’m
worried you could get tired of me,” Griffith said but didn’t pull away, instead
sinking even deeper into the hug that provided all the safety he needed.


“Never. Besides, I’ve got school, you practice, so
it’s not like you’ll be glued to me all the time.” 


Griffith offered Mark a little smile. “I always
miss you when we’re apart.”


Mark stroked Griff’s back in a slow, soothing
motion. “Are you okay? After all this?”


The support Mark was ready to offer was so
overwhelming Griffith gave him a gentle kiss, sinking his fingers into the
curls on his head. “I’m sad, but I know everything is going to work out.
Because I have you, and I know you won’t let me down.”


“I promise. And your parents will eventually
understand just how much you’re meant for the stage. Everyone should see you
shine.”


Curled up on the sofa and hidden from prying eyes
with white cotton curtains that pleasantly dispersed the daylight, Griffith felt
at ease, despite the traumatizing conversation that had tossed him into the
real world before he was ready for it. “Does it make you happy when I dance for
you?”


“Are you kidding me? You’re so beautiful when you
dance, and all I can think of is… ‘damn, all that is mine’.” Mark nipped
on Griff’s neck and squeezed his ass.


Griffith chuckled, instantly relaxing as he rolled
back into Mark’s lap, sliding his arms around the warm neck. Maybe he couldn’t
help Mark with Allen just yet, but he could make him forget, even if for just
an hour. “When you watch me, I feel at my best. I want you to keep thinking
about the things I can do with my body.”


Mark groaned, and that sound alone was a
compliment. “Jesus Christ. The things you can do with your body. I think about
them all the time.”


Griffith smirked and pulled on the hem of his
T-shirt- revealing himself to Mark. “Then don’t think about anything else. Look
at me.”


Mark’s gaze licked Griffith’s skin. Never had he
felt more beautiful than when Mark watched him. It was like basking in the sun
without worrying about burns—constantly caressed by the soothing, warm glow. 


Griffith pressed his nose to Mark’s just before he
tapped his toes against the floor and slid off his lover’s lap, standing before
him with feet slightly apart. The intensity of the connection between their
eyes had Griffith’s skin tingling all over, and he could almost feel the ghost
of a touch on his pecs. He opened his jeans and slid them off.


Mark’s eye glazed over, and the sight made
Griffith’s thirst skyrocket. He was still only learning about sex, but what he
already knew was that seeing Mark’s lust for him was the most powerful
aphrodisiac.


Mark ran his fingers through his hair and leaned
back. “I’m so lucky.”


“It’s not luck. You worked for it,” Griffith said
with a chuckle as he kicked away his trousers, remaining only in a pair of
yellow boxer briefs that would be comfortable yet tight enough to do what he
had in mind. Without thinking, he leaned back until his palms rested on the
floor, his body stretched into a bridge. For a split second, he could feel
every single muscle in his abdomen and thighs, but then he sent one of his legs
into the air, and the impetus of the movement brought him to a handstand. The
room spiraled around him, but then his feet were back on the floor on the other
side of his hands, and he stood up, bowing for his one-man audience.


Mark watched him as if he’d just witnessed a magic
trick, and he shifted to sit on the edge of the sofa. “I can’t reach you now.”
He held out his hand, wiggling his fingers right in front of Griff’s stomach.
But if Mark wanted to have him, he needed to get him.


“How about you follow me, so I can show you
something more interesting?” Griffith asked, urging Mark with a gesture. 


Mark stood, and it melted Griff’s heart to see him
already smiling. “More interesting than this? I doubt that.”


Still, when Griff wiggled his eyebrows and walked
off, Mark followed all the way to the dance studio. As they passed through the
corridor, the soft sound of Mark’s footsteps following him thudded along with
Griffith’s pulse, his gaze burning Griffith’s naked back like physical touch.
In the dim space between rooms, even their breaths turned into noise, but
Griffith stopped the impulse to glance over his shoulder and look into the eyes
of the wolf following him.


The dance room allowed him to breathe freely
again. Empty and soothing, it was the place of infinite possibility. “Draw the
curtains?” he asked, finally allowing himself to look at Mark.


Mark’s eye went that bit wider, but he walked
across the room to follow the instruction without question. “It’s gonna be that
kind of dance then?” he asked raspily, looking back over his shoulder.


Two months ago, Griffith might have gotten
self-conscious, but a lot had changed since then, and Mark’s question brought a
smile to his face. “What kind of dance did you expect? You seem to find them
all equally titillating,” he said, untangling the silks, which had been tied to
the wall.


Mark chuckled and made a show of removing his
T-shirt. It was like being unexpectedly exposed to the smell of fresh
sourdough, and Griffith found himself forgetting what he’d come here for as he
took in the dusky skin on show, the wide shoulders and the—


No. Griff was in charge this time.


Mark shrugged. “What can I say? Anything you do
turns me on. But you know what really gets me going? When I watch you horse
riding. Your ass goes up and down in that constant motion that drives me
crazy.”


It was so difficult to continue with what Griffith
had come up with when his instincts pushed him into Mark’s arms, into the
safety of the well-established situation where Mark took on the more active
role. And Griffith loved that. He thrived when Mark showcased his strength and
experience, but tonight he wanted to be the one who called the shots. He let go
of the silks, letting them gravitate to the middle of the studio while he
walked over to the music player, never looking away from his lover.


“I should get on top more often then.”


Mark managed to catch Griff with a little slap to
his ass. “You’re a good rider.”


Griffith gasped as the burn spread over his
buttocks, but he resisted the instant pull and reached his destination, to
quickly choose the right playlist. “When the mount is right.”


Mark bit his bottom lip, watching Griff’s every
gesture as if he really was a wolf, getting ready for his move. Through the
slits between curtains, a tiny bit of sunshine came in, leaving streaks of
light on the wooden panels of the floor. The dust dancing in the air was a
glass wall between him and Mark. 


The first song started with a series of gentle
piano chords, building up the moment, but once drums joined the melody,
creating a strong beat that contrasted with the overall slow pace of the music,
Griffith made his move. He reached the silks in a series of elegant leaps and
grabbed the fabric with both hands, briefly spinning above the floor. The sense
of weightlessness only lasted for a moment before gravity pulled his feet back
to the floor. 


The insistent gaze burned the hair off Griffith’s
body, and he smiled, gracefully leaning back while sliding one knee up the
stretched silks. The music was too sensual for him to resist a slow motion
movement against the fabric. A part of him still felt self-conscious about
doing something that many would consider a feminine routine, but he wasn’t
performing pole dance in a seedy bar in front of tons of people. He was here
with his boyfriend, and he could freely express his sexuality without the fear
of judgment.


So when Mark walked up that bit closer and reached
out, Griff playfully pushed him away in tune with the music. The gesture gave
his body momentum, and he turned upside down, tangling his legs in the silks,
which he then used as leverage to climb higher. The air was cool against his
bare skin, pinching his nipples and tracing his sides with invisible fingers,
as if the audience was already participating, about to carry him straight into
Mark’s arms. 


“Take off your clothes,” Griffith whispered,
toying with his victim, who likely still thought he was in control, but Griff
would prove him wrong. Inches beyond Mark’s reach, he had all the power, no
longer at risk of sweet touch tempting him back into a dance that was familiar.
Up here, he was completely free. 


Mark stalled, and for a second Griff lost
confidence in the way he tried to command the situation, but then Mark’s chest
sank and, with a flush to his face, he unzipped his jeans. The thrill of having
Mark do as told unlocked a new kind of desire deep inside Griffith. Even in
just his briefs, swaying to the music for Mark’s pleasure, he was the one to
hold the power here. 


When Mark pulled off his jeans and underwear, his
cock was already growing hard, and so was Griffith’s, throbbing under his
cotton underwear while he floated in the air, defying gravity. “Good. This is
how I want to be worshipped. Maybe now you will be allowed to touch me,” he
whispered, but in the empty room, his voice resonated with surprising strength.


Never taking his eye off Griff, never blinking,
Mark kneeled in front of the silks, his chest rapidly working up and down.


The sight took Griff’s breath away and he wasn’t
even sure what they were doing anymore, but he loved it. Mark was just as
amazing on top and pulling Griff apart as he was now, in awe and on his knees.
His cock, thick and a darker shade than the rest of him, bobbed slightly, as if
already anticipating its turn to adore Griffith.


With blood rushing to his head, Griffith let the
music carry him as he slowly bent his body, showcasing the muscles gained
through endless dance training, harmonious and allowing him that perfect
control over movement. He slid lower, waist secured with the silks as he spread
his thighs in a split while he hung above Mark, like a creature way beyond the
reach of mortals. He didn’t usually think of himself this way, but the dazed
arousal that reflected him in Mark’s eyes had pride soar deep in Griffith’s
chest.


Slowly but surely, he descended toward the floor,
stopping only to invite Mark closer with a gesture. Mark moved on all fours,
but he didn’t look like a slave begging for attention. Instead, his movement
was that of a lion that knew the pride was his.


As soon as he was close enough, he left a kiss on
the upper side of Griffith’s foot, and the touch of his warm lips, however
fleeting, sent a bolt of heat all the way to Griff’s balls. Holding on to the
silk with both hands, he flexed his stomach muscles and raised his knees,
moving the foot along Mark’s cheek before resting it on his shoulder. He could
barely catch a full breath as the intensity of their connection made his chest
tighten, but without thinking, Griffith offered his other foot to Mark’s lips. 


“I like you like this.”


Mark exhaled loudly and grabbed Griff’s ankle as
he kissed Griff’s toe. “Of course you do. You’re an attention whore.” And
despite the teasing words, he licked along the toes with a growing flush
blooming on his cheeks. 


Griff stole a glance at Mark’s cock, and saw it
was already fully hard, jutting from the bush of dark curls. Griffith
swallowed, hugging the silks when hot and cold shivers trailed from his foot,
all the way up his body, keeping his flesh on high alert. He whimpered when
Mark sucked in his big toe while looking straight into Griffith’s eyes, his
hands cradling Griffith’s calf as if it were a priceless artifact. 


“Maybe I am. But you’re not exactly in my shadow
either.”


Griff trailed his other foot up Mark’s cheek and
teased his ear, his breath getting quicker when Mark moaned against his toe. “I
am your shadow. Always there, always yours.”


Griffith gasped as emotion flooded his chest, and
he pulled Mark in with his legs, gently squeezing his head between the thighs.
The tickle of fluffy hair against his skin had him curl his toes, but it was
the warm breath and gentle scratch of stubble that made him gently rock his
hips in front of Mark’s face.


“Not a shadow. You’re my wolf. People do notice
you, whether you follow me or not.”


“Good,” Mark whispered, his lips brushing over
Griff’s cock through the fabric. “They better know there’s hurt to come if they
approach.” He ran his hands up the back of Griffith’s thighs, and all the way
to his ass. 


A shiver went down Griff’s spine at the strange
mixture of emotions. He was both captured, and exactly where he wanted to be.
He both wielded power, and was helpless.


Mark’s eyes briefly shut, and Griffith didn’t know
what to expect before the warm mouth opened against his balls and sucked on
them, dampening the cotton and creating the wonderful vacuum that made his dick
twitch.


Griff wouldn’t give in just yet. In the spirit of
teasing, he lowered his feet to the floor and took a step back. In a bid to
further show off, Griff lifted his leg all the way up into a standing split.
Arousal made the whole task that much more difficult, but Griffith had done
this move a hundred times before. He pushed off the ground with the other foot,
twisted the leg he’d lifted around the silk, and in a split second, he hung
upside down over Mark, heart rattling in his chest.


He’d had people watch him dance before, he’d had
people clap or nod, but the way Mark watched him, as if Griffith was a creature
from beyond this world, was something new, something that pushed Griff to work
harder, prove himself, and prove to the world that he could in fact make it, no
matter what his family thought.


In a breathless moment, he looked at his lover
before reaching out to curl his fingers in his hair. With a gentle pull,
Griffith drew him in, gasping at the unexpected sensation of Mark’s nose
rubbing against his chin as their mouths opened. The warm, smooth tongue gently
sliding along the rim of his lips had Griffith trembling even before the
position could have made him lightheaded.


He followed the warm mouth when Mark pulled away,
but he knew what was up as soon as Mark stood up and his thick, erect cock
brushed against Griff’s lips. The audacity. And still, Griffith opened up and
tried to capture it with his mouth, tempted by the unmistakable scent of
arousal. He wouldn’t believe anyone who claimed that any other man could rival
Mark in terms of scent. His was earthy, intense, and made Griffith’s head spin
as if he’d gotten high. Maybe it was all the blood drizzling down to his head.


“I see you’re enjoying the show.”


“I would have paid a lot to see a show like this,”
Mark teased, but before Griffith could say anything back, liquid fire licked
the length of his cock.


Griffith moaned, shocked by the touch, and twisted
his feet in the fabric, desperate to keep himself from falling to the floor
when his muscles briefly weakened. The tension in his groin clouded his brain,
but with Mark’s cock so close to his face—dark, hard, and stiff as if he were
saluting Griffith’s acrobatic skill—he was quickly reminded of what he wanted. 


“You can’t from now on. Only me,” Griffith said,
confident in his demand. He grabbed the silks above his head and pulled himself
higher, to once again look into Mark’s beautiful dark eye.


He wasn’t sure where he wanted to go yet, still
slightly dizzy from the sudden change in position, but Mark did the thinking
for him and opened Griff’s legs before sliding between them like he belonged
there. Because of course he did.


“Only you.”


Griffith gave a shuddery exhale, suddenly feeling
as innocent as he did on their first night together, his head empty and his
entire body throbbing in longing. But now that he knew how it felt to connect
with Mark physically, the need for it was that much stronger. 


He gave a sharp nod, resting his forehead against
Mark’s.


“Are you done showing off? Is it my turn now?”
Mark whispered and kissed Griff with exquisite tenderness.


Griffith let out a giggle and arched his body,
squeezing his thighs around Mark’s waist. With the silks taking some of
his weight, it was way easier for Mark to hold him up for a longer time.
“You’re always the one showing off.”


“Because I’m the one who knows how to cook from
scratch.” Mark laughed and gave Griff another kiss. That boast was pretty
exaggerated, since Mark only really knew how to cook about five dishes, and
three of them breakfasts, but to be fair, they were all amazing. “Don’t move a
muscle.” He said before sliding out from between Griff’s legs.


Griffith rolled in the air and pulled himself up
to tangle more of the fabric around his shoulders. “Easier said than done!”


Mark’s ass was a picture of perfection when he
bent over his discarded jeans to undoubtedly retrieve lube. All tension and
stress seemed gone from his posture, and even if they were to come back later,
at least for now, Griff could soothe Mark’s wounded heart.


“How long can you hold on?” Mark asked, and was
already lubing up his gorgeous thick cock as he approached.


The smooth glide of his hand over the thick length
hypnotized Griffith, and for a moment he stayed still, too enchanted by the
sight to think of anything else but it sliding inside him.


He loved Mark’s cock. Loved it.


“We’ll have to see.”


When Mark pulled on Griff’s ankle with his free
hand, Griff tightened his hold on the silk, and lifted his legs to wrap them
around Mark’s waist. Getting tangled in Mark was Griff’s favorite pastime, and
Mark wasn’t wasting time, quick to pull Griff’s briefs off just enough to
expose his ass.


Griff gasped against Mark’s lips when slippery
fingers moved between his buttocks. By now, the prep was so familiar it only
boosted his excitement, and Griffith grinned at Mark, focused only on the brown
eye that he wanted to look into every day until the end of his life. Maybe it
was immature or naive, but Griff couldn’t imagine sharing this kind of intimacy
with anyone but Mark. Nobody else could possibly earn so much of Griffith’s
trust.


The gentle slide of fingers over his opening was
enough to make his breath ragged, and he pulled on the silks, confused by the
strength of his body’s reaction. “That... feels so intense,” he whispered,
curling his toes at the touch that somehow made his insides burn.


“Just tell me if anything’s too much,” Mark
whispered, but with lube in abundance, even when he pushed in two fingers,
nothing hurt. If anything, the slow finger fuck made the anticipation inside of
Griff grow, and he couldn’t wait for Mark’s cock to slot into place.


Griffith shook his head, meeting Mark’s gaze, so
dark when it burned for him. It started a fire that quickly spread all over his
own body. 


“It’s never too much. It’s like I’m addicted.”


Mark only sent another shot of pure heroin into
Griff’s gums when he dragged his tongue between them and Griff’s upper lip.
“That never ends well. Aren’t you scared?” he whispered, as he slid out
his fingers, about to push his cock inside of Griff. Thinking wasn’t all that easy
anymore.


In the dim light of the tall, empty room, floating
on the silks and holding on to Mark with his legs, Griffith was exactly where
he wanted to be. The fabric could as well be bondage, and he wouldn’t care. He
chose Mark. He chose to stay, and he would do whatever the fuck he wanted
without fear.


“Not anymore. I just want you,” Griffith whispered
in a low voice that didn’t even feel like his own. His hole was throbbing for
touch, for friction, for motion the same way his mouth needed more of Mark’s
kisses. He tightened his thighs around Mark and pulled him in, rolling his
entire body between his man and the fabric holding him up.


“You’re so sexy.” 


Mark rubbed his cockhead against Griff’s hole,
teasing it just a little, but didn’t make Griff wait much longer. The flared
tip of his cock pushed on, Griffith’s body opened up, and a heartbeat later the
length was buried halfway in Griff’s ass. Mark deepened the kiss, turning the
heat between them into an inferno, but Griff’s head fogged up when he realized
what else Mark was doing.


Mark spun Griff around, making the silk slowly
tighten around Griff’s wrists.


Griffith fought for breath, dazed by the impromptu
bondage and yet so very aware of the throbbing cock inside him. Drifting in the
air, Griffith felt like a man caught between two lovers, in need of motion and
the firm touch of Mark’s hands. He greedily bucked his hips, gasping when the
thick dick slid back and forth in his relaxed ass.


Mark’s kiss only became hungrier, his tongue
circling Griffs and diving deep, as if he wanted to suck all of Griffith’s
essence. After two spins, Mark tightened his grip on Griff’s thighs and leaned
over him, making sharp and shallow thrusts that teased his sphincter yet didn’t
give him the sense of fullness he so desperately craved. With pressure echoing
deep inside him, he was desperate to push back onto the stiff dick.


“Come on, please,” he whimpered, tensing his
stomach muscles and shoving his hips down on Mark’s cock. It burned slightly,
but the mind-numbing sensation of his insides exploding with lust made it worth
the discomfort. 


Mark gave a low grunt that might have come from a
wild cat, and squeezed Griff’s buttocks hard, spreading them even more as
he pushed his cock all the way in. “Like this?” he said right into Griff’s ear
and licked it. “You’re begging for my cock, dirty boy?”


The tone of his voice would have been enough to
send Griffith’s mind into a spin, but the show of force had Griffith barely
hanging on to sanity, with lust soaking into the fabric of his brain to create
a new, exciting pattern.


“Yes. Fuck me hard. Come inside me. I need it so
fucking much.”


Mark nipped on Griff’s jaw and his nails dug into
Griff’s ass. There would be no more slow motions or mercy. Mark started fucking
Griff’s wide open hole fast and to the point, making him whine and tighten his
thighs when the pressure became almost too intense.


“I should tie you up with those silks when I’m
done and leave you dripping cum onto the floor for everyone to see that you’re
no innocent.”


Mark’s words were like a squeeze to Griff’s balls—edging
the line between hurtful and arousing in a way that made his cock bead with
precum. “Oh yes. I want to be marked by you,” Griffith moaned, thrashing in
Mark’s arms. He was so desperate to come his cock was starting to make him mad,
and yet he had no means of touching himself.


“No need. You know your place already.” Mark
grinned and sucked on Griff’s neck with such ferocity he surely left behind a
hickey, but with the way he pushed his cock in time and time again, Griff
didn’t even care anymore. He used to be so intimidated by the perspective of
having sex with another man—afraid of the vulnerability of giving away control,
of the potential inadequacy, and indiscretion—but here he was, taking and
giving pleasure without a sliver of inhibition.


Mark let go of Griff’s ass with one hand, and it
meant Griff had to hold on to the silk harder, but Mark’s slippery hand
wrapping around Griff’s cock paid for that extra effort twice over.


Caught between the warm fist and Mark’s cock
penetrating his insides, Griffith used the leverage of fabric and the hold he
had on Mark’s body to move in between, galloping on the back of pleasure faster
and faster the closer he was to the finish line.


The sensations washing over him enticed him to
close his eyes, but with Mark so close—damp with sweat, with hair plastered to
his forehead, a healthy flush on the muscular chest—he couldn’t bring himself
to just let go, in awe of the stone-hard abs powering Mark’s thrusts.


Mark moaned against Griff’s neck, sending
delicious vibrations up his ear. His hand kept working Griff’s cock so fast it
was making them both breathless, but the heat exploding in Griffith’s body and
the tremors shaking Mark’s muscles meant one thing. Mark thrust in a final
time, and Griffith pulled him even closer with his legs, shuddering with
pleasure as Mark’s cum pumped straight into him. 


Griffith pushed back, eyes wide when he caught
Mark’s gaze. “Go on. I’m all yours. You feel so fucking good,” he whispered, sensing
the irresistible warmth melting his insides. Seconds later, his back arched
into a bow when his balls tightened, and his sperm splashed all over his chest
like celebratory champagne.


Holding on to the silks was becoming too
difficult, but Griffith trusted Mark to hold him up if his muscles weakened.
They were entwined in a perfect tangle of limbs—sweaty, cum-soaked, and
trembling, but Griff couldn’t care less. Not about the hickeys, not about the
bruises he’d undoubtedly sport on his wrists and arms tomorrow. Mark was his,
he was Mark’s, and they’d be moving in together. Nothing would stop Griff from
reaching for his dreams when Mark was there to hold him up.


He eventually put his legs down, but they were so
weak he ended up supporting himself with the silks until the controlled
collapse to the floor. “That was close. I avoided homelessness by being
irresistible,” he said, still drunk on their closeness. Mark got them some
tissues, but then lay on the floor next to Griff and squeezed his hand with a deep
exhale. “Are you my sugar baby now?”


Griffith gently slapped his chest but didn’t
hesitate and went in for a kiss right away. “No! Don’t be like that. I’ll get a
job and pay my bills,” he said, rubbing his mouth over Mark’s scruffy chin. 


Once his things were moved to Mark’s place he would
have to get a job. He would have to train, and apply for schools, study, and
work? How did anyone manage to do it all at once? He thought he wouldn’t
have to work until at least later in his twenties. How did one even go about
looking for a job?


“Unless you wanna give homelessness a shot. I
could give you some tips.” Mark snorted, but this wasn’t funny at all.











Chapter 25 - Griffith


The minimum wage was ridiculous. How could people
possibly survive doing jobs that paid so little? Griffith was one of the lucky
ones who didn’t have to pay rent—and that only because Mark refused to take
money from him from the get-go. Griffith had been cross with him at first, but
once his first ever pay came through, he never raised the topic again. Money
was one of the very few unmentionable things in their relationship, and as
embarrassed as that made Griffith, he allowed Mark to pay most of the bills for
the apartment and pay for their shopping whenever they went out together for the
past two months. 


And still, he found himself struggling. While
Mark’s rather empty sitting room could serve as a dancing space, it wasn’t
enough for Griff’s needs, so he paid to use space at a local studio. Then there
were personal necessities, the phone bill, the exam costs that needed to be
paid in advance, and even though he managed to still save a bit each week
through controlling all current costs, it was dawning on him more and more
heavily that he might not be able to afford school without help.


Who’d come up with this system? Not everyone had a
safety net to fall back on or parents who supported them. And since Griffith
had to juggle work and all the preparation for his exams, he could only do so
many hours. Between all the things he needed to take care of, free time was
hard to come by, and he soon found himself living a life without a single day
in the week that he could truy call his time off. It was exhausting. Somehow, a
couple of hours waiting tables left him more achy than dancing ever had, but
the mental strain of never being able to truly relax was so much worse.


And the patrons were the worst! While most seemed
like decent people, and Griff had been initially happy that he wouldn’t have to
deal with a drunken crowd in his workplace, posh sober people with polite
accents could be a handful as well. He’d known as much before, but being around
such people and having to adhere to their wishes were two different things. And
the worst thing was that in the past he might have done some of the annoying
things he was now subjected to. Now that he was on the other side of the
money-for-service equation, the sums exchanged seemed less than fair.


So he had a nice uniform and often received tips,
but the manager was an uptight bitch, who often lied to his face about the
impossibility of adjusting schedules, because she was too lazy to look into
them when she could spend some time chatting to the head waiter. Their daily
staff meetings felt like elementary school, with the manager in the role of an
incompetent and naive teacher who believed the waiters and cooks had the
brainpower of goldfish. 


Actually, that was the worst bit. Not the
rude and demanding patrons, not the pay, but having to work under someone who
had incredibly narrow horizons—yet thought of themselves very highly. Most of
the waiters were dedicated to their jobs, even those for whom this was just a
temporary way to pay the bills. As far as Griffith was concerned, he would have
done a better job managing staff than their actual manager. But he needed to
keep his job, so he smiled and nodded when she’d come in this morning and
introduced concepts, that every person with half a brain should understand, as
if they were revelations. She then spent even more time boasting about the
weekend managerial course she did.


The last hour of his shift was always most
pleasant, particularly when he started in the morning and didn’t have to
participate in the hustle and bustle of closing the restaurant. With only
thirty minutes remaining, Griffith happily strolled through the airy interior
of the brasserie, all the way to a booth surrounded by large potted plants for
privacy. The two women who sat there had been quite openly eyeing him
throughout their meal, and while this wasn’t all that unusual, the prosecco they’d
had with their afternoon tea made them a lot bolder. What had started as
discreet glances progressed to giggles and open flirting, and while he hoped
his politeness could earn him a large tip, he couldn’t wait to send them on
their way.


“There you are, Griffith,” chirped the blonde lady
who’d earlier introduced herself as Jane. The half bottle of prosecco she’d had
must have been way over her limit, because her manners were long gone. She now
had both her elbows on the table, and her shirt definitely used to be buttoned
up way higher, since it was now opened to show a glimpse of a green bra.


Her friend, Victoria, chuckled and bit her thumb,
finding it all very amusing. “Aww, don’t do this to him. Don’t you see he’s
still a boy?


Jane pouted and ignored the bill Griffith set down
in front of her. “Stop it. You’re embarrassing him now.”


This was the moment where Griffith would
ordinarily ask how they wanted to pay, but his training hadn’t touched upon
getting out of this kind of trouble. He could technically ask one of the
waitresses to deal with this for him, but he really needed that tip.


“Don’t worry, I’m not so easily embarrassed. What
counts is that you enjoyed your visit here.”


Victoria made a face at Jane. “Aww, isn’t he
precious?”


This charade continued for a bit more, with
Griffith finally receiving the card payment during which Jane ‘accidentally’
touched his hand. Once the two women left, Griffith found a phone number and a
lipstick stain on the back of the bill, which somehow made him feel dirty about
the tip.


He was halfway through the room when his eyes were
drawn to a familiar figure sitting at a small table by the window.


“Oh, no you don’t. He’s mine.” Bianca laughed and
nudged Griff with her elbow in passing. She’d only started working here last
week, so she didn’t know Mark was Griff’s boyfriend. Or Griff’s ‘friend’ for
that matter, because Griff hadn’t yet decided whether he wanted to come out at
work. Freezing with the tray full of dirty glasses, he followed her with his
gaze, but as annoyed as this situation made him, he figured it wasn’t that big
of a deal and left the dishes in the kitchen before emerging in the main room
again. His eyes darted to Mark’s table.


To his amazement, Bianca was still there. Tossing
her curly hair from side to side, with a hand on her hip, she was still
chatting to Mark. Not taking an order, not explaining anything about the menu
(which Mark knew very well by now). Chatting. What did she think she was doing?
This wasn’t a bar.


But while Bianca’s behavior Griffith could
explain, it unnerved him that Mark wasn’t making an effort to find him, and
just sat there with a wide smile. At one point, he reached up and patted
Bianca’s arm.


Oh, no, he didn’t!


Griffith walked that way before he could even
think it through. A customer raised his hand and leaned forward, trying to
catch Griffith’s attention, but he chose to pretend he didn’t see the gesture
and stopped only once he reached Mark’s table.


He had no plans beyond that, so he stood still,
suddenly out of breath and awkwardly staring at both Bianca and Mark.


Mark looked up at him, as if he had nothing to
hide, and Bianca raised her eyebrows. 


“Is everything all right?” she asked.


Griffith took a deep breath, flustered. And then
he did the one thing that came to his mind and put his hand on Mark’s,
squeezing it that bit too hard. “Hi, babe. I’ll be off soon. 

Do you want anything?”


He could physically feel the stillness Bianca
exuded next to him, but his focus was on Mark, his growing smile and the way he
squeezed Griff’s hand in return. “Flat white and three macaroons. Whichever
flavor. You choose.”


Bianca laughed, but it sounded a bit awkward,
music to Griffith’s ears. “Guess you don’t need me to take the order then. Nice
meeting you,” she said and walked off.


Griffith’s lungs burned, and as happy as it made
him to be the last person standing in this contest, this was not how
he’d wanted to come out at work. His eyes met Mark’s, and he frowned at him
without a word.


“So you finally decided to tell your colleagues?
Am I understanding this correctly?” Mark asked, rubbing his thumb over Griff’s
hand, as if he’d done nothing out of the ordinary.


“I’m understanding you flirted with my colleague,”
Griffith said, trying to hide the nervous throb inside him. Sure, one of the
waitresses was gay, and literally no one cared, but he wasn’t sure he was ready
yet to open up about his sexuality. Or maybe he was—otherwise he wouldn’t have
outed himself over something so petty. He wanted answers regardless.


Mark blinked at him, looking like an innocent man—something
he most definitely wasn’t. “No, we were just talking about our gym routines.”


“Really? I’m watching you.”


Mark snorted. “Okay, maybe I was a bit too
friendly, but a man’s gotta make sure the staff don’t spit in his coffee, right?”


“Watching you,” Griffith repeated before walking
off with molten lead in his chest. The two pairs of eyes watching him from
behind the counter told him news was spreading fast.


Oh, Goddamnit. Couldn’t this be a busier
day, so that people had something more to do than gossip?


As soon as he was out of Mark’s sight, Bianca
pulled him by the arm behind the coffee machine. “Why didn’t you tell me? I’m
so embarrassed.”


As much as he disliked confrontation, sometimes it
was better to just disperse the tension right away. He sighed. “I’m sorry. You
walked too fast. And it’s fine, I know he flirts with everyone,” he said, even
though he very much hoped Mark didn’t actually do that. So it was a bit mean.
Big deal.


Bianca pouted, stepping back. “I guess you can make
his coffee yourself then.”


Of course he could. He’d gotten so good at making
coffee since he’d moved in with Mark that he was positive he could deliver way
better quality of the espresso than Bianca. In the time it took him to make the
flat white and pick the macaroons, the gossip had spread like mites in
kindergarten, and when Griffith walked off to deliver Mark his food, five
people discreetly watched his every move. He was tempted to ask them to pay for
their tickets to the show.


Mark looked a bit more classy than usual today, so
handsome in the black turtleneck and dark gray suit jacket combo it was hard to
stay mad at him.


“Did you spit in it?” Mark asked with a silly
smile.


Griffith put the coffee and plate in front of him
before catching his gaze. “You will never know.”


Mark leaned a bit closer and lowered his voice. “I
swallow your cum. What’s a little spit, right?”


Why did he have to be so sexy? It was unbearable
how charming Mark could be when he cared to. Even now, regardless of the crude
language or the earlier flirting with Bianca, Griff was ready to sit in his lap
and make out for hours.


He stared back at Mark while the world around him
moved on. He lost that battle. “You are going to swallow more of it tonight.”


Mark bit back a smile and put a whole macaroon in
his mouth. “Oh, no!”


“Horrible fate, I know. Now wait here and think of
what you’ve done.”


“No! Not corner time.” Mark burst out laughing,
but Griff was already walking off. He still had to deal with a few minor things
before leaving.


He managed to dodge any uncomfortable questions in
the staff room as he changed, but that was likely only because everyone would
have found it too rude to ask him questions about his sexuality. Instead, they
gossiped, like all polite people did.


It was odd just how little Griffith cared about
the restaurant staff knowing that he was gay. It had seemed like such a big
deal before, but now that the word was out, he couldn’t find it in himself to
stress about it. Coming out felt like being able to breathe without
restriction. 


He wore the coat Mark had given him for Christmas
every day, and after a very necessary dry-cleaning that followed his weeklong
pity-party back in December, the garment was good as new.


When Mark spotted him, he left some cash on the
table and stood up, joining Griffith by the door.


“Out of your naughty corner already?” Griffith
asked.


“Didn’t I get enough time out?” Mark stroked
Griff’s back, as if he wanted to acknowledge Griffith’s claim on him in front
of everyone. 


Despite his earlier annoyance, Griffith put his
arm across Mark’s back and placed his hand on his hip. That was a lot of PDA,
he knew, but he was eighteen, with his first boyfriend, and he didn’t give a
fuck anymore that seeing them hug could make some people uncomfortable. At
least in this area of town, the likelihood of anyone actually confronting them
was as slim as Griffith’s chances to become a lawyer.


“I think you still need to grovel.”


“How about taking you out to movies and dinner?”


Griffith knew Mark didn’t mean it like that, but
the statement still made him uncomfortable. “You think I can be bought?”


Mark smirked and looped the thick scarf Griff had
given him for Christmas around his neck. “Only with kisses.”


Griffith had nothing to say to that. They were
just passing a communal garden, and he quickly opened the gate, ushering Mark
inside. There were boundaries of PDA that he didn’t want to cross, and in this
moment, he really wanted to be bought.


“What are you hungry for? Italian? Japanese? We
could get some sushi.” Mark entwined their cold fingers, but Griffith grabbed
the front of Mark’s coat and dragged him behind the nearest bush. He leaned in
for a kiss as soon as they were out of people’s sight, and the contact made
warmth trickle all the way to his heels.


Mark instantly deepened the kiss and squeezed
Griff’s ass with a groan that resonated through Griff’s entire body. Mark was
such a good kisser. His lips were impossible to resist. In the darkness of the
bushes, Griff felt a bit like a pervert, but he didn’t care. Was it so wrong to
want to get your hands on your boyfriend?


The sudden buzz in his pocket, all too close to
his groin, made him pull away, lips still open, head light and dazed, but as
the phone kept on calling, he excused himself and plucked it out.


It was his mum.


He hesitated before taking the call, and first
silently showed the screen to Mark, who encouraged Griff to answer. Griffith
hadn’t talked to his parents much since the catastrophic ‘intervention’ two
months ago, and as much as he didn’t want to care, their rejection was a thorn
in his flesh—not problematic enough to make him want to remove it but still
painful.


“Griffith?” Mother asked when he didn’t say
anything.


He cleared his throat and leaned against Mark,
keeping his hand on the sturdy shoulder as he spoke. “Hey, mum. How are you?” It’s
been two months, and you barely speak to me now that I’m gay and no longer
studying law.


The warm, steady presence of Mark’s hand on his
back gave him all the strength he needed for this conversation.


“I’m fine, thank you. How is work?”


Griffith hesitated for only a second. “Very good.
I came out, and everyone is okay with it.” So that wasn’t entirely true,
because there could still be some fallout, but his hopes were higher with each
passing minutes.


The silence was deafening. “You don’t have to rub
it in our faces every time, Griffith. There’s more to life than being gay,” Mum
said in the end.


He pressed his lips together and rolled his eyes
at Mark while pointing at the phone. “It kind of becomes a big deal when other
people around you treat it as an issue to address.”


“I was calling to ask if you would like to visit
us on Easter Sunday, but I can see that you can’t have a simple conversation
anymore without being rude.”


“I am rude? How am I rude? I just told you
I have no problems at work,” Griffith said before he could even rethink the
issue of the invitation. Mark gave him a soothing kiss on the top of the head,
but Griff was about to explode anyway.


“Even your tone is rude right now. I don’t
understand what’s happened to you, Griffith.”


He rubbed his face with one hand and took a deep
breath to calm down. How would he ever go back to having a healthy relationship
with his parents? “Nothing happened to me. I am trying to be honest with you.”


Mother exhaled deeply, as if this was tedious for
her. “Should I count you in for Easter Sunday, or not?”


Griffith looked at his feet in the grass. “Only if
I can come with Mark.”


“Why do you have to make it so difficult? Doesn’t
he have a family to go to?”


“I am his family,” Griffith barked, increasingly
annoyed by her attitude. He would not sink into his family’s clutches on his
own.


“Fine! But only if you behave yourselves. Our
family is not the Jeremy Kyle show!”


“I bet you told Charlotte the same thing when she
was about to introduce you to Chris,” Griffith said bitingly.


“Chris is—well, he is very different. I already
agreed, so you can put your snide comments in your pocket!”


He really wished to snap at her and tell her what
he thought of her attitude, but what was the point? The only way forward was to
gradually convince her that she was wrong about Mark. At the end of the day,
she was making an effort to reach out to him. “We’ll talk about it at
Easter.”


“Good, see you at Easter then.”


Griffith was glad when the conversation was over.
He put his phone back in his pocket and looked up at Mark. “We need to buy some
Easter eggs.”


Mark snorted and gave Griff a kiss. “You make it
sound very serious.” 


“Because I need to show that I’m making an effort
too. I’m thinking liquor-flavored eggs for Dad and something fruity for mum.
Charlotte can get what’s on sale.”


“We can do that today before dinner,” Mark
suggested, and with new determination in his heart, Griff resumed walking.


It was still daytime, but the streetlamps were
getting turned on one by one, adding a bit more light to the street. They
passed through a small park between the beautiful Georgian buildings and were
about to follow a road that would lead them to the Clifton Triangle when
Griffith spotted a man in a colorful vest. His initial reaction was to dismiss
him, as he didn’t appreciate street vendors or charity associates pulling him
into conversations he didn’t know how to politely end, but when Mark stopped,
so did he. When Griffith took his time looking at the stranger, he realized the
guy was selling a newspaper distributed by the homeless. The exchange between
the vendor and Mark didn’t take long, but Griffith was surprised to see a
twenty pound note change hands.


A part of Griffith melted at Mark having a big
heart, but he couldn’t help but feel bitter at the thought that he’d have to
work over two hours to earn that kind of money. No matter how hard he’d try to
make it as a performer, there was no guarantee he would succeed. And that meant
being stuck doing low-paying jobs forever. If he had actually tried learning to
enjoy law, his chances for a more financially secure future would have been
much higher. Now? He was stuck between Mark’s charity and his meager earnings.


“What if he uses that money to buy alcohol?”
Griffith asked once they were far enough from the man.


Mark raised his eyebrows. “I don’t know. I can’t
really make choices for him.”


“Yes but... aren’t you worried about this?”


“Not really. I’m more worried that it’s cold
tonight. Why does it bother you?”


Griffith pouted. “It doesn’t exactly bother me,
but that newspaper costs what? Three pounds? And you gave him much more. You’re
gonna say I get tips, but I work my ass off for them too, and they aren’t
usually so high.”


“Are you jealous of his situation? Would you swap?
Griff, I pay for the upkeep of your horse, and you’re bothered a
homeless guy gets a bit extra? Are you for real?”


Griffith stopped, suddenly struck how this likely
looked to Mark’s eyes, and the sense of shame pierced him to the bone. Mark had
told him he used to live on the streets, so what the hell had he been thinking
to criticize his charity in the first place. And if he was to be perfectly
honest with himself, the magazine vendor had done nothing to deserve Griffith’s
negative assumptions either. “N-no. I’m sorry. Maybe you’re right. I don’t know
him.”


Mark put his hands in his pockets, and as they
walked in silence, Griffith wasn’t sure what more to say either. He’d been
inconsiderate and judgmental, but that was the attitude he’d somehow absorbed
throughout his life. Hard-working people didn’t lose their homes. People who
slept in the streets were drug addicts or alcoholics—unemployable or unable to
hold a job. But the newspaper seller looked clean and perfectly normal. If
Griffith hadn’t known that this particular paper was sold by the homeless, he
wouldn’t have made any assumptions about him. 


And how did Mark fit into all that? Mark, who was
such a lovely person and who’d been through so much? Without him, Griffith
himself would have been on the verge of choosing between losing a decent living
standard and resigning himself to his parents’ wishes. It would have been so much
more difficult to follow his dreams if there was no one to catch him in case he
stumbled.


Griffith touched Mark’s forearm as they walked.
“I’m really sorry. I guess I’m just frustrated. I shouldn’t have said that.”


Mark reflected the gesture with a sigh. “It’s
funny when you agonize over getting the cheaper takeout, but I don’t like it
when you’re actually being a snob.”


“You think I’m a snob?”


Mark snorted. “You can be pretty judgmental. Don’t
get me wrong, nobody’s perfect, but you really hit a nerve this time.”


Griffith hugged Mark so hard they needed to stop,
and no matter how many excuses came to his mind, he didn’t want to push the
blame on his parents, the media or anything else. He had his own brain, and he
should have put more thought into his opinions. “How are you so great?”


Mark stroked Griff’s head and hugged him back
despite them being in the middle of a street. “I’m so, so far from perfect,
babe. I’ve done a lot of shit in my life. Maybe I’m trying to make up for it
when I can.”


Griffith eventually pulled away, sliding his hand
into Mark’s instead. “Like everyone.”


Mark stayed silent for a while, but nodded in the
end. “Exactly. Like everyone. Where do you want to buy the eggs?” he asked when
they approached the shopping area.


Griffith led Mark to his favorite chocolate store.
He loved their stuff, from actual chocolates to chocolate-scented cosmetics,
and he was glad to see a wide variety of Easter-themed sweets, some of them
classy, some more on the funny side. Last year, he’d gifted his parents a whole
basket with sweets and other chocolate-themed products, but the price of this
year’s version made hair stand up on his neck. Previously, he hadn’t even
looked at the price and paid with his card, but the cost of that thing was
ridiculous—he could have fed himself and Mark well for over a week on
its equivalent in money.


Just looking at it made his anxiety spin out of
control. Was this what his life would be like from now on? Penny pinching and
looking for deals? What next? Coupons?


“I’ll get something for Seth and Dom here. They
will love it,” Mark said with a smile, oblivious to the hurricane of emotion
going on inside of Griffith.


In an effort to calm down, Griffith stepped away
to look at a whole wall of small chocolate packages that were this store’s
usual fare, and each one cost as much as a good quality ready meal. How had he
never noticed that? No wonder there were so few customers actually buying stuff
here.


He licked his lips and returned to the seasonal
products, increasingly unhappy with every item he picked up. They were all
unreasonably expensive when compared to what Griffith made by working for an
hour carrying plates, memorizing ingredients, keeping a positive attitude, and
being polite even to people who acted incredibly rude. For the money he earned
doing so much he could afford maybe one package of Easter chocolates, and a
small one at that! Technically, he had enough cash in his account, but spending
it would have cut his budget for necessities. 


On the other hand, he needed to offer his parents
something nice after such a long time apart, and the products he could afford,
as nice as they were, just weren’t very impressive in terms of size. At the
supermarket, he’d seen large Easter eggs at much better prices, but if he
gifted his parents mass-market sweets, they would immediately see he’d hit a
rough patch.


Maybe he really was a snob.


“Which ones do you like?” Mark asked. He had such
a sweet tooth, and his smile hadn’t left his face since they entered the store.
How much savings did he actually have from the time he worked in his dads’
business? It was impolite to ask, so Griff had no idea.


He took a deep breath and stuck his hands in his
pockets, increasingly uncomfortable. Could he actually propose they split the
bill, after everything Mark was already doing for him? “Um, they might have
raised their prices since last time I’ve been here.”


What a dumb lie. But what was he to say?


Mark lowered his voice. “Yeah, it’s pretty
expensive. You wanna go somewhere else?”


Griffith exhaled and crossed his arms on his
chest, catching Mark’s eye only for a brief moment. “I just can’t believe how
little I can afford, even with you helping me so much. It’s not fair, but my
parents will think I’m poor, and they will attack me from that angle.”


And just like any other time, Mark was there for
Griffith, and stroked his back. “You’re doing your best. You’ve got a job,
you’re paying for studio space, and practicing for exams. Don’t beat yourself
up about it. It’s just chocolate. When I didn’t have any money and Dom bought
me a pack of fun-size Milky Ways, I felt like I’d won the jackpot.”


Griffith took a deep breath and briefly looked
around to see if there wasn’t anyone around before he spoke through the
tightness in his throat. “What if I made a bad decision? What if they are
right and I should just have a conventional career?”


“What if you never reach for your dreams?” Mark’s
voice was gentle, and he was so attentive to this needy moment of anguish it
was breaking Griff’s heart. Mark had been through so much more, yet he still
patiently leaned in to listen without judgment.


“What if I never reach my dreams?”


“Would that be worse than never trying? You’re
eighteen. You wouldn’t believe how much I’ve changed since I was eighteen, and
that’s just three years ago. You could always give yourself a deadline. Tell
yourself that you will give it your all for five years. Would you give up at
the first hardship? Because you’re embarrassed to give your family cheap
chocolate eggs?”


Griffith’s eyes stung, and he squeezed Mark’s
hand, swallowing the wave of tenderness that overcame him in the face of Mark’s
care. He promised himself that if he could afford one quality Easter gift, he
would offer it to Mark, not only because he loved Mark, but also because he was
so grateful for all his support.


“You’re right. They might think I’m cheap, but at
least I will be giving them things that I bought with my own money. And I know
I should be proud of that. Let’s go somewhere else.”


Mark smiled at him and didn’t even buy the chocolates
he’d chosen, so they both left empty handed, heading for a store full of much
cheaper chocolate in novelty boxes.


“I’m proud of you. You’re really proving to them
that dance is your passion,” Mark said as they walked into an aisle full of
seasonal gadgets. “But… if you ever needed some more support, don’t be
embarrassed to ask, okay?”


Initially, his words made Griffith smile, but then
his stomach twisted as if some invisible hand grabbed him and tried to squeeze
out all the juices. If he was to at least try to be his own man, he couldn’t
depend on charity in every area of his life.


“Don’t worry. I can make it. You’re already doing
so much for me,” he said softly, even though he so very much wanted to go back
to the lifestyle he was used to.


But instead, for the price of the liquor-flavored
praline set from the expensive store he chose five chocolate eggs from a far
less posh brand. Maybe he could elevate them with handmade packaging?











Chapter 26 - Mark


Mark needed a cigarette break to chill after the
tense welcome he and Griff received from the Elswoods. And that was with
Charlotte not even present yet. At least with the parents oblivious to the baby
drama, Mark got to spend some time with Allen again. It was such an odd thing,
since he was only twenty-one, and most people his age weren’t thrilled with the
perspective of playing with toddlers, but being around this sweet, outgoing kid
made Mark genuinely happy. They played with a wooden train, then went through a
couple of rounds of hide-and-seek, and Mark only left the house once Mrs.
Elswood took Allen for his midday nap.


He walked over the asphalt driveway, along damp
grass, and watched sheep lazily grazing beyond the fence. The weather wasn’t
all that great for Easter this year, but out here in the countryside, in the
privacy of a park belonging to Griffith’s parents, he should be able to relax,
even though the beautiful house felt like a hornet nest. As the wind blew curls
out of Mark’s forehead, he surveyed the vast nature around him, but when he
thought back to the chaos he’d brought into this family’s life, even that
couldn’t calm him down. With nerves eating him up, he called Seth.


The familiar face soon filled the screen of his
phone. Dressed in an apron, Seth had something warm-hued in his mortar, but he
grabbed the pestle and continued grinding while looking into the camera.


“Hi Mark! Sorry, we meant to call you a bit later.
Did you have a nice Easter breakfast?”


“We’re having a late one once Charlotte arrives.
Is Angelica still in the egg obsession phase?” He smiled when his sister squeed
somewhere off-screen. “I got Allen this egg with pretzels inside. He was over
the moon. Philip wasn’t impressed when Allen got chocolate all over his face.”


It was impossible to predict how things would unfold
in the future, but he hoped that Griffith’s family would accept him at some
point. He’d left to allow his boyfriend some time alone with his parents, but
now he was getting worried whether it had been a good decision. Then again, it
wasn’t like they’d abduct him. If Mark behaved, and the Elswoods understood
that he only wanted what was best for their son, maybe they would agree to let
them see Allen more often, maybe even take the boy for the weekend. After all,
Griffith was Allen’s uncle/brother, so there was nothing weird about him taking
care of the kid.


“Philip sounds like he doesn’t like fun,” Seth
said, but his attention was instantly drawn somewhere else, and Domenico
appeared in the image, holding up Angelica, who was dressed in a bunny costume.


“What is this? Why didn’t you call me?”


Mark took a long drag of smoke. “I just felt like
talking to Seth. What’s the big deal?”


Domenico frowned, ignoring Angelica, who gently
pulled at his hair before putting some of the strands into her mouth.


“Oh, so you don’t have to talk to me on Easter
Sunday now?”


Mark groaned and rubbed his forehead. “Seth? Can
you put a muzzle on him or something?”


Seth burst out laughing. “Oh, Mark… Sorry, that’s
not gonna work.”


Domenico only noticed Angelica was eating his hair
when he tried to put her down. He ducked out of sight with a scowl, only to
emerge with one that was even bigger. “What’s on your mind? And why are you
alone? I mean, nice sheep, but that’s not exactly the company I expect you to
keep at Easter.”


Mark shook his head with a smile and moved the
phone to show more of the field, and the house in the distance. “Nice, isn’t
it? But I’m guessing you already know this address, and you’ve seen the house
on Google Maps? I’m outside, hoping to catch Charlotte for a chat one-on-one.”


Domenico’s face was no longer animated. It froze
like concrete obscuring dead bodies forever. “She better not tell anyone what
happened. Make sure she still remembers I am watching her.”


“She never talked, and she won’t. But I hope we
understand each other that I’m handling this and no more meddling is needed?”
Talking to Domenico this way instantly pulled Mark back to times when the
decisions in his life had been about life and death, not which chocolate egg to
choose. He didn’t exactly miss that, but it was a good reminder that he could
never relax to the point of being careless. That knowledge kept him sharp.


“Dom’s learned his lesson. Haven’t you?” Seth
leaned over and kissed the side of Dom’s head.


Domenico rolled his eyes like an annoyed teenager.
“I won’t do anything until I have to, but that girl needs to grant you access
to your son. If you can’t make it happen, we will have to intervene.”


Mark sucked on the cigarette so hard he burned it
up all the way to the filter. “I will make it happen. It’ll just take
some time. It’s crazy how much he’s grown even in the two months I haven’t seen
him.”


Domenico briefly looked to the side when Angelica
happily yelped somewhere, but he very soon looked back into the camera. “Why
don’t you just take Charlotte on a trip to Argentina? We’d like to meet our
grandson, and Angelica should also know her nephew.”


Mark snorted. “Yeah, like that’s gonna happen.
Charlotte is never going to South America again. And with me on top of that?
She hates my guts.”


“Oh, come on! Just make it happen. I know you can
be persuasive.”


Seth wiggled his eyebrows in the background,
mixing something in a pot over the stove. “Like that time you talked Sara out
of her pants.”


Mark grinned at the memory and threw the cigarette
butt to the ground. “I’m a reformed man now.”


“Look at him,” Seth said, “all grown up, living
with a boyfriend, finishing school.”


Domenico shook his head. “Everything okay on that
front? Is he still fine with the fact that you have a kid with his sister?”


Mark pouted. “Why you gotta make it weird? He’s
fine with it. He understands. Because he’s lovely, supportive, and sweet. And
yes, it’s going great. He’s the best.” Better than best in fact. He was an
angel, and every night, Mark cuddled up to him and kissed his wings.


Seth whistled. “Someone’s getting defensive.”


Domenico smirked, staring at Mark. “He just likes
babies. Sweet and defenseless, like puppies.”


“Not getting any better on the ‘making it weird’
front. He’s eighteen, okay? Not that much younger than me, so the two of you
can back off about this. And yeah, he’s cute. I like cute. It’s so chill. No
unnecessary drama.”


Domenico looked at Seth, and some kind of
understanding passed between them. In Mark’s experience it could mean something
very good or very bad. “We need to meet him. Why don’t you come over in the
summer?”


Mark took his time considering this proposition.
Such a trip would most likely end up with some arguments, fallout, someone
offended, someone hurt. But then again, Griffith was bound to meet Mark’s dads
sooner or later, so maybe it would be good to just rip off that bandaid. 


“Maybe. But you know, when you were nice to him
last time, to pull all that intel out of him, he got the idea that you’re
actually, you know, nice. We all know you can’t keep up that act forever.”


Seth laughed even harder. “Ooh, buuurn, Dom! The
kid’s a smartass when he’s on the other side of the ocean.”


Domenico spread his arms wide. “Me? I can be very
nice. I can be the perfect gentleman to your boy. You two could bring Allen
with you.”


Mark shrugged. It sounded great on paper, but he
was doubtful anyone could convince Charlotte or her parents to entrust Allen to
Griffith and Mark for such a big trip. “I mean, he is Allen’s uncle/brother,
and there’s still a few months to go. Maybe things will get smoothed out by
then.”


Domenico rubbed his hands and briefly smiled at
Seth. “Don’t children sometimes disappear on vacation?”


Mark’s eye went wide. “Fuck me! You’re just the
worst, you know that? The. Worst.”


Seth bit back a smile. “I mean… it’s true, Mark.
Shit happens.”


That was it. Those two really were worthy of one
another.


Domenico spread his arms. “I want to be in touch
with my grandson. Is that a crime?”


“No, but kidnapping is. Anyway, I can hear a car.
I think Charlotte’s coming. Have a nice Easter and feed Angelica lots of
chocolate, okay?”


Domenico swallowed and raised his hand as if he
wanted to stop Mark from hanging up. “Can you call us later, so that we can see
him?”


“I’ll make it happen. He totally has my eyes,”
Mark said, and just the ability to say that was like an injection of pride
straight into his heart.


But when Mark spotted the black roof of the
approaching car, he disconnected and stood in the middle of the road.


The dark beige Mini Cooper emerged from between
the trees, evidently slowing down when the driver—Chris—spotted Mark, only to
suddenly come to a halt, as if something invisible emerged right in front of it
when Charlotte grabbed his arm. Mark started toward the vehicle, waving at
them, as if his presence was perfectly normal.


Charlotte sank deeper into her seat, but Chris
smiled and gave a small wave, as if they were acquainted. Ah, Chris. So
polite. Was he everything Charlotte had ever wanted? Was he on the rowing
team at university?


“Hey,” Mark said once Chris rolled down the
window. “Would you mind if I stole your fiancée for a sec?”


Chris glanced between Mark and Charlotte, his face
losing some of the polite smile, so Mark quickly filled in. “I’m Griff’s
boyfriend.”


“Yeah, sure. That okay, Charlie?” Chris asked as
he shook hands with Mark. Even his grip was considerate, nothing like the
dominant handshakes Domenico had taught Mark.


Charlotte licked her lips and straightened up in
her seat. She looked lovely with her hair in gentle waves and soft makeup that
stressed her youthful beauty. Regardless of her recent actions, Mark still felt
a pinch of nostalgia whenever they met. Even though he hated her sometimes, she
was still the first person he’d been ready to fight for.


“Yes... it’s about a surprise for Griff, isn’t
it?” she asked flatly.


Mark nodded. “Yep.” Funny how around Chris she
always seemed nicer and less inclined to cause a scene.


“I’ll be with you in a bit,” Charlotte told Chris
and gave him a kiss on the cheek before leaving the car.


He waved at her a final time before driving off
toward the parking area between the trees. Charlotte stood still next to Mark,
hands down the pockets of her coat. She only spoke once her fiancé’s vehicle
was out of sight. “You’ve got to have everything, don’t you? I don’t understand
why you insist on destroying my family.”


Mark crossed the road to reduce distance. “I don’t
want a war with you. I can see your life’s all peachy. All I want is to be in
touch with my kid.”


Charlotte sniggered, shifting her weight as if she
wanted to walk toward her home. “Isn’t it enough that you’re touching my little
brother and seeping poison against me into his ear?”


When she finally made up her mind about walking,
Mark followed, with new determination coursing through his veins. Spending the
morning with Allen had only reinforced the need to set things straight. Once
and for all. He’d done things few people would have stomached, and he would not
be isolated from his own flesh and blood.


“Griffith is very happy where he is, I assure
you.”


“Oh, I bet he is. For now. We’ll see how he feels
once he finds out the truth about you.”


Mark looked back toward the house to make sure no
one was looking and grabbed her arm. “Does Chris know the truth about
Allen?”


Charlotte froze, her shoulders curling so rapidly
the obvious display of fear made Mark let go. How was he to handle this without
breaking his own morals?


She opened her mouth and stepped away. She only
spoke once there was enough physical distance between the two of them. “He
knows I am his mother. Why?”


“You want me to go the DNA test route or
something? This is not a joke to me, Charlotte. I mean it. Like it or not, I’m
part of your family.”


Her pretty lips pursed before revealing white
canines that now looked surprisingly spiky. “You wouldn’t dare. If you tell
anyone, I will inform the police of what really happened back in Colombia!”


Enough was enough. Mark was done taking bullshit.
He approached her in two fast strides and made a point of breaching her
personal space. “Are you sure you want to do that? You are only safe because
your lips stay shut. Do you want to find out what Domenico would do if he knew
you even considered wielding threats like this? I might have a soft spot for
you, but the only thing he cares about is his grandson, so think very carefully
about what you will say next.” 


Charlotte went gray and swayed slightly, as if her
legs couldn’t support her weight. “Are you... threatening the mother of your
own child?”


“Only if you get in my way.”


Charlotte shut her mouth and swallowed, watching
Mark as if he were standing over her with a bomb. “I’m not keeping you away.
It’s only fair I also have conditions, and there’s only been one: leave my
brother alone.”


The tension was a physical presence in Mark’s
muscles, but he would not back down on this. “Only way I’m leaving him alone is
if he chooses to dump me. Which, I assure you, isn’t happening any time soon.”


“So you have no mercy for us? You’re just going to
destroy everything if I don’t do what you want? You are a vile human being,”
Charlotte said, with her tone gradually dropping.


Mark kept his own level and looked into her eyes,
feeling much calmer now that he was getting to her. “I promise you I will never
hurt neither Allen nor Griffith. I protect my family.”


“You will never be my family,” she growled before
rushing off toward the house, without as much as looking back to see if he
followed.


But he did, at a distance to give her space, but
he wouldn’t leave. He could smell weakness from a mile away, and she reeked of
it. Even if it took another few months, Mark would eventually see Allen on a
regular basis—with or without her presence.


The conversations Griffith had with his parents
while Mark was away couldn't have been pleasant if the relieved smile he had
for Mark was anything to go by. But now Mark was here, and so was Chris, which
meant everyone would be on their best behavior.


The dining table had been moved to the
conservatory, which was a fantastic idea, since Mrs. Elswood’s flowers were
already blooming in the garden. The glass walls ensured everyone was warm yet
their translucence created the impression of eating al fresco.


The gathering was small and intimate enough for
Griffith’s parents to cook and serve the food themselves instead of employing
staff for the occasion. Once everyone was seated though, the tension in the air
became so dense Mark felt like the chocolate egg display in the middle could
start cracking any minute. He and Charlotte were the only ones at the table who
had the complete perspective on the mess that had started over three years ago
in Colombia, so Mark made sure not to stare at Allen so much, but after being
away from him for over two months, he found if difficult to ignore his flesh
and blood.


The boy was unnervingly cute with his pink cheeks,
curly hair and funny faces, and remained the only person completely oblivious
to the odd atmosphere. And since he was at the age when he wanted to ask
innumerable questions about every single thing he laid his eyes on, the moments
of silence felt a little less awkward.


On the upside, Griffith sat next to Mark, and they
were free to touch legs under the table, as if everything was perfectly fine,
and no pent-up resentment hung in the air.


At least the food was delicious.


“Are these eggs local? My dad used to have
chickens, and those were the best eggs I ever had,” Mark tried, but it felt
like hitting his forehead against a wall of indifference.


Mrs. Elswood’s mouth stretched only as much as
politeness required, and not a fraction of an inch more. “Yes, I get them at
the farmer’s market every other Sunday.”


Chris smiled at Mark across the table, “Me and
Charlotte often have our Saturday lunch at the farmer’s market close to our
home. There’s this fantastic Indian stall there. They use no artificial
ingredients. Inexpensive and so good. Maybe the four of us could meet there for
lunch sometime?”


Charlotte’s lips thinned, and she must have
touched him out of sight, because Chris’s smile faltered, and he cleared his
throat. “At some point. Everyone is so busy now.”


Mark used to put down Chris in his mind a lot, but
maybe it was because of resentment. If anything, he now felt kinda sorry for
the guy. Chris was perfectly nice, and sensing the tension even tried to bring
Charlotte and her brother together. It said something about the guy’s
character.


Mark nodded and nudged Griff with his elbow.
“Yeah, someday. Griff loves all that organic, local, ethically sourced stuff.”


Griffith smiled at him so sweetly it wiped away
all of Mark’s lingering thoughts about Charlotte’s behavior. “Yes, we try to
eat well. Mark makes this fantastic breakfasts.”


“Nan,” Allen said to Mrs. Elswood, moving about in
his chair as if he physically couldn’t sit still. “How is eggs breakfast, but
pancakes are breakfast too?”


Mark smiled, unable to tear his eyes away from
Allen’s inquisitive expression. The few times that he’d been allowed around
him, he noticed that Allen’s vocabulary was quite advanced for his age, and it
made him proud that maybe his genes played a part in it.


Mrs. Elswood stalled and thought about it for a
while. It was painfully obvious that even though it was Charlotte’s parents who
raised Allen, they were still very much the grandparents. “Hard to say,
sweetie.”


Mark leaned over to the boy and winked. “It’s
‘breakfast’ if it’s in the morning, but I’m confused about a lot of things all
the time. Griffith still has to teach me about this stuff, and I’m twenty-one.
I mean there’s a biscuit, there’s a cookie, there’s a scone… How do you tell
one from the other, right?”


Mrs. Elswood, who’d only had sulfuric smiles for
Mark so far, now seemed more genuine. “You are very good with children.”


Griffith beamed, as if the compliment were
directed at him. “Mark has a sister around Allen’s age.”


Even Mr. Elswood finally looked up at Mark with
resigned politeness. “That’s nice.”


Mark took that as encouragement. “I’ve always
wanted to have a big family.”


Charlotte abruptly tossed her napkin on the table.
“He’s good with Allen, because it’s his kid. Happy? Now everyone knows!” She
glared at Mark, ignorant of Chris leaning away from her with his mouth open.


An earthquake would have affected the mood less
drastically.


Mrs. Elswood took a good few seconds to recover,
and it was for the better because Mark’s head was empty too. “Is this true?”
she choked out in the end.


Next to Mark, Griffith went stiff, but he didn’t
hesitate and curled his hand on top of Mark’s where everyone could see it. “How
can you be so inconsiderate of everyone?” he asked his sister, pinning her with
his gaze from across the table.


“Me? I am inconsiderate? It’s you who dates him,
even though you’ve known about this for a long time now!”


Chris, who at this point was white as the icing on
the cake in the middle, pointed his hand at Mark. “He is the guy you had
Allen with? And you didn’t tell me?”


Charlotte shot up, slamming her dainty fingers
against the table so hard the cutlery jangled. “I don’t owe you every single
detail from my past. I thought we had established that much already.”


Chris leaned back, touching his chest. “Don’t you
think you could have told me beforehand? I—I don’t know what to say.”


Mrs. Elswood gave a helpless, dramatic sound that
seemed to come straight from her chest and resonated in the bright room even
when she covered her face. “Oh, my God... we are a family from the
Jeremy Kyle show!”


Charlotte raised her hands, as if she were about
to pray to the heavens. “Sorry, Mum. But I just can’t deal with this right
now.” She walked off without another word, and Chris was quick to get up too.


“I’m sorry, I’ll go talk to her,” he said, but
still looked back at Mark with his eyes wide. The friendly facade was gone.


Mark’s heart rattled like crazy, but Allen’s
distressed frown drew him in. “Hey, it’s okay, don’t be scared.”


Griffith chewed on his lip and pointed at the
display of Easter sweets. “Do you want to break the big chocolate egg already
and see what’s inside?” he asked the boy.


Mr. Elswood licked his lips and poured himself
some port, which he drank in one gulp. “Good idea. How about you take him
somewhere else, Griffith?”


Griff’s lips remained open. “Oh... no, I meant
here. I can help Allen with the egg here,” he said, standing up and
reaching for the largest egg, which had a beautiful red sheen to it.


Mark was endlessly grateful, because as much as he
believed he could handle Griff’s parents, stay alone with them seemed
comparable to getting strapped to a chair and having a flashlight pointed at
his eyes.


Mark swallowed, fighting through the sensation of
hot and cold needles piercing the skin of his nape. “So… that cat’s out of the
bag. I wanted to leave disclosing this up to Charlotte. I can see she’s made up
her mind.”


Allen looked down at the egg Griff had put into
his hands, but then back at everyone else. “Is Mummy angry?”


It was all too much for his little head, so Mark
leaned over and stroked the curls which, just like his, wouldn’t stay flat.
“No, it’s all good. Your mommy just needs some fresh air. But it’s all good,
because I’m your dad, and I will see you very often.” Mark’s whole chest
overflowed with joy when he got to say those words. He used to think he’d be
happy enough to simply interact with Allen, but having the boy know who Mark
was brought peace into Mark’s heart. All the important cards were finally on
the table.


Allen’s face was full of wonder, as if he’d just
learnt the truth about the origins of the universe. And in a way, that was
exactly what happened, only on a smaller scale. “My daddy?”


Griffith took a deep breath and let a chocolate
egg roll over the table as he pulled up Allen out of the baby chair. “Yes. Do
you want to sit with your daddy?” he asked, slowly strolling along the emptied
side of the table. It was a lovely gesture, but every step Griffith took made
Mark more eager to take Allen for him. Griffith was holding the boy all wrong,
as if he’d never handled him before.


“Looks like it,” Mrs. Elswood said stiffly,
watching Mark take Allen into his lap as if the gesture were a personal insult
to her. 


The boy wrapped his arms around Mark’s neck and
twisted his head to look at his grandparents. “Is this a present, Nan?” he
squeed, melting Mark’s heart further.


“Yes, and you get to keep me forever,” Mark said,
holding the small body against his chest while his heart beat out of control.


“That’s enough now, Allen,” Mr. Elswood said,
watching the scene with a deep frown. It was beyond difficult to say what he
was really thinking under the stoic exterior.


Mark couldn’t even care anymore. “I know I’ve made
it all complicated,” he said, slowly turning with Allen in his arms, so that he
could see the Elswoods better. “But I do love your son, and I am Allen’s
father. It’s as simple as that.”


Griffith’s hands slid to Mark’s shoulders and
squeezed them gently. And as often as Mark felt like Griffith’s protector, now
he was grateful for this presence behind his back.


Mr. Elswood exhaled. “Don’t think you won’t have
to explain your actions.”


His wife was closer to rolling her eyes than Mark
had believed she could ever be. “Dear, can this not wait until Allen goes to
sleep?”


It must have struck a nerve, because Mr. Elswood
actually pulled the napkin out of his lap and tossed it on the table. “Of
course, my dear, because we are having such a marvelous time! What are
we going to find out next? That he was the one to break the glass in Stephen’s
door?”


Mark felt a flush of heat on his nape, but Mr.
Elswood must have only used that example as a rhetorical device, as he didn’t
follow up.


His wife rubbed her temple as if she were getting
a headache.


Mark kissed the top of Allen’s head. “I’m sorry
Charlotte chose a moment like today, but I’m not sorry she admitted it. I want
to be a part of his life.” He swallowed hard, but Griff’s touch was an infusion
of strength. “In a few years, when we know each other well as family, I might
even want shared custody.”


Griffith’s fingers twitched on Mark’s shoulders,
but he didn’t say anything, and a moment later, sank his chest down, pulling
Mark into a tight hug. 


Mr. Elswood stayed silent, but he seemed to just
process it all in resignation. Unlike the last time they’d met, there was no
anger on his face.


Mark took a deep breath, still in disbelief that
he was holding an almost three-year-old child in his hands, and that Allen was
his. Despite all the tension, the family drama at the table, he couldn’t have
been happier. Griffith stood by him, Charlotte had admitted defeat, and even if
this situation was far from perfect, he would be building a family of his own
alongside Dom, Seth, and Angelica.











Chapter 27 - Griffith


Griffith was in that strange state between perfect
happiness and fear that the bundle of nerves in his chest would explode and
taint his mood for the remainder of his stay. A kid? A kid in his house? That
wasn’t exactly how he’d imagined his early twenties, but then again, Mark did say
‘in the future’, so things could still change. For now, he chose to roll with
it and sat in a wicker chair next to his dad while Mum and Mark helped Allen
find all the eggs hidden in their garden. Despite the awkward silence, he chose
to try relaxing as he watched the colorful flowers move with the breeze. The
sun was gently caressing his skin, and as he listened to the soothing baritone
in the distance, he simply let himself enjoy the moment.


“So, how is it going?” Father finally asked, and
it couldn’t have sounded any stiffer even if he’d swallowed a broom.


Griffith smiled at him nevertheless, happy that
for once Dad chose a neutral topic. “Quite good. The first days were difficult,
but I enjoy standing on my own two feet.” When he said it out loud, he really
did fill with pride, even if the gifts he could buy his family were meager in
comparison to what he used to afford. What mattered was that he’d bought them
with money he’d earned himself.


Father grumbled something and had some more port.
“And you still want to go to dance school or something of that sort?”


Griffith swallowed hard and rubbed his hands on
his thighs as his anxiety spiraled all the way to the ceiling. “Yes. I spend
all my time off practising.”


Father stayed silent for a while that made all the
hairs on Griff’s arms bristle. “If you pass the exams, you can have the flat
back. It has the dance room. Wouldn’t make sense for you to spend extra money
on that. But you will have to pay the fees yourself.”


Griffith beamed, suddenly at a loss as to what he
should do. His father had never been a fan of physical intimacy, so while with
anyone else this situation would have called for a hug, he squeezed Dad’s
shoulder instead. “Thank you. I will make it, you’ll see.”


Father nodded, watching Allen put another one of
his findings into the basket Mark carried behind him.


Griff looked at his phone when it buzzed,
expecting a text from Nisha, but the message was from Charlotte, and in her
dramatic style, it only said: [Meet me at the bridge].


He licked his lips, contemplating for a moment
whether it was worth it, considering that she likely only wanted to hurl more
abuse at Mark, but in the end he stood up and excused himself


Griffith circled the house and continued along the
driveway. He spotted Charlotte as soon as he walked past the curve of the road
beyond the parking area. A long stretch of the road was left bare, with the
sheep contained on one side and large yet scattered trees on the other, so he
could see her as if she were a single pea on an empty plate. Pacing from one
side of the small bridge from the other, she seemed harmless, but the moment
Griffith thought back to the vile way she’d behaved toward him and Mark in the
past few months, he was close to backing away.


Too late. She’d already seen him, and by the time
she waved Griffith’s way, he’d resigned himself to the upcoming conversation
and approached her at a faster pace.


“Where’s Chris?” he asked once he was close
enough. Chris was kind of boring, definitely not the type of person Griffith would
have liked to spend time with, but he did recognize that for all his faults in
terms of temperament, Chris was a good person and genuinely cared for
Charlotte. And now Griffith felt bad for him. He didn’t deserve to find out
about the whole mess the way he had.


Charlotte faced him, her beautiful hair and coat
floating with the breeze so perfectly it wouldn’t have been out of place in a
romantic movie. But one thing didn’t fit the image—the denim baseball cap she
was clutching to her chest. Somewhat worn, with threads sticking out of the
jaguar embroidered at the front, it had seen a lot of use some years back.


Charlotte drew in a sharp breath and shook her
head. “Chris is in the house. I can’t focus on his feelings right now. I’m
freaking out.”


Griffith stopped a few paces from her, feeling a
bit cold now, since unlike in the garden—here the breeze was flowing freely all
the way under his clothes. “He loves you. I’m sure he’ll come around.”


Her features stiffened, with her eyes puffing up
as if she were about to cry. “Griff, this isn’t about Chris. I don’t even know
how to explain this so that you understand. Mark isn’t who you think he is.”


Not this again.


Griffith patted both his palms against his hips to
let go of at least some of the frustration soaking his entire body. “Oh, come
on! Can’t you let this go? I love him. Nothing you say is going to change
that.”


“But, Griff… I know we’ve had our differences this
past year, but you need to know about his past so that you can make an informed
decisio—”


Griffith shook his head as anger rose deep inside
and threatened to overflow. He would not allow anyone to badmouth Mark over the
past he himself was so ashamed of. “No, Charlotte! He told me. And yes, his
life was nothing like ours, but everyone deserves a second chance. He is a good
person at heart, and he is everything I need. You have to stop trying to put an
end to our relationship. I know the thing with Allen is weird. It makes me
uncomfortable too, but what’s done is done!”


Charlotte pressed her lips tightly together and
wouldn’t look into Griff’s eyes, facing the stream under the bridge instead.
“Fine. If you know everything, and you’re still okay with it, then this is the
last time I’ll ever speak about it, but that guy is poison, so don’t come
crying to me when it all blows up in your face. He gave me this when I was
leaving Colombia. You can have it. I’m done,” she said grimly and stretched out
her hand, offering Griffith the cap.


He took it before glancing at his sister with
growing resentment. He’d always believed Charlotte was a bit shallow but
judging someone over being homeless and forced into prostitution by
circumstances was a new low. Still, he took a deep breath, intent on staying
civil. “Okay. Let’s just move on. Why don’t you come back and play with Allen?
He must miss you, and I’m sure Mum and Dad want to talk to you as well.”


Deep down, Griffith hoped that maybe she wasn’t
really so bigoted. Maybe it was a case of harboring feelings for a past lover,
and she was simply torn over the guy she wanted and the guy she felt she
needed? As much as he resented her sometimes, Charlotte was still his sister,
and he hoped she would eventually come around.


Charlotte nodded, but said nothing as she started
toward the house, discreetly rubbing her eyes. Griffith swallowed, feeling an
odd heaviness in his heart. The situation was fucked-up—he knew—but at the end
of the day he hadn’t taken Mark away from her. She’d rejected him from the
start, and it wasn’t fair of her to expect that he turned his back on love
because of her past. People changed, and so did their expectations. Maybe, with
time, all the hard feelings would disperse.


Unwilling to prod, he followed her in silence, all
the way to the garden where Allen was already busy eating his bounty. Mark sat on
a wicker sofa with the boy in his lap and talked to someone he was seeing on
the screen of his phone. Was he introducing Allen to his fathers?


Griff sped up to be in the picture and Mark gave
him a wide smile the moment their eyes met. “Allen’s meeting Angelica.”


Griffith briefly looked toward the house and saw
his parents talking over tea, way more animately than they usually were. He
could have called them over, but in all honesty, it was too early to arrange a
meeting between both sets of Allen’s grandparents.


Griffith sat down next to Mark and waved at the
screen, spotting Domenico’s modelesque face right away. “Happy Easter!”


Domenico raised his brows and gave a short laugh.
“He’s cute as a puppy.”


Griffith patted Allen’s head. “Of course he is!
Looks just like his daddy.”


Seth snorted. “He meant you.”


“Don’t listen to them,” Mark said and put his arm
around Griff, replacing the chill with the warmth of his body. “But yes, he is
adorable.”


Griffith flushed, unsure how to interpret that
kind of compliment, but maybe baby gays like him were cute to men over ten
years older. He could take that.


“I don’t think we were properly introduced, Mr.
Seth. Mark talks about you all the time. And I assume it’s you whom I should be
grateful for all those breakfasts to bed.” There. He would unleash the whole
extent of his charm.


Domenico snorted. “Come on, we’re not fifty.
Domenico and Seth is fine.”


Seth nodded quickly, leaning forward and taking up
the majority of the screen. “It’s great to meet you, Griffith. I’m happy our
boy got himself such a catch.”


“He took his time picking and choosing,” Domenico
said with a smirk.


“Oh, my God, shut it,” Mark hissed.


Griffith lowered his voice. “What does he mean?”


“He means it took a special kind of man to get me
hooked.” Mark wiggled his brows and pressed a kiss to his lips. Griff was still
a bit uneasy about tenderness in front of an audience, but then again, Domenico
and Seth didn’t seem bothered by boundaries of polite conversation.


“Mark told us you’re a dancer?” Seth asked.


Griffith smiled and leaned closer to Mark, his
excitement growing in proportion to the interest they were showing. “Not a
professional yet but on my way. Mark could film me and show you the recording
sometime. If you’d like that, of course.


Domenico nodded. “You must be really flexible.”


Mark hid his face in his hand. “Please stop.
Griff, ignore him.”


Seth spread his arms with a grin. “He’s just
complimenting. As a dancer, Griffith is surely very athletic.”


“Are you a professional chef? You know so many
recipes,” Griffith tried to change the topic.


Domenico made a loud ha sound and pulled
Seth closer. “A rising star of the culinary world.”


Seth grinned. “Flattery. You’d have to taste it
for yourself, Griff. Has Mark invited you over to Buenos Aires for the summer
yet?”


Mark peeked out from behind his fingers and
squeezed Griff’s shoulder, almost absent-mindedly grabbing the chocolate shell
of a large egg that Allen almost dropped to the ground. “I haven’t had the
chance yet.”


Griffith swallowed, overcome with a sudden
dizziness. He was in. Mark’s parents wanted to host him. “Really? Thank you. I
can’t wait to finally meet both of you in person. But... I don’t want to
impose, of course.”


Domenico waved it off. “Don’t worry. We’re going
to give you a tour. Hope you can swim. We might rent out a yacht for a few days
so we can just relax on the ocean and get to know each other.”


Griffith wasn’t entirely sure what kind of boat
would be convenient for both them and Mark’s parents. A proper yacht, surely,
but those were very expensive. “Oh. Yes, yes I do.”


“I swim too!” yelled a little girl’s voice from
somewhere off screen.


“I swim, I swim!” Allen joined the cacophony.


Mark laughed. “Okay, now wave at your
ridiculously-young grandpas!”


Allen did. With both hands, and Griff made sure to
be in the picture too just before they all finished the video call.


“They’re so... intense,” Griffith said, staying
with his head on Mark’s shoulder. He wasn’t sure whether the demeanor of the
Vincitores fascinated or exhausted him.


“And they’re ten times that in person. Very loud.”


Griffith smiled, thinking of Mark’s mannerisms—the
way he talked with his hands sometimes, how he liked expressing opinions
without embellishments, to the point of being rude. Griff was positive he now
knew where that had come from.


He exhaled and pushed into Mark’s arms as soon as
Allen ran off toward his grandparents. ”Say, about this holiday…”


“You don’t want to go? I get it, it’s a bit soon.”



Griffith looked up and gave Mark a peck on the
cheek. “No, I do! I just... you already spend so much money to support me. I’d
hate to be a burden to your parents, too. I can’t really afford a holiday right
now.”


“No, no! If you want to go, I can pay, it’s okay.
Only fair if it’s a visit with my family.” 


Griffith exhaled. “No, I can’t allow that. This
will really get expensive. It’s way beyond adding a little bit more cash to the
grocery budget.”


Mark frowned, calculating something in his head.
“I’ve got to tell you something about Seth, but it’s a secret, okay?


Griffith nodded and found Mark’s hand, squeezing
it gently. Nothing could have prepared him for what he heard next.


“He’s Secret Chef. The Secret Chef. We
really can afford to have you come over.”


Griffith leaned back, waiting for Mark to pull a
stupid face, but no—he was serious. “Are you kidding me? It’s his recipes Mum
used today.”


“He’s the guy. The cookbook, the website, all
that. And I… I really have a lot of savings from the time I worked with them in
transit. Don’t worry about money.”


Griffith’s brain backtracked, but the time for
this question had come. “I know this is super rude, but... how much money do
you actually have?”


Mark rubbed Griff’s ear with his thumb. “You know
the rent on my apartment? There is none. The place belongs to met. Does that answer
your question?”


Griffith knew how much his parents had paid for
their flat in the same building, and prices had risen since then. “What? Why
are you driving a secondhand car then?”


This time it was Mark who looked confused. “What?
You don’t like my car? I’m not a fan of drawing attention to myself.”


Oh, crap. “No, that’s not what I meant. I
mean... when people have so much cash, they usually... have different cars,” he
said flatly. Though in truth he wasn’t very fond of Mark’s car. It was... fine.
“And don’t shop in Lidl.”


Mark stared him down. “I like their stuff.”


God, Griffith should have kept his mouth shut.
“I’m just... surprised. You still have so many secrets, and I kept worrying
that I’m straining your budget.”


“I told you it was fine. Just trust me,” Mark
said, gently tapping Griffith’s nape to make him lean in for a kiss.


Griffith swallowed, thinking back to how much
effort it cost him to have this Sunday off for Easter. He’d practically begged
the manager to let him go and meet his new nonexistent nephew, whose imaginary
parents had come over all the way from Scotland for the weekend only. Not being
in control of his time was the worst aspect of having a job, especially one he
didn’t care for.


And while he was struggling with this, Mark never once
suggested Griffith could stop stressing. He could be so weird sometimes. “You
know, with all the exams approaching, I will have to put all my energy into
training. I like working”—he did not—“but sometimes I’m left so exhausted that
my focus isn’t the best.”


Mark smirked. “Oh?” He knew exactly where this was
going. So what? If Griff happened to accidentally land a rich boyfriend, was it
so wrong to share that wealth?


Griffith slowly moved his arms around Mark and put
his chin on his shoulder, capturing his gaze on the leash of his blue eyes.
“What if I reduced my hours?” he asked, so embarrassed he could hardly stand
it, but his future was on the line.


“Then you’d have to make me coffee every morning
to pay your way.” Mark leaned down and gave him a kiss.


Griffith gasped at the spark of electricity
between their lips and pressed his knees against Mark’s thigh.


He couldn’t wait to put his life on the right
track. With Mark at his side, failure was not an option.











Epilogue - Mark


With Griffith having rehearsals for an amateur play
he was dancing in, Mark visited Allen on his own. It was far from an ideal
situation, since the wall between him and the Elswoods was still sky-high, but
he’d long learnt how to deal with people who didn’t like him. 


Allen on the other hand was a bundle of joy, and
dealing with the cold attitude from the grandparents was nothing if it meant
Mark could interact with his kid. The need to be around him was an itch that he
tried to scratch at least once a week. But it was a long drive so even now that
his classes were finished for the summer and he’d passed all his exams, he
couldn’t go all the time.


It was hard to say what the future would be like,
but he’d made plans with Griffith that at some point in August they’d stay at
his parents’ for a week. Mark was already making a list of all the day trips
they could do with Allen.


He parked in his favorite spot, in the shadow of a
large tree on the edge of the communal garden, and rushed past the gate, eager
to speak with Griffith after an entire day without him. The play was premiering
in less than a week, so he was curious of any gossip he could hear over dinner.


So many months into the relationship, and Mark
still got those fuzzy feelings that forced him to move quicker, just so he
could kiss his boy and feel Griff’s arms around his neck that bit sooner.


“Hey! I’m back!” he yelled once he stepped into
the apartment they shared.


He was surprised to hear only silence, even though
the warm, meaty scent in the air was proof that Griffith had something in the
oven. Mark was halfway through removing his sweatshirt and shoes when his ears
picked up soft, languid footsteps. When he raised his gaze, Griffith stopped
halfway down the hallway with an expression that couldn’t mean anything good.


Mark instantly straightened up and walked over to
Griff, ready to fight against all and any worries he might have. “Everything
okay, sweetie? What’s up?”


Griffith pulled his teeth over the plump bottom
lip, looking so helpless Mark wanted to swipe him into his arms right away.


“I got into ballet school.”


“That’s amazing, baby!” Mark grinned and hugged
him tight, his heart skipping a beat with joy. He would have hated to see
Griffith agonize over his dreams getting crushed. He would have been there to
pick up the pieces, but this was so, so much better. “Aren’t you happy?”


Griffith licked his lips. “Yes, but it’s in
London.”


“Oh.” Mark’s brain started working at record
speed. He’d barely found The One and now they’d have to… what? Have a long
distance relationship? He swallowed and gave Griff a little kiss on the lips.
“Is that the school you most want to get into?”


Griffith exhaled loudly, as if he’d been holding
his breath all this time. “Mark, this is the ballet school. I’ll have a
shot at becoming a professional, dancer in Covent Garden, maybe. I didn’t think
they would actually consider me at this age.” He rubbed his face and rested his
forehead against Mark’s shoulder.


As soon as those words were said, Mark stroked
Griff’s head, knowing that they’d have to make it work somehow. No way in hell
was Mark allowing his sweetie to not get everything he wanted. “You have to do
it then.”


Griffith gave a shuddery gasp and slid his arms
around Mark, clinging to him even tighter. “But you’d be farther away from
Allen.”


How on earth could Mark deny those pretty blue
eyes? He swallowed, calculating how many more hours it would take to drive
there from London. Because he couldn’t bear a long-distance relationship. “Not
that much. What? Forty minutes more if the traffic isn’t bad.” He gave Griffith
another kiss.


Griff hugged Mark tighter and finally looked at
him again, pressing the tips of their noses together. “You mean that? Could we
move? I promise I’ll be the best boyfriend you could ever have!”


“Your coffee game is almost as strong as your
blowjob game, so I’m not sure there’s much room for improvement.” Few things
made Mark feel as good as seeing that awe for him burn in Griff’s eyes. “We’ve
got the whole summer to work it out.”


Griffith whined and got to his toes before lifting
his feet off the floor and climbing Mark like a baby monkey. Mark grabbed his
buttocks without thinking, and between one warm gasp on his lips and another,
he knew already that he would move his entire life as long as it meant he could
stay with Griffith.


“I love you. You are the absolute best,” Griff
whispered. 


“I love you too. There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for
you. I’ll even go watch your play.” He nipped on Griff’s cheek. He was only
teasing, to not seem like a pushover, but in reality he’d go see Griff perform
even if it was a four-hour experimental opera where the music was made by
hitting trash cans.


Griffith laughed and held on harder when Mark
moved toward the living room. “I hope I’m not going to be the worst recruit.
Everyone in class will be younger than me, or more experienced.”


“You’ve gotta toughen up. But you know I’ll be
there to massage out the bruises. I’m so proud of you.” Mark kissed Griff’s
sweet lips, slowly adjusting to the idea that they’d be moving. He didn’t have
that much time to find a college to transfer to, but he would work it out. He’d
have to sell his current apartment, but judging by the rapid tempo in which the
Bristol property market moved, it shouldn’t take all that long.


“I’ll try. This whole thing makes me really
nervous. But I’ll do my best so that you can see me perform in lead roles
someday.”


“But I’ve got to get front row seats.” Mark kissed
him once more. “So after the play you’re doing now… could we have a nice long
vacation in Buenos Aires?”


Griffith groaned, rolling his eyes, but his face
spread into a smile when Mark rolled him on the sofa. “You’re joking. I’d have
to quit my job to get that much vacation in one piece.”


Mark watched him for a moment. He knew Griff hated
his job, so he’d likely only stuck with the part-time hours to not feel like a
leech. Mark didn’t care. If it weren’t weird, he’d have showered him with gifts
every single day. “I mean… you’ll have to quit anyway if we’re to move to
London…”


The blue eyes twinkled when Griffith nuzzled Mark’s
nose. “You’re so smart.”


Mark smiled at his prince. “How much time do we
have until the food is ready?”


“Enough.”


 


Domenico and Seth’s story will be continued in book 9


 


(Post-credits scene further on)












PATREON


 


Would you like more “Guns n’ Boys”? Like a scene
of Domenico and Seth choosing Giulia as their nanny, the day Angelica was born,
or Dom and Seth finding out about Miguel’s dark secret? Or photos of the place
of Mark and Griffith’s first date?


Look no further! We now have a Patreon account! 


 


https://www.patreon.com/kamerikan


 


As a patron, you will have access to flash
fiction with the “Guns n’ Boys” characters and those from other books, plus you
can get a special treat - the beginning of “Guns n’ Boys: He is Poison” as seen
by Domenico Acerbi. 15,000 words rewritten in his point of view and containing
extra storylines. NOT digital, but printed and sent to you!


 


If you love the series, we will appreciate
support on Patreon to keep it going. These books are niche, and with each new book in a series, a part of the
readership disappears. Some readers choose to not read a series until it’s
finished, some even pirate the books, killing the possibility of writing this
series more than once a year. With your help, we will be able to publish “Guns
n’ Boys” much more frequently, and you get lots of perks and fun content. 


Win-win!


 


Other things to
anticipate on our Patreon:


Early cover
reveals


Illustration


Crossover fiction


Alternative
Universe fiction


Swag


Cut scenes


Posts about our
writing process


Polls


And more!


 
















 


 


Thank you for purchasing our book.


 


If you enjoyed your time with our story, we would
really appreciate if you took a few minutes to leave a review on your favorite
platform. It is especially important for us as self-publishing authors, who
don’t have the backing of an established press. It makes the book more
appealing to potential readers and helps others make an informed decision when
considering a purchase.


 


Not to mention we simply love hearing from
readers! :)


 


kamerikan@gmail.com












NEWSLETTER


If you’re interested in our upcoming releases,
exclusive deals, extra content, freebies and the like, sign up for our
newsletter.


SIGN
UP or go to


http://kamerikan.com/newsletter


 


We promise not to spam you, and when you sign
up, you can choose one of the following books for FREE. Win-Win!


 


Road of No Return by K.A. Merikan


Guns n’ Boys Book 1: He is Poison by K.A.Merikan


All Strings Attached by Miss Merikan


The Art of Mutual Pleasure by K.A. Merikan


 


Please, read the instructions in the welcoming
e-mail to receive your free book :)


Kat&Agnes AKA K.A. Merikan


kamerikan@gmail.com


http://kamerikan.com


http://twitter.com/KA_Merikan


https://uk.pinterest.com/KAMerikan/











About the author


K.A. Merikan are a team of writers who try not to
suck at adulting, with some success. Always eager to explore the murky waters
of the weird and wonderful, K.A. Merikan don’t follow fixed formulas and want
each of their books to be a surprise for those who choose to hop on for the
ride.


 


K.A.
Merikan have a few sweeter M/M romances as well, but they specialize in the
dark, dirty, and dangerous side of M/M, full of bikers, bad boys, mafiosi, and
scorching hot romance.


 


FUN
FACTS!


- We’re Polish


- We're neither sisters nor a couple


- Kat's fingers are two times longer than
Agnes's.


 


e-mail: kamerikan@gmail.com


 


More information about ongoing projects, works
in progress and publishing at:


K.A. Merikan’s author page: http://kamerikan.com


Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/KAMerikan


Patreon: https://www.patreon.com/kamerikan


Twitter (run by Kat): https://twitter.com/KA_Merikan


Agnes Merikan’s Twitter: https://twitter.com/AgnesMerikan


Goodreads: http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/6150530.K_A_Merikan


Pinterest: http://www.pinterest.com/KAMerikan/
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Heart Ripper – Coffin Nails MC


K.A. Merikan


 


—- You always want what you can’t have. —-


 


David. Catholic. Gay. Set on keeping his
purity ring.


Raja. Biker. Manwhore. Never refuses a
bet.


 


David has always tried to be the best son
his parents could dream of. 


Always at church on Sunday. 


Always eager to help with the garden. 


Always trying his best at school. 


Prim, proper, innocent, and kind.


 


But deep inside of him, there is a yearning
planted by the devil himself, and when a cocky, foul-mouthed biker pulls him a
step too far, David doesn’t fall into the abyss. He leaps.


Raja is all he’s ever dreamed of, yet didn’t dare
voice. Older, dangerous, a wall of muscle with a grip so strong David can’t
resist him no matter how hard he tries.


 


As a freshly appointed president of a motorcycle
club on the verge of ruin, Raja has a lot to live up to. Being gay doesn’t
do him any favors in terms of commanding the respect of his men. He has his way
of compensating though.


Always first in a fight.


Always bragging about his sexual conquests.


Always up for a bet.


Daring, tattooed, sexy, and unapologetic.


 


After he boasts he can have any man he wants, he
gets challenged to hook up with the preppy guy wallflowering at a party. Raja
can’t wait to pop the innocent cutie’s cherry. But when he finds out the guy is
his friend’s younger brother, life gets a whole lot messier. 


 


Why is the one guy who should be off-limits
always the most tempting?


 


POSSIBLE SPOILERS:


 


Themes: Outlaw motorcycle club, organized crime, religion,
homophobia, bet, good boy meets bad boy, coming out


Genre: M/M romance, suspense


Length: ~100,000 words (Standalone novel)


 


WARNING: This book contains steamy content and graphic
violence.











Post-credits Scene (Shaun)


One year later.


 


Shaun didn’t hate those kinds of jobs. Sure, they
were kinda boring when the person you were tailing spent too much time in one
place or didn’t have a fixed schedule, but he was here with his mates, so it
was alright all in all. And since the assignment involved two rich bum-boys who needed to be transported from point A to point B,
he was expecting it to be easy money. The two lovebirds wouldn’t even know what
hit them. He hoped they wouldn’t have to break the dancer’s legs. His daughter
liked ballet. Would have been a shame.


“Can we take their car?” Dave asked, annoyingly
flipping a lighter open in the back seat time and time again.


Wayne opened another can of Monster Energy and
gulped down half of it before looking Dave’s way. “What, for parts, or do you
wanna keep it?”


Shaun shrugged. “Maseratis might have those hidden
tracking devices. So yeah, maybe take my Charly for a ride tonight, and then we
could have it taken apart at Muhammad’s. You know he’s fast. The pigs won’t
find nothing once he’s done.”


Dave frowned but at least he stopped flicking the
damn lighter. “What tracking devices?”


Shaun rolled his eyes. Dave still had a lot to
learn. “We’ll work it out later. I can see the car, so cut it off with the
smoking, or you’ll get ash all over my new leather.”


Shaun watched the Maserati lazily roll down the
road, not using even half of it’s horsepower, but he understood why when it
signalled a turn into a smaller road. He started the car, shaking his head. “I
think they’re taking a short cut. Like stealing candy from a baby.”
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