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Suncoast Society
Judgment of the Moon and Stars
Noah’s deep in the closet partially because of his high-profile job, but mostly because of his ultra-conservative family. He’s never been with a guy before, until a night at the Toucan resort with Jackson turns his world upside down in the best way possible. Except a work emergency calls him away before he gets Jackson’s last name…or phone number.
Jackson doesn’t know if the cutie ghosted on purpose or through a simple misunderstanding, but at least he has work to focus on. Except now that Jackson’s had a taste of Noah, he wants more—wants all of him.
After a chance encounter in the unlikeliest of places, Jackson knows he’s willing to do whatever he must to convince Noah this could be for life. Except Noah’s family is a problem and could cause problems for both of them. Can Jackson convince his boy to trust him to fight for their love, or will Noah’s fear drive them apart?
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Chapter One
 
Nothing ventured, nothing gained.
Jackson paused just inside the doorway to the restaurant’s meeting room and carefully scanned the patrons already seated at various tables.
No one he knew.
Not that it would be a huge deal if he ran into anyone here that he knew, but it could potentially make for an uncomfortable evening. Certainly one where he wouldn’t be saying much and would be trying to make his exit as quickly and unobtrusively as possible.
Especially if they were parents of students of his, or fellow coworkers.
At least they’d be here for the same reason he was—they were kinky.
But depending on where he knew them from, his professional life could get…complicated.
He had a damn good job at Sorrellson Academy, teaching history and art. Last year, he’d been appointed the head of the social studies department, which encompassed history, government, civics, and other related classes. It meant it cut his art classes back to one, an introduction to art history that was open to all students from grade five and up, instead of the hands-on classes he’d enjoyed teaching. It was also an increase in his responsibilities, but it also meant a pay raise.
In addition to that, two years ago he’d been named the head of Sorrellson’s development and expansion committee. They were currently working on finalizing the zoning change that would allow them to kick off their big expansion project. All that was left was a final county commission hearing coming up soon.
Going on eleven years at Sorrellson, his first job out of college, he was happy working for them. He made a decent living wage at the private academy, the students were great, the parents usually non-assholish, and he got to do what he enjoyed without worrying about the ridiculous mandatory state testing bullshit public school teachers had to endure.
His job came with better benefits, too.
The only thing lacking at this point was someone to share his life with. After having survived a crushing heartbreak early in his college years, he’d held back his heart and played things cautious, careful.
Except…
Sure, he’d dated plenty of times over the years, and had play partners, but never anyone he clicked well enough with to want to make things permanent. He could find kinky bottoms, or guys who were great in bed yet more on the vanilla end of the scale, but no one who wanted a Dom full-time in their life.
Or he found the opposite end of the spectrum—guys who wanted a sugar Daddy, who wanted every tiny aspect of their life controlled and planned, and Jackson didn’t have the time or energy for that.
He needed a guy who fell somewhere in the middle of the kinky rainbow, one who could run his own life, who wasn’t a doormat, but who would cede control to him on demand.
So far, he’d epically failed in that quest.
If he was physically attracted to the guy, they weren’t kinky—or they were little more than a rentboy. If they matched up on the kinky end of things, he wasn’t attracted to them either physically or emotionally—or sometimes both.
It was starting to feel like he was hunting a unicorn, and the party and club scene up in Tampa was not his thing.
There’s got to be a better way.
Up until now, he’d tried to avoid getting into the local BDSM scene, mostly because of his job. Fortunately, attitudes were looser now thanks to popular movies and book series, and people were less likely to freak out.
Hence after spending the past year lurking on FetLife, Jackson had finally decided to try attending a local Suncoast Society munch. He’d visited clubs up in Tampa and Orlando before, and knew there was a dungeon right there in Sarasota. Except with his job, he’d kept those kinds of outings to a minimum and had never visited Venture.
This seemed to be the safest way to ease himself into the local kinky dating waters since he’d struck out online.
He was tired of being alone, and the benefits finally outweighed the risks.
A man walked over to him. “Hi, I’m Ross, one of the hosts tonight. Your first time here?”
Jackson shook with him. “Yeah. Jackson.”
“Nice to meet you…”
Ten minutes later, Jackson found himself seated at a table with several people, including a blue-eyed blond named Boyd he wouldn’t mind getting to know better. Everyone seemed very friendly and willing to talk.
Except…turned out Boyd was a Top. Nothing against him, but Jackson wasn’t a bottom. Sure, in a relationship for sex he didn’t mind bottoming to his partner, but relationship-wise, he needed a submissive partner who had no desire to be on Top in terms of their life together.
Before Ross and the other hosts called the munch to order, Jackson ended up invited to sit at another table with some other singles.
More his speed, except while everyone was nice, there were three women, two straight subby guys, two straight male Doms…and no one for him.
“You should come out to the club Wednesday night, if you’re free,” one of the Doms said. “There’s a roundtable discussion for male-identified Tops and Doms. Non-play session, just talking. Great for someone new to the local scene. I’ve learned a lot from them.”
“Doesn’t matter that I’m gay?”
“Gay, straight, bi, aro, taken, single—wherever you are on the rainbow, it doesn’t matter. There’s always a good cross-section of people there. This month they’re having a guest speaker before the open discussion session.”
“Maybe I’ll look into that, then.” If nothing else, maybe he could talk to other gay Doms and get some dating pointers since he’d struck out with dating apps.
By the time he headed home that evening, he felt…hopeful. Sure, he’d known the chances of him magically meeting his perfect subby boy that night were slim to none, but he had ventured out, he hadn’t encountered anyone he knew, and he now had another local event he could attend. The more events he attended, the more it stood to reason he’d increase his chances of meeting someone.
It was a start.
At thirty-three, he figured it was time he started somewhere, because he was obviously not getting anywhere by doing things the way he’d been doing them.
 
* * * *
 
Jackson’s work day lasted later than he’d planned Wednesday when he got caught in an impromptu development committee meeting after school that ran obscenely long because one argumentative parent newly named to the committee insisted on nitpicking over every point they’d already approved several times over.
Finally, he was able to declare them adjourned, leaving him just enough time to grab takeout from Taco Bell before heading to Venture.
Also, fortunately, he had a spare shirt with him, a plain, short-sleeved collared shirt. In the club’s parking lot, he quickly changed out of his work shirt—a button-up long-sleeved light blue chambray with Sorrellson’s logo embroidered on the left chest—and headed inside with his food.
Joining the club was fast and easy, and once inside the main space he took a seat at a table with two other men.
“Sorry about the food,” he said. “Work ran late. Jackson.”
“No worries. Lots of people do that.” The first man shook with him. “Keith.”
He turned to the other man. “Joel.” They shook, too. “First time here?” Joel asked.
“Yeah. I’m hoping I can learn some stuff tonight.” Jackson snorted. “Including where to date and find single subby guys. I have completely struck out, and before you say dating apps, I’ve ground my last nerve on Grindr, Tinder has burned me too many times, and Plenty of Fish left me with an empty hook.”
The men exchanged a glance and Keith smiled. “Never hit the Toucan, have you?”
“The what?”
While Jackson ate, Keith told him about the resort up in St. Pete that catered mostly to gay men. Somehow, its existence had completely escaped Jackson’s attention. Keith and Joel were both gay and happily taken, although Keith’s situation with a man and a woman as his slaves seemed more complicated, and Jackson felt like he was missing part of the story to really make sense of it.
Not that he had time to do that. He was wolfing down the last of his tacos when a guy stepped forward and called for attention from the approximately thirty men in attendance and seated at the tables in the social area.
“Welcome, and for those of you who don’t know me, my name’s Ted Collins. I’m the facilitator for this group, and a licensed, practicing mental health counsellor. We have a special speaker tonight, Niall Renard, also a psychologist, who’s going to talk about using hypnosis with play…”
Jackson sat back and listened, intrigued but not sure how he could begin to apply any of it.
Not when he didn’t even have a damn relationship.
During a break in the evening, after Niall finished his presentation and before Ted reconvened them, Jackson stepped out into the office to use his phone to Google for information about the Toucan. He’d started to e-mail himself a link to their website when his eyes caught sight of a community information area. Business cards, postcards—
Including one for the Toucan.
Chuckling, he put his phone away and took a postcard, flipping it over to read the information.
Interesting.
His weekends were usually his to do with as he pleased. Normally, that meant yard work and chores. Or working on grading papers, working on committee plans…
Working.
Not that he had to. He worked every evening after getting home.
He…worked.
Mostly because it also helped disguise how lonely he was.
Maybe it’s time I take a weekend off for me.
 
* * * *
 
It was nearly midnight by the time Jackson arrived home that evening, exhausted, yet his mind spinning with all sorts of possibilities. He’d already friended a couple of the guys he’d met tonight on FetLife. Not for dating purposes, but to start branching out. He’d never meet a guy for him if he didn’t start meeting people in general.
He also joined Venture’s FetLife group, and even found a group for people who attended events at the Toucan on a regular basis.
He was about to shut his laptop off when he hesitated.
Fuck it.
He pulled out his credit card, booked a room for Saturday night at the Toucan, and refused to second-guess himself.
He’d start somewhere.
Even if all it meant was he spent an interesting evening people-watching, it was still better than sitting in front of the damn TV and bingeing another TV series on Netflix.
He had to force himself out of this rut.
It was that, or he was going to spend the rest of his life alone with a head full of fantasies.
That wasn’t the way he wanted to spend his life, and even if it meant he hit a few potholes along the way, he knew this was the road he was supposed to be traveling.
Hopefully he wouldn’t travel it alone for long.
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Two
 
Maybe it was the two margaritas. Maybe it was the throbbing bassline of the dance music swirling as thick as any sea fog through the pool courtyard area.
Maybe it was the colored lights hung from the roof on the buildings on either side of the courtyard that turned the space into a giant open-air dance floor.
Maybe it was the hundreds of mostly men like himself there to have a good time that sultry Saturday night.
Maybe, maybe, maybe…
Noah’s body had loosened up a little, swaying in time with the music as he watched guys in the pool, the hot tub, grinding on each other as they danced.
This was his second time at the Toucan resort in St. Pete. The first time, he’d been too scared to even leave his room after dark, wistfully watching through the window from his darkened second-floor room as guys partied and enjoyed themselves just feet away on the other side of the glass.
He swore this time he would get out and enjoy himself. Mingle. Maybe even make it over to the drag queen show, or perhaps the leather bar, which sat tucked into one corner of the resort’s complex, just to look around.
He swore, this time, to not give in to his ball-shriveling terror.
These guys were all here for the same reason he was—to have a good time. Defining that good time depended on the person.
Tonight he stood on the fringes of the tiki bar near the courtyard, while sipping the last dregs of his second frozen margarita, a pole supporting the roof to his left providing a marginal amount of cover as he leaned against it and fought the urge to cling to it. He wore shorts and a T-shirt, flip-flops, too nervous yet to strip down to the black Speedo he wore under them that he’d bought from Amazon so he wouldn’t have to endure the embarrassment of trying it on in a store and then actually handing it over to a cashier to ring him up.
He licked the salt from the rim of the glass and tried to decide if he wanted a third drink or not.
Or if he needed the courage it would provide.
Before him were guys of all ages, builds, types. Leather Daddies and hot, hairless twinks, bears and silver foxes, gym rats and chubs.
He gave thanks it was after dark, because every time a guy walked past him and winked or blew him a kiss, he felt his cheeks heat, wondering if they were really interested in him or maybe it was someone standing behind him.
Heck, I’m horrible at this.
The only way he was going to get any better at this was to dive in and talk to someone. He had condoms and lube in his room, he’d gotten test results—even though he’d never been with a guy before—which were also in his room, and he’d spent the past month using the butt plug—also an Amazon purchase because like hell could he force himself to step into an adult shop—and felt reasonably certain he could take a guy who wasn’t hung like a horse.
He’d also left his personal cell phone in his room, turned off. It would be his damned luck to meet up with a guy just to have his mother call as they got hot and heavy.
He hated lying to her, but he’d told her he was out of town for work for a conference, and would have crappy reception. At least that was only partially a lie. The county administrator and several others, including all of the county commissioners, were out of town this weekend, up in Tallahassee at a state conference. It’d been covered in the papers, even.
Which was why his work cell was also on the dresser in his room, but it was turned on, the ringer loud, on the extremely remote chance someone needed to get ahold of him.
At least that way his mother wouldn’t blow up his phone when he didn’t return her call right away, if she called.
The second margarita finally started taking hold. He left the empty glass on a nearby high top and stepped down into the courtyard, out from under the shelter of the tiki bar.
He felt…subsumed. Maybe invisible, although he wasn’t sure if that was good or not. Guys danced all around him, or at least gathered together and talked in small groups.
One twink turned, spotted him, smiled, and started dancing with him, draping his arms over Noah’s shoulders and swaying with him. Around five-seven, he had gorgeous light green eyes, playfully ruffled dark brown hair, and an all-over tan Noah guessed was his natural skin tone and not from a booth or time spent on a beach.
“Hey, papi. Looking for fun tonight?” He tipped his head closer and dropped his voice. “Choo give me a good spankin’, choo get a good time.”
The twink looked to be half Noah’s age, but something about his accent felt forced, fake. Hopefully the guy was at least twenty-one, because the smell of rum on his breath meant he’d been drinking, too. The guy wasn’t bad-looking. Adorable, actually. From the hard cock outlined along the front of his barely-there swimsuit, he had a nice seven inches or so.
Noah smiled. “Not a Top, sorry.” And you’re way too young for me.
The kid shrugged, leaned in, and nibbled on Noah’s right earlobe. “Room 233, choo interested later. Wouldn’t mind riding you.” The kid kissed his cheek, and like that, he slipped back into the throng and disappeared into the crowd.
Noah swallowed hard, his cock throbbing in his shorts.
I’m forty-two. What the hell am I doing here?
Except he couldn’t use the age excuse. There were plenty of guys all around him, Tops and bottoms, who were obviously older than him. Despite his curiosity about the leather bar on-site, he wasn’t sure he wanted to be pulled into the orbit of one of the leather Tops tonight. He had a feeling that, despite his far deeper than passing fantasies about BDSM, the guys in the leather bar likely operated at a higher gear that his mental transmission didn’t even possess, much less shift into.
He didn’t even want a life-long relationship right now. He wanted fun, he wanted to prove to himself he could find a guy, and he wanted to extricate himself from his fear. He’d finally worked through the outer margins of a shitload of negative thought patterns about himself and was ready to push a little more. All he wanted to do this weekend was pop his cherry. In fact, it was probably better if it was a one-night stand tonight, because he wasn’t sure his nerves could handle more than that.
He damn sure didn’t want to tell someone he’d just met anything personal about him, like what he did for a living.
Sex.
He wanted sex.
Satisfying, ball-draining, no-strings-attached sex.
He hadn’t been laid in over ten years, and he wanted someone for a partner besides his own damn hands.
And he wanted an experienced guy to pop his cherry and give him a night to remember.
Is that too much to ask?
Working his way through the throng, he ended up on the outer edges of the primary mass of bodies, standing in the breezeway along the front of the pool-facing rooms on the lower level of the north building.
Studying it from this angle, it almost appeared as an impenetrable wall of flesh.
Might as well be a shield wall of hostile Vikings protecting their mead stocks.
You screwed up. You should have just knuckled under, stayed married to Meg, and kept your head down.
That was a mental admonishment of his own.
You’re going to burn in hell for this.
That was his mother’s voice.
Except she hadn’t said that to him directly.
Not yet.
She didn’t know the truth about him, or she likely would have said it to him a thousand times by now.
Eventually, he made his way over to the covered patio area outside the hotel’s restaurant and settled in a chair at a vacant table. There weren’t many men in that area, a few smoking cigars in a far corner, but it seemed the bulk of the attendees were either in the pool, or dancing or talking in the courtyard area around it, or had moved inside to one of the other bars and dance clubs in the complex.
Or to their rooms.
This was a mistake.
He was kidding himself if he thought he was going to find someone here. That anyone might be interested in him. There seemed to be a literal code he was completely clueless about. Some guys sported bandanas of various colors in back pockets, or wrist- or armbands, some with color stripes on them. Or chest harnesses over bare flesh.
Here he was wearing shorts and a T-shirt. Although that wasn’t too out of place when compared to the guys in barely-there swimsuits, and even other guys dressed casually like he was.
Except the other guys apparently had no trouble meeting people.
He also didn’t have the emotional energy to force himself to wade through those people and…mingle.
Not again.
He’d almost decided to get up and return to his room when a voice spoke from just behind him.
“Mind if I join you?”
 
* * * *
 
Jackson had emerged from the restaurant with his burger and fries and thought he’d have a hard time finding a table to sit at. It’d not only surprised him to find there were plenty of seats available, but there was a fairly cute guy sitting alone at one of the tables.
Deciding to take a risk, he walked over to him. “Mind if I join you?”
The cutie had gorgeous blue eyes, neatly trimmed brown hair, and from his wide-eyed look of fear when his head jerked toward him, Jackson assumed the guy was probably new to the scene.
“Um…sure. Yeah.”
“Thanks.” Jackson settled into the chair next to him so they wouldn’t have to shout or repeat every other word over the increasingly loud music. “Glad my room’s not poolside,” Jackson said. “My first time here.”
“My second, but I…” He shrugged. “Might as well be my first time.”
He offered his hand. “Jackson.”
“Noah.” The man shook with a politely firm grip.
Now able to really get a good look at the man, Jackson read a slight air of borderline terror from him, scared rabbit.
Fresh meat.
But he was a cutie. Jackson couldn’t tell how old he was for sure, maybe a little older than him if the lines around the outer edges of his eyes were a clue, and no idea if he was taller than him, either. Average build, but the man’s T-shirt could have been hiding the truth to one extreme or the other. It wasn’t exactly baggy on him, but it wasn’t form-fitting to show off his torso, either.
“So what happened your first time here, if you don’t mind me asking?”
He wanted to get the guy talking without pressuring him, if possible. Keep him talking, at least long enough for Jackson to finish his food.
Then he’d ask the guy if he wanted to go have a drink at one of the bars.
Or if he wanted to come back to Jackson’s room to talk alone.
“I just…” Noah shrugged. “I lost my nerve.”
“I’m guessing you’re single?”
He snorted and looked down at his hands, which now lay clasped on the table. “Yeah,” he softly said, barely audible over the music. “Over ten years now.”
“I’m sorry.”
“It wasn’t her fault. She treated me better than she might have during the divorce. We weren’t even married a year. She covered for me to my family.”
Ah. Another few puzzle pieces.
And more suspicion that he needed to tread very, very lightly. Delicately, even.
“It can be hard meeting someone,” Jackson said. “Especially if there’s family or job issues to deal with.”
The guy nodded, his brow lifting. “You can say that again.”
Bingo.
A guy who wanted to be cautious, careful.
Discreet.
That meant a guy who, hopefully, wouldn’t go batshit on him.
A guy he didn’t have to tell too much about himself right now.
“I’m the same way,” Jackson said. “My job’s not really at risk, but I need to keep some of my special interests…concealed.”
The guy’s blue eyes focused on him again and Jackson’s cock reared up in his shorts and said hello, baby.
“Like what?” Noah asked.
Jackson glanced around the courtyard area, then tipped his head toward some of the guys off to the side smoking cigars.
“I’m a Dom. Not hard-core like those guys. I’m not a heavy sadist. I mean, I do like to play, but that’s just one part of it, not my raison d’être. My problem is finding a guy who is willing to step back and let me be in control day-to-day when it comes to our relationship, but who is also an independent person outside the home. I need a guy with his own job, who, when he comes home, wants to put that aside, unplug from the world, and focus on us.”
He let that lay out there for a long moment before speaking again. “Anything in that interest you, even for just one night?”
Noah started to speak, licked his lips…and firmly nodded.
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Three
 
Jackson was gorgeous—hazel eyes that seemed to shift and pick up different colors in the light, sometimes brown, sometimes green. His short, black hair was neatly styled, but it looked like running a hand through it would turn it playfully shaggy and unkempt in a casual, sexy way. When Jackson stood to go throw away his paper plate, Noah stood, too. At six-one, Noah knew the other man was maybe five eleven, just a couple of inches shorter than him. And Jackson seemed to have a slightly slimmer build to his body.
“How about we go to your room to talk?” Jackson suggested. “Somewhere we don’t need to scream.”
Noah nodded and turned to lead the way, his heart slamming against the walls of his chest. A hunky guy had found him.
His room was on the upper floor of the north building, facing the pool courtyard. Sure, it’d be noisier than a room on the back side of the resort, but he hadn’t been sure if he’d be able to work up the courage to mingle. He’d wanted to at least be able to watch some of the festivities, in case he chickened out.
He had a single king bed in his room, and had only brought the barest essentials with him. He checked his work cell, which lay on the dresser next to his personal cell, but he had no calls, no texts.
“Two phones?” Jackson asked.
“Work. I’m sort of on call this weekend. Doubtful anybody will need me.”
“Good.” Instead of the bed, Jackson sat at the small window-side table next to it and offered him a smile. “I’d kind of like having you all to myself tonight, if you decide you want to spend it with me.”
It felt like he couldn’t suck in a breath, but he nodded.
Jackson reached over and patted the edge of the bed in front of him. “Come sit. Let’s talk. Just talk, for now.”
Noah rounded the end of the bed and sat where Jackson had patted it.
“Are you local?” Jackson asked.
Noah nodded. “I…no offense, but I really don’t want to talk a lot about myself right now.”
“That’s fair. But you’re single?”
“Yeah.”
“So am I. I’m from Sarasota.”
Noah wanted to blurt out he was, too, but managed to suck that back. Barely. “I’m on FetLife.”
“Okay, see? That’s good.” Jackson pulled a phone out of his pocket and thumbed into it. He turned it to show Noah the screen. “That’s my profile. I’ve been on the site for a while, but only recently started friending people.”
Noah noted his profile name. “I’ll send you a friend request. Unless you want me to do it right now?”
Jackson’s smile looked kind. “Doesn’t have to be right now.” He set his phone facedown on the table. “I get the feeling you haven’t been with a lot of guys.”
Noah managed to shake his head.
“Any guys?” Jackson asked.
He shook his head again.
“Ah.” But it sounded kind.
Everything about the guy felt…kind.
“Is that part of why, your first time here, you didn’t hook up with anyone?”
“Yeah.”
“Well, I’ve been with guys before. I’ve been out since high school. Because of my job, I’ve been pretty busy. I haven’t found anyone who really matched me in a relationship. I’m not into random hookups.” He pulled his wallet out, withdrew a piece of paper, and showed Noah.
Test results from the week before, neg across the line.
“Mine are up there.” He turned and pointed, started to rise, but Jackson stayed him with a hand.
“It’s okay. I didn’t mean we needed to get there this second.”
Noah sat. “Okay. Sorry.”
Jackson set his wallet and test results aside and gently gripped Noah’s hands. “Please don’t apologize. You’re doing great. See? First negotiation you’re working through.”
 
* * * *
 
Holy cow, Jackson was torn between wanting to disengage and run, and wanting to shove Noah onto the bed and claim him.
And take him home.
Last time he’d been a guy’s first, the guy had turned into a clingy, needy, borderline scary creep. But that had been years ago, when Jackson was in college, and he’d matured a lot since then. Had avoided some close calls since then.
This guy wasn’t exhibiting any of the red flags he looked for.
Noah was just very, very scared.
“I have condoms,” Jackson said. He’d have to run back to his room for extras if he needed more than the two he’d tucked into his pocket, but he had them.
“I do, too. And lube. Over in my bag.”
“Even with test results,” Jackson said, “always use condoms with a new guy. Wait to go bare until you know you want to be with them long-term and can trust them.”
Noah nodded, his cheeks turning a little pink, but adorably so.
“I’m thirty-three and gainfully employed,” Jackson volunteered.
At that, Noah’s eyes widened. “You are?”
“Which part shocks you?”
“You’re only thirty-three? I’m forty-two.”
“Oh, well, I didn’t think you were that old. Is that a problem for you?”
“No, I just…you seem so…calm. Mature. Not that you look old or anything—”
“It’s okay. I understand what you meant.” Jackson barely stifled his laugh. “I’m more experienced than you, that’s all. You said you were married?”
Noah’s hands fidgeted in his lap, his gaze dropping, focusing on them. “Yeah. My family doesn’t know I’m gay. I had to admit it to her when I couldn’t have sex with her after a few months. I tried, it wasn’t her fault. I really did love her, but only as a friend. She covered for me with them. She’d gotten a job transfer and we’d started arguing because I wasn’t going to leave my job.”
He sighed, and the sad weight beneath it nearly broke Jackson’s heart. “We were married less than a year. When I admitted to her I was gay, she could have let me have it but she didn’t. She didn’t even try to get alimony or anything. She told my parents the partial truth, that she refused to turn down the job opportunity, and I wouldn’t leave my job.”
“She sounds like a very nice woman.”
“She is. She remarried a couple of years later. They have two little girls now. We stay in touch on Facebook.”
“How long’s it been?”
“Ten years.”
“What about your family? Do they try to fix you up, ask about you dating?”
“They think I’m so heartbroken over Meg that I haven’t been able to date. It’s easier to let them think that.”
“Ah. Where do they live?”
“Arcadia.”
But Noah didn’t react with fear over that admission, so Jackson wasn’t even sure if he realized he’d given away a little personal information.
He risked reaching over and patting Noah’s knee. “If you don’t want to stay in the room, we could go down to one of the bars and have a drink.”
“I had two margaritas earlier. I probably shouldn’t.”
“Are you okay staying here, then?”
He finally looked up, meeting Jackson’s gaze with those gorgeous blue eyes. “Yeah.”
 
* * * *
 
Noah wanted to spend the whole night with the guy, quit being terrified, finally…live.
“I’ve been told I give great back and shoulder rubs,” Jackson said with a smile. “Also a great excuse to get a guy’s shirt off him. If you’d like. You can always say no.”
Noah didn’t hesitate. He peeled his T-shirt off and tossed it over onto the dresser, where his bag lay.
Jackson stood, kicked off his flip-flops, and pulled his shirt off, too. A light dusting of dark hair shadowed his pecs and abs, narrowing into a thin treasure trail that disappeared beneath the waistband of his shorts.
“Why don’t you lie facedown on the bed?” he suggested. “And, seriously, at any time while we’re talking or doing anything, if you need me to stop, just say red. Even for a back rub.”
“Okay.” Noah got situated on the bed, on his stomach, and Jackson straddled him. An involuntary moan escaped Noah at the feel of warm thumbs carefully digging into the muscles at the base of his neck on either side of his spine, pausing as he swept his thumbs out toward Noah’s shoulders and encountered the tight muscle knots he always developed there.
“Oh, dude. You really are tense.” No playful tone in his voice, either. “All kidding aside, if nothing else happens between us tonight, please, at least let me do this for you, okay?”
“Thank you.”
“Do you want me to turn on the TV for you? Will that help relax you?”
“Maybe.”
He felt Jackson stretch for the remote, followed by the sound of the TV coming on. After a few channel changes, he settled on NatGeo and a documentary about the Pacific Ocean.
“Something non-political, right?” Jackson joked, then his hands returned to Noah’s shoulders.
Over the next half hour, Noah winced and moaned and cried out in pain, and not because of anything sexy.
“I dated a massage therapist for a few months,” Jackson said as he worked on one knot behind Noah’s left hip that had nearly sent him off the bed when Jackson’s thumbs first dug into it. “He taught me a bunch of stuff. I don’t know what your income is like, but you should look into getting a massage every so often. I don’t mean a happy finish kind, either. This kind of stress isn’t healthy for a body to hold on to.”
“Maybe you can take care of that for me, Sir,” he mumbled into the covers before he realized what he was saying.
But calling him that felt…perfect.
Absolutely perfect.
Jackson paused and leaned in. When he spoke, his lips were next to Noah’s left ear. “If we get to that point, boy,” he whispered, “you’d better believe I’d take good care of you.”
Noah’s eyes popped open because, under him, his cock had suddenly roared to life and it took every ounce of willpower he had not to start grinding against the bed.
Jackson kissed his cheek and sat up, chuckling, to go back to working on the muscle knot.
But now Noah was acutely aware of every sensation, from the warmth of Jackson’s thighs straddling his own to the way the hair on his legs felt brushing against Noah’s.
Jackson moved on from that point, sweeping his hands up, along either side of Noah’s spine, down again and settling splayed over his kidneys with his fingers curling around Noah’s waist.
“Do you have anything else you’d like rubbed, baby?”
Noah’s breath caught in his throat, fingers fisting the covers as he nodded. “Yes, Sir.”
“You need to ask me for it. I don’t play games. I won’t run, and I won’t chase. I won’t force you. I’ll stand here and let you come to me, but I won’t wait forever. That doesn’t only apply to tonight. It applies to me in a relationship, to life in general. Understand?”
When Noah went to roll over, Jackson rose enough so Noah could do it, then settled over his thighs again once Noah made it onto his back. Jackson’s hazel eyes looked more brown right now, mocha, intense, like Noah could lose himself in them.
“Yes, Sir,” Noah said.
“Then tell me what you want.”
Noah knew Jackson had to feel his hard cock, from the way it was pressing against the front of his shorts. “I’ve never been with a guy before. I’ve…I’ve used a butt plug but…” He didn’t know where to go with that.
Jackson stroked Noah’s chest, from his shoulders, over his pecs, pausing to brush his fingers across his nipples, and down to his stomach, stopping at his waistband.
“How do you know you’d like a Dom?”
“I’ve…read stuff. I want someone I can turn myself over to outside of work.”
“Impact play?”
“I want to try it.”
“But you don’t know any limits you might have yet?”
“No, Sir.”
Jackson awarded him with another of those smiles and leaned in, kissing him. When Noah tried to wrap his arms around him, Jackson caught his hands and pinned them over his head, sitting up, holding them in place.
“Sex tonight,” Jackson said. “And I’ll see how you do with a little light bare-handed spanking. I didn’t bring any implements this weekend, anyway. Are you okay with unwrapped for oral? If not, that’s okay, too. Your choice.”
Noah nodded.
“You have to say it.”
“I’m okay with that, Sir.”
“Wrapped for anal. For now, anyway. If you still like me in the morning, we can talk and see where things progress.”
Noah nodded.
“Fair warning—I’m not poly, and I don’t swing. I’m monogamous. If we decide to see each other long-term, and I catch you cheating on me, that’s it. No second chances.”
“Yes, Sir. That won’t be a problem.”
“We’ll have a long talk tomorrow morning over breakfast about what we’ve done tonight. At that point, I’m going to ask you questions I expect to have answered honestly, like your name, where you live, things like that, because we have to start building trust. And I’ll answer your questions. We both seem to have jobs we need to protect. Nothing we do will interfere with the other’s job, on either of our parts. Hard limit that goes both ways.”
“Yes, Sir.”
“Is there anything you’d really like to do tonight?”
It felt…strange to ask this, but if he was going to do this, he knew he had to push through that discomfort. “Yes, Sir.”
“Tell me.”
“I-I’ve never given a blowjob. I’ve…I’ve tasted my own cum, but I’ve always wondered what it’d be like to give one.”
Jackson’s wide smile made Noah’s cock even harder, but then he released Noah’s wrists and climbed off him. He got out of bed and held a hand out to him, and Noah sat up, taking it, getting out of bed, too.
Jackson pulled him in for a kiss, and this time it threatened to sear the ends off every nerve in his body.
“Go get your test results for me, the condoms, lube, and a towel. I’m going to have fun popping your cherries tonight, boy.”
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Four
 
Five minutes later, after scanning Noah’s test results, Jackson was lying naked on his back on the bed, propped up on pillows against the headboard.
Also naked, Noah knelt between Jackson’s thighs and stared down at the first live cock other than his own he’d seen close-up and in person.
Noah wasn’t quite sure how he’d lucked into this gorgeous man now spread out in front of him, but he wasn’t going to question it, either.
Jackson’s fingers circled the base of his cock and squeezed. He slid his fist up all eight inches to just under the head, and a clear pearl of pre-cum slipped from the slit. Noah’s head dipped, on auto-pilot, to lick it up, roll it down his tongue.
“That’s it,” Jackson said, his voice sounding hoarse. “Take your time and savor it.”
Noah felt the warmth from the other man’s body surround him, wash over him, his clean, slightly musky scent as Noah nuzzled in and breathed, filling his lungs.
Jackson didn’t shave completely bare, but kept his bush and balls trimmed short, just long enough it felt soft against Noah’s cheeks as he mouthed along the length of the underside of his cock.
“Yeah,” Jackson said, sliding his hand back down to the base. “You hold it, baby. Take charge of that thing and love up on it.”
Noah cupped his sac first, hefting it. Jackson’s balls hung lower than Noah’s, heavier. Not a lot larger, but Noah’s rode up close to his body. He finally encircled Jackson’s cock with his fingers and lowered his lips to the head, swirling his tongue around it, savoring every sensation, every taste, every sound he drew from the other man.
“I like two kinds of blowjobs,” Jackson said. “This kind, where you’re directing things and driving me fucking crazy with need because you’re making love to it, like you are right now. The other kind is where I grab your head, use what’s mine, and fuck a load of my cum down your throat while you take it for me like a good boy.”
That hot mental image made Noah moan around Jackson’s cock.
The younger man chuckled. “Yeah, I heard that needy little noise, baby.” His hand gently rested on Noah’s head, his fingers threading through his hair. “I’m not gonna choke you with it tonight. That takes skills to learn. But be advised if you and I stay together, you will learn to deep-throat it, one way or another. Whether it’s with a lot of willing practice on your part, or it’s with you sitting there like my very good boy and putting up with getting your throat fucked.”
Noah didn’t bother holding back his moans as he tried to take Jackson’s cock deeper into his mouth.
Jackson chuckled again, ruffling Noah’s hair. “Oh, baby. I can tell you want to learn that. You want to be Sir’s willing little cocksucker, don’t you?”
“Mmm-hmm!” A sweet, deep buzz filled Noah’s brain, like a mental drug shutting down all the outside noise and thoughts and focusing everything in his body, every cell, every atom, on Jackson and his throaty, sexy voice.
“Of course you do,” Jackson continued. “You’re going to be Sir’s good boy. Good boys always swallow, too, if their Sir’s cock is in their mouth. Although sometimes I might come all over you just to see you covered with me. Mark my territory.”
Jackson’s fingers stroked Noah’s head, just a hint of pressure, not forcing, but guiding him into bobbing up and down and the pressure easing once Noah started doing it on his own. “Sometimes Sir wakes up really horny. Nothing better than a good-morning blowjob by his boy to start Sir’s day in a good mood.”
The mental image filled Noah’s mind, of being on his knees for this man while Jackson sat on the edge of the bed, his head cupped in Jackson’s hands as he used him, pleasured himself with Noah’s mouth.
He softly moaned around the hard cock pressing against his tongue.
“Shit, you are so eager, boy.” Jackson reached up with one hand and played with his own left nipple. “You are doing such a good job.” His other hand stroked Noah’s hair, playing with it. “Take your time, just like you’re doing. After I come, and can think again, I’m going to put you over my lap and give you your first spanking. That’ll probably get me hard again.” He scratched Noah’s head. “Spanking always makes me hard.”
Noah whimpered, imagining how hot and stinging his ass was going to feel shortly. His cock throbbed where it rubbed between his body and the mattress, and he knew he had to be leaking pre-cum all over.
“Don’t you come yet, baby. You get to come with my cock up your ass. I want to watch you come as you’re being well-fucked for the first time. I own that—so you’d best hold it back.”
Without releasing Jackson’s cock, Noah managed to balance himself on his elbows enough he could get his knees under him and ease the pressure on his cock.
He looked up to find Jackson smiling down at him, a sexy, lazy quirk to his lips. “That’s my good boy.”
Noah’s earlier concern that the age difference between them might be an issue totally evaporated. This guy was confident, self-assured, and obviously able to push every button in Noah’s head.
Time dissolved, Noah’s world filled only by Jackson’s body, the man’s cock in his mouth, his tongue memorizing every ridge, every vein, the taste of every sweet, tangy drop of pre-cum he coaxed from him.
He dissolved.
Noah wanted nothing more than to do this, that missing piece in his soul finally located and notched into its perfect place. The background yearning he’d always felt now identified and labelled and satisfied.
Falling in love with a guy he’d just met, whose last name he didn’t even know, was stupid and dangerous, and damned if he wasn’t beginning to do exactly that.
Even more, he didn’t care.
When Jackson gripped his head with both hands again, Noah sensed the man was getting close. Then there was the way his cock seemed to swell a little, grow even harder, heat washing into it, filling it, firm against his tongue and between his lips.
“Look at me, baby.”
Noah forced his gaze up, meeting Jackson’s. Intense, dark mocha depths beckoned him.
“Almost there,” Jackson hoarsely said. “Swallow every drop for me, then show me.”
Noah bobbed his head faster up and down Jackson’s shaft, wanting to suck it all from him, milk his balls dry.
When Jackson’s cock erupted, Noah swallowed even as Jackson forced his head farther down his shaft than Noah already held him, nearly gagging him but not quite. He kept swallowing, the sensation of Jackson’s cock pulsing against his tongue driving him even deeper into that sweet, fuzzy blanket his mind was now cocooned within.
Jackson pulled Noah up so his head rested against his abs. “Show me.”
Noah tipped his head back, mouth wide open.
Jackson smiled and leaned in, lips slanted over Noah’s, crushing, bruising, sexy as fuck.
Owning him.
Jackson’s tongue swept through Noah’s mouth and he thought maybe this was the most perfect night of his life, with the most perfect man alive.
 
* * * *
 
Damn.
At first, Jackson might have said it wasn’t the best blowjob he’d ever received, but as eager Noah kept at him, he realized that was wrong.
It was the best blowjob.
Maybe not technically, for skills, but for eager determination, sheer wonder, and joyful celebration—absolutely.
He wasn’t even sure if Noah realized how he’d started moaning when Jackson came, as if he himself were coming, how the suction had increased to nearly painful levels as he tasted Jackson’s cum and kept swallowing.
He could also imagine how good the guy would be at them with just a little coaching and practice.
And I’m going to be the lucky bastard who gets to teach him.
Shit, it was way too early for those kinds of thoughts, but he couldn’t help it. Rarely had he ever clicked so immediately and so hard with a partner before. Good rapport, absolutely, but usually there came with that a tentative, mutual exploration, lots of talking no matter what kinds of BDSM trappings were in place around the dynamic.
This felt…
Automatic.
Natural.
The boy in his perfect place beneath and under his Sir, ready, willing, and eager to serve him and be used.
Not just a hot sexual fantasy—an extremely possible reality.
While Jackson caught his breath he lay there, one hand draped over Noah’s shoulders to keep him in place, the other playing with Noah’s hair. Soft and straight, fine, feeling so perfect between his fingers or between his thighs. The guy wasn’t super hairy, either, just a fine patch across his chest, a faint treasure trail, and he’d apparently shaved his bush and balls.
Even better.
He preferred that, because he liked to go down on a guy without spitting out hair. If Jackson shaved too often, he ended up with ingrown hairs, so he’d learned the secret for him was to use clippers and keep it trimmed short enough to be comfortable for all parties.
If he sat here too long, he was going to fall asleep, and he didn’t want to do that. Not yet.
He had a sweet virgin ass to spank and fuck. For a split second, the thought of stopping, backing up, and negotiating bareback crossed his mind, but he shoved that out. Not only was it stupid and reckless, it was poor Domming, in his mind. Never change the parameters mid-scene, unless it was to take things off the table. Especially not with a new partner.
Doubly especially with a new partner who was a newbie to BDSM.
He patted Noah on the back. “Sit up, baby, and drape yourself over Sir’s lap. Head to my left.”
Noah’s sweet blue eyes, hints of aqua and grey swirling within them, looked glazed and subspacey. His hard cock bobbed in front of him, brushing against Jackson’s thighs as he stretched out across him.
Perfect.
Once the man was positioned, Jackson ran his fingers over his back, squeezed his ass cheeks. “Going to take it easy on you tonight. Next time we play, you’re going to take at least one cane stroke from me, one hard enough to leave a mark across your ass. Understand?”
“Yes, Sir.”
“Every time we play after this, I expect you to take at least one stroke from an implement that will leave you with a reminder of whose ass this is. If your tolerance builds quickly, you can take more. But I want you to be able to look in the mirror the next morning and see Me on you.”
Noah’s body undulated against his. “Yes, Sir!”
“Good boy.” Jackson’s left hand stroked down Noah’s back, up again, finally loosely cupping the back of the man’s neck. “Remember, you can tell me red if you need me to stop.”
That was the only warning Noah received before Jackson brought down the first smack across the middle of Noah’s right ass cheek, not quite the hardest he could manage, but he wanted to set a tone.
He eased up a little for the next couple of minutes, mostly lighter strokes that had Noah moaning with need, especially when Jackson moved his left hand and let Noah suck his fingers.
He picked up the pace, dropping a few impacts along the sensitive crease where ass met thighs, down the backs of his thighs, up again.
Jackson paused, squeezing his left ass cheek, then his right, digging fingers into his red flesh and soaking up his pitiful sounds that went straight to his own cock and finished hardening him.
From the way Noah kept trying to rock his hips against him to get traction on his cock, he could tell the guy was enjoying it.
Holy fuck. He’s perfect.
Some guys liked a little slap and tickle to spice up the pleasure. Some guys enjoyed a deep level of masochistic pain for their own reasons. That level was achieved either naturally, because something inside them craved it, or they were trained to take it over time, their tolerance slowly built up.
Then there were the guys who’d never realized what was missing from their lives until they were an adult and felt another adult male’s palm smack their flesh and awaken a dormant, hidden hunger within them.
From the way Noah was moaning and trying to deep throat Jackson’s hand up to his elbow, he suspected that descriptor fit Noah to a T.
He easily rolled the man off him and onto his back, and Jackson went down on him, firmly encircling the base of Noah’s cock with his fingers and pressing against the underside to help him hold back his release.
“Don’t you dare come yet, boy. This is just a reward for being so good for your first spanking.”
Noah didn’t seem to know what to do with his hands. Jackson chuckled when they finally settled on his head and gripped his hair, trying to coax him into going harder, faster.
But he refused to be rushed. The guy was obviously enjoying his first time, and Jackson wanted this memory so deeply seared in the man’s mind that, when they talked in the morning, Noah would want more of him.
Please let him live south of St. Pete.
If the guy was from up in Pasco, or father north, or lived over in Orlando or something, that would suck and limit their time together to the weekends.
And Jackson wanted more from this man.
He wanted all of him, all to himself.
That scared the hell out of him.
 
* * * *
 
Noah gasped, needy and desperate, when Jackson released his cock and sat up wearing that sexy-ass smile. “Let’s see how tight you are.” He grabbed the lube and shoved Noah’s thighs wider apart, one finger easily spearing his technically virgin rim and slowly fucking him.
He pulled his legs back for Jackson, holding them behind his knees as Jackson smiled down at him.
“You have been playing with yourself.”
“I have a couple of butt plugs I use.”
“Excellent.” He worked him up to two fingers, scissoring them inside him, a little bit of pleasant, pinchy burn that quickly dissolved when Jackson slowly stroked his cock for him with not quite enough pressure to give him traction to come.
Three fingers made Noah gasp and whine, but again, Jackson took his time and made it pleasurable, until Noah found himself begging to be fucked.
Jackson wiped his hand and grabbed a condom, ripping the pouch open and deftly rolling it down his shaft. “You don’t come before I tell you to, boy,” he said as he slathered it with lube.
He nudged in between Noah’s thighs, one hand holding Noah’s knee, the other the base of his cock as he pressed against his rim.
“You want it?” Jackson asked, his heavy-lidded gaze pinning Noah in place.
“Yes, Sir! Please fuck me!”
He pressed forward, the head slowly breaching Noah’s ass. Jackson let go of his cock and held Noah’s other knee, pressing them back and apart, toward Noah’s chest, opening him even further and rolling his spine as his hips tipped back.
“We are going to have so much fun together,” Jackson promised. “I’m going to teach you everything and keep you so satisfied you’ll never want to leave.”
Noah believed it, too. He groaned as his ass stretched to accommodate Jackson’s cock, about as big as his largest butt plug at its widest point, but Jackson’s cock was that thick all the way down his eight inches, head to root. And as every inch of that gorgeous hunk of meat slowly impaled him, the world disappeared. He no longer heard the dance music or the noise of the crowd outside. All he heard was the sound of Jackson’s breath as he sucked in, gritting his teeth.
“Damn, baby, you are fucking tight.”
Noah wanted all of him, now.
Needed him, needed this, the promise of everything he could have with this man if only it worked out between them.
Noah gasped, needy, wanting to come and his throbbing cock leaking a steady stream of pre-cum all over his stomach as Jackson took his time seating his cock balls-deep inside him. Only when Noah felt the man’s thighs pressed against his still-stinging asscheeks did he gulp in another full breath.
Jackson sat up and pulled Noah’s feet over his shoulders, smiling down at him. “Part of me wants to take my time and make this last for hours with you. Part of me wants to plow you hard and make you totally mine so I never have to share you.”
He found himself nodding. One of his hottest fantasies had been his first guy pounding him into the mattress as he begged to come. “Please, Sir!”
Jackson leaned in and kissed him, slowly taking a stroke out and in again. “Beg me, baby.”
He begged as if his life depended on it, not even sure what he was saying, caught up in Jackson’s pleased gaze as the man slowly stroked his cock inside Noah’s ass.
Finally, Jackson braced his hands on the mattress, on either side of Noah’s head, and picked up the pace. “Grab your cock and let me hear you come for me.”
Noah snaked a hand between them, wrapped his fingers around his cock, and pounded it as hard and fast as he could in the tight space between them. It didn’t take him long, either, with Jackson now really fucking him, every jolt driving him a little up the bed and shaking his whole body with pleasure.
He felt every stroke as his body tightened around the cock plowing his ass, pleasure drawing up into his balls before his cock erupted. Hot cum filled his hand, splashed and smeared between them.
Jackson gasped. “Fuck yeah, I felt that!” He dug in, fucking him even harder and moaning as he fell still buried deep inside him. His lips covered Noah’s, kissing him, sucking, licking, his breath warm across Noah’s flesh.
After catching their breaths, they cleaned up in the shower, and then Jackson shoved him back onto the bed and showed him what receiving a blowjob from another guy felt like.
Drained and fully sated, and draped across this man, Noah fell asleep with Jackson’s pulse throbbing in his ear and wondering if he’d just found his soul mate.
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Five
 
Jackson wasn’t sure what time it was, but Noah lay draped over his chest when the noise of a goddamned cell phone going off rousted him from a sound sleep. Immediately, Noah stumbled out of bed and tripped his way through the darkened room over to the dresser.
“What’s going on?” Jackson asked.
“Work. And it’s probably bad if they’re calling me.” Noah got his hands on the glowing, screeching, vibrating cell and answered. “Mayes.”
Now barely conscious, Jackson reached, fumbled, and finally put hands on the bedside light, snapping it on and squinting in the sudden brightness as Noah stood there, horror washing over his features, one hand rubbing at his forehead.
My boy.
“Dammit. How many casualties? …Oh, no. Oh, god, no…”
Noah started moving, asking other questions in a clipped, professional tone and now sounding wide awake. He held the phone propped between his cheek and shoulder as he grabbed clothes from his bag and started pulling on briefs, jeans, one-handedly donning a collared, short-sleeved pullover with an embroidered logo on it as he swapped his phone from one ear to the other, grabbing other stuff off the dresser and shoving it into his bag.
The jingle of car keys.
“I’m on my way to Ringling now. ETA about forty-five minutes. Call me back with updated stats ASAP. Especially casualty updates.”
He hung up and rushed over to the bathroom, not even shutting the door as Jackson heard him peeing. Then Noah was at the vanity, turning on the light there, washing his hands and splashing water on his face.
Jackson struggled to wake up and process. “What’s wrong?”
“Explosion. Gotta go, sorry. At least four confirmed dead, two dozen injured, and over a dozen missing. It took out a nearby electrical substation. Everyone else is up in Tallahassee this weekend, and I’m on call.”
He hurried over to the bed and kissed Jackson. “Thank you. Last night was amazing, Sir. I’ll send you my info so we—” His phone went off again and he answered it, keys in his hand and bag over his shoulder as he ran for the door.
“Mayes. Where’s my updates? Did someone page out Public Works’ communications department? … Do we have the Red Cross spokesman—”
And…
The door was already slamming shut behind Noah before Jackson thought to call out to him.
Jackson sat up and swung his legs over the edge of the bed, trying to process, trying to think.
Dammit.
He was not a morning person.
At all.
He sat there rubbing at his eyes before staggering to his feet and to the bathroom to pee.
He didn’t know what the hell Noah did for a living, but if what little Jackson had heard from this end of things wasn’t garbled in his brain because of sleep, it sounded like he was an important guy and it was a fucking emergency.
He found his own cell and realized it was only four a.m.
Motherfucker.
No wonder he couldn’t brain yet.
He turned off the lights and lay back down, exhausted and sleepy and no way he was going to try to stumble to his own room…
 
* * * *
 
Fortunately, Noah didn’t need gas. He put his phone in speaker mode as he aimed for the entrance ramp to I-275 at the south end of US 19 so he could talk while he drove. As the deputy county administrator for Sarasota County, and with everyone else out of town, this was now his shitshow to manage and run.
From what the sheriff’s office could piece together, a group of asshole illegal street racers had an accident. One of the cars flipped and rolled, right through the fence of a propane company, which set off an explosion that flattened several nearby buildings, including a bakery that had thirty employees busy at work on their morning shift. It also sent large pieces of debris flying into a nearby electrical substation, knocking out power to over ten thousand customers. In addition, a hydrant had been sheared off by the accident, disrupting water to a chunk of people and hampering fire-fighting efforts.
That was all the info he had.
The county PIO was up in Tallahassee at the conference, along with two other senior communications managers. Noah called and woke up their C-team guy, who usually handled press releases and comms for Planning and Zoning, and told him to get his ass into the office ASAP. They’d be assembling there instead of at the new EOC on Cattleman because this was a limited-scope accidental mass casualty, not a widespread natural disaster, like a hurricane or tornado.
They needed the phone tree lit up like Christmas and all hands on deck. It’d be maybe an hour or less before media from all over the state started converging on them, the local stations pooling for affiliates, but calls and e-mails would start flying like crazy and he needed every department head on the same page.
They also needed good info to get out to the public. People were going to be pissed off they couldn’t make coffee or take a shower before church, or work, or wherever it was they had to go, and when they couldn’t get through to FPL, they were going to start calling the county’s main information line. He needed info to tell them.
When he hit the Fruitville exit he zipped through an open McDonald’s and got himself three large, black coffees, and a couple of breakfast burritos.
It might be the only food he’d get to eat for quite a while, and he was damn sure going to need the caffeine.
This is going to be a long and shitty day.
 
* * * *
 
The sound of a door slamming shut somewhere nearby awoke Jackson.
At least it’s goddamned light outside now.
He found his cell and checked the time. 9:13 was a far more reasonable time to seize the day on a Sunday than—
He glanced around. Noah had grabbed all his stuff when he left, and if it hadn’t been for the fact that Jackson’s room was a double full and not a single king, he would have been wondering if the encounter even happened at all.
Holy shit.
After another bathroom trip, he pulled on his clothes and made his way out and around the building to his room. Nope, there was his shit, unmoved, exactly where he’d left it.
After a quick shower to finish waking up, he logged into Fet from his phone, just in case.
Nothing.
Although from what he thought he remembered overhearing, it seemed like Noah was going to be busy for a while.
Shit. I don’t even know his last name, or his FetLife handle.
Hays? Kaye?
He really hadn’t heard him, hadn’t been awake enough to process anything other than the fact that his boy had been jolted out of bed instead of being comfortably snuggled against him.
What if Noah wasn’t even his real first name?
Although, if someone was going to make up a name, he figured they would go for something a little less distinctive than that.
Right?
He finally gathered his things and, leaving the key in the room, headed for his car. There really wasn’t anything he could do until Noah contacted him. Besides, this week he had several committee meetings, to finish prepping for his appearance before the Sarasota county commission at their meeting the following Tuesday. He wasn’t going to consider the expansion a slam-dunk until the commission had ruled on it and approved it.
Until then, he was still approaching it like they had a fight on their hands.
But how was he going to find his boy?
Or what if Noah didn’t reach out to him? What if Noah couldn’t remember his FetLife handle?
He started the car.
Stop it. Stop driving yourself crazy. You had a great night last night, and either he’ll get ahold of you, or he won’t.
He headed south toward home.
 
* * * *
 
By the time Noah collapsed into bed a little after midnight that night, he felt like he’d been run through an emotional meat grinder. Usually, he didn’t have to handle crises like this. Not as the front man. He normally handled second-tier issues, made sure all the ducks were in a row and waddling as ordered.
But with everyone out of town, he’d been the one trying to deal with comms and coordinating information between emergency services, the media, public works—and he’d had to go on-site to coordinate with the PIOs from the sheriff’s office and county fire rescue, Public Works, FPL, and the media.
Eight confirmed dead, five critical who probably wouldn’t make it, dozens more injured and in the hospital, over three dozen treated and released, six persons still missing and, at this point, presumed dead in the explosion and resulting fire, twenty-five residences destroyed, another thirty severely damaged and red-tagged, meaning displaced residents, fourteen businesses destroyed, eighteen heavily damaged, another dozen with varying degrees of damage.
Building inspectors had been summoned once it was safe to go in to evaluate structures in the blast radius. Of course an asshole reporter from Orlando had to ask a series of belligerent questions that seemed like he was just looking for an even more salacious story than he already had, including demanding to know why an electrical substation and a propane business were located in such close proximity to each other.
They’d been separated by over two hundred feet and several other properties, but that was how far the blast had tossed flaming debris.
Fortunately, one of the higher ups from county fire rescue had fielded that query and reminded the reporter that the substation had been there at least twenty-five years, the propane business decades longer, and if it hadn’t been for the street racers both would still be there.
At least it wouldn’t be Noah’s ass chewed out later on for the snark, but he could tell from the weary expressions on all the county people’s faces that they’d had just about enough of that particular reporter’s bullshit.
When his alarm went off at the usual time the next morning, he groaned and slapped at it, wishing he could call in.
But he couldn’t.
As he dragged himself out of bed, started the coffee maker, and headed for the shower, he tried to sort through his mind what he needed to focus on that morning. His usual Monday morning routine was out the window, as were the items he’d left waiting on Friday evening when he’d departed his office.
Even though he’d been working all day yesterday, he’d need to be there today for the event’s post-mortem that would no doubt take place, answering questions, catching people up, and generally filling in. He’d have to try to take a different day off somewhere during the week, maybe Wednesday, maybe—
Fuck.
Full consciousness finally smacked into his brain as he thought about Jackson.
Hell, he hadn’t even turned on his personal cell phone yesterday.
Ooooh, crap.
If his mother saw any of the coverage and spotted him on TV, either speaking to the media or in the background of press conference shots, she likely called his phone and would demand to know why he was in town when he said he’d be out of town.
Son of a bitch.
He shaved in the shower, working by feel and catching anything he missed after getting out. Then he retrieved his personal cell and held his breath as it powered up.
No messages, no texts.
Whew!
He leaned against the kitchen counter and struggled against the overwhelming guilt that also welled up at that relief.
Weren’t most people happy to talk to their families?
But worse, as he logged into FetLife on his phone, he realized he couldn’t remember what Jackson said his username was. The avatar had been so small on Jackson’s phone’s screen Noah couldn’t really make it out well, either.
Oh, no.
Fear filled him. What if he never found Jackson again? What if he never again felt that…perfection?
Except…he couldn’t deal with that right now. Not any of it. He needed to get moving and get to work, and the only guarantee he had was that it was likely to be a stressful, shitty-ass day.
And it’d already just gotten worse.
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Six
 
Tuesday morning, Noah’s work day started with a phone call from his mother on his personal cell, reminding him of dinner that Thursday.
Which he hadn’t needed reminding of, but he couldn’t get out of, either. He’d blown off the past several, and had promised her he’d be there for the next one.
Not that he needed to be there. They talked over and around him just fine.
But giving in every once in a while made her happy and kept her off his ass, so…worth it.
Meanwhile, he spent his week wondering what Jackson was doing, if he hated him yet, and spending hours every evening on FetLife, trying to locate him.
Noah’s father’s truck sat parked in front of his parents’ trailer when he pulled into their front yard Thursday evening. This part of rural Arcadia felt a world away from his quiet little apartment complex just blocks from where he worked in downtown Sarasota. A few years ago his neighborhood been a little rundown, but as gentrification efforts and developers moved in, the area had spruced up, including his complex.
But here in this section of Arcadia, entropy and decay seemed the norm, albeit plodding along at a slower pace, willingly irreversible and inevitable. Their trailer had mysteriously survived, practically unscathed, through the ravages of Hurricane Charley and Irma and others, even as neighbors lost everything and several large, ancient oaks in their front yard still lived, albeit tipped partially out of the ground, their roots partially exposed.
Hanging on by some mysterious force.
His mother claimed it was all due to the power of prayer and her unshakable faith in her Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.
Everything good that ever happened was thanks to prayer and God. Anything bad was the Devil’s fault. Or, if it happened to someone else, it was the Lord trying to teach them a lesson to pray harder because they’d obviously failed in some way.
She was usually able to list a litany of reasons how they’d failed.
The living room window-shaker droned and dripped condensation onto the rosemary plant below it, meaning someone was home. His father was a stickler for turning them off if they weren’t home, pinching every penny until it begged for death.
Noah stepped onto the front porch, wiped his shoes on the doormat that proudly proclaimed JESUS LIVES HERE! in fading letters, and knocked on the glass top of the screen door.
Ruth might barrel in without knocking, but he wouldn’t.
If anything, it was a silent rebellion couched in polite manners.
This wasn’t his home. If his deeper truths were revealed to its occupants, he’d never again be welcomed across the threshold, either.
He felt rather than heard someone make their way across the double-wide, then the inner door opened a moment later. His father opened the screen door for him. “Why y’all need to knock? Just come on in. I had to get up.”
“Sorry, Dad. Didn’t want to be rude.” Same thing he said every time. He set the Publix fruit salad and Hawaiian dinner rolls on the kitchen island, his regular contribution to the meal.
“Your momma’s on her way home now. She had to go in to the church this afternoon.”
“Why?”
“She’s on the board or something. One of the Sunday school teachers got fired.”
“I didn’t think they paid them.”
“They don’t. But they needed to figure out a replacement.”
“What happened?”
“I guess the woman who taught the fifth graders, the preacher’s wife saw her out on a date with a guy, going into that biker bar just south of town.”
“That place is by itself, isn’t it? How’d anyone see them unless they were there, too?”
“Guess she saw them at dinner and followed them. Nosy old biddy, anyway. He rides a motorcycle and she got on with him. Eh, the girl, not the preacher’s wife.”
A shiver rippled through him. Yeah, Sarasota was still reasonably close to Arcadia, but at least it wasn’t close enough to make casual spying easy.
They would have gotten an eyeful of him last Saturday night at the Toucan.
Sorrow rolled through him. It’d been a hellish week at work so far, and he’d spent every spare second at home since Monday night trying to locate Jackson on FetLife.
But he still couldn’t remember the man’s username.
What he could remember was that during their discussion, before the talking ended, was Jackson telling Noah that he wouldn’t chase, wouldn’t play games.
And Noah had told Jackson he’d get in touch with him, right before racing out the door.
Dammit.
It was enough to bring tears to his eyes, and had, several times already.
Right now, he couldn’t afford tears. Definitely not in front of his parents.
Fortunately, his mother’s indignant arrival spared him further introspection. She’d no sooner hit the door than she was grousing.
“There you are, Immanuel. Your sister is on her way.” She dumped grocery bags on the counter, including a hot chicken meal from Publix. “I swear you’d think those people never heard of the Ten Commandments before.”
She was still griping as she headed down the hall toward their bedroom, presumably to change.
He started setting out the food. To everyone else, he was Noah, his middle name, which he preferred.
Only his mother insisted on calling him Immanuel—which, frankly, he hated with a passion—because she said she’d named him that as an honor to the Lord, so by god, that’s what she’d call him.
Noah was bad enough, but there’d been several of them in his grade in school, so he hadn’t felt like a complete alien.
“Hi, Mom,” he called after her, knowing she wasn’t even listening to him.
That was safest.
He got the plates out and set the table. His younger sister, Ruth, and her husband, Peter, lived a couple of miles away. They were both thirty-nine. Peter worked for a local cattle ranch, and Ruth was on her latest in a string of waitressing jobs she’d held after she’d flunked out of community college when she was nineteen.
He actually liked his brother-in-law, as long as he kept his mouth shut. Usually he acted slightly taciturn, until politics were mentioned.
Then he spouted the latest Alex Jones conspiracy theory and quickly hijacked whatever conversation they’d been having to declare everything being the fault of lizard-men aliens.
Which Noah’s mother insisted were actually angels, and proof of the Lord’s power.
Lather, rinse, repeat.
Noah kept his mouth shut—or full of food—kept his head down, kept his thoughts to himself, and kept a close eye on the time with the fib that he had to be up for work an hour earlier than he really did, allowing him to escape that much sooner. It took him over an hour to drive to Arcadia on a good day, longer if he hit traffic.
He loved his family, and they were the only family he had.
Didn’t mean he wanted to torture himself in the bad way any longer than necessary.
That was the bad kind of masochism, and it sure wasn’t one of his kinks.
“What are you doing Sunday afternoon, Immanuel?” his mom asked as he was mid-chew.
Shit.
He swallowed and took a sip of tea. “I promised a friend I’d help them move.”
He’d had that one ready for a while.
“You can’t help them a different day?”
“They have the truck rented and everything. It’s been planned for weeks. Why?”
“Well, can’t they get someone else?”
“Mom, I promised them. You wouldn’t want me to break my word, would you?”
Low blow, but it always worked. Except…now she looked huffy.
He didn’t have to wait long for the explanation. “Loretta Calhoun’s daughter will be down from Tampa on Sunday. It’d be nice if you could come over and meet her.”
“Sorry. We’re supposed to start at noon and it’ll probably take us until past ten at night, maybe later. Two-story house.”
“Oh.”
He felt zero guilt over the lie. If there really was a god—and Noah had his personal doubts—then God knew what his mother was like and would likely forgive him trying to get out of it with as little grief as possible.
Wasn’t like he kicked a puppy or licked all the donuts in the box at a staff meeting or something.
His mom still looked perturbed. “She’s single. I told Loretta I’d have you come over.”
“Sorry, Mom. I wish you would have asked me first. I’m pretty booked up for the next several months. Ren fest’s coming, and—”
“What is?”
“Ren fest. You know, the Sarasota Renaissance Festival? I’m on a committee that manages it and it keeps me busy this time of year.”
Another lie, but she didn’t care about his job, for the most part, so she’d never know the difference.
“You really should get married again,” she said. “People are going to start to wonder what’s wrong with you, instead of what a tramp Meg was for leaving and not being a good wife and supporting you.”
Ooooh, the perfect out.
He hadn’t flounced in three years, so he wasn’t milking the act. He stood and grabbed his plate. Fortunately, he was mostly done.
“Not having this discussion, Mom.” He headed for the garbage can, to scrape his plate.
“But it’s been ten years!”
“Leave the boy alone, Ruby,” his father said. “He doesn’t want to talk about Meg tonight. Why you always gotta put your nose in his life?”
“I want him to be happy, that’s why. So excuse me for caring!”
He rinsed off his plate, trying to make as much passive-aggressive noise as he could, because that kind of display always put her off, and it was the only time his father would tolerate it from him.
“It wasn’t your heart that got broke, Mom, so I don’t expect you to understand.” He put his things in the dishwasher. “I’ll talk to you later. Love you.” He headed for the door without a look back.
“Immanuel Noah Mayes, you get back—”
“Now, leave him alone, Ruby. You did it again—” The door swung shut on his father’s words.
Noah tried and failed to keep the grin off his face as he headed for his car, relief washing through him like sweet, summer rain.
Survived another one.
Even managed to get out earlier than he’d planned.
But his victory faded as he left Arcadia and headed back toward Sarasota.
Jackson.
Why didn’t I just get his cell number? Or leave mine?
It seemed so damned…stupid to be that blatantly paranoid now.
Or maybe all those years of little lies to keep his parents off his back—on top of the guilt he still felt over having to put Meg through a divorce—had finally come back to bite him in the ass.
Maybe this is what I really deserve, to be alone.
Above him, a waning moon shone in a cloudless sky, the stars shining down. Maybe there was a higher power judging him.
Or maybe there wasn’t anything more to it than the judgment of the moon and starts—meaning not a damn iota.
Still, it hurt to know he’d met perfection and let it slip away because of his own actions.
If he was ever lucky enough to get another chance, he wouldn’t let it slip away.
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Seven
 
“Jackson?”
He looked up at his name being spoken from his classroom doorway. “Huh? Sorry.”
Ellen Cabry, one of the student deans, stood in his doorway. “Dude, why are you still here? It’s Friday night. Go out and do something.”
“What time it is?”
“Nearly six.”
“Holy cow, I didn’t realize how late it was.” He sat back in his chair and rubbed at his eyes. “I’m trying to make sure I don’t have any loose ends for Tuesday. And getting ahead of grading papers.”
“Everyone says you’ve done a fantastic job on the committee. Even the attorney says it cannot fail to—”
“No, no no!” He covered his ears with his hands. “Do not jinx us!”
She laughed. “You’re too much, Jackson. Go home, huh? I know you have keys to the place, but you need to take some time for yourself. When was the last time you took a weekend off, and I mean out of town?”
“I get summers off.”
“No, you don’t, liar. You’re the department head and you’re here teaching summer school. I handle the personnel records, dummy.” She smiled.
She could get away with teasing him like that, because she was in her early sixties and was like an adopted mom to him. He’d had dinner at her house with her and her family countless times over the years.
“It’s Friday,” she repeated. “Go home.”
“I will. I only have five more papers to grade.”
“You realize you can do that at home, right? Kicking back on your sofa with a beer or something? That’s why we computerized everything, to make it easier on the teachers, so you’re not tied to a damn desk.”
“I want it done and out of my hair.”
“Suit yourself, kiddo. Try to take a few breaths and remember to stop and smell the roses. Oh…”
She glanced down the hallway in both directions before stepping inside. “We’re taking up a collection for flowers for Linda Smith’s son’s funeral. If you want to chip in, e-mail Susan at the front desk and tell her how much you want to donate and she’ll send you one of those payment request things.”
“Wait, Linda Smith, the cafeteria manager?”
“Yeah.”
“What happened to her son?”
“Didn’t you hear? He was in that bakery. He was critically injured. Finally died this morning, poor guy. They took him off life support. Head injuries.”
“What bakery?”
Ellen looked at him like he’d just sprouted a third eyeball. “Don’t you watch the news?”
“No.”
“The explosion Sunday morning? The propane plant blew up when a car hit it? Took out power to a bunch of people, destroyed the bakery, really? You didn’t hear it? Hell, people heard the explosion damn near all the way south to Nokomis and north up past Ellenton.”
He blinked, stray scraps of news nuggets he’d heard all week but hadn’t focused on dropping into context now. He’d been too deep into his own shit—including wondering why Noah hadn’t contacted him—to pay attention.
“I was up in Tampa Saturday night with a…friend. I didn’t come home until late Sunday morning.”
“Oh, well, lucky you. We were out of power for almost two days. Me and Mike, we got up and came here for hot showers in the gym those mornings before work. What a pain in the butt. Fortunately, we have a generator for storms and were able to keep the fridge and freezer going.”
He stood, realized that action would look weird, that he did it so randomly, and started to gather his things.
“You okay?”
“Yeah, I just remembered I was supposed to meet someone later for a movie. I do need to get out of here.”
“Good for you. I’ll see you Monday morning.” She headed for the door. “Oh, your sub’s confirmed.”
His heart hammered as his head snapped around to look at her. “What?”
She turned, frowning. “What?”
“What’d you say?”
“Your sub for Tuesday. I confirmed her earlier. That was the other thing I came to tell you. Your sub’s confirmed, to cover you for the county commission meeting. She’ll cover you all day. What’d you think I said?”
He tried to calm his pulse. “Nothing. Never mind. You’re right—I need to go home and chill.”
“I thought you were going to see a movie?”
“I might call them and ask to reschedule.”
She eyed him for an uncomfortably long and silent moment. “Well, have a good weekend.”
Once he was alone again, he pulled out his personal cell, switched off the Wi-Fi so it would force it to use his cell data and not trigger a trail on the school’s servers, and searched for stories about the explosion.
One of them, a story from the Sarasota TV station, quoted deputy county administrator…
Noah Mayes.
Shit.
Okay, well, that explained the man’s desperate need for privacy, and why he’d bolted out of the room after the phone call. Jackson could cut him slack for that. And yeah, this had been a legit emergency, more slack to cut there.
But…it was almost a week later, and the emergency had passed.
Still no contact.
Just for the heck of it, he pulled up FetLife and…no friend requests or messages.
He fought the urge to start Google-fuing the fuck out of Noah right there, but he knew he needed to go home first.
And finish grading papers.
I will not chase.
Maybe there was a good reason Noah hadn’t contacted him. Or maybe he’d really not been that into Jackson. But he’d sure sounded like he’d had a good time when he’d left.
Or maybe when he’d had time to think about it the age difference had weirded him out more than he’d let on.
I will not chase.
Taking a deep breath, Jackson gathered all his things and headed for his car.
Long ago, Jackson had made a personal rule based on what he’d seen others do—he would not chase. He’d adult, put his feelings out there, and either they’d be reciprocated by a functional adult who could verbalize their needs…
Or they wouldn’t.
If they weren’t, he’d move on.
He wouldn’t play games, get sucked into an emotional tug of war trying to “prove” something to the other guy.
That wasn’t him, that would never be him. The one time he’d foolishly done that, it’d been a disaster, had nearly ruined his life.
Never again.
He wouldn’t chase, but he also wouldn’t run. He’d wait, for a reasonable amount of time, before moving on.
Except in this case it seemed he’d be moving on sooner rather than later.
And the thought of that was nearly as painful as the thought of never seeing Noah again.
 
* * * *
 
Once home, Jackson cracked open a bottle of hard cider, nuked some leftover wings, and settled on his sofa in front of the TV with his personal laptop.
He didn’t want to grade papers. He didn’t want to go through the presentation for the county commissioners.
He didn’t even want to clean his fucking house, which was, quite honestly, starting to look like day three of pledge week at a frat house, something totally unlike him, but he’d been a little busy.
What he wanted to do, right now, was learn as much as he could about Noah Mayes, deputy county administrator for Sarasota County.
There wasn’t a lot, though. He had a Facebook account—and yes, Jackson was pitiful enough he downloaded Noah’s profile pic. But Noah didn’t have much publicly visible. That, or he didn’t post a lot. Just a couple of obligatory Sarasota beach sunset photos without a caption.
No Twitter or other social media accounts, as far as he could tell. Jackson found Noah’s page on the county’s website, with his contact information there—
No, will not e-mail him at work!
—and noted it.
Not that he was sure what he’d do with it.
Yeah, it stung a little. He’d thought Noah had left as into him as he’d been into Noah.
And he hated waiting around, for a variety of reasons. He was the kind of guy that when he said he’d contact someone, he did. Boom, done.
And he didn’t like being kept spinning in the wind.
This wasn’t something where he could e-mail Noah at work. For one thing, that’d be a dick move. Secondly, he knew there were public records laws, and didn’t want a private e-mail thread being relegated to permanence for anyone to browse later. Especially about something as personal and private as this.
Third, like a vampire, he wouldn’t go somewhere he wasn’t invited.
Especially considering the circumstances under which they’d met.
Maybe he got “being gay” out of his system and thought he was being nice.
Yet that didn’t feel right, either. Jackson was a pretty damn good judge of character and motivations.
Had to be, teaching tweens and teens.
At least, he was now. A damn sight better at it than he’d been as a kid, fortunately for him.
Nothing Noah had done had pinged any of Jackson’s usual bullshit buttons that would, normally, make him stop an evening dead in the middle of a date, if necessary, to extricate himself from the situation.
He was going to shut down the browser tab with the county’s site when he spotted another name.
Nooo…
He clicked on it, and hellooo, Boyd.
He let out an amused snort and took another swig of his hard cider. Boyd Nyberg, picture and all, head of Planning.
Had I been a subby, I could have had him.
The man he’d sat next to briefly at the munch he’d attended.
Small fucking world.
And that was exactly why he couldn’t get in touch with Noah at his job. He wouldn’t be a dick and accidentally out Noah to anyone else. If there was one person kinky at the county that he already knew just from his limited entry into the local scene, he could only imagine how many people he’d get to know if he stayed there for any length of time.
Fuck.
He switched back to Noah’s picture. His sweet blue eyes, that brown hair, he was fucking adorable.
Why couldn’t you have just gotten in touch with me? What’d I do wrong?
Knowing that wasn’t going to get him any answers tonight, he carried his hard cider into the master bathroom to take a shower. If nothing else, he could rub one out while taking a shower and thinking about the man’s delicious body.
Then he’d get back to fucking work, because he refused to fuck up the presentation on Tuesday.
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eight
 
After arriving at work Tuesday morning, Noah went over the final version of the day’s meeting agenda with a fine-toothed comb, comparing it to his notes. He’d have to be downstairs and in chambers for it, at least during the afternoon public comment portion for the Sorrellson Academy zoning expansion hearing. It’d passed through the Planning Commission with flying colors, and while everyone expected it to be a slam-dunk in the school’s favor, it wouldn’t shock Noah if one or two NIMBYs showed up to protest.
It would honestly shock him if they didn’t.
After a shitty week on the heels of the explosion and aftermath, everyone wanted a PR boost that would help lift spirits.
Hell, Sorrellson had owned the property for ten years, and it’d been used in the past for holding fund-raising carnivals and overflow parking for school events. Now they wanted to expand their campus. If anything, traffic would be lighter overall, because they’d lose that as a carnival venue. A mix of buildings, parking, and a new soccer field, with a quarter of the land earmarked to remain undeveloped greenspace and used for nature trails and a wildlife refuge.
It was a win-win for the county and the school, greenspace the county could proudly point to in an area that was quickly being chewed up by developers who wanted to do the bare minimum when it came to preserving natural habitats.
And Sorrellson was offering to put in sidewalks on all sides of their property instead of just in front of the school, on both sides of the street, and put in crosswalks, school zone lights and signage, as well as two additional traffic signals, which would save the county well over nine hundred thousand dollars in public works dollars.
Add to that one of the buildings being expanded as part of their development was the gym, and the hardened structures they’d add would not only surpass current storm codes, the property’s location outside flood zones meant they’d offered to be added as an official Red Cross shelter for hurricane season.
One or two snowbirds who hated kids and griped about the school would easily be drowned out not only by the parents and staff expected to appear as supporters, but by the common sense of the BCC, who would no doubt give heavy weight to the unanimous approval stamped on the project by the Planning Commission.
Still, Noah knew he’d need to stay on his toes. Sometimes monkey wrenches were tossed into projects at the last second, legal challenges—bullshit or not—permitting issues, USACE issues, DEP. Any number of things could stall or totally derail what looked like an easy agenda item.
Everyone on staff wanted this to go through. Sorrellson was a prime gem in the county’s educational crown, an attractive school for parents to enroll their children, drawing a younger demographic to the region—growing families, and their tax dollars.
Another plus to being so caught up in his work meant he’d had little time to think about Jackson, or about doing something stupid like pulling his personal cell out, switching the Wi-Fi off, and hitting FetLife to look for him.
Hell, even if he did find Jackson at this point, would the man even believe his excuse? It’d suck doubly to find him at this point just to be rebuffed for not getting in touch with him sooner.
Perhaps that rock was best left unturned.
He’d had the hottest night of his life, with a gorgeous man he could too easily envision himself falling hard for.
Falling? Hell, he was flat on his face already.
Which was stupid. He didn’t know the damn guy. And with his job, it meant he was too vulnerable to anyone who wanted to…
Well, okay. Not his job. He was a civil servant, and Sarasota County would not fire him for being gay. Not even for being kinky.
His parents, however…
His family would disown him. He’d never forget the creeping discomfort during the recent election cycle when he’d driven to Arcadia and seen the wave of campaign signs supporting the local conservative candidate, a man who’d been caught on audio saying he thought gays should die.
Including a campaign sign in his parents’ yard, since they were wholeheartedly voting for the guy.
The guy had lost—barely, and only because he’d refused to budge on helping pass common-sense gun reforms. He did garner more than enough votes to remind Noah that the closet was the safest place for him to stay, no matter how much he craved Jackson, or how much he wanted to find him and see him again.
Although it was self-inflicted cruelty for him to get his hopes up just to dash them by his own stupidity.
 
* * * *
 
Jackson opted to drive over to the county administration center building separately from the others in case he needed to stay behind and speak with county officials or the media.
At least, that’s what he told everyone.
He refused to admit to himself he was hoping to see Noah.
He damn sure wouldn’t go looking for the guy.
At least, not before he finished this presentation and had knocked it out of the park. Until then, he couldn’t let himself get distracted.
Too much was riding on his success to let that happen.
Jackson had his talking points honed to fine, piercing perfection, perfectly matching the presentation. He’d practiced for hours over the past weekend and last night, still hadn’t even cleaned the damn house, he’d been so busy working and worried about this. He had a sub taking care of his classes today, so he didn’t have to worry about that. Even the fricking Planning Commission had signed off on the project.
If he could keep his mind on his job and off Noah, he could do this. His only focus today was to hit the game-winning home run. He believed in Sorrellson and the work they did. Their students were happy, academically successful, and their school’s performance rankings proved they deserved a chance to expand their campus. They’d be able to serve up to four hundred more students, meaning adding to their staff.
Meaning new, permanent jobs.
And this was a great focus for him to have, because it meant he wasn’t obsessing over Noah. Either Noah had hated their encounter, or had decided to dive back into the closet.
He wouldn’t chase him.
Even though that’s exactly what he wanted to do.
The memory of the man’s beautiful blue eyes widening in shocked pleasure as he’d fucked him for the first time would never leave Jackson’s mind. The sweet, needy sounds he’d made as Jackson showed him how good it could be.
The slide of his flesh across Jackson’s, the feel of the man’s warm mouth as he tentatively sucked his cock for the first time before quickly taking to it and enjoying it.
Fuck.
He’d even sketched Noah in pencil earlier in the week, before he’d discovered the man’s true identity. Capturing the look on his face as Jackson had entered him.
Not that it was a sketch that would ever see the light of day, but he’d wanted…something.
Anything.
It’d been the first thing he’d sketched in months.
When he reached the county admin complex downtown he found parking in the visitor’s lot and made his way inside to the commission chambers. There were already a few parents there, wearing their bright teal collared shirts with the Sorrellson PTO logo embroidered on them. He wore his usual, a long-sleeved button-up light blue chambray shirt with the logo embroidered on the chest, but he kept his sleeves rolled down today. He’d added a tie, a simple charcoal one with the school’s initials embroidered on it in a continuous pattern.
They were the first big item on the afternoon agenda after the commissioners’ return from lunch break and handling a few minor issues. Jackson found the school’s land use attorney and had one last quick consultation with him before the session was called to order. The attorney had made sure their presentation was ready to display on the big screen for the commissioners and everyone in the audience.
His nerves jangled at the sight of the Sarasota TV station’s camera there, their photojournalist ready to film as soon as he started.
Jackson had snagged a bottle of water in case his throat dried up. He could teach—did it all day. He could present. He could talk to a whole damn gym full of kids, if he had to.
This was different.
This was big.
This was the school depending on him to bring this home, and a lot of jobs were riding on this.
He’d shepherded the project’s initial phases this far, and this was his final piece of it. Once this was done and approved, it’d get handed off to the school’s board of directors and the engineers and architects and those people.
He was the midwife, him and his committee.
His right leg nervously jiggled as he awaited the attorney’s nod for him to stand and take the podium.
 
* * * *
 
After lunch, Noah grabbed his large yellow notepad and headed downstairs for the meeting. He was running a couple of minutes later than he’d planned, but that was okay, because they never started perfectly on time anyway. After lunch there were always little items to be taken care of before the meat of the meeting—special days honoring people, proclamations that usually meant little except to the people receiving them, recognition of retiring employees, things like that.
He eased his way into the back of the chambers and surveyed the packed house. A wave of teal shirts likely marked the Sorrellson Academy supporters.
Moving to the left, all the way to the aisle along the northern chambers wall, he slowly made his way down front, closer to the dais, where he usually stood partially hidden from the main audience by a pillar. Close enough his boss could see and signal to him if he needed him for something, and able to scroll through his phone and e-mails without being a distraction to the audience.
They hadn’t started the main meeting yet, still handling the recognition of a retiring employee. So he leaned against the back side of the pillar, pulled out his work phone, and started scanning e-mails.
He was in the middle of replying to a quick question from Boyd Nyberg, the head of Planning, when the meeting was officially called to order and the first speaker announced after the Sorrellson agenda item was introduced.
“Good afternoon. My name is Jackson Crowder, and I’m the head of the development and expansion committee for Sorrellson Academy. I’m also a teacher there, and have taught there for eleven years now. In addition, I’m the head of the Social Studies department, and teach both that and art classes.”
At the sound of the familiar voice, Noah’s phone slid from his hand before he could stop it, heading for the fortunately carpeted floor. Still, he stuck a foot out, wincing as the corner caught him right in the big toe, and he still managed to drop his notepad with a loud ruffle of papers that drew his boss’ attention from where he sat at the far left end of the dais.
Apparently the speaker either didn’t hear, or it didn’t fluster him.
With trembling hands, Noah corralled his phone and notepad and straightened, edging sideways so he could peek around the pillar.
Jackson was addressing the commissioners, facing forward and not Noah’s direction. But if Jackson turned to look at the large screen in chambers, where the visual presentations were displayed—positioned to his left—he would see Noah.
Shit!
Noah turned and stepped behind the pillar again, his heart racing.
Sir.
It was him, his black hair, his hazel eyes. He looked sharp in a button-up shirt and tie, khakis…
When his body wanted to respond, his cock thickening in his slacks, he tried to shrink himself behind the pillar, making sure he wasn’t visible at all from the audience.
Okay, at least now he had Jackson’s real name and his employer. Finding out his address wouldn’t be hard—he could check voter registration records, or the property tax listings.
Duh. He could look at the speaker’s card. It would be public record.
Or maybe, dumbass, you could approach him and give him your damn business card?
Yeah, that could work, too.
Except he’d want to make sure he wasn’t giving any kind of impression of impropriety in front of witnesses. He’d have to wait and hope he wasn’t called away to handle something else, maybe catch Jackson alone at the end of the meeting.
As the presentation continued, with Jackson’s voice swirling through him, Noah’s eyes closed and his soul ached at the memories flooding his mind. One night, yeah, but perfection, answered prayers—his most perfect hopes and dreams, all before him.
In that man.
A man who now stood less than twenty feet away, and yet might as well be on the surface of Mars, as inaccessible as he was.
When the visual part of the presentation started, with Jackson talking along with it, Noah froze when he caught sight of his boss waving to him, his hand low and below the level of the front of the dais, indicating for him to walk over.
Which would expose Noah and make him visible to Jackson.
Shit.
Not going wasn’t an option, either. It wasn’t like he hadn’t been summoned countless times before, for everything from trying to obtain reference materials on the fly, to grabbing him another bottle of water.
Kind of his job.
He took a deep breath, kept his head down and turned facing away from Jackson, his back to him. Noah moved carefully, not wanting to trip or do something else stupid that would call attention to himself.
It was actually a request to get his boss copies of reports for a meeting on Thursday. He could have sent Noah an e-mail, but he preferred to do as much as possible face-to-face to reduce required paperwork clutter trails because of the sunshine laws. Especially for something so innocuous.
Noah jotted a note to himself on his notepad. Without thinking, as he turned to leave the way he always did, he heard Jackson’s speech stumble. Unable to help himself, he looked and spotted the man’s gaze locked on him.
So much for staying unnoticed.
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Nine
 
Jackson coughed, fumbled his bottle of water to take a sip, and forced his focus back onto the screen to continue the presentation.
Fuck.
He literally had zero brain cells to peel off and devote to Noah right this second. This was partially his own fault for not getting there early today, hunting him down in person, and demanding a what the fuck? answer.
I do not chase.
Okay, but he’d better get his head back in the fucking game here and nail this presentation.
Thank god for the countless hours practicing, following along with the presentation and his notes, because he fell back on that and once again settled into a rhythm. Noah had apparently been standing behind a column off to the left front side of the commission chambers, because he disappeared behind it and didn’t emerge from the other side.
Well, mostly disappeared. Jackson could still see a sliver of arm.
From the look of shock on Noah’s face, he could tell the guy wasn’t—
FOCUS, ASSHOLE!
Somehow, he made it through the presentation. Then he had to nervously sit there in the audience and force himself not to stare at the column Noah still cowered behind.
They had dozens of speaker cards from parents and teachers who wanted to speak in support of the expansion. Only three people spoke against the project, two citing traffic concerns and one citing public tax dollars being used for a private school, which wasn’t even a valid issue. They’d self-funded the project with fundraising, loans, federal grants, and a couple of corporate sponsorships from tech companies who were interested in supporting their STEM program.
Not a penny of county tax or infrastructure dollars would be spent. In fact, the county benefitted from their expansion by being handed, free, sidewalks, crossings, and traffic signals.
You’re welcome.
Fortunately, the next speaker after that one was one of their expansion committee parent members who immediately shot down those protests with one sentence before launching into her own comments in support of the expansion.
It was over an hour before the commission took up discussion, and then…
A unanimous vote in favor of it.
Jackson felt so relieved, and was surrounded by supporters as they all made their way out of chambers and into the main hallway out front while the commission tackled the next agenda item, that he totally lost sight of Noah. Didn’t even think about him for a few minutes, because people were talking to him, then the reporter from the Sarasota TV station was interviewing him, print reporters wanted comments—it was crazy.
It was almost four when Sarah Matthews, one of their third-grade teachers, walked over to him between interviews. “We’re going to go grab some celebratory drinks and an early dinner over at Chili’s. The one we always go to. Come join us. We want to buy you dinner.”
He started to say no, then decided fuck it, he’d earned this. He knew which one she meant. “I’ll be right behind you guys.”
Finally, the reporters finished with him, and Jackson could head outside. That’s when the school’s land use attorney called for him to hold up, then hurried to catch up with him.
“Here. He apologized, said he’s really sorry he didn’t get back to you sooner about your previous discussion, but he misplaced your contact info. Said you’d know what it was about.”
The man held out a business card.
Jackson took it more as a reflex action than because he wanted to. Noah’s face, his blue eyes, slammed back into Jackson’s brain so fast and hard that it nearly took his breath away.
He stared at the card for a second, then realized he wasn’t saying anything. “Oh. Oh! Oh, yeah. Thanks. I’d totally forgotten about that.” He slipped the card into his pocket. “You know, I’m going to go hit the bathroom before I leave. I’ll talk to you later. You joining us for dinner?”
“I’m on my way there now.” The attorney smiled and lightly slapped his shoulder. “You did great. You should be proud of yourself. Sorrellson won today, and so did the kids.”
Jackson forced the smile. “Thanks.”
But his knees were trembling by the time he made it to the bathroom and locked himself into the wheelchair-accessible stall. He pulled the card out of his pocket and stared at it, the Sarasota County logo. Under it in small, neat sans serif type:
Noah Mayes, Deputy County Administrator
And his office address, e-mail address in the county system, desk extension, and cell number.
He flipped the card over. On the back he found another phone number that Jackson assumed would be Noah’s personal cell number.
He had a choice. No, he didn’t chase, but what if this was nothing more than Noah had simply forgotten his FetLife ID?
That was possible. Right?
Especially in light of how chaotic and traumatic Noah’s Sunday had been, starting so early, on little sleep, after a late night together?
The neat scrawl in black ink on the back of the white card beckoned him.
Instead, he took a picture of the scrawl with his phone, then tucked the business card into his wallet, where he wouldn’t lose the damn thing.
He couldn’t deal with this right now. If he didn’t go to dinner with everyone, it would be like he didn’t give a shit or acknowledge that this was a team effort, not his alone. All he did was organize everything and volunteer to be the public voice of the effort.
I’ve waited this long. I can wait a few more hours.
 
* * * *
 
Noah nervously hung out on the sidelines as long as he could before he had to return to chambers. He didn’t want to pass the card to a parent and risk them forgetting to hand it over, or have them ask him or Jackson questions they didn’t want to answer.
But the land use attorney, a guy Noah vaguely knew by face, was someone who appeared in chambers on a fairly regular basis. After scribbling his personal cell on the back of one of his business cards, Noah passed it to the man and told him the plausible, bare-bones line that would be totally believable and hopefully not garner more questions from the attorney.
After the meeting adjourned he headed upstairs to his office, feeling queasy.
More than queasy.
He barely made it into the men’s room after stepping off the elevator, puking his lunch up in the fortunately empty bathroom.
He wouldn’t blame Jackson if he never contacted him, but at least now the truth about his identity was out. Jackson would know who he was, where he worked.
He definitely remembered Jackson’s admonition about not playing games, not chasing.
But would he consider this chasing? Would he even give Noah a chance to explain he’d simply…forgotten?
Or would he take the card, toss it, and not look back?
From the expression on Jackson’s face when he’d recognized him, Noah hoped it meant the man had feelings for him, too. Because another thought Noah hadn’t been able to shake haunted him—maybe he’d been relieved when Noah hadn’t contacted him. One less newbie to let down and send away.
Maybe the shock he’d read on Jackson’s face had been fear that what he’d thought was a safely settled situation with loose ends tied up was once again open and dangling before him, unraveled and trying to trap him.
Stop it.
All he could do was wait.
While he’d never admit it to his mother, maybe he’d toss a little prayer in there, too.
Couldn’t hurt, right?
 
* * * *
 
The business card burned a hole in Jackson’s right ass cheek. As he sat at a booth, hemmed in on all sides by coworkers and parent committee members, he forced a smile and chatted, pretended to be rightfully reveling in his success.
I shouldn’t be celebrating this alone.
His mind had viciously spun out two main threads over the past week-plus purgatory he’d been stuck in. The first, of course, that Noah had ghosted because he didn’t want anything else to do with Jackson.
The other consisting of a simple misunderstanding somehow, easily rectified, their reunion joyous, sexy, and complete with Noah able to celebrate this success with him.
With Jackson able to introduce the man to everyone as his significant other.
Okay, yeah, jumping the gun a little because they needed to get to know each other better first, and reckless wasn’t exactly his MO, but come on, fantasies, man.
Now?
The first thread had completely dissolved the moment the attorney handed him Noah’s business card and told him what Noah had said.
Where did he go from here?
Then again, considering what Noah did for a living, maybe it was better there’d been a delay. No possibility of the hint of an impropriety to tinge Noah’s reputation regarding Sorrellson’s expansion.
Or his own.
He wasn’t able to just leave. Wave after wave of teachers and parents arrived, and even after finishing his own meal he felt he needed to sit and talk with everyone who wanted his ear for a little while.
Days like this didn’t happen often, and he wouldn’t be ungracious with the praise he received.
He finally made his good-byes a little after seven thirty, needing to head home and prepare for work in the morning.
He refused to look at his phone or pull the card from his wallet until he got there.
He set his phone and wallet on the dresser and took a shower, his mind roiling with conflicting emotions he couldn’t even process.
Standing in front of the dresser with only a towel wrapped around his hips, he removed the card from his wallet, and plugged the number into the contact with Noah’s name and his work info.
Was this crazy? Irrational? He didn’t even know the guy and yet was allowing his emotions to cloud his mind.
This is a totally different situation than—
Nope. Not the night to think about that. About why he was careful, patient.
About why he didn’t chase.
About the painful lesson he’d learned when someone jumped the gun and stupidly fell in love without really knowing a person.
About chasing someone who really shouldn’t have been caught.
Damned painful lesson.
Fortunately, not fatally painful, although it easily could have gone another way.
For several long moments, his thumb hovered over the little phone icon to dial Noah’s personal cell.
After taking a deep breath, he pressed.
 
* * * *
 
Noah puked two more times after returning home and was thinking about calling in sick now and claiming food poisoning, even though he knew that wasn’t what ailed him.
Jackson.
He’d turned his personal cell ringer on, set it to the loudest, most obnoxious and unmissable ringtone he had, and…
Waited.
No, he wouldn’t blame the guy if he didn’t contact Noah, if he’d taken the card and tossed it in the first trash can he’d encountered.
If Noah didn’t hear from him in a week, he had already decided he’d contact Sorrellson and find out if Jackson had voice mail or e-mail, or…something.
Reach out one more time, just to make sure.
Just to make sure the attorney didn’t fail to give him the card, or fall into a black hole before he’d handed it over, or—
Maybe I should call the attorney and ask if he really handed it to Jackson?
Oh, yeah, like that would be professional and not trigger a single damn question.
What the hell is wrong with me?
All he wanted was two minutes with Jackson to explain, to apologize, to tell him yes, he’d wanted to contact him, had spent hours trying to find him.
And then let Jackson tell him to his face he wasn’t interested.
It was nearly eight o’clock when he’d decided he’d try to go to bed—not that he’d sleep—when his personal cell phone blasted and scared the crap out of him.
He didn’t recognize the number, but it had a Sarasota area code and extension, and it wasn’t uncommon for him to get work calls on his private cell.
Which was why he barely remembered at the last second to be careful how he answered.
“Noah Mayes.”
Silence greeted him, for so long he actually looked to make sure he hadn’t accidentally disconnected the call. “Hello?”
“Do you have a pen and paper handy?”
He knew that man’s voice, and it hardened his cock and melted his knees. “Just a second, Sir.” He scrambled, tripped, fell, and the phone went skidding across the carpet. Noah yelled, “Sorry!” He grabbed the phone and bolted for the kitchen, where he had a grocery list and pencil perpetually living next to his coffeemaker.
“Are you all right?”
“I tripped, I’m fine. Sorry, Sir. I’m fine. I’m ready.”
Jackson gave him an address in south Sarasota. “Read it back to me.”
Noah did.
“Where do you live, approximately?”
“A few blocks from Ringling. The county admin center. Where we were today.”
“You have forty-five minutes to get here, starting now. Prepare to spend the night and leave from here for work in the morning.”
The call ended.
Mouth agape, a mix of confusion and joy washed through Noah.
Then reality smacked him. “Shit!” He bolted for the bedroom to grab clothes for tomorrow.
 
* * * *
 
Jackson couldn’t help the pleased smile trying to curve his lips. Unmistakable eagerness had filled Noah’s voice when he’d realized it was him.
Like he’d been awaiting Jackson’s call.
He took a deep, relieved breath, basking in the knowledge that this was fixable. He would get Noah here, and despite the tone he’d just used, they would talk.
They would fix this.
He even pumped his fist in the air as he turned to lean against his kitchen counter when horror struck—
“Oh, fuck me!”
His place looked like a bomb had gone off, and he hadn’t changed his sheets or scrubbed his bathroom in over two weeks.
“Fuck!” Now panicking, he ran for the bedroom to start there.
Not that the place was condemnable or anything, but he’d let rinsed but dirty dishes pile up in the sink the past couple of days instead of running the dishwasher, which was full of clean dishes he hadn’t put away yet.
Mail lay scattered across the coffee table. His small dining room table was barely visible under the stacks of paperwork and files both from teaching and from his committee work. Somehow, over the past week, he’d been leaving T-shirts and shorts tossed over the back of a living room chair when he took them off—
“You fucking idiot!” Jackson growled at himself as he ripped the sheets off the bed, wadded them up, and hurled them at the bedroom doorway.
The last thing he needed was Noah showing up and thinking he lived like a goddamned slob.
Well, this is what you get for deciding to go passive-aggressive douche Master, instead of just talking to him on the phone like an adult, asshole.
Yeah, he deserved that.
But if he went to sleep tonight with things settled between him and Noah…
Worth it.
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Ten
 
Noah kept an eye on the time, bolting out of the apartment five minutes after Jackson had ended the call with him. He had everything he’d need for tomorrow and barely remembered to lock the door behind him.
After yelling at his phone to hurry up and map the way to Jackson’s house, upon seeing where the man lived Noah opted to take a different route that the GPS app said was longer, but Noah knew would be shorter timewise that time of night with little traffic.
It was thirty-nine minutes after Jackson hung up when Noah pulled into his driveway and parked behind an older Nissan parked there. The front light was on and Noah charged out of his car and across the lawn, almost tripping, hitting the button on his key fob to lock the doors as he stumbled up onto the front porch and rang the bell.
He didn’t ring it a second time, but he was left standing there for nearly five minutes, which gave him time to catch his breath and run a hand through his hair, before the door was yanked open.
Jackson stood there staring at him, dressed only in shorts, his hair a mess and sticking up like it’d dried wonky from the shower.
Jackson stared at him for a long moment, Noah not daring to speak first.
A hand shot out, grabbed Noah by the front of his T-shirt, hauled him inside—
And then Jackson kissed him.
Jackson kicked the front door shut without breaking their kiss, locked it, and then shoved Noah back and against it. He took the bag from him—still without ending their kiss—set it on the floor, and grabbed Noah’s hands. Those he pinned against the door over his head.
And still, Jackson kissed him.
“I know I said I’d give you only one,” Jackson finally mumbled against his lips, “but how many cane strokes do you think you deserve for making me wait and worry you didn’t want me?”
“However many Sir wants to give me.”
The hand pinned his throat against the door, almost faster than Noah could mentally register that Jackson had released his hands. “That’s fucking dangerous. Never give blanket permissions, boy.” He leaned in close again. “Give me a number. Now.”
“Twenty-five,” he said without thinking, knowing it would likely hurt like fucking hell, but maybe it’d prove to Jackson he was here, and he wanted to be here, and he’d take whatever the man wanted to dish out.
Jackson’s narrowed gaze softened. This time, he lightly brushed his lips across Noah’s, sweet exploration that had his cock throbbing inside his shorts.
“Five,” Jackson said. “All hard ones. I want you feeling them when you sit down tomorrow morning so you don’t ever forget me again.”
Then Jackson smiled. “Deal?”
Relief washed through Noah, so sharp and keen he almost cried. “Deal, Sir. I’m so sorry! I should have written down your FetLife name, or given you my cell number. Sunday was a literal disaster, and then when I tried to remember—”
Jackson silenced him with another kiss, this one hard, fierce, demanding.
“Five and forgiven,” Jackson whispered. “Then I’m putting you in my bed and making love to you so you have no reason to forget me again.”
“Yes, Sir.”
Jackson grabbed his hand and led him through the house and to his bedroom. “Sorry about the mess,” he said. “I was busy prepping for this afternoon, and someone had me a little distracted this week.” He smiled as he backed Noah against the bed. “Strip, then facedown, over the end of the bed, feet on the floor.”
Noah ripped off his clothes as Jackson walked over to the closet and retrieved something. Noah didn’t want to look, didn’t want to see, so he kept his eyes closed and balled his hands into fists, waiting.
He wanted the pain, wanted it over with, wanted to show this man yes, he was here, and it was the only place he wanted to be.
Sensing Jackson’s return, Noah struggled to relax, to wait.
Flinching when Jackson’s left hand settled, splayed in the center of his lower back, Noah sucked in a nervous breath.
The feel of the cane laid across his ass made him flinch again.
“Repeat after me,” Jackson said. “(941)555-8229.”
“(941)555-8229.” Noah thought it was the number that Jackson had called him from earlier.
The cane zwhipped through the air and a corresponding line of fire sliced across the crease between his ass and his thighs, making him cry out.
“One. Again. (941)555-8229.”
Noah sucked in a shaky breath. “(941)555-8229.”
Zwhipp!
That one landed directly across the center of both ass cheeks and he nearly came up off the bed from the pain.
By the time he endured the fifth and final stroke, tears rolled down his cheeks and he’d fisted the covers.
“What’s my cell number, boy?”
“(941)555-8229, Sir.”
“Excellent. Such a good boy.” The hand on his back disappeared and he felt Jackson move. Then tender lips feathered over his ass, soothing the marks.
He shouldered Noah’s thighs apart, and then warm breath washed over his balls before Jackson started mouthing them, playing with them. His hands he laid over Noah’s ass, tracing the welts Noah felt there, Jackson’s thumbs sliding down the crack of Noah’s ass and along his taint.
Somehow, Noah’s cock had gone from hard to wilted and back to throbbing on the edge of release. Jackson worked his way down the underside of Noah’s cock from base to head and back up to his balls. All the while, his hands stroked Noah’s ass, cupped his cheeks, gently squeezed, thumbs teasing his puckered hole without breaching.
Need rolled through him and he wasn’t too proud to beg. “Please let me come, Sir!”
“Not yet, baby. You’d better hold it.” And still he explored, until Noah was nearly in tears again, this time with burning need.
 
* * * *
 
Jackson knew if he so much as moved wrong, he was going to explode in his shorts. Yeah, maybe it made him a twisted fuck that the sounds of Noah’s cries as he took each stroke and recited his cell number made him want to fuck him even more, but…
Duh. Sadist.
Only for a willing partner, though. Had Noah sat up and safeworded, of course he would have stopped.
Except the man was as crazy-willing as Jackson was to pick up where they left off, so he’d be damned if he’d waste another second not claiming him properly and showing him what was in store for him.
He fully expected to have Noah begging for canings within a couple of months, or sooner. Especially when he started rewiring his boy’s brain to crave pain with sexy pleasure.
To need it.
So that by the time he finished receiving a spanking or caning he’d be dripping hard and begging to come. The adorable way he would likely blush when he realized that pain made him horny as fuck.
When Jackson thought he could stand without exploding, he did, shoving his shorts off and climbing up onto the bed, where he stretched out.
“Come here, boy.”
Noah practically levitated up the bed, climbing his body and leaning in for a greedy, hungry kiss that almost stole Jackson’s willpower.
“Condom,” Jackson hoarsely said, pointing at where he’d left one, and the lube, on the bedside table. “Then you can ride my cock, and I’ll get you off.”
Noah lunged for it and rolled it down Jackson’s shaft with fumbling, trembling fingers that nearly made him laugh except he was trying too hard not to explode from the other man’s touch.
Noah lubed himself and then perched, pressing, making Jackson groan as Noah sank the man’s entire length inside his ass in one smooth thrust.
Jackson stroked Noah’s arms and made him hold still. “Wait, baby.” He could barely choke out the words. “I won’t last if you don’t hold still for a minute.”
Instead he kissed Noah, holding him close and feeling Noah’s erection rubbing between their stomachs.
He fisted Noah’s hair and made him look him in the eyes. The sweet, blue depths staring back at him nearly finished him.
“I need to know I’m the only one in your life like this,” Jackson said. “You want out, tell me. But we’re monogamous, meaning we don’t fuck or play with others, we don’t see others. I’m not talking going out with friends, I’m talking dates. You want out, you say that. If I want out, I’ll tell you. You cheat on me, I walk away and don’t look back.”
“I only want you, Sir. Please.”
“What’s my number?”
“(941)555-8229.” No hesitation in his answer.
Jackson smiled. “You going to forget that?”
“Never, Sir.”
“Damn well better not. Ride my cock, and you have permission to come.”
He fisted Noah’s cock and gently squeezed the head, working with him, trying to time it. He slicked pre-cum along Noah’s shaft as Noah’s lips widened into a gorgeous O-face just before he tipped over the edge and squirted cum into Jackson’s fist.
Jackson braced his feet against the mattress and started fucking him, wanting to get there now, meet his boy there, join him. And it only took a couple of strokes before he did, grinding up hard and holding him by the hip to keep his cock embedded there.
His.
Only his.
Noah’s head drooped, beads of sweat falling into Jackson’s face. But when he made Noah look at him, he realized it wasn’t sweat.
It was tears.
Fear filled him. “Are you okay?”
Noah leaned in and crushed his lips over Jackson’s, desperation pouring from him. “I have never been so fucking good in my entire life, Master,” he whispered, his breath shaky. “Thank you for giving me a second chance.”
Spoogey hand and all, he cupped Noah’s cheeks and made the man focus his gaze on Jackson. “No way in hell was I going to walk away from you without at least talking to you. I found out who you were on Friday when one of the deans told me about the explosion. I honestly hadn’t paid attention to the news last week.”
His eyes widened. “You knew who I was?”
“Yeah, but it was Friday night and you wouldn’t have been at work. I didn’t want to call you at work or call your work phone and have there be a record of it.”
“Why didn’t you contact me Monday?”
“Because I didn’t know you’d forgotten my info. I thought maybe you chose not to get in touch with me. And I had the hearing to make it through. I wanted to get through that first. I kind of hoped to run into you there, had thought about seeing if I could track you down after, but honestly wasn’t expecting to see you in the meeting.”
“That makes two of us.”
“Expect to spend most nights here with me. For this week, at least. We’ll talk about staying at your place sometimes, but if you live in an apartment, we can’t be as loud as we want to be.”
“Loud, Master?”
If Noah kept calling him that, Jackson was going to drag him down to the courthouse and marry him. “Loud. Tomorrow night you’re going to go to bed with a well-paddled and well-fucked ass, and I want to hear every noise you make, baby. How’s that sound?”
Noah grinned. “Sounds like heaven, Master.”
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eleven
 
The next week and a half the men spent together every night, and all day on the weekends. Noah told Jackson about his family, including his mother’s religious fervor, and the likelihood that they’d disown him when he finally came out to them.
Jackson didn’t want to rush that confrontation, though. Not yet. There was no reason to push it. While Jackson had every indication that he was going to spend the rest of his life with this man, he would wait until he actually married him to break the news to Noah’s family.
Jackson was also in no hurry to have a run-in with homophobic family. It could easily end up killing their relationship, if Noah ended up siding with familiar, conditional contempt instead of honest romantic love.
He’d only felt this depth of attraction—quickly sliding toward love—once before.
Having had his heart ripped out and shredded once, Jackson wasn’t in a hurry to repeat that experience, no matter how long ago it had happened.
Still, this…felt different than back then.
A lot different, in a lot of ways.
Noah was coming to him—Jackson wasn’t chasing him.
There was no hesitation on Noah’s part that he wanted to be with Jackson. At least, none that Jackson could see.
Jackson wanted to let his guard down and embrace Noah’s enthusiasm about them.
He wanted to trust.
He wanted to believe this was for life and not another mistake.
For now, their first “public” outing as a couple would be a celebratory cookout at Ellen’s house, a pool party for faculty only, the ones on the development and expansion committee, as well as deans and the principal of the school.
An adults-only party that might seem bawdy to everyone else, but was only G-rated for Jackson and Noah.
The night before, they lay tangled together in Jackson’s bed after making love. For once, Noah didn’t sport a reddened ass. Jackson had been careful the past couple of days, not wanting there to be marks that would be seen outside Noah’s bathing suit.
His conservative, baggy swim shorts, not the sexy-as-fuck Speedo Jackson had made Noah model for him.
“Please try to remember not to call me Master tomorrow,” Jackson teased. “Sir will be more than enough.”
“Yes, Master.” He flicked his tongue across Jackson’s right nipple, making Jackson tug his hair in response.
“Behave, boy. We need to sleep.”
“This feels too easy. All of this. I have a feeling it’s going to be a shit-storm when I tell my family.”
It relieved Jackson to hear Noah say that, to voice his own fears. To know he was thinking and not just blindly reacting to their attraction. “It’ll suck, probably. Not going to lie to you. Based on what you’ve told me, and my own personal experience, they won’t be happy.”
Noah tipped his head back to look at him. “I thought you said your parents were okay with you being out?”
Dark memories tried to flood in, and Jackson shoved them away. They had no place here, with Noah in his arms.
“Not them I meant. Not a story I want to relive tonight, either.” He nuzzled Noah’s forehead. “It’s in the distant past. And you need to remember something.”
“What?”
“Doesn’t matter what your family thinks, or how they judge you. Might as well be the judgment of the moon and the stars for all the impact it will have on your immediate life. You’re forty-two years old, you don’t live at home, you support yourself.” He stroked Noah’s head. “I’m in this for life,” he quietly said. “It’s only been a couple of weeks, but this feels more right than any other relationship I’ve ever had.”
“It feels perfect,” Noah said. “Especially when I think about Meg. I never should have married her. I knew I wasn’t in love with her, but I thought loving her as a friend would be enough.”
“You can’t change that. Maybe if it hadn’t been for marrying and divorcing you, she wouldn’t have met and married her husband, had kids.”
“True.” Noah nuzzled his head against Jackson’s chest, a gentle gesture Jackson had come to crave, playing with Noah’s hair as he did it, snuggling.
Perfection.
“I want to marry you,” Jackson quietly said. “I know we just met. I’m not saying tomorrow. But I am saying that’s where my head’s at.”
Noah looked at him again for a long moment before speaking. “I have one condition, Sir.”
“Yes?”
He smiled. “I get to change my name to Noah Crowder. I haaaate Immanuel.”
Jackson chuckled and ruffled his hair. “Sounds like a plan to me, baby.”
 
* * * *
 
Saturday afternoon, Noah rode with Jackson to the cookout. He was trying to stay calm, to trust Jackson.
Noah knew the man wouldn’t do anything to put him in harm’s way. He was a teacher, for chrissake. For all that had already passed between them in a very short amount of time, this was a man Noah knew had his best interests at heart. Doubly so, because what benefitted Noah benefitted Jackson as well.
The past couple of weeks had been the best of Noah’s life. The more time he spent with Jackson, the more…right this felt.
The more perfect.
He didn’t dare let himself fantasize about maybe, one day, marrying the guy. Noah didn’t want to jinx this despite what Jackson had already plainly stated his intentions were. They’d had a scary enough close call at the beginning of their relationship. Best to let it follow its natural progression.
The future lay open-ended, even with that goal awaiting him.
To be Jackson’s husband.
And that he was Jackson’s slave. Even though Jackson hadn’t officially collared him, it felt comfortable calling him Master. Felt…right.
Better than anything had ever felt before in his damn life. Like he was finally where he belonged.
Didn’t that mean something?
This was the first event they’d attended as a “couple.”
Hell, it was the first event Noah had ever attended, other than going to the Toucan, as an openly gay man. The events at the Toucan didn’t really count, to him, because everyone there was gay.
This was the first time he was admitting to others—vanilla strangers—that he was gay.
And taken.
Happily taken.
Once they arrived and settled in, Noah quickly found himself relaxing. Everyone was nice and no one seemed to give a crap he and Jackson were gay. As the beer and wine flowed before the grill was fired up, Noah and Jackson both enjoyed a couple of beers, because they’d be there until that evening and would have plenty of time to get it out of their systems.
This was a celebration of their success, and it was great being able to see this side of Jackson. Things took a fun and silly turn as Ellen’s husband tossed her into the pool, and Jackson grabbed Noah and heaved him in after her.
He broke the surface laughing, just to have Jackson practically land on him, splashing him and wrapping himself around Noah like a koala on a tree.
One of the other teachers broke out her cell phone and was taking pictures, and apparently video, while she held a wine cooler in her other hand.
“Who’s your hunky guy, Jackson?” she asked.
He kissed Noah, temporarily obliterating Noah’s ability to think, much less worry about who was watching. “This is my guy, Noah. My fiancé.” His gaze burned into Noah’s. “The man whose hand I will be putting a ring on.”
That was met with happy cheers and everyone starting to chant, “Kiss! Kiss! Kiss!”
Jackson grinned and kissed him again, tightening the grip he currently had around Noah’s waist with his legs and grinding against him.
Noah’s hands held Jackson’s ass, squeezing, hoping the water was hiding most of their brief grope.
When they ended their kiss to more loud and raucous cheers, Ellen, who’d made it to the pool’s edge, held up the wine cooler her husband had put into her hand.
“A toast! To Jackson, for all his hard work and making Sorrellson’s expansion a reality, and may he and Noah have many happy years together!”
More cheers, and another kiss. Finally, Jackson released him, taking him by the hand and leading him to the shallow end, where they lounged and talked with Jackson’s arm draped around Noah’s shoulders.
If this was a glimpse of the life that awaited him, he knew he’d happily take anything his family dished out, and more.
Because he’d never felt so peaceful as he did at that moment.
 
* * * *
 
Over the next six weeks, Noah’s certainty grew that, yeah, this was his life now. Jackson was his life.
Jackson had even met Noah at dinner with some of Noah’s coworkers one night, and Noah had survived it with little more than a tiny bit of terror.
Jackson had taken him home after that and made love to him until they’d both collapsed, exhausted and sated and happy.
He did notice Jackson always tended to reward bravery like that on his part.
Noah had been dodging his mother, too. Thursday night she even called twice but didn’t leave a message, so he didn’t bother calling her back. It was one of the rare nights that he and Jackson had stayed over at Noah’s apartment, but only because Noah had to be at work Friday morning at seven thirty due to a meeting he needed to be in no later than eight. They were both getting ready to leave Friday morning when someone knocked on Noah’s door.
Jackson was closer and answered it—
And it was with no small amount of horror Noah spotted his mother standing there, her lips pressed into a grim line.
“So it’s true, isn’t it?” She shoved past Jackson and had cornered Noah against his kitchen counter before he could even react. “You’re a damned homosexual! You’re going to Hell! You need to get down on your—”
“Whoa, lady!” Jackson said, shoving in between her and Noah and forcing her back a step. “Who the fuck are you to come in here with that bullshit!”
She tried to dodge around Jackson, but he kept his hands up and wouldn’t let her.
“Drop to your knees, sodomite!” she yelled around Jackson.
“Lady, the only person he’s dropping to his knees for is me, and if you don’t get the hell out of here, you’re leaving in handcuffs!”
Noah truly didn’t recognize his mother. She wore a wild, ghastly expression, her cheeks red, eyes wide as she finally seemed to focus on Jackson. “You’re the one in the video!” She shoved Jackson, but fortunately he had nearly a foot in height on her and didn’t budge. He also didn’t shove her back, for which Noah thought the man should get a cookie or a blowjob or something.
Noah finally found his voice. “Mom, get out of here!”
“You need to repent! You need to—”
“Mom, shut the fuck up!” He didn’t know who his scream surprised more, him or Jackson, but she did shut her trap. “I don’t know what video you’re talking about, but yeah, I’m gay. That’s why I divorced Meg. She lied to everyone to help me cover it up, because she knew you’d react like this.”
“I’m calling 911,” Jackson said as he pulled his phone out of his pocket. “Not dealing with this bullshit, especially before coffee. Hope you have bail, honey, because you’re going to need it.”
Noah grabbed his hand and hoped he could stop this from escalating. “Mom, please, just leave.”
“I’m not leaving until you’ve repented and kicked this…this male whore to the curb!”
Anger flared in Jackson’s eyes. “Male whore? What do you think this is, Victorian London? Get a grip, sweetheart. The phrase you were looking for is ‘son-in-law.’”
“Not as long as I’m alive!” she screamed. “I’ll be in my grave first!”
“I will happily arrange that!” Jackson roared back, making her flinch from him. Jackson’s full-throttle anger startled Noah, too.
Noah managed to get between Jackson and his mom. He didn’t think she had a gun—they never had guns when he was growing up—but he had a feeling Jackson was ready to deck her.
Frankly, he wanted to deck her.
But right now, what Noah wanted even more was to get his mom the fuck out of the apartment so he could calm Jackson down and get to work. He couldn’t be late today.
“I didn’t believe it,” she said. “I didn’t want to believe it, but now everyone at my church knows my son is gay!”
He had managed to take Jackson’s phone away from him and herd his mother another two feet toward the still-open front door. “I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about, but good for them for being snoops.”
“It’s on Facebook. Loretta Calhoun’s sister works for Sorrellson Academy and was tagged in a Facebook video and pictures from a cookout. Loretta saw them yesterday. She spotted you and this…this—”
“Say it, lady!” Jackson roared over Noah’s left shoulder. “I dare you to say it!”
Okay, that was six fucking weeks ago, and it was just now getting around to his mom?
Maybe it would be easier to get Jackson out the door first, and then get his mom out.
“What, are you going to hit a woman?” she taunted. “As if someone like you could hit anyone! Come at me, and I’ll show you how a mother fights for her son’s eternal soul!”
Scratch that. Mom had to go first, because Noah was nearly ready to slap her.
He grabbed her by the shoulders, spun her around, and forcibly marched her out the door. “Go away, now, or I’ll let him call the cops.”
He slammed the door in her face and locked it, his pulse pounding in his temples, a sick headache threatening, and—
He turned and nearly screamed. Jackson stood right behind him and stepped forward, pinning him against the door.
“Phone,” Jackson ordered, holding out his hand.
Noah handed it over.
“What time is your lunch today?”
“Twelve, or when they break.”
“Go get me your passport, divorce papers, and birth certificate.”
“Wh-what?”
“NOW!” Jackson screamed.
That overrode the questions in Noah’s brain. He ducked around Jackson and bolted for the bedroom, where he kept the small, fireproof lockbox wrapped in a blanket and hidden inside a large cardboard box that had held boxes of tampons. No, not the safest hiding place, but he hoped if he was ever robbed it’d fool someone.
Fumbling the combination dials, he got it open and when he turned and stood, there was Jackson, waiting outside the closet. His face looked red, like he was about to start screaming again.
He held out his hand.
Without comment, Noah handed over the documents.
Jackson leaned in. “If you run late, text me. Otherwise, I will be downstairs in my car and waiting for you at noon. Be there.”
On that, he turned, left the room, and Noah heard the front door slam shut a moment later.
He slumped onto the edge of the bed, adrenaline hitting him and making him tremble.
Fuck!
As he tried to gather his thoughts and process what had just happened, he shoved his mother out of his mind and focused on Jackson. He’d seen the man exhibit many emotions in their weeks together, but this was the first time he’d honestly felt…
Scared.
Not like he’d been in danger, but like a switch had flipped inside the man and he’d dropped into some sort of primal, ingrained response.
He knew there was something in Jackson’s past, because the man had alluded to it but never wanted to discuss it. Heartache that had ripped him apart.
Something he’d swore he’d never put himself through again.
Now, Noah felt torn between wanting to know what had hurt his man so much to have this kind of reaction…and wanting to swear to himself to never ask Jackson so he wouldn’t make the man mentally relive it. Because whatever it was to make Jackson act like this had to be…
Fuck.
 
* * * *
 
Noah’s mother and Jackson were both gone when Noah emerged from his apartment ten minutes later than he’d planned to leave. Fortunately, he only had to drive a couple of blocks.
At least work kept him busy and helped pull his mind off the confrontation. Noah prayed as the morning meeting droned on that they didn’t run late, and fortunately, they didn’t. He was standing downstairs at 11:58 when Jackson’s car wheeled into the parking lot.
Jackson didn’t speak when Noah climbed in. He didn’t ask where they were going, either. From the dark anger still visible on the other man’s face, Noah wasn’t even sure he wanted to know.
Hell, he didn’t even know why Jackson had asked him for that paperwork, but he spotted the items in the back seat.
But he trusted Jackson, even with this new wrinkle added. He loved him and trusted him, and if this ended badly…well, he’d deal with it then.
Until that happened, he would trust.
They reached their destination just minutes later, Jackson parking in the public garage across from the county courthouse. “Driver’s license,” Jackson said, holding out his hand.
Noah handed it over without question.
Twenty minutes later, they were stepping up to the county clerk’s desk. Jackson handed over all their paperwork, including his own driver’s license, passport, and birth certificate.
“Marriage license application, please,” he said.
Noah’s pulse galloped and he felt like every eye in the place was on them, but when he glanced around…no, it was just him.
Although if he started doing a happy dance he guessed that might earn him some weird looks.
Twenty minutes later, they were returning to Jackson’s car with the marriage license. They couldn’t get married for three days, though.
Ironic it took longer and more paperwork to get married than to buy a long gun in their state.
Jackson didn’t speak again until he pulled into a visitor spot outside the county admin building and shifted it into park. He looked out the windshield for a long moment before facing Noah.
“I want you to take this weekend to think,” Jackson quietly said. He reached over and took Noah’s hand, gently stroking his fingers, staring at their hands. “I love you. I know I want to spend the rest of my life with you. And I will not let those people treat you like that. But I legally don’t get a say right now. If you died tonight, they would have the ability to decide how you were buried and if I could even attend the funeral.”
A chill filled Noah as he contemplated the truth to that.
“So here it is,” Jackson said, his gaze swiveling up, locking on Noah’s. “Ultimatum time. I know who and what I want. You’ve been telling me you love me. Do you mean it?”
“Yes, Master. I love you.”
“Do you mean it for life?”
He squeezed Jackson’s hand. “I do.”
“I…I have never felt the level of anger that I did this morning,” he said. “Well, not never. Once before. What feels like a lifetime ago. But I never thought I ever would again. And it terrified me, because I legit came close to punching out an old lady. That would have ruined my life, my career.”
He took a deep breath. “Long story for another day, though. Let’s just say while I have damn good control, she stepped on every bad trigger I do have, all at the same time. We have seen each other every day since we got together.”
He squeezed Noah’s hand. “Every day. And we’ve slept together in the same bed every night. So I need you to take this weekend—alone, and no contact with me—to think. Monday at noon, I will be waiting for you here to go to the courthouse and get married. If you show up, that means you’re willing to spend the rest of your life with me, obeying me, and literally getting on your knees only for me. It means I have final say in keeping you safe—I don’t just mean physically, I also mean mentally and emotionally. That means I have final say in the contact you have with those people. Anything you want to add?”
Noah swallowed hard, pain filling him. “No contact this weekend?” That honestly left him feeling…lost. His life outside of work now revolved around Jackson.
That’s how he wanted it to be.
I guess that’s my answer, isn’t it?
Finally, a little soft edge to the hard anger still filling Jackson’s features. He reached out and cupped Noah’s cheek with his other hand, even as he still held Noah’s. “I need to spend the weekend calming down. Literally. Luckily she was already getting into her car when I came out. If she and I had gotten into it in the parking lot, I might have actually hit her. That scares me, because I never lose control like that. Ever. Not now. Like I said, old triggers I thought I’d dealt with and left behind me.
“We have done nothing wrong. I’ve got teachers at school asking when they can throw us a wedding party. My own parents keep hinting at it, and they’re in fricking Indiana and haven’t even met you yet.”
He dropped his hand from Noah’s face to cup it around Noah’s hand. “So I’m going to spend this weekend finding my chill center again and working through some old stuff that I thought I’d…settled. Come Monday, either you’re going to marry me, or not. And if you marry me, that means from that moment on, only I get to decide when and how you interact with your parents, and I control the situation. Understand?”
Noah nodded. “Yes, Master.”
Weary exhaustion filled his features. “Come give me a kiss, baby, and get back to work.”
Noah leaned in and kissed him. “I love you, Master.”
Jackson’s hand returned, this time cupping the back of Noah’s neck. “Love you, too. I mean it—no contact between us this weekend. Not unless it’s an emergency. Spend the time thinking about us, and if I’m who you really want. Because once you’re mine, it’s for life.”
Noah nodded.
Jackson gathered their papers, separated his from Noah’s, and returned everything to him. Noah noticed Jackson kept the marriage license.
After getting out, Noah stood there and watched him drive off. Turning to head inside, he fought the urge to cry over the deep ache that he wouldn’t be with Jackson tonight.
Or Saturday.
Or…Sunday.
But…that’s my answer, isn’t it?
And, he realized, it was Jackson’s whole point. Sure, it was barely two months they’d known each other, but they weren’t kids.
They both knew what and who they wanted.
They both had lives and careers and mostly had their shit together.
There also wasn’t another option in Noah’s soul—he loved Jackson and wanted to spend the rest of his life with him.
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twelve
 
When Noah headed downstairs at 12:01 on Monday, he found Jackson standing there, leaning against the side of his car, parked in a shady spot in the visitor parking area.
Nervous, Noah walked over to him, standing in front of him.
Jackson wore khakis, loafers, and a long-sleeved button-up shirt with the Sorrellson logo embroidered on the left breast, his sleeves neatly rolled up to his elbows, the top button undone at the collar and no tie. With his arms crossed over his chest, he studied Noah with eyes that today flashed more green than brown, the flecks of emerald in the depths intensifying his gaze.
Jackson didn’t speak, waiting.
Noah stared into his eyes for a long moment, stomach churning. Finally, he threw himself at Jackson, tightly wrapping his arms around his neck and kissing him.
He had to.
He couldn’t walk away from him.
This was his Master, his heart, his love.
Jackson’s arms captured Noah’s waist, clutching him against his body for a long, quiet moment. “My very good boy,” he whispered in Noah’s ear, making Noah’s soul soar. “I missed you so damn much this weekend. Let’s go make you mine—and make me yours.”
Jackson’s fingers laced through Noah’s. He led him around to the passenger side, opened the door for him, and held his hand until Noah had settled in the seat.
Jackson braced one arm on the roof, the other on his door, and leaned in. “You’re mine, you understand? There’s no room in your head for any of that fucking bullshit your family tries to feed you. I forbid it. I’ll never tell you to cut all contact with them. But, from now on, contact only happens in my presence, because I will push back against them, protect you from them, and fight that battle for you. That’s my job, and I will do it. You will let me do it, and you will not interfere with me doing it. Understand?”
Noah nodded. “Yes, Master.”
Jackson didn’t move. “This is for life,” he quietly said. “I belong to you every bit as much as you belong to me. No other guys, no cheating, no lying. Outside our jobs, your focus is me, and my focus is you. I won’t accept anything less than that.”
“Yes, Master. That’s what I want.”
He reached in and stroked Noah’s chin. “Are you scared?”
“Terrified, Sir.”
A sweet smile quirked Jackson’s lips. “Good.”
“Good?”
“Yeah. Because I’m shitting bricks terrified that you have so much faith in me. But I promise I’ll spend the rest of our lives trying to live up to that.”
 
* * * *
 
Honestly?
Jackson had spent the weekend lonely as hell, missing Noah, wondering how the hell Noah’s mother had so easily stepped on his last nerve and made him snap after years of thinking he’d moved past the…well, past—
And had fully expected to be driving away alone at 1:01.
Had started working on the reality in his head, trying to detach, trying to figure out his next step after having perfection snatched from his fingers.
Again.
When he’d spotted Noah exit the building, it’d taken every last ounce of self-control he’d had not to jump, scream, pump his fist in triumph.
To run to him.
He should have had more faith in his boy.
He would have more faith in his boy.
Except the only way this would work between them for life was if Noah came to him.
Willingly.
If Noah would simply trust him, quit living in fear, quit listening to the echoes of his family’s voices in his head, quit worrying about judgments of mythical others and everyones, from the moon and stars and back, they could be happy.
He knew they could.
He’d never been more sure of anything in his life.
Noah was everything and more that he wanted and needed in a partner, and he’d give Noah everything he needed and wanted, everything within his power to give him.
He’d fight the battles for him, be a buffer between Noah and his family.
Refuse to let them set more hooks in his psyche, and help Noah gently remove the ones they’d already placed there.
Lovingly help him heal his old wounds.
He’d show him what true love felt like, how it could lift his soul.
How they could build a life together they could be openly proud of.
Making sure Noah was clear, he closed the door and rounded the car to slide behind the wheel. The county courthouse wasn’t far, only a few blocks, but with the heat he didn’t feel like walking it. After quickly finding a parking spot in the garage across the street, he held hands with Noah as they walked inside with Jackson leading the way. He carried their paperwork and hoped Noah couldn’t see how he trembled.
Terror was a pretty damn good word to describe it.
There were five couples ahead of them, and he kept patting his pocket, where he had the rings he’d purchased yesterday despite his fears and worry it might jinx things, matching plain gold bands that only cost him a hundred each.
A surprise Noah didn’t know about.
He’d take care of his boy. Maybe later, for their one-year anniversary, they could pick out something else, if Noah wanted to.
For today, they would do just fine.
He wanted his mark on his boy, proof to the world they belonged to each other.
When it was their turn, the clerk took their IDs and the paperwork and quickly scanned through everything.
“We need a clerk to marry us now, please,” Jackson said.
“Okay. Step to the side, and as soon as she finishes with the couple in there”—she pointed to a door at the far end of the counter—“she’ll take care of that for you.”
“Thank you.” He took all their items, including Noah’s ID, and grabbed his hand to tug him out of line and over to where he’d seen the couple who was now inside waiting a few minutes earlier.
Noah’s gaze remained wide, looking borderline terrified.
He smiled up at him. “Last chance to back out, baby.”
Noah shook his head. “No, Master,” he quietly said. “I never had a chance to back out. I fell in love with you that night at the Toucan.”
Jackson reached up with his free hand and cupped his cheek. “You’re not the only one who fell in love that night.”
The door opened and a smiling couple, a man and a woman, stepped out, the clerk behind them. After she finished finalizing that couple’s paperwork, she returned and motioned the men inside, closing the door behind them.
“Do you have your own vows, or do you want me to use the standard vows?”
“That,” Jackson said, staring at Noah. “Quick and easy.”
“Rings?”
He smiled. “Yes.”
It was worth the shock that flashed across Noah’s features, the way his eyes widened even more.
Five minutes later, they’d exchanged rings and Jackson gently kissed him as the clerk took a picture for them with Jackson’s phone. Not a fraction as passionately as he wanted to kiss him, but this was a county building.
He could do sexy and sinful later, at home.
Their home.
When they emerged from the building ten minutes later with all the paperwork they’d need—including the change of name forms for Noah that he’d filed at the same time—Jackson stopped in the middle of the sidewalk, threw back his head, and let loose the joyful yell he’d been choking back ever since Noah appeared outside the county admin building.
“Master!”
Jackson pulled him in for a long, sexy kiss. “Fuck it, boy. You’re mine, and I’ll be damned if I’m not going to let the world know how I feel.”
Noah laughed. “Yes, Master.”
 
* * * *
 
There was no use arguing or feeling embarrassed. Jackson was Jackson, and Noah accepted that his own happiness meant letting the man be himself.
That meant letting him be in charge, and if he wanted to throw his head back and howl his happiness at the moon and stars, he’d go along with it.
He’d go anywhere the man wanted to lead him.
Happily.
Jackson drove him back to work and they sat in his car in the visitor’s lot, Jackson holding Noah’s left hand and silently staring at the wedding band now resting there.
That had been a pleasant shock, him producing rings.
Honestly? He wasn’t sure Jackson had really meant they were actually going to get married today. Noah thought maybe he’d wanted to talk, to go to lunch, to sit down and hammer things out. That maybe the whole thing had been some sort of loyalty test.
Except…
This was better.
Way better.
Crazy and spontaneous and maybe the next step to him losing his family for good, sure, but Noah wouldn’t turn back.
He couldn’t.
He couldn’t walk away from Jackson. Not a second time. Maybe his fate had been sealed that night from the moment the man with the burger and fries sat down and started talking to him at the Toucan.
His mother had tried to call him again over the weekend. He answered the third call, literally didn’t wait for her to talk before he told her to accept him as he was and love him, or to leave him alone…and then hung up on her. He’d set her number, and their home number, as well as his father’s and sister’s numbers, to mute and not alert him to calls or texts.
She’d left several of each on his phone, each one sounding more desperate and accusing him of being the one with the problem.
He deleted all of them without response.
Jackson stroked Noah’s wedding band with his finger. “You don’t take this off. Not unless it’s an emergency, or for something like doing home repairs, or cooking, where you don’t want to mess it up.” His gaze lifted, focused on Noah. “Understand?”
“Yes, Master.”
Jackson nodded and smiled, squeezing Noah’s hand. “Text me when you leave work. Stop by your place after work, get what you need, and then come straight to my house. I’ll handle renting the truck for this weekend.”
“Sir?”
“You’re my husband. You will live with me. Is that a problem?”
Terror tried to choke Noah’s voice, but he pushed the words out anyway. “No, Master.”
“We’ll get you moved in before we tell your family.”
“Master?”
“I don’t want them having your new address. Although if they’re not stupid, they can get it through voter registration rolls. They won’t know where you live, at least for a while. If they decide to be adults, then I’ll think about giving them our address. I’m not dealing with that bullshit in our lives, boy. I mean it. What they think of us doesn’t matter. I know it sucks, but we’ll build our own family of friends. And you’ll have my parents. They don’t care I’m gay. They’ll love you.”
“They’re in Indiana.”
“I know, but we’ll see them a couple of times a year.” Jackson leaned in and kissed him again. “You need to get back to work, and so do I. I’ll see you tonight when you get home.”
This felt…surreal. “I love you, Master.”
Jackson smiled, and Noah knew he’d live his life doing whatever he could to keep him smiling like that, like his soul shone through with pure joy. “I love you, too, baby.”
One last kiss brushed against his lips, and then Noah climbed out and headed inside.
He stopped by the vending machines on the first floor for chips, trail mix, and a Mountain Dew. Maybe not the healthiest lunch, but there were still bagels upstairs left over from the morning meetings. He could snag one of those.
On the elevator ride upstairs, his gaze focused on his wedding band, the plain, shiny strip of gold encircling his finger, and he smiled.
Who was he kidding?
It was a collar.
And it was one he damn sure didn’t want to take off.
Ever.
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirteen
 
On his way home after work, Jackson stopped and picked up groceries, a small Publix bakery cake with buttercream frosting…and a bottle of champagne to celebrate.
Trite, but dammit, it was his wedding night.
He had dinner ready when Noah walked in, steaks and salad and broccoli. He met Noah in the foyer and took everything from him, sitting it off to the side, then pointing at the floor.
Noah smiled as he dropped to his knees.
Jackson reached out with his left hand, wiggling his fingers and wanting Noah to hold up his left hand. He did.
Jackson leaned in and kissed Noah’s ring, squeezing his hand, then held his left hand so Noah could kiss his ring. “New greeting ritual, baby,” Jackson said. “I’ve been telling you I was going to start making you do one. Now, you have it.”
Noah playfully grinned. “Yes, Master.”
He stepped forward and pulled Noah’s face against the front of his shorts, where his cock strained for freedom. “That’s for you for later. After dinner and cake.”
“Cake?” he mumbled against Jackson’s fabric-covered bulge.
“Yeah, cake. And bubbly. We’re going to do this right.” He helped Noah stand and pulled him in for a kiss. “I want your driver’s license changed by next weekend, Mr. Crowder. We need to start getting each other added to everything, and I don’t want to have to do it twice because of a name change.”
“Yes, Master.”
“You can just say yes, Sir, if you’d like.”
“But I like saying Master.” He ground his hips against Jackson’s. “I like that little evil gleam it puts in your eyes every time I do.”
“Oh, my sweet boy. What am I going to do with you?”
“Hopefully you’re going to cane my ass tonight before you fuck me and make me come.” He threw in an adorable little pout. “I was told no contact, so I couldn’t ask you if I was allowed to masturbate this weekend.”
“And did you?”
“No. I was a good boy. Besides, I missed you too much to be in the mood.”
Frankly, Jackson hadn’t been in the mood to masturbate without Noah in his bed, either.
“Good boy. Get naked, and let’s eat before our food gets cold.”
 
* * * *
 
Dinner was amazing, and Noah wasn’t sure what Jackson had in mind when he cut a quarter of the small, round cake and put it on a plate, but didn’t get them forks. He opened the champagne, and handed the bottle to Noah, along with two glasses.
“Come on, baby.” He led the way, carrying the cake.
He’d spread an old sheet over the bed and once they’d each had a few swallows of champagne, Jackson ordered Noah onto his back on the bed.
“The caning can come later,” Jackson said with a wicked smile. “I want dessert first.”
He picked up the piece of cake, smeared it all over Noah’s abs, and then took a piece and held it to Noah’s lips. “I like this version of smashing it better.”
Noah sucked the frosting and cake off Jackson’s fingers. “Me, too.” He grabbed a piece and held it up for Jackson to take from him.
Five minutes later, they were kissing, both covered in cake, and probably on their way to a damn good sugar high. Noah had never done anything like this before, so wacky, so messy.
So fun.
They’d done a pretty decent job of licking the cake and frosting off each other when Jackson reached for a tube of lube and slicked his hard cock. “I know you’ll be hornier than hell after I cane you. You can fuck me then. But for right now, I want to mark my boy inside.”
They hadn’t gone bareback yet, even though Noah had wanted to. As Jackson’s cock slid into him, Noah wrapped his legs around him and held on tight.
“Who do you belong to?” Jackson asked.
Jackson had cake and frosting in his hair, a smear of it along his forehead, and Noah knew he couldn’t look much better.
“You, Master. I’m your boy.”
“Damn right you are. You hold it this time. This one’s for me.” It was quick and hard and aching in all the sweet, good ways as Jackson braced his arms on the bed and fucked a load into Noah for the first time.
From there to the bathroom, where they took their time showering and Jackson was particularly mean, dropping to his knees in front of Noah to edge him, mouthing his cock and balls without getting him off.
Back to bed, where Jackson gave him five cane strokes that left Noah hard and horny even as he felt the stripes of fire biting into his flesh.
It hadn’t taken Jackson long to rewire his brain.
When Noah fucked Jackson, his guy wrapped his arms and legs around Noah, smiling up at him. “Go on and mark it, baby. Belongs to you…Mr. Crowder.”
He pounded his cock into Jackson’s tight ass, everything else gone from his mind except the sweet sensation of building up to an enormous orgasm, spilling into him, knowing he was the only man who’d ever get to do this to him for the rest of their lives.
Loving that Jackson was the only man he’d ever been with, or ever would be with.
As he caught his breath, he rested his forehead against Jackson’s, unable to hold back his tears. “I know this is for life,” Noah whispered, “because I didn’t feel anything like this about Meg. I’ve never felt like this before. This weekend, when I had to think about it, and didn’t have you there with me, it really hit home what you meant. About my parents. I don’t want them to be the ones who get to possibly have the final say about my life. You’re my life. I need you. You, and only you.”
Jackson held him, gently rocking him in his arms. “I need you, too, baby. You’re the only one I need, the only one I want. Forever.”
Noah kissed him, savoring it. “Forever.”
 
 
THE END
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