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Chapter One

 

It happened at Pizzicato. Jack had brought Channon out to dinner with clients, the Godwins, and Mrs Godwin asked Channon what his plans were for the future.

Channon was wearing his charcoal wool suit with one of Jack’s ties—green, to bring out his eyes. He’d just had a haircut, and he looked so sharply polished it made Jack want to bite down on him to hear him squeal. He was the loveliest creature Jack had ever laid eyes on, and Jack knew that couldn’t be true, not objectively. That was love talking. For some reason, knowing that didn’t make him feel it any less.

At Mrs Godwin’s question, Channon tilted his head, those light green eyes catching Jack’s for a moment. He grinned, pulling his bottom lip between his teeth, and said, “I’m still working on it.”

“You don’t have a five-year plan?”

Jack winced, knowing Channon was often sensitive in the face of criticism.

But Channon just looked her in the eye and said, “No, but I know that right now? I’m where I need to be.”

It made Jack’s chest ache. He leaned his knee against Channon’s under the table, so glad of him in that moment. Channon pressed back, glancing shyly at him before steering the conversation to the safer subject of Christmas.

I’m going to marry him. The thought was like a supernova, bright and all-encompassing. He would. He’d ask Channon to marry him, and then he’d get to watch Channon grow into the man he was destined to be, unfurling under Jack’s tender care. Oh, he was going to be glorious. Jack longed for him, his whole body yearning toward him. How he loved his beautiful, charming boy.

It wasn’t a new thought, not really, but that was the moment when it solidified into something tangible. Jack wanted Channon forever. If he could, he would have locked Channon up in what Nate called his ‘ivory tower’ and never let him go. Except that wasn’t true, really. They’d tried something like that, and it hadn’t worked out.

(On reflection, Jack wondered if it might have been better if he hadn’t used Channon as a slave but kept him prisoner instead. Naked and vulnerable. Collared and chained to wait for use. God, that sounded divine.)

Jack couldn’t keep Channon hidden away, but he could keep him. He could put a ring on Channon’s finger and a permanent collar around his throat, and then, no matter where they went, people would know Channon was his. The way it should be.

Mine, Jack thought, picturing it. Always.

Perfect.

❧

“I’m going to ask Channon to marry me.”

Saying it aloud was a relief. It felt real, now it was out, something that would actually happen.

He was on the chilly deck of their condo, looking out over the sparkling city lights. Channon had gone up to bed, was waiting warm and naked for him. Tomorrow, it would be Christmas Eve, and they’d head up to Coleridge to see Jack’s folks. Nate and Ewan were spending Christmas with Ewan’s friends, something Jack thought sounded horrendous, though he’d kept it to himself out of respect for Nate’s feelings. He would have waited until after the holidays to tell Nate, except he couldn’t keep it to himself any longer. Two hours he’d been thinking about this, and already he wanted to burst with the joy of it.

Over the line, Nate said. “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. That’s…been coming for a long time.”

“You’re not going to try and talk me out of it?” Jack teased. Nate had been against Jack bringing Channon home in the first place, concerned about his age and inexperience. Jack figured by now Nate must be over it, but part of him wanted to hear it from the horse’s mouth.

“Like it would do anyone any good.” Nate sounded strange, distant over the connection. “I’m guessing you wouldn’t be asking if you didn’t already know the answer.”

He meant Channon’s answer. “I’m ninety-nine percent sure of it,” Jack confessed. “There’s always a chance I’m wrong.”

“So what, exactly, would it mean?”

“In what way?”

“Would you be monogamous?”

“We already are monogamous.”

Nate laughed. “Ye-eah, I think I’ve fucked your boyfriend enough times to call bullshit on that.”

“We’re emotionally monogamous,” Jack clarified. “But sexually…flexible.”

“And when you’re married?”

“I don’t see why that should change.”

There was a pause. “Have you talked about marriage before?”

“Not quite. We did talk about children.” Jack pressed his lips hard together to cover the momentary thrill of that whole conversation and what had happened as a result. Channon had called him ‘Daddy’, and Jack hadn’t known he might like that as much as he did, even if Channon never said it again.

Nate breathed out in a rush. “Kids. Fuck. You’re really serious.” He laughed, and Jack felt the tension he hadn’t known was in him loosen. “We’re so old. Look at you, getting married, having kids.”

“Considering future children,” Jack corrected.

Nate made a sound of amusement. “Well, at least they’ll be planned. Hey.” His voice softened. “Good luck. Let me know how it goes.”

“The proposal or the children?”

“I mean, I hope I’ll know how the children go because I’ll be one of their drunk gay uncles. Seriously, good luck. Marry your boy. Invite me to the wedding; I’ll get you something nice.”

Jack had assumed Nate would be his best man, but that was a conversation for after Channon said yes. If he did. He would, surely.

Channon would say yes. Jack would make sure of it. It was just a matter of planning.

He went up to bed. Channon was already in it, curled up snug under the covers with his phone.

“Reading, sweetheart?”

“Just Reddit.” Channon put his phone down, like a good boy, and rolled onto his back to peek at Jack over the covers.

“Where do you want to go for our anniversary this year?” Jack asked as he undressed. He never bothered with pajamas anymore. The feel of Channon’s naked skin on his—even just for sleep—was too great a pleasure.  “Versailles? Vanuatu? Venice?”

“Um…Venice? Maybe?”

“Why Venice?” Jack climbed into bed, mentally picturing making his proposal in a gondola. Romantic, sure, but if Channon panicked, there was a chance the ring could end up in a canal and that was not something he wanted Channon to go to pieces over.

Under the covers, Channon curled himself into Jack’s arms until Jack was draped over him like a coat. “Venice is in Italy, right?”

“That’s right.”

“That means Italian food.”

Jack laughed and kissed the back of Channon’s neck. Of course. “Thinking with your stomach, sweetheart?”

“I like pasta,” Channon said, wriggling his ass into Jack’s lap. “I bet Venice pasta is way different.”

“Venetian.”

“Like the blinds?”

“Just like the blinds. I’ve never been to Venice,” Jack confessed. “Let’s go to Venice.”

“Okay, Sir.” Channon was silent in the dark for all of six seconds. “Sir…”

“Yeah, sweetheart?”

Channon slid restlessly against him. “We’re going to your parents’ house tomorrow.”

“Yeah.”

“And we’re staying tomorrow night.”

“Uh-huh.”

Channon sighed. “It’s just…that’s two nights. Tonight and tomorrow night. And…”

Jack grinned and nipped Channon’s ear. “What are you asking me?”

“Well, I just…I just wish…”

“Mmm-hmm?”

Channon made a frustrated sound. “I wish you’d fuck me, Sir.” He still sounded so embarrassed to say it, like admitting he wanted Jack’s dick was a terrible shame. Jack couldn’t help how much he loved that, and now he rocked up against Channon’s ass, enjoying the give of his soft flesh.

“Yeah? You wanna be fucked, sweetheart?”

“I’m prepped, Sir,” Channon breathed, spreading his legs. Jack slid a hand down to check and—oh, yeah, Channon was wet, opening for him as easy as anything.

Jack bit down on his shoulder, very interested now. “Is that what you were doing while I was downstairs?”

“Uh-huh.” Channon wriggled onto his belly, lifting his hips and opening his thighs, begging with his body for Jack to take him. “Is that okay, Sir?”

“That’s beautiful, baby. Hold still for me. I’m gonna make you come.”

It didn’t take long to rub himself hard on Channon’s ass, and then he just guided himself inside, sinking slow into his boy. It was tight, so wet. It felt good, and Channon was moaning under him, shoving up onto his cock like he couldn’t help it.

Jack rocked into him slow, brought him up slower, and so slowly drove Channon over the edge, feeling him squeeze and flutter on his cock. Then he took his time, thinking, I’m going to marry you. I’m going to fuck you every fucking night for the rest of our lives. I’m going to make you happy, Channon, so happy with me that you never want to leave.

God, how lovely he was, clean and fresh smelling, his body so welcoming, and he wanted Jack. He loved Jack. He knew Jack, and still wanted him. How was that possible?

When Jack came it was slow too, a deep pleasure throbbing through him in thick pulses. He buried himself in Channon’s body, holding him close and feeling more connected to him than he had to any human being in his whole life. This was his boy. God, how he loved him.

He said so; Channon whimpered and hooked an ankle around his leg. “I love you too, Sir,” he sighed, and in it Jack heard the ‘yes’ he was hoping for.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

Christmas with his folks was always rowdy, but this year Helen and her family popped in for lunch, making the house overflow. Jack dutifully held the new baby, who was big enough not to worry too much about, and then he offered his armful to Channon.

“Her name’s Dimity,” Jack said.

Channon stared at her like she was from another planet. “Uh…is it okay?”

“Sure. Helen, you don’t mind if Channon takes a turn holding her?”

“Knock yourselves out,” Helen said, reclined on the sofa with a non-chili-laced hot chocolate. “If she messes her diaper, you can even change it for me.”

Channon looked momentarily disgusted, but he let Jack settle baby Dimity in his arms. “She’s heavier than she looks.”

“Babies are.” Jack tucked the blanket around her and stepped back. “You good?”

Channon was watching her with this stunned-deer look on his face. “Yeah,” he said.

He looked…God, Jack didn’t know. Channon with a baby in his arms wasn’t on the list of things Jack had ever thought he’d be turned on by, and it wasn’t quite like that, anyway. It was just…That could be our baby. This could be us. And maybe—because when they’d talked about it, Channon hadn’t been decided one way or the other—they wouldn’t ever be parents. But Channon could be his husband, and the thought of it swelled in him until he felt overfull with emotion.

He had a lot of emotions now he hadn’t indulged in for a long time before Channon. Maybe ever. It should have been exhausting, but instead he felt invigorated.

“Uncle Channon!” That was Theresa, twelve years old and relentless. “Come play Tekken!”

“Uncle Channon’s busy,” her mom called back, tipping Channon a wink. “Try him again after lunch.”

“But Mo-o-om!”

Gloria shook her head. “He’s holding the baby, honey; you’re going to have to wait.”

Jack grinned. Uncle Channon. That was exactly what he wanted. And Channon’s face was priceless.

After lunch and presents, Aaron talked Theresa into going for a walk in the woods instead of Tekken. “Channon will come too. Right Chan?”

Channon looked to Jack, and Jack could tell he wanted to go. “I’m going to take a nap,” Jack told him. “So you do whatever you like.”

All the kids over five went together in the end, making a hell of a racket with Aaron and Sasha trying to herd them into some kind of order and mostly managing it. Channon would be okay, seemed okay now at least. Jack went upstairs and lay down, torn between relief at the peace and quiet, and resentment for the sudden weariness that came over him now and then, a lingering consequence of the accident.

He closed his eyes. The alarm seemed to go off in no time at all. Forty minutes. He must have slept. The light was coming in low and gray through the curtains, and Jack took himself downstairs to find out if there was any coffee to be had.

His dad was in the kitchen, reading the local paper. “Gas prices can only go up,” he said, as if they were in the middle of that conversation.

“I think that’s the general consensus,” Jack said, finding a cup that didn’t have a cutesy slogan on it. Or, God forbid, a reindeer.

“Frank says climate change is going to reshape the logging industry.”

“Frank is, for once, probably correct. Can I fix you a cup?”

“I’m on rations.” His dad turned a page. “Channon tells me you’re doing nicely. After the accident.”

That fucking accident. “I am. Clean bill of health. I’m supposed to check in before I try to scale Everest or something, but in general? I’m doing great.”

“Hmph. I was impressed by how well Channon held together, when you were in the hospital.”

Jack stilled, wary of what was coming next. “He did his best.”

“He’s mature where it matters. He obviously cares about you.”

How good it felt to hear his dad approve of Channon like that. Jack smiled despite himself. “He does. He’s very special to me.”

His dad set the paper aside and took off his glasses to clean them. Jack knew from experience that he was about to be lectured, and braced himself. “He’s a nice young man. Polite and considerate. I was surprised when he emailed me a thank-you note for giving him some recipes. I didn’t think young people did that anymore.”

Jack hadn’t known Channon had done that. He did, however, know what it meant for his dad to share his carefully hoarded stash of recipes. “His mom raised him to have manners.”

“But not a lot of self-confidence.”

“…No.”

His dad huffed out a sigh. “Relax, Jonathan. I’m not going to criticize him when he’s not here to defend himself. I wanted to apologize.”

“For what, exactly?”

“For misjudging him. And you.” His dad fixed him with a level look. “I never much cared for Jessica. She was a nice enough girl, but I always thought you chose her because of her looks, not herself. Then you brought Nate home, and I thought there was someone who would be a good match for you.”

“As I recall,” Jack said dryly, “you thought Nate was a drunken mistake.”

His dad raised an eyebrow. “Are you telling me he wasn’t?”

“Maybe at first.”

“You two were so alike. I thought if you had to be a homosexual then at least neither of you were flaming. I know, I know,” he said, making a placatory gesture. “That was—what does Sasha call it? Problematic. But it’s honest.”

Jack took a mouthful of coffee to steady himself. “Fair for its time,” he said. “So. You liked Nate because he wasn’t a stereotypical queer. I’ll let him know.”

His dad frowned. “I liked Nate. I liked Nate as much as your mother liked Jessica. I still do. But it didn’t happen. I’ve never wanted you to be alone. And Channon,” he went on, looking Jack square in the eye, “is a very nice young man, and I like what he’s done to you. You seem relaxed and happy. He seems relaxed and happy. And I can’t help but think you deserve it. Both of you.”

Jack’s throat was tight. For a moment he couldn’t say anything, but then the words just came out of him without thought. “I’m going to ask him to marry me.”

His dad nodded. “I think that’s a wonderful idea. When?”

“May. For our anniversary. We’re going to Venice.”

But his dad frowned. “You’re going to wait five months? Son, I don’t know if you remember how good you are at keeping secrets.”

“I’m good at keeping secrets,” Jack protested, but his dad looked skeptical at best.

“You’re impatient. I don’t think you can keep a lid on it until May.”

“I’m very patient,” Jack said, thinking of all the delayed gratification they did. God, he’d wanted to fuck Channon the first night he met him, and he’d waited weeks for the perfect opportunity. Though. Five months?

His dad fixed him with a Look. “How many people have you told already?”

“Just you. And Nate.”

“And how long do you think Nate can keep it a secret?”

“Forever.”

“What about your mother?”

Jack hesitated. Oh. No. “You’re not going to tell her.”

“I’m not, unless you allow it. But if she finds out I knew for months and I didn’t tell her? She’ll divorce me.”

It was an exaggeration (Jack hoped), but still, his dad had a point. Nate was going to tell Ewan. And Ewan…

Fuck. “I need to get on top of this,” Jack said, wondering exactly how much time he had before Ewan spilled the beans. “I need to get a ring. That could take weeks.”

“Channon doesn’t strike me as someone who’d want something fancy,” his dad said, far too calm for Jack’s blood. “I think he’s more the sentimental type.”

It was true. “Definitely,” Jack said, his mind racing. It was Christmas Day. Could he get a ring before New Year’s? They were headed to the snow tomorrow, and there was no time.

“In that case, I have a solution.” Jack’s dad stood up, and Jack could see how much he was enjoying himself from the twinkle in his eye. “Let’s go talk to your mother.”

❧

The ring was gold, low profile, and had three diamonds in it. Understated, masculine, and stylishly simple. “Where did you get it?” Jack asked.

His mom beamed. “That was my father’s. When he asked your grandmother to marry him, neither of them had any money, so he bought her the cheapest ring he could find. He always meant to surprise her with a replacement, but the time never seemed right. And then, at their fiftieth wedding anniversary—don’t you remember?”

Jack did. “They renewed their vows. He gave her a ring, and she gave him one too.”

His mom nodded, her eyes glistening. “It was your uncle George who let slip to Mom what Dad was planning. I think he was miffed for about ten seconds before he got over it. And this was his ring.” She wiped her eyes with her fingers. Jack pretended not to notice. “Do you want to give it to Channon?”

It wasn’t what he’d planned. For a moment he resisted, but no, this was right. “If you’re okay with that, I’d really like to.”

“I think that’s perfect,” she said, still trying not to tear up. Jack hugged her, feeling a little overwhelmed. Everything was happening so fast. And yet, hadn’t this been a long time in the making?

He’d brought Channon home to meet his parents over a year ago. He’d known then that he wanted something serious, something permanent. And now.

Now all Channon had to do was say yes.

“Are you going to do it tonight?” his mom asked, her face pinched with excitement.

“I’m not asking him in front of the family,” Jack said. “That’s too much pressure. If he’s not sure—”

“That’s probably best.” She patted his arm. “Don’t wait too long, though. I’m not getting any younger.”

“Mom,” Jack chided. Then he kissed her cheek. “I’ll try not to test your patience.”

Still, he had to wait for the kids to come back, for Helen and Frank’s clan to leave, leftovers to be served up with a few extras, for someone to suggest they watch Labyrinth again. Everyone was piling into the basement with pillows and blankets and sleeping bags when Jack took Channon’s hand, his heart in his throat. “Hey. Sneak off with me.”

Channon grinned, and they crept away to pull on coats and boots and scarves. Jack led him out the back door, past Sasha (curled up on the loveseat under a blanket, FaceTiming her boyfriend), and over the snow-encrusted grass to the back gate.

“Where are we going?” 

Jack squeezed Channon’s hand through their gloves. “Don’t you trust me?”

Channon let out a laugh suspiciously like a giggle. “With my life.”

“Then trust me now.”

The woods were dark, but Jack had been coming out this way since he’d been old enough to walk, and he’d brought a flashlight. Channon followed him dutifully, his breath misting in the icy air. They didn’t walk far, just up to the ridge where you could look down and see Coleridge spread out like a diamond-studded shawl. It was cold and quiet, and Jack had come up here a lot when he’d been a teenager, looking for a way out of the life he’d felt stifled him.

“Hey,” he said, tugging Channon close. He was going to do this. His heart thumped heavy against his ribs. Were these nerves? But he was sure Channon would say yes.

Suddenly he wasn’t sure, not one hundred percent. Not even ninety-nine percent—suddenly he wondered if he was making a terrible mistake, if it was too soon. If maybe Channon would say no because that was the sensible thing to do, to refuse, not to tie himself to the first man who ever paid attention to him.

Indecision and doubt were things Jack had thought himself beyond, but that had been, he realized now, extremely arrogant.

“Hey,” Channon said. He buried his face in Jack’s chest and hummed happily. “Merry Christmas, Sir.”

“Merry Christmas, sweetheart. Have you had a good day?”

“It was the best,” Channon said, sounding sweetly honest. “I like your family.”

“Did you call your mom?”

“Yeah. She’s got Grandma over for the holidays. Um.” He looked up. “I think she turned my room into another spare room, so…that’s good?”

It was, Jack had to concede, only sensible. But it seemed cruel to do it little more than a year after Channon had left home. “And your dad?”

“He actually picked up this time,” Channon said, a bemused look on his face like he didn’t know what to do with it. “He said he’d visit, and maybe next year I could come to see him.”

“For Christmas?” Jack wondered if he’d be welcome there.

“No, just for a visit. Maybe I’ll get to meet them.”

He meant the little half-brother and half-sister he’d never known. Jack squeezed him. “I hope so. They’re family.”

“It’s not the same as your family,” Channon said. He sounded wistful, but not unhappy. Jack kissed his hair.

“Hey. Sweetheart. There’s something I want to ask you.” He took Channon by the shoulders. Channon looked up expectantly, and Jack realized he didn’t actually have a speech for this. God, this was all…unplanned.

But Channon smiled, and Jack’s chest hurt, and he thought, I need to know he’s mine. God, please say yes.

“You like my family.” Channon nodded. “You know they like you too, right?”

“I know. They’re nice to me.”

“My parents think of you as family already. Theresa’s started calling you ‘Uncle Channon’.”

Channon wrinkled his nose. “Brayden was doing it too. And their cousin—Gordy? He started doing it, and Brayden said I wasn’t Gordy’s uncle, and they nearly got into a fight about it.”

Jack could just imagine. “What did you do?”

“Nothing. Sasha said everyone had to share. So I guess I’m Uncle Channon, now, even if Aaron thinks it’s gross.”

Jack wet his lip. “Do you think it’s gross?”

“No.” Channon grinned. “I’ve never been an uncle before. It’s cool.”

“I’m glad to hear it.” Jack hesitated, but he couldn’t delay it any longer, and frankly he didn’t want to. “I’ve been thinking. About the future, and the shape of it. And how I want you in it with me. Because you mean the world to me, and whatever shape my life might take, I want you to be a part of it. I need you to have solid proof of my love for you. I want you to know it, and never doubt it again. But I didn’t know how to prove it to you.”

“You don’t have to prove it to me,” Channon protested, his hands tangling in Jack’s scarf. “I know. You tell me every day.”

“And yet. Sometimes I think you worry I’m going to get sick of you, or let you go without a fight. But it’s not like that. I want you and me to be us. I want everyone to know you’re mine and I’m yours. I want to spend the rest of my life with you. And I’ve stopped thinking that’s selfish. I’ve started thinking that it’s the only thing I can stand. So. Channon Beaumont.” Jack went down on one knee in the snow. He saw Channon’s eyes widen, and when he took the ring out of his pocket, Channon’s mouth fell open like he’d been slapped. “I want to be your husband. I want you to be mine. Will you marry me?”

For a heart-stopping moment Channon just stared, stock still like he’d never move again. Jack felt his heart pull taut and twist, because if Channon said no…God, what would he do if Channon said no?

“Do you mean it?” Channon whispered, the words choked and small. “You really want to?”

“Don’t you?” Jack asked, his heart full in his throat like it might kill him.

“Yes, but…you could have anyone.” Channon snapped his mouth shut, and for a second, he looked utterly terrified. “No. I mean yes. I mean yes, please, Jack, I don’t—”

“I’m going to need you to make a decision, Channon,” Jack said, relief coming over him like a balm. He’d said yes. He really had, but Jack needed to hear it again.

“Yes, yes, yes,” Channon gasped, and then Jack had to grab his hand and pull his glove free to slide the ring onto his finger because Channon didn’t seem to know what to do.

He meant to get up, but Channon wrapped his arms around Jack’s head and bent down to press their mouths together. He was quivering. Jack kissed him, trying to put all his gratitude and satisfied relief into it. Channon had said yes. Of course he’d said yes. Fuck, he really had.

“I love you so much, sweetheart,” he murmured. “Don’t ever forget it.”

“You asked me to marry you,” Channon breathed. “How am I gonna forget? I’m getting married. I’m getting married. Oh my God!”

“Mmm, now you can stop calling me your boyfriend and start saying ‘fiancé’.”

Channon snickered and kissed him again, and then he helped Jack to his feet and tried to bury himself in Jack’s coat. “Sir. Sir, Sir…”

“It’s okay, sweetheart. I’ve got you.”

Channon sighed. “Yeah, you do.” It sounded like he finally believed it.

❧

They agreed not to tell anyone that night. Instead, they snuck back into the house and then upstairs to Jack’s old room. Jack wedged a chair under the door handle and hoped no one would check in on them. They made out under the covers for what felt like hours, just sliding against one another in the dark. Channon gasped into Jack’s mouth, and Jack tried to smother every noise he made. It was warm and close and wonderful, and Channon came with his teeth latched in Jack’s shoulder, the pain of it bringing Jack right to the edge, two rough thrusts before he spilled over Channon’s belly.

They basked quietly in each other’s arms. Jack felt euphoric. He realized Channon was fiddling with the ring. “Does it fit okay?”

“It’s good,” Channon said. “I’m just not used to it.”

“You don’t have to wear it to bed.”

Channon made a horrified noise. “I’m not taking it off. Ever.”

“You don’t have to take it off, either,” Jack reassured him, kissing up behind his ear. “You know, that ring belonged to my grandfather.”

“Really?”

“Mmm-hmm. My grandmother gave it to him.”

He told Channon the story, and Channon was very quiet for an alarmingly long moment before he said, “That’s really nice. Is it okay that I have it? I mean, I’m not family.”

“No, you see, you are. That’s what it means, Channon. You’re family now.”

Channon whimpered, and for a second Jack thought he’d said something wrong, but then Channon had twisted, turning into Jack’s embrace to bury his face in Jack’s neck. “Thank you. I love it.”

“You haven’t really had a good look at it,” Jack countered, but Channon wouldn’t let that stand.

“I don’t care. I love it. And I love you, Sir.”

Jack kissed Channon’s temple and held him close. “I know, sweetheart. I love you too.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Three

 

When Channon woke up, he was engaged.

The memory of Jack kneeling down in the snow came over him like a fever, and he brought his left hand up out of the covers to check his finger. The fat gold ring lay against his skin like a collar, and he felt like his heart was going to give out.

He was engaged. To Jack. Who was stirring against him, one arm coming over to tighten around Channon’s ribs.

“Sweetheart?”

His voice was rough, ragged with sleep, and Channon’s heart ached so much it was hard to breathe. They were engaged. They were going to get married. Jack wanted to keep him forever, and it was the best Christmas present Jack could have given him.

“Channon? You okay?”

Channon kissed him. Jack’s mouth came open with a grunt, and then he hummed, slipping his tongue over Channon’s lip to taste him. His hand found the back of Channon’s head, holding him in place as he plundered Channon’s mouth.

Eventually, he let his head fall back on the pillow. “Good morning.” His smile was soft and wonderful. “How are you feeling?”

“We’re engaged,” Channon said, holding up his hand like Jack had never seen it before.

Jack chuckled, a deep, lovely sound, and he kissed Channon again. Just a sweet little peck, but it felt glorious. “Yeah, sweetheart. We’re engaged. I have a fiancé. I’ve never had a fiancé before.”

That was right. Jack’s family (or his brother at least) had thought Jack might get engaged to his old girlfriend, but that had never happened.

“I’m your first,” Channon said, feeling it dig into him and lodge deep.

“And my last,” Jack said, grinning like a schoolkid. “I’m never going to get engaged again, because I’m going to marry you and keep you forever.”

It flowed down Channon’s bones like lava, melting him to Jack in a happy puddle. “Fuck, yes.”

Between Jack’s wandering hands and Channon’s reluctance to be apart from him, it took forever to get out of bed. Eventually, though, Jack urged him to the bathroom, and when Channon was done showering, Jack took his turn. Then it took even longer to get dressed because neither Jack nor Channon seemed capable of leaving the other one alone long enough to put on their clothes.

In the end, Jack sighed into Channon’s neck. “Sweetheart, we have to have breakfast. We’ve got a flight to catch.”

Not for hours yet, but Channon peeled away from Jack far enough to watch him slip into jeans and a charcoal sweater.

Before they went down, Jack stopped him with a hand on his arm. “I really want to tell everyone, but I want to make sure you’re okay with it.”

“If you don’t, I’m going to burst a blood vessel,” Channon told him, very solemnly.

Jack grinned and ruffled Channon’s hair. “Well, we can’t have that.”

The moment they got downstairs, Jack’s mom pounced on them.

“Channon! Honey! Good morning, would you like some—” and then she gasped, grabbing his hand. “Oh!”

She stared down at the ring on his finger as Channon’s face grew hot, and then looked up at Jack like she was about to die.

“Jonathan?”

Jack burst out laughing, clutching his chest with one hand and Channon’s hip with the other. “Mom, did you have a question?”

“Did you…” and she narrowed her eyes at Jack, in a way that suggested he was in trouble. “Jonathan!” Channon bit his lip, too happy to worry about anything and so amused by it all.

“So,” Jack said loudly, “Channon and I are engaged.”

His mom burst into tears and hugged Channon, then Jack, then Channon again, and then had to go sit down. Channon didn’t know what to do, ducking his head so he didn’t have to look anyone in the face.

He felt Jack’s hand on him tighten. “Chris, are you giving your wife money? Did you bet on this?”

Channon glanced up to see Christopher with his hand outstretched, caught in the act.

Jack sounded indignant. “Did you bet against me?”

“Not against you, I just said it would be next Christmas,” Christopher protested.

Gloria came over to kiss Jack’s cheek. “I’m spending it on Starbucks,” she said. “No one can stop me. Congratulations,” she added, kissing Channon as well.

“Thank you,” he said, fairly sure this was okay but a little worried about what everyone made of it all.

Brayden seemed to think it was melodramatic, and Theresa made sure everyone knew she’d called dibs on flower girl duties over a year ago. Sasha just watched them with a smug look, blowing Channon a kiss over her phone.

Aaron groaned. “Does that mean I have to call you ‘Uncle Channon’ too? I hate that.”

“No one has to call Channon anything,” Jack told him. “That’s optional. Anyway. I would like breakfast, and for everyone to be happy for us, thank you.”

“We’re very happy for you,” Gloria said, holding out an arm for Channon to hug her. He did, and then he peeled away, feeling self-conscious but good about it all.

“Thanks. Um. Jack, do you want coffee?”

Jack kissed him on the mouth. “I would love coffee, sweetheart.”

On the far side of the dining table, Aaron made a face. “Gross. So gross, don’t even.”

“Don’t be homophobic,” Sasha told him, tapping away on her phone without looking up.

“I’m not! I’m just…ugh. Adults kissing.”

“Grow up,” Sasha said, and when he kicked her, she kicked him back.

Business as usual, then.

Channon ducked into the kitchen to check the coffee machine. Jack’s dad was there, a book open on the kitchen counter beside him as he polished off a plate of toast and eggs.

“Good morning, Channon,” he said, glancing up over his glasses. “Congratulations.”

“Thank you, sir,” Channon said, blushing all over because…well.

Mr Nash put down his book, tucking a bit of paper in to keep his page. “Now I know Evelyn’s told you there’s no need to be formal with us. Robert is fine.”

“I can’t do that,” Channon protested. “Sir, I—”

“Or ‘Mom’ and ‘Dad’, if that suits you better.” He offered Channon his hand. “You’ve earned it.”

God, it meant so much. Channon took Mr Nash’s hand and shook it, firm like Jack had taught him, looking Mr Nash in the eye. “Thank you.”

Mr Nash smiled, just a little. “Welcome to the family, Channon,” he said, and Channon felt it in his bones.

❧

Channon had never been skiing before. Kim had gone with her family every year, and Channon had envied her, but he hadn’t really expected he’d ever go himself.

Jack, however, had said skiing was one of those bucket list things, something to try before you died, and while Channon felt like it was a little early to start ticking things off the bucket list, he did want to go.

They had a ski-in/ski-out cabin booked at a resort Channon had forgotten the name of. As they were driven up to it, he felt like his chest was expanding to match the great shining vista of snow poured over the mountain like icing. The beauty of it was overwhelming, making him feel dizzy with wonder. Or maybe that was the altitude.

He hadn’t known what to expect of the resort. Last year they’d spent the Christmas-to-New-Year break in a cabin in British Columbia, and that had been luxurious enough. This place oozed luxury, from the heated outdoor terraces to the warm-polished woodgrain and leather upholstery. It looked like the kind of place James Bond might lounge around in while waiting for a villainess to seduce him. Channon glanced up at Jack and wondered if he was James Bond or the villainess in this particular scenario.

Their cabin was a little distance apart from the main lodge. A porter led them to it, explaining the facilities as they went. Channon tried to pay attention, but he kept rubbernecking at the scenery, the calm white blanket of snow now interrupted by the other guests, ski trails everywhere. God, it was gorgeous out here. He tipped the porter in a daze and followed Jack in.

Inside, their cabin was toasty warm and beautifully furnished in soft earth tones that made it feel cozy, even though Channon suspected it could easily have housed a family of six. As soon as the door closed, Jack sat down on the bench by the entrance with a sigh of relief.

“Tired, Sir?” Channon asked.

Jack gave him a weary smile, leaning back against the wall. “It’s been a long day.”

It had. But such a good one. “Can I do anything for you?” Channon knelt at Jack’s feet and started unlacing his boots. He eased them off one by one and set them aside before dealing with his own. He’d clean them later, or hand them off to the valet service. For now, though, his fiancé needed him.

“Aren’t you bushed, sweetheart?” Jack stroked Channon’s hair. It was such a tender gesture. Channon felt himself lighten, like he was floating an inch above the floor, his whole body gone to nothing under Jack’s hand.

“I’m too happy to be tired,” Channon said, and it was true. He felt almost manic in his happiness, this bright spark inside him glowing like a furnace. “Let me look after you. Please?”

“Okay, sweetheart.” Jack smiled, closing his eyes. “What do you want to do for me?”

Channon ran him a bath. He stripped his fiancé naked and soaked him in almost-too-hot water full of creamy bath milk, washed him tenderly from head to toe, and then drew him out of the water to dry every inch of him before laying him on the bed. Jack sighed, half asleep, and Channon rubbed him down with massage oil, enjoying the slide of Jack’s skin under his hands.

“Sweetheart,” Jack murmured. “You’d better stop before I conk right out.”

“You can conk out,” Channon said, smoothing his hands up Jack’s thighs. “Can I suck you, please?”

Jack grinned, his eyes closed. “I might doze off.”

“I don’t mind,” Channon said, nuzzling Jack’s sleepy cock. “I just want to worship you.”

“Go on then, sweetheart. Do whatever you want.”

That was permission. Channon licked him. He licked over Jack’s cock from root to tip, lingering on his slit. Then he licked down to suck Jack’s balls as carefully as he knew how. I love you, he thought, willing Jack to feel it. I’ll love you forever. He licked behind Jack’s balls, driving at his taint until Jack groaned and his knees drew up, giving Channon space to get at him. Channon licked his hole too, teasing around the rim and dipping in just a little, just enough to hear the hitch of it in Jack’s breath, as Jack’s hands curled into the covers and his spine arched.

“Swe-etheart,” he breathed, his breath broken on the word. “God, you’re such a tease when you want to be.”

Channon didn’t want to be a tease. He wanted to give Jack pleasure. So he took Jack into his mouth and sucked him down, massaging him with his tongue and his lips, soft as he could. He held Jack in his throat and hummed, sucking harder now, swallowing him, and Jack groaned, his head falling back against the pillows, not asleep after all.

“God, Channon. Do you want me to come in your mouth?”

Oh, he must have been tired if he thought Channon had any say in it. “I want you to come in my ass,” Channon murmured, his lips brushing the wet head of Jack’s cock, and Jack chuckled.

“I would, but I really don’t want to get up.”

“You don’t have to move,” Channon promised, coming up on his knees. “Can I ride you? Can I come with you inside me?”

Jack opened his eyes just a sliver, his mouth curving into something fond. “Baby, that would be perfect.”

So Channon undressed and found the lube. He opened himself up with one hand, his weight braced on the other as he sucked Jack slow and deep, then he climbed up on Jack’s hips and pressed the head of Jack’s cock to his hole, letting his weight bring him down on it. He tried to do it smooth and slow, rolling into it as Jack filled him, the weight of Jack thick in him, pressing up until his body made room and then—oh! God, it was so good to be full of him. Channon rocked his hips, and there, there was the spot. He couldn’t ride it too hard too soon or he’d come, but he could tease himself as he fucked Jack’s cock, as Jack groaned and rose up into him.

“Channon, baby…that’s good, God, you’re perfect. I love you so much, you feel so good.” His eyes came open, his hands closing on Channon’s thighs, mouth red and pleading. “More, Channon, please.”

Jack saying ‘please’ was impossible, a crystalline thing that Channon didn’t know how to take, but he gave it, felt Jack buck beneath him, heard the crack of his voice and then—yes—the hot throb of him inside. Channon clenched down hard on it, tipping his hips back and riding it out with a hand on his cock, letting Jack hit him just right as he shot up past the point of no return. He came apart like that, his body overwhelmed, wonderful release shuddering through him. Creamy jets spilled over his fingers, painting Jack’s shining torso and catching in the dark tangle of his body hair. Channon cried out, overcome by it, his eyes wet because he loved Jack, and Jack loved him, and Jack was reaching for him, drawing him down to kiss his mouth.

“Beautiful, beautiful boy. How I love you.”

Channon sniffed back the tears and pushed his face into Jack’s neck. “I know. It’s awesome.”

He was going to marry this man. This man wanted him, for always. His Sir, all his.

❧

Skiing turned out to be just as exhilarating as Channon had hoped. He didn’t mind waiting in the lift—the view was incredible. He had to take classes, but it was okay because he wasn’t the oldest person doing it, and he picked it up fast enough. Then he tried out some of the beginner slopes and it was amazing. He felt like a superhero, like he was flying, like he could do anything. Skiing, he decided, was worth it, even if he was pretty sure Jack had spent more money on this trip than he was comfortable knowing about.

They had dinner in the lodge, and after that Jack insisted on relaxing in the hot tub overlooking the slopes. Channon was wary of the other guests, not sure what might happen, but no one seemed to care, or at least they didn’t say anything. Channon let Jack stroke his back and flirt with him, and found himself relaxing, his guard going down. He chatted to a couple of girls with carefully sculpted eyebrows and ended up taking a selfie with them for Instagram.

“You have an Instagram?” Jack asked later, in their cabin.

Channon shrugged. “Sort of? I don’t really use it for anything except photos of food. And dogs.”

“You like dogs, huh. You want a dog, sweetheart?”

“If we had a yard,” Channon scoffed, and he padded out to the kitchen in his socks to make them hot chocolate.

They started day two on the beginner slopes. Channon grew confident enough to find them a bit dull, so Jack took him up to an intermediate run, and after that it was on.

“Having fun, sweetheart?” Jack asked at the bottom of a slope, his handsome face obscured by goggles.

Channon laughed, and tried to hug him without getting their skis tangled. “It’s awesome!”

“Mmm, I figured you’d like it.”

“Thanks for hanging out with me on the kiddie slopes,” Channon said, genuinely pleased.

Jack chuckled. “Hanging out with you is better than hanging out with anyone else in the world,” he said, and even though it was a lot, Channon believed him.

Day three, he tried to convince Jack it was okay if he wanted to leave Channon behind in favor of something more challenging. Jack shrugged it off. “It’s fine. I’m not willing to risk a fall right now. Pretty sure my fiancé would kill me if I ended up back in the hospital.”

Which was Jack being diplomatic about Channon’s inexperience, he was pretty sure. Still. Every time Jack said ‘fiancé’, it made Channon tingle inside, like something was fizzing up his veins.

“Anyway, I figured you might like something else.” Jack grinned, clearly enjoying himself. “Come on.”

The something else turned out to be snowboarding.

Snowboarding was amazing.

Channon loved it. He faceplanted a few times, but that, according to his instructor, was totally normal. “No worries,” he said, grinning a bright, sloppy grin. “You’re getting the hang of it.”

The instructor’s name was Dean, and he was aggressively Australian. He helped Channon up again and gave him a few pointers on where to put his center of gravity.

“It’s hard to explain,” he said, after explaining it pretty comprehensively, in Channon’s opinion. “Give it another go, and we’ll see how you do.”

This time, Channon did a lot better.

Dean whooped at him. “You beauty! That’s heaps better.” And his grin sharpened. “Wanna learn a trick?”

He showed Channon how to ollie. It took a few tries, but when Channon pulled it off, Dean hollered encouragement, grinning like a maniac.

“If you’re keen,” Dean said at the end of the hour, “I’ll take you out later, show you some really gnarly tricks.”

It was tempting. “I’ll have to check if it’s okay. But, um, sure. What time?”

“I finish in an hour. Meet me in the lounge and we can head up.” Dean offered him a fist, and Channon crashed his glove into it. “See ya.”

Channon found Jack and asked permission, and Jack told him to knock himself out. But not before he’d kissed Channon right in front of everyone.

“Be good. Don’t break anything.”

Channon grinned and went into the lodge to grab a hot chocolate while he waited—he had permission to eat whatever he wanted between Christmas and New Year’s, and he was taking advantage of it.

When Dean came in, Channon had to do a double-take. With his goggles off he was hot, gold shoulder-length hair tumbling around his stubbled jaw, his eyes glacier blue. He grinned when he saw Channon staring at him. “You right, mate?”

“Uh…yeah. Um. I was just…chocolate.”

“Sweet. I’ll grab a cuppa if you wanna hang for a sec.”

Channon nodded. “Yeah. Sure.”

Shit. Had Dean seen him staring? If he had, he didn’t seem mad about it. Maybe he didn’t care. Or maybe…

Maybe you’re getting married, and you don’t get to look at other guys anymore.

It hit Channon in a rush. Was he not supposed to check people out now? Did Jack want that? Jack had always encouraged him, leaning up against him and whispering in his ear about some barista’s tight ass, or the fuckable mouth on a guy in the Club. Once he’d overcome his embarrassment, Channon had got into the habit of checking other guys out, if only so Jack could catch him looking and tease him with some crazy fantasy.

But Jack wasn’t here, and Channon didn’t know if he was allowed to look anymore, and Dean was coming back, grinning like some kind of ski-catalog model.

“So. Channon, right?”

“Yeah. And you’re Dean.”

“Dean or Deano, whatever you like. This your first time?”

To his horror, Channon felt a slow blush cascade over his face. God, it had to be obvious. He knew what Dean meant. First time on the snow. But it sounded…not like that. “Uh, yeah. You?”

Immediately, he could have kicked himself, but Dean just grinned that wholesome grin. “Yeah, you reckon? Nah, mate, I grew up in Wagga. Spent every winter up Thredbo.”

“I didn’t know there was snow in Australia,” Channon said, feeling ignorant.

Dean snorted. “Not a lot. More surf than snow. You been surfing?”

“Yeah, a bit. I mean, just bodyboarding.”

“Sweet. Probably why you picked up snowboarding so easy.”

Channon made a face. “That was easy?”

“Trust me, mate, that was easy.” Dean picked up his tea in both hands, warming his fingers on it. “You’re a natural.”

The compliment embarrassed him, but he liked it and found himself smiling back at Dean. “You’re a good teacher,” he said shyly.

Dean’s grin was warm and genuine. “Thanks.” And then his eyes flickered down, and Channon felt with an unmistakable certainty that Dean was checking him out. “Bet I could teach you a trick or two.”

“Wasn’t that the plan?” Channon asked, realizing too late that he was probably flirting. Was it okay? Jack wouldn’t mind, right? Or would he, in fact, mind a lot?

Now that he was looking, he could see the way Dean held himself, showing off the breadth of his shoulders, his legs falling open to display his thighs and his crotch, inviting Channon to look at him. His eyes lingered a little too long on Channon’s face, and Channon caught himself looking back a little longer than he should. Dean wasn’t straight. Maybe he told people he was, but he wasn’t. Channon was almost completely sure.

What was he supposed to do now? He couldn’t just blurt out, “I have a fiancé.” What if he was wrong, and Dean got all offended he’d ever thought anything at all?

“So, what made you come to America?” Channon asked, desperate for a distraction.

It worked a little too well. Dean told him about his degree in sports psychology, and how he was taking a year off to see something of the world before settling into a full-time job. He asked if Channon was in college. Channon told him no; he was working in tech. Dean eyed him with amusement and said he looked too fit for a bloke spending all day in a cubicle. Channon laughed, shrugged, and asked about kangaroos.

He kept missing opportunities to slip the words ‘my fiancé’ naturally into conversation. He could have said, “I work for my fiancé’s company,” or, “My fiancé and I have a home gym,” or, “My fiancé brought me here as, I’m pretty sure, an engagement present,” but he didn’t, and every missed opportunity felt like a tiny lie.

But, in between those moments, he found he liked talking to Dean. He was dryly funny, easygoing. He clearly liked Channon as more than just a guest in the resort; in fact Channon forgot all about the fact that they were meant to go snowboarding. He was laughing at something Dean had said about ‘drop bears’ when Dean’s eyes went distant over Channon’s head. Dean sat up straight, and Channon half turned to look, but then there was a hand on his shoulder, and Jack said, “There you are. I thought you were going out for more snowboarding.”

Channon felt suddenly guilty, though he didn’t think he’d done anything wrong. “We got distracted. This is Dean, the instructor.”

Jack held out his hand. “Jack. Nice to meet you, Dean.”

“You too, sir,” Dean said. He’d gone stiff and formal, back into service professional mode.

Channon looked up into Jack’s face. Jack seemed cheerfully content, unsuspicious of anything. Channon was almost entirely sure there was nothing, really, to be suspicious of, but he still felt weird about it. “Did you want me for something else?”

“No, you’re good. I’m going to have a shower and a nap, and then I thought we could have dinner. You can invite your friend, if you like.”

Channon didn’t know if that was a good idea or not. “What time?”

“Seven? Does that work for you?” and he glanced at Dean.

“Plenty. I’ll make sure Channon gets back with time to spare.”

Jack smiled. “Okay. Have fun, sweetheart,” and he bent down to kiss Channon on the mouth.

It was just a peck, then he slid a hand over Channon’s cheek and walked away, but Channon knew exactly how it looked, and it took him an effort to meet Dean’s eye.

Fuck, Dean looked like he’d been slapped in the face. That was genuine horror. Channon must have misread him badly and now…now what?

For a moment, no one said anything, and then Dean seemed to have an epiphany. “He’s not your dad,” he said.

“What? No!” Channon stared at him. “He’s my boyfriend. I mean, he’s my fiancé.”

Dean put a hand over his face. “You smug prick,” he sputtered. “I nearly swallowed my fucking tongue!”

“What?”

“I thought your dad was kissing you on the mouth!” Dean hissed through his fingers. “It was weird.”

“Oh my God, no!”

“Fuck,” Dean gasped, sinking down in his chair until he was practically lying in it. “Fuck me. You got me good.”

“I didn’t prank you,” Channon protested. “I didn’t know you’d think that.”

“Nah, but it was a good one, anyway.” Dean sighed and shoved himself up on one elbow. “So I guess I got my answer. Yeah, you like blokes, but no, you’re not up for it.”

Channon was too embarrassed about the other thing to have any embarrassment left for this. “That was a question?”

“Yeah.” Dean grinned, clearly over his horror. “I was gunna ask if you wanted to grab a drink later. See if you wanted…anything.”

Channon bit his lip. He felt bad for Dean, who clearly didn’t feel all that bad for himself. “I’m engaged,” he said.

“Fair enough. Hey, if we still wanna hit the slopes, we should get outta here.”

He grinned. Channon felt forgiven, so he smiled tentatively back. “Okay,” he said. “Let’s go.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Four

 

Dean was as good as his word. He got Channon back to the cabin with an hour to spare. He also kept it professional, right up until he was leaving.

“You know, if you and your ‘dad’ want company later,” he said, grinning like a sonofabitch, “my extension’s ‘sixty-nine, dude’.”

Channon spluttered with laughter. “You asshole.”

Dean shrugged, clearly nonplussed. “Hey, it’s slim bloody pickin’s up here. Everyone who can afford this place is stuffed so far up their own arseholes there’s no room for anyone else, and all the other instructors are straight.”

“That sucks,” Channon said, but he had nothing else. Dean and Jack…he didn’t know how he felt about that. He didn’t know how he was supposed to feel about that. So he just felt awkward.

“Seriously, but,” Dean was saying, “I had fun. Lemme know if you’re not too sore tomorrow, and I’ll teach you how to do a one-eighty.”

“Okay. Thanks for today. It was awesome. And, um, you’re pretty awesome too,” Channon said, wishing he wasn’t a total loser.

Dean grinned. “Yeah, you betcha.” He backed up a step, swaggering cockily. “You change your mind, my extension really is sixty-nine.”

Channon found Jack on the bed, dressed in an undershirt and boxers and doing something on his phone. “Hey, sweetheart. Did you have fun?”

“Yeah, I did. Um, Dean said I’m a natural.”

Jack smiled. “Did he, now? What else did Dean say?” When Channon must have paused too long, Jack chuckled. “Aw, sweetheart. He was good looking. Did it get awkward?”

“Yes, but not…I mean.” Channon sat down on the edge of the bed, not sure how to say this. “He thought you were my dad.”

“Oh?”

“And then you kissed me.”

Jack’s smile widened. “I see.”

“And he thought I was kissing my dad on the mouth.”

It made Jack chuckle. He rubbed Channon’s leg. “That must have been awkward.”

“It was so awkward! Anyway, after I set him straight, he, uh…said he’d been going to ask me to have a drink with him.”

“And did you tell him you were under twenty-one?”

Channon blinked. “No? I told him I was engaged.”

“So you don’t want to go have a drink with him?”

Channon frowned. “No? Because…I’m engaged?”

There was a pause, and then Jack took Channon’s hands. “Sweetheart, what does it mean to you that we’re engaged now? Are there new rules? Because you’re allowed to hang out with other people, you know that.”

“Yeah, but he meant…you know. A date. I mean, not even a date. He just meant sex.”

“Did you want to?”

Channon squirmed. “I’m engaged. Am I supposed to want to?”

“You’re supposed to tell me when you’re attracted to someone. And then I get to tease you about it.” Jack pulled him down alongside, curving an arm around Channon’s waist. “Do you find him attractive?”

There was so much heat in his cheeks. “Yes,” Channon admitted.

“And if I said you could, would you go meet him tonight? Let him suck your dick for you?”

Channon shuddered. “Yes,” he said, because he could see it now, Dean on his knees with his mouth on Channon’s cock, that wicked grin stretched around him, and his glacier blue eyes dark with hunger.

“Yeah?” Jack’s hand moved down, cupped Channon’s ass and squeezed. “You could come on his face. Maybe he’d like that. Maybe after that you’d let him fuck you.”

Channon shuddered. “God, Jack, I—” but then he realized what he’d said. “Sir,” he corrected himself, but Jack kissed his lip, hushing him softly.

“It’s okay. You’re not wearing your collar. You can call me whatever you want. Jack. Sir.” Daddy, he didn’t say, but Channon felt the absence of it keenly. “Tell me what you’d want him to do to you.”

Channon drew a shuddering breath, trying to think. He knew how Jack loved this game, and he thought he knew the boundaries of it, but also… “He said if we wanted him tonight, his extension was sixty-nine. He said it twice, so I think it’s true.”

There was a pause, and then— “I see. So. We’d call him up. Would you do it, or would I?”

“You,” Channon said.

Jack nodded. “Okay. I’d call him, invite him over for a drink. And you’d be naked or dressed? When he got here.”

“Dressed,” Channon said. “I’d want…I’d make out with him.”

“You want to kiss him.”

“I like his mouth.”

“You don’t want me to kiss him, though.”

“No. Is that okay?”

Jack kissed his jaw. “Yeah, sweetheart, that’s fine. You make out with him. Standing up. I watch the two of you undress. Then what?”

“I’d lay him on the bed.”

“On his chest?”

“On his back. I’d get up on him and put my cock in his mouth.”

“Yeah, do that.” Jack’s hand found Channon’s cock and rubbed him through his pants. “Fuck his face for me. Don’t come yet.”

“I won’t.” Channon humped Jack’s palm, his cock swelling up against it. “I don’t want to come in his mouth.”

“Where are you going to come, baby?”

“In his ass,” Channon gasped, as Jack yanked down his pants and closed his fingers around Channon’s cock. “Ah! I’m gonna…gonna fuck him with my fingers and then, then stick my cock in him. With him on his back, so I can kiss him some more.”

“Are you going to jerk him off?” Jack asked, as he started to slowly stroke Channon’s dick.

Channon shook his head. “Not yet. I want to come first.”

“Greedy,” Jack chuckled.

“I want you in me when I come,” Channon said, carried away by the fantasy. “I want you fucking me into him, like, like with Ewan. And I want to come first, and then I want you to fuck me hard, and when you’re done, that’s when I’m going to let him come.”

Jack squeezed him hard enough it made Channon gasp, and then Jack had shoved him onto his back, yanking Channon’s pants all the way down to his knees. “Yes,” Jack growled, peeling off his boxers. “That’s what I fucking want.”

Jack straddled him, driving his cock against Channon’s in a rough slide, and then his mouth was on Channon’s, his tongue driving inside, and Channon arched into him, his hands clutching at Jack’s shoulders. God, Jack was hot and hungry, and Channon wanted him too, even if the friction of it was a little too much. Jack pulled away long enough to spit in his hand, and then he had it wrapped around their cocks, working them together as he savaged Channon’s throat with his teeth.

It came over Channon so quickly, barely any warning before he was on the brink. He couldn’t even ask for permission, and then he was coming, hard and messy, and Jack swore, slicking his hand with semen. He jerked himself roughly, and then his head went back, his muscles cording with the strain of it as he emptied his balls onto Channon’s wet belly, mixing them together there in a sticky mess.

Fuck. Channon tried to catch his breath, and for once he didn’t even have the energy to feel guilty for coming without permission.

“Fffuck,” Jack said, as if in agreement. He rested his brow on Channon’s chest for a moment, and then looked up at him, still breathing hard, a feral look in his dark-lashed eyes. “That was fucking hot.”

“Uh-huh,” Channon agreed, all his limbs useless. He licked his lips. “S-sorry. I came.”

“Yeah, you did.” Jack grinned, sliding his fingers through the mess. He lifted them to Channon’s mouth, and Channon sucked them dutifully. “Do you want to be punished for it? I’ll punish you, if you want me to. But I don’t think you need it.”

Channon found he didn’t want it. “Will you forgive me, Sir?”

“Forgiven, sweetheart.” Jack kissed his cheek and collapsed on the bed beside him. “Mmm. I love your dirty mind.”

“And it’s okay?” Channon asked, no longer worried but needing to know. “If I think things like that about people, now we’re engaged.”

“Sweetheart, if you told me you wanted me to call him right now to come over here and be fucked by you while I watched, I’d do it.” Jack breathed out, stretching his shoulders. “Well, not right now. After dinner, maybe. Right now, I’m spent.”

“Then, it’s okay to look?”

Jack propped himself up on one arm. “You know, the only thing that’s changed for us is that you should know I’m yours. Everything else is the same. If you want to change things, then you’re going to have to tell me, but everything other people think relationships have to be…none of that applies to us. We get to make our own rules, because this is our relationship. If being married to you means we never fuck anyone but each other? That’s fine. And if it doesn’t,” Jack added with a grin, “that’s fine too. Talk to me, baby. Tell me how you want this to work. I’m open to suggestions, because I intend to spend the rest of my life with you and for that? I’m going to have to be flexible. Okay?”

Channon breathed out, relieved. “Okay. I love being engaged to you. I want you to be happy…and I want to be happy too. So. I guess let’s not change anything yet, not unless we talk about it first.”

Jack kissed him on the nose. “That,” he said, “is probably how healthy relationships work. So let’s do that.”

❧

Dinner was good. Channon liked it when Jack called him sweetheart in front of the server, and after dinner Jack introduced him to a couple he’d met skiing—two men, older than Jack, both wearing wedding rings. One of them teased Channon good-naturedly, and Channon basked in it, for once enjoying being the center of attention.

Neither of them knew who Jack was. They were just two nice guys who liked it that two other guys were getting married. “Kicking against the straights,” one of them said, but the other one shushed him.

“He thinks he’s so counterculture,” he said, smiling at his husband. “I keep telling him: when you’re management, you are the man, but he refuses to accept it.”

“Says the guy who won’t do Pride anymore because it’s too commercial.” They exchanged fondly exasperated looks, and Jack chuckled.

“I don’t think my getting married has anything to do with heterosexual marriage,” he said, stroking the back of Channon’s hand, “except in as much as it’s something society programmed me to think was important. Mostly, it’s about Channon. I want people to know how I feel about him. And this is the strongest possible message I can send.”

Channon felt his face heat and buried it in Jack’s shoulder to hide his feelings.

The other couple cooed at him. It wasn’t as bad as he’d have thought.

They went back to their room, and Jack worked muscle rub into Channon’s aching legs. Channon accepted it, despite the smell. Jack’s hands on him were strong and possessive, and he liked it when Jack rubbed him with anything at all.

“I love you,” he said, and Jack hummed in agreement, pressing his knuckles into Channon’s flesh. “I want everyone to know too.”

“That’s good.”

“Should I…tell people? Is that a thing I should do?”

“You should probably tell your mom, and maybe your dad. Kim might want to know.”

Channon sighed. “And Ben. I mean, I didn’t tell him about the gay thing for ages. I kinda owe him.”

“You’re still calling it ‘the gay thing’?” Jack asked, in such a neutral tone that it set Channon’s hackles up.

“What?” He twisted around to look Jack in the eye. “Is it bad?”

Jack shrugged, rubbing his hands together. “It’s dismissive. It suggests you don’t really feel like you are gay. Which is fine, of course. I just wondered if you’d ever come to a conclusion on that. Sexuality is fluid,” he added, settling into what Channon thought of as ‘hot professor’ mode, “and what other people might think qualifies you to have one label or another is irrelevant. But if you’re marrying a man, people are going to think you’re gay.”

It wasn’t something Channon really thought about. “I am gay,” he said. “I’m not ashamed of that. I just don’t like making a big deal out of it because…”

Because it had been such a big deal at the time. And it would probably be a big deal every single time he told someone who didn’t already know, and he wished it wouldn’t. He wished he could just say it one time and have it over with.

“Because it’s not,” Jack finished for him.

Channon nodded. “It’s not as big a deal as the rest of it. You. Kinky stuff. Everything.”

“Well, that’s fair enough. Go on calling it ‘the gay thing’ if that makes you happy.”

“Does it make you unhappy, Sir?”

Jack smiled. “Sweetheart, you make me happy. That’s all I could ask for.” And he made Channon lie down again to rub along his spine.

❧

Channon woke to a dead phone and sore legs, but he was up with the dawn and raring to go. “I’ve only got one more day of snow,” he told Jack. “I wanna make the most of it.”

Jack laughed and encouraged him, opting instead for a leisurely breakfast in bed. Channon swallowed a coffee and a toasted bagel, kissed his fiancé goodbye, and was out the door with the sun still peeking over the horizon. It looked like a beautiful day, and he was going to wring every last bit of it dry.

He spent the morning skiing, tracked Jack down for lunch and flirting, and met up with Dean in the afternoon for another snowboarding session.

“Reckon I saw you on Twitter this morning,” Dean said, offering Channon a fist bump.

“What? I’m not really on Twitter.”

Dean shrugged. “Whatever. You up for a challenge?”

His grin was infectious. “You got something for me?”

Dean’s challenge involved jumps. Channon was intimidated for all of ten minutes before he got caught up in it. Fuck, he’d missed this, reckless physical activity that made him feel alive. It was kind of the same way he loved being tied down and railed—both of them took his body to a physical limit and tested that limit until he was wiped out. Snowboarding, though, was a lot more dangerous.

It was weird to think it. Most people probably thought letting a guy tie you up and flog you was dangerous, but given the necessary safety precautions, Channon was far more likely to break a leg snowboarding than he was to choke out during rough sex.

When Dean had worked him over, he gave Channon a hug. “Unprofessional,” Channon teased, hugging him back.

“Yeah, well. Maybe I’m regretting not getting that call last night.”

Channon blinked, and for a moment he thought about it. What Jack and he had played with yesterday. The whole idea of it. Was that what being married to Jack would be like? Channon meeting a guy he was attracted to and bringing him home so Jack could watch them fuck?

Some of that must have been written on his face because Dean’s grin ratcheted up a notch. “Yeah? You thinkin’ about it?”

“I don’t know if we’re ready for that,” Channon said, knowing it wasn’t true.

Dean sighed. “Too kinky for your old man?”

It was too funny. “Uh-huh,” Channon said, trying to keep a straight face. “He’s kinda traditional.”

“Pity. ‘Spose there’s no point giving you my number.”

“My phone’s dead. But I’ll give you mine.”

Dean put it in his contacts, and then he said, “Hey, you sure this isn’t you?” And he pulled up Twitter, showing Channon a thread.

It started with a dim silhouette of two people in the woods, one of them crouched at the other one’s feet. The caption read, Pretty sure my uncle’s proposing to his boyfriend rn <3 :O

There was another one, of the standing figure leaning down to kiss the other. Pretty sure he said yes <3

And finally, an unmistakable photo of Jack and Channon the morning after Christmas. Channon had his left hand on his chest, the ring on his finger visible. He was looking up at Jack like Jack was the best thing in the world, and Jack looked so happy it was almost painful.

HE SAID YES read the caption, followed by a string of rainbow emojis.

Channon felt…he didn’t know. Weirdly thrilled by it, but also sick because that was on Twitter. That was private and Sasha—it had to be Sasha—had photographed them and shared it, and one of her friends had screenshot it and posted it on Twitter? And now…he scrolled through the replies. A lot of rainbow emojis and #loveislove, and then someone said, Is that Jonathan fucking Nash?, and someone else said, whose the twink?, and then something so vile Channon couldn’t look anymore.

“I have to go,” he said. “I can’t…bye.”

“Hey, mate,” Dean said, but Channon staggered away from him, needing Jack right the fuck now.

Jack wasn’t in their room, but Channon’s phone was. He took it off the charger and turned it on. It took forever to start up. Channon found himself chewing his thumbnail as he waited and had to stuff his hand under his thigh to keep it out of his mouth.

He had about a dozen messages from Ewan, going from passive aggressive to what looked like genuine concern. Kim had messaged him too, hurt congratulations that made it clear he should have told her before she found out. Nothing from his mom or his dad. Maybe they didn’t do Twitter. Nothing from Ben, either.

Channon tried calling Jack, but there was no reception. He logged into the resort Wi-Fi and signed into the Twitter account he only really used to follow Ewan’s weird Scottish insult account. Ewan hadn’t retweeted the post about him and Jack, so it took some poking to find it, but when he did…

Fuck, there were a lot of replies. Mostly encouraging, but a lot.

Jack, he thought, willing Jack to come back to the room. Where are you? I need you.

Jack could fix it. Jack could fix anything.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Five

 

“Excuse me. Mr Nash?”

Jack looked up from the book he’d been reading on his phone. He’d made a space for himself by the fire in the communal lounge with a cup of peppermint tea, enjoying a bit of peace. Sure, he should be out there on the slopes, but ever since the accident he tired easily, and he’d promised Channon to take care of himself.

Plus, he was really enjoying his book.

The young woman standing in front of him was in her early twenties, dressed in an aggressively cheerful sweater with the resort logo on the breast. The way she was looking at him put him on edge. “Can I help you?”

“You are Jonathan Nash, right?” she asked cautiously.

“I am. And you are?”

“Melody Simkiss. I run the social media accounts for the resort. I was just wondering if we could take some photos of you and your fiancé, to share on Facebook and Twitter.”

Jack blinked at her, taken aback. “I don’t think that would be appropriate.”

“We’d really appreciate it if you’d let us,” she said eagerly, ignoring his refusal.

“No,” Jack said. “I’m afraid that’s not possible.”

She paused only for a moment. “Of course, we’d be happy to comp you dinner as a thank you.”

Jack had to stop himself from grinding his teeth together. “Why don’t you ask someone else? I’m assuming this is something you offer to all your guests.”

“No, no. Just the ones who capture the public interest. Our celebrity guests,” she added, smiling wider.

Jack took a deep breath, cooling his temper. “Ms…Simkiss? I’m hardly a celebrity and neither is my fiancé. The only thing that makes me exceptional is the exact reason why I don’t need you to comp anything for me. The money is insignificant. My privacy, however, is valuable. So I’d be grateful if you dropped the matter and refrained from bothering my fiancé about it. Thank you.”

He reopened his book, directing his attention away from her.

After a moment, she said, “It’s just…you’re trending on Twitter right now. That kind of does make you a celebrity.”

Jack lifted his gaze to glare at her. “I don’t care if it makes me Man of the Year. I’m on vacation, and unless you book an appointment with my PA, I’m not available for media appearances.” He stood up, reaching for his jacket. “Please inform the manager that I don’t want to hear about this again.”

He left her there, walking out of the lounge and back toward their cabin, seething. It was out of line to approach him like that. Gauche. It wouldn’t have happened in Switzerland, he told himself, but then again…the world was changing.

Twitter, of all things. Why the fuck would he be trending on Twitter?

He tried to text Nate, but he had no signal. The message just sat there, endlessly sending, so he tried Hangouts.

Am I trending on Twitter?

Immediately, Nate sent back, FUCK YEAH! It’s kinda awesome #NASHFUL

Jack winced. Tell me that isn’t an actual hashtag.

Buddy, you have no idea. Post a selfie with your boy so these poor idiots can get over it already.

Oh, great advice. Jack loped up the steps to the cabin, took off his boots, and swiped open the door. “Channon?”

In the master bedroom, Channon was sitting on the bed with his knees pulled up to his chin and his phone in one hand. He gave Jack a miserable look. “Sir.”

Jack’s heart sank. “So we are trending on Twitter.”

“There’s a hashtag,” Channon sighed. “I hate it.”

Jack came up on the bed, wrapping an arm around Channon’s shoulders. “Show me.”

Channon tilted the screen his way. “It’s not that big a deal,” he mumbled. “I guess it doesn’t matter.”

Privately, Jack thought it actually was, but he didn’t say so. Fuck, the comments. “You don’t have to look at this.”

“I know, but…I guess I wanna know what people are saying.”

Jack had always found Twitter to be inane at best. “Does it matter what people are saying? They don’t know us. We don’t have to care what they think.”

“Ewan’s mad at me for ‘going public’ before telling him.” Jack didn’t understand what that meant, so Channon showed him the original tweet, the photos. “Sasha must have taken them.”

“I’ll deal with Sasha,” Jack said, and he must have sounded dire because Channon squeezed his thigh.

“Don’t. She’s already apologized. She didn’t know it would be a big deal.”

God, he was so calm about it while also obviously miserable. Jack wrapped him up in a hug. “Sweetheart, I’m sorry. This isn’t about us, though, you know that. This is just people wanting a spectacle. It doesn’t matter. Let’s just ignore it until it goes away.”

“Okay,” Channon said, but he didn’t put his phone down, not for long, and Jack hated the pinched, hurt look on his face.

They checked out the next morning, heading back to Santa Rita for New Year’s Eve. Nate was having a party—a regular party, not a kink party. Jack had wondered about that, curious as to who might be there. Old friends? Did Nate have any old friends besides Jack?

Channon quietly plugged himself into his earbuds, and Jack tried to ignore how he kept scrolling through Twitter, still reading the comments piling up. The bulk of them were supportive, but it was a disgustingly overfamiliar sort of support. While yes, he did intend to ‘hit that’, he didn’t need the recommendation from someone called @jizzmastercylinder, nor did he need the eggplant emojis.

“You okay, sweetheart?” Jack asked him at the airport.

“Yeah,” Channon said, leaning up against Jack’s shoulder. He sounded flat, and Jack didn’t like it.

“Not regretting saying yes to me?” Jack teased, but it came out too earnest, and he realized his heart was racing against whatever Channon’s reply might be.

Channon gave him a horrified look. “No! Never. I just wish…”

“You wish no one knew?” God, it hurt Jack’s heart, but he tried not to let on.

Channon shrugged. “I wish they didn’t care.”

Jack nudged him, “Did you talk to Ewan?”

“Ugh, he’s fine,” Channon grumbled, tucking his face into his scarf. “He can cope.”

That was sulky, but Jack let it go for now. If Channon made a habit of it, Jack could deal with it later.

The space they were in felt precarious. Jack had insisted that nothing had changed, but it had. Channon wasn’t just his sub, not just his boy. Channon would be his husband, and that brought with it the terrifying realization that they were equals in this. That Jack would be giving Channon half of everything he owned, and with it the kind of power over him that Jack had never imagined giving to anyone.

Channon could leave him. Channon could ruin him. Channon could hurt him worse than anyone in the world, and Jack wanted him to have that power because it was worth it to keep him. If Channon decided he wanted to change things between them then he could, and Jack would bend to him because he’d promised, and because losing Channon would be worse than whatever Jack had to give up.

He had always known intellectually that the true power in a D/s relationship was in the hands of the sub, but he’d never really felt it like this, nor how a marriage could be just the same.

A horrible thought burst in his head like a rotten melon. “You’re sure, aren’t you?”

Channon looked up from his phone, his face open. “Huh?”

Jack took his hand, running a thumb over Channon’s ring. “About this.”

“What?” His expression shattered into something that looked how it had felt to have this thought in the first place. He balled his hand up into a fist. “Aren’t you?”

“Absolutely,” Jack said, stroking Channon’s hand, though it didn’t loosen. “I just wondered. I get you to agree to all kinds of things you don’t actually want. I didn’t want this to be one of them.”

Channon’s eyes closed in a slow blink, like he was gathering himself. Then he lifted his chin and said, “I find your lack of faith disturbing,” in such a flat tone that Jack couldn’t help grinning at him.

“Just had to check, sweetheart.”

If Channon was in the mood to quote Star Wars, then he wasn’t freaking out as much as Jack had feared. And he probably hadn’t just said yes to make Jack happy. Probably.

That was about as much confirmation as Jack could hope for.

❧

Marco picked them up from the Santa Rita airport.

“Happy New Year, Marco,” Jack said.

“Thank you, Sir. Happy New Year to you too. And, uh, congratulations?”

Jack felt Channon stiffen by his side. “Thank you very much,” he said, handing Channon into the car. It bothered him, though, this idea that his personal business would be passed around like gossip.

It didn’t help when Marco caught his eye back at their building. “Mr Nash? Uh, could I speak to you for a moment?”

Jack sent Channon up without him. “I trust you’re not experiencing any medical complications.”

Marco had finally stopped being apologetic about the accident. It hadn’t been his fault, and Jack had asked Cynthia to make it clear that neither Jack nor Channon blamed him for it. But he was nervous, and Jack thought that was why his smile now seemed so uncertain.

“No, Mr Nash. Thanks for everything you did.”

“You’re welcome. What’s on your mind?”

Marco, Jack reminded himself, wasn’t much older than Channon, and when he chewed his lip so pensively it became more obvious. “There was this photographer. Paparazzi. He wanted me to tell him where you’d be tonight.”

It took Jack a moment to process it. “He offered you money?” Marco nodded, clearly uncomfortable, and named a sum that seemed both too much and not enough. Jack cleared his throat. “And what did you say?”

“I told him I didn’t know.” Marco shrugged. “I don’t think he believed me. Uh, he left me his card, though,” and he handed it over.

“Thank you for bringing this to me,” Jack said, keeping his temper with an effort. “I appreciate your discretion. Let me know if it happens again. I’ll make sure you’re compensated.”

Marco shook his head. “That’s not necessary, sir.”

“Please, allow me. Think of it as a bonus.”

Jack carried the conversation up with him to the condo, mulling it over. Normally, Jack ignored media interest in his personal life. It really didn’t matter. He usually wasn’t interesting enough for them to bother him.

With Channon involved, had they become interesting? Being a gay couple wasn’t in and of itself sufficient cause. The tech industry was young enough to be a little more open minded than, say, professional sports. But Channon was so young, so inexperienced. With a pang, Jack realized that if Channon had been a young woman then virtually no one would have cared. Older men and barely legal girls hooked up all the time, and hardly anyone batted an eyelid. This was different. No matter how much he wished it wasn’t.

Upstairs, Channon was quiet, clearly preoccupied. He’d put the kettle on and was hunched over his phone, scrolling endlessly, his expression twisted into something Jack didn’t like.

“Channon,” Jack said. His boy looked up, lip caught between his teeth. Jack held out his hand. “Bring me your phone.”

A belligerent look flashed across Channon’s face—just a moment, then he breathed out, resigned. He crossed the floor, dropping down to his knees at Jack’s feet, and offered up his phone in his palms. “Sir,” he said.

It made Jack warm inside to see Channon obey him so easily. He pocketed the phone and ran his fingers through Channon’s hair. “You’re worrying. I don’t like it when you worry.”

“I don’t want to disappoint you, Sir,” Channon sighed.

“Then let me do the worrying. Can you give that up for me?”

Channon hung his head, but what he said was, “I’ll try, Sir. I’ll do my best.”

“That’s all I ask of you, sweetheart.” He gripped Channon’s hair tight, until Channon made a weak noise of protest. “Do you want something to take your mind off it?”

“If you want to, Sir,” Channon said, but he sounded less than eager.

Jack wasn’t exactly in the mood. If Channon wasn’t either, then he couldn’t really stomach working up to it.

“Hmmm. Maybe later, then.” He tugged Channon’s head back, looking down into his pale, expectant face. “We’re going to Nate’s party tomorrow night. I want you to try to have a good time, okay? No sulking. You can have your phone back afterwards.”

“Yes, Sir,” Channon said, determined now.

It was good to give him something else to focus on. He didn’t need to know about the paparazzi. That was Jack’s job. Jack would take care of it, one way or another.

❧

The New Year’s Eve party at Nate’s was an awkward mix of Nate’s and Ewan’s friends. Jack knew virtually no one. Nate and Ewan of course, and Channon. Tig was there too, flirting aggressively with a bearded man who seemed too straight to notice. He recognized a couple of faces from Nate’s dev team, but beyond that, no one. It was a strange feeling, one he wasn’t sure he liked.

The food was good. The music was an eclectic mix of ‘80s pop and things Jack had never heard before, somewhat variable in quality. Channon and Ewan had disappeared. Jack trusted they weren’t getting into trouble.

Nate caught him by the arm and physically dragged him into a conversation. “Kirk’s hotter than Spock, right?”

He was talking to a girl who was doing a wonderfully baleful impression of Bettie Page. “Spock over Kirk any day,” she said with some derision. “Leonard Nimoy is bae.”

Nate’s laugh was almost a gurgle. “Zachary Quinto’s so cute, though.”

“Yeah, but the reboots are garbage.”

Nate rolled his eyes. “And the Original Series was Shakespeare. Jack, c’mon, back me up.”

“First season Kirk is a hot nerd,” Jack mused. “But if I had to choose? Reboot Chekhov.”

Now Nate laughed so loud someone turned around to stare. “Oh my God, of course. You cradle robber.”

Jack glanced around. Channon was nowhere to be seen. Still with Ewan, he hoped, still staying out of trouble.

“So you’re basing your judgement of television solely on the attractiveness of the actors?” said a young man with an unfortunate hipster moustache. His tone dripped with derision. “Nice. Way to go, equality.”

“Nah, if we were doing that we’d have to talk about Teen Wolf,” Nate quipped, and then he stood up. “I’m getting a drink. Anyone need a refill?”

Jack held up his mineral water. The girl asked for a beer. The young man muttered something and slunk away, and then it was just Jack and this girl he didn’t know.

He eyed her carefully and made a judgement call. “I don’t believe we’ve met,” he said, holding out a hand for her to shake or ignore as she chose. “I’m Jack.”

“I know,” she said, taking his hand and shaking it. “I’m Sadie.”

“I take it you’re a friend of Ewan’s,” Jack guessed.

She smiled. “How can you tell?”

“You look like you have interesting taste in music,” Jack said.

She laughed, one hand coming up as if she meant to cover her mouth but remembered she was wearing lipstick at the last second. He noticed her nails were painted black and decorated with silver glitter. “Oh, I get it. Ewan said you were charming.”

“Did he, now?”

Apparently, Jack couldn’t keep his skepticism off his face, because Sadie shrugged. “He said you were a ‘braw canny bastard’. That’s Scottish for ‘charming’.”

Jack decided to take her word for it. “You’ve known Ewan long?”

“We met at college. I thought he looked like he had ‘interesting taste in music’,” she said, glancing up at him with aggressively winged eyes. “He introduced me to your fiancé.”

Jack did his best not to show his surprise. “You know Channon?”

“Not well. He seems down to earth. Not Ewan’s type.”

“And what is Ewan’s type?” Jack asked.

“Bad news.” Sadie looked suddenly serious. “I thought Nate might be the same. But so far, he’s doing pretty good. I really hope he doesn’t turn out to be an abusive fuckhead.”

Jack wet his lip, wondering when this conversation had turned into a threat. “That would be very surprising to all of us, I think.”

“See, the trick to not being surprised is in expecting the worst of everyone.” Her smile brightened. “Have you ever listened to the Decemberists? You really should look them up.”

It took him a few seconds to switch gears, by which time Nate had reappeared with Sadie’s drink.

“Oh, you left the top on,” she said, clearly pleased. She took a cigarette lighter out of her cleavage and popped the lid with a practiced motion.

“Yup. Rohypnol free,” Nate said, and then he knocked their drinks together. “What are we talking about?”

“The Decemberists,” Jack said.

Sadie smiled. “Jack’s going to look them up.”

Nate snorted, shoving his hair out of his eyes. “He’s gonna regret that. So much melodrama. Jack should stick to the classics.”

“Says the man who was playing the Backstreet Boys earlier,” Jack mocked.

“And I’d do it again, if it wasn’t for these meddling kids.” Nate waggled a finger at Sadie. “No more fucking with my playlists. It gives me wrinkles.”

Sadie laughed. Jack watched, feeling somewhat detached from the moment, like somewhere along the line Nate had gone and made friends with Ewan’s friends and left Jack behind. He seemed content. No, he seemed happy. Jack wished for a giddy moment that he knew how to make Nate this happy, but…maybe that was a ship that had sailed years ago.

“So, Sadie is basically a weeaboo,” Nate said. Sadie elbowed him viciously in the ribs, which made him laugh so hard he lifted a hand to cover his eyes. He peeked through his fingers, his grin bright and lovely, and Jack remembered that, no matter what, Nate still loved him. Even if he didn’t deserve it. “Tell her about Kyoto.”

Jack eyed Sadie sidelong. “Have you been to Japan?”

She made a face. “No. I know it’s more than just sushi, Gameboys, and ninja cosplay, though.”

“Very true.”

Nate smiled, a little drunk, and thoroughly adorable, and Jack felt his heart expand to fill the cold space in his chest.

“I really like Gion,” he said.

Sadie asked him a lot of questions, and Nate provided hilariously inappropriate commentary. It felt…better. Almost good. It could be better still with Channon, and maybe Ewan scowling alongside.

Even Ewan, awful as he was. Maybe Ewan wasn’t so bad after all.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Six

 

Ewan was sitting up on the bathroom counter, his thighs spread around Channon’s hips, looking down at him from only inches away. “You’re a right bastard,” he said.

Channon sighed. “I know.”

“You coulda told me. Look up.” Ewan narrowed his eyes. “I wouldna said anything. Blink.”

Channon blinked carefully and then again as Ewan sat back to admire his work. “I didn’t tell anyone. It just happened.”

“You just happened to get engaged and then happened to out yourself on Twitter like a muppet.”

“It’s not like I did that on purpose,” Channon grumbled. “It just happened.”

“And you’re sure you wanna marry him.”

“Why doesn’t anyone believe I could want that?” He gave Ewan his best sarcastic look. “He’s fucking loaded, you know.”

Ewan snorted and leaned in with the mascara wand to do the other eye. “Oh, aye. That’s why you said yes. Not because you always say yes to him. Blink.”

It took an effort to blink and not yell at Ewan for saying something like that. “I want to.”

Ewan eyed him critically. “Even with all this fuss?”

“Yeah. Absolutely.”

He wasn’t sure he liked the way Ewan was looking at him and leaned around him to examine himself in the mirror. Ewan had put the mascara on thick and black, and it made Channon’s lashes look about twice as long as they normally did. There was liner smudged around his eyes, like he’d slept in it. It made him look a little debauched.

Ewan tightened his ankles behind Channon’s hips to hold him still. “Whadda you think?”

“I look like you.”

That earned him a snort. “Maybe juiced up on steroids. Okay. You’re good.” He kicked Channon in the butt with one booted heel. “Get off me.”

Channon figured that meant he’d been forgiven. That was why they were doing this, right? Why Ewan had decided painting him up would be ‘fun’? It was a penance, where Channon suffered some sort of humiliation and Ewan got to gloat.

Was that weird? It wasn’t sexual, Channon thought, or even kinky. A bit of eyeliner wasn’t going to worry him anymore, especially not at a party with Ewan’s weird friends. Still, it occurred to him that this was the sort of thing he should maybe ask Jack permission for.

Or not. He didn’t know. Jack said the rules hadn’t changed, but they had, in some indefinable way.

He followed Ewan out to the patio. Several people were smoking or vaping, and Ewan dropped in among them like he belonged there. Channon hesitated, but Ewan had already made space for him and patted it, like Channon was some kind of pet to be invited up on the furniture.

Channon sat. It seemed appropriate.

He didn’t really get Ewan’s friends. They had so many opinions, and they argued too loud. It seemed inappropriate for a social event, where people were supposed to be having fun, but by the look of it this was how they had fun. Some of the things they argued made sense, and some were too confusing.

“So you don’t agree,” a girl in very dark lipstick said to him, and Channon frowned.

“I don’t think that’s the definition of ‘violence’ that everyone else uses.”

“It’s the definition I prefer.”

“But words have meanings because we agreed on them, right?”

She made a dismissive sound. “So you believe in prescriptivist dictionary definitions.”

“Huh?”

Ewan leaned up warm against Channon’s shoulder. “She means you think we have to agree with the dictionary definitions of words because dictionaries are some kind of authority.”

“Um, no? Dictionaries just…I thought dictionaries just told you what words are used for. They don’t make up the rules.”

Ewan snickered. “Yeah, they ‘reflect contemporary usage’. Which is why ‘literally’ now has the dictionary definition of ‘figuratively’.”

“And you don’t think that’s a political agenda,” the girl said, but Ewan flipped her off.

“God, someone get me a drink! I’m dying of dictionaries and their political agendas!” Channon opened his mouth to offer, but Ewan just sprawled over him. “Not you, you’re keeping me warm.”

Someone went. Someone else sat down on Channon’s other side.

“Hi!” she said. “You must be Channon. I’ve been dying to meet you.”

It was a woman in a blazer and jeans, a lavender scarf wrapped up high around her throat. She had a lot of curly blonde hair and freckles, and her smile was blindingly white. Not one of Ewan’s friends, he thought.

“Um, hi?” He offered his hand and she took it, squeezing warmly. “I’m sorry, I don’t—”

“Corinne Jones, What’s Up Online,” she said. “I went to college with Jack and Nate. I was hoping you could answer a few questions about your engagement.”

Channon hesitated. “What?”

She smiled brightly. “How did you and Jack meet? Have you known each other long?”

“Hey!” Ewan had leaned over Channon’s lap, scowling like a devil. “Are you a journalist? You can’t just ask him stuff.”

“Channon doesn’t mind, do you Channon?” Her smile felt like it could swallow him whole. “We’re just having a chat.”

“Naw, you’re digging. Let him alone.”

She ignored Ewan, holding up her phone. “Is it okay if I take a photo?”

“No, it’s not fucking okay!” Ewan yelled, holding up a hand like he was going to snatch the thing away from her. “Piss off!”

She pulled back, tucking the phone into her blazer. “You’re very protective of Channon…Ewan, am I right? What exactly is the nature of your relationship? Friends? Or more?”

“None of your bloody business,” Ewan hissed, dragging Channon out of his seat and back into the house. “Nate! Nate!”

Channon didn’t see what happened after that. One moment Ewan was hauling him out of the way, the next Nate and Jack were in the doorway. Jack’s arm went around him, firm and reliable, and Channon leaned into him.

Ewan let him go. Jack pulled him into the kitchen. “Sweetheart?”

“Your friend’s a reporter,” Channon told him. “The blonde lady?”

He saw Jack’s expression ice over, his jaw firming up. “What the fuck?”

“It’s okay,” Channon told him, “I didn’t say anything.”

But Jack looked like a thundercloud, ready to rain down lightning if necessary. “That’s not what I’m angry about. Corinne should know better.” He squeezed Channon hard for a moment. “Are you okay? Do you want to go home?”

“It’s only ten,” Channon protested. “I’m fine.”

Jack eyed him for a long moment, and then— “When did you decide you liked eyeliner?”

Oh. “Ewan was mad at me for not telling him. It cheered him up. Is it okay?”

Jack nodded. “It suits you.”

That seemed impossible. “I don’t want to make you look bad in front of reporters.”

“What did I tell you about worrying?” Jack said, and Channon had to give in, because he’d promised.

❧

Later, though—after Nate’s drunken midnight kisses—Jack took him home, and Channon had to ask.

“Sir?”

Jack paused in the act of taking off his shoes, glancing up, and Channon felt guilt wash over him. Jack looked so tired. Sure, it was one in the morning and all, but still. Jack was tired because of Channon. There were lines around his eyes that were Channon’s fault, without a doubt. Because he was worrying for both of them, and Channon couldn’t do anything to help him.

But what he said was, “What is it, sweetheart?”

“You asked if I needed something to distract me,” Channon said. He was conscious of the weight of Jack’s grandfather’s ring, and the responsibility he had for Jack now. Not just as Jack’s boy; he was going to be Jack’s husband. And more than ever that meant taking care of Jack when he needed it. “Is there something I can do to distract you?”

“That depends.” Jack loosened his tie one-handed, his eyes tracking over Channon like a caress. “What are you offering?”

“Anything you want, Sir,” Channon said, meaning it. “But if you want me to choose, then I’d really like to worship you with my mouth.”

It was, it seemed, the right thing to say. Jack’s mouth curled into a smile, and he pulled his tie all the way free. “I think I’d better sit down for this.”

They ended up on the sofa, Jack still dressed, Channon standing between Jack’s knees. Jack made Channon undress for him. “Slowly,” Jack said, and Channon did it as slow as he could. He couldn’t make it sexy, had no idea how to even start, but the way Jack’s eyes darkened, Channon thought maybe Jack found it a little sexy anyway. He dropped his clothes on the floor and let Jack stroke his thighs, let him slip a hand between them to cradle Channon’s balls in his palm. How humiliating this had once felt. Now it was simply Jack’s right and Channon’s pleasure to please him. How things had changed.

It was still arousing, deeply so, but the reasons for that had shifted. In the beginning, Channon hadn’t fully trusted Jack. He’d let Jack do whatever he wanted, sure, but those games had been laced with fear—the fear that Jack might betray him, might hurt him too much, might humiliate him and leave him broken. He’d enjoyed that fear, and sometimes when they played now Jack managed to bring it out in him again, just like when they were new. But the thrill of play had matured into something so much better. Trust. Total trust in Jack and love for him. Channon didn’t need to ask if Jack would take care of him because he knew Jack would.

And now Jack had given him a ring, as proof to the world that he would take care of Channon forever.

“Please, may I worship you?”

Jack tugged Channon’s balls just hard enough to hurt, and he nodded. “Go on.”

Channon knelt. He bent to press his face to Jack’s crotch, inhaling the scent of him. This was part of the ritual for him, to scent Jack and know it was him. No one smelled like him. No one tasted like him. No one’s hands felt like his did on Channon’s skin. No one wanted Channon like Jack did, and Channon wanted no one else in the way he wanted Jack.

They belonged together. He felt it lump up in his chest, a tightness that drew all his emotions to the surface, and he put his hands on Jack’s belt, unbuckling him with all the reverence he deserved. Button, fly, boxers, and there he was, cut and thick, darker than the rest of him, clean waxed in a nest of neatly trimmed black curls. Jack’s cock, awake but not alert, and Channon dropped his head to kiss the tip of it.

Jack smelled so good, heavily masculine, and Channon lapped at him with careful flickers of tongue that broadened to wider strokes, licking him up slick and shiny. The first time he’d had Jack in his mouth, Jack had taken it so slow, had shown him with such care how to worship, and Channon did it now. He tugged Jack’s trousers down to get at his balls, taking one into his mouth and massaging it with his tongue before treating the other with the same lingering tenderness. He loved the taste of it, the sound of Jack’s breath humming in his throat, the pressure of Jack’s hand stealing up the side of Channon’s neck to tease his hair. Channon licked back up Jack’s cock, scraping his teeth over the spongy head of it before covering Jack with his mouth and sliding his lips down. He took a deep breath, relaxing as well as he could to fit as much of Jack in his throat as he could make room for. Still not enough. But he could try, and that was all Jack had ever asked of him.

He held Jack there as his oxygen ran out, glancing up to ask the question with his eyes. Please, Sir, may I suck you?

Jack’s eyes were half-lidded, his mouth bent with an emotion Channon couldn’t place, and the fingers in Channon’s hair rubbed gentle whorls on his scalp. “Go on, baby. You can have it.”

Channon closed his eyes and let his mouth close around Jack, making a tight, wet hole for him. Jack groaned, and Channon’s heart fluttered to hear that tiny loss of control. He worked his way up Jack’s length, tonguing him with all the skill he could muster. He’d learned this. He was getting better. Jack said so. Even Nate said so. But he wasn’t thinking about Nate right now. The only person he was thinking about was Jack.

His husband. Not yet, but it was going to happen. Channon would worship him and take care of him always, and no one could ever take it away from him. God, how much he loved Jack. He tried to show it with his mouth, with the suck and suction, tried to write it into Jack’s skin with his tongue.

“God, sweetheart…I love you.”

It burst in Channon’s chest like a firecracker, and then Jack’s hand gripped his hair, and he felt the hot pulse of Jack’s come on his tongue. He tried to go down, to get Jack deep in him, and Jack held him there, flooding his mouth with salt. Then Channon was pulled up, off, the last of Jack’s spend spilling across his lips.

“Channon,” Jack breathed, and he tugged Channon toward him. Channon followed, climbing into Jack’s lap and straddling him. Jack curled a hand around Channon’s hip, easing him up. “I want you in my mouth. Do you want to come?”

Fuck, did he? “Yes,” he said, his lips sticky, and Jack smirked for all of a second before bending his head to Channon’s belly. He nipped Channon’s foreskin with his teeth, tugging on him in a way that made chill fingers run down Channon’s spine. Then Jack pulled him into his mouth, his lips hot and hungry, his tongue so wet. Channon grabbed the back of the sofa, and Jack sucked on him mercilessly, his poor cock so ready for it that he knew he couldn’t last long. “Sir! Fuck, I—”

“Do it,” Jack growled, releasing his mouthful. There was an obscenely wet sound as Jack licked two fingers slick before he sucked Channon down again, his fingers sliding between Channon’s cheeks to press up to his rim. Channon gasped, bucking into Jack’s mouth, and Jack moaned around him, and those fingers drove at him, not inside but so close Channon felt like the top of his head might come off.

His grip on the sofa slipped—Jack had him safe, would never let him fall. Jack’s tongue worked against Channon’s cock, and Channon could still taste Jack on his lips. It was too much. The hot gush of orgasm took him like a flood, and he clutched at Jack’s head in delicious angst, his body racked with pulses as the pleasure of it coursed through him.

White-hot, supernova bright, more than he could ever ask. Jack’s mouth drained him dry and then let him go, and he sank, boneless, into Jack’s lap. “Sir,” he moaned, “Sir…”

“Channon,” Jack breathed, his voice gone rough. He clutched Channon to his chest. “You’re mine.”

“Always,” Channon promised, knowing this was one promise he could never break.

He was Jack’s, and Jack was his, and everything would be alright, no matter what anybody else might think.

❧

“I called Corinne,” Jack said over breakfast. “She tried to argue that you’re a public figure now, and she has no reason not to talk to you about our relationship, but in the end, she backed down. I think she knows she overstepped. Do you want me to get an apology from her, or is that enough?”

Channon made a face. “I don’t want her to apologize to me. That’s weird.”

“Then I won’t,” Jack said. He looked better this morning, rested and fresh, still warm and mussed from their bed. “I should probably issue some kind of statement. Maybe get one of Damiano’s friends to do a fluff piece on us. We can control the narrative, if we start now. Make people believe whatever we want them to.”

It sounded kind of seedy. “What do we want them to believe?”

“That we are a private couple, who are privately engaged, and it’s none of their business.” Jack took Channon’s hand, holding it in both of his. “Or did you want to tell them something else?”

“I don’t really care.” Channon frowned, flexing his fingers. “I guess I don’t want them saying bad stuff about you.”

“Things like what?”

“Like you’re a dirty old man, or taking advantage of me,” Channon said, feeling uncomfortable even thinking it.

Jack smiled. “Well, I don’t want them saying nasty things about you either. Mostly, I don’t want them to find out about our sex life and draw conclusions from it.”

“Conclusions?”

“That I seduced you into being my pet.”

Channon grinned. “You kinda did,” he said. “Thanks, by the way.”

“You’re not angry about that?” Jack asked, in his neutral ‘don’t give anything away’ voice.

“Nope.” Channon squeezed Jack’s hand. “I’m good.”

“Good to know.” Jack paused, watching Channon with an unreadable expression. “You’re not having second thoughts, are you?”

“About what?”

Jack ran his thumb over Channon’s ring, that blank expression tightening. “This. The attention it draws.”

“No!” Channon clenched his hand around Jack’s fingers. “I want this.”

“Even if it means people prying into our lives?” Jack sounded so reasonable, and it was unfair, because Channon felt completely unreasonable about it.

“Because they’d stop doing that if I took it off?” He took a deep breath, willing himself not to become bratty. And to loosen the knot in his throat. “If you’ve changed your mind, Sir—”

“No!” Jack shook his head. “Not for a moment.”

Good. Channon breathed out. “Me neither.”

Jack tugged; Channon leaned in to be kissed. When Jack lifted his head he smiled, something like relief in his face. “In that case, I’ll have a chat with Damiano, see what he thinks. He has the best personal branding of anyone I know, I’m sure he’ll have some ideas.”

❧

After breakfast, Jack went into his office to make some calls. Channon did a workout and tried not to think about whatever was happening online. Jack had given him back his phone, but Channon had remembered what he’d said about worrying, so he was studiously ignoring Twitter. When the phone rang, however, he got off the elliptical and found an incoming call from a number he didn’t know.

The last time that had happened, he’d ignored the call only to find out it was Jack’s mom with the news that Jack was in the hospital. This time it probably wasn’t anything so dire, but he answered it anyway, braced for something unwelcome.

“Hello?”

“Is that Channon?”

He recognized the accent rather than the voice. “Dean?”

Dean laughed. “Yeah, mate. Uh, how are you going?”

“I’m okay,” Channon said with some caution. He didn’t know what Dean might want, after all. “You?”

“Can’t complain.” There was a pause. “Listen, I wanted to apologize.”

Weird. “For what?”

“Reckon I freaked you out the other day. With the whole Twitter thing.”

“Oh, that’s fine. No big.”

“Yeah? You ran outta there like your arse was on fire.”

Channon winced, realizing he really had. “Sorry. The whole thing just took me by surprise.”

“Yeah, right. That shit happen to you a lot?”

“No.” He sighed, sitting down on a bench to wipe his neck with a towel. “It’s probably going to happen more, so I guess I’m gonna have to get used to it.”

“That’s rough, mate. You holding up all right?”

“I’m good.” Channon hesitated, unsure whether it was okay to talk to Dean about things that were personal. But. “I’m not really enjoying the attention.”

“Yeah?”

Was he going to say it? He was. “I got hit up by a reporter last night. At a party.”

Dean blew out his breath through his teeth. “Brutal.”

“It sucks, because…I don’t care that people know about the engagement. I like that, I guess. I just don’t want them asking about it. It’s not news. Why do they have to make a big deal out of it?”

“For the record,” Dean said, in a reassuringly serious tone, “I’m not talking to any journos about you. Not that they’ve asked, but anyway.”

Channon’s chest eased, letting go of something he hadn’t realized he’d been holding in. “Thanks.”

“Um.” Another pause, this time punctuated by the sound of a bottle top being popped. “I wanted to apologize for hitting on you like that, too.”

Channon grinned. “That’s okay. I didn’t mind.”

“Bet your fiancé would have minded, but.”

“Nah, he thought it was hot,” Channon said, wondering if that was the kind of thing Jack didn’t want him telling people. But probably it was fine.

Dean chuckled and took a pull of his drink. “So I did miss out on a threesome? That’s a bloody shame.”

Thinking about what Jack had said—If you told me you wanted me to call him right now to come over here and be fucked by you while I watched, I’d do it—Channon wondered if it really was.

But. They were engaged. Didn’t that mean something?

The only thing that’s changed for us is that you should know I’m yours. If being married to you means we never fuck anyone but each other? That’s fine. And if it doesn’t, that’s fine too.

Whatever Jack had said, Channon knew things had changed. Jack asking him to marry him meant Jack thought Channon was mature enough to make that kind of decision, something life-changing and permanent in it. And Channon liked that a lot, because it made them equals in a way they hadn’t always been, if he was honest.

Which meant that Channon got to want things, and ask for things, and maybe he’d get them, if Jack wanted them too.

“I’m not saying there could have been a threesome,” Channon said carefully, his heart racing with the thrill of this, “but I’m not saying there can’t be. Ever.”

Dean’s laughter was nice. Channon liked him, in a vague, no-strings-attached way that didn’t mean anything but felt good, all the same. “Well, you should hang onto my number, in case you’re up my way again.”

“Sure. If you make it to Santa Rita some time, you should give me a call. I mean, I might want to cash in on that drink.”

After he’d hung up, Channon took his thoughts to Jack, because of course he did. He found Jack reclined in his office chair, examining his phone like it held all the secrets of the universe, but he looked up when Channon came in.

“Hey, sweetheart. Everything okay?”

“Yeah.” Channon went over to kneel at Jack’s feet and rest his head on Jack’s knee. “Are you okay?”

“Pretty good.” He smoothed Channon’s hair off his brow, smiling down at him. “Did you want something more than just being down there for a while?”

“I like it down here,” Channon said, closing his eyes. But. “Dean called. The snowboarding guy?”

“Everything all right?”

“Yeah. He apologized for hitting on me.”

“Oh?”

Channon scrubbed his cheek against Jack’s leg. “I told him it was fine. And I said if he was ever in town, he should call.”

“Did you want to bring him home, sweetheart?”

“Maybe.” Channon opened his eyes, tilting his head to look up at Jack. “I thought it might be okay. To do what we talked about. If you were okay with that.”

“I am so okay with that,” Jack said, curling over him to kiss the top of his head. “If you are. It’s a bit different than me finding someone I trust to play with us. How do you feel about it?”

“A solid ‘maybe’,” Channon said, and Jack chuckled, playing with Channon’s hair.

“No rush. I guess this means you’ve thought about how things could be for us, now.”

Because he knew Channon so well. “Yeah,” Channon said, sitting up. He met Jack’s eye easily now, knowing that everything he’d find there would make him feel wanted, kept, and safe. Jack didn’t disappoint. “I figure if you’re okay with it, then it can’t be bad. I like playing with other people, and it might not be play, exactly, but…we can have sex with other people too, right? So long as we’re both there.”

“Or we’re both okay with it,” Jack agreed, his mouth curving into a soft smile. “Tell me if you want to change that, okay? This should be a conversation, not just me telling you what to do and you going along with it to make me happy.”

“But I like when you tell me what to do,” Channon said, and Jack’s smile ratcheted up a notch.

“I like that too. We’ll make it work; I promise.”

Channon took a deep breath, needing to say this out loud. “Don’t fall in love with anyone else.”

“Never,” Jack promised, tracing Channon’s cheekbone with the pad of his thumb. “Only you.”

And that was just the way it should be.

❧

Blissful as it was to bask in Jack’s care, Jack had work to do, so Channon stripped down for his first swim of the year.

He thought about it all as he slipped into the water, how earlier Jack had said ‘I seduced you’ and seemed so concerned about how things looked. He knew Jack liked the image of things to be right—optics, he called it—except when he decided that he didn’t give a single fuck about it. But Jack wanted Channon to feel comfortable with it all, wanted to know what Channon wanted their ‘story’ to be, how to present themselves to the world.

Jack wanted to know that Channon was happy in their relationship, that their dynamic worked for him, and gave him what he wanted. He wanted to know that Channon was happy with the way everyone saw them, that he got what he wanted, both in private and in public.

How did he want it? It wasn’t a question he’d ever really asked himself. They were Jack and Channon, Sir and boy. Jack was his and he was Jack’s, and Jack had given him a ring to show how much Channon would always belong to him.

The thought made him pause in the water. That was part of it, wasn’t it? Jack had done that to show Channon and everyone around them that he meant it, that this relationship was real and permanent and not going anywhere.

How nervous he’d sounded when he asked, like he’d thought Channon might say no. Had he worried about that? Had he thought…no, of course not. Jack wasn’t the kind of person second-guessed himself, he never—

He’d never been engaged before. That had been the first time he’d ever proposed to anyone, and he might not have been totally sure Channon would say yes. But he’d done it anyway, because it was important. Because he’d wanted Channon to know for sure that he chose him, and that he wasn’t going anywhere.

But Channon hadn’t liked it when people started to poke at it, and he’d seen Jack’s reaction to that. Jack had worried about Channon, had asked twice if Channon was sure, as if Channon might change his mind just because he hated the attention, when Jack probably loved people knowing about them.

Because Jack was an exhibitionist. He liked an audience and wanted everyone to see him enjoying himself. With Channon.

Jack wanted to be seen. Channon wanted Jack to be happy.

Well. In that case, there was really only one thing Channon could do.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Seven

 

“A surprise.” Jack eyed Channon with some amusement. “What kind of surprise?”

“The kind of surprise you need to dress up for, Sir,” Channon said, blushing beautifully. “Happy birthday.”

Jack supposed that of all the days of the year, his birthday was probably the least surprising day to be surprised, but still he was. Channon normally didn’t care about dressing to the nines, but tonight, two weeks after New Year’s, he’d laid out Jack’s favorite charcoal suit in anticipation.

“And what about you?” Jack asked, curious.

“I have to dress up too.”

Jack expected Channon would stick to jeans and a blazer, but once he’d finished playing valet for Jack, Channon went into the spare room and came back in a suit Jack did not recognize. It was a smoky navy, with thin, crisp lapels and a subtle herringbone pattern to the weave that was almost invisible. He must have bought it recently. It fit him beautifully, and Jack couldn’t help running a hand over the trim nip of his waist.

“Did you go to Sergio?”

“Yup,” Channon said, smiling shyly. “Do you like it? He said you would.”

“I love it.” Jack leaned in to nuzzle Channon’s jaw. “Is that new cologne?”

“Mmm-hmm. I thought I’d try something different.”

Woody, citrus notes, with something reminiscent of Earl Grey tea—probably bergamot. Jack inhaled him, letting the scent fill his head. “Mmm, very pleasant. What brought this on?”

“I wanted to smell good for you,” Channon told him, tilting his head up to look Jack square in the eye. “And look good for you. I wanted you to be proud to show me off.”

“And we’re going…where exactly?”

Channon wrinkled his nose. “If you order me to tell you the surprise, you’ll ruin it.”

He had a point. Jack bussed his cheek with a kiss. “All right, then. Lead the way.”

When Channon pulled up outside the Di Stasio building, Jack thought he must be dreaming. “Are we going to Eguaglia?” he asked. That was the kind of place Channon shied away from—tiny, exquisite dishes and extravagant decor. Everything and everyone here were on display, precisely cultivated to be the best it could be, and no expense spared. Not Channon’s style, but Jack’s, all the way.

Channon handed his keys to the valet and reached for Jack’s arm, hooking his own through. “You’ll see.”

Channon went up to the concierge and said, “Channon Beaumont and Jack Nash?” and after a moment, a woman in a smart service uniform came out to greet them.

“Mr Nash, Mr Beaumont. Welcome. If you’d please come this way, we’re all ready for you.”

Eguaglia was on the fifth floor, but the elevator zoomed right past it. Jack wanted to know what was going on with a powerful, almost dangerous desire. He didn’t ask. Any moment now it would make sense.

And then they were let out on the top floor, into an atrium Jack had never seen before. It sprung up in a dome, warm and overflowing with tropical greenery. There were fairy lights threaded through the trees, music playing softly in the background. Channon led him in, his face flushed with excitement. Jack followed him, confusion giving way to delight. Channon had done this. Channon had planned this. For him.

It took Jack a few moments to understand what he was seeing: cocktail tables dotted around a tiled space surrounded by greenery and orchids; catering staff with trays of drinks and finger food; people in formalwear, people he knew.

Nate was grinning at him, clean-shaven and sharp as hell, Ewan by his side in a waistcoat that—shock horror—fit him, hardly scowling at all. There was Diana, stunning in a champagne evening dress; Jack nearly didn’t recognize Kyle on her arm, out of kink gear. Christopher and Gloria, beaming like anything next to Mr White, of all people—what a shock that was. Channon’s mom was there, looking nervous and alone. People he’d known in college. Victor Ruiz. His parents.

What was happening? “Did you throw me a surprise party?”

“Kind of.” Channon tugged him into the middle of the space and turned a nervous grin on him. Someone whooped. Channon laughed nervously. “Okay,” he said. “Okay, so, this is the surprise.”

There was a smattering of laughter. Jack squeezed Channon’s hand. “Consider me well and truly surprised. I didn’t even know there was an atrium up here.”

More laughter. It was, Jack thought, the laughter of people who were well disposed toward you and wished you only the best. He fixed his attention on Channon, though, who looked like he was struggling with the embarrassment of being the center of attention. Jack’s shy boy, who had clearly organized this despite his discomfort. Who had done this for Jack. Jack smiled, encouraging him with his eyes.

Channon wrapped Jack’s hands in both of his and tilted his head to meet Jack’s gaze. The fairy lights set sparkles in his eyes. Jack caught a whiff of his cologne, mellowed into something soft and bewitching. When he smiled, Jack wondered if it was possible to keep on falling in love with him every day for the rest of his life.

“Okay.” Channon wet his lip, his cheeks stained pink, but he didn’t look away. “I know you already did this, so it doesn’t count, technically. But I wanted you to feel the same way. I wanted,” he went on, gathering his resolve, “for you to be able to look at me and know that I chose you too. Because I do choose you.”

Jack opened his mouth, conscious that they had an audience, but Channon squeezed his hands and he stopped himself from interrupting. Okay, he thought. Go on.

“I thought about what it means that you gave me this ring,” Channon said, tipping their hands so his ring finger was on top. “I don’t have a, a family heirloom for you. But I did buy you something special, something I think you’ll like.” He pulled a hand free and dipped it into the pocket of his suit, and Jack felt the whole world crystalize around him.

The ring was gold. There was a stone. Jack couldn’t take in the details of it because he felt like something tight in him had come loose. Channon had bought him a ring. Channon had invited the people Jack cared about, who cared about him, to see this. Channon, who hated making a fuss over things, who would happily fade into the background if Jack let him.

“I know it’s, um, traditional to kneel, but I wanted to be standing up to give you this, so you’d know I meant it. So, will you take it? I said I’d marry you, but Jack, will you marry me?”

His eyes were shining, and Jack felt sundered by the intensity of them. That Channon would want to ask. That he would do something like this, something Jack might have done for him and that Channon didn’t want for himself. And did this on his feet, equals in this moment. One man to another.

It stripped away his lingering fears and rendered them ashes. “Yes,” Jack said, and then he had to stop because voice threatened to crack. He spread out his fingers, and Channon slid the ring home. Heavy, he thought, heavier than he’d known something so small could be.

But it wasn’t small. It was bigger than his whole world.

There was cheering. More importantly, Channon’s smile lit up his whole face, and then Jack had to kiss him, so he did.

It was better this way, he thought. Better to have the question settled in private, and then to celebrate in public. But that Channon had made it happen—had planned this for him on his birthday, had planned it perfectly—that was more than he could ever have hoped for.

He kissed Channon again, lingering a little, and only stopped because their moms were watching. When Jack let him go, Channon was flushed and lovely, and Jack thought, Yeah. I can definitely fall in love with him every day for the rest of my life.

❧

After that, the evening was a bit of a blur. Jack shook hands with just about everyone, was kissed by most of them, and kept losing Channon in the crowd.

Not that it was really crowded. The most important people in Jack’s life weren’t exactly many.

One of them surprised him, both by being there and by how glad he was to see her.

“Cynthia!” Jack offered his hand, unsure if he should kiss her cheek. Did one kiss one’s personal assistant at one’s own private engagement party?

“Happy birthday, and congratulations,” she said, offering her cheek and solving his dilemma. He kissed her, light and chaste. She gave him an impish smile. “You know, I really thought you would have been the one who’d call me to arrange this.”

It took him a moment. “Channon called you?”

“He did. Smart man,” she said, turning her head to eye Channon across the way, blushing his way through a conversation with Victor. “It was a tight timeline, two weeks, but we made up a guest list, and I found a location. We even went ring shopping, which I must say was an experience. And,” she added with a cheeky grin, “we charged it all to your card, because Channon thought you’d like that.”

“Channon was right,” Jack said, amused and pleased all at once. “I didn’t know Eguaglia catered.”

“They don’t,” she said. “I had to pull some strings. But we agreed it was your favorite, and Channon tells me you’re going to Italy for your anniversary this year, so it seemed appropriate.”

Jack absorbed this. “Where are we, exactly?”

“The atrium belongs to Mrs Lumeyer,” she said, glancing up at him with a smile. “She agreed to loan it to us if Nate would stand up for a charity bachelor auction.”

“And Nate agreed to that?”

She grinned. “Well, you can’t. You’re engaged.”

He really was. Jack followed Channon with his eyes, drinking in the sight of him. His future husband. The rest of his life.

“I’m so glad for you, Jack,” Cynthia said. He glanced at her and found her smile soft and genuine. “He makes you happy.”

“He really does. Thanks for helping him out with this.”

“Oh, anytime. I like Channon.” Her expression narrowed with amusement. “If you hurt him, I’ll make you sorry.”

Jack laughed. “I wouldn’t dream of it.”

She left him with a smile, and Jack turned to accept the well-wishes of half a dozen people who loved him.

God, it felt better than he’d ever imagined. He shook hands with his dad, with Victor (overflowing with well-wishes), and Diana, so beautiful under the fairy lights that he leaned in to kiss her cheek without thinking.

“Congratulations, darling,” she said, and she winked before handing him to Mr White, who greeted Jack with a small but significant smile.

“My dear boy,” he said. He was so perfectly turned out, dapper as a painting, and his hand on Jack’s was warm and firm. “I wish you all the best in the world.”

“Did Channon call you?” Jack asked, and immediately he thought it rude, but Mr White didn’t seem to notice.

“It was your delightful assistant who called me, but yes, I believe your fiancé was the one to extend the invitation. Thoughtful of him. I’ve met your father,” he added, his eyes crinkling with amusement. “A fine gentleman, and your mother, quite the lady.”

Don’t hit on my parents, Jack thought, but it wasn’t something he considered a real danger, so he smiled, and kissed Mr White’s cheek.

“Thank you for coming. It means a great deal to me.”

“And to me that your young man would invite me, also,” Mr White said, inclining his head. “Be exquisite, Jonathan. I expect nothing less.”

Jack couldn’t help the shape his face made. “I’ll do my best not to disappoint.”

And then there was Nate, swaggering over with his hands stuffed messily in his pockets, rakish and disreputable even in his suit. “Hey,” he said. Then he grinned. “Channon’s doing great.”

“I can’t believe he planned this. Well, Cynthia planned it, I think, but it was Channon’s idea.”

“Nothing wrong with delegating responsibility,” Nate said easily. His smile was light, and then he was reaching out, both hands coming up to tug Jack into an unexpected hug. “Hey. Happy birthday. You’re gonna be the best husband in the world.”

“I hope so,” Jack said, squeezing him. “I intend to try.”

“Then you’ll do great. And if you’re worried,” he added, pulling away to flash Jack a grin that took him back nearly twenty years, “I’m full of awesome relationship advice.”

“I think I’ll be okay. But, thanks.”

Jack’s gaze lit on Channon again. It was hard to look anywhere else. This time, though, Channon turned to smile at him, and Jack felt his heart lift, like it might float right out of his chest. He held out his hand, and Channon crossed the room to take it, locking their fingers together.

“Are you having a good time?” Channon asked.

“The best. Thank you.” For the ring, the party, inviting his friends. Everything.

Channon smiled, bright as the sun. “You’re welcome.”

It made his heart ache. He was going to marry this boy. It couldn’t get any more perfect.
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