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If it’s true love, then even Time and Space cannot be an obstacle.

 

Cute, youthful, struggling artist Jace Hamilton needs to find a new roommate to help make ends meet. He has no idea that posting that advert will change his life. Discovering a tall, dark and mysterious stranger on one’s doorstep is the stuff of cliché romance novels, but that’s exactly what happens when Jace meets Daniel Philips—a tall, dark stranger who oozes sex appeal and is hiding a fantastical secret!

Despite the obvious chemistry between them—and several fun romps between the sheets—it seems that this is nothing more than a holiday fling because Daniel is only in town for two weeks and is very evasive about his travel plans. But Daniel has fallen hard and isn’t going to let a little thing like a 500-year age gap stop him from being with the one he loves.

An emotionally-charged gay romance with a twist.

 

Reader Advisory: This Gay Sci-Fi Romance contains graphic scenes of gay sex, between a cute struggling artist and a mysterious tall, dark stranger.
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Dedication

 

 

For my wonderful partner, Lindsay, in recognition of his enduring patience during the many long nights I’ve spent locked in my writing cave!


 

Friday, December 19, 2014

 

 

Jace stared at the sea of whiteness before him. In realistic terms, it was a pre-primed cotton canvas adhered to a tempered hardboard core. To Jace, it was an invitation, a beckoning opportunity, with the possibility to become anything at all in all the world that he could imagine and create, with a spectrum of acrylic and tempera. He never felt so alive as when he was giving birth to a work of art. Each brush stroke was a little piece of his soul, each finished painting his offspring. Right now, however, he was sterile. There was no spark of inspiration, no vision clamoring to escape his mind’s eye.

He sighed, raked a hand through his shoulder-length sandy colored hair, and put down the hog bristle brush he had been holding for the last fifteen minutes. It was time to give up for now. While this was frustrating, he wasn’t overly concerned. It happened sometimes. He knew there would come that moment of clarity when he would see so clearly the image in his mind that he wanted, needed, to bring to life. He just had to wait.

Jace left the bedroom he’d turned into an artist’s studio and went to the kitchen to make himself a mug of tea. He poured the hot water onto the bag of Darjeeling, then while it was brewing went downstairs to check if there had been any post. He picked up the pile of letters from the doormat and sorted through them, leaving those for other tenants on the shelf. Back upstairs, he sat down to open them at the small breakfast table. Most were white envelopes, hand addressed, obviously Christmas cards, but one was a brown windowed envelope, and he opened that first. He swore under his breath after reading it, screwed it up and threw it into the paper recycling bin. Great! The bank had refused an extension on his overdraft. What was he supposed to do for money now? There certainly weren’t going to be any luxuries like a turkey for Christmas. He’d be lucky if he could afford to have the central heating on. He couldn’t work any more hours and continue to paint. He was burning the candle at both ends now as it was. No one on minimum wage could afford to rent this place on their own. It was a real struggle since Alan and Dean had left. If someone didn’t answer his ad for a new roommate soon, then he was going to be in real trouble.

Jace decided to go for a walk to clear his head and take his mind off his worries for a short while. He wandered aimlessly along the sidewalk, sprinkled with the first fall of snow, occasionally glancing up at some of the wintry scenes decorating the shop windows. When he reached the town center with its department stores and street markets, he had to steer his way through the milling crowds of Christmas shoppers, laden with bags and boxes, swarming from store to store. Everywhere was glitzy, glittery, twinkly. Santas stood on every corner, with their plastic begging buckets, cotton-wool beards and “ho-ho-hos.” Carol singers in Dickensian garb stood outside one of the big stores. The festive wonderland ambiance didn’t fail to lift the young man’s spirits, and soon he was in a far more positive frame of mind.

Jace tried all of the free samples on the stalls at the Christmas food fair, bought himself a few new clothes from a charity shop, and listened to the carol singers in the square in front of the church before heading for home. As he approached the pre-war terraced town house in the quiet, tree-lined street, he saw a stranger standing on the doorstep, pressing one of the buzzers, and when he climbed up the four steps to the front door, he realized it was his buzzer. He smiled at the man, who was quite literally a tall, dark stranger.

“I’m number three,” he told him, as he unlocked the door and stepped into the vestibule. “Jace Hamilton. May I help you?” Was he staring? He hoped not! But the man was just so good-looking! He had a very manly face, there was nothing boyish about those sharply chiseled features.  A Nubian Adonis, Jace thought with a smile and a slightly twitching cock.

“Daniel Philips,” the handsome, dark-skinned Herculean introduced himself in his deep baritone voice. “I saw a postcard on the community board at the library, advertising a room to let?”

“Yes, that’s right. Come on up.” He held the door for him to step inside. “Only one flight up. It’s the first floor.”

Wow! A veritable demi-god was inquiring about his room, Jace thought to himself. The man just oozed sex appeal. Oh, please let him take the room! Jace pleaded silently. He unlocked the door and stepped into the long narrow hall. He put down his carrier bag of new-to-him clothes, hung up his gray wool peacoat, then went to the kitchen, gesturing for him to follow.

“Fancy a brew? I’m having tea,” Jace said, switching on the kettle and getting two mugs from the draining board.

“Sure. Tea’s fine.” The man seemed like an immensity in the tiny kitchen. He was silent, gazing out of the window, while Jace busied himself with quickly making the two hot beverages. He didn’t take off his brown leather, hooded Parka.

“I’ll show you around and then if you’re still interested, we can talk,” Jace said, cupping the mug to warm his hands.

Daniel gave an apologetic half smile. “We should talk first. I have to explain something,” he replied, and Jace arched a brow in curiosity. “I realize you’re looking for a long-term arrangement but, actually, I only want the room for a couple of weeks. I thought you might agree to a sort of holiday let while you’re waiting to find a permanent roommate.”

Jace frowned. He took a couple of mouthfuls of tea while thinking of his response.

“Why don’t you go to a hotel or B&B, if you want somewhere just for the holidays?” He wasn’t a crook of some sort, was he? Unable to show his ID at a formal establishment? No, that was a daft thought. More likely a celebrity in hiding than a crook!

“I want a homely, casual atmosphere, somewhere I can relax and enjoy the festive season. The simple domesticity of a real home,” he explained.

“Not able to go home for the holidays?”

Daniel sighed and shook his head. “Kind of … between homes. I grew up here, and I want one last Christmas in my old home town before I leave the country.”

“Emigrating? Wow, big step. Where are you moving to?” Jace set down his now empty mug.

“I’ll be moving around a fair bit.  So what do you think? Can I let the room?”

“Well, I’m unlikely to find anyone who wants to move in this side of Christmas now,” he reasoned. “If I do find a roommate, they’ll probably to want to move in after the New Year. I can always just say the room isn’t vacant for another couple of weeks yet. So yes, sure.” At least sharing the rent and other bills for even just a couple of weeks would help him out, make the holidays easier, but it was just his luck that the handsome hunk was only going to be around for such a short time, Jace mused.

“I’ll show you your room.”

The flat had a large double bedroom and a small single bedroom. Jace used the small bedroom as his art studio and slept on a sofa bed in the living room. The double bedroom had been Alan and Dean’s before they’d moved out to go and live on Alan’s dad’s farm up north. The bedrooms had quite low ceilings, but the living room had a lovely high ceiling with picture and dado rails still in place. Jace had hung a few of his paintings in the room.

“So the living room is through there. The bathroom is that door on the left there, and your room is down here.” He indicated the rooms and led him to the bedroom. “It’s a decent size and got plenty of cupboard space. Oh, of course, I guess that doesn’t matter to you. I’ll write up a bill—just half of the rent for two weeks plus a little something toward the gas, electric, water, and Sky. Anyway, make yourself at home. I’m putting up the deccies later if you want to help.”

“Sure, I’ll enjoy that. Like I said, simple domesticity for the holidays,” Daniel smiled. “I just have to go and fetch my luggage. I’ve only got the one suitcase. I won’t be long.”

“I’ll give you a key,” Jace replied, and went to get the second key from its hook in the kitchen.

 

* * * *

 

It was great fun, hanging up the Christmas decorations. Jace put on a seasonal CD, lit cinnamon and spiced apple incense, and put out some snacks for them as well. He’d been anticipating a Christmas alone, and while he was happy enough with his own company, he was really pleased to have someone to share the celebration with. He found Daniel to be great company. They sang silly Christmas songs such as “Grandma Got Run Over by a Reindeer” and told seasonal jokes, some of them quite rude! They had a tug-of-war with a long length of red and gold tinsel, which of course snapped very easily so they both fell over then lay on the floor laughing. Was he outrageously stupid for thinking there was a chemistry between them? Jace silently asked himself. Their gaze had met a few times, there was a warmth to Daniel’s smiles, and they seemed so natural and relaxed together. Maybe the guy wasn’t even gay. He couldn’t assume he was just because his advert had stated “LGBTQ Friendly Home.” But his gaydar was more than just buzzing, it was positively blaring, like a loud and persistent car alarm in his brain.

“I’m really glad you’re here for Christmas,” Jace told him, as they sat on the rug in front of the log-effect gas fire, sipping spiced orange hot chocolate and watching Die Hard, which Daniel swore, was the best Christmas movie ever. “Way better than being on my own.”

“How come you’d be on your own?”

“I’m not in touch with my parents, haven’t seen then in nearly three years. I send a card on birthdays, and at Easter and Christmas, but I never hear back.” He paused for a moment, brushing a stray strand of blond hair off his face and sighing. “My friends, Alan and Dean, have moved up north and I don’t know anyone else outside of work. I’m a bit of a loner really, prefer to have a couple of very close friends to a hoard of social acquaintances. I’m just hoping to find a new, compatible roommate soon. How about you?”

“Both my parents have passed on now,” he told him with a shrug. “And I’ve been too much of a wanderer to make any long-term friends I could stay with.”

“So where are you off to when you leave after the holidays? You said you’re leaving the country,” Jace inquired, taking a chocolate chip cookie.

“Europe. You know what spoils the room? That plastic tree. Let’s go get a real one. I’ll buy it. It’s dark out now, we can see the lights in all their glory!” He laughed. He has such a deep, sexy laugh, Jace thought. That sexy laugh, and the idea of Christmas shopping with him, meant the somewhat evasive answer, and any deliberate distraction went totally unnoticed by the slightly younger male.

 

* * * *

 

It was chilly out, the air nipped with a wintry frostiness and a sugar-coating of light snow icing the pavements. The small deciduous trees lining the road were bare of leaves but glittered with tiny blue and green fairy lights that from a distance looked like thousands of multicolored stars lighting up the night. The busy town center had hundreds of lights festooning the streets. Golden stars, silver angels, snowmen, reindeer, Santas, all glistening, shimmering, twinkling and flickering in a gaudy, garish yet beautiful display that was magically uplifting. Tinny renditions of “Jingle Bells” and “White Christmas” echoed stridently from speakers hung high on the walls of most of the stores. There were street sellers with all sorts of wares, mostly tacky cheap knock-offs, and food vendors with hot dogs, jacket potatoes, and roasted chestnuts.

“Hmm, smell that!” Daniel said, after taking a deep breath while passing a kiosk. He joined the short queue and bought two hot dogs with onion rings and mustard. He handed one to Jace with a broad grin. “Oh, hell! You do like onions and mustard, don’t you?” he suddenly thought to ask, the grin vanishing.

“Sure,” he replied with a nod, though he usually preferred ketchup. He juggled to keep from spilling the onion rings, catching them in the napkin, as he took a big bite. Right then, he’d have eaten cattle cake with wasabi if it made Daniel smile.

They walked along through the waning tide of shoppers, munching on their hot dogs and looking at the scenic window dressings until they came to a place selling real trees. They had a few different varieties, but they settled on a Colorado blue spruce. They loved its distinct bluish-white foliage and the strong resinous odor. They ended up also buying a spindly little spruce because Jace said that he felt sorry for it as no one would want it! Daniel rolled his eyes then shook his head.

“You’re just too adorable,” he told him with a chuckle and leaned down to bestow a brief kiss on his cheek. Jace glowed with pleasure at that, a silly Cheshire Cat grin on his face all the way back home.

Daniel had certainly been right about the tree, Jace decided. The room did indeed look much better with a real tree. The plastic one was packed away in its box and put back in the storage cupboard. Jace also decorated the little spruce tree, though sparingly.

“Where are you going to put it?” he asked.

“In my studio.” He picked up the small tree by it’s plastic pot.

“Studio?” he queried, pouring them both a glass of ginger wine, which he always thought of as a very Christmassy drink.

Jace nodded. “I’m an artist. Well, trying to be, hoping to be,” he told him. “I’m actually working as a classroom assistant during term-times and bar-tending on Saturday nights, but one day I hope to have a small gallery. I’ve turned the second bedroom into a studio to paint in.”

“So where do you sleep?” Daniel wondered, following as he took the tree to his studio.

“Lounge. It’s a sofa bed. Get the door for me, please?”

“Wow! You did these? You’re really talented,” he commented as studied the various sized canvases while Jace looked for the right spot for his runt-of-the-litter conifer. They were expressionist works with bold color contrasts, and some were quite enigmatic, especially the portraits.

“Thanks.” Jace blushed slightly at the praise. He set the tree in an empty corner then turned to look at Daniel. “I’d love to paint you. Would you pose for some sketches?”

“Of course, I’d love to. I’m flattered that you want me to. But right now, how about we drink wine, eat dinner, then listen to music or watch a movie and just … chill.”

“That sounds good to me,” he agreed. “I’ll go start on dinner.”

“No, don’t go to the bother of cooking, I’ll order us a takeaway online. Pizza?” he offered.

Jace smiled and nodded. “Pizza’s a great idea. Make mine an Hawaiian please.”

 

* * * *

 

They chose to watch a seasonal movie, Holiday in Handcuffs, but they didn’t make it quite half way through!  Jace was edging closer and closer to Daniel on the couch, until he was nestled up against him, resting his head on his shoulder. Daniel responded by putting an arm around him and kissing him on the cheek.  It wasn’t long before they were kissing passionately, their tongues in an erotic tango, hands roaming, cocks hardening, clothes swiftly discarded. 

            “Lube?” Daniel’s bass voice was hoarse with arousal.

            “Medicine cabinet, bathroom” he moaned back, his eyes roaming down the ripped body to the thick, heavy, veiny hard-on. He was abandoned temporarily, just long enough for the other to fetch lubricant spray and a condom.

            Jace sighed as one strong, broad hand stroked his back, and the other groped his ass cheeks, squeezing and rubbing. Moist lips claimed his throat, suckling at the flesh and raising a crimson mark.  He arched his back, thrusting his hips forward, his slender coral-colored shaft brushing against a firm, muscular, ebony thigh. He wasn’t aware of his new lover reaching for the small plastic bottle and gasped when he felt the cold spray against his hungry, puckered hole.  Sinewy arms turned him about then wrapped around him, holding him against a board-firm chest.  Daniel’s cloaked helmet pushed against his tight entrance, forcing its way in, and his sphincter tightened around the massive invader thrusting into his rectum.  He groaned, pushed back against the grinding hips, groped for a scatter cushion to grip onto.

            Daniel began with long, slow strokes. He would pull almost all the way out then ease back in, causing Jace to grunt and mewl.  After a while, he changed pace, short, sharp thrusts that made his balls slap audibly, skin and against skin.  When the strokes lost their rhythm a little, became spasmodic, and his breathing became more labored, Jace knew that the man was coming close to climaxing.  He wasn’t far off himself, already dribbling pre-cum and feeling a heat pooling in his belly. They came almost simultaneously, Daniel’s eruption triggering Jace’s, both spurting out their bitter viscous cream before collapsing in a sweaty, sticky, panting heap on the couch.


 

Saturday, December 20

 

 

Jace yawned, stretched and rubbed his eyes. He rolled over onto his side in the big double bed and gazed at the mesmeric hunk beside him.

  No wonder we slept late, he thought, noticing that the bedside clock read 10:53. Their second bout of corporeal fun in the early hours had resulted in a long lie-in!

“Morning, sexy,” a deep-toned sleepy voice said.

“Morning,” he replied, smiling at the hefty physical frame the rich voice emanated from. Daniel kissed him softly, and his broad hand moved south. He gently pushed him away, laughing.

“Down boy! It’s almost eleven. And the last Saturday before Christmas. I need to get to the Crimbo Charity Fair in the market square before all the bargains are snapped up and there’re just pirate DVDs and stale chocolates left.”

“Ten minutes or so won’t make much difference,” he said, disappearing under the covers.

“Daniel! What are you doing?” He laughed. “Oh!”

A warm, moist mouth enveloped his silky smooth cock, and a hand squeezed his shaven sac. Daniel swirled his tongue around his tip and grazed his teeth lightly along his length before bobbing his head up and down and continuing to massage his tightening balls. He slowly took him deeper and deeper until he was deep-throating him and at the same time a finger went to play with his hole. Jace was soon squirming on the bed, groaning and gasping, rocking his hips, gently tangling fingers into Daniel’s hair.

“Fuck that’s good!” he moaned out, as he leaked a little pre-cum. Daniel released the small, tight balls to stroke his own erection. After a few glorious minutes, Jace felt his muscles tighten and a pool of warmth in his abdomen and knew he was getting close.

“Daniel, I’m going to come,” he warned him in a gargled tone, in case he wanted to pull away at that point. But he didn’t pull away, he kept going, and when the salty, bitter fluid pulsed out of Jace’s tip, he swallowed it down. Then he finished himself off and spurted the stickiness over Jace’s cock then shifted to rub their cocks together for a few moments.

“Sex is messy! Great fun but really messy.” Jace laughed. “Shower?”

“Definitely. Then your Crimbo Fair,” Daniel replied with a broad grin, throwing back the covers.

The two of them showered together. It was intimate but not especially erotic, somehow that made it all the more memorable. Jace got shampoo in his mouth and pulled a face that made Daniel guffaw. Daniel poked Jace’s tummy button and commented on how much neater it was than his own. He teased him by playfully slapping his bum with the loofah and Jace retaliated by threatening to shove it up him. They were just so relaxed with each other, no awkwardness or embarrassment at all, despite only having just met. Jace couldn’t help the occasional poignant moment when he thought about how this was just a Christmas holiday fling and all too soon Daniel would be disappearing. He couldn’t help thinking, believing, that they could have had the chance of a real relationship otherwise.

 

* * * *

 

Jace was a little surprised and very pleased when Daniel took hold of his hand, interlacing their fingers, as they walked around the charity fair. The market square was crammed, it seemed almost elbow-to-elbow. “Sorry,’’ “Excuse me,’’ “Can I get past?” and even “Get outta the fucking way, cunt” seemed to be the most prevalent conversation between the teeming bargain hunters.

“So what sort of thing are you looking for?” Daniel asked as they perused the various stalls.

“Don’t know really. Whatever takes my fancy.”

“You could have had that at home!” he teased, squeezing his hand, and Jace playfully elbowed him.

“Don’t you think about anything but what’s in your trousers?”

“Of course. I think about what’s in your trousers, too.”

“You’re incorrigible. And that stall’s selling sugared plums, I want to buy some.”

About an hour and a half later, they were strolling home with their spoils—sugared plums, crackers, silly string and party poppers, home-made mulled wine, clothes-peg angels, two Santa hats, ginger preserve, and a few other odds and sods.

“So, I have to work tonight. I’m bartending at The Pig and Whistle from six until eleven,” Jace told him as they turned the corner into the quiet, tree-lined avenue. “You can pop in if you like, have one on me. There are free mince pies and treacle tarts all this week. Do you know where it is?”

“Sure. It’s the one on the corner of Grange Road and French Street, right?” he replied with a nod. “I’ll definitely pop in for a quick pint.”

 

* * * *

 

The pub was especially busy; it always was at this time of year. As well as the Saturday night regulars there were the late night shoppers, the theater goers, the party-goers, the pub crawlers… The last Saturday before Christmas had to be one of their busiest days of the year. Many were attracted by the live music and free food. It was an energetic and noisy atmosphere. Jace was run off his feet and was very glad the pub landlord had taken on extra holiday staff. He kept a lookout for Daniel, continually glancing toward the pair of stripped pine stained glass doors, but as the evening wore on he gave up. It seemed that the guy wasn’t going to turn up after all. He couldn’t help a twinge of disappointment. The band packed up and left, the customers drifted away until there were only a handful, and he had just rung the bell for last orders. He heard the loud creak of the old doors and glanced up. His spirits lifted when he saw that magnificent physical specimen weaving a path through the clutter of tables to the bar.

“Hi. I thought you weren’t coming,” he admitted.

“Thought I’d come for last orders so I can walk home with you,” Daniel told him, taking a stool.

“So what’s your poison, as my granddad used to say? We’ve got a nice bottled Christmas ale, with a hint of cinnamon and orange.”

“Sales pitch? Okay, I’ll try it. I usually have a porter, but I’m always up for trying something new.”

“It’s on the house, remember. Well, on me. A pre-Christmas treat.” He fetched the bottle of Christmas ale and a glass. “Excuse me, got to go clear tables now.” He busied about his task, feeling Daniel’s eyes on him as the man watched him working.

“Who’s your gorgeous hunk?” the petite blonde barmaid whispered to Jace, as she wiped clean the tables he’d cleared of glasses and plates. “Do tell me he isn’t gay.”

Jace chuckled. “Sorry to disappoint you, Lynsey. He’s gay, and he’s mine. At least for the next few days. He’s only in town until New Year. He’s staying with me ’til then,” he enlightened her.

“Lucky sod,” she replied lightheartedly. Jace felt a little thrill of pride. It was nice to be with someone others admired. It made him feel good about himself.

They were back home shortly before 11:30 p.m. When they got in, Jace went to do his ablutions and change into pajamas while Daniel put on the coffee maker and got two mugs out of the dishwasher. When he pottered into the kitchen in The Big Bang Theory pajamas, Daniel laughed.

“You’re so cute!” he told him, handing him a mug of coffee. “One sugar, single cream not milk.”

So he had noticed how he took his coffee. That was kind of sweet, Jace thought, smiling to himself.

“It was a really busy night. I’m shattered,” he said sleepily. He yawned then took a sip of coffee. “I’m going to turn in after this.”

“My bed, right? Not the sofa bed?” Daniel double-checked.

“Yes, your bed,” he confirmed with a tired smile.

“I’ll turn in with you. We’ve got to be up early tomorrow,” he told him.

Jace arched a brow. “Why? It’s Sunday morning, I was planning on a lay in. Then in the afternoon, I thought I’d do those sketches.”  

“Nope, no lazing in tomorrow I’m afraid. It’s Winter Solstice.” Daniel drained his coffee mug, yawned and stretched. “Sunrise is at eight oh three, and I want to see it from Hangman’s Hill. It’s the highest point around here. We need to be up by seven-thirty at the latest.”

Jace groaned. “It’s supposed to be the holidays,” he complained. “I don’t want to be up at the crack of dawn. That’s for New Agers—druids and white witches, those sort. You don’t strike me as a neo-pagan.”

“I’m not, I’m a scientist—logical, reasoned, well-grounded. I still love to watch the sunrise. It’s kind of … humbling, reminds me of our mortality in a way, our existence as tiny specks in an infinite multiverse. And after all, it’s the original root of Christmas. A festival to celebrate the return of the Sun after the darkness of winter, as it rises as far to the south as it ever does. You won’t regret it, honestly. It’s one early morning. We can lay in every other morning if you like.”

So Daniel was a scientist. A scientist, with muscles like that? Wow! At least he’d learned something more about the guy. He’d told him so little about himself in the couple of days since they’d met. He never mentioned his personal life at all, even though he’d asked Jace a few questions about his, such as why he didn’t speak to his parents. That was sadly the all-too-familiar story of being disowned for being gay.

“Okay, okay. I’m sold. If you want me to get up at some unearthly hour to stand on a snowy hill and watch a ball of burning gasses rise into the sky, I will. Anything to please you.” Hell, why had he added that last bit? He shouldn’t have said that!

“Anything?” Daniel said with a mischievous twinkle in those eyes the color of mahogany. With a cheeky grin, he went to the living room and fetched two long lengths of red shimmering tinsel, then took hold of Jace’s arm and led him toward the bedroom.

“What are you doing?” Jace asked him, puzzled. “I told you, I’m tired.”

“You don’t need any energy. You’re just going to lay there,” he told him in a teasing tone.

Jace flopped down on the bed and gazed up at his lover.

“What’s the tinsel for?”

“Put your hands up above your head and I’ll show you.”

“Remember the tug of war? That stuff snaps so easily,” he said, as he obligingly raised his arms. “One sharp tug and I’m free.”

“I’m only playing. Just slightly kinky fun, that’s all. I don’t really want you totally defenseless.” He used one glittery length to bind his wrists together and used the second to bind his ankles. “There! At my mercy!” He leaned down to kiss him on the forehead then left the room.

“Where are you going?” Jace called after him, but he didn’t get a reply. He wasn’t gone for long, anyway, returning momentarily with a pot of thick brandy cream and a teaspoon. Jace giggled.

“Oh, Daniel! No! You’re not?”

“Yep. I am.” He lifted his top up to expose his boyishly flat stomach then proceeded to spoon some of the liqueur cream onto him. Jace squealed and wriggled at how cold it was. Daniel set the pot and spoon aside, knelt on the bed, and leaned down to slowly lap up the cream. He swirled his tongue around his tummy button and licked all over his midriff. Jace giggled, gasped, squirmed, sighed. It actually felt far more erotic than he’d imagined it would, and he soon started to harden.

Daniel looked at the tented pajama bottoms and smiled. He pulled them down to reveal the aroused cock standing to attention. He grabbed the pot of cream again and began to slather a generous amount all over his groin.  His arousal was a little dampened by the sudden coldness of the cream, but he was soon writhing and moaning as Daniel began to lick and suck.

As his tinsel-bound lover was coming close to climaxing, Daniel stopped. He took a tissue from beside the bed to wipe away the remaining mix of cream and saliva.

“Daniel! What are you doing? Don’t stop,” he almost pleaded.

“But you’re shattered, remember,” he replied in a teasing voice.

“Well, of course, I’m not too tired now! Daniel! You can’t take me to the very edge like that then just stop.”

“Um … yes, I can. I just did,” he replied with a smirk and wiped his mouth with a tissue. “I love having that sort of power!”

“Stop teasing! Just finish what you started, I’m desperate now,” he whined.

Daniel laughed. “Then beg.”

“Oh for fuck’s sake… All right. I’m begging you, please suck me off and make me come,” said he implored almost frantically. “Happy now?”

Smirking, Daniel nodded then dipped his head to his groin again. It wasn’t very long at all before he was swallowing down an eruption of sticky white semen.

“There! One sated lad.” He chuckled. He took some tissues to clean Jace then pulled up his bottoms. He lay down beside him, kissed his cheek, then pulled the duvet over them and turned out the bedside light.

“Aren’t you going to untie me?”

“Nope. You said yourself, you can easily get free if you need to.” He draped an arm over the other, closed his eyes, and started to drift off to sleep.


 

Sunday, December 21

 

 

At exactly 7:00 a.m., Jace was rudely awoken by the shrill sound of an alarm. “Fuck!” he exclaimed loudly.

Daniel sat up, stretched, yawned, rubbed his stubbly jaw, and then turned off the alarm on his mobile phone. He turned to grin at Jace.

“Morning. Want me to untie you?”

“No. What I want is to go back to sleep,” Jace snapped irritably.

“Someone’s grouchy! Are you always like this in the mornings?” Daniel asked, getting out of bed and stretching again. He did several star jumps and touched his toes a few times then headed for the bathroom to answer the call of nature and do his ablutions.

“Are you always so bloody lively in the mornings?” he threw back at him. He sighed and reluctantly got up, easily snapping the weak tinsel restraints. He got dressed then went to the kitchen to get a strong black coffee to wake himself up a bit more. Feeling more relaxed after that, he put two pieces of wholemeal bread in the toaster.

“Marmite, jam or marmalade?” he asked Daniel when he came into the kitchen, looking spruce and dapper.

“How about that ginger preserve you got at the fair yesterday?” he suggested, sitting down at the small table. Jace nodded and fetched it. He struggled to remove the lid and with a rueful half smile passed it to Daniel, who opened the jar with ease in a nanosecond.

“Show off!” he said with a smile. The toast popped up, and he put the two slices onto two small plates and set them on the table.

“Feeling more sociable now?” Daniel asked, spreading the preserve onto his toast.

Jace looked at him guiltily. “Sorry. I have to be up so early in the mornings during term-time, I really look forward to my late mornings during the holidays. I guess I’m not a morning person like you,” he said sheepishly.

“We’re all different. Be a boring world if we weren’t,” he answered between mouthfuls of toast.

Hangman’s Hill was about a twenty-minute drive away. The number forty-two bus went that way but didn’t run until 10:00 a.m. on a Sunday, and so Daniel called a taxi to take them there, neither having a car. Jace simply didn’t bother because it really wasn’t worth it living in the large busy town, which was served by a very good public transport system, and Daniel had recently sold his.

Hangman’s Hill was the highest point in the town and also the oldest. There had been a settlement on the site since Neolithic times. Historically, it was the site of many executions. The peak of the hill had a small marker stone naming the last ever person to be hanged there—a man found guilty of murdering his wife and child in the late 1850s.

It was a spectacular viewpoint, overlooking all of the town and the countryside beyond, broken up by the silvery ribbon of a river. When they arrived there that morning, they could see none of that, of course, because it was still dark. Daniel had brought a torch to light their way up the rough-cut steps. The horizon was just starting to lighten a little when they reached the top. They were not the only early birds, there were several other people sitting on the frosty winter-withered ground, some on waterproof coats and some on rugs.

“This is astronomical twilight,” Daniel told Jace, as he found a spot to sit down. He took off his jacket and spread it on the ground for both of them.

“What’s that?” he asked, sitting down and leaning against him a little.

Daniel put his arm around him and drew him a little closer. “Astronomical twilight is the moment the sky starts to lighten, when it’s no longer completely dark,” he replied. “It happens when the Sun is at eighteen degrees below the horizon. When the Sun is twelve degrees below, when you can just start to make out the horizon, that’s called nautical twilight.”

“Now you really do sound like a scientist!” He chuckled. “What’s it called when it’s just got light enough to see everything?”

“Civil twilight. When the Sun is just six degrees below the horizon.” He kissed his cheek and Jace felt a happy little glow inside.

“You’re a walking, talking Wiki,” he told him with a warm smile.

Soon the horizon was a colorful canvas of red and orange hues. The Sun began to appear, peeping shyly over the edge of the horizon.

“It’s still not actually rising yet,” Daniel told him, and when he looked totally perplexed by the comment, he went on to explain. “Atmospheric refraction means that we can see the Sun while it’s still actually below the horizon.”

“Fuck! Look! My god, did you see that?” Jace suddenly exclaimed. He wasn’t the only one to get excited, there was vibrant chatter between all of the gathered viewers. A green beam of light had suddenly shot up into the air, it looked just as though it was coming from the Sun and lasted a few seconds.

“That was a very rare phenomenon,” Daniel told him, sounding quite awestruck himself. “I’ve seen a green flash a few times but never a ray like that. It’s an increase in refraction, the sunlight reaches us without scattering into its separate colors. It’s science, but it looks so magical.”

“Just imagine what our early ancestors must have made of that! No wonder they believed in magic and gods and sacred signs,” he said, almost breathlessly. Daniel nodded in agreement.

It was now sunrise proper. The red disc slowly rose up into the sky and the blue-black of night was totally banished. A cheer went up from the onlookers.

“I bet you’re really glad now that you didn’t stay lazing in bed,” he said, and Jace grinned and nodded.

“Fuck yes! That was the most fantastic thing I’ve ever seen.  Oh! I need to get to the studio, I need to paint that!”

Jace spent the rest of that day, and the next, entrenched in his tiny studio painting on a large canvas. Daniel left him alone, apart from occasionally slipping in silently to deposit a cup of tea or a sandwich, fully understanding that a creator needs his space. He amused himself with Christmas movies, a couple of trips to the local for a bottle of Fuller’s London Porter, shopping for Christmas gifts for Jace, and just strolling the wintry streets to take in the ambiance of the season.

                                                                             


 

December 23

 

 

Around 7:00 p.m. that evening, Jace, at last, emerged from his cocoon, a brilliant smile on his face.

“Daniel!” he called. An answering call came from the kitchen, where Daniel was just making two cups of tea.

“Hello, stranger,” he said, putting down the kettle. He pulled Jace into a close embrace and kissed him softly on the lips. “I take it the painting’s finished?”

“Yep. And I’m really pleased with it. I think perhaps I should have used shamrock where I used emerald, but the sea-foam is the perfect shade. Do you want to see it?”

“Of course!” He took Jace’s hand and walked with him to the bedroom-studio to view the canvas that had kept them apart for the last thirty-three hours.

Daniel stared at the canvas for several long silent moments and Jace was starting to worry that perhaps he didn’t like it. Maybe it wasn’t any good after all? He fidgeted awkwardly, waiting for him to speak.

“It’s so vibrant, it has an emotional energy. It’s not just what you saw, it’s how you felt,” he said at last, as he surveyed the hazy swirls of crimson and apricot birthing a brilliant ray of sea-foam, emerald, and chartreuse on a backdrop of smoky dove gray. “I’m really impressed. It’s an amazing work. Why the hell are you working in a bar when you can produce work like this?”

Jace beamed with pride. He threw his arms around him and hugged him tightly.

“I’m so glad you like it! You inspired it. I never would have seen that miracle of light if you hadn’t virtually bullied me into going with you. I’m calling it Daniel’s Sunrise.’’

“I don’t know what to say,” he replied, totally bowled over by that. “Hey, let’s go out and celebrate. I’ll take you to the best restaurant in town.”

“It’s a lovely thought, but we won’t get a table, they’re all fully booked ages in advance for the few days before Christmas.”

“I’ll find somewhere, I’m determined.  When I want something, I get it. Go put a suit on.”

Shaking his head and chuckling, Jace went to put on his only suit—a dark navy one from Debenhams he kept for formal occasions—even though he thought it would turn out to be a waste of time.

Daniel set out on his quest to find a decent restaurant with a free table, figuratively speaking. He had made a dozen phone calls before he declared his success.

“Hunter’s Moon has had a cancellation for a table at eight-thirty. We’ll have to hurry. You call a taxi while I get changed.”

 

* * * *

 

Hunter’s Moon was an upscale restaurant with a sophisticated, stylish décor—antique dark wood and red lanterns, Oriental hung tapestries, low lighting, relaxing, ambient, romantic. They were shown to a table near the back and presented with the wine list and a menu that was as impressive as the interior design. Daniel immediately handed back the wine list.

“We’re celebrating. We’ll have a bottle of your very best champagne!” The waiter nodded and left.

“Daniel, that’s too extravagant,” Jace said, keeping his voice low. “That will cost a small fortune in a place as swanky as this.”

“Don’t worry about it, relax, this is my early Christmas present to you. I can afford it, I promise,” he assured him.

The waiter returned with a bottle in an ice bucket and two long-stemmed champagne glasses. He set them on the table then showed Daniel the bottle.

“It’s Bollinger’s La Grande Année Rosé 2004, sir, our last bottle,” he informed them, and Jace hoped he hadn’t visibly paled, scared to even imagine the price. Was the guy loaded or what? Daniel gave a small polite smile and nodded. The waiter opened the bottle and poured a sample. He swirled it, took a sip, then nodded his approval. The waiter half-filled their glasses then set the open bottle back in the ice-bucket and left them to peruse the menu.

“Um … the menu doesn’t have any prices,” Jace whispered worriedly.

Daniel smiled softly. “I told you, don’t worry about it,” he replied. “It’s actually a good thing. I know you’ll choose the dish you really want instead of the cheapest. Relax and enjoy yourself.”

Daniel ordered starters of pepper and herb crusted goat’s cheese, and Jace had the Black Forest wild mushroom soup. They both had the same main course, the cider-glazed turkey with apricot and rosemary roasted parsnips and carrots. For dessert, Daniel chose the German walnut tart while Jace chose the roasted pears with candied pine nuts. It was an unhurried, laid-back meal. They ate slowly, chatted happily, got to know each other better. The bottle of champagne was followed by a bottle of house red and then by liqueur coffees. Jace was actually feeling quite light-headed by the time Daniel asked for the bill. He paid with a debit card, and they left.

Jace linked arms with Daniel, feeling a little unsteady. “I think I’m a bit tipsy,” he admitted with a silly smile.

Daniel laughed and nodded. “Yes, you are. I think I’d best take you home and put you to bed.”

“Not put me to bed, take me to bed.” he giggled, gazing up at him.

His sober companion shook his head. “Nope. I’m not doing anything to you when you’re drunk,” he stated adamantly.

“I’m not that drunk. Just a bit tipsy, light-headed. I’m still thinking clearly, and I know that I want you to make love to me,” Jace insisted stubbornly. “We only have a few days. I want to make the most of our time together.”

“You may be lucid, but your speech is slurring, and I’m having a lot of trouble keeping you walking in a straight line,” Daniel chuckled. “You’re going to bed to sleep, my lad, not to fuck. That can wait until morning, providing you don’t have too bad a hangover. You’re quite the lightweight, aren’t you?”

“Am not!” Jace protested indignantly but belied the words by stumbling.

Daniel put a supporting arm around his waist. “You’re utterly adorable pissed,” he told him.


 

Christmas Eve

 

 

Jace’s eyes fluttered open then he shut them tightly again because the daylight was just too bright. He rubbed his forehead.

“Headache?” that rich, now-familiar voice asked.

“No. Just a bit tired still,” he lied very unconvincingly. “Um … I don’t remember coming to bed. I didn’t think I was drunk enough to forget anything!”

“You weren’t. Not until we got back here and you insisted on a glass of mulled wine,” Daniel informed him with a wry grin. “I had to carry you to bed. You fell asleep as soon as your head hit the pillow.”

Jace covered his face with both hands and groaned. “I am so, so sorry!”

“Hey, it’s okay,” he said, sitting on the edge of the bed and stroking his hair. “I did say to relax and have fun. Do you want me to get you a cup of tea, some aspirin and a slice of dry toast?”

“Yeah, that sounds good. And dim the light a bit!”

Jace took the aspirin, drank the tea and ate the toast. It did make him feel a bit better. Then he snuggled back down under the covers and fell fast asleep again.  Daniel smiled to himself, leaned down to kiss him on the head, then went to the living room and sat reading for a while.

 

* * * *

 

Jace eventually woke up midafternoon. After a quick shower and putting on creased jeans but a new tee, he went to find Daniel. He plucked his book from his hands, placing it on the coffee table, then sat on his lap and kissed him.

“I want to do those sketches of you now if you’re not busy,” he told him, brushing his thumb over Daniel’s lower lip.

“Sure,” he replied with a smile. “Let me just grab a coffee. I saved you a sandwich at lunchtime if you’re hungry.”

Post coffee-drinking and sandwich-eating, Jace fetched his A3 sketchbook and his set of graphite drawing pencils. He turned the central heating up and put the log-effect fire on, too, so that his muse wouldn’t get cold once it came to the nude sketches. First, though, he spent a good hour at least on portraiture.

“You’ve got the perfect face for sketching. It’s a strong yet gentle face, with kind of … soulful eyes. I think that’s the right word anyhow—soulful. Something like that,” he commented as his hand moved the pencil swiftly over the sheet of paper. Daniel laughed, and he chided him for not staying still. After completing half a dozen or so rough sketches, he suggested they take a short break before going on to the full body drawing, realizing it was probably uncomfortable and boring for his Adonis to just sit there posing for so long. Daniel smiled and nodded.

“Good idea. How about we pop out to Starbucks or somewhere and have one of those fancy Christmas coffees with cinnamon and ginger,” he replied, stretching out his long legs and lacing his fingers to crack his knuckles.

“Gingerbread lattes with cream and a gingerbread Santa biscuit. Great idea!” Jace enthused. “Let’s go.”

Wrapped up warmly with hats and scarves, they trudged down the road, hand in hand, until they found a small coffee shop serving seasonal specials. They took a seat by the window, and Daniel ordered for the both of them, which Jace was perfectly happy to accept. He had no qualms about the other being the Alpha in their relationship… No, not relationship—short-term holiday romance—he had to keep reminding himself before he fell too hard and got back up with a bruised heart.

“Don’t forget to hang up your stocking tonight,” Daniel said with a smirk before taking a bite of his gingerbread biscuit.

“You’re kidding!” he replied with a wry half smile. “I haven’t put up a stocking since I was seven. Who’s going to fill it, huh? If some fat guy with a beard and sack comes into the flat, it’s going to be a burglar trying to steal stuff from under the tree.”

“Go on, hang up a stocking. You never know,” he persisted.

Jace laughed and shook his head. “You’re mad. Fine. I’ll hang up a stocking so you can fill it. You better not have spent too much, you loon. You know you could just put them under the tree, right?”

“Sure, but this is way more fun.  I told you, it’s my last Christmas here, I want to make it a great one, do all of the old traditions like stockings.”

“You make it sound as though it’s your last Christmas altogether.” Jace frowned. “You said you’re traveling around Europe. You’ll have loads of Christmas experiences. I bet most European countries hang stockings and put out sherry and mince pies for Santa.”

“Humor me. And you have a blob of cream on your nose.” Daniel leaned across the table and wiped the smear of brandy cream from his nose.

“You really are going traveling? I mean … you’re not dying or something? The way you talk sometimes, the things you say sound so—final.” Jace gazed at him across the table, his eyes anxious.

“Oh, Jace, baby, no, I’m not dying, I promise. I really am going to Europe.” Daniel took hold of Jace’s hand, holding it between both of his. “Thing is—I am going traveling but not for fun, it’s work. I can’t tell anyone, not even you, where I’m going or why, not because I don’t trust you but because I legally can’t talk about my work. I’m bound by a non-disclosure and confidentiality document. But what I will tell you is that the project I’m involved in is very hazardous, there’s no guarantee of my safety. I can’t explain why but this is possibly my last Christmas.”

Jace listened with a furrowed brow. This was so vague and mysterious. What was he involved in? He sighed heavily.

“So you’re involved in some secret science project that’s so dangerous you could be killed, is that what you’re saying?” he replied after a few seconds of uncomfortable silence. Daniel nodded.

“Let’s not talk about this anymore. Not now, not at all. Let’s just enjoy the rest of the time we have together, okay? Make love, eat cake, drink beer, play charades, watch sappy Christmas movies, and pretend we have forever. Finish your latte before it gets cold then let’s go home and when you’ve done your drawing we can hang up our stockings, put out sherry and mince pies for Santa, and then have very kinky sex—you can have a lot of fun with candy sticks, you know!”

 

* * * *

 

As they strolled home it began to snow, tiny white blossoms of agglomerated ice crystals flurrying down and settling on everything around them like sugar frosting.

“Looks like we’re in for a white Christmas,” Daniel commented, smiling and gently squeezing Jace’s hand.

Jace just nodded.

Back home, Daniel hung up their coats while Jace put their hats and scarves, damp from melted snow, on the heated towel rail to dry. Jace warmed his hands by the gas fire for a few moments before taking up his sketchbook and pencils again.

“Is it warm enough for you?” he asked.

“Yes, it’s fine,” he replied, starting to undress without any hint of awkwardness. Naked, he flopped down on the couch and grinned. “Jace, I want you to paint me like one of your French girls!”

“Idiot!” he laughed, throwing a pencil at him. At least the mood had lightened. “Anyway, I don’t want you on the couch. I want you on the rug by the fire.”

Daniel arched a brow then winked. “You do huh? And here I was thinking you were going to draw me. Suits me, though, I want you, too.”

“Daniel! Okay, unfortunate wording. Just stop flirting and sit on the rug!” he replied, suppressing an amused smile. “Okay. I want to go for a classical pose. I like the idea of a neoclassical pose in a semi-abstract work. The contrast appeals to me. It reflects the contrasts in you, too, the gentle giant thing. Now prop yourself up on your right arm, tuck in your right leg… Hang on, it will be much easier if I show you the pose I’m looking for.”

Daniel waited patiently, crossed legged on the fireside rug, while Jace got his laptop and quickly searched for the image he was thinking of. He found a photograph of The Dying Gaul, the circa 1st or 2nd C AD Roman marble statue, and showed it to Daniel.                                                                                       

“There! That’s what I’m going for. Only without the pained grimace, of course. I want you looking … sublime.”

“Very theatrical.” Daniel laughed, studying the image for a few moments before taking up the pose.

“Chin tilted just a little more… Perfect. Now try to stay still.”

Jace began with a few very quick, small charcoal sketches and then moved on to a larger work in soft pastels on a pre-tinted beige pastel panel. He bit his lower lip as he concentrated intently, working swiftly and silently with Italian Earth, Burnt Umber, Raw Sienna, Ivory Black, Zinc White and Cadmium Red. He would get so focused that Daniel would have to gently prompt when he needed a break to use the bathroom, have a glass of water, or just simply stretch. Jace would give him a sheepish smile and take a ten or fifteen-minute break himself.

Jace surveyed his work with an over-critical eye as always. Should he have used a little more cadmium in his pinks? Had he shadowed the face too much one side? Had he accentuated Daniel’s masculinity adequately? Eventually, he reached a point where he didn’t feel he could improve on it and had to force himself to accept its completion. He was satisfied with it, at least, maybe a little more than satisfied. He held it up for Daniel to see.

“Well?” he inquired a little nervously.

“Jace…” Daniel spoke in a hoarse whisper. “My god … is that how I look to you? It’s beautiful! Fuck, that sounded so vain. I’m not so narcissistic as to think I’m at all beautiful, I just mean your picture is beautiful The way you’ve used the light, the way you’ve blended the colors, you’ve made it look strong but calm, warm, comforting, yet sensual. It’s an amazing piece. I knew you could do fantastic landscapes, but you have a real talent for capturing people, too. You manage to create emotion with colors in an unbelievable way. Do you know how talented you are? I don’t think so. I think you grossly underestimate yourself.”

“You’re biased—you’re bonking me!” Jace laughed. “I’ll put it in the studio then we should think about cooking dinner.”

“I thought we could go back to that conversation about my having you on the rug,” Daniel said with a wink. “Why do you think I haven’t bothered to dress yet?”

“Horny sod!” Jace exclaimed teasingly. “I’ll just put the picture on an easel and wash my hands, they’re covered in dust. Then you can have your wicked way with me before dinner, I suppose, if you’re that desperate for me!” He was so obviously feigning reluctance; he was as keen as Daniel seemed to be. It wasn’t quite five minutes before he was throwing off his clothes and flumping down on the rug in front of the fire.

“You always fold your clothes so neatly,” Jace commented casually, glancing at his rumpled, discarded, scattered garments then at Daniel’s carefully folded jeans and shirt, his socks stuffed into highly polished shoes.

“Stop talking,” Daniel told him, lying beside him and pulling him close. “Unless it’s to talk dirty!”

“Daniel!”

“Go on, sexy. Tell me what you want me to do to you.” He licked Jace’s earlobe, and Jace squirmed.

“You know what I want. Same as you.”

“What I want is to be buried balls deep inside of you, listening to you moan and sigh,” Daniel said graphically.

“Ditto.” Jace blushed a little.

“Then say it,” Daniel ordered.

“Daniel… Yeah, I want you inside me. Hard and deep. Okay?”

“Your wish is my command.” Daniel chuckled, a broad ebony hand roaming down Jace’s side and making him shudder with a pre-orgasmic ripple in response to the sensual touch. “Your skin is so sensitive. I love the way you squirm and sigh at the slightest touch.” Just then Jace’s stomach rumbled a bit, and he blushed heavily and bit his lip, gazing at Daniel coyly.

“I did say I wanted dinner!” he remarked.

Daniel laughed. “I’ll make it a quickie, shall I?”

“No! Make it last all evening and all night, if you like,” Jace replied. He didn’t want to rush a single moment, he had so little time with him. Daniel leaned down and kissed him softly on the lips, then trailed tiny quick kisses along his jawline, down his neck, and across his shoulder. The hand that had been roaming up and down his side now moved to his groin, cupping and gently squeezing his sac. The other hand tangled into Jace’s sandy colored hair. Lips trailed over his upper torso, suckled his nipples softly, then moved slowly but steadily southward.

Jace gasped, reached slim pale hands around to stroke Daniel’s back, kissed him on his solid chest. He drew his knees up either side of his hefty lover, rocked his hips, silently pleaded with him to take him. He wanted to feel his hard length easing into him, stretching him, filling him, making him feel alive, adrenalin pumping, heart racing, cock throbbing.

Daniel read the signs and knew that Jace was ready. He was already dribbling a little pre-cum and used it to slick Jace’s entrance. He kissed him passionately, probing his way into his mouth with his tongue, while pushing his way into his rear with his hot and heavy cock. Jace moaned into the kiss, raised his hips, scrunched his toes. Daniel started to thrust with a steady rhythm. He took hold of Jace’s wrists and pinned his arms down, building up the pace and rhythm of his thrusts until he was riding him hard and fast. Jace groaned and grimaced, heat pooling in his belly, his own cock rock-hard and aching. He clenched his fists and arched his back as he suddenly climaxed. The white sex-sap smeared both their bellies. He had no time to recover from his own orgasm before Daniel’s hit him, his warm orifice filling with the pulsated fluids as he was rammed hard several times before Daniel eased out and flopped down beside him, panting. He rolled onto his side and kissed him on the tip of his nose.

“Shower, food, movie and bed,” he stated. “I’ll cook while you hang up your stocking and choose the movie, okay?”

“Aye, aye, Captain Bossy!” Jace raised his hand in a mock salute. He gave Daniel a quick peck on the lips then stood up, gathered his scattered clothing, and headed for the bathroom with his Christmas lover not far behind.


 

Christmas Day

 

 

Bells. Tinkling jangling bells, just like sleigh bells, like Santa’s bells. Jace was caught in that trance-like state between sleeping and waking, and he wasn’t sure if he could really hear bells or if he was dreaming. Was he awake? He thought so, but he was having trouble opening his eyes.

“Wakey, wakey, sleeping beauty.” Daniel’s deep jovial voice pierced through the sleepy brain-fog and Jace opened his eyes, yawned and stretched. Slowly sitting up, he rubbed his eyes to make sure he really was seeing what he thought he was seeing. A smile spread slowly across his face.

“You look ridiculous!” he exclaimed, propping himself up on a couple of pillows. “Cute and ridiculous.” He burst into laughter, and laughed so much that his sides hurt. Daniel was standing beside the bed clothed in a fur-trimmed red Santa hat, obscenely tight red PVC shorts, and fluffy red socks. He was jangling a length of small tinny bells on a string.

“’Tis the season to be silly,” Daniel sang out. “Come on, up you get. Breakfast’s on the table and your stocking’s stuffed full of pressies.”

“Good morning snog first!” Jace demanded, holding his arms out. Daniel obligingly threw himself onto the bed, pulled him into a firm embrace and kissed him hard on the mouth before suckling at his neck, raising a bold red mark.

“Did you just give me a hickey?” He laughed, rubbing his neck.

“Yep! Now come and have breakfast.”

Daniel had made them eggnog pancakes, substituting the milk in the batter with eggnog, and put a dollop of brandy butter on them. The aroma filled the kitchen and certainly made it feel Christmassy. There was also freshly brewed coffee and freshly squeezed orange juice in paper cups with snowmen on them. There were paper napkins with snowmen on them, too, and sprigs of holly decorating the breakfast table. There was a cracker beside both place settings as well.

“Wow. How long have you been up for?” Jace exclaimed as he sat down at the breakfast table. “You’ve gone to so much effort!”

“About an hour. And it was no trouble, I enjoyed doing it,” Daniel replied, pouring the coffee before sitting down. “Try one of the pancakes, let me know what you think. You do like eggnog, right?”

“Who doesn’t?” He grinned. He picked up his knife and fork and cut a small piece from one of the pancakes. “Hmm. … this is bliss! They’re delicious!” He tucked in heartily, and Daniel grinned happily, clearly delighted by his lover’s enthusiastic response to his cooking.

“I’ll just go and get dressed, then we can open the presents,” Jace said, once his plate was clear and his coffee mug drained.

While Jace showered and dressed, Daniel lit orange-scented candles and cinnamon-scented incense sticks in the lounge. He poured two glasses of ginger wine and put on a CD of Christmas party songs. He opened the curtains so they could see the snow flurrying past the window and the frosty patterns on the panes.

“Happy Christmas, Jace,” Daniel said, holding out a red envelope to him once he joined him, now smelling of aftershave and donned in a daft snowman onesie.

“Thanks. Yours is on the mantelpiece,” he replied. They sat down on the rug by the fire to open their cards. Jace chuckled at the picture of Darth Vader dressed as Santa melting a snowman with a light-saber. He almost welled up at the message written inside, though:

 

 My darling Jace, thank you for making this my best ever Christmas,with all my love

Daniel.

 

Jace set the card on the window sill and then hugged Daniel tightly. He knew he would keep that card forever.

“Sappy sod.” Daniel chuckled, ruffling Jace’s hair before disentangling himself from the embrace. “Open your pressies.” He nodded to the over-stuffed, red felt stocking under the tree. Jace was soon tearing the wrapping paper off of parcels with the zeal of a little kid. A set of water-soluble painting pencils, a set of acrylic paintbrushes, a sketchpad, a notebook, a set of ink drawing pens, a gift voucher from the artists’ supply store in town… As well as a box of heart-shaped chocolate liqueurs and a packet of cherry flavored BJ Pop Rocks oral sex candy!

“Wow! Daniel, you shouldn’t have spent so much on me. I love them all. Honestly, you chose the perfect gifts, but I just feel so guilty,” Jace voiced his concern once he’d opened the last gift.

“As long as you like them, that’s all that matters. It’s our first and last Christmas together so I wanted to make sure it’s a fantastic one. Eat a chocolate and stop worrying. It’s my turn to open pressies.”

“I had no idea what you’d like and with you traveling about so much I thought you probably wouldn’t want stuff to lug about,” Jace told him.

“I’d be happy with a paper cup and a used napkin. It’s just fun to have something to unwrap,” Daniel quipped as he took the three gifts that were under the tree and started to unwrap them carefully, neatly folding up the wrapping paper when he was done. “A gay romance? Great, it will give me something to read on the plane. Candied nuts! Well, you know how I love to chew on nuts. What’s this little box? It looks like a jewelry box… Oh, fuck! Jace, it’s perfect!” The last of the three gifts was a miniature silver compass on a silver chain.

“For your travels” Jace smiled softly. “So you’ll never get lost and will always know what direction I’m in.”


 

New Year’s Day 2015

 

 

Jace could hear people yelling and cheering in the neighboring flats and down in the street. There were bells ringing, fireworks going off, people singing. But Jace couldn’t get into the spirit of things, all he could think about was Daniel leaving. The past week has flown by far too quickly, he thought to himself with a despondent sigh. He’d had a couple of shifts at the Pig and Whistle but apart from that he’d spent all of his time with Daniel. They hadn’t done anything spectacular, just watched movies, gone for long snowy walks in the park, had a snowball fight, drunk eggnog and mulled wine and beer, eaten turkey sandwiches for two days and mince pies for three… And made love. Realistically it probably wasn’t making love. Could you fall in love in less than two weeks? It was fucking. But it didn’t feel that corporeal—didn’t feel like a casual pastime activity. It felt like making love. That was how Jace would always think of those hours spent tumbling around between the sheets.

“Penny for your thoughts,” Daniel whispered close to his ear before kissing his cheek.

“I was just thinking about you leaving in the morning. We’ve only a few hours left,” he replied with another sigh. Daniel put an arm around him and drew him closer.

“Don’t get down. It’s a new year, just five minutes old, you’ve got all sorts of possibilities ahead of you for the next twelve months. You should think about exhibiting some of your paintings, try to forge a future for yourself in the art world, I’ve every confidence that you could go far. Think about that, not about me. You always knew I was only here for a couple of weeks. There’s nothing I can do about that.”

“Maybe … maybe I could come with you? My passport’s up-to-date. I’d just need to pack one suitcase with a few clothes. I don’t mind traveling around. I know you’d be working a lot but—”

“Jace… You can’t give up everything to follow me around after just two weeks. That’s plain madness,” Daniel replied. “And it’s just not possible. There’s no way you can come with me. I’m sorry, I really am. I never meant to hurt you.”

So that was it. Maybe it had been just fucking after all. Maybe the sweet words in the Christmas card had been just that, words plain and simple, no real emotion behind them. Maybe he had taken something earthy and woven it into a beautiful fantasy that had no substance to it at all. It had felt so real; it had been such a perfect illusion. But an illusion it was. Clearly he had misread Daniel’s feelings for him. Why else would he stubbornly refuse to even consider Jace going with him? Sure, it was fast, but it could work. If not, then he could just come home again with his tail between his legs, a little wiser in love. He didn’t care if he lived in Germany or Romania or Switzerland or … hell, Timbuktu come to that, as long as it was with Daniel.

Daniel obviously didn’t think he was worth holding on to, though, didn’t want to pursue the possibility of a relationship. So what if his job was dangerous? A lot of people had dangerous jobs—firemen, soldiers, nuclear power plant workers—it didn’t stop them from having relationships, from pursuing love. Daniel was just brushing him off and using this dangerous science project story as an excuse, too cowardly to just tell him the truth—that he’d been nothing more to him than a good time for the holidays.

“I’m going to bed,” Jace said a little gruffly, pulling away from Daniel.

“It’s only about a quarter past midnight. I thought you wanted to watch more of the celebrations on the TV,” Daniel replied, setting down his glass of wine.

“Too tired,” Jace lied. “You can stay up if you like.”

“No, I have an early start anyway.” Daniel sighed. “I’ll come to bed with you. I want to cuddle you to sleep one last time.”

Jace didn’t reply to that.

Once they were both in bed, though, he did snuggle up close to Daniel and hold him tightly. He didn’t fall asleep for a very long while.

 

* * * *

 

Jace pretended to still be sleeping when Daniel kissed his cheek and whispered good morning. He lay there, eyes shut, listening to him moving around as he prepared to leave.

Daniel showered, dressed, called for a taxi to take him to the airport a little later. Then he put his suitcase in the hall near the front door before going to the kitchen to make two mugs of coffee and a couple of rounds of toast.

“Jace. Wakey, wakey, love. Coffee and toast. One sugar, single cream, just how you like it.” Jace opened his eyes to see him standing by the bed with a breakfast tray. “My taxi will be here in about twenty minutes. Come and see me off at the airport? I’d really like you to.”

“I’m allowed to know where you’re going, then?” Jace replied, sounding a little snippy, as he sat up and took the mug of coffee.

“Please don’t be like this. Let’s leave things on a high note,” Daniel replied with a sigh, sitting down on the edge of the bed. “We’ve been through all this. I wish I could change things but I can’t. Come on, show me a smile.”

Jace gave a small smile. Daniel was right, they shouldn’t part on bad terms. The man had been totally honest with him all along. It wasn’t his fault he had fallen hard and fast for the guy.

“I’ll come. What time’s your flight?” he asked.

“I’m booked on the nine twenty-five from Heathrow to Amsterdam,” Daniel told him.

“Amsterdam?”

“Yes, to start with. After that, I’ll be going on to Paris for a short spell then to Guiana. I wish I could tell you more. I’m going to miss you.”

“Guiana… South America? Wow! You really are doing some traveling,” Jace exclaimed.

He kissed Daniel on the cheek before scrambling out of bed. “I’ll hurry up and get dressed so I can wave you off.”


 

July 15, 2515

 

 

Daniel stared in the mirror, mesmerized by his reflection. He didn’t look much older than when he had set off. According to his time keeping, he’d been gone from Earth for only five years. But now he was home—if he could still call it home—it was actually the year 2515. Five hundred years. Jace had been dead for five hundred years. Anyone he’d ever known was long since forgotten. That had been the reason they’d chosen someone with no family, no close friends, no ties to keep them to that time and place, of course.

He’d had extensive psychological preparation, but nothing could prepare anyone for this. They hadn’t known with any certainty what the planet or humanity would be like in five hundred years’ time. Theories, suppositions, computer simulations—but no certainties. There might have been an alien invasion; nuclear war; an extinction-level natural disaster such as a meteor strike. There was the chance that there would be no Earth to return to after his experimental space flight. Yet, here he was. 732 years old and not looking a day over 30. He hadn’t been sucked into a black hole, he hadn’t been intercepted by hostile aliens, his vessel hadn’t been destroyed by a meteor shower… He had somehow survived, avoided all of the countless hazards and catastrophes that could have ended everything for him in a nanosecond. Not that it had been an easy ride. Of course, there had been hair-raising moments. He had been routinely facing potentially catastrophic disasters, from on board fires to toxic spills, near collisions and equipment failure. But he’d survived it all.

“Mr. Philips? I have your citizen chip, sir.” The youthful voice jolted Daniel from his reverie, and he turned to look at the young woman in her prim, drab citizen’s uniform. She was holding a small metal applicator in her hand. “Once this is in place, you’ll be free to go anywhere you wish in the city,” she continued.

Daniel gave a terse smile and nodded. He held out his arm so she could insert the barely visible chip into his wrist. “I’ve never put a chip into an adult before. I’ve always given it to newborns when they’re a few hours old.”

“Very Orwellian. It’s a Brave New World,” Daniel replied. The woman looked puzzled, she didn’t get the reference.

“Well, you’re fit to go. General Williamson says you’re to have a month to settle into your new lifestyle here before you need to report for duty.”

One month… One month to acclimatize himself to this New Earth. Free to go anywhere you wish in the city, the woman had said. But not outside. There was no outside, not a habitable outside anyway. The survivors of the human race were safely confined within the metal walls of these fantastical self-contained, independent cities. Humanity has come a long way since you left, he’d been told. Zero crime rates. Zero suicides. No poverty, no hunger, no wars, no anti-social behavior at all. But at what sacrifice, Daniel wondered. It really had been his last Christmas. There were no such festivals any longer. Religions had been banned for almost three hundred years. There were no celebrations at all, no days were marked out as special. Every day was the same… He sighed, raked a hand through his hair, and decided to take time out to explore the outré environs.

Daniel strolled along metallic pathways, through the genetically modified gardens, breathing in the recycled purified air, occasionally glancing up at the network of glass tunnels high above his head, through which the eerily silent transport pods sped. It was all so perfect. Perfect to the point of being creepy, he thought. Did that make sense? Controlled. Contrived. Constrained. He gazed around him partly in awe and partly in horror. It was all so … dystopian. Not out—with what he had imagined—but imagining and experiencing are worlds apart.

Daniel wandered through the open green spaces toward the commercial part of the city, where characterless, identical, stainless steel units served as shops, run mostly by AI. There was little he needed. He’d been provided with everything. He did want to personalize his new living quarters, though, so he perused the retail units for anything of interest. He was pleased to find an antique shop, which had a few very familiar objects. Thankfully, he had plenty of credit, all of that had been sorted out for him on the orders of Commander Williamson.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Philips,” the AI welcomed him, having read his chip to identify him. “Are you looking for anything in particular, sir?”

Daniel gave a wry half-smile. How odd it seemed to him to be greeted by a robotic shopkeeper and yet he knew that to people here and now, this was the norm.

“Not really. Just anything from the early twenty-first century, I guess,” he replied. A short while later, he came away from there with a pair of reading glasses, a teapot, and a smartphone.

His next stop was an art gallery the AI antique dealer had told him about. He was glad to know that such things as antiquities and the arts were still of importance even in this somewhat austere new society. Perhaps life here wouldn’t be quite so bad. Maybe he would settle down. It was quite an adventure, after all, being the first astronaut to pilot a vessel at faster than the speed of light and return to a changed world. He’d doubted it would work, everyone had doubted it would really work. It had meant manipulating dark energy to alter space-time continuum and propel the ship at incredible speeds through a shrunken space-time pathway. He had honestly expected to die in a terrible explosion, not find himself hurtled five hundred years into the future.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Philips,” the AI welcomed him as he entered the gallery. The few citizens in the gallery threw surreptitious glances and whispered and muttered. Daniel proffered a smile. He wasn’t sure if he was a celebrity or an oddity. His arrival had certainly caused a stir. He nodded to the AI and proceeded to walk around, slowly perusing the various works of art. How wonderful it was to see color, shape, vibrancy, individuality!

Daniel froze. He stared at the large canvas on the wall in utter disbelief. He swore under his breath, an exclamation of his astonishment.

“It is called Daniel’s Sunrise, sir,” the AI informed him when he noted the human’s interest. “It is an early twenty-first-century painting by Jace Hamilton. One of his earlier and most famous works. It is only a copy, of course, sir, the original is long since lost.”

“I want to buy it,” Daniel told the smiling titanium assistant.

“Certainly, sir. I expect the title of the piece appeals. I will have a replica delivered to your dwelling within the hour. That is seven hundred and fifty credits deducted from your account, sir.”

 

* * * *

 

Daniel found the discovery of the painting quite disturbing—unsettling. It was both wonderful and weird at the same time to have that link to his long-lost past. One reason he’d been chosen to train for this mission was because he’d had no ties, nothing to lose, and yet at the very last moment, he had met someone he could love. And he’d had to walk away. He still missed Jace. It didn’t seem like five years, but then he’d spent a lot of time sleeping—naps had lasted weeks, long deep sleep had lasted months. It had been the only way to cope with the isolation without going completely crazy. He’d read a great deal, watched a lot of movies, talked to the computer’s AI for endless hours. And thought about the beautiful boy he’d known for only a fortnight but dreamed of all the time.

Daniel looked at the slim wristwatch he’d been given. It was apparently a computer with a hard-drive large enough to store the entire information and knowledge of the Internet. Was this what had evolved from the smart watch? It was quite amazing. He tapped the tiny screen twice, as he’d been shown, to activate a search.

“Search. Jace Hamilton, artist, twenty-first century,” he said in a slow clear timbre.

“Hamilton, Jace. 1990-2063. A British artist who painted mostly impressionist and abstract works. His best-known works are Daniel’s Sunrise, Daniel in Repose, and Keukenhof Tulips. Do you wish to know anything further, Mr. Philips?” The robotic female voice echoed from the tiny speaker on the watch strap. Daniel was still finding it so strange to be addressed personally by inanimate objects and robots.

“Yes. Please display an image of Daniel in Repose,” he answered the disembodied voice. The device immediately displayed a holographic image of the large acrylic painting that was a progression of the pastel Jace had done. It looked so real that Daniel couldn’t help reaching out a hand, even though he knew he couldn’t touch it. He simply displaced the light and caused the image to ripple slightly. He smiled softly to himself. “Please display an image of Jace Hamilton.”

It wasn’t the Jace that Daniel had known. This was the image of an old man, with gray hair and wrinkles, laughter lines creasing from soft watery eyes, a gentle smile. He could see the boy he knew in the man before him, though. It was in the eyes. He hoped he’d had a happy life, that he’d forgiven Daniel for abandoning him. That was how it had felt, as though he’d been abandoning him. How stupid was it to fret over something that had happened so very long ago? He tapped the small screen on his wrist twice, and the image vanished, the device switching off again. Daniel sighed. He wished he could have a beer but had soon discovered that alcoholic beverages didn’t exist in this future, long since banned.

 

* * * *

 

The one month’s leave Daniel had passed slowly. There didn’t seem to be enough to do with his time here. He took a lot of long walks in the parks and gardens that were always so pristine. He’d gone to visit the zoo only to discover that it actually consisted only of holograms of long-lost creatures and just found it depressing. He occasionally visited the recreation unit and spent some time there, playing snooker, using the VR gaming system, learning to integrate. He made a few casual friends, though it was hard to genuinely relate to anyone. He was actually pleased once his readjustment period was ended and he could start work.

Daniel had five hundred years of technological and scientific advancement to catch up on. Thankfully, the task wasn’t as daunting as it might seem thanks to the modern educational techniques. There was an IID—an Information Input Device—that allowed the user to instantly retain any knowledge acquired. Daniel had to use it in short, frequent sessions, a little-and-often program, as too much at once would have been damaging. No one had ever used the device to learn five centuries of history.

Daniel closed his eyes and relaxed in his seat, listening with interest to an audio on the present state of quantum mechanics, theoretical physics, special relativity and Gödel space-time…

“Wait, what…? Fuck!” Daniel suddenly exclaimed. He switched off the gadget, removed the headset, and looked to the young soldier who’d been left in the study room with him, who was now regarding him with some concern.

“Is everything all right, Captain Philips?” the lad inquired.

“You’ve mastered time travel? You can travel in time?” Daniel replied in a cracked voice, leaping out of his chair. The boy looked a little startled.

“Well, I wouldn’t say mastered, sir,” he replied. “It’s in its infancy really. And it’s only one way. You can go back, but then you’re stuck there. And they’ve still not completely solved the issue with the causal loop…”

“Take me to Commander Williamson,” Daniel ordered. He needed to speak to the Commander at once. He needed to be put on to the time travel research program. He needed to be one of the volunteers to attempt traveling back.


 

Friday, December 19, 2014

 

 

Jace tried all of the free samples on the stalls at the Christmas food fair, bought himself a few new clothes from a charity shop, and listened to the carol singers in the square in front of the church before heading for home. As he approached the pre-war terraced town house in the quiet, tree-lined street, he saw a stranger standing on the doorstep, pressing one of the buzzers, and when he climbed up the four steps to the front door, he realized it was his buzzer. He smiled at the man, who was quite literally a tall, dark stranger.

“I’m number three,” he told him, as he unlocked the door and stepped into the vestibule. “Jace Hamilton. May I help you?” Was he staring? He hoped not! But the man was just so good-looking! He had a very manly face, there was nothing boyish about those sharply chiseled features.  A Nubian Adonis, Jace thought, with a smile and a twitching cock.

“Daniel Philips,” the handsome, dark-skinned Herculean introduced himself in his deep baritone voice. “I saw a postcard on the community board at the library, advertising a room to let?”

“Yes, that’s right. Come on up.” He held open the door for him to step inside. “Only one flight up. It’s the first floor.”

Wow! A veritable demi-god was inquiring about his room, Jace thought to himself. The man just oozed sex appeal. Oh, please let him take the room! Jace pleaded silently. He unlocked the door and stepped into the long narrow hall. He put down his carrier bag of new-to-him clothes, hung up his gray wool peacoat, then went to the kitchen, gesturing for him to follow.

“Fancy a brew? I’m having tea,” Jace said, switching on the kettle and getting two mugs from the draining board.

“Sure. Tea’s fine.” The man seemed like an immensity in the tiny kitchen. He was silent, gazing out of the window, while Jace busied himself with quickly making the two hot beverages. He took off his brown leather, hooded Parka and put it over the back of a chair.

“I’ll show you around and then if you’re still interested, we can talk,” Jace told him.

Daniel gave him a warm smile. “I definitely want the room. It is available long-term, right? I’m looking for somewhere permanent,” he replied.

“Oh yeah, it’s yours for as long as you like,” Jace confirmed. “My two mates moved out, and I can’t afford the rent on my own.” He handed him the mug of tea he’d made him, their hands brushed together briefly and their gaze met for a few seconds.  “So … this way,” Jace said, breaking the eye contact and blushing slightly. Was it just his imagination or was there an instant chemistry between them, he thought, as he showed Daniel around the flat. Maybe, just maybe, he’d found more than a mere roommate.

 

THE END
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