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Chapter One

Taking a Knee (phr.)

1.	In roller derby, the act of dropping to one knee when another player is injured on the track, as a sign of respect, and to allow them to get help.

2.	‘Getting down on one knee’, as in a proposal of marriage.




Noah hated to sit out any part of practice, but there was hardly any point in him being there today anyway. Not with the way things had gone for him this week. He stared down at the email on his phone for the hundredth time, his stomach knotting up even more than it already had been.

Cutbacks. Trim the fat. Last in, first out.

All phrases he never wanted to see again. Life had obviously gotten a little too easy for him. The cosmos had to turn around and kick him in the teeth eventually.

He would have traded it for an actual kick in the teeth any day of the week. He could take those. He had taken those and gotten up immediately to keep playing. This was… this was something else.

“Hey,” Jace rolled to a stop in front of him, forcing Noah to look up. Noah watched him take his mouth guard out so they could talk. “Sorry about how hard I knocked you before. You usually take it a little better than that.”

“I’m fine,” Noah assured him, sighing. “Just a little distracted.”

Jace sat down next to him, his knee pads creaking as he lowered himself. “Wanna talk about it?”

Noah laughed bitterly. Trust Jace to remind him of why he was so upset. Why he didn’t want to leave this team or the people in it. Especially Jace, who’d been his best friend since practically the moment they met.

“I lost my job. Tomorrow’s my last day,” he said.

“Crap. Sorry, man. So you’re job hunting?”

Noah shook his head. “I’m here on a non-immigration visa. It’s specific to that job. So I guess I’m… leaving.”

The job, he could live without. He had savings, and he had skills. He could find another one. Except without the job he came for, he was going to lose his visa and be forced to go back to Canada. Montreal was a long, long way from Baltimore.

He could find a new roller derby team back home, but it wouldn’t be this team. This team that he loved, that he’d found a home-away-from-home in. His team, where they’d made him team captain at the start of this season because they believed in him, because they all fit together. That wasn’t something you could just find elsewhere.

He’d never get an immigration visa fast enough, and he was fairly sure he’d have to leave the country to apply anyway. So that meant this was probably his last practice session. There was no point in continuing to show up if he was leaving soon. The team needed to pick a new captain and move on.

“Jesus. Do you need, like… a hug?” Jace offered.

Noah did need a hug. He needed a lot more than a hug. “I need a hug, a drink, and a green card,” he said.

“Well, the first two I can do. The third one… I dunno what to tell you. If you wanted to be a nurse, there’s plenty of room for those. You could get a study visa.”

“Thanks, but no. I don’t know how you do it. I couldn’t deal with people all the time like that. Especially not sick people. Sick kids,” Noah said. He admired Jace’s choice of career as a pediatric nurse. The thought of doing it alone made him uncomfortable. He could barely put up with himself when he was sick. How Jace did it without having a breakdown after every shift was a mystery to him.

Jace pulled him into a bear hug, squeezing him tight. He was a big guy, which was what made him the perfect blocker. It was hard to get past a man who was a little over six feet tall and built like a lumberjack. It also made him great at hugs, and now Noah regretted all the times he hadn’t asked Jace for a hug. He’d miss the opportunity for more of them.

“It’s gonna suck to lose you. You’re our best chance at going to the nationals next year.”

Noah blushed. That wasn’t quite true. It was a good team. They could elect a new captain in a heartbeat, and while jammer was an important position, it mostly required speed and an unhealthy lack of fear, which weren’t necessarily unique qualities. Noah had always run head-first into things, so doing it in derby seemed natural. The team didn’t need Noah anywhere near as much as he’d come to need them.

“You’ll be fine without me,” Noah said, knowing it was true. They were most of the way through the season now anyway, and they only had to win each of the next three games by a handful of points to qualify for the national competition next year.

“We’ll miss you,” Jace insisted. “And we’re nearly through with the season. You sure you can’t just overstay? I’ll hide you in my apartment if the feds come for you.”

“I appreciate the offer, but I’d like to be able to come back. It’s not forever. It’s just for a while, I guess. With no guarantee that I can come back to Baltimore.” Noah swallowed. He didn’t want to cry in front of his teammates, but he did want to cry. He’d built a life in Baltimore, and he didn’t want to have to leave it all behind.

The derby team were his family. Leaving them because of something so simple and stupid as immigration laws was enough to break his heart.

“Hey, we might come up against each other someday, if we make nationals. Then I can kick your ass for real.”

Noah snorted. “In your dreams, maybe.”

He didn’t bother to mention that Canada was not actually a state of the US, and therefore probably wouldn’t be participating in a US national competition. Jace was only trying to cheer him up, and Noah desperately wanted to be cheered up right now, even if it was by clinging to an impossibility.

“Oh, I know I show up in your dreams.” Jace grinned. “I am a hot piece of ass, and it’s only natural that you should want me.”

“Jace, I’m gay. Not blind,” Noah teased. Jace was objectively hot, with a naturally muscular frame and soulful, kind eyes. All serious skaters had great asses and thighs, and he was no exception. He also had a great smile, and that was the thing Noah looked for most in a man. That didn’t mean he had to let Jace know that.

“Hurts, man. Hurts.” Jace shook his head, pretending to be wounded by the exchange. Noah was about to respond when the rest of the team started chanting King of the Track.

Noah loved King of the Track, and he was good at it. The training game was simple: last man standing wins. Noah wasn’t the biggest guy on the team—he was arguably the smallest—but he was fast and nimble on his skates. He stood, throwing his phone back in his gear bag.

This was the perfect way to work out some of his frustration. That was why he was here tonight and not desperately searching for an apartment back home instead.

“Not as much as it’s gonna hurt when I beat the crap out of you.” Noah offered his hand to help Jace up. Jace took it, levering himself off the bench and straightening. Once Jace was standing, Noah fitted his mouth guard back in without another pause.

“Oh, it’s on, baby. It’s on.” Jace grinned again, taking off toward the track, mouth guard still in hand. Noah took the opportunity to take one last look at Jace’s ass before following him, knowing this might be his last chance to claim the King of the Track title with this team. He could definitely use the free after-training drink that traditionally came with it.

The coach blew the whistle for them to start, and Noah went in no-holds-barred, body checking the first blocker who came at him and zipping out of the pack, leaving the rest of them to fight it out. If he let a few of them fight among themselves, he could come in at the end and take out whoever was left.

He rolled around the far side, taking his time as the remaining three blockers fought among themselves. As he swerved around the fourth turn, back to where they’d started from, Rafe rolled out of bounds, cursing and flailing before landing on his ass, legs out in front. He’d never mastered falling properly, but he was a good pivot, and that meant the whole team was happy to live with the penalty when he did fall.

Half the fun of roller derby was breaking the rules, anyway.

That only left Jace in the running, which was usually how it went. He and Noah might have been rivals under other circumstances, but roller derby was a friendly sport. Even the rivalries between teams were friendly, for the most part. It was nice to be involved in something where Noah didn’t feel as though he was at risk of having his throat cut from behind.

Web development shouldn’t have been as competitive and back-stabbing an industry as it was. They were all there to create great things. But considering he was sure he’d lost his job because of a few people who didn’t like him, Noah wasn’t feeling charitable about it right now.

Derby was his sanctuary. Bruises healed, people you knocked over forgave you, everyone understood the concept of being a good sport. Especially here, in this region. Noah was going to miss it as much as he would if he was leaving a limb behind.

He was so distracted by that thought that he skated directly into Jace’s very solid chest, without bracing himself for the impact. Before he could stop himself, he was falling, about to land flat on his ass.

Jace caught him by the arm, saving him a few inches from the ground. Noah frowned at him, confused. Jace wouldn’t pass up the opportunity to win a game.

Just as he was wondering what was going wrong, Jace turned them both around and set Noah down. 

Out of bounds.

Of course. He wasn’t giving up the chance to win. He was just paying Noah back for the comment about not being blind.

Jace grinned broadly. It was really a pity he was straight, because while it was a bad idea to fuck your teammate—especially your derby husband—he was about to leave. Noah would have really liked to fuck Jace just once, to see what it was like.

“I’ll still buy you that drink,” Jace lisped around his mouth guard, then offered his hand again to help Noah up.

Noah was definitely going to need it. Everyone in his office would deserve it if he went in for his last day hungover.

“Good going, boys,” Coach Williams said. She’d retired from the women’s league, which made her the most qualified coach in the region, as far as Noah was concerned. Men’s roller derby was still incredibly young compared to women’s, so they needed all the help they could get. Coach Williams had been skating competitively since before there was a Men’s Roller Derby Association.

Noah still kind of wanted to grow up to be her. She’d made the Murderland Rollers what they were today. The team would go on without him, but it wouldn’t have gone on if she decided to quit.

That was what hurt the most, in some ways. The team would be fine without him, but he wouldn’t be fine without the team. He knew from the way he felt now that he really wouldn’t be fine.

“Hey, you comin’?” Jace shouted across the stadium.

“In a minute,” Noah replied. “One last lap.”

Jace nodded, understanding written all over his face. Noah took to the track one last time, Coach Williams watching him with interest. He skated around it once, and then glided off.

“I’m gonna miss this place,” he said to no one in particular.

“You goin’ somewhere?” she asked.

“Home.” Noah huffed a laugh. “Or back to where I was born, anyway. This place is home.”

“I hear that,” Coach Williams agreed. “Shame to see you go.”

“Believe me, I don’t want to. Immigration is a bitch.”

“That it is. Do I at least get a hug?” she asked. Noah smiled, rolling over to her and letting her hug him. She gave great hugs. Derby girls always did. The women’s team was extremely cool, and he wished the chance to hang out with them came up more often. The joint end-of-season party was really the only opportunity, since they played on different schedules.

“We’ll miss you. And you’re always welcome back,” she said. “Gotta go through fresh meat training again, though.”

Noah laughed at that. “That’s cruel to the actual fresh meat, Coach.”

Coach Williams shrugged. “Gotta break ‘em before you can make ‘em.”

Noah wanted to laugh again, but the sound caught in his throat. He nodded instead, turning toward the locker rooms and giving the coach a wave as he left. This was the end of an era, and he would have done anything to stop it.





Chapter Two

The more he thought about it, the more sick to his stomach Jace felt at the prospect of Noah leaving. Noah had been the first person to talk to him when he was new to derby, and they’d been inseparable ever since.

Noah was what people called a derby husband to him. The guy who watched your back during a game, the guy who’d take a penalty or an elbow to the crotch for you, the guy who held your hand if you broke something. Thankfully, in the two and a half years he’d known Noah, a sprained ankle was the worst that had happened to him. But if he’d really injured himself, he knew Noah would be the guy stopping the game and waiting in the hospital for him.

Noah was his best friend, on the track and off. The thought of just losing him over something as dumb as a visa… it was too much. Jace had spent most of his life not caring a whole lot about immigration laws, but they suddenly seemed like his worst enemy. How could they just uproot a guy who’d made a life here, hadn’t caused any trouble, and would be able to support himself without a job until he got a new one? It wasn’t as though Noah was going to end up being some kind of burden. America was lucky to have him.

By the time they’d all gotten to the bar, he wished he’d let Noah have one last victory to go out on. He wished even more that Noah wouldn’t go. If there was anything he could have done to prevent it, he would already have been working on it. But he couldn’t pull a green card out of thin air, or a job offer—the hospital was in the middle of layoffs, so they weren’t about to hire anyone right now. 

It sucked, and he couldn’t do anything to fix it. Jace liked to be pointed at a problem and allowed to solve it, and this wasn’t something he could solve.

He ordered his and Noah’s third beer of the evening and looked across the bar at him, laughing with Rafe and Brian. The rest of the people who’d showed up to practice were scattered around, taking up most of the small tables and darkened alcoves the whole place was made up of. Except Diego, who had reminded them that some people had families to go home to and only stayed for the one drink, which was probably smart. Practice sessions were on Wednesdays, so hangovers were on Thursdays.

Thursdays were Jace’s permanent day off from the hospital, though, and Brian only worked a half-day. Besides, he was a doctor, not a nurse. He spent most of his days in his office.

Jace didn’t know much about Rafe, except that he was a damn good pivot. As far as Jace knew, no one really knew a whole lot about him. He seemed to be keeping it that way on purpose.

As long as he showed up for practice and on game days, Jace figured he could do whatever the hell he wanted. Most of them were close enough, and definitely friends outside of the track, with Rafe as one of few exceptions. Jace was closer to Noah than anyone, though. Noah was the guy he texted at 2am on game day when he couldn’t sleep. 

Jace knew better than to have three drinks in the space of two hours. He was just a little too old. But Noah was leaving, and Jace really, really didn’t want to see him go. He could add the third drink to his growing list of regrets.

Halfway back to their table, a thought struck Jace. Once it had occurred to him, he couldn’t see why he hadn’t thought of it before.

He could pull a green card out of thin air. Of course he could.

He set Noah’s beer down in front of him, and looked him directly in the eye. “Marry me,” he said.

Noah stared at him. 

Jace sat down beside Noah, taking a sip of his own beer. “If the problem is getting a green card, marry me. I don’t have a whole lot to offer, but I do have citizenship. Born and raised. You can stick around for the rest of the season that way, and for the nationals next year. It’s perfect.”

“You’re not gay,” Noah said. He hadn’t said no, though.

“So?”

A fake marriage was a fake marriage. They’d have to live together, sure, but after that? No one was going to ask to watch them consummate it. They were already best friends. None of their other friends were likely to tell on them, if they even realized it wasn’t legit.

“Can we not talk about engaging in fraud in a public bar?” Noah said. “I don’t want to stay here by going to prison.”

Jace’s heart sank. He’d thought it was a good idea. It would have solved all of their problems, and it wasn’t as though he was going to marry anyone else in the foreseeable future. Neither was Noah, unless he’d had a secret boyfriend all this time.

He wanted a chance at making the nationals. Winning them, even. Without Noah, that chance was gone. He wasn’t just the best jammer on the team, he was really the only jammer. Everyone else was too big, too slow. Noah was lithe and fast and fearless. He was everything a jammer needed to be.

They might as well give up all hope of even winning the finals if Noah was leaving. It took a special person to be a good jammer, and Noah was the only one Jace had met.

Besides that, Noah was his best friend. He was about to leave a person-sized hole in Jace’s life, one that wouldn’t be easy to fill.

“Sorry.” Jace played with his beer bottle. “Just a thought.”

Noah sighed and rested his head against Jace’s shoulder. Jace liked him like this, when he was a little tipsy and his usual inhibitions faded. He was cuddly. Jace regretted not getting more hugs from Noah.

He was going to miss this. Just thinking about it made his chest hurt.

“Your heart is in the right place,” Noah said.

To Jace, it didn’t feel like it was. It felt as though Noah was about to take a piece of it with him. The derby team was family. Not everyone turned up to every bout or practice session, but they were still important to him. They had each other’s backs, and he knew he could rely on all of them in real life as well as on the track.

Especially Noah. And now Noah couldn’t—or wouldn’t—lean on him when he needed it. Jace might have been straight, but no one would really question him and Noah getting together. Anyone who knew both of them knew they were close. It was a good plan, and he didn’t understand why Noah was saying no.

“I’m gonna miss you,” Jace said.

“Yeah.” Noah sighed, draining the remainder of his beer. “I’m gonna miss you, too.”

A moment later, Noah stood, pulling his coat on and grabbing his laptop bag. “I gotta go home. Start looking at apartments and stuff. I guess I’ll… see you round.”

“At least let me know when you’re going. Let me drive you to the airport,” Jace said. The thought of doing it made his stomach turn, but he didn’t want Noah to leave without getting to say goodbye.

The offer made Noah smile. “Thank you. I might just take you up on that.”

Jace watched Noah go, swallowing thickly as he disappeared into the crowd. He couldn’t just lose his best friend, but it looked like he was going to.

 


Chapter Three

Noah had been through enough in life to know that last days were boring, unproductive, and generally unpleasant. Today, to make matters worse, there were a lot of people on their last day, and none of them were inclined to cooperate with each other. Noah couldn’t blame them. The move had come as a shock to all of them.

He didn’t even have the heart to blame the company for it. Business was business. It was no secret that Caldwell Holdings, their parent company, was struggling, and while Page Perfect Web Solutions was only a small, newer branch of the company—an experiment, people had said—they still felt the effects of a falling share price. Last in, first out. That was what the email had said, and that was clearly what was happening.

Noah couldn’t help but feel that he’d been singled out, though. People at work complained about his lack of teamwork in anonymous reviews, which was stupid. He was clearly good at teamwork. His derby success proved that. He couldn’t control how bad everyone else was at it, though.

Maybe he’d be better off without this place. No, he’d definitely be better off without this place. If it didn’t also mean losing his friends and the city he’d come to call home, he would have been celebrating his last day. As it stood, they were taking everything he loved away from him, and he was bitter about it.

By the time lunch rolled around, Noah had resigned himself to playing endless games of Solitaire until it was time to go home. The huge sheet cake in the break room was also appealing. He didn’t really need to worry about keeping at least moderately fit for roller derby anymore, since even if he signed up with a new team the moment he landed, there was no way he’d see any game action this season. 

Which was fair. He’d be the new guy. Again.

He hadn’t been in Baltimore long, but it felt more like home than anywhere else Noah had lived. He didn’t want to go.

Halfway through his second piece of cake, he remembered the offer Jace had made last night. Noah hadn’t been sure at the time whether or not he was joking, but now that he looked back, he suspected Jace had been serious.

Now that he was thinking about the reality of leaving, Jace’s idea seemed like a better one than it had initially. On the other hand, he didn’t want to trap Jace in a marriage that wasn’t real, or risk being found out.

People would believe it, though. That was the thing keeping the idea in Noah’s mind. People would believe that he and Jace had a thing that wasn’t just friendship. They’d always been close. Jace had taken him under his wing, looked after him when they first started derby together.

Jace had always been there for him. He was trying to be there for Noah now, as well. But it was a stupid idea, wasn’t it? People would fake marriages all the time if getting a green card was as simple as that.

He turned to his computer to look up how green cards and marriages worked. It couldn’t be that easy. He couldn’t just sign his name at the bottom of a form and be allowed to stay, as long as someone else signed it with him.

The wall of information his search returned made his head spin, but he’d gone as far as searching now. With nothing better to do, reading up on US immigration law was as good a time-killer as any.

It was simpler than he’d imagined. Everything he read told him that as long as he didn’t overstay his visa by too much, marriage was basically a golden ticket to permanent residency and eventually citizenship, as long as they passed the two-year check and stayed together for three. They could do that. Three years wasn’t so long to pretend to be in love with someone.

Three years, and he could file for citizenship. Noah wasn’t sure he wanted that yet, but this place was home. Citizenship would mean it stayed home, forever. The idea of giving up his own national identity for the privilege was daunting, but not anything he had to worry about in the immediate future.

It wasn’t quite as simple as just signing a form, but it wasn’t that much more complicated. Not so complicated as to be impossible, which his current situation was.

Noah went back to the handover document he knew no one was ever going to read and put the final touches on it, listing every access password people might have use for and some they definitely wouldn’t. It wasn’t the world’s most secure way of handling things, but it was what his manager had asked him to do.

If he didn’t need the final paycheck, he would have walked away without bothering. It hurt to be thrown out of a company he’d given his best to from the word go with very little warning.

He didn’t want them to have that much control over him. They shouldn’t be able to put him in a position where he had to leave his friends and the life he’d built here just because they didn’t want him working there anymore. Not because he’d screwed up. Because they’d screwed up and couldn’t afford to keep him.

Marrying Jace would solve that. It would solve it so neatly Noah could barely believe what he’d read.

Noah took out his phone. This was a bad idea. A terrible idea. If they got caught, Noah would be deported and maybe never allowed back. 

But he wanted to stay, and Jace had offered. Jace was a smart man. He knew the risks, and was clearly willing to take them on. For Noah. It was stupid not to at least talk about it.

Hey, he typed. Were you serious about marrying me?

As a heart attack, Jace texted back.

Noah swallowed nervously. It was a plain and simple statement, one that made Jace’s feelings clear. This was a decision Noah would have to make, knowing Jace was already a hundred percent on board.

I think I was too quick to dismiss the idea, he sent. Part of his instant refusal was that he did have a little crush on Jace. Nothing serious, nothing he ever intended to mention, but it was hard not to like him. As far as Noah was concerned, everyone who met Jace ended up with a crush on him. Gay or straight.

He was a painfully sweet man, a pediatric nurse, and built like a very muscular teddy bear. No one could resist that. There was no reason for Noah to be embarrassed about it. If this was something Jace wanted to do for him, as a friend, then why was he refusing? It was the perfect solution.

I think you should reconsider. We can’t lose our captain. Plus, I’d miss you. Who’d watch my ass if you weren’t here?

Noah snorted. He’d done a lot of watching Jace’s ass, both literally and metaphorically.

Let’s… have dinner or something. Talk about it.

Awesome. I’ll pick you up ass seven, Jace texted back. *at, whatever.

Noah laughed, his dark mood lifting for the first time all day. Jace often had that effect on him.

The more he thought about it, the more sense it made for them to seriously consider the option of getting married. To look into it, at least, and see where they’d stand with each other and what they needed to do. It was better than having to drop his entire life just because the company he worked for couldn’t keep its head above water.

It still made him feel guilty to take advantage of Jace, but Jace was offering. If his offer was truly sincere, then there was no point in Noah knocking it back for Jace’s sake. He was a grown man, he could make his own life decisions.

Maybe this was what friends were supposed to do for each other in times like this. If the situation had been reversed, Noah would have made the same offer to Jace in a heartbeat. This was a normal reaction to the kind of problem they were facing, and Noah was just being stubborn about it.

He couldn’t afford stubbornness. They’d talk about it.

 


Chapter Four

Jace wasn’t sure what had made him dress up for dinner. Well, he knew what his thought process had been—he was trying to convince Noah to marry him, because he didn’t want Noah to leave. He’d put on his cleanest, darkest jeans and a button-down that he thought of as his first-date shirt when he’d gotten out of the shower.

He wasn’t trying to convince Noah to marry him because he was attractive, though. The thing he had to offer was having been born in the US. He could have turned up in his hospital scrubs and it wouldn’t have made any difference to his citizenship status.

The shirt hadn’t gotten a lot of use in a while. Jace liked to tell himself that was because he was too busy to date.

Still, it couldn’t hurt for Noah to see him as a sensible, grown-up adult. They were going to have to move in together anyway, so it wasn’t the worst idea to make a good impression. Or at least show Noah that he wouldn’t have to be embarrassed to be seen with him.

His palms were sweating as he rang Noah’s doorbell. He shouldn’t have been as nervous as he was—either Noah would agree, and he wouldn’t leave, or he’d decide he was better off going home. It wasn’t as though Jace was offering him his heart for real.

He breathed a sigh of relief when Noah opened the door, all the same. “Hey.”

“Hey yourself. You got a hot date after this?” Noah asked, nodding to Jace’s clothes. He stepped away from the door to let Jace in. Noah literally always looked good, his shirts crisp and fitted. Today, he had the sleeves rolled up, revealing toned forearms. Jace wished he looked half as good in a shirt as Noah did, but they didn’t make nice shirts in his particular waist-to-shoulder ratio, and paying for decent tailoring was out of his reach.

Jace headed into Noah’s apartment, noting that he clearly hadn’t even started packing yet, since everything was where he was used to seeing it. That seemed like a good sign. He hadn’t made his mind up, he wasn’t just humoring Jace or making an excuse to see him before he left.

“Are you not a hot date?” Jace teased. “I wouldn’t wanna start taking you for granted before we even tie the knot.”

“It’s not that kind of marriage.”

“It kind of is, though,” Jace said. He’d been thinking about this a lot, and his and Noah’s potential arrangement had a lot in common with a regular marriage. “I mean, I’m asking you because I want you to stick around. You’re my best friend. My life would suck without you. I just don’t wanna kiss you.”

“And here I was, starting to think you were about to confess to being secretly in love with me all this time.” Noah rolled his eyes. “I cooked, if that’s okay? I figured I needed to use up my groceries.”

Jace felt his heart sink again, but he took a deep breath and reminded himself that whatever happened, Noah would have to move, anyway. His apartment was what realtors generously called a ‘studio,’ as if that would fool people about living in a shoebox. In any case, it was a company deal, and his job was finished.

“How long do you have?”

“End of next week. When I will cease to meet my visa conditions and officially be in the country illegally. So I’m thinking I’d like to be gone before that, just so I don’t run into any trouble at the airport.”

“That’s so fast.” Jace moved to sit at the kitchen table, putting down the folder full of immigration forms he’d printed on his lunch break. God bless free staff printing. 

His head spun with the knowledge that Noah could be gone in less than seven days.

Noah shrugged. “I knew it was coming, sort of. Well, no, that’s a lie. I’m still in shock. I just feel like I should have known.”

“They went to all the trouble of bringing you out here. You’d think they’d keep you.”

“Everyone on a work visa got fired.” Noah shrugged. “I dunno. I guess they’re outsourcing or something. I was offered the same position as a freelancer today, but I still couldn’t have stayed. Besides, if I was going to freelance, I’d charge more and be pickier about my customers.”

“Well, if we do go through with this, I have to promise to support you financially, so in theory you could be a househusband.”

“Yes, but then you’d divorce me. And I wouldn’t take advantage of you like that, anyway. You should get some benefit out of this. Since you’re not interested in unlimited blowjobs, having slightly more money is the best I can offer.”

“The benefit I get out of this is keeping the hope that we could win the nationals this year alive. Unlimited blowjobs though, huh? A man could see his way to being a little heteroflexible if that’s on the table.” Jace grinned. He was joking, but seeing the look on Noah’s face was priceless.

“Do not play gay chicken with me,” Noah said when he recovered. “I’m already gay.”

“You know how hard I go to win. I could beat even a gay man at gay chicken. But you mentioned dinner?”

“Shit,” Noah got up, hurrying to the oven and switching it off. He opened the door and peered inside, then closed it again and grabbed oven mitts. 

“It’s crispier than intended, but I like crispy cheese, so I figure it’s fine,” he said. Jace had never eaten Noah’s cooking before, so he had no idea what to expect.

He pulled out a cheese-topped, bubbling dish that smelled amazing. Probably because Jace hadn’t eaten anything but a protein cookie today, and he wouldn’t even have had time for that if one of the doctors hadn’t given it to him. Doctor Lee was easily his favorite resident, primarily because he handed out homemade baked goods. And because he listened to the nurses instead of treating them like they weren’t also qualified medical personnel.

Mostly because of the baked goods, though. Brian didn’t work on his ward, but Jace suspected he was a cool doctor, too. With a derby name like Dr. Love, he’d have to be.

“This is just a pasta bake, so don’t go expecting culinary genius,” Noah said as he brought the dish over. It was a little crispy on the edges, but the burnt bits were the best part as far as Jace was concerned.

“Dude, it’s a meal I didn’t have to make myself or pay for. It’s already the best one this week.”

“Well, if we did get married and I did go into freelancing, I could probably be persuaded to take care of most of the cooking.”

“You sure do know the way to a man’s heart,” Jace said, taking the plate Noah offered him.

“Directly through the rib cage,” Noah agreed. Jace chuckled, not entirely surprised by the answer. Noah wasn’t the biggest or meanest-looking guy, but he made up for it on the track. Jace had watched him straight-up body check dudes twice his size without flinching. That was why they called him Noah Way.

Noah’s real surname was Levesque, which Jace knew because he’d seen it on the team register. It was a pretty enough name, but not one Jace could see himself taking on. He wasn’t sure Noah would want Lewis, either. 

They were modern men, though. They could each keep their own surnames if they did get married. That would make the most sense.

Noah served both of them dinner, then got two beers out of the fridge and sat down. Jace didn’t bother waiting for him to start eating, knowing that Noah wouldn’t care. They were comfortable with each other.

“This is good,” he said between mouthfuls. “I would definitely consider this a benefit of being married to you, just saying.”

Noah snorted and sat at the table as well, twisting open his beer. He sipped it before poking at dinner with his fork, but not taking a bite yet. He was probably waiting for it to cool, whereas Jace was in the habit of eating as quickly as possible because of his work, and no longer felt the effects of food being too hot to eat.

“So if I did agree to this…” Noah began, trailing off and waving his fork while he searched for words.

Jace smiled. He was getting through. “Then you can move into my place as soon as you want. A marriage license takes forty-eight hours to come through and it’s good for six months. We can take the next available slot, and then immediately file for your green card. There’s no waiting period-”

“For relative petitions, I know. I looked it up,” Noah said. “I really didn’t believe it’d be that easy.”

“Welcome to America.” Jace shrugged. He hadn’t realized it would be quite as easy as it was, but he was glad it wasn’t complicated. There was less that could go wrong, that way. “I think it’s weird, but I also think it’ll work to our advantage.”

Noah sighed, finally taking a bite of his dinner. “I’m going to agree to this, aren’t I?”

“I hope so,” Jace said. “Seriously, I want you to stay. If all I have to do is promise to make sure you behave and don’t end up on the streets? I’m cool with promising that. We’re not taking anything away from anyone, here.”

If Jace thought for a second this was the wrong thing to do, he wouldn't even have suggested it. America was supposed to welcome immigrants with open arms, even if they were only from Canada. Noah wouldn't have much trouble with immigration along the traditional route, anyway. They were just simplifying and speeding up the process.

It wasn't as though Jace was about to engage in a series of marriages with total strangers for green cards. This was a special case, a favor for the best friend he couldn't imagine losing. If the system was meant to let you keep your loved ones close, they were using it exactly as intended.

“You’re the best friend I’ve ever had,” Noah said. “And I mean that sincerely. I’d be honored to marry you, but I need to be sure you’re happy to go through with it. It’s kind of a long-term commitment.”

“Dude, I wouldn’t have suggested it if I wasn’t. I love you, man. This is a way better use of my right to marry than… what? Waiting around for the right girl? We’ve only gotta be married for three years. I can wait that long.”

“Okay,” Noah said. “Okay, fine. We get married. This is a terrible idea and it’s gonna come back and bite us in the ass. But we get married.”

Jace grinned. “Awesome. I’ll go tomorrow for a license.”

“No, I’ll go. I don’t have work to go to, and you do. You’re doing more than enough for me.”

Jace shrugged, going back to eating his meal. He could stand to have someone around to cook for him on occasion, so he was getting more out of this arrangement than he’d thought about already. “I’m doing what friends do. That’s all.”

“Yeah, yeah. This is why we call you Nyquil. You’re incredibly sweet.”

“But I will knock you the fuck out,” Jace finished, smiling. He’d always liked the joke, especially because Noah had come up with it. They’d been fresh meat—new derby players—together, and they’d bonded pretty much instantly. They were already derby husbands. Being actual, legal husbands was almost a logical next step for them. If Jace had been anything other than straight, he would have been interested in Noah anyway. Noah was smart, and funny, and got Jace on a level most people never really did. That was something special.

Knowing that Noah wasn’t about to move back to another country took a weight off Jace’s shoulders. He wasn’t sure he could have kept going to derby without Noah. He wasn’t sure he could have kept living his life the way he did without Noah, considering how much he’d come to mean to him. Now, hopefully, he’d never have to find out.





Chapter Five

Noah dumped the last box of his stuff on the floor of Jace’s living room—well, their living room, now—and flopped down on the couch. His apartment had come fully furnished, but luckily, Jace had a spare bed for him. And a room that had previously been used as storage. As far as Noah could tell, the only thing really being stored in there was the bed.

Noah suspected Jace had a roommate at some point, and had never bothered to get another one when the last one moved out. Nurses weren’t the best paid people in the world, but Jace’s income was stable and the rent wasn’t so high in this neighborhood. He probably didn’t need a roommate.

They’d both save a lot of money by having one, though, which was a nice extra. Noah would be able to appreciate it more once he caught his breath again.

He knew that if he’d waited until after Jace finished work, like he was supposed to, Jace would have helped. Considering what Jace was already doing for him, though, he didn’t want to burden him any further.

A few minutes of rest, and he’d be fine. He hadn’t accumulated too much stuff over the three years he’d been living in his old place, and he hadn’t brought much with him, either. Clothes, a single box of books, and slightly more computer parts than anyone needed.

He should probably have thrown out some of the computer parts, but he was convinced all of them would serve a purpose one day. They’d all been things other people were throwing out. What had started as a small collection had quickly grown into a problem, and Noah hadn’t realized how much so until he’d had to move them up two flights of stairs. Now that he’d moved them, he probably wouldn’t even think about them again until the next time he had to move them. Such was the nature of useless junk.

On the plus side, the walk-up to Jace’s place would keep him in peak derby fitness all year round. Noah had a bad habit of letting his fitness lapse between seasons, which Jace had never seemed to fall victim to. Though Noah had been to his apartment before, he’d never really thought about the stairs until today. Making five trips in a row up and down them while carrying heavy boxes was slightly more difficult than climbing them once, hanging out for a few hours, and then climbing down them again. He should have paid the guy with the van he’d hired another fifty bucks to help him, but it was too late now.

Once he caught his breath, Noah got up and headed to the kitchen. He wanted to have dinner in progress when Jace got home. Jace was doing a lot for him, though he didn’t seem to see it that way. In exchange, Noah intended to be the best damn fake husband who’d ever lived.

The fridge yielded bacon, cheese, beer, and an assortment of condiments, some of which were past their used-by date. Noah couldn’t help laughing. This was exactly what he imagined the inside of Jace’s fridge would look like when he wasn’t prepared for company.

It didn’t help him with dinner, though. He took out his phone to send Jace a text.

What do you want to eat tonight?

Do not make me dinner, came Jace’s reply. 

Noah’s heart sank. He wasn’t the best cook in the world, but he didn’t think he was that bad.

Why?

Because it’s my turn.

Noah couldn’t stop himself from letting out a tiny aww. Jace was sweet. The fact that he was still available was a mystery to Noah. He was going to make someone extremely happy one day.

Let me do it tonight to thank you, and you can do it tomorrow?

The pause before the reply came was longer this time. Noah wondered if he’d caught Jace right at the end of a break and was intruding on his personal time. He didn’t want to do that. He wanted to make as little negative impact on Jace’s life as he could.

Fine. But you gotta shop, cause there’s nothing in the fridge.

Noah laughed at that. I noticed. I’ll shop.

You’re a good fiancé.

Shut up, Noah texted back. He could feel himself blushing. He knew this was all make-believe, but it would serve as one hell of a practice run for the real thing. Up to and including how nice it felt to have someone appreciate your presence. 

Noah had never had his heart set on marriage, exactly—he wanted a family someday, but he’d never thought about the route to it before. This was nice so far, though. Even without the kind of love a marriage was usually based on, it was good to know someone had your back—and was about to be legally obliged to continue to have your back.

He wondered if Jace felt the same way. Not that it mattered. They were just in this until Noah could get his immigration status sorted out.

In any case, it was nice to feel as though Jace wanted him around. Especially enough to go through all this crap for him. It may not have been romantic love, hearts and flowers, but Noah felt very loved, all the same.

He could handle three years of this. They’d basically be roommates. Once they got married on Monday, their lives would go back to normal.

Noah had been avoiding thinking about the wedding. They were just going to the county clerk’s office to sign papers, but the small ceremony was mandatory. He hoped that his nervousness about it would read as excitement, that it wouldn’t be too obvious that he’d never intended to marry Jace.

Research told him that they didn’t even need to exchange rings, so maybe it really was just a formality. That was definitely how Noah intended to play it, anyway. As though he’d been in love with Jace for a long time, and they were just now signing paperwork for their own mutual benefit.

It’d be fine. No one would notice that their hearts weren’t in it.





Chapter Six

Jace spent the whole wedding ceremony with his stomach in knots, aware that once they got to the end, he was going to have to kiss Noah. He should have suggested they practice, or discussed it with him first, but by the time he remembered it was a thing, it was too late. They were already filling out paperwork.

There was no way he could get away with not doing it. The clerk seemed excited for them, after Noah had explained that they’d been keeping their relationship a secret for a long time, but they were finally ready to be together in public. It was a better backstory than Jace could have come up with.

All he could think of was this is Noah, he’s my best friend, and I don’t want him to leave me. It was true, but it was a good way to get themselves in trouble with immigration from day one.

The story that they were in love with each other had to hold up. He was supposed to say things like love of my life and… other stuff, probably. Jace had never really met anyone he wanted to marry before, so he wasn’t clear on the details of how in love with them you had to be.

He was pretty sure it was generally expected that you’d know how to kiss them, though. They’d moved way past the era of virgin brides, and he was almost certain that Noah wouldn’t have qualified, anyway. He knew he didn’t. This was where it could all go to hell, if he didn’t make kissing Noah look real.

Jace was so worried about the moment coming up that he nearly missed it. One second, Noah was repeating after the clerk, beaming up at Jace, and the next there was a pause.

Backing out now wasn’t an option. It wasn’t even that he wanted to back out, exactly. He just wanted to avoid an awkward kiss.

Jace braced himself, figuring it was only awkward if he made it that way. He dipped his head, his stomach swooping as he made contact with Noah’s lips.

To Jace’s surprise, it wasn’t all that different to kissing a girl. It wasn’t gross, it didn’t feel fundamentally wrong, and it wasn’t like kissing your brother, either. Not that Jace had a brother, nor would he have kissed him if he existed.

He didn’t intend to make a habit of it, but it was nice. He liked kissing in general, and this was… kissing. Like pretty much all other kissing. Noah’s lips were soft, and he did have a little stubble, but it didn’t bother Jace. A lot of the girls he’d kissed hadn’t had baby-soft skin either, because real life wasn’t like that.

He’d expected it to be very different. To feel weird, even repulsive. In hindsight, that was stupid.

As he backed away, he realized that these revelations were something he’d do some soul searching over later. He’d never thought of himself as homophobic, but he’d assumed that being straight meant he’d be vaguely disgusted by kissing a dude. Maybe that wasn’t how it was meant to be. Most straight guys never tried it, so they wouldn’t know.

“I hope you two have a great life.” The clerk grinned at them. She seemed nice, though Jace had been too nervous to even catch her name, and he didn’t want to stare at her name badge now.

His heart was still pounding in his chest at having kissed Noah. That was all he could really concentrate on right now.

“Thanks.” Noah said, grabbing Jace’s hand. “We’re going to.”

“You’ll receive your certificate in the mail in a few weeks. I just need some autographs on these forms, and you boys can start your honeymoon.”

“Oh, Jace is flat out at the hospital, so we have to hold off on that.” Noah took the pen he was offered and started filling out the form. Jace watched him sign his name with a flourish, taking note of his ridiculously neat handwriting. For a guy who worked on computers all day, his handwriting was amazing.

“You’re a doctor?” The clerk asked.

“He’s a pediatric nurse,” Noah said. To Jace, he sounded more proud of that than he could ever have been of marrying a doctor.

Noah had always been impressed by his job, which was part of why Jace liked him so much. He’d never implied that Jace should be aiming at being a doctor someday, or might be better off as a paramedic. It was nice to have someone get that nursing was his calling, and not to want him to be anything else.

“That’s so sweet,” the clerk said, still smiling. She was obviously well-suited to her job, too.

Noah handed Jace the pen when he was done, and Jace tried to keep his handwriting as neat as possible. It still looked like a toddler using the wrong hand compared to Noah’s, but at least it was legible. Legible-ish. Clear enough to count as legal, anyway.

“And that’s it!” The clerk took the form away. Thankfully, Baltimore county didn't require a witness at the wedding ceremony. Part of Jace wished they could have invited some of their friends, but he didn’t want to drag anyone else into this. Not anyone who could reasonably know Jace was actually straight. “Congratulations.”

“Thank you.” Noah smiled at her. “I’m so glad I found him.”

“Yeah, me too,” Jace mumbled. Noah was still holding his hand.

He didn’t remember to move until Noah tugged him away, giving the clerk one last wave. Once they were out of the room, Noah let go of his hand, but not as though he was sick of holding it. He was probably doing it for Jace’s comfort, which made him feel a little guilty. Was Noah in the habit of doing that? He seemed like a touchy-feely kind of guy, and Jace was as well. He would have liked more contact with Noah, not less.

Jace kept following him anyway, since he seemed to know where he was going. The way in had been a blur, a maze of corridors which Noah seemed to have memorized.

“I’m sorry you had to kiss me,” Noah said on the way down the steps outside. “I should have thought beforehand. We could have done a kiss on the cheek or something, mentioned that we just weren’t used to kissing in public.”

“It’s fine. It was way less weird than I thought it’d be.”

“I’m just that good,” Noah joked. “Seriously, though, you took it well. I almost couldn’t tell you were straight.”

“How could you tell?” Jace asked, curious now. Not that he intended to start kissing guys, but he wanted to know all the same. If he knew where he was going wrong, it might improve his kissing technique in general.

“I’m very attractive, so people who want to kiss me usually don’t hesitate.”

Jace laughed. “Yeah, yeah. Humble, too.”

Noah was attractive, but Jace didn’t see any reason to inflate his ego further. At least, Jace thought he was attractive. He didn’t know what gay guys looked for in other guys, but Noah’s features were all nice—warm eyes, dark hair, and a smile that was infectious and mischievous. Those were things Jace looked for in girls, and he was quickly realizing how little difference there really was.

“So you should let me buy you dinner, as a thank you for this. And because I landed my first long-term freelance client.”

Noah had apparently decided to freelance while he looked for another job, and he seemed less drained by it so far. He’d done a couple of small jobs since he’d moved in with Jace, and it meant that he insisted on cooking most of the time.

Jace felt a little guilty, but made up for it by making a rule that when he was home before dinner time, he cooked. So far, it seemed to be keeping everyone happy.

“Congrats!” Jace grinned. “Told you people would want you once they saw your work.”

He’d never gotten a new roommate after his last one moved out years ago because he’d never felt as though he was good at living with other people. Noah was showing him that as long as it was the right kind of other person, it was fine. Jace actually liked having him around. They got to watch TV together, talk about crap at work, and hang out all the time this way. 

Jace had realized since Noah moved in that while he thought of Noah as his best friend, they didn’t spend nearly enough time together for his taste before. Now that they were living together, life already seemed easier. It had only been a week, but Jace was confident they’d made a good decision.

The more he thought about it, the more he couldn’t see why best friend marriages weren’t a thing. Plenty of married couples weren’t having sex. The world wasn’t about to collapse if they didn’t, either.

“So, dinner?” Noah repeated.

“Yeah, sounds good. But don’t think I’m letting you make a habit of it. This is a mutual decision, and you don’t need to keep thanking me for it.”

“All the same, I think I’ll just keep being grateful to you. You didn’t need to do this.”

“Dude, we’ve watched each other’s backs since basically the day we met. This is what we do. And I’ve got my eye on that national championship. We’re gonna qualify if I have to drag you around the track myself.”

“I don’t think that’s strictly allowed,” Noah said.

“The refs like me.” Jace shrugged. “I could pull it off.”

“You just keep telling yourself that.” Noah beamed at him.

Nothing had changed. They were married now, but they were still exactly like they had been this morning. It hadn’t immediately ruined their friendship, and the USCIS hadn’t surrounded them with helicopters and attack dogs over it, either. Everything was going to work out. Three years down the line, Noah could apply for citizenship, and they could get divorced.

Jace unlocked the car, feeling as though he could breathe properly for the first time since Noah had said he’d lost his job. Things were looking up.





Chapter Seven

Other than general agreement that they’d known forever that Jace and Noah were going to end up together, the team barely reacted when they announced that they’d gotten married. They’d decided between them to play it as though it was the real deal in public. It only took one asshole to report you to immigration, and while Noah considered some of the team close friends, some were only acquaintances.

Noah didn’t quite understand why people were completely unsurprised, though. They were acting as though marriage was just a formality, and he and Jace had been together for years. Brian had been very enthusiastic about congratulating Jace on finally being ready to come out.

Brian made no secret of being bi. As a sport, roller derby—both men’s and women’s—had a proud tradition of being unusually queer-friendly. There were plenty of straight skaters, but there were just enough non-straight skaters to make it so you couldn’t really play if you were an asshole. Or at least, you had to be an asshole quietly.

Thankfully, the congratulating stopped when Coach Williams called them onto the track for the first drill. They only got a full team at practice the week before a game—and games were only once a month during the season, normally. Sometimes schedules changed. In any case, Noah had almost forgotten what a full track looked like.

Derby was still a casual sport. There were fourteen people allowed on the team’s permanent roster, and only five per team on the track at a time. That meant that if people couldn’t show up, they didn’t. Everyone who did got a cut of the ticket sales, but some weeks that wasn’t enough to buy a cup of coffee after the bout after all the other expenses came out.

That happened less often now. The Murderland Rollers were making a name for themselves as fun to watch, and that meant people showed up. Last year, they’d all made back the cost of registration and their per-game dues. This year, if the trend continued, it would buy them all a few beers a week. It wasn’t a whole lot of money, but it was a nice bonus.

“Okay boys,” Coach Williams started. “We’ve only got three games left this season. You should all be proud of your performance so far. That said, I’m watching you today, and how you do in training will directly impact the amount of track time you get. Show me you’re good, and I’ll put you on. Show me you don’t care, and you’ll spend the whole bout on your ass.”

Noah believed her. She was a very fair coach, and encouraging, but she didn’t believe in free rides. If you put in the work, you reaped the rewards. Anything else, and you got kicked back down to fresh meat.

“If we keep this up, we’re gonna qualify for the nationals, and I want to see that,” she continued. “So get out there and give it your best. I wanna see you all in a pace line.”

It was a standard warm-up—each skater lapping the track behind the first one, about arm’s length from each other—and one Noah could do with his eyes closed. He stuck close to Jace, following him without thinking too hard about it. They’d always been inseparable like this, so people would expect them to continue to be that way.

Maybe it wasn’t so weird that no one was surprised at their sudden marriage. People had secret relationships all the time, especially gay ones. Jace would have had reasons to hide his sexuality, the potential that it would cause trouble for him at work, or even with his family. He’d promised Noah it wouldn’t, and Noah took him at his word.

As far as Noah was concerned, Jace was too good at his job for anyone to give a damn who he was dating. Or married to, in this case.

His family, Noah knew nothing about. Jace occasionally mentioned a mom, dad, and sister, but only in passing. Noah figured that if Jace wanted to talk about them, he would, and there was no point in pushing the subject.

The pace line turned into laps, which was Noah’s favorite part of training. He liked not thinking about anything but picking up speed around the track. That was what made him a good jammer. That, and his ability to not worry about taking a hit or being blocked. He was good on skates, a childhood full of ice skating making it almost second nature to him.

Jace had only started learning when he’d shown up for his initiation session, on the same day as Noah. That made him better, in a lot of ways. Noah had a lifetime of practice, but Jace had never been skating before in his life.

Laps turned into cannonballing practice, which was something they’d realized they needed to work on last season. On a women’s team, it was an easier maneuver. On a men’s team, it took a little more effort to get used to being pushed around and just letting it happen. Men weren’t as good at that kind of cooperation.

Noah managed to shove Diego into one of the newer guys, who in turn found themselves being thrown into Brian. While he wasn’t paying attention, Rafe skated up beside him and launched him toward Jace.

Normally, Noah was good at this, but Rafe had caught him with one leg slightly raised and pushed a little too hard, leaving Noah flailing to keep his balance and going too fast. He smacked into Jace’s side and they both toppled over, a ball of flailing limbs.

Every possible thing that could have gone wrong with the move had, and Noah was afraid to stand up. He might have spent a minute or two on the ground in the middle of the track if he hadn’t heard Jace hiss and swear as he rolled onto his front.

His lower lip was bleeding, a droplet of blood already running down his chin. Noah winced to see it, angry at himself for not being able to control his movement better.

Coach Williams blew her whistle, and play stopped. Everyone went down on one knee.

Noah stood, offering Jace his hand. “I’m so sorry.”

“Not your fault,” Jace murmured, wincing.

Rules-wise, it was Noah’s fault. Even though there was nothing he could have done to prevent it, he still felt guilty.

“You two okay?” Coach Williams asked.

“I’ll help him clean up,” Noah said, heaving Jace to his feet and leading him off the track. 

He sat Jace down on the bench and went for the first aid kit, removing his mouth guard so he could talk without chewing his words.

“I might need some instructions here,” he joked.

Jace laughed, and then winced again. Noah tore the alcohol wipe he’d gotten out of the kit open and dabbed it on Jace’s lip, cleaning the blood away as gently as he could.

“It’s not as bad as it looks,” Noah said. “Lips bleed a lot.”

“I know,” Jace said. Of course he knew. Noah was just trying to soothe him, though explaining basic medical concepts was probably not the way to do it.

“I’m sorry,” he said again. “I should have been able to catch myself. Rafe just caught me totally off-guard.”

“And I shoulda fallen better.” Jace spat out his mouth guard once Noah moved his hand away. It had protected his top lip, but they did nothing for the bottom. “I’ll be okay once the bleeding stops.”

Noah offered him a cotton pad, which he took and held against his still-bleeding lip. It would stop in a few minutes, and he’d be fine, but Noah hated to see anyone getting hurt. It was in the nature of the game, and he’d gotten used to it, but that didn’t mean he had to like it.

“You can go back,” Jace said. “No point in both of us sitting out.”

“I hit my knee pretty hard on the way down,” Noah lied. Despite his lack of control in hitting Jace, he’d fallen fairly well. He didn’t want to leave Jace’s side so soon, though.

“That wasn’t even a good lie,” Jace said. “But I appreciate it.”

Noah huffed. “You know me too well. We’re married now. I can’t just leave you while you’re in pain.”

“Does that mean you’re gonna kiss it better?” Jace asked.

Noah swallowed, his heart thudding in his chest. He was sure Jace was joking, but to Noah’s ears, there was a note of hopefulness in his tone. “Is this another game of gay chicken? Because again: already gay, can’t lose.”

“And yet, you’re not leaning in,” Jace mumbled past the cotton pad. 

“For the same reason I don’t show up to the junior bouts. There’s no contest, and I try not to punch below my weight.” Noah smirked. Jace was joking. He had to be.

“That’s why I married you. You don’t go out of your way to beat up kids,” Jace said, dabbing at his lip a few times. 

“We should start sharing a bed, just so I can exile you to the couch,” Noah responded. Jace couldn’t have been hurt too badly if he was giving Noah hell a handful of seconds later. That was good, though. The jokes meant that Jace wasn’t mad at him.

“Trust me, if we were sharing a bed, you wouldn’t.”

Noah laughed. “Who says you’re even my type?”

Jace was exactly Noah’s type, but he didn’t have to know that. They didn’t talk about dating—at first, because Noah wasn’t sure how comfortable Jace would be hearing about his boy troubles, and then because he’d solved his boy troubles by dumping the boy. So Jace had no idea that if someone described his last boyfriend in broad detail, they would have basically been describing Jace.

Noah intended to keep it that way, since he would never have lived it down.

“I’m everyone’s type,” Jace said, standing up. “Race you back to the track.”

He took off before Noah could even agree to the race, but Noah still intended to beat him. Jace was huge, and he knew how to skate defensively, but Noah was fast. He flew past Jace a moment later, rolling into the current training drill as though he’d always been there, and turned to stick his tongue out at Jace.

Jace chased after him, laughing the whole time.





Chapter Eight

Every time Jace touched his sore lip at work, he had a flash of trying to goad Noah into kissing him. It had been a joke, but the moment was sticking with him, anyway. Perhaps because it had been in poor taste. Wanting to kiss other men wasn’t a joke to Noah, it was a part of who he was.

He probably didn’t want to kiss Jace specifically, but that didn’t make any difference. Jace needed to stop teasing him like that. 

He’d imagined that he’d come out the other side of marrying a guy unscathed, his personal image of his masculinity and sexuality perfectly intact, but he was obviously feeling a little insecure.

That was his problem, not Noah’s. It wasn’t fair to take it out on him. And it was stupid to feel even a little threatened. Nothing about him had changed. Even if it had—even if being married to a guy automatically made him gay or bi—those weren’t bad things to be, and it was a stupid thing to worry about.

Jace had thought he was more enlightened than that, but he kept dwelling on it all the same. What if Noah had kissed him? How would he have reacted then?

“You get in a fight or something?”

Jace crashed out of his thoughts and into the present, looking up to see who was talking to him. His eyes fell on Hannah, who’d been on the ward for a few days now. She was eight years old, and coping way better than he would have with a broken arm and leg, as well as a few internal injuries from a fall off the roof of her house.

“Fell over on my skates, got into an argument with the floor. The floor won.” He smiled, ignoring the twinge in his lip.

“Why were you on skates?” she asked, clearly trying to start a conversation. Kids did that, when they were lonely. Half his job was trying to stop them from being traumatized by hospitals forever.

“I was at roller derby training,” he explained.

“What’s roller derby?”

Jace glanced at the time. He was ahead of himself, so he had a few minutes to talk. Especially if he went about doing his checks on Hannah while he did so.

“It’s a sport you play on roller skates. It’s kinda like… actually, I’m not sure what it’s like. You skate around a track and try to stop the other team’s jammer from scoring points while trying to help your own jammer out. They get a point for every person they pass during a jam, which is when all the action happens. It’s… cooler to play than it is to explain. Anyway, you fall over a lot playing it. One of the other players crashed into me last night, and we both fell over.”

“On purpose?” Hannah asked.

“No, not on purpose.” Jace smiled wryly. Noah had apologized at least once an hour when they were home, and several times yesterday when he’d caught Jace wincing. He clearly felt bad about it.

They’d knocked each other over on purpose plenty of times, but only when that was what they were supposed to be doing for a drill. Normally, Noah didn’t have accidents. His control on skates was legendary. He probably felt as embarrassed as he did guilty.

Jace didn’t really care. He knew Noah hadn’t intended to hurt him, and he’d been hurt a lot worse on the track and off. A tiny cut that would heal in a few days barely registered on his pain radar, and he wished Noah could see that. He didn’t want Noah to be miserable about an accident. Or anything, if possible.

“Is it fun?” Hannah prodded, dragging Jace back to the present again.

“Well, I do it every week, so I think it’s pretty fun. Do you skate?”

Hannah nodded. “Sometimes. When I don’t have homework.”

Jace didn’t remember ever having homework at eight years old, but times changed. 

“Well, maybe when you’re back on your feet, you can ask your mom to let you join the junior team. I think you’d fit right in. You’re a tough kid,” Jace said. He was complaining about a little cut on his lip, while Hannah had just been in surgery to have pins put in her arm and leg, and she hadn’t even cried. She was definitely cut out for derby.

“You think?” Hannah asked.

“Yeah, I think. I’ve never broken anything, so you’re tougher than I am.” He grinned at her. “The derby girls are way tougher than the boys, anyway.”

“Yeah?” She seemed excited now. Jace was glad he could give her that.

“Absolutely. Girls have been doing it longer, too. You could be part of a proud tradition. But you have to promise to get better first.”

She wasn’t really in any danger of not getting better, but physical therapy could be hard on kids, and sometimes they stopped going before they were done, convincing their parents not to take them anymore. Any incentive Jace could offer would help with that.

At least, that was his reasoning. He hated seeing kids hurt, but he liked being there for them when they were. His mom said healing was in his blood. A lot of his family were in medicine one way or another.

“I promise,” she said. “You have to go now, huh?”

“I do,” Jace agreed. “But I’ll be back in a few hours. You need anything before I go?”

She shook her head, gesturing to the book she was holding in her uninjured hand. Jace didn’t recognize it, but he hadn’t been in elementary school in a long time. He’d never really had time to catch up on what was popular with the under-ten crowd right now. Or the over-ten crowd. He didn’t really have a lot of spare time in general, which was why he fought hard to keep his derby time for himself. Working double shifts when he was asked, trading favors, anything to keep practice and game times free.

It wasn’t as though he wanted to go pro, or even thought that was an option. It was just that derby was his thing, outside of work, and he wanted to be able to keep doing it. He was really glad Noah had stayed after all, or it wouldn’t have been the same.

“That’s my girl.” Jace beamed at her. “You just call if you do, okay?”

Hannah nodded, and waved at Jace as he walked off. Kids like Hannah—the ones who’d walk away from their stay just fine—were much easier to cope with than the ones that wouldn’t. He hoped she did take up derby, because it was a much better hobby than playing on the roof.

As soon as the distraction of talking to Hannah about roller derby was over, Jace’s mind went straight back to Noah. He felt ridiculous for behaving as though he’d actually just gotten married, and not done a friend a favor. He figured that it was just because he was seeing ten times as much of Noah now.

It turned out Noah was not a morning person, which Jace probably could have guessed. Mornings didn’t start for Noah until his second cup of coffee, and there was no point trying to speak to him before then. Jace had watched him swallow down a whole cup without taking a breath more than once.

His fledgling business seemed to be going well, despite his morning problem. He was starting to talk about maybe not needing to find a job, but he still told Jace about one or two he’d applied for every day. It was nice. Domestic, even.

Jace was starting to think that once he got married for real, he’d settle into it quickly. When you had someone you liked sharing your space, company was awesome. All he needed now was someone he liked who he could also have sex with.

Well, he didn’t strictly need sex, but it was a nice extra. For now, Noah’s presence was improving his life in ways he hadn’t predicted, and that was more than he’d hoped for. He could live with a little celibacy in exchange for that.





Chapter Nine

Noah walked into the kitchen at a little after 2am to find that Jace was already there, sipping a glass of ice water. He shouldn’t have been surprised. He’d texted Jace through bouts of pre-game insomnia before, and always gotten a response. Not being able to sleep before a game was, as far as Noah could tell, common to most derby players. It didn’t help that the bout was in the afternoon, so they had to spend the whole morning worrying about it, too.

“Hey,” he said softly, going to the fridge for the water jug.

“Hey,” Jace turned his glass around, playing with the condensation on the outside. The kitchen was dimly lit, with just a lamp in the living area on the other side of the counter giving them light, but Noah could see dark circles under Jace’s eyes.

He’d been quiet when he came home, but Noah had been caught up in his own work and not really registered it until now.

“Are you okay?” Noah poured his own glass of water and then returned the jug to the fridge.

“I…” Jace paused, and swallowed. “We almost lost a kid today. And I know we didn’t and everything’s fine, but it’s not always fine. And one day it’s going to be everyone I love, and I can’t stop it. I know it’s stupid, but...”

Noah stopped dead in his tracks, his heart sinking down to his stomach. He’d known, logically, that Jace’s job required him to face his own mortality on a fairly regular basis. But he always saw Jace at his cheerful best, smile in place and almost irritatingly upbeat. He’d never seen him like this before.

“It’s not stupid,” Noah said, though it didn’t seem like enough. He didn’t think there were enough words in the whole world to respond to that. He didn’t like the reminder, either. Jace had been forced to face it head-on.

Jace nodded, but Noah could see tears welling up in his eyes.

“Do you need a hug?”

Jace nodded again. He stood, and Noah didn’t hesitate to step toward him, wrapping his arms around him. In return, Jace squeezed him tight. Noah didn’t have the heart to object, even if it was making it a little difficult to breathe.

He’d wondered how Jace managed to be okay all the time, and clearly the answer was that he wasn’t.

While he listened to Jace sniffing and trying to get himself under control, Noah traced circles on his back. If there was anything else he could have done to soothe him, Noah wouldn’t have hesitated. He hated to see anyone upset, but especially someone like Jace. Jace put so much good out into the world that he didn’t ever deserve to feel like this.

“I don’t know why I’m crying,” Jace said. “No one actually died.”

“You’re scared. It’s okay.” Noah squeezed him a little tighter, though he didn’t have nearly as much power in his arms as Jace did. “We all get scared sometimes.”

Jace sniffed again, and then went silent, tucking his chin over Noah’s shoulder. They stood like that, swaying a little while the kitchen clock ticked behind them. Noah couldn’t keep track of the time, and he didn’t care to, either. Jace had been there for him in his worst moment, he could be there for Jace now. He could be there for Jace whenever he needed him.

Good times and bad. That was what he’d promised. While their marriage wasn’t the traditional kind, Noah still took that part seriously. They were supposed to have each other’s backs. Jace was clearly under more stress than he liked to let on, and that was okay. Noah could help him handle it. If that was something Noah could give him, then he was happy to.

“How do people have kids, knowing how fragile they are? Knowing they could lose them any minute?” Jace asked.

“I want kids,” Noah admitted. “Or a kid, anyway. I feel like more than one would require more competence of me than I’m capable of.”

“You want kids?” Jace asked. Noah could hear the surprise in his voice.

“Sure, yeah, someday. With the right person.” Noah shrugged. “I think it’d be nice. I’d like to… I dunno. Share the world and everything in it with someone who hasn’t experienced any of it before. Because a lot of things are bad, but a lot more things are good.”

“But you’re gay,” Jace said.

“I am aware. Adoption and surrogacy are both options. I’d tend to lean toward adoption. And if I adopted a preschooler then I could skip the baby part, which is the least fun. For me, anyway. I guess it’s different if you carried it.”

Jace laughed, which Noah took as a good sign. “I wouldn’t know. And I didn’t mean that you can’t have kids, I guess. I just never thought about it. Which is dumb, because we get kids with gay parents in all the time. I just never thought about you having kids. I thought you didn’t like ‘em. You kept saying you couldn’t do my job.”

“I couldn’t. I couldn’t give as much of myself as you do to everyone. But I could do it for my own child.” Noah shrugged. “At least, I hope I could. I wouldn’t do it alone.”

Jace took a deep breath and finally let go of Noah. Noah missed his warmth immediately, but was glad he was back to himself now. 

“So is that what you’re doing when we’re done with this? Finding someone to settle down with and raise a family?” Jace asked, sitting back down at the table. Noah joined him, choosing the seat next to him instead of the one across from him. He didn’t want to be any further away from Jace than he had to be just now.

“Maybe,” he said. “I dunno. I don’t think you just go out in the world looking for a life partner and have one fall in your lap. Convenient as that would be.”

“But it’s what you want? Like, if someone could wave a magic wand?”

Noah snorted. “I think I’d like to get to know the guy a little before I had a family with him. But I get what you mean, and yeah, I guess it is. It’s where I’d like to see my life heading. I don’t want to be alone forever.”

Noah’s mind had been more on home and family than usual lately, which made a lot of sense. He’d just gotten married, after all. He’d just moved in with someone he liked spending time with. Of course he wanted more.

“Well, you’re not alone now,” Jace pointed out.

“I know, and it’s surprisingly soothing. I didn’t think I’d enjoy it as much as I am.”

“Me neither.” Jace smiled a tiny, tired smile at him. “I’m actually really glad we did this. Especially because now I have someone to be up in the middle of the night with before a game.”

Noah laughed at that. “I’d rather sleep properly, but it’s nice to have company, yeah.”

“A little over twelve hours until start time.” Jace nodded to the clock. Noah wasn’t necessarily unaccustomed to being awake at this hour, but pre-game nerves stopped him from being able to do anything productive with his time. Running his own business meant he could work at night, when he was most effective, and sleep until the afternoon if he wanted to. He was just still getting used to that freedom.

“We’re gonna kick ass,” Noah assured him. “Even if we haven’t slept. Even if we fall asleep on the track.”

“Sometimes I don’t sleep,” Jace said. “I mean, it’s no big deal. I’ve worked some long shifts in my life. I’m wide awake the moment I put the skates on.”

“Yeah, me too.” Noah sipped at his glass of water. “Not so much the long shifts, but the not sleeping. I sleep really well after the bout, to make up for it.”

“Yeah.” Jace laughed softly. “Yeah, that’s why I never work a shift right after. I’d probably curl up in the reading nook and nap.”

“You have a reading nook?” Noah raised an eyebrow.

“For the kids. When I have a place of my own, I’m totally putting one in, though.” Jace grinned.

“I could go for that. We can have matching reading nooks.” Noah sipped his water again. He’d never thought much about owning a home, but it was a nice idea for the future. It was something he’d want to have, as part of the neat little family picture that was forming in his mind. Jace was, currently, holding the place of his partner, but that made sense, too. The more Noah thought about it, the more this felt like a practice run.

He was probably more invested in it than he should have been, but he could keep that to himself. He figured he was just getting older—he’d be thirty next year—and with that came wanting to settle down.

They fell into a comfortable silence, staring at their own glasses of water. Noah had been through this ritual more than a dozen times by himself, but it was nice to have company. It was good not to be alone, and he’d never realized how good it would be until he’d been not-alone with Jace.

That probably meant something, but Noah was too anxious about the game to tease it out. He’d get to it later, as he always did when it came to things he didn’t understand about himself.





Chapter Ten

The slightly earlier than usual game brought a smaller crowd, and Jace was thankful for it. He’d sat up with Noah until nearly five, and hadn’t been awake all that long as a result. It wasn’t Noah’s fault at all. If anything, Jace felt guilty for leaning on him. He’d needed to be around someone else last night. He needed to be reminded that pain and illness weren’t the only things in life.

Noah had given him that without a word of complaint. Jace knew he was often hard on himself, and couldn’t see how much of a force for good he was in Jace’s life. He’d have to come up with a way to help Noah see how much he meant to him.

Right now, though, he needed to focus on the game.

“Okay team,” Coach Williams called. “So far, we’ve got enough points to make it to nationals, but we need to keep that lead. So you take the play when you can see it, and you don’t get precious about hurting yourselves on me, or I’ll come out there myself.”

Jace chuckled. Coach Williams never gave them a break, which was what made her so good for them. Between her and Noah—who wouldn’t let anyone make excuses about why they weren’t playing their best game—no one ever got the chance to slack off. Slacking off happened when they weren’t mid-game. That was why they’d needed to keep Noah.

“And you listen to what Noah has to say out there, okay? You voted for him—and even if you didn’t, the rest of your team did. We all do better when we work together.”

There was a general nod and murmur of agreement, and then everyone went back to checking their equipment. Jace hoped people would take that advice. On the days where they really worked together as a team, they did better. Derby wasn’t the kind of sport where one person could accomplish anything on their own. It all came down to teamwork, and Jace was afraid that they’d lost sight of that a little.

Brian had said to him after training that everyone had seen Rafe push Noah too hard, but Jace hadn’t been sure what to think. He knew Noah hadn’t run into him on purpose, but accidents did happen. All the same, he hadn’t seen it. Maybe the rest of the team had seen something he hadn’t.

“I totally voted for you, by the way,” Jace said. He had done, when they’d been electing a new captain at the beginning of the season. Noah had always been the best bet for the team.

Noah snorted, looking down at his laces and giving them one last tug to tighten them. “I voted for you.”

Jace grinned. “True love.”

“I just figured that if it wasn’t going to be me, it might as well be you.” Noah shrugged. “I like you.”

“You love me,” Jace insisted.

“Fine, I love you,” Noah agreed. Though he was obviously trying to seem annoyed, a smile tugged at the edge of his lips. “You would have made a good captain.”

“You make a better one. But I think the guys want to hear a speech.”

Noah’s eyes widened. “No.”

“Too late.” Jace shoved Noah’s shoulder gently, encouraging him to stand up. “Speech,” he said. Someone else heard him, and repeated it.

Soon, the whole team had taken it up as a chant. Speech, speech, speech.

Noah glared at Jace, but he wouldn’t stay mad. Jace was encouraging him, and they both knew it.

“Okay, okay,” Noah stood. “Firstly, I am so proud of you guys. And we are totally going to pull this off. We’ve earned our place so far, and now isn’t the time to back down. I stayed here instead of going home because I believe in this team and I want to see us win. I want every single one of you to show me that I made the right decision. Are we good?”

There was a general murmur of agreement among the team, which Jace joined in with. Noah would take them where they wanted to go.

That could only happen if people trusted him, though. Whatever Jace could do to help with that, he meant to do it. He’d married the guy so they’d have a hope in hell of making nationals next year. He was all-in on this.

“So how do we win this one?” One of the newer guys who’d just come up to the team this season asked. Jace hadn’t had time to learn his real name yet, but they called him The Grey Hulk. He was a big dude with greying hair, so Jace had never wondered why that was. Jace—and most of the team—had taken to calling him Grey.

“We play better and harder than the other guys,” Noah said. “Derby is not a complicated sport. Strategy happens on the fly, and we play to our strengths and their weaknesses. Right now, our strength is that we have big blockers, so we can afford to play defensively and wait for our moments. But if you see another opportunity and you can communicate it to whoever you need to pull it off, go for it.”

Noah paused for a moment. “I did not actually mean to make a speech about that. Just go out and play, okay? When in doubt, run interference. Maybe we can annoy them into submission.”

A laugh rippled through the team. Noah was trying to hide that he knew exactly how to play this game, and that he had a strategy all planned out. Jace understood why—he didn’t want to look like a dictator, he wanted people to follow him because the things he was saying made sense.

Or maybe he lacked confidence in his abilities. Jace hoped it was the first option, because Noah had no reason to doubt himself. He was amazing.

The officials started making noises about getting onto the track, so Jace stood and put his mouth guard in. Despite the fact that it wouldn’t have saved him from the split lip he’d gotten last week, he was still being extra careful about it.

In the interest of really selling that he and Noah were married, Jace smacked Noah’s ass on the way past him. Not hard enough to hurt, or even really sting, but just enough to make him jump. He laughed all the way to the starting line, until Noah got into position.

“You’ll pay for that later,” Noah said. Jace knew he would, but paying for it was half the fun. His and Noah’s relationship was at least twenty percent friendly teasing. He wouldn’t have had it any other way.

“Okay folks, are you ready for this?” the announcer asked. “I’ve got a cute story for you. See the Murderland boys? Well, their jammer just got married to their fourth blocker. Isn’t that sweet? Real derby husbands!”

Judging by the aww sound travelling through the audience, they did think it was sweet. Jace hadn’t thought about how they might react, but he was glad it was positive.

Noah glanced at him, but said nothing. Jace knew Noah was uncomfortable with forcing him to appear to be gay—or bi, really—in public, but Jace had gotten over the weirdness. Other than when he was deliberately play acting with Noah for the sake of believability, it didn’t make any difference to his life.

“I think it’s sweet,” Jace said softly, catching Noah’s eye again to wink at him. Jace saw him relax, his shoulders slumping and the lines that had formed on his forehead smoothing out. He wanted Noah to understand that he was completely cool with their arrangement.

It had meant at least twice as many home-cooked meals and a hug when he needed one, so far. He wasn’t about to complain. Noah was making his life easier and happier, not taking anything away from him.

The shrill note of a whistle signaled the start of the game, and all thoughts about his home life left Jace’s head. Instead, he focused on the other team’s jammer. A blocker’s job was simple—get in the other guy’s way, as much as you can, and get the other guys out of your jammer’s way where possible.

He’d been playing long enough now that it was second nature to him. Once the game started, everything came automatically. Jace could see where he was supposed to be going, how he could get around someone, what he could do to help.

He assumed it was like that for Noah, too. Noah got lost in the game, as far as Jace had seen. He was fearless on the track. Jace loved watching him from the bench, looking at the way he moved without hesitation, with perfect control. Despite the accident earlier in the week, Noah was still the best player Jace had ever seen.

Jace saw an opening to get Noah past the other team’s pack, and skated in to take it. They’d practiced this move a hundred times, but it had never come up in a real game before. Jace could feel his heart hammering in his chest as he reached out to Noah, picking him up by the waist, clear off the track, and swinging him over the out-of-bounds area. He stepped around an opposing-team blocker, and then set Noah down on the other side to let him take advantage of the gap the other team had left.

The rush of blood pounding in Jace’s ears was replaced by a cheer from the crowd. He grinned to himself, glancing to the side to see Noah clear of the pack and coming back around to lap them again. If he was quick, he’d manage to lap the whole pack—and score another five points—before they recovered from the flashy maneuver.

That was one he’d stolen from the women’s team. Compared to men’s derby, women’s was brutal. The guys got knocked around a little, but the girls wore their bruises, cuts, and even fractures like badges of honor.

It was actually kind of hot, even if Jace’s nurse side winced at seeing them hurt. He hadn’t been to a women’s bout in a while. Maybe Noah would come with him sometime.

Jace was still celebrating the way they’d pulled off the assist when he heard a sickening thud and the sound of the crowd reacting to an injury, a low ‘ooh’ followed by a wince he could almost feel in the air. He turned, not seeing anything of note ahead of him, and saw that Noah had fallen on the track.

At first, he was disappointed, but not worried. They’d make the points up, and if you didn’t fall at least a few times per game you weren’t doing it right. Noah would recover quickly and get right back in the game, and they probably wouldn’t even suffer over this.

Then Jace realized that Noah wasn’t getting up.


Chapter Eleven

Noah groaned, desperately wanting to turn onto his back so he could breathe again. He’d fallen okay, but the hit that had taken him down still hurt. As he’d been coming back around the pack, Rafe’s elbow—or rather, his elbow pad, which was made of very solid plastic—had connected squarely with Noah’s chest, knocking the wind out of him. 

It wasn’t Rafe’s fault. Noah had come up too close behind him and assumed that he’d have the same eyes in the back of his head that Jace did. He’d dropped his guard because he was still thrilled about the move they’d pulled off ten seconds earlier.

He heard someone kneel beside him. Probably a referee to tell him he hadn’t fallen as well as he should have and had earned himself a foul, as well. He prided himself on playing mostly clean, though fouls were intentionally not especially punishing in roller derby. Enough of them could screw up your chances at winning the game, especially if a fourth minor foul put you out of action for a full minute at a critical moment, but otherwise they weren’t the end of the world. People were rarely sent off permanently.

“Hey.”

Noah swallowed. Not a ref, then. Jace. He fought to focus on him, fighting back a wave of nausea. He couldn’t remember being hit so hard in his life. He’d been in actual fights where people had intended to hurt him and come out of it better off than he felt now.

“I got you,” Jace assured him. Before Noah could decide what that meant in context, Jace scooped him up, holding him bridal-style to move him off the track.

First ten minutes of the game, and he was already being carried off. Noah would have been humiliated if it was anyone other than Jace doing it. 

As it was, he leaned a little closer and let Jace’s presence soothe him. It was okay if it was Jace taking care of him.

A tiny voice in the back of his head told him he was falling in love with him, but he was too sore to panic about it just yet. As long as Jace was the guy who could stand upright and save him from stopping play until he could walk himself, Noah couldn’t bring himself to care about anything else.

That wasn’t true. He cared about how gentle Jace was being, how glad he was that Jace had been there, and how much he would have enjoyed this if his head wasn’t still spinning from the impact of Rafe’s elbow. But he couldn’t afford to think about it right now.

Jace set him on the bench carefully and sat down next to him. The referee whistled, and everyone on the track got up from the kneeling position they’d taken when Noah had been hurt.

“Don’t talk,” Jace said, shoving a water bottle into Noah’s hand as their replacements left the bench and headed onto the track. “Get your breathing under control.”

Noah had barely realized that he was wheezing until Jace had pointed it out. He closed his eyes and dropped his head, spreading his knees apart to open his posture a little and let his lungs fill up properly. He probably should have tilted his head back, but it was spinning hard enough as it was.

He felt so stupid for being taken out so badly by a misplaced elbow. 

Jace reached out and rubbed circles on Noah’s back with the palm of his hand. After a few moments of that, Noah managed to get his breathing back under control, desperate, sobbing gasps turning into deep breaths that made his chest pull, but made him feel less as though he was likely to pass out. He took his mouth guard out to sip the water Jace had given him, swirling it around his mouth before swallowing. The last thing he needed was for the nausea to come back and make him throw up in front of both teams and the crowd.

“I know you wanna go straight back out there, but my medical opinion is that you should take a breather,” Jace said.

“You’re not my real dad,” Noah responded automatically.

Jace chuckled. “Are you saying you won’t call me daddy?”

“I will have to file for divorce if you tell me you’d actually enjoy being called daddy.”

“Can’t get rid of me that easy.” Jace patted Noah’s back and then took his hand away, but stayed close. “Scared me when I saw you not moving, man.”

Noah took a bigger mouthful from the water bottle, considering his response to that. “Scared me to go down. It was good to hear your voice. Thanks.”

“Anytime. In sickness and in health, remember?”

Noah nodded. “I remember.” Noah took a deep breath and let it out slowly, wincing as he did so.

“You’re really not okay, huh?”

“I’ll be fine,” Noah said, fighting the urge to grab his chest. He wondered if this was what a heart attack felt like, though he knew that wasn’t what was happening. He couldn’t imagine it being much worse, though. “This gives the newer guys a few minutes to show us their stuff, anyway.”

“I guess. So what happened?”

Noah sighed. “I came around the corner too fast. I figured Rafe would see me, but he’s not like you with your weird spidey-senses about where people are. His elbow came out hard as I came up behind him and hit me square in the chest. I wasn’t expecting it, or I could have braced, I guess.”

Jace hummed. “Rafe’s not exactly your good luck charm lately, is he?”

“We work closely.” Noah shrugged. “It’s a hazard of the game. And I’m not as young as I was.”

“A whole two years ago.” Jace laughed. “You’re not thinking about retirement, are you? Because injury aside, you were killing it out there.”

“No. God, no. This is the only thing I do with my life that isn’t work. I’m not quitting.”

“Good.” Jace nodded. “Good to hear. We all have off days, I guess. And this wasn’t your fault.”

“I still feel like an asshole for letting it happen. That assist was awesome, though. Did you hear the crowd cheering?” Noah grinned. He liked being able to impress the crowd. It wasn’t the only reason he did derby, or even the main one, but it was a nice bonus.

“Yeah, I heard. That was pretty cool.”

“We make a great team,” Noah said.

His brain reminded him of what he’d realized earlier. He was falling for Jace. Maybe he’d fallen for Jace a long time ago and was just beginning to see it for what it was. He couldn’t pinpoint the moment when friendship had crossed over into something else, that was for sure.

It was also definitely not something he was about to tell Jace. Not now, probably not ever. They’d just gotten over the discomfort of their new lives and settled into a new normal. Noah didn’t want to upset that, especially not with something as big as this.

“We are pretty great together,” Jace agreed. “No wonder everyone believed we were married.”

“I haven’t forgotten that you slapped my ass, by the way.” Noah sipped his water again. “So you’re our designated driver tonight.”

“I was gonna offer anyway,” Jace said. Noah wasn’t sure if that was true or not, though it did seem like the kind of thing Jace would do. He was a sweetheart, and spent most of his life thinking of other people. Noah wondered how the hell he did it, gave so much of himself away. Even after seeing him break down earlier, Jace’s ability to just get on with things was amazing. Jace was amazing.

“Best husband ever.”

“And don’t you forget it.” Jace nudged his shoulder.

Noah stood from the bench, stretching his arms high above his head to test his chest for injury. The spot Rafe had hit still twinged, but he was as good as he was going to be without a hot shower and a night’s rest.

“Coach?” he called out. “I’m ready whenever.”

Coach Williams nodded. A moment later, she waved for Noah’s replacement to come off and Noah to go back on. They were going to win this match no matter what.





Chapter Twelve

Jace woke on the couch with Noah on top of him, and took a few minutes to remember how he’d ended up there in the first place. It came back to him slowly that Noah had fallen asleep leaning against him, and Jace hadn’t had the heart to make him move. He knew Noah’s chest had still hurt when they got home, and had been happy to see him resting at all.

Now, though, they’d both regret it if they didn’t lie in an actual bed for a few hours before morning. The day after a bout brought enough soreness without compounding it by sleeping on the couch.

He nudged Noah gently, earning himself a tiny, unhappy groan. Eventually, Noah raised his head, blinking dumbly at Jace.

“Why am I here?” he asked, voice thick with sleep. Jace couldn’t help smiling at him. Noah was very cute when he’d just woken up, his hair tousled and his eyelids sleepy.

“You fell asleep when we got home. I didn’t wanna move you before, but you’ll hate me in the morning if I let you sleep here.”

“And I’m on top of you,” Noah said, as if the thought had just occurred to him. He rolled off Jace and stood in one surprisingly graceful, elegant movement. Noah was all grace, especially compared to Jace. He stretched his arms above his head.

Jace glanced at the strip of skin Noah’s stretching exposed, the half-inch of his belly and hip where his jeans had slipped down and his t-shirt had ridden up. He wet his lips, and then looked away, wondering why he’d been staring at all. His face felt hot, a deep, unscratchable itch springing up in the pit of his stomach.

Thankfully, Noah didn’t seem to have noticed.

Jace sat up, rolling his shoulders and trying not to wince at how tight they were. He didn’t want Noah to think that was because of him.

Especially since it was because of him. Jace didn’t mind, really. They’d managed to pull out from behind and win the game, but Noah had worn himself out doing it. He wasn’t going to be a happy camper in the morning.

Jace didn’t want to compound his woes by making him feel guilty as well.

“I need to sleep,” Noah said, walking off before Jace could come up with a response. Jace heard Noah’s bedroom door open and then close behind him by the time he’d convinced himself to stand up.

He groaned as he stood, feeling every day of his twenty-nine years. He wasn’t old, and he knew that, but he was starting to feel as though he’d left the peak of his physical condition. Constantly abusing his body had consequences now. Not that he intended to stop.

Jace figured he had a good ten years on the track in him, and he’d only used two of them.

Bed called him, and his mattress felt like falling into a fluffy cloud once he’d stripped off and let himself sink into it. He closed his eyes, fully expecting to fall asleep immediately.

When that didn’t happen, a brief self-assessment revealed that he was half-hard. He had just been sleeping with a warm body on top of him, so it shouldn’t have been so much of a surprise. His dick didn’t know the warm body had been Noah. All it understood was that usually meant Jace had brought someone home.

It had been a while since that had happened, too.

Jace was almost too tired to bother jerking off, but he knew he wouldn’t sleep anytime soon if he didn’t. He shoved his hand into his underwear and closed his eyes, searching for a recent memory or thought for inspiration.

He stroked his cock idly while he waited, humming softly as it hardened fully in his hand. Jace realized that he hadn’t done this since Noah had moved in, though he wasn’t sure why. He was pretty quiet on his own, and the walls weren’t so thin that he was worried Noah might hear him. 

His mind took him back five minutes, to when he’d just woken up with a warm weight pressed against him. Regardless of who it was, that had been a nice feeling. People didn’t sleep on top of Jace so often, but he loved it when they did. He was a big enough guy to take it, and Noah was comfortably heavy without being too much.

A twinge of guilt hit him as he realized he was, more or less, thinking about Noah while he masturbated, but he brushed it aside. Noah wouldn’t ever know about it, and it wasn’t even Noah specifically. Just how much Jace liked people sleeping on top of him, leaning against him. How much he liked contact.

All of his recent contact had been with Noah. Including his last kiss, which, despite being in public and with a guy, had still made his stomach swoop and his lips tingle. Noah was probably an awesome kisser when he meant it.

Jace swallowed. That crossed the line into thinking about Noah.

He paused mentally, wondering if that was a road he could go down and still look Noah in the eye tomorrow. He remembered the strip of bare skin, the curve of Noah’s hip, the way the lines of his muscles had disappeared down into his jeans, promising.

The thought was like falling off a cliff, sudden and terrifying. But freeing, too. He could masturbate over his best friend. It was too late to stop, anyway. Freaking out about it was way more likely to make it a problem than just doing it.

He’d never thought of a guy like this before, but Noah was different. Noah laughed at his jokes, and smiled at him when he entered a room, and fell asleep on the couch with his head on Jace’s shoulder. He gave out hugs and made Jace dinner, and it made sense that Jace would be attracted to him.

That thought stopped Jace dead in his mental tracks again. 

He was attracted to Noah.

He was attracted to Noah. Physically attracted. He wanted the hugs and the kisses and the gentle touching.

He wanted… he wanted Noah to knock on his door, tell him he’d been thinking about Jace, and climb into the bed, on top of him, warm and enthusiastic, pressing wet kisses into his neck. Whispering urgently into Jace’s ear about how badly he wanted him, hot breath making Jace’s skin tingle. He wouldn’t pause or hesitate, he’d just lean in and take what he wanted.

Jace spread his legs as heat built between them, accepting that this was where his fantasy was going. His cock was fully hard by now, leaking precome, his balls getting tight and heavy. 

Imaginary Noah kissed his neck again, humming softly. His hands trailed down Jace’s sides, tickling the sensitive skin there, pausing at the waistband of his underwear. He hooked his fingers in and pulled them down, freeing his cock to spring up against his stomach. 

Jace gasped at the cool air and paused with his hand wrapped around his cock, wetting his lips. Need urged him on, his thighs tense and his balls tight. He gritted his teeth and sped up his strokes, feeling sweat trickle down his neck. 

Noah might have been a man, but Jace was still into it. He’d never thought about how sexy it could be to look up and see strong thighs, dark hair trailing down to a thick, hard cock, a firm chest instead of soft breasts. It was so hot he didn’t know how to process it, his brain going into overload as his body took over, speeding his strokes even more, making his hips jerk into his hand.

In Jace’s mind, Noah sat up, grinning at him and swatting Jace’s hand away, replacing it with his own. Jace wasn’t sure if his memory was making Noah look the way he wanted, or if Noah was actually as beautiful as he was remembering him now. Still masculine, though. All hard edges and low voice as he murmured about how gorgeous Jace was, how he’d always wanted him, how he was going to get him off and then fuck him until he begged for mercy.

Heat built low in Jace’s stomach, his hips rocking in time with Noah’s strokes. He could see that Noah was hard, too, his cock dark with blood. He moved to rub his hips against Jace’s, his mouth falling open and head tilting back at the sensation, delighted laughter bubbling up from his throat. Jace could almost feel the velvet-soft skin of Noah's cock trailing over his stomach, and ghosted his fingers over the spot to enhance the sensation. He bit down on his lip to stifle a moan, his hips arching off the mattress.

Jace wanted to reach out and touch, feel Noah’s strong thighs under his hands, cup the curve of his ass. He knew what roller derby did for a body, and he wanted to feel every inch of Noah’s. A tiny, needy whimper broke free of his throat, and Jace closed his eyes tight, focusing on the fantasy in his mind.

He let it take hold until he could almost feel the weight of Noah’s hips on top of his, rocking against him, breathy gasps and soft moans punctuating the rhythm. Imaginary Noah sped up, gripping Jace’s cock tighter, pulling and twisting just right, leaving Jace writhing helplessly under him, desperate for release.

Jace bit down on his lips as he came, stars exploding behind his eyelids. The force of it made him gasp for air, but he stopped himself short of crying out. The last thing he needed was for Noah to come in and find out what he’d been doing. Even if he would undoubtedly accept that masturbation was a normal thing, and he didn’t have the ability to read minds and know that Jace had been thinking about him.

The comedown was quick, an uncomfortable feeling settling in his stomach even as his mind supplied the memory of Noah lying on top of him again, settling down and snuggling up, kissing his ear and whispering good night. The image was so clear Jace might almost have believed it really happened.

He had a lot of thinking to do.





Chapter Thirteen

“Oh my god,” Noah said to himself as he looked in the mirror. The bruise in the center of his chest was a sight to behold, black at the center and radiating out in shades of purple and green. He absolutely had to show Jace.

He walked out into the kitchen without getting dressed, hearing Jace already up and making breakfast. The smell of bacon made Noah’s stomach rumble. Jace was in the habit of making enough for both of them, and Noah was very fond of that habit. Otherwise, anything more complex than toast was impossible for breakfast.

“Hey,” Jace said without looking at him. “Wow,” he added once he turned, blinking at Noah. “Holy shit.”

“Right? I have to take a picture for the team blog. This is amazing.”

“Doesn’t it hurt?” Jace asked, concern in his voice. Noah’s stomach fluttered at knowing Jace cared, but he pushed the feeling aside. Of course he cared. They were friends.

“Oh, yeah. I feel like an elephant stepped on my chest. It hurts to breathe,” Noah admitted. “So I guess it’s a couch and movies day for me.”

“Which it would have been anyway,” Jace pointed out. Noah made no secret of the fact that Sundays were his day off. Jace, he remembered, had a shift starting in the afternoon.

“True. I’ll think of you making tiny people happy while I lie around on the couch and eat my own weight in ice cream.”

Jace snorted. “I’ll think about joining you in that while I make tiny people happy.”

Noah went to the corner of the kitchen that he knew had great selfie lighting to take a picture of his bruise. It was definitely one for the blog. He’d never seen a bruise so spectacular on another skater.

While Noah was immortalizing his injury for the world, Jace was serving breakfast. Noah went to the table and sat in his usual spot, waiting eagerly to eat.

A plate of bacon and store-bought pancakes appeared in front of him a few moments later. Post-bout recovery food at its finest. Noah’s stomach rumbled again, and he grinned up at Jace.

“Best husband,” Noah said as he grabbed his fork, waiting until Jace was done with the maple syrup before pouring a generous helping over his own pancakes.

“I’m just hoping you’ll put out later,” Jace joked. He couldn’t even manage that with a straight face, a blush appearing high on his cheeks. Noah adored him.

It wasn’t ideal to be in love with him, but he could cope. The feeling would fade eventually when it got no encouragement at all, and even if it didn’t… well, he wasn’t the first gay man to fall for a straight guy. Such was the tragedy of not everyone being bisexual. Some people were going to fall for people who weren’t interested in a million years.

“I am a cheap date,” Noah said. “But I’m married now, so I’m off-limits.”

Jace laughed at that. Noah liked being able to make Jace laugh. He could be content with that, he told himself. It was enough.

They both fell silent after, focusing on breakfast. Noah was starving, and he assumed Jace would be, too. On the days after a game, his stomach felt like a bottomless pit. He knew that was because of all the extra energy he’d used playing, but it still amazed him every time. Normally, he’d have a light breakfast and not eat again until the evening, with only coffee in-between to sustain him. After a game, he’d finish one snack and start on preparing another pretty much immediately.

He wondered if Jace was the same. It stood to reason that he would be, especially considering he was a bigger guy than Noah was. Although, he ate well most of the time, so perhaps he’d be more balanced about it.

“I’ll get you some cream for that bruise,” Jace said once he was finished eating, pushing his chair away from the table. 

The fact that there was cream for bruises was news to Noah, but he didn’t argue. Anything that made him feel less like there was a ton weight sitting in the middle of his chest was worth a shot.

“I promise to be gentle, or you can put this on yourself, if you want.” Jace returned with a plain white tube in hand. Noah had seen it in the bathroom cabinet, but not really registered what it was. It was obvious that Jace was a nurse based on the sheer number of things he kept in there, most of which Noah wasn’t clear on the purpose of.

“You’re the trained medical professional.” Noah sat back in his chair. “I trust you.”

Besides, any excuse to get Jace to touch him was a good one, as far as Noah was concerned. Maybe he was unnecessarily torturing himself, but he liked having contact with Jace. It couldn’t hurt to indulge now and then.

Noah gasped at the coldness of the cream, but not at the pressure Jace was putting on the bruise. He was surprised by how gentle Jace was capable of being, though he shouldn’t have been. Being a nurse implied he was a very gentle man, and Noah knew that off the track, Jace wouldn’t have hurt anyone for the world.

He was a fundamentally good person. That was why Noah loved him. Anyone who got to know Jace would have.

“What is this?” Noah asked. He didn’t really care what was in the cream, but he wanted to hear Jace’s voice. He liked the idea of Jace tending to him, taking care of him.

Perhaps it was childish, but Noah couldn’t bring himself to care. He wasn’t exactly starved for affection, but it had been a while since he’d had anything more in-depth than a hookup, and yeah, maybe he wanted to be touched. By Jace.

“Arnica and vitamin K. I dunno if the vitamin K helps in a cream, but arnica definitely does.”

“I’ll take any help I can get,” Noah said. “Thank you for doing this for me.”

“No problem.” Jace wet his lips. “And if this doesn’t do it, I’ll bring you home a couple of leeches.”

Noah wrinkled his nose. “This isn’t the dark ages.”

Jace laughed. “It’s not, but leeches totally work. We still use them for post-surgery swelling sometimes. A bruise is just a bunch of blood in one place, and leeches drain the blood. It’s science.”

“Right. And bunch of blood in one place is the technical term?” Noah raised an eyebrow.

“The technical term is contusion. But I’m used to explaining stuff to kids, so…” Jace shrugged. “You get the kids version. Sorry.”

“I don’t want you to apologize. It’s actually really cute. You’re gonna make a great dad one day.”

“Yeah, maybe.” Jace screwed the cap back on the cream. “I would like to be a dad. I just gotta find someone who’d also like me to be a dad, with them.”

“Literally anyone would be lucky to have you, Jace,” Noah said. “You are the kindest, sweetest man I’ve ever known. And you’re a badass. And you take care of people for a living. And you have a great ass.” Noah grinned at him, hoping Jace wouldn’t take the compliment the wrong way. Or the right way, depending on what right and wrong were, here. “You’re basically perfect.”

Jace blushed darkly, playing with the tube of cream and looking down at the floor. “If you say so.”

He scurried off to the bathroom, and Noah wondered if he’d been a little too liberal with praise for Jace’s comfort. The last thing he wanted was for Jace to realize how deeply Noah cared about him, how attractive he found him.

Or rather, Noah didn’t mind if Jace knew. He was just afraid it would make him uncomfortable, and put a strain on their relationship.

Noah went to put a t-shirt on and grabbed his laptop so he could poke at some work while he sat on the couch. Running his own business, as it turned out, required a lot more effort than turning up to work somewhere else. It was way more rewarding, though, and Noah couldn’t remember being happier than he was right now.

If only Jace was actually interested in him, everything would have been perfect.





Chapter Fourteen

There was something indescribably soothing about heading to the locker room after practice. At least, there always had been to Jace. The sound of his teammates laughing and joking with each other, the chance to shower off the sweat and ease muscle aches, the feeling of being clean and refreshed after a good workout.

He walked out of the showers wrapped in a towel, and headed for where he’d stashed his clothes before training. He’d been called in to work on Thursday morning—just this once, he’d been promised, and he could have first pick of Christmas vacation days if he did it—so he and Noah were going to grab a bite to eat on the way home and go to bed early like good little boys.

At least, Jace was going to go to bed early. Noah was kind of a night owl, especially now that he didn’t have to get up for work in the morning. That suited Jace fine, with his weird hours. Noah could work while he wasn’t there, and hang out while he was. It was the perfect arrangement.

It took Jace a second to register what he was seeing. Rafe hadn’t come to shower with the rest of them. Instead, he was sitting on the bench, fiddling with a pair of skates.

Familiar skates. Not Rafe’s skates.

Noah’s skates. Noah’s bright yellow, old fashioned, really distinctive skates.

He was loosening the nut that held the left front wheel on. Jace could see the wrench he was using from where he was standing, glinting under the fluorescent lights of the locker room.

If that came off in the middle of the game—which was the next time Noah would be wearing them—it could cause serious havoc.

“Hey,” Jace said. “Did Noah ask you to do that?” He nodded to the skates, though Rafe hadn’t turned to look at him yet.

Jace knew for a fact that Noah wouldn’t have let anyone else touch his skates, let alone modify them. Even Jace himself wouldn’t have touched Noah’s skates, and they were supposed to be married.

Rafe turned, going pale when he saw Jace. “I was just checking them out, man. Thinking about a new pair. No harm meant.”

“Checking them out with a wrench?” Jace raised an eyebrow. “I don’t think so.”

The wrench had vanished, but Jace was sure it was in one of Rafe’s pockets. Not that it mattered. They both knew what he’d seen.

There was a tense pause, and then Rafe bolted. Not fast enough, though. Jace leapt over the bench he’d been sitting on and rammed him against the wall, pinning him in place one-handed.

“What the fuck, dude? First you throw Noah into me and get us both knocked over, then you hit him in the chest last game—and I don’t think that was an accident anymore. Not now. Not when I just saw you tampering with his skates.”

Jace could hear some of the other guys coming out of the showers, hanging back. On the one hand, it was good to have witnesses.

On the other hand, Rafe had been trying to hurt Noah. Jace might have been tempted to do him some permanent damage if no one had been watching. He wasn’t sure whether he was glad he’d been stopped, or disappointed.

“Is that true?” Noah asked from behind him.

Rafe looked away. It wasn’t quite a confession, but it was enough. More than enough for Jace, anyway.

“Jesus, why? What did I do to you?” Noah asked. “I thought we were friends.”

Rafe swallowed. “Why this asshole, huh?” He gestured to Jace. “Why not me? Why was it never me? I have worshipped you from day one and you’ve been making doe eyes at Mr. Straighter-than-straight here since forever. I overheard you planning to marry him for your green card. Why do that when you could have had me?”

Jace’s stomach bottomed out. Rafe had heard them. What if he got it into his head to make a fuss about it to immigration? How could they prove they were married for all the right reasons?

How could anyone prove that, if it came down to it?

“I love Jace,” Noah said. “I’ve loved him for so long, and I understand your pain, I really, really do, because he only just saw me. But I never tried to hurt him to make it happen, and I can’t believe you tried to hurt me.”

Before any of them could say anything else, Diego stepped in. He’d always had the position of Team Dad. He moved Jace away from Rafe gently, putting himself between them.

“That’s a very serious allegation, Rafe,” he said. “Marriage fraud is a federal offence, and the immigration department doesn’t take kindly to it. You sure you didn’t mishear?”

Rafe swallowed. In general, people didn’t stand up to Diego. They laid down and let him walk over them, because it was much, much better than the alternative, where he went through them.

Diego had been a cop once upon a time. A cop in Baltimore. His balls were made of brass, no question.

Noah cleared his throat. “Rafe heard right, but he didn’t realize it was a joke. Jace and I got married a little quicker than I would have liked for immigration reasons, but it’s a real marriage. I really love him. I have done for a long time. We kept it quiet from you guys because we didn’t want you to treat us any different.”

Jace could hardly believe how well Noah was handling the situation. He was still in shock.

“Well, that’s that cleared up,” Diego said, in a tone that didn’t leave any room for argument. “If I were you, Rafe, I’d get the hell out before Noah decides that he’s calling the cops. Sabotaging a guy’s skates could be considered a serious crime. Especially if a room full of people told them it was serious.”

That sounded like bluffing, but Rafe was clearly too scared to notice. He nodded, eyes wide, and squeezed past Diego to grab his bag and run.

“Good riddance,” Diego shouted after him. “I never liked that guy,” he turned his attention back to Jace. “Shifty, y’know? You know the look. The guys who’d shoot their granny for a nickel if they thought they could get away with it.”

Jace blinked. “I’ll… take your word for it. Thanks, man. Thanks for stopping me from doing anything stupid.”

Diego grinned at him, dropping the bad cop act as though he’d never done it. Jace couldn’t help but respect his ability to scare the crap out of people.

“Anytime. You guys do enough stupid shit anyway. And Jace? I’m not saying that what Rafe said was true, but if, say, there was any possible doubt that you and Noah were the real thing? You might wanna start gathering evidence that you are. Pictures are real good for that.”

Jace nodded. “Understood.”

Diego knew. The rest of the team probably didn’t know either Jace or Noah well enough to form an intelligent opinion, but some of them would have believed Rafe. And some of them would have taken him to be the jealous asshole he clearly was.

That put them in an awkward position, and one they’d eventually have to address. Sooner rather than later, probably.

Jace finally went to his locker to get dressed. He heard Noah follow him.

Noah had said he loved Jace twice. Even though he knew Noah had only said it to defuse the situation, he was still processing how it felt to hear. How much he’d liked hearing it.

It was natural to want to be loved. Maybe that was all there was to it, but it felt like more. It felt important for reasons Jace couldn’t put his finger on.

“Thank you for standing up for me,” Noah said. “I’m really glad you caught him, or I could’ve… broken my neck or something.”

“Did you know he had a thing for you?” Jace asked. It didn’t really matter, but he was curious all the same.

Noah shook his head. “No, I had no idea. I didn’t even know he was interested in men. I didn’t know much about him at all, but we worked well together.”

“Yeah, which screws us up for the bout this weekend. No one else even comes close to being as good a pivot as Rafe was, I’ll give him that.”

Noah wet his lips. “I might know a guy,” he said. “Someone I’m fairly confident I can work with.”

“Who?” Jace raised an eyebrow. He hadn’t been aware that Noah knew anyone who did roller derby outside of the team, but then he didn’t exactly know every detail of Noah’s life, either.

“My ex. He was actually the reason I took up roller derby. I met him at a game he was playing in and quickly realized that derby boys were really hot. We kind of… drifted apart and mutually broke up, but I was hooked by then. He only lives a town over, and he owes me one. I’ll talk to Coach about it before we go.”

Noah patted Jace’s shoulder and then stepped away to open his own locker. For the first time in his life, Jace took the opportunity to take a peek at Noah while he was changing. He was facing away, so Jace only got a view of his ass. He knew enough about asses to know it was nice, but looked away again before he could really study it.

Diego was right about getting some kind of proof. Photos of them being cute together, maybe a couple where they were kissing. It’d be a good excuse to kiss Noah again. Just in case Rafe got the idea of actually reporting them.

He’d talk to Noah about it sometime. Not now, while they were both still in shock. 

“I can’t believe someone would actually harbor a secret thing for me like that,” Noah said suddenly. Jace had thought the subject was closed, but apparently not. “I can’t imagine what he saw in me or why he thought he needed to keep it a secret. The worst possible case scenario was me saying no.”

“Some people don’t take rejection well. He was waiting for you to decide you wanted him.” Jace shrugs. “I get that part. You’re smart, accomplished, and attractive. It’d be scary to ask you out. The part where he then started hurting you? That bit I don’t get.”

“It would be scary to ask me out?” Noah said. He seemed surprised by the suggestion, but to Jace it seemed obvious. Noah was the guy you crushed on from afar but left for someone way cooler than you to date.

“You’re the male version of every girl I’ve ever been too scared to approach,” he said.

“There are girls you’re scared to approach?” Noah seemed surprised by that, too. That was flattering.

“Hell yes. What if they laughed at me? Way safer to admire at a distance.”

“I have… literally never had that thought.”

“Because you’re the scary one,” Jace explained. “You know you can have basically whoever you want.”

“I…” Noah trailed off. “Wow. Maybe I am the scary one. This is news to me.”

Jace chuckled. “Well, you’re all mine now.”

It hit him, as he said it, that he wanted that to be true. That was why Noah saying he loved him was important. That was why he’d been so murderously angry with Rafe.

He wasn’t sure where he was even supposed to start, but there was a part of him that wanted Noah to be his. Not just his best friend, not just his roommate, but his partner. His one-and-only.

Jace had never had a more terrifying thought in his life, but there it was. Clear as a mid-summer day, front and center in his mind.

He had no idea what the hell he was going to do about it, though.





Chapter Fifteen

Joe was exactly as Noah remembered him—tall, dark, and gorgeous. His smile was still capable of lighting up a room, and it was directed straight at Noah the moment he saw him. Everyone in the locker room looked over to see who the new guy was.

Noah rushed in for a bone-crushing hug, laughing the whole time. Sometimes, he wished things had worked out between them, but what they wanted from life was too different. Joe was always flying off to some business meeting far away, and Noah, well… he valued quiet evenings in front of the TV too much to deal with it. Joe had told him once that he was never going to settle down, not until the Grim Reaper caught up with him. That was the moment Noah knew their relationship wasn’t going anywhere.

He was glad they’d stayed friends, though. Especially right now.

“You haven’t aged a day!” Joe enthused, pulling back from the hug to look at him, keeping both hands on his shoulders. Joe was an intensely physical man, and Noah had always liked that about him. He liked to be touched.

“It’s been less than a year since I last saw you, so I hope not.” Noah grinned.

“So I hear you’re married now? Is the lucky sonofabitch here, or…?” Joe looked around for a likely candidate. He was in for a surprise.

“That would be me,” Jace said, offering his hand. Joe shook it enthusiastically. He was obviously not heartbroken that Noah had moved on, which was good. Noah had experienced enough jealousy lately to last him a lifetime.

“I hope you know how well you did.” Joe beamed at him. “I tried to snatch Noah up when I had my chance, but he wouldn’t have me. You must be something really special.”

“He is,” Noah said. Jace was special, though Noah was sure now that he couldn’t see it. After their conversation about being afraid of approaching people, Noah realized that Jace wasn’t really aware of how wonderful he was.

He would have loved the opportunity to show Jace exactly what he thought of him, but Jace had been quiet and distant since the incident with Rafe. Noah had put it down to processing and figured Jace wasn’t the kind of guy who wanted to talk everything to death all the time.

It seemed more important than ever to win this game, though. That would almost certainly help Jace’s mood.

“So what do they call you? Out there, I mean?” Jace nodded in the direction of the stadium.

“Destructo Joe.” Joe grinned. “You’ll see why.”

“Get dressed.” Noah instructed, pointing to Joe. “I have to give a pep talk.”

Noah climbed onto one of the benches in the middle of the room and whistled loudly to get everyone’s attention. Most people at least nodded in acknowledgement, which he knew was as good as he was going to get.

Team captain he might have been, but he’d lost a lot of support over the last few weeks because of all the crap that had gone on. He needed that back if they were going to come out on top this season.

“Okay, so, you all did great last week, but you know that with the new points system we need to win by a bigger margin this week if we’re going to be invited to the national competition. This is game seven of eight, so make it count. I know we’ve had a few setbacks, but we’re weathering them now. Just this once, we’re borrowing Joe from the Philly Brollers.” He paused to nod to Joe, who raised a hand so everyone could see him. “And we’re gonna go out there and kick ass.”

A ripple of agreement and nodding ran through the locker room. Noah figured that was good enough, and got off the bench to put the rest of his gear on.

Everyone else followed his lead, and soon enough, they were skating out to the bench to take a few last-minute instructions from Coach Williams.

While he was listening, Noah spotted a sign someone in the bleachers was holding up. 

Nyquil + Noah Way, it said, and there was a big, red heart drawn around the words.

The fans, obviously, didn’t remember the game as the near-disaster it was. They remembered that Noah and Jace were cute together. They remembered the teamwork, and they probably remembered Jace carrying Noah off the track, too.

Noah remembered being sore the next day, and Jace putting cream on his bruise. The thought, combined with the sign, gave him butterflies. Jace cared about him.

Caring should have been enough. Noah was just being greedy by wanting anything more than that. He had a lot more than most people ever got right now.

It was hard not to compare Jace to Joe, though. Joe was the kind of man people dreamed about meeting—gorgeous, confident, conventionally successful and a constant source of fun. They’d never been on a boring date, and the sex had been great. Joe was a generous, practiced lover whose technique was, in Noah’s experience, unsurpassed.

And then there was sweet, kind Jace, who didn’t fly all over the world for business meetings, had never taken Noah on a date, and had almost certainly not made a point of studying sex.

He didn’t have time to think too deeply about the contrast or what it meant before the game started, which was just as well. The last thing he needed was to be analyzing his love life while he was supposed to be playing.

With Joe playing pivot, the game started strong. He took out the other team’s jammer maybe ten seconds into the first jam, letting Noah take the lead, score a lap’s worth of points, and then call it off before the other guy could get around Joe at all.

Rafe had been good, but he hadn’t been that good. This was how derby was supposed to be played. It was hard, fast, and a little dirty. Joe had told him that when they’d first met.

Joe high-fived him as they skated next to each other. It was much better than the elbow to the chest he’d taken last game. Noah had an idea, fueled by their current success and the other team scrambling to adjust to the strategy.

“Star pass,” he said to Joe. Joe’s eyes lit up, and he grinned like a little boy.

A star pass was a rare maneuver, because it required good timing, good skating, and a pivot who could also play in the jammer position. It allowed for the jammer and the pivot to switch roles, by switching the covers on their helmets—the jammer’s star with the pivot’s stripe. 

A pivot was more or less a fancy blocker, so a lot of teams just picked a big guy who could get in the way of the opposing jammer and left it at that, never taking advantage of the special rules that applied to them. Joe’s specialty was that he could do both. His jamming technique was how he’d earned his derby name. 

The star pass practically never happened, so people never expected it. Some of them even forgot it was possible. It was the perfect way to get ahead.

He nodded to Joe, holding out his hand to count down on his fingers. Three, two, one.

Noah whipped his helmet cover off and passed it over, taking Joe’s with his other hand. He was a terrible blocker, too small to be much of a deterrent to the other guy, but Joe, well… the move’s success depended entirely on Joe.

Noah watched him dash forward, heading straight for the opposing team’s pack of blockers. They scattered like bowling pins as he rolled through them, using his height and grace to his advantage. Some of them hit the track as he shoved his way past. 

Joe had perfected picking up three minor fouls per jam, one for each scoring pass. That was fifteen points in total. It was enough to give them a serious lead, instead of the safe nickel-and-diming play technique Noah was used to executing, only taking chances when he saw an opening.

They switched covers back before Joe went to pick up his fourth minor foul so that if they wanted to do it again, he’d be ready to go next time. Minor fouls cleared once they hit four and the player did their time in the penalty box, so all they had to do was stall play until they were back. In derby, that was easy.

The team seemed happy. The crowd were cheering. Noah had gotten it right.

All they had to do now was win the game.

Noah glanced over at Jace to see him looking distracted, and his heart sank. He’d hoped getting an early lead would make Jace feel better, but it clearly wasn’t working yet.

“He’s good,” Jace said as Noah skated closer. “I see why you like him.”

Noah shrugged. “I didn’t bring him here for his stunning good looks, y’know? I want to win this. I owe you that much.”

“You don’t owe me anything,” Jace said. “I just want you to be happy.”

“I am happy.” Noah patted Jace’s shoulder. “We’re gonna win this.”

Jace didn’t seem so sure, but he’d feel better once they’d gotten a few more points behind them. He had to. What was the point of derby if not to enjoy it?





Chapter Sixteen

Jace had been waiting for Brian to be sitting out at the same time as he was all game, and now that he had the chance, he wasn’t sure how to start. He needed to talk to someone, and Brian was, for this particular conversation, the most qualified person he knew.

If Jace didn’t take the opportunity now, he might never take it. Just the thought of asking the question on his mind was terrifying, though. Once he said it, it was out there. It wasn’t a secret anymore.

Even if only one person knew, that kind of made it true.

How the hell did people deal with this all the time? How did teenagers deal with this? Jace suddenly had a whole lot more respect for some of the kids he’d met.

“I can hear you thinking at me, so you might as well come out with it,” Brian said. Jace sighed. He wasn’t the subtlest person in the world. He’d probably taken a breath to speak half a dozen times without even realizing.

“Can you be bi if you’re only attracted to one guy?”

His stomach twisted as he got the words out. What if Brian laughed at him? What if he told him no? Where the hell did he go from here if that wasn’t the answer?

Brian chuckled. “This doesn’t sound hypothetical,” he said.

“It’s not.” Jace looked down at the floor. “It’s really not, and I’m man enough to tell you that I’ve never been so confused in my life.”

“Well, you can identify whatever way you want, and I’m not an authority here, but I’d say you definitely qualify as bisexual even if you’re just now figuring out that boys are hot, too. I’m pretty sure I’ve already congratulated you on coming out, but I’m guessing this is the real thing this time, so congrats again.”

“Thanks,” Jace said. It was a relief, but it seemed too easy considering how worried he’d been about asking. He’d expected Brian to question him, drill him about how many times he’d found another guy attractive—which, on reflection, Jace had realized was more than once. He’d ignored it before, because it had always been a passing thought, and irrelevant to him. Noah was different. It was way more intense, way more urgent than it had ever been. Plus, they were married.

“So one guy is enough?” he asked. “I mean, is it enough to just be attracted to him? I’ve never… I kissed him once.”

Brian laughed again. “For the record, this is very cute. But Jace, let me point something out to you. You married the guy. Straight up, no questions about whether that was weird. You offered to marry him because you didn’t want him to leave. You gave him some bullshit about the team, and Noah’s good and everything, but we would’ve been fine without him. If you ask me, you already kinda knew. You just hadn’t figured out what you knew.”

“So you heard us talking, too?”

“Yep.”

“And you didn’t say anything?” Jace asked.

“Nope. Because I’ve seen the way you look at Noah. And I don’t think he’s noticed, don’t worry. You can still be cool about making your approach. But make it soon, because his ex is hot.”

Jace looked out at the track, where Joe and Noah were grinning at each other again. It was good that they were getting along, and great that they were pushing the team toward a landslide victory.

Despite Joe’s many virtues, Jace hated him. That should have been enough of a clue. He was jealous, and he hated it, because Noah was allowed to have friends. Just not this one particular friend, who he used to date and played really well with.

“I realize it’s a lot to take in,” Brian said.

“Yeah, no, I just… that would explain why I haven’t been on a date in two years.” It was a lot to take in, but it made a weird kind of sense.

Brian laughed. “It would, yeah.”

“I’m twenty-nine years old,” Jace said. “I should have had my shit figured out by now.”

“Why? There’s no time limit on sexuality.” Brian shrugged. “I mean, do a lot of people figure it out as teenagers? Sure. But plenty of people take longer. Especially bi people, ‘cause it’s really easy to assume that everyone occasionally thinks about how nice it would be to kiss a boy as long as you also want to kiss girls. Or in your case, almost exclusively want to kiss girls. This is not weird at all, though I get how it would feel that way.”

“You oughta take up psychiatry,” Jace said. “We could start calling you Dr. Lecter instead.”

“I don’t think I have either the charm or the sophistication for that,” Brian said. “Also, my patients are great. I don’t need to murder them.”

Jace laughed. “Yeah, I don’t really get bad patients. I mean, I do, but it’s ‘cause they’re scared. It’s hard to get mad at kids.”

“I couldn’t do pediatrics. I think what you do is amazing.” Brian leaned back, looking up at the game. “Noah does, too. He thinks you’re amazing. He’s into you.”

“How the hell do you know all this?” Jace asked. He wanted to believe that every word Brian was saying was true, but he couldn’t bring himself to.

It was all too straightforward. Too easy. Jace wasn’t used to landing on his feet like this, and he couldn’t trust that the ground wasn’t about to collapse under him.

“I pay attention.” Brian shrugged. “You don’t have to believe anything I’m saying, but why do you think everyone who knows you just went along with you two being suddenly married? You’re so obvious it hurts. I was about to start taking bets on when you’d finally get your act together.”

Jace looked over at Noah, watching him duck and weave his way past the opposing blockers.

He loved Noah. Of course he did. That was why the thought of him leaving had been unbearable, that was why he’d been so relieved when Noah had agreed to marry him after all. He couldn’t face the idea of a life without him.

Jace’s stomach turned as he watched Noah share another knowing grin with Joe. Trust him to realize his feelings just as Noah’s hot, successful ex came back on the scene. 

The deep-down cave man part of him wanted to go and drag Noah away from anyone else who might have their eye on him, but he knew he couldn’t do that. Noah had to choose him of his own free will. It wouldn’t mean anything if it was forced, or if Jace dangled their sham marriage over his head. That would make him as bad as Rafe.

Telling Noah how he felt seemed impossible, but he was going to have to.

“So how do I tell him?” Jace asked.

Brian shrugged. “There’s no secret bisexual way of telling someone you’re into them. You just do it like you normally would. And prepare to have to explain yourself a little, because Noah probably believes you’re straight.”

Jace snorted. He’d believed he was straight, too, so he couldn’t really fault Noah for that. If he was lucky, Noah would just accept it. Or already know, like Brian had. That was the ideal solution.

He could do this. He could talk to Noah. After they’d won the game.





Chapter Seventeen

With his second beer for the evening in hand and Jace sitting quietly beside him, Noah couldn't have been in a better mood. The game had been tough, but they’d won by more than enough to ensure that they had a shot at qualifying for the national competition this year. With just one more game to go for the season, it was starting to look like Jace might not have married him for nothing.

Noah let his head fall against Jace’s shoulder, sighing happily. He pulled out his phone, too tired to engage in any serious conversation, and scrolled through the posts on the team’s Facebook page about the match.

His stomach flipped as he saw a comment from Rafe on a picture of the sign he’d seen at the game.

They’re not really together. It’s an immigration scam.

He passed the phone to Jace without a word. He couldn’t have explained even if he’d wanted to, fear making his throat feel tight and his words fail him.

“What am I looking at?” Jace asked.

“Read the comments.” Noah sat up, swallowing. “I knew we hadn’t heard the last from him.”

“Well, this is easy to fix,” Jace tapped on the screen. Noah snatched the phone back, his heart hammering in his chest. They didn’t need to make it worse.

“No. Nuh-uh. Do not respond to that comment,” he said, holding the phone out of Jace’s reach. “You know better than that. If we get all defensive about it, it gives him power.”

“So you wanna ignore him?”

“People have already seen the comment. The post has been up for hours. And he’ll keep making them, and if we delete it then he’ll start mentioning that they’re being deleted, and then it makes it sound like we’ve got something to hide. Trust me. I know this game. It’s how I ended up having to come out to my parents.”

“Wow.” Jace blinked at him. “I am so sorry.”

Noah shrugged. “They were cool about it. But this is… this isn’t that kind of fight. There’s no good outcome except for it blowing over, here. And there’s no way for us to prove that we’re not faking, short of producing a sex tape.”

“Or we could start with a kiss,” Jace said.

Noah stared at him for several seconds, processing what he was saying. “I don’t follow.”

“Diego said to me that we should start collecting evidence, just in case. A sex tape is a step too far, but…”

“But you want to kiss me, take a photo, and then post it on the internet. That’s what you’re saying?” Noah couldn’t believe what he was hearing. On the one hand, he desperately wanted to kiss Jace. Seeing Joe again had confirmed for him that Jace was what he wanted. He wanted kind, funny, and stable. He wanted someone who tried to play clean, as opposed to deliberately collecting fouls. He wanted Jace.

Short of being able to have him, getting to kiss him sounded great. Except he didn’t want to deal with Jace’s reaction. He didn’t need to see Jace wiping his mouth or being distant for days after, even if he thought he was an enlightened straight guy. 

Noah had met his share of enlightened straight guys who wanted to experiment. It never ended well.

“Well, when you put it like that… yeah, basically. Which I get sounds dumb, but what if this escalates? We’ve gotta have something to point at and show that our marriage is legit.”

“I hate it when you’re right.” Noah sighed. He couldn’t say no, even if he’d really wanted to. This put them in an awkward position, and Jace’s suggestion was really their best response. They definitely had to respond, even if it wasn’t directly.

“The lighting in here is terrible, but that’s going to work to your advantage,” Noah said, unable to resist teasing Jace even now. He flicked to his camera app and held up the phone.

He paused for a moment, wanting to take this excuse to kiss Jace again. It had been on his mind since the wedding ceremony. It had been so natural to kiss Jace, so comforting, as though Noah was doing exactly the thing he was meant to do with his life.

His stomach clenched as he leaned in. Everything could go wrong with this. He wanted it, but the risk of ruining their friendship by giving too much away was so high.

At the last second, Noah redirected and kissed Jace on the cheek instead.

That was the best possible compromise. They were still showing affection, but it wasn’t remotely sexual. It was also all over in seconds, so neither of them had time to worry. Noah was grateful for that. He couldn’t have brought himself to kiss Jace on the lips, knowing he might never get to do it again. The thought alone made his heart hurt.

He checked the photo. Jace looked surprised, but that worked just fine. It was blurry, but that was also fine. It didn’t look staged. It looked like a captured moment. Authentic. Like they really were just documenting their life as it happened.

Jace had gone silent, so Noah didn’t even bother showing him the photo. He understood how uncomfortable this was for Jace, and he was grateful for everything he’d done so far. Noah didn’t feel like he deserved a man like Jace, even as a best friend.

He uploaded the photo to his own Facebook account. Thinking of a caption made him pause, but then he realized that the truth would be the best thing.

I love this man, he typed. His stomach swooped as he hit post. While he knew it was true, he’d never said it out loud before. Or typed it online, which was more or less the same thing.

Noah knew his mom would see it, but it wasn’t the first time he’d posted a drunken selfie like this, potentially with a stranger. It would only have significance to people who knew who Jace was.

He would eventually have to explain about his marriage to her, but today wasn’t that day. He could worry about it later.

They couldn’t fight Rafe directly, which he knew would bother Jace. Jace was the kind of man who liked to be told what the problem was and how to solve it, and be allowed to do that. That was why he made such a good nurse. This wasn’t that kind of problem, though.

“You wanna go home?” Jace asked, whispering close to Noah’s ear. It made the hairs on the back of his neck stand up, his body responding to it with anticipation. Noah knew intellectually that Jace wasn’t about to kiss his neck, but he expected it instinctively anyway.

He was ready to go home, regardless. Between the game and Rafe coming back to haunt them, Noah was exhausted and wanted to curl up in bed until the morning.

“Yeah,” Noah said, draining the remainder of his beer. “Let’s get out of here.”


Chapter Eighteen

When he’d suggested kissing Noah, Jace had thought it was the perfect plan. He’d imagined he could put so much feeling into it that Noah would realize he meant it, and they wouldn't have to have any awkward conversations.

Then Noah had kissed him on the cheek instead. That had put a dent in Jace’s master strategy.

Now that he knew what he wanted, though, he’d have to act on it. Patience had never been Jace’s top skill, and while Rafe resurfacing had probably stopped Noah from potentially running back to Joe, he couldn’t get the thought out of his head.

He wanted to kiss Noah, for real. The whole drive home, that was all he could think about.

Noah had laughed at the idea of being scary to approach, but there was so much at stake here. They lived together. They had a great, functional relationship that allowed them both to have comfortable, productive lives.

Jace didn’t want to ruin that. The thought that they might lose the great thing they had tied his stomach up in knots.

But not knowing whether he was missing out on having something even better was killing him, too. Noah could so easily have been his soul mate. Jace wasn’t sure he believed in that kind of thing, but he’d never connected to anyone else the way he did to Noah. It had taken him too long to see it, because he’d been convinced until recently that he wasn’t interested in guys.

Jace was learning a lot of things about himself, lately. One of them was that he maybe didn’t know as much about his own sexuality as he thought he did. Brian said he could be bi, that liking just one guy was enough to qualify, and Jace was starting to believe he was right.

It didn’t quite make sense to him—none of this did, not yet—but it made way more sense than trying to tell himself he was one-hundred-percent straight. He obviously wasn’t. He just hadn’t met the guy he’d go so far as questioning his straightness for until he’d met Noah. Until he’d been married to him, until he’d had to kiss him and start sharing a life with him.

He really, really wanted to kiss Noah again.

“You’re very quiet,” Noah said on the way up to their apartment.

“Hmm?” Jace glanced over at him. “Uh. Tired, I guess,” he lied. Now wasn’t the moment. Noah was pissed about Rafe, exhausted from the game, and probably not in the mood to deal with Jace’s self-discovery crap.

“Me too,” Noah said, obviously buying the lie. He must have been tired if Jace could fool him. “It was a good game, right?”

“Yeah, it was. Joe seems nice.”

Jace could have kicked his own ass for bringing Joe up. He didn’t want Noah thinking about him. He didn’t want to lose Noah at the last minute, just when he’d figured out his feelings.

“He’s… okay. An acquired taste. You don’t have to pretend to like him.”

Jace didn’t like him, but he did seem nice. It sounded as though Noah’s feelings were more mixed, though, which was a relief. Noah didn’t sound like he was angling to get to see Joe on the side, which Jace had been worried about.

“I don’t wanna be rude about your ex. You picked him at one point, so you must have seen something in him.”

Why wasn’t he changing the subject? Why was he trying to sing Joe’s virtues to Noah?

Running from his feelings, probably. If Noah went back to Joe, then Jace would never have to tell him how he felt. That was a much simpler solution than having to tell Noah that not only was he not straight, but he had a thing for him.

He’d been worried about Brian laughing at him, but Noah laughing at him would have been infinitely worse.

“I guess I did, but I’m looking for something different now. I just… Joe’s pretty and flashy and he’s a genuine self-made man, and all of that is really cool, but he’s not… what I want. Not anymore. Which is probably really boring to you, sorry.”

“No, it’s fine,” Jace said. “I’m happy to listen.”

“I dunno.” Noah sighed. Jace wasn’t sure if he was going to continue, but then he took another breath to speak.

“I guess I want… stability. I want someone who comes home every day and curls up on the couch with me and lives out a really normal, boring existence. All I want is to be loved by someone with kindness in their heart.” Noah laughed a strange, sad laugh. “I want you, basically, but the gay version of you.”

Jace turned to look at Noah just as he was getting his keys out. Their bodies were only inches apart, so close that Jace could feel the warmth rolling off Noah. He could smell stale beer, and aftershave, and the scent that was just Noah, one he couldn’t describe but knew from the way the smell of the apartment had changed. They were so close they were practically breathing the same air.

Jace’s stomach clenched. This was his moment. This was the opening he’d been waiting for, this was the perfect time to mention that actually, Noah could have him. He was completely into the possibility of curling up on the couch and living a normal life. He wanted the things Noah wanted.

Noah leaned in, and for an instant, Jace was sure he was going to kiss him. His breath caught in his throat, his heart started trying to beat its way out of his chest. This was what he wanted. This was so what he wanted.

He just wanted to be loved, too. By someone who got him as deeply as Noah did. Jace wasn’t convinced he’d ever find anyone else like that. Noah was it, and he couldn’t just give that up.

At the last second, Noah changed direction and leaned forward to pick something up off the ground. Jace didn’t even see what it was. He was too busy being disappointed and kicking himself for thinking that Noah meant he wanted him.

What Noah meant was that he wanted someone he could be friends with. Noah made friends wherever he went, so that could be just about anyone. It didn’t have to be Jace. Just someone like him. Someone more to Noah’s taste.

“Yeah, I get what you mean,” Jace said.

Noah’s only response was a soft hum. Jace’s stomach sank. He’d screwed up his clear opening, but he couldn’t risk it. Noah meant the world to him, and he couldn’t risk losing that over maybe wanting to kiss him.

He didn’t know how he felt. Not really. What if he got to the part where clothes were coming off and freaked out? He couldn’t put Noah through that, and he didn’t want to go through it, either.

It was easier to be friends. What they already had was great, and Jace was stupid for wanting more. His crush on Noah was probably just loneliness talking, anyway. He’d get over it.

“I hope you find someone, someday,” he said eventually. “I want you to be happy. That’s why I’m doing this.”

He could almost convince himself that Noah being happy was enough.


Chapter Nineteen

Noah woke up in as bad a mood as he’d gone to sleep in. Rafe’s reappearance was still making his stomach hurt, fear that he’d be deported any second because Rafe had decided it was time to go to the authorities about him clinging to the back of his mind. He was still technically overstaying his visa, since his green card hadn’t come through yet, and wouldn’t for another couple of months at least.

He also remembered confessing to Jace last night that he was, in Noah’s mind, the perfect man, and having Jace more or less shrug. This marriage had been a terrible idea, though he couldn’t have known how quickly his feelings for Jace were going to develop into something more than a minor crush once they were together all the time.

He remembered moving closer to kiss him, and Jace gasping and backing away. That stung. Jace didn’t want to kiss him at all. It had been a joke to him when he’d tried to goad Noah into it. The idea of Noah wanting to kiss him was a joke.

The thought that the day couldn’t get any worse had just finished crossing his mind when Noah opened his email inbox to see an email from his mother with the subject line You got married!?

Noah didn’t have the patience to deal with life today. He ignored the email at first, instead responding to clients and catching up on the news, even though it was a Sunday.

Anything to avoid having to explain his sudden marriage to his mother.

She wasn’t going to be happy for him. She was going to be critical and judgmental, probably say some cruel things about Jace, and generally act as though Noah had done the worst possible thing he could have.

Noah didn’t want to talk to her. He’d avoided going back home to Montreal partially because he didn’t want to be close enough for her to come and see him in person regularly. He was much, much better off with her at a distance.

None of which she understood. As far as she was concerned, she was a model parent, gracious and giving, responsible for all of Noah’s successes in life. And absolutely none of his failures. Noah just didn’t want to have to discuss his marriage with her.

He couldn’t avoid her forever, though, and the longer he left it, the guiltier he felt. He had to respond. He had to at least read it.

Taking a deep breath, Noah clicked on the email.

The first line made his stomach bottom out.

A man called Rafe Addison contacted me on Facebook to tell me you’d gotten married.

If it was possible to be a bigger asshole than Rafe was, Noah couldn’t imagine how someone would go about it. The email went on to say that he was claiming it was a sham marriage and that Noah’s new husband was straight, but that she didn’t believe that was true.

At least Noah wasn’t going to have to try and convince his own mother that his marriage was legitimate. Although, she was probably only saying that because thinking otherwise would have required her to admit that Noah wasn’t perfect. She would never have wanted to admit that to anyone except Noah himself.

He sent an email back to say that he’d eloped, that it was sudden because of his visa status but that he’d been dating Jace for a while and they were happy together, and to send a few photos Noah had of them together to convince her that Jace really did exist.

Noah couldn’t decide whether deportation or his mother finding out was a worse fate. He’d hoped to avoid both. If she did figure them out, he’d never hear the end of it. 

He could hear Jace moving around in the apartment, but didn’t want to face him just now. Jace probably hadn’t realized what Noah meant by what he’d said the night before—he would have been blinded by not being even a little attracted to him—but Noah still felt humiliated.

What if he’d actually poured his heart out to Jace and asked him to love him, or at least not leave him? Jace would obviously not have known how to deal with that, and it would have ruined their friendship after all. Noah was glad he’d played it safe, after all.

Today was not going well, and Noah didn’t want to deal with any of it anymore. He crawled back into bed, giving himself the excuse that he was still sore and tired after yesterday’s game, and curled up under the blankets. His bed wouldn’t judge him or reject him.

He’d get over Jace. He’d have to, if they were going to survive the next three years with their friendship intact.

Sleep came easily, Noah’s general exhaustion with life making it no effort to let his mind switch off again.

He woke with a start an unknown amount of time later, heart racing. His mind supplied a vivid play-by-play of the first wet dream he’d had in years, starting with Jace coming to explain to him that it had all been a misunderstanding, he had wanted to kiss Noah, he just didn’t know how to approach it.

They’d kissed, and by way of dream-logic ended up naked on the bed, Jace covering Noah’s body with his own, his hard cock rubbing against Noah’s stomach. Dream Noah didn’t need any prep time, he could take Jace in one stroke, arching his hips as Jace filled him.

Jace was so hot inside him, making him gasp and moan and beg for more. And he loved Noah. In Noah’s mind, in his own dream, Jace was in love with him and wanted to be with him. It wasn’t just sex.

It was really good sex, though. Not artful, not sophisticated, but raw and needy and loving, pleasure-focused. Jace stretched him full, held him close, kissed him and rocked against him so sweetly that even the memory of it made Noah feel as though his heart was about to burst.

Noah could have let Jace pin him to the mattress forever, feeling their bodies slide together, Jace’s cock hitting every sensitive spot he had and a few that real-world Noah didn’t. Jace had whispered that he loved him between harsh breaths, biting down on Noah’s shoulder as he came inside him. Still rolling his hips as he finished, as Noah wrapped his legs around Jace’s waist and pressed their bodies as close together as he could get them.

The dream had ended before Noah came, but he woke with a sticky mess in his underwear anyway, and a dull ache in his gut. He’d been given a taste of everything he wanted, but he couldn’t actually have it. Jace wasn’t really about to come and confess his feelings for Noah.

He wasn’t inclined to get up and talk to Jace just yet. Between the almost-kiss of last night and the perfect dream he’d just woken up from, he wasn’t sure he could face him.

If things were going to be like this all the time, it was going to be a very long three years.


Chapter Twenty

The moment Jace saw Brian heading for him, he felt like a coward all over again for not telling Noah how he felt. He’d spent all of yesterday going back and forth over whether he should tell Noah or not, what would be best for both of them in the long run, and he still hadn’t come to a conclusion he was happy with.

“So? Did you tell him?” Brian asked the moment he was within conversation distance. Jace kept walking, continuing his rounds, fully aware that Brian was going to follow him. 

He could have said he didn’t get a chance, but Brian would be able to see right through him. “What if you’re wrong? What if he’s not interested after all, and I make things weird between us?”

Brian snorted. “I’m not wrong. And isn’t it weirder to not at least try? You’re both adults. On the off chance I am wrong—which is minute, but present—you’ll handle it. You would not be the first best friends to want slightly different things to each other. Except you don’t. Noah follows you around like a puppy. A puppy in heat.”

Jace wrinkled his nose. “I don’t think that’s a flattering thing to say about him. Besides, you saw Joe. If Joe isn’t good enough for him, how the hell am I meant to compete? I’m broke, I’m a nurse, and I don’t look like a goddamn underwear model.”

“Are you sure he broke up with Joe because he wanted a richer, more model-like boyfriend?” Brian raised an eyebrow. “Because Noah isn’t a shallow person, and that’s not a flattering thing to say about him. At least puppies are cute.”

“He said…” Jace sighed. He remembered what Noah said, and it was the thing that kept coming back to haunt him. If he told Brian about it, Brian would think he was a total and complete moron.

“He said…?” Brian repeated. Jace would have to tell him, or he wouldn’t drop it.

“He said he wanted someone like me, okay? But he didn’t say he wanted me, he said like me. That means not me specifically.”

“That… you… how have you survived this long if you’re this dense?” Brian stared at him. “Oh my god. You’re unteachable. He said he wanted you and you didn’t jump on that?”

“He said someone like me. Besides, what if…” Jace swallowed. “What if I can’t have sex with a guy? What if I freak out?”

Brian blinked at him again. “You’re a nurse. There is literally no kind of sex you can have that is more intense than shit you go through on a weekly basis. What do you think you’re gonna freak out about? Don’t say anal, I swear to god if I hear a goddamn nurse worried about butt stuff I will walk into traffic.”

Brian had a flair for the dramatic, but he was right. 

Jace thought he was probably supposed to be a little apprehensive about the possibility of anal sex, but he’d had his fingers up enough asses in professional situations that it wasn’t really something that bothered him. There was no reason for him to worry about it, and it wasn’t even as though straight guys didn’t try it. His emergency room rotation while he was training had taught him many things about what straight guys would put in their butts.

Anything else was totally, completely something he’d done with a girl. There was nothing to worry about unless he really didn’t want to see Noah naked.

And he did. He wanted to see that a lot. He had no idea how any of this was done with guys, but he knew it was meant to be different. Everything he’d ever learned had told him it was meant to be different.

“I think… I dunno. I’ve never done it before. Not with a guy. I don’t know what to expect.”

“I don’t actually want to know the answer to this, but did you freak out over your first time with a girl? Or were you too caught up in getting to have any kind of sexual contact at all that you didn’t have time to?”

Jace knew the answer, and he could see what Brian was getting at. “Okay, yeah, I see your point. But Noah’s still…”

“Got exactly the same equipment you do. And between you and me, is going to know exactly what to do with it, and doesn’t need as much work to get off. I like girls, but sex with other guys is awesome. I promise you that.”

Jace could feel himself blushing. He was glad he was only gathering supplies and wouldn’t have to check on any patients for another few minutes, because he wasn’t handling this conversation well.

His mind went back to the glimpse of Noah’s ass he’d gotten in the locker room. Asses were gender-neutral, and he could objectively say that he liked what he’d seen. Thinking about it just made him blush harder, but maybe that was the clue that he’d be okay.

Noah didn’t seem different to a girl, except in the most obvious ways. Jace was still attracted to him. Still wanted him. There were also definitely feelings going on. Big, scary feelings Jace didn’t want to examine too closely just yet. The kind of feelings you were really not supposed to have about your best friend.

“Okay, Dr. Love.” Jace smirked, but maybe Brian was right. Maybe he knew what he was talking about, and he was worth listening to. He was the one with all the experience, here. “I’ll think about it.”

“You know, if you don’t want him, I could go for trying my hand with Noah. He’s cute. Not my type, but cute.”

“No,” Jace said immediately, before he could realize that he was being baited. Brian wasn’t interested in Noah. He was just interested in getting a reaction out of Jace.

“See? You do want him, and you won’t be happy if someone else gets in first. You can’t let a little nervousness get in the way of that.”

Brian was right. It’d kill him if Noah got away. “Fine. You’re right.” Jace sighed. “Don’t you have sick people to heal?”

“My shift is over, so I can actually annoy you for as long as I want.” Brian grinned. “But I can take a hint. You should go for it, though. Trust me, I’m a doctor.”

Jace raised an eyebrow. “I’m a nurse, I know better.”

Brian laughed at that, patting Jace on the back. “You’ll thank me later.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Jace said as Brian walked away.

He was right. Jace would have to man up and face his fears, tell Noah what he wanted and hope that they were on more or less the same page.

He’d do it after work. As soon as he got home. No more excuses.





Chapter Twenty-One

Noah caught himself pacing for the dozenth time and forced himself to sit at the kitchen table. Everything was going to be fine. There was no need to panic. He and Jace could handle anything the world threw at them.

Even if that thing just so happened to be Noah’s mother, known to her friends and relatives as the single most destructive force on Earth.

He heard Jace come in, and couldn’t stop himself from standing up and going to greet him at the door. Noah knew he probably looked like a toddler on a sugar rush, but he figured Jace wouldn’t judge him once he knew what was going on.

“Please don’t get mad at me,” he said, hoping the smell of dinner—mac and cheese, one of Jace’s all-time favorites and absolutely not a coincidence—would put him in a good mood.

“Why?” Jace narrowed his eyes, not fooled by the delicious smell wafting from the kitchen.

Noah made a small sound of distress, and decided that all he could do was confess and throw himself on Jace’s mercy. “I screwed up. Rafe told my mom about us, and she emailed me and I told her everything was legit and we’d been dating for a while and… she’s coming to see us. I couldn’t stop her.”

Jace looked at him as though he’d completely lost it, shrugged, and walked past him toward the kitchen. “So? Parents like me. I am actually the guy you do bring home to your mom.”

“Other people’s moms, sure. Not… not mine. Not because you’re not wonderful and a real catch and all the rest of it, but because she’s… she’s who she is. She’ll eat you alive.”

Jace laughed. “Dude, chill. She’s your mom, of course you think that. She’s not my mom.”

Noah could see that Jace didn’t understand the full gravity of the situation, and he wasn’t sure how to make him grasp it. “She would not hesitate to turn us in if she thought for a second we weren’t serious about each other. Which is also why she invited herself to use the spare room.” Noah rubbed the back of his neck. “I’m sorry.”

“So we’re sharing a room for a few days.” Jace shrugged. “I promise not to get handsy with you, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

Noah pinched the bridge of his nose, taking a deep breath. Jace wasn’t going to take this seriously, no matter what he said. “Okay, fine. You wanna ask me when she’s coming?”

“Will you calm down if I do? Because I’m starting to worry about you maybe having a stroke over this.”

“I am calm!” Noah shouted. He paused, took another deep breath, and then tried again. “I’m fine, everything’s fine.”

“When is she coming?” Jace asked.

“She wants to see the last game of the season. She was very enthusiastic about it.”

Finally, some level of understanding dawned over Jace’s face. “That’s this Saturday.”

“No shit,” Noah said. “Do I freak out over nothing? Am I a highly strung person, Jace?”

“Well, kinda…”

Noah glared at him, going to the oven to take out dinner. “You know, I expected you to be mad at me,” he said, finally. Jace was taking the sudden invasion of his space very well.

“I don’t see why. I was vaguely aware that I was marrying your family when I married you. And I think you’re blowing this all out of proportion.”

Noah set the baking dish down in the middle of the table and sat heavily. “I’m so not. But you know what? You’ll see. Don’t come crying to me when my mom takes your balls as a trophy.”

“Dinner looks great,” Jace said, apparently not about to dignify Noah’s panic. He’d see. And then he’d be sorry that he hadn’t taken him seriously.

“I wanted to have something nice for you to soften the blow.” Noah sighed. “I’m sorry. I feel like I’ve asked you for so much already, and it just never stops. I feel like I’m not giving you anything in return.”

To Noah’s surprise, Jace reached out and took his hand. “I asked you to marry me. Practically begged. And maybe I didn’t do that for the usual reasons, but I did it fully intending to honor every vow we had to make and to come out the other side still friends. You don’t have to feel guilty about any of this, okay? It’s just life. This is what friends are for.”

Noah could feel himself tearing up at Jace’s sincerity, and sniffed to stop himself from actually crying. “I must have been a saint in a previous life.” Noah rubbed at his eyes with his free hand. He was stressed, and worried, and he didn’t want Jace to end up resenting him. The knowledge that Jace didn’t—that he wouldn’t—was such a relief he didn’t know how to handle it.

“I doubt it.” Jace chuckled. “But you’re a pretty good person in this life, which is why you deserve all of this. I get that you don’t see everything you do for me, but trust me, this is a mutually beneficial arrangement. Who else would make me mac and cheese?”

Despite himself, Noah laughed. “I guess you have a point. It’s even got a little kick in it, since you said you liked it that way.”

He was proud of the mac and cheese. The sauce had come up exactly as he’d imagined it, and he knew Jace was going to love it. If he couldn’t love Noah, he could at least love his cooking.

Noah could only hope that his cooking would be enough to balance out his mother. There was every chance Jace would divorce him over her.





Chapter Twenty-Two

The news that Noah’s mom was coming to stay, and that he and Noah would have to share a room because of it, had put Jace’s plans to tell him about his huge, surprise feelings about him on hold.

It wasn’t the kind of thing you sprung on a guy who was about to be forced to pretend to be in love with you. That would have been awkward for everyone involved.

Brian had given him hell over it, obviously. Jace couldn’t fault him. If he’d been in Brian’s place, he would have been frustrated to see a friend so close to happiness and unable to take the step that would, in theory, get him there.

He couldn’t force Noah’s hand, though. If they were going to have a relationship that meant anything, that lasted at all—even for the three years they were stuck with each other—then the timing had to be right.

At least, that’s what he’d told Brian. It was getting to the point now where Jace felt as though he was keeping a secret from Noah, and he didn’t want that, either. Every time they brushed against each other, Jace felt guilty about it after. Noah didn’t know how much those little touches meant to him.

Now, he was about two minutes away from meeting Noah’s mom. He couldn’t hang around in the hall outside forever. He had to go inside.

Even though he was sure Noah’s mom wasn’t as bad as he’d made her out to be, he still felt a jolt of nervousness as he opened the door. At least if it really was bad, he could claim he needed an after-work nap to escape.

Jace headed for the kitchen, where he could hear voices, and saw Noah and a woman he would have instantly known was Noah’s mom sitting at the table. She had the same dark hair and eyes Noah did.

“You must be Mrs. Levesque,” Jace said as walked in, offering his hand with as cheerful a smile as he could offer after twelve hours on his feet.

“Ms. Harvey,” she corrected. “I’m divorced.”

That explained why it was only Noah’s mom showing up. It also explained what Noah meant about her. The way she looked at Jace when he’d gotten it wrong made him feel as though he’d seriously disappointed her. Which was stupid, because she wasn’t his mom.

“Sorry,” he mumbled. Noah gave him a sympathetic glance.

“Anyway, this is Jace,” Noah said, forcefully upbeat in a way that suggested he was minutes away from snapping. He reached out to take Jace’s hand, and Jace didn’t hesitate to offer it. Noah looked like he could use some hand-holding.

“I know,” Noah’s mom said. “You can call me Carolyn.”

Jace swallowed, unsure if that was a test. He wanted Noah’s mom to like him—as a vehicle to getting Noah to like him—but that was going to be a harder task than he’d first imagined.

“Thank you,” Jace said, for lack of anything better to say. “I love your son,” he added, for good measure.

The words came way more easily than he’d expected them to. He was in way over his head with Noah, and he hadn’t said anything to him about it yet.

“We’ll see,” she responded. Jace’s heart sank. “Noah tells me you’re a nurse?”

“Yes ma’am.” Jace nodded. “Pediatrics.”

Carolyn hummed. “Not a doctor?”

Noah squeezed Jace’s hand. Jace wasn’t sure if it was as a warning not to jump at the bait, or to stop himself from jumping at it. “I like having more hands-on time with the patients,” Jace said.

“My ex-husband was a doctor,” she said.

Jace chewed on the inside of his lip, wishing for a hole to open up under him and take him away from this situation. Everything Noah had said was true. The weekend was going to be hell.

Thankfully, it was only for a weekend. Tomorrow was the last game of the season—only a week after the previous one, because the multi-purpose stadium they used was being closed for repairs on Wednesday, and wouldn’t be reopened for three months. Carolyn was going home on Sunday night.

Sunday night suddenly seemed an eternity away. Jace didn’t have a shift between now and Monday, having called in the Thursday shift favor to get the weekend off instead of getting to pick his Christmas vacation days.

“That’s not my dad. She means my step-dad,” Noah said. “Her third husband.”

Jace knew there was no good response to that. This was clearly something between Noah and his mother, and now he was in the middle of it. Noah had tried to warn him, but he hadn't listened.

“I didn’t mean to suggest that being a doctor is bad, just that it’s a different style of medicine. I’m more of a caretaker, I like to be on the front line,” Jace said. He knew he’d be putting a foot wrong by saying it, somehow, but he was too tired to predict how it was going to go wrong for him.

“Well, he cheated on me with a nurse, so I’m not fond of any part of the profession. I’m sure you’re very nice, though,” Carolyn said.

Jace opened his mouth to apologize, but stopped himself short. That would only get him in trouble in some new, unforeseen way.

“So I hear you’re coming to the game tomorrow,” Jace changed the subject. “Ever seen roller derby before?”

“No,” Carolyn said. “Noah did figure skating in high school. I always thought he should have gone on to the Olympics.”

Jace turned to look at Noah. “I didn’t know that,” he said.

Noah shrugged. “I didn’t want to come along saying I knew what I was doing. What if I’d been terrible at derby?”

“Well, it’s a little rougher than figure skating,” Jace said to Carolyn before turning back to Noah. “But now I really wanna see you in a sparkly leotard. You must have been so cute.”

“I’m still cute.” Noah sniffed. “But also very tough, obviously.”

“Obviously.” Jace chuckled, squeezing Noah’s hand more gently than Noah had squeezed his earlier. He wasn’t having the best afternoon, but he’d learned something about Noah’s past, so it wasn’t a total loss.

“You should go nap before dinner,” Noah said, giving Jace the graceful exit he desperately needed. “I know how tired you get after a shift. I’ll come get you when it’s ready.”

Jace smiled a genuine, warm smile at Noah, relieved to have an escape from this conversation before he said anything else Noah’s mom wouldn’t like.

“Thanks. It was lovely to meet you, Carolyn, and I promise to be better company at dinner,” Jace said, forcing himself to smile at her.

As he walked past Noah again, he leaned down and kissed him on the temple. “Love you,” he murmured, just loud enough for Carolyn to hear it.

It came shockingly easily. It felt good to be casually affectionate with Noah.

Jace kicked off his shoes and flopped down on the bed, closing his eyes for a moment. He could survive this. Noah hadn’t been exaggerating as much as Jace thought, but it was nothing he couldn’t handle for three days. 

Or at least, he hoped it was nothing he couldn’t handle for three days.





Chapter Twenty-Three

“I am so, so sorry about my mom,” Noah said as he climbed into bed beside Jace. Normally, the night before a game would see him edgy and unable to settle, but his mother was exhausting, and he expected to be able to sleep pretty much immediately.

Jace’s bed smelled of him, too, which would help. Jace had been a steadying force tonight, and Noah was grateful. Without him there, Noah might have snapped.

“I’m sorry for not believing you about what she was like.” Jace rolled over to face him. “I figured anyone who raised you would have to be pretty cool.”

“I get my competitive streak from her. Everything else, I take after my dad. She always said that like it was a bad thing. I was never ambitious enough for her, and neither was he. And now he’s gone and she’s all I’ve got.”

Jace reached out and took Noah’s hand, holding it between them on the bed. “You’ve got me.”

Noah swallowed. “I know.”

He was enjoying the increased level of affection between them, even though he knew Jace was faking it. It didn’t feel fake. Jace was nothing but comforting and soothing, and it only made Noah’s heart hurt all the more for not being able to have him.

“C’mere,” Jace murmured.

“What?” Noah asked. He thought he’d heard right, but he couldn’t process what Jace was asking him to do.

“Come over here. So I can hug you. If you want.”

Noah hesitated. On the one hand, he did want a hug. On the other hand, he didn’t want to impose on Jace. Noah had already taken over half his bed and made him deal with his mother. A hug seemed like too much to ask.

Jace was waiting for an answer, and Noah’s need for touch won out. He scooted over on the bed, but didn’t have to move much before Jace grabbed him and pulled him in the rest of the way, squeezing him tightly. It reminded Noah of a cat hugging one of its toys out of fear it’d be taken away.

“Better?” Jace asked after a minute.

“Better,” Noah agreed. He sighed and let himself relax against Jace’s chest, letting their legs tangle together. He’d worn sweatpants to bed, not wanting to subject Jace to sleeping next to another man who was only wearing a t-shirt and underwear. Jace hadn’t bothered, but Noah wasn’t exactly unused to sleeping with other men.

“Don’t worry about your mom. We’re gonna go out and kick ass tomorrow, and if she can’t be proud of you for that, then there’s something wrong with her. And there’s nothing wrong with you, anyway.”

“Thank you,” Noah said, tucking his head under Jace’s chin. He needed all the comfort he could get right now, and Jace was being generous with his affection. Noah intended to take as much as he could get.

“You wanna tell me about your dad?” Jace asked.

“He was a good man.” Noah snuggled a little closer. “Drove a long-haul truck. I remember going on week-long trips with him in the summer, when school was out. He taught me to fish, and to make a campfire, and showed me some of the most beautiful places I’ve ever seen. When I came out, he told me he’d known for years and he was proud of me. He never treated me any different. He died about five years ago now, and I still miss him all the time.”

“He sounds cool. I would have liked to meet him.”

“He would have liked you.” Noah sighed. “I’m sorry you got the parent who doesn’t.”

“Between you and me, I don’t care whether or not your mom likes me. I care whether you like me, but I get the impression that you don’t really care whether or not your mom likes me, either.”

“I do not. I actually like you a little more because she doesn’t.” Noah laughed softly. “You give amazing hugs. Can we be people who hug now? More regularly, I mean.”

“I like hugs,” Jace said. “I could definitely go for more hugs.”

“Cool.” Noah yawned. “You’re gonna make someone so happy one day. I mean, you make me happy right now, but… you know what I mean.”

“I know what you mean,” Jace said. “Thanks. And I’m happy I make you happy.”

Noah wanted to tell Jace how much he meant that, but Jace didn’t need the burden of knowing his best friend was pining after him. It was better to be friends. There was no point in pushing the issue, even if he was feeling pathetically needy right now.

“For what it’s worth,” Jace spoke up after a few moments of silence. “I’m proud of you.”

Noah swallowed past a baseball-sized lump in his throat. “I’m proud of you, too,” he said. “And I really don’t care what my mom thinks. I am so proud of being married to you. I kinda wish it was real.” 

Noah wished he could take the words back as soon as they escaped him. Jace would take it as a joke, hopefully, but for a few tense moments, Noah believed his world was about to fall down around him. What if Jace realized how serious he was? What if he couldn’t handle that and left in the middle of the night and Noah had to face his mother in the morning alone?

“Yeah,” Jace said after a handful of heart-wrenching seconds. “Me too.”

It took Noah several minutes to process that, lying in the dark with his head against Jace’s shoulder, their legs intertwined and the sound of their breathing the only thing punctuating the silence. 

This was, as far as he was concerned, bliss.

Maybe Jace could feel that, too. It was only a small glimmer of hope, but it was one Noah could cling to with all of his strength. Jace, maybe, liked the idea of them really being together.

They could explore that once they got rid of Noah’s mom. It was definitely something they needed to talk out, poke at, decide on the size and shape of.

For the moment, Noah could sleep with a smile on his face, knowing that things were looking up.





Chapter Twenty-Four

Jace would never have said so to Noah, but he was glad that game time was approaching so quickly so that he could escape Noah’s mom for an hour or so. Carolyn was a pain in the ass every single second he was near her, and he was starting to think it was deliberate. He’d never been so annoyed by another human being.

Thankfully, she only picked on Baltimore while they were driving to the stadium. Jace could handle that. He wasn’t from here, originally, so his attachment to it was mostly that it had become his home. It was important to him, but not as important as Noah was.

If she went back to picking on Noah instead, Jace wasn’t sure he’d be able to stop himself from saying something. Noah had asked him not to, and he intended to honor that, but Carolyn was testing him.

“It’s not much of a stadium, is it?” she asked as they walked inside. Jace twitched, but said nothing.

“Roller derby is in its early phases. There aren’t really dedicated stadiums yet. This is a community stadium for a lot of sports. It also runs youth programs,” Noah responded.

“Is that your team?” Carolyn nodded to where the rest of the team was gathered by the bench, still in their street clothes.

“That’s them,” Jace said enthusiastically. He waved at Brian, who he knew would grill him later about whether he’d said anything to Noah yet.

He had, in a way. Noah had said he kind of wished their marriage was real, and Jace had managed to summon the courage to agree. It felt like progress. He’d woken up with Noah still curled around him, and he was more sure than ever that it was what he wanted.

The right moment hadn’t come up yet, but it would. He knew it would.

“They don’t really look like athletes, do they?”

Jace took a deep breath and let it out as slowly as possible so Carolyn wouldn’t notice.

“They’re very good at what they do,” Noah said.

“I just think you could do better than all this. You had so much talent when you were younger, and now you’re wasting it on this amateur crap when you could have been an international athlete. You’ve thrown away everything I did for you.”

“Are you serious?” Jace said. He knew Noah was going to kill him for this, but he was done. No one got to bully Noah, not even his mother.

Carolyn turned to look at him, her glare withering. Jace wasn’t about to back down now, though. He didn’t back down from surgeons, hospital administrators, or overbearing parents at work, and he wasn’t going to keep watching Noah’s mother belittle him.

“You have been giving Noah crap since the moment he got here, and I’m not gonna let you get away with it anymore. He’s your son, and you can’t be happy with even one of his achievements. I don’t give a shit whether or not you like me, but don’t you dare talk to him like that. He’s happy here. He stayed here because it makes him happy. What the hell kind of parent wouldn’t want that for their kid? What kind of parent would come all this way just to bully their son?”

“You can’t say that to me,” Carolyn said, horror on her face.

“Yeah? Stop me.” Jace spread his arms, offering her a free shot—verbal or physical—if she wanted to take it.

“You only married him because…” she paused, obviously struggling to think of a reason. “Because…”

“Because...?” Jace prodded. “Because I love him. But you can’t believe that, can you? You can’t see how anyone could love him because to you, he’s just a disappointment. Ungrateful because he didn’t become exactly the person you wanted him to. Well, I got news for you. Those guys over there? They love him. We all love him.” Jace looked over at Noah, swallowing.

This was the moment. This was the moment where he had to tell Noah how he felt, right here. He couldn’t hold off any longer. “And when I look at him, I see everything I want in my life. I see my present and my future, I see the person I want to come home to every single day, the person I want to curl up on the sofa with. I know why you’re here. Someone told you that Noah married me for his green card, and you wanted to come see him failing at marriage like you think he’s failed at everything else. Well, too bad. This is the real thing, and that’s my husband, and you don’t get to talk to him like he’s anything less than perfect. Not while I’m around.”

Jace’s heart was hammering in his chest. Not only had he just told Noah’s mother off, in public, but he’d also poured all his feelings out for everyone to see. 

No one else was making a sound. He’d stunned Carolyn into silence, and he wasn’t sure what to do or say next.

To his surprise, he felt someone touch his hand. He glanced over to see Noah taking it, linking their fingers together, smiling a small, hard-won smile up at him.

Noah wasn’t rejecting him.

That was all the encouragement Jace needed.

“Go sit in the bleachers and try to pretend you’re capable of being happy for your own son for once in your entire life,” Jace instructed, pointing to their team’s side of the stadium. “And if I don’t hear you cheering your goddamn lungs out, you can find somewhere else to sleep tonight.”

Noah squeezed his hand. Jace looked down and smiled a tiny smile, more thrilled than words could express that Noah was here, beside him. Everything was going to be okay. Noah wasn’t running in disgust. The sexuality police hadn’t burst through the door to arrest him. The sky wasn’t falling.

“I love you, too,” Noah said softly.

Jace felt as though his heart might burst out of his chest.

“I’m sorry I didn’t say something earlier,” Jace murmured, just loud enough for Noah to hear. “But I really want this to work out. And it turns out I’m not as straight as I thought I was.”

Noah chuckled. “So you won gay chicken after all.”

“Well, not yet,” Jace wet his lips. “I was hoping to win after the game, though.”

“I think that can be arranged.” Noah tugged him toward the rest of the team. “Come on. We’ve gotta win this game, first.”





Chapter Twenty-Five

Noah had a personal policy of not looking at the scoreboard before the last jam of the game, so he wouldn’t let himself get caught up in the idea that he needed a certain number of points. He forced himself to score as many as possible, pushing his body until his muscles burned and his head was spinning right up until the final siren blared.

A cheer went up in the stadium the moment the game ended, though Noah wasn’t sure who it was for until he turned around.

They’d won. They’d won by more than enough to make them contenders for the national championships next year. Noah laughed, looking around at his teammates celebrating. Before he could react, Jace picked him up by the waist, twirling him around in a circle and then holding him close.

“We did it,” Jace said. “You did it,” he added, grinning broadly.

“We did it,” Noah corrected. “All of us. I didn't do any of this on my own.”

“Yeah, well,” Jace said. “We couldn't have done it without you. So I definitely didn't marry you for nothing.”

Noah laughed again. “I remember you giving a speech about all the reasons you married me. I was very into that.”

Jace finally put him down. Noah took a second to get his balance back, and then rolled toward the bench, where the rest of the team was already celebrating. They pulled Jace and Noah into the group hug they'd started.

Noah resisted the urge to look to his mother as he took his gear off, too sore and sweaty to keep it on any longer. He didn't care what she thought. This was his victory, and he wasn't inclined to share it with her of all people. His team, sure. They deserved basically all of the credit. His mother had fought him every step of the way, and he wasn’t about to turn around and pretend that she’d had anything to do with this, or that he was glad she came.

A half-second after he’d taken out his mouth guard, Jace turned Noah around by the shoulder, so they were facing each other. “I was waiting for that,” he said, and then leaned in.

It took Noah’s brain a moment to catch up with what was happening, but he reached up at the last second to hold Jace’s face in place as their lips connected. Heat sparked deep in his belly, rising up slowly, making him tingle all over and blush as Jace kissed him, parting his lips just enough to make Noah want more. It was both the sweetest and most frustrating kiss Noah had ever been on the receiving end of.

Way better than the one they’d shared when they got married. Noah mentally replaced that one with this as their first kiss. This was their first real kiss, and therefore the only one that counted.

Noah sighed as Jace pulled away, finally becoming aware of the cheers and wolf-whistles from the crowd, and from both teams. He could feel himself blushing, and he couldn’t stop grinning up at Jace, even when his cheeks started to hurt.

He loved Jace. Jace, apparently, loved him. Noah couldn’t have asked for a better outcome.

“That felt amazing,” Noah said softly. “Can we have victory sex? Are you ready to do that?”

“I could definitely be persuaded to try,” Jace said in a low whisper that made the back of Noah’s neck tingle. “Not in public, though.”

Noah shook his head. “No way. You’re all mine, and I’m not sharing you with anyone.”

“I can live with that.” Jace smiled. “I don’t really wanna share you, either.”

“Everyone’s looking at us,” Noah said, becoming uncomfortably aware of being the center of attention all of a sudden. Or at least, being the center of attention for something other than his performance on the track, which he loved.

“Let ‘em look,” Jace said. “I’m proud of you, like I said. I’m proud to be married to you. Also, this may come as a shock, but I don’t think I’m entirely straight.”

Despite his embarrassment, Noah laughed. “You think? What clued you in?”

“Well, it all started when I realized I didn’t want to live without my best friend, or his really great ass…” Jace looked down at the floor, smiling to himself. “And kinda escalated from there. I had some help from Dr. Love.”

“Appropriate. Not why he calls himself that,” Noah pointed out. Brian wasn’t unaware of how attractive he was, but he was a nice enough guy that his cockiness didn’t detract from that attractiveness. Noah’s first clue that he was into Jace should have been that he was never really interested in Brian, who he would otherwise have been all over.

Jace snorted. “I know. But he’s one of the good guys. I owe him like a million drinks for this.”

“Maybe try to spread them out over time,” Noah said. “So he doesn’t die of alcohol poisoning before we make it to the nationals next year. We’ve still got a whole ‘nother season to get through, you know. If this marriage is going to fulfill its original purpose.”

“I didn’t marry you to get to the nationals. That was just an excuse.” Jace wet his lips. “I mean, I didn’t know that then. I thought I was just unusually invested in winning for once. But I couldn’t face losing you.”

“And now you won’t have to.” Noah reached out to take Jace’s hand.

“I could get really used to you holding my hand,” Jace said, linking their fingers together.

Noah beamed at him. “Good, because I’d like to hold your hand as often as possible.”

Perhaps it was a cliché, but Noah felt like he’d won something way more important than a derby game. If there was such a thing. He was pretty sure Coach Williams—and most of the rest of the team—would disagree, but to him, knowing that he and Jace were going to be together was the best part of the day.

Hopefully, it’d also be the best part of the night.





Chapter Twenty-Six

Noah’s mom had decided, after all, that she would stay somewhere else for the night, and Jace had been only too happy to drop her off at her hotel on the way home. Even Noah hadn’t bothered to object or say she was actually welcome to stay with them. She wasn’t, not until she apologized to Noah at the very minimum.

Besides, this meant that he and Noah had the place to themselves. Now that he’d managed to come out to Noah and made his feelings clear, he was ready to get on with the fun part. His fingertips tingled with the need to touch Noah, start exploring his body, learn all the ways he could make him gasp or sigh or moan.

Even as he unlocked the door to the apartment, Jace could feel tension beginning to grow low in his belly, his skin prickling with anticipation. Noah was quiet, his hands shoved deep in his pockets. Every now and again, on the ride home and while they’d been heading inside, Jace had seen him chewing on his lower lip.

He was probably nervous. Jace was nervous, too, but his excitement far outweighed it. Noah was his best friend, so it wasn’t as though he was bringing home a stranger for this. They’d still be friends in the morning, regardless of what happened tonight.

All the same, he wanted tonight to go well. He opened the door to the apartment and let Noah go ahead of him, shutting the door behind them once they were both inside.

“It’s okay if you’re not ready to experiment,” Noah said, rubbing the back of his neck. “I get that this is new for you and I don’t ever want to push you into something you’re not comfortable with.”

Jace took a step toward him. He’d been thinking plenty about this, about whether he’d be ready for it when the time came, and he was. He was completely ready for this moment. It was cute that Noah was looking out for him, though.

That was part of why he loved him. And it was love, Jace could see now. Nothing short of full-blown, fairytale, happily-ever-after love. He wanted Noah in his life, as his partner, forever. They’d worked so well together over the past couple of months that he couldn’t imagine giving this up for anything.

Besides, it was just sex. Like Brian had said, Jace was a nurse. He was way past the point in his life where it was acceptable to be even a little weird about bodies.

“Noah, I’m ready,” he said. “It’s fine.”

Noah breathed a sigh of relief, his eyes lighting up. “Good. I was worried for a second there that I was talking myself out of getting laid.”

Jace hesitated for a moment, but then leaned in to kiss Noah. Before he could stop himself, he was backing Noah up against the wall, pinning him in place. Noah made a soft, needy sound under him, and Jace realized just how easy this was going to be.

Noah was gorgeous, from his pretty smile to his lean, solid body. Jace could get used to this. He could totally get used to this.

By the time the kiss broke, Jace was painfully hard and panting for breath. Noah smirked up at him, moving his hand to the front of Jace’s jeans.

“Hi there,” he drawled, eyes half-lidded and lips swollen. “Is that for me?”

Jace licked his lips, nodding shyly. He was still coming to terms with the idea that Noah wanted him. Him. When he could have had anyone.

Jace’s heart leapt into his mouth as Noah went to his knees between him and the wall. “I remember promising you unlimited blowjobs.”

“You really don’t have to,” Jace said, cursing himself even as the words left his mouth. He didn’t want Noah to think he didn’t want this.

“I want to.” Noah looked up at him. “It’s your first time. Gotta ease you into it.”

“That’s what he said,” Jace responded, unable to resist.

“That’s what he’s going to say, later.” Noah grinned.

Jace closed his eyes and leaned forward, bracing himself against the wall in front of him as Noah undid his belt and fly with enthusiasm. A jolt of panic—the feeling of missing a step on the way down a flight of stairs—hit Jace as Noah pulled his underwear down, but it faded in an instant. This was what he wanted.

“For reference, I can take you being a little rough. I’m a big boy. Not as big as you, but…” he trailed off, leaving Jace blushing at the compliment. He could definitely get used to this.

Noah breathed on Jace’s cock, and even that was enough to make Jace moan softly. His balls already felt tight, his cock heavy, tension coiling at the base of his spine. It was too much and not enough, all at once.

The tip of Noah’s tongue was searing hot, wet and soft and so, so good. He licked a few stripes up the underside of Jace’s cock, and then, without warning, took the head into his mouth. Jace’s knees nearly buckled as he swore under his breath, the sudden warmth and pressure of Noah’s mouth around him making him leak precome. Noah didn’t seem to mind, lapping at the head delicately.

Jace shifted his legs further apart for balance, knowing that otherwise he was eventually going to collapse under Noah’s continued assault. Noah’s mouth was impossibly hot, his tongue wicked and firm against Jace’s cock. He wasn’t shy about this at all, happy to lick and suck and make obscene noises while he did it.

If Jace had known that sex with other men was this hot before now, he would have tried it a long time ago. It was nice to have Noah as his first, but he’d clearly been missing out.

Jace dropped one hand to rest on Noah’s head. He stroked through his hair, smiling as Noah made an appreciative noise. Jace’s cock twitched at the sound, the confirmation that Noah was enjoying this, too. It took all his willpower not to rock his hips—Noah had said it was okay, but Jace didn’t want to risk hurting him. The temptation to thrust into the wet heat of Noah’s mouth was too strong, Jace's growing need too great to be sure he could control himself.

Noah was picking him apart at the seams, narrowing Jace's world down to the pressure of his lips, the texture of his tongue against Jace's most sensitive spots.

If he wanted rough, he could have it later. An image of Noah under him on his hands and knees, every thrust hard enough to shake the bed, his body eager and pliant and scorching, interrupted Jace’s chain of thought. He let the image linger a moment, closing his eyes to focus on it as Noah closed his hand around the length of his cock, pulling back to lick at the head. Jace bit down on his lip, forcing himself not to come right away.

“Jesus, Noah,” he gasped out, the gap between fantasy and reality closing fast. This was way better than anything his own mind could come up with.

Jace finally let his hips rock forward, unable to stop himself any longer. Noah adjusted, stroking Jace’s cock in time with his thrusts, rolling Jace’s balls in his free hand. By now, they were so sensitive it was almost painful to have them touched, but Jace said nothing. This was all too good to stop, and Noah clearly knew what he was doing. Pressure built steadily, the need for release making Jace's thighs ache, his cock feel too tight.

Noah swallowed Jace’s cock down again, moving easily with each roll of Jace’s hips, sealing his lips tight around the head and letting them slide down as Jace moved. It was all suction and heat inside Noah’s mouth, and Jace couldn’t get enough of it. He was too hot under his clothes, beads of sweat trickling down the back of his neck. The effort of not coming was suddenly too much to bear.

“Babe, I’m gonna…” he choked out, hoping Noah would get the message. He couldn’t focus on words right now, not when Noah was so warm and willing, everything Jace had ever wanted and more.

At the last moment, Noah pulled back, pressing Jace’s cock firmly against his belly as he started to come, working it without pause. Jace rode out the wave, his hips arching forward without his permission, thighs tightening hard enough to hurt as he felt himself come all over his own stomach and t-shirt. His orgasm rolled through him in waves and ripples, one peak after another leaving him gasping, breathless.

The wall was the only thing holding him up by the time he was done, the rest of his body wrung out and exhausted. Noah was good.

As Jace was thinking that, Noah slid up his body and grabbed his hand. He caught Jace’s lips, hard and needy, and shoved both of their hands into his underwear without hesitation. Jace found Noah’s cock rock hard and leaking, hot and heavy to the touch, strange and familiar in his hand.

He leaned forward, pinning Noah against the wall again and holding him there. He wanted to make Noah come, too. He wanted it more than he’d wanted to come himself, to give Noah this, to show him how loved and needed and perfect he was, how much Jace meant this, how eager he was to learn what made Noah happiest.

Noah groaned and wriggled under Jace’s body, his smaller frame no match for Jace’s own without momentum. He could grind and rock and thrust as much as he wanted, and it wouldn’t move Jace an inch.

Jace loved the weight of Noah’s cock in his hand, the way the soft skin slid over his palm, catching now and then. He loved Noah’s breath against his neck, and the way he gasped and whined into Jace’s ear, making it obvious that he was enjoying this. Jace loved all of it, and wanted more.

Noah’s hands curled around his shoulders, his fingertips digging in hard. Jace shifted again, this time lifting one of Noah’s legs with his free hand, hooking it over his hip so he could get closer, feel Noah’s hard cock against him.

“So close,” Noah murmured into his mouth. “So close, Jace, Jace,” he panted, punctuating the sentence with a low, drawn-out moan and a full-body shudder as he spilled all over Jace’s hand.

They both leaned against the wall, panting for breath for long moments in the silence after. 

Jace had been afraid this would be the moment where reality crashed down, where he’d suddenly realize he was straight after all and be upset or disgusted with himself, but it never happened. He felt as though he was glowing.

Delighted laughter bubbled up in his chest as he caught his breath, and he leaned in to kiss Noah again, who was soft and pliant and so obviously satisfied that Jace couldn’t help being proud of himself.

“You’re a good husband,” Noah said breathlessly, letting his eyes fall closed. “Although, babe?”

Jace laughed. “Do you not like babe? How about honey? Sweetheart? Love muffin?”

“I swear to god, if you ever call me love muffin again, I will end you.”

“So that’s not gonna be your new derby name?” Jace asked innocently. “I think it’s got a nice ring to it.”

Noah slapped Jace’s arm, but nowhere near hard enough to hurt. He’d done more damage with his fingertips earlier. Jace grinned at him, his heart feeling so full it was in danger of bursting.

“Was it, umm… was that okay?” Jace asked, suddenly shy again. He knew he’d had a good time, but he wanted to be sure it was good for Noah, as well.

“It was perfect.” Noah darted in and pecked Jace’s lips, leaving them tingling at the contact. Jace wasn’t sure he’d ever get used to Noah kissing him. “You don’t have anything to worry about. I’ll teach you everything you need to know. You’re totally worth the time investment.”

Jace swallowed. “I love you,” he said. “I don’t think I said so before.”

“Maybe not in as many words, but I got the hint.” Noah beamed up at him, his whole face glowing. “I love you, too.”

“So are you my boyfriend now?” Jace asked. He felt as though he was back in high school, asking his crush out for the first time.

“I am literally married to you.” Noah raised an eyebrow. “But I guess I can be your boyfriend, too.”

Jace laughed, leaning in for another kiss. They were going to be just fine.





Chapter Twenty-Seven

Noah woke to Jace curled around him, naked except for his underwear, and dozing lightly. He reached out for his phone on the bedside table, wriggling back to steal more of Jace’s warmth once he had it. Jace made a tiny noise, but sighed and went back to sleep immediately.

Part of Noah wanted to go back to sleep as well, but he was too awake now to manage it. Besides, he needed to know what had happened when he and Jace had skipped the celebrations in favor of their own version of celebrating.

A quick glance at Facebook showed him that Rafe had commented on one of the photos of him and Jace kissing, but had been shot down by an incredibly long comment thread that made Noah grin.

The team seemed to have had a lot of fun in their absence. Noah had half a dozen posts on his timeline—with various levels of drunken spelling mistakes—that gave him an overview of the evening, and reminded him that he absolutely had to attend the end-of-season party, because this was his and Jace’s win, too.

Brian had left him a note to tell Jace he was proud, which Noah would show him later.

His email notification told him that his mother had sent him something, and he almost didn’t open it up. At the last moment, though, he noticed that the preview started with I’m sorry, which was such a shock that he had to read it.

I’m sorry I doubted that you and Jace were the real thing. I should have known better. I can see that he loves you a lot and that you’re happy.

She went on to say that she was heading home and would love to see them for Christmas, though Noah wasn’t sure Jace would go for that. He laughed at the thought of telling him, the look on his face clear in his mind.

Perhaps they would go and see her someday. Noah didn’t want to break all ties to the only family he had left. Well, aside from Jace. Aside from the derby team. Aside, presumably, from Jace’s family as well. He’d have to ask about them at some point.

Jace dropped a kiss on his shoulder and then yawned right next to Noah’s ear. Noah couldn’t bring himself to mind. He would have been happy if every day started with Jace yawning in his ear.

“Morning,” Jace mumbled sleepily. “How’s things?”

Noah chuckled. “A miracle occurred while we were asleep,” he said.

“Diego washed his knee pads?”

“No.” Noah laughed at the thought. He was confident that particular miracle was a step too far, and he wouldn’t have believed it even if he saw it. Not that he was much better about his safety equipment, but he did remember to air it out once every few weeks or so. “No, but close. My mother apologized to me. That has actually never happened before, as far as I remember.”

“I told you I was good with parents.”

“You also told me parents liked you. Although, mom seems to like you now. I guess the trick was to call her on her bullshit.” Noah sighed, then stretched out, wincing at his post-game soreness as he did so.

“Are you okay?” 

“Sore,” Noah complained. He was looking forward to a nice hot shower, and the possibility that Jace might join him.

Jace made a sympathetic noise and kissed his shoulder again. “That’s what you get for exercising.”

“I also have a great ass to show for it, though. It’s worth the trade-off.”

Jace hummed, settling his arms around Noah’s waist. “No regrets?”

“None,” Noah said. “Not a single regret. This has all been worth it.”

“Gimme your phone,” Jace said. Noah handed it over without a second thought. He knew that whatever Jace was about to do, it wouldn’t be anything that would hurt him. They were married, and now they were together for real. Jace was on his side.

Jace logged out of Noah’s Facebook account, and then logged back into his own. Noah looked away, not wanting to intrude.

“No, it’s okay. I want you to see this, actually.”

Noah watched as Jace went into settings and changed his relationship status from single to married to Noah Levesque. Jace didn’t use his account often, but this still seemed important. And it would show up for everyone he knew.

He didn’t stop there, either, instead opening a new status update and typing away one-handed.

So for anyone who just saw me update my relationship status, that’s not a joke. I guess this is a coming out, engagement, and wedding announcement post all in one. Sorry to everyone who didn’t get the chance to marry me, but Noah saw me first ;)

Noah chuckled at the update, and waited for Jace to post it before turning around to kiss him. He loved kissing Jace, now that he was allowed to. He couldn’t imagine ever not wanting to.

Jace kissed back eagerly, making soft, happy sounds as he did so. Noah was looking forward to getting used to waking up like this.

“So I take it you want to make this work, and my blowjob technique hasn’t put you off?” Noah grinned at him.

“I definitely want this to work.” Jace cleared his throat, blushing. “And it was really, really hot. I wanna learn to do that for you.”

“There’s no rush.” Noah said, running a finger down Jace’s nose and then brushing it over his lips. The thought that they’d look amazing stretched around his cock occurred to him, but there was no way he was going to push it. He had Jace now, and he wasn’t about to scare him away.

“Brian’s proud of you, by the way. He told me to tell you,” Noah said, having almost forgotten by now.

Jace laughed. “He was so mad at me for taking so long to tell you.”

“You got there eventually,” Noah said. “And now, I’m going to make you breakfast for once.” He pecked Jace on the lips and rolled out of the bed, groaning at the pain of moving so quickly after a game, but determined to treat Jace like the prince he was.

Noah had never expected to be the one to get the boy. That wasn’t usually how his life worked. No one worth settling down with had ever wanted him before.

Jace was perfect, and Noah was looking forward to settling down with him. After they’d had a little fun, of course.

He padded to the kitchen with a smile on his face, convinced they were going to have a fairytale ending after all. Whoever said crime doesn’t pay had obviously not tried marriage fraud.


Chapter Twenty-Eight

In the days after he made the post where he’d come out and admitted to marrying Noah, Jace had been swamped with messages and emails from his extended family—some offering congratulations, some expressing confusion. Jace mostly ignored the second category and thanked the first, which seemed like the most sensible thing to do. Anyone who couldn’t congratulate him didn’t deserve a response.

His sister had been grilling him about Noah all week, asking for pictures, then asking if he had any cute brothers hanging around, and then when they were going to come see her. She didn’t seem even a little surprised that Jace was suddenly married to another man, but it was hard to tell over text. Maybe she was shocked and just being supportive.

Jace had been a little worried about his parents—they’d always been supportive of him, but he’d never had to come out to them before. He’d gotten an email within an hour, signed from both of them, telling him how proud of him they were.

Now, they wanted to meet Noah—online, at least. Jace knew he had no reason to be nervous—Noah was fun, and charming, and definitely the kind of person you took home to your parents. That didn’t stop him from sitting in front of his laptop, waiting for his parents’ call, and freaking out.

Noah took his free hand, squeezing it tightly. “You’re practically vibrating. You wanna take a deep breath, there?”

Jace paused, and then took Noah’s advice, inhaling deeply and then exhaling slowly. He repeated it a few times, feeling the tension start to leave his body.

“They’re just your parents,” Noah continued. “And they’re not even in the room, so you can cut them off if you want. All you have to do is close the laptop if you decide you don’t want to talk to them. But they seemed cool. Way cooler than my mom, anyway.”

“I think your mom’s coming around,” Jace said. She did seem to be getting that Noah was married to someone he liked being married to. Jace had even seen her liking a photo of the two of them together, which they were still posting in case Rafe did decide to do something drastic.

He seemed to have disappeared, though. Jace suspected Diego had something to do with that. He’d been a good friend to both Jace and Noah. That was the best part of derby. The sense of being a team extended way past game day.

The incoming call icon popped up, and Jace hit accept before sitting back on the couch so he and Noah were both in view. His parents popped up in a similar position, both grinning and waving into the camera.

“Welcome to the family!” they chorused. Jace smiled. This was going to be fine.

“Thank you so much,” Noah said. “I’m sorry everything happened so fast and we didn’t tell you guys. It’s been… weird. Umm, I’m Noah.”

“We figured,” Jace’s mom said. “I’m Sandra, and this is Don.” She nudged her husband. “But you can call us Mom and Dad, if you want. No pressure. We’re just very excited that Jace has found someone.”

Jace blushed, clearing his throat. “You wanna go easy on him? I don’t wanna scare him away.”

“Well, he’s already married to you,” Jace’s dad said. “So he can’t escape now.”

“I don’t want to escape. You both seem like lovely people, and I’m so happy to finally be meeting you.”

“So what do you do, Noah?” Don asked.

“I freelance, in web design. I used to work for a company here in Baltimore.”

Sandra frowned. “So how do you know Jace?”

“Did he not tell you?” Noah glanced at him, grinning. “We play roller derby together. I knew it was love the first time I tripped over him at practice.”

“I remember that incident as you knocking me over and then falling on your ass.”

Noah shook his head. “You’d definitely fallen over of your own accord. I was innocent.”

“I believe Noah. He’s got an honest face,” Sandra said. 

Jace rolled his eyes. “You’re their new favorite son,” he said. “I’ve been replaced.”

He wasn’t really worried about being replaced, and he was glad his parents seemed to like Noah. That was all he wanted, for his whole little family to get along. For Noah to feel like this really would last, like he could be a part of Jace’s life forever.

It was still early days, but Jace had never been happier. Sure, they’d done everything backwards—most people didn’t get married before they started dating—but it was working for them. Some people juggled chickens. This was the way they were doing things, and that was okay.

“I did always want another son,” Don pointed out. “How are you at fishing, Noah?”

“I know my way around a rod and reel.” 

Jace squeezed Noah’s hand. He knew that was something Noah had done with his own father. It wasn’t quite the same thing, but maybe Jace could give him that sense of family back, too. He was definitely willing to share his dad.

“You’re right, he is my new favorite. You’ll have to come down here sometime in the summer. We’ve got some great fishing spots. And you boys are only a couple of hours away. We can make a weekend of it.”

“We’re expecting to see you for Thanksgiving,” Sandra interrupted. “I’m not waiting until next summer to hug my new son-in-law.”

“Noah can cook, too,” Jace said, happy to show off what a good husband he’d managed to find. Noah was, as far as he was concerned, perfect. He wanted his parents to see that.

“I know how the oven works and I can follow basic directions. I’m not Martha Stewart’s long lost son or anything.”

“Don’t be modest,” Sandra said. “Jace grew up with high standards. If he says you can cook, you can cook.”

Noah blushed, squirming in place. “Thank you. I doubt I’m on your level, but he is married to me, so he’s obliged to say nice things.”

Jace celebrated internally as his mom sighed a soft, dreamy sigh. She really was happy for him. He wasn’t sure why he’d been worried about telling his parents, considering.

“So I don’t want to ask a silly question, but are you gay now, Jace?” she asked.

Jace could suddenly feel everyone looking to him for an answer. An answer he wasn’t sure he really had.

“I don’t think so. I still like girls. I just also like Noah. I’ve decided that makes me bi, but I’m also not sure I care so much. I worried about it a lot when I first noticed him.” He rubbed the back of his neck. His parents didn’t need to know that had been more recent than they might think.

“I guess what I’m saying is, I’m still me. I’m still me first, and bisexual second,” he finally said, happy with that answer. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to label himself, exactly. It was that he was afraid a label would overwhelm who he was. That he’d get caught up in it and lose sight of the fact that he was still the same person he’d always been.

“I think I understand,” his dad said. “And even if I don’t, I still love you. And I like Noah.”

“I like you too, Don. And Sandra. I can’t wait to meet you both in person,” Noah responded. Jace thought he sounded like he was being honest. That was a good sign.

“Don’t keep us waiting too long!” Sandra enthused. “But we’ll let you go now, since it’s Jace’s day off and I’m sure you newlyweds have better things to do.” She winked.

“Oh my god, mom,” Jace said, feeling himself blushing. His mom just waved at him and turned the video call off. 

He looked to Noah for an opinion, eager to know what he thought of them.

“They seem nice. I would like to go meet them in person, if you’re comfortable with that. I’d love to see where you grew up.”

Jace breathed a sigh of relief. Noah liked them. Noah wanted to meet them, which was amazing.

“We can totally do that.” Jace grinned. “I haven’t been home since Christmas, so I’d love to go see them at Thanksgiving.”

“That’s settled, then.” Noah leaned in closer, looking Jace up and down. “And I’ve definitely got some ideas for better things to do,” he said, climbing onto Jace’s lap and catching his lips, kissing him gently and sweetly, but with the promise of more to come.

Jace settled his hands on Noah’s waist, content to sit and kiss him for as long as he’d allow it. All the other hurdles in their way suddenly seemed much more manageable.


Chapter Twenty-Nine

The post-season party was normally too crowded for Noah’s taste, but he was in a good mood. His green card had finally come through today, and Jace was turning out to be the kind of boyfriend who didn’t shy away from hand-holding and soft kisses in public.

Noah loved that. He loved the way Jace had come into himself, become more confident in who he was over the last month or so. He’d always been happy, but now he glowed. Better still, he did a lot of his glowing in Noah’s direction.

Noah couldn’t have been happier. He had everything he wanted.

“You wanna go home?” Jace murmured into Noah’s ear during a quieter moment. His tone was enough to tell Noah what they were going home for.

If it was a choice between a few chaste kisses and sex, Noah was always going to choose sex. He liked the subtle affection, but he liked Jace’s increasing sexual confidence a whole lot more.

“With you? Always.” Noah grinned at him.

“Then let’s go.” Jace tugged on Noah’s hand, grabbing both of their coats and not handing Noah his until they were heading away from the bar. They’d agreed to take a taxi tonight, Noah feeling guilty that Jace always ended up driving and never got to have any fun.

Now they were both going home practically sober, but it didn’t matter. Noah’s business was doing well. They could afford to travel by cab now and then, when they were having a night out.

Noah wanted to give Jace a better life. Not necessarily a grand white picket fence better life—not yet, anyway—but in little ways, he wanted to be a force for good. He thought he was. Jace seemed to think so, too.

The ride home saw both of them on their best behavior, nothing more than hand-holding in the back of the taxi while they waited to get home. It had been a few days since either of them had been awake, alert, and remotely interested in sex at the same time, so Noah knew that Jace would be as excited as he was.

Noah managed to contain himself until they got through the apartment door, slamming it behind them and then pinning Jace against the wall. The short front hallway had seen a lot of this kind of thing from them, the frantic, excited need of two people who’d just discovered each other and were still exploring all the possibilities.

He pressed his body against Jace’s shoulder-to-hips, reaching up to tangle his fingers in Jace’s hair as he kissed him breathless, only breaking off to gasp for air before darting in again. They’d been apart too long. It had probably been less than seventy-two hours, but that had seemed like a lifetime.

“Fuck me,” Jace said between kisses. Noah paused, swallowing. He could see Jace blushing, feel the heat of his cheeks where his hands were resting against them.

They hadn’t done that before, and Noah hadn’t pushed, but he desperately wanted to. He wanted Jace under him panting and moaning and getting off on Noah’s cock, his own cock leaking onto his belly as Noah hit every sensitive spot inside him. He wanted to show Jace all the wonders of his own body.

“I would love to.” Noah grinned, pulling away from Jace’s body and grabbing his hand to tug him toward the bedroom. He missed Jace’s warmth the whole time, wanting to be close to him again and only getting as far as the foot of the bed before stopping to kiss him.

Noah paused to push Jace’s jacket off his shoulders and yank his shirt off, tossing it aside, but then went straight back to kissing him, moving one hand to brush his thumb over Jace’s nipple. Jace gasped into his mouth, his breath hot and his nipple hardening under Noah’s fingers at the contact.

“I’m gonna take care of you,” he promised. “You’ll love this.”

“I know,” Jace reached out, toying with the hem of Noah’s t-shirt. Noah shrugged off his coat and held his arms out to let Jace pull it off over his head, raising his arms to help. His cock was already hardening in anticipation, the sight of Jace panting, flushed and half-naked making heat pool between Noah’s legs.

“I trust you,” Jace added, and Noah lunged for him again. Jace’s trust in him was hot, the fact that Noah was about to be his first even hotter. He stripped them both down eagerly, jeans catching on shoes in his haste, until they were both naked and falling onto the bed. Noah hooked his legs under Jace’s and rolled them so he was on top, beaming down at him.

“I love you, and I promise to be gentle.” Noah leaned over to grab the lube and condoms they now kept on top of the bedside table, having needed them so often after the last few weeks that it seemed like wasted effort to put them away.

Wanting to be able to focus on Jace from this point on, Noah tore open a condom packet and rolled it down onto his cock. Now he only had to worry about when Jace was ready, which was the most important thing for his first time.

Noah wanted him to have a good first time. That way, there’d be plenty more times.

“I’m going to give you the option of doing this on your hands and knees,” Noah said. “It might be a little more comfortable.”

Jace shook his head. “I’m a big boy. And I wanna watch.”

Noah smirked. “You are a big boy. Don’t think for a second that I’m never going to want your dick again. But I want to do this for you, too.”

Jace had listened to all of Noah’s lessons as far as prep work went, but he was more enlightened about the human body than the average person. All the same, he was about to learn a lot about his own.

Noah poured a bead of lube onto his fingers, warming it up between them thoroughly. He didn’t personally mind so much—it was only cold for a moment—but he knew it would be less jarring if it was warm. Plus, Jace was particularly vulnerable to finding the medical exam feel unappealing.

This was all about Jace, so Noah meant to get it right for him. “You ready for this?” he asked, holding up his fingers.

Jace let his legs fall further apart, raising one knee to give Noah easier access. He was already hard, his cock dripping precome on his stomach. Noah had no doubt he was ready.

Jace gasped, tensing up as Noah pressed a finger against him, but taking a deep breath and relaxing a moment later. Noah bent down to kiss his knee. “You’re doing great,” he said, pushing past the resistance and moving his finger in and out slowly, waiting until he felt Jace’s body give.

He could see the moment Jace got used to it on his face, almost before he felt it. The line between his brows smoothed out, his body sinking into the mattress where he’d been holding it tight before. Noah gave him another few moments before lining up a second finger and pushing it in alongside the first.

Jace’s breath hitched, but Noah could tell it wasn’t out of distress. His cock had spurted precome as Noah stretched him wider, so it was obvious he was enjoying this. Pleasure was written all over his face, his expression telling Noah that Jace was really on a journey of discovery. 

Noah took a moment to appreciate having Jace at his mercy, using his free hand to tickle the sensitive skin on the inside of his thigh and earning himself another gasp, followed by a soft moan as he pushed his fingers in as far as they’d go.

If Jace liked the stretching this much, the main event was going to blow his mind.

“Talk to me,” Noah said. “Let me know how you’re feeling.”

“Good.” Jace blushed. “Better than when I tried it.”

Noah chuckled. “I have magic fingers. How far did you get?”

“The first knuckle of my index finger,” Jace confessed. “I chickened out. But then I figured you’d know what you were doing, and I’ve watched you getting off on it.”

“That’s mostly because of this,” Noah said, punctuating the statement by deliberately brushing over Jace’s prostate. The effect was immediate, Jace’s hips jolting up, his back arching high off the mattress. Noah watched him sink his teeth into his lower lip, stifling a deep, heartfelt moan.

Noah grinned. “Like that, huh?”

Jace nodded helplessly, his cheeks flushed. Noah shuffled forward, reaching out to thumb Jace’s nipple again, paying attention to the other one, this time. He played with it until it stiffened under his touch, taking Jace’s mind off the third finger he was pressing against him. Jace didn’t seem to mind, though. He was adjusting better than Noah had expected.

Noah brushed his fingers against Jace’s prostate again, grinning as Jace moaned freely this time, his hips rocking into the air. He didn’t want the novelty of it to fade before he got his cock inside him, though. Jace was nearly ready for that.

“Want more?” Noah teased, pausing with his fingers as far inside Jace as they could go. He was beautiful like this, panting softly, his chest and cheeks flushed pink, his cock straining up against his belly, dark and heavy.

“Yes,” Jace said, his voice breaking. 

Noah didn’t make him wait, easing his fingers out and wiping the remaining lube over his cock before lining himself up. He could feel the heat of Jace’s body, and his instinctive urge was to push forward, bury himself in the warmth hard and fast, but for Jace’s sake, he stilled his hips, waiting for another nod.

Jace gave it seconds later, licking his lips and craning his neck to watch. Noah pulled Jace’s raised knee closer to his body, positioning himself for better leverage, and closed his eyes as he rolled his hips forward, pushing past the tight ring of muscle and sinking into Jace’s willing, eager body.

It was so hot, so impossibly hot once he was inside that Noah hissed at the sensation, a jolt of pleasure running up his cock and settling in his balls, making them feel tight. Noah bit down on his lip to get himself under control, not wanting to take the risk of coming after a few strokes. He wanted this to last.

“I’d almost forgotten how good this feels,” Noah breathed, making a small, cursory thrust to seat himself fully inside Jace. His two previous boyfriends had been strictly tops, and while Noah liked bottoming well enough, he liked a change, too. Especially with Jace.

It took a few moments for Jace to relax again, and Noah could feel it when he did. The mattress creaked under him as he shifted into position, aiming to hit Jace’s prostate with every stroke. He’d come quickly, but then, so would Noah. This was too good to last, but they could do it again. They were married, after all.

“Feels good,” Jace said after a moment, his breathing heavy. Noah knew better than to make him wait any longer, rocking his hips a few times to get him used to it before starting to speed up, working on hitting the spot every single time.

Jace reacted immediately, a series of sharp breaths and cut-off moans telling Noah that he was getting it right. He leaned forward, feeling Jace’s cock against his own stomach and reaching between them to wrap his fingers around it, stroke it in time with his own thrusts.

This was about Jace. He wanted Jace to come harder than he ever had in his life from this.

Jace’s moans and grunts spurred him on, encouraging Noah to go harder, faster, until he was reaching his own upper limit. He watched Jace’s face, beads of sweat forming on his forehead as Noah’s pace became almost punishing, driving him toward the edge faster and faster.

“N-noah,” he choked out. 

Noah couldn’t even manage an answer, too lost in the way Jace’s body felt under him and around him, too enthralled with how clearly Jace was enjoying himself. He’d never been anyone’s first like this before, and he suddenly understood the appeal.

This would be the only time, though. He wanted Jace to be his last. His only from now on, until they were old and grey and couldn’t get it up anymore anyway.

“Gonna come,” Noah warned, knowing he couldn’t hold back much longer. His balls were tight, tension coiled deep in his gut, he only needed a few more good thrusts to get off.

Thankfully, Jace beat him to it, his back arching off the mattress, thighs tensing around Noah’s hips. He made a choked sound, his face tightening and then going slack, mouth hanging open as he spilled all over his own stomach and Noah’s hand, hot fluid coating them both.

His body tensed and relaxed around Noah, making his next few strokes all the more urgent, making him ready to come. He sped up just a little more, need taking him past what he could normally handle and up to a new level, too hard to sustain, but just enough to give him the sweet, sweet release he so badly needed.

Noah cried out as he came, the sound breaking in his throat as he stilled for a long moment, pausing to appreciate the feeling of coming inside Jace for the first time. Noah rode out the wave of pleasure, wringing every second out of his orgasm before slowing to a stop with a final moan, sitting back to give himself time to recover.

His vision swam for a moment, but when he came back to reality, it was to see Jace lying back, his face relaxed and content, his body boneless and covered in sweat.

He was beautiful, and Noah was so glad he’d found him. Jace was the best thing he’d ever had in life.

“I love you,” Noah said softly. He was in awe of Jace, and he wasn’t sure he’d ever get over it.

“Love you, too,” Jace said, eyelids already heavy. Noah liked him like this, soft and pliant, ready for gentle kisses, snuggling, and a nice, long nap.

He pulled out as gently as he could, rolling the condom off and tying the end.

“I’ll be back,” he said, leaning over and kissing Jace before going to get a damp cloth to clean them both up with.

“Don’t be long,” Jace called after him. Noah’s heart swelled in his chest, joy at what life had given him almost too much to contain. He wouldn’t be long. He’d never be away from Jace longer than he had to be again.


Chapter Thirty

“So, I’ve been thinking,” Noah said as Jace handed him his morning coffee.

“You like to live dangerously.” Jace grinned. No matter how much time passed, nothing had really changed between him and Noah. They had nearly a year together under their belts now, and other than the fact that they got to have regular, amazing sex, it was hard to tell that anything was different about them.

They still teased each other. They still went all-out on the derby track. They just also happened to curl up together at the end of the day and kiss a lot. Jace still considered that a vast improvement over just being friends.

“Shut up,” Noah said. “This is a moment where I’m going to say something really touching and heartwarming that shows how much I love you, and you’re ruining it.”

Jace chuckled. “Sorry. Please, continue. What have you been thinking, Noah?”

“You’re making it worse,” Noah said, sipping his coffee. “God, why did I marry you?”

“Green card,” Jace said. Noah gave him a death glare, which he took to mean he’d won this round of teasing.

“Okay, okay, I’m seriously sorry, and I’m listening.” Jace sat down next to him, leaning over to kiss his cheek.

Noah couldn’t resist being kissed on the cheek. Or having his hair stroked. Jace had learned all kinds of ways to get him to melt, and Noah was powerless against them.

Of course, Noah knew an equal number of ways to get Jace to melt, too. That was why they’d lasted so long already, and why Jace couldn’t see any reason they wouldn’t last forever.

“I want to take your last name,” Noah said. “I mean, start using it as my last name, too.”

All jokes completely left Jace’s mind, replaced by a wave of tenderness. Noah was right, he was touched. Amazed, but touched.

They’d never really talked about last names.

“I also, umm. Have these.” Noah produced a small, black, velvet box from the pocket of his sweatpants. “We never exchanged rings before, but if this had been a normal relationship, we’d be at the point where I was ready to ask you to marry me, so… here it is, I guess. Will you be married to me and wear a ring and let me call myself the other Mr. Lewis?”

Jace could feel tears in his eyes. “Obviously,” he said, taking the offered box and opening it up to find two plain, gold bands.

Noah smiled at him. It was a soft, warm smile that made Jace’s stomach flutter. Every now and again, it hit him just how in love with Noah he was. This was one of those moments.

“Gimme your hand,” he said.

“The one toward the back is mine,” Noah explained, holding out his hand for Jace. Jace picked out the ring Noah had said was for him, took Noah’s hand, and slid the band onto his finger. He took a moment to look at it, struck by how right it felt.

“Let me do yours,” Noah said. Jace handed over the box and held out his hand, watching as Noah repeated the process he’d just gone through.

Everything about the moment was perfect. It was just the two of them, in their kitchen, with the sunlight streaming through the window, the coffee machine gurgling in the background, and Noah’s laptop open and humming softly with last week’s derby scores on the screen.

“Thank you, Mr. Lewis,” Jace said, smiling brightly at Noah. He loved the idea of sharing a surname. He loved the idea of Noah wearing a tiny thing that symbolized that their hearts belonged to each other.

Maybe it was all stupid and cliché, but Jace wanted all of it. He would never have been brave enough to ask, though.

Noah looked down at his new ring, still smiling softly. “Thank you for indulging me. You can go back to giving me hell, now.”

“I mean to.” Jace grinned. This didn’t change anything, either, but it was nice. Noah had become the one-and-only, fairytale ending love of his life that Jace had wanted him to be, and this seemed like the final step in that process.

This was forever now. Until death did they part.


Epilogue

Seven years later…




Noah hadn’t been so nervous about anything roller derby-related since he’d been to his own initiation session, but this was a big day.

“Name,” Brian said tiredly, not even looking up at Noah from the registration sheet he was poring over. He’d taken over coaching the junior team a few years ago, claiming one too many injuries to keep playing. He was good at the job, but he liked to pretend to be long-suffering about it.

“Micah Lewis,” Noah announced proudly. Brian looked up at him, and then smiled at Micah.

“Hey, Micah,” he said. “Wow, five years old already, huh?”

Micah nodded, still clinging to Noah’s hand.

“Well, you’ve got a helluva legacy to live up to. National championship winners three years running.” Brian paused. “I should not swear in front of the kids.”

“They’re derby kids, they’ll be fine,” Noah assured him. “I’m not about to complain about you, anyway.”

Brian chuckled, filling in Micah’s name on the form and taking her registration enveloped from Noah when it was offered. “Five years old, wow.”

“Well, you’ve only known her for three,” Noah said. “So, y’know. Time. It’s weird.” He shrugged.

“Okay, you’re all set. Get your skates on and come join us.” Brian smiled, nodding to where the other kids were already playing.

“Yes,” Micah enthused, tugging Noah back toward the bleachers where Jace was waiting for them. Noah felt as though his heart was going to burst. His little girl was all grown up, and now he was getting to share one of his favorite things with her.

One of his favorite things after her other dad, anyway.

Micah sat on the step above Jace and held out her feet obediently. She’d figure out tying her own skates eventually, but for now, Noah knew that Jace loved to help her. He’d taken to fatherhood the moment he met her, even though he’d been unsure up to that point.

Noah had convinced him that he had a lot to offer a child, and Jace proved him right every day. Micah was happy, and loved, and well taken care of.

“You nervous?” Jace asked. Micah shook her head.

“Well, I’m nervous, but I know Uncle Brian will take care of you. He’s awesome, right?”

“Right,” Micah agreed.

“And you don’t have to keep doing this if you don’t like it, okay?” Noah said, kneeling down so he was eye level with her. “We won’t be disappointed. There are tons of things you can do, and it’s okay to try all of them before you pick one.”

Micah rolled her eyes. “Derby girls are cool, duh.”

“You’re cool,” Jace said, picking her up by the waist and setting her down on the stadium floor. They never had moved out of the community stadium, but that was okay. This was, as far as Noah was concerned, one of the happiest places on Earth.

Micah could well and truly skate on her own, so Jace gave her a nudge in the direction of the other kids. “We’ll be right here the whole time.”

“Go on,” Noah nodded across the track to where Brian was lining the kids up. “Go make some friends.”

Micah didn’t need to be told again, zooming off to where all the other kids were without looking back once. Noah admired her confidence, and intended to do everything possible to stop the world from knocking it out of her. Derby would help with that.

“Wow,” Jace said once Micah was out of earshot. “She’s growing up. She’s not gonna need us anymore soon enough.”

“That’s years away,” Noah said. “And that’s the end goal of raising a kid, isn’t it? Turning them into an independent, functional adult.”

“I guess.” Jace licked his lips. “If this is the first fresh meat intake for the year, then we met ten years ago today. Give or take a Sunday or two.”

“Close enough.” Noah smiled at the thought. Ten years. Seven and a half of them married. “I still love you.”

“I’m constantly amazed by that,” Jace said, taking Noah’s hand. “But I still love you, too, so I guess it’s not impossible.”

“Thank you, for all of this.” Noah squeezed Jace’s hand, leaning over to peck him on the cheek. “I don’t say thank you enough. My life wouldn’t be anything like it is now if it weren’t for you.”

Jace blushed, looking down at his and Noah’s joined hands. He played with Noah’s wedding band, running the tip of his finger over it. “My life wouldn’t be nearly as good, either. As long as you’re happy, I’m happy.”

“I’m very happy,” Noah said. “I always have been.”

Jace grinned at him, the deep lines around his eyes giving away how often he did that. He was getting his first few grey hairs around the temples, every one of which Noah was delighted with. 

“Then I’m happy, too.” He turned back to the track to watch Micah’s first practice session. Noah did as well, leaning his head against Jace’s shoulder, still holding onto his hand.

He had everything he’d ever wanted, right here, and he was content to bask in it while his daughter played. It was a good Sunday.




fin.
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They seem to soften each other’s rough edges, fill the gaps in each other’s lives. But love is risky, and their hearts are fragile--can they learn to trust one another and take the chance to have a home in each other’s arms? Or will their pasts and their fears get in the way of their happiness?




Fast Lane - At the peak of his career, having won two of out of the three legs of endurance racing’s most prestigious honor--the Triple Crown--Ollie has the world at his feet, immortality within his grasp, and the eye of every other gay man in England. That is, until he gets into a fight with his teammate, which lands Ollie in a police station.




His chance at redemption comes in the form of a software engineer who wants to compete in a charity race. 




After working non-stop since he was sixteen, Jack thinks it’s high time he got to have a little fun. When the opportunity to meet Ollie Blackwood comes up, he jumps at it. As a closeted gay man, the chance to get to know someone who’s out and successful like Ollie is too good to pass up.
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