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      To Olly, the original Norman. I hope you’re still the best boy.
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      Jesse always knew Dan would be waiting for him after each assignment. It didn’t matter how long he was gone, Dan would be there to put Jesse back together.

      But what happens when Jesse pushes Dan too far? When he breaks his promise and Dan isn’t there on his return. When Jesse discovers Dan has moved on without him just when he needs him the most.

      Stormin’ Norman is the hurt/comfort story of a broken man, his puppy who adopts him, and his love who just can’t walk away.
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      Jesse knew he was being scoped out from the minute he entered the bar. It was his job to be vigilant, to be aware of any potential danger to himself or others. The man with his gaze fixed on Jesse had the potential to be dangerous, but it had nothing to do with harm and a whole lot to do with a sexual package wrapped up in lean muscle and topped with dark eyes and tousled hair.

      He had come to the gay bar knowing it would be quiet this time of day. He just wanted a beer and a chance to unwind without being hit on by hopeful women. In this bar, he could head off any potential interest easily enough and relax. The guy watching him was destined to be disappointed, even as cute as he was. Jesse wasn’t interested.

      The barman stopped polishing the glasses and grinned at Jesse. “You’re back again. It’s been a while.”

      Jesse inclined his head. It had been ten months, three weeks and five days. He was anal enough to keep records of his whereabouts in case his handler needed to know.

      “I’ve been working. It’s good to be back.” He scanned the pumps, searching for the real ale. “Hobgoblin, please, Sean.”

      The barman gossiped about the recent gas explosion in the pub down the road Jesse listened with half his attention, keeping an eye on the dark-haired bloke in the corner.

      The man didn’t disappoint. As soon as Jesse had his beer, he came over and sat on the bar stool next to Jesse. To give him credit, he didn’t piss about.

      “Hi, I’m Dan.”

      Jesse assessed him carefully. He was older than he’d appeared in the shadows—early forties maybe, the start of lines around his eyes and a sprinkle of grey at his temples. Not Jesse’s type. Jesse was in his mid-thirties. He usually went for men younger than him, searching for uncomplicated hook-ups and nothing more.

      “Hi.” Jesse didn’t say any more, hoping his off-hand tone would tell the guy he was wasting his time.

      Dan ordered another beer and turned back to him. “I haven’t seen you in here before.”

      “I’ve been away.”

      “Do you want a beer, a chat, and then see what happens?”

      His approach caught Jesse’s attention. Normally blokes started off with “Do you wanna fuck me?” Nine times out of ten Jesse said no.

      “I’m not the marrying kind,” Jesse said.

      Dan blinked. “I asked you for a beer, not a ring.”

      Jesse shrugged. “You’re older than me. I thought I’d get that off the table.”

      “Thanks,” Dan said drily. “So all older men are desperate for a ring and kids. I’ll remember that next time I ask for a hook-up. I’ll only go for the younger twinks.” He got up and smiled sadly at Jesse. “Sometimes a beer is just a beer.”

      Dan walked back to where he’d been sitting.

      “He’s a nice guy,” the barman said.

      Jesse frowned. “What?”

      “Dan. He’s decent and he’s not looking for anything from you.”

      “You overheard that?”

      Sean nodded as he wiped the bar down. “He’s a great bloke. A little shy. He comes in here most days for lunch. It would have taken a lot of courage for him to talk to you. You could have just said no.”

      Jesse was tempted to tell Sean to fuck off. He’d only come in for a pint and a chance to think. It wasn’t up to him to be nice to the punters. But, and it cost Jesse to admit it, he had been a dick to Dan. He’d been used to dealing with a different type of person over the last few months. Men who had lost their souls. Perhaps Jesse had too. He’d forgotten how to have a simple conversation. He glanced over at Dan who was now reading a newspaper. “Yeah, I didn’t mean to be such an arsehole.” He swallowed the rest of his beer. “Another Hobgoblin and whatever he has.”

      “Dan. His name is Dan.” Sean grabbed a couple of glasses.

      “You’re very protective of him. Sure you don’t want him for yourself?”

      Sean rolled his eyes. “Quite sure, thanks. Mischa would have my balls strung up if I played with any of the clientele.”

      “You’re still with that old bear?” He received a smack to the head and turned around to see Mischa scowling at him.

      “Not so much of the old, dickhead.”

      Jesse saluted him. He’d known the bar owner for years. This was one of the few places he returned to time and again. “Yes, sir.”

      Mischa squinted at him. The man was obviously still refusing to wear his glasses. “What have you done this time?”

      “Behaved like a dick to one of your clients.” Jesse nodded towards Dan, who was oblivious to the conversation.

      “Then you’d better deal with it, boy.”

      Despite the fact that Jesse was far from a boy, definitely not Mischa’s boy, and that he took orders from one person only, Jesse got off his stool and took the beers over to Dan. He sat down in front of him. Dan continued to read the newspaper and ignored Jesse, even though his body language screamed he knew Jesse was there.

      “Hi, I’m Jesse.” He waited patiently for Dan to acknowledge him. When Dan eventually glanced over the top of his newspaper he said, “I’m not going away.”

      “Aren’t I too old for you to condescend to talk to?”

      “I’m sorry. I was…” Jesse searched for the right way to put this. “I came in for a beer, not company. I guess I’m not used to a beer being just a beer.”

      Dan hesitated, then he nodded. “So what changed your mind?” His tone was still cold and flat.

      “They…” Jesse tilted his head to indicate the men at the bar who were pretending not to watch, “pointed out I was being a dick.”

      “Yes.”

      Expecting more than that, Jesse waited and when nothing was forthcoming he pushed the beer towards Dan. “Here.”

      “No thanks. I should go back to work.”

      “What do you do?” Jesse always asked that. He got people to talk about what they did, then he brushed away his own job as unimportant.

      “I’m a financial advisor. I work for myself.”

      “So, if you wanted to take the afternoon off, you could?”

      “If I wanted to,” Dan acknowledged.

      Jesse understood he was going to have to work for forgiveness. He could, of course, just walk away. He’d apologised and bought Dan a beer. That was more than enough.

      Then Dan smiled at him and all thoughts of exiting stage left vanished in the wake of that smile. Dan’s whole face changed. The crinkles around his eyes became true laughter lines, and Jesse caught a glimpse of someone he wanted to know a little better, and not just over a few words in a dim bar.

      “All right. One beer and then I have to go back to work.”

      Jesse grinned back. “Cool. Tell me about your job. Is it interesting?”

      Dan raised an eyebrow. “Do you really want to know or are you just trying to find something to say?”

      “What would you like to talk about then? Politics, religion, the weather?”

      “No to politics and religion, unless you tell me you are a left-wing, atheist type.”

      Jesse shook his head. “Er, no. More centre and agnostic.”

      “Just promise me you’re not a right-wing, every Sunday at church and we’ll be golden.”

      Jesse shuddered at the thought. “I can promise you, I am definitely neither of those things. God, even the thought.”

      “My parents are church-goers. You have no idea what it’s like to go to Sunday lunch with them.”

      “Is it painful?”

      “Let’s just say I’ve found a way to escape from them as soon as we finish eating. They keep trying to force the remains of the carcass on me.”

      “You don’t like roast?”

      “I’m a vegetarian.”

      “Ah.” Not a mark in Dan’s favour. Jesse liked meat. Both kinds. And he’d never met a sane vegetarian. “I don’t envy you the Holy Roller issue. My parents are dead. I don’t have that problem.”

      Well now, how had that tidbit slipped out? Jesse normally didn’t give away personal information.

      Dan leant forward. “I’m sorry, Jesse.”

      “It was a long time ago.”

      “Do you have brothers and sisters?”

      “Yes, one sister, but I don’t see her very often. She’s in Australia.”

      Dan tilted his head. “You must be lonely.”

      “Sometimes. But I work away a lot and when I’m not I’m chilling out. I often go on cruises.”

      “Cruises? Like couples wearing ballroom dresses and penguin suits?”

      Jesse wondered if Dan was taking the piss. “Gay cruises.”

      “They have cruises for gay guys?”

      “Well, yeah. Have you not heard about them before?”

      Dan’s blush was obvious even in the dim lighting of the bar. “I had no idea. I guess that makes me sound stupid. Do they really have cruises just for gay guys?”

      Jesse scrolled through the photos on his iPhone and handed it over. “Here. This was the last cruise around the Med.”

      Dan scanned through the photos, his eyes opening wide at some of the more explicit images. “You look like you… enjoyed yourself.”

      “It was okay.” Jesse shrugged. “I don’t know if I’d go again.”

      “I’ve been so busy setting up my business I haven’t had time for a holiday in years.”

      “Fair enough. Another beer?”

      Dan stood. “My turn. Same again?”

      Jesse relaxed back in his seat, turning so he could watch Dan get the drinks. His attention was caught by a young guy in the corner, much more his type—early twenties with blond hair and a pouty mouth. Just the sort of bloke Jesse preferred to hook-up with. Then his gaze was drawn back to Dan. The man had a nice arse when he leaned on the bar. Lithe and shapely like the rest of him. Dan glanced over his shoulder and smiled at him. Jesse returned his grin. This was more than an okay way to spend the afternoon.
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      Jesse sighed as he buried his face against Dan’s neck. He was balls deep inside him and was never coming out if he had anything to do with it. They’d been together for seven years and this was still his favourite place in the world to be.

      Dan wrapped his arms and legs around Jesse and pulled him in even deeper, if that was possible. Jesse catalogued the feel of sweat prickling as their skin pressed together, Dan’s body sheathing his cock, the roughness of their hair and the smell of Dan layered beneath the shampoo and shower gel. Jesse intended to make that scent stronger, to strip away the day and just leave the two of them together in this bed.

      “You’re hiding,” Dan said.

      The man was too observant for his own good.

      “A little,” Jesse agreed.

      “Want to talk about it?”

      “Not now. I don’t want to think or talk. I want to stay here like this for a minute and then I want to fuck you into the mattress.”

      Dan stroked Jesse’s back. “We can do that.”

      Jesse liked that about Dan. He didn’t need to talk about things when words weren’t necessary. He pressed his lips against the pulse in Dan’s neck, slowed his breathing so their chests moved together, and waited until it became more urgent to continue.

      Dan’s breathing changed, he shifted restlessly and his body squeezed around Jesse’s cock. He held Jesse tighter. “I think I need to get on with the fucking now.”

      Jesse licked and worried a spot under Dan’s ear. “Soon.”

      Then the atmosphere changed. It became less about relaxation and more about Dan’s needs. Jesse raised his head, noting the way Dan’s teeth were buried in his bottom lip and sweat beaded across his temples. His eyes were dark and fixed on him.

      Jesse licked at the droplets of sweat and Dan groaned as Jesse thrust deeper into his body.

      “More?” Jesse asked.

      Dan lifted his hips in answer.

      Jesse couldn’t drag his gaze from Dan’s face. His expression was so responsive to every movement that Jesse made. He pulled back and smiled as Dan mouthed “More.” He gave him more.

      Dan’s nails dug into Jesse’s back, guiding him to where he wanted him to be. The bite of pain heightened the experience for Jesse, and he gasped at the squeeze of Dan’s muscles around his dick. He raised an eyebrow at Dan. “Feeling bossy today?”

      “Just….” Dan gasped as Jesse thrust in again, “… telling you what I want.”

      He licked his lips and Jesse immediately wanted to do the same. His tongue flicked across Dan’s lips, focusing on the small hurt inflicted by Dan’s teeth.

      Dan moved beneath him and Jesse gasped against Dan’s mouth. He was going to have to wrest back some control or he was going to orgasm before he’d left Dan melted against the sheets.

      He started with slow thrusts that made Dan groan. He took Dan’s hands and forced him to hold onto the bedhead, so he could watch the muscles work in Dan’s chest and arms. The dark, silky hair in his armpits grew slick with sweat as Jesse fucked him. Jesse made him work for his climax, not letting either of them come until they’d run a marathon. They crossed the finish line together, their chests heaving as they dragged air into their lungs.

      Jesse collapsed on top of Dan, burying his face into his favourite place in the crook of Dan’s neck. Dan didn’t ask him to move. Instead, he stroked Jesse’s back until the tension seeped from Jesse’s muscles.  Finally he flopped onto the mattress besides Dan and rolled onto his side.

      Dan tangled his fingers through Jesse’s hair and kissed the top of his head. “Are you going to tell me what’s wrong?”

      He hid for a moment longer. He really didn’t want to have this conversation. Dan didn’t push him but eventually Jesse knew he had to face reality.

      “I need a coffee,” he said. “Want one?”

      “Please.” Dan let him go and sat back against the pillows.

      Jesse got out of bed and grabbed his briefs. “Be back in a minute.”

      He got the machine going, and took the opportunity to nip into the bathroom, splash water on his face and clean up. By the time he returned to the kitchen, the coffee was almost ready. Jesse stared out of the window.

      “Jesse, tell me what’s the matter.”

      Dan leaned against the kitchen doorframe. He hadn’t bothered to get dressed and Jesse drank in the sight of him bearing the signs of their loving, feeling possessive at the dark mark over the pulse point in his neck. He could see the concern in Dan’s eyes and guilt churned in his stomach.

      Jesse didn’t answer immediately. He poured the coffee and handed one to Dan, then took a long swallow, needing the burn of the hot liquid. “There’s something I need to tell you.”

      “Go on.”

      “They’ve asked me to go back out there.”

      “How long for?” Dan was calm. Too calm.

      “I don’t know,” he said honestly. Jesse never knew how long he would be away: six months, a year, five years—whatever the job needed.

      “Where are you going?”

      “You know I can’t tell you.”

      Dan placed his empty mug on the work counter. “Is it dangerous?”

      “It might be.” As usual.

      Jesse poured them both more coffee. “It’s the last assignment, I promise.”

      Dan walked over and took the mug from Jesse’s hand.

      Then punched him on the jaw.

      Completely unprepared for Dan to hit him, Jesse staggered, his head snapping back and his teeth clacking together, only saving himself against the counter. “What the fuck?” He glared at Dan. “What did you do that for?”

      Dan picked up his mug and took a long swallow of coffee. “How dare you dump this on me just after we made love. Who the fuck do you think you are, Jesse Waldron?” Harsh red stained his cheeks.

      “Dan—”

      “How long have you know about this?”

      “A couple of weeks.”

      “And when are you going?”

      “Next Friday.”

      “Six days?” Dan’s voice rose in anger. “You’re going in six days and you’ve only just told me?”

      “I wanted to enjoy the time we had left together.”

      “You’re a fucking stupid idiot.” Dan stalked out of the kitchen.

      Jesse held his jaw, moving it slowly. He was used to being hit but Dan’s punch had come completely out of the blue. He wasn’t sure whether to be embarrassed Dan had caught him so easily, or proud of his boy—probably a bit of both.

      He followed Dan into the bedroom. Dan was shrugging on his T-shirt. He ignored Jesse and continued to get dressed.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to upset you,” Jesse said.

      Dan gave a derisive snort. “Seriously? Do you know what the hell you’ve just done to me? You promised you were through. Promised you would resign and we could be together.”

      “I screwed up.”

      “No shit, Sherlock.” Dan brushed past Jesse and grabbed his trainers from where he’d left them in the hallway.

      “Where are you going?” Jesse asked.

      “Home. I need to think.”

      “Don’t go, Dan. We can talk about it.”

      Dan curled his lip. “I don’t think there’s anything left to talk about. You made the decision without even talking to me—as usual.”

      Jesse tugged at his hair in frustration. “For God’s sake, Dan. Stop being such a drama queen.”

      “What the fuck do you expect? I warned you what would happen if you left me again.”

      “I didn’t expect you to thump me.” Jesse gingerly touched his jaw. “Where the hell did you learn to hit like that?”

      “Comprehensive school,” Dan said shortly.

      Jesse pressed on the burgeoning bruise. “Jesus, that hurts.”

      “Sorry.” Dan didn’t sound remotely apologetic. He picked out his car keys from the bowl of keys that sat on the windowsill in the hallway.

      “Dan, I’m not leaving you.”

      Jesse stiffened as Dan walked over to him, prepared for another punch to the face. But Dan kissed his cheek and gently touched the bruise.

      “Yes, you are. Again. Goodbye, Jesse. I love you.”

      The front door had closed behind him before Jesse had a chance to breathe again. He stared at his reflection in the hallway mirror, traced the bruise darkening the line of his jaw. “What the fuck do I do now?”

      

      “Jesse, Jesse, Jesse.” His handler, Sam, sat back in her chair and sighed. “You’re an idiot.”

      “For getting involved with someone?” Yeah, he was that idiot.

      “For not running after him. Lord, the best man you’ve kept in years and you let him walk out of the door?”

      “It’s for the best.”

      “You keep telling yourself that.”

      “You told me that from the beginning.”

      “You were a young man then, just starting out. You needed to be thinking with your head, not your dick.”

      “Are you calling me old?” That stung more than Jesse cared to admit.

      “You are in our business, babe. You’re over forty and you can’t keep doing this forever. One day you’re going to want a nice young man to come home to. One who’ll rub your back and make you a shepherd’s pie.”

      “He’s a vegetarian.”

      Sam waved her hand in a dismissive gesture. “So he’s not perfect. None of them are. But you’ve had seven years of Dan being there and now look at you.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “I’ve seen corpses who look better than you.”

      Jesse resisted the urge to plant his fist in her face. She was a lady after all—and his boss. “It’s not a big deal. Dan just wants to move on and meet someone who’s not going away every few months.”

      She shook her head. “You really want that? You want him to meet another man and live happily ever after. You can imagine someone else kissing him, fucking him and—?”

      Jesse stared at her as steadily as he could manage. “Stop now before I do something we’ll both regret.”

      Her lip curled. “You’ve already done that, dick.”

      “Why are you so invested in my life?”

      “I’m invested in all my agents,” Sam corrected. “They have less chance of getting killed when their head is in the game.”

      “I’m fine. Now, are you going to tell me about the cartel or should I talk to someone who knows?”

      Sam shrugged. “Your loss.” She tapped at her iPad. “You’re going to have a hard time infiltrating…”

      Jesse forced himself to focus on the briefing and not think about Dan. Sam was right about one thing. He needed his head in the game. Sloppy agents died in the field. He’d always had a reputation for being focused, anally so. He couldn’t afford to slip up now. Besides, Dan would come back. He always did.

      

      As Jesse expected, Dan came back after a few days. He obviously hadn’t been sleeping well from his pinched face and the deep purple circles around his eyes. Conversation over the dinner table was strained but it wasn’t until they started to wash the dishes that Dan cut to the heart of matter.

      “If you go again, I’m not coming back.” Dan banged the saucepan down and waved the tea towel in Jesse’s face.

      Jesse wanted to roll his eyes, because Dan said it every time he knew Jesse was leaving again and, at the end of every assignment, Dan was there, waiting for him, whether it was three months or a year.

      “I have to go,” Jesse said, trying to placate him. “I told you. They asked for me specifically. I’ve been to the area and I know the people involved.”

      “Which makes it even more dangerous,” Dan snapped. “You said yourself it’s a mistake to go back to the same assignments and you weren’t meant to be gone for another eight months. You said you’d resign before then. It’s only been three. It’s too soon.”

      “I know but—”

      “No buts, Jesse. I told you last time what would happen if you left me again.”

      “It’s my job, Dan,” Jesse said. “What do you expect me to do? Just give it all up?”

      “Yes. That’s exactly what I expect you to do. It’s what you promised to do after the last time when I moved here to live near you. I almost didn’t get you back and you promised me I’d never have to live through that again.”

      Jesse bitterly regretted the moment of weakness that had left him shaking in Dan’s arms after a nightmare. Dan had made him promise he would leave the agency. “It was one time I was in danger, Dan.” Okay, not one time. More like the twentieth or thirtieth time, but Dan didn’t need to know that. It was just that the last time had been closer to the bone than usual.
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