
PREFACE

This is a work of fiction. All people, places, events, and names presented in this story are completely fictional. Any similarities to real people, places, events, or names are a complete coincidence and fully unintended by the author.



    
        
          An Autumn Ailment - MM Romance Novella: Second Chance * High Angst * Caretaking * Age Gap

        

        
        
          MM Low-Steam Contemporary Age Gap Romance Novellas, Volume 3

        

        
        
          August Blaze

        

        
          Published by August Blaze, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      AN AUTUMN AILMENT - MM ROMANCE NOVELLA: SECOND CHANCE * HIGH ANGST * CARETAKING * AGE GAP

    

    
      First edition. September 26, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 August Blaze.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8232832766

    

    
    
      Written by August Blaze.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Title Page

Copyright Page

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Epilog

FROM THE AUTHOR

Sign up for August Blaze's Mailing List

Also By August Blaze

About the Author

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1

[image: ]


“Thanks, Dad!” Nora kissed Charis on the cheek and put her bright pink jacket back on as she got out of the car. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

“Rent a cab?” Charis squeezed his daughter’s wrist with a half-smile on his face. “You did great today, princess. I know they’ll choose you for the next shoot. Now, go! I still have to drop off some papers at the university.”

At fifty-five years old, Charis Ambers could rightfully boast about having a model for a daughter, and a sportsman for a son. He could. But he seldom did. He was eager to mention it if the subject of his kids came up in a conversation, of course. But it was always followed with something along the lines of “it’s been helping them pay for college”.

Maybe he shouldn’t have been the one to downplay such things. He was an engineering professor in a rather obscure area of expertise, after all. But, as happy as he was for them when it came to their current and past achievements in sports and fashion, things he himself had never truly dabbled in, he also wanted them to have a stable future.

A stable future and a stable career. With multiple options to choose from. Not just a short burst of fame. Or the constant pressure that can come with remaining within a very limited, not necessarily very well-paid, usually very competitive niche.

It’s not that he wasn’t proud of them. He absolutely was. Both getting a sports scholarship while not having a single grade lower than a B in high school and staying supermodel slim while maintaining at least a 3.5 GPA were a feat in their own right.

In a way, he could see some of his own good traits in his children, except, amplified. he was slim. And tall. But becoming a model, or just having his headshots taken and submitting them anywhere, simply to see if the agency would call him back or not, had never crossed his mind. He did like the way his clothes looked on him on the rare occasion that he stopped to think about it. But the clothes he chose were loose, if not outright baggy, so no one but him knew the frame he hid under them most of the time.

He liked moving, too. But he had never considered becoming a sportsman or truly training for anything. He liked pacing around the room while he was waiting or thinking about something. He enjoyed going out for anywhere from a short to a moderately long hike. He liked skiing in the winter and biking in the summer. He took the stairs instead of the elevator to get to his office on the second floor. And he walked half a mile total to and from the cafeteria each day, Monday to Friday. He could be considered an active man, especially at his age, but not a sporty one.

As for his other characteristics, he was rather pale. He had great hair, for a man and in general. It was still quite thick, despite it being completely gray. Not white, but gray. Dark gray.

As for his face, it... It was beautiful. But it wasn’t conventionally beautiful. He did not have the looks of a rugged, mature action movie star. Or of a young Adonis. Even in his younger years. He did notice people, especially his students, tended to pay him a rather unusual amount of attention during their very first encounter with him... But that was about it.

He taught a rather challenging, obscure subject. A subject one did not need to be an expert in to do a PhD at Charis’s department in any section other than Charis’s own. Also, the overwhelming majority of his students was male. So, whatever drew them to him at the very start, it most likely wasn’t the same thing that makes a man’s body attractive to women and enviable to other men.

Being tall and slim is always a plus, of course. And, as Charis watched his colleagues age, he was grateful for his own rather well-defined cheekbones. And a jaw that, while not massive, did not lack in width or definition.

But that was about it when it came to his looks. He got a bit of attention at the start, whether he was stepping onto the stage at a conference or entering a small grocery store. And not much beyond that. Perhaps it had something to do with the way he dressed?

His outfits were professional and appropriate, of course. The “worst” thing he ever wore to work were shorts, ending right above the knee, and sandals. He dressed like that only once the summer heat was in full bloom. When the campus was blissfully devoid of students. And no one minded his looks. Though he was pretty sure no one minded his looks outside of the summer months, either. At work... Or back home.

As for his standard daily outfit, one that could not deviate from what was traditionally expected of him... He wore shirts. Long-sleeved shirts, of course. Usually pale blue or checkered. His daughter was always happy to point out what type of check the particular pattern he was wearing on a given week was, before she moved away for college.

He wore a t-shirt underneath the shirt more often than not. Either a plain dark one or one he got from one of his travels. Travels to conferences in different countries or states, of course. Not from summer vacation or a Christmas on the beach. While Charis liked to think he earned well compared to the average Joe, and he did, it was definitely not a “vacation in Europe every year” type of well.

The top half of his outfit would not be complete without a polar fleece jacket. Something to stave off the cold he felt even when it wasn’t there. At least not according to anyone around him. Barring extreme heat, this part of his garment varied the least throughout the seasons.

As for his bottom half, Charis Ambers was perfectly satisfied with plain, rather thick and rather loose, cotton pants. Dark blue or dark brown, it did not make much of a difference to him. He did own a few pairs of jeans, of course. Loose jeans. Easier to put on, easier to take off... And easier to feel in like he wasn’t asking for it.

With “it” being a rerun of a certain experience. An experience that left him equally physically untouched and mentally ravaged. Both because of what the “provider” of said experience did, and the actual significance of it as the time went on.

Charis turned his head around slowly, taking a good, leisurely look at the university park. He walked this path every day. There used to be someone he walked it with a few times. Other than his son, when he stayed with him after school, of course.

That someone followed his path. Both literally and figuratively. Just to see him. A person who had caused him a lot of grief, a lot of anger, a lot of disappointment... And a little bit of joy. A little bit of joy when he needed it the most.

A little bit of joy he couldn’t help but miss this year. He did expect the divorce to finally get to him one way or another. With his parents gone, his ex-wife wanting very little to do with him, and both of his kids attending a college in another city, Charis did not have a lot to distract himself with... But he still did not expect autumn, out of all seasons, to hit him like that.

He looked up at the golden leaves. They were golden like the band he did not wear while he still had the chance. Golden like the years already behind him. Golden like the fields of wheat he used to gaze upon on his way from school... And golden like the hair. The hair he... Never touched. Never smelled. And never wanted to see again.

Alas, some people, especially the people who try to be kind but fail to be smart about it, rarely get what they want. Charis Ambers wanted peace. He wanted solitude. And he wanted quiet. What he got, however, was a knock on his door.
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Putting two kids through college is not an easy feat. Especially after a divorce, with your biggest consolation being that you got to keep the apartment, because your ex did not want to live with the memories of your life together. Things aren’t good, but they aren’t tragic, either. You also have your old beater of a car. And both of your kids are staying at the same apartment. An apartment you pay the rent for, while your wife covers the utilities.

It’s not exactly a walk in the park. Even if one of your kids gets through his bachelor’s on a sports scholarship, and your daughter pays for her first year with all the money you saved for her from her modeling gigs, it’s still a challenge. The kids still need to go to the dentist. They need clothes and food. And you don’t want them to HAVE TO work while studying full-time, or to live paycheck to paycheck instead of saving for their own houses, cars, or apartments, while you are already pretty much set, do you?

You have to reconcile with the fact that you’ll never take that trip to Hawaii. Or to Antarctica. Not that you ever wanted to waste your money on a trip to Antarctica. It’s just that now, you know you’ll never have the money to waste like that. And it... kind of sucks.

Charis Ambers was not happy about the way his life went off the rails. He would never describe it like that to anyone else, of course. To him, “going off the rails” meant he would now spend his twilight years alone. And he’d be able to start making actual savings for his retirement only once he was around sixty.

Not that he had ever planned on quitting his job right after he hit sixty-seven. He was blessed enough to like what he did. In theory. In practice, he liked parts of his job well enough, and merely endured the rest in the state of smiling apathy.

People would shut him up if he complained. Or they’d tell him to “check his privilege”, because, apparently, that’s what getting and keeping a decent job through blood and tears is. It is true that neither a nurse nor a university professor earn peanuts. But, again, putting two kids through college, paying off an apartment with three bedrooms, a kitchen, a bathroom, and a living room, and a car on top of that... It’s a smart investment and a responsible thing to do. But it doesn’t leave much room for savings that aren’t just money waiting to be spent in an already decided way.

Paying for books. Paying the tuition. Paying for their clothes (at least half of them). Renting an apartment right outside the campus for them, so they don’t struggle with commute, and they don’t have to endure the ape-ish behavior of the future human resources who get hammered first, and cry about their debt later... And also don’t end up living with god-knows-who in an apartment god-knows-where. It can be a struggle. Even at the best of times.

The middle-aged man could complain all he wanted to himself. He could feel bad for himself. But when he actually got asked about any of it, he did not say much. He smiled. He said “Fine, thank you!”. Especially when it came to being asked about “Laura”. 

He wasn’t lying when he said “she’s doing well”. Without revealing she was his ex-wife, not his wife anymore. And when he got asked about his kids, he did not have to lie at all.

Sure, coming up with at least three times his monthly salary for his daughter’s next semester of fashion design wasn’t going to be easy. And that was just the tuition. For one semester. He was still able to cover this semester out of pocket. Before his “turn” as the dean of his department, and the pay bump that came with it, would end.

It was going to get harder. But he’d manage. It did feel like a trainwreck to Charis. But he knew his judgement had never been very good. Especially that one time. Thankfully, there was no one in his personal life who knew. And no one at the university who cared enough to ask him about-

“Professor Ambers?” ...except for the personification of that “one time” itself, apparently. “Hudson Stone... We’ve met before.”

The other man had changed. But Charis would have suspected it was him even if he had not introduced himself. Even though in some ways, he looked and sounded completely different than what Charis remembered. And what, to his own shame, he had once... grown fond of. 

The man... The sickly, frail creature he had grown so fond of at one point. Against his better judgment. Against the better judgment he apparently still did not have.

He knew this because he couldn’t patch up his marriage. A marriage that resulted in two beautiful, smart, well-adjusted children. Even when his wife was gracious enough to give him over a decade to fix things between them... He still couldn’t do it. But, there would be more time to dwell on the past. He had the rest of his life for that. For now, he needed to take care of the threat at hand.

First, an assessment of the situation. Whatever had ailed this man... Bones, hormones, or something else, Charis never asked about the details... it had clearly been taken care of. And soon enough, against all odds, apparently. Going from anywhere from 5’5 or 5’7 to taller than Charis himself in one’s early twenties, was uncommon. Even for a completely healthy man.

It was almost disturbing to have to look up at him now. To have to look up into those two mirrors of blue crystal. Blue crystal mirrors, embedded in... a marble frame. A flawless marble frame.

Not that the other man had ever looked horrible or had an actual facial deformity. It would not have mattered to Charis, anyway. Charis had never cared about what this, or any other man for that matter, looked like.

Poor personal hygiene and indecent or inappropriate clothing would have bothered him, put him off, of course. Just like anyone else. And, personally, he’d prefer not to work for too long with someone who let themselves go enough in other ways to get morbidly obese. But, beyond that, Charis just did not care about other men’s looks.

This, however... This was hard not to notice. Not just compared to the face Charis once knew. It was a thing worthy of attention in and of itself.

This rectangular, pale face did not look underdeveloped anymore. It had never been severely underdeveloped. It used to fall more into the “pudding face meets uncanny valley” category. It also wasn’t like everything had changed about it.

The skin was still white, obviously. With a healthy, peachy undertone that did not take away from its pallor charm. The face overall was still rectangular. The jaw had never been weak, but now... Now, it looked like something from an idealized painting. Or a sharp-lined sketch.

On paper, this face would have been constructed with straight lines. Straight lines for the jaw. Straight lines for the strong chin. Straight lines for the narrow lips. Straight lines for the straight, slim but proportionate nose. Not too long and not too short. Perhaps a faint straight line to emphasize the high, Scandinavian cheekbones. And straight lines for the neck... The neck clad in a white, smooth scarf with a nice sheen to it.

The scarf. The scarf that contrasted with the jacket. The black, smooth... No, not jacket. A trench coat. A black trench coat. Was it short or long? Charis’s blue-gray eyes followed the scarf down the broad chest to find out. It led him right to...

“Here, professor,” a large, fragrant bouquet of white and yellow splotches was shoved into Charis’s hands.
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Lilies. Lilies and roses. White lilies and yellow roses. It was... surprisingly heavy. For a bouquet of flowers, that is. Charis couldn’t recall ever buying Laura anything like this.

“T-this is a mistake...?” the middle-aged professor stammered out, glancing up at the blonde man and then back down at the flowers.

They were both men. Men don’t get flowers. Especially from other men. Maybe from their own mothers. Maybe from their business partners, who can be men. But not personally from men. Or from women, for that matter.

And even if they do... Other men may get flowers. Other people may get flowers. Not him. Not Charis Ambers.

“Also, this...” a gift bag was shoved into Charis’s hands now. “You told me... Well, you mentioned you were turning forty when I first met you, professor. Not directly, but I... I should’ve guessed. And said something. Sorry I never did.”

The blonde was looking down at the flowers. Not at his face. Charis, on the other hand, could not find a single thing to focus on. He was still looking up and down. At the white and yellow mix of petals and stems pressed against his chest. And at the absent-looking face. A face without a smile. In just this one way, it resembled Charis’s own.

“And, one last thing...” the blonde was waving a pastel orange envelope in the air, making it appear and disappear below the invisible line where the bouquet cut off Charis’s vision. “I... I did say something when you turned forty-five. I know it was stressful for you to see me. I’m sorry about that... But... I missed your fiftieth birthday, too. Odds are, I missed the fifty-fifth one this year, also. So... Well, I’m sorry I did not make things work, professor. Please, do not return these gifts. I’m more than fine at the moment, and for the foreseeable future. But, for the past... thirteen years, I suppose, I’d been trying to get to wherever I am now hoping you’d join me one day. I was... delusional. Till the end. But it kept me going. The memory- the idea of you. It kept me going.”

Charis blinked a few times. His brows knit together. What the hell was this man talking about?

“I’m sorry I didn’t go away and leave you be when you told me to. I know I’ve done wrong. It... It wasn’t your fault, I just...” the blonde put his hands into the pockets of his black suit pants, his right foot, clad in a black leather shoe tapping on the tiles, its smooth surface reflecting the artificial light of the gray hallway. “I really was in love with you. Thank you for hearing me out one last time. I hope, whatever it was that made you open the door for me back then, isn’t bothering you anymore. And if there actually wasn’t anything to
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