
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          The Edge of Him

        

        
        
          The Bounds Hearts Saga : Book 1, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Xoxo Gossip Boi

        

        
          Published by One Nation Publishing, 2026.

        

    



    
        
          The Edge of Him

        

        
        
          The Bounds Hearts Saga : Book 1, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Xoxo Gossip Boi

        

        
          Published by One Nation Publishing, 2026.

        

    


THE EDGE OF HIM

J. L. VALE

THE EDGE OF HIM
The Bound Hearts Saga, Book One
Copyright © 2026 J. L. Vale
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored or transmitted in any form or by any means without prior written permission from the publisher, except for brief quotations used in reviews.
This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to actual events is coincidental.


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Epigraph

The First Collision

The Wrong Timing

The Balcony Scene

The Unspoken

The Open Relationship Cracks

The First Break

The Quiet Between Them

The Quiet Reckoning

The Collapse

The Long Winter

The Shift

The Rebuilding

The First Step Forward

The Honest Night

The Balcony at Sunrise



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For anyone who has ever tried to fit themselves into the cracks of someone else's foundation.
This is for the ones who found the courage to tear down the half-hearted structures and build something whole.

      

    



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    For anyone who has ever tried to fit themselves into the cracks of someone else's foundation.
This is for the ones who found the courage to tear down the half-hearted structures and build something whole.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "There is a fracture in everything you built to keep the peace. You cannot fix a foundation by pretending the ground isn't shaking."
— Xoxo Gossip Boi

      

    



  	
        
            
            "There is a fracture in everything you built to keep the peace. You cannot fix a foundation by pretending the ground isn't shaking."
— Xoxo Gossip Boi

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]
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The elevator stalled between the seventh and eighth floors.

Only for a second—just long enough for the fluorescent tube above Luca Haven to blink out, come back, and show him his own face in the brushed-steel doors.

He looked like a man being delivered somewhere against his will.

His white shirt was too deliberate. The black jeans were the pair Mason said made him look less like a widowed poet, although Luca had never been married and had published exactly nothing. He had changed twice before leaving his apartment, shaved and then regretted shaving, and spent the walk into Braddon composing excuses to turn around.

The lift gave a mechanical cough and continued upward.

“Excellent,” Luca murmured. “Killed by social obligation.”

His phone lit in his hand.

MASON: If you vanish, I’m sending a search party.

LUCA: Tell them to start in my lounge room.

MASON: Too late. You’re in the building. I can feel you resisting joy from up here.

The doors opened before Luca could reply.

Warm air moved into the lift, carrying citrus, spilled beer and the clean medicinal scent of eucalyptus. The rooftop had been arranged to look accidental: strings of amber bulbs looped between steel posts; tubs of young gums softened the concrete; low couches sat around gas heaters no one needed on the last warm Saturday of February. Beyond the railing, the city lay under a violet sky, its streets beginning to shine.

People filled the roof in loose, confident groups. Men kissed hello with hands that lingered at waists. Someone in a silver mesh laughed hard enough to lose half his drink over the edge of a planter. A drag queen Luca recognised from a poster he had designed stood near the bar correcting a public servant’s understanding of constitutional law.

Everyone appeared to know where to put their body.

Luca stepped out of the lift and immediately considered stepping back in.

“Absolutely not.”

Mason Cole materialised beside him in a saffron shirt open one button lower than good judgment allowed. He hooked an arm through Luca’s before the doors could close.

“You made it.”

“The lift kidnapped me.”

“I bribed it.” Mason pushed a glass of mineral water with lime into his hand. “You’ve got forty-five minutes before I start introducing you to unsuitable men.”

“That sounds less like a grace period than a threat.”

“It’s both.”

Mason had been threatening to host this party since signing the lease on the bar downstairs. The venue was technically not his—there were investors, a hospitality group and a woman called Priya who appeared whenever anything caught fire—but Mason behaved as though every room he entered had been waiting for him. People turned toward him. He made belonging look not just easy but distributable.

Luca loved him for that and occasionally wanted to smother him with a decorative cushion.

“One hour,” Luca said.

“Ninety minutes.”

“Fifty.”

“Done.” Mason squeezed his shoulder. “See? You’re already connecting.”

He was gone before Luca could object, intercepted by a woman carrying a birthday cake shaped like a pair of red lips.

Luca took refuge at the railing.

From there, the party became scenery rather than obligation. Lonsdale Street glowed below, restaurant windows throwing rectangles of gold across the footpaths. Farther south, the dark line of the hills held the city in place. The sky retained a little daylight at its edges, enough to turn the clouds above Black Mountain the colour of bruised peaches.

He rested his forearms on the rail and let his shoulders lower.

The past year has made solitude feel like both medicine and symptom. At first, living alone had been a relief. No one used his expensive shampoo and denied it. No one revised the meaning of an agreement after breaking it. No one came home at two in the morning smelling of someone else and called Luca possessive for wanting to know whether he mattered.

Later, the relief had become a room he rarely left.

He had not sworn off men. That would have required a level of theatre he did not possess. He had simply become tired of auditioning for affection in relationships where every need was treated as evidence of insufficient evolution.

Behind him, the music shifted into something bass-heavy and flirtatious. A cheer rose near the bar. Luca watched a bus move along Northbourne Avenue, bright and silent from this height.

“You look like you’re planning an escape route.”

The voice came from his right—low, amused, closer than he expected.

Luca turned.

The man beside him was tall without making a performance of it, broad through the shoulders, his dark-blue shirt rolled to the elbows. Fine sawdust had settled in the seam of one cuff. His hair looked as though he had pushed both hands through it on the way upstairs and left it to decide the final arrangement. There was something open about his face until one reached the eyes. Those were watchful, a clear grey-green, and far less careless than his smile.

“I like to know where the exits are,” Luca said.

“Fire safety or personality?”

“Both.”

The man laughed, and the sound landed somewhere inconvenient.

“Eli.” He offered a hand.

“Luca.”

Eli’s palm was rough and warm. The contact lasted no longer than courtesy required, but Luca noticed the pressure of it after their hands separated.

“You’re Mason’s friend,” Eli said.

“That depends on what he’s told you.”

“That you designed the posters downstairs, hate networking, and would rather swallow a battery than attend a party.”

Luca looked over Eli’s shoulder for Mason, who was laughing into someone’s neck across the roof.

“He edited out my warmth.”

“I can see that.” Eli leaned against the rail, leaving enough space between them to make the choice feel intentional. “The posters are good.”

“You noticed them?”

“One of them has been covering a crack in our site office for six months.”

“The dream of every artist.”

“It’s the best thing in the office.”

“Now I’m concerned about the office.”

Eli lifted his beer in acknowledgement. “Heritage restoration. The office is a shipping container with an electric kettle and three men who think a chair is a sign of weakness.”

That explained the hands, the forearms, the pale line of an old cut near his thumb. Luca disliked himself for cataloguing the details.

“What are you restoring?” he asked.

“A row of houses in Ainslie. Brickwork, timber windows, anything a previous owner tried to fix with expanding foam.” Eli grimaced. “You’d be surprised what people do to a hundred-year-old building because they watched half a video online.”

“I work with clients. I wouldn’t be surprised by anything people do after half a video online.”

They fell into conversation with an ease that made Luca suspicious.

Eli asked questions and listened past the answer. When Luca described freelance design—the good months, the late invoices, the strange intimacy of giving form to someone else’s idea—Eli did not turn it into an opportunity to talk about himself. He wanted to know why Luca chose the colours he did. He asked whether Luca still drew anything no one had paid for.

“Not lately,” Luca admitted.

“Why not?”

“Because once a thing becomes your work, you start keeping the best parts of yourself billable.”

Eli looked at him then, not merely in his direction. “That sounds lonely.”

The observation should have annoyed him. It did, slightly. What unsettled him was that it also felt true.

“Do you always diagnose strangers at parties?” Luca asked.

“Only the ones standing by exits.”

the city brightened below them. Conversation rolled around the rooftop in waves, rising whenever the song changed. Eli moved a fraction closer so Luca could hear him without either of them raising their voice.

They talked about the city—the way everyone elsewhere dismissed it as empty because they had never learned its private geography. Eli loved the pockets where the bush pressed against suburbia, cockatoos tearing bark from trees beside immaculate government buildings. Luca loved the view from Mount Ainslie just after rain, when the straight lines of the city stopped looking planned and started looking inevitable.

“I go up there when I can’t think,” Eli said.

“Does it help?”

“No. But I fail with a view.”

Luca laughed. Eli’s expression changed at the sound—not triumph, exactly, but pleasure so unguarded that Luca had to look back at the city.

It had been a long time since the attraction arrived without negotiation. Usually Luca recognised it as a set of facts: handsome, interested, available enough for tonight. This was different. His awareness of Eli had gathered quietly until it occupied the whole edge of his body. The warmth at his right shoulder. The movement of Eli’s wrist when he lifted the bottle. The careful distance between their hands on the railing.

Eli seemed aware of it too.

“Can I ask you something?” Eli said.

“You’ve been doing that for twenty minutes.”

“Why did you really come tonight?”

Luca watched a plane blink red beyond the dark ridge. “Mason is persistent.”

“Not the whole answer.”

“You’re very confident for someone with sawdust on him.”

Eli looked at his cuff and brushed it uselessly. “Occupational glitter.”

Luca smiled despite himself. “I came because my apartment had started feeling like a decision.”

Eli’s humour quietened.

Luca could have stopped there. He did not know why he continued.

“I spent a lot of last year trying to be easy to love,” he said. “Easy became quiet. Quiet became absent. I thought it might be good to show up somewhere before I forgot how.”

Eli turned his bottle between both hands. “Did it work?”

“Ask me in thirty minutes.”

“I’m glad you showed up.”

The words were simple. Eli said them without a grin or a second meaning, and that made them more dangerous.

Luca studied him. “Why are you here?”

For the first time, Eli hesitated.

“A friend’s birthday,” he said.

“That’s the Mason answer.”

Eli looked down through the railing at the street. “I needed to remember I could still walk into a room and not be the person everyone expected.”

There it was: the locked door behind the open face.

“And who do they expect?” Luca asked.

“Dependable. Reasonable. Fine.”

“You don’t look fine.”

Eli’s mouth tilted. “Neither do you.”
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