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The warm, muggy air assaulted Nolan as he stepped out of the frosty glass of the hotel entrance. 
A line of ride shares blocked the drive as the small crowd of well-dressed men and women awaited their rides, and Nolan had no choice but to wade into the swells.
He’d much rather be decompressing in his hotel room, but work conferences rarely afforded him the precious time.
The suit jacket he’d chosen for this evening of interactions—which blended him seamlessly into the masses—was already too warm, and he considered skipping back up to his room to change. But he feared if he returned to the silent oasis of his room, he might not want to leave.
And well, the dinner wouldn’t be on his dime, would it?
However, his dinner party was nowhere to be found in this mess, so he figured they must have gone ahead without him.
Fine.
Pulling his phone from his pocket, he pulled up a rideshare app on his phone and…  stared at the prices.
It may have been a Friday evening in a very large city, but surely a taxi shouldn’t cost this much? The driver would only get the smallest fraction of it, anyway. Completely unfair, since they were the ones doing the driving and all.
Nolan scrolled through the options, and paused, thumb hovering over something he’d never seen before.
A flight? An icon of… was that a griffin?
“No, surely not,” he muttered to himself, and clicked the option more out of curiosity than anything.
Surely they wouldn’t send a real, live griffin to his location? That just seemed…
Well, actually quite ingenious.
Sure enough, it located a real griffin by the name of Reid. He would be arriving in four minutes.
A guilty, giddy flutter of excitement and apprehension struck him, and he almost canceled the ride immediately. But if his father and the rest of the crew had gone on ahead, they would not glance kindly on his tardiness.
Never mind the fact they could have just waited for him. It probably never crossed their minds.
Murmurs disturbed the mass as their attention was drawn to the sky, bracelet-adorned hands lifting and ringed fingers pointing. Following their interest, Nolan’s eyes widened as the half-lion, half-eagle creature flapped his wings and lowered himself to the sidewalk.
And waited.
Nolan supposed he couldn’t exactly call out the name of his rider, not with his beak, and—dear lord, Nolan was going to have to straddle the creature, like on horseback, wasn’t he?
How terribly embarrassing.
The last time he’d ridden a horse, he was twelve. It had not gone well. In fact, he’d fallen off and broken his arm. He’d had to wear that garishly green cast—they hadn’t exactly told him it would be neon when he chose it—embellished with immaturely drawn dicks for six weeks, thanks to his classmates.
Not that he still held a grudge. Of course not.
With a wince, Nolan made his way through the crowd and approached the creature from the side, hiding his apprehension behind a polite smile as he stepped into his eyeline.
“Hello there,” he greeted.
Silence answered him, and he chuckled awkwardly before holding up his phone, highly aware of the stares he was receiving from the throng of elegant couples.
“Are you Reid?”
The creature huffed through his very large beak, and Nolan stared. “Right. You are the only griffin in the area, I suppose, so you must be, right?” 
He huffed again.
“Right. Better get on with it then. Don’t want to be late for dinner. Well, more late,” he mumbled, and pocketed his phone. The creature's head was eye-level with Nolan, and he stared at the tall, wide span of his back and the simple saddle with something akin to dread.
He had the feeling he was about to embarrass himself.
“S’pose you don’t have any tips for how to, uh… get in the saddle, eh?” he asked, chuckling to ease the stitch of panic weaving through his chest.
The creature—Reid, Nolan could just refer to him by his name—shuddered, and a single roped step unfurled itself from the side of the saddle.
“Oh thank god,” he breathed, and placed his hands on either side of the leather, then hooked one foot into the single step before throwing his other leg up and over the creature’s back. The first time he didn’t get enough momentum, and his foot fell back to the ground with a thump, and Nolan sighed as heat rushed to his face.
The second time, though, he settled into the dip of the saddle effortlessly, and marveled at his athleticism.
“Well, that was easier than expected. Oh shit, you are rather large, aren’t you, there? Oh god,” he rambled, as the wings bracketing him began to flap. 
There were no seatbelts. What if he fell off? 
Heart racing, he gripped onto the saddle with both hands and squeezed his eyes shut, unable to find the fucks to give about how ridiculous he may look.
“This might be a bad time to admit how terrified I am of heights.” He gulped as they lifted away from the ground, ignoring the flash of devices from the crowd of people as they captured the rare sighting.
Rare for him, at least. He’d most certainly never taken a ride on a griffin. He didn’t even know it was a thing.
His father would probably have something to say about this whole situation, but as the griffin drifted higher into the sky and away from the swanky circle, Nolan found he didn’t particularly care.
The griffin didn’t quite take him to the clouds, but they might as well have been spattered with their condensation for all the difference it made. They were flying! 
Nolan’s heart raced in his chest and his fingers tightened around the saddle, but he spied the moving cars and the walking people, little ants from way up here, with a grin. 
“Wow!” he shouted, voice lost in the wind. “This is amazing!”
Reid dipped into the next turn, cutting between buildings with a whoosh, the rushing air all white noise in Nolan’s ears as he stared at everything from this new, impossible perspective.
All too soon, Nolan spotted the name of the restaurant, but not even the dread of the evening, the whole week, could manage to spoil his excitement as they drifted lower to the ground.
The gentle landing surprised him, and if his eyes had been closed like earlier, he would’ve hardly noticed they’d touched the ground. He waited a few seconds to make sure the creature was still before he clambered off, and locked his knees to keep from wobbling as he readjusted to the cement beneath his feet.
“That was magnificent,” he breathed, running a hand through his sure-to-be-unruly hair and pulling his phone from his pocket. “Oh, do let me tip you, uh…” As he fumbled for the setting in the app, he grumbled about new technology and his inability to keep up. “Sorry, just let me figure this thing out,” he said, gaze flicking to the rather unimpressed looking griffin before him.
His eagle's eyes were shrewd, and until that moment Nolan hadn’t considered that eagles could look annoyed, and yet somehow, this one managed.
Just as Nolan discovered the rating, review, and tip section of his past rides—honestly, did they have to make it so hard to find, were they trying to make these people’s lives harder?—a notification appeared at the top of his screen, and his heart sank. 
His cheeks went red at the words his coworker had sent him. 
Dinner canceled. Decided to schedule for another night, give everyone downtime in their rooms. See you tomorrow. 9 sharp.
Well, fuck. 
That would have been nice to know fifteen minutes ago.
Nolan was so focused on his annoyance, he didn’t notice the slight vibration in the air until someone cleared their throat. 
He startled as he glanced up to find a man standing in place of the griffin, arms crossed and brow arched.
Nolan swallowed.
“Everything alright?” the man asked in a deep voice that scratched the inside of Nolan’s brain like something special.
“Reid?” he asked, rather coherently for someone who’s just come face to face with the hottest person they’d ever seen. Reid’s long and unruly blond hair curled around the nape of his neck and framed his face, blending with the mustache and short beard that softened the sharp line of his jaw. Nolan would like to clock him around mid-thirties, but with the lengthened lifespan of most Others, there was really no telling.
Healthy. Sure, let’s go with that. Reid looked… healthy.
Reid nodded, and motioned to the phone still in Nolan’s hand. “Figure everything out?”
“Oh!” Nolan’s attention jerked back to the screen, the offending message now hidden from sight but very close in mind. “Uh…”
His thoughts spun. He could go back to the hotel, but now he needed another ride, and how embarrassing if he booked another griffin only for it to be Reid again. And yet telling him he’d been ditched by his coworkers seemed rather humiliating, and he’d rather directly avoid having to admit it aloud.
He could, however, panic about what to do after he paid the handsome gentleman for his time.
Even internally, Nolan realized how that sounded, and winced before typing a few numbers into the screen. “Yes. Tip sent. Thank you for the ride—uh, flight?”
Where did the saddle go? Nolan wondered as Reid pulled his own phone out and blinked at the screen.
“Is that a typo?” he asked, a frown marring his features as he looked back up.
“Hmm?” Nolan was distracted by the long, lean line of Reid’s figure, and snapped his attention back up.
“The zeros. That’s too many,” Reid said, and turned the phone to him, jaw grinding.
Nolan’s cheeks reddened further. “Ah, no. That’s correct.”
“What?! Why would you tip that much? Are you crazy?!”
Nolan held his ground as Reid stepped forward, and tried to get his tongue to work. “W-well, those rideshare apps kind of price gouge, don’t they? Especially during busy hours. And the drivers only get a small fraction of it. Plus, well, you quite literally flew me here, and that’s tiring manual labor, and I thought you should be paid as such. Is that… alright?” he asked, his tirade falling to a more suitable volume as his passion and embarrassment faded to a simmer.
“No, man, it’s just… a lot. I mean, you were my last of the night anyway, but now I can take off without feeling bad. Thanks.”
The smile he offered Nolan left devastation in its wake.
“You’re quite welcome.”
And then Nolan was stalling, waiting for Reid to leave so he could— 
“So… you gonna go in?” Reid asked.
“What?” Nolan blinked at him.
“The restaurant? Now that you’re here.” 
The text message ran through his mind again, and he cast a dubious glance toward the ritzy restaurant. “Uh… actually—”
Just then, he caught sight of familiar faces gathered around a table through one of the windows.
A few others from the office, all here for the event. Chase, the assistant, for god’s sake, the one who’d texted him. And his own father.
Nolan supposed giving everyone downtime in their rooms really only referred to Nolan himself.
The table laughed at something, and Chase clapped Nolan’s father on the shoulder, jovial smiles all around.
Figures.
Swallowing the confusion and frustration, he turned back to Reid. “Actually, no. I won’t. Something’s come up.”
His brow furrowed as he nodded. “Well, alright then. You sure everything’s alright?”
Nolan considered walking into the oncoming traffic. “Certainly. Why do you ask?”
“You’re gonna break your phone, man,” Reid said, and pointed to the tight—too tight—grasp he had on the device.
Nolan loosened his grip and winced at the stiffness of his fingers. “Right. Yes, well, I meant to do that. Don’t wanna drop it,” he muttered, and tapped the damn screen back to life.
Reid crossed his arms again. “What, your date stand you up?” 
Nolan saw not why it was any of his business, but his eyes were twinkling and Nolan couldn’t find it in him to tell him to fuck off. However, the longer he stood there making small talk, the more of a chance Nolan had to spill the whole unfortunate incident at his feet.
“Something like that. I’m just going to order a car for the ride home,” he informed him, staring down at the glaring light of his phone. He didn’t want the poor guy to think Nolan was ignoring him. He did seem rather kind, after all. No reason to be an asshole.
“What? Why? I could just give you a lift,” Reid said, tossing a thumb over his shoulder.
Nolan lifted only his gaze. “Never. I couldn’t ask that of you.”
“You didn’t ask. I offered.”
Indeed, he had. And why?
In his tight black pants and the layering situation with the coral-colored shirt and faded graphic tee beneath, this man was leagues above some posh snob. He oozed coolness, or whatever the kids were calling it these days.
Though no matter how old or young the man may actually be, he did appear closer in age to Nolan than he’d first assumed.
And he couldn’t very well argue with his logic, could he?
“You already tipped me more than enough. It would be no big deal to drop you back off.”
Ah, so that’s what it was about.
“Don’t worry about that. Really, its nothing—”
Reid laid a hand on his shoulder, shaking him just a little and freezing Nolan into silence. “You tipped more than enough to cover another ride. Let me take you back to your fucking hotel.”
Nolan’s lips twitched at the man’s vehemence, and he nodded, still reeling from the familiar touch. “Well, alright then. If you insist.”
Reid squeezed once, a well-done, before releasing him altogether. “You’re sure you don’t wanna look around, get something? There’s some pretty great spots around here.” 
Nolan glanced around at the multiple signs and the passing crowd. “Ah, no, thank you. I wouldn’t even know where to start, anyhow.”
“Let me ask again,” Reid said, voice firmer, and held up a hand to garner Nolan’s attention. As if he’d been unable to do anything but match the precise kind of chocolate truffle to the darkness of Reid’s eyes for the past several minutes.
Maybe that dark chocolate rose truffle from that one place in… oh, what was the city?
Nolan tilted his head forward to show he was listening. Kind of.
“Do you want something to eat?” The forceful way he asked made something warm unfurl low in Nolan’s gut, and it had nothing to do with wanting food.
Though he hadn’t eaten since before the flight that morning, so really, something to eat would be lovely, and he guiltily told Reid as such.
He startled as Reid clapped his hands together. “Great. Well, lucky for you, I’m from here, so I know all the good secret places that don’t require a reservation six months in advance,” he drawled, rolling his eyes in the direction of the exact restaurant Nolan was going to walk into ten minutes ago.
“I see,” Nolan said coherently. “Where to, then, my unofficial guide?”
He tripped over referring to Reid as his anything, but covered the blunder by sliding his phone back in his pocket.
Reid leaned in close, and Nolan was overcome by the earthy, spiced scent of him.
“Do you like pizza? And I mean the greasy, dripping with cheese kind of pizza?”
Nolan’s cheeks went warm again, and he couldn’t exactly blame it on the heat of the summer evening any longer.
“I think I could be persuaded,” he murmured.
“Good,” Reid purred—was that a griffin thing?—and grabbed Nolan’s hand before pulling him through the crowd. Away from the crowd. To a slightly quieter street, and then kept leading him. 
String lights and ivory pillars disappeared in favor of cracked sidewalks and small businesses. The scent of grease and salted food filled the air, and Nolan breathed it in. 
He was still dazed by Reid’s casual hand holding, when Reid finally released him to pull open a glass door beneath a sign proclaiming Crustworthy’s was home to the Best Pizza EVER. 
“That’s quite a title,” Nolan mused, and stepped inside the building. 
“They live up to it, promise. I wouldn’t bring you somewhere mediocre, would I?”
Nolan eyed his temporary companion, his black boots with the yellow thread, and—yeah, that was an earring that glimmered in the terrible lighting.
Mediocre was the last word that came to mind when Nolan looked at Reid.
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This guy was insane…ly hot. Emphasis on insane. 
Who let some stranger drag them around the city? Reid could be a serial killer or something. He wasn’t, but how could Nolan know that? 
Drag him along Reid had, and now he was watching Nolan devour a slice of pizza from his favorite place.
Nolan moaned again as he took a bite, the cheese threatening to slide right off the huge triangle and onto his paper plate.
Reid had been a little hesitant to bring someone like Nolan, in his fancy little matching pants and suit jacket and shiny watch, to his favorite place… and yet.
And yet not even the harsh fluorescent lights and scratched metal top of the counter could diminish this guy’s appeal. He had seemed a little alarmed when the cook had slid two paper plates across the counter.
In the moment, he’d glanced to Reid for… well, Reid wasn’t sure, really. Approval? Doubt? But it’d made his heart do a little flip in his chest all the same. 
“I take it you like the place, then?” he asked, amusement twitching his lips as he adjusted in his seat. They had found a bench not even a block away, and Reid’s cheeks kept turning red every time Nolan groaned when he took a bite.
The man was shameless. He looked like a weirdo, moaning around his pizza no matter who was walking by and shooting them odd looks.
Nolan leveled him with a dry look, jaw working before he swallowed. “You were right. And the sign. It’s quite literally the best pizza I’ve ever had in my entire life. I could… I could marry this!”
Too bad it won't be here for much longer, Reid almost said, but didn’t want to spoil the mood.
He snorted. “Might wanna try taking it on a date first. You skipped a few steps.”
Nolan’s lips twitched, and Reid wanted to give himself a pat on the back for drawing amusement from him. “You’re quite right, wouldn’t want to rush things,” he mused.
“Oh no,” Nolan suddenly said, and dropped his pizza to the plate.
Reid arched a brow, watching curiously as Nolan grabbed one of the ten thousand napkins he’d required before leaving the shop.
“See? I knew these would come in handy,” he said, dabbing at his palm. “I’m going to ruin this shirt, and honestly, I can’t be fucked to care,” he muttered.
Reid didn’t know why the curse surprised him, but it felt out of place from Nolan’s lips.
Nolan shrugged off his jacket, and Reid gulped as he revealed the broad expanse of his shoulders, somehow hidden beneath that one layer. Then he did the unthinkable, and began rolling the crisp white shirt sleeves up.
Dear god, Reid began, swallowing sharply. It’s me. I don’t ask for much.
Nolan’s actions proved he actually could be fucked to care about his probably expensive shirt, but he still picked up his pizza once his sleeves were rolled appropriately, and back to moaning he went.
Reid sent a few more prayers north, and finished off his own slice.
After folding his paper plate down, he leaned back in the bench and stretched his legs out, crossing them at the ankle and watching Nolan.
“What is it?” Nolan asked, glancing down at his shirt as if he expected a stain.
“What happened at the restaurant?” Reid finally asked, prepared for the way Nolan suddenly stiffened, as if just recalling whatever had happened was enough to set him on edge. “Can’t imagine anyone standing you up,” he continued. 
Sure, it was a little bold, but it was true, so fuck it.
Nolan finished his pizza before he answered, and picked up another napkin. “Nothing so scandalous as that, I assure you,” he admitted, dabbing at the grease covering his hand. “I’m here for work, and the group I was supposed to meet for dinner canceled via a text message.”
“Oh, that—”
“But they were already seated inside. I saw them.”
Oh.
Fuck, that was just mean.
“Sounds like a bunch of assholes, if you ask me,” Reid grumbled, with half a mind to return to the restaurant himself.
“Oh, they most certainly are. Not news to me,” he said, and folded his plate in the same way Reid had. “Probably wouldn’t smart quite so much if my own father wasn’t with them.”
Reid schooled his expression, kept his eyes from widening. The guy’s own dad ditched him? Fuuuck.
“That’s really fucking shitty,” Reid finally said, eloquent as ever.
But it made Nolan’s lips curl, so he counted it as a victory. “Yes. Really fucking shitty,” he echoed.
Reid pulled his legs back into the bench, and stood up with a clap, the paper plate muffling the sound. “Since I introduced you to the best pizza ever, do you trust me yet?”
Nolan, the little shit, tilted his hand back and forth. “Jury’s still out on that one.”
He scoffed, and grabbed Nolan’s trash to dunk it in the bin nearby. “Well, how do you feel about ice cream?”
When he spun back around, he almost wheeled right into Nolan, and had to steady himself.
“Please, don’t… don’t pity hang out with me, or something. That’s worse than going back to the hotel alone.”
Crossing his arms, Reid tilted his chin up before saying, “Who said I pitied you? Maybe I pity them.”
Nolan rolled his eyes, but they eventually trailed back to him, a question glimmering in their depths. “And why’s that?”
“I don’t know, man, you seem pretty cool to me.”
Nolan snorted.
“Okay, so like, maybe you don’t know how to work your phone, which is— are you, like, seventy-five or something?”
“Seventy-six, actually,” Nolan interjected with a soft smile. 
Reid kind of wanted to taste it.
“Wow. I have to say you look great for your age,” he drawled.
Did Nolan just blush? Why did that make Reid’s chest tight? Who was this man?
“It’s a family secret. I’d tell you, but…” 
“You’d have to kill me?”
Nolan nodded solemnly. “At the very least.”
“Well, I’d like to avoid that, so fine. Keep your secrets.”
The moment hung there, suspended between them in silence, and they might have been standing by a trash can, with noisy cars passing by and dawdling strangers giving them a wide berth as they stared at each other, but Reid couldn’t find it in him to care. He finally spoke. “So, ice cream?”
Nolan studied him, probably searching for that pity he’d expected. But empathizing with someone’s shitty situation and wanting to make their night better was different than pity, yeah?
Whatever Nolan found in Reid’s gaze was enough for him, and he finally nodded. 
Reid didn’t even realize he was holding his breath until Nolan said, “Yes. Alright, let’s get ice cream.”
He just stopped himself from bringing his fist down in a fuck yeah, but couldn’t stop himself from grabbing Nolan’s hand again, if only to watch his cheeks flush and his gaze drop to where they touched.
Then he dragged him down the street, back toward the pizza place, and past it, around the block.
“How long have you been here?” Nolan asked, waving his unoccupied hand around them. “You sure know your way around,” he continued as Reid tugged them down the sidewalk.
“My whole life, since before the Big Reveal,” he said.
“And have you always been a rideshare, uhm, taxi?”
Reid chuckled at the title. “What is this, a job interview?”
At Nolan’s sputtering, he chuckled and gave his hand a squeeze. “Relax, I’m teasing.”
It was probably weird to be holding this guy’s hand, right? But he didn’t want to let go, and likewise, Nolan wasn’t trying to release his hand either.
So he didn’t.
And he zigzagged them around a few pedestrians, until the faded pink sign of a local ice cream shop called Chippy’s came into view, and he grinned, sharing his excitement with Nolan.
What must this fancy schmancy guy think of Reid bringing him to all these rundown places?
Their hands finally did part as Reid reached forward to hold the door open for him.
Nolan smirked. “Why thank you, kind sir.”
“After you, sir,” Reid retorted, and his dick absolutely showed interest in the way the word made Nolan’s cheeks go red.
“Everything is made in house, even the cookie pieces you can mix in,” he explained, and motioned to the case full of chilled metal containers, and the plastic bins holding all the toppings. On top of the case, the different bowl sizes and cones were lined up.
“There’s so many choices – how the hell do you decide?” Nolan asked, eyes wide as he took it all in. Very much like a kid in an ice cream shop and not a refined businessman in a suit.
“I have my go-to’s. But it’s fun to try something new,” he teased, nudging his shoulder into the back of Nolan’s.
Nolan shot a grin over his shoulder, and Reid wondered if needing three to five business days to recover from his smile was too much.
Nolan’s gaze dragged greedily over the chocolate dipped waffle cone and all the toppings. Reid pointed out all the flavors, and called his favorites off by heart.
So when they finally reached the counter, only for Nolan to order a plain vanilla scoop on a sugar cone… Reid was surprised. Slightly disappointed. 
But he didn’t let that hold him back. He asked for his favorite combination on a waffle cone, and shot a wink in Nolan’s direction.
Before Nolan could assault the napkin station, Reid grabbed a handful as they waited for their cones. The hum of the air conditioner was loud, the shop was small, a little dingy, and Reid felt perfectly at home there.
His double-stacked cone was cold to the touch as he accepted it from the employee, and Nolan gathered his with two fingers daintily curling around the paper wrapper.
Reid held the door open for him and groaned as the humid air poured through the door.
Nolan’s jacket was tossed over one arm, and they stalled out on the sidewalk. “Where to now?”
“We’re not too far from the park. Wanna take a walk?”
“Sounds lovely,” Nolan agreed, and motioned with the hand holding the jacket for him to lead the way.
Reid pointed ahead and walked alongside Nolan as the cars passed, splashing them with light and casting their shadows along the concrete, side by side.
“So I have to ask. Bubblegum and chocolate?” Nolan asked, and Reid could hear the doubt in his voice.
“Hey, don’t knock it til you try it, Mr. Vanilla. Who gets vanilla?” Reid teased.
Nolan lifted his hands in innocence. “There was too much to choose from – vanilla is easy.”
Rolling his eyes, Reid scoffed. “Everyone knows what vanilla tastes like. You could’ve picked the ribbon one, with the caramel and dark chocolate mixed in. The best of all three worlds.”
“I could have. But what if I didn’t like it?”
“Trust me, you can’t go wrong with anything in there.”
“Fine, fine. Next time, maybe,” Nolan acquiesced.
Next time? Reid’s heart did a little flip at the idea of it.
Next time.
The iron gates of the park entrance came into view, and this area did have the twinkle lights and fancy lamp posts reminiscent of the hoity-toity district he’d flown Nolan to.
“This is one of the nicer parks in the area,” he explained. “Perfect for eating ice cream on a gross summer night.”
“Oh, it’s not that bad,” Nolan said. Except his sleeves were still rolled up, and he kept shuffling the suit jacket from arm to arm when it got too hot against his skin.
“Maybe after, we can find somewhere with air conditioning,” Reid suggested haltingly. As if he expected Nolan to end their night, to decide he’d spent enough time with the lowbrow griffin taking him to shops that had seen better years, maybe even decades.
But the smile Nolan sent him was the complete opposite, as if he was… excited about the prospect of spending more time together.
Reid refrained from narrowing his eyes. Could this be a…?
Surely not.
He’d know if it was a date. 
No. Nope, this was just two strangers, casually spending the evening together, getting pizza and ice cream and… sitting under the romantic string lights of the park. 
Reid studied Nolan for a moment. Was this a date?
No. They’d just met, barely knew each other. So what if they were doing date activities? Didn’t necessarily mean it was a date. They were just strangers turned friends. Yeah.
And for all Reid knew, Nolan could be straight.
Did straight just-friends hold hands for blocks at a time?
Oh, give it a rest.
Reid had been burned by his fair share of straight guys, and knew better than to read too much into any kind of interaction. But how couldn’t he?
“So, you like plain cheese pizza and vanilla ice cream. What other daring things am I gonna learn about you tonight?” Reid asked, unable to bear the silence and his thoughts any longer.
Nolan chuckled, and—
Reid’s brain white-screened as a dollop of melted ice cream landed on the back of Nolan’s hand. He didn’t even pause as he tilted his hand slightly and licked it off, tongue extending to let the creamy drop stain it before he swallowed, throat working as his hand returned to the upright position.
Jesus fucking christ.
“There’s not much that’s interesting about me,” Nolan began.
Reid highly doubted that.
“Just a business guy stuck in a career he never picked and hates, but is chicken to do anything about it.”
“See, that is interesting, believe it or not.” Reid wanted to ask Nolan more, but something in his expression made him choke it back.
“I don’t want to talk about work. I want to think about anything but work, actually. Tell me about yourself.”
“Where do you want me to start?” Reid asked, strangely happy to indulge in whatever Nolan wanted.
“From the beginning?” he asked.
Reid winced. “Oof. Well. It’s going to sound a little strange, but my upbringing was probably different than what you grew up around. What with being a griffin and all.”
Nolan’s eyebrows arched in interest, gaze intent to show he was listening. Unfortunately he was still making sweet, tender love to the fucking ice cream cone, and Reid had to remind himself what the hell he was talking about.
“We had to hide what we were, obviously, because this was all before the Big Reveal. And being a kid makes that a little harder, y’know, to control the shift and everything. So I was homeschooled for a while. Like I said, born and raised here. Dad was shit. Mom was awesome.” He grimaced and chewed on the bubblegum piece that was too hard to be safe, but still a sweet treat all the same. “That ice cream place is actually where we used to go when I was little. Bubblegum was my favorite, and my mom always said I was going to crack a tooth one day.” He winked. “Haven’t yet.”
“Was the Big Reveal a relief for you, then?” Nolan asked, lowering his ice cream cone.
“Yeah, kinda. I was used to hiding my griffin by that point, but it is nice to see everyone be more open about it. Like, that pizza place? The ice cream shop? All run by Others.”
“Always thought that was kind of a stupid name. Rather exclusive.”
Reid frowned. “Yeah. The media ran with it and it stuck. But whatever. Better than, like, freaks or weirdos.”
“Oh, I hope no one ever called you that,” Nolan said with an angry twitch to his brow. “That’s not nice.”
Reid laughed and tried not to let the bitterness seep in. “Newsflash, man, the world isn’t all that nice to Others. Though it’s getting better, bit by bit.”
“How so?”
“Well, like the app. So.” He scrubbed a hand over his thigh, suddenly nervous. “Even though it's a service position, it’s integrating us into society. The insurance was stupidly complicated, but we finally figured out the fine print and now it’s, like, a normal thing.”
“Normal?” Nolan teased. “I’m pretty sure our picture is floating around on the internet somewhere. The crowd seemed rather scandalized.”
“Hey, any publicity is good publicity.”
“I’m… not sure that’s true,” Nolan argued.
“Aw, come on. You just gotta spin it right.” Holding up his hands, ice cream cone included, he framed the shape of a square. “Inventive new travel medium spotted in the city.”
Nolan chuckled, and copied the square with his own hands. “Idiot falls off griffin to his death.”
Reid gasped. “I would never let one of my patrons fall. But that is what the majority of the fine print is for,” he grumbled. “Accepting the ride makes you liable for any injuries, et cetera.”
“The ladder trick with the saddle was pretty nifty, though!” Nolan suddenly said, as if to make Reid feel better.
“Seemed like you needed the help,” Reid teased, if only to watch his cheeks flush.
They went rosy pink, and it was like a reward all for him.
Silence settled again, and it dawned on Reid that getting ice cream had been a terrible idea.
They had to be quick, because the humid air was melting it faster than they could eat. Which meant Nolan was going at his ice cream with a fervor, licking around the edges to keep it from melting down the cone and onto his hand. Then, of course, he’d have to even it out by licking a circle around the top.
By the time Reid reached the chocolate part of his ice cream, he was trying not to get a fucking hard-on in the middle of the park with this hot, oblivious business guy sitting next to him.
This was going to be a very long night.
And part of him didn’t mind at all.
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