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Chapter One
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“You want to join me for Jewish Christmas?”

Jack Piper looked up at the source of the voice, startled out of his zone. “What?”

His friend, Britannia “Pixie” Brown, was peering at him from over the top of his computer screen. The newspaper office of the Carnegie School for the Gifted was unusually quiet. Everyone else had gone home; ready to travel for the holidays. Jack had a deadline to hit before he could pack up for winter break. He needed to send primary proofs for the yearbook. He also needed to make sure that the newspaper printer got paid for the last issue. He hadn’t really been listening when she’d entered the office. As was her usual modus operandi, Pixie had been talking since the minute she laid eyes on him.

“You said at lunch that you weren’t visiting your grandparents because you’re watching the shop for your Mom.”

“Oh. Yes.” Jack nodded. “Sorry.”

“So, do you want to join me for a Jewish Christmas? Mom is on call at the hospital. I don’t leave for Houston to see Dad until next week.” Pixie traced her index finger along the top of the computer screen, looking a bit forlorn. Which was an odd expression to see on her usually jubilant face.

“Okay, sure. I’ll lock up around five.”

“Awesome!” She brightened considerably, showing off a thousand-watt smile. “I’ll meet you there. We can walk over to Wong’s.”

“That sounds great,” Jack agreed.

“After dinner, we can go dancing?” She suggested. “There’s an all-ages place I’ve wanted to check out for a while.”

Jack winced, “I don’t know, Pix. That’s not really my thing. If you want to do that, you should ask Dylan.” His stomach twisted a bit at the mention of his ex. From his own mouth!

She frowned at him. “You’ve been very withdrawn since the two of you broke up.”

Jack bit the inside of his cheek. He had no idea what Dylan had told Pixie about their break up. He didn’t really care. The memory of Dylan’s face when he’d come clean with him haunted him. 

Okay, haunted was an extreme word. But it certainly felt apt. It was only one element of the cosmic swirl in his brain at all times lately.

“I’ve got a lot of stuff I’m doing,” Jack finally told her. “Did you need something else?” He looked at her, confused. “What are you even still doing here? School let out thirty minutes ago.”

“We have a wrap-up class with Dylan and Mr. Leeman,” Pixie explained. “I noticed you were still here when I walked past on my way back from the bathroom.”

“There are at least two other bathrooms closer to the art studio than any that would bring you by this room.”

“I like the one down this hall. It has better air circulation.”

Jack shook his head. “Yeah. Okay. They’re probably missing you.”

She shrugged. “I doubt it. I’m not a very good artist. They’re probably still gushing over someone with actual talent.”

Jack held back a sigh. She was baiting him for a compliment. “Pix, we’ve been friends for a couple of years now. I adore you. You’re very talented in other aspects. But no. Art is never going to be your thing.”

“But it’s so much fun!”

“Then keep doing it and to hell with everyone else.”

He clicked his mouse button extra loudly as he logged out. Ordinarily, he might kill time with e-mail or catching up on the news. However, he was ready to be done. Not only with the conversation, but with school. For the next two weeks at least. He shut down the computer and stood up.

“I’m all done. You want me to walk with you?”

“Will you come in?” Pixie asked. She watched him pull on his jacket, then tug a knit cap down over his ears.

“I shouldn’t. I can route my exit past there to drop you off though.” He adjusted his backpack on his shoulders. “Come on.”

She scooted out of the room ahead of him. She waited while he flicked off the light. Jack tugged on the door knob to ensure it locked behind him. Together, they made their way toward the art studio.

“We could stop by my house after we have dinner.” Pixie suggested, reverting back to the safe subject of Jewish Christmas. “I have some stuff that would look really good on you.”

“Pix, I may be gay but I have no interest in crossdressing.”

“That’s not what I meant!” She looked horrified. “I was thinking a couple of layered shirts and my black combat boots. With those black jeans you wear all the time. Very chic androgyny.”

“Pix!” A familiar voice from up ahead made them both glance up. The knot that had formed in Jack’s stomach twisted uncomfortably. He stopped short, glancing for an escape route.

“I’m going this way.” He jerked his head toward the nearest hallway. “I’ll text you later.”

“He’s not going to bite you,” Pixie sighed. “You two need to get over it. Be friends again.”

“I’m not ready for that.”

“Jack,” Dylan was closer now, “its good to—”

“Later.” Jack gave a curt nod at Pixie, before turning heel and disappearing. Dylan heaved a sigh behind him.

“—see you,” he finished. “Pix, you disappeared. We’re ready for your piece.”

“Sorry. I had to use the bathroom,” Pix was explaining, as Jack fell out of earshot.

Technically, the turn took him longer to meander to the front entrance and out to the street. The knot on his stomach eased slightly as he put distance between himself and Dylan. He wanted to go home. There was a bus stop on the corner, but he continued to walk past it. Three connections by bus vs. a nearly direct subway line was a no-brainer, even if it did require a five-minute walk on either side of it. He hated the bus. The subway wasn’t much better, but it was cheaper than a car.

He’d gotten his license two years before, back in North Carolina. He and his Mom had both transferred to New York licenses after moving. Which had been an ordeal he never wanted to repeat. Since then, he’d only driven intermittently when visiting his grandparents. Even though his mother, Sarah, had a car, he had never been desperate enough to borrow it.

He shook his head. A twitchy sensation had started behind his left eye. He’d been trying to avoid Dylan for over a month and a half. Basically, the way he figured it, everything boiled down to a few simple facts. Dylan lied to him. Dylan cheated on him. Dylan wasn’t worth his time. Worst though, was the fact that Jack was still harboring feelings, despite the facts. What hurt most was the feeling that he hadn’t been good enough. He’d basically thrown himself at the guy. Including getting completely naked together.

Yet, here he was. Eighteen years old. Still a virgin. After dating the most sexually experienced guy he’d ever met. And to make it worse: Dylan was younger than he was!

Jack had never thought of himself naïve. When he’d first come to New York and enrolled at CSG, he’d gotten a decent education from a couple who had taken him under their collective wing. Sure, he’d never gone any further than kissing. Perhaps some heavy petting, with either of them. But, it had been abundantly clear that Kyle and Markus had him placed on a very short list of Free Pass candidates.

So no, while he was not nearly as experienced as Dylan Montgomery, he was certain he had the logistics down. Even without the help of his friends, he had a catalog of sex tips from reputable internet resources, plus the Sexual Health area of Backslash Books; the family bookstore. He knew what to do when the time came. 

Honestly, he told himself. It’s probably better you didn’t waste all that knowledge on Dylan Montgomery. The asshole.

As he was about to get annoyed over the break up (again), Jack realized he had walked an extra block past his subway entrance. In fact, he was only twenty feet from Java Pub. It being a Thursday, before five o’clock meant there was a good chance that...

“Jack!” The smiling face that greeted him made him instantly feel better. Markus had that effect on him. Since he’d first met him, he’d grown out his hair into a thick fro –like a throwback to the 1970s. It was currently barely contained by the biggest hairnet ever made. “What are you doing here?”

“My feet carried me,” Jack replied. “Can I get a blueberry muffin and my usual?”

“Sure.” Markus used a pair of tongs to pull out a giant muffin from the case before starting working on Jack’s drink. “You got something you want to get off your chest, JP?”

“You remember that guy I was coming in here with earlier this fall?”

“Sure. Stereotypical Tragic Artist. Cappuccino, caramel shot, and extra cream.”

“Yeah, well, he cheated on me.”

“What a dirt bag.”

Jack shrugged. “It’s been awhile, but I thought it was going somewhere. It’s been difficult.”

“I’m sorry.” Markus reached across the counter to squeeze his arm. “You know that you can come hang out with Kyle and me whenever you need to.”

“Right now, I just want to get through the holidays.”

“Understandable. But the offer is open. Kyle is super swamped with projects right now. He’s basically living in his studio, but you can always come hang out with me.” He leaned across the counter. “It’s been awhile.” He wagged his eyebrows suggestively, which made Jack blush. He’d always found Markus’s attention embarrassing. Flattering, but embarrassing.

“Soft pass.” Jack picked up the muffin. “Ask me again when your shift is over?”

Markus smiled again. “I’ve got about twenty minutes left.”

“Okay. I’ll be over there.” Jack jerked his head toward one of the tables.

He took the muffin and drink to one of the empty tables and unzipped his coat, letting it drape over the back of the chair before sitting down. He took a sip from the mug before pulling out a notebook from his bag. As long as he had some time to kill, he could work on his newest short story he’d been dabbling on. He lost himself in it while picking at the muffin and sipping at his coffee.

“You’re so cute when you’re concentrating.”

He looked up, jolted back to the present. He hadn’t realized Markus, sans hairnet, had slipped into the chair across from him.

“How long have you been sitting there?”

“Sometime around when you started licking the crumbs off your fingers.” Markus hummed happily. “I like the work your tongue does. I’d be curious to apply it to other areas.”

Jack shook his head. “You’re incorrigible.”

“I’ve been called worse,” he said. “I’ve been called worse today.”

Jack closed the notebook and tucked it back into his bag. “Are you headed home?”

“I’m going wherever you’re going. For as long as you’ll have me.”

“If you can keep your filthy thoughts to yourself, you can come have dinner at my house,” Jack offered.

“Ooh.” Markus brightened. “Do you know if Mom has anything new in the LGBT section of the store?”

“Uh, maybe? I haven’t stocked there lately, but I’m sure there’s something since the last time you were in.”

“I’m in.” Markus agreed. He stood up, zipping up his own coat while Jack pulled his back on and slipped his backpack over his shoulders.

As the two began their trek back toward the subway station, there was a jingle from Markus’s back pocket.

“Oop, that’s probably Kyle.” Markus apologized. He pulled out the phone as they made their way down the steps into the tunnel.  “Yep.  –Hey Babe. I’m about to get on the subway with Jack. Can I call you back in a few minutes?” There was a pause. “Yeah, we’re headed to Backslash.” He looked up at Jack, “Room for one more?”

Jack nodded.

“He said yes.” There was another pause. “Okay. See you in a bit.”

“He’s done with his project?”

“He said he needs to take a break,” Markus replied.

“I can’t remember the last time I saw either of you, much less the two of you together,” Jack teased. He slipped his hand into Markus’s after they brushed their subway passes over the gates and slipped through to the waiting platform.

“I know, right? This college thing is really kicking our asses,” Markus sighed. “I hardly get to see anyone. How’s Pix?”

“Pixie is Pixie,” Jack replied. “We’re doing Jewish Christmas together.”

“Lucky! I’ve got to go up to Harlem and have this giant ordeal with the whole family. Both sides, in one house. It’s a friggin’ nightmare, every year.”

“You could escape and come join us,” Jack offered. “She wants to go out to a club afterward.”

“Tempting,” Markus admitted. “But, pretty sure my Momma would kill me.”

Fifteen minutes later, they disembarked the train, a few blocks from the Piper’s storefront. Markus had pulled Jack’s hand into his jacket pocket, and they walked against a brisk wind toward the bookstore while catching up with one another.

Sarah Piper was at the counter, finishing with a customer when they walked in the door. “Well hello, boys. Fancy seeing you today.”

“Hi Sarah,” Markus smiled at her. “Anything new?”

She nodded, “There’s a new art book you might like. Naked Strangers.”

Markus winced, “Uh, I preordered that one online.”

“Markus! I’ll give you a discount!” She admonished.

“I know, but I wasn’t sure I would get over here to pick it up, and I wanted to use it for an article.”

She grimaced. “People like you are why businesses like mine are collapsing.”

“I’ll make up for it and buy the last of my Christmas gifts from you. How’s that sound?”

“Don’t waste too much time. I’m closing up at six thirty tonight so I can make dinner. Are you joining us?”

“Yes, if that’s okay. Kyle is coming over too.”

“The more the merrier.” She shrugged. “Go browse. I’ll send Kyle back when he gets here.”

The two boys made their way back into the tall shelves that packed the store.

“Are you looking for something in particular?” Jack asked.

“Maybe a cookbook for my Mom? And my Dad is in a Black History phase. He keeps going on about finding roots,” Markus offered. “I should probably find something for Granny and Auntie Jude too.”

“You’re cutting it close on this Christmas shopping, aren’t you?”

“You know that I’m a terrible gift giver,” Markus whispered. “Help me, please!”

Jack laughed. “All right. Cookbooks are over here.”

Markus had selected a Recipes of New Orleans cookbook when Kyle appeared. Visually, they were polar opposites. Markus’s big hair, dark skin, and easy smile gave him an air of instant likeability. Kyle, with his buzz cut and somber face, took some getting used to. Longer if you interrupted him while he was working. The scarring from his welding art, that marred his hands and arms in particular, could be extremely off putting the first time you saw it. He was muscular from the heavy lifting his craft required. In warmer weather, he sported quite the tan from working outside. 

“Hey.” He gave them both a light smile. He pressed a kiss to Markus’s cheek before turning to Jack. “It’s been far too long.” Jack’s kiss was placed squarely on the mouth. “I’ve missed you.”

For all of Markus’s teasing, Kyle was often a man of action. Jack practically swooned, taking a step back after being released.

“Hi,” he managed after a moment.

“I keep telling you,” Markus slid his arm around his boyfriend’s waist. “You come on too strong, Babe. You’ll scare him off.”

“We’ve been working on him for several years now, M.” Kyle peered at him. “I have to take what I can. When I can. I’m starting to lose hope.”

Markus frowned at him. He patted him gently on the shoulder. “Long game, Sweetheart. Long game.”

“Guys,” Jack hissed. “My mom is over there.”

“She’s in the back room. She said hi to me, just before she disappeared,” Kyle told him. “How are you? I haven’t seen you since school started.”

“I’m all right. I’ve been busy with the newspaper, and yearbook.”

“And getting dumped,” Markus added.

Kyle’s eyebrow furrowed. “What kind of fool would break up with you?”

Jack bit his lip. “It’s not something I want to talk about right now.”

“He got cheated on,” Markus filled in.

“Markus!”

“Well,” he shrugged, “that’s what you said.”

Kyle’s frown deepened. “You had a monogamous thing going?”

“I thought we did. He told me that it was over with his ex and that he wanted to wait. Do things right with me. Two months later, he sleeps with said ex after an ill-advised date. That, no, I was not privy to.”

Kyle’s expression hardened. “Fuck him. You’re better off without him.”

“Thanks,” Jack feigned a brave face. “Although I admit, I’m hesitant about taking any kind of relationship advice from the two of you.”

Markus gazed at him, perplexed. “Why? We’ve been happily together for, oh jeez, Kyle. How long has it been now?”

“Five years, in October,” Kyle reminded him. “Remember, we saw Avenue Q. In the good seats, not the nose bleeders.”

“Right.”

Jack crossed his arms over his chest, staring at them in disbelief, “You two regularly try to get me to sleep with you. Separately.”

“Jack, honey,” Markus reached over to grasp his shoulder, “ideally, you’d give in to a threesome. But I’d be happy watching. Or getting a play-by-play.”

“Same.” Kyle nodded. “Especially the watching.” His eyebrow twitched slightly, “I’d really enjoy watching.”

“That’s not normal.” Jack shook his head.

“Says who?” Markus asked.

Jack cringed. “Look, we’ve had this discussion before. I don’t want to jump into a triad my first time out.”

Markus rolled his eyes. “Right, the virgin thing.”

Jack looked down at his shoes meekly. “I know it’s stupid, but—”

“Hey,” Kyle hooked his finger under Jack’s chin, tilting it back up. “Don’t listen to him. It’s not stupid. If that’s what you want, wait for it. We’re always here for you. In whatever capacity you need us.”

“Thanks.” Jack pulled out a smile.

“That’s better.” Kyle withdrew. “So, what are we doing back here in the cooking section?”

“We were picking out a book for Momma,” Markus waved the book they’d picked up. “I only need a couple more. Do you have your shopping done?”

“Yes.” Kyle nodded. “Because my family drew names at Thanksgiving, so I’ve been done for two weeks already.”

“Lucky bitch.” Markus scowled.

Kyle laughed. “I’ll help you out. Didn’t a book come out about the, err, Tiger Pilots in World War II? Your Dad might like that one.”

“Oh, right. What was that called?”

The pair started to wander away, over towards History and Jack blew out a breath. He loved them to death, but that pair certainly knew how to take it out of him sometimes.
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Chapter Two
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Heath Gibson was comfortable in a cozy booth at The Spot. He had some kind of layered drink in front of him the bartender had offered him for free. Not because of any kind of flirting, but because the place was quiet, and the staff was bored. There were a few dozen other occupants of the club, so the place wasn’t empty by any means, but it also wasn’t bustling. Beside him, his friend Mora Stephens was sipping at her drink and scowling.

“Is it terrible?” he asked.

“No.” She shook her head. “The drink is fine. I’m regretting not going home for the holidays. This place is dead. Why did we think this would be fun? Who the hell goes to a club on Christmas Eve?”

Heath laughed. “Well, you’ve got me.”

“I suppose. Push-come-to-shove, you can come keep me warm tonight.”

“Ah, yes. I’m on Prowl Duty. I almost forgot. Sorry.”

Their gazes simultaneously swiveled as the doors swung open. A small group of people bustled in from the cold. A black guy with a giant fro, a scary looking dude with a shaved head, a very blonde girl with a pixie cut, and Jack Piper.

“Huh,” Heath took a sip of the drink. “I recognize that guy.”

“Which one?” Mora asked.

“The one in the fishnet sleeves,” Heath replied. “Although, the last time I saw him he was wearing a very expensive suit. I really hope he actually dresses somewhere in the middle, because he looks awkward as fuck.”

Mora looked. “Oh! It’s Jack! I met him at that party in October.”

“Same. I don’t think I know the people he’s with though, so they’re not friends with Dylan.”

“That blonde girl has got to be Pixie,” Mora declared. “But no, I don’t know the other two. Must be friends of Jack’s.”

“Who the fuck is Pixie?”

“She takes Dylan’s art class. She’s apparently some kind of scientific savant.” She looked up at him. “Have you ever attempted to have an actual conversation with Dylan? He’s at your place all the time.”

Heath’s chest tightened. “I try to avoid the Lovebirds.”

Mora frowned. “Dylan is a good kid, Heath. You should give him a chance.”

“I did not come here to discuss my best friend and his boyfriend. I came here to get laid,” Heath reminded her. “And you came to see if you can find someone interesting enough to sleep with. Eventually.”

She laughed. “Something like that. Should we go say hello?”

“That is not a good idea.”

Across the room, Jack and his friends were having a similar conversation.

“Who are those people in the corner staring at us?” Kyle asked. He had checked his coat in the entry and was showing off a myriad of burn scars from his shoulders down to his hands. Markus was grimacing at a fresh one on his wrist.

“You’ve got to wear longer gloves when you work.” Markus was admonishing. “Pretty soon you’re going to be nothing but scar tissue.”

“Stop picking.” Kyle swatted free. “Jack? Pix?”

“Uh,” Pixie scooted up on the stool, nursing a glass bottle of something fruity, “I don’t recognize them.”

Jack gave a glance. He didn’t focus on them too long, but he certainly recalled them. “I think they’re friends of Dylan’s.”

“Dylan? The guy that cheated on you?” Markus was suddenly interested.

“Don’t engage. They’re not involved,” Jack sighed. “They’re out trying to have a good time too.”

Markus gave him a look of mild disgust. “Come dance with me, Babe.” He linked fingers with Kyle, pulling him up from his stool.

“Sure,” Kyle agreed. He paused to press a kiss to Jack’s cheek. “If you change your mind, the guy looks cute. He’s been staring at you since we walked in.”

Jack rolled his eyes. “Heath is a flirt.”

Kyle shrugged before he followed Markus onto the dance floor.

“Heath is the big guy?” Pixie asked.

“Yes.”

“Who’s the other one? He’s cute.”

“Uh,” Jack stared at her. “That’s a woman.”

“What?” Pixie did a double-take. “Oh my god.”

Back at Heath and Mora’s table, Mora was bemused, returning Pixie’s blatant stare.

“I think we’ve been noticed, Heath.”

“Shit,” Heath groaned. “You’re going to make me go over there, aren’t you?”

“I like her face. It’s very expressive.”

Heath picked up the drink he’d been slowly nursing and knocked back the rest of it. He was pretty sure he’d need the liquid courage. ...Until he remembered it was non-alcoholic.

“All right, fine.”

Mora slipped from the booth, making her way toward the bar area.

“Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit.” Pixie turned away from the approaching strangers. “They’re coming over.”

“Brit, that’s what happens when you stare at people,” Jack admonished.

“What do I do?”

“Act like a normal person,” he instructed. “Be your usual charming self.”

“Hello.” Mora was within speaking distance now and zeroing in on Pixie. “I’m Mora.” She held out a hand. Pixie tentatively took it.

“P-pixie. Err, Britannia.”

Mora raised an eyebrow.

“Britannia, my name is Britannia,” Pixie finally managed. “Brit is fine. Or Pixie. Most people call me Pixie.”

Mora’s lips turned upward. “That’s cute.”

“You’re making her nervous,” Jack broke in. “She talks when she’s nervous. Actually, she basically talks all the time.”

Mora turned a smile to Jack. “Hello Jack. It’s a pleasure to see you again. I trust all is well? How’s your Mom? And twin sisters, right?”

“Hello,” Jack replied. “And they’re all fine. Thank you for asking.”

Mora switched back to Pixie. “Is he right? Do I make you nervous?”

Pixie nodded dumbly, her fingers tightening around her bottle of soda.

Mora chuckled. “I’m no one to be afraid of.”

Jack looked up at Heath. Pixie was beyond help now. Mora had completely engaged, tucking her claws into the unsuspecting girl.

“Hello, Heath.”

“Hello, Jack. How are you?”

“I regret leaving the house this evening. But otherwise, I’m fine. Yourself?”

“Well, I got a free drink out of the night, so that was nice,” Heath shrugged. “Uh, I apologize for Mora. I think your friend has lost all ability to speak.”

Jack slid a glance over at the pair and found that Mora had deftly moved from flirting to kissing. He blinked, shaking his head.

“That’s the first time Pixie’s ever been struck dumb in all the time I’ve known her.” Jack told him.

Heath laughed. “Mora has that effect on people.” He cocked his head back toward the booth where he and Mora had come from. “Should we leave them to make out and go sit down?”

Jack’s teeth found the inside of his cheek as he mulled over the proposition. Finally, he gave a nod. 

“Yeah, okay.”

He followed behind Heath, over to the booth. Rather than sitting beside him as Mora had, Jack slid in across from him.

“So, I think it goes without saying we shouldn’t talk about the happy couple,” Heath stated, folding his hands together on top of the table.

“I have nothing to say about them anyway.”

“Tell me what a guy like you is doing out on Christmas Eve then,” Heath requested. “Why aren’t you with family?”

“My Mom runs a bookstore,” Jack told him. “She wanted to be open a couple of hours today for last minute shoppers. I offered to stay and close up for her, so she could take my sisters to our Grandparent’s.”

“That was sweet of you.”

He shrugged again. “I haven’t had much of a jolly holiday attitude this year.”

“Understandable. The holidays suck.”

“Why are you and Mora here?” Jack asked. “I remember she’s from Indiana, but your family is just across the river.”

“I don’t do holidays anymore. Broke my mother’s heart, but,” he shook his head, “between her over supportiveness to be me and my Grandparent’s insistence that I find a nice girl,” he finger-quoted, “it’s easier to say no.”

“You don’t get along with your family?”

“I love them all to death, but I don’t give them the opportunity to dictate my life. Not since Grandma invited a girl from church to Easter last year.”

“Ah,” Jack nodded.

“Don’t get me wrong, I like girls too. And she was just being a Grandma. But I prefer to pick my own partners.”

Jack nodded. “I have friends who try to do that sort of thing.” He looked over to Markus and Kyle. They were dancing slow and close –although the music didn’t match their movement at all. They looked happy. “Although, admittedly, they mostly try to get me sleep with them.”

Heath laughed. “I can see that. You’re very cute.”

“You’ve mentioned that before.”

“It’s true. And you strike me as a person who gets told that a lot, and yet never believes it.”

“I’m nothing special. I’m tall and thin with a good head of hair.”

“Yes, you do have nice hair.”

The back of Jack’s neck tingled with awkwardness. “Ah, you’re in a band. What’s new with that?”

Heath leaned back into his seat. “We’ve got a small East Coast tour coming up, and this summer we’re doing a festival circuit for a while.”

“That’s cool.”

“Do you like music?”

“Uh,” Jack gave him a weary grin. “Yes, but I listen to mostly instrumental. I don’t generally like music with lyrics.”

“Really?”

“I have an eidetic memory,” Jack explained. “So, when I get a song stuck in my head, it’s like amplified. Because I remember every single word, the beat, the rhythm, all of it. And it’s especially aggravating if I don’t know the artist and title, because that’s what usually nags me.”

“So, you have an MP3 player in your head. That’s awesome.”

Jack sputtered out a laugh. “Only a music person would think that.”

Heath smiled, “That’s probably true. If you’re not into music, what are you into? You go to that fancy school. Are you an artist?” He left off the like Dylan as a silent addendum.

“No. I’m a writer.”

“What kind of writing?”

“I’m the editor-in-chief of our newspaper, and co-editor for the yearbook. I also write fiction. A little bit of whatever enters my head.”

“Cool. You want to keep doing that?”

“I’m early acceptance to Lawrence College in Hoboken for Journalism. But I don’t think that’s what I want to do forever. I’m only eighteen. How many people can say they knew what they wanted to do at eighteen?”

“Right? We were singing covers together in my garage, but I was already started on a biology degree at eighteen,” Heath told him. “Half way to a masters now. I move further and further away from the field every day.”

“Really?” Jack couldn’t hold back the expression of surprise.

“You wouldn’t think an idiot like me would be educated?”

“I never thought you were an idiot,” Jack replied. “But, I’m familiar with the company you keep.”

Heath hummed. “Still. I don’t look like the type, do I?”

“No, you don’t. And you don’t seem old enough to be working on your masters yet. How’d you accomplish that?”

“Graduated high school in three years, got a jump on college classes and an accelerated course load. I graduated last year. Now, I’ve been taking online courses towards my masters. I should finish that up next spring if all goes well.”

“Huh,” Jack shrugged. “So, there is more to you than a pretty face, Heath Gibson.”

Heath grinned, running his fingers through his hair. “You think I have a pretty face?”

“I think we both know you’re attractive. You’re a big guy, so you come off as intimidating at first. But, you’re really just a teddy bear.”

“That’s not the first time I’ve heard that.”

“Jack?”

A hand on his shoulder made him jump. He looked up at Markus and Kyle, who had approached the table.

“Hi,” Jack stammered, feeling as though he’d been caught. “What’s up?”

“Pix is sucking face with some girl, so we thought we’d check on you. We were going to get more drinks. Do you want something?” Markus’s fingers squeezed his shoulder while he pointedly ignored Heath.

“Uh, yeah,” Jack nodded, “surprise me.”

“Okay.” Markus nodded before looking up at Heath. “Hi. I’m Markus. This is Kyle.”

He gave them a three-fingered wave in greeting. “Heath.”

“Can I get you anything to drink, Heath?” Markus asked.

“Uh, sure. You can surprise me too.”

Markus gave him a curt nod before he slipped from Kyle’s grasp and made his way over to the bar. Kyle gave Heath a fatherly once-over before slipping into the booth beside Jack.

“I hope you don’t mind if we join you,” he said. “We don’t like to leave Jack to his own devices for too long.”

“He’s been in safe hands,” Heath replied. Jack looked between the two of them, confused by the tension.

“Okay, I don’t know what kind of weird pissing match you’ve entered into but knock it off,” he spoke up.

Kyle forced his shoulders back to appear more relaxed. “Sorry Jack. You said he was a friend of the cheater.”

Heath snorted. “I am not a friend of Dylan’s.”

“Is it better that you’re a friend of Tyler’s?” Jack asked, a quizzical look in his eye. “I mean, he did convince Dylan to go out on a date with him, knowing that we were a couple and then proceeded to sleep with him.”

“True,” Heath agreed. “They’re both scumbags. But I’m not Tyler.”

“He does have that going for him,” Jack relayed to Kyle. “It’s fine. Heath is a terrible flirt, but he’s harmless.”

Kyle gave a stoic nod. “All right. If that’s your assessment.”

Jack nudged him gently. “Come on.”

“Right, be personable.” Kyle shook himself out and pasted a pleasant smile on his face. “What have you two been talking about?”

“Heath was telling me that he’s working on a masters in Biology.”

“Oh!” Kyle didn’t hide his surprise. “Beauty and brains. And you’re so young too. You can’t be any older than me.”

Heath fanned himself. “That’s the second compliment about my looks in ten minutes. I’m going to start getting a big head if it continues.”

“It’s the hair and broad shoulders. You’re a kilt away from the cover of a Highland romance novel.”

“I tried a kilt once. In middle school.” Heath grimaced. “It was Culture Week and I was assigned Scotland. Far too much air in the crotchular region.”

That got a laugh out of Kyle, and the tension finally seemed to break.

“You’ve all become chummy.” Markus returned with a tray of drinks. He slid it onto the table before taking the seat next to Heath. He handed each of them a different cocktail. “Sorry, Heath. No alcohol.”

“That’s fine,” he assured him. “Thanks.”

“Markus, I like him,” Kyle spoke up, taking a sip of the green concoction that his partner had handed to him. “He’s funny.”

“Oh? You like him?” Markus’s eyebrow arched. “After only two minutes? It took you a whole month to warm up to Jack.”

“I was younger and pickier back then,” Kyle explained. “And I was put off by his innocence. Heath seems more experienced.”

“Uh,” Heath stared across the table at Jack. “Should I be concerned about this?” He motioned at their tablemates.

“I suppose that depends on how open minded you are,” Jack shrugged. Markus had given him a bottle of soda, and he started picking at the label. “They enjoy sharing.”

Markus laughed. “Jack, that sounds so hedgy.”

“How did you all meet?” Heath asked.

“We were seniors at CSG when Jack started,” Kyle told him.

“They, and Pixie, were the first friends I made when I came to New York,” Jack told him. “Markus was on the paper. Kyle was the first person I tried to interview for an article.”

Kyle hummed. “I was a real ass at that point.”

“I only talk to one person in the media,” Jack mimicked. “Although you changed your tune pretty quickly when Markus checked on my progress and yelled at you.”

He pulled a face. “Sounds like me.”

“Okay, so this school has specialties. What were yours?” Heath asked.

“Language Arts,” Markus offered. “I’m working on a Creative Writing degree.”

“Sculpture Art. Specifically welding, with a touch of Engineering,” Kyle replied. “I’m taking some classes at the Art Institute, but mostly I’m a freelance artist.”

“Ah,” Heath nodded. “Is that what all the scars are about?”

Kyle looked down, as though suddenly remembering that they were there. “I forget sometimes that metal is hot when you’re melting it together.” He gave a little shrug. “You become immune to it after a while.”

“How about you? What do you do?” Markus asked.

Heath told them about the band and the three of them started talking music. The conversation moved steadily, Jack joining back in when able. Under the table, Kyle entwined their fingers, brushing his thumb over the back of Jack’s hand. Time seemed to pass quickly, broken only by Heath announcing that Mora and Pixie seemed to have taken their leave together.

“Babe, we should probably get going too.” Markus pulled his phone out of his pocket to check the time.  “I told Momma we’d have breakfast in the morning. Then we have to go to your parent’s.”

“You’re probably right.” Kyle released Jack’s hand. “Thanks for inviting us out tonight. Don’t wait so long to do it again.” He used a single finger to turn Jack’s face to his and pressed a soft kiss to his lips. “Love you.”

Jack blushed, “I’ll call you guys soon, I promise.”

“Do, or I’ll be forced to seek retribution,” Kyle teased, kissing him again.

“It was nice to meet you, Heath.” Markus scooted out of the booth. “I hope we run into each other again.”

“Me too.” Heath waved. “Have a good night.”

“See you.” Markus nudged Kyle out of the way to press a kiss to Jack’s cheek. He used the opportunity to whisper conspiratorially. “This one likes you. I think you should give it a shot. Otherwise, I might have to stop taking no for an answer.”

“You don’t mean that.” Jack swatted him away.

Markus shrugged. “Mostly.” He looked up at Heath. “I assume we can trust you to make sure he gets home safely?”

“I can manage on my own, thank you,” Jack interjected.

“I’ll see to it,” Heath promised, holding up a three-fingered salute. “Scouts honor and all that.”

Jack shook his head as his friends made their way toward the exit. Heath laughed again.

“You have some interesting friends, Jack Piper.”

“Am I red?” Jack asked. “They tend to make me blush until I can’t feel my face anymore.”

“You look like you’ve had a few, yes. The three of you have an interesting vibe. It was almost as though I was cutting in on something.”

“Markus and Kyle have inclinations.” Jack wasn’t sure how to explain. “We’ve been friends awhile. They were the first people I could ever be really open with.”

“So, you’ve slept with them?”

“As in sex? No,” Jack demurred. “They offer. I decline. I think it would mess up our dynamic as friends. And the value I have on them as friends surpasses my libido.”

“But you’ve done other things with them,” Heath hinted.

“They’re very liberal kissers,” Jack affirmed. “And occasionally have a problem with wandering hands.”

Jack was growing to really enjoy the sound of Heath’s laugh as it sounded once more. 

“All right. So, you’re not as sweet and innocent as you might seem at first glance. I might like to spend some more time with you.”

Jack tried and failed to hold a smile off his face. “I wouldn’t hate spending more time with you either.”

“Well, we’ve been ditched by our friends.” Heath swirled the melting ice at the bottom of his glass. “Perhaps we should go too. We could find a place to spend some time together?”

“Is that a euphemism?”

“You could demonstrate the Wandering Hands Problem,” Heath continued. “And I’ve love to hear more about liberal kissing.” Heath nudged his foot between Jack’s under the table, sliding up his calf.

Jack rubbed the back of his neck. “Yeah, okay. But we can’t go to my place. It just feels wrong. Even if no one is home. Uh, I’ve never talked to my Mom about bringing guys home.”

“We could go to mine,” Heath suggested. “We’d have it to ourselves.”

Jack bit his tongue. It was very tempting. Getting to know him over the last couple of hours, plus getting the Seal of Approval from Markus and Kyle, had created a reckless urge. Finally, he gave a nod.

“Let’s do it.”
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Chapter Three
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In the two years that Jack had lived in the city, he’d never been to the neighborhood called Alphabet City.  To be honest, he hadn’t explored further than a five-block radius of Central Park. Or Greenwich Village, where his mother had set up shop. He wasn’t sure what he expected of the area where the band was renting. The building looked new, though the strip of buildings across the street decidedly did not. Everything was well kept though, and it looked peaceful. Jack’s observations were cut short as Heath steered the SUV into the underground parking garage. He parked in a RESERVED spot before leading the younger man toward an elevator bay.

Heath whistled, spinning his keys around on his finger. They rode up in silence. Jack burrowed his hands into his pockets, glad for his jacket’s warmth. It was the saving grace to his ridiculous outfit. He couldn’t believe he had let Pixie talk him into it. All but the jeans were from her closet. The solid t-shirt was fine, but the fishnet undershirt was just weird. Even the little bit of pomade she’d run through his hair made him feel foolish. As if he was playing Grown-Up Twink instead of Frightened High School Boy.

“Here we are.” Heath stepped out into the hallway, Jack right behind. He unlocked the apartment door and they were greeted to soft sounds of a TV playing. Lights cast a glow into the otherwise dim entryway. 
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