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What do you do if the man you’re building a family with has never been on a date?

Take him out on one, of course.

Except…

Jack never just follows along. He wants to know what put this sudden bee in Gareth’s bonnet. Even when Gareth can’t—or doesn’t want to—explain himself.

Add a bunch of solicitous friends, two teenage boys offering dating advice, time apart, and a new home… and finding the perfect date becomes a bit more than the usual challenge.

Dating Games is a sweet, low-angst Power of Zero story, following Jack and Gareth’s attempts at creating the perfect date. It spans the time between the end of Ghosts and Jack and Gareth’s second anniversary. Dating Games can be read as a standalone story, but works best if you’ve already met Jack and Gareth.


A Power of Zero Story

DATING GAMES
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There’s no doubt that I love following Jack and Gareth’s exploits wherever they take me. Sometimes, though, that means I end up stumbling into rabbit holes.

Dating Games doesn’t follow the chronology of the first four Power of Zero novels. Instead, it starts a week after the end of Ghosts, and weaves through the following eighteen months. To make backstory references a little less confusing, I’ve compiled a timeline to show where each of the Dating Games chapters fit into Jack and Gareth’s story.

And yes, some of the stories sit in the middle of A Simple Mistake, which is not yet available. I’ve been careful to avoid any spoilers, except for disclosing the fact that Jack and Gareth are still a couple and still very much in love at the end of A Simple Mistake. I hope you can forgive me for that. ;-)

The Power of Zero stories in chronological order with the Dating Games chapters indented:


	Job Hunt



	Ghosts

  
  	Tokens of Appreciation

  

  	A Case of Civic Duty

  

  



	House Hunt

  
  	Under False Pretences

  

  	Tastes Like Chicken

  

  



	Swings & Roundabouts

  
  	Ruffles

  

  



	A Simple Mistake

  
  	Extreme Ironing

  

  	Taking Care of It

  

  	Making it Perfect
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The dice clattered across the tabletop and came to rest beside Nico's elbow. “Four,” he counted the score and moved his marker along the game board. “Card.”

Daniel plucked the topmost card from the stack and turned it over. “A token of your appreciation,” he read out.

“Roses.” Nico reached for the dice before Daniel had even determined his bonus points.

It was as normal a Saturday as the four of them could manage.

They’d gone running before breakfast, then wandered Richmond’s streets in search of new books and dinner ingredients. They’d spent the afternoon at home, reading and listening to music while Gareth cooked, and Daniel tried his hand at helping. And dinner had been the usual mix of delicious food and weird, meandering conversation.

The only crimp in Jack’s contentment was the board game—brought over from Gareth’s mother’s house—that they'd started playing after dinner. The dating game required luck and a touch of strategy, and Jack couldn't wrap his head around it.

After getting trounced for the second time, he'd conceded defeat and retired to the sofa with a book.

His reading was sporadic. Half the time he watched Gareth, who seemed to enjoy playing the unfamiliar game. He'd won the first round, had narrowly lost the second, and was battling with Nico for the top spot in the third.

Gareth collected date after date and admirer after admirer with a focus Jack found disconcerting. Unless—after a week of chasing shadows—Jack saw spectres where none existed.

He finally let it go, slipped headphones over his ears and focussed on his book. He lost himself in trance and sci-fi, only resurfacing when it was time to head upstairs to bed.

“What happened to your competitive spirit?” Gareth queried when the two of them were alone. “Even Daniel noticed. You made it look as if you’d never been on a date.”

“I haven’t.”

Gareth’s sudden, intent gaze sent heat racing over the back of Jack’s neck.

“You’ve never been on a date.”

The heat spread further, up the sides of Jack’s face, and all the way to his hairline. “I’ve told you. The only date I’ve ever been on was for a job—so it doesn’t count. Anyway, dating’s all about getting laid, right? We ended up in bed the night Ricky died. There was no need—”

“Jack. No. Just… no.”

Gareth was serious. His voice held that half-horrified edge that always made Jack feel like a moron.

Jack hated that tone. Had hoped he’d heard the last of it. He took comfort from the chain that circled Gareth’s neck, and the three tags that hung from it. Gareth had worn his gift ever since Jack had placed the small bag in his hand a week earlier. Back then, Jack had thought he’d sussed that whole relationship malarkey including Valentine’s Day and the giving of meaningful gifts. Delusions were fine while they lasted. “It’s hardly an issue.”

“It is,” Gareth disagreed. “And we will be going on a proper date.”

Jack’s resistance stood no chance against the determined expression in Gareth’s eyes. If Gareth wanted to go on a date, he’d go along with it. Not without razzing the man a bit first, of course. He reached for his best put upon look and crossed his arms. “Didn’t you say earlier that going on a date was a choice?”
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Migraines were the pits. After two days of some annoying sod hammering nails into his head while repeatedly punching him in the gut, Jack felt like the doormat at a busy convention centre.

He'd worked through the early part of the headaches and nausea and had fully intended to drag himself to work.

Gareth had put his foot down. He’d hunted out the pills Jack should have taken two days earlier and had threatened to tie him to the bed if he didn’t take care of himself.

Jack hadn’t argued. He’d taken the pills. Then he’d climbed back into bed, fashioned himself a cosy little nest, and ignored the world for the rest of the day.

He woke late in the afternoon, feeling more human, but strangely lonely and unsettled in the quiet house. Should he have gone home to Wimbledon before he took the pills and curled up in his own bed to sleep off the headache? Or would he feel as lonely in his own home now that he spent so much time at Gareth’s?

He didn’t have enough data to decide the matter and fell to imagining what Gareth might be up to that day. Then—in that disconnected state that followed on the heels of him taking the migraine pills—he remembered the evening they’d played that bizarre dating game and Gareth’s insistence that they should go on a proper date.

To Jack’s relief, he’d not mentioned it again.

Jack had never been on a date. He’d never wanted to go on one. And he could honestly say that he’d never even considered what constituted a date.

Now awake enough to think in a straight line, Jack wondered how Gareth would react if he organised a date for them. If he asked Gareth out…

The idea got him out of bed and into the shower.

He listed what he knew about dates in general, and dates involving Gareth in particular, while the hot water pelted the last of the headache and nausea from his body.

Dried and dressed, he was ready to grab the laptop and research the matter when he heard Gareth park the Range Rover outside the house.

A glance at the clock confirmed that Gareth was home early. Jack abandoned his research plans in favour of going downstairs to find out why.

Only to come face to face with a rain-drenched Gareth and end up with an armful of flowers.

“Roses?” Jack fingered the delicate blooms with their ragged-edged petals. Every flower looked like a tiny fire: a heart of fiercely hot white that cooled through yellow, orange, and dark red to almost black. The petals felt like a silken caress against Jack’s skin, and the thorns had been carefully removed from the lower third of the long stems. Why would Gareth buy flowers? “Did I forget a date or something?”

Gareth’s fingers—cold against his lips—silenced the questions. “There wasn’t anything to forget.”

“Then why did you buy them?”

“A token of my appreciation?”

“Excuse me?”

“They reminded me of you.”

“They… what?”

“Reminded me of you,” Gareth repeated. “I saw them outside a florist shop. And they reminded me of you.”

“Because?” Jack couldn’t even guess at that point. He was hardly a delicate flower. “Come on, Flynn. Spill it.”

A hint of colour stained Gareth’s cheeks as he bent to unlace his shoes. “You’re not usually so dense,” he muttered. “Roses outside in this cold, filthy weather, that’s… against the odds. They shouldn’t be able to survive, but they’re flowering anyway, not caring one iota what anyone says. And they look stunning.”

“You’re a sap.” Jack rolled his eyes, but he cradled the flowers carefully and went to find a vase.

Roses. Well, there was a first time for everything.
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“You should go on a date,” Daniel suggested as he helped Jack set the table for dinner a couple of weeks later. “Mrs. Flynn says couples need time alone together.”

It was Friday night and Jack was looking forward to a leisurely dinner, a slow morning, and a weekend of unexpected questions and unplanned activities. The novelty of having a family to spend time with hadn’t worn off yet. Jack found that he didn’t mind waking in the morning without a detailed plan of what he’d do that day.

Gareth’s mother’s way of considering life was different from Jack’s. And yes, this sounded like something she’d say.

Jack decided not to give it too much credence. He and Gareth were doing their best to make sure Daniel and Nico felt safe and wanted. They all four worked to become a family. The last thing on his mind was a night out with Gareth, leaving the two boys behind.

He glanced across the table and saw his thoughts reflected in Gareth’s eyes. But there was also something wistful, a diffuse longing he hadn’t seen before.

“Gareth and I work together,” Jack said. “We spend time with each other every day. Plus, we have plenty of time to talk on the evenings you’re not here.” He considered Daniel’s diffident tone when he’d related Mrs. Flynn’s words. “If you don’t want to spend the weekend with us, you only have to say.”

“We do want to be here!” Appalled expressions in two pairs of eyes put that thought to bed.

“Then where’s the problem? What would you do if you weren’t with us during the weekends? Imagine all the kinds of trouble you could get into.”

“We wouldn’t get into trouble,” Nico refuted. “We have a lot of studying to do if you want us to go back to school this year.” School was still a contentious issue. Neither Jack nor Gareth pushed the boys to make a decision.

“School happens when you’re ready.” Jack re-iterated their stance now.

“And weekends are family time.” Gareth ended the discussion. “Jack and I spend plenty of time together every day. We talk to each other, too. There’s no mileage in going out to have a conversation. Okay?”

Jack stilled. He replayed Gareth’s words in his mind, convinced that he’d just missed something important.

But Gareth had returned his attention to his dinner, and the moment to ask what bothered him was lost.
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