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Chapter 1


Heavens Above


 


 


“NO. NO, no, no, and no!”


“Yes,” John said, not even looking away from his computer screen.


“You can’t possibly be serious,” Bailey insisted. He slammed his hands down on John’s desk, finally getting the attention of the magazine’s editor in chief.


“Serious as a funeral,” John said.


“This will ruin our credibility! Everything we’ve been working for over the last year, ever since we started! You’re going to destroy it all just to pander to the masses? They don’t need any more pandering! I refuse to be a part of it,” Bailey said definitively. “I won’t do it. I’ll quit first.”


John’s attention had shifted back to his computer, irritating Bailey. He’d probably done it on purpose. “You won’t quit.”


The sound of sputtering frustration filled the office for several minutes until Bailey managed to get ahold of himself. His boss was many things, all of them annoying, but stupid wasn’t one of them. “Why won’t I?”


“One, because you’ve seen the numbers and know that we need to make some changes to keep afloat. Two, because appealing to a broader, more mainstream audience is the best way to do that. And three, because I have a bribe for you: I’ll let you write the review column you’ve been bugging me about.”


“But an article like you’re suggesting is going to dumb down the whole magazine!”


“Baaaaaileeeeey,” John said, the name sounding about three syllables longer that it actually was, each brimming with John’s world-weary suffering of his senior science editor.


Bailey closed his eyes for a moment, thinking. “So you’re proposing that I get to write a scathing commentary of my former peers’ latest research developments every month?”


John nodded.


“I get to be rude to people, in print, every month—for at least twelve issues?” he clarified.


John nodded again, a smile starting to creep onto his face, starting in the fine lines around his eyes.


“And in return, you’re going to make me—over my most vehement objections—write an astrology column?” Bailey managed to load an impressive amount of scorn into the word.


“Yes.”


Huffing in justified frustration, Bailey thought for a moment again and then jerked his chin in a quick nod. “Fine. I’ll do it. But!” he hurried to add before John’s grin became overly smug, “I want you to guarantee the twelve-month minimum for the review column, and I insist that That Other Thing be completely anonymous. No byline, John, and no one else at Spark knows about it who doesn’t have to. If word got out, it would destroy my remaining credibility.”


“Oh, you still have some left?” John asked, eyes twinkling with laughter.


“Bite me.” It was always going to smart, how the idiots at Stellar Energy had cost Bailey his reputation by refusing to listen to his advice. Well, him and the other scientists on the research team, but still.


John reached into a tray on his desk and pulled out a sheet of paper. “Here; I knew you’d want it in writing.”


Bailey took the agreement back to his desk to look over thoroughly. John Forrester might be his good friend, maybe even his best friend, but he wasn’t signing anything without reading the fine print. He and John had known each other too long and given each other far too much shit for him to be quite that trusting.


The two had met nearly a decade ago, when John had still been enlisted and Bailey was contracting with the military. He’d been working on a still-classified project which would one day revolutionize energy production, and John had been one of a small team of soldiers assigned to keep the scientists somewhat grounded in reality. It had turned out that John was actually quite intelligent, even had an MA in mathematics—something Bailey found difficult to believe of someone who had voluntarily signed up to be shot at—and despite the constant arguing and insults, they became friends.


They hadn’t stayed in touch once the project had been completed and they were both reassigned. Bailey had finished out his contract and then gone to work for those fools at Stellar Energy. While he was grateful that John had sought him out and offered him a job at Spark, his gratitude only went so far. To Bailey’s eternal mortification, John instinctively knew the right buttons to push, the same way he had all those years ago, to prod Bailey into doing whatever he wanted. Just like with this ridiculous astrology column.


Bailey reviewed the proposal carefully and tried not to get too upset that John had been able to predict his demands that the editorial be for a year minimum and that the astrology column remain anonymous. He signed his usual assertive scrawl and took the agreement over to Lauren, John’s assistant, detouring to make himself a photocopy first.


John popped his head out the door. “Buy you a beer after work to wash away the bitter taste of defeat?” he offered.


“Go to hell. But yes, buy me a beer first.”


John grinned. “So long as I know I’ve got company for the trip.”


Bailey shook his head, flapping his hand dismissively as he headed back toward his desk. Damn John for always knowing how to get under Bailey’s skin. Bailey sat down at his desk and shuddered as he started typing in search phrases to learn how to predict horoscopes.


 


 


THREE months later, John was back at the bar down the street, buying Bailey yet another in a very long—endless, maybe—string of conciliatory beers.


“I still can’t believe you are making me do this.”


John shrugged, bored by the same dialogue they’d had a million times but willing to recite his lines once again if that was what Bailey wanted. “People want to read about sex and romance. It’s not my fault.”


Bailey sat hunched over in misery, staring hopelessly at his half-empty pint glass. “This has to be punishment for something I did.”


“Buck up. If you want to write the editorial column, then you have to write this one too. You’re the only one who’s qualified,” John said, resting a consoling hand on Bailey’s shoulder.


The reaction was explosive; Bailey sat up sharply, turning on John with a vengeance. “You take that back!” he spat. “I am not qualified to write such blatant drivel and quackery. I am so far overqualified, so far beyond qualified—”  


“Whatever; you’re the one who is writing it. It’s your assignment; I’m your boss. Write the goddamned column,” John said, rolling his eyes. Bailey’s melodramatic outbursts, which had lost him most of his potential friends and pretty much all of his dates in the last five years, had never had very much effect on John.


“I hate you,” Bailey grumbled.


“And yet somehow I manage not to cry myself to sleep at night.” John smirked as he raised his glass and then drained it. “Only you would have a meltdown because your column—in an obscure new scientific journal—got praised on a morning talk show.”


“That’s exactly it! My astrology column—the one with no scientific merit whatsoever—has gained national attention, and I can’t even decide if I’m more appalled that people think this bullshit is real, or that people finally approve of my work but it’s this, or that I’m apparently shallow enough to somewhat wish I was actually getting recognition for this drivel. What am I saying—I absolutely do not want my name associated with this crap! John, under no circumstances are you allowed to ever reveal that I write this column. On pain of death,” he said, giving John the most threatening look he could manage, which wasn’t very.


John laughed. “Do you honestly think anyone would believe me anyway? Bailey McMillan, the double-PhD genius, mastermind behind Stellar Energy, writing Spark’s astrology column?”


Bailey signaled to the bartender for another round. “I know; you’re right, of course. But seriously, John, promise me—not even in your memoirs.”


John rolled his eyes but nodded.


“I just don’t get it. I mean, I tried—I honestly tried—to find some scientific basis for this garbage. Some way to use the latest research of, oh, the last two centuries of space exploration to find patterns in radiation or magnetic shifts, or anything at all that had the tiniest hint of a possibility of correlation between astronomical phenomena and human behavior, and aside from some very minor reports of a higher incidence of homicides during lunar eclipses, there is nothing. Nothing!”


John dared another pat on the shoulder as Bailey buried his face in his hands on the table. “It’s the fact that it kind of works that really gets your goat, isn’t it?”


“Yes! It’s driving me insane that so many people are reporting how accurate the random crap I make up is turning out to be!”


“Only you would be so upset. Most normal people would simply stop worrying about it and enjoy the ride. It must suck being a genius.”


“Hate you.”


“Love you too, buddy.” John laughed.


 


 


A WEEK later found them back at the same bar. It was getting to be a regular habit for them. Any time Bailey’s—or rather Spark’s—astrology column was mentioned in the news, John added an hour or two at the bar with Bailey to his evening plans. The column was turning out to be shockingly popular, and it was a good thing Bailey had insisted on keeping his agreement a secret from the rest of the staff at Spark, because the media had started questioning anyone they could find when neither John nor Lauren would give up the writer’s name.


It seemed as if Bailey’s inability to simply make up the column without doing some sort of research—mostly to prove that astrology was totally bogus—had backfired. He was running numbers, correlating everything from the levels of radiation the sun was emitting on a particular day, to meteor showers, to the slight wobble of the earth’s axis and comparing it to behavioral studies, lottery winners, crime statistics, and data from suicide prevention hotlines. He remained absolutely convinced that there wasn’t a shred of evidence to support any sort of relationship between the two… and yet the magazine was being flooded with e-mails from people who claimed Bailey’s predictions were spot-on, including some from well-known astrologers who wanted to know his secret.


It almost made Bailey want to weep over the sheer stupidity of their readers.


“It boggles my mind that people would rather believe their lives are influenced by the movements of big chunks of rock and enormous clouds of gas two kiloparsecs away than simply accept that chaos theory makes far more sense.”


“People don’t want logic, Bailey, they want a sense of order in their lives.” John sighed. This was becoming a very familiar conversation.


Bailey made a face. “People don’t make sense! There are no numbers that are ‘luckier’ for a Taurus on a particular Wednesday, and there’s no specific cosmological configuration that means Virgos should be careful with money or that Geminis should watch out for tall, dark strangers. And don’t even get me started on the nonsense about ‘love matches’. These idiots might as well be reading sheep entrails for all the ‘science’ involved.”


“The romance stuff pisses you off the most, doesn’t it?” John asked, grinning. “It’s like a personal insult to your finely tuned sense of the utter randomness of love, which of course is why you haven’t found the right person yet: sheer chance.”


“It’s a better answer than looking to the stars to find my soulmate,” Bailey answered, tone full of distaste. “Part of it is my fault, sure, but most of it is just life—not ever meeting the right person at the right time under the right conditions. It doesn’t have a damn thing to do with where Venus is in my chart.”


John shook his head and finished his beer. “So prove it.”


Bailey looked at John like he was nuts, which clearly John was, and this was simply more evidence. “Prove what, how?”


“Prove that the romance crap is wrong. Wow me,” John challenged him, grinning.


“Of all the idiotic, pointless, futile theories to waste my time on…. You might as well ask me to disprove the existence of the Flying Spaghetti Monster.”


“Praise His Noodly Appendage,” John said, raising his glass in a toast.


“Oh for….” Bailey sighed but raised his glass to clink against John’s. “Seriously. The only way to ‘prove’ that something doesn’t work is to try it and see what happens. But anything involving human behavior is so subjective that trying to apply the scientific method is just asking for skewed results.” He glanced across the room at a particularly attractive young woman seated at the bar. “I could go over to that woman and be charming and wonderful, ask her out, and then attribute her rejection to the month she happened to be born in not meshing well with the month I happened to be born in. Or I could give the same attribution to something slightly more logical, like the fact that she’s got a tan line on her hand where a ring used to be and she might not be ready to date again yet. Or maybe she had a crappy day, or maybe her goldfish died, or maybe she hates men with blue eyes!”


“So try just the basics, like a general compatibility test,” John suggested. “See which signs you’re supposed to get along with the best and then date them and see if it’s true.”


Bailey gave him a look. “Oh please. What, you think that if I go out on a few dates and somehow magically end up getting along best with the one I’m ‘supposed to’,” he said, complete with air quotes, “then that will prove anything?”


“Maybe not, but you’ll have a handful of dates out of it, at the very least.” John smirked.


“I weep for your college professors if that’s what you consider logic.”


John kicked him under the table. “What do you have to lose? You go out on twelve dates, and you get to have a tiny bit of proof—”


“Flawed, subjective proof,” Bailey interrupted.


“—that astrological love matches are bogus,” John continued, ignoring Bailey. “Maybe you’ll even get laid,” he added, wiggling his eyebrows in what was probably supposed to be a suggestive way but instead looked like he had a facial tic.


“In order for an ‘experiment’ like that to work, I’d need to date at least one person of each sign. And I couldn’t know who was who or I’d bring my own biases into it—which is going to be difficult enough to ignore, given that there is no way in hell this can work, because, and let me say this very clearly since you seem to be missing my point, astrology is completely bogus.”


John ignored him, as usual. “So you go out with one person of each sign within a close enough time period that you can realistically make comparisons. It’s like you’ll suddenly be popular,” John teased. “Twelve dates in a few months; I bet that’s more action than you’ve had in years.”


Bailey made a face at him. “Why are we friends?” he asked, trying to sound genuinely curious. “I’m pretty sure I loathe you.”


It wasn’t as if he needed John to rub it in that Bailey didn’t date much—or at all—and that the idea of finding even two dates in one month made his palms sweat. Not everyone could have the looks John had: tallish, fit, runner’s body, tanned skin, hazel eyes. His hair was a perpetual disaster of cowlicks that tended to make him look sort of goofy, but even though he was nearing his midforties, John had a grace and self-confidence that drew women to him like bees to honey. He’d always been able to charm his way into any pants he’d wanted.


Bailey never even tried to compete. Sure, he was a genius and he had money, but he simply wasn’t good with people and had given up in his late teens, when he’d realized that being super-intelligent didn’t seem to make people want to sleep with him. He had huge blue eyes, which were his best feature by far, a stocky body that tended to look more pudgy than strong, and hair that had sadly started thinning in his midthirties. He liked sex—loved sex—but rarely found dealing with other people’s emotions worth the effort involved.


“What have you got to lose?” John asked, a smile beginning to tug at the corners of his mouth. “Maybe you’ll even find Miss—or Mister—Right.”


Bailey shook his head, knowing he’d already given in the moment he’d begun thinking about all the variables involved. “I’ll bet you a steak dinner that at the end of this pseudo-scientific farce, I’m still sitting here in this bar with you.”


John grinned. “You’re on.”




Chapter 2


Leo Rising


 


 


JOHN’S brows furrowed as he approached his office. Lauren’s and Bailey’s heads were close together behind her desk as they both peered at her monitor. They appeared to be arguing over something—their usual form of interaction—and as John got closer, he saw that they were working on a block of text.


“Seriously, Bailey, if you don’t back the hell off, I’m going to staple your hand to this desk,” Lauren threatened, reaching for her trusty Swingline.


Bailey made a scoffing noise. “Right. As if I’d just let you do this out of the goodness of your heart. Let me write the damn ad, and then all you have to do is post it.”


Lauren bared her teeth, and John could have sworn she was one more insult away from actually growling at his friend. “All? Post the advertisement. And then filter the replies, choose your dates, and—oh right—check their fucking driver’s licenses! I don’t want that day spa package you promised me badly enough to put up with your BS. Either back off or find someone else to be your yenta.”


“Look, I’m not being that unreasonable! These are my dates, my stupid experiment; I’m not going to let you post a personals ad for me without reading it first!”


John grabbed the stapler away from Lauren moments before her fingers reached it. “What on earth is going on out here?”


Lauren glared at Bailey, one of her Level Four glares, which had been known to make lesser men wet themselves; Level Five was death by spontaneous combustion. A former Marine, she didn’t take shit from anyone and had no qualms about reminding people who pissed her off that she knew more than a hundred ways to kill, most of them without even breaking a sweat. She ran John’s office with an iron fist and was worth her weight in platinum.


“Bailey needs my help getting dates for his bet with you,” she said with a sneer.


John let Bailey sputter for a few moments, watching the way his face turned red, with amusement. “So you’ve come up with a plan, then?”


Bailey closed his eyes and took a deep breath, and some of his normal color returned. “Yes. Your ridiculous idea should be easy enough to implement. Post a personals ad, weeding out a few variables so no one outrageously incompatible is selected. Limit the dates to men only so there’s no gender differential or hidden bias on my part. The trick is how to find out their signs and yet still do it anonymously, since obviously I can’t know which guy is an Aquarius and which is a Libra, and no, I don’t trust you to do it. Lauren seemed like the most objective choice to assist, as she’s your assistant and it’s your idiotic bet anyway.”


“Because Lauren doesn’t have enough to do?” John asked, one eyebrow lifting.


“Because I am going to be wasting enough of my time going on these ridiculous dates without coordinating the whole thing, and no one else knows about the astrology column. It will just look like she’s setting me up on dates—”


“Pimping him out,” Lauren said with a smirk.


“—which isn’t that unusual, since she’s always taken a disturbing interest in my love life,” he finished, ignoring the interruption.


“Or lack thereof,” John added helpfully.


Bailey gritted his teeth. “If you two are quite finished, can we just get this advertisement posted so I can get on with my life?”


John took a moment to read over what they’d written already. “‘Genius, late 30s, reasonably attractive, SWM seeks Mensa members for dinner dates. Must show proof of date of birth for scientific experiment.’ Seriously?”


Lauren rolled her eyes. “You see what I have to work with? Just make him go away while I do this.”


“What? What’s wrong with that? It’s simple, direct, to the point—”


“And boring as hell. You need to say something to weed out the people who you’re going to be instantly incompatible with, who like hip-hop or expect you to be romantic or whatever,” John added. “Say something like ‘must be a Doctor Who fan,’” he said, nodding at Lauren, who began to type. “‘Must be a fan of Doctor Who, Glenn Gould’s Goldberg Variations, and know pi to at least ten places.’”


“Ten? My seven-year-old niece knows it to twenty!” objected Bailey. “If they’re actually in Mensa, that would be insulting.”


“Look, you do want men to respond to this, right?” Lauren pointed out. “You’re not looking for a real date, just subjects for the experiment who aren’t idiots and you won’t hate immediately. You’re going to have to be a tiny bit more lenient.”


Bailey opened his mouth to argue, but John leaped in before he could speak. “Okay, strike the bit about pi and say something about the Fibonacci sequence instead. That’ll weed out anyone who’s not a math geek.”


The three of them fussed with the wording for a bit longer. After a short argument between John and Bailey about whether or not to specify which Doctors were acceptable, Lauren declared that they were finished and that Bailey was either going to go away while she posted the ad or she was going to castrate him with a pencil. Both men fled to the safety of their desks and finally the workday began.


Four days later Lauren evidently sent an e-mail to Bailey asking if he had any life outside of work that she needed to know about or if she could assume that all of his evenings and weekends were free for her to schedule his dates. At least, John heard ranting and raving to that effect through his open office door when Bailey came by Lauren’s desk to personally inform her that he went to the gym at least two nights a week and that he used his personal time for research and development, not to mention eviscerating his peers’ research in finely crafted letters to the editors of the misguided scholarly journals in which they published. When the two started to bicker about whether that actually counted as recreational or not, John decided he’d had enough.


“I realize this is a pretty mellow office, and I’d like to keep it that way, but you two need to shut the hell up and quit arguing all the time!” he said, glowering. “I know you both work hard and I don’t mind that you’re doing this little project during office hours, but some people are trying to work on getting Spark’s profit margin up and need a little peace and quiet to hear ourselves think.”


Lauren had the grace to look abashed; Bailey just rolled his eyes.


“Just make the dates; I don’t care when,” Bailey huffed. “No more than two during the week and one on the weekend; that will leave me enough time to get my own things done and hopefully get through this experiment in a timely manner.”


“You honestly think you’re going to get three dates a week?” John scoffed.


“Actually,” Lauren said, “you’d be surprised. Apparently there’re a lot of lonely geeks out there. The ad has received about fifty replies. I’m only answering the ones who don’t e-mail a picture of their dick, but even still, I think we’ve got at least one guy of each astrological sign already.”


“If there are multiple candidates, we’ll have to find a way to pick the one who looks like the best match,” Bailey said.


“No way; then you’ll lose objectivity,” John argued. “Lauren and I will do it.”


“Yes, well, fine. Also make sure none of them are fellow scientists whose work I’ve recently annihilated. The dinner conversation might be awkward.”


John rolled his eyes. “Your colleagues are a small group of academics spread across universities and research centers all over the world. What are the odds that one of them would be responding to your personals ad?”


Bailey’s eyes drifted upward, his lips moving slightly as he started to do the calculations.


“Oh for Pete’s sake,” John said as he shoulder-bumped Bailey before he could actually estimate a number. “You do know what ‘rhetorical’ means, right?”


 


 


BAILEY twitched his hands in agitation, nearly knocking over his water glass. First, the guy had been late, which was inexcusable, since Bailey was using his precious free time for this dinner, and then he was… not Bailey’s type at all. He was surprisingly gorgeous, and Bailey had no idea what he was doing answering a personals ad on Craigslist. 


Bailey’d been pretty sure the guy was looking for someone else when he’d walked into the bar, but apparently Lauren had oh-so-helpfully shown his date a picture of him when she’d checked his driver’s license at the office. Mister Tall, Dark-Skinned, and Far Too Handsome For You had sauntered directly over to Bailey, held out his hand, and smiled.


“I’m Ramses.”


It was not Bailey’s fault at all that his eyebrows took on a skeptical quirk. Seriously, who was named Ramses? Apparently the son of two archaeologists, that was who. Good-looking ones too, or perhaps their genes had come together just right, because Ramses was hot. He also seemed to be the kind of man who expected the world to do his bidding and was charming and confident enough to get it. Their waiter rushed over to take their drink order before Ramses had even removed his jacket, and Bailey knew it was going to be that kind of date.


Rather than waste his time trying to decide what the man’s sign was—because honestly, it wasn’t 1972 anymore and he wasn’t going to ask—Bailey focused on identifying any common ground as quickly as possible. Or lack thereof. They disagreed over the wine choice; Ramses was insistent on a particular year, and while Bailey didn’t care, he wasn’t paying more than thirty dollars for a bottle of wine he doubted they’d finish. It turned out they were both fairly stubborn, and while Ramses didn’t come out and call him cheap per se, the implication was enough for Bailey to put another checkmark in the negative column.


“So, what do you do?” Bailey asked once food and wine had been ordered.


“Own a few businesses,” Ramses answered nonchalantly. “But I’ve just been reelected to the city council, and I’m planning to run for the state legislature next year. My CEOs can handle things without me for a while.”


Bailey nodded. Well, if the man was hoping to be a politician, that explained his slight smarminess. Bailey’s passionate debate about the misallocation of funds that should have been focused on social services was met with an equally spirited rejoinder about the importance of civic celebrations to foster a sense of community, but all in all, it wasn’t a bad conversation, and Bailey found himself enjoying it. So few people were able to keep up with him, although yes, he was making more effort than usual to be polite. It was a date, after all.


Which meant that when Ramses somehow managed to draw the waiter into the debate when he brought over their entrees, Bailey was more than a little miffed. The man flirted without even seeming to try, as if he naturally expected anyone nearby would be drawn to him, and frustratingly enough, they were. Bailey himself wasn’t immune; there was something very attractive about his date, and well, it was a bit of an ego-boost to be the one Ramses was with. At the moment, anyway.


Everything was going well—far better than any dates Bailey could remember, in fact—until the dessert menus came.


“Let’s get out of here and go back to my place,” Ramses suggested with a knowing look in his eye. “I’ve got something sweet there, I’m sure.”


Bailey wasn’t sure whether to be appalled by the horrible pickup line, insistent that he get his chocolate pot de crème—which was the entire reason he had chosen this restaurant in the first place—or amazed and grateful that someone seemed to want to have sex with him. Still, he hardly knew the guy; he wasn’t going to go home with him after a mere two hours and fall into bed.


Was he?


No, no; of course he wasn’t.


“But… the pot de crème,” he said over the rushing sound in his ears and thrum of sex, sex, sex, sex, I could have sex in his head.


Ramses snorted. “You’d rather have custard than go home with me?” Shaking his head, he glanced at their waiter, who was hovering nearby. “Your call, of course. I don’t like to waste time.”


Bailey narrowed his eyes. “Well, if dinner was a waste of time….”


“We’re both men, Bailey. You placed an ad; I responded. I thought we both knew what we wanted. That’s how these things always go. Stop scowling like an offended maiden; I’m not the one who’s out of line here.”


“I didn’t realize dinner had been upgraded to foreplay since the last time I dated.”


Their waiter chose that moment to come by and ask, “Have you two gentlemen decided what you want tonight?” A small smile teased at his mouth, and Bailey didn’t have to be psychic to know what was coming next.


“He’ll have the chocolate,” Ramses said, turning a shamelessly seductive grin toward the waiter. “And I’ll have your phone number. When do you get off?”


Knowing that it was coming didn’t actually take the shock away. Bailey considered what it would be like to get up and punch the other man right in the face, but, well. That probably wouldn’t work out very well for him. Not that the evening was working out anyway, but there was no reason to add “assaulted a city councilman in a restaurant; had to have Forrester bail me out of jail” to his research notes. He briefly entertained the girlish gesture of tossing his glass of wine in the man’s face, but that wasn’t his style either.


Instead he crossed his arms over his chest and ignored Ramses completely, addressing the waiter. “You do know he’ll dispose of you just as easily, right? And given that apparently every meal this man eats is equivalent to first base, you’re going to be about as memorable to him as the next sandwich he grabs for lunch. He’s already eaten, so I doubt he’s going to take much time with you, and he doesn’t seem like the sort of top who really cares whether you come or not, so don’t get your hopes up.” Bailey stood and pulled his wallet out of his pocket, then tossed down just enough cash to cover his half of the meal, not including that ridiculous bottle of wine or a tip.


“Enjoy your dessert,” he added to Ramses as he shrugged on his coat and stalked out the door.


Well. So much for Bachelor Number One.


 


 


“DID you honestly say all that?” John asked, not noticing the drip heading to the base of his ice cream cone.


“Yes.” Bailey was making good headway on his own, having been unable to get rid of his need for chocolate and figuring he deserved at least a double scoop of his favorite double-dark mint chip. It was strictly coincidental that his favorite ice cream parlor was on John’s side of town, and frankly, John owed him dessert. This whole thing was his fault anyway.


“Wow. What a jerk.”


“No kidding. I thought things were going fine, more or less, but… damn.” Bailey finished off the top scoop and began on the second. “Have I been out of the game that long?” he asked in a small voice. “I mean, it’s not like I’m a prude. I like sex. I even like one-night stands.”


John shrugged, tipping his head sideways to finally catch the drip that had been drawing Bailey’s eyes. “You’ve never struck me as a prude. You don’t seem particularly easy, either,” he added in a rush. “It sounded like that guy was just a bad match.”


Bailey sighed. “He was pretty attractive, though. Maybe I should have gone home with him.”


“Nah. He was a jerk,” John repeated. “And you said yourself that he probably wasn’t any good in bed. No point in a fling that pisses you off before the first kiss.”


“True… God, I’d like to have sex though….”


John snorted. “Don’t hold back, Bailey; tell me all about it.”


“Bite me,” Bailey said with a huff. “You probably have no idea what it’s like to go so long without getting laid.”


Rolling his eyes, John rebutted, “Actually, it’s been quite a while for me too. Since, uh, that wedding Lauren made me go to as her date, last August.”


Bailey’s eyes bulged. “You did Lauren?”


“Geez, no. Me and, uh.” John glanced around, clearly a reflexive habit. “Me and one of the groomsmen. Just, you know,” he said, making a furtive jerking off gesture.


“Ah ha! I knew you were bi,” Bailey crowed.


John looked around nervously again, old habits from his former life in the military apparently not yet dead. He looked like he wanted to hush Bailey, but he didn’t, although he did smack him on the shoulder. “Shut up. But, uh, yeah. I don’t know about ‘bi’ though,” he said, an uncomfortable look on his face. “I don’t know if I want to date women at all anymore.”


That was… not unexpected either, really. John almost never talked about his personal life, although if he was bisexual or possibly gay, that would certainly explain some of his reticence. The “Don’t Ask; Don’t Tell” policy had been in effect throughout John’s military service, and it had only been about two years since he’d been honorably discharged after an injury he still refused to talk about.


“Women are harder.” Bailey shrugged. “I mean, I have no idea what anyone is thinking when they go out with me, male or female, but women in particular seem to hope I’ll transform into someone completely different once we go out on an official ‘date’. Men at least don’t seem to have the same expectations about meeting parents or sending flowers.”


John laughed. “Yeah, men are generally more direct; at least, I’d guess that. It seems like it would be nice not to have to play games, but not have to hide either.”


Bailey grinned. “Another item to add to your list of benefits of getting out of the service. No uniform regs about your hair, no sucking up to jerks who outrank you, no hiding homosexual leanings, and—oh right—no getting shot at.”


“The toys were pretty sweet, though,” John reminisced. He didn’t say anything about flying, but it was there in the air between them. 


John hadn’t flown since the accident, and Bailey didn’t know if that was by choice or because he physically couldn’t or what. John certainly had enough money to buy a small Cessna or something if he wanted to, and while it wouldn’t be the same as the jets he’d probably flown, it was still a little surprising to Bailey that he didn’t seem interested. Still, on the list of things John didn’t talk about, flying was hardly the most significant.


Bailey made a noise of agreement. “I miss all the high-powered computers, to say nothing of the—ow! Why did you just kick me?” he demanded, scooting his chair away from John and giving him a glare that suggested he’d like to set his friend on fire.


“To stop you from saying anything classified,” John said, scowling back. “It’s still treason to talk about government secrets in ice cream parlors, in case you’d forgotten.”


“I know that! I was going to say ‘minions’! I miss the minions, you overly patriotic caveman. Damn it,” he said, rubbing his shin. “I bet you’ve given me a hematoma. I have very delicate skin, you know.”


John rolled his eyes. “You are such a drama queen. Do you want me to take you to the hospital?” he asked, standing up and grabbing his coat.


Bailey got up as well, started to limp, but then decided that his shin didn’t hurt that badly. He sent another glare at John, though. “My date was a jerk, I had to make do with ice cream instead of chocolate pot de crème, I didn’t get laid, and now I’m bruised. Today sucks.”


Snorting, John said, “Well then, tomorrow can’t be anything but better.”


And the sad thing was, even though he was teasing—or maybe because—that right there was why Bailey liked him.
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