



[image: Cover]







A NineStar Press Publication

Published by NineStar Press

P.O. Box 91792,

Albuquerque, New Mexico, 87199 USA.

www.ninestarpress.com

Beastly Businessmen and Guitar Gods

Copyright © 2018 by Asta Idonea

Cover Art by Natasha Snow Copyright © 2018

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced in any material form, whether by printing, photocopying, scanning or otherwise without the written permission of the publisher. To request permission and all other inquiries, contact NineStar Press at the physical or web addresses above or at Contact@ninestarpress.com.

Printed in the USA

First Edition

July, 2018

 

eBook ISBN: 978-1-949340-23-5

Print ISBN: 978-1-949340-27-3

 

Warning: This book contains sexually explicit content, which may only be suitable for mature readers.




Beastly Businessmen and Guitar Gods

Asta Idonea




Table of Contents

Foreword

DunGriffinCorp Employees

Prologue

Dragged Into Love

Love's Code

Guessing Games

Assignations and Ultimatums

Lost and Found

A Debt is a Debt

About the Author




Foreword

The idea for Beastly Businessmen and Guitar Gods first came to me when one of my publishers at the time opened a survey for readers and writers to choose the themes for the next two anthology releases. Stories based on fairy tales and/or myths was one of the options, and the one to which I gave my vote. Sadly, I must have been in the minority, since it was not one of the two finally selected; nevertheless, I began to mull over ideas in my head, thinking of which fairy tales I would like to adapt to a contemporary MM setting should the opportunity present itself in the future. When I realised that I had several good ideas brewing, I decided that I didn’t need to wait for an open call—I could create my own anthology.

At first, I anticipated that each of the stories would be an independent entity, the only connection between the tales being the fact that they were all retellings of fairy tales and myths. However, once I started writing, I discovered that all but one would work well within an office setting (and that odd one out could still be linked to the others through secondary characters) and thus the strange and fantastical world of DunGriffinCorp came into being, quickly taking on a life of its own.

My choice of stories for this collection was in part an attempt to strike a balance between fairy tales and myth, but in the end, it mostly boiled down to which stories came into my head as viable for retelling in a modern, magic-free context. Þrymskviða and Beauty and the Beast were the first I settled on, giving me my title for the anthology. Then the plot for a Cinderella-based tale came to me and the others fell into place from there. The three fairy tales (Cinderella, Beauty and the Beast, and Rumplestiltskin) will doubtless be familiar to all readers, but one or more of the other three stories may be less well known.

The first, Þrymskviða, is a comedic tale taken from Norse mythology’s Poetic Edda. In this story, Thor and Loki travel to Jötunheim disguised as women in order to retrieve Thor’s stolen hammer, Mjölnir, from the giant Thrym. There is no romantic subplot in the original tale, but I think the addition of one works well in this modern version.

Next we have the story of Ariadne and Theseus from Greco-Roman myth, in which Ariadne helps Theseus navigate the Cretan labyrinth at Knossos, allowing him to slay the vicious Minotaur and thus ending the need for regular sacrifices to the monster. In the myth, the pair do not enjoy a romantic happy-ever-after ending since Theseus abandons Ariadne on an island shortly after they escape, but I have allowed Eren and Andre a more optimistic outcome in my retelling.

And finally we turn to The Strange Elopement of Tinirau—a short story of tragic romance from Māori folklore. This was the last one I selected for the anthology, but once I had decided upon it, the storyline for my version quickly slotted into place within the world of DunGriffinCorp. That said, I did make far more changes to the plot of this one than I did with the other five tales, granting my young lovers a less dismal ending than the original tale afforded them.

Folklore and myth provide a treasure trove of wonderful stories from different cultures and belief systems, and it has been a joy to recreate a few of them for this collection. I do hope that you will check out the original tales if there are any here you’ve not previously encountered. Who knows, perhaps a few of you will even be inspired to try your hand at writing retellings of your own!

All that remains now is to offer the usual round of thanks.

To my husband, Corey, who is often the first person to read my work and who offers a valuable reader’s opinion as well as support for my writing in general.

To Loki, my fiery muse and constant inspiration.

And last, but by no means least, to you, the reader, for joining me in the world of DunGriffinCorp, where magical romance is well and truly alive. I hope that this collection of tales brought a smile to your face, and I look forward to sharing more stories and characters with you in the future.
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Prologue

ONCE UPON A time the world was a place of magic and fantasy. People believed in fairy realms, healing potions, and true love’s kiss, and witchcraft, spells, and curses were accepted as fact, a part of life. Once upon a time…

But those days are long gone. The world has changed. Technology has replaced magic. Disillusionment eclipses wonder. And fairy tales and myths have long been reduced to the purview of children, bound within the pages of a book or on the screen, no longer real but pure make-believe.

Or are they?

Let us, dear reader, travel together to a place where all is not as it seems. Come with me to London’s financial district. Hand in hand, we will enter the imposing yet innocuous office building of DunGriffinCorp. It doesn’t look like much at first glance, I grant you. No different from any other firm here in the City. But take the time to peel back the layers and you may be surprised at what you find. For within these walls, magic and romance still abound. The employees of DunGriffinCorp don’t know it yet, but several of them are about to have their lives changed forever.

There’s Andre over by the photocopier, desperate to retain his place in the firm at the end of the biannual employee assessments, as much to continue to indulge his unspoken lust for his colleague, Eren, as to keep his job.

Heading toward us now is shy Cillian, all but invisible to most of his coworkers and wishing, more than anything, that he could find a way to avoid compulsory attendance at the upcoming office party.

And what of Ross exiting the lift over there? His family are dealing with the revelation of his homosexuality by attempting to match him with a suitably wealthy and powerful older man, not knowing that he’s already found his perfect partner and is caught in the throes of a secret romance.

Oh, and here comes Sasha, new to the firm and determined to pass his probationary period no matter what it takes. He’s talking with Fran, the company’s HR guru. Her twin brother, Theo, has been quite the handful lately, but she’s not one to brook any nonsense and will doubtless sort him out in short order.

On high, reigning over them all, is the company’s domineering young CEO, Dunstan Griffin the Second, famous not only for his playboy lifestyle but also for his rigorous adherence to discipline and a culture of fear. Not a man you want to cross, trust me. His employees have good reason for referring to him as “The Beast” behind his back.

So turn the page with me, gentle reader. Discover their stories for yourself. And maybe you, too, will begin to believe…




Dragged Into Love

“LUKE, HAVE YOU seen my guitar? Fuck!”

Theo yanked open the wardrobe door for the third time, nearly pulling the freestanding unit down on him. As with the previous two attempts, the action revealed no guitar, only an assortment of wrinkled casual clothing, a selection of heavily abused and slightly smelly trainers, and one scrunched-up duffel bag, its sports logo beginning to peel.

A burst of inspiration saw Theo drop to the floor. Lying on his stomach, he peered under the bed and lifted the lopsided, overhanging duvet out of the way. But his spark of hope soon faded when all he found in that dark forgotten place was an old piece of gum that no amount of wishful thinking was going to separate from the carpet, a used tissue that had gathered its own court of attendant dust bunnies, and a stash of creased and ratty gay porn magazines that he didn’t think he’d looked at in two years or more.

He used the bed to haul himself upright and staggered back to his feet, casting a final glance at the guitar stand, which remained determinedly devoid of its raison d’être. Then Theo shoved his hands deep into the pockets of his torn jeans and stormed out of the bedroom into the flat’s open-plan lounge and dining area.

“Luke, man, do you know where my guitar is? I’ve got a gig this weekend, and I need to practise, like, now.”

Theo’s flatmate looked up from his magazine, frowned, and offered a pout worthy of the most outrageous of raging queens. It was misleading though. Luke was as straight as they came, in terms of both his sexual orientation and his general attitude. The guy worked nine-to-five in a financial company, for Chrissake. To Luke, a beer on a weeknight was living life on the edge these days. He’d been Theo’s best friend since high school. Back then, Luke had been prone to the occasional bout of practical joking and mischief-making, but even that had gone by the wayside over the past few years. Luke had accepted adulthood with stoicism and grim determination, whereas Theo continued to fight against it, kicking and screaming for all he was worth. Nonetheless, they continued to get on well despite their ever-growing and blatant differences…or maybe because of them.

“I’ve not touched it. Isn’t it in your room?”

“Christ, if it was in my room, d’ya think I’d be out here asking you?” Theo sighed and shook his head. “Sorry, Luke, I didn’t mean to snap.”

Luke waved away the apology. “Let’s look at this calmly and logically. When did you last have it?”

Theo considered for a moment. “It was there last night. No, this morning. I remember looking at it when I got dressed for work, thinking I’d change the strings before the gig.”

“Okay, so we know it went missing at some point during the day while we were both at work… Oh hell!” Luke tossed his magazine onto the coffee table, sank back into the sofa, and rubbed his temples. “It was inspection day today, Theo, and we still owe Graham your half of last fortnight’s rent.”

“He wouldn’t!”

Luke raised an eyebrow.

Theo swore under his breath. “You’re right, he would. Bastard! That fucking bastard!”

He stormed back into his room and retrieved his mobile, already dialling the number as he returned to the lounge. He dropped onto the sofa next to Luke and waited. After a few rings, Graham picked up.

“Theo! I figured I’d hear from you this evening.”

“What the fuck, Graham? Do you have my guitar? You have no right, man!”

“Think of it as collateral. You pay me the rent you owe and I hand back the guitar. No harm, no foul.”

“I told you the other day, I just got caught a bit short this week. I can pay you my share at the end of the weekend, after my gig, but I need that guitar to get the money.”

“Hmm. Sounds like a dilemma.” There was a pause, and Theo hoped it meant that Graham was finally seeing sense. “I have an alternative.” Then again, maybe not. “I’ll give back the guitar and let the missing rent slide if you…”

“If I what?”

“I want a date with that sexy-hot sister of yours. Tomorrow night. At my place.”

Theo knew he should say no. Fran would never go for it. Hell, she’d be livid if she knew the idea had even been bandied around. He had to refuse the offer; there was nothing else for it, and yet, when he opened his mouth, the words that came out were “Sure thing, Graham. Consider it done.”

“Excellent. I’m glad we could reach an agreement. Don’t screw with me, though, Theo. If she doesn’t show up, the guitar is firewood and I’ll be filing an eviction notice.”

“She’ll be there. Don’t worry.”

“Good. Catch you later then.”

Graham ended the call, and Theo lowered the phone and cradled it in his lap, gripping so tight that his knuckles began to whiten.

“Who’ll be where, Theo?” When Theo didn’t answer, Luke straightened and grabbed his arm. “What exactly did you just promise the guy?”

“He wants a date with Fran. Tomorrow night at his place.”

“And you agreed?” Luke released Theo and stood. He walked over to the window and then spun back around, throwing his arms in the air. “God, Theo, what were you thinking? There’s no way she’ll ever agree.”

“She might. I’ll ask real nicely. I’ll say ‘pretty please’ and everything. I’ll present it as a special, one-off favour from a sister to her favourite and best-loved brother.”

“You’re her only brother.” Luke shook his head. “And you’re an officially certified delusional fool if you think you’ll sweet-talk her into going. Honestly, Theo, you’re out of your goddamn mind!”

It was probably true. Theo and his twin sister, Francine, might look like carbon copies of one another, but when it came to personalities, the age-old adage of “chalk and cheese” sprang to mind. Francine was everything Theo wasn’t: organised, disciplined, conservative. Actually, now that he thought about it, she was pretty much a female version of Luke. Perhaps that was why they’d ended up working at the same company. She wouldn’t have touched a guy like Graham with a barge pole, even when she was single, and given that she was currently playing house with that Hayden dude… Luke was right—there was no chance in hell.

It was too late now though; he’d already made the commitment and accepted Graham’s terms. In his imagination, Theo saw Graham smashing his guitar to pieces with an axe. He watched as the brightly painted wood snapped off in all directions. He heard the strings release a dying screech as they were cloven in two. He saw his future as a guitar god splinter and burn.

“I reckon I must be.” Theo shrugged. “But it’s done now and I gotta at least try to make it work. I’m gonna swing by her place and see what she says. You coming with?”

“Absolutely. I wouldn’t miss this for the world.” Luke crossed the room and offered a hand to help Theo up. “I just hope you’re ready for fireworks.”

 

“YOU TOLD HIM what?”

Fran was in what Theo always thought of as “full-Valkyrie mode”. Feet hip-width apart, hands planted on said hips, and eyes blazing, she was a picture of warlike womanhood. Her expression alone was enough to make grown men quake in their steel-capped boots, but luckily Theo had a long history of exposure and had developed partial immunity—enough that he could hold his ground even though his instincts screamed for him to take flight.

“I didn’t mean to, Fran. It just kinda slipped out.” He walked to the fridge, purloined a can of beer, and cracked the tab. “So, seeing as the damage is already done, I figured—”

“No way, Theo. You can’t go whoring me out to sleazebags just because, at twenty-seven, you’re still totally incapable of managing your money like an adult and paying your rent on time.”

“Whoring…whoring is such a strong word. Not all of us can be hotshot execs with a fast-tracked career, you know. Graham has his faults, sure, but he’s not all that ba—”

“And as for you!” Fran rounded on Luke, who took a noticeable step back. “I expected better from you, Luke Drefon. How could you let him do this?”

“To be fair,” Luke said, raising his hands in front of him, “I didn’t find out what he’d done until after the call ended. Plus, I tried to loan him the rent money last week and he refused. Said he’d sort out the cash himself.”

“Traitor,” Theo muttered, and Luke had the decency to look sheepish and retreat farther into the corner of the room.

When Theo turned back to his sister, Fran was glowering. “Well, I’m not going and that’s that.”

“Fran, please. Pretty please. He’s gonna smash my guitar. The red Fender. You know how much that baby means to me. It’s my lucky charm, my most prized possession. To lose it would be like losing a limb or something. I’m down to play the opening set at Asgard on Saturday night. The best club on the guitar circuit, Fran. It’s taken me months to score a gig there. If I cancel they may never book me again. And how am I ever going to make ends meet like a responsible adult if I have to cancel all my performances? I don’t make anywhere near enough at the café to cover my half of the rent. I need that extra cash, Fran.”

“It’s not my problem.”

“Actually, I have a suggestion.”

Theo turned to look at Hayden. Fran’s boyfriend, partner, or whatever the hell he was, had kept shtum throughout the conversation, hovering over near the kitchen counter, and Theo had all but forgotten that he was present.

Hayden was one of those people it was easy to forget. More silent watcher than active participant, he rather blended in with the furniture after a while. That was probably why Fran liked him—he would kowtow to her wishes without a fight. Theo had nothing against him. Hayden was simply so nondescript that Theo hadn’t bothered to form much of an opinion about him one way or the other.

“Oh yeah?” Theo asked, cocking his head. “What’s your solution then, oh wise one?”

“Well, I… That is to say… I merely thought that…”

“Just spit it out, Hayden.” Theo raised the can of beer to his lips and took a sip. Whatever the plan was, Hayden seemed to be damned uneasy about divulging it, though Theo could hardly see why. It wasn’t as if someone as straightlaced as Hayden was going to suggest anything dubious or illegal. The guy would shudder at the mere mention of lawbreaking.

“You could go instead.”

Theo nearly spat his mouthful of drink across the room. In the end, he gulped it down so fast his throat hurt. “What?”

“Oh my God! Yes, it’s perfect.” Fran was grinning from ear to ear. “You are so clever, darling.”

“Um?” Luke stepped forward and gingerly raised his hand. “Am I the only one confused here?”

“It’s simple,” Fran said, her smile a tad too gleeful for Theo’s liking. “Theo and I are identical. All we need to do is dress him up and he can go in my place.”

“Now, hang on a minute,” Theo said, turning his back on Luke’s smirk. “We may have similar faces, but that’s where it ends. I mean, I lack certain key…parts, and there are others I do have that are going to be a dead giveaway. Christ, I can’t believe I’m even dignifying this absurd suggestion with a conversation. No way. There’s no fucking way!”

“It could work, Theo,” Luke said, stepping into Theo’s field of vision.

“Hey, whose side are you on, backstabber?”

“Yours, I promise. I’m just saying, let’s not dismiss it out of hand.”

Theo pitched his beer can across the room and into the sink with such force that it bounced right out again, casting the foamy dregs over the tiled floor and white cupboard doors. Fran tutted, but Theo ignored her and curled his hands into fists, taking a step toward Luke. “Now, listen here—”

“No, you listen here, Theodore Francis Williams.” Fran appeared in front of him, herding him back. “This is your mess. No one asked you to promise the guy something you knew you couldn’t deliver. If you want to save that precious guitar of yours, and maintain the tattered remains of your dignity, you’re going to have to do this.”

Theo collided with the kitchen counter, unable to retreat any farther. There was nowhere for him to go, no other option open to him. His back was both literally and metaphorically against the wall.

“What if he realises the truth while I’m there and goes batshit crazy? He could kill me!”

Fran tilted her head to the side, her expression thoughtful, and for a brief moment Theo hoped his luck might be changing. Sadly not. His sister turned her gaze to Luke, and that evil smile of earlier returned with a vengeance. “So, you don’t go alone. If Graham didn’t specify I had to go unaccompanied, there’s no reason I can’t have a girlfriend with me.”

Luke looked every bit the deer caught in the headlights. “M-me? You want me to go with him? In…in drag?”

“Why not?” Fran said, shrugging. “I think you’ll make a rather pretty girl. Besides, if things do turn sour, at least you’ll have each other.”

“I can’t see Mr Griffin approving of one of his employees starting a drag act. Much as I’d like to help, Fran, I need to consider my job. My position in the company is such that—”

“Dunstan will never know. No one at DunGriffinCorp will ever be any the wiser, Luke. Neither you nor I will speak a word of it, so how would anyone find out?” She sighed. “It’s only a simple date, guys. A couple of hours small talk, a little light flirtation if need be, and then you can get out of there with Theo’s guitar. It’s not as if either of you has to sleep with the man, or tell anyone else what you’re up to.”

“This is never going to work, Fran,” Theo whined, looking down at his mismatched shoes and wringing the hem of his T-shirt. Polite requests had been refused. Pleading had failed, as had indignation. Perhaps a pitiful display of misery would make his heartless sister reconsider. Realising her cruelty, and the terrible position he was in, she might relent and agree to go herself.

“Of course it will,” Fran snapped.

Or not.

“That doesn’t mean we don’t have our work cut out for us though.” She pursed her lips and cast an assessing gaze over Theo, making him feel like a prize pooch at Crufts. “It’s less than twenty-four hours until date night, and we have a lot to do.” She looked between the three men. “Be prepared to call in sick at work tomorrow, gentlemen. We are going to have a very hectic schedule.”

 

THEO LET OUT a piercing screech. How many was that now? He’d lost count. Surely she had to be about done. He glanced down the length of his body only to see the beautician preparing to rip off another of those cursed strips of whatever the stuff was that she’d stuck all over his leg. Christ!

His next scream was more of a whimper, and Theo caught the beautician’s eye when she glanced up at him. To her credit, she had maintained a neutral expression throughout, neither showing annoyance at his less-than-macho display nor betraying any hint of amusement. Nope, this woman was professional to the core, and he was damned thankful for that. The whole situation was bad enough as it was without him having to feel humiliated in his sister’s favourite beauty parlour.

He wondered how Luke was faring next door. Theo hadn’t heard any screams from him, which was rather embarrassing now that he thought about it, seeing as how he’d been crying like a baby for the last half hour. Then again, maybe the walls were soundproof. Yes, that had to be it. No way could anyone go through that without screaming the house down. Soundproofing was likely a health and safety requirement for all salons offering this…treatment, for the aural protection of other customers if nothing else.

“Last one!” the beautician said, a smile in her voice, and Theo squawked as she ripped away the final strip, ridding him of his last vestige of manly body hair. Not that he’d had much to begin with. That fact had always irked him in the past, but for the first time in his life, he was grateful for his relatively smooth skin. Even smoother now. Thanks to Carly’s ministrations, he had the arms, legs, chest, and back of a newborn babe.

“How’s it going in there?” Fran didn’t wait for a reply before swinging open the door and barging in.

Theo scrambled upright and dragged one of the towels off the nearby bench, draping it over his lap. “God, Fran, a little privacy?”

“Oh, you’ve got nothing I haven’t seen before. Anyway, I thought I’d better come in and check you were still alive. The noise you were making, anyone would think you were undergoing an amputation, not a little bitty leg wax.”

Theo glowered but didn’t bother to argue the point. “What about Luke? Haven’t they started on him yet?”

“Luke was finished ten minutes ago. The guy took it like a champ. Nary a whimper from him. Well, come on, what are you waiting for? We’ve still got a lot to get through.”

“There’s more?”

“Don’t fret. The next bit is much more relaxing. You even get to keep your clothes on this time.”

 

THEO HAD NEVER had a mani-pedi before. He might be gay, but he wasn’t that gay. That said, it wasn’t unpleasant to sit there with his hands and feet soaking. It certainly beat the torture of earlier in the day.

Fran had introduced the manicurist and seen them settled into their seats before dragging Hayden out the door, muttering something about shopping for supplies and returning shortly. So now Theo and Luke were blissfully alone, save for Thuy, who either didn’t feel confident speaking to them more than was necessary or else was highly intuitive and realised that neither man wanted to make small talk.

“Say, Theo? Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.” Theo looked over at Luke, who was doing one of his pensive at-the-wall stares.

“What do you think Graham wants with Fran anyway?”

“How d’ya mean? She’s hot…for a woman.” Theo caught Luke’s eye and winked. “Don’t you agree? Or did you change your mind?” Theo knew that Luke had fancied Fran back when they were still in their teens, and he liked to rib him about it whenever the chance arose.

Luke flushed, and Theo’s mood improved for the first time since he’d discovered the loss of his guitar. “Fran is very…attractive.” He paused while Theo snorted. “But I thought… I mean…isn’t Graham gay?”

“What makes you say that?” At the gentle nudge from Thuy, Theo lifted his hands from the basin and held them out for her to dry off.

“He was making out with some guy at that party a few months ago. Don’t you remember? We were in the kitchen looking for more beer and came across them in the walk-in pantry, all hot and heavy against the shelf of canned goods.”

Theo laughed. “Oh yeah, I’d totally forgotten about that. His face when he noticed us gawking at him! Man, it was a picture!” He shook his head. “But, no, he’s not gay. He’s bi. He swings where the mood takes him. Though, now that you mention it, he does seem to prefer blokes. Still, anyone with half a brain in his trousers would go after Fran. She does look so much like me, after all, and who wouldn’t want this?” He waved a hand around his face and then up and down his body.

The air of jovial camaraderie melted away almost as quickly as it had come, and as the two men submitted to the final stages of their mani-pedi treatments, the sense of discomforted foreboding returned. When everything was done save the final coats of nail polish—which were on hold until Fran arrived to determine the colour scheme—Thuy slipped out back, leaving them alone.

Theo turned to Luke. He cleared his throat and shuffled in his seat. “Listen, man, I want to say sorry. For getting you into this mess, I mean. I know this isn’t your scene. Hell, it isn’t mine either. You know that. But at least I can say that I’m gay and brush it off if anyone ever asks.”

“You’re a mate, Theo. I wouldn’t leave you in the lurch. Just promise me that no pictures of this are going to appear on Facebook. So long as my colleagues and manager never find out, we’re good.”

“Don’t worry. I have zero intention of going near any form of social media until this nightmare is well and truly over. At which point, I should warn you, I’ll probably take so many selfies of me reunited with my guitar that people will think I’ve developed some kind of weird fetish.”

The bell over the door gave a discordant tinkle, and Fran charged in, Hayden right behind her, both of them heavily laden with a myriad of brightly coloured shopping bags.

“Oh good, you’re nearly done. Where’s Thuy? Thuy! Oh, there you are. Let’s get that polish on and make tracks. It’s already lunchtime, and we only have a few more hours to complete your transformations. Luckily, Hayden and I managed to find everything you’ll need. You can pay me back later, once you’ve settled your rent. Oh, and this one,” she said, waving a large blue plastic bag, “is the gift you’re buying me as payment for my help today. We have a masquerade party at work next weekend, and I found the perfect costume while we were picking out your stuff. You can buy Hayden a carton of beer later as his thank-you.”

Yes, because I really want to thank Hayden! Theo peered at the bulging bags and suppressed a groan. Something told him that it was going to take several months worth of gig money to pay off that debt. What the hell did she have in there anyway? The amount of clothing she’d bought looked enough to deck out a full pantomime cast. Why did he get the impression that the remainder of the afternoon was going to be even less fun than what had gone before? And that was saying something.

 

LESS THAN AN hour later, they were back at Fran’s place, and Theo was wishing that he could return to the state of ignorant bliss he’d enjoyed before he knew what was in the bags. Unable to un-see what he’d now seen, he ground his teeth and tried to suppress the growing sense of horror as Fran held up one item after another, explaining the rest of her plan.

“We can’t dress you in clothes that are too baggy—that would be a dead giveaway—so we’ll need to be selective about how much is on show. Lucky for you I’m small-busted, so a little padding in the bra will set that right. We’ll keep arms partially covered and go with a knee-length skirt and boots. I found a few wide chokers that should hide your Adam’s apple, and then there’s this wig.” She brandished the fake hair, shaking it like a pompom. “It’s a good match for our natural colour.” She looked at him with a critical eye. “It helps that you’re so slim and unmuscular.”

“Hey, I’ve got plenty of muscle, I’ll have you know,” Theo said. He raised both arms and flexed his biceps to emphasise his point.

“Well, don’t do that while you’re there, for heaven’s sake! Now, do you want to go first, or will it be Luke?”

“Luke. Definitely Luke.”

“Gee, thanks,” Luke grumbled.

Theo cast a look Luke’s way and flashed an apologetic smile before cowering down in the seat, avoiding eye contact with Fran. He was going to have to submit eventually, but the longer he could postpone the moment, the better. That opinion didn’t change when he watched his sister manhandle Luke, forcing the poor guy into outfit after outfit until she found an ensemble that satisfied her.

Theo stared at Luke as Fran fussed over him, brushing rouge across his cheeks and painting his lips a cherry red. He knew that it was Luke. He did. Yet if he hadn’t, if he’d simply passed him on the street dressed like this…? Dear God, he might actually have fallen for it. In that tight skirt, the dark wig highlighting his bright eyes, Luke looked like one foxy lady.

“You’re up, Theo.”

Theo cringed and froze. In the end, Fran and Hayden had to drag him out of the chair.

“It’s really not that bad, Theo,” Luke called from across the room as he assessed himself in the full-length mirror, turning this way and that. “Actually, it’s quite fun!”

Theo raised an eyebrow as he watched his flatmate cavort in front of the glass, but he didn’t say a word. He did, however, find himself wondering if there wasn’t a reason that Luke always bombed out with the ladies. Other than having a piss-boring job. Perhaps the two of them would need to have a conversation once this was over. Then again, maybe not. On reflection, Theo decided that he’d rather not know.

For the next hour, Fran subjected Theo to just about every indignity under the sun. She pulled and prodded, commenting over him as if he were a doll. Luke soon joined her, and even Hayden got in on the act. Theo vowed to get the guy back one day. All of this had been his idea to begin with, and Theo wasn’t going to forget it. Ever.

At long last, Fran sat back and set down the makeup brush. She, Luke, and Hayden all stared across at Theo, none of them saying a word, and Theo started to squirm in his seat.

“Stop fidgeting, Theo. You’ll crease your skirt,” Fran admonished, giving him a sharp tap on the knee.
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