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INTRODUCTION


We all know the fairy tale. The handsome prince comes riding up on his white stallion and with a single kiss rescues the beautiful princess from her enchantment. Then they ride off together to live happily ever after.

But what if the person longing for that handsome prince is a man? I love the way the stories in this anthology find so many ways of turning the story into something very different, but with the same outcome.

This book is a mix of traditional and contemporary stories, each with its own unique fairytale atmosphere. Sometimes the prince is the one who needs rescuing, as in “Chauffeur Prince” and “Creosote Flats and the Big Spread.” Sometimes the true prince is the other guy, like in “The Virgin Prince and the Rebel Chief” and “Reckless.” There is humor and charm in these stories, with an underlay of passion and desire.

The one thing these stories have in common, along with the original fairy tales, is a happy ending. Whether it’s a HEA— happily ever after—or a HFN—happy for now—when these guys find their princes, hot steamy sex ensues.

Here’s to stories (and heroes) that make us swoon!
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At twenty-one, Xiao’s bachelorhood had officially become peculiar. The only son and eldest child of the Xie family, he had refused every attempt his parents made to arrange a marriage for him. The people in the village called Xiao too picky. If he didn’t lower his standards, they said, he would never get married. Xiao was not bothered by such speculation. What kept him up at night was the idea that someone in the village might begin to suspect his true self.

Xiao had known for years that he had no feelings for women. When he was young, he assumed that he simply lacked romantic passion. As got older, however, he realized the problem was not in his heart, much less his libido. He was relieved, then, when his parents threw up their hands, declared him too stubborn for his own good, and turned their attentions to his sister, Wei.

Wei was a beautiful young woman, with many admirers in the village. Xiao was sure she would marry quickly and, with any luck, produce enough grandchildren to thoroughly distract his parents. His mother and father were in less of a rush to marry  their daughter off. They wanted to be sensible about the matter and consider each potential son-in-law carefully.

They waited too long. Wei was still single when an official from the city arrived in search of a third wife. The official’s name was Ai-Fu, and he walked with the air of an expected, and honored, guest. The entire village knew he was trouble. As soon as he saw her, Ai-Fu announced that Wei would be his.

Xiao’s father drank heavily that night and could be heard across the village cursing the heavens for his family’s misfortune. It was well known that Ai-Fu was not a kind or patient man. His riches meant nothing; once Wei became a married woman, it would be as if she had never been a part of her previous family. Xiao’s parents would never see her again, much less have a chance to cherish their grandchildren.

The next morning, Wei was gone. She left behind a short note pinned to a blanket.

I am sorry, but I will not marry such a man. My heart belongs to another.

The son of their neighbor was also missing. It did not take much imagination to realize that the two had run off together. Ai-Fu would be back in half a month, and he would not forgive such a profound loss of face.

The village elders came that evening to consult with the Xie family. Many suggestions were offered, including faking Wei’s death; however each carried too much risk. The elders concluded that there could be but one reasonable outcome: The Xie family would have to face Ai-Fu and beg his mercy. Xiao’s parents silently agreed that there was no choice. Xiao refused to be so accommodating.

“This is your plan?” He demanded of the elders. “That my family sacrifice itself to the whim of Ai-Fu?”

“Forgive my son,” Xiao’s father quickly interjected. “I’m  afraid these recent events have made him emotional.”

“How else should I be?” Xiao asked. “Do you think Ai-Fu will accept your apology and go on his way? The three of us will die, for the sake of his ego!”

“There is no way around it,” his father said. “We cannot ask the village to stand up for us. Ai-Fu will come with a caravan to escort his bride home. His men will turn on anyone who defies him.”

Xiao’s father placed his hand on his son’s shoulder. Xiao turned away, and his eyes flashed outrage.

“I will not let you suffer for your sister. You will leave, and go to the North.”

“I will stand by my parents. If it is to the death, then so be it,” Xiao spat.

Elder Han stepped forward. Though the oldest of the elders by far, he had been in the village scarcely more than ten years. No one knew much about him, except that he was a widower whose wife had died in childbirth.

“Perhaps,” Elder Han said gently, “there is another way. What you require is a hero, one whose heart could be turned by your plight.”

“A hero?” Xiao scoffed. “And where would we find one?”

“In the woods,” Elder Han said. “Three days walk from here. Five if you get lost.”

Silence fell on the group. Xiao became indignant. If there was someone who could help his family, he wanted to know who it was and how to find him.

“Well?” he asked. “Have you all lost your tongues?”

His mother and father gasped, but Elder Han chuckled. The other elders did not.

“You mean Kai-Rong,” one of them said grimly. “Only one part of that man can be moved, and it is not his heart.”

“Do you always listen to rumors?” Elder Han asked. “And if he is what people say, would his swords be any less sharp?”

“Tell me who this person is,” Xiao said. “I will find him, and give him whatever he wants in return for his protection.”

All the elders, save for Elder Han, shook their heads. “Who is Kai-Rong?” Xiao’s mother asked. “Is he a dangerous man?”

“To his enemies,” Elder Han replied, “and I doubt he has many left. Kai-Rong lives in the forest around the mountain, and keeps his own company.”

“Would he help us?” Xie asked. “And if he will, what will he want in return? I will remind you, Elder Han, that I have already lost a daughter.”

Xiao was tired of so much talking with no action. The curious looks from the elders and the tense expression on his father’s face increased his impatience. Xiao looked between his father and Elder Han, willing them to speak plainly to him.

“Aiyaa,” Elder Han exhaled loudly. “There are bigger concerns than who a man takes to his bed. Your son is old enough to know that there are men who sleep beside other men.”

Xiao’s mother’s eyes went wide.

“You want to use my son to seduce this person? I will not allow it!”

“Calm yourself,” Xiao’s father told her. “Our son will go to the North. We will not hang our hopes on some elusive master who preys on young men.”

“I will leave tomorrow,” Xiao said.

“Did I speak too softly?” His father asked. “You will stay here, until we can arrange your trip to the North.”

“I will find Kai-Rong and convince him to defend us against Ai-Fu.”

Xiao’s father shook with anger. Their words grew heated, until Elder Han was forced to step between the two.

“Enough! Your son will use his mind and words to sway Kai-Rong, not his body. And if Xiao cannot convince him, then you are no worse off than you already are. He will come home, and be sent to the North.”

Xiao’s father stared at Elder Han. When he spoke, his words were cold.

“Very well, Elder Han. But as you put this plan in my son’s head, let his fate be in your hands.”

Xiao’s father spent another night drowning his frustrations in wine, while Xiao’s mother pleaded with him to reconsider his rash decision. Xiao was immovable. He got little sleep, yet felt alert and energized when Elder Han showed up the next morning. Xiao was grateful for the company, even if Elder Han was taking him only as far as the forest’s edge. Xiao took the opportunity to ask about Kai-Rong.

“What kind of weapons does he use?”

“Butterfly swords,” Elder Han told him. “People say he could fight off an army with them.”

“Then why does he live alone?”

“It is troublesome for a master to live among others: Someone always wants to start a fight. Also, a man like Kai-Rong can never know whom to trust. People will lie to a master’s face, and betray him in the worst ways, to get him to do their dirty work.”

“It sounds like a tortured life,” Xiao said.

He had another question, one he didn’t dare ask. Xiao wanted to know if men like Kai-Rong ever found someone to love them. He shook off the melancholy thought as he and Elder Han reached the edge of the forest.

“You are a good boy,” Elder Han told him. “Stubborn, like my own son. He was born when I was already an old man, you know. The only reason I have lived this long is to worry about him.”

Elder Han reached into his garments and took out a package wrapped in cloth. “Ah, but that’s an old story. Take these sweets. They’ll help you get on Kai-Rong’s good side.”

Xiao thanked the elder and bowed deeply before continuing on his way. The air was cooler among the trees, and the silence almost deafening. Xiao stood still, until the normal sounds of the forest resumed. He chided himself for getting spooked; it wasn’t as if he had never been in the woods before. Yet on those occasions he had company with him, and their course was clear. Kai-Rong’s whereabouts were vague. Xiao knew which direction to walk in, but not much else. He told himself it was enough. If good fortune was on his side, he would find Kai-Rong.

Days passed with no sign of the martial arts master, nor any other human being. By the fourth day, Xiao worried that time was running out. He was relieved when he suddenly heard rustling nearby, too loud to be anything but a large body moving through the underbrush. It might not be Kai-Rong, Xiao cautioned himself, but whoever it was might know where to find him.

Small trees and bushes parted, as a tiger strolled into the clearing. It stopped to look Xiao over, as if unsure whether the human was worth the trouble of killing. Xiao took no chances. He dropped his pack, ran for the nearest tree, and scaled it like a crazed monkey. When he looked down from his perch, he saw that the tiger had gone after more convenient prey, the food in Xiao’s pack. Anything the tiger had no use for was torn and strewn about the small clearing. By the time the big cat went away, Xiao had nothing but the clothes on his back and a small knife attached to his belt.

With his supplies destroyed, Xiao was in a foul mood the rest of the day. Lost in his own self-pity, he didn’t pay attention to where he was going or to the forest around him. He nearly walked into low-hanging branches, and at one point traveled in  a circle that brought him back to the clearing. When night came, it didn’t take long for him to stumble over his own feet. Xiao fell with a heavy thump that drove the air out of his lungs. There was a dull rustle, and hot pain stabbed him between his neck and shoulder. Xiao rolled away in time to see the long, dark body of a snake slither into the darkness.

He had no way to tell what kind of snake it was, only that, if it was poisonous, he was in great danger. Though Xiao had a knife to open the wound, there was no way to see where the bite was, nor reach it with his mouth. His fears were confirmed as his mind clouded over and his vision faded. Darkness threatened to swallow Xiao completely; then a pair of hands shook him.

“Can you hear me?” a man’s voice asked. “Can you speak?”

Xiao dug into what little strength he had and managed to say the word, “Snake.”

“Where?” the voice asked.

The words wouldn’t come. Xiao let his head fall to the side to expose the wound.

“Hold still,” the man told him. “This will hurt.”

Cold metal kissed Xiao’s flesh and sliced across his neck. He felt blood trickle down his chest, then warm, wet pressure as the man applied his mouth to the cut. Every few seconds he stopped, to spit out the mixture of venom and Xiao’s blood. Xiao groaned, and a hand touched the side of his face. It was cool against his skin: a welcome respite from the fire that seemed to rage from the very core of him.

“It will be all right,” the man said. “I’ll take care of you.”

More of the toxin was sucked out of Xiao’s neck, yet his symptoms spread. Every part of him ached, while his body temperature switched without warning between hot and cold. The stranger told him not to be afraid, as he cradled Xiao in his arms and lifted him up.

[image: 002]

“How do you feel?”

It was the same voice that Xiao heard in the forest. He opened his eyes and blinked against the light, surprised to no longer be outside.

“Ah, you heard me this time! Good boy.”

Fingertips brushed hair away from Xiao’s forehead. They lingered, stroking the skin lightly. Xiao saw that he was lying on a floor mat, with a blanket over him. To his left, a man knelt on the floor. He was older than Xiao by five years or more. The man’s robe was open to the waist: Xiao glimpsed a smooth, defined chest, with lightly tanned skin. Dark hair fell freely across the man’s back and shoulders as he helped Xiao into the seated position.

“Do you remember what happened?” the man asked.

“A snake bit me,” Xiao said. “I must have frightened it when I fell.”

“You were lucky I was looking for you,” the man said. “I found your things a few miles away, next to a set of tiger pawprints. I worried that someone might be hurt, so I tracked you. My name is Cheng.”

“I am Xiao.”

Xiao pressed a hand against his head. There was a deep pain behind his eyes, pounding against his skull.

“Your head will hurt for a few days while your body heals. You can stay here until your strength returns.”

“I can’t stay,” Xiao said, “I have to find someone, a man named Kai-Rong.”

The man’s brow furrowed. “Kai-Rong left years ago, for the North. It would take months to find him, if he even let you.”

Xiao’s blood ran cold. If Kai-Rong was in the North, then there was no hope for Xiao’s mother and father.

“What did you need to see him about?” Cheng asked.

“My family requires his protection. An official from the city is going to kill them. He chose my sister as his third wife, but she ran away, and left my parents to answer for her.”

“I am sorry to hear that,” Cheng said. “Sadly, I have nothing to offer but my hospitality.”

“I have another week to search,” Xiao said. “Do you know of anyone else who could help me?”

“Xiao,” Cheng said, “you have been ill for three days. It will take you another day, at least, before you can walk.”

The words shattered against Xiao’s ear. At best, he could get back to the village in time to die with his parents.

Cheng tried to make conversation as he tended to Xiao over the course of the day. He told Xiao not to lose heart. The official could be lenient, and forgive. Xiao pretended to consider Cheng’s words. That night, when he was sure the other man was asleep, Xiao prepared to leave. All he had to do was concentrate, he told himself, and he could walk. Then fate might take pity on him and reveal a way to save his parents.

Xiao made it outside, and a few steps further, before his legs turned to water and he crashed to the ground. Cheng awoke and hurried to his side.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

“I’m not going to sit here like an invalid! I’ll get home, if I have to crawl on my hands and knees.”

Xiao was angry at himself for not finding Kai-Rong; at his sister, for betraying the family; and most of all at Ai-Fu, a cocky rich man who thought he could take whatever he wanted.

“Don’t you understand?” Cheng asked. “There is no choice in the matter. The toxin from the snake damaged your body. You’re lucky to be alive.”

Xiao laughed. “I’m going to die anyway. At least I had hope,  before I talked to you.” A fresh wave of despair hit him as he spoke.

Cheng, meanwhile, looked to be deep in thought. “Something has occurred to me,” he told Xiao. “No one else knows Kai-Rong left for the North. I could go in his place.”

“To what end?” Xiao asked. “You’re too young to pass for him.”

“You think a master has to be an old man, with white hair?” Cheng asked. “Kai-Rong built his reputation as a teenager, when he was wild and undisciplined. Once he got older, he saw that it was foolish to fight for the sake of fighting and moved out here.”

“Can you fight?”

“With Kai-Rong’s reputation, I won’t have to. Ai-Fu won’t want to lose any more face than he already has.”

Xiao wasn’t convinced. Kai-Rong’s reputation might not have reached the city at all. The elders had kept it from an entire generation in the village, despite living in the shadow of the mountain Kai-Rong once called home.

“It’s worth a try, don’t you think?” Cheng asked.

“If Ai-Fu calls your bluff, he will kill you too.”

“I am an optimistic man,” Cheng said. “And I knew Kai-Rong well. I can be his mimic. If I bring my father’s old sword, I’ll look like a real warrior.”

“Kai-Rong uses butterfly swords.”

“Some people keep the two butterfly swords sheathed as one. Who can tell unless I take it out? Besides, Ai-Fu will be too afraid to think much about it.”

It was a fool’s plan. Perhaps, Xiao thought, it would also have a fool’s luck.

“You may be too optimistic,” he told Cheng. “But I thank you, for myself, and for my family.”

“Don’t be so serious,” Cheng scolded him. “You’ll give me nightmares.”

Back inside his home, Cheng laid beside Xiao on the bed and slipped his arm around the younger man’s waist.

“This is so you can’t sneak away,” he said.

It wasn’t long before Cheng was sound asleep. Xiao remained wide awake. He had never shared a bed so intimately with a man before. Xiao could feel Cheng’s body heat through the thin linen robes both men wore. It struck him that Cheng spoke of Kai-Rong as if the two had either been best friends or, as Xiao suspected, lovers. He turned onto his other side so that he could face Cheng. The older man continued to sleep, unaware of the attention. Cheng’s lips were parted slightly, an unintended invitation.

It was only fair, Xiao told himself. One furtive kiss, to make up for all the ones he would never get to have. Cheng’s arm loosened around the younger man’s waist, as Xiao lightly pressed their lips together. Xiao’s body flushed, and his heart throbbed. He was going to pull away, when the arm across his back slid up, and a hand cupped the back of his head. Cheng’s lips parted further, and his tongue urged Xiao’s to do the same. Xiao complied, and felt himself grow hard as they explored each other’s mouths.

Their hands tugged at each other’s clothing, pulling the fabric away to expose the skin underneath. Xiao whimpered, overwhelmed, as Cheng moved on top of him and nibbled his way down Xiao’s chest. Cheng’s mouth licked and sucked the left nipple, while his fingers made lazy circles around the right, then trailed away to reappear around Xiao’s shaft. Cheng’s mouth abandoned Xiao’s chest and hovered near his ear.

“Have you done this before?” Cheng asked.

“No.”

“Don’t worry. I will be careful.”

At his family’s home, there was rarely any privacy. Xiao had few opportunities to touch himself, and it was always done as quickly as possible. Xiao was embarrassed at how little time it took before he spilled his seed into the other man’s mouth. Cheng stayed at the end of the floor mat, and Xiao felt something cold and wet touch his anus. Cheng’s finger swirled and probed against it, until the ring of muscles yielded.

“Do you like this?” Cheng asked.

“Yes. No one has ever touched me there.”

Cheng added another finger and continued to stroke Xiao from the inside. His erection was back, as hard as before. Cheng leaned forward to kiss Xiao’s chest and stomach.

Cheng withdrew his fingers and replaced them with the tip of his cock. He entered slowly so that Xiao could stretch around him. Xiao moaned, too weak to do anything but accept the pleasure, as Cheng picked up speed. Xiao came again, and in the next breath felt Cheng pulse inside of him.

“It’s been a long time,” Cheng murmured, when it was over.

His hands caressed Xiao’s thighs, as if trying to memorize the feel of his skin.

“Longer for me,” Xiao told him.

Cheng drew him close, and locked Xiao in a kiss.

“If I had my way,” he said, “neither of us would ever have to wait again.”

 



By the time Xiao regained his strength, there were only two and a half days left to reach the village. Cheng said it was more than enough time since he knew the woods so well. At Xiao’s insistence, they walked both day and night. The only exceptions were short breaks for Cheng to massage Xiao’s legs. If not for his skilled hands, Xiao knew he would have crippled himself in his fervor to get home.

They arrived at the village in the early afternoon. Xiao’s parents had already been bound with ropes and dragged from their home by Ai-Fu’s men. Xiao wanted to run to them, but Cheng held him back.

“Forgive me,” Cheng said softly. “My heart believed you, but I needed to see it with my eyes.”

He approached Ai-Fu without a trace of fear. Ai-Fu looked down from his horse and sneered at Cheng.

“Who is this stray dog?” he called out.

“My name is Kai-Rong. What business do you have in this village?”

“You dare ask about my business?” Ai-Fu grinned maliciously. “I came to collect my bride, yet I find she has been allowed to elope with some worthless human filth.”

“No doubt,” Cheng said, “she preferred him to the alternative.”

Two of Ai-Fu’s men came forward, hands on the hilts of their long swords. The remaining six watched Ai-Fu, awaiting instruction.

“I should not be surprised,” Cheng said. “A man who picks on the elderly cannot be expected to participate in his own battles. How many of them do I have to kill to win the Xie family’s freedom?”

Ai-Fu sat back in the saddle and stroked his chin in mock contemplation.

“There are four people: an old man and woman, an ungrateful girl, and an idiot son. I believe that is worth all eight of my men.”

Elder Han stepped out of the crowd of villagers, his expression beatific. “May I say one thing, to commemorate this occasion?”

“Why not?” Ai-Fu replied. “It’s not every day I get to see so many fools die.”

“Thank you,” Elder Han said. “I would like to say that, like the Xie family, I have only one son. He is the reason my hair is white, and my skin is more wrinkled than a turtle’s. For years, I worry about him. Now I do not need to worry any more. Thank you, Ai-Fu, for bringing this happy day. It is too bad you will be dead soon.”

Elder Han ended the brief, bewildering statement, and folded his hands contentedly in front of him.

The man Xiao knew as Cheng turned to Xiao and smiled. “You see why I don’t visit him? He loves to hear himself talk. When I was a child, I used to pray to go deaf.”

Kai-Rong turned back to Ai-Fu, and reached for his sheath. A second later he stood ready to fight, a gleaming butterfly sword in each hand.
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Augustus Woods thought love was a bunch of hooey. Something for the namby-pamby types to gush about when they had a partner or to cry in their beers about when they didn’t. Who in his right mind needed a thing like that?

Lust, now—Gus was a big fan of lust. As far as Gus was concerned, lust was the best damn thing in the world. Hard bodies and harder cocks, maybe a kiss or two to get the old engine revving, then get right down to business. Gus was good with getting down to business.

“You’re gonna die alone,” Gus’s friend Lola always told him when they were out drinking at Diamond Pete’s, their favorite watering hole. “A shriveled up old queen whose dick don’t work no more. Who’d want that?”

Lola, who’d started off life as Lonnie, had kissed her own dick good-bye years ago, so Gus thought she was a fine one to talk. Lola was always falling in and out of love, but Gus was pretty sure the sincerity level of Lola’s brand of love was about  equal to the sentiment inside a 99¢ Wal-Mart valentine plucked from the bargain bin on February 15.

Then Gus met Louis, and everything changed.

Louis—pronounced Lou-ee!—Dupont. Lead singer and front man for Cracked Visions, a small-time band with big-time aspirations.

Gus, never a music connoisseur, wasn’t sure what kind of music Cracked Visions played. He wouldn’t have given the band a second thought beyond wondering what the hell Pete had been thinking when he let a noisy bunch of wannabe rock stars pollute the fine atmosphere of Diamond Pete’s, but then Gus caught sight of the lean, tousle-curled lead singer strutting on the little behind-the-bar stage like he owned the place.

Dressed in tight, black leather pants that left nothing to the imagination and a white silk shirt open to his navel, the singer had the complete attention of every straight woman and gay man in the bar the minute he set his dusty-booted foot on stage. His chin sported a minimal amount of stubble, and his dark hair came almost to his shoulders. His singing voice, when he wasn’t screaming out lyrics, was surprisingly deep and melodic. His brown eyes smoldered beneath lids outlined in black and smudged with gray shadow.

When those eyes lighted on Gus seated at his regular stool, second to the last on the left side of the bar, Gus felt a rush of electricity zing straight through him to his cock. That, Gus was familiar with—good old lust come a-calling. If he hadn’t felt that rush of lust in the vicinity of someone as edible as the sinful singer gyrating less than a dozen feet in front of his face, Gus might have wondered if his cock had shriveled up and died on him when he wasn’t looking.

What did take Gus by surprise was the giant-sized fist that grabbed hold of his heart and squeezed for all it was worth.

“Shut your mouth, you’re gonna catch flies.” Lola had to yell in his ear through the sheer volume of noise coming off the stage, and even then, Gus barely heard her.

“Huh?” Gus asked, though he didn’t really care. He couldn’t peel his eyes away from the lead singer, who was doing moves in those tight leather pants that would put Elvis to shame.

Lola chuckled. “You got it bad. And can I say, it’s about time.”

Lola was making less sense than usual. Gus let her laugh. He was having trouble breathing, his chest still felt tight, and if he hadn’t felt so damn good in a shaky kind of way he might have thought he was having a heart attack.

In fact, Gus felt so good he sat through the band’s entire act. He forgot about Lola. He even forgot about finishing his beer. All he could think about was getting the singer with the sinful body and shadowed eyes into a dark corner somewhere and fucking the living hell out of him.

Except the mere thought of meeting the man made Gus nervous. What was up with that? Gus never got nervous, not about random hookups. And he never, ever went for guys who wore makeup.

What the hell was wrong with him?

By the time the last chord bounced off the walls, the bar was mostly empty, and Gus chalked the whole thing up to a bad bunch of beer nuts. Better to go home and forget about the whole thing.

He was about ready to do just that when Lola waved at the band. Lola stood six foot four and still had linebacker shoulders holding up the spaghetti straps of her top. When Lola waved, everyone paid attention.

“Excuse me,” Lola said. “My friend here would like to buy you all a drink.”

The rest of the band—two guitarists, a bass player, and a drummer—stopped putting their instruments away and looked at Lola. The lead singer’s eyes slid from Lola to Gus. “This your friend?” he asked in a husky, raw-sounding voice.

Gus felt his cheeks heat up. What the fuck? He never blushed.

“That’s him,” Lola said. “He wants to tell you how much he enjoyed your music.”

Lola’s dark eyes danced with gleeful good humor. If Gus wasn’t sure Lola could still beat him senseless if she had a good mind to, he’d clamp a hand over her mouth to hush her up and quick-step her right on out the front door of Diamond Pete’s.

The corners of the singer’s mouth turned up just the slightest. “I never turn down a free drink.”

“Isn’t that just wonderful!” Lola said.

Yeah, wonderful. Good thing Diamond Pete—who, as far as Gus knew, didn’t have a diamond to his name—was in the habit of extending Gus a little courtesy from time to time when it came to paying his bar tab.

The bartender opened six bottles of beer. The band members hopped down off the stage and grabbed their drinks, clapping Gus on the back as they went by. So far, so good—he hadn’t needed to talk to any of them.

Then the singer picked up his beer and planted himself right in front of Gus. “Thanks,” he said, and he proceeded to down the entire bottle in one long, continuous swallow, head tilted back, exposing his long, lean neck.

Usually the most enticing thing about a man was the size of his dick, but now Gus found himself fantasizing about planting kiss es—kisses!—on this guy’s neck. And the singer knew it! When the man lowered the now-empty bottle from his lips, he exhaled slowly, and his eyelids dropped just enough that Gus  had no trouble imaging what this guy’s face would look like when he came.

“My name’s Louis,” the singer said. “And you are?”

Gus cleared his throat just to make sure his voice wouldn’t come out a squeak. “Augustus Woods,” he said. “Gus.”

“Well, Gus…” Louis wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “What about our music?”

“Huh?”

“Your friend.” Louis gestured with his head toward Lola. “She said you enjoyed our music. What did you enjoy most?”

Gus swore he’d find a way to get even with Lola, even if it killed him. “Umm…your singing, I guess.”

The small smile came back to Louis’s lips. “Yeah? Which song? The one where I did this?” Gus winced—he couldn’t help it—as Louis let loose with the most god-awful scream Gus had ever heard. “Or my tribute to the songs of the great Elvis Presley?” This time the volume of Louis’s scream came down a notch or two, but Gus had no earthly idea which Elvis song Louis was attempting to pay tribute to.

“Yeah, that one,” Gus said, hoping he’d picked right. “I like the King.”

Something like genuine appreciation stole over the singer’s face. “Yeah? He was my idol when I was a kid.” When he was a kid. Up close, Gus could see that Louis couldn’t be much more than mid-twenties, if that, which made him a good ten years younger than Gus. “I patterned some of my choreography after him,” Louis said. “Like this,” and he gyrated his hips in a move that would have dislocated a lesser man’s spine.

Sensing an opportunity that might not come his way again, Gus screwed up his courage. “You wanna go someplace and talk about the King?”

Heart pounding harder than it had in years, Gus watched  Louis consider the invitation. Behind Louis’s back, Lola was giving Gus a double thumbs up and a silly grin.

“Tell you what,” Louis finally said, putting the empty beer bottle on the bar. “Pick me up here tomorrow night at seven. We can have dinner, and then see where it goes.” Louis’s eyes never left Gus’s face, but Gus had the feeling Louis knew exactly how hard Gus’s cock was. “You up for that?”

“Uh…yeah, I guess so,” Gus said.

“Great!” Louis grabbed Gus by the hand and shook. “Tomorrow night then.”

Louis hopped back up on stage to help the rest of the band members pack up. Lola grabbed Gus by the elbow and escorted him out of Diamond Pete’s.

The cold night air cleared the cobwebs from Gus’s head. “What the hell just happened back there?” he asked.

“You got yourself a date,” Lola said. “Good for you!”

A date? Dates were for guys looking for a relationship, and that definitely was not Gus.

“I don’t date.”

“Well, you don’t fall in love either, but there’s a first time for everything.”

“Love? I didn’t say anything about love!”

“You didn’t have to.” Lola swatted Gus in the middle of his forehead with the flat of her hand.

“Ouch! What did you do that for?”

“Just thought I’d wake you up. Tonight you got smacked between the eyes by the love fairy. Love at first sight. I seen it happen often enough. It happens to me all the time, but you’re too stubborn to admit it could happen to you too.”

Lola was right. Gus was stubborn. He wasn’t in love, and he didn’t go on dates. He just had a case of bad beer nuts. Tomorrow morning he’d feel better. Tomorrow night he’d meet  Lou-ee! at Diamond Pete’s and fuck his brains out in the john, then go home and eat dinner by himself in front of his television, and that would be that.

Except it wasn’t.

Gus spent the entire next day doing nothing but thinking of bedroom-sexy, darkly shadowed eyes, a husky rough voice, that long, lean neck, and those sinful, unruly curls. He went home from work, showered and shaved, and spent the next fifteen minutes deciding what to wear. He finally put on his cleanest jeans and a blue plaid shirt that Lola had once told him made his eyes look bluer.

Eyes look bluer? Gus stared at his reflection in the mirror. His eyes had a definite deer-in-the-headlights look. A light sheen of sweat topped his forehead. “What, am I nuts?” he muttered. His stomach still felt fluttery and nervous. Even his palms were damp. He couldn’t blame it on the beer nuts anymore either, but something was definitely wrong with him. It just wasn’t love.

“I’m getting senile,” Gus said. All this talk of love had him rattled. He patted his hair down, decided it was all Lola’s fault, and headed out for Diamond Pete’s.

Gus arrived at the bar a good ten minutes early. Pete himself was on bar duty. He took one look at gussied-up Gus and both eyebrows rose halfway up his forehead.

“Don’t you say a word,” Gus muttered. “Gimme a beer.”

“On your tab?” Pete asked.

“Yeah. And hold the nuts.”

Louis arrived at five minutes past seven. No tight, black leather pants. No white shirt open to his navel. No eye shadow or eye liner. Just one damn fine-looking man in jeans and a sinfully clingy light blue T-shirt. In fact, Gus decided that Louis just might be the most handsome man he had ever seen in his life.
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