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***

On Black Friday, all's fair in love, war, and shopping...

Twenty-seven year old Aiden Crawford's been single too long.  He says he's choosy, his friends call it being too picky.  Either way, he just can't find a good, trustworthy guy.

Aiden's best friend drags him out on an overnight Black Friday shopping trip as part of her scheme to profit from the year's hottest Christmas toys.  Waiting outside in the long line, Aiden notices an attractive stranger that makes him question his disbelief in love at first sight.

Todd Valenti is tall, handsome, and too sexy for his own good.  He says all the right things, but would the slick stud say or do anything just to get his hands on the last coveted toy on the shelf?

When emotions run high and holiday stress takes its toll on bargain hunters searching for the best deals ever, practically anything can happen in a department store...maybe even a gay guy finding love on Black Friday!

Chapter 1

Aiden Crawford sipped his coffee and tried to suppress a yawn.  He turned in the passenger seat and pretended to look out the window at the other cars pulling into the mall parking lot.  He glanced at the dashboard clock: quarter past one on Thanksgiving night. 

He had grudgingly admitted earlier that it seemed more accurate to think of the night as Black Friday Eve, the name that the media had been using all week long.  Considering his own participation in the shopping ritual (aka letting his friend Tracey talk him into it), he figured he had little grounds to argue.

"Let's go over the rules," Tracey Darnelle said as she tapped her fingers on the steering wheel and surveyed the already overcrowded lot looking for a place to park.

"I know how to shop, Tracey.  I am a gay man after all."

"The jury's still out on that one.  You're the only gay man I know who hasn't seen any action since last Thanksgiving!"

"How many gay men do you know?"

Tracey gave him the side-eye.  Aiden felt duly chastised.  It had been a stupid retort; he knew it the moment the words left his lips.  Tracey's profession as a hairstylist in a posh downtown salon and spa pretty much ensured her an inside track on getting to know lots of gay guys in the city both as co-workers and clients.

Aiden changed tactics.  "Well, I'm choosy."

"You're too picky."

"What's the difference?"

Tracey didn't even bother to look at him this time as she maneuvered the car into a tight parking space.  "Pretty much the difference between staying home on Thanksgiving night, cuddling in bed with a hot guy, the two of you sharing one more piece of pumpkin pie together because who cares about the calories, you've already found someone... or coming out in the middle of the night on Black Friday Eve to go shopping with your bestie Tracey!"

Aiden just sighed.  What else could he do?  When Tracey was right, she was right.  And she never let anyone forget it, either!

"Where was I?  Oh, yeah..." Tracey started up again.  "Let's start with why we're doing this so we can focus on our goals."

It was Aiden's turn to side-eye his friend across the front seat.  "You sound like one of those corporate middle management hacks at the call center at work.  If you use the phrase 'mission statement,' I swear I'm getting out of this car and walking home!"

Aiden's outburst didn't throw Tracey off her game at all.  "Love the passion, but save it for the task ahead.  OK, so we're going to grab as many as we can of those walking and talking robots from the sci-fi movie."

"The FABU-5," Aiden said.

"Yes.  Fanboy knows his robots," Tracey complimented.  "And also that talking teddy bear..."

"Teddy Motor-Mouth.  I've seen the commercials."

Tracey reached in the backseat and grabbed the newspaper advertising inserts.  "Wait until you see these prices.  They're like the best Black Friday deals ever!"  

She hit the button above the rearview mirror and the interior lights illuminated.  Tracey held up the ad showing her friend that she'd circled the robot and the teddy bear.  "So basically we get as many of these as we can now at Black Friday super discount prices.  We hold onto them for about three weeks and then resell them at huge mark-ups at the last minute on eBay or Craigslist."

"What makes you think we'll be able to resell them at a profit?"

"Don't you watch the news every year?  It's a formula.  The media creates demand by hyping certain items as the hottest toys of the year.  At some point, all the stores sell out.  Parents who got the toys gloat to their friends and somehow feel superior to the other mothers and fathers.  Parents who didn't get the toys feel bad and then get obsessed.  They decide to pay any price as long as little Tommy and Sally have that one special toy under the tree."

"And that's where we come in?" Aiden asked.

"Yep.  That's right.  We ride to the rescue with our little Internet listing promising mommy and daddy that they can fulfill their children's holiday wishes and feel like good parents again.  Making an exorbitant profit for ourselves in the process!  I can see the ad already:  Did Santa run out of the toy your kid wants so badly?  Screw the North Pole, we've got you covered!"

"That's what I call the true meaning of Christmas," Aiden commented sarcastically.

Tracey dismissed his assessment.  "It's simple capitalistic economics.  Supply and demand.  We control the supply and we can demand any price we want!"

"I think you missed your true calling, Tracey.  You sound more like a Wall Street investment banker than a hairstylist.  Either that, or you really have to stop watching those financial cable channels."

Tracey smiled.  "I'll take that as a compliment.  Now for the rules.  One:  Eat now if you're hungry.  There are emergency candy bars in the glove compartment.  Stuff some in your jacket.  If you faint while shopping, you'll get trampled and lose your stuff."

Aiden hadn't eaten a candy bar since he'd temporarily suspended his strict diet to finish off the leftovers that the trick-or-treaters didn't get on Halloween.  He'd actually been really good for the past few months sticking to a high-protein, low-fat eating regimen.

Combining proper eating with daily walks in the brisk cool weather and working out three times a week in the gym, Aiden had managed to slim down and tone up at the same time.  The young man had lost about a dozen pounds of fat and replaced it with half as many pounds of muscle over the preceding three months.

At twenty-seven years old, Aiden had realized that "extra pound or two per year" after college was starting to catch up with him.  He'd put his mind to taking care of it and it had worked.  If only finding a boyfriend came as predictably at the end of following all the right steps, he thought.

Tracey continued, "Rule two:  No going to the bathroom.  We never get out of any line for any reason.  Got it?"

"Uh-huh," Aiden nodded.

"Rule three (and this one applies to you big time, Aiden):  No being a 'nice guy' no matter what."

"But-" he tried to protest.

Tracey cut him off.  "I mean it.  It's strictly finders-keepers.  I don't want you falling for any sob stories that other shoppers throw around trying to steal your bargains from you."  Tracey ticked them off on her fingers.  "A sick relative's dying wish, shopping for orphans in foreign countries, charity auctions...please!  I've heard them all on these Black Friday shopping trips over the years.  Nothing but a bunch of bunk!"

Aiden noticed Tracey's voice rising as she wagged her finger in his face.  "Your fellow shoppers are not your friends.  They're your competition.  Your enemies!  They all have the same goal – to get the deals before you do.  And there are only so many deals to go around.  It's limited resources/survival of the fittest.  When other shoppers can't get their own deals, they'll try to steal yours one way or another.  Don't be the fool who falls for their crap and goes home empty-handed!"

The young man wanted to make a joke, but Tracey's obviously serious manner about her warning caused Aiden to think better of it.

Tracey concluded, "Don't worry.  If it comes down to a fistfight, I got your back!"

"And you call me a drama queen!  Fistfights?  Don't you think you're getting a little carried away?"

Tracey picked up her fanny pack (Black Friday shoppers' preferred alternative to pocketbooks) from the middle console.  She unzipped the pack and pulled out a Taser.  "It's Black Friday Eve.  All's fair in love, war, and shopping!"

Chapter 2

The line outside the department store already snaked down the entire length of the sidewalk in front of the building,  It disappeared briefly around the corner and then doubled back through makeshift crowd control ropes, similar to those found at a carnival or country fair.

"Too many people.  This is not good," Tracey mumbled as they walked to the back of the line.

"Not everyone is here for FABU-5 and Teddy Motor-Mouth.  Most of them are probably here for the doorbuster electronics like the half-price big screen TV's and the game consoles," Aiden reasoned.

"I guess," Tracey sighed unconvincingly as she scanned the crowd.  "As long as we stick to the plan, we should be fine.  I'm going to head for Teddy Motor-Mouth and you head for the aisle with the robots.  We each grab two and then meet back at the registers.  Since all the stores are limiting customers to one of each item, we both take one of each toy and check out."

"Then do we bring them out to the car and go back in again for more?'

"Are you kidding?  By then, the aisles will be empty for those most wanted toys.  Then, we hit the next store that hasn't opened yet and repeat the procedure.  If we do that several more times as the night progresses, each of us will hopefully end up with five to seven of each toy to resell later.  That's mega-bucks, baby!"

Aiden let Tracey imagine what she was going
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