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Chapter one

Sarkis





7 AM Tuesday, May 12th, 2026
The Dowager Hotel, Midtown Manhattan

“It’s mine,” Sarkis growls. “Give it to me.” 

His submissive shrieks as he tears an orgasm out of her, 5400 RPM of vibration pulsing against her clit. The thrum of the Hitachi Magic Wand doesn’t abate and Imani’s screams become tinged with pain. The tendons along her neck bulge as her head thrashes, black hair sticking to her sweaty forehead and tear-stained cheeks. Imani’s knuckles swell with the force she’s using to hold herself still on the chair as her abused cunt quakes.

Sarkis feasts on her ecstasy. The sheen of her sweat, the smell of her sex, and the cadence of her heaving breaths undulate through every cell of his body. The secondhand pleasure is all-consuming, making it easy to ignore his rock-hard cock as it leaks a steady stream of precum into his briefs. Her rapturous face fills him with a satisfaction that his own orgasm won’t match. 

Imani is not his— not his partner nor his Sub. He’s never had that sort of bond, shying away from it in favor of the endless supply of strangers that New York City’s BDSM community provides. The lack of emotional significance in their scene doesn’t stop pride from welling up in him, growing into a possessive competitiveness that makes Sark want to push Imani further into pleasure than she’s ever been. He bites the cap off of a Sharpie, holding it in his mouth to savor the taste of her asshole from earlier in their scene when he fit nine of the pens inside her. Sarkis adds a fourteenth tally to Imani’s thigh before putting the marker back in his pocket, savoring the way her eyes widen with the motion. By now she’s learned what that means. 

Her voice is hoarse from screaming and her lips quiver as she whispers out, “I can’t—  I can’t—” Her whole body shakes as the vibrator’s massive head is lifted to skirt teasingly along the top of her clit. 

“Be a good girl and give me a color, sweetheart.”

Imani’s tongue wets her chapped lips before she breathes out, “Green, sir.”

“You’re perfect,” Sarkis responds, genuine in his praise. She is giving him a most precious gift, but it’s on him to work for it. Sarkis’s arm aches from holding the vibrator, maintaining dexterous control as he slides it gently against her soaking labia. One day he’ll get the white finger syndrome of jackhammer operators and it will have been worth it. What is one more lost limb compared with a lifetime of watching people come apart at his command?

Maybe it could be the same person, over and over again, until he knows every tell, every secret untouched spot, every step that leads deeper and deeper into subspace. Maybe this time he’ll ask for his scene partner’s number and try to forge a connection that lasts beyond one session. Nearly a decade out from the army, Sarkis still balks at the idea of committing to anything else that could rip his soul apart. Better to have a plaything than a partner.

“You want to keep making me happy, don’t you, pet?” he croons.

Imani moans at his words, the pain gone from the sound, replaced with desperation. The overstimulating vibration is suddenly not strong enough. “Yes. . . sir,” Imani pants, pleading with her watery eyes. The glancing touch of the wand that had been a kindness is now a frustration. Her hips thrust up as she chases orgasm fifteen.

“Naughty,” Sarkis chides, spanning his long fingers across her thigh to force her back down against the chair. “You take what I give you.”

He’s high on power, varying his movements to drag her closer to climax and further away again. Smugness blooms at the way Imani’s teeth bite down on her bottom lip as she tries to stay silent. She’s a proud one, clearly new enough to subbing to forget its cardinal rule—  begging gets you everywhere. It’s a lesson Sarkis loves to teach. He moves the vibrator away to replace its harsh pulses with the soft stroke of his fingertips, chuckling at Imani’s petulant whine. “Do you want something from me, honey?”

She glares at him, then thinks better of it and lowers her gaze submissively as she nods.

He won’t let her off that easily. “You have to ask nicely.”

“Please,” she pleads, and when he doesn’t move, “Please, sir, please, please.”

Sarkis tastes the sweetness of her desire on his tongue. Nine years ago, lying in the Afghani dirt, legs blasted to hell, begging for his life, ‘Please’ was acid burning down his throat. The word carried all of the shame, guilt, and despair of a wounded soldier in someone else’s homeland, on the precipice of a death that would make no difference— not to the teenagers holding assault rifles above him, not to anyone back home, or to the war, or the army or the United States government. There he was, meaningless and entirely undeserving of mercy, yet begging for it anyway. 

It took two years being back home before Sarkis could go a day without wishing they hadn’t given it to him. Drinking to the point of incoherence wasn’t enough to silence the voice in his head saying that he’d be better off dead. The phantom pains from his lost legs were drops in the ocean of his self-recrimination. It was his choice to join the army, his decision that changed his life from a pile of shit to a mountain of it. 

Alcohol made things worse, until the day it caused him to stumble onto a coping method that actually worked. Out past the closing time of his usual haunt, still desperate for a drink, Sarkis followed the sound of bass into a red-lit club. While waiting at the bar, a slight, gray-haired woman stretched up to whisper in his ear, “I’ll do anything you tell me to.” 

It became a way to quiet his head, something to do when he couldn’t sleep that wasn’t drinking himself into a stupor. After twenty sessions with a therapist, it took only two with a submissive before he could hear the word ‘please’ without having a flashback. Seven years later, Sarkis stares at Imani’s lips and thinks that begging has never sounded so beautiful.

“You beg real pretty, baby, but what else can you offer, hmm?”

“Anything!” Imani pleads as he pulls her clit hood up to bring the vibrator down where she is most sensitive. “I’ll do anything! I’ll—”

The landline phone on his nightstand rings, cutting off her pleas. Sarkis lets it; 90% of the time it’s drunk hotel guests fucking up the intraroom calling. When the ringing stops only to start up again, Sark is conflicted. His cell is on silent because phone noises mess with subspace, but as head of hotel security he does need to be contactable for crises. Fuck. He thought he’d be safe; emergencies don’t tend to arise at 7 AM on a Tuesday. The phone keeps ringing.

“You are perfect,” he tells Imani. “Do you want to keep being my gorgeous little slut?” 

She nods, her body trembling too hard to speak. Sarkis repositions her legs, crossing one tightly over the other to wedge the wand right against her cunt. 

“Stay like this. Don’t cum.” 

Imani squeals as he maxes out the wand’s vibration, the buzzing sound a constant reminder of the power between her legs. Sarkis leaves her to pick up the phone on the fourth time of asking.

“Why aren’t you answering?” hotel manager Miguel barks out. Sark bites back the ‘What does it fucking matter’ on the tip of his tongue. Despite what his comrades used to say, he can be diplomatic. He can.

“Shower.”

“What’s that noise?” If Miguel had a good reason for calling at the asscrack of dawn, he’s not acting like it.

“Toothbrush.”

“Come to my office. It’s important.” Miguel’s voice warbles through the line with a slight tremor.

“I’m busy.”

“You said you were in the shower.”

“Yeah, a long shower.”

“Jesus, Sark. You are paid to be on call. I’m calling. Get your ass down here.”

“Twenty minutes,” Sarkis says, hanging up before Miguel can respond. If Sarkis had been in the shower, he’d need to put his prosthetics back on, and he’d bet his life that Miguel has no idea how long that takes. Sark isn’t feeling a great deal of urgency, since not once did Miguel say the word ‘emergency.’ There was a certain undertone of fear though. Curious.

Sarkis returns to his charge, thirsty for each drop of sweat that soaks her skin. He kneels at her feet and takes the wand in hand. The game has changed from ‘How many times’ to ‘How quickly.’ He fucks her clit with the vibrator while stroking the sole of her foot, an unbearably delicious tickle that ratchets across her body, arching her back off the chair.

“O-h ohh—  Oh!” Imani shouts, cunt spasming out of control as she cums. Her raspy moans continue after Sarkis rips the wand away. He squeezes his whole hand inside her gasping pussy and savors the clench of each wave of pleasure. Imani slumps, muscles loose, exhausted and barely conscious. 

Sarkis lifts her dead weight up with ease, effusive with praise as he carries her to his bed. “You are heaven personified, you’ve done so well.” He worships at the shrine of her spent skin, cleaning Imani with care before tucking her in under the covers. Sarkis rests his hand on her forehead. “Let yourself drift in the haze of afterglow. I have to go, but I’ve left you water and a protein bar. Call me if you feel unsettled. I’ll be back with breakfast.” 

Sark uses the Sharpie from earlier to write that all down on the notepad on the nightstand, not trusting her audio-processing capabilities at the moment. Leaving any sub in this state is poor form. He feels worse about that than about being late to his boss’s important summons. If Sarkis is lucky, he’ll be back before she surfaces. 


      [image: ]Sarkis spots Miguel the moment he opens the office door. The hotel manager is cowering in front of a guest like an abused puppy. If it were any other Dowager employee being made to feel that way, Sarkis would rush to intervene, but Miguel is. . . Miguel. It’s not as delicious as the squirming Sarkis left upstairs, but it is a consolation. 

Sarkis turns his attention to Miguel’s tormentor. She is dressed in a beige trench coat, silk hair scarf, and tortoiseshell sunglasses, a walking caricature of a celebrity incognito, down to the dead giveaway security detail. While Sarkis focuses on the large Chinese woman in a boring black suit, he feels the penetration of sunglasses’s assessing gaze. Sarkis keeps a lock on instinctively standing taller or flexing his muscles. He’d hate to give the impression that he cares about their judgments. He’s used to getting into machismo standoffs with outside security, but this one has no interest, staring into the middle distance. 

Miguel doesn’t include the guard in his introductions. “Ms. Dabral, this is Sarkis Kasabian, our head of security. Sark, this is Ms. Meera Dabral. She’s handling the details of Ren Rockwell’s upcoming stay in the Presidential Suite.” 

Sark has no interest in manufactured pop, but there’s barely a soul alive who doesn’t know that Ren ‘Sexiest Musician Alive’ Rockwell is the scourge of hearts worldwide. This is going to be a shitshow.

“I hope that’s not your response time for an actual emergency,” Meera says to him in lieu of a greeting. Rude.

“It’s not an emergency, and I was in the middle of something.” 

“I can see that.”

Meera pointedly looks down at where Sarkis is still half hard in his pants. What happened to ‘Hi, how are you?’ he wonders cynically.

“If you had called in advance—”

“You work to my schedule, not the other way around,” Meera cuts off firmly. 

“And what schedule is that, exactly?”

“The Love Aid concert is August 15th. Ren and nis entourage check in on the 10th and out on the 16th.”

It’s May. Will he be forced to handle this overbearing PA for three months? It’s this shit that reminds Sarkis that not wanting to die isn’t the same as wanting to live. Voicing that thought won’t go down well, so instead he says, “Even the Secret Service doesn’t reach out this far in advance.”

“I’m trying to give you time to make the necessary changes, but if you’d rather we took our business elsewhere—”

“No, no, of course not,” Miguel interjects. “We appreciate the opportunity to assist you. Sarkis will happily take you through The Dowager’s procedures. Rest assured that any adjustments will be seen to before Mx. Rockwell’s visit,” Miguel adds on, as if that will satisfy her. Some women are particularly difficult to please, and Miguel is the kind of guy who doesn’t believe in the female orgasm.

Meera is not appeased by Miguel’s obsequiousness. “That’s the last time that name is mentioned by anyone this hotel employs, do you understand me?”

“Yes, ma’am, my apologies. Is nis stay to be kept a secret?” Miguel’s voice wavers on the verge of a breakdown, and Sarkis holds back a laugh. The publicity from having famous people stay in the hotel is why they bother with all the associated hassle. The Dowager can sell a $50,000-per-night suite to billionaires the rest of the year because they’re roleplaying as celebrities. 

“It will get out, it always does, but I’d rather not give them three months to prepare.”

“Understood.” The dollar signs have returned to Miguel’s eyes. He’s not responsible for keeping ‘Them,’ i.e., thousands of admirers, out of the hotel. Why can’t this Rockwell joker stay in nis own fucking house? 

“Sark, I’ll leave you to it.” Coward. Sarkis expects Meera to insist that Miguel stick around for the hell of it, but she waves him off. She opens her enormous phone onto a checklist. A checklist. 

“Fuck me,” Sarkis breathes. 

“You should be grateful that I’m organized.”

“I doubt we’ll have to make much in the way of changes.” 

“Hmm,” Meera hums, unconvinced. 

“Respectfully, Ms. Dabral, the president was here last week.”

“You think the enemies of a geriatric politician are anywhere near as rabid as groupies? On Ren’s last-minute flight to London yesterday a forty-two-year-old woman impersonated a pilot, risking twenty years in federal prison. These people are feral, and from your attitude so far, I’d say you’re wildly underestimating the lengths they will go to. Walk me through the security measures.”

Sarkis does as he’s told, bringing Meera and her guard into the basement garage. Meera takes off her sunglasses, knocking loose a stray curl that escapes her headscarf. It frames her dark-skinned face and draws Sarkis into the depths of her charcoal eyes. He can’t help but envision them wide and teary from pleasure. 

He shakes his head to clear the image and tells himself that it doesn’t mean anything. Even Miguel has gotten the ‘imagined as a quivering wreck’ treatment. Sarkis isn’t picky. He rips his eyes away from her face in a fashion he can’t possibly play off as cool. 

“Entrance is through an underground driveway and personal elevator with biometric authentication. Alarm buttons placed strategically throughout the route go directly to my phone and to local police.” Sarkis shows Meera the elevator’s alarm button, and having nothing else to say, they ascend to the suite in silence. Sarkis continues his spiel as soon as they step through the hotel suite’s door. “Windows and doors are ballistic and explosion resistant. The suite has independent air supply and its own generator. The floors above and below will be locked down. Surveillance throughout the garage, elevator, and hallways, though not in the suite itself.”

“Motion detection?” Meera asks.

“Yes.”

“Then no surveillance.”

“Ms. Dabral—”

“If you can’t do your job without it, say so. But do you know how you stop embarrassing security camera videos from leaking to the press? You don’t let them be filmed in the first place.”

“Is your charge likely to wander the hallways naked?” Sarkis snarks.

Meera marches to the suite door without answering. “Are the locks server operated?”

“Yes.”

“What’s the lag time between a power outage and the generator coming online?”

“Less than sixty seconds.”

“Are the locks operational during that window?”

“Unopenable from the outside, as are the elevators.” 

It must show that Sark is feeling good about his responses because Meera scowls. “Did you think I’d be impressed?”

“I bet it’s hard to impress you. But worth it.” The familiar line rolls off Sarkis’s tongue.

“Don’t bother.”

Meera loses interest in proceedings. Sarkis carries on with the briefing in the suite, but he can’t tell if her occasional grunts of acknowledgment are for him or the phone she taps away at.

“If I’m boring you. . .”

“This is the sixth most important thing I have to do today,” Meera says dismissively, though she does turn her attention back to him. “Which members of staff will have access to the suite, and how are they vetted?”

“Three. Maria will handle cleaning, João delivery, and Henry anything else the guests require.”

“Ax Henry and João. How long has Maria worked here?”

“Eighteen years.”

“Does she have any relatives?”

Sarkis snaps his teeth shut to prevent ‘Doesn’t everyone?’ from coming out. “I’d have to check. What does—”

“Get me a list of cleaning staff with vulnerable immigration status.”

“Ms. Dabral, all employees at The Dowager—”

“Don’t bullshit me, Sarkis. I need someone working that room who won’t be motivated by familial love or a big payday. Ren’s not the neatest person on the planet, but ne hardly needs eighteen years of cleaning experience. What about you? Will you have access?”

“Yes, in order to respond to incidents.”

“And what’s your background? Turkish?”

Is Meera pushing his buttons on purpose? She wears an innocent expression but seems clever enough to fake it. The uncertainty means that Sarkis has to stay polite while on edge. Not his best skill. 

“My name is Armenian, Ms. Dabral, but I was born in the United States. I served in the 2nd Battalion, 87th Infantry Regiment, medically retired in 2017. I’ve worked in security since. I don’t have any teenage daughters.”

“Lucky you. How long have you been at The Dowager?”

“Five years, ma’am.”

“Ma’am now, is it?” Meera smiles like she’s won something from him. “And in those five years—”

“We’ve never had a breach.”

Meera’s lips purse at being cut off, and Sarkis knows that she’s cross. Good. That makes two of them.

“You’ve never had Ren.” 

“My apartment is on the fourth floor. I can be at the Presidential Suite in three minutes.”

“Is that if the elevators are working?”

“Eight minutes if I have to take the stairs.”

“And how long if you’re busy fucking?”

“Depends. How quickly can you cum?”

“Watch yourself, Sarkis.”

She’s right. Where has his self-control gone? He shouldn’t have said that and yet he can’t stop himself from saying, “People forget the importance of pleasure when they’ve gone too long without it.”

Meera swallows, and they both know that he saw it. “Speaking of ‘too long,’ a lot of damage can be done in eight minutes. Are you willing to relocate to the suite for the extent of our stay?”

“That’s highly unusual and—”

“Answer the question.”

Sarkis would really rather not. “Surely your guests will have their own security?”

“Our guards know Ren, not the hotel, though I expect you to bring them up to speed when they arrive.”

Their conversation is interrupted by a screeching ringtone that stabs Sarkis’s ears. How is that decibel level legal? 

“I have to take this.” Sarkis turns to leave, but Meera barks out, “Wait, we’re not done.”

So Sarkis joins her guard in standing there dully, listening to one half of a conversation. He could pretend to be productive on his phone, but that might give the impression that having to wait here like a pet isn’t a humiliating inconvenience. There’s a reason he’s usually on the other side of the degradation, though his dick hasn’t gotten the message, still hard enough to rub uncomfortably against the damp patch in his underwear. Sarkis assumes that Meera is talking to her principal, but her attitude doesn’t do the 180° turn he expects.

“The tickets haven’t gone on sale yet,” she says with clear exasperation. “10 AM E-D-T, Ren. The concert’s in New York, for fuck’s sake. I don’t care that it’s noon in London. I’ll update you at 6 PM, that’s 11 PM your time.”

There’s silence in the hall as Ren’s side of the conversation can’t be heard, until Meera is snapping, “Yeah, her name’s Nizhóní Blackwater, what of it?”

“Oh, no, you don’t say!” The PAs Sarkis meets don’t generally have sarcasm in their repertoire. “Sympathy for the famous musician hosting a massive charity concert who doesn’t want to talk to the press? Sorry, I’m all out at the moment.” 

Ren’s response is not ‘You’re fired,’ because Meera carries on. “You can grant one journalist exclusive access for the week, or you can have the whole lot hounding you. Your choice. How’s your relationship with Freddie over at The Coup Scoop these days?”

Ren’s reply makes Meera roll her eyes.

“I’m not the one who gave my manager twenty-four months of parental leave ahead of the most significant undertaking of my career, so buck up, twinkle toes, and deal with it.” Meera’s attempt to piss Ren off backfires, because nis parry has her making a face and saying, “Ugh, are you punishing me? Let me guess, this one-of-a-kind guitar that you absolutely have to have in New York is currently somewhere obscure like your grandmother’s basement?”

Sarkis’s snicker isn’t registered through Meera’s irritation.

“You’re shitting me. You think it’s in your ex-stepmother’s attic? How did it even—  Never mind. Fine, you stop being a baby about the journalist and I’ll handle it.” She presses the end call button with surprising force before glaring at Sarkis. What the fuck did he do? 

“You can’t find a better use for some downtime than cleaning your fingernails?” 

“I wait on her majesty’s pleasure.” The sarcasm fades and the vision of doing that for real clouds his mind. Sarkis forces himself to stay in the present by focusing on the dark brown skin below Meera’s bottom lip. 

He watches that lip curl as she says, “Uh-huh. You give your royal guests this much snark?” She holds her hand up before he can respond. “Don’t answer that, I don’t care. How do you handle VIP deliveries?” 

When Meera finally dismisses Sarkis twenty minutes later, he marches away intent on not giving her the satisfaction of turning back for one last look. A short elevator ride is all it takes for the sting of his aggravation to give way to a burning sensation he refuses to acknowledge. Back in his suite, Sarkis hand-feeds a sleepy, satisfied sub and ignores Imani’s obvious disappointment when he escorts her out of the hotel without making plans to see her again. 








  
  

Chapter two

Dom





11 PM Tuesday, May 12th, 2026
Rue's Rooftop Bar, Central London

Dominic Bower’s pride can’t help but be hurt, as grateful as he is that a few years out of the Two Roads limelight has substantially reduced his appeal. At the height of the band’s fame he’d be surrounded by a mob at a party like this, but so far only three strangers have deigned to approach him in his wife’s absence. Avoiding the hell that is indeterminate waiting in a sociable crowd is why Dom offered to trek to the roof terrace’s packed bar himself. 

Dominique vetoed that idea, convinced that Dom’s demotion to B-list status would have him ignored in a sea of supermodels. His wife won’t be the only Aphrodite vying for the barkeep’s attention, but at least she can skip the queue by ingratiating herself with Amma Flowers or Chen Yao Lin or another of her fellow KCNG fashion ambassadors. Dom stares fixedly at his phone and hopes no one else will be bold enough to engage him in conversation. For the thousandth time he wishes that there was a universal signal for ‘I’m content to be left alone.’ 

Why does nobody else think traffic light parties are a good idea? He has only been to the one Ren snuck them into sixteen years ago on the eve of signing their deal with Watercress Records. Ren cajoled Dom into Norwich University’s student bar on the promise of insight into the college life they would miss out on, their paths diverging from those of normal British teens. Upon arrival it became clear that it wasn’t university life, as much as university sex, that was Ren’s motivation. But for once Dom didn’t mind being left alone, because wearing a red shirt gave him a free pass to watch from the corner, nursing a pint and letting the party seep into him through osmosis. 

He enjoys the compersion of revelry as long as it stays far enough outside his bubble to be bearable. That’s why Dom avoids raising his gaze until the crick in his neck demands attention. It’s then that he sees Ren, doing an impression of a constipated meerkat, fruitlessly swiveling nis head around the crowd. Ren will throw a strop tomorrow if pictures from this party slip through nis internet embargo. Dom picks out a dozen phones not-so-subtly filming the scene. It’s hard to surreptitiously stalk your ex when you’re the third most famous person in the English-speaking world. 

A pinprick of fear spikes Dom’s heart rate as Ren stalks up to him, bringing fifty pairs of eyes along for the ride. Dom doesn’t shake hands or pose for selfies, which gives him the reputation of being a prick but also a reprieve from the constant attention that surrounds Ren and Lionel. He has the fewest fans of the trio— mostly fellow freaks and dark romance devotees who require the object of their obsession to be over six feet tall and ugly hot like Adam Driver. Dom has never been told ‘But you don’t look autistic.’

Post the dissolution of Two Roads, he was content to fade into the background, fooling around with his home studio, his wife, and the occasional attractive stranger who wandered into his life without terrifying him. He wouldn’t have made another record if it weren’t for his platonic soulmate, rock-scene darling Chase Larkin, cashing in a drunken ‘We should make a record together’ promise from a Glastonbury afterparty. The resultant supergroup album sold enough copies to be respectable, but nothing compared with the success of Lionel’s solo debut and Ren’s breakdown-inspired mega-smash Gender Jailbreak. Dom’s cultural relevance is now a function of the people around him. He is at this party because his wife is a supermodel; he is still a name in the music industry because his closest friends are superstars. 

Viewed from the outside, those bonds are the most interesting things about Dominic Bower, down to the minutiae of how frequently they interact. Dom and Ren communicate sporadically over text message, not even sticking to a calendar of ‘Happy birthday’ and ‘Happy Christmas.’ The last substantial exchange they had was around Ren’s breakup with Amma six months ago. They might have gone another few months without communicating if ne hadn’t texted on Sunday to pump Dom for answers about nis ex-girlfriend. 

“You said Amma booked this job with Dominique” is Ren’s greeting.

It’s not a question, so Dom doesn’t respond. It’s only after thirty seconds of analyzing Ren’s particular expression-silence combination that Dom realizes he was supposed to. “She did.”

“Then where is she?”

“Around.” Does Ren expect Dom to have her coordinates? “What are you doing here?” If Dom can figure it out then maybe it is obvious enough to penetrate Ren’s bubble of self-unawareness.

“I’m your guest.”

Cheeky. “You can’t be my guest, I’m Domi’s guest.”

Ren shrugs. “I doubt they’ll chuck me out.” 

Yes, safe to say that the bouncers at the priciest rooftop bar in London know better than to eject the second person to ever occupy the entire top ten of the Billboard Hot 100. “Prat. Stalking your ex, that’s what heartthrob singer-songwriter Ren Rockwell has been reduced to?”

“It’s not stalking.” 

Dom doesn’t say anything, but his face does, because Ren continues. 

“It’s not! It’s being at the same place at the same time. And if she’s not here, then it’s doubly not stalking.”

“Isn’t that her?” It only takes Dom two seconds to pick Amma out, easily finding the most beautiful Black woman in the crowd. Ren nearly gets whiplash twisting nis neck around to follow Dom’s line of sight. 

“She’s changed her hair” is Ren’s excuse for not recognizing the supposed love of nis life. “Who’s that with her?”

Dom wants to say ‘How would I know?’ but autism sometimes includes the ability to identify minor celebrities from twenty meters away. “Stefan Vonvel. The director.”

“The guy that makes all those movies where it’s like ‘ooh isn’t spacetime trippy, aren’t I clever’?”

“Yeah and his wife is—” This information comes from some recess in Dom’s brain that he dearly wishes would assign itself to nearly any other purpose.

“He’s married?”

Dom’s instinct is to interpret that tone as incredulity, but it’s hardly uncommon for middle-aged blokes to be married. “Yes.”

“He’s all over her!”

Stefan is leaning over Amma to talk into her ear, which is probably required to carry on a conversation in this din. Dom is no expert on seduction, relying on his lovers to explicitly state that they are flirting rather than figure it out for himself.

“What a fucking bellend,” Ren adds. 

“You’ve never met him.”

“Men like him are pigs. What would his wife think if she saw him?”

“Maybe she’d think it’s hot. If I had a pound for every person who has said they’d let their partner sleep with me, I could buy a box of rubbers. You must get similar offers all the time.” 

“You think he is in an open relationship?”

“How would I know? But with eight billion people on the planet I’m confident that not all relationships are the same.”

“Wait, are you and Dominique open?”

“Monopoly on sexual intercourse isn’t what distinguishes our relationship with each other from our relationship with other people.” Yes, it’s a wordy way of putting it, but Ren doesn’t need to look like nis computer processing has errored out. If Ren paid the slightest attention to Dom’s social life ne would know this already.

“So. . . yes?”

“Don’t worry your pretty head over it, Rennie. Neither of us are going to sleep with you. Nor is Amma, from the looks of it.”

Amma is smiling up at Stefan and he’s got his hand on her elbow.

“Piss off,” Ren huffs, heading to the couple, a jealous heat-seeking missile.

The void left by Ren’s departure is soon filled by a nudge into Dom’s side. Dom startles, physically flinching even though it’s Dominique. Domi doesn’t react to his recoil, holding a drink out to him with a smile. 

“Cheers, love.” Dom clinks his bottle of nonalcoholic Peroni to her lime soda then savors the sensation of the cold glass against his lips. Since Domi is back he can relax, leaving her to interact with the world as he enjoys watching the minute motions of her angled cheekbones and impossibly small nose. With Domi he can distinguish between a hundred facial expressions, which is how he knows immediately when tension locks up her features. 

“What’s wrong?”

“Will Ren fight him?”

Dom turns his head to watch Ren gesticulate with Stefan. It wouldn’t be the first time Ren got nis knuckles bloody for Amma but there were. . . extenuating circumstances. Besides that incident, Dom hasn’t seen Ren get into a fight since they stopped being harassed by insecure blokes at the least shitty pub in Wymondham.

“Should we intervene?” Dom asks.

Domi hums noncommittedly. “Ne is your friend.”

Domi says the word ‘friend’ like it comes with a contract, a set of rules and requirements clearly laid out for each person. There are no rules, only countless individual decisions each with their own multitude of considerations. Dom and Ren are friends because the other kids at school knew to outcast them, long before they knew what they were being outcast for. Neither of them had to reach dating age for their classmates to notice that they weren’t quite right— that they couldn’t fit in despite spending countless hours trying to. 

Dom was the first to give up, choosing to spend his weekends playing bass rather than braving the sixth form social scene. The most visible sign of Dom’s inner revolution was that he stopped wearing jeans. No one noticed. 

Everybody noticed when Ren jumped from the neurotypical cisheteronormative ship. Long hair, makeup, neopronouns, and a refusal to wear trousers made Ren the subject of whispered conversations everywhere ne went. Ren became infinitely more attractive to the girls and gays of Wymondham, putting nim in the odd position of being invited on nights out but unable to go alone lest ne get jumped by lads driven rabid by booze and the ‘freak’s’ success with women. So Dom, having been content to abandon the teenage social scene, found himself in the middle of it, supporting the star of the hour by sitting quietly and letting Ren do the talking for both of them. Occasionally Dom’s 6’4” presence proved its usefulness, deescalating a situation from fisticuffs to harmless bluster. 

“Let’s go over in case.” Living with anxiety means agonizing over a thousand things that will never happen. Dom and Dominique position themselves behind Ren’s back for eavesdropping. 

“Look, mate, sorry if I’ve been impolite or whatever, but seriously now, can you give us some space? I need to speak to Amma alone for a moment, thanks for understanding,” they overhear Ren say to Stefan, pushing the man away. Fortunately, Stefan leaves without the need for Dom’s intervention. 

“That was rude. What are you doing here?” Amma rightly calls out.

“Dom invited me.”

Dom snorts and has to quickly raise his hand to block anyone from seeing the beer coming out of his nose. 

“Is that why you’re here?”

Ren’s phone chirps with a shrill ‘Answer me!’

“Did Meera program that after you ignored her one too many times? I go through all that trouble to get her for you and you treat her like shit. You don’t know what you’ve got until you throw it away.”

“Her text says that we’ve sold out Love Aid in less than a day. Did you know about my concert to end homelessness?”

“I said you were an inconsiderate, self-centered bitch and you thought hosting a celebrity concert would convince me otherwise?”

“But it’s for charity?”

“You’re unbelievable. You would have had better luck proving you’re not selfish in bed.” 

“What?”

“Chen Yao warned me that megastars have no game.” 

Dom’s worried glance at Dominique is tempered with a reassuring pat on the arm. “Don’t worry, beau, she wasn’t talking about you.”

Ren takes offense that Amma was talking about nim. “I’m sorry, how are you saying I’m bad at sex? You came!”

“Making myself cum is not the same as you making me cum.”

“Baby, I can blow your mind, right here, right now.”

Dominique holds her laughter more gracefully than Dom did. But Ren’s wish is seemingly granted, because by the time Domi has recalibrated, Amma has let herself be dragged halfway across the floor. A minute later, Dom’s phone buzzes with a text from Ren.

Cover me 

Dom turns to Dominique for guidance. “What does that mean?”

“You’re supposed to stop them getting caught screwing in the toilets.”


      [image: ]The sounds emerging from the accessible toilet by the time the Bowers get there are not subtle. Dom settles against the adjacent wall, taking his guard role seriously. Ren and Dom share the anxiety of antelopes, but Ren’s horniness must have overridden nis caution. If the explicit sounds get any louder, Dom will find himself in similar shape. 

“We’re going to stand around listening to your friend have sex?” Dominique asks, manicured eyebrow raised.

“Is that wrong? Seems fair to me.” Dom developed a Pavlovian response to background grunting in his tour-bus days. Oh, he’s salivating all right. 

Dominique does not appear to be similarly affected. “If they get caught, the disabled community will have a right pop at them.” 

“Hey now, Ren has IBS.” A source of many unsexy noises when they’ve toured together. 

“For the sake of nis career, that’s a secret ne will take to the grave.”

“Shame that Ren has to hide nis true self. I guess we better help.” Dom shrugs off his blazer and hands it to Dominique. “Love, put this on.”

“I’m not that cold.”

“Good to know, but I don’t want you to dirty yourself on this grimy door,” Dom explains, as he moves Dominique around until her back is leaning against it. 

“How thoughtful. Why the fuck is this so heavy?”

“Check the pockets.” If she does, she’ll find her phone, her travel makeup case, and a fancy credit card someone had the bright idea to make weigh one hundred pounds. But she is distracted by the revelation of what is under Dom’s jacket.

“What’s this?” Dominique scoffs, tugging playfully at the shirt.

“I’m not going to beat these fashion types at their own game, so I went for the ‘I’m a rock star too cool to care’ vibe.”

“Vintage Taylor Swift vest, very cool.” French accents make sarcasm sound much hotter. Being made fun of hasn’t deflated his dick at all.

“Joke’s on you, Madame Sophistiquée, because three smokeshows gave me their digits.” The encounters were awkward and blessedly brief, but attention is currency in this world.

“I can see why. What big strong muscles you have,” Domi teases, skirting her nails along his biceps. Dom’s fingers trail up her stockinged leg in response. He’s rewarded with another arched eyebrow. “This is your plan? Distract from them fooling around inside the accessible toilet by us fooling around against the accessible toilet?”

Dom braces his right shoulder against the door and positions himself across Dominique chest-to-side with one of his legs between hers. His blazer reaches her mid-thigh, so Dom can obscure the activity of his fingers underneath the hem of her miniskirt. “From a distance it will only look like heavy petting.”

“Fais attention, mon mari, if we get caught I’ll be spending my week explaining hijabis to White women on morning television.” Dom is briefly distracted by the injustice of the abuse Muslim women receive from French media before he recalls the last time Dominique had to explain that wearing a hijab doesn’t make her a servant or a prude. Domi covers her hair as a sign of commitment between herself and her god, not as a promise of modest behavior. Case in point.

“Remember when you were papped pissing behind a carriage at Lizzie’s funeral?” he asks with a smile.

“You’re not helping your cause.”

“No?” Dom teases, as his fingers make it to the crux of Dominique’s legs. He has to settle for stroking her outside layers of shapewear and tights, on a mission to get her so wet she soaks through the nylon. “How about now?”

“You better make this worth my while,” she says, giving in. 

“Aw yeah, talk dirty to me,” Dom half jokes in response.

“Hear that?” Domi goes silent and they take in the telltale sounds of flesh slapping flesh. “Amma is behind this door, bent over the sink, dress rucked up, panties shoved aside so your pal can pound into her.” Domi’s description is pretty hot. At least until she adds, “I give it. . . a four out of ten.”

Everyone’s a critic. Dom doesn’t have enough experience with Ren’s dicking down skills to counter. Instead, he drags his fingers tantalizingly across Dominique’s pussy. 

“You’ve got more faith in Ren’s stamina than I do.” Domi’s voice hitches halfway through as Dom’s hand leaves her cunt to tease her nipple. Dominique clutches him reflexively. Her nails bite deliciously into his skin. The temptation to take his cock out and cum all over her skirt, making her walk around the industry party wearing his spunk, has him nearly blowing in his pants. 

Dom mouths at the cloth covering her ear before murmuring, “When we get home I’m going to lay you down on our silk sheets and eat your cunt until you lose the capacity to speak. I’m going to suck every drop of quim out of you so it’s only my spit smoothing the way when I split you open.” Dom punctuates his words by pressing his whole hand up against Dominique’s pussy and massaging her clit with his thumb. He rubs at it in long, smooth motions until her breathing becomes panting and his arm aches from her squeezing. “Then I’m going to roll us over and make you ride me as I wank your little cocklet.” He emphasizes his promise by twisting her clit. 

Domi’s squeal is covered by Amma shouting, “Finish already!” 

That doesn’t sound good. 

“Is Ren on antidepressants?” Domi asks.

“I don’t know.”

“It never occurs to you to ask about your friend’s well-being, does it?”

“It’s invasive. If Ren wants to tell me, ne will tell me. How would you like someone interrogating you about your health?”

“You’re not ‘someone,’ you are nis closest friend, and it’s not an interrogation, it’s genuine concern. You like it when I ask about you.”

“Yeah, but that’s because you are you. I hate it when other people do it.”

“Do you hate it when Ren does it?”

“Ren doesn’t.”

“If ne did?”

Dom’s not great with hypotheticals. He’ll reserve judgment until it happens and won’t hold his breath in the meantime. There’s an audible shift in the background noise from grunting to shouting, which means that their time is nearly up.

“Give me another chance!” they hear Ren plead. 

That’s Dom’s cue. He withdraws his fingers to a furious expression. 

“Con!” Domi spits at him. To be fair, she did warn him.

“I’ll make it up to you, I promise.”

“Va te faire foutre,” Dominique grumbles, flipping him off before adjusting her clothes.

Amma also sounds unsatisfied. “Show me you’ve changed! This isn’t it and I’m not waiting around. I’ve got better people to be doing. Things. Better things to be doing.”

“Is there someone else?”

“You’re embarrassing yourself.”

Dom pulls Dominique off the door as it opens, using her body to shield his erection while Amma storms off. Ren emerges sheepishly behind her. 

“That sounded rough” is all Dom can think to say.

“Dominique, you’ll encourage her to go to the gig, right?”

“I need to use the powder room,” Domi responds, slipping into the bathroom.

“Rennie, sweetheart, you’ll be okay,” Dom says, aiming for supportive.

“Easy for you to say, with your model wife and rock star boyfriend.”

“Boyfriend?” It takes Dom a minute. “Oh, you mean Chase. I don’t think that’s the word he’d use, but it has been a while since we’ve spoken. He’s on tour with the latest American Peonies album.”

“Yeah, how many records has it sold?”

“They hit the two million mark last week.” 

“Nice, nice. Gender Jailbreak sold six million. In case you wanted to compare us.”

“Are we talking record sales now? Because I have a theory about the connection between social media, song length, and album sales that—”

“No, no, hold up. Give me your slideshow another time. I was trying to say. . . promise me you’ll always like me better than Chase.”

“Ren. . . I don’t know how to do what you are asking me to do.”

“You’ve not heard about the trouble in paradise?” Domi interjects unhelpfully as she comes out of the toilet looking a lot less fucked. ‘Trouble in paradise’ is unnecessary hyperbole.

“It’s nothing, all’s well.” 

“When did you last see Chase?” Ren interrogates.

Dom doesn’t understand why this is getting blown out of proportion; there’s no rule that says they have to speak every month or whatever. Just because this is the longest they’ve gone without Chase at least sending him a video of something adorably ridiculous like a monkey riding a chicken riding a pony doesn’t mean anything. And if Dom reached out to Chase now, on the back of rumors of a rift between them, Chase might think that Dom actually believed those rumors. He won’t make Chase doubt their friendship to stick it to some gossip rags.

“It better not affect Love Aid.” Of course that would be Ren’s ridiculous concern. 

“Why would it affect your concert?”

“Because you are doing a set together.”

“We’re what now?!”

“I didn’t tell you? Lio is dodging Meera’s calls, so we haven’t pinned him down for the reunion. We’ve tacked you onto the American Peonies slot as an excuse for you to be there without confirming a return of Two Roads. Can you imagine if we overpromised and underdelivered? There would be a riot.”

“You can’t sign me up for a gig without asking!”

“Oops?”

It’s hard to stay mad at Ren, whose head is always in the clouds, but it’s odd that Chase didn’t reach out, if only to laugh about it. Maybe it’s because the concert is still three months away and they don’t need that long to prepare; they are naturals onstage together. Their souls vibed from their first meeting, Dom feeling more at ease in his skin around Chase than with anyone other than Dominique. Chase syncs to Dom’s speed, whereas Ren can have a bulldozer approach.

“Is this the way you are with Lionel?” Dominique asks. “Because that would explain a lot.”

“He gets tetchy sometimes, you know how he is. He bristles at anything that makes him feel like my backup singer.”

“Do you treat him like your backup singer?” 

And isn’t that the million-dollar question. Lionel has never given an honest account of how he feels about the band’s dynamics, about being the older brother brought in after Ren said ne wouldn’t sign without Dom and the label demanded a third to make up numbers. Or about being blindsided when Ren broke up the band out of the blue.

“No! I don’t think so. . . Amma says I treat everyone like supporting characters in the story of my life, but they are, that’s how living works. Will you convince him, Dom? I—”

Ren cuts off, distracted by something behind Dom’s shoulder, but when Dom turns around there’s nothing there. “What was it?”

“Nothing. I thought I locked eyes with. . . but it can’t be, he would have come over.” 

“Who would have?”

Ren doesn’t answer. Whatever the apparition was, it drained the last of nis enthusiasm. Party atmosphere popped, Ren leaves with the Bowers to sleep off heartbreak in their guest bedroom while Dom makes his apologies to Dominique on the floor above.








  
  

Chapter three

Carmen





7 PM Tuesday, May 12th, 2026
The Dowager Hotel, Midtown Manhattan

Spit, snot, tears, and precum mix into a supergroup of sex fluid that coats Carmen’s face on its way down to soaking the hotel’s polyester carpet as Miguel gags her with his dick. This kind of throat-fucking has been her bread and butter since before her surgeries, taking advantage of her big mouth and dodging any discussion of her genitals. 

Carmen basks in the responsive arousal of the act, turned on by her ability to make men feral, to be wanted desperately, a welcome contrast to feeling like the last kid drafted in gym class. Carmen gets off on the rough sounds of it, the animalistic grunting and choking and squelching noises. Free of shame about the mess that is out of her control, focusing on breathing through her nose as her mouth is invaded, it’s meditative. 

She expects Miguel to cum down her throat, which is why she looks up at him in surprise when he pulls up to jerk his cockhead to completion over her face. Her mistake and his carelessness mean one of the splashes that doesn’t hit across her lips and along her cheek shoots straight into her eyeball. Damn, that stings. 

Miguel collapses back into the sofa with a heavy satisfied sigh. He makes no move to do up his pants or help Carmen off the floor. In other circumstances, Carmen might rub one out right there on her knees, hot from being used. But Carmen’s eye throbs with an unsexy sort of pain that makes her want to shower more than she wants to get off. Her abraded knees crack as she heads to the bathroom.


      [image: ]Clean and freshly dressed in her blue kaftan, Carmen is feeling good despite the eye irritation. She walks into the living room asking Miguel, “Wanna go out for dinner?” 

And unsurprisingly receives a firm “No.” 

It was worth a shot, he is at least willing to be seen out with her, on occasion. “Fine, then let’s order in.”

“I can’t.”

“Why not?”

“I kind of have plans,” he mumbles. Miguel never has plans. In the eight months they’ve been dating, Carmen hasn’t known him to have any friends. 

“Yeah, who with?”

Miguel freezes, clearly caught trying to come up with a believable lie. 

“With who, Miguel?”

“Imani.” Miguel won’t look at her.
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