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Down On My Knees

by Domashita Romero (地下ロメロ)

“Buy you a drink?” came the slightly nasal voice from Tom’s left. “Could I, I mean? Buy you a drink.”

Tom did not yet look over to see the source of this offer, instead neatly poking at the ice in his vodka cranberry with his straw. “I do seem to already have a drink, if you hadn’t noticed.”

“Well, fine,” said the man, who Tom could glean from peripheral vision had a stupid haircut. “I’ll buy you a drink and then drink it for you.”

Tom finally craned his head over to look at his suitor. He was long and gangly-limbed, with a hopeful horsey smile and, confirmed, a stupid quiff. He was also definitely too old to be trying to pick up a young vital piece of ass like Tom’s own self, while Tom was trying to just peacefully get tipsy while not sitting on his own sofa.

“This isn’t that kind of bar, you know,” Tom said, and took a sip of his drink.

“What kind is that, then?” said the man, undeterred. He wasn’t unhandsome, Tom supposed, on further examination, once you’d gotten used to how all his weird parts and features fit together. It was a bit like staring at a magic eye puzzle made of elbows and arched eyebrows.

“The kind where you chat people up,” Tom said. His drink was almost empty.

“Who said anything about chatting you up?” the man said. Tom decided he was going to call him… Rupert. “I was just offering to buy you a drink.”

“And then, what, watch me drink it in silence?” Tom said.

“Would be a pretty nice sight,” Rupert said, and Tom was very annoyed at how that made him laugh a little and drop his gaze. Damn it, it’d been far too long since anyone had made a pass at him that here he was getting flustered by a few bad lines from some creep on the wrong side of thirty-five.

Tom sipped up the last of his drink and rattled the ice cubes. “Fine, buy me a drink. But we’ve agreed on the silence part.”

“Whatever you say, darling,” Rupert said and Tom narrowed his eyes at him, which only made him grin that stupid wide-mouthed grin more. He caught the bartender’s attention. “Two vodka crans, please, and if you could put a spritz of ginger ale in one? Thanks.”

Tom furrowed his brow and bit his lip, annoyed. Just how he liked it, but usually felt too self-consciously fussy to ask for. Bastard. The bartender returned with their drinks and Rupert paid cash, leaving a nice tip. That was a sign of good character, at least. Tom drank his slightly fizzy drink, and when Rupert opened his mouth, he held up a finger.

“Ah. Silence,” he said, and sipped delicately through the tiny little straw. Rupert just grinned, watching him with sparkling eyes. Watching his mouth in particular, pursed around the straw as he sucked up tangy-sweet booze. He drank down a good third of the glass before drawing back. “Okay, fine, no more silence, you just staring at me is creepy.”

“So this isn’t the kind of bar where you chat someone up,” Rupert said, gesturing with one long, knobbly finger in the air like he was checking something off. Tom lifted his glass to just bite at the straw. He did like a man with big hands. “But it is one where you let another man buy you a drink.”

“My mother raised me to be frugal,” Tom said. “And that if a man wants to buy you a drink it means the only actual expectation placed on you, should you accept, is to drink it.” He sipped a little more, making pointed eye contact with Rupert, who bit his lip a little.

“Very shrewd woman, your mother.” Rupert said.

“Very,” Tom said.

“Here’s to her, then,” Rupert said, and brought his glass up. Tom rolled his eyes a little and clinked them together. In a fit of impishness he quickly reached up with his other hand to knock the lime perched on the end of Rupert’s glass into the drink. Rupert laughed in delight and took a deep drink, skipping any coy straw-sipping entirely. A shame, really, as Tom might have enjoyed seeing how those cheeks looked a little hollowed out.

Rupert put his drink back on the bar and leaned in a little closer to Tom. He had hooded, sleepy eyes, and this close Tom could really appreciate the length of his eyelashes. “Right, so, if we’re giving your mother her due respect–”

“Which we are,” Tom said, and Rupert laughed.

“Then that drink is just a friendly gesture of hydration.” Tom bit his lip to fight a smile, but didn’t quite get it back. “And if this isn’t the type of bar where you chat someone up, then I’m not going to waste both of our time trying that.”

“As though you haven’t wasted my time already,” Tom said, but he couldn’t quite make it mean.

“Since I’m not going to chat you up, I was saying,” Rupert said, and let those long fingers fall to brush over the back of Tom’s hand. “I’ll just cut to the chase and ask if you’d like to go somewhere private and let me suck you off.”

Tom looked at those long fingers wresting on the knob of his wrist, a little chilly where they brushed over his skin. Since those stupid knobbly skeleton fingers — that Tom was now helplessly thinking about being inside different parts of him — were resting on the hand that he had curled around his glass, he just leaned down to take the straw between his lips and drain his drink dry.

After an exaggerated amount of time making empty glass slurping sounds, Tom lifted his head back up. “Yeah, sure,” he said. “Why the fuck not?”

“Why, indeed,” Rupert said, and then twined those fingers with Tom’s. “Come on, then.” They both slid off their stools and Rupert was tall, fuck.

He started at first to push into the bathroom, but Tom squawked an objection. “For fuck’s sake, it’s the only stall in the bar, have some respect for other people’s needs,” he growled under his breath, and Rupert leaned his head back to crow a laugh.

“So considerate,” he purred and pushed them out a fire exit into the alley behind the bar. His hands were in Tom’s hair as soon as the door closed behind them, and he was kissing him, that big rude mouth of his kissing Tom hot and filthy.

“I don’t do this sort of thing,” Tom said when he had a moment for breath, and Rupert just laughed into his mouth, a sound that made his cock jerk in his pants.

“Don’t care,” Rupert said, and kissed him more, wet tugging things that made Tom feel liquid. “Doing it now, yeah?”

“Yeah,” Tom said, and reached up to brush his hands over Rupert’s stubbly cheeks, thumbs skimming over the knob of his throat, feeling it bounce as he laughed a little. “Don’t laugh. Why are you laughing?”

“Nothing,” Rupert said, and turned his head to suck Tom’s thumb between his lips, and Tom let out a breathy moan at the promise that just that swirl of his tongue held. “Just liked you right away, is all.”

“Shut up,” Tom said as Rupert backed him against the wall of the bar. He leaned his head back, an invitation that Rupert took right away, sucking at his throat and tugging the already loose collar of his t-shirt to nip along his collarbones. “Ohh, god, shut up.”

Rupert laughed again and sunk down to his knees. He looked up at Tom for a moment and Tom just put his hands into that stupid haircut, messing it up. He gave him a grin, horse-toothed and happy and rubbed his hand over Tom’s cock through his pants. “Right, yeah,” he said. “Silence, we agreed.”

“We, yeah,” Tom said, and then stopped saying anything as Rupert tugged his pants open and sucked at his cock through his briefs, getting the fabric wetter than it already had been. Tom pressed the back of his wrist to his mouth to muffle the little whimpering noises that came out of him.

The alley smelled like garbage and he was basically standing in a pile of cigarette butts and Rupert had his cock out to tongue at the head and Tom cared about nothing else in the world but that, exactly that. He tugged at his stupid hair and Rupert purred, so he tugged a little more.

Rupert closed his mouth around Tom’s cock and sucked him just at the tip, long eyelashes fluttering as he toyed with his foreskin with flutters of his tongue, just the way Tom liked, just the way that made his knees go week. “Fuck, fuck you,” Tom said and grabbed his hair tighter. Rupert laughed again and started an actual rhythm, languid movements to swallow him down to the root.

Tom rocked his hips, never managing to move quite as smoothly as Rupert did. Unfair advantage, he had; of course you could stay suave when you weren’t getting your brain sucked out. Tom would have to have his revenge. He stopped muffling his noises with the back of his hand and instead grabbed one of Rupert’s, bringing one of those awful gorgeous long fingers up to his mouth to suck it between his lips, taking it deep, giving him a promise. He bit a little in satisfaction when he felt Rupert moan around him.

Tom had to let that finger fall from his lips, though, when Rupert wriggled the fingers of his other hand into Tom’s briefs to tug at his balls, just the way that always made him lose it, right away, an absolutely rude cheat. “Ah, fuck, Peter,” Tom said as he grabbed a handful of that stupid pompadour and came, shuddering and gasping and wobbling on his feet.

He just stood for a while with his head back against the bricks, trying to catch his breath. And then he heard a clearing of throat and a nudge at his thigh and looked down to see that horse-faced asshole, now on one knee only, holding up a ring box.

“Oh my god,” Tom said. “You unbelievable bastard. That’s why you wanted to do this?”

“Couldn’t think of a better way,” Peter — Tom had decided he was named Rupert that night when they first met, and still occasionally called him that even after learning his actual name — said, and opened the box to reveal a gold band with ivy engravings.

“You are the worst,” Tom said, even as his fingers pressed softly through his awful, obnoxious, idiot boyfriend’s hair. “You are wretched if you think this is romance.”

“Just staying on theme, love,” he said, and leaned in to kiss Tom’s stomach where his shirt had ridden up, just like he had the first time they’d done this four years ago, the night they’d met. It was that little soft gesture that had made Tom decide he might actually want to ask that brash idiot’s name.

Tom was still catching his breath. In fact, he seemed to be having a very impossible time at slowing down his heart at all. “Well, you have to actually ask. My mother will have your hide if you don’t actually ask.”

Peter laughed, warm and low. “Anything but that,” he said. “Will you marry me?”

“Yes,” Tom said, and held his hand out to let Peter slip the ring on to his finger. It was shaking, just slightly. “But if you try to do this for any anniversaries I’m seeing right through you.”

“I’m willing to take that risk,” he said, and stood up to kiss Tom, wet and filthy and loving. Damn it all to fuck, now Tom was always going to find the smell of bar trash mildly romantic.


Employee engagement

by Hyakunichisou 13 (百日草 十三)

Another Tuesday, another staff meeting. Russell sipped from his travel mug, which did not contain even remotely enough caffeine for this, and listened to Wright drone on about Q2 web stats.

“That said, why don’t we touch base with the App Subcommittee,” Wright said. “Katrina, Ardash, do we have any progress?”

“We’re still strategizing on how to benchmark the deliverables,” Ardash said, with an utter lack of shame.

“Can we get a prospective done-by? We don’t want to drop the ball on this. The Director wants us to be proactive.”

Fucking bingo, Moira gleefully mouthed across the table, and capped her purple highlighter. Russell scratched his temple with one middle finger.

“We’re going to have an off-site this afternoon. We’ll keep you in the loop,” Katrina said smoothly. Which meant that they were going to take their laptops to the coffee shop downstairs and knock off at three, Russell thought enviously.

“Excellent. Okay, item seventeen. Our division has been asked to send representatives to the Corporate Employee Engagement Committee of the National Excellence Organization Bronze-Level Certification Program. Can we get a volunteer?”

Russell sorted the acronym out in his head. “NEO? Seriously?”

“Thank you, Russell.” He overrode Russell’s muted groan. “That’s one. Anyone else? It’s a great opportunity to broaden your core competencies.”

“I do not think that word means what you think it means,” Ardash muttered, careful to keep his voice low enough that Wright didn’t hear.

“Lew, how about you? You might provide fresh eyes to the big picture, as it were.”

The new guy smiled with noncommittal politeness. “Of course.”

Tortoiseshell glasses. Wavy hair. Shawl-collared sweater over a decent shirt and a tie. Russell had missed him during his meet-the-family round of the floor yesterday, being wrapped up in urgent requests for change orders from his current project team for things they had sworn six months ago they wouldn’t need. Just as well, because he’d been ferociously cranky about it.

“Fantastic. I’ll forward you the details. I think that about wraps it up. We’ll meet again next week. Until then, let’s all keep each other on the same page, shall we?”

Once they were down the corridor and out of earshot of the boardroom, Moira turned to walk backwards, grinning at Lew, who was behind them. “Thanks for taking one for the team, Lew. Have a nice time getting on board with the centre of excellence that is the corporate ecosystem.”

“I swear to God he’s a performance artist,” Ardash said. “It’s the only possible explanation.”

Russell had worked with Wright for a few years before Wright had struck out on the management track, and he’d been able to talk like a normal wage slave then. His promotion had given him a mild case of buzzword salad, but it had grown to unreasonable levels over time. Apparently getting an MBA did that to a person.

“Ugh, he’s like a dog with a bone on this app thing.” Katrina clutched her hair. “I hoped he’d have forgotten about it by now.”

“It’s not his fault, he’s getting pressure from above. The board knows apps are what all the kids are into these days,” Russell said.

Moira leaned her head on Katrina’s shoulder. “But Mooooom, eeeeeverybody has an aaaaaaapp.”

They’d lost the new guy. Russell turned back to see his head submerge below the level of a cubicle wall.

“Catch you guys up,” he said, and doubled back to knock on the plastic top of the putty-coloured divider. “Hi, I don’t think we’ve met. I’m Russell, project wrangler.”

The new guy stood and shook Russell’s offered hand. “Lew. Database wrangler.”

Lew’s cubicle was still corporately bare. His desk held pads of pale blue and green post-it notes, a Moleskine pocket notebook that definitely had not come from the supply cabinet, and a fountain pen. Too early, Russell supposed, for family photos and favourite mugs, let alone zombie figurines and sarcastic inspirational posters. “What have they got you working on?”

“Good…” Lew frowned. “…To Go?”

“Oh, GOODGO? I’m pretty sure they come up with these project titles before the projects. I’m working on something called Tridecahedron right now.”

“A shape with thirteen sides? That’s a strangely honest description for a corporate project.”

Russell opened his mouth and shut it again. “I…did not know that was a real word. Okay, I just learned something new. Hey, after staff meetings, some of us make a run to the good coffee shop. You interested?”

“I’m a tea drinker, but thanks.”

“Okay, no problem. Also, I have some hot food court tips. Like, stay very far away from the panini place, but the curry place will make you see God.”

“This workplace seems to be highly food-motivated,” Lew said.

“For sure. Work is work, but it’s the little things that make a difference. Anyway, got to go, the caffeine-deprived hordes are waiting. If you have any questions about things, feel free to ask.”

He was hard to read, Russell thought, walking away. Courteous but a little deadpan. Russell made it a point to know everybody; cajoling other people to do things was basically his job, and it went so much more smoothly when the people he was asking knew and liked him, but also, people were fascinating. And he and Lew would be enduring together the very special torture that was a corporate focus group. Also, if he was honest with himself: Shawl-collared sweater. Tea drinker. Tortoiseshell glasses.

After work, in the pub that the group of them had a standing Tuesday-night confab in, he set down his pear-and-apple sparkling seltzer and said, “Anybody got any intel on the new guy? Lew?”

Moira grinned. “Aside from him being smokin’ hot?”

“Workplace harassment,” Ardash warned lazily, sneaking one of her asparagus fritters.

“Factual observation.”

“He seems nice,” Katrina said.

“He worked on the original Grun system build,” Ardash said.

“That is nice.”

“So what’s he doing with us?”

Ardash crunched down on a roasted chickpea. “Those eighty-hour weeks get old.”

“When you’re old.” Ardash had turned thirty-five a month ago. Moira would be younger than he was for another half-year, something she delighted in reminding him of.

“What’s he do outside of work?”

“‘Is he single?'” Moira translated pointedly.

“It’s only been two days,” Katrina said. “I don’t even know how he likes his coffee.”

“Tea.”

“There you go, you already know more than we do.”

“Yeah, go chat him up,” Moira said.

“I did. He didn’t volunteer much about himself.”

“Did you give a chance to open his mouth?” Ardash asked, and he and Moira low-fived each other.

“Yes, very witty, you crack me up.” Russell stole a look at his phone. “Gotta go. I’m meeting Scott and Clement.”

Moira dipped one of the fritters into parsley mayonnaise. “How’s the sportsball wedding going?”

Russell dropped a ten onto the table. “It’s a whole new world, my friend.” Scott and Clement had called him upon realizing, a month after invitations had been emailed out, that an outdoor ceremony and summer barbeque reception for forty friends and family in a sixteen-foot-wide backyard might be a little different in scale than inviting a few people over for KFC and the Super Bowl.

“Tell Scott if he wants to blow off some steam, I’d be happy to kick his virtual ass for him.” Moira and Scott had hit it off at a party Russell had thrown in his old place, and bonded over Call of Carnage XV or whatever the hot first-person shooter had been.

“Will do.”

When he rapped on the front door of the couple’s bay-and-gable, he could hear voices in the house, and then the thump of footsteps. Clement opened the door, raising his voice and directing it back over his shoulder: “–do not need that much steak–hey, Russell–for forty people.”

“It’s a party.”

“Not everybody thinks eating their weight in dead cow is a party, honey. That’s just you.”

Russell kicked off his shoes and followed Clement into the living room. Scott, two hundred and twenty pounds of former football player, was on the couch, hunched over his tablet.
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