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  Introduction
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First, I want to thank you for picking up this book. I do hope you enjoy Kerry’s journey, and if you do, that makes me incredibly happy. J. Foster and I have been working on writing for many years now, and this is our first time getting our work in front of a wider audience, so we’re looking forward to hearing from you!
Now, I want to let you know a little about what Kerry goes through. Kerry is a strong character, and I want that to be at the forefront of your mind when you read him! A lot of the time, people who stand against societal norms get labeled unflattering things, and that’s unfortunate. Putting on a dress doesn’t make someone less of a man, and being feminine doesn’t take away from someone at all.
With all the press around drag queens, I believe this book comes at a time when people can really see the inner workings of what this particular drag troupe looks like. Please remember, this is a work of fiction, and it is NOT based on any real drag troupes. Likewise, the circus and the burlesque dancers are all fictional. If you know of one of these groups, and they function in a completely different way, that’s fine. Just realize that this work takes from reality, and there are fictional liberties taken with it. 
A note on the setting: I have not listed a year in which this takes place. With the technology, it can be assumed to be around the 2020s; however, in this world, COVID-19 is not an issue. I have chosen not to use the pandemic in this book. If this bothers you, I’m sorry about that. It is my world, and I chose not to present that situation.
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I absolutely do not want you to read this book if the triggers are going to bother you. I know it is somewhat controversial to use trigger warnings on books, but I believe they are important, and considering this content is somewhat dark, it is important to me that you be aware of what you are about to read. Please note I have listed all the warnings that I think may be a problem to some readers, but I cannot possibly guarantee to list every possible trigger! Please note that these triggers are for both books, and they all do not appear in book one. Most of these do occur in book two, however I don't want you starting the duology if any of these are going to be a problem for you.
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Trigger Warnings

Talk of Child Sexual Assault (past)

Talk of Non-Consensual Incest (past)

Sexual Assault/Rape

Non-consensual Drug Use

Psychological Torture/Manipulation

Physical Torture and Assault

Spiders
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  Chapter one
The Red Cabaret and Lounge


Perhaps Conner Graham should have known his son Kerry was different than most of his schoolmates. Of course, he did understand on some level, but he didn’t acknowledge it because it was just his son. He had no desire or designs to make his son conform to his own definition of what he should be. Conner wasn’t like that. He was an educated man, a pediatrician in a local family practice, and had seen a lot in his time. He’d done a stint in the military before he met Kerry’s mother, so in those years, he’d seen the bad and the good in many people. Besides, he also had twin daughters, Poppy and Kaitlin, three years younger than their older brother. Conner was a single dad these days; his wife had died some years before. Joy had been the center, the very heart of their family, and Conner couldn’t look at another woman anymore without seeing her face. Thus, he’d resigned to a long, lonely life as an old single widower. Until then, though, he had three children he loved more than words could express. Still, it had been Kerry that had surprised him the most. 
Looking back, perhaps his girls saw their brother much more clearly than their father because neither was surprised. The announcement came almost exactly a month after Kerry turned nineteen. It wasn’t that Conner was upset, of course not; he loved his son beyond all else, and he knew that his mother would be proud of him no matter what he did in his lifetime. He was simply surprised; that was all. Truth be told, he was surprised at himself for not seeing it more than anything. After all, the boy had lived in his house for over nineteen years. Shouldn’t he have realized something this important?
He had to give his boy credit; he had a flair for the dramatic. That should have been a clue. As a little boy, he’d always been close to his mother, clinging to her like some lifeline. When she died after a short, intense battle with cancer, he was twelve, destroyed, and spent weeks mourning for her. Eventually, he came out of it for his sisters. He could see they were hurting, too, so he wanted to help and be a good big brother. He was always a tearful child, though. After her death, though, he didn’t cry openly anymore; he only cried when no one was looking. As a father, Conner knew. He caught the tear-stained pillowcases in the wash now and then, and more than one morning, he saw that Kerry awoke with puffy eyes that showed he’d fallen asleep crying.
Then there were the times he had been helping with the wash, and he’d walk by and see him holding one of Kaitlin’s outfits against himself. Of course, it was one of Kaitlin’s outfits; Poppy hated anything that looked remotely like it belonged to a girl. He thought at the time he was folding, but now, he realized what he was doing. And in nineteen years, he brought many girls home. Yet he dated none of them. His closest friends were Libby, a beautiful girl who was a little spacy, Kendal, whom he met as a child in martial arts, and Dominic, his cousin and an aspiring fashion designer. The four spent hours together watching movies and discussing other boys and girls. Perhaps he should have listened to who was speaking about boys and who was speaking about girls. Apparently, Kendal and Libby were dating each other, and Dominic was dating a boy named Evan. And then there was his son.
He had other friends, of course. But there was still something that told Conner that they all were quite aware of his son’s preferences. Of course, as a father, it made him feel entirely stupid for not seeing what was in front of him. Joy would have known; he was sure of that fact. She certainly wouldn’t have missed something so enormous as their only son was definitely not straight and probably never had been.
It was as normal as most days went in the Graham household when Conner realized his ignorance. It was a rare day that everyone was off and out of school. Summer break was going on for the sixteen-year-old girls, and Kerry wouldn’t be starting college for a few more weeks when he’d move to the dorms. They had determined to enjoy themselves over the summer since Kerry would move out soon and head toward his future. And the future was the topic of discussion.
“So, my wonderful son, what will you do in school? Doctor? Lawyer?” Conner asked, smiling at his only son.
“Um, I dunno, Dad,” he said, and Conner noticed that he was playing with his food more than eating it.
“Kerry, eat!” Poppy said, popping him on the back of the head from her position at the table beside him.
He gave his little sister a deathly glare. “Kerry?” Conner asked with a sigh and put his fork down, slowly staring at the boy. “What is it?”
“It’s just, I kinda have something I need to tell you…and…I don’t know what you’ll say,” he said, leaning back and nervously crossing his arms over his chest.
Conner frowned and watched his son. He avoided eye contact; his back was stiff, and he was covering a tremble in his hands. He couldn’t have looked more like a child at that moment if he had still been one. Conner gave a sad smile and saw that freckle-faced little boy with big teary eyes staring up at him, his wild red hair sopping wet from the rain that had been pouring outside, standing in the hospital room, asking why mom didn’t wake up again. It had been raining hard the night they got the news that she was passing, and they’d rushed to the hospital barely in time to see her. Kerry had watched her die, clutching her hand desperately.
“Son, I love you, no matter what. Tell me, please, what’s going on?” Maybe he didn’t want to go to school? Perhaps he had a different life in mind that he hadn’t discussed with him before.
“I’m…it’s just that I know you expect a lot out of me, and I don’t want to disappoint you, and I don’t know if you’ll still see me the same way because I need to tell you that I’m actually and always have been gay, maybe some form of transgender, and I’m getting into cross-dressing because I feel more comfortable dressing as a woman than I do dressing as a guy and I know—”
Conner blinked. “Whoa!” he said, stemming the tide of words tumbling out of his son’s mouth.
Kerry looked up at him, face turning several shades of pink and red, then he returned to staring at his hands. “Sorry.”
Conner blinked. Okay, so his only son was gay, could be transgender, and wanted to dress as a girl. “Son, slow down. I already told you I would love you no matter what you do in life, didn’t I?”
Kerry lifted his eyes from his hands, which were twisted with each other in his lap. “Yeah, but this is…”
“Nope, son, this is who you are, and I’ll love you always no matter what, though I admit, I’m surprised…” he said, and glanced at both his daughters who were giving him their patented “you are such an idiot dad” look meaning that they knew already.
“But being surprised doesn’t mean it changes anything; you’re still my son, and your mother would be proud of you, too, for being yourself and not pretending to be something you’re not,” he said with a sigh.
So, his image of Kerry having a wife and kids was dashed, but he’d get over it. That was his image, not his son’s, so he had to remember that. And there were always adoptions, after all…so he would still have grandkids one day to spoil, he was sure. Kerry loved children and always had.
Kaitlin clapped. “Yay, we get to dress up Kerry! And I get to go clothes shopping with him!”
Poppy rolled her eyes. “Out of all this, you’re looking forward to clothes shopping with our brother…” she said with a sigh. “Looks like I’m the boy outta this family now!” she said with a grin.
Kerry snorted. “Poppy, you always were…”
So, Conner was surprised. And now he was surprised again, holding an invitation to a club downtown named The Red, where his only son was giving his first performance on stage with a local drag troupe. It wasn’t that he was embarrassed or thought it was weird; it was just strange since this was the first time he’d see Kerry dressed entirely as a girl. Since he’d told them at lunch three weeks ago, he’d changed his regular attire a bit; his clothes had taken on a more feminine feel, and when he went out, he often wore jewelry and make-up now. But he hadn’t started wearing skirts, dresses, or anything at home yet. He’d gotten his ears pierced and noticed the influx of new clothing, no doubt courtesy of Dominic’s tailoring skills. And a lot of shoes. There were way too many shoes. He honestly didn’t think Joy had had that many shoes.
He supposed that if he was going to be dressing as a woman in life, his body type was to his advantage. Kerry had always been slender rather than strong, built like a swimmer rather than a weightlifter or anything. His hands were long-fingered and thin, and his face was softer than most. He had large brown eyes, a set of unusually full lips for a boy, and a set of eyelashes for which most girls would die. He definitely had the legs for the occupation of a drag performer, having, again, long, slender limbs. He’d done a stint in track in high school, and of course, he was a third-degree karate black belt, had taken classes in both Tae Kwon Do and Kung Fu at various times, and had a good knowledge of Hap-ki-do and Aikido, though no formal training in those, Conner had taught him those himself. A little MMA he’d picked up in his military days. Kerry had always been balanced and graceful, so he hadn’t been too surprised the first time he’d run down the stairs at home in a pair of six-inch stiletto heels to show the girls. Because he had run down the stairs, all Conner could think of was how he could run in those without falling since he’d never worn them before.

      [image: image-placeholder]“You told him?” Dominic said with hands clasped in front of him excitedly as they sat in the ice cream shop.
Kerry nodded, fingers fiddling with the red hairs at the base of his neck. He’d stopped getting his hair cut a couple of weeks before, and it was a challenge not to relent and just cut it again. He looked across the table at his cousin, Dominic Taylor. Dominic, unlike Kerry, was tall. Kerry stood about six inches shorter than his older cousin. That had always been a sore spot between them, especially when they were younger and teased each other. Being a year younger than his cousin, Kerry always said it was because he was still growing. He could no longer use that excuse.
“Yeah, I did. Finally, last night. I couldn’t do it anymore. I felt like I was being fake all the time, you know? Whenever I went out, I’d look at myself and think it was someone else looking back. Poppy and Kaitlin have known forever, I think. Kaitlin can’t wait to go clothes shopping… I swear she’s more excited about it than I am.”
“And? How’d he take it?” Dominic said, leaning forward and pushing his glasses up his straight, rather pointed nose.
Kerry remembered Dominic telling him what happened when he came out to his father. It hadn’t gone as well. There had been a lot of swearing and telling him he was too young to know. Of course, Dominic was twelve at the time. Like his father, Dominic was very seriously minded and knew from when he was eight that he had no interest in girls.
“Well, surprised, but said mom would be proud I wasn’t hiding who I was,” Kerry said, taking another bite of his sundae, hot fudge with marshmallow cream and drizzles of strawberry sauce.
Kerry looked up at Dominic again, noting that his dark brown hair was cut recently, as usual in a “business cut.” Dominic, his cousin on his mom’s side, had taken after that side of the family with darker hair, while Kerry had taken after his dad with the red hair. He had inherited his mom’s dark brown eyes, which Dominic also shared. Dominic was always well-groomed, but perhaps that was because his father was a man who was also well-groomed all the time. His dress was always proper, as he favored slacks and polo shirts, and today, he was wearing a light blue polo shirt with a pair of khakis. Kerry, for the day, was wearing jeans and a T-shirt.
“Dominic, baby!” came a sing-song voice from the entrance.
Kerry looked up to see a flamboyantly dressed man with long, bright, fuchsia hair coming their way. Dominic smiled and shook his head with a sigh at the man. He wore tight, stone-washed blue jeans, a light blue frilled shirt, and black stiletto-heeled boots. Everyone glanced up as he came in; he was certainly not hard to notice.
“Oh!” he said as he sat beside Dominic and looked across the table at Kerry. “Is this your cousin you told me about?”
“Yeah, this is Kerry. You’ve heard enough about him; here’s Evan in all his flaming, out-of-the-closet glory,” he said with a smile at the slightly older man with blue eyes and a ready grin.
Evan reached out and took Kerry’s hand lightly, and grinned at him. “Oh, my goodness, you are a doll!”
Kerry blushed to his roots. “Ah, yeah, thanks,” he stammered.
“Dominic, how have you kept this gem hidden so well? There wasn’t any kissing cousin action I missed, was there?” Evan said with a lifted sculpted brow.
If nothing else, Evan had the most immaculately manicured nails and waxed brows of anyone Kerry had ever seen. He knew Kaitlin went to get her brows done every month or so, but this was beautifully done and suited his face perfectly.
Kerry’s eyes widened, and he shook his head and looked at Dominic, who was making a disgusted face. “No, Evan, no way. We’re like brothers,” Dominic said with a firm headshake.
Evan sighed. “Ah, well, a boy can hope; kissing cousins are pretty hot…” He looked at them. “Well, so are kissing brothers, but that’s another thing.”
“Evan, you are such a pervert!” Dominic said.
“And you love it, Dominic-babe, you’re just as dirty in bed…” he said, letting go of Kerry’s hand and sliding one under the table, making Dominic wince and glare at his boyfriend.
“Ew, no details,” Kerry said, narrowing his eyes. “Thank you very much.”
Both the others laughed at the red-faced redhead. “Anyway, so Dominic says you’re interested in going drag, possibly becoming a cross-dresser in life as well as on the stage, and he suggested that you might be more like me, genderfluid or trans of some sort. He says you’ve been questioning your gender identity a bit lately. Do you wanna come down to the club tonight? I’m on stage; we do a show most nights and two on the weekends. We’ve got a big one tonight; the burlesque group is performing after us.”
Kerry nodded, excited to finally be around people like him.
“But…I don’t have anything to wear to a club…” he said, gesturing to his jeans and t-shirt.
He didn’t want to admit that he did have some “guy” clothes, but nothing that he wanted to wear on his first night out in public out of the closet. He wondered thoughtfully if the phrase out of the closet was used because gay guys tended to dress well.
“Sweetheart, you are coming to raid my closet,” Evan said, grabbing him by the hand and dragging him out the door, leaving Dominic to catch up. Luckily, both finished their ice cream before the pink-haired vixen summarily kidnapped Kerry.

      [image: image-placeholder]Evan lived relatively close to the ice cream shop they’d been in, and before long, Kerry found himself in a lavishly decorated bedroom. Apparently, he liked leopard print because everything in his bedroom had it. The rest of the apartment had been stylishly decorated, though minimalistic. The bedroom, however, was another story. A vast, canopied king bed with black curtains around it, a beautiful antique dresser and nightstand with intricate carvings, and an enormous wardrobe were only the beginning of what made the room impressive.
“Here, this,” Evan said, appearing from the walk-in wardrobe with an outfit. “Try this one, sweetie!”
Kerry blushed but was shoved into the ensuite bath, slipped out of his jeans and t-shirt, and gaped at the outfit he’d been handed. He debated leaving the whole thing and telling his dad he had changed his mind, but no, he’d decided on this. He shimmied into the dark denim pants. They were embellished with embroidery down the sides of the legs, and there was a subtle sheen to the denim. However, he realized they were impossible to wear with his boxers on, so he removed them and tried again, finally getting into them. He wondered if they were supposed to be this tight…
He picked up the corset-style top, obviously tailored for a man to wear, and put it on and followed it up with the jacket that matched the pants he’d put on. It left the front of his midriff open, but he thought he looked good in it. He smiled because it was incredibly feminine if not wholly his style. He emerged from the bath and saw he was being stared at hard by his cousin and his new friend.
“Holy fuck me sideways, aren’t you a hot little thing,” Evan muttered, clapping his hands together. “Here, wear these,” he said, handing him a pair of platform heels. They weren’t very high, but they added an inch or two and certainly did amazing things to his ass.
“I am so introducing your sweet little ass to Jesse,” Evan muttered, turning him around once the outfit was complete. “If he doesn’t invite you on stage, there is something wrong with him…”
“On stage?” Kerry asked, his brow crinkling.
“Oh yes, on stage, honey. Dominic-babe here agrees; I can tell he’s dying to put you in drag. You would kill honey. Well, we can make that happen. Come on, we’ll get there before they open, and you can meet Jesse. Dominic likes to fret endlessly over the outfits before the big shows like tonight, so he’ll want to leave soon anyway.”
Before long, Evan had disappeared into the closet, appeared with an outfit in a black bag, and grinned. “Let’s go!”
They reached Dominic’s car, and Kerry was beside himself. He was going to meet people that liked to dress like he did, people that didn’t think it was weird. He wouldn’t be the odd one anymore. The thought itself was exciting beyond belief. Most of his friends from school were so very normal. And by normal, he meant they fit the established societal norms. He was coming to realize that normal was indeed a thing relative to where one was in one’s life. He blinked, and they were outside a rather plain-looking building with an unlit sign at the top that read The Red.
He smiled as he got out, stumbling a bit in the heeled shoes. He supposed he should get used to that. Evan grabbed him by the hand and practically dragged him into the club. The inside was simply beautiful; it was the only way to describe it. The stage took up most of the front, replete with rich, velvet curtains of deep red tied back with vibrant gold tassels. The back was lined with black velvet. The stage jutted out in a semi-circle and had steps going down either side, a pathway around it, and down the middle of the front area that led to a door on the opposite side. All around the stage were tables with lush, comfortable chairs trimmed in red and black velvet. The tables were gold and ornate pedestal tables with cloths of red and a single red rose in a black vase in the center of each. Around the outside, the tables were pub height, and against the opposite wall was a large, ornate bar of the same wood the stage was made of. Against the far walls, out of sight of the stage, were a series of booths against the wall opposite a large screen, no doubt to have the stage show on it as people sat there.
There were no interior windows, but the walls were heavily draped with thick velour and velvet drapes of black, giving the whole place a soft and warm feeling. In the center, right above the semi-circular protrusion of the stage, a bright replica of the moon hung from the ceiling. Evan smiled.
“When the lights go down, there are holes in those black drapes. They flip the lights behind, and it looks like the whole room is filled with millions of stars,” he said with a wink. “The moon up there also changes its light according to the real moon phase. It glows softly, and from down here, with the lights out, you would swear you were outside under the real thing.”
“Holy hell, who is this angel?” came a voice from behind.
“Jesse, I don’t think holy, hell, and angel belongs in the same sentence,” Dominic said, shifting his glasses on his nose. “But this is my cousin, Kerry.”
Kerry turned to see a beautiful man in drag. He had long, perfectly straight blonde hair cascading down his back with straight bangs framing his tanned face. Under those straight bangs, lively dark blue eyes sparkled with interest. He had a broad smile and wore a generous amount of jewelry. His outfit was simple: a long black pleated skirt and red kitten heels. His blouse was a simple button-down with a modest chest built underneath. If Kerry hadn’t known he would be meeting Jesse, a man, he would have thought it was indeed a woman. He was gorgeous, honestly.
Jesse came forward, looked him over, and then shook his hand in a decidedly manly grip, in complete opposition to his appearance. “Look at you, son of a bitch, you are hot.”
“Don’t mind Jesse, he’s got a mouth like a sailor,” Evan said, flicking his wavy pink hair over his shoulder with a huff.
“Ah, screw you, bitch,” he said, grinning. “Just because I’m not prissy like you bunch,” he said, laying a hand on his hip.
“You look prissy enough in that, honey,” Evan retorted.
Jesse sighed. “Kerry, see, there are two types of drag performers around here. You’ve got the divas, full-time cross-dressers, like Evan here, who prefers to dress in women’s clothes the rest of the time, too, and then you’ve got the boys like me. I dress like this to perform, but otherwise, I dress in men’s clothes. I see you got attacked by Evan’s closet…I take it you’re new to this?”
Kerry nodded. “Yeah, I just came out to my dad last night, and…um…I guess I’m more like Evan…because I like women’s clothes more…”
Jesse smiled. “Honey, nothing wrong with that! I’m more comfortable dressing in men’s clothes most of the time. If you want to wear a dress daily, go for it. Decide you’re a woman, and go all the way, and your bits changed from a boy’s to a girl’s; go ahead, though I think that would be much less fun… Anyway, I think you should dress how you want and feel comfortable. We have all kinds here: crossdressers, drag queens, drag kings, and transgender folks. And don’t mind me, I pick on the femmes. You’ll see the same thing with others; the butch girls pick on the lipsticks, and vice versa. Did they tell you what we do here?”
Kerry nodded. “A bit, you run the drag troupe, um, the…uh…Crimson Vixens, right?”
“Yup, that’s us. We have both women and men in the troupe, and we switch roles sometimes; we do singing, lip-syncing, dancing, teases, though we aren’t strippers, don’t make that mistake, small skits, whatever we have online for the night. And then we have the Scarlet Dancers, a Burlesque group that goes on after we’re done on the weekends and mid-week. Sometimes, we’ll join in with them if we feel particularly frisky. All in good fun. My god, the more I look at you, the more you need to be on my stage. Are you interested?” Jesse said, spinning him around.
“Um, well, I don’t know, I…could try out?” he said, with a soft smile, wobbling a bit at the head rush.
Jesse nodded. “Alright, well, come on back; I think Dominic wants to check on the clothes for tonight, make sure nothing fell apart…”
Kerry followed them through a door that led to the area behind the stage again and heard a booming voice. “I told you we need that forward camera on! I’m not losing track of the performers midway through the change-up tonight!”
Up ahead, there was what could only be described as an enormous man. He perhaps stood six and a half feet tall and wore a black T-shirt with white on the back that read “SECURITY.” He had black hair pulled back in a short tail at the nape of his neck. He looked very imposing. Kerry startled a bit as he set eyes on him. When he turned around, he had very light brown eyes, so light they were almost golden. Kerry blinked a little, finding them gorgeous.
“New pretty boy?” he said throatily.
“Maybe. He’s going to try out for us. Kerry, this is Gabe, Gabriel Ward, our head of security. Looks like he’s having camera issues again,” Jesse said. Kerry stepped up and shook the man’s mammoth hand firmly.
He looked him over. “This one’s gay, ain’t he? Great, and he’s another diva,” he muttered, turning back. Jesse snickered. Kerry looked confused.
“Not all our drag performers are strictly gay, Kerry. Some are bi, and one is even engaged to a gal to be married soon. He still performs and wears women’s clothes daily, but he prefers women,” he said with a smile. “You’re going to find all kinds of people here tonight. We’ve got about every orientation of sex and gender expression running around here that you can imagine!”
Kerry nodded. “I’m just overwhelmed…I always felt like such a freak because I wanted to wear my sisters’ clothes…”
Evan draped an arm around his back. “Honey, you will fit in around here. Don’t you worry that pretty red head. Hrm.”
Evan suddenly reached out, grabbed Kerry’s pants by the button, and yanked them open enough to look down at the front. “I’ll be damned; your hair is that color naturally; the curtains match the drapes!”
Kerry wasn’t sure what to do; he stared down his pants at his own pubic area and then flushed deep red. Evan giggled and let go of his pants. Dominic, meanwhile, had buried his head into his hands with a groan.
Evan grinned and shrugged. “What? I was curious. I mean, I dye mine…”
Jesse was laughing heartily beside him, and Gabe was sighing. “I swear, tact, man, tact,” muttered Dominic weakly through his hands.
Everyone around him laughed, and Kerry wondered how normal all this felt. He felt a hand on his shoulder and saw Dominic looking at him. “Okay, Kerry?” he asked.
He nodded. “Yeah, it just feels weird, I mean, to feel like I’m a part of the place and not just standing outside looking in, you know?”
Jesse smiled at him. “Come on, I’ll show you the clothes area. It is simply stunning, and Dominic does some fantastic work.”
He led him to the back and showed off closets and closets of amazing clothes in about every size imaginable. He practically drooled at the sight. He’d never seen so many things that he would love to wear. Kerry was looking at the clothes, and though they were quiet, he still picked up on the conversation thanks to the good acoustics of the back room.
“You weren’t kidding; boy’s a natural diva. He’s got the grace, and you said this is the first time he’s had on heels?” Jesse said from behind him.
“First time, we gave him two-inch heels to start with, and as you can see, he’s got amazing legs and…assets,” Dominic responded. “He’s practically a twink. He’s never had a stitch of chest hair, and I don’t think he’s got any on his legs either, lucky bastard. And he’s got the cinched waist that will suit corseting for the stage well. Thirty minutes with make-up, a good set of falsies, and he’ll turn into one hell of a queen…”
Kerry knew those things were good and true. He’d never grown a lot of hair on his body, though he figured he’d need to wax or something in a few places, depending on the outfits he picked out to wear. He tried to look like he wasn’t listening to Dominic and Jesse’s conversation, but he purposefully stayed on the side of the room where he could hear them.
After a few minutes, he heard Jesse ask, “Does he dance?”
“No, but he’s done martial arts since he was five. He’s got a black belt in something, I forget what it is, Karate or Tae Kwon Do or something, and that’s not counting what his dad has taught him on the side. He’s flexible as hell, too. He was in gymnastics when he was younger but got teased when he was the last boy in the class, so he quit,” Dominic said.
Kerry sighed a little because he’d enjoyed gymnastics. He loved doing the rings and the vault, but once he got older, even the parents started looking at him like he wasn’t supposed to be there. Then, the boys at school would pick on him for doing a girl sport, so he told his dad he was tired of being in it and wanted to do martial arts instead.
“Hey, Kerry!” Dominic yelled out suddenly.
Kerry looked back behind him, where they still stood watching him. “Can you still do the splits?”
Kerry snorted. “Yeah, of course. Why wouldn’t I be able to do it? I know I’m not in gymnastics anymore, but we do that sort of thing at the dojo, too.”
“Wanna show off a bit?” Dominic said, crossing his arms. Evan arched a brow.
“Dominic, these pants are so tight that I would rip them if I tried splits right now,” he said with a roll of his eyes.
Jesse clapped. “Oh, wait, here,” he said, rummaging through a rack for a second and shoving a plastic-coated bag at him. “Put this on.”
Kerry nodded, disappeared into the changing room, changed quickly, and emerged, plucking at the outfit. It was a leotard, a female one with room for boobs or falsies, and a skirt attached. It was bright green. He grimaced.
“This…is hideous,” Kerry said, looking up at them.
“Honey, no one here is looking at the leotard,” Evan said.
Kerry frowned. “What?”
“You have the fuckin’ legs of a goddess, boyo,” Jesse said. “Damn. Women would want those legs. Now, shake that gay ass and show me what you’re capable of.”
Kerry shrugged. “Um, okay, splits? I gotta stretch first.”
He sat down, stretched out his legs, stood up, and slipped down to the floor in a right split easily. Jesse nodded. “Can you do a straddle split?”
Kerry nodded and complied, taking a minute to settle down into it. He winced a bit. “Damn, been a while since I’ve done this…”
“Well, that’s damn impressive,” Jesse said. “What else you got?”
Kerry stood easily. “Um, well, I know a lot of gymnastics and all the martial arts stuff…and I know a little bit of dance, just from taking my sister to dance classes.”
Jesse nodded and shoved another plastic bag at him. “Try this on.”
Kerry disappeared again and, this time, appeared with a frown as he pulled at the leather miniskirt and the mid-drift baring cut-off t-shirt with a stylized skull on the front. He’d put on the black and white striped stockings under the skirt with the garter belt. A tight panty in it ensured good coverage of his male bits. It felt weird, but he’d researched what to do with that bit of biology while in drag.
Jesse was grinning. “Stunning, here, wear these,” he said, shoving heels at him. They were three inches, so not much more than the others, so he slipped into them and stood and glanced at them. “Not too bad. You’ve got the moves, got the look. You interested in playing on stage this weekend? We have an amateur night on Friday before the main show starts. So, you’d have to be here at, say, five o’clock and go out, maybe do a dance, something, about six or seven.”
Kerry nodded with a grin. At first, he wondered if he would go for it…but the more he thought, the more he liked the idea. Jesse gave him a broad smile and looked at Evan and Dominic, who were both grinning ear to ear.






  
  Chapter two
Targeted


Dominic finished checking the clothes and led the now-drag-dressed Kerry out of the back and into the front area. He shook his head and grinned. 
“What?” Kerry asked, glancing over to realize that Dominic had a look on his face.
“I…boy. Oh, I guess I should tell you that there are some people you know…” Dominic said but was interrupted by a familiar voice behind them.
“Is that you, Kerry?”
Kerry turned around to find Libby and Kendal behind him. He blinked and blushed immediately. “Ah, hi.”
Libby was perhaps one of the closest friends that Kerry had besides Kendal. In opposition to Kendal, Libby was shorter and wore her light blonde hair in long twin braids down each side of her head. She had a pair of plastic, purple-framed glasses over her big, blue eyes. She favored the kind of clothes she was in tonight: a long broomstick skirt and a peasant-style blouse. On the other hand, Kendal wore a band t-shirt for some local metal band with a pair of baggy cargo pants with chains and pins all over them and had spiked red hair on one side of her head while the other was shaved. The pair couldn’t have been more opposite in style, even in a club like this one. Kendal, unlike Libby, stood about eye-to-eye with Kerry. Granted, that wasn’t much since he was relatively small compared to most of the guys he knew.
“Oh my god,” Kendal said and stared. “You look flippin’ amazing…I didn’t know you’d be here. Dominic, why didn’t you tell me you were bringing him?”
Dominic shrugged. “Last minute. He finally came out to his dad last night, and we met up with Evan, so here we are. Jesse got hold of him…and well, this is the result. You on tonight?”
“Wait, you’re in Jesse’s group?” Kerry said, frowning. “When did this happen?”
Kendal sighed. “Well, a couple of months ago, I met Evan for the first time right after school got done for the summer. Evan told me about the troupe and said they had some openings for some girls if I was interested. I had no idea, but I tried a few things, and now I dress in drag and take the stage as one of the drag kings in the show. I think I make a damn good man, not that I don’t dress like one the rest of the time…” she said with an eye roll. “Just a bit more exaggerated for the stage. Sorta like the queens.”
Kerry nodded slowly. “Yeah, I can see that. Well, I’m letting Jesse talk me into taking the stage, so…I’m going on Friday night.”
Both girls grinned at each other. “About time you figured yourself out,” Kendal said, heading back to get ready.
Libby stayed with Dominic and Kerry as they found a seat at one of the tables. They talked a bit about how summer had gone, their dynamic much the same even if the setting was vastly different than what they were used to, but then they weren’t hiding out in Kerry’s bedroom. It had taken Libby’s older brother more than a bit of time to get used to the fact she was a lesbian. Though he cared a great deal for her, he tried at first to “fix” her. Instead of dealing with her brother’s attempts to convince her that her interest in girls and disinterest in boys was “just a phase,” she spent a lot of time at Kerry’s, and her brother decided that she was dating him. They didn’t lie to her brother; they didn’t tell him that not only was Libby not straight, neither was Kerry. It had taken a lot of time, but eventually, he accepted that his sister wouldn’t find a nice man to marry and have a bunch of kids with.
“Dominic, you skank, I thought you were dating Evan?” came a deep voice behind them.
Kerry turned and stared at a tall brunette man with thick tattoos covering his arms in solid sleeves against darker-tanned skin. He wore a bandana tied around his forehead and had beautiful, deep brown eyes; honestly, he was gorgeous. Kerry blinked at the brunette a couple of times. Dominic sighed.
“Blake, this is my cousin, Kerry, practically my brother,” he said. “Kerry, this bastard is Blake Barrett; he’s the second in command of the security around here. In other words, if anything goes wrong, we blame him.”
Blake flopped down in the seat beside Kerry and looked him over. “Damn. Did you get recruited yet? Because dude, you are smokin’.”
Kerry put his head on the table with a thump. All three at the table laughed. “See, Kerry, even the straight ones think you’re hot,” Dominic said with a sigh.
Blake snorted. “Hey, call them as I see them. I’m comfortable enough in my manhood, thanks, to admit when a man in a skirt is hot. And this boy is hot. Too bad ya got a dick, and I’m attached already.”
“Maybe we could change that, sugar,” Evan said, and Blake jumped.
“Evan, get yer hand outta m’pants, man, go fondle yer boyfriend,” Blake said, rolling his eyes and removing Evan’s wandering hand from his crotch.
Evan sat down with a pout in the chair between Dominic and Libby. Kerry blinked and took in the change. He wore a long, elegant-looking dress with silver sequins, and his bright hair was done up in a stylish updo. The dress was sleeveless with a halter-style strap at the top, and he wore a large chest piece. Evan crossed his legs and sighed, sipping from Dominic’s drink daintily.
“He never wants to play,” Evan said, fluttering his long fake eyelashes at Blake, who snickered and stood up slowly.
“Dude, you grow a pussy, come talk to me, okay?” Blake said and waved at them as he pulled off the red button-down shirt he was wearing over his black security shirt.
“Such a tasty one,” Evan muttered, patting his lips carefully with the napkin to avoid messing up the lipstick. “But that’s okay. Dominic here is enough to keep me sated.”
Kerry grinned and sighed, entirely comfortable for the first time in a very long time. Everyone here was accepting, open, and honest with him and each other. The straight guys didn’t mind the gay ones; the gay ones picked on the straight ones. He had a feeling the girls were the same.
The place began filling up with the performers, their families, and friends before the public was let in.
“Dominic, who is this lovely morsel with you?” came a smooth, low baritone voice behind them.
Another handsome figure caught Kerry. From what he could tell, he was somewhat older and had longish brown hair that fell in waves around his face. His eyes were dark as well, and he had an easy smile. He had darker skin, a light shade of brown. He was a big guy, too, easily six feet in height and quite broad. In fact, he was just the kind of guy that attracted Kerry’s attention the most.
“Vaughn Curtis,” he said, reaching out to Kerry. “I run the bar and can mostly be found behind it. But now and then, I chat up the boys and girls I like.” He added the last with a wink at Kerry. He had a slight accent, but it was so subtle that Kerry didn’t know where it was from.
Kerry frowned, taking his hand. “Vaughn Curtis? Hey, do you have a sister named Anna?”
The larger man nodded. “That’s my little sister. You know her?”
Kerry shook his head. “No, but my sisters go to school with her. Kaitlin and Poppy Graham.”
The man looked up and tapped his dark, stubble-covered chin thoughtfully. “Yes, I know the names,” he said. “I think I’ve seen them before somewhere, maybe on a trip or something. Small world, mi amor.”
“Quite a small one,” Kerry said with a smile. “I’m Kerry, by the way. Dominic is my cousin, and yes, I’ve already met Jesse, and he’s got me coming on stage this weekend,” he said with a sigh.
Vaughn laughed out loud at that. “I think he’s been asked a few times,” Vaughn said. “Now, I need to go inventory the Vodka; I’m afraid we are low and need to send someone to grab a few bottles for the night! I do not wish to argue with someone desperately needing their screwdriver!”
With that, the bartender wandered away. Kerry shook his head. “I’m never going to remember all these people…”
The lights suddenly dropped, and Kerry looked around. Evan bid them farewell and ran backstage. Dominic and Kerry settled in to watch the show. It was a fun show, Kerry realized. He only recognized Kendal and Evan so far, and Jesse did the announcing, but he didn’t know the rest yet.
Evan did an amazing job lip-syncing to a slow song that Kerry was unfamiliar with. The man had incredible grace, and just as he thought it would stay so pretty, Evan ripped the outer skirt off to catcalls in the audience and went into a rap song about sex. Kerry saw Dominic shake his head. Kerry imagined that Evan must be a handful…. There were a couple of skits, one funny one where one of the drag queens was pining away for a man, and Kendal came and wooed “her.” The audience loved it. Then Jesse announced there would be an hour break before the Burlesque group went on.
Kerry smiled and nodded to Dominic. “I’m going to get a drink; you want anything?”
“Nah, I’m good; Evan will be back soon enough, I’m sure. But you go ahead,” Dominic said with a grin.
Kerry trotted over to the bar and asked for a cola. Vaughn nodded and went to grab it, and then Kerry got his first taste of some of the less-than-attractive points of dressing as a female. That was when someone put a hand on his ass and squeezed it as he leaned over the bar. Kerry just looked over his shoulder and saw that a half-drunk, much older man was obviously leering at him.
“Dude, hand off, now,” he said, the previously playful note to his voice completely gone.
“Ah, honey, come on, aren’t ya lonely? Ya ain’t with no one…” he slurred. “I’m sure that pretty little boy pussy of yours would enjoy me…”
Kerry cocked a brow at him. “Unless you want me to break that hand, get it off my ass,” Kerry reiterated, picking up his drink carefully and turning, pulling away from his hand since he was obviously not going to move it on his own.
The guy’s hand wandered away, and he held it up before him. “Sorry, baby, I figured you was advertising with that hot little ass of yours…”
Kerry rolled his eyes and went back to the table. “Ugh! First night in a skirt, and I’ve already got someone pawing my ass!” he said as he flopped back into his seat.
Dominic snickered. “Well, you know, it happens. As long as they back off, that’s what matters!”
Kerry rolled his eyes. “You are too amused by this, Dominic,” Kerry said with a snort.
“Of course he is,” came Kendal’s voice as she pulled a chair up beside him, still in her biker outfit from the show she’d just come from doing a short while ago. “You are fuckin’ adorable all the time, and now you’re in a skirt. What do you expect? Not like you couldn’t break half of the assholes in the place in two if you wanted to, so whatcha worried about?” she asked as she peeled off the fake goatee she was wearing.
They sat and talked a bit longer, and Kerry excused himself to the restroom. He was washing his hands when he sensed someone behind him. He turned to see a familiar face. It was the guy that had been groping his ass at the bar.
“Man, the hell?” Kerry asked, frowning at him with a deep sigh. Some guys did not know when to give up.
He was obviously more drunk now than before as he stumbled forward, pinned Kerry against the sink, and breathed a noxious breath onto him.
“Come on, you know you came in here lookin’,” he said. “I know a boy looking to cottage when I see ‘im, baby.”
Kerry blinked a moment. Cottage? What the hell did that even mean?
“Dude, you’ve got about five seconds before I rearrange your face because I am most definitely not your baby,” Kerry said, his voice dipping into the lower range and losing all trace of amusement again.
“But yer a feckin’ twink bitch, whatcha gonna do? Draw on me with lipsticks?” he said, grinning sloppily and slipping both hands underneath Kerry’s ass again and gripping him, or at least trying to do so.
Kerry growled and closed his eyes for a second before he really hurt the guy. The guy was perhaps six-four and probably weighed a good two-fifty. But the size didn’t matter. “I’m gonna tell you once more, get back.”
The guy leaned forward and squeezed his ass with both hands hard, this time making Kerry wince at the sharpness of the sudden pain it sparked. “Nah, I think yer gonna stay here with me til I’m done with ya…”
Kerry sighed and, with two motions, had the guy face down on the floor, sitting on the asshole’s back with both hands locked together behind him in his left. Kerry didn’t have very large hands at all, but his fingers were long, slender, and dexterous, making it a simple task to lock down the clumsy man’s wrists. He frowned as the man started blubbering obscenities into the thankfully spotless tile of the bathroom. What the hell was he going to do with a drunk? He was going to get violent if he let him up, and he didn’t want to get arrested for assault his first night in the club he hoped to make a part of his life. The door opened just then, and Kerry looked back to see Blake staring at him.
“He’s drunk, so you might want to send him out. He has an unnatural attraction to my ass, and I’m afraid he will get hurt…” Kerry said and stood up, letting him go to groan on the floor.
As expected, he started thrashing and cussing loudly about “stupid freak twinks” and “bitches that should know their place.” Kerry shook his head, shrugged, left Blake to do his thing, returned to the table, and flopped down.
“Kerry, why are your knuckles bloody?” asked Dominic. Kerry glanced down and realized he must have busted them up on the tile or the sink when he took the horny bastard down. He wiped them with his napkin and looked over as a cussing man was dragged out by Blake and Gabriel.
“Fuckin’ twink was coming onta me; I tell ya!” he screamed, and Kerry rolled his eyes and huffed a sigh. He really didn’t like the term twink. He honestly didn’t like labels at all.
“Really?” Kendal said, giving him an evil smirk. “Already getting people tossed out on their ears first night? My, my, what a little vixen you’re turning out to be.”
Kerry grinned. “He should have damn well kept his hands off my ass.”
They laughed for a moment, and then the lights dimmed again. “Oh, hush, the Scarlet Dancers are going on!”
Kerry smiled. “I’ve never seen a Burlesque show,” he said quietly as the group went on stage.
The show utterly fascinated him because it was so different from stripping. They did strip teases, but it wasn’t like a strip show. Tonight, they were doing a show based on fairy tales. They performed skits to Little Red Riding Hood, Sleeping Beauty, Cinderella, and Snow White as the night progressed. Kerry marveled at the sheer size of the lead’s breasts; her name was Sherlyn, he thought. He shook his head as he wondered how she stayed upright, especially when running around in pasties and jumping about like that.
By midnight, Kerry was exhausted and met several people he couldn’t remember afterward. Then he headed home and fell into bed. All in all, his first “out” day had turned out pretty well…

      [image: image-placeholder]A few days later, it was time to move into the dorms. Kerry had insisted that his sisters and dad stay put. He really didn’t want to be embarrassed by that lot. He had Dominic go with him because he was moving into his dorm, though, honestly, he would never stay there since he’d be with Evan most of the time. His father had insisted that he use the dorms. Dominic had conceded, and so he had put the bare minimum of stuff in his room, looked at his over-the-top, flamboyant roommate, and told him not to expect him to stay for more than a few minutes at a time. They tried to keep majors together, so since Dominic was in fashion design, so was his roommate.
“I could not live with him,” Dominic said, pulling Kerry’s hanging bag down the hallway toward his dorm. “I mean, really, he may have well had a sign on his forehead reading ‘stereotypical gay’ on it. Not even Evan, at his most diva, gets that bad.”
Kerry shook his head, knocked on the door, and was answered with a voice calling for him to enter on the other side. Kerry went in and nodded to the young man who was opening his suitcase on the cot that took up the left side of the room. A small desk and chair with a dresser built into the side were at the end of each cot.
Kerry put down his case and extended a hand to the other person, a tallish guy, perhaps three or four inches taller than Kerry, without his current four-inch heels and a set of sweats that did nothing for his appearance. He had thick, messy black hair from his hands constantly running through it, Kerry guessed, and dark eyes. He looked at Kerry, and a wave of discomfort went over Kerry.
“Kerry Graham, first year! How are you?” he said, holding his hand out for a long time.
He finally reached out, shook his hand without looking at him, and returned to his case. “Um, yeah, Kenneth. Good to meet you.”
Dominic cocked an eyebrow at Kerry and cleared his throat. “Yeah, so I just told Mr. I’m-so-gay that I’d be staying with Evan anyway, so he could do whatever he wanted with the room.”
“You’re lucky to have a boyfriend with a huge place,” Kerry said, carefully pulling out his books and setting them on his desk. “I would die to have his place. My gods, it is huge, and he doesn’t even have two bedrooms!”
Dominic noted the stiffness in Kenneth’s back as they talked. “Well, anyway, cousin, dear, I’ll be going. See you at the club tonight?”
“Night off before school, Jesse gave it to me so I could settle in. I told him I didn’t need it, but the bastard insisted. Evan on tonight?” he asked, pulling out his tablet and connecting to the Wi-Fi in the building.
“Nah, but I’m doing the outfits for the Burlesque show tonight, so I’ve got to make sure the Velcro pieces stay put; the last thing I need for my first strip tease is the clothes I designed to fall off before they’re stripped off.”
With that, Dominic left, and Kerry settled back on the bed and fiddled with his tablet after putting away the meager clothes he’d brought. Not knowing who his roommate was, he’d brought the plainest clothes, mostly T-shirts and jeans. He tossed the clunky boots he didn’t wear often into the small closet and then wrapped a couple of scarves around a hanger. He’d at least accessorize a bit if he had to change here. However, he seriously doubted he’d stay for long.
Kenneth studiously avoided looking at him. Kerry ignored him.
“So,” Kerry said finally, the dark-haired boy looking over. “You just don’t like me on the principle of not liking people, or do you just not like me because I’m gay?”
Kenneth stammered for a second. “I…no…it isn’t that…I’m…really I’m fine if you’re gay and stay over there and don’t like hit on me and stuff…” he said, eyes avoiding Kerry at all costs.
Kerry rolled his eyes. “You aren’t my type, sweetheart. First of all, I don’t hit on straight men. And second, I prefer a man with a little more to him than you. You’re a little thin for my taste.”
Kerry hadn’t meant to be snide. But he couldn’t help it. He was already annoyed with the treatment he had been getting from people staring at him because of the makeup and jewelry he wore. This was annoying because he wasn’t even made up that much.
Kenneth stared for a minute, and Kerry sighed. “Look, sorry, it’s just been a rough few days. I didn’t mean to be rude, but you really don’t need to worry about anything. I don’t even date these days; I’m too busy at The Red and with school to even think about it. If I’m here, I will either sleep or study, and that’s it.”
Kerry cut his eyes up to see the disgusted look Kenneth gave him when he didn’t think he was looking. Great. His dormmate was a homophobe. Wonderful.
* * *
The phone rang in Conner’s pocket, and he pulled it out. It was his cousin, Terrell Taylor, Dominic’s father.
“Conner,” came the always severe voice of the fellow doctor. Terrell was a heart surgeon, and considering his lack of bedside manners, it was probably good.
“Terrell, what can I do for you?” he said.
Calls from the stoic fellow doctor were always terse and filled with tension. Conner had never approved of how Terrell treated his own son, which was perhaps one of the reasons the boy spent so much time at his house. Sometimes, he wondered if the kid was his because he saw him so much.
“Dominic says you’ll be attending The Red tonight,” he said flatly.
Conner started. He didn’t think Dominic even participated in the shows, but he supposed he could have changed his mind. “Um, yes, is Dominic performing?”
“No, Dominic made Kerry’s outfit and some of the other performers’ outfits, so I’m going to view his work with a colleague of mine in design and scouting him. And his current love interest is performing as well,” Terrell said, still stiffly, even though he was discussing his son’s future. “Shall I pick you up around six? No reason to go separately. The boys are going earlier, of course.”
“Of course, that would be fine. I forgot to ask if the girls would be allowed to go?” he asked.
“Yes, as long as you are there. They have a full bar, but since they are Kerry’s sisters, I can’t imagine them not allowing it before the later shows begin. It is a cabaret lounge, after all. But I imagine they should be home in bed when the burlesque group goes on.”
“Okay, well, see you at six then,” he said, hanging up. He was glad because the girls were excited to see their brother on stage for the first time…
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He turned back and huffed a sigh. “Hurry up, you’re the one that wanted to go shopping, remember? I have to be at the club earlier than usual because Dominic has last-minute work on me and a couple of others!”
Kaitlin shook her head as she rushed to catch up with her brother. Today was Kerry’s big day because Kaitlin, Poppy, and their father were all attending the performance. Kerry had fit right in and had come to a routine in the last few weeks. He’d moved into the dorms at the university, but considering the size of the closets, he’d kept almost everything at his dad’s place and thought perhaps finding an apartment with someone from the club would be better. As it was, he had decided to major in architecture and design buildings, so his dorm mate was a fellow architecture student. The first night, he had been a little tense, to say the least, when he brought in his single suitcase and school stuff.
Kaitlin was saying something when Kerry stopped on the sidewalk, something grabbing his attention in the shop window.
“Kaitlin, look at that!”
It was an adorable dress. It was a black and yellow plaid pleated skirt, mid-thigh, and the upper part was a brilliant sunset yellow. It was sleeveless and just as cute as it could be. Kerry thought it would go with his hair very well. He grinned at Kaitlin. Kerry had found that his demure stature served him well. Some of the drag queens were broad-shouldered, thick-chested, and necked and had trouble with clothes. Kerry, however, had an almost willowy figure that required very little augmentation.
“Oh, that would be perfect for the schoolgirl skit I’m doing next week!” he said with a grin.
Kaitlin smiled. “Well, let’s see if they have your size!” she said, practically dragging him into the store.
The shop was small and catered to women of all sizes, from extra small to larger plus sizes. They specialized in dresses of all types and a few shoes. Kerry gravitated to the display of the dress and looked over it. Kaitlin smiled, tucked her hands behind her back, and watched.
“Can I help you miss?” came a voice behind her. She turned to see a middle-aged woman of short and heavy stature with curly black hair and tiny brown eyes. She wore a pantsuit and a fake grin on her overly made-up face.
“Yes, I think we’re interested in this dress,” she said.
“What size are you, dear? I’ll see if I have it in stock,” she said.
Kaitlin smiled. “Kerry
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