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            Prologue

         

         GWEN

         I took to heart the only piece of advice my father ever gave me: “Never let them see you cry.”

         Those were the words going through my head as I clutched a wrinkled and folded set of pages, sitting on a bench outside the audition room with a dozen other women. At least three had emerged from the room in tears and I tried to imagine what the director and casting agent must have said to them. Did they insult their clothes? Their weight? Did they rip apart their acting ability? Was it all some kind of a test to see if you could stand the heat?

         The director, Miles Redlace, was a notorious asshole. But, you know, Hollywood loves an asshole if he’s brilliant. He was the “it” director right now, the hip, hot, edgy winner of two Oscars and half the reason I wanted to be in this film. His detractors said he wasn’t “edgy,” just liked to curse a lot and insult people working for him.

         Honestly, insults might be better than the last audition I went to, where they barely noticed an actor was in front of them. I had never felt so dismissed or humiliated in my life. On top of that, I’d overheard the casting director say he was disappointed in the effort people were putting in. How could he tell how much effort an actor put in if he never looked up from his phone or his crossword puzzle?

         I’d taken his words to heart, too, though. For this audition, I’d put fake tattoos on my shoulders and arms, did a temporary red wash through my natural blond, and wore a fake nose ring. I did everything I could to be this character, to become what the producers were hopefully picturing in their minds.

         My sister Ricki asked me why I even went to these cattle calls. “Let me put the financing together and we’ll create a project for you,” she said.

         She’d never understand why a “vanity project” wasn’t what I wanted, because she couldn’t fathom why I didn’t want to rely on the family money or name to get my start.

         I wanted to prove myself. I wanted to prove that my talent got me the part. I always put in a stage name, though anyone who was paying attention could have recognized me. Except maybe this time. I didn’t even recognize myself in the mirror.

         The door opened and another woman exited dejectedly. She didn’t even look at us on the bench; she just deposited the script in the trash bin as she went straight to the parking lot.

         A dozen or so of us were still waiting. Everyone looked fresh out of college, like me, though I heard two of them talking and I thought them older. But everyone wants to look young—even when the role wasn’t for an eighteen-year-old punk rock rebel girl in a film with the working title Wild Child.

         I knew how Hollywood worked. I grew up in the film business and I was a realist. I knew I was doing it the hard way. But I had to do it my way.

         “Ginger Hill?” called the PA at the door. It took me a moment to remember that was the stage name I picked.

         I hopped to my feet, adrenaline surging. “Right here!”

         “Oh, no, wait,” the woman said, checking her clipboard. “Marian Foy, you first. Hill, you’re next.”

         I sank back down onto the bench, mortified. Why did I feel that way? It was her mistake, but I wished a hole would open in the ground and swallow me up.

         Great. Now you’re going to go in there all red-faced and flustered. My heart had sped up and didn’t seem like it would slow down anytime soon.

         I gripped the folded script more tightly, trying to keep my hands from shaking, thinking, Is this how a wild child would act? Of course not! She would strut in there like she didn’t give a fuck what they thought. The question was whether I could convincingly project that attitude when inside I was feeling the opposite. A great actor could.

         An eternity later—or maybe only an agonizing moment—the door opened again. I expected Marian Foy to trudge out. But no, it was the PA again. “Thank you all for coming, but we have filled the role.”

         Some of the women groaned. One of them flung the script into the trash bin, where it landed with a papery thud.

         I should have stomped out of there like I was wearing combat boots, but no, that role was filled. So I merely tried to walk in a ladylike fashion to my car. Ladylike to me meant with small, crisp yet unhurried steps, my eyes on the horizon, hoping like hell the fake smile on my face didn’t look ridiculous.

         Never let them see you cry. Dad never said who “them” was, but I took it to mean everyone.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

            Real Life

         

         GWEN

         By the time I arrived at the Forum, the concert had already started. Thank goodness Ricki had gotten us VIP parking permits and backstage passes. The VIP lot was next to where the band’s tour bus was parked—a massive thing with THE ROUGH logo painted on the side—and I could see a security guard standing outside a side door into the arena.

         I clutched my purse to my shoulder as I approached him. He was wearing black and the band’s crew jacket, a lanyard hanging from his neck with a cluster of laminated passes at the bottom of it. “Hi, yeah, is this the right door? I have a backstage pass waiting for me,” I told him.

         He looked me up and down. “Oh, really,” he said, as if he didn’t believe a word of it and was merely humoring me. “And who exactly would be responsible for putting you on the list?”

         “My sister. Or her boyfriend. Axel Hawke? Perhaps you’ve heard of him?”

         He laughed. “Try pulling the other one.”

         “Okay, seriously, I’m Gwen Hamilton.” His attitude was really starting to piss me off.

         Amusement twisted his mouth. “You know, honey, if what you really want is a good banging, plenty of guys in your hometown would oblige.”

         “Excuse me?”

         “Okay, okay, I get it. You came all the way here to get some genuine, grade-A rock star dick. Which one do you want? I’ll tell you if you’re his type. The only one who’s off-limits is Axel. He’s monotonous and his girlfriend’s here to boot.”

         “You mean monogamous and that’s what I told you—his girlfriend is my sister!”

         “He’s into some kinky shit but I don’t think incest is—”

         The door opened and a guy stuck his head out. He was long and lean with a partially shaved head. “Gilbert, you got a problem here?”

         “Excuse me,” I said. “Have you got the guest list? Because I am on it and this dimwit thinks it’s funny to sexually harass me.”

         The guy came all the way out with a clipboard in hand. “Name?”

         “Gwen Hamilton.”

         “You got ID?”

         “Yes.” I dug my driver’s license out of my bag and showed it to him.

         “All right, come with me.” He punched Gilbert on the arm. “Be nice.”

         Gilbert rubbed his arm and held the door open. “Come on, Nick, how was I supposed to know she was on the list? She looks like every other groupie.”

         “By checking the list,” Nick said, waving the clipboard. “She’s probably some fan club contest winner or something. Be nice or you’ll go viral on YouTube.” As the door shut behind us, he said, “My apologies, miss. Here.” In the hallway stood a podium on wheels. From behind it he pulled out a lanyard with a laminated pass on it, and he signed his name on the bottom with a Sharpie.

         I slung it over my neck.

         “When the band comes offstage, they’ll go through there to the green room.” He pointed down a hallway to the left. “Main party’ll be over there”—then he pointed to the right—“and if you want to watch the rest of the show, straight ahead.”

         I thanked him and went straight ahead, the music getting louder as I went. There was a handwritten sign taped to the cinder block at a stairwell leading up that said STAGE OVERLOOK. Up I went.

         As I was climbing the stairs, I was still fuming a little about what an asshole the security guard had been, but then it struck me: He had treated me like a groupie trying to sneak into a concert because that’s exactly what I looked like. He’d bought it. Even when I’d told him who I was, he’d either not believed it or didn’t know my name. That was possible; I was far from a household name. But a thrill ran through me as I realized how convinced he’d been.

         I came out on an upper platform where a couple other people with passes around their necks were watching the show. Several of them looked like groupies and I wondered if the guard had been partly serious when he’d said some of the guys were “available.”

         But I didn’t spend long looking at the other people there once I started watching the band. Axel, the lead singer, was at center stage, but on the side of the stage closest to me was the guitar player, Mal. We’d met once or twice in passing at industry functions. My impression of him from those occasions was that he never smiled and rarely spoke, looming in the background like a judgmental gargoyle.

         On stage, however, he was animated, explosive, leaping into the air with his guitar and then landing, flinging his long dark hair forward and then flipping it back with a head toss. He still didn’t smile, but he matched Axel’s energy with a feral grimace as he sang, and then he sauntered out onto the long runway into the audience, playing a solo and practically humping the guitar as he went.

         Pure sex. One hundred percent pure sex that walked on two legs and played the guitar. When that song was over, he tore his shirt off and flung it into the audience. His arms and chest looked like something from a fitness-craze infomercial: You, too, can have these abs! These biceps! I certainly wouldn’t mind if he let me touch them for a while.

         I was so caught up in the performance that I didn’t notice the others had left the viewing area until the band was taking their bows. One of the women I’d seen before came back up the stairs just as I was trying to figure out what to do with myself. “Come on,” she said. “If you want to get picked, right after the encore is the time.”

         Get picked? I wasn’t sure what she meant, but I had some ideas. I followed her downstairs and toward the green room. We passed several doors with paper signs taped to them: VOCAL WARMUP ROOM, WARDROBE, BAND ONLY. She led me into a room that was unmarked.

         About a dozen women were there, some drinking bottled water from a tray on a table, some applying new lipstick, some gossiping. A few sat on folding chairs, but most of them were standing. I took my own lipstick out of my bag to give myself some time to figure everything out.

         “I’ve been with Samson before,” a woman with thick black cat-eye liner similar to mine was saying to another. “But he tweeted this morning that he’s got a cold, so I don’t know if he’s partying tonight.”

         “Last night of the tour? You better believe they’re all partying tonight,” the woman who’d come back to get me said. She had red hair and a thick studded belt wrapped twice around her hips. “I don’t care if he does have a cold. I wouldn’t mind being the bread on a Samson meat sandwich.” She gave the other woman a high five.

         Okay, so it seemed as if “getting picked” did in fact mean what I’d guessed—that is, being chosen for sex.

         “What’s your e-mail again?” Cat-Eye asked. “I want some of those photos you were taking tonight.”

         “Oh, sure. I’ll be posting them on my website, too.” The redhead dug in her purse and pulled out a stack of business cards with a photo of the band on one side and her contact info on the other. “Here.” She handed them around. I took one so I wouldn’t be the only one refusing.

         I should go to the party, I told myself. I didn’t really belong here. But I was curious how long I could keep it up. When would someone notice I didn’t belong?

         A third woman joined us, downing a bottle of water. She looked like she had been dancing, her thin T-shirt sticking to her skin in places. “Is it true Mal is really rough?”

         “Never been with Mal,” Cat-Eye said with a shrug. “You figure with all the bondage and stuff in their videos that at least one of them is mondo kinky. Mal seems the type.”

         The woman who had brought me downstairs shrugged. “I saw them in Indianapolis with a friend. She said he’s huge.”

         “Pictures or it didn’t happen,” I put in, and several of the women burst out laughing.

         “Yeah, no pictures but she did have trouble walking the next day,” she said, which caused even more laughter.

         The roadie who’d helped me earlier came in then and everyone quieted down instantly. He had a flashlight in one hand. “Okay, pussycats,” he said. “Mal’s ready.”

         No one moved.

         “Are you seriously telling me none of you is into the kinky shit?”

         “I am,” I said, starting to raise my hand like I was in grammar school; then thinking a wild child wouldn’t do that, I ended it with a snap of my fingers.

         “Great. Come with me.”

         I followed him out into the hall and was surprised when we stopped only a few feet from the door and he turned to me. “Just gotta check—you are into the kinky shit, right? Mal is not your typical lay.”

         “Neither am I,” I said in the sassiest voice I could muster.

         “If it’s too much for you, just leave, all right?”

         Which was exactly what I planned to do before things went too far, but I certainly couldn’t let on that was my plan. If anything, this little chitchat made me all the more intrigued about what “kinky shit” Mal was into. Floggers? Canes? Bondage? None of that would faze me. I was getting a bit turned on just thinking about it—and the gorgeous abs and chest he’d displayed on stage. “All right.”

         “Good enough. Come on.” He led me farther down the hall, past several more doorways, until we came to one that had a paper sign taped to it that read KENNEALLY, GUITAR. The roadie took a Sharpie from his pocket, added the words DO NOT DISTURB to the bottom, and then said, “Okay, honey, go on in. And be careful.”

         I wasn’t sure exactly what he meant by that but I opened the door, slipped through, and closed it behind me, with no idea what I was going to see on the other side.

         What I saw in the dim light of electric candles flickering was Mal Kenneally, leaning back on a couch that had been covered with a batik-print cloth. The whole room had been hung with patterned fabrics so that it looked like laundry day at a pasha’s harem, and lush, exotic-sounding music was playing from somewhere. A woman was raking her long nails through his hair, spreading it out behind him like the glossy black wings of some legendary raven. He was wearing leather pants and nothing else. Well. He opened his eyes when he realized I had come into the room and murmured something to the woman, who patted him on the shoulder and then quickly left. In the low light I could barely make out her face and I doubted she could see me all that well either.

         And so what if she could? I wasn’t here to play demure, good-girl Gwen. I marched up to the coffee table, put my hands on my hips, and announced, “They told me you like to play with fire.” I tossed my flame-red hair for emphasis.

         He let his eyes travel up and down me slowly, as if he were drinking in every detail from my black lambskin boots up the fishnet stockings to my denim cutoff shorts, tank top, and fake tattoos. (Well, I had one real tattoo, but he couldn’t see that one.)

         His voice was low. “The question, my dear, is whether you like to play with fire.”

         “I’m game,” I said, thrusting my chin into the air.

         His smile warmed slowly. “Are you? Everyday sex bores me.”

         “I’m not an everyday groupie,” I answered. Well, that was certainly the truth—maybe too close to the truth? My heart rate sped up as I worried he might see through my ruse. That would be humiliating.

         Just how far are you going to let this go? a little voice in the back of my head asked. You can chicken out anytime, I answered. I decided I’d leave as soon as he got too rough. If he grabbed me or manhandled me, I’d tell him it wasn’t my thing and walk out. That wasn’t my kink and that was the truth. Otherwise, I figured I’d play along and see what happened. Wild child, I thought to myself. Wild child.

         “Lose the shorts,” he said.

         I swallowed, my cheeks reddening as I realized he was about to see my underwear. My silly, peach-colored cotton underwear, not the slightest bit sexy, but I hadn’t exactly planned to show them to anyone when I’d left for the audition that day. Maybe I should just run away now…

         But I wasn’t ready to yet. I didn’t want to. I put on a bit of a sneer, unbuttoned my cutoffs, and let them drop. I stepped gingerly out of them.

         His gaze lingered over my underwear but seemed neither surprised nor judgmental about them. “Come closer.”

         I moved to the other side of the coffee table, then even closer as he somehow communicated to me with his eyes that I hadn’t come far enough. I stopped when I was near enough for him to reach out and touch me.

         But he didn’t. He still hadn’t even sat up. “Your middle finger,” he said. “Put it in my mouth.”

         Part of me was startled, but the part of me that was playing the role showed him my middle finger in a rude gesture first, before gently placing the pad of my finger against his tongue.

         He held my gaze while his tongue rolled back and forth against my finger. He drew it in deeper with sensual suction and it felt like waves of velvet were lapping against my skin. If that felt anything like what a blow job feels like to a guy, no wonder they’re so fixated on them. How can I explain it? His mouth was gentle and firm at the same time, his tongue both soft and muscular, and the longer it went on, the deeper his eyes seemed to bore into me. It was only my finger but somehow it felt as if his oral skills were being plied on other sensitive parts of my body.

         When he opened his mouth to let me go, his lips glistened and the tip of my finger was slick with his saliva.

         “Now use that finger on your clit.” His voice was never raised louder than a suggestion, yet it felt like a command.

         I lifted the waistband of both the panties and the fishnets and did as he asked, sucking in a breath as my wet finger slid easily over my swollen clit. Far more swollen than I would have guessed it would be from merely what had gone on.

         “Naughty girl,” he breathed. “Nasty girl. Touching yourself like that.”

         “Yessss,” I said through clenched teeth. That was exactly it. I was the wild child who touched herself instead of doing her homework or practicing her violin.

         “Let me see it,” he said next.

         “See what?”

         “Your slick, swollen clit.” His tongue darted out to touch his lips. “Unless you’re faking it?”

         My heart hammered as again I wondered if he’d figured out I was only playacting—why else would he say that? But my arousal was real. I suppose he said it as a kind of dare. I put one boot onto the armrest of the couch and yanked my panties aside. One strand of the wide fishnets dragged across my clit and I hissed, but there was plenty of space between strands for him to see my aroused flesh.

         His tongue came forth again, this time making a slow, sinuous pass across his lower lip. He beckoned with one finger, crooking it back in a “come closer” motion.

         I pulled the panties a little harder to make sure my clit was completely uncovered, and I bent my knee as I leaned toward him.

         He lifted his head from the couch at last to meet my throbbing pussy with his mouth, to put that tongue exactly where I had imagined it earlier. God, he was good. Every touch felt good, every slide of the velvety body, every tweak of the wicked tip. After a few minutes it was becoming difficult to stay upright and he reached a hand under my rump to support me. Between saliva and my own juices, wetness was soon running down his wrist.

         My arousal went up and up and I forgot where I was, forgot who I was supposed to be; the only thing in my universe that mattered was how close I was to orgasm. Very close but not quite there. Damn it. I needed something to get me over the hump. That was true even when I used my vibrator at home. It often took a pinch or something to send me over the edge. I had thought maybe that was because the vibrator desensitized me and it took something painful to get through to the nerves, but this? This was every nerve ending on fire, electric, fully charged.

         I wanted him to bite my clit, to trap it between his teeth while torturing me mercilessly with his tongue tip, or to jam all his fingers inside, but he didn’t do either of those things, just kept on pleasuring me, which was a different kind of torture.

         My voice came out a whine. “Put your fingers in me. Please, God, I need something.”

         “If you want something in you, I’ll give you two choices,” he said, licking my juices from his face while he talked. “Neck of an ice-cold beer bottle or my cock.”

         “Oh, fuck!”

         “Does that mean cock? You’re not being clear.”

         Oh fuck, indeed. I wasn’t ready to go there, mentally I mean; I wasn’t ready to go all the way with this rock star sex god. And the thought of cold glass on my superheated flesh sounded ridiculously good. Does anyone really think rationally that close to orgasm? I definitely wasn’t at that point. I grunted and threw my head back. “Where’s that beer bottle? That sounded like a dare.”

         His laugh had an edge of delight in it. “Daring, indeed.” He set me on my feet and got up, retrieving a bottle from a cooler and popping the top off. He took a swig of the beer and then set it on the coffee table.

         “You might want to take your bottoms off,” he suggested. “Much as I hate to see your fishnets go.”

         I toed off the lambskin boots and stripped the fishnets and panties off my legs. Then I put the boots back on, not to be sexy but because I thought I might need the traction.

         He thought it was sexy, though. I looked up to find him lying back on the couch again—he’d stripped off his own pants while I’d been wrestling with mine and was running one finger up and down his rigid, gorgeous erection. Entirely naked, he somehow looked less ridiculous than some men. His legs were well muscled, his chest lean, his neck strong and graceful, and his cock even more so. I began to rethink my choice of the beer bottle.

         But a dare’s a dare. I turned around so I was facing away from him and put one foot on either side of the coffee table.

         I held the bottle in one hand and gradually lowered myself until I could feel the glass rim touching me. The glass was cold and dewy with condensation.

         I lowered myself still more, the slick hardness sliding into me easily. I made a sound of surprise. It felt good. I rose up and pushed myself down again. Very good.

         “Naughty girl,” he rasped, voice rough with lust. “Nasty girl.”

         “Very,” I whispered. “Oh fuck, it feels good.”

         “Go farther, all the way down, fuck yourself.”

         There was no thought in my mind but to do as he directed, the bottle widening me and sending waves of pleasure through my core.

         “Now, lift,” he said, “all the way off, all the way up.”

         I whimpered at how empty I felt and looked over my shoulder at him.

         He took the beer bottle, licked the glass rim, and then drank deeply from it as he lay back on the couch. “There, now it’s cold again.”

         This time he held the bottle on his stomach, mere inches from his cock, daring me again.

         I climbed onto the bottle, facing him this time, bracing myself with my hands on either side of his head. The bottle was unforgiving and I had to move myself up and down slowly. He positioned his thumb so that as I raised and lowered myself I was brushing my clit against his finger, too. That tempted me to go faster but I just couldn’t—anytime I went too quickly the hard glass reminded me to keep it slow. I whimpered and moaned. I don’t think I’d ever wanted to come more than I did at that moment.

         “May I…,” I heard myself panting. “May I have that choice again?”

         “Do nasty girls get a second chance?”

         My brain was in overdrive. We’d reached a point where it was no longer even a question whether I could go all the way with him. It had become a moral imperative. “They do if…their masters are pleased with them.”

         “Oh, I see. Well, this master is very pleased with his girl’s performance so far. What would his girl like as a reward?”

         “His cock? May this girl have it? Please? Oh fuck, please…”

         “If she puts a condom on it, perhaps. They’re in the case behind my head. Up.”

         I scrambled off him to open the black case, a combination toolbox, first aid kit, and sewing supplies. Half a dozen foil condom packages sat between the Band-Aids and the Phillips-head screwdrivers. I pulled one free and tore open the package.

         He sat up. “Put it on with your mouth.”

         I gave him a saucy look. Little did he know Madison had taught me this trick just the other day. We’d practiced on bananas.

         This was no banana in front of me, though. Whatever word you used for it—cock, prick, dick, pecker, penis—it was a beautifully engorged staff of manliness. The condom was unlubricated. Like Maddie had taught me, I got the convex side good and spitty before sucking the tip into my mouth and then positioning it over the head.

         I used the force of my lips to unroll it over the spongy bulge and he groaned low in his chest. I worked my way down another inch or two before I had to give up and take a breath. He was longer than the banana I’d practiced on, too, and deep throating wasn’t in my skill set. I nibbled my way down the side of the shaft then and used my lips and jaw to unroll it a little farther.

         He took over then, using his fingers to make sure he was sheathed all the way to the base. “Come and get it, girl.”

         I straddled his legs and rubbed my wet pussy back and forth on his shaft, getting the condom completely slick.

         “Sit up. Let me see it,” he said. “Let me see.”

         I thrust my hips forward, giving him a good look at my glistening opening. He ran his thumbs along the edges of my labia, admiring.

         Then he saw my real tattoos: black letters where my thigh met my labia. On one side the letters spelled out the words LOVE PAIN, on the other EXCRUCIA—the name of the heroine of a fantasy book series I loved, Pain of the Sword, about a concubine who rose to be empress. I wondered if he could see them well enough to read them. He let his thumb drift across my clit almost casually, his voice carefully neutral. “That was the name of my first band.” Apparently he could read them.

         Oh no, he thinks I’m a stalker. “It’s from a book,” I blurted defensively.

         “I know. About a painslut.” He drove a finger into me, and I gasped as he wiggled it. “A woman who craved it.”

         “A woman who thrived on challenges,” I said. I’d never heard the word painslut before, but hearing him say it made things inside me clench with need.

         “Mmm-hmm. Challenge yourself to make me come with that hungry cockhole of yours,” he murmured.

         The dirtier he talked, the hornier I felt. “Challenge accepted.” I straightened my legs to lift me higher, and then I took him inside me, lowering myself a few inches and then letting him admire the sight. He felt incredible, far better than the beer bottle.

         He jiggled his thumb against my clit, making my legs give way, and I sank down farther with a groan.

         “Holy fuck, you’re tight,” he said, his hands gripping my hips as he pushed upward into me. He held me still while he ground his hips in a circle.

         He was coring me from the inside with a pleasure so intense it bordered on pain. I wasn’t about to explain that the dildo that was my usual “inside” toy was smaller than him. Instead I simply said, “Oh fuck,” in agreement.

         He let me move at my own pace, sliding his hands under my shirt to my breasts. I barely noticed when he pulled the shirt over my head while his thumbs and fingers played with my nipples.

         He hummed appreciatively when he discovered that pinching my nipples produced a ripple of tightened muscles in my pussy. “That’s my girl,” he said. “Milk my cock with your body. You’re going to suck the come right out of me.”

         Speaking of coming, I wanted to. I really really wanted to. But I’d reached a high plateau where everything felt fantastic but nothing moved me any closer to the release that was just out of reach. My movements became more frantic and so did the little cries in my throat. He pushed one of my hands between my legs, encouraging me to get myself off, but even that wasn’t enough. Sweat was streaming down my skin. I was taking so long, too long; I was never going to get there…

         “What do you need, sweet girl?” came his voice, low and insistent. “Tell me.”

         “Bite me,” I said, and for one horrified second I thought he might take it the wrong way, but no, he knew what I was asking for. He didn’t stop pumping his cock inside me, moving me up and down with his hands, and I didn’t stop fingering myself desperately. With one hand behind my back and one clamped onto my ass, he latched his mouth on to one of my nipples and bit.

         I screamed. I screamed and came with a spasm of shudders so intense my teeth chattered.

         He flipped me onto my back on the couch, driving two fingers into me while his tongue attacked my clit again with its sensuous onslaught. Another orgasm followed quickly on the heels of the first, or maybe it never even quite ended, rolling right into an even bigger one like a peal of thunder.

         And then I was blinking up at the ceiling, breathing hard, shivering with aftershocks but very definitely on the downward side of the peak. Wow.

         I looked up. He had rocked back onto his knees. His hair was a sweaty mess plastered to his forehead and shoulders. He rested his hands on his thighs and caught his breath. His cock was still half hard, the now-full condom still clinging to it. Apparently he had come sometime during all that. I felt slightly guilty for having been so overwhelmed by my own release I’d somehow missed his.

         He caught my eye. “A good girl would help her master with this.”

         I bared my teeth. “I’m not a good girl, but I’ll be good for you.” I sat up and cupped his balls gently in one hand while I palmed the condom. He groaned and shuddered, pumping one more gout of seed into my hand as I pulled the rubber free.

         He nodded toward a doorway. “That’s the bathroom.”

         I went and disposed of the condom, used the toilet, and gave myself a bit of a wash. Wow. My tender bits felt extra tender. Then I washed my hands, folded up some paper towels, and wetted them with warm water.

         I came out and wiped him down, all around his balls and pubic hair, and then lovingly washed his now-shriveled cock. He lay still, watching me, saying nothing.

         Clearly we were done and he was the very definition of “spent.” I pulled my shorts back on, leaving the fishnets as a lost cause. I found my shirt behind the first aid kit. I pulled on my jacket.

         “What did you say your name was?” he asked as I picked up my purse.

         “I didn’t,” I said, blowing him a kiss and then quickly going out the door.

         
            *  *  *

         

         MAL

         “Good party, huh?” Axel said as he bounded past me in the hall toward the catering area, not waiting for a reply. Axel is a whirling dervish, an Energizer Bunny of charisma and charm. Some performers get tired of being “on.” Axel, on the other hand, has no off switch.

         He doubled back before he got far. “Good show tonight, too,” he added. “Great way to end the tour, don’t you think?”

         I stretched, every part of me feeling whole for the first time in weeks. Truly excellent sex always had a good effect on me, but this was beyond even that. “Yes. Definitely.”

         He looked me up and down. Axel is my oldest and best friend and he knew me well. “You got laid already, didn’t you?”

         I merely nodded. I’d had a shower and pulled my hair back into a long wet tail, and when I’d been unable to find a clean shirt, I’d opted to shrug my leather jacket on anyway. “You can tell?”

         “You look more relaxed than I’ve seen you in months,” he said. “Good. Maybe you won’t bite anyone’s head off at this party.” It being the last night of the tour, our record company was treating us to an epic after-party.

         “I shall try to be on my best behavior,” I assured him. I am not a fan of small talk, especially with small people, but I realize it comes with the job. No doubt Marcus, our record company rep, was here, as were various other staffers from Basic Records on whom I should be endeavoring to make a good impression. Some of them no doubt thought of me as difficult, especially after what happened during the last recording sessions.

         Perhaps they considered anyone who put artistic concerns in front of monetary ones “difficult.” If so, please, label me difficult. I wondered if Larkin Johns, the producer I’d thrown out of the recording studio, would dare show his face backstage tonight.

         I was following Axel toward the noise of the party when my phone vibrated inside my jacket pocket. I let him get ahead of me as I paused to check it. A text had come through.

         Mal, this is Layla, long time no see! I’m so sorry to bother you but I need your help.

         I stared at the words. That was all she had written. No doubt expecting me to reply. I’m so sorry to bother you. I let out a bitter laugh. So sorry to have had to ferret out your private mobile number in order to send this passive-aggressive message, she meant. I had not seen her for years and she had been told not to contact me. Did she think anything had changed? I wondered how she had gotten my number and whether I was going to have to change it again.

         Layla had once been a fan, a groupie, and then I had made the mistake of trying to make her into something more. The breakup had been ugly and damaging for both of us, but that was years ago. For a moment I considered replying to her for old time’s sake. But no, what had she gone through to get this number? I added her number to my contacts list so if she called I would see her name and know not to answer. That was all I could do at that moment.

         I caught our head of security in the hallway, heading toward the designated catering area. “What’s up?” he asked the moment he saw me make eye contact.

         “Nick. I just received a message from Layla. She shouldn’t have this number.”

         He dragged his hand through his shorn black hair. “You worried it could turn into a stalker situation again?”

         “Hopefully not. I didn’t reply. I don’t even know where she is these days, but I thought I should inform you.”

         “She was the blonde, right?” Nick had been working for us for a couple of years and had a very good memory.

         “Yes.”

         “I’ll keep an eye out. Lotta people here tonight.” He glanced toward the catering area. “Bunch of fan club people, the folks from Basic, VIPs, everyone and their brother seems like. Speaking of fans, hope everything went all right?”

         Nick was the man we’d put in charge of vetting groupies who wanted to have a much more up close and personal experience than a mere selfie and autograph. “Perfectly,” I said. So perfectly that I considered asking him to let me know if he saw that woman again. But no. It was better not to confuse the issue, and if anything I should have taken the text from Layla as a sign not to get involved. “Thank you.”

         “Anytime,” he said with a little salute, and moved off to his next errand.

         I continued on to the catering area that had been set up in one of the large sports team locker rooms. I waded through the mingling crowd and shook hands with a few people. Thanked the members of Breakwater for doing a good job as the opening band. Posed for a selfie or two with some of our superfans. Allowed one of the promoter’s staff to prattle on at me for a while about something—I’m not sure what since I tuned out what he was saying. I let my eyes roam the room, desperate to find someone decent to talk to. After six weeks on the road, I had nothing left to say to anyone in the band or crew. Axel was with his girlfriend, the heiress Ricki Hamilton. They were more or less glued together, side by side, having not seen each other since we left. Ford, our bass player, was introducing his father to Killian, the lead singer of Breakwater. I wouldn’t have minded talking to Mr. Cutler about his guitar collection, but I wasn’t about to elbow my way across the room and interrupt them.

         Sometimes in the middle of a crowd is when I feel the loneliest.

         Christina, our manager and a whirling dervish of energy herself, cornered me when she saw I was at loose ends. “Mal, I have something serious to talk to you about.”

         I braced myself for a talking-to about my insistence on a new producer when we next went into the studio. No one, including me, wanted a repeat of last time. “Of course you do.”

         She surprised me, though. The next album wasn’t the foremost thing on her mind: “With the tour over, we need to strategize some ways to keep the band high profile in the media.”

         “I thought Capitol/Basic was going to release another single from the album and wanted us to make a video for it?”

         “I mean besides that. You’re going to be staying in LA for a while, right?”

         “Yes, Christina.” In fact, I was looking forward to some downtime at my condo in Santa Monica.

         “Good. I need you to seriously think about arm candy.”

         “Excuse me?” Christina grew up in the Philippines, I grew up in England, and though we both spoke English, I was sometimes entirely unsure I’d heard her correctly. “Did you say ‘arm candy’? Oh.” I figured out the expression then.

         “Yes. Seriously. We need a woman for you to be photographed with at events. Look at this.”

         By all the saints and sinners, the woman had spreadsheets on her phone identifying the frequency with which certain types of photos appeared in certain types of magazines and media. Spreadsheets. She had it broken down into an analysis of whether the musician in question had hit the Top 40, what genre of music he played, and the hair color of the woman he was photographed with. I kid you not.

         “For maximum publicity effect, we should find you a blonde.”

         “Christina,” I said firmly, “data is all well and good, but you know I do not date, and I especially do not date blondes.”

         “I know, I know. You’re allergic to relationships. That’s why this plan is perfect.”

         “Wait, what?”

         “It’s not a real relationship. It’s just for show.”

         “That’s not an improvement.” I pressed the heel of my hand to my forehead, as if that could forestall the headache. “I have standards. I have rules.”

         Axel snuck up behind me. “Of course you do, Mal. What is it this time?”

         “Explain to Christina why this plan of fixing me up with blond arm candy is not going to work.”

         Axel shrugged. “I told you he wasn’t going to like it. If only because of his blond exes.”

         “Mal?” Our manager gave me her best questioning look.

         I tried to keep it simple: “When I was growing up, my parents were forever attempting to match me with the so-called right sort of girls from the right sort of families.” In other words, girls who were filthy rich like we were and so very often blond, as my father tried to “erase” my mother’s half-Spanish blood, hoping for grandchildren without the jet-black hair and tawny skin I’d inherited.

         Apparently I could escape England and my father’s archaic attitudes, but not the pervasive need to keep up appearances.

         Christina kept on. “Don’t get too stuck on the blond thing, okay? But you know this isn’t a real date-date, right? We’re not saying have a real relationship. This is purely for image.”

         Before I could interject that doing it “purely for image” was in fact the basis of my original objection, more so than the “blond thing,” Axel piped up in a knowing voice. “I know who would be perfect.”

         I growled disapprovingly. “Quit tag teaming me.”

         Axel ignored my comment. “You know who would be perfect? Gwen Hamilton. We could double-date.”

         “Your girlfriend’s sister? Wouldn’t that be a bit incestuous?” I asked.

         He punched me in the arm. “I love you like a brother, Mal, but not like that.”

         I rolled my eyes. The truth was that I liked Gwen Hamilton well enough, but she set off every one of my alarm bells. She was Hollywood royalty and happened to be blond, and how awkward would it be if I did get involved with her and then Axel and Ricki were to break up? I never wanted to have to choose sides between a lover and Axel or the band. That was a recipe for disaster. Besides, Gwen Hamilton was undoubtedly far too nice a girl to satisfy my darker urges.

         I tried to put all these thoughts into a glare.

         “He’s not buying it,” Axel said to Christina.

         “No, he’s not,” Christina agreed. “Won’t you at least think about it, Mal?”

         “Think about what, conducting a charade of fake romantic hypersexuality in public for the sake of increased album sales?”

         “Mal, don’t be like that,” Axel wheedled. “It’ll be fun. We’re going to have to go to movie premieres and awards shows and who knows what else. It’ll look weird if I have a date and you don’t.”

         “It doesn’t have to be Gwen,” Christina said. “We could just hire a model. Would that be simpler? Just pay someone. That wouldn’t be as good as someone with name recognition, but—”

         “I’ll think about it,” I said, cutting her off and trying to close this tiresome subject as quickly as I could. “All right, Christina? I’ll think about it.”

         “Excellent! Gwen is supposed to be here tonight, isn’t she, Axel?”

         “I didn’t mean—”

         “Ricki said she would be. I haven’t seen her yet, though…”

         I closed my eyes and pressed my hand against my sinuses, thinking, Angels and devils, just get me through this night without having to fend off the fawning of some simpering innocent paragon of feminine virtue. 

         When I escaped being reintroduced to Gwen Hamilton for the rest of the night, I considered it a victory. Perhaps Christina and Axel would change their minds. I could only hope.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

            Silver Screen

         

         GWEN

         The next morning I felt wonderful and terrible at the same time. On the one hand, I’d slept amazingly well, all the tension from my back and neck had disappeared, and deep in my bones it felt like an itch was gone. On the other hand, I had teeth marks on one boob, a couple of bruises, and I felt like I’d had sex with a fire hydrant, not a…

         Oh. I’d really done that. I would never be able to look at a bottle of beer without blushing again.

         And of course today would be the day Ricki and I were supposed to discuss the upcoming dungeon party. After lunch, I gathered up my catalogs and information and we got together in the kitchen where I could spread them out on the table.

         Ricki looked perkier than I’d seen her in weeks. She’d been working super hard on launching a new media start-up company, but I had a feeling the glimmer in her eye today had mostly to do with seeing Axel last night for the first time in almost two months.

         “What do you think of this?” she asked, glancing at some of the tastefully photographed sex toys in the glossy catalogs. “What if we had a theme?”

         “What kind of theme?” I was surprised. When we’d first learned that to keep our inheritance we needed to keep throwing play parties in the secret dungeon in the family mansion’s basement, Ricki had been less than thrilled. Then she met Axel, who had apparently introduced her to the pleasures of kink, and her attitude had changed considerably. He was a dom; she was his sub. Anyone who attended our parties knew that now. I was, frankly, a bit envious that she’d found a dom so quickly—and she hadn’t even been looking for one. I’d wanted to find someone like that for a long time, so it seemed a tad unfair she got there first.

         I let out a breath slowly as a memory of Mal commanding me to serve him echoed in my ears.

         Ricki’s voice was drawing me back to the present, though. “I was thinking we could make a couple parties a year themed. You know, like do Mardi Gras in February.”

         I tried to focus but I wasn’t really able to keep my attention on the details, as Ricki hashed out some ideas for party themes and how to spread the word among our super-secret membership without leaving a trail of incriminating e-mails. Telling people at the August party was really the only way. “We’ve got…four new members now?”

         “Yeah. Sakura, Diff, Dara, and Paul.” She chuckled to herself about the assistant she’d inherited from our grandfather. “I can’t believe Grandpa Cy didn’t let Paul come to the parties.”

         “Maybe he was maintaining boundaries for his employees?”

         “Oh, I’m sure he was, but still, poor Paul! To be the one person who knew all about these parties going on but not be allowed to attend?” She shook her head. “I mean, it would be one thing if he wasn’t interested, but you should have seen him light up when I broached the subject. He’s been pretending to be vanilla all along.”

         “Paul’s a sweetie pie.” He really was. I never would have guessed he was into kink if Ricki hadn’t told me. Then again, most people wouldn’t have guessed about me either. We spent the next half hour or so planning out what to buy and how to decorate. I enjoyed running the club, honestly. Sex should be good clean fun and not something people had to hide, but I understood why we had to hide it.

         Oh God. Good clean fun. Is that what you call what you did last night? 

         I tried to put last night out of my mind. That wasn’t me, I thought to myself. That was all an extreme experiment in Method acting. And it had worked. No regrets. Time to move on.

         Right?

         Ricki was saying something about the film premiere she was going to tonight. “Gwen, are you even listening to me?”

         “Yep. Yep. Right here.” I felt bad for spacing out on her so tried to be enthusiastic and interested to make up for it. “What film?”

         “I don’t even know. Some pseudo-indie thing that Brad Pitt executive produced. The party needs another girl to round it out. Want to go? I’d love it if you would.”

         I love my big sister and I like making her happy. Now wasn’t the moment to repeat why I wanted to stay out of the spotlight until it was shining on me because of my acting talent and not the family name. “Will it be fancy-fancy?”

         “Not like Oscar night but party-fancy, sure. Oooh, hey, you could wear that sunset-red dress that was the wrong color for me. I’ve still got it.”

         See, I told myself, not Oscar night, just an indie film, so every media outlet in the world won’t be there. “The Vera Wang? Let me try it on. And I better make sure all the temporary red is washed out of my hair or it could clash.”

         “I’ll get the dress and meet you at your room.”

         It’s handy to have a sister who is almost the exact same size as you, even if she is two years older. As I gathered up the catalogs, I heard her make a phone call, telling someone I was coming along tonight.

         In short order she was laying the dress across the chaise longue in my “dressing room,” the room with the floor-to-ceiling mirror and my light-up makeup table. “I’m glad you’re coming out with us tonight,” she said, “since I didn’t get to see you last night. Was the audition that bad?”

         Acting, acting, acting, I thought as I tried to act casual. “Oh, it was such a pain,” I said as I held the dress up to my chest, then began working it off the hanger. “They kept us there forever and then in the end announced they’d filled the role without even looking at most of us. I never even got to read.”

         “Seriously, Gwen, cattle calls aren’t the way to do it. Maybe at this thing tonight you’ll meet someone—”

         Here we go again. “No, Ricki, don’t. I don’t want some director casting me because we met at a cocktail party or because he thinks he’ll get the family money backing his project. I want to prove I’m a good actor.” I slipped out of my clothes while facing away from her so she wouldn’t see the teeth marks on my breast and stepped carefully into the dress, which left my shoulders bare but covered the marks handily. Phew. “Otherwise, what’s the point?”

         “There are tons of great actors who don’t get parts.” Ricki helped to zip the dress up. “You have to have connections, too.”

         “I suppose. Am I wrong to want to make it on my own?”

         “No, of course not, but…This’ll be good for you. Go out, be seen, get some fresh Google hits on your name.” She flattened the zipper against my spine. “You know, WOMedia’s launching that app in a couple of weeks and we want to shoot a promo video for it. You could totally do the part of the woman using the app for the first time.”

         “I suppose…”

         She stepped back to look at me. “I didn’t even get to see you with the red coloring in your hair. I can’t tell it was there at all. Jamison said he didn’t even recognize you yesterday.”

         “I know. He almost called security when he saw me walking through the house.” I looked in the mirror now, though, and saw perky, friendly Gwen Hamilton all dressed up. The knee-length dress was just on the orange side of red—blood orange, maybe—and the hint of yellow in the undertone had made Ricki’s complexion look sallow. On me, though, my skin glowed healthy and golden. “How long will the promo video be?”

         “Probably two minutes? I don’t know if there’ll be any speaking in it, mostly just footage of a happy woman or women gazing lovingly at their phones. You’d be perfect. And it’d be a line on your résumé.” She watched as I turned to check the back of the dress in the mirror. “It would also help me out because then I won’t have to do a talent search.”

         “Oh, all right. If you really need my help, Ricki, all you have to do is ask.”

         “You’ll be perfect.” She smiled.

         I pulled at the limp strands of my hair. “Do you have a stylist coming? Or are you going to do your own hair and makeup tonight?”

         “I was planning to do my own.”

         “Let’s do each other’s,” I said with a grin. “Like we used to when we were teenagers.”

         “But no braids, beads, or French twists.”

         “Deal.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         MAL

         I’d had about enough of Axel and Christina chirping at me by the time Tashonda was finished with my hair. She was just giving it one last spritz of something before pushing me out of the chair when I said, “Enough! Let me get one thing clear. I am attending this function tonight because you insist that being seen with Gwen Hamilton on my arm is a good career move. It’s work. Fine. I’ll work. But don’t expect me to enjoy it.”

         Christina was satisfied with that and left me alone. But Axel wouldn’t give up entirely.

         “You have the weirdest hang-ups, Mal.” Axel knew me better than anyone else on Earth. Axel had been there the night I lost my virginity, the weekend we’d snuck away from my parents and took the train to London…

         I didn’t know that girl’s name any more than I knew the name of the mystery woman with the labia tattoos. I wrote a lot of songs with women’s names for their titles. Was that why?

         That one at the Forum. She had to be from Los Angeles, hadn’t she? Was there a chance I might run into her again?

         I wanted to, rules or no.

         I wanted to because even though she’d left me sexually sated, a gnawing feeling inside me flared up whenever I thought of her. I called this feeling the Need, a term I’d borrowed from the fantasy novels of Ariadne Wood. I wanted to do depraved things to this woman. To her and with her. My “rule” was that I never did a groupie twice because I didn’t want them getting attached or obsessed the way Layla had, but honestly most of them didn’t come back for more.

         But it’s not your run-of-the-mill sex kitten who has the words Love Pain tattooed on her inner thigh where only a very intimate partner would ever see it. I still wanted to ask her about that. When a woman doesn’t tell you her name, should one take it as a sign she isn’t interested in another go or merely that she has secrets of her own?

         “Mal, you’re not even listening to me.”

         “Sorry, what?”

         “Never mind. Here, put your jacket on.” Axel handed me a black jacket that I shrugged on easily. It was cut like a dinner jacket but with leather lapels embossed with a dragon design. I had a black dress shirt partly unbuttoned, black pants, and black leather boots. I was never seen wearing another color in public except as an accent to the black, fully conscious of its weight as the color of both mourning and villains.

         Axel, on the other hand, had pumped up his blond highlights so much one could be forgiven for forgetting that his natural hair was actually light brown, and he had opted for a jacket that appeared to be light blue with green imitation snakeskin. At least I’m fairly sure it was imitation.

         “Come on, Mal,” he said, poking the corners of my mouth as if trying to get me to smile. “Bask in the attention a little, will you?”

         Basking in the attention is your job, I wanted to say to him. That’s why you are the lead singer and I am not. But I didn’t have the energy to argue. “I’ll try,” I said, without specifying what I was trying. “Now, let’s go.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         GWEN

         One of the things about my sister is that she’s sneaky in an understated way. She simply doesn’t tell you things that she thinks might change your mind. But I should have known. When she said they needed “a girl to round out the party,” I should have known what she meant was “a double date with my boyfriend, Axel, and his best friend, Mal.”

         Why wasn’t that obvious to me? Maybe because I thought Ricki would have come out and said that. But no. Why make it obvious that she was trying to fix me up with her boyfriend’s friend? She was obviously hoping something might work out and didn’t want to jinx it, I guess.

         She also had no way of knowing I was kind of hoping something might work out myself, although I was worried he’d flip if he realized I was the same girl. I had to remind myself that Ricki didn’t know about last night. No one did.

         No one, not even Mal. As he took a seat next to me in the limo, there wasn’t any recognition in his eyes beyond the slight flicker that we had met in passing before. He did bow his head in a gentlemanly way and kiss my hand as we were reintroduced, and he was quite a gentleman in other ways, too. I certainly hadn’t expected that after yesterday’s raunch-fest, but there he was, doing things like offering me a handkerchief after I sneezed. I suppose the years of finishing school came out in situations like this. It certainly did for me, as I pretended that kiss on my hand didn’t start a chain reaction of sense-memories of his lips touching me all over. His hair was tamed back and his suit was impeccable, but the scent of his skin seemed to tempt me like the warm familiarity of a favorite candle.

         When we reached the theater, the limo came to a stop and he exited first, then offered his hand to help me step out of the car. My hand in his reminded me of how he’d held it to steady me as I’d stepped over the coffee table—and what I’d stepped over the coffee table for.

         A flurry of flashes and shutter clicks showered us and he extended his elbow so I could take his arm. He placed his hand atop mine, almost protectively I thought—or maybe wished—as we made our way along a barrier crowded with people. He had to let go of me to sign a few autographs and I felt the absence of his touch keenly.

         A large blond girl with blue streaks in her hair was waving a photo frantically as he drew closer. “Mal, Mal! This is the photo we took last night! I got it printed!”

         He smiled graciously and looked at the glossy picture. “Our selfie. Well, now we have to take a selfie while holding it up, don’t we?”

         “Here, I’ll take it,” I said, and she handed me her phone. The two of them squished close together and held the photo under their chins. Mal had the same smoldering, serious look in both photos, the girl the same elated grin. An innocent grin, I thought.

         And he was a gentleman to her, too. I was still trying to reconcile the sexual animal who had dared me to use a beer bottle as a sex toy with this polished public persona. “Remind me how to spell your name?” he said to her as he picked up the pen to autograph it.

         “Aurora,” the girl said. “Like the Disney princess.”

         “I didn’t grow up on Disney, I’m sorry,” Mal said.

         “You know. Like the city in Colorado,” she tried instead.

         “I don’t think I’ve been to that part of Colorado.” Mal held up the pen. “Does it start with O? A?”

         She finally spelled it and he handed the photo to her. “Now, where’s my copy of it?” he joked. Or, no, he was serious.

         “Really? You want a copy?”

         “Yes. Would you e-mail it to my manager? Here, take down this e-mail address.”

         While he was reciting the address to her, another photographer elbowed his way in with a big flash protruding from his camera and nearly blinded me with it. Mal glared at him and got a flash to the face, too. At that point, Mal hurried us away from the barrier, his arm across my shoulders in an unmistakably protective gesture. He was tall, six feet easily, and no one else tried to stop us.

         “My apologies,” he said with a small bow once we were inside the theater. “I should know better than to let a feeding frenzy start.”

         “Oh. Um. I’m fine. It’s all right, really.”

         “You haven’t done many of these events before, have you?”

         “Not really. Just starting to.” I hadn’t been in the public eye much. Yet.

         “Let me get you something to drink.” There was a reception set up in the lobby. We had lost Ricki and Axel completely in the delay. Mal steered me to one side and up onto a raised part of the floor, slightly out of the way, and then waded into the fray.

         I stood there lost for a few moments, trying to compose myself. Be sweet, be nice: that was a role that came naturally to me. For a moment, though, I wondered if he had abandoned me now that we had passed the main gauntlet of photographers. No sooner did I start to wonder than he returned with two bottles of cold water.

         I couldn’t help grinning as he handed one to me. He couldn’t have brought me a more perfect choice and the choice surprised me.

         “Something wrong?” he asked.

         “No, no. I just somehow thought you were going to come back with champagne. Or Jack Daniel’s or something.” Mal Kenneally, I thought. What’s going on under the image you project? I started to wonder if maybe the suave gentleman was any closer to the “real” Mal than the backstage bad boy was, or if they were both hiding the truth.

         He raised an eyebrow. “Would you rather—”

         “No! Water is awesome, actually. That’s why I’m smiling.”

         He removed the cap from his bottle and said, “Cheers.” We tapped our plastic bottles together and I caught him smiling a little before he smoothed the expression away as he caught the eye of someone in the mingling crowd. “Is that Roderick Grisham?”

         I looked and saw an older gentleman with a distinguished streak of gray in his hair and deep laugh lines around his eyes stopping to greet another man. “Yes, that’s definitely him.” He was British and had played some of my favorite film villains—well, everyone’s favorite film villains, actually. If there were an Oscar for best villain, he would win it every year. In typical Hollywood fashion, that meant that in person he was known for being one of the most gracious, generous people in the business, tirelessly supporting charities and mentoring young actors, that sort of thing. “Do you know him?”

         “We met very briefly once at a party in London. Barely exchanged two words,” Mal said, but even he sounded a bit awed.

         The man was headed toward us again, and as he approached he held out his hand to shake Mal’s. “Ah, Kenneally, wasn’t it?”

         Mal stood up very straight. “Yes, sir. I’m honored you remembered. May I present Ms. Gwen Hamilton.”

         Roderick Grisham took my hand, kissed it with a bow, and made it all seem perfectly smooth and natural. “Charmed, Ms. Hamilton. Truthfully, Kenneally, the reason your name stuck with me is I thought, well, that’s an odd name for a man I’m quite certain is English, not Irish.”

         “It’s a stage name, sir. Chosen to irritate my father.”

         I tried not to stare in amazement that Mal was calling him “sir” like it was second nature to him.

         “Ah, so you know the history of the name?” Grisham asked.

         “An English bastard who was awarded the Victoria Cross after he joined the Irish Guard, yes. As the story goes, Kenneally’s valor caused Winston Churchill to express love for the Irish, somewhat ironically.”

         “Just so,” Grisham said with a laugh. “The troublemakers are the most interesting people in history. And which irritates your father more, your stage name or what you do upon that stage?”

         Mal chuckled. “It is all of a piece to him. I am the black sheep of the family.”

         “Black sheep make the best art,” Grisham said, and then turned his charming smile to me. “And you, Ms. Hamilton. Are you a budding impresario like your elder sister?”

         “Oh, not really,” I said, feeling every bit charmed by his attention. “I’m trying to break into acting, actually. Any…any advice?”

         “Let’s see. The best advice I can give in a short amount of time is this.” He paused for dramatic effect and we both leaned toward him in anticipation. “Always get it in writing.”

         All three of us laughed and then he was nabbed by a member of the press with a microphone. Mal and I edged to the side to let them pass.

         “I am not normally one to be starstruck,” he said as he watched Grisham recede across the crowded lobby. “But something about that man is quite striking.”

         “I agree,” I said. “And I grew up with Harrison Ford and Denzel Washington hanging around my backyard pool.”

         Mal’s glare returned suddenly as he caught sight of something.

         The annoying photographer from outside was making a beeline for us. Because of the crowd and the ridiculous amount of equipment the guy had hanging off his shoulders and neck—three different cameras and a bag—he had to weave and pause, trying to get to us. The man himself was not small, either.

         “Let’s go in,” Mal suggested. He shepherded me up the stairs and I felt the warmth of his hand at the small of my back through my dress. I wanted to lean toward that touch like a flower toward the sun, but I kept myself poised and proper while we were in full view.

         “Do you know that guy?” I asked as ushers opened a set of velvet ropes for us.

         “Not him in particular, but I know his type. Like a bulldog. It’s best not to engage.” We made our way down the aisle. In the theater, it was relatively hushed compared to the high-energy schmoozefest going on in the lobby. “He’ll move on to easier targets.”

         “Okay, but isn’t the whole point to get lots of photos taken?” I asked as we took seats in the second row.

         Mal looked at me with an even more serious glare than his usual look. “Have you been talking to Christina?”

         “No, I haven’t even seen her yet tonight,” I said, confused.

         “Hmm.” He took my hand and placed it on top of his forearm on the armrest, then put his other hand on top of mine. I felt a little thrill run through me. He certainly didn’t seem to mind touching me. “If she asks, tell her they took thousands of photos of us. Which they did. I just don’t like to reward assholes for assholish behavior.”

         “I can certainly agree with that.” I was starting to like this righteous gentleman. So different from the raunchy sex god of last night, and yet so controlled. So firm. I wanted to hear those gentle yet unyielding commands again. Knowing it was the same man only made the thought even more appealing.

         I reminded myself he had no idea it was me. And this was not the place to be bringing up such subjects anyway. “There are too many boors and trolls out there.”

         “Manners have their place,” he said.

         “They certainly do.” I found myself blushing, though, as a little voice asked me, Where were your manners when you practically tore your stockings to show him your “cockhole” last night? “Speaking of which, here come Ricki and Axel.”

         Mal stood, and they took the seats directly in front of ours.

         “So what is this film about?” Ricki asked. “From the posters it’s hard to tell.”

         “It’s a modern fantasy, I think?” Axel said. “The film is titled Midnight, but the actual book was called something else.”

         “I’ve read it,” Mal said. “On a Midnight Far, by Ariadne Wood.”

         I felt my blush deepen as surprise hit. Ariadne Wood was the author of Pain of the Sword. I managed to sound pretty cool about it, I thought: “I read a lot of her books as a teenager but I don’t remember that one. Is it new?”

         “It’s one of her vampire books,” Mal said, looking up at the frescoed ceiling of the restored theater. “The other one was The Need.”

         “Aren’t vampires kind of done now?” Ricki asked.

         “I believe you Americans have been saying that vampires are ‘done’ since before we were born,” Mal said. “Which is why On a Midnight Far was never published in the States. Ariadne Wood was my favorite author when I was growing up.”

         “Well, I bet they published a movie tie-in edition of the book now,” Ricki said. “Don’t tell me about it. I want to watch the movie without spoilers.”

         “She wrote all kinds of fantasy.” Mal stopped looking at the ceiling and examined his hands instead. “Some medieval orientalist mélange, some Arthurian, some modern.”

         “One of our early bands was named for a character of hers,” Axel said. “When we were, what, eleven, twelve years old?”

         “Indeed. Starting a long series of failed band names.” Mal did not smile, but something about the way he looked at Axel made me think he was amused.

         “Really? Like what?” I asked more to keep myself in the conversation than because I wanted to know.

         Mal began to name them. “Jackhammer, Twister, Cuffboys…”

         “That one only lasted about a week,” Axel said.

         “…Florentine, The Highwaymen, Flashbang, Trembler…”

         “Some of which were already used by other bands,” Axel added.

         “I can’t even remember all the ones we tried and abandoned.” Mal shrugged. “Trying to capture the right spirit in a name was difficult.”

         “You’re the one who insisted it have a sexual innuendo in it,” Axel said.

         “All the best band names do,” Mal said sagely.

         “You mean like the Sex Pistols?” Ricki asked.

         Mal made a dismissive noise. “Far too obvious. I’m referring to bands such as Cream or Pearl Jam.”

         “Oh my God, I never realized those were references to—” I put my hand over my mouth as I laughed.

         Axel grinned. “There are even more that are, er, anatomical. Nine Inch Nails, anyone? Tool? Whitesnake? Third Eye Blind?”

         “Third Eye Blind is about the…?” Ricki stage-whispered and looked around at the seats filling up all around us. No one seemed to be eavesdropping, thankfully. “I never would have thought of that.”

         “Ideally it shouldn’t be too obvious. Something like Steely Dan,” Mal said. “It’s a literary reference. To a William S. Burroughs book.”

         “Who was Steely Dan?” I asked. Burroughs had not been in my reading curriculum.

         “Not who, what. It’s the name of a dildo in the book Naked Lunch.”

         Now I was blushing so hard I wanted to fan my face. The last thing I needed to be thinking about—while sitting next to the man who had given me a knee-trembling orgasm last night with a beer bottle—was a steel dildo. But I could imagine what Mal would do with one so vividly, right down to the wicked glint in his eye.

         He sounded thoughtful, satisfied. “I’m glad we settled on ‘The Rough.’”

         “Yes,” Ricki said, “I like The Rough.”

         Axel put an arm around her. “I know you like it rough, darling.”

         “You are terrible,” Ricki said with a mock slap on his hand.

         “He corrupted me,” Axel said, pointing at Mal.

         “You’re each a bad influence on the other,” Ricki concluded. “Now shhh, they’re about to introduce the film.”

         The lights went down and I settled into my seat, trying to tamp down the feelings raging through me. There was a tall, dark, and handsome gentleman sitting beside me, the same man who had seen my hidden tattoo. The same man I had begged to hurt me.

         It suddenly occurred to me that almost no one saw both sides of Mal.

         Except me. My stomach dropped like I was on a roller coaster as the realization took hold in my mind. We were alike in that way. Except Mal had separated his “bad boy” side from his gentleman side and somehow still managed them both. I’d been fighting that battle for a long time, good girl versus bad, and good girl had pretty much been in charge ever since the disaster of secretly dating a much older tattoo artist when I’d turned eighteen.

         His name had been Chuck; he had been pushing thirty at the time, and thinking back on him now I knew he was nothing more than a sleaze. But at the time I had been giddy with having moved to the East Coast, with the freedom of college life, with the temptation to explore who I could be where no one knew me.

         The night we’d met, I had gone to a club. One of the guys in my dorm had a band and they were playing at a bar downtown and I’d promised him I’d go to see him play. They were great, and he was cute, but after their set, I didn’t find him.

         What I did find was Chuck, sitting on a motorcycle outside. He had a tattoo of a bullwhip on one arm; I had a lifetime of fantasies built on pirate movies and Westerns and books like Ariadne Wood’s, full of dragons and heroines who sacrifice themselves to save the day. Somehow those two things added together to him taking me back to his place and spanking me until I came.

         Three weeks later, I had the “Excrucia” tattoo and was convinced I had found the perfect man for me, the only guy who had ever successfully made me come.

         Three weeks after that, on the day I’d gone to his house to confront him about the STD I’d come down with, I found him in bed with two girls I didn’t even recognize. The bubble burst that fast. Bad girl went back into the fantasy closet and good girl took over with a big, fat “I told you so.”

         I retreated into college life, studying, joining a sorority, a theater improv troupe, a campus pro-environmental group. I’d tried to put my fantasies aside and figured if I was going to get into kink, it would have to wait until later. I dated a bit within my social circle but that’s all it was, really, “social” dating, not good sex and certainly not love.

         And here was Mal Kenneally, a perfect “society” date in public and a perfectly wicked match for every “bad girl” fantasy I’d ever had in private. I’d convinced myself that I would never meet someone right for me.

         But here I’d already met him. And I already wanted him. The man who had seen my tattoo. Who had left bruises on my skin. Who knew I needed him to hurt me. Except he didn’t know it was me.

         I pressed my knees together as the memory of yesterday swept through my body again. I wanted him and I wanted him to do it again. How was I supposed to play nice society date when my panties were getting damp just from sitting next to him?

         The lights went down and the film did not help distract me. All of Ariadne Wood’s books have a sexual undercurrent, even the ones supposedly written for teenagers. Midnight was about a girl who dreamed about an angel coming to rescue her from her cruel existence at a remote boarding school for girls—and those dreams were intensely erotic, at least as depicted in the film. But when she is convinced to open her window in the middle of the night looking for her angel, it is of course a vampire who has been sending her the dreams, a monster who then ravages her.

         Or perhaps ravishes her. With gorgeous cinematography, of course, filmed in loving detail. I know it wasn’t intended to be interpreted as an actual sex scene—right?—but I couldn’t help but see it that way. The slow-motion close-up of his teeth against her skin in the moment before the bite gave me flashbacks to Mal’s mouth on my breast and the hungry way he had wrung every ounce of pleasure from me.

         I squirmed, wanting to escape to the ladies’ room but unwilling to make a scene. So I sat there in the dark, awash in desire, intensely aware of the scent of leather from the man beside me and wishing I could climb into his lap.




OEBPS/images/9781455533657_cover_epub.jpg
“GECILIA TAN IS THE QUEEN OF HOT.”
—CHRISTINA LAUREN, .
NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR.






OEBPS/images/wildlickstitlepage_online.jpg
A SECRETS OF A ROCK STAR NOVEL

CECILIA TAN





OEBPS/images/tan_wildlicks_ebook_online.jpg
P

WD
cmiﬂ?w





