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Encore


By J.M. Snyder


Adrenaline pulsed through his veins; his ears still rang with the roar of the crowd. Whenever he closed his eyes, the darkness behind them burst into the after-flash of the evening’s laser show. Even as Corey Evans strolled down the empty hall of his hotel floor, he still felt like a superstar.


At twenty, Corey was arguably the most popular guy his age. Everyone knew his name—his face graced the covers of all the hottest magazines, from People to Teen Beat to GQ. One half of the pop duo 2ICE, Corey sometimes felt like a cowboy riding the bucking bronco of fame. He had handlers and bodyguards who got him safely through the throngs of screaming girls; he had a cell phone someone else answered for him, an e-mail address someone else checked, a Facebook page he’d never seen, and a Twitter feed he’d never even posted to. Their manager Dean Summers took care of the social aspect of his career, Dean and his wife Kate. Together the two of them created and maintained the public face of 2ICE, from Corey’s carefree, boyish charm to his band mate Ian Coltraine’s brooding, moody allure.


But here, alone, in the silence of a hallway in a hotel whose name he didn’t know, in a city he couldn’t remember, there was nothing to remind him of who he was. Of who the world thought him to be.


That used to scare him.


There’d been a time—not long ago, if Corey were honest—when he’d needed a fan on his arm to remind him of who he had to be. When he needed a starry-eyed smile and glossy grin of a dazed fan girl to assure him he existed. He’d tried so hard to find that boy, the one everyone else thought they knew, the one lost somewhere along the way, that he never even realized he’d been looking in all the wrong places.


It’d been Ian Corey had needed all along. Ian, Corey’s best friend before the whirlwind of their careers overshadowed their friendship. Ian, in whose loving arms Corey finally managed to find himself.


* * * *


The band had rented out the entire top floor of the hotel. Burly men in black jeans and Kevlar vests stood guard at the entrance to each stairwell, arms crossed loosely in front of their chests, dark glasses shielding their eyes. With the stern set of their jaws, they were sentinels just waiting for one of the girls downstairs in the lobby or screaming outside to try and make a break for the floor. Similar guards were posted every hundred yards all along the hall, at every corner, in the lobby, and blocking the elevators, as well. Each wore a Bluetooth device and, even with the sunglasses in place, Corey felt impassive eyes marking him as he left his room and headed for Ian’s.


“Romeo on the move, heading south,” one man said softly as Corey passed him.


Romeo. Corey shook his head, bemused. The codenames were Dean’s idea, and they were stupid. His was Romeo—as if any fan who overheard it wouldn’t figure out who it meant. The original plan had been to call him Adonis, but somehow that’d been leaked to the teenybopper magazines during their first tour and Dean had to change it for security reasons.


Ian’s codename was just as simple. Whiskey, after his drink of choice. When Dean first told them the names, Corey couldn’t help snickering at Ian’s, which had earned him a dirty look from his friend. Back when they’d only been friends, when Ian had spent his nights lost in a bottle of Jack Daniels because Corey’d been too busy fucking another fan to realize what he really wanted…what they both wanted.


As he turned down the corridor leading to Ian’s room, he saw Sam heading toward him, the stairwell door at the end of the hall still swinging shut. The bodyguard assigned directly to Ian, Sam held a plain brown bag in one hand, the familiar neck of a dark bottle peeking out the top. Ian usually slipped the guy a twenty after a show and sent him on a liquor run for another bottle of Jack. His drinking had slowed down in the weeks since he and Corey had finally hooked up, but sometimes he still needed the bottle to get through the night.


Picking up his pace, Corey passed the closed door to Ian’s room and met Sam head on. “Hey, let me.” He held out his hand for the bottle, and gave the man an easy grin. “I’m going in there anyway.”


Sam didn’t hesitate to hand over the bag. Though the duo hadn’t shared the extent of their newfound romance with anyone, not yet, Corey knew there was talk among security. The guards knew he didn’t bring back a fan each evening to sleep with any more—they’d been the ones to usher the poor women out of his room in the morning, so the sudden change in his behavior didn’t go unnoticed. They were the only ones lining the hallways every night when he made his way from his room to Ian’s. Surely they noticed he never returned to his own bed.


But if Sam thought anything of it, he didn’t share those thoughts with Corey. He simply gave the singer a nod and, turning over the bottle, kept on his way past Ian’s door to the lounge where he’d watch television before taking a turn on guard. “Change in the bag.”


Corey waited until Sam disappeared around a corner before retreating back to Ian’s room. He tugged the duplicate keycard out of his back pocket, which Ian had slipped to him at dinner after they’d checked in. Sticking the keycard in the lock, he opened the door and ducked inside.


The room was dark, the way Ian liked it. Only one bedside lamp was on, casting a golden glow around the room that reflected in the mirror on one wall and off the window whose curtains had been pulled wide. A bucket of ice sat on the windowsill, and a couple of glasses were turned upside down on a tray resting on the dresser beneath the mirror. The room was empty, but a thin strip of light from the bottom of the closed bathroom door hinted where Ian might be. When the air conditioner fan clicked off, Corey heard the telltale sound of the distant shower and grinned.


As tired as he was after their concert, he felt his body flush with desire and knew the evening had just begun.


Pulling the whiskey out of its bag, he wedged the bottle into the bucket of ice, then retrieved the glasses from the dresser. He blew inside them out of habit, then scooped up a handful of ice to drop into each. Wiping his cold, wet hand on his jeans to dry it, he struggled a moment with the cap on the bottle before finally twisting it free. He wasn’t much of a drinker—hell, two beers got him buzzed—but the idea of sipping a sniffer while sprawled naked on Ian’s bed appealed to him. His lover draped beside him, their bodies melded into one, flammable kisses igniting the fires smoldering in their hearts…he liked that image.
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