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Flashbang


Lee Winter


Daily Sentinel reporter Lauren King might have spent over a year covering the outlandish parties of LA’s rich and famous, but she had never experienced anything like this. Hell no.


In the center of the Pacific Grand Hollywood’s Arctic-hued ballroom sat an enormous bed, upon which was arranged a half dozen A-list actresses, barely dressed in scraps of white, tapping away on their cell phones and sipping colorful cocktails.


An Icelandic girl band was on a corner stage, swaying and singing a quirky folk-pop repertoire, their faces barely visible above shaggy white coats. They looked like blue-haired polar bears.


“Radiator Fluid, ma’am?” asked a passing muscle-bound waiter wearing nothing but white boxers and suspenders. He offered her a noxious-looking yellowy-green drink with a white umbrella in it. He was on roller skates. White.


“Ah, I’ll pass.” Lauren winced. “I’d prefer not to drink my car.”


He rolled off, and she turned to study the glitterati, their shiny cocktail outfits flashing under a dozen mirror balls.


She shook her head. Only a bunch of overindulged celebrities would think that a 600-person white party with 100-proof cocktails would be a great way to launch their fashion blog, Flashbang.


A blog, for God’s sake.


“Appalling, isn’t it?” a sotto voice murmured near her ear. Lauren turned to find her good friend by her side. Los Angeles’s top publicist was a vision tonight, draped in white satin, like some Rubenesque goddess commanding a toga party. Her scarlet slash of lipstick matched her vivid red hair.


But Mariella Slater wasn’t just any publicist. She had a reputation for genius and could turn any celebrity’s worst indiscretion into a publicity triumph. Such as last week when bad-boy action star Jordan Klauss tossed his personalized, handmade rubber sex doll from an eighth-story apartment window. It landed, with shattering effect, on an elderly resident’s BMW parked below.


Mariella had spun it to the breathless media as a “highly technical stunt rehearsal with a minor gravity malfunction.” She praised the star’s “unquenchable work ethic” and noted that the car owner had scored not only a new BMW but, most importantly, free tickets to Klauss’s next movie. Which was called Slammmer—with three Ms. Coming to a theater near you this fall.


She was that good. Who else could induce every entertainment reporter from 278 publications worldwide to dutifully name the movie amid their sex-doll-scandal copy? And they all spelled it right.


Lauren glanced around the room. She knew from her VIP invitation that her larger-than-life friend was the mastermind behind tonight’s eyeball-bleeding monstrosity. It’s just that she couldn’t believe it.


“Mariella?” Lauren asked, dazed. “What on earth? It’s like end times—in Siberia. Without clothes.”


“I know, I know. Problem was it was planning by committee,” Mariella admitted. “Froesha wanted everything white. Emmanuelle insisted on the roller skates to add a ‘kinetic frisson.’ Heddy wanted topless hunky men, because, well, it’s Heddy. Veronica’s mechanic-turned-spiritual advisor wanted the car-themed cocktails. Et voilà.” She snapped her fingers.


“And the bed?”


“Trisha’s new water and air diet has made her too weak to mingle, and Heddy’s got a permanent hangover. The others like the way they can keep their dresses from wrinkling by not actually moving. And Emmanuelle can’t even do up her dress at the back, so that’s why she’s lying the way she is. Besides, they do look gorgeous in the photos. Anyway, sweetie, enough of my brilliance. Let’s talk about you. I’m so glad you came.”


She gave Lauren a breezy pair of air kisses.


“Well it’s kinda my job, so…” Lauren shrugged. Her off-the-shoulder, midnight-blue cocktail dress—a second-hand-boutique find which suited both her athletic figure and threadbare budget—shimmered.


“Not for much longer,” Mariella said. “Am I right in thinking this is the last party you’ll ever have to cover before you head to DC? Then it’s just dull reporting on dreary people with no fashion or financial sense?”


“Yep.” Lauren was unable to hold back her delighted grin. It was only her dream since she was a girl. From Iowa to DC. Hot damn. And all it’d taken was the exclusive of the decade.


Mariella gave her an affectionate smile. “Anyone would think you’re happy to leave behind our decadent land of shallow dreams.”


Lauren’s head bobbed adamantly.


“Hell yes. Sorry, Mari, I know you love this crazy place, but I can’t wait. I’m blowing this popsicle stand in two weeks, eleven hours.” She glanced at her watch. “And fourteen minutes—give or take.”


Mariella laughed so hard that her arms, ringed with a riot of shiny bangles, jangled. “Speaking of popsicles, where is your frosty, world-scoop collaborator? Isn’t Ayers here tonight?”


Lauren’s heart sank at the reminder.


“Catherine finished up her Sentinel contract a month ago, so she’s off the hook on the party beat. And no, I have no clue what’s she’s been up to. I’m not her minder, so how would I know?”


Okay, so that was more defensive than she’d meant it to be. But it was a sore point. They’d both been flat out packing for their new jobs that had come about from their joint exclusive. And then, two weeks ago, Catherine had disappeared to work out some logistical issues at her next post. The occasional text message had been all Lauren had heard from her. And while her head knew how hectic things were for Catherine, her heart preferred whimpering pathetically in the corner.


Not that she’d shared that with anyone. Besides, she couldn’t, given that they hadn’t told a soul they were dating. They hadn’t even talked about telling anyone. It was on Lauren’s to-do list. But right now she was becoming adept at slapping on a happy face and pretending not to care what her prickly, former arch-nemesis got up to.


It wasn’t even that hard. Everyone just assumed they still couldn’t stand each other. Well, almost everyone.


Mariella leaned closer and whispered conspiratorially, “Lauren, sweetie, I know something’s changed between you two. I can practically taste it. You vibrate on a different frequency when she’s around. You light up like a C-list actress near the paparazzi. Don’t bother denying it. What do you take me for? A studio publicist?”


A stain rose up Lauren’s cheeks. Damn, Mariella was good. She looked into her friend’s perceptive blue eyes and huffed out a breath. Then she finally gave in.


“It’s still…new,” she confessed with a sigh. She folded her arms. “And I haven’t seen Catherine in two weeks while she’s getting her new office ready. It’s driving me crazy.”


She felt a blissful amount of relief in admitting that.


“Ah,” Mariella said with a sympathetic nod, and then glanced over Lauren’s shoulder. “Well, this should help.” She waved a red talon toward the door.


Lauren’s gaze followed the finger. There stood Catherine Ayers. Elegant, aloof, glorious. Lauren tried not to swallow her tongue, but hell, she was only human. Her lover was dressed in a pale-lemon cocktail dress with pearl drop earrings, her auburn hair coiled up. Tendrils curled around her ears, showing a tantalizing amount of neck.


Lauren watched, transfixed, as Catherine’s sharp gaze swept the room. When their eyes met, Lauren exhaled shakily. Then grinned like a complete fool.


Mariella laughed. “I see I was right. So here’s the CliffsNotes—Your sneaky, secret paramour asked me for a ticket tonight because she wanted to surprise you at your last LA reporting gig. Who am I to stand in the way of the infamous Caustic Queen?” She dropped her voice to a whisper. “Or deny the woman she so clearly loves?”


Lauren’s head snapped around to stare at Mariella. That was another thing on her to-do list. Declarations of feelings beginning with the letter L. Well, she knew how she felt…but, oh God, was it that obvious?


Mariella patted her arm and winked.


“Now, hon, I know that face. Don’t overthink it. Okay, go on, have fun. Mock us and our silly, plastic world, and get drunk on Radiator Fuel and Dipstick Daiquiris.”


She gave her an engulfing hug. Lauren felt the bruising press of her studded bangles and the powerful jolt of her perfume.


“I will miss you,” Mariella said with a dissatisfied huff. “Very much. You always spoke the truth in a town where everyone lies to your face. And you always let me rant about those horrid little sacks of hormones turning my hair gray. Now there’s some sage advice—never, ever agree to promote a boy band. And don’t forget me when you win that first Pulitzer.”


Lauren gave her a fond squeeze. “Never. You’re unforgettable. All the best on keeping your hell clients out of the tabloids.”


“Don’t I always? Now, I’m going before I get all sentimental and rue my unwaterproof mascara.”


Mariella gave her a kiss on the cheek—a real one for the first time—then wiped her lipstick away affectionately. Lauren’s heart caught as her friend slipped into the crowd with a loud, bangle-clanging wave.


Her attention was soon distracted as Catherine arrived at her side. The formidable ex-Washington bureau chief might once have been banished to LA’s gossip-writing beat to serve time alongside Lauren, but it had never dulled her fierce intellect nor silenced her biting tongue.


And God she was stunning.


“Well, well, Lauren King, goat botherer and entertainment hack,” Catherine greeted her with her usual cool expression. Her eyes, though, twinkled. “What a surprise seeing you here,” she drawled.


Lauren groaned. “Are you ever going to let the goat thing go? It was one story, like, a hundred years ago.”


“Unlikely. The ground’s much too fertile.” Catherine leaned forward to air-kiss her but hovered for longer, lips drifting over Lauren’s cheek until the fine hairs leapt to attention. Lauren suppressed a shudder.


Catherine gave her a small, knowing smile and then stepped back.


They regarded each other.


“You look phenomenal tonight,” Lauren said after a few beats, eyes tracing the fall of luxurious fabric. And damn, she really did. A girl’s hands could get lost mapping out the stunning lines of her dress.


“Lauren,” Catherine whispered against her ear lobe, “if you wish everyone in the room to know what we mean to each other, keep looking at me like a steak you could devour raw.”


“Can’t help it. You’re a sight for sore eyes. It’s been way too long.”


“Only two weeks,” Catherine said. But her intense gaze belied her words, roaming across Lauren’s form. Her expression grew appreciative as she took in the dress which so effectively accentuated her curves.


“Have you been clothes shopping with your neighbor again?”


“Yep. Joshua said I was looking like ‘a sad, bedraggled hobo.’ Direct quote. So…you like?”


Lauren smoothed her hands down her flat stomach, enjoying the way her lover’s eyes followed them closely. Catherine’s gaze slid up to her toned arms and came to rest near the swell of her bust.


Catherine’s gaze was burning as she tilted her head and said with deceptive softness, “I believe Marc Jacobs should pay you to wear his label.”


“That’s who I’m wearing?” Lauren asked feebly. Her mouth was suddenly dry. “Okay,” she said with a squeak.


There was a soft snort. “How is it you could write about this surreal nonsense for an entire year and not retain a single designer name?”


“Just lucky, I guess.” Lauren gave a chuckle. “Besides, I had other things to think about. Vital things.”


Catherine’s eyebrows lifted. “All I recall was you trying to needle me to the point of rage for twelve exasperating months.”


“Yeah. Like I said—vital things.” She grinned unrepentantly, and Catherine’s lips twitched in amusement.


A roller-waiter slid up and offered them a platter of appetizers with an over-the-top flourish. Lauren sighed. Was everything overproduced in this town?


“Charcoaled carburetor ball?” he asked with a straight face.


Lauren studied the blackened crispy spheres. “Does it contain pure carburetor?”


He peered at her in confusion, then gave up and turned to Catherine. “Ma’am?”


“No car parts before nine,” she said drolly.


He gave them both an unimpressed glare and rolled away.


“The madness of LA,” Catherine said. “Can’t say that I’ll miss it.”


“What? You won’t miss anything at all? What about the waitstaff at restaurants who give you their resumes just on the off chance you’re a big-shot producer? Or Velveteria—the Museum of Velvet Art? Sad furry clowns for the win! Tanning studios on every other corner? Come on!”


“Shocking, but no,” Catherine said before pausing. “Perhaps…well, I think I’ll feel sorry about leaving my home. It was a sanctuary in this frivolous hellhole. Tad’s expressed an interest in renting it from me at ‘struggling artist rates.’ Which I take to mean that he’ll pay me random sums of rent if and when he ever finds an acting job.” She rolled her eyes. “But I will miss my place.”


Lauren smirked. “Well a lot happened there, no wonder you’re fond of it.” She gave her eyebrows a suggestive waggle. “I particularly think the guest bathroom should have its own shrine.”


Catherine exhaled, her cheeks reddening. “God, you’re impossible.”


“Yup.” Lauren grinned, but then her mood dropped. “These last two weeks have been terrible. Did you know that?”


When Catherine’s eyes gleamed a little too smugly, Lauren added, “I’ve had no one to tease or work my evil schemes on at VIP events. Everyone’s narcissistic and as shallow as a butter dish. It’s been boring as hell.”


“Did you really only just notice how shallow this place is when I wasn’t here?” Catherine’s eyebrow slid up to a preposterous angle.


Lauren considered that. “Yeah,” she said. “I really only did.” She brightened. “So…you came back early? For me?”


Catherine flicked invisible lint off her dress. “Hmm. Well, it was either that or take up an offer from Joe Biden to discuss his vision for growing Delaware’s agricultural sector. Even my tolerance levels aren’t that high.”


“Gee, thanks.” Lauren scowled. “It was me or tractors?”


Catherine gave her a smirk. “It was a close call. By the way, I’m reliably informed that your replacement on The Sentinel, that blonde creature with the unironic side ponytail, is here tonight.”


Lauren frowned, trying to follow the conversation. “Uh, so?”


“So, I may have informed her that she has to update the paper’s website on your behalf tonight. Therefore,” Catherine said as she studied her, “your services here are no longer required. At least, not in a professional capacity.”


Lauren blinked. “What? Candy agreed? Just like that?”


Catherine’s smile became positively feline.


“It won’t take her more than fifteen minutes. And I may have couched it in terms of being a smart career move never to argue with me. Ms. Summers proved her IQ might actually be out of double digits by agreeing immediately. Now then, I came tonight because there is something I wish to urgently discuss with you.”


“Oh?”


Catherine placed her hand on the small of Lauren’s back and propelled her through the blinding whitescape, past the industry insiders, VIPs, and socialites downing their colorful concoctions, and beyond the bed of pretentious, Flashbang-blogging celebrities.


They came to a set of double doors with shutters covering the glass. Catherine opened it and pulled Lauren through, closing it behind them with a snick.


“What are you…?” Lauren stopped. They were on a balcony packed with pots of ornamental trees of various sizes and shapes. Lauren realized these were probably from the hotel’s ballroom, but had been hidden here to make room for tonight’s all-white event.


Catherine led the way, and they picked a path past the potted forest until they emerged at the front of the balcony, next to one of two facing concrete pillars that edged the area. Far below was the darkened, outdoor swimming pool. Beyond that lay the bright lights of LA.


Lauren glanced back toward the door but saw only trees. It was like being dropped into an instant jungle. Even the air smelled different, no longer having the constant, smoggy bite she’d become used to permeating the pores of LA.


She stared around her in wonder. Catherine smiled at her awed expression.


They could still hear the distant tinkling laughter and music from inside the ballroom and low murmurs of people on other balconies, out of sight, on the other sides of the pillars.


“Uh, what…?” Lauren began. “I mean, why—”


Catherine stepped inside her space and backed her against a pillar, a predatory glint in her eyes. “Why?” she asked. “Well, I would hate for your last LA event to be unmemorable.”


“Oh, um, yeah,” Lauren said, eyes wide. “That would be terrible.”


“Mmm.” Catherine traced her fingertips down her face, the barest grazing of tips across her skin.


Lauren swallowed.


Catherine’s fingers floated back up to her hairline, then disappeared into her shoulder-length brown hair. She combed them down to Lauren’s ears, tucking any loose strands behind them. Catherine breathed against the shell of Lauren’s ear, the tip of her tongue sliding along its edge.


“Oh,” Lauren said with a whimper, finally grasping what their “urgent discussion” was about.


“We have to be very quiet,” Catherine warned, eyes half-lidded. Then she pushed her body firmly against Lauren’s. Her lips were tantalizingly close but did not touch, staying just out of reach.


Lauren felt the softness of Catherine’s delectable breasts and the press of her hips and muscled thighs. She could feel the heat radiating off her—so ironic for a woman famous for her icy edge. Right now she was searing hot.


Lauren shivered at the thought of Catherine being aroused, and her nipples hardened.


“Are you cold?” The honeyed timbre of her lover’s voice made Lauren’s stomach flutter.


Catherine’s knowing gaze slid down to study the two hard knots now jutting out against the midnight-blue confinement of her dress.


Lauren flushed. Her brain was flailing too hard to articulate complete thoughts. Or any thoughts, for that matter. She shook her head mutely.


“You certainly seem cold,” Catherine continued teasing softly. “If only we could warm you up somehow.”


Lauren’s chest rose and fell rapidly. “Warm? Uh…I…” Her cheeks grew even redder as her voice faded out.


Catherine smiled wickedly and skated her fingers across the top of Lauren’s dress, which was a straight line of glossy, strapless satin. Lauren felt the faintest whisper of warmth as the fingertips strayed off the dress and to her chest. Catherine leaned closer, and her breath dusted across the bare expanse of skin. Then, achingly slowly, she lowered her mouth to Lauren’s chest. Small, teasing puffs of warm air sent goose bumps rippling across her skin.


“Poor Lauren,” Catherine said into her chest, her words dripping with promise, “suffering so much.”


Catherine’s head dipped lower. She blew across Lauren’s aching, erect nipples and then pressed her mouth against one through the dark blue fabric.


The instant moist heat was explosive.


“Oh fuck!” Lauren’s eyes widened.


“Quiet,” Catherine murmured into her nipple. “Not a sound.”


Bolts of arousal shot through Lauren as she watched Catherine mouth her breasts, swapping between nipples, thoroughly wetting the satin with her tongue.


She bit her lip, desperate to stay quiet.


Catherine’s head lifted. “Hmm. I’m not entirely sure that’s getting the job done,” she said, examining the darkening wet spots. “Perhaps more direct methods are required to warm you up?”


“D-direct?” Lauren said. “Um…you mean…you want to… Here?”


“That’s exactly what I mean,” Catherine said and tossed her a haughty look. Her dark eyes were filled with the promise of every gloriously, naughty deed Lauren could ever imagine. And probably a few she couldn’t.


She gulped, making an odd, strangled noise that had never before come out of her mouth.


“Quiet,” Catherine said again. It became like a murmured mantra as her hands slid down Lauren’s dress. They skated to her waist and then drifted back up to her chest. “Quiet.” She whispered kisses along her collarbone and ran her tongue down Lauren’s cleavage. “So very quiet.”


Then, without warning, she pulled away and wrenched down the bodice of Lauren’s dress with both hands. Lauren’s full, naked breasts bounced into sight.


Catherine gave a pleased hum at the lack of bra, as her scorching gaze studied her find. Her fingers lifted once more to run lazy circles around a coral-pink nipple. She flicked it, and they both watched as the swollen flesh puckered.


“Delightful.” Catherine’s voice was low to the point of gravelly. It was doing funny things to Lauren’s insides.


Catherine’s lips landed on the nearest bare nipple, and she scraped her tongue across it.


“Oh God,” Lauren said.


Her lover’s white teeth nipped and nibbled at the sensitive flesh, and Lauren’s hips began to buck forward. She wondered if she looked as desperate as she felt.


“Feeling a little needy?”


Well, that answered that question.


The tongue laving her breast paused, and Catherine’s head angled up. The gleam in her eyes was positively dangerous.


“Please.” Lauren gasped. Her hips bucked again. God, did she have any self-control?


“Please, what?” Catherine’s nimble fingers reached for the mid-thigh hem of Lauren’s dress and waited. “Was there something you wanted? Something you needed?”


“Catherine,” Lauren said in a whisper. She swallowed.


The air around them felt charged. She could smell arousal and a hint of Catherine’s perfume and a sweet peatiness from the press of ornamental trees. Her nerve endings felt as though they were misfiring. Every part of her skin was hypersensitive. A hint of breeze felt almost painful. And whenever Catherine’s tongue slid teasingly across her flesh, Lauren’s center clenched, craving so much more.


The hands on Lauren’s thighs were stroking now—firm, even motions that were sending electric jolts straight to her core. The vision of what lay ahead was Lauren’s final undoing.


Catherine—the Catherine Ayers, all uptight, Boston elite, fancy pearls, and superior attitude—was about to fuck her up against a wall at Lauren’s last LA party. It was so damned illicit. So…oh hell…so wrong.


“God yes,” she moaned.


So right.


“Quiet.” The lips against her breast said as they curled into a smile.


Feathering fingertips reached high up the inside of Lauren’s thighs, and her muscles trembled in anticipation. She wasn’t sure she would be able to hold her own weight if Catherine kept up such torturous games.


“Please,” she whispered again, not even bothering to hide her wantonness. “Please touch me. God, I’ve missed you.”


Catherine responded instantly, and by the time her fingers reached their goal, having first detoured past every inch of soft skin along the way, Lauren’s panties were a soaked mess.


Catherine rubbed Lauren’s cleft, outlined against her sodden lingerie, and groaned approval against her neck. “Good,” she said softly. “I’d hate to be the only one.”


Lauren gasped at the implication and, stung into action, reached for her desperately, drawing up the lemon-colored designer dress pressed against her.


There was a small gasp, so soft that Lauren almost missed it. She loved the way Catherine’s breathing changed the moment she touched her. She hooked the dress in her fingers, drawing it higher and higher, the tips of her fingers playing over the slipperiness of silk stocking under it.


She paused when she felt something unexpected. A pair of lacy bands? Catherine was wearing thigh-high stockings?


She glanced at the woman who was settled against her neck, dragging her teeth across the skin, nibbling possessively. Their eyes met, and there was no mistaking Catherine’s desire. Her lips curled up into a cat-like, possessive smile that was part smirk, part power play.


Those teasing fingers between Lauren’s legs did a mischievous twiddle, causing her thumb to bump against Lauren’s clit, reminding her that they were still there.


Lauren groaned at the gush of moisture under those maddening fingers and tried to distract herself. But those twirling fingers were playing serious havoc with her concentration.


Two could play at this seduction. She shifted her hands higher up Catherine’s thigh, farther up under Catherine’s dress, and then paused in amazement. All she felt was Catherine’s warm thighs and then… Even more warm skin. Wet, warm skin.


“Catherine? Did you forget to put something on this evening?”


“On the contrary,” came the arch reply. “Forward planning is an essential skill. I thoroughly recommend it.”


Lauren swallowed. Her fingers rubbed against the slippery skin, mapping out Catherine’s petite tucks and folds, relishing how much heat and liquid she could feel.


“Oh,” Catherine huffed near her ear in a voice that sounded uncharacteristically ragged. “Inside. Now. Oh Christ.”


The plea was the most erotic sound Lauren had ever heard. She entered Catherine with two fingers, pushing inside the pulsing, obscenely wet heat, and set up a consistent rhythm. In and out.


A gasp.


A tremble.


In and out.


A soft hitch.


Lauren pressed her legs together, desperate not to come herself.


A small cry.


In and out.


It was the most alive Lauren had ever felt, these moments where she claimed as hers this beautiful woman. A woman that everyone dismissed as distant. Cold. Unfeeling.


If only they knew.


Catherine rocked herself against Lauren’s hand, making pleas for faster, more, and yes, there, oh, oh yes.


Lauren loved the clenching sensation as Catherine’s body pulled her fingers deeper, demanding more of her. Her heart pounded at having such an intimate experience, knowing that Catherine was as aroused as she was, as hot and frantic and needy, and even if she wanted to, she couldn’t hide it anymore. There were no more games. Not when she was like this.


She pressed the base of her hand against Catherine’s clit and almost unravelled on the spot as a low, primal moan filled the air—erotic and raw.


Lauren’s fingers were soaked in Catherine’s essence, and she revelled in the proof of the effect she had on this enigmatic woman.


Catherine’s hand between Lauren’s legs suddenly twitched back into life. Without a word, two fingers were inside her. Lauren squeezed her eyes closed at the overwhelming sensation, combined with the intoxicating sounds of slippery flesh being stroked.


A teasing thumb snicked across her clit, circling it, flicking it, torturing it. Lauren quivered and felt herself clench, and then Catherine’s wicked lips were on her mouth.


Catherine usually kissed her as though she had all the time in the world. As though playing and kissing were the same thing, a way of showing her skills at arousing another. But this was new. She plundered her mouth. There was no trademark finesse. It was like she was drawing her life force from Lauren. It was desperate, frenzied and so, so damned hot. They tangled tongues, aroused by each other’s soft moans as their fingers drove each other’s desire higher and higher.


Lauren was nearing her tipping point as the pressure built. Curling, coiling blasts of ecstasy were starting to radiate out from her clit, and her brain had turned into a sloppy, euphoric mush.


The smell, the sounds, the taste of those lips. She pressed closer into Catherine, holding on, clinging to her.


To Lauren’s surprise, Catherine succumbed first. She crashed against her, pinning her against the pillar, and surrendered with a low, long moan.


Lauren lived for this. Seeing the walls crash down that kept Catherine apart from the rest of the world. Seeing the distance vanish, the guarded look fall away and just honest vulnerability reflecting back from her icy blue eyes.


Sometimes Lauren wished she could freeze time to that heartbeat when Catherine came undone, the first twitch where all her fears and hopes were exposed. Almost close enough for Lauren to touch and smooth away like a tear.


Catherine’s eyes fluttered closed as she bucked again. The lost, helpless cry was enough to unravel Lauren. When Catherine’s fingers sought out her clit once more, she shuddered and came with punishing force, practically crushing the hand stroking her.


There was a moment’s silence. Fingers still held by the other’s warmth, pounding with staccato pulses.


Lauren didn’t want it to end. She never did. And after two weeks apart, it felt even harder to let go.


She felt the loss of Catherine’s fingers and, with great reluctance, slid her own out from beneath Catherine’s dress. They straightened their own outfits a little sheepishly. Then Catherine pressed herself gently back into Lauren, arms wrapping around her, holding her. Tight.


It conveyed more emotion than she’d ever openly said out loud. Maybe Mariella was onto something? It was a thought to dissect at another time. She felt those teasing, naughty teeth scraping against her neck once more. A reminder of who Lauren had just been claimed by.


“Wow,” Lauren exhaled. “Never leaving. This is perfect right here.”


A smile twitched against her neck. “Then you would have to explain to your new editor that you’re passing up a career-making opportunity in order to satisfy your lover over and over against the wall of the Pacific Grand.”


“Sounds feasible.”


They both laughed.


“Lauren?”


“Mmm.”


“Why are the waiters on roller skates at this thing?”


“Not sure. I think it’s Heddy’s fault. Or Emmanuelle’s? I lost track.”


“Ah.”


There was a lengthy silence, and then the arms around her gentled and stroked her back. “Lauren?”


“Mmm?”


“I missed you, too.”


Lauren smiled and exhaled shakily against the head burrowed into her neck, knowing Catherine would never see her relief.


“I could tell,” Lauren said lightly. “And I missed you more.”


“Must you always argue with me?” Catherine asked curiously.


“Ha. You like me like this,” Lauren told her, dropping a kiss on her temple.


“Sadly. It’s clearly a madness.” Catherine caught her eye and then kissed her thoroughly. She pulled back, studying her. “Although I could get very used to this kind of madness.”


Lauren felt soothed and a little giddy. “Yeah.” She grinned. “I know the feeling.”


Lauren King might have spent over a year covering the outlandish parties of LA’s rich and famous, but she had never experienced anything like this.
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If you enjoyed Flashbang, check out The Red Files and experience Lauren and Catherine’s journey from arch rivals to lovers.



 


A Different View


Jess Lea


The problem wasn’t that the dress was powder-blue organza.


Nor that it was strapless, with shimmering beads accentuating the bust and a frothy, ruffled train at the back. Nor that it came with matching sequined kitten heels, and a box of pins and a roll of gaffer tape sitting ominously beside it.


The problem was that Steph was contractually obliged to wear it. For a photo shoot in Women’s Life magazine. And Steph would rather swim the English Channel with two broken legs than be photographed in this dress.


“This is a coveted opportunity, love,” Evie insisted. It was the same thing she’d said the last two times a miserable Steph had called her about it this morning. “The previous time they did a celebrity spread was with the prime minister’s wife! And no offence, but you’re just a sportswoman. It’s kind of a miracle to get this.”


Steph groaned. “Um, all right.” Despite being described by Evie’s focus group as “too threatening” (read: large, brown, and tattooed), Steph had never found it easy to say no to people. “But isn’t that magazine kind of…old?”


“Course it is, love. Young people don’t buy magazines.” Down the phone line, Steph could hear the click and whoosh as her agent lit up a cigarette. “But who cares? Women’s Life is on display at every checkout counter of every supermarket, newsagent, and corner store around the country. It’s in your dentist’s waiting room, on your grandmother’s coffee table… We need that kind of exposure. We want the average person waiting to buy their milk and bread to be asking themselves: ‘Should I know her?’ If we can nail this and lift your profile, those sponsorship dollars will come flowing in.”


“Couldn’t we do another courtside shoot instead?” Steph pleaded. When she’d been chosen for the Australian national team last year, the evening news had filmed one of their training sessions, and it hadn’t been so bad.


She pictured Evie’s compassionate smile.


“Steph, people need to see that you’re a fully rounded young woman with an exciting-but-relatable life off the basketball court. It’s time to celebrate your feminine side and have some fun!”


This all sounded very sinister.


“Don’t look so worried, love,” Evie crooned, as if she could see her. “We’re letting you keep the dreadlocks, aren’t we? And it won’t be some dreary old-lady shoot. I haven’t told you the most exciting part. They’ve got Rin Takahashi working for them now.”


“Who?” Steph sank down on the bench in the changing room and held the phone away from her ear to reduce the impact of Evie’s outraged squawk.


“Sweetie, everyone knows Rin Takahashi!”


“I don’t.”


“Ex-punk performance artist?” Evie prompted. “Gave it up when it got too mainstream? One of the edgiest, most important photographers of our time?”


“Nope. Sorry.”


“Oh, you’re hopeless.” Evie clicked her tongue. “Listen, Rin has photographed everything, okay? Paris catwalks, the Brixton riots, the last Yangtze River dolphin right before it died. Remember that iconic shot of the tribal medicine man staring down a bulldozer in the Amazon? Or the front-page picture of that tennis player punching her abusive father right there on the court? That was all Rin’s work!”


“Um, okay…”


“All you need to know about Rin is that she’s brilliant.” Evie paused. “Basically, if Andy Warhol had been a woman with actual talent, he would be Rin.”


If she’s so brilliant and cutting-edge, what’s she doing working for a housewife’s magazine?


But the main point was clear long before Evie stopped talking: Steph was going to do this thing, regardless of her own wishes, and be grateful for the opportunity. That sort of message had been so pounded into her over the years by so many coaches, sporting federations, agents, and sponsors that she’d learned to tune it out and play video games in her head instead.


But now, as she hung up and stared again at the dress in front of her, she wished she’d fought Evie harder. Seriously, if Rin had chosen this thing for Steph to wear, how good a photographer could she really be?



[image: Image]





“Nobody told me there was going to be ink.”


The very first words uttered to Steph by the supposedly legendary Rin Takahashi were spoken with a metallic New York snarl and a crooked finger for the make-up artist, who came scurrying over. Jerking her chin towards the thick, black tattooed bands that encircled Steph’s biceps, Rin snapped, “I could have worked around these if you had texted me about them even this morning. Now you’ll need to cover them up.”


The other women muttered their apologies to Rin and glared at Steph as if she’d got the tatts done on purpose to inconvenience them. Steph, who still hadn’t received so much as a hello, folded her unacceptable arms and set her jaw.
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