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Out of the closet, ready to settle down with his one true love at last, rock star Stoney learns a long-buried secret that could explode his new happiness.

He's the father of a troubled teenage boy he never knew he had.
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FOR ALMOST TWO MONTHS, Carlin and Stoney lived in a private paradise. A new gossip blog couldn't change that.

Carlin woke at noon the day after the big party at supermodel Kyle Marchane's place. Stoney was still out like a light, his face smooth in a strip of spring sunshine. They should have bought blackout curtains for the bedroom, but Stoney had said he was changing his life. He'd start getting up early and do the writing in the morning. The natural light would help him.

Instead it seemed Stoney had learned to sleep through the light.

I love you so much, Carlin thought. What was it about a face lost in a dream? Hard to believe this man had turned thirty in January. Carlin wanted to put little butterfly kisses all around the almost-invisible crinkles at the corner of those closed eyes. He knew Stoney needed his rest, but if he fluttered the tips of his blond fringe against Stoney's cheek...

Stoney trembled in his sleep. There was a bulge under the sheets. Morning wood but probably he was dreaming of Carlin. Had two men ever been in love the way Carlin and Stoney were in love? Carlin kissed him, ever so softly, on the side of his mouth.

They couldn't set the coffee machine on a timer because they never really knew when they were getting up. The musician's life. Carlin put some Hualalai Kona coffee beans in the grinder, then in the Slayer Espresso machine. There were three eggs in the fridge. A leftover takeaway box of jasmine rice. Carlin could have scrambled the eggs and poured them over the rice, but he decided to leave it for Stoney. He'd go shopping in a few moments, after the coffee.

His phone was in his hand. Don't, he told himself. Just don't. What the bloggers said didn't matter.

But he'd already typed "Carlin Noltan" into the search box on the front page of the StoneysSecret blog. It was too easy to tap "ENTER." The site had a comprehensive list of links to other sites, including every possible news story online with even the briefest mention of Stoney Rockland. The most recent ones― the ones from early January― featured the new boyfriend.

So there was nothing from last night's party. At least not yet.

Blackmail Boy, they called him, an annoying name. Carlin wasn't the one who blackmailed anyone. It was his mother who attempted to extort child support from rock stars she'd never actually met. It wasn't even about the money, more an image of what her life should have been and wasn't.

Blackmail Boy All Grown Up and Seducing Rockers in His Own Right. He'd seen the headline and the even more annoying photo before. Carlin and Stoney, surrounded by four men, Carlin's face mostly hidden under a swing of blond hair, Stoney's chin lifted in defiance, his eyes concealed by a pair of oversized Oliver Peoples sunglasses.

Fuck StoneysSecret and every other "me too" music blog that repeated the same bullshit story. Fuck the tabloids. It was no secret now that Stoney was gay. No secret he was involved with an unknown musician just turned twenty-one. If they wanted to make a scandal out of it... fuck 'em, that's all.

Carlin checked himself for signs of panic, for a little catch of breath down near his heart. Nothing.

No, strangers couldn't spoil what Carlin and Stoney had, couldn't make it dirty. Carlin was free. He was not his mother. He wouldn't let anxiety take control.

The espresso was drunk, the phone put away. He enjoyed walking in Paris. There were pastry shops everywhere, but he sauntered past three of them on the way to his favorite. They had an airy-crackly mille-feuille that Stoney liked. Sweets were good for hangovers, weren't they?

"Hey, man."

Nobody in France made an issue of it, but probably half the Marais knew who Carlin was if only because they knew who Stoney was. It wasn't unusual to be addressed in English.

Carlin was always polite. A little reserved but polite. "Hey."

"Can I talk to you for a minute?"

Carlin shrugged. "I'm just buying pastries, man."

They walked into the shop together. The aroma of powdered sugar and apricot. The tinkle of a tiny bell. The shopgirl had a rainbow braid worked into her long hair. Heavy make-up. Little rainbows on her artificial nails.

Two men were ahead of them, discussing in detail what they wanted to buy. At least that's what Carlin assumed they discussed. He hardly spoke a word of French. He sat down at a small round table, and the other boy sat down across from him.

He'd already made a point of stopping Carlin two days before. An obvious Stoney Rockland fan, he even looked a bit like him, and he played up the likeness by styling his hair the way Stoney had done during the North America 2014 tour. Tall, slender, brown hair, brown eyes. Half the white men under thirty in Paris fit that description. But this one had the cheekbones. The lips. Something about the curve of the eyebrows...

Fuck me, it's fucking uncanny really.

And the clothes. A cheap knockoff of the Saint Laurent skinnies Stoney liked. A black silk cowboy shirt embroidered with white swirls and yellow flowers, very Houston, Texas by way of GQ. Pointy-toed black ankle boots. It was the exact same outfit Stoney had worn in a 2012 photoshoot for the American edition of Esquire. When he realized that, Carlin started to feel uneasy. But it was silly to be afraid. This skinny boy wasn't a threat to anyone. He was sixteen or seventeen, a weed that shot up in height before developing any muscle. Even if he'd crossed the line from serious superfan to stalker, he was no threat to Carlin.

"I'm Reece."

"I remember. What's up, Reece?"

"Have you thought any more about what I said? About meeting Stoney?"

Carlin sighed. The two men ahead of them finally took their white bags and left, the door swinging behind them. The shopgirl had a low, throaty voice. She said something in French, and Carlin got up, relieved to be interrupted.

"Bonjour, mademoiselle," he said, knowing that his accent identified him instantly as an Englishman. "That..." He pointed. "That. And that."

She started to pick up the wrong thing, and Carlin shook his head, and then she got it right. After she totaled the bill, she turned the calculator around so he could see the price.

Reece didn't buy anything. When Carlin walked out, he put a hand on Carlin's arm and walked out with him.

"It would mean the world to me. I'm Stoney's biggest fan."

"It isn't my place," Carlin said. "I told you before. You have to contact Stoney's people, and they'll set up an appointment. You need a reason. There are millions of fans. If Stoney meets them all privately, he'll never have time for the writing. You want new songs, don't you? If you give me a message, I can give it to Stoney. I can promise you that."

The fan probably knew where Stoney lived. It was no great secret. Still, Carlin decided to walk over to a nearby sidewalk café. It was a fine morning. Actually, it was a fine afternoon. It must be one o'clock by now. Carlin wanted to get back to his guitar. But he knew it was important to Stoney to be kind to the fans.

I'm no one without me fans. They're the only ones who really love me.

He'd said that early, his voice thick, his northern accent heavy. That was before he realized Carlin loved him. But it still burned a little. And it made Carlin wonder, that a famous man like Stoney could feel so unwanted. There was a sad story behind that, a story Carlin didn't know.

He ordered two lattes, one for himself, one for Reece. Spring was in the air. People walked past with their coats unbuttoned. A couple of boys strolled by in long shorts that left their muscular calves bare. Canadian tourists, Carlin thought. He liked to guess who people were.

"How old are you, Reece?"

"Nineteen."

Carlin's latte was a little too hot. He blew on it and waited.

"Seventeen," the boy finally admitted.

"It's trouble for Stoney if he's seen with an underage lad," Carlin said. "You understand that, don't you? People pretend to be all open-minded and that, but the haters are always looking for an excuse to hate."

Reece lit a cigarette. Carlin wouldn't mind a cigarette himself, but he was determined to quit. He'd smoked too much at last night's party, and it was all on him, really. Kyle and Bryce didn't smoke. He felt guilty now about smoking in Kyle's stairwell.

"Stoney Rockland is my father," Reece said. "I have a right."

"That makes no fucking sense. Stoney's thirtieth birthday was January twenty-one. You do the math, lad." Lad. Fuck. Carlin sounded like his own father. But he was suddenly so angry. Reece probably got the idea for this tactic from Carlin's own story. "I'm not Zack Harper's son, and you're not Stoney Rockland's son. Everybody can't be the son of a famous rock star. This conversation is over."

He got up suddenly. Reece didn't try to follow him. Almost Carlin didn't hear his soft voice vanishing in the smoke behind him. "This isn't even close to over. This is just the beginning."

Stoney was up when Carlin got back. The eggs were scrambled, poured over the rice left from the Chinese takeaway, all of it microwaved in a bowl and drowned in a bloody layer of Tabasco sauce. Now Stoney stirred it around and around with a fork.

"You have to eat it for it to do any good, baby," Carlin said.

"Me head is pounding like a drum." Stoney's accent was always thicker in private.

"We drank too much last night. A good party. I like your friends. I didn't expect a famous model like Kyle to be so... conservative, but he's a cool guy."

"He's a loyal guy. A one-man guy. Some people are that way by nature."

I'm like that, Carlin thought. He wondered if Stoney really knew that.

Stoney investigated Carlin's white paper bag and found the mille-feuille. Carlin could feel the idea for a song coming to his fingers. He needed to get into the studio.

But he needed to talk to Stoney more.

"There's a boy bothering me," Carlin said. "I wonder if you've seen him."

"Maybe. A dark-haired boy? Skinny?"

"Yeah."

"He's been hitting on you."

"No, that isn't it. He thinks he can use me to get to you. I blew him off, so he might come directly to you next." Stoney had multiple bodyguards in London, but nowadays he did without them in Paris.

"I think I can handle one skinny fan."

"He's more than a fan. It's Zack Harper all over again."

Stoney didn't understand. He looked a question.

"He says he's your son. You don't have to worry that anyone will believe him. He's way too old. But if he has the same delusions my mother had, he may become a nuisance because he may believe it himself."

"Fuck." Stoney put his face in his hands. "How old?"

"Seventeen, he says. Could be as young as fifteen."

"Fuck me. Seventeen. We'll have to do DNA."
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Chapter One: Stoney
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TWO MONTHS EARLIER. Carlin had lived twenty-one years without ever leaving London. Perhaps he might have lived and died and never gone beyond Zone Four if he hadn't met Stoney. And now here he was, tucked into a business premier class carriage riding through a tunnel underwater to Paris. He seemed a little nervous about being trapped in a metal tube, but Stoney pressed his knee to Carlin's to steady him.

"Lucky you have a passport then." Stoney flipped through it, marveling at the untouched pages. He'd never known a musician who didn't tour. Stoney himself had been on the road since age fifteen. He was famous and already touring in the Americas and even in Australia at sixteen. Bit of a phenomenon, Stoney had been, back in the day.

"When I was in college, there was a boy I liked. Declan." Carlin wasn't always a man who smiled easily, but Stoney could see a glint in his brown eyes. "We planned to go to Greece after exams."

"But you didn't."

"My mum fell ill." The glint faded. "I should have known. Whenever I talked of going too far, she got ill. But I was afraid to leave her alone. Declan went with another boy, and I never saw him again."

A serious illness, Stoney thought. Carlin didn't say much about her, but he'd already told him she died when he was nineteen.

Carlin was nine years younger. Stoney, who had dived shamelessly into the rock star lifestyle almost from the day he'd signed to his label, must have had a thousand hookups with lads of eighteen, nineteen, twenty, twenty-one. But he'd never tried to have a relationship with one before. Taking a lad that young out of his home to Paris... what the hell was he thinking?

Stoney was turning thirty on Thursday. On hiatus from touring and recording, he felt a little lost once he got out of bed every day even though he had a contract to write his autobiography. Rock music might be on the ropes, but rock tell-alls were still making bank.

He was past it, he thought― famous now for what he'd done instead of for what he was doing. He knew it happened to all singers sooner or later but still... How had it all gone by so fast?

He thought about not celebrating his birthday, but there was no point. If Carlin didn't know the date already from Wiki, he'd find out from his Twitter feed on the day of. You couldn't keep your age a secret in the twenty-first century.

Carlin, perhaps sensing the dark turn of Stoney's thoughts, squeezed him lightly on the arm. "It'll be all right. I'll be all right."

"That tabloid shite, I'm used to it, but I know you don't like it. I'm sorry about all that."

"It's OK. I'll be OK about it."

The fucking tabloids. How Stoney hated it, reading stories where he was described in a line. The 29-year-old "War Between the Llamas" singer.

Soon to be: The 30-year-old "War Between the Llamas" singer.

All he was, all he'd written, all he'd sung. Summed up in the name of a summer hit single from 2006. Nine and a half years ago. Did "nine and a half years ago" sound better than "almost a decade ago?" Hell, maybe it sounded worse.

Paris. Despite the winter gloom, despite the lingering threat of terror and war, despite Stoney's angst about turning thirty, despite all of that and everything, with Carlin life was a dream. Stoney had always thought love was for other men. How many times had a model or a groupie said they loved him, and all they meant was they wanted to climb up his leg and tell all their friends? But Carlin was different. Even the way he slipped his hand in Stoney's hand, proud but a little shy, was different.

The way he ducked his head to avoid the camera, his blond hair flipping forward to expose the tender nape of his neck...

Stoney knew he was being selfish to hold the boy in bed for so many endless hours upon hours but how could he resist? He wanted to keep Carlin to himself for a little while. He had that body type Stoney liked― long and lean, tapered hips, wide smooth chest and shoulders. Suggestively muscular thighs. Stoney liked to hook his thumbs in the V at Carlin's hips. Liked to slide his hands down and down. "Mine," he would say. "Mine."

At first they stayed in a suite in the Renaissance Paris Arc de Triomphe Hotel with floor-to-ceiling windows offering a view of the Eiffel Tower. Gray sky, white stone, brown river. If Carlin had inherited his mother's agoraphobia, Stoney couldn't see any evidence of it in the way the lad sat cross-legged on the carpet, forehead pressed against the glass, looking out and out, sometimes lifting his mobile in an attempt to capture a snapshot.

So that was their life in the beginning. Endless winter nights, the world's most romantic city lit up at their feet, bottles of champagne in silver buckets, crisp white sheets rumpled up again an hour after the housekeeper left.

"Love," Carlin would say, his hand walking down the slight concavity of Stoney's flat belly. He wasn't toned, not like Carlin. It had been years since Stoney Rockland stepped foot in a gym for any reason except to meet a hookup. But he had a thin frame and a certain lack of interest in food. Carlin seemed to like his reedlike figure well enough.

"Have it," Stoney would say. "I could never deny you."

Then Carlin's lips would fold flirtatiously over the plump arrowhead of Stoney's already-leaking cock, and they'd be off to the races. Fuck yes, it was easy to lose whole days in bed with Carlin by his side.

Sometimes they did go out to do the tourist stuff Stoney had never really taken the time to do before. Stoney in a Chicago Bulls or a New York Yankees ball cap. Oliver Peoples shades. Sometimes a paparazzo popped up to take a photograph, but the gutter press was already bored with the Carlin Noltan angle. A rock star sleeping with an unknown wasn't really news. Anyway, the pictures were always spoiled because of the way Carlin's long shock of side-parted blond hair concealed his right eye.

In London, the tabloids had tried to drum up page views by dragging up the old scandal involving Carlin's mother, a confabulator who claimed Carlin was the son of a famous musician. It was becoming uncool to focus overmuch on the fact that a rock star was gay. They had to dredge up some other reason for posting photographs of Stoney and Carlin together. But nobody cared about any of it in Paris.

So they wore their token disguises― Stoney's shades, Carlin's fringe― and wandered together. Carlin's blond hair was real all the way down, not a dye. Never a hint of dark root at the scalp. Combined with the huge brown eyes, the wheat-colored hair gave Carlin a doll-like appearance even in Stoney's mobile phone snapshots. It was such a pleasure to watch those eyes widen in delight behind the curtain of blond.

Those lovely pupils dilated every time Carlin studied the buskers who played on the Metro. The sound was noisy, unavoidably so, far noisier than even Carlin's angry sound. He'd turn on his voice recorder in his mobile and quietly record the performance― a purposeless exercise from Stoney's point of view, but it seemed to provide Carlin with inspiration. The clatter of the train, the murmur and shrieks of the crowd, were for Carlin a part of the music, not a distraction from it.

Now that Stoney wasn't touring, they could stay in Paris as long as they liked. It was partly a political statement, a show of support for other musicians who played live. The Bataclan attack in November was still painfully fresh in everyone's memory. No red-blooded rock musician could sit back and let the terrorists make people afraid to attend concerts.

But there was another, more personal reason. Stoney had worldwide fans, but the heart of his fandom was the UK and Ireland. Back home in London, there was a party every night. Multiple parties. Probably there were just as many or more in Paris but Stoney wasn't invited to every single one.

It was too late to have a dry January 2016. He'd abandoned that resolution in less than a day. But he could cut back in Paris, he thought. If he stayed in working and writing. If he stayed out of the clubs and the pubs. Carlin liked to practice endlessly on his guitar. He had an unconventional style, often employing objects like drumsticks or violin bows instead of a pick, and it took a lot of experimentation to figure out how to make those tools sing. It was good for Stoney to be around somebody like that. A serious musician.

With Carlin by his side, Stoney could be more than just another washed-up thirtysomething rock star. So many rockers turned into forty-year-old, fifty-year-old, even seventy-year-old babies. Stoney wanted something deeper for himself. With Carlin, he could finally grow up.
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Chapter Two: Carlin
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BY FEBRUARY, STONEY'S people had leased his flat in Belgravia, and some Russian billionaire's daughter had already moved in. Stoney said he didn't know which billionaire. These days there were too many of them to keep track of and all of them foreign. Anyway, the important thing was that the money coming in freed him to lease a flat in the Marais― nothing like the palace he'd had in Belgravia, but big enough and a fine location in the heart of the gay district. Three bedrooms, one of them quickly converted into a home sound studio, one of them a library for Stoney's writing, one of them filled almost wall-to-wall with the oversized round mattress Stoney special-ordered for their personal playground.

The bed came on Valentine's Day 2016. Carlin had never seen such a thing. Never even heard of it. After the delivery men left, he stroked the scarlet satin sheets, an expression of wonder on his face.

"Pose on it for me, baby," Stoney said.

"I don't know how." But he did. Already barefoot, Carlin yanked off his shirt over his head, first exposing his taut abs and then his smooth chest. The winter air was a little dry indoors, thanks to the heater. When he tossed the shirt aside, his tousled hair seemed to throw off sparks. They could both hear the electricity crackle between them.

Wearing only his skinnies, Carlin dived onto the bed as if diving into a swimming pool. It wasn't the ideal way to treat a custom mattress, but the glitter in Stoney's eyes said he couldn't give a fuck. When Stoney dropped onto the bed on top of him, Carlin wriggled and flipped over. Then both of them could feel their hard cocks jousting against each other through the fraying fabric of their expensively distressed jeans.

"I'd love to keep you for myself forever," Stoney said. "But the time for secrets is over. I want to claim you. The rumors are already out there, but I'd like to make it official, as it were."

Times had changed, and the nine years between Stoney and Carlin were an eternity. Carlin had always been out. As far as he was concerned, they were already an official couple. Everyone in Paris knew it. Everyone who read the Daily Mail knew it too.

"It's what I've wanted the whole time," he said after a moment, his voice a little muffled by the way his lips pressed into the notch at Stoney's collarbone. "But I don't know what you mean by official. I don't know about making some press release about our private life. The fucking tabloids..."

It was hard for Carlin to know which of his fears were natural butterflies and which were the product of his anxiety issues. Being seen, being talked about, was Stoney's lifeblood, but Carlin's time in the limelight hadn't been positive. When he was a child, his mother went to jail for stalking Five Ravens frontman Zack Harper. She'd insisted, against all evidence, that he was Carlin's father.

Her delusions were drug resistant. Not her fault. The doctors told him that. So did the lawyer. The court, the tabloids, and his real father had a different opinion.

She was bad and wrong and crazy, and Carlin was the son of bad and wrong and crazy. He could forget who he was alone and naked in a private room with Stoney. But once he was out on the public stage...

"Yeah, the fucking tabloids," Stoney said. "My publicist can deal with the likes of the Daily Mail. I had something else in mind. There's a party coming up. Kyle Marchane's twentieth birthday. There'll be photographers. Instagrammers anyway. Friends of me and Kyle. I'd love to show you off if you're ready."

Carlin knew everything there was to know about Kyle Marchane. Everyone did. The tabloids made sure of it.

The male model. Not a male model, the male model. Maybe the first male supermodel. A street kid from northern England, he'd somehow gotten himself mixed up with a bunch of Russian gangsters in Las Vegas. Or was it Chinese gangsters? If he wasn't an assassin for the mob, he'd known assassins. 

Stoney Rockland himself had discovered Kyle and set him up as a model in Manhattan. Of course, Stoney's interest wasn't entirely unselfish. There were rumors about Kyle, Stoney, and Stoney's girlfriend of late 2015, Irika. Those crazy threeways, the constant shrieking in the tabloids... the fragile relationship couldn't stand up to it.

Anyway, it turned out that Irika was a lesbian involved with several other women. Then somehow Kyle used his mob contacts to insinuate himself into a gang of art thieves in Paris. He was working with another man who posed as a billionaire oil speculator. Carlin was shaky on that part, but he knew Bryce Auburn was one of those shady Americans who never seem to be quite where you'd expect them to be. CIA, Carlin thought. NSA maybe. Certainly the tabloid reporters thought so, though they didn't dare say it outright. For fear of the libel laws, they could only hint. But Carlin had been reading the tabloids his entire life, and he knew how to read the hints.

"I know what you're thinking, baby." Stoney thumbed the underside of Carlin's chin. Kissed the hollow at his collarbone, kissed the side of his mouth.

Carlin's cock twitched again. "I'm sure you do. Maybe you're thinking the same." He stroked Stoney's half-hard length using the lightest of light touches, enough to stimulate but not enough to irritate.

"I mean about Kyle. I know you think what every tabloid reader thinks. Fuck, sometimes even I think it, and it's my people who planted half the bullshit stories."

"So what do I think then? Read my mind."

"A famous model who was my first love is now mixed up with some sort of American crime-fighting figure."

Put like that, it sounded like a movie. Kyle's movie, in fact, because Kyle was writing for Hollywood now. Carlin had listened to Stoney grumble about the size of his autobiography contract compared to Kyle's screenwriting deal, the terms of which had been leaked to Variety and then to the rest of the film industry media.

"I'd love to meet your notorious first love, but I'm not always good at parties." Carlin caught his breath, dreaming about the possibilities. Shy or not, he wanted to be convinced.

"We'll bring your guitar," Stoney said. "You can play."

"My music is a little angry sometimes." Persuade me. Seduce me.

"Angry and noisy. Edgy. Perfect for a party. This kind of party." Beyond that, Stoney knew that having a guitar in Carlin's hands would make him feel more at home. Stoney was always thinking about what was good for Carlin.

He'd always known a rock star would be sexy. But he'd never dreamed Stoney would be so kind. Carlin felt another thrill of love. Once they attended the party, they really would be an official couple, not just trashy gossip for the tabloids.

"You know what, Stoney? I think I am ready. It will be fun." Carlin scooted downward.

"You'll be surprised at how real they are, Kyle and Bryce," Stoney said. "We had a rocky start, but now they're pretty much my deepest friends." His voice caught. Possibly he meant to say something more, but Carlin's tongue nudged at the hollow of his inner thigh, and he gasped with pleasure.

Carlin felt powerful, being able to distract a man like that with a tongue-tip. Of course, very soon, he was using much more than a tongue-tip. They both were.
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Chapter Three: Stoney
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GRAY CLOUDS EDGED IN purple. March wasn't really spring. Stoney knew it would rain soon, but he went out on the narrow balcony to smoke his cigarette. There was a wrought-iron circular table for two, matching chairs, a hip-high wrought-iron rail. A crystal ashtray, its light-catching facets dulled by old ash.

Starstruck Carlin hadn't said anything but Stoney soon noticed that Carlin either didn't really smoke or was trying to quit. He only smoked after sex or when they'd been drinking too much.

I'm a bad influence. Stoney couldn't get through the day without a cigarette. Many cigarettes. So he tried to remember to take it outside.

It was the day before Kyle's party. Stoney needed to talk to Carlin again before they went. He thought he knew everything about Kyle and Stoney's colorful past from the music blogs. Stoney meant to tell him the truth before, but it was so easy to get distracted by Carlin's long body.

Despite the cold, the late afternoon streets were lively. In London you thought it was a cliché but once in Paris you really did see people walking, even bicycling, with those huge baguettes. Several people carried flowers. Le Marais was a place where men walked arm in arm, a place where a boy of nineteen or twenty suddenly stopped on the sidewalk, performed a pirouette, and presented a cute stranger of about the same age with a single long-stemmed rose.

There were a thousand boys like Carlin, Stoney thought. Ten thousand. What was it about this one? It made you believe in fate sometimes, the way they'd been drawn to each other almost from the very first glance. Love at first sight was an illusion, people said. Really? If so, it was a remarkably convincing one.

He spotted Carlin coming out of a Metro exit half a kilometer away. Was his blond hair so different to anyone else's blond hair? He should have worn a cap on this chilly day, but he'd settled for wrapping a long French cashmere scarf around and around his neck. Kitten-soft olive cashmere, with little yellowish-white spots that looked like bleach. A faux grungy look that cost Stoney hundreds of euros and hours of shopping to present to Carlin on Valentine's. The look in Carlin's eyes was worth it all― the custom bed, the fancy scarf, the most expensive bottle of champagne in the shop.

Stoney lingered on the balcony after he stubbed out the cigarette. He couldn't stop watching the bright blond head moving through the crowd. The lad took a detour to an outdoor café. Not many sat outside, but Carlin and another boy took the same table. Stoney felt a stab of jealousy. He assumed it was a boy of Carlin's own age, although they were too far away for him to be sure. The dark-haired stranger was noticeably more slender than Carlin with his footballer's thighs. Carlin was lean but this one was willowy.

Could easily be underage, from the look of him. Stoney was a little skittish about underage boys.

Kyle had been underage when they met. Stoney could have made a serious mistake, if Kyle hadn't stopped him. Of course Stoney had been drunk. He'd been drunk when he rolled out of the first class section of the jet from Heathrow to Miami, and he'd stayed drunk for the entire duration of his North American tour. Both North American tours. It was May of 2012 that first time he'd met Kyle. A blur now. Even the second time they met, in 2014, was becoming a bit of a blur.

The boy in the sidewalk café touched Carlin on the hand. Carlin stood up suddenly, grabbed his string bag, and walked away. What was that?

Stoney thought about another cigarette. But he didn't. Impossible to quit but he could cut down a little. Carlin would be home any minute. So...

A ninety-second shower. A shave. A splash of an expensive cologne which he then dabbed off with rubbing alcohol to leave only the faintest scent behind. Dream Darke L'Homme, a cologne represented by Kyle Marchane. Stoney was under contract to develop his own men's fragrance, but the lab hadn't got back to him yet.

When Carlin walked in, Stoney wore only a thin white towel around his lean hips.

Carlin set the bag gently on the floor with the slight clank of wine bottles. "Hey, baby." Then they were in each other's arms.

Stoney had never before had a relationship, not a real relationship, that lasted more than an entire month. He hadn't known you could still feel that rush of desire for somebody you'd already had. Their kiss was almost too deep, too frantic. Stoney felt as if he were swallowing Carlin's tongue.

At the last minute before mutual asphyxiation, Carlin eased back. "You take my breath away, love." 

The towel fell off. It was pushed off, really, by the force of Stoney's hard-on. Carlin knelt easily, his muscular thighs straining against his tight jeans. Stoney used conditioner down there, but he knew the fur on his happy trail had to be a rough tickle against Carlin's satin lips.

"Is all that for me?" Carlin asked. "Pour moi?" He didn't really speak French, although sometimes he pretended as a sort of joke. French people didn't mind speaking English or even sign language to Carlin. It was because he was so young and beautiful, Stoney thought. He himself was getting to the age where people visibly swallowed their irritation that he didn't know the language.

"All for you, baby."

Afterward, on the balcony where they shared a post-sex cigarette, Stoney thought to ask about the slender boy. It was full dark now. Lights. Snatches of music. A river of happy, laughing people, most of them bundled up in hats and scarves.

But Stoney didn't. He could guess what happened. People in Paris played it cool, but everyone in the Marais knew that a rock star had moved into the neighborhood. From time to time, a fan would try to get close to Stoney. Some of them thought it was easier to approach Carlin instead.

And it wasn't necessarily about Stoney anyway. A beautiful boy like Carlin had to get used to men hitting on him. Carlin wasn't looking, but they couldn't know that. The way he'd walked out of the café had seemed a little abrupt, but he was fine. He liked being desired, even if sometimes he seemed a little shy. Who didn't like being desired?

Carlin would be fine.

Stoney couldn't let himself be distracted. He really did need to talk to Carlin to get him up to speed before the party.

Carlin brought out the bottle and two glasses. Stoney tapped his glass against Carlin's, then drank it down in a single swallow.

Secrets.

The greatest shame of Stoney's adult life was how easily he'd allowed himself to be taken by the predator chasing Kyle in December 2014. It wasn't just the drink. It was the drugs. No one could know about the drugs. As far as Kyle knew― as far as everyone knew― Kyle's stalker had spiked Stoney's drink. Only Stoney knew the truth. Maybe the predator had spiked his drink, but Stoney was already well on his way all by himself. He'd probably been operating in blackout, judging from the intermittent blur that was all that remained of his memories of the actual abduction.

Carlin would understand. He seemed to know there were memories that needed blocking.

"The time for secrets is over." It was something Stoney had said before. A catchphrase he'd adopted ever since coming out. Now he tasted the words on his tongue along with the wine.

Carlin smiled a fond smile at the familiar words. "What secret is this one, love?"

The predator had taken Stoney for the express purpose of trading his life for Kyle's. He knew Kyle was Stoney's biggest fan and that he wouldn't hesitate to sacrifice himself to save the star.

Only Stoney knew he wasn't worth it. Awful to think of an eighteen-year-old boy making such a trade. A 28-year-old drug-addicted alcoholic for a beautiful boy at the beginning of his life. Stoney, helpless, immobilized by drugs and drink, had made a solemn vow to any and every god there was. If I get out of this alive, I'm done with the drugs. Never again. I don't care what it takes to get clean, I'll do it.

I'll never put another man's life at risk again because of my addiction.

"There's things you don't know about me and Kyle Marchane."

"I do know," Carlin said. "It's OK. It was... before. We all had relationships before. I'm twenty-one, aren't I? I understand about things like that."

"But you don't understand." Stoney poured and drank another glass.

Carlin poured another glass too, but he set it down on the wrought-iron table without taking a sip. "You and Kyle. You and Kyle and Irika. I'm not threatened that you experimented with being bisexual. Or, if you are bisexual, I'm OK with it. As long as you're with me now, I don't care about before."

"I should have told you this sooner. Kyle and me and Irika, it was a publicity stunt. It were never real, was it?"

"You did tell me. You tried to tell me. I think I wasn't sure what you were saying."

"Me and Kyle, that was another publicity stunt. I told myself I was in love with him but maybe when I had my chance, I let it go. So maybe... me whole life were just a publicity stunt from beginning to end." His accent got thicker as he drank.

Carlin didn't seem to know what to say to that. He sipped his wine.

"We're just friends. We were always just friends. That stuff in the tabloids, that stuff that everybody knows about me... it's lies. All lies. All publicity. The threeway with me and Irika and Kyle never happened. I doubt Kyle did a threeway in his life. He's a monogamous kind of boy. As for Irika, her group sex parties are girls-only."

Carlin waited.

"You'll hear a lot of made-up stories about Kyle. Some of them by Kyle and his management. Some of them by my management. Kyle has a movie to promote, and I have an image to maintain. At some point I'm supposed to have a rock autobiography to promote, but you know how that's going." Stoney had always thought of himself as a writer. It turned out writing a book wasn't the same as writing a song. His team had hired one ghostwriter, a famous one, but they hadn't meshed, and Stoney had paid her kill fee to make her go away. Surely he'd work better on his own.

They said if you sat at your desk every day and started typing, the words would start to flow. It hadn't worked yet. Stoney was starting to wonder if it ever would.

Carlin emptied the last of the wine into their glasses.

"My farewell concert was that one in Madison Square Garden." Stoney paused, thinking. Already more than a year ago. The last concert of the 2014 North American tour. He needed to get out there again before the fans forgot him.

"That's where you met Kyle and Irika?"

"No, that isn't what I'm trying to say." Stoney had the chance not to say it at all. But he was a little afraid that Carlin wouldn't like Kyle. Wouldn't understand him once he met him. Stoney needed Carlin to like his friends. It wasn't like he was ever going to take Carlin to meet the parents, was it?

"I were kidnapped." Stoney drained his glass and looked down at the street. It was too hard to talk about these things if you had to look your lover straight in the eye. "Not even kidnapped for myself but kidnapped by one of Kyle's stalkers who wanted to trade me for Kyle."

"Fuck," Carlin said.

It was too cold to sit outside without the wine. They went in and locked the balcony door from the inside. Now it was too hot. Carlin was unpeeling Stoney's scarf and then his shirt.

"Kyle agreed to trade his life for mine, but he had an army behind him. You'll meet their leader. Bryce Auburn. The boyfriend. At that time, he was posing as an oil speculator, but evidently he's some kind of undercover dude." Stoney could hear how wild it sounded coming out of his mouth. It really did seem like one of Kyle's Hollywood scripts.

The truth was ridiculous. Only part of the reason why Stoney liked to avoid it.

They were both barefoot and shirtless now. The housekeeper had put the purple velveteen duvet on the round bed. When Carlin pulled Stoney down on the mattress, their feet looked very long and pale against the dark fabric.

Carlin's dark eyes sparkled. None of this was real to him. "So Kyle might be undercover too. Posing as bait, maybe?"

Stoney had thought of that before. There were a lot of theories about Kyle and Bryce. Theories in his head, theories in the gutter press. None of the theories seemed to fit the jagged edges of reality.

"I don't know, baby. I doubt it. I think Kyle was just a sweet boy caught up in something bigger than he was. All I really know is that he traded his life for mine, they got me safe, they got Kyle safe, and then the stalker shot himself before we could find out any more about what was behind him."

He knew he shouldn't, but he got up and fetched the second bottle of wine. Carlin probably meant it for tomorrow, but he didn't say anything as Stoney popped the cork with a melodramatic flick of the wrist.

"I'm telling you this because I trust you, angel face," Stoney said. "The tabloids would go crazy if they had a story about Stoney Rockland being kidnapped and traded for the life of a young fan. The legal authorities in America might want me extradited if they realized I could testify about a private army working on American soil. It's right confusing, I know, but you can't ever tell anybody what I just told you. I'm only telling you so that you'll understand what's between me and Kyle. The tabloids make it easy to explain. We were lovers. But we weren't never that. He was a fan, and he says the usual fan stuff. Me music saved his life. That. But the truth is, he saved my life. He could have left me there, but he was willing to put himself on the line and trade his body for mine."
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