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Just Acting

 

By Z. Allora

 

Kulap Rose Thongsi rode the rollercoaster of the Thai Y-series industry for almost ten years until a scandal sidelined him. Starring in My Reality the Series is his last hope. His agent reminds him regularly that if Rose doesn’t succeed or violates his contract, he won’t get the balloon payment Picture Perfect owes him.

Noknoi Ayutthaya never wanted the pressure of being the lead in a drama. His agent has given him an opportunity he can’t in good conscience refuse when his family is in debt and his sister’s school payment is due. He doesn’t expect to get the part, but he’s going to give it his best shot.

Falling in love was not part of Rose’s life script, but with Nok he can’t help himself. Will they be able to succeed in the Thai Y-series industry while keeping their love a secret? The industry might accept same-sex romance in drama, but in real life it could destroy careers… and lives.


This is dedicated to all the Thai BL actors, directors, crew, and writers who have risked so much to give us these stories. You have helped change hearts and minds with every series. Thank you.


 

 

 

Author’s Note

 

 

Dear Reader,

 

I wanted to share why I dedicated this book to the Asian BL industry. These stories and characters allowed me to survive the pandemic with my sanity somewhat intact.

Fear stole my words, and I had been unable to write. I watched hundreds of dramas from Thailand, South Korea, Japan, Philippines, Vietnam, and China, which took my entire brain to comprehend. I had to read the translations, watch micro expressions, listen to the tone, and witness all the character’s reactions, as well as put it in the context of the country where the series originated. Along with consuming all these series, I watched many actor and director interviews and analysis videos, and I followed the scandals many actors have endured while bringing these series to life.

I absolutely love Asia. I’ve lived and traveled to various countries in Asia for more than half my adult life. So I was unable to prevent myself from doing a comparison of my own experiences, what issues were being explored in the dramas versus the struggle LGBTQIA+ people are experiencing in those countries. I researched societal events; the new laws being enacted, and (over)analyzed how that and societal attitudes affected the stories I loved and which in turn impacted the LGBTQIA+ community.

Each country is in a different place on their road to equality and their dramas reflect that.

At the time of composing this note: Thailand has marriage equality, along with Taiwan and Nepal. Recently Singapore has decriminalized same-sex relationships, but other countries seem to be shifting to a more conservative outlook that increases the discrimination against the LGBTQIA+ communities in those countries.

The Just BL series is set in Thailand, so allow me to focus on the Thai BL industry (or Y-series). There was a dramatic shift from basic visibility in 2014 with their first BL romances to advocating for rights and marriage equality in 2019. The evolution continues from simple storytelling to helping the audience understand the injustices faced by the queer community.

Incredible work has been done by advocates for decades, and I truly believe the BL industry has assisted in nudging public opinion in the direction of equality. Thailand’s current dramas include Pride festivals and have rainbows tucked everywhere, reminding the viewer that there are much larger issues being addressed.

It‘s been a long time since I was able to publish, and I have many people to thank for my having the ability to put words on the page. Here are a few.

On TikTok there are several BL commentators. Two of my absolute favorites are: BL Gossip Girl and Kelli-BLCHEF. These two creators highlight what is happening in the BL world in a responsible way. They get events and clips translated, provide analysis, and attempt to provide adult supervision (at times) to a community that admittedly can go off the rails. Thank you both for sharing yourselves and your time with the BL Community.

A huge thank you to Boys Planet and particularly Kim Ji Woong and Ricky for inspiring a story that haunts me.

Many thanks to my talented Alpha reader, Amaya. She assisted me in making sure non-BL watchers would be able to follow where I was heading and untangled much of my squirrel speak.

I want to thank Dreamspinner and the wonderful people who helped me give you this story. Huge thanks to Andi and her incredible team for making my words shine.

As always to the love of my life. Without you by my side, I’d never have the courage to publish or even believe in happy endings.

And to you, dear reader, for accepting my invitation to go to Thailand with me to explore the BL industry through the Just BL series.


 

 

 

Chapter 1

 

 

“JUST ACTING? Lead role?” Nok’s gasp bounced off the pristine textured walls of his agent’s office. Was the man crazy? Nok had never done more than commercials and small roles.

Kanawat Anwar had been Nok’s agent since Nok’s sophomore year of high school. Kanawat was half kind uncle and half fierce tiger who was determined to get the best roles and deals for his clients.

He had gotten Nok easy work in commercials, which still gave him lots of free time for homework and the money he needed to help his mother keep their house. Once the house was secured, he used the funds to pay for his sister’s school and his college.

“Yes, this is a Y-series.” Leaning toward Nok, Kanawat enunciated each word. “But this is the lead in a promising show from Show & Tell Studio. The last time this author—”

“Y-series?” Lead? No way; he was not ready for that. But questions first.

Kanawat shrugged. “Y-series is a romantic drama. It’s called Y-series because in Japan they call these types of stories Yaoi. Here in Thailand the entertainment industry calls BLs Y-series.”

“BLs? Yaoi?” Nok didn’t mean to keep repeating, but he was clueless.

“Yaoi and BLs are basically the same. It’s Boys Love genre drama.”

Confusion had set in, but eww, there was no way he was…. What was Kanawat suggesting? “Boys Love?”

“Don’t make that face. The term has no connection to the character’s age. It intertwines with the history of the genre. Y-series focus on love stories between two men or two women.”

“But I’m not—”

Kanawat rolled his eyes. “Yes, yes, I know you’re not gay, but it’s just acting. Besides, nowadays it’s not about the gender but the person.”

That’s not where Nok’s problem lived. Since age thirteen, he’d had no confusion about where his attraction lay, and that was firmly with men. “Um, I was going to say I’m not ready for a major role.”

Huffing out a breath, Kanawat said, “Nok, actors want these types of opportunities. This can be your breakout role and could take you to the next level.”

Nok sighed. He didn’t want to get to the next level; he didn’t even want to be an actor. His goals were simple: helping his family and staying on track with his education. “Yes, but aren’t there any other commercials?”

Kanawat scanned through the stack again and then shook his head.

Pointing out the obvious, Nok said, “I’ve never even played the lead in a university play.”

How would he remember all those lines? And move around at the same time for an entire scene? Commercials lasted for a short time, and they didn’t film you for minutes at a time.

Unlike most people in his profession, he wasn’t seeking fame but only to earn a decent living. He didn’t need to be rich, just to earn enough to take care of his mother and sister.

Kanawat waved him off. “I know you have only done commercials and small parts, but you were good in the roles you played. Acting is acting.”

“But a lead role in a drama? That’s a lot—” Of pressure, stress, and heaps of anxiety, along with worries of being terrible.

Sipping his iced coffee, Kanawat studied him, probably ferreting out all Nok’s secrets. The man had seen it all. He set his cup on a coaster and took off his glasses. “You’re a good-looking guy, and you have that star quality that audiences love.”

Nok stopped himself from laughing and managed to get out, “Thank you.”

Kanawat straightened the neat stack of folders on his desk and peeled a sheet off the top. “I know you’ve been short on work recently. Here’s the salary for this series.”

Nok glanced at the page Kanawat slid in front of him.

That was a decent amount of money. Not a life-changing number, but not something he could ignore outright. “This is for shooting twelve episodes with the option of a special?”

Kanawat put his glasses back on. “Yes, but there’s a bit more than that.”

“Aw, the catch! How much more?” Something too good to be true usually is.

“With this type of role, there are fan meetups, brand-ambassador deals, internet entertainment interviews, TV interviews, infomercials, etc. Some of these appearances do not involve payment, but their purpose is to promote the show, which increases your exposure and makes you more appealing to sponsors. Which means more money.”

Nok swallowed the information. A vine of disappointment snaked through him as refusal became further out of reach. Brand-ambassador deals? Meetups? What else? “Etc.?” he asked.

“For other appearances, the companies requesting an appearance would compensate you, and I’m currently working on merchandise deals. Of course I’d take care of all the details.” Kanawat smiled as if everything was under control.

The sensation of drowning flooded Nok. “It sounds like a lot. How much time are we talking about?”

“Didn’t you just graduate?”

“Yes, but I was thinking of getting a masters.” Nok hadn’t even researched the information on programs he might be interested in, but now seemed to be an excellent time to start.

“Depending on the success of the show, a rough estimate is about a year. The schedule is intense, but this number is only the base salary. The other deals are beyond….”

His sister’s tuition bill was coming due next month, and he wanted to take the pressure off his mom. She was working hard, but her new alteration business had been faltering.

He didn’t have a choice. “When are the auditions?” he asked with a sigh.

“Next week.”

Nok probably wouldn’t get the part anyway. “Do you know who―”

Kanawat slid a second sheet, this one with names, in front of Nok. “Here’s the short list of who’s up for the other part.”

He didn’t know anyone on the list, but he skimmed the names.

Giving him a smug smile, Kanawat leaned toward him. “Rumor has it Kulap Thongsi is getting the other lead.”

Clearly Kanawat thought this was exciting news, but should Nok know that name? “Kulap Thongsi?”

Kanawat pulled out a file and laid it his desk. He tapped on a picture. “Known as Rose?”

All the air left Nok’s lungs. He locked his jaw so that his mouth remained closed. This man was beyond model handsome. He was an unattainable wet dream that the entertainment industry packaged and sold to the audience. The headshot alone had Nok wanting to buy whatever this man was selling.

Closing the file Kanawat broke the spell he had cast over Nok and then said, “He’s one of the Y-series industry’s standards. Super good looks, great actor, smart, and quick on his feet.”

“Sounds perfect for such a role.” Unlike Nok.

Kanawat frowned and swirled the ice around the bottom of his cup. “Though there was a scandal between him and his first series ship, and also the one following.” Nok raised an eyebrow, and Kanawat asked, “What?”

“Ship? What is that?” Did this industry have its own language?

“A ship is a pairing of characters that are in a relationship. It can also mean a hope that two people get together. Some people think shipping actors goes too far. In the past, many actors continued to act like their characters offscreen for popularity.”

“You mean even outside their roles, they have to act like their characters?” That seemed like a lot of pressure.

“Yes, to some extent. This practice of implying there is a romantic relationship between the actors is fading. The problem is, many of the younger fans buy into the relationship in the series being real beyond the story, and it can be ugly when they find out it’s not.”

“The fans expect the actors playing the characters to transfer into real relationships outside of the series?” That was crazy. “It’s just acting. Actors play roles as a job.”

“To be fair a number of actors and actresses meet on set and get into romantic relationships with each other.” Kanawat shrugged. “The same is true with BL actors. Their deep connection with each other can evolve into a romantic relationship. It’s human nature, and given the amount of intimacy involved in these roles, I’m surprised it isn’t more common.”

That made sense to Nok. “Hmm, I guess working that closely together could translate into a real relationship. But if they break up—”

“That creates a bit of a situation. However, regardless of the actors’ relationship status, there are times when the fans are overly protective of the couple. I’ve always thought that is because the Y-series may be the first place the fans ever have seen a gay couple.” Kanawat took a sip of his drink.

“You’ve thought a lot about this.” It would have been great, Nok thought, if he had seen more gay people on Thai TV growing up.

“It’s my job.” Kanawat narrowed his gaze on Nok as if he were seeing him for the first time. “And when the actors are successful in working together, the industry will keep pairing these same actors together across different series, and they become a pair. The actors’ closeness grows whether it’s romantic or not, which can add to the belief there’s more.”

Nok nodded. That made sense. “To closeted gay kids, that kind of visibility would be everything. As a teen, figuring out their orientation and seeing a program with gay characters would help them feel less isolated.” These series would have given him hope in his confusing teenage years.

Kanawat pointed at him. “Exactly. They need to know it’s possible for same-sex relationships to exist. Keep in mind same-sex marriage has only recently become legal in Thailand.”

“I know, and there haven’t been a lot of opportunities to see queer people acknowledged in entertainment.” Nok understood how unnerving it was not to view any positive representations in media.

“That is changing too.” Kanawat cleared his throat as he often did when he wanted to get back to the topic at hand. “Anyway, neither of Rose’s working partnerships ended well. This is probably Rose’s last chance to end his career on a high note.”

Nok’s scrunched face probably said more than he intended. He pointed to the picture Kanawat had laid out. “Isn’t that a current headshot?”

Kanawat shrugged. “It is. The guy is only in his late twenties, but BL actors don’t have a long shelf life before moving on… unless their pairing works, and then who knows.”

Trying to absorb the information, Nok nodded.

Kanawat put another page in front of Nok and tapped the list. “Auditions will include these guys, along with all the walk-ins and models.”

Nok stared at the sheet. It featured names of people who were probably ten times as qualified as him.

Pointing to the first name on the list, Kanawat said, “Gamon Chaisit. Despite his extensive experience, he’s only accepting secondary characters without a romantic plotline these days. Even though his former ship, Dusit Sitwat, hasn’t acted in several years, Gamon refuses to co-star with any other actor. During interviews he has admitted he’d only take a main role if Dusit Sitwat played opposite him.”

“So why on earth is he auditioning?” Seemed like a waste of time to Nok.

“His fan club will be there, and his agent is probably pushing him. She’s a piece of work.” Kanawat’s tone suggested Nok should be more grateful he wasn’t a tyrant… much.

Nok took a sip of water.

Kanawat pointed at the next names on the list. “Now Rune Mali and Maaw Ngam will audition, but unless they elbow Kulap Thongsi out completely—”

“Why would they need to?”

“They are a shipped couple, have starred in several popular Y-series, and only work together.” Kanawat smiled.

Maybe this was a stupid question, but… “Because?”

“Again, the whole shipping culture. Their fans won’t stand for anything else. A while back, Rune did a drama with a female love interest. The fans barely supported the show, and the ones that did only did so because Maaw did a cameo. Since then they have pledged to only work together. Even though fan culture is changing, it still is an issue to consider.”

The fans seemed scary, but as Nok thought about this, he remembered that his sister was convinced most of her actor crushes were in relationships with their co-stars.

“What about the others on the list?” There were plenty of names left.

“That’s why I think you’ve got a great shot. There’s no one on this list that doesn’t come with baggage or conflicts—scheduling and personal—or isn’t serious about the role.”

“But you mentioned walk-ins, models, and others will audition.” How could Nok get the role instead of them?

Kanawat winked. “Of course. However, you’ve got experience, and I’m representing you. You’ve got a good chance to get this role.”

Still not sure if he wanted the lead, Nok thought there might be a secondary character he could be good for. The money wouldn’t be as much, but it would help.

“I’ll audition.”

 

 

“ANONG, PLEASE.” Nok plugged his ears until his sister stopped squealing. He was glad the neighbor’s house was a distance away from their own.

Bouncing from foot to foot, Anong begged, “Tell me again? You’re auditioning for a Y-series? Which one? Who else is auditioning?”

He cautiously unblocked his ears. “If I tell you, can you promise not to scream?”

“Of course.” She placed a hand over her heart as if he had wrongly accused her of such a thing.

“Not sure of the other names, but the most likely candidate for the lead is Kulap Thongsi.”

“Rose? Rose! You’re going to audition for the same Y-series as Rose? Can you get his autograph?” Anong danced around the living room, making her school-uniform skirt swirl.

His mother opened the sliding glass door and called out, “I’m home.” Never wanting to be left out of her children’s excitement, she slipped out of her shoes and into her house slippers as she asked, “What’s all the commotion?”

Anong sashayed over. Not only did she steeple her hands to give her mother a wai, but then she hugged her as well. “Nok is going to be a famous Y-series actor.”

Mother pressed her lips to the top of Anong’s head, then smiled at him. “Noknoi?”

He put his hands together and bowed his head to greet his mother with respect. She looked exhausted and drained. “I have an audition next week,” he said.

She inhaled deeply and then smiled with pride. “I’m so proud of you.”

“I didn’t get the role yet.” Nok hoped he could manage everyone’s expectations.

“It doesn’t matter. I am proud of both my children.” Never one to be told not to celebrate her children’s successes, she crowed even about his auditions as if they were accomplishments.

Anong burst out, “Guess what? Kulap Thongsi—you know, Rose—will be the lead.”

Nok’s mother’s eyes sparkled. “He’s quite an actor.”

Anong threw herself on the sofa. “You mean he’s pretty, and he has good hair?”

Blinking rapidly, their mother pressed her lips together but failed to hide her mirth. She giggled. “Anong. Don’t be naughty. He’s also a talented actor.”

“Yes, Mommy.” His sister laughed and then announced, “We need to teach Nok about Y-series dramas. He knows nothing.”

“It’s good that I brought home dinner.” Mother held up bags of shrimp soup.

Anong grabbed bowls and spoons from the kitchen. “Can we eat in front of the TV?”

His mother smiled. “Usually my answer would be no, but tonight is an exception.”

The three of them took their seats on the sofa with their soup on the coffee table.

Anong scrolled through her collection. “I think we should watch Don’t Break My Heart, the series. They made the show a few years ago, but it’s one of our favorites.”

Nodding, their mother said, “Oh, I like this one. It’s so sad that Dusit Sitwat and Gamon Chaisit don’t work together anymore. They were cute together and looked happy in the behind-the-scenes footage.”

“I really think they were a real couple.” His sister sighed; she seemed to have emoji hearts where her eyes should be.

“They may have been.” Mother shook her head. “But all we know is they seemed to be close.”

“Is this where actors in a ship pretend to be more and won’t work in a major role with any other actors?” Nok needed to get comfortable using these terms so he didn’t sound awkward.

His sister exhaled hard. “Possibly, but we’ll probably never know. The whole situation breaks my heart. Don’t get me started. It’s my dearest wish that those two actors work together again.”

Nok didn’t mention Gamon Chaisit would audition for this new series, because it would no doubt invite another round of flash-fire questions from Anong that he didn’t have the answers to.

He guided his sister back from a fangirl rant before she started by asking, “What’s this story about?”

Anong folded her arms over her chest. “Basically, high school guys fall in love, and their parents walk in on them when they are… you know, busy. The parents send one character away overseas while the other character stays in Thailand. It’s so sad.”

That hit Nok in his feelings. When he was younger, before he came out, he had been terrified of that kind of treatment.

His mother pressed her nose against his cheek and then his sister’s. She shook her head with a frown. “I don’t know how any parent could punish a child for being who they are.”

Nok caught her eye and hoped his expression conveyed the gratitude he felt. When she found him kissing a boy, he only received love. Though she also gave them both a lecture on safe sex. When Nok balked, she reminded him that if he’d liked girls, she’d be giving them the same talk, including the responsibilities of parenthood for unintended consequences along with the safe-sex discussion. Then she’d grilled the boy to determine if he was worthy of Nok’s kisses… turned out he wasn’t.

His sister’s dramatic sigh grabbed his attention. “It’s so horrible. Gamon and Dusit were supposed to do another season, which would have been based on novels three through five, but that didn’t happen. I wanted to see their reunion as adults.”

His mom tapped his sister’s knee. “Come on, in the last episode Dusit’s character was at work in a suit looking at a resumé. The camera zoomed in so we knew Gamon’s character would be interviewing with Dusit’s character. You know it will lead to them reconnecting.”

“Yeah, but time skips aren’t the same.” Anong added for his benefit, “When the story jumps to the future to shorthand the misery, it feels choppy.”

Their mom yawned and then nudged his sister. “Let’s watch the show. It’s early enough for us to watch all of it.”

Anong started the show. “Oh see these two? They are the side couple but no side couple syndrome here.”

His mom added to his confusion. “Not with Gamon Chaisit and Dusit Sitwat as the leads.”

“I need a translator for this new language.” Nok paused the show. “Please explain side couple and this syndrome.”

Both Anong and his mom chuckled.

“I got this.” Anong leaned toward him with a serious expression as she appeared to go into BL professor mode. “The side couple is the secondary relationship in the series. The production house is giving these actors experience and exposure so they can be ready to take on lead roles. Now secondary couple syndrome is what fans call it when the side couple captures the audience’s attention more than the lead couple.”

“Ah, okay. I got it.” Why Kanawat isn’t sending him to audition for a side couple gig? That would make more sense. He started the show again.

The actors impressed Nok. Gamon Chaisit’s tears weren’t from a menthol tear stick. Everything in him conveyed sadness at the loss of his love.

Dusit Sitwat’s anger radiated off him in waves, and Nok felt like he should take notes. How did he even have a chance against talent like this?

They watched the entire series even though it kept them all up late. Finally, after midnight, the story ended on a high note.

His sister pointed to the television. “Dusit is sitting behind the desk looking at the resumé. Then he sets it on the table and picks up the phone. Pause it! Pause it right here!”

He did.

She jumped off the couch and pointed to the clipboard Dusit’s character had set down. “See the name? See the name!”

“I do.”

“In the novels, he calls the personnel department to schedule an interview with Gamon’s character, and after some twists and turns, they get back together. All the fans know that is happening… but we want to see it! They were supposed to do a special episode, and—”

“Perhaps they will.” Mother yawned. “Okay, it’s well past time for bed.”

Anong might have begged to stay up later, but Nok stood, confirming it was bedtime. “Thank you for watching the drama with me. I have a lot to process. Can we watch another tomorrow?” he asked.

“Of course.” Anong nodded enthusiastically and then headed to her bedroom. She called out, “I’ll figure out which one.”

His mother smiled her thanks.

“You look tired,” Nok said.

“I am,” his mother said. “There were two wedding dresses that needed significant alterations.”

“I wish you didn’t have to work so hard.” Nok might not want the role, but he couldn’t deny that auditioning would be worth it if it got him a secondary role with a salary that would give the family some financial breathing room.

“I don’t mind. As long as I get to see you and Anong at the end of the day, I’m happy.” His mother stifled a yawn.

“Good night,” Nok said, hoping his mom would get some sleep.

Nok took a quick shower, then got on his laptop and gathered a list of every drama and commercial Rose—Kulap Thongsi—was in. Not up for another drama tonight, he followed Rose on his social media pages and searched images, and….

Wow. Swallowing hard, Nok perused the stunning pictures Rose and his fans had posted of him. Damn, no wonder he was a sought-after model and actor. As stunning as Rose was overall, for Nok it was the big brown eyes framed in long lashes that soothed Nok’s soul.

He followed a link to Rose’s YouTube channel. Even without a script, Rose was charming. No wonder he had such a strong fan base.

Maybe it was all just acting, but Rose was not only handsome, but smart and kind and—oh no! Now Nok was starting to sound like his sister.

Despite himself, he clicked on to the first episode of Rose’s first Y-series drama. Rose was a dream… a sexy wet dream.

Nok couldn’t help but get a little hard, especially during the sex scenes. Watching as Rose bent his co-star into a pretzel and thrust against him made Nok breathless and jealous.

Throwing off his blanket, Nok tried to cool off. How the actors managed not to come for real during these scenes was beyond him. When he saw a donut commercial, he wanted to eat a donut.

The kissing scenes were sensuous and sweeter than anything he’d ever experienced. Nok wished he had a boyfriend to share his lips with like this.

A few more episodes in and instead of feeling the chemistry between the actors sizzle, their connection kind of fizzled.

Nok firmly believed that if he had been acting opposite Rose, they would have set the scenes on fire. Whether Nok gave or received, together he and Rose would ignite the sheets, the floor, the desk chair, and… the shower?

Mmm, Rose in a shower, water running down his muscles.

A quick glance at his bedroom door showed he had flicked the lock.

Nok groped for his dick and rolled his foreskin over the tip. He followed the length to the base and back to the top. A drip of precum leaked from the tip. With his thumb he rubbed the wetness over the top as he imagined Rose’s tongue.

His gaze returned to his laptop.

Fuck! Rose was beautiful, and his mouth…. Nok would enjoy those lips on his.

He cast himself as the recipient of Rose’s no doubt talented tongue. Rose’s mouth, he was sure, wouldn’t only be quick with interview answers. Hot, wet, and eager—Nok imagined how incredible he would feel inside Rose’s mouth.

Maybe he should feel guilty for objectifying the actor, but his dick had no conscience. He probably wouldn’t even see Rose at the audition, let alone get the part.

In Nok’s mind, Rose dropped to his knees.

He stroked himself faster. It had been a while since he’d sought release, and right at this moment, he’d do just about anything to come.

With one hand, he clicked through images of Rose while he stroked himself off with the other. There was something in Rose’s gaze that assured him Rose would be a considerate, gentle lover, but playfully rough. He would lavish his attention on Nok, giving him long, full licks along the length of his erection.

Several photos of Rose posed shirtless caught his eye. Rose’s sculpted body was on display, but the confident glint in his eyes was even sexier.

Nok would bet he didn’t have a fragile ego like Nok’s ex. No, Rose didn’t need approval. He took and gave what he wanted, which would be exactly what Nok needed.

Almost there, Nok slowed and edged his orgasm. He wanted….

Yeah! He found a picture of Rose staring directly into the camera as he licked his full, generous lips.

Nok swore he heard those lips whisper, “I want to love you forever.”

Where did that come from?

Refocusing on chasing pleasure, he could feel Kulap “Rose” Thongsi’s lips sliding over his cock and sweet suction attempting to pull the cum directly out of him—

Game over!

He came. Pleasure pulsed out until his mind caught up with his body and slowed his hand. Sagging onto the bed, Nok relaxed and closed his eyes. When he opened them again, Rose was staring at him from the computer screen.

Nok chuckled. Well, that will never happen in real life, but it is a lovely fantasy.


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

 

KULAP THONGSI got in the elevator in his condo building and checked the mirror to ensure the tailored suit Gucci had sent lay right. It was quite the modern cut, so he wore no shirt.

He grinned.

How scandalized his parents would—but no, that wasn’t his concern. They had cut off contact with him years ago. It had been almost a decade since he’d even tried to communicate with them. Who he was at his core and his choice of career had been enough for them to disown him. He no longer played the violin for a buffalo and expected to be appreciated.

As he stepped out of the lobby doors of his building, Bangkok’s wet heat hit him. A town car waited for him at the curb. Sometimes the talent agency that owned him took good care of him… as long as he played by their rules.

He opened the door and slid in. His agent was in the back seat, a constant reminder of the cost he paid for being pampered.

“Good morning, Rose.”

“Morning, Tanet.” Rose tried to keep the disappointment out of his voice. So much for a calm ride to the audition.

Tanet reached a hand out toward Rose’s hair.

Rose ducked away. “What are you doing?”

“Oh, um. Your hair….” Tanet pointed to Rose’s forehead.

Rose pulled out his phone and looked at himself in its camera. Nothing wrong with his hair he could see. “It’s fine.”

“Stop fussing.” Tanet ran his fingers through the front of Rose’s hair and then skimmed down his arm. He squeezed Rose’s bicep. “Are you working out?”

“Just the usual. Keep your hands off me.” Rose tugged his arm away and rubbed it to stop the feeling of bugs crawling on him. He slid closer to the window.

Tanet always found reasons to touch him. Rose hadn’t been able to make him stop, and ever since this series came up, Tanet’s groping had increased.

“I’m here to make sure you understand where you need to focus. This is the last chance we’re giving you.” Over the course of the ten years, Tanet had developed into a caricature of a poorly written villain. Tanet might have his reasons for being a dick, but they didn’t justify his actions.

Rose had been grateful when the talent scout at Picture Perfect found him walking through Siam Square. The scout arranged to have headshots taken and then scheduled Rose for an interview with Tanet.

Throughout the industry, everyone knew Tanet Saeli as a ruthless individual who would do whatever it took to place his clients exactly where he desired. Emphasis on where he wanted them to be.

The problem came about when the clients didn’t understand the legal terms and the hidden clauses in the contract. Their signature on the dotted line meant they were selling most of their twenties to Picture Perfect.

At twenty-eight Rose was almost out from under the weight of the original contract. He just needed to tolerate Tanet a bit longer.

Tanet tapped him on the arm, and his hand lingered until Rose folded his arms across his chest and shifted away. “By the time we arrive, the casting will have already sorted many of the nobodies out,” Tanet observed.

So arrogant. “Are you saying if they aren’t famous, they are without worth?”

“Not at all, because in this batch of would-be stars, I’m certain that there are multiple people capable of replacing you.” This wasn’t the first time Tanet had threatened him.

Rose swallowed his anger. He’d play nice for the sake of the payout he was due at the end of his contract. The number of baht owed would allow him savings for the future and the flexibility to try something other than acting.

But Tanet, who enjoyed lording his power over people, continued, “This time you stay within the bounds, or this is over. We’ll take away everything.”

Rose bristled. He was too old for the scoldings Tanet dished out. “As you’ve reminded me again and again.”

“Good. I don’t want you to forget.” Tanet patted him on the knee, and then his hand started traveling up his leg.

Rose jerked his leg away as far as the back seat would allow. “After this project, Picture Perfect and I will part ways.”

Giving him a mocking frown, Tanet said, “Doesn’t sound as if you’ll miss me.”

Rose didn’t bother to respond. Pulling out his phone again, he checked to see if Dusit had responded to his texts. No surprise he hadn’t, but Rose wasn’t giving up on his friend.

“They arranged the audition in the usual manner,” Tanet said. “The main ballroom is for the nobod—walk-ins, scouted talent, models, etc. Farther down there are several halls and smaller rooms used for sorting and for test reads.”

Rose nodded and silently urged the driver to go faster, desperate to escape Tanet as soon as possible. When they finally arrived at the hotel where the auditions were being held, Rose thanked the driver and stepped out of the car.

His fan club—the Rose Garden, as they named themselves—greeted him, calling his name and waving welcome signs. Individual members called themselves Roses, and the club leaders were Gardeners. The name Rose Garden fit his fandom perfectly. They were beautiful, but they could have sharp thorns too.

Nevertheless the enthusiastic fans stood as a beacon of hope, reminding him of all the reasons he acted and why he had stayed in BL. Their energy and devotion were like a magic elixir that validated his soul.

He waied to the crowd of well-wishers. Giving in to their pleas, he struck a few poses and allowed cell phones to click away.

One Gardener, identified by the limited-edition rose pin she wore, zigzagged through the crowd. She waied as she reached him and took a moment to adjust her pin as she caught her breath. “We had more turnout than expected,” she told him, beaming. “The Chiang Mai Roses and Pattaya Roses came out to show their excitement.”

A blond holding a sign that read Roses from the USA yelled, “Don’t forget the International Roses are also here.”

The Gardener stared at the small group to her left and grinned. “More than last year and louder too.”

The group broke into a Rose chant, which made Rose smile. “Roses are red, roses can be blue, Rose Thongsi is the BL actor for you.”

Hard to believe people he didn’t even know gave him so much support when his own—no. Rose swallowed and forced all thought of his family to the background. His fans had worked tirelessly to inform others that he and his first ship remained good friends. When scandal struck his second ship as well, they stood by him. Even though he hadn’t had another lead in the last few years, his Roses were still there to cheer him on. Some even stood outside his modeling jobs and held signs of support.

He raised his voice to be heard by the crowd. “I’m touched that so many people took time out of their lives to stop by to wish me well. And some of you have traveled so far. Thank you seems inadequate.”

The Gardener elbowed her buddy and said, “As if we wouldn’t do that for our Rose.”

Her friend pointed at Rose’s ear and squealed, “You’re wearing it!”

Touching the sterling rose that began with the bud at the top of his ear, traveled diagonally down in the form of a stem with delicate leaves, and ended at the side of his ear, Rose smiled. He was glad to be wearing the gift. “Of course. I might not be able to wear this during filming, but I truly am honored that my Roses and the Gardeners gifted me with such a precious symbol. I cherish our connection.”

“We wanted you to know how much you mean to us,” said someone in the group around the Gardener.

Tanet grabbed his arm from behind. “Quit wasting time. You need to get in there.”

Rose shrugged away from the restraining hand and waved to his fans. “I have to go now.”

Moans of disappointment echoed through the crowd, but the Gardener quieted everyone. “A few of us can go inside. If your number is called….”

Rose glanced over his shoulder and waved one more time to the crowd.

As Rose entered the elegant hotel where the auditions were being held, many of the staff stopped and greeted him by name.

The line of walk-in auditioners that started in the lobby looped all the way around before it vanished down a hallway. These would-be actors were hoping an agent, casting director, or production house would see potential in them and add them to their stable of talent. If Rose guessed right, the line would end at the registration tables, which would be down that hall near the ballrooms.

Rose hurried, trying to escape Tanet, but Tanet kept pace with him and said, “You’ll read with several candidates. Picture Perfect would really like you to work with Gamon Chaisit.”

Right! Dream much? He kept his voice low. “Gamon’s refused to work with anyone other than—”

“Yes, we’re aware, but what a story if he would work with you. Now that would be redemption.” Tanet was way too excited about something that would never happen. No way would Gamon do that, and Rose wouldn’t threaten their friendship by pushing Tanet’s nonsense agenda.

“I’ve worked with him before, and I know he’s not going to—”

Tanet waved him off and then grabbed his arm. “We are simply asking you to try.”

Knowing neither of their fan groups would allow such a pairing, Rose shrugged noncommittally. “I need to go. Have a good day.”

He escaped to the area designated for those of his fans lucky enough to win entry and didn’t have to wait long for the roped-off section to be filled with his Roses. Spending the time taking pictures with his fans until he was called was always fun. He joined a live chat with one of them, exchanging messages with fans watching video of the event online, and then he took part in the Gardeners’ live stream itself for various fan pages.

Rose agreed to do a quick interview with Simon, an ambitious reporter from the Real Scoop online entertainment and gossip magazine. Hopefully, the man wouldn’t be on the attack as he so often was.

The camera started, and Simon asked, “So what role will you have in this drama?”

Ah, hope gone. Simon was clearly trying to trip Rose up immediately. “I’m auditioning for one of the leads. I’ve read the script, and I’m a big fan of the author who wrote the novel.”

A twitch under Simon’s eye indicated that he wouldn’t be charmed. “Do you plan on breaking this lead’s heart too?”

Taking the virtual knife out of his gut, Rose forced a laugh and then smiled. “I’ve no intention of doing that.”

“I was talking about your character in the series, not what you’ve done to your co-stars.” Simon’s smirk suggested he enjoyed toying with Rose and wasn’t trying very hard to avoid lying.

Sure he was, but Rose nodded. “I know what you were referring to, and the novel this series is based on has a happy ending, so fingers crossed. I’m hoping we can keep heartbreak to a minimum.”

“Well, it happens, though, doesn’t it?” Simon looked directly into the camera. “For those new to our little BL family, Mr. Rose has made both of his previous ships fall in love with him and then broke their hearts by refusing them.”

Rose pressed his lips together. He wasn’t surprised but simply tired of the stabs and innuendos. That was not what had happened. His first co-star opted to leave Thailand and the BL industry so he could move to China with his longtime girlfriend to get married.

And his second… well, his second co-star, Han Asnee, and he had attempted a relationship, but jealousy blew it up before it really started.

Lesson learned.

Simon turned back to him and asked, “We all watched everything implode on social media. Any comments?”

“I really want this role. My Rose Garden hopes to see me in a lead again.” He’d been banished to side characters for the last three years.

Giving him an overly toothy smile, Simon said, “We are all praying for you.”

“Thank you.” Rose pasted on a smile and waied. He understood the game, but sometimes the unfairness of public opinion got to him.

He headed back over to the roped-off section where his Roses stood. They waved him over more urgently than usual, so he picked up his pace. “What’s up?”

Instead of the usual cheerful chatter, they went silent and pointed behind him with big grins.

He turned. “What?”

One Gardener nearby gestured to a handsome man sitting on the floor with his back against the wall. His plush lips moved as he stared at the script.

“Oh….” His fans had a certain knack for finding beauty. Was there more to their interest? “And?”

A Gardener explained, “One of the Roses almost tripped walking in, and he rushed over and caught her before she hit the ground. And another was coughing, so he got a bottle of water out of the machine and handed it to them.”

They nodded at Rose expectantly, all seeming to vibrate at the same frequency.

What did they want him to do? He couldn’t just saunter over to the guy and say hi. Maybe he—

“Excuse me, Number twenty-eight?” one of his Roses called out, rescuing him from overthinking.

The actor jumped and looked around. He must have thought he was being called in by casting.

He covered his disappointment well, and his smile might have even gotten bigger when he saw the Roses waving him over. He stood and dusted off the back of his pants. Although he was a bit shorter than Rose, the way he moved suggested he played sports, and the way his button-up shirt fit his muscles reinforced the possibility that he was an athlete or worked out regularly.

He waied, then asked, “Yes?” His voice was deep but soft.

As he got closer, Rose was taken by the man’s sweet face, but his intense dark eyes and thick lashes pushed him over the edge into sexy rather than merely cute. Was he the kind of man one could have a pleasant conversation with during dinner… right before he bent you over the dining room table?

His haircut accentuated his cheekbones. Makeup wouldn’t have to do much with his flawless skin, and beauty products would clamor to have him promote their brands. He was stunning.

“What’s your name?” another one of the Roses asked him.

“I’m Noknoi Ayutthaya, but you can call me Nok.” He waied to the group again, and his gaze darted to Rose before he quickly looked away.

“Aw, that means little bird. How sweet,” one of the Roses said, and another added, “Just like him.”

A Gardener asked, “How old are you?”

He ducked his head. “I turned twenty-two in April.”

“Nok, have you acted before?” asked another fan in the crowd, continuing their interview of him.

“Not much. I have been doing commercials, and I’ve had a few small parts, but I’ve never done a Y-series drama,” he confessed with a sunny self-deprecating grin.

Rose studied Nok as his Roses vetted him. Nok had the “it factor” that allowed him to glitter and shine. People seemed drawn to him… or was that just Rose?

“Can we take your picture?” a Rose asked almost too quietly to be heard.

“Me?” This was probably new to Nok. How long would that last? “Of course.”

The Rose Garden stopped taking covert pictures. With permission, they held their phones out and started snapping photos. Then they formed a line to take selfies with him.

He was polite with each one of Rose’s fans. That spoke well of him. Some actors and actresses saw the fans as a necessary evil, but Nok appeared to be genuinely interested in them.

Another Gardener entered the roped area. After a quick survey of the situation, she smiled. “Nok, would you stand next to Rose?”

For the first time, Nok acknowledged Rose with a smile. A blush tinted his cheeks all the way up to the tips of his ears. He ducked his head. “Is that okay, Mr. Thongsi?”

Delight ricocheted through Rose. “Sure.”

Nok took a few shy steps toward him, so Rose closed the distance.

“Closer.” The whines of his Roses turned into sighs as he daringly threw an arm around Nok.

“Do the poses,” someone demanded.

“Poses?” Nok looked at Rose.

Rose grinned and whispered, “Follow me.” He made heart fingers for the camera. He did a double peace sign and then made half a heart.

“Nok, like this.” A Rose showed Nok how to make the other half of Rose’s heart.

“Thank you.” Nok smiled and followed instructions.

Rose ran through the rest of usual poses, and Nok kept pace with him with surprising accuracy. Something made him throw out a dare. “If you want, face me.”

Nok did and glanced into Rose’s eyes.

Wow, none of the usual shyness or, worse, homophobic grimacing—just pure eye contact. The crowded hallway, even his Rose Garden, faded into the distance, and Rose allowed himself to sink into this man’s gaze.

The moment was scary, liberating, and confusing. Rose had always been afraid of getting lost in someone’s stare, but this time he wasn’t alone. Nok was there with him in the depths of some world that only existed for the two of them.

Their souls collided and fused their hearts together, at least in Rose’s romantic dreams.

One of Rose’s fans squealed and ripped him out of the delicious luxury. He faltered and gave Nok a crooked smile.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw people at the casting table fan themselves, nod, and give him silent applause.

So this was one of the guys auditioning to play opposite him. Well, he and Nok certainly had chemistry.

Too soon Rose was called in to do auditions. He greeted the five people sitting in chairs and the ones scattered in the back.

After reading lines with two other actors, he was relieved to see Nok glide through the door.
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