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BEAcon of Love

 

Jamie Sands


To Shivaun, adorable cosplay friend, this one’s for you!


Chapter One

Cole

COLE PARRISH COULD not contain his excitement.

They were checking into the hotel. After a year of preparation and multiple days stuck in the car with his best friend, the greatest fan convention of the year was happening: BEAcon.

Bryce had driven the last leg of their road trip and groaned softly as he stretched out his back. The drive to Nevada from California wasn’t super long, but they still liked to split it over a couple of days and take their time. Neither of them was fond of driving for over four hours at a time.

Cole looked around, bouncing on the balls of his feet. The people in the check-in lines were just like him. They wore superhero T-shirts, or shirts with Tolkien quotes, or even casual cosplays. Cole glanced down at his own—a Dusk City fan shirt. Dusk City was the hottest new TV show of the season. Chances were there’d be a lot of cosplayers inspired by the urban fantasy show and its handsome cast who would be appearing at the convention. Especially Caleb, the smolderingly gorgeous vampire lead character.

Cole had a large suitcase and three suit bags full of costumes carefully handcrafted over the last year. Bryce had a duffel bag with his two tried-and-true cosplays inside it. He helped lug Cole’s bags up to their room.

“I dunno why you have to be so extra every time.” Bryce rolled his eyes

“I have to be extra for the community.” Cole made his eyes wide and innocent. “I have fans, you know. And they deserve every piece of effort I put into this.”

Bryce knew he was teasing. “You have maybe ten fans. And they just follow you for the time you accidentally showed nipple in that one video.”

“How dare you?” Cole slapped at Bryce’s elbow, which wasn’t easy while holding the garment bags.

“I’m here to keep you grounded, my friend. Someone’s got to.”

“You’re not just here to keep me grounded.” Cole shifted his weight. “You’re here to stalk Zack as well.”

Bryce colored. “Zack is… I don’t know why you’d bring that up.”

“Uh, because you’ve been talking nonstop about him on the drive here, how hot he is, and how much you hope you get to see him? Even though he’s my deadly cosplay rival and not even that good-looking?”

Bryce couldn’t meet his eyes.

Cole decided to backpedal. He didn’t want to make his friend uncomfortable, so he changed the subject back to a safe topic: himself. “Well. As soon as I get a brand deal for my social media, I’ll be getting my own room. No more sharing with hobbit peasants like you any longer.”

“Honestly? I can’t wait,” Bryce deadpanned. “Want me to take some pictures of you with your nipples out? That should do it.”

Cole stifled his reaction. Snooty narcissists did not snort in public.

He said instead, “My skills at crafting a fantastic costume and my natural charm and gift of connecting to others are what draw people to me. Not that someone who turns up to every event as Bilbo Baggins since they were seventeen could ever hope to understand.”

“Bilbo’s a classic.”

“Bilbo is great, but your costume is vintage. The character is vintage. You’re only twenty-two, like me. Liven it up and stop playing a hundred-year-old character.”

“Yeah, well, my job doesn’t allow for frequent visits to the gym to get my body superhero-ready.” Bryce reached over and pinched Cole’s bicep. “So, I’m going with the hobbit.”

“We work at the same pizza place, and you barely have more hours than I do.”

“Whatever, pretty boy.” Bryce flapped a dismissive hand as the elevator reached their floor, and they piled out.

“I read another rumor for what the B-E-A stands for in BEAcon, by the way.” Cole scanned room numbers as they turned into a new corridor, searching for theirs.

“Yeah?”

“Boardgaming, Egames, and Anime convention.”

Bryce frowned. “This convention has been a thing since before egames existed.”

“Yeah, I still think it stands for Badass Elves and Aliens.”

Bryce laughed. “Broadcasted Entertainment and Assortments is the one I’m sticking to.”

“Why would they have an acronym for assortments?” Cole said as he unlocked their door.

They shuffled inside. Two twin beds, a tiny desk, and a chair filled the room, leaving only enough space for Cole to drag his suitcases in.

“I call dibs on the closet,” he said.

Bryce snorted, slinging his bag on the nearest bed. “Wardrobe’s all yours. I’m claiming the shower.”

“Good idea. I don’t mind rooming with a hobbit, but a smelly hobbit?” Cole pulled a face.

Bryce aimed a playful swat at him.

Cole ducked, immediately tripping over the bed. “Is it me, or do these rooms get smaller every year?”

“It’s you and your giant ego; it gets harder to squeeze into the room. That or inflation.” Bryce squeezed past Cole’s suitcase and into the bathroom.

“Inflation? That makes no sense.” The only reply was the sound of water hitting the shower floor. Cole looked into the wardrobe only to discover he had a major problem. The tiny closet was big enough to house three costumes. He had five.

*

FRIDAY MORNING, COLE’S alarm chimed instantly.

“Turn it off,” Bryce said, pulling his pillow over his head.

Cole switched off the alarm and grinned to himself. BEAcon! He’d get to see the friends he only met up with once or twice a year, show off his costumes, pose for photos, and high-five some kids. It would be awesome! On top of that, he’d go to the panels with some of the stars of Dusk City, other movie stars, and local artists. And he’d, of course, enter the costume contest. Maybe even win it… He squeed.

Bryce grumbled again from under his pillow.

It wasn’t even that early. Cole would have to get up earlier for some of his other cosplays, but today, he didn’t have to do too much to get ready.

Cole fired off a quick message to his socials: BEAcon day one! Just woke up and already so excited. Time to get dressed! Then he put in a string of spider emojis to tease what costume he was going to wear.

Bryce’d had the forethought to stop at a supermarket on the way into town, and they’d stocked up on cans of Japanese coffee, fresh muffins, and protein bars. Moving as quietly as he could, Cole ate a blueberry muffin and drank coffee while he got ready for the day.

He pulled the Spiderman costume out of the closet and put it on in the bathroom, checking it sat right on his shoulders. It was one of his most technically complicated costumes. Hopefully, it looked sufficiently better than the store-bought ones, enough that people would be impressed.

He’d even put the zip up the side so he didn’t need anyone else to help him in and out of it. It was a lesson he’d learned the hard way three years ago with a Batman costume and a punishing day of too many sodas.

Cole twisted this way and that, checking himself out, making sure there were no loose threads or seams threatening to pop.

Bryce knocked on the bathroom door. “You done? I need to piss.”

“Just let me grab a quick selfie…” Cole snapped a couple of pictures of himself in the mirror with the mask off, then evacuated so Bryce could have the bathroom. He picked the cutest photo and put it up on his socials.

“I’m headed down now,” Cole called out. “Do you want me to pick up your access pass and stuff?”

“Nah, I’ll sort it,” Bryce said. “See you on the floor.”

Cole stuck his phone, wallet, room key, and Spiderman mask into a small black tote bag and made his way out of the room. Wearing a skintight costume in public was nerve-wracking, but he was happy with the shape he’d whipped his body into. Besides, BEAcon was a welcoming place, a friendly place.

Cole made his way down to the main convention center on the ground floor of the hotel. Once he had his convention pass slung around his neck on a BEAcon-branded lanyard, he pulled on the head-covering Spiderman mask, adjusted it so he could see properly, straightened his posture, and strode onto the convention floor.

The crowds weren’t crushing yet, but it was still plenty busy. The main floor was all stalls and booths. On offer: comic shops, merchandise stores, imported clothes, movies, and stuffed animals from Japan and South Korea. In the back was Artist Alley, where independent creators sold their books, comics, fan art, and handmade merchandise.

It was all a celebration of geeks and fans, and Cole was living.

As Cole browsed the aisles, looking at art prints, he caught sight of a cosplayer he knew—a tall, beautiful trans girl with long rainbow-dyed hair, although her hair was currently hidden under a wig.

“Sydney!”

She turned. Sydney wore a complicated steampunk Tinkerbell costume with clockwork wings and a full Victorian skirt gathered up in front to show her long legs and a pair of lace-up boots. She stood with a couple of friends in regular clothes.

“Hey!” Her bright smile faded, and her eyebrows pulled together. “Spiderman?”

“It’s Cole.” Cole tugged his mask up and gave her a flirty wink. “How’re you doing?”

“Ah, Cole!” Sydney held out her arms. They hugged carefully, always mindful of the possible damage to their costumes. “It’s so good to see you!”

She stepped back and looked him up and down appreciatively. “I can’t believe you actually made this. It looks like the actual costume from the movie.”

Cole struck a few poses, showing off. “Thanks! It took forever. I had to try three different stretch fabrics before I found one that my sewing machine didn’t shred.”

“Tell me about it.” Sydney rolled her eyes. “I just about gave up on the whole cosplay lark the first time I had to sew a catsuit.”

“You look amazing too.” Cole gently touched one of her lacy sleeves. “I love this whole thing. How did you make the wings?”

Sydney opened her mouth to reply but was drowned out by someone shouting Cole’s name. They both turned to see who it was.

Cole’s smile froze on his face. “Hey, John.”

“Oh, god,” Sydney whispered. “Please don’t let him hang around me all day like he did last year? If it’s in your power.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” Cole answered as John bounded up to them, long lens camera in hand.

“Hi, Cole. Hey, Sydney. Oh my Stan Lee, you two look incredible!”

“Thank you, John,” Cole said. “That’s really kind. Had a busy morning?”

“I’ll say.” John ran his free hand through his hair and laughed. “I was here at the crack of dawn to do a photo shoot for Zack. Have you seen his cosplay? It’s amazing.”

Cole tried not to frown at the mention of his cosplay rival. “No, I haven’t.” He wanted to ask what it was, but he was afraid to find out.

“He did this incredible outfit… It’s kinda like yours, but it’s Spiderman halfway to being corrupted by Venom. So cool.”

“How about that?” Sydney drawled, sarcasm heavy in her tone. “He’s done a similar character to you. For the third convention running.”

Cole rubbed his chin. “I’m regretting posting teaser photos of my cosplay online now.”

“Can I get some photos?” John must have picked up on the tension. He didn’t quite meet Cole’s eyes as he raised his camera hopefully.

“Of course, yeah.” Cole shook off his annoyance. Zack was an irritation, and he wouldn’t let him ruin his entire weekend. “Let me get the mask back on.” John was a sweet enough guy, and it was nice to have such an enthusiastic fan, but sometimes, he could be a bit exhausting.

“Yeah, of course.”

Sydney handed her bag to her friend and patted her wig to make sure it was in place. “Together or singly?”

“One together, and then each of you on your own.” John looked at them both through the viewfinder. Cole crouched, trying to find his balance for a good pose, and tilted his head to the side. Posing in a mask added more challenges since people couldn’t see your expression, but there were ways around that.

John took a few photos. As he did, a crowd gathered, phones out and wanting pictures of their own. Soon, Cole and Sydney were posing in different spots as more and more collected. Some wanted to pose with Cole and some just wanted him to pose for them. Time flew past, and Cole relaxed into the familiarity of con life. He tried to move around the convention floor a bit, but every few minutes, someone who wanted a picture interrupted him.

He ran into three other Spidermen, and they recreated the meme where they were all pointing at one another to lots of laughter and more photos from all around.

Cole was on his way to a panel for Dusk City, when a guy with a group of kids stepped into his path.

“Hey, Spiderman, can we get some photos please?”

Cole glanced toward the auditorium where the panel would be starting and then back at the kids. They had big eyes and hopeful expressions. The littlest one held their hand out like they wanted a high five.

No way he could turn them down. “Sure, of course,” Cole said. “Friendly neighborhood Spiderman at your service!”

He crouched and the kids gathered around him. He was gonna miss the start of the panel, but…bringing joy to kids? You couldn’t beat that.


Chapter Two

Milo

MILO DONAHUE STARED at the mirror in the greenroom and sucked in a deep breath. Outside the crowd roared, the convention center echoing with the tinny blare of a loudspeaker announcement. In the background, esports games blared from where they were being broadcast on the big screen.

“I can’t break down.” There was no time.

The noises were incredibly loud, and they made his brain feel like gray static. From the sound, he imagined there were about a million people out there who were going to be staring at him.

People he didn’t know. People watching him. Judging him.

What if they guessed his secret?

His heart thumped, telling him to run away, that he was in terrible danger.

But running wasn’t an option.

The panel was seconds away from starting. His costars needed him. They couldn’t do the panel without him when he was the star of the freaking show. Well, one of three stars.

He swallowed, closed his eyes. He could do this. He could absolutely, totally do this. He just needed to pretend he was Caleb.

Caleb, the bad-boy vampire character he played on the show, wouldn’t be frightened of any of this. He would relax his shoulders (Milo relaxed his shoulders), he’d straighten his spine (Milo straightened his spine), and he’d look fear in the eyes and smile sardonically.

Milo swallowed, opened his eyes and smiled sardonically at himself in the mirror. It wasn’t the best solution to his anxiety, but for now, it might work. He fussed with his dark hair, trying to keep it from being a total mess. He would channel Caleb’s easy confidence, fake it till he made it.

He huffed out his breath and went to the table of snacks the BEAcon crew had supplied. He picked up a bottle of water and took a deep drink of it. This was fine; he could totally do this.

“Okay, you were asking what the B-E-A in BEAcon stands for.” Dylan popped up beside him. “One of the other celebrities said it was Broadcasting Education Animation convention.”

“Huh.” Milo tilted his head to one side. “That sounds weird.”

Dylan put a reassuring hand on his shoulder. “You okay?” He played the other lead and was a smidge taller than Milo, with caramel-colored hair and a mischievous smile.

“I, uh, yeah. Yeah, I think so.” Milo met his eyes, trying to project confidence he didn’t feel.

Dylan gave him a look.

“I’ve just—” Milo paused to take a big breath. “It’s a big crowd out there, and I’ve never done anything remotely like this before.”

“Ahh.” Dylan nodded slowly. “Yeah, none of us expected that the show would get so big so fast. But hey, everyone in the audience out there is a fan, and they only want to get to know the real you.”

Milo swallowed, his throat suddenly dry again. The real him was a nervous wreck who liked acting because he was told what to do and when, and he didn’t have to improvise. Or be himself. He took another swig of water. “I don’t know if that was comforting or not.”

Then Milo thought of another reason to be worried. “What if everyone there is Team Leaf?”

Dylan laughed. “Uh, if everyone is rooting for me in this love triangle thing the scriptwriters have got going, then I’ll eat my stylish yet affordable boots. Most of the fans are on Team Caleb. Duh. Everyone loves a bad boy, especially one who can smolder the way you can.”

“Uh, not so. Leaf is the one who’s all tall, mysteriously attractive, and fae. Besides, you have literal magic powers.” Milo eyed him. “And you’re genuinely nice to Jessica and never drink blood on screen. You’re the fan favorite.”

“I’m not. But look, even if the whole audience likes Leaf more than Caleb, they’re hardly going to throw stones at you.”

“Don’t throw stones.” Allison bounced up between them, full of energy as always. “Hey, my two favorite gorgeous fake love interests. The stage guy says we need to be ready to go on. He also said BEAcon is so named because the guy who first thought it up had daughters called Beverly, Emily, and Amy.” She was a good foot shorter than Cole and Dylan and wore her flowing blonde hair over her shoulders, as she did on the show. “You good?”

“Just psyching Milo up,” Dylan said.

“Aw, you nervous, Mi-Mi?” Allison threw her arms around him and hugged him tight. “Don’t spoil anything that hasn’t aired yet, and we’ll be fine.”

Milo returned the hug, grateful for her support even if it did come with an undercurrent of a warning. “That was one time! And I’ve apologized so many times for it.” He felt his cheeks heat and rubbed the back of his neck. “I’m nervous about all the people out there watching us.”

“Eh,” Allison said. “It’ll be fine. Like high school musicals or whatever.”

“I never did those.” Milo looked down at his feet.

“Chin up, Caleb,” Dylan said.

Milo looked up at him. Had Dylan somehow recognized what he’d done before in the mirror. Was Dylan making fun of him for trying to channel his character so he wasn’t so nervous? Or was he being supportive?

“Focus on us, and we’ll joke around. It’ll be fun,” Dylan continued.

“Right, fun.” Milo took another deep breath. He looked between Dylan and Allison’s concerned faces. He couldn’t let them down, and that meant he had to pull himself together, stat. “No, you’re right. It’ll be great. I’ll be fine. I promise I won’t spoil anything which hasn’t aired yet.”

“That’s the spirit.” Dylan slapped him on the back.

Allison tossed her hair and made her way to the door where the BEAcon handler for this panel was talking on a headset and holding the door open. The MC for the panel led the way, wearing a BEAcon-branded polo shirt.

Allison went next, then Milo. He suspected Dylan was behind him so he didn’t bolt or something. Behind Dylan was Kevin, one of the writers for the show. Kevin would only do this panel and then fly back to LA to work, lucky guy.

One good thing about the stage was all the floodlighting, which slightly dazzled Milo but obscured the crowd. The loud clapping and cheering almost overwhelmed Milo. But he concentrated on Allison’s back, following her to the chairs behind the table and sitting on the one next to hers.

A black cloth covered the table all the way to the floor on the far side. No one would be able to see if he started nervously jiggling his leg. That was good. They had also set up desktop microphones on stands for each of them, branded mugs for the TV network, jugs of water, and, for some reason, a pad of notepaper and a pen. Maybe that was what was always on tables at conventions like this. Milo had no idea.

The lights were intense and surprisingly hot. Should he should take off his black leather jacket? It was such a Caleb piece of clothing… Milo opted to leave it on and busied himself pouring a glass of water from the jug set in front of him.

Allison smiled brightly and waved at the crowd. He took a sip of water and set it down as the MC introduced them.

It was impossible to ignore that the cheers for each introduced character became louder and louder. Allison got a large roar, but when Milo was introduced, the cheer from the audience was deafening. He didn’t have to fake his smile as he waved at the sea of faces.

He could see the front row of the audience now his eyes had adjusted somewhat. A group of teenage girls wearing Choose Caleb! T-shirts took photos on their phones. He grinned extra wide.

Dylan got a big cheer, too, but Milo thought maybe it wasn’t as big as the one for him. Maybe.

The MC started asking questions. Some were directed at only one of them, and sometimes, it was one they were all expected to answer. Milo focused on breathing, trying to relax into the back-and-forth rhythm of the conversation. Allison, an absolute natural, teased details of upcoming storylines without giving things away.

Dylan, too, seemed comfortable on stage, with all the lights and eyes on him. The panel was being filmed and instantly replayed on a huge screen behind them, and when Milo turned to look at Dylan, he could see himself, huge.

Every pore was a foot wide. His jawline was longer than the table.

He stopped looking at Dylan.

Milo’s answers felt strained. He knew not to spoil anything from the scripts they’d filmed and not yet released. But when Milo opened his mouth to answer, other voices spoke up in his head—his agent and the showrunners, replaying the conversation they’d had with him before he’d left for the convention. The one about his secret.

“If they ask if you’re seeing anyone, the answer is no,” Murphy, his agent, had said, crossing his arms.

“Well, I’m not, so, yeah. That would be my answer.” Milo’s stomach tightened as he braced for what would come next.

“And if it comes up, you don’t talk about your orientation,” MJ, the showrunner, said. “Please. Obviously, we can’t stop you, once you’re up there, but be aware that a gay or pansexual star, well, they lose fan support.”

Milo’s stomach had gone rock hard. “Is that why there are no gay characters on the show?”

“Honestly? It’s part of it.” MJ had pulled a face. “Don’t get me wrong. I’m a big supporter of the whole rainbow community. I mean, I’m a member, even, but there are certain things that sell. A hot girl caught between two hot, straight men is one of the big ones. The show needs to be broadly appealing, and that includes you as one of the stars.”

Milo had fidgeted with his fingers. “I get it.”

“We’re saying the same thing to everyone,” MJ said. “Your private life and your predilections stay private.”

“I understand.”

Agreeing left a sick feeling in his stomach, but Milo did understand. He had to sell the show, and that included minding his business when they weren’t actively filming. This was his first public appearance on such a large scale; all he had to do was not mess it up.

“And, Milo, what’s your answer?” the MC asked. Milo blinked. He’d been so wrapped up thinking about what he was supposed to be saying he’d utterly blanked out on the panel itself.

Allison looked at him expectantly, smiling, her eyebrows up like, “Come on!” The hushed audience waited for his answer.

Milo cleared his throat. How could he sell this so it made him look cool and not like some kind of space cadet?

A brilliant idea struck him.

“Sorry. I just got distracted looking at all the awesome fans. Did you see these ones with their matching T-shirts?”

He gestured to the front row with their Choose Caleb! shirts, and they cheered and squealed, and he laughed along. Nailed it.

“Could you repeat the question please?”

“What scenes from the next season are you really excited for the fans to see?”

Ah, trying to trip them up. To get a hint at something they weren’t supposed to share.

Milo tilted his head to the side, pretending to consider. “Well, I can tell you Caleb’s not going anywhere.” He thought again of Caleb’s swagger, then leaned back nonchalantly and gave Dylan a mischievous look. “And there’s at least one great moment where I get to make Leaf look like an utter idiot.”
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