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Prologue

Unknown Aussie could be our new Sam

OUT OF THE half-dozen people in the room, he was the only one who was standing. It didn’t matter to him; he needed to stand; it was the only way he knew how to do this and he had to do it well. This was his big chance; he felt it. Actually, it was the first real chance he’d had in months. He called on all of his training—which wasn’t much—focused as he’d been taught, and gave it his best shot.

“I didn’t do it for me, and I didn’t do it for her.” He bent down to look into the greenest eyes he’d ever seen. They were so bright—almost electric—and especially in this town, he couldn’t even be sure they were real, but they were certainly breathtaking. “I did it for you—always for you,” he finished on little more than a whisper.

The amazing green eyes flared with anger, darkening them. Their owner slammed his palm on the table in front of him. “I never asked you to. I never wanted you to—”

“Then what do you want from me?” He raised his voice in anger too.

“I don’t want anything from you right now. I gave you a chance, Sam. I begged you and you chose to walk away. I don’t know what else there is to talk about.”

“Dominic, please. I made a mistake. I never should have listened to Trina, never should have gone with her. I believed it was the right thing to do. I thought it would help. Please…come back. It’s dangerous for you out here, alone.” He let fear bleed into his plea, hoping he was pulling this off. He kept his gaze on those green eyes, doing his best to block out every other person in the room. He knew any chemistry between them would sell it, and chemistry started with eye contact.

“Is that actual concern for me, Sam, or do you and the rest of the team only need me for my talents?”

“Of course, I’m concerned for you, Dom. I never once said I didn’t care.”

“And cut.” A deep voice broke into the scene, and Ryan immediately relaxed. Acting never came easy to him, though it was this challenge and the rush of performing that attracted him to it. “Good job, both of you. Ryan, as you know, we’ve already cast Lucas as Dominic and you played off really well against him today as Sam. We’ll take a look at your test on the screen to make sure the magic here in the room translates onto film. We should have an answer for you in a few days.” Mike Faraday, one of the hottest producers in television these days, was far less intimidating than Ryan had expected. He was a big man, but his face was the complete opposite of a resting bitch face—he seemed to wear a perpetual smile.

“Thank you, Mr. Faraday, for this opportunity.” Ryan then turned to Lucas Evers, who still sat at the table from where he’d read his lines. “Thank you, Lucas. I really enjoyed doing the scenes with you.” This had been the last of three scenes he’d done with Lucas as part of the final audition, and he’d loved every second of it.

“Likewise, Ryan. Good job.” Lucas finally stood and reached to shake Ryan’s hand. Ryan had watched Lucas in his old role on Tides for many years, but the man was far better-looking in person and had a presence that, even being new to the industry, Ryan had no doubt was required for mega-stardom. Lucas Evers would one day be a Hollywood idol.

“Oh, Ryan, sorry, but just to make sure”—Ryan turned toward the casting agent with the delightful name of Molly Anne Moskin—“we want to double-check you understand the character of Sam Dawson is gay. Meaning you would be required, at some point, to do romantic scenes with men. We want to be sure it’s not a problem for you.”

The saying beggars can’t be choosers flitted across Ryan’s mind, but the simple fact was he didn’t care. He had no experience with men, but he’d never ruled them out either. He’d found more than a few attractive from time to time. The truth was, though, he’d been far too busy working to support his acting classes and running around to auditions to care too much about a personal life. So, no, some gay scenes didn’t bother him at all.

“Of course, Molly. It’s no problem at all.” He hastened to reassure her because he’d hate to lose this role over something he thought of as a non-issue.

“Excellent. Well, your look is spot-on: tall, dark, and handsome. And those dark-brown eyes are screaming to be on the screen, and don’t get me started on that jawline. Rawrr. So I guess, well…we’ll be in contact.” Molly Anne reached out and shook his hand.

Ryan made his way around the room, thanking the others present before saying goodbye. He walked out the door and through the maze-like corridors of the enormous studio offices and couldn’t help wondering if his life was about to change in extraordinary ways he’d hardly dared to imagine even in his wildest dreams.




Chapter One

Samdom is happening, y’all.

RYAN

 

The light cracked and flared too brightly even behind his closed lids. The sound of the clicks and the noise of the crowd thundered in his ears, and the stench coming from the masses of the overheated, overstimulated crowd assaulted his nose. Hundreds of people were crowded into this one giant room and every one of them seemed to be having the time of their lives—except for him.

“Ryan! Lucas! This way.”

“Lucas! Over here.”

“Eloise! Eloise!”

“James! Oh my god, James, marry me.”

“Ryan! Ryan! Samdom! Samdom! We love you!”

Ryan had no idea which way to turn, who to look at, how to open his fucking eyes without being blinded by the flashes. Jesus fucking Christ, he never thought it’d be like this. He’d lost track of how long he’d been standing stationary, paralyzed by the overstimulation to his senses. He didn’t even know if he could fucking breathe. He thought he’d made it maybe halfway to where his seat was on the stage, but he had no clue how he was going to make it the rest of the way. His body was trembling so bad his teeth were snapping together.

Just as he felt as though he was losing himself to the panic, a warm hand slipped into his and a soft, throaty voice whispered in his ear, “I’ve got you, Ryan.” Then he felt his arm being raised in the air and shaken a little. Ryan tentatively opened his eyes; he’d known by the citrusy scent that it was Lucas who’d grabbed his hand—who’d freed him from his panic. He watched Lucas as he smiled and waved at the crowd, his other hand still linked with Ryan’s above their heads as though they were doing some sort of victory salute. Lucas glanced briefly at him and gave a little nod. Ryan knew it was a question—are you okay now?

Ryan Lowe was far from fucking okay, but Lucas had him now and maybe he’d be able to get through this first Comic-Con panel. Lucas led them, still hand in hand, to their seats, and Ryan settled into his, calming as the crowd seemed to settle and take their own seats. Suddenly, the room didn’t seem so daunting, so stripped of air. As Lucas took his seat next to Ryan, he gave his shoulder a little squeeze, so he was able to relax even more. Once the cast from The Witches’ Hammer were seated, no time was wasted before the questions began.

“Samdom is now the most popular ship worldwide. What can you tell us regarding their story this season?”

Ryan glanced sideways at his costar, Lucas Evers. Surely the audience would understand they couldn’t say much about what would be happening in the new season.

“Well, we can’t give away too much, but I can say Samdom shippers will be happy—” A roar went up from the crowd who’d come to watch The Witches’ Hammer cast panel. “—and sad,” Lucas continued, laughing even as those in the crowd gasped and moaned. Ryan couldn’t help but admire Lucas’s poise and self-assurance in this situation, while Ryan himself was struggling to form a complete sentence.

“And can you tell us if you’re nervous about kissing another man?”

Ryan had expected this question. His costar was a happily married man, and though there had been speculation in regards to his own sexuality, Ryan had never felt the need to confirm or deny any rumors. Truth be told, he wasn’t keen on labels and had never applied one to himself.

Ryan’s mind momentarily wandered to where it usually did these days—to thoughts of how the hell he’d gotten here. It was only when he felt a slight nudge to his arm that he came back to the enormous room and the crowd of fans, now with all eyes pinned to him.

“Sorry?” He winced, knowing he probably sounded completely daft.

“I was just wondering how difficult it was taking on this role so late in the show and knowing how much the fans had loved that Ray Starkey was originally going to play Sam.”

Ryan took a breath, collecting himself as he struggled to give a coherent answer. “It was definitely intimidating. I knew going into the auditions fans loved the choice of Ray for Sam and how devastated they were when Ray had to pull out. I’ll admit once I got the part I did check out the blogs, and I can’t tell you how relieved I was that people were mostly happy I’d been given the role. I had to play catch-up with training and these guys had already shot the first two episodes when I joined, so it was hard, but everyone on set was a great help.” The Witches’ Hammer was a weekly series based on the wildly popular book series of the same name. Fans of the books were self-admitted fanatics and had scrupulously monitored the process of casting the roles for the show. They’d argued choices back and forth and discussed the pros and cons of each cast member in forums. And when Ryan had replaced Ray Starkey, he’d been terrified of their reaction.

“And this is your first television role?”

“Yes, before this I’d only done ads and bit parts. This is definitely my biggest role, and it was pretty terrifying knowing the rest of the cast were all well-known actors who’d each had success in previous roles, but they’ve been terribly welcoming and helpful. I’ve learned so much from each of them.”

“What about you and Lucas? I mean the chemistry we’ve seen so far on screen has been off the charts, and we haven’t even seen the kiss yet. How do you get along offscreen?”

“We’re definitely friends. Lucas is a great guy. We’ve been working together for a few weeks now, but it doesn’t feel like work at all. We have so much fun on set and we genuinely like each other, so I think that comes through in the show.” Ryan turned to Lucas, hoping he’d got his answer right, and from Lucas’s smile, it seemed he had.

“We’re only up to episode four. Can you tell us in which episode we will get to see the Samdom kiss?”

They hadn’t shot that scene yet, though Ryan knew it wasn’t far off, and from the screams of the crowd when the kiss was mentioned, he knew it couldn’t be soon enough for them. Ryan let their director, Lon, answer that question, and he sank back into his seat, hoping his turn to answer questions was over.

An hour later, Ryan was sitting at a table signing autographs for fans who had lined up and paid money for the privilege of meeting him; some had even paid a ridiculous extra amount for a photo. Mercifully, security ensured he was approached by only small groups at a time, and Ryan was able to breathe easily for the duration of his stint.

Though he looked for him, Ryan was unable to find Lucas to thank him for earlier when he’d nearly lost his shit. He was embarrassed by what had happened, but he wasn’t going to let that stop him from letting Lucas know how much he appreciated what he’d done. All in all, it had been several hours of hell for Ryan, and by the time he made it home, he’d never been so glad to see the inside of his tiny little flat.

 

THROUGH THE CLOSED bathroom door, Ryan could hear the buzz of his intercom. It was probably his driver and that meant he had definitely stayed in the shower far too long. Now he’d miss breakfast and have to turn up to work on an empty stomach. Might be for the best, given the butterflies flittering inside there. He walked toward the intercom, rubbing his hair with the towel at the same time in an attempt to dry it a little.

“Hello.” He spoke into the intercom.

“Hey, Ryan. You ready?” came a somewhat garbled voice.

“Lucas?” Ryan had expected his driver, not his costar.

“Yeah, it’s me. Thought we could ride in together.”

“Sure. Give me five and I’ll be down.”

“’Kay.”

Ryan threw the damp towel onto the floor somewhere; he didn’t much care at this point. He grabbed some fresh boxers, jeans and a T-shirt and threw them on. His apartment was tiny, but there was only him, and it was clean and affordable. He’d consider upgrading once the next season of his show was confirmed and he could feel more secure in his job.

He slipped his cheap Vans knockoffs on, grabbed his wallet, keys, and bag and headed out the door. It wasn’t until he was in the elevator that he realized he hadn’t even combed his hair down. He’d just started running his fingers through it when the elevator door opened, and Lucas Evers stood before him in all of his devastating sexiness.

“I could have waited if you weren’t ready, man,” Lucas said as he glanced up at Ryan’s head.

“Hey, give me a break. I’m not a morning person.” Ryan grinned. He followed Lucas toward a black town car, with a driver standing at the open back door.

“Ryan, this is my driver, Chris.”

“Mr. Lowe,” Chris addressed him.

Ryan stuck out his hand to shake and Chris took it, giving him a quick, business-like shake. “Please call me Ryan, Chris,” he offered.

“Mr. Evers, Mr. Lowe, ready to go?” Chris asked and Ryan realized it was more of the fame…the divide between celebrity and reality. There would be no more simply Ryan; he’d be Mr. Lowe now, and he hated it already.

He bundled into the back of the car with Lucas, wondering for the millionth time how he’d ended up here and when the hell somebody would call him out for the fake he was.

What he’d seen of celebrity so far seemed like a strange beast to him. And he was sure it would only get stranger.

Only a week after he’d been cast, he’d been recognized for the first time when a couple of teenage girls had approached him at the bus stop, of all places, and asked if he was “the Aussie guy who’d be playing Sam?” They’d waited with him for his bus while giving him insights as to how he should play Sam, what his motivations were, and finished by cautioning him not to fuck up the romantic relationship with Dominic.

Many of Ryan’s scenes were played out with Lucas Evers. Physically, Lucas was gorgeous. At just on six feet tall, he stood a couple of inches below Ryan’s six-foot-two height, but his body was perfect. Ripped abs and toned everything, but his most compelling feature was his green eyes. Ryan remembered being transfixed by them during his audition. They were a glowing light green, the whites so clear and bright, and framed by thick, dark lashes. The contrast with Lucas’s dark skin was striking. His shaggy black hair was incredibly sexy, and Ryan couldn’t help thinking it would be perfect for running his fingers through or grabbing hold of the soft strands.

Physical beauty did not always guarantee beauty within, but Lucas had been nothing but welcoming and friendly toward Ryan, despite being an established star and Ryan being a complete unknown.

Of course, Ryan knew Sam and Dominic would become lovers at some point during the first season, and he was both terrified and excited about those particular scenes. He was thrilled to be a part of the growing number of TV shows with LGBTQ characters. And while the truth was that he’d never kissed a man before, he was definitely attracted to Lucas, so he wasn’t worried about having to fake an interest.

“Are you okay? I mean after yesterday?” Lucas broke into his thoughts.

Ryan knew Lucas had to be concerned about his near panic attack at Comic-Con yesterday, and though appreciative of his concern, he couldn’t help being a little ashamed of how he’d reacted. “Yeah. I’m sorry about that. It was just…so much more than I was expecting. Thanks for…well, for what you did.”

“Of course, if you didn’t get at least a little nervous the first time you encounter something like that, then I’d be worried. You’re gonna be great though, Ryan.”

“Thanks. I hope so. I don’t wanna fuck this up.”

“Don’t worry. You answered the questions well. I know you can act, and god, you’re so fucking hot, the fans are drinking you up.”

Ryan coughed a little to try to cover his shock at being called hot so casually by Lucas. He knew nothing was meant by it; Lucas was married and this was Hollywood, where compliments were thrown around like confetti, but it still shocked him how open and over-the-top people were in this town. It wasn’t the first time a man had called him hot here, and it was a far cry from what he was used to.

Showing an interest in another man in his hometown might have got him a fist to the face, or cold-shouldered at the very least. Ryan had hated it back there: the labels, the intolerance, the hatred. He’d gotten out as soon as he could, and there wasn’t a single person he missed from that place.

“Yeah, maybe if they can see past you and the rest of the cast long enough to notice me.” He congratulated himself for his own flattering reply—maybe he could make it in this town.

When he looked up, he found Lucas’s gaze boring into him, his green eyes questioning, as though he was trying to figure him out. “I can’t decide if you are truly that self-deprecating or you think it’s the polite thing to say. Most people in this industry have an ego the size of Texas, but you don’t seem to.”

“Just the small-town boy in me, I guess.”

“Where is it you’re from again? The place with the great name.”

Ryan never enjoyed opening this can of worms. He’d managed to avoid any deep and meaningful conversations for the last few weeks, usually because when he spent time with the cast or crew, they were too busy for personal questions. Riding into work with Lucas now with nothing else to do but talk nudged open that door into his private life. Did he want to let Lucas through? Maybe he did want that, just a little. He’d skim the surface of his past though; no point diving straight into the muck. “Toukley. It’s a tiny little town on the Central Coast, a little north of Sydney. Nothing of note there.”

“That’s right. You never told me about your family, though. Are they still there?”

“Mum died when I was little, Dad’s a…oh I guess you’d say he’s a…a no-hoper, a drunk, a bastard. No brothers, no sisters. No friends.” Ryan could feel Lucas’s stare piercing him again. When he looked at those green eyes he couldn’t read the expression he caught in them, but Lucas was definitely looking at him as though he was the most interesting person in the world. He guessed that was what real charisma looked like: making the other person believe there was nothing more important than them—and Lucas had charisma in spades.

“No one you regret leaving behind?”

“Nope. I was this pretty boy who wanted to act, never had a girlfriend, wasn’t interested in having one either. People came to their own conclusions, and I wasn’t very…well liked.”

“Do you keep in contact with your dad?”

“No way. When I left, I left for good. He didn’t want a bar of me, so I returned the favor. I don’t think he even knows I’m here in the States.” Ryan needed to change the subject. He didn’t want to delve any deeper into his grotty past. He’d placed it firmly in his rearview mirror and that was where it would stay. “How about you? Where’s your family?”

Lucas laughed and it was a sweet sound, honest and pure. Ryan could tell just from the laugh that Lucas loved his family. “Oh, they’re around. They all came with me from Tacoma…and I mean they all came with me. Mom, Dad, two brothers and one sister. We’re um…close in our way, I guess. My wife, Anna, grew up across the road from me. I’m pretty sure her folks would have come, too, but they were…they didn’t…they weren’t too happy with our marriage.”

“Oh I’m sorry. Did they not like you? I mean… Sorry.” He winced.

“No, it’s okay. They’re the kind of people who don’t take to anyone. They didn’t agree with the getting married part, among other things… They believed we were too young.”

“You’re never too young, if it’s love, right?”

For the first time, Lucas turned his gaze from Ryan and stared out the window. Ryan barely caught his mumbled reply. “Sure.”

Lucas kept his gaze fixed out the window and silence fell. Ryan wondered what he’d said wrong. He didn’t think he’d insulted Lucas at all. Maybe it still hurt that his in-laws didn’t approve of his marriage. Ryan wracked his brain for something to say, anything to break the quiet that was beginning to stifle the earlier ease of being around Lucas.

“So, umm…if our show was real life, would you rather be one of the witches or one of the hunters?” God, could he have come up with anything lamer?

Lucas turned to him, a grin on his full lips and his eyes sparkling. “Are you kidding? Definitely a witch. How much fun could you have with all of that magic? And let’s face it, as good as the hunters are, a little bit of magic should be able to stop them, even if it doesn’t on the show. What about you?”

“Well, I’m gonna say a hunter because they get to use all of those awesome weapons. And they’re the good guys, fighting off the evil witches. Everyone wants to be the hero.”

“Ah, but not all of the witches are evil. I’d be a good witch, but with a hint of a mischievous streak.” Lucas completed his statement with an impish smirk that had Ryan’s stomach flipping—just a little. Christ, Lucas was fucking hot.

By the time they arrived at the studio, they were in fits of laughter over the antics each of them had decided they’d get up to if they were the real-life embodiment of characters from the show. Ryan’s remaining nerves had been left behind somewhere on Franklin Avenue. He couldn’t help hoping a shared ride to the studio would become a daily thing. He liked Lucas, enjoyed his company, and in his up-till-now friendless life that was as new to him as this whole Hollywood stardom business.




Chapter Two

Samdom deserves more screen time.

LUCAS

 

Lucas wasn’t quite sure when it had become routine that he picked Ryan up on the way to the set, but he was glad it had. Ryan’s company was fun, but most importantly it was real. Ryan hadn’t yet been tainted by the craziness of their industry, and he hoped he never would be, but everything was changing for Ryan, and based on his reaction at Comic-Con a few weeks ago, it wasn’t all good. Lucas had already tasted fame, so he’d had an inkling of what to expect.

Chris had the door open and waiting, so Lucas was able to sit back and watch as Ryan strode toward the car. It was a far more confident stride than the first day he’d picked Ryan up. The man himself was even more stunning with the swagger he now had to his walk. It wasn’t an arrogant, cocky swagger, though. Ryan walked as though he was sex on legs and Lucas was ninety-nine percent sure he had no idea he was doing it.

Of course, Ryan oozed sex appeal when he was sitting around in his jeans and tee waiting to get in the makeup chair. His tall, strong body, cupid’s bow lips, and wild, just-out-of-bed hair screamed sex appeal. The producers had seen it, the casting agents had touted it, and Lucas had felt it in his bones at their first meeting.

His physical attraction to Ryan at his audition all those weeks ago had been instantaneous. From the second he’d walked into the audition, Lucas knew Ryan Lowe would take his breath away every time he looked at him.

Regardless of how close they would become as friends, he knew he would always have a physical reaction to him. He’d always be pulled in by the raw masculinity of Ryan’s body, the deep tenor of his voice with his adorable Aussie accent, and that fucking gorgeous scent that wafted all around him. Ryan Lowe was his cream; every single thing about him attracted Lucas. The urge to reach out and touch would simmer just below the surface whenever Ryan was near.

Fortunately, or maybe unfortunately, he was allowed to touch as part of his role as Dominic, and Lucas had decided at some point early on that Dominic was an incredibly touchy-feely kind of person, at least with Ryan’s character of Sam Dawson. It wasn’t even a conscious decision; he simply couldn’t keep his fucking hands to himself when it came to Ryan.

From the moment their characters had met, Lucas had let his touch linger on Ryan just a little too long; he’d stood a little too close and let his gaze stay on Ryan seconds longer than a passing glance. Thank Christ, his character was meant to be attracted to Ryan’s or Lucas knew he’d be in a world of trouble. It was an exquisite sort of torture to be able to touch and stare, all while knowing the response he got from Ryan was only a performance. That it wasn’t a real thing.

“Morning, Luke. Last shoot for the week?” Ryan asked as he entered the car. “Thanks, Chris.” He called to the driver as he closed the door.

“Anytime, Mr. Lowe,” Chris called back, laughing quietly at the ongoing joke between him and Ryan.

“I told you, it’s Ryan.” As usual, he received no reply from Chris so turned back to Lucas.

Lucas chuckled at Ryan’s persistence in trying to keep some normalcy to his life. “It’s not gonna happen, Ryan. You are Mr. Lowe now.” He clapped his hands together. “Yeah, it’s my last shoot for the week today. How ’bout you?”

“Yep. Should be done by midafternoon and then I’m done for the weekend.” Ryan squirmed around, settling his big body into the seat before Chris drove off.

“Any plans?”

“Nah. Sleeping, I think.”

“Well, the big social media campaign starts on Monday, so I’m guessing this will be your last relatively normal weekend for a while. How about you and I do something?” Where the hell had that idea come from? Ever since he’d seen Ryan, eyes closed, pale, sweaty and shaking on the stage at Comic-Con, Lucas had been worried for his costar. Ryan’s panic had pinched at Lucas’s heart. He really liked Ryan, and it hurt to see his pain. There was a sweetness to him, not naivety exactly, but more of an unwillingness to let the bad of the world in, and Lucas knew Ryan was probably ill-equipped to deal with the fame that had landed in his lap. He hoped he might be able to help him; it was just a bonus he also really enjoyed his company.

“Like what?” Ryan asked.

“Dunno, but I’ll pick you up on my way home from the studio. Plenty of room at my place; we’ll have a few drinks tonight and work out something to do tomorrow.”

Ryan watched him for a few minutes. Maybe he was trying to figure out why Lucas had extended the invitation. If Ryan did work out what the hell Lucas was doing, he hoped Ryan would let him know, because Lucas sure didn’t.

Whatever Ryan had been thinking, he seemed to come to a decision. He smiled broadly at Lucas and nodded. “Yeah. Yeah, that’d be great thanks. You know,” he said, digging his elbow into Lucas’s side, “I’ve never been to a sleepover before.” Ryan chuckled and Lucas couldn’t help joining in. Ryan’s joy at something so simple—so normal—was contagious.

Lucas knew Ryan had been pretty much friendless growing up, though he couldn’t imagine why. The people in that bum-fuck little town in Australia were all idiots as far as Lucas was concerned. Ryan Lowe was a sweetheart and a shit ton of fun to be around. Not to mention drop-dead gorgeous. Oh well, their loss was the rest of the world’s gain.

The trip to the studio was no more than twenty minutes at this hour of the morning. As soon as they pulled in, Ryan and Lucas disgorged from their town car and headed off in different directions. Unusually, they were not shooting together today, and Lucas knew he’d miss Ryan. He enjoyed working with him. It was easy, almost effortless to act alongside Ryan. He also knew from Mike Faraday’s gleeful reactions every time he viewed the rushes the chemistry between them was sizzling on screen.

Lucas pulled out his phone and almost made the mistake of calling Anna, before he realized how early it still was. He set an alarm instead, to remind himself to call his wife and let her know about their guest. Anna had liked Ryan after their brief meeting a couple of weeks ago, so he didn’t foresee any problems; the polite thing to do was to okay it with her, though.

The makeup crew was ready to go by the time he made it to the trailer. James and Eloise were already seated and being made-up when he walked in. He was shooting most of his scenes with them today. Eloise Marshall had the face of an angel and the body of a warrior; she was whip-smart and dripping with sass. James Boyd was the image of a young Sean Connery and had the charm to match. James and Eloise got along like brother and sister, and Lucas wondered if that would be problematic, given they were an important romantic couple in the show.

“Morning all.” He called out a group good morning, rather than individually addressing everyone in the room.

He got a couple of good mornings back—all from the makeup crew. James and Eloise offered only a simple head nod. Well, this was new. The cast had been getting along well, Hollywood egos considered. Lucas couldn’t work out what might have happened to cause the cold shoulder he was clearly sensing coming his way. He’d find out soon enough, though, since Eloise and James weren’t shy little wallflowers. They’d let him know what their problem was when they were ready, but he knew he’d done nothing wrong, so he didn’t think too much of it. He’d encountered enough bruised egos in his time to recognize one or two.

With his character being a little more…flamboyant than the rest of the cast, Lucas usually spent a while longer in makeup and wardrobe than the others. Eloise and James left half an hour or so after he arrived, taking the frosty chill with them. Lucas could relax into his chair with their departure and think of ways to spend the weekend with Ryan.

First thing was to call Anna. She’d be up by now for her workout with Ed. She answered on the fifth ring. “Hey, everything okay, Lucas?”

“Yeah, babe. Listen, I invited Ryan over tonight for the weekend. He’s a bit nervous because of the live streaming we’ll be doing during and after Monday night’s episode so we might do something to take his mind off it. What’d you say?”

“Sure, sounds great. What if I call the Curzon’s, see if they’re taking their boat out?”

Lucas may have been the bigger star in the family, but Anna definitely had the contacts. The Curzons were two sisters who ran one of the biggest production companies in Hollywood. Somehow Anna had become pretty tight with younger sister, Maria, and they all spent a fair bit of time together, especially on the boat. It was quiet and relaxing, and unless the paparazzi were willing to hire a helicopter, it was incredibly private.

“That’d be perfect, Anna. Thanks. We should be home earlyish tonight. Nothing fancy, okay? Ryan is a very laid-back guy.”

Anna gave him a little uh-huh and rang off. No doubt he’d find a tub of chilled beers beside the big screen TV when they got home tonight.

Almost nine hours later what should have been an easy day of shooting had turned into an absolute nightmare. Eloise and James were definitely off. But they were off in such a way that somehow he came out looking bad. They missed their marks and improvised lines. Normally, the improvisation would have been fine, but they did it in such a way that it made it difficult for Lucas to react. He couldn’t say his scripted lines as they didn’t work, but he had trouble coming up with anything to keep his part of the story on track.

It made for an awfully tense set, and Lucas could tell their director, Lon, was none too pleased about it. What the fuck was wrong with these two?

It was after six by the time Lon finally called it for the day, much later than Lucas had hoped for. It was only the thought of a pleasant weekend with Ryan that had kept the lid on Lucas’s temper.

In record time, Lucas removed his makeup and changed into his own clothes, Dominic’s wardrobe was…uncomfortable, to say the least, too tight and far too gaudy for Lucas’s taste. Jeans and a button-down were more his style. Chris was waiting with the town car and Lucas found himself standing in Ryan’s lobby by seven thirty.

As always, Ryan looked fucking edible in his jeans and just-a-little-too-tight tee. As they settled into the back seat of the car, Lucas couldn’t quite help shuffling a little closer to Ryan than strictly necessary. The heat coming from Ryan was soothing, and Jesus, he smelled good—woodsy and…mint—maybe from freshly brushed teeth. Everything about Ryan screamed comfort, closely followed by sex. How could one man inspire in him both the drowsy feeling of comfort and the restless flame of desire?

“How was your shoot?”

“Awful. What is up with Eloise and James? They fucked me around all day.” Lucas didn’t usually go in for gossip, but he was angry and just plain confused by their behavior.

“I was gonna ask. All I got was an icy nod when I saw James today.”

So it hadn’t only been Lucas on the receiving end of whatever had upset their costars. Damned if he could work out what the hell was wrong with them. What’s more, he didn’t want it to ruin his weekend. Monday would come soon enough, and he could worry about whatever the fuck was going on then.

Mike Faraday was huge on social media, his overused quote of “If it’s good enough to help get that douche elected POTUS, then it’s good enough for us to use to promote the show” was heard at least once a day around the studio. As a result, the cast would be live-streaming a cast reaction immediately after the airing of the next episode on Monday night, as well as tweeting during the screening. Lucas hoped like hell Eloise and James were over their…whatever it was, by then. It wouldn’t exactly be great if fans picked up on discord on the set so early on. He’d seen behind-the-scenes fiascos overshadow productions before and had no desire to be involved in that again.

This was Ryan’s first big role, and Lucas didn’t want him to freak out over the kind of bullshit he knew happened on some sets. “They’re probably just nervous about Monday. I’m not worried too much. Besides, it’s the weekend, and hopefully, we’ll be spending tomorrow aboard a luxury sixty-foot yacht, working on our tans and eating, drinking, and generally being merry.”

Lucas watched as Ryan’s eyes widened, and his face transformed into a younger, almost childlike version of himself. “Holy shit. Is it yours?”

“I’m not that wealthy—yet. Nah, Anna is good friends with the Curzon sisters. She’s gonna see if they’re taking their boat out. They usually do most weekends, so we’ll just hitch a ride.” Lucas didn’t believe he was at the arrogant, boastful level of stardom yet, but he couldn’t help a tinge of pride seeping into his tone.

“The Curzon sisters. Fuck. I mean, wow, that’d be awesome.”

“They’re surprisingly nice, down-to-earth people, considering their level of power and success in the industry. And so you know, they hate it when, and I quote, ‘people try to crawl up our asses to get on our good side.’ So just be yourself.” Lucas wondered if Ryan had it in him to be other than himself.

Chris pulled the car into the temporary parking area of Lucas’s building. Neither he nor Anna had been interested in a yard, so they’d gone for a luxury apartment in downtown LA. It had top security and most of the other residents were in the industry, so they didn’t have to worry about stargazing neighbors. He’d bought apartments for his family in the building as well, though Anna hadn’t been too keen on that idea. He’d done it because his mother had been distressed when he’d first moved to LA after the success of his role on Tides.

Five years on a top-rated show plus advertising jobs had left him with more money than he’d ever thought he’d have in his life, so he had no problem supporting his family, moving them to be closer to him. His parents had effectively retired when they’d moved and his siblings were doing their best to land their big breaks also. He could afford to look after them until they made it.

“Hey, this place looks great,” Ryan commented as they moved through the lobby toward the elevator.

“The building’s only a few years old. High security. Close to everything. My family lives here too.”

“With you and Anna?”

“God, no. No way. I bought them each an apartment in the building.”

“Really? That’s…generous.” Ryan appeared a little confounded at Lucas’s revelation. Ryan had no family, well, none he was willing to acknowledge, so maybe he couldn’t understand wanting to do something similar to what Lucas had done for his.

They entered the elevator and Lucas found himself standing close to Ryan despite the spaciousness of the elevator car. It was as though his body subconsciously sought out the warmth of Ryan’s—wanting to be in his orbit. He pressed the button for the nineteenth floor and did his best to try not to be too obvious as he allowed himself to enjoy Ryan’s tempting scent.

As he’d expected, Anna greeted them warmly at the door, took Ryan’s overnight bag to the guest room, and rejoined them in the living room. She grabbed herself a beer from the ice bucket and sank down into one of the armchairs.

“Good to see you again, Ryan. How’s the show going?”

“You too, Anna. It’s going great, I hope. I’m having a blast, honestly. I get to use all these weapons, beat the shit out of people, and get all dirty and gross. It’s a boy’s dream.”

Anna sparkled in company, the consummate people person. “Lucas showed me some of those moves for the knife fighting. It should look awesome on-screen.”

“Those Filipino martial arts people are hard-core. The knife fighting is amazing and it does look awesome, well, what I’ve seen of it anyway.” Ryan was again almost giddy, like a schoolboy, when he talked to Anna about the FMA fighting they’d learned. Lucas loved how excited Ryan got over certain things, the expressions on his face mesmerizing. If Ryan got enthusiastic about cut grass, Lucas was pretty sure it’d become the most fascinating thing ever for him too.

Anna stayed for two beers and then excused herself for the evening. She’d organized the trip on the Curzon’s yacht tomorrow, but they’d need to leave early. Anna wasn’t normally a morning person so she would need an early night tonight.

“She’s great,” Ryan said as soon as Anna had left the room.

“She is. She’s my best friend, an absolute sweetheart.” He adored Anna, always would. He wished they could love each other the way a husband and wife should, but neither of them was made that way. Still, it wasn’t a hardship to be married to your best friend and maybe one day they’d both find the elusive “one” for them.

“Any exes in your past that might come out of the woodwork now you’re famous?” Lucas asked.

“No exes, no. A few one-night hookups, but I’m guessing if they were in the same condition I was in, my face would be as blurry to them as theirs are to me. God that sounds…awful.”

Lucas couldn’t help laughing at the mortified expression that stole over Ryan’s face. “Ah, the drunken hookups. Well, if they do remember you, be prepared for it to be splashed all over the trash rags. ‘Ryan Lowe did me in the broom closet,’ that kind of thing.”

Ryan coughed and spluttered the beer he’d been trying to swallow. “The broom closet,” he finally managed. “I’m all class, mate; we always went back to their place.” Ryan gave Lucas’s arm a little punch to reinforce his mock outrage at Lucas’s accusation of broom closet hookups.

Somehow they’d wound up on the sofa together, so Lucas could feel heat radiating from Ryan’s body again. “Yeah, all class. Can you tell me any names?”

Lucas laughed when Ryan’s cheeks flushed even redder, and he dropped his gaze. Ryan was so beautiful when he blushed; hell, Ryan was beautiful all the fucking time.

At twenty-nine, Lucas had six years on Ryan, but he still remembered his teenage years, the anonymous hookups, the desperate fumblings with only the need to get off staving off the disgust at finding himself on his knees in an alley somewhere. It had stopped when he’d married Anna and landed a part on Tides.

When the urge became too strong these days, he used a very discreet agency, as did Anna. They were both young, with healthy appetites, and they’d sorted that out when they first decided to get married. They’d killed two birds with one wedding. Anna was safely out of her abusive family home, and they both had the cover their agent insisted they needed to make it big in Hollywood.

They talked for a little longer, Lucas very conscious every second that he was leaning in closer and closer to Ryan. He could feel lust bubbling away under his skin, boiling his blood, and he was painfully aware of how much he wanted to kiss him, touch him, hold him. He needed a break; he needed space, before he did something fucking stupid.

“Hey, um, it’s getting late and I’m an old man compared to you, so I think I’m gonna call it; otherwise I won’t be able to get up in the morning.” Lucas stood as he spoke, trying to keep his eyes off Ryan. One more look and he didn’t know if he’d be able to hold to the promise he’d just made to keep his hands to himself and walk away.

“Sure, old man. Hey, you mind if I have a shower before I go to bed?” Ryan was standing now, too, and again, he was somehow too fucking close.

Lucas stepped away, gesturing for Ryan to follow him. “Sure. There’s a bathroom attached to your guest room. Towels on the shelf. Help yourself.” He stopped at the door to Ryan’s room and flicked the light on. He still couldn’t risk looking at Ryan.

“Thanks, mate.” Ryan clapped him on the shoulder as he passed. It felt like a hot brand on Lucas’s skin, so he fled with a muttered “good night” over his shoulder.

It took him hours to finally drift off, the image of Ryan just down the hall, naked under the shower, kept sleep far out of his reach.




Chapter Three

Samdom hanging out offscreen??? They are so perfect together!

RYAN

 

It was quite possibly the most comfortable bed he’d ever slept on. Pity he had to be up in about five minutes to get ready for his day on a luxury cruiser. Merely thinking the words had him shaking his head in disbelief. The idea he’d be sailing on a boat that belonged to Maria and Antonia Curzon was unbelievable. He reached down and pinched his thigh, just to be sure. If the old wives’ tale was true, he wasn’t dreaming.

Ryan allowed himself another shower. He’d never been under a rainfall showerhead before, but after his shower last night, he was quickly becoming addicted. The water was as hot as he could bear, and as the name suggested, water literally rained down over his body. It was amazing. No one could start the day in a bad mood if they had this to wake up to. He was low maintenance but hadn’t been sure what they’d be doing today when he’d packed his overnight bag, so he had a few outfits on hand. Definitely shorts and a tee for a day on a yacht. Other than the Sydney ferries a handful of times, Ryan had never been on a boat before, but he loved the water, so he was looking forward to it.

What did rich folks do on a cruiser all day? Fish? Drink? Talk shop? He had no idea what to expect; like much of his life lately, it would be a complete mystery.

Lucas and Anna were waiting on the sofa by the time he dragged himself out of the shower and dressed. Lucas wore a pair of tan chinos and a vibrant green T-shirt and Ryan just knew it would highlight the startling green of his eyes. A Seattle Thunderbirds cap covered his messy black hair, and he hadn’t shaved this morning, so Ryan could see light stubble coming in. He looked fucking gorgeous.

Anna wore a sheer cover-up dress and Ryan could make out a dark-toned bikini underneath it. A wide-brimmed sun hat covered much of her face, but when she peered up at him, Ryan could tell she had no makeup on. Anna wasn’t at all one of the stick-thin starlets that seemed to haunt every square inch of Hollywood. She had these delicious curves Ryan loved and she wasn’t afraid to be her natural self. She was one of the most stunning women he’d ever met.

“Ready?” Lucas asked.

“You bet. I’m so excited,” Ryan answered, sounding for all the world like an excitable twelve-year-old boy allowed out with friends for the first time.

There would be no car service for them today, so Lucas was driving them to the marina. Ryan could tell it was a moderately priced car, not the fancy overpriced monstrosity he might have expected. As successful and famous as the Everses were, it seemed as though they had managed to keep their feet planted firmly on the ground.

Ryan sat quietly in the back seat while Lucas navigated the car through the LA traffic that was still ridiculously heavy despite it being a Saturday morning. Coming from a small town, Ryan had little experience driving in heavy traffic and was under the impression Lucas would need his silence in order to concentrate and successfully manage the bumper-to-bumper nightmare that was the gridlock of LA highways.

“You okay, back there?” Lucas eventually asked.

“Yeah, just can’t get over the traffic here. It’s…terrifying.”

Lucas let out a tinkle of laughter. “What, they don’t have traffic ‘down under’?”

“Oh we have traffic, sure, but this is something else, especially coming from where I did. So…um, where will we be sailing to today?”

Anna turned to face him from the passenger seat as she answered. “No idea. Maria and Antonia often just let their captain have free rein. Sometimes we head out to one of the islands, but usually they’re happy to cruise aimlessly. They’re surrounded by people constantly, so I think it gives them some much-needed peace and quiet. They are lovely women, but tough as nails when it comes to business.” Anna chewed on her lip for a moment and it looked to Ryan as though she were debating whether or not to say her next words. “Look…umm…you know the story with Antonia, don’t you?”

Everybody knew about Antonia Curzon. She was one of the most famous transgender people on the planet. Her complete and unashamed honesty had been a watershed moment for the transgender community at a time when fear and hatred was abundant. Of course, there was still plenty of it, but Antonia had made a difference and there was even talk of her dipping her toes into the world of politics. “Yeah, of course, I know. It doesn’t bother me at all, if that’s what you’re wondering.” Ryan couldn’t help the tinge of annoyance in his voice. He didn’t give a rat’s ass about stuff like that. If people were happy, then go for it. Wasn’t that the much-talked-about goal in life—to find happiness—and who the hell was he to dislike the fashion in which others found it? As long as it was consenting adults and all that, why should he care? Ryan had seen enough small-mindedness to last him a lifetime and couldn’t fathom the need some people had to stick their noses into everyone else’s business.

“Sorry, Ryan, I didn’t really mean it that way. I just…they’re good friends of mine, and obviously, Antonia has had to deal with a lot of bullshit, so I get a little overprotective.” Anna explained. Ryan understood narrow-minded assholes and admired Anna’s concern for her friend.

“Of course. Sorry. I didn’t…”

“Hey, let’s not worry about it okay? We’ve got it out of the way and we’re good. We’ll be there in roughly ten minutes.” Lucas interjected.

They spent the next ten minutes talking about random stuff, mostly Anna and Lucas sharing stories of past trips on the cruiser. Apparently the Curzons often had other guests with them and Lucas and Anna never knew which big star they might find aboard. It promised to be an interesting day.

Lucas left his car with the valet. A valet at a marina. What kind of world have I stepped into? Then the three of them made their way down to the berth where the Put a Curz-on U was docked. The boat—or was it a fucking ship?—took Ryan’s breath away. It was enormous and stunning in its magnificence. Fuck it. He felt underdressed in his boardies—hell, a fucking tuxedo might have been more appropriate. Anna led the way across the gangplank and Ryan soon found himself standing aboard the teak aft deck of unadulterated luxury on the water.
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