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        @sawyerscovedaily Merry Christmas to those who celebrate! Merry Sawyer’s Cove Day to the rest of us! The first two episodes are here and *spoiler* they’re AMAZEBALLS. #sawyerscove4life

      

      

      
        
        December 25th

      

      

      “Let’s play a game,” Darren Silverstein said. Desperation dripped from his voice.

      Crosby could relate. The last ninety minutes had been excruciating. He’d accepted Darren’s offer to share his Misty Harbor Inn room for the night because he’d had no choice—a winter storm had arrived in the small Connecticut seaside town early, and it hadn’t been safe to drive his sports car back to New York on the interstate. To make matters worse, there was no room at the inn, or anywhere else in Misty Harbor on Christmas Day. Luckily for Crosby’s physical well-being, Darren had an extra bed.

      Unluckily, the forced togetherness had been about as awkward as Crosby had feared.

      They’d made it through the delivery of their room service dinner with the minimum of conversation—which meant the minimum of antagonism. But after the food had been consumed and trays relegated to the hallway, they’d both started fidgeting.

      It was too early to go to sleep. Neither of them had swimsuits, so the indoor pool was out. It was Christmas Day, two hours into what was forecast to be a significant winter storm. Crosby didn’t want to make more work for the people who worked at the inn by wandering around, looking for something to do.

      Crosby could have gotten out the script he was studying for an upcoming audition, but he was oddly reluctant. What if Darren asked questions about the part? He could have thrown his earbuds in and listened to the podcasts he’d planned to catch up on during his drive home from Misty Harbor before the weather changed his plans, but he doubted he’d be able to concentrate on anything with Darren sitting six feet away.

      “I like games,” Crosby said cautiously. “We could play the movie game.”

      “Or ‘Truth or Dare,’” Darren responded, as if he hadn’t heard Crosby’s suggestion.

      “Are we twelve?” Games appealed to Crosby’s competitive side, and he was usually the first to volunteer to play. But he could imagine too many disastrous consequences of playing this particular game.

      Darren rolled his eyes as if he’d expected that reaction. “Come on, it’s either this or ‘Never Have I Ever.’”

      Crosby pictured playing a drinking game with Darren and internally grimaced. “Fine. ‘Truth or Dare.’”

      “Truth,” Darren said promptly.

      Well, shit. Now Crosby had to think of a question.

      He looked at his temporary roommate, wondering what he could ask that wouldn’t give too much away. Darren was about his age, thirty-one. He looked a little older, maybe, his face a sharp collection of angles carved out of light skin, crowned by expressively slashed eyebrows. He had dark, thick hair that in its current style curled luxuriously around his ears, and clear gray eyes with lush lashes. He was dressed casually in a red flannel shirt, jeans, and hiking socks.

      Crosby had dressed up for the earlier watch party for the first episode of the new season of Sawyer’s in taupe slacks and a dark green sweater over a crisp white collared shirt. Now he felt overdressed, but the only clothes he had to change into weren’t much better. As a lifelong resident of Manhattan, he kept a change of clothes in his trunk in case of emergencies, like a terrorist attack or last-minute audition. His emergency clothes consisted of black jeans, a green long-sleeved T-shirt, extra socks, a pair of boxers, and a warm black cashmere sweater.

      Darren’s eyebrows wiggled–impatiently it seemed to Crosby. He settled on a question, if only to fill the silence that kept blooming between them.

      “Why aren’t you with your family today?” It wasn’t the sexiest question he could ask, but that was probably for the best. He should not be thinking about Darren and sex anyway. He sighed before he could help himself.

      Darren’s forehead wrinkled at Crosby’s sigh, but he didn’t comment. Instead, he explained, “We’re a Chrismukkah family. I already did the Hanukkah thing with my dad a couple of weeks ago. My parents are divorced. Anyway, I’d usually go to my mom’s, but she went with her boyfriend to his family in Florida. My brothers are both with their in-laws. Hanging with the Cove crew seemed like a good way to spend Christmas.”

      Crosby froze as he processed the plethora of new information. He’d technically known Darren for fifteen years, but he didn’t know anything about his family. His parents were divorced? He had brothers? Were they older or younger? He swallowed down his follow-up questions because they were playing a game to pass the time, not getting to know each other at a cocktail party.

      “Truth or dare?” Darren said, since he was normal.

      “Dare,” Crosby said, after a moment’s hesitation. He glanced around the hundred-square foot room while he waited for Darren to issue a challenge, trying not to question his life choices up to that point. How terrible a dare could he manage to come up with in a hotel room in the middle of a snowstorm on Christmas?

      The room itself was nice, but unremarkable. Two queen beds with cozy white comforters, plenty of pillows, midnight blue accents from the lampshades to the carpet. A big flat screen TV was mounted on the wall across from the beds, over a dresser that hid a fridge with a minibar and the room safe. The adjoining bathroom held a glassed-in shower, low lighting, and copious amounts of the inn’s signature toiletry items. The room wasn’t the problem. It was sanctuary from the storm, and also a prison, since until the snow stopped and roads cleared, Crosby couldn’t leave Misty Harbor to go home to New York.

      Darren smirked lightly as he formulated his dare.

      Crosby’s palms went unaccountably sweaty.

      “All right, Crosby. I dare you to go get us some ice.”

      Crosby frowned, suspicious. That didn’t sound so bad.

      “In your underwear,” Darren finished, a gleeful smirk on his face.

      Crosby glared. “Seriously? You want me to get kicked out of the hotel?”

      “Oh, come on, they won’t kick you out. Probably no one will even see you. Besides, the ice machine is only around the corner. Easy as pie.”

      Crosby bit his lip. He’d stayed at the inn enough times to know exactly where the ice machine was, in a little alcove around the corner from the elevator bank. It wasn’t likely he’d run into anybody on the way. But the dare meant he’d have to strip. In front of Darren. He’d agreed to share close quarters, but taking his clothes off in front of the guy wasn’t part of the deal.

      Still, he’d agreed to the game, and it was too late to switch to truth. He sighed as loudly as he could and pulled his sweater over his head in one motion. He caught Darren’s expression out of the corner of his eye. He looked slightly surprised, and maybe a little impressed, as Crosby continued matter-of-factly stripping.

      He undid the flashy gold cufflinks of his French-cuffed shirt, set them on top of the dresser. He unbuttoned the shirt and shrugged it off. He wasn’t wearing an undershirt, and the air suddenly felt cool, sharpening his nipples to points. But as an actor, he had to be comfortable being around strangers in various stages of undress, so it wasn’t weird to undo his belt and slide off his trousers, though he carefully laid them over the back of a chair so they wouldn’t wrinkle. Socks were last. He sat on the bed and reached down to remove them, but Darren stopped him.

      “You can leave those on,” he said, voice barely hiding a laugh. “I’m not a monster.”

      “Gee, thanks,” Crosby said, standing up in nothing but his socks, black boxer-briefs, and chunky gold-and-silver wristwatch. He felt exposed, and a little cold. “Here I go.”

      “Wait.” Darren darted across the room and grabbed the brown leather ice bucket, thrusting it at Crosby before he got to the door. “You’ll need this.”

      Crosby saw a room key on a ledge by the door and swiped it.

      “What, you don’t think I’ll let you back in?” Darren asked.

      “I’m not taking any chances,” Crosby said dryly.

      Darren grinned. “Smart man.”

      Crosby steeled himself and left the room before he could back out. He speed-walked to the ice machine, spotting exactly zero other people, and pressed the bar to activate the ice dispenser. Small cubes of ice slowly filled the bucket as he thought about Darren’s parting smile. It had seemed more like a smile of solidarity than one making fun of Crosby.

      Maybe this wasn’t the worst thing in the world. Maybe after this unexpected interlude, he and Darren could actually be friends. Maybe Crosby would finally get over his stupid little crush and be able to see Darren as just another one of his Sawyer’s Cove castmates, instead of the guy who tied him into knots so tight he could barely interact with him.

      He was heading back to the room with the full ice bucket, passing the elevator bank, when one dinged its arrival. He picked up the pace. Half a hallway to go when he heard a couple of chattering young women get off the elevator. Their conversation died down when they caught sight of him from the back, hoofing it down the hallway. He reached the room as he heard the explosion of laughter behind him. He forced himself not to look back. God forbid one of them whipped out her phone and got a shot of his face. He struggled with the key and ice bucket for a long moment, then finally the door opened, and he escaped to safety.

      The echoes of the girls’ laughter were still ringing in his ears when he shoved the ice bucket into Darren’s arms. “Well, that was humiliating,” he said, a prickle of heat spreading from his cheeks down his throat.

      “Was it?” Darren said, perking up as he stashed the ice bucket on the dresser. “Bonus.”

      Crosby ignored him, reached for his slacks.

      “Hey, you want to borrow some sweats? I have an extra pair. They’re clean, I promise.” Darren was already rummaging in his open overnight bag.

      “Uh.”

      “Here.” Darren held out a pair of dark gray joggers.

      For the first time, Crosby realized how close in size they were. Darren was probably an inch taller, but they were both built wiry, with layers of lean muscle over slim bones. Crosby met Darren’s gray eyes as he reached for the offering. “Thanks.”

      “Sure. We’re stuck here. Might as well be comfortable. Your turn, by the way.”

      “Turn?”

      “Truth or dare.”

      Oh, right. The game.

      He put on the joggers. He felt better once there was another layer between him and Darren, though it wasn’t like Darren had checked him out or anything. Which was a little disappointing, to be honest. Crosby worked out, he had to be in good shape for his job, and he was generally considered attractive, with his classical nose, milky white complexion, full mouth, wide green eyes, and curly blond mop of hair. But Darren hadn’t seemed to take more than a cursory glance at his body when he had the chance. Oh, well.

      “Truth or dare?”

      “Dare,” he said. “I like to change it up.”

      “Okay,” Crosby said, looking around the room for inspiration. “Let’s put that ice to good use.”

      Darren frowned at the ice bucket. “How?” he asked suspiciously.

      “Stick your hand in the ice, and keep it there for a minute,” Crosby said, choosing the first idea that came into his head. “You can pick which hand.”

      “A minute?” Darren’s eyebrows rose.

      Crosby second guessed himself. Too long? He didn’t want to give the guy frostbite. “Thirty seconds,” he amended. Then he smiled evilly. “I’m not a monster.”

      Darren chuckled, shrugged, and plunged his left hand into the bucket. After a few seconds, he shivered.

      “Cold?” Crosby asked mildly.

      Darren stuck his tongue out at him. “I hope you’re keeping track of the time.”

      Crosby hadn’t been. He’d been enjoying the quasi-fun they were having. He glanced at his watch, counted down twenty ticks of the second hand.

      Close enough.

      “Okay, time’s up.”

      Darren removed his hand to reveal red, wet skin. “Ouch.”

      Crosby shifted, suddenly regretting that he’d caused Darren pain. He was about to apologize when Darren lunged, clapping his icy cold hand to the back of Crosby’s neck. The cold stunned him, but not as much as Darren voluntarily touching him. He gasped and instinctively pulled away, scrambling onto his bed. He cursed and Darren laughed, but not meanly.

      “Sorry, I had to,” Darren said. “There’s something about you that makes the devil on my shoulder go crazy.”

      Crosby shivered again. A chill still clung to his neck. He hadn’t put a shirt on after his trip to the ice machine, and he had goosebumps all over. His nipples were diamond hard.

      This time, Darren did glance down Crosby’s chest from his position at the foot of Crosby’s bed. He was definitely looking, but his expression was unreadable, and he walked quickly to the bathroom. He left the door open while he rinsed his hands in the sink, presumably in warm water.

      “Truth or dare?” he called out.

      Crosby, disoriented from Darren’s touch, glance, and the fact that he was actually having fun, spoke without thinking. “Truth.”
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      Finally, Darren thought when he heard Crosby’s choice.

      He’d been half-afraid Crosby, stubborn asshole that he was, would persistently choose dare, and Darren would have to resort to some childish tactic like saying, “I dare you to tell me the truth about…” Sure, two thirty-something men playing Truth or Dare was kind of childish in the first place. But at least Crosby was interacting with him.

      Sometimes he felt as if Crosby simply looked right through him, as if he had a blind spot where Darren was concerned, and instead of seeing a co-worker, he saw empty space. Today was proof they could interact without one of them exploding. On the other hand, that meant all those times Crosby had seemed to glance at him without seeing him, when he’d acted like Darren was invisible, had been Crosby’s deliberate choice. Darren had wondered for years about the difficult dynamic between them, and now was his chance to find out.

      He leaned against the doorjamb. Crosby was sitting on his bed, giving the impression of a spooked deer, eyes big and body still. He was shirtless, which Darren acknowledged was partly his fault, and not for the first time he concluded it was fortunate Crosby’s face resembled a Greek god’s, because it made up for his stick-in-the-mud personality.

      Though he’d been making an effort tonight, Darren had to admit. He was beginning to think Ariel had been right all those times she told him Crosby was shy in groups, that he was better one-on-one. Darren had never been given the opportunity to be one-on-one with Crosby, so how would he know?

      “Why don’t you like me?” He felt only mildly embarrassed to be asking such a self-centered question. It was the question he most wanted to know the answer to. Besides, the answer had implications outside of this hotel room, professionally anyway.

      He watched Crosby take in the question, observed his shoulders straighten and hands flex. He parted his mouth, that sculpted pink bow that kept millions of fangirls—and more than likely plenty of fanboys, too—up at night since he’d first played Sawyer North, the foundational character of Sawyer’s Cove, fifteen years ago.

      “I—” Crosby started and stopped immediately.

      “Come on, it’s not rocket science,” Darren said, suddenly wishing he’d asked something else, some innocuous question about Crosby’s porn habits or something.

      “I don’t not like you,” Crosby said.

      Darren curled his lip derisively. “Yeah, right.”

      “It’s true,” Crosby said quietly.

      “What kind of answer is that? You don’t not like me? Then why⁠—”

      “You had your turn,” Crosby said, breaking in. “Truth or dare?”

      “I’m not going to play if you’re going to cheat,” Darren
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