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      Their spark could be too hot to handle…or bring a dying town back to life.

      

      Mercury Rising, Book 2

      

      Officially, Turnstiles CEO Brian Curland is in Mercury to set up a new data center. Unofficially, he’s using this trip to re-evaluate his life, because for a man who has everything, he’s feeling pretty empty.

      He could buy any car he wants. But no, he had to rent a piece-of-crap Chevy—which is now broken down on the side of the road. When he’s rescued by a sexy local, Brian does what he always does. Go for what he wants, even if it’s just temporary.

      Evan Michaels stops to help because that’s what good guys do. He grew up in Mercury, eventually becoming minister of the local Unitarian church. Though everyone knows him, being gay and being in a gay relationship are two different things. He wants Brian, but their affair has to be secret or he can’t play.

      When Evan unleashes his long-suppressed sexuality, Brian is more than up to handling the heat. Yet even though they fall hard for each other, it might take the whole town to convince them it’s a forever kind of love.

      

      Warning: Contains an inexperienced minister, gay comic-book role play, dirty dancing in antebellum mansions, and some very naughty fireworks. Protective gear recommended.

      

      Copyright © 2016 by Samantha Kane

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.
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      This book was written for the fans who tirelessly asked for more Mercury. Your love and support kept this series alive for me, and I’m so grateful to have the opportunity to keep writing it. And, as always, this book, like all the others, would not exist without the love and support of my husband and my family.
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      Mercury, North Carolina

      July

      

      “Trey, are you still there?” Brian Curland spoke sharply as he watched steam start to rise from the hood of his rental car. That couldn’t be good. As the founder and CEO of Turnstiles, one of the world’s most popular Internet search engines, Brian didn’t have to drive. He could pretty much buy every car in the world and hire someone to drive each one. Not, however, in the sticks of North Carolina. Here he had to rent a piece-of-shit Chevy so he could get lost in the woods. He looked around helplessly at the miles of impossibly tall pines trees lining the little, two-lane state highway as he began to slow the car. “I’m losing the signal. You’re cutting out.”

      “I’m still here,” his ex-boyfriend, movie star Trey Barlow, said over the car’s speaker. “I told you something like this would happen. Hapless billionaires have no business suddenly dropping everything to fly off to some Godforsaken corner of North Carolina. That’s how Stephen King novels start.”

      “I think you’re being overly dramatic,” Brian said drily. “I can handle bad phone reception.”

      “You were supposed to go to the ESPYs with me,” Trey complained. “Now who am I going to take?”

      “I told you to go solo,” Brian said, watching the warning lights begin to blaze across the dashboard. “That way you can hit on all the athletes there and see who bites. Hey, do you know what it means when a little genie lamp lights up on the dash?”

      “You just want me to go solo so that everyone knows you’re single now,” Trey accused him.

      “Yes, but you want everyone to know you’re single now too,” Brian said impatiently. “Besides, we were never actually a monogamous couple. Neither one of us does monogamy well.”

      “Which makes it even more odd that we didn’t work out as a couple,” Trey agreed. “I mean, no offense, but you’re much better as a friend.”

      “So are you,” Brian told him sincerely. “We should have just stayed friends. Sex always complicates things.”

      “Yes, but we both like sex too much to go without,” Trey said pragmatically. “So in that respect, having sex with each other was much easier than having sex with someone else who really would complicate things.”

      “Now I’m just confused,” Brian said.

      “Is that why you’re down there? To see if John wants to be more than friends?” Brian could tell Trey was fishing out of curiosity. “I know he’s one of your oldest friends. He ran away to North Carolina on a whim too, and no one’s heard from him since. This whole scenario is growing ominous.”

      “No.” Brian was being honest. “There was a time I wanted John. That time has passed. But I’m worried about him. This guy Connor he’s with came out of nowhere. I just want to see what’s going on with my own eyes. The new data center I’m building down here gives me an excuse to check up on him. And if I think I need to intervene, I’ll try to talk him into coming back to California, to the real world. He’s wasting his talents here.”

      John was as successful as Brian, having developed an addictive online game called Town Square that just about everyone in the world had on their computer, phone and tablet. When the game took off in China, John had walked away from L.A., intent on never working another day in his life.

      “I hope I can convince him to come work for me. After all, he was pretty eager to take charge of the initial plans for the data center.”

      “I don’t like it,” Trey said, “and I don’t believe this is an attempt to recruit John for Turnstiles. You’ve been acting weird lately and now this sudden trip. Something’s up with you. Next thing you know I’ll have to go down there to check up on you. It’s like a vicious circle of stupidity. We should all just go investigate those banjos in the woods at midnight and get it over with.”

      “Nothing is up with me.” Brian eyed the smoke rising faster and heavier from the hood. “But this car might be on fire. The hood is smoking. What do you know about car warning lights?”

      “You’re asking me?” Trey said incredulously. “AAA would have been a better choice. I think the lamp means something’s wrong with the oil.”

      That made sense. It was a piece-of-shit Chevy. Brian couldn’t remember the last time he’d driven a piece of shit of any kind. It had been years since he’d driven at all. Maybe the occasional speedboat. Those goofy little motorbikes in Capri a couple of years ago to make his latest piece of ass happy.

      “I think the car is overheating,” he told Trey.

      “Well, pull over, idiot,” Trey said. “And then you better call someone who can help you before you lose the signal. Say hi to John for me. And I guess text me when you get to Mercy. I’ll never forgive myself if something happens to you and I was the last one to talk to you. Maybe I should call AAA.”

      “Mercury,” Brian corrected him. “And I’m pulling over. I’ll call…” He trailed off when he realized that Trey wasn’t there anymore. He got a sinking feeling in his gut that it was too late for the signal.

      He stopped the car and got out, intent on opening the hood. He changed his mind when he felt how hot it was. And no wonder, since it had to be two hundred degrees out here in the middle of nowhere. And it was not a dry heat. No sir. The humidity had his shirt plastered to his chest and back. It wasn’t an entirely unpleasant feeling, surprisingly. He’d sort of forgotten what it felt like to sweat in the heat. He lived most of his life in the carefully controlled environment of a high-rise office building and penthouse. Sweating wasn’t so bad in these circumstances. Better than sweating at the gym, but not as good as sweating in bed during a good fuck.

      Leaning his butt on the trunk of the car and crossing his ankles, Brian considered his options. The road was lined with thousands of tall, skinny pines, all of which ruined his phone reception. He had exactly no bars. He didn’t even know there were places left on Earth with no bars. The last town he’d passed was a half hour back. Walking that would be more than an hour or two. In the heat and humidity. His GPS had indicated Mercury was still a good fifteen miles in the other direction. Either way, he might get reception back on his phone and not have to walk after all.

      He heaved a huge sigh and turned to open the trunk to get something to cover his head for the walk. A T-shirt or something, wasn’t that what people did? He wasn’t a hat sort of guy, so he had no hope of finding one conveniently stashed in his suitcase. He glanced around the open trunk to the road and thought he saw something shimmering on the horizon. A second later it coalesced into a car. Going in the wrong direction, but he could work with that. Maybe they could drop him at that last gas station.

      He paused as he got ready to wave his arms. His security team had told him time and again not to trust anyone. His face was well known. He was a prime kidnapping target. But he’d already broken every security rule by changing his plans unexpectedly and flying down to North Carolina without even a bodyguard. With a shrug, he figured he might as well go all the way. So he stepped to the side of the car and waved his arms.

      

      Evan Michaels slowed his truck when he saw the man standing on the side of the road waving his arms. Smoke was coming out from under the hood of the car beside him. Was it on fire? Evan sped up a little, ready to shout at the fool to move away. Then he realized it was steam. The car had overheated. Jeez, that must be a real piece of crap he was driving. It wasn’t even that hot out today.

      He didn’t have to think twice before he pulled over. Of course he was going to help. It’s what he did. He wouldn’t leave someone stranded on the side of the road. It went against everything he practiced and preached. But he wasn’t that gullible. He stayed in the truck, windows up, engine still running, as he watched the man approach. He glanced around, through the trees. There wasn’t anyone hiding back there to jump him. He hadn’t heard that there was anything like that going on around Mercury. Evan was intimately acquainted with the dirty underside of his little town. He’d know if someone was jacking cars.

      When the man stopped beside his truck and knocked on the window with a wry grin, Evan rolled the window down about an inch. The guy held his hands up as if to show he was harmless. He was too tall, too built and too good-looking to be harmless. He was wearing chinos and a striped Ralph Lauren polo. He clearly wasn’t armed with anything more dangerous than wicked blue eyes and a sexy-as-hell beard. The beard craze had hit Mercury long before it was considered stylish, but looking at this guy Evan figured they were doing it wrong around here, because nobody he knew looked this good.

      “Need help?” Evan asked. He wasn’t sure if he sounded hopeful or not.

      The stranger nodded. “Yes, thanks.” He had almost no accent, so he wasn’t local. He sounded sort of like Evan’s friend John, who’d moved to Mercury from California about a year ago. “The car overheated. I think.” He’d put his hands down and glared over his shoulder at the offending car.

      Evan laughed. “Unless it’s on fire, I think you’re right. Want to call someone?” These days it was odd that the other man didn’t have a phone on him.

      He pursed his lips and shook his head. “Tried. No reception.”

      Evan looked around. Oh, that’s right. They were in the dead zone. About five miles of road where you were guaranteed to drop a call. He nodded. “Yep. Bad spot to break down.”

      The stranger stood there looking at him expectantly. Evan stared back. The guy really did have amazing blue eyes. He had dark hair that he wore a little long, and his eyebrows framed those sky blue eyes perfectly. His beard was clipped close, but it was still more beard than scruff. His lips looked so red sitting in the middle of that beard, and Evan licked his lips staring at them. Those red lips grinned right before the other guy cleared his throat, making Evan jerk his gaze back up to meet the blue eyes again.

      “I was sort of hoping for a ride?” the stranger said, more question than observation.

      “Are you going to kidnap me?” Evan asked, surprised by the flirtatious note in his voice. He didn’t flirt with guys. Ever. Not in Mercury.

      “Nope.” The stranger smiled. “Are you going to kidnap me?”

      “Not without a little more encouragement,” Evan said, and the guy laughed, clearly delighted. Evan’s heart skipped a beat. He was being bolder than he’d ever been. Maybe it was because this was a stranger. He wouldn’t have to live up to the teasing, and it wasn’t going to come back and bite him in the butt.

      The stranger reached up and tapped the truck roof. “I can do that,” he said with another sexy grin, and Evan’s heart tripped and fell at his feet.

      

      Brian couldn’t believe his luck. One minute stranded in the heat in Bumfuck, North Carolina, and the next rescued by a flirtatious country beach boy who was too gorgeous for words with his Southern drawl and blond good looks. He tried not to look too smug at his good fortune. Shit like this just fell into his lap. He was a lucky son of a bitch. Always had been. The bad was always balanced out by something crazy good.

      “Let me just grab my suitcase,” he said, tapping the roof again, smiling at the beach boy.

      His sexy rescuer frowned. “Suitcase?”

      Brian nodded. “I’m visiting a friend,” he said evasively. “In Mercury. But you can just drop me at the next gas station. I can call him from there.” He hoped there’d be more to it than that. Although, honestly, he felt guilty about his attraction to his rescuer. He should be focused on John and the data center, and not the man in front of him.

      The sexy blond went all blank faced. “I can take you back to Mercury.”

      It was Brian’s turn to frown. “If it’s a problem…” He let the sentence hang.

      The blond shook his head with a flash of polite smile. “Not at all. I’ll open the back.”

      “I thought I was going to get to ride in the cab,” Brian teased, trying to lighten the suddenly awkward mood.

      The blond laughed. His eyes crinkled in the corners appealingly. They were a light hazel, pale green with flecks of brown in them. “What kind of kidnapper would I be if I let you ride shotgun?” he asked as he got out of the pickup.

      Brian was relieved to be back on flirtatious ground. “The best kind,” he joked, grabbing his suitcase and slamming the trunk closed.

      They met at the back of the truck and Brian heaved his suitcase up and into the bed. The blond closed the tailgate with a slam and suddenly they were facing each other. Brian was a few inches taller, but not much. The blond, however, had him beat in the muscles department. He was solid from his thick neck and broad shoulders to the biceps straining the sleeves of his faded blue, well-worn T-shirt from a place called Kure Beach. His legs were just as muscular in his tan cargo shorts. Shit, even his feet were sexy—tan and broad—in his flip-flops. There was a tuft of white-blond hair on the top of his foot, and for some reason Brian found it incredibly attractive. Most of the guys he met in L.A. or London or Paris or wherever, waxed, shaved and lasered off every unnecessary hair on their body. Brian had done it too. Now he felt like a fool. How many guys had he missed out on because he didn’t have hair on the top of his foot? He almost laughed at the thought. As long as he didn’t miss out on this one.

      “Brian,” he said, holding out his hand, deliberately leaving off his last name.

      “Evan,” his rescuer said as he shook his hand. That first touch was as electrifying as Brian had known it would be. Evan’s eyes grew big and he stared at their clasped hands as if he’d never felt that jolt of instantaneous lust before. Brian was practically addicted to it. There was nothing better than the fireworks of sexual awareness and the free fall that followed, the heady anticipation of what was hopefully to come. He shivered at the feeling, and Evan dropped his hand as if it was a live wire.

      Without a word, Evan turned and headed toward the driver’s side of the truck. Brian strolled over to the passenger side and climbed in, nearly humming with anticipation. Once Evan got in and put on his seatbelt, he turned to Brian. Brian didn’t let him say one word before he leaned over and kissed him. Right there, on the side of the road, less than five minutes after he’d met him.

      He wasn’t a patient man, and he sure as shit didn’t deny himself. When he wanted something, he took it. And he wanted Evan.
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      Evan was caught off guard. He was blindsided, actually. He hadn’t kissed a man in years, and those kisses had been furtive even though they were within the confines of a monogamous relationship. There had been hours of debate before he’d let those kisses happen. Months of passion denied before he’d given in. But Brian didn’t debate, or hesitate, or even ask. He just kissed Evan as if it was the most natural thing in the world. As if he had the right to do it.

      For a moment Evan was so shocked he didn’t make any move at all. Just sat there with Brian’s warm, red lips pressed to his, his beard provocatively soft against his chin. He knew he looked like a deer in the headlights. Then Brian licked along his bottom lip and Evan groaned and just let it happen. His shoulders relaxed, he tipped his head to the side to better fit their mouths together, and he let himself enjoy something he’d missed so much he hadn’t even let himself think about it in ages.

      Brian’s hand slid along his jaw and down the side of his neck, and he owned Evan’s mouth. Just like that. He controlled the kiss from the second he claimed Evan’s lips. His experience was obvious not just in that control, but in the sensual nature of the kiss, the perfection of it. Just the right pressure of mouth against mouth, just the right amount of tongue and teasing, the perfect balance of sweet and rough. Evan reveled in it. At that moment he didn’t care how many men Brian had kissed. He only cared that he was the one Brian was kissing now.

      It was over too soon. Brian slowly pulled away, and Evan felt as if there was an invisible string stretched between their mouths, wet and sticky and clinging with desire, making his heart pound.

      Brian smiled at him and then licked his lips and bit the bottom one briefly, as if he was savoring the taste of Evan there. Evan’s breath hitched audibly as he watched that wicked, too tempting mouth. His gaze met those amazing blue eyes.

      “Thanks for the ride,” Brian whispered suggestively.

      “Uh huh,” Evan said, sounding as dumbfounded as he felt.

      Brian laughed. “And for the compliment.”

      Evan leaned back, out of Brian’s reach. His brain wasn’t functioning clearly yet. “What compliment?”

      “The unspoken one. It was in your reaction.” Brian looked smug and sexy and insanely turned on, which pressed all kinds of buttons for Evan. Buttons he’d thought were permanently out of order.

      “Oh, that.” Evan cleared his throat. “I react like that to all the strangers who kiss me after I pick them up on the side of the road. It’s part of the service.” He turned and restarted the engine, hoping that if he didn’t look at Brian he wouldn’t make a complete idiot of himself. Well, a bigger one anyway.

      Brian laughed again, and damn if it didn’t feel like Evan could feel that low, suggestive sound dancing along his back like fingers. He shifted in his seat as he pulled back out onto Highway 87.

      “My friends warned me against picking up strangers,” he said after a moment, shocking himself at his obvious flirting. What the hell was he doing?

      “You do it a lot, huh?” Brian asked, sitting next to him, leaning a bit sideways against the door, very casual and cool and devastatingly sexy.

      “Nope. You’re the first.” Evan chanced a glance over at Brian and grinned. “But it’s the sort of thing I’d do.”

      “Hmm,” Brian said. “My friends warned me against accepting rides from strangers.”

      “Did they?” Evan asked, delighted at the sweet sensation of openly flirting with a gorgeous man. He’d never been able to do it before. “You do it a lot, huh?”

      “Nope. You’re going to be the first,” he said with a broad smile that showed straight, white teeth, as perfect as the rest of him. “But it’s the sort of thing I’d do.”

      They both laughed. Evan was more excited than he’d been in what seemed like years, anticipation firing his blood. Could he? Could he offer Brian the kind of ride he was implying? Lord knows he wanted to. “Where to?” he asked. Brian looked at him quizzically. “Where am I taking you?” he asked again. “In Mercury. The address?”

      “Oh,” Brian said with a start. He searched his pockets and pulled out his phone. He fiddled with it and finally said, “211 Broad Street. My friend’s name is John Ford.”

      Evan’s heart stopped. He didn’t breathe for a second or two, and then he pulled in a long breath and let it out slowly. “I know where John lives.”

      “Do you?” Brian asked. He just sounded curious, clearly unaware he’d dashed any hope that the two of them would follow up that spectacular kiss with anything more intimate than “goodbye” and “thanks for the ride”.

      “So you must be Brian Curland,” Evan said, nailing the coffin shut on his sexual fantasies. You just didn’t have a secret, torrid affair with one of the world’s wealthiest, most famous, most successful men. “What the hell were you doing in a piece-of-shit car on the side of the highway?” He hadn’t meant to sound angry.

      “Yes, I am,” Brian said, surprise in his voice. “And I was in that piece of shit because it was all the rental agency had left.”

      “It’s summertime,” Evan said flatly. “Tourist season.”

      “Tourists? In Mercury?” Brian said incredulously. Evan took offense on behalf of his little town.

      “You’re here,” he told him heatedly. “It’s not the armpit of the world.”

      “I didn’t say that,” Brian said calmly. “Clearly finding out who I am has pissed you off. What’d I do to deserve it?”

      That took the wind of out Evan’s sails. “Nothing,” he said with a sigh. “The tourists are on their way to the beach. 87 is a main route.”

      “Ah,” Brian said. “Sorry if I sounded…” He faltered.

      “Like a snob from L.A.?” Evan offered with a laugh. “Don’t worry. We get that from a lot of John’s friends.”

      “How do you know John?” Brian asked.

      “His boyfriend Connor and I are old friends,” Evan told him. “We went to school together, played football together. I met John before Connor came back to Mercury, though. He donated money to…a charity I support.” Evan wasn’t sure why he hesitated. There was no reason not to tell Brian who and what he was.

      “Boyfriend?” Brian frowned. “I didn’t realize they were an item. I thought they were still at the friends with benefits stage.”

      Evan realized with sudden clarity that Brian was here for John. It was true he was setting up a new Turnstiles data center here in Mercury, but his mission was John. Was he worried about an old friend or was it something more? “Yes, they’re an item. They have been for months. Almost from the first moment they set eyes on each other.” Okay, that last might be stretching the truth, but Evan knew where his loyalties lay, and that was firmly in Connor’s corner, no matter how good a kisser Brian was.

      “I see.” Brian didn’t say anything else, just stared out the passenger side window. Clearly the flirting was over.

      

      Brian wasn’t sure what to do. He wanted to see Evan again. It was obvious from their kiss that Evan didn’t have a lot of experience, which seemed odd since he had to be almost thirty. He didn’t seem like he was in the closet. He’d openly flirted with Brian and hadn’t protested Brian’s presumptuous kiss. But if Evan found out Brian was here to recruit John for his company and lure him back to California, it would most likely piss him off.

      Before Brian could decide on a course of action, Evan was stopping the truck in front of a big, old, Victorian-style house, obviously in the middle of renovations. There was a plumber’s truck and a few construction trucks parked along the street, and the front door was propped open.

      “Here we are,” Evan said. He sounded disappointed too, as if he was as sorry to see their alone time end as Brian was. Brian didn’t have a chance to say anything before Evan was climbing out of the truck and slamming the door. He followed a little slower. By the time he got out, Evan had already opened the tailgate and hauled his suitcase down. “Come on,” he told Brian when he joined him. It sounded like he was being led to the gallows.

      John came bustling out the front door, talking over his shoulder to someone. Brian was shocked at his appearance—he almost didn’t recognize his old friend. He was wearing a pair of paint-stained cargo shorts and a blue shirt as faded as Evan’s. His hair was longer too, and he wore tennis shoes. The John he’d known back in L.A. had always been impeccably dressed, a suit and tie for every occasion.

      “Evan!” John called out when he saw him going through the gate in the white picket fence. It only took him a second to register the suitcase in Evan’s hand and he looked beyond him, right at Brian. To Brian’s relief his shout of welcome was excited and happy. “Brian!” He jumped down the steps and practically ran down the walk where he met Brian at the gate. He shook his hand and pulled him into a hug. “What the hell are you doing here?” he demanded, standing back and holding on to Brian’s shoulders. “You weren’t supposed to arrive for another two weeks.”

      “I just decided I couldn’t wait.”

      John laughed. “Good. That means we’ll have more time to catch up. Come and see the house. Connor’s at work, but you’ll meet him later.” He’d turned away, so he didn’t see Brian’s smile falter. Brian couldn’t recall ever being that excited about a house. Or a man.

      “Where should I put his suitcase?” Evan asked John with a smile. “Connor’s old room?”

      Brian wasn’t sure how to describe what he felt then, but it wasn’t good. He didn’t want to be in Connor’s old room. Until that moment he hadn’t realized what staying with John would mean. He didn’t want to be the awkward guest. But he was. He’d imagined they would fall back into their old friendship, that he’d be the focus of John’s attention. But John had moved on. It was clear in the way he spoke of his house and Connor, and even in the way he looked. There was no way Brian was going to convince him to come back to his old life. And, he finally admitted, he’d already known that.

      He’d been deluding himself about trying to lure John away, using it as an excuse just to see him. So what had possessed him to come here like this, then? To take off from L.A. in a frenzy, as if seeing John and convincing him to come back would make it all better. And since when did anything need to be better? It all hit Brian like a shot to the head and he stood rooted to the spot, suddenly wondering what was wrong with his life, and why he was there.

      John’s face fell. “Oh shit! The room isn’t ready.” He frowned at Brian in consternation. “You weren’t supposed to be here for two weeks. It will be ready in two weeks. Ugh.” He looked as flummoxed at Brian felt. There was no room here for him, in more ways than one.

      “He can stay in my guest room,” Evan offered. “Unless he’d rather go to the hotel.”

      Brian looked over at him, not sure how he felt about being rescued by Evan a second time. The look Evan was giving him was unreadable. Was he hoping they’d pick up where they left off? Or was he just playing the nice guy again? Brian had never been a charity case, and he wasn’t ready to start now.

      Just then a big black guy wearing a tool belt came out of the house. A smile lit up his face. “Reverend Michaels,” he called out. “I’ve been looking for you.”

      It seemed as if Brian was watching in slow motion as Evan winced and then turned and waved at the guy on the porch. “Cornelius,” he called out. “How’re you doing?”

      Brian was frozen in shock. He’d tried to seduce a reverend. A man of God. A…he ran out of euphemisms, too stunned to think properly. No wonder Evan hadn’t been experienced. He really was just a nice guy. One of the nice guys. It was charity, then. Definitely.

      Brian Curland, billionaire playboy, had officially become a charity case.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 3

        

      

    

    
      “Why am I at a baseball game, again?” Brian asked no one in particular. He was sitting on the hard bleachers at the local baseball complex, which encompassed a couple of nice, well-lit fields and a small playground right off the two-lane highway he’d been stranded on earlier. The condition of the complex was a sharp contrast to the almost ghost town feeling in Mercury. John had told him the town was dying and the data center would revive it. He hadn’t been kidding. There were more out of business signs in town than open signs.

      “Because John is playing,” Connor told him without looking at him. Connor hadn’t looked at him much at all since they’d met that afternoon. He was a tall motherfucker, with broad shoulders and muscles to match. He looked like the football player he’d been when he was younger. He had dark hair and light eyes and was the sort of natural, careless handsome that most men wished they could be but rarely were. He was also about ten years younger than Brian and John. Brian had hated him on sight. The feeling had clearly been mutual. Connor didn’t speak much to anyone, but his reluctance to speak to Brian was obvious.

      “I didn’t know he even liked baseball,” Brian mused, ignoring Connor’s bad attitude. “He certainly didn’t play back in L.A.”

      “I guess you don’t know him like you thought you did,” Connor said. This time he looked at Brian as he spoke, and his expression said more than his words. There was a condemnation there that Brian was pretty sure he hadn’t earned.

      “Maybe he didn’t let me,” he shot back.

      “You said it,” Connor told him, turning away, “not me.”

      Brian seethed silently, because really, what could he say to that? It was true. He’d always thought of John as one of the few people with whom he could be genuine, and vice versa. Now it felt like he never knew his old friend at all. He watched John out on the field, joking and laughing with his teammates. Most of the men on John’s team were friends of Connor’s, and by extension had become John’s friends. Men he and John would never have associated with in L.A., never even met there. This life was as foreign to Brian as if he’d been airdropped into a strange country. How had John adapted so quickly?

      He caught a glance between John and Connor, just a quick look, a smile, and John’s shoulders relaxed. That was how. Connor.

      “Connor, play nice,” Cheryl Thomas said from his other side. She was married to Connor’s best friend Toby, who sat on her other side alternately watching the field and glaring at Brian. Another fan, apparently. Even if he had wanted to, there was no way he would ever have gotten the chance to steal John away from Connor, not with the local crowd so clearly in Connor’s corner.

      At the thought, Brian wished desperately for a drink. It hadn’t taken Toby Thomas’ glares to convince him he’d never be able to get John back to California. It had taken one look at John, at how happy he was, how relaxed, how…different he was. And when Connor had come home and Brian had seen them together, damn it, Evan had been right—nothing was going to come between that, certainly not a job.

      Just then the home plate umpire took off his mask. It was Evan, and he smiled at the batter. Brian got a flutter in his stomach that was a pale imitation of what he’d felt earlier when he’d kissed those smiling lips.

      “Can I get a beer at the concession stand?” he asked, not looking away from Evan.

      “Nope,” Cheryl said with a sympathetic pat on his knee. “Don’t I wish.” She was plump, but pretty in a sort of frizzy blonde hair, middle-class mom sort of way. Brian liked her and she seemed a little more open to him than her husband was. Her two kids were running around here somewhere. John had surprised Brian again with how well he got on with the kids.

      “Don’t I wish too,” muttered Toby. “Does this mean John has to watch football with us?”

      “Yep,” Connor said. “That was the deal.”

      “You don’t like baseball?” Brian asked him, laughing at their misery. “Bet you wish you could have a beer too.”

      “Nope,” Connor said. He was watching John intently. “I’m an alcoholic and a drug addict. I don’t touch the stuff.”

      Brian nearly fell over backwards off the bleachers. “You are?” he asked incredulously. John hadn’t mentioned any of that.

      It was Connor’s turn to look surprised. “I thought you’d know everything, with all your Internet powers. I figured you’d done a thorough background check and that was why you showed up so unexpectedly.”

      “Is there more to discover?” Brian asked with forced lightness. He should have done the check, but he hadn’t wanted to invade John’s privacy like that.

      “You don’t have to tell him shit, Conn,” Toby said angrily.

      Brian held his hands up in the universal sign of surrender. “He’s right. You don’t. Forget I asked.”

      “Nah, no big deal,” Connor said, leaning back on both hands as he gripped the back of the bleacher bench. “I was in jail, down in Georgia. Possession, back when I was using. Got clean in jail.”

      Brian kept his face blank. He wasn’t sure what to do with the information. John obviously knew. Did Brian have the right to bring it up with John? Should he? Connor didn’t appear to be using anymore, and he was pretty open about it all. It was leverage, perhaps, if Brian decided to try to wrest John away from Mercury after all. But the longer he sat here, the less sure he was that that was what he wanted. It had been his motive behind agreeing to locate the new data center in Mercury. It was a painless way to ease back into John’s life. But today it felt more like an empty gesture than a real attempt to win John over.

      The game finally started. Well, they’d been playing for three innings already, but there hadn’t been a single hit by either team. Brian was hoping it would be a short game. Then John hit one out to left field and ended up with a triple and his team came alive. John was so excited Brian couldn’t help but stand up and cheer with the rest of the crowd.

      “Touchdown!” Connor and Toby yelled, and John threw his hands up in the air in disgust and then shook a fist at them while Brian laughed.

      During the seventh inning, two players from the opposing teams almost got in a fight at home plate. The runner had tried to slide into home, but the opposing catcher was blocking the plate and the runner slid right into his legs, knocking him down. They came up fighting and Evan ripped off his mask to step in between them. The benches cleared and somehow Evan managed to cool tempers and get the game back on track in less than five minutes. Brian only realized he was standing in the bleachers frowning down at the field when Evan turned to put his mask back on and spotted him standing there. Evan froze for just a fraction of a second, but it was enough to tell Brian he was still thinking about that damn kiss too.

      Evan yanked on his mask and turned away, and Brian slowly sat down. This crazy attraction he had for the sexy minister didn’t fit his usual pattern, and it definitely wasn’t what he’d been looking for when he came to Mercury.

      He and Trey had always had an open relationship. He knew Trey wasn’t in love with him, and he didn’t feel that way about Trey, either. They had used each other because together they were convenient and made good copy for People magazine. In hindsight, convenience seemed like a piss poor foundation for a lasting relationship. John had always criticized their affair, calling it unhealthy for both of them. Maybe he was right. Maybe that was why Brian was here. He was ready for more. But a small town minister was hardly a good candidate for that, either.

      Brian was giving himself a headache thinking so hard. He’d be the first to admit he wasn’t very good at this relationship stuff. He’d been a nerd and a geek until he’d become a billionaire. Money made him attractive, he supposed, but it also ensured he didn’t have to work at it. Always there were pros and cons to everything.

      After the game, Cheryl and Toby let their kids set off a few cherry bombs while they waited for John. They were left over from the Fourth of July. Everything about the evening smacked of small town Americana, and Brian was charmed in spite of himself. Evan was walking past them with a few of the players, avoiding Brian’s look, when the bombs went off. He was visibly startled and his head came up with a jerk and his eyes met Brian’s. The unguarded spark of desire Brian saw there was like a punch in the gut. For whatever reason, Evan wanted him too. Brian had never been a man who denied himself when he wanted something, and he wasn’t going to start now, all this thinking be damned.

      

      Evan took a sip of his Coke and glanced nonchalantly around the concession area. They always came here after games—players, coaches, umpires and families. The outdoor dining area was huge, with about five built-in barbeques, so most of them could fit in the space and be fed. Usually he showed up, had some dinner, chatted awhile and headed home. It was almost a routine. But tonight there was a hum inside him that made it all seem new and exciting. He knew where that hum was coming from, and no matter how much he berated himself he couldn’t seem to ignore it. Or better yet, ignore him.

      Brian Curland stood next to John, greeting just about everyone in town. Most people were almost embarrassingly obsequious as they were introduced to him. It made sense. Brian was bringing new life to their town. Without his intervention and his new data center, Mercury had been on the edge of extinction. It was no exaggeration. Evan and everyone here had seen it happen to too many small towns around them. Tar Heel had the packaging plant, and that saved them. Mercury had needed something, and Brian had given it to them. He was the newest hero here, but he didn’t seem to realize what he’d done. He was treating it like just another business venture. In a way it was good to see he didn’t have a God complex. On the other hand, he had to know what it meant to this town.

      Evan grabbed a plate and sat down to eat his burger and slaw. Before he was done he got an itch between his shoulder blades and turned to see Brian standing behind him, a full plate in his hand.

      “May I?” he asked, indicating the bench beside him. Evan nodded, trying to wipe the ketchup off his mouth.

      Before Brian could sit down, John and Connor appeared next to him. “Evan!” John said happily. He walked over and sat down opposite him at the table. “I hope you don’t mind if we join you. You’re one of the few people in town Brian actually knows.”

      Connor slid into the seat next to John and silently began to eat. Evan could tell he was upset by Brian’s sudden appearance in Mercury. As his friend—and his minister—Evan knew he should try to talk to Conn about it, but he wasn’t going to. His attraction to Brian would get in the way, and Conn would see it and he’d be pissed. Evan just knew he would. He’d always been protective of Evan, even way back in high school. As the quarterback and star of the high school team, he’d been the only thing that stood between Evan and any gay bashing around here. He’d been the one to convince Evan to join the football team. Thank God he had. It had changed everything for him, and to this day it affected the way people treated him and accepted him.

      “You know better than that, John,” he said with a smile that encompassed them all, including Brian, who was still standing behind him. “You don’t even have to ask. Mi bench, su bench.”

      Conn grinned around his burger and John laughed. Brian sat down next to him and Evan counted to five, gathering his wayward courage, before he turned to speak to him. “Hey, Brian. Did you enjoy the game?”

      Under the table Brian’s leg slid a little too close for it to be an accident. He kept his leg pressed against Evan’s as he answered. “Yep, to quote Connor.”

      John burst out laughing. “You noticed he’s not much of a talker, huh?” He nudged Connor, who just shrugged and kept chewing. “Did you see my triple?”

      “I did. Good hit,” Evan praised him. John was ridiculously excited and Evan couldn’t help but smile.

      “I didn’t even know you liked baseball,” Brian said. He sounded…not hurt, but definitely confused. When Evan looked at him Brian’s eyes were a little sad. Even though he knew it was sadness over losing John, Evan wanted to comfort him. Which was not going to happen.

      John blushed and took a drink. He set the glass down and picked up his burger without looking at Brian. “Yes, well, it was a secret obsession in L.A. I had season tickets to the Angels.”

      “The Angels?” Brian asked incredulously. “All the way out in Anaheim? Why not the Dodgers?”

      “Because I knew I wouldn’t run into anyone I knew in Anaheim,” John said logically.

      “Why was it a secret?” Brian hadn’t taken a bite of his food yet.

      “Leave it,” Connor said, dropping the rest of his burger onto his plate. He glared at Brian. “That’s his business.”

      “Conn,” John said, laying his hand on Connor’s forearm.

      “You’re overreacting to a simple question,” Evan told him calmly. He cut right to the heart of the tension at the table. “Just because Brian represents John’s old life, that doesn’t mean he’s going back to it.”

      “Thank you,” John said, clearly exasperated. “That’s what I keep telling him.”

      “I don’t get to be a part of this new life of yours?” Brian asked. His face was blank as he finally picked up his burger, but Evan could feel the tension in his leg still pressed against his.

      “Of course,” John said. “You’re here, aren’t you? Why is this so hard for everyone to grasp? Jesus, you’d think I’d killed your kittens the way everyone’s acting. All I did was leave L.A. and start over. Lots of people do it, you know.”

      “I don’t have a kitten,” Brian said. “I don’t have time for one.”

      For some reason that statement hit Evan in the gut. He was no Pollyanna, but everyone should make time for kittens. It was a universal law or something.

      “A man who doesn’t like kittens can’t be trusted,” Conn said, picking up his burger again.

      “You can stop talking again anytime now,” Brian said wryly. “I won’t complain.”

      “He likes kittens. Give it a rest, Conn.” John was annoyed and Evan tried to be sympathetic, but the whole situation suddenly hit him as funny. He bit his lip to try to keep from laughing.

      “I do like kittens,” Brian whispered to him, as if it was a super secret weakness and Evan lost it. Brian laughed with him and eventually so did John. Conn just watched them all with his eyebrow raised.

      “I get it,” Brian said finally. “I know why you left and I can see you’re happy here. All I’m saying is, I wouldn’t have thought less of you if I’d known you liked baseball. Not even if you played it. See? This is me, not thinking less of you after watching you play. Even though you only had the one hit.”

      “Wait, what?” John faked outrage. “It was a triple, not just a hit. And I had an RBI, don’t forget that.”

      “RBI, right,” Brian said.

      “Run batted in,” Evan said in a stage whisper.

      “Ah,” Brian said. He took a big bite of his burger. After he swallowed he asked, “How can it be an RBI when he was walked?”

      “See? Baseball makes no sense,” Connor said, shaking his head.

      “I’m going to use the bat on you,” John told him. Evan laughed and was relieved to feel that the tension between Connor and Brian had disappeared during the conversation.

      “You never answered the question,” Brian said. “Why was your love of baseball a secret in California?” Evan wanted to know too.

      John blushed. “Steve didn’t like baseball,” he said. Evan saw Brian’s lips thin out slightly in annoyance, but he didn’t say anything. “So it was the one thing,” John continued, “that was mine alone. I just didn’t want to share it. That’s all. Or justify it.”

      “No justification necessary,” Brian said with a smile. “I had fun tonight. Who knew? Baseball.” He shook his head.

      Conn and John stood up as soon as they finished eating. “We need to go talk to the plumber about the work he’s doing on the house before he goes home,” John said. “Can you keep Brian company for us?”

      Brian paused in taking a bite. “I’m a big boy, you know. I haven’t needed a babysitter for at least a year.”

      Evan ignored his protest. He wanted to spend a few more minutes with Brian without John and Conn watching every word they said. “No problem. I’ve got nowhere to go tonight.”

      Right after John and Connor walked away Brian turned to him. “Why not?”

      Evan wasn’t following. “Why not what?”

      “Why don’t you have anywhere to go?” Brian asked. His gaze was pretty intense as he watched Evan.

      “I just don’t,” Evan said, not sure where Brian was going with the question.

      “You’re good looking, young,” Brian said. “You ought to have somewhere to go.”

      Ah, that question, then. “I’m a minister,” he said simply. “There are certain obligations and expectations that go with the job.”

      “Such as?” Brian persisted. He rested his elbows on the table and folded his hands together, holding them in the air in front of him as he continued to look at Evan. It was a pose that indicated intensity, concentration, involvement in the discussion. Part of Evan’s training included learning to read body language.

      “Such as not going to clubs and partying,” Evan said with a smile to take the bite out of his words.

      “Dating?” Brian asked.

      Evan blew out a breath. “No. By my own choice.”
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