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OH, FUCK me, Eli Hollister muttered under his breath as he pulled his motorcycle to a stop in front of Dingers Sports Bar and Grill. His heart sank at the sight of the Closed sign over the doorway and men crawling all over the roof. Not that he normally minded seeing a bunch of sweaty and shirtless men working hard in the sun, just not when his stomach was trying to gnaw a hole through his spine. Eye candy was one thing, food was another.

He took another glance at the men on the roof, who were tearing up shingles and tossing them into the dumpster below. Eli knew all but one of the men up there. Jonas Quantrill ran the local construction company with Craig and Lee, two of his sons. However, it was the man Eli didnt know who caught his attention. 

He had the hard, muscular build of a man who used his body to make a living. It was difficult to make out any more details with the sun glaring in his eyes, but Eli watched his silhouette. Eli liked the sure, agile way he moved across the sloping roof. The man set down the boards he was carrying and straightened, wiping the back of his hand across his forehead. The action sent a quick punch of lust to Elis gut. He bet the guy had rough hands and Eli did enjoy the feel of rough hands on his bare skin.

Move your bike away from there before you pick up a nail. Neil Ryder, the owner of Dingers, emerged out onto the sidewalk with his arms crossed over his chest. Im not coming to pick you up if you get a flat halfway up the mountain.

Eli could see the sense in that. Some of those shingles were barely ending up in the trash bin. Eli moved his bike further down the street and walked back toward Dingers. Neil stared up at the men working on the roof, his bald pate gleaming in the sun. 

Neil, what are you doing to me?

You? Neil turned a hard look at Eli, who grinned back at him. Neil looked like he belonged more on a lumberjack crew than tending a bar. He was a big, rangy man with a thick, silvering brown beard. Sweat glistened on his bald head, and he mopped it with a handkerchief before glaring back up at the men on the roof. The damn thing sprang a bad leak over my office. Dumped a shit-ton of water all over the place. Now Ive got to replace the whole thing. You know how much money I lost over the Fourth of July? This is going to set my budget back months.

Youre exaggerating. Youll be fine. Especially once the college town of Amwich filled with the autumn glut of students. Why didnt you use the opportunity to take off for a few days and relax? 

And leave them to mess with Dingers unsupervised? I dont think so. Not all of us can go prancing about the country like you do. Neil growled, scowling again up at the roof where the men were hauling up supplies through the scaffolding and tromping all over his beloved bar. It looked like a hot mess with a chimney jutting out like the last forlorn soldier standing amidst the carnage of a battlefield.

Once again, Elis gaze strayed to the newcomer as he dropped a load of shingles over the edge. He thought their eyes mightve met, at least he hoped thats what the hot tingle he felt meant.

It was just a suggestion. Eli pulled his eyes away from the other man. Neils sour expression made Eli decide not to poke any more fun at him. It was one of those rare scorching summer days, and Neils face had taken on a florid cast.

A bad one. Neil turned toward the bar and held open the door for Eli. Its too hot to stand outside and jibber jabber. Want a beer?

Is it safe to go in there? Eli followed Neil into the slightly cooler, dim space of the bar. Inside, the sounds of the men moving about overhead and tearing up shingles were amplified tenfold. 

It was strange to see the bar empty of customers, the flat-screen TVs quiet and dark, covered up by the heavy blankets that movers used. The baseball memorabilia that wasnt nailed tight to the walls had been taken down and stored in more wrappings on the tables, leaving pale patches on the walls. The rock-hewn chimney stood solid amid the polished wooden tables with worn and faded red leather padded benches and chairs. At least that hadnt changed one bit.

Sure, the break happened over my office, but Jonas says I should get the area over the kitchen replaced too. Neil poured some water over his head and mopped it up with a dishtowel. 

Are you going to listen to him this time?

Yeah, smart ass. I told him to go ahead since theyre already ripping the rest of the shit up. Neil shot him a sour glance. I bet youd like to know where your cousin is, since Im not feeding you. Lu should be here soon. She promised Jonas and the boys some lunch.

Oh thank God, I do not want to suffer the horror of my own cooking. Eli would be doing enough of that on his backpacking trip and didnt want to start early. It wasnt that he couldnt cook; he just hated it with a passion he reserved for the New York Yankees and closed-minded bigots in equal measure. And as much as he wanted to eat, he was also looking forward to getting a real look at that new guy. It was impossible to ogle properly with the sun in his eyes.

I dont know how the hell youd survive if everyone stopped feeding you.

Dont even joke like that. Come on, Ill help you push some tables together. Lu is liable to bring enough to feed half the town.

They cleared off two tables and pushed them together, setting up a mini buffet off to the side of the bar. Eli dragged the chairs to the back so they wouldnt get in the way of the hungry workers and cleared some more tables so they could sit and eat.

Eli straightened when the familiar honk of Lus horn came from outside. Ill go help her unload. He left Neil setting up sodas and bottled water. His cousin had parked haphazardly in front of the bar, the tail end of her car two feet out onto the street. Lu, youre the only person Ive ever met who cannot park alongside a curb when theres nothing hindering you, he said to his cousin as she emerged from her hatchback.

Lu Pelland paused, hands on her narrow hips, and with pursed lips she surveyed her parking job, then shrugged. Close enough for me.

Eli enfolded his cousin in a hug. She was all bones and angles, her graying chestnut hair pulled back into a braid. Out of everyone in his family, Eli felt the closest to her. Shed been older sister, confidante, and counselor for as long as he could remember. And when hed been banished here to Amwich for six months when he was fifteen, it had been Lu who calmed his fears and taught him that being different didnt mean there was a damn thing wrong with him.

When did you sneak in? Lu asked. I woke up this morning to find that crazy mutt of yours gone and a scribbled note that I couldnt make any sense of.

It was almost two in the morning. I didnt want to bother you. Eli lifted a heavy pot out of the back. So, what have you gifted me with today? Whatever it was, the aromas made his stomach rumble even more.

I didnt make it for you, glutton, but there is enough for you to mooch. Its chilled tomato basil soup, turkey and havarti on ciabatta rolls, and a pasta salad. Lu frowned as she looked over the array of food. Do you think I made enough? 

Name me one time when you ended up short, Eli said with a chuckle.

One time is all it will take to make me neurotic, Lu said, following Eli into the bar with the pasta bowl.

I dont understand why you insist on waitressing when you could run my kitchen, Neil grumbled as he took the bowl from her.

If I take over your kitchen it becomes work and no longer fun. I cook when I want to. I get to decide what Im making, how much, and who I want to give it to. Besides, Id miss talking to everyone. Lu tied on an apron and flipped her hands at Neil. Go get the boys while Eli brings in the sandwiches.

Eli shook his head as Neil opened his mouth to retort. I wouldnt. Its just easier to do as she says. You know, you should marry her, Eli teased, then burst out laughing as Neil shot him a horrified glance.

Dont I have enough gray hair? Lu asked.

Are you crazy? Neil burst out. Id never know any peace. The woman would take over and run the whole thing, leaving me with just the bartending.

Eli refrained from pointing out that Lu had already taken on far more than waitressing and that Neil would be in hog heaven if all he had to do was run the bar, talk baseball, and buy more memorabilia. 

I was just throwing it out as an option. Eli lifted his hands in surrender as he backed out.

By the time he finished carting in the last tray of sandwiches, the crew had climbed down from the roof and congregated in the restrooms to clean up. Lu was nowhere to be seen and Eli took full advantage, loading up a plate with sandwiches and pasta salad before grabbing a bowl of soup.

What do you think youre doing? Lu asked as she returned from the kitchen carrying small dishes filled with condiments.

Getting lunch before the hungry mob appears.

I can see that.

Then whyd you ask such a silly question? Eli gave her a cheeky grin and then took a step back as she brandished a wooden spoon in his direction. Besides, I had to taste it all to make sure its okay for the audience you wish to dazzle.

Dont try to charm me, Eli. I know you too well. Then Jonas appeared and she stopped her lecture to smile at the foreman. Hows Rebecca doing, Jonas? I havent seen her in a few weeks.

Eli greeted Jonas, then took his purloined food over to his favorite table in the far corner of the bar and cleaned off his space. He bit into his sandwich, watching the rest of the guys trickle in. His gaze immediately honed in on the newcomer, and his senses sizzled. That man was worth any amount of anticipation.

His height and broad shoulders kept his muscles from bulking him up too much. The wifebeater he wore showed off his chest, flat stomach, and tight nipples. God, Lu would flay him if she discovered Eli ogling nipples during lunch, only he couldnt help himself. The man was tasty from head to toe. As he turned to get his food, Eli bit back a groan. The cargo shorts he wore clung to his muscular ass just right, and what an ass it was. Eli would love to get his hands on it, just a quick squeeze to see if it was as firm as it looked.

Hed have to ask Lu who he was and when he had drifted into Amwich. The town held an interesting mix of people. On the northern side were the locals who had lived here for generations and who knew everything about everybody, or so they believed. The southern part of town was where everyone else lived, in a series of refurbished apartments: the students from Amwich State College who didnt want to stay in the dormitories, along with the short-term professors and specialists who wanted to stay close by campus. 

At that moment, his cousin caught Elis gaze and gave him a small shake of her head. Eli could almost hear her tsking under her breath. That he was openly gay did not bother Lu one bit. In fact she had been the first person hed talked to when he started suspecting that he was different from the other boys around him. Only after Eli had gotten decked for casting glances at a guy had she become overprotective about his discretion.

Eli grinned and shrugged, deciding to humor her. It wasnt as if he really wanted to engage in a flirtation before he left town again anyway, unless that flirtation translated into a night or two of hot sex. Provided that the guy even swung his way. Still, he couldnt help one more glance as the other man turned back around with his loaded plate. His red-gold hair had been cut short in a Marine-type buzz. And damned if he didnt have freckles, too, a nice smattering of them across an open and friendly face.

As the man pulled out a chair at the same table as his coworkers, he glanced over and caught Eli looking. Elis stomach fluttered, and he couldnt help the mischievous grin that crossed his lips. Hey, no harm no foul, right? Maybe the guy wouldnt take offense. Another, stronger flutter went through him when the other man smiled back with a wink before Craig said something and drew his attention away.

The new guy had a nice smile too. One of those genuine smiles that lit up his face. Eli gave a mental sigh at that and wondered what color his eyes were. Maybe hazel or a warm brown that would offset his hair.

Eli was definitely going to have to grill Lu for details. Neil set an old TV on the bar and fiddled with the cable on the back until the screen cleared and he was able to change the channel to ESPN for a recap of last nights game between the Red Sox and the Orioles.

The man has only two things on his mind, Lu huffed as she joined Eli. Beer and baseball. And you, Elijah Hollister, need to keep your eyes where they belong.

Neither of us are going to change at this point, Lu. Eli chuckled and moved his chair over as Neil approached, so he could sit with them. So how long is Dingers going to be closed?

Neil grimaced as he reached for the pepper. Jonas said it would take about four days to do the job right. Then I figure Ill need at least another day to clean up and put everything back. We should be open by Sundays game if the damn noise doesnt drive me crazy before then.

Im not leaving until Monday so I can help you put everything back together, Eli offered.

Neils face brightened and he gave Eli a rare smile. Thanks. Youre still not getting that photograph, but Ill agree to feed you in exchange.

Eli glanced at the bare spot on the wall where the picture of Joe DiMaggio and Ted Williams in their respective uniforms usually hung. Eli coveted that photograph and nothing would induce Neil to part with it, no matter how hard Eli tried. He really needed to get a replica of his own. I think I can agree to those terms. Itll be good to see Dingers back to normal before I go. So catch me up on the gossip. Im not going to be able to get any messages soon.

Thats because youll be out in the middle of nowhere, gallivanting about the States with that crazy mutt of yours, Lu retorted.

Thats the second time youve mentioned hes crazy. Did Jabbers misbehave that much while I was in Tennessee?

Youre the only one in town that doesnt know hes certifiable, Eli. Lu didnt like the idea of him going off on his long, solo camping trips with only a beagle for company. At least she didnt badger him about it too much. So how was your trip? How are your southern cousins doing?

The Smoky Mountains are nice, though not as pretty as the ones in New Hampshire. Lu hadnt asked about his parents, whom Eli had gone to visit. That was one rift he didnt think would ever be healed, and it made him uncomfortable that he was at the heart of the conflict between Lu and his dad. And the cousins are doing well. Most of them have married and moved off. Only one left is Gareth, and hell never settle down. Hes enjoying life too much.

Eli rose to get seconds. As he did, he was able to get a better glance at his new dream guy. The lighting in the bar was terrible and Eli still wasnt able to catch the color of his eyes, but the man had the undertone to his skin of a true redhead that would never tan, no matter how much time he spent in the sun it would only burn or freckle more.

He did catch Jonas saying his name: Ash. Finally, a name to go along with the face. He wanted to introduce himself, but Jonas was talking business and he wouldnt be pleased with an interruption, so Eli returned to his table with another loaded plate and contented himself with quick glimpses. The crew finished lunch quickly, and as they trooped out again, Ash caught his eye and gave him another wink, a good-natured smile on his face.

Oh, man, I think Im in love, Eli said under his breath as the door shut behind Ash.

Neil shot him a skeptical glance. You say that all the time. Call me when it actually happens so I can point and laugh.

Eli ignored him and turned to appeal to his cousin. You have to know something about Ash. Is he gay? Is he single? Is he one of those itinerant construction workers who will disappear before I come back home and break my heart? 

Im sure your heart is quite safe, Lu said with a dry tone. Hes renting one of Abrahams places. I think the construction gig is part-time. I know Ive seen him leaving his apartment in cammies once or twice. Lu rose and started to pack up the leftover food, dividing it into two containers before Eli and Neil could start arguing over who got to keep them.

A military man. National Guard, maybe, or one of the Reserves. Eli thought there might be a Marine Corps headquarters somewhere south of here. That clinched Elis interest. Hed always had a soft spot for military men, and it seemed that the worst trouble hed ever gotten into followed them, but that had never stopped him before. Eli cast Lu a look of appeal. So youll ask around for me while Im gone, right? Inquiring minds need to know these little details, Lu, and its your duty as my loving cousin to investigate them when I cant.





ASH GALLAGHER returned to tearing up rotten shingles as the hot July sun beat down on him. Hed laughed when the rest of the crew had complained about the heat. This was nothing compared to the summers in Savannah, where he grew up, where the air was liquid and heavy and sweat would just pour off a body. And Savannah hadnt prepared him at all for Iraqs dry heat that blasted right off of him and sucked every drop of moisture from his body before he even had a chance to bitch about how hot it was. At least in Iraq, shade had provided welcome relief.

Dingers sat in the middle of a long row of connected buildings lining one side of the street. The town common sat across from it with the red, white, and blue bunting still decorating the gazebo from the Fourth of July celebration earlier in the week. Ash had enjoyed the small town festivities more than hed thought he would. He wiped the beads of sweat from his forehead with the back of his hand. He needed a bandana. His short hair did nothing to soak up the sweat that ran into his eyes and stung.

So who was that with Neil and Lu? Ash asked Jonas, who worked beside him. He thought hed met all the locals since hed moved into town. Clearly he hadnt or he wouldve remembered that guy, for sure. The sudden brilliance of the mans smile had caught his wholehearted attention. There had been no embarrassment or coyness when hed been caught staring, just that boyish oh well you cant blame a guy smile.

Jonas gave him an odd, measuring look that made Ash wonder what was going through his head before he shrugged. Thats Eli. Hes Lus second cousin on his dads side. Hes good people.

The culture of a small town would certainly take some getting used to. Everyone had deep-seated opinions about each other that they often didnt hesitate to share. Ash had found that he didnt get introduced to a person without finding out who else they were connected to and how long their particular family had lived here.

Sure enough, Jonas continued, and a smile tugged at Ashs lips. He took over the Hermitage from his grandfather about five years ago. Cared for his grandmother till she passed a year later. Unlike most of the rest of his family, it doesnt look like hes leaving the area anytime soon.

Ash supposed that was pretty good praise in Jonass mind. So Eli was a man who had put down roots, unlike Ash, who was still wandering about, searching for a place he could claim. An old restlessness tugged at him. It was the same restlessness that had caused him to join the Marine Corps right out of high school. Then hed been looking for an exciting challenge; now he was looking for a place where he belonged. 

After the way his second tour in Iraq had ended, hed started questioning what he wanted out of his life. As much as hed loved being a Marine, hed opted out and gone into the Reserves so he could go to school. Now that was almost over with. One more year and hed have his degree and the freedom to go where he wished. Even if he wasnt sure where that was yet.

Eli. He tasted the name. A strong name for a man with such a quirky, sexy smile.

Jonas exchanged a quick, concerned glance with his sons, but didnt offer any further details when Ash didnt ask. Ash set aside the roofers spade and gathered an armload of shingles that hadnt already skittered down the roof. He spotted Eli walking out of the bar and watched him help Lu load up her car with empty trays, a bowl, and a Crock-Pot. He hugged her and kissed the top of her head in a gesture that reminded Ash of the way he was with his youngest sister Katie.

Eli wasnt at all like the men Ash normally found himself attracted to. There was a bohemian look about him with his long, auburn hair caught back in a neat braid, clad in scarred boots, worn jeans, and a fitted black T-shirt. Eli glanced up at him, another broad smile crossing his face as he waved, and the flash of desire that struck Ash took his breath away. 

Yeah, there was definite interest there, and it was mutual. Not like there were many other options off campus, and Ash definitely hadnt found anyone on campus who came close to catching his eye. They all seemed so incredibly young.

Not that Ash was that old, even if hed been on his own for the past ten years. Hed seen war and blood. Hed witnessed the worst acts of depravity someone could imagine, yet some of the most compassionate too. He just didnt have anything in common with the rest of the students in his classes. This was his final year at Amwich State College. Once he had his degree he could move on.

He was glad that hed moved closer to his school instead trying to stay halfway between there and his Reserve unit in Londonderry. Concord had been okay, and hed liked his roommate and the dating opportunities in a larger town, but when his roommate had gotten serious about his girlfriend, Ash had decided it was time to move on. This years classes were going to be intense enough without having a long daily commute on top of them. 

Once Lu had driven off and gotten her car out of harms way, Ash dropped his armload of shingles into the trash bin below. Eli was walking back toward the motorcycle Ash had noticed earlier, a gorgeous dark-blue Valkyrie. A motorcycle was one of those things hed always wanted, but had never gotten around to buying. He planned to rectify that once he graduated.

Jonas glanced up from where he was testing the wood for rot as Ash returned. Some might say Elis odd. He can be a bit of a loner, and its no secret about town that he doesnt prefer women, he said, his eyes sharp on Ash. Not sure what he did to catch your attention, but whatever it was, he didnt mean anything by it and isnt looking for trouble.

Ash chuckled and shook his head as he grabbed his spade again. Im not looking to cause any. I dont judge what a man does on his own time or who he does it with. It would be rather hypocritical of him, all things considered. Ash had known he was gay since he was fourteen. All of his friends had been hot for this one girl at school, and hed only had eyes for her older brother.

Just making sure. That being said, Jonas went back to what he was doing without another word.

A bit surprised, Ash returned to tearing up shingles. He hadnt expected the people in Amwich to be so broad-minded when hed moved here a month ago. Maybe it was the influence of the college, or maybe it was just easier to accept people as they were when youd known them their entire lives. The reasons didnt matter. It was just nice to be in a place where he could be at ease in his own skin.





ELI spied Wayne Graysons truck, bristling with compartments for tools, parked by the town common and paused, struck by a pang of empathy. Remembering the grim news hed received while he had been in Tennessee, Eli stored his leftovers in the saddlebag of his bike and turned back. He waved at the other man as he jogged across the street. Hey, Wayne.

Wayne dragged along a large trash can as he systematically cleaned up the common of debris from the Fourth of July festivities. Confetti covered the grass in a colorful carpet, with the added adornment of empty beer bottles and spent sparkler sticks scattered about. Back already? Thought youd be gone the whole summer. He straightened as Eli approached, and tied off another bag of trash. Though they were close in age, Waynes long, narrow face had new lines etched around the mouth and eyes. The thick, black framed glasses on his upturned nose gave him a studious look, but the other man was far more comfortable with tools in his hand than a book. Wayne had always been like that, ever since they were kids.

Im home for a week and then Im off to Colorado and northern California for a while. I heard about your dad being rushed to the hospital last week. 

Mr. Grayson and Elis dad were best friends until after high school, when they both went their separate ways. Eli had never understood what had happened, and the few times hed tried to ask his dad about the antagonism between them, hed been rebuffed. But when hed heard that Mr. Grayson had been hospitalized, his dad had unbent enough to send him a letter with Eli.

What happened? What have the doctors said?

He had a pretty bad stroke in the middle of the night. Wayne took off his stained work gloves and stuffed them in his back pocket, the lines of tension on his face deepening. Hes still in the hospital. Theyre trying to make sure there arent more complications. Hes got a long rehab ahead of him. Cant barely talk, and now hes stuck riding in a wheelchair for a while until the physical therapists get a go at him.

Im sorry. Tell me if theres anything I can do to help. You know Lu wouldnt mind fussing over your dad too.

A smile lifted some of the anxiety on Waynes face. Shes visited every day. Keeps bringing food too. Enough to feed a whole family, not just me. My freezers likely to burst.

That sounds about right, knowing her. Dont complain; just savor the bounty while it lasts. Eli clapped Wayne on the shoulder in sympathy as the mans face fell once again. He couldnt begin to image having to watch his dad recover from a sudden illness like that, estranged or not. Ill stop by the hospital before I go. And like I said, let me know if theres anything I can do. 

Actually there is. Wayne took a swig of water from the bottle hanging from his belt. I need to hire a live-in nurse for him when he comes back home and Ive got to pay for Tilly to run the store full time now. I dont know where the moneys gonna come from since Dad didnt have any medical insurance. So if you could put in a good word for me at the college for anybody looking to have some jobs done around the house or yard, Id appreciate it. Id even be willing to go out of town to Concord or Dartmouth to drum up some business, just as long as its not too far away.

Not a problem. Ill post something up on the community board, and if anybody asks Ill drop your name. Speaking of which, I have some stuff around my house that could be taken care of since Im going to be gone pretty much for the rest of the summer. The gutters wont last another winter, and the door on my shed is starting to sag.

A relieved grin broke out over Waynes face. Ill tell you what, Eli. Write out a list of what you need, and Ill work up an estimate for you. Then when you come back, all you have to worry about is a bunch of smart-mouthed kids and Britton.

Please dont invoke that name, Eli said with a grimace. I refuse to let him in my thoughts over the summer.

Forget I mentioned him, then.

The kids are fun and I can handle Britton. I think what irks him the most is that I dont get upset with him, Eli said with a chuckle. Sometimes its even fun.

They talked for a few minutes more, catching up on news, until Eli could see that Wayne wanted to get back to work. Eli promised to drop off the work list at the hardware store, and then headed off across the square toward his motorcycle. 

Hey, Eli, Wayne called after him. You think you might have some time before you leave to show me the baseball card collection our dads had?

Ha! My dad saving something sentimental? Remember who youre talking about. A flash of acute disappointment crossed Waynes face, and Eli wished he couldve told him otherwise. Sorry, Wayne, hes not that kind of a guy.

Wayne grunted and pulled the trashcan to another section of grass that needed to be cleared. Well, if you get a chance, ask your dad if he kept them.

Eli wasnt looking to talk to his dad anytime soon, especially over something hed consider frivolous. Ill keep it in mind. See you, Wayne.

He glanced at Dingers roof as he turned away and immediately picked out Ashs silhouette from the others. Smiling to himself, he returned to his bike. He could count on Lu, being the gossip that she was, to find out more about him while he was on his vacation. 

In the meantime, it was a perfect day for riding, with the brilliant July sun shining and puffy, low flying clouds dappling shadows on the hillside as he left town. Eli wanted to make the most of such a day.

The motorcycle roared along the curved road, and Eli opened the throttle, grinning and whooping in delight when the bike sped up in response. The wheels kicked up dust as he turned off the main road and headed up Mount Abenaqui toward the Hermitage. It was good to be back home among the weathered, exposed granite and tree-covered peaks, and all the more poignant because he would be leaving again in a few days.


Chapter Two
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ASH felt the ache of every battered, tired muscle in his body. It never failed after a drill weekend. No matter how much he worked out beforehand, no matter how many construction jobs he took on, he still left drill feeling like hed spent the intervening weeks lazing around on his ass, doing nothing. 

At least it was the tail end of summer and not the dead of winter, when they did their two-week cold-weather survival training exercises. For the last five years, that alone made Ash question why hed settled on a college in New Hampshire when hed entered the Reserves instead of one back home in Georgia.

He pulled his battered truck into the grocery store parking lot, mentally going through his shopping list. This chore was last thing he wanted to do, but after hed gone home and changed out of his cammies and showered, hed felt marginally better. Once he wasnt in danger of starving he could sprawl on the couch in his boxers and watch TV for the rest of the day.

Ash forgot about his aches as he emerged from his truck and spotted a familiar Jeep covered in hiking and national park stickers. Eli Hollister drove that Jeep when he wasnt on his motorcycle. Ash had seen it a few times around town before Eli had disappeared for the rest of the summer, depriving Ash of a chance to talk to him. 

Ash had hoped to get a chance to introduce himself to the man to see if the vibe hed sensed between them was real or imagined, only to be disappointed when Eli disappeared. Energized, Ash grabbed a cart, and as soon as he entered the small grocery store he spotted his quarry. Eli stood in the baking aisle beside a half-full cart, studying two different bags of sugar with the air of a man making a momentous decision. His brows were furrowed and his lips pursed as he examined them, oblivious to the other customers moving up and down the aisle around him.

Today Eli had his long, auburn hair caught back at the nape of his neck with a tie and a dark-gray fedora perched on his head at a rakish tilt. Ash would love to see that hat off his head and his hair spread in a burnished tangle around his shoulders. His black, gray, and cream vest over a plain T-shirt and a pair of jeans gave him a sense of casual style. 

With a little nod, Eli set one of the sugar bags into his cart and strolled off, whistling to himself. Ash was smitten. There was no other word for it, and he wasnt going to miss another opportunity to talk with Eli. He wanted to see whether or not those teasing glances theyd exchanged had meant anything or if they were just the product of his lustful imagination and too many months without sex.

Ash took his time following after him. Elis jeans were cut just right, faded, and clinging to an ass that seemed too round for a man who was as long and lean as he looked. It was a truly inspiring, erotic sight. Eli had to be a good couple inches taller than Ash, though not as broad in the shoulders. Ash noticed other details that he had missed before, such as the warm, gleaming highlights in Elis hair and the way he didnt seem entirely aware of the world as he went about filling his cart. The way he moved spoke of lean muscle concealed beneath his clothes.

Ash closed the distance between them as Eli paused halfway down the aisle, cocking his head. Abruptly the man turned his cart around, almost crashing it into Ashs. Oops, Im sorry, I….

Elis eyes widened in recognition as he focused on Ash, startled out of whatever he had been thinking about so hard. He had beautiful eyes. They were a blue-gray, the irises outlined with a much darker gray, and framed by long, red-brown lashes. They reminded Ash of a seers eyes, of someone who had his attention riveted on some other time or world. His eyes were the color of the sky on a winters day, that pale steel in the morning when the day hovered between the promise of snow and possible sunshine.

Dear God, at this rate, the man was going to have him composing bad poetry. With Ashs skills, very bad, make people laugh poetry. Damn, he must be punch-drunk tired. He was going to make a fool out of himself.

Its okay, no harm done, Ash said, his anticipation rising.

Elis gaze flicked over Ash in his jeans and T-shirt. My cousin told me that she saw you in cammies a couple times. Marine Corps Reserves?

Very good, Ash said, another slow grin crossing his lips. Out of Londonderry. Howd you guess?

The haircut is a dead giveaway. And I dont know of any other Marine Corps units within driving distance, except for the Reserve one. It does help that half my family is in one branch of the military or another. My dad was Air Force. Eli moved his cart over, nodding to another woman Ash vaguely recognized from around town.

Maam. Ash nodded and pulled his cart over as well, so theyd stop blocking the aisle, and then turned his attention back to Eli. A flyboy? Ash didnt really have anything against the Air Force, not like some of the guys in his unit, who thought they all were a bunch of pansies. It had always been Ashs opinion that they were all serving, each in their own way.

Yeah, he loved flying, loved taking off in a Strike Eagle, and wouldve given his left arm to have jumped a Tomcat off an aircraft carrier just once. Mom used to tease him about joining the wrong branch. He finally retired last year after saying he was finished God knows how long ago, but kept reenlisting. Thought my mom was going to tear out her hair. Eli paused, then his mouth quirked in a self-deprecating grin. Im sorry; Ill ramble forever if you let me.

You dont have to apologize. I dont mind. Eli had the kind of rich voice Ash could listen to for hours. Add to it his expressive features and slightly upturned nose, and Ash was entranced. Ash realized he was staring and stuck out his hand, not wanting to appear rude. I didnt get a chance to introduce myself at Dingers. Im Ash.

Pleasure to meet you, Ash. My cousin told me youd gotten a place nearby. When Eli shook his hand with a firm grip, a little ripple of awareness went through him. Elis eyes widened just a fraction as if he felt it, too, and the reaction filled Ash with a warm sense of pleasure. Small towns being what they are, and all, when anything new happens its discussed to death until the next new thing appears.

And youre Eli, Ash said with a grin, realizing that Eli wasnt kidding when he said he had a tendency to ramble. There went his bit of hopeful conceit that he had Eli flustered. Jonas told me your name. Hed tried to get more details out of Neil during one of their poker games only to be told that he was there to play, not to jibber jabber.

Im sorry, Im not normally so rude, Eli said. I think you caught me on a scatterbrained day. I just got back into town a few days ago and Im still trying to get settled before the week starts.

Maybe just a little, Ash said and the affable grin on Elis face told him Eli was probably used to the teasing. Its not necessarily a bad thing. In his opinion, it was damn cute. 

Lu is going to be upset if I dont get these to her. Im already running behind as usual. Eli gestured to the cart with a look of regret. Are you on duty tonight? Dingers is going to be hopping with the Red Sox playing the Yankees. Why dont you come on by? We could talk some more.

Got him. Ash grinned. His intuition had been dead-on, and he hadnt been this glad to be right in a long while. Should be a good game. Arent they battling for the wild card? 

Theyre focusing on the pennant race. Im sure itll heat up and get exciting before its settled. Elis eyes gleamed with the zeal of a true baseball fanatic, and Ash laughed in recognition of a fellow lover of the sport. He was sure the night was going to heat up and get exciting too. If it was up to him, baseball would have little to do with it.

The initial interest that had struck Ash when hed first seen Eli was quickly replaced with longing. He wanted Eli. He wanted to see him stretched out naked underneath him, all long limbs and tumbled hair, his eyes darkened with desire and that playful smile on his lips.

Ill take you up on it. Ash moved his cart again as someone tried to reach between them for an item on the shelf. Sorry, sir. They were monopolizing the aisle, but he couldnt bring himself to really feel bad about doing so. What time does the game start?

Seven thirty, but you might want to get there a little earlier. Tables tend to fill up, especially on game nights.

And I suppose its strictly American League territory. 

Thats a safe bet. As long as you dont wear a Yankees cap youll be okay. Neil lets that slide with the college kids who come, but anyone else is asking for a night of mocking. Eli paused and gave Ash a considering glance. Youre not a Yankee fan, are you? The tone of his voice said there were some things that just couldnt be overlooked. 

Please, the accent isnt a dead giveaway? Atlanta Braves all the way, my friend. Though my baby sister is living in New York City now and has been converted.

Oh well, theres one in every family. Eli gave a mocking little sigh, his eyes flashing with humor. Atlanta Braves, hmmm? The man of my dreams couldnt be in the military, have devastating looks, and be a Red Sox fan, as well. There just isnt that much luck in the world. Maybe youre not a grand slam, but Id definitely say youre at least a three-run homer. 

Oh wow, a teaser. Ash had missed that. The last guy hed dated had been entirely too uptight. Ash laughed and murmured an apology to another customer trying to reach around him. 

Well, Ill see what I can do to change your opinion by the end of the night. See you at seven, Eli. With that, he strolled off, anticipation making him forget all about his earlier intention to sprawl and not move for the rest of the night. All he needed was a quick nap and hed be good to go if his night ran as late as he hoped it would. 





WAYNES stomach jumped with nerves as he watched Eli ride into town. True to Elis habits, he parked his motorcycle in front of Dingers and disappeared inside. It would take an emergency to get him to move from there until the game was over, which gave Wayne at least a couple hours to poke around his place.

There was a part of him that shrank back in shame for what he was about to do, violating the trust of someone who considered him a friend, but dammit, hed been wronged first. If it wasnt for Mr. Hollister cheating his dad out of his most prized possession all those years ago, hed have the money he needed to take care of his dad properly. Wayne climbed inside his truck and slammed the door. The frustration and worry was damn near eating him alive. Now he had guilt to deal with too.

Elis house stood halfway up the mountain, overlooking a series of sloped, wooded hills and broad meadows. His nearest neighbor lived half a mile away, so there was no one to see Wayne pull into the driveway. He stared at the Hermitage, gnawing on his lip and trying to work himself up into taking this step. His stomach had gone from jumping to mad flutters that made him feel faintly sick, and his knuckles turned white as he gripped the steering wheel harder. If he got caught….

He shouldnt even be thinking of doing this, but that argument had grown weaker over the past month as the bills started to pile up. Wayne drew in a deep breath and squared his jaw. This wasnt about his friendship with Eli. Wayne hadnt been able to believe it when he found the series of letters between Mr. Hollister and his dad. His dad had begged the asshole to make it right, and hed refused over and over again to admit how he cheated on their bet.

That reminder was enough to make Wayne forget his little crisis of conscience, and without any further internal argument, he climbed out of his truck. A beagle appeared in the window, his baying shockingly loud to Waynes ears. Damn fool dog, Wayne muttered, wiping a nervous hand across his brow. 

A hundred excuses for his presence crossed his mind as he checked the unlocked door to the mudroom and let himself in. He wanted to have one ready just in case Eli came home early. Those excuses flew out of his head as a brown, white, and black blur bounded toward him. The beagle skidded on the smooth wood floors, barking loud enough to make Wayne cringe and almost knock over the stand full of walking sticks.

Jabbers, sit! he pleaded as the dog jumped on him.

The beagle plopped his haunches on the floor and cocked his head in an inquisitive expression. He barked once in question and then jumped up again, putting his paws on Waynes knee, his tail wagging in welcome, before running off to check the window. Sorry, Jabbers, your owner isnt here.

It wasnt really breaking and entering. Eli was a friend. It was more like a recovery operation. It was a kindness, really; Eli didnt need to know how much of a jackass his dad really was, and Wayne was damn well determined to get what was his back. A little look-see wouldnt hurt. Generations of Hollisters had lived at the Hermitage. There was a chance, a slim one, that Elis dad mightve left the baseball cards behind when hed left home. 

Finding it would mean the difference between being able to take care of his dad at home, making sure he had everything he needed to recover, or seeing him stuck in some damn nursing home while the state liquidated his dads business to pay for his care. Wayne would never let that happen. 

He took a deep breath and forced himself to continue on into the kitchen. Hed give himself an hour to look, start one room at a time. Those damn baseball cards had to be here somewhere. He refused to think that they could be in Tennessee with Mr. Hollister. That just couldnt be allowed to happen. 

Jabbers followed him from the untouched kitchen to the living room. Crammed bookshelves lined the available spots against the wall, and a stack of books sat on the end table by the armchair. Waynes heart sank. All those books. It would take forever to go through them. He took a framed photo of Eli and his grandparents down off the mantle. Of all the pictures there, only one had his parents, and Eli was noticeably absent. Well, perhaps Eli had no loyalty to the old bastard.

Jabbers barked and Wayne jumped, almost dropping the picture in the process. For chrissake, will you stop that? He mopped the fresh sweat off his forehead and checked between the photo and the backing to make sure the card wasnt there. Youre going to give me a heart attack, Jabbers.

The beagle showed no signs of remorse as he followed Wayne out of the room. Wayne would just take a quick glance around the entire place first to see if the baseball card collection was out in the open before he started looking in earnest. Jabbers stayed right on his heels, staring at him and making those questioning barks as if asking him what he was doing here. 

It was not helping his state of mind, and after an hour of fruitless searching Wayne thought he was about to sweat out of his skin. Those fucking baseball cards were nowhere in sight. 

Wayne glanced at his watch and swore. Hed have to poke around the attic another day, when he had more time. Jabbers danced at his heels as Wayne came back downstairs and did another sweep just in case hed missed something critical the first time. The place was pretty neat, except for Elis study, which was littered with books and stacks of paper. How he ever found anything in that mess, Wayne would never understand. The man should invest in some built-in bookshelves and a file cabinet. Only Wayne couldnt suggest it without admitting being inside his place. Still, his hands itched to impose some order on the chaos.

He spent another thirty minutes shifting through stacks, resisting the urge to neaten them. Eli probably wouldnt even notice. All he found was old papers, grade ledgers, and multiple copies of the same books. Who needed more than one edition? Jabbers had sprawled out under the desk, peering at him with his head on his paws, looking as if Wayne were the most boring companion hed ever met.

Will you stop that, Jabbers? Wayne complained. 

At the sound of his name, Jabbers rushed toward him and knocked over a box teetering on the edge of a chair, sending papers and books scattering across the floor. The beagle promptly forgot about Wayne and pounced on the mess with a happy growl. Wayne gasped, his eyes opening wide in horror and sweat broke out on his brow as Jabbers grabbed one of the books in his jaw like it was a chew toy.

Jabbers! Wayne jumped forward, making a swipe for the book. Eli loved his books. Love wasnt even the word. The man was obsessed. Eli would die if he knew. Gimme that.

Jabbers danced out of the way, his tail wagging, his brown eyes lit up with glee, as if Wayne had invented the best game ever. Cursing, Wayne lunged for him again and managed to get his hands on the book. The dog dropped his hindquarters, shook his head, and mock growled as they tugged back and forth. 

Drop it. Drop it! Bad Jabbers!

With a whine, Jabbers released the book, sending Wayne stumbling back. The beagle opted for a strategic retreat and disappeared into the hallway with a reproachful look over his shoulder as Wayne began cursing.

Wayne cringed as he looked at the cover, the binding pierced through and slobbered on, the spine cracked. At least it looked like an old book. If Wayne put everything back to rights, maybe Eli wouldnt notice or hed think it happened a long time ago. He was picking up the last of the papers when one of them caught his eye, an appraisal for a range of baseball cards from the fifties and sixties.

No fucking way. Wayne clenched the paper so hard in his hand that it crumpled. No damn way. That lying bastard. He examined the paper again, then stuffed it in his pocket, and with his heart racing began going through every paper hed just replaced in the box. There were several bills of sale, some even for baseball cards, but nothing for a 1954 Ted Williams.

Wayne sat back on his heels, a sick feeling of betrayal clenching his stomach. Eli had lied to him. Not only had he lied, but now he was seeking to make a profit off his dads theft. At first hed been grateful for the work Eli had sent him, only the more hed thought about it over the summer, the more he realized that the offer had just been a token gesture, or maybe a salve for Elis own conscience. Damn him.

Well, that settled it; he refused to feel guilty any longer for doing what he had to do. He had to look out for his dad. Screw Eli. If he hadnt sold the card yet then it had to be here somewhere, and Wayne was going to get it back.


Chapter Three
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ASH found Dingers more crowded than he had seen it all summer, when just the locals had been the patrons at the bar. As students had trickled in to take up residence during the past week, the population of Amwich had tripled. Every table was occupied, and people were crowded two deep around the bar. 

Ashs gaze roamed, searching for Eli. He found him sitting at the same small table as when Ash had first seen him. Hed ditched the fedora, and his hair was once again back in its braid. 

Ash began to wend his way toward him, greeting those he knew and waving to Neil, who was busy working the taps behind the bar. Living in Concord had kept him from discovering Dingers, which had quickly become a favorite hangout, especially on Wednesday night when they served their fish and chips.

Eli glanced up as he approached, his smile lighting up his face. He had one of those genuine smiles, the kind that Ash found impossible to resist. He grinned back, a tug of desire taking hold of him deep inside.

Id be disappointed that you cant wear your cammies out, Eli said, his eyes flashing with teasing, only you still move like a military man. Bet you were glad for a chance to relax. You looked a bit worn out earlier.

It was a long weekend, Ash admitted, pulling out a chair and angling it next to Elis so they both could see the giant flat-screen TV perched on the wall behind Neil. He was still exhausted. Hed never managed to get that nap, but the promise of seeing Eli had revived some of his energy. Sometimes they bust our ass at drill and sometimes its dead boring, with little to do. This was one of the bust our ass weekends.

Lu Pelland came up then, shaking her head and leveling an exasperated glance at Eli. Wretch, she said to Eli and then gave Ash a warm smile. Ash, its good to see you again. Do you want your usual?

Yes, maam. Ash glanced in curiosity at Eli as she walked away. What did you do?

Elis mouth dropped open in mock astonishment. Me? Nothing, I swear.

Ash leaned back in his chair, not believing his attempt at innocence for one moment. The highlights in Elis hair glinted with a warm fire, and his eyes held such wicked humor that Ash wasnt fooled. Uh huh.

Eli laughed, glancing at the older woman as she reached the bar. Lus my cousin, friend, incurable gossip, and mother hen all wrapped up in one. She worries about me terribly when I have a date that she hasnt met. I hadnt told her that I had one tonight and still she managed to guess and has been hounding me incessantly about who it was since I arrived.

And you held out? Or did you deny having a date at all?

I didnt want her to start any rumors until I had a chance to warn you, Eli said, his expression turning serious. I wasnt sure if you were out or not, and shell behave if we ask.

Dont worry about it, Ash said, touched by Elis forethought. Were a long way from my unit, and rumor would abound in a town like this whether or not your cousin talks.

In truth, it didnt matter to him anymore. He was tired of hiding who he was. When hed enlisted in the Marines, hed thought it would be easy. After all, his private life was his own business. His parents had tried to change his mind, being far more worried about him being a gay man in the military than him shipping off to war. Theyd tried to talk him into joining another branch, but in his opinion he couldnt sit back and let others fight on the front lines for his freedom. Hed wanted to be in the thick of things.

It had been far harder than hed thought it would be. He wasnt a man given to deceiving others, and it had felt like he was living in someone elses skin. That was why he had chosen not to re-enlist a third time, instead moving to the Reserves while he attended college. Once he was done with the years hed promised the Reserves and had his degree, he was done. It didnt matter whether the Dont Ask, Dont Tell law had been repealed or not. Besides, the repeal was still uncertain, and people werent rushing to come out of the closet until it was really settled. Attitudes wouldnt change overnight, and he was ready to move on. 

True, Eli said with a rueful smile. Amwich does like to discuss whos keeping company with whom. Theyve known all about my scandalous relationships ever since I was fifteen, after being sent here one summer in disgrace.

I suspect theres quite a story there, Ash replied. Elis expression was mostly amused, though a glint in his eyes also spoke of an old anger and regret.

Quite, Lu said as she appeared at their table with a loaded tray. She set a frosty glass of beer in front of Ash and a glass of red wine for Eli, followed by a bowl of popcorn. Eli has been driving me batty ever since then. Always seems to me that he picks the perfect guy at the worst time.

For the love of Eli broke off and flipped his hand at Lu. I dont need a running commentary during my date, thank you.

She leveled a glare at him, and he looked back at her with exasperation. Been a mighty long time since youve been on a date, Lu said. You shouldve told me that it was Ash. Ive been going crazy thinking that youd hooked up with a stranger online. Theres some crazy people on the Internet, Ive heard.

Ash covered his laughter with a handful of popcorn before Lu decided to include him in her dressing down.

Lu, the Miltons are crazy, and they live just down the street from you, Eli said with a note of exasperation.

Yeah, but thats a crazy I know. Lu swiveled her head around as Neil bellowed her name from the bar, then huffed and tucked her tray under her arm. Im coming, you old goat, she yelled over the din of the bar, then muttered as Neil shouted for her again, Cant give a body a rest. 

So what part of Georgia are you from? Elis eyes flicked to Ashs Atlanta Braves cap. Your taste in teams must be homegrown, and then theres your accent. My dad was stationed in Georgia for a few years while I was in high school, so I recognize it.

Savannah. My family has been there for generations. Over on the flat screen, the players started to line up for the national anthem, but Ash found it hard to put his attention anywhere but on Eli. What base were you on in Georgia? Ash could just imagine Eli in high school, too pretty for his own good, not gawky like Ash had been. He was a little sorry he hadnt run into him then.

Moody. Savannahs nice, we visited it a couple of times. I loved the historic feel of the place. And the architecture is amazing.

Yeah, I love it. You, on the other hand, dont have much of an accent, Ash said. Elis voice was smooth and cultured. There were hints of one, but nothing like the broad Boston accent most of the locals possessed. Ash found it hard to decipher the twang at times, even as he was being accused of talking funny. Theres a bit of a twang, but theres also a drawl on some words. How did you do that? All the different bases youve been on?

Moms from Tennessee. I spent almost as much time there as I did up here, Eli replied.

Lu returned and took their orders before disappearing amongst the swirl of customers crowded close to the bar. A few people glanced in their direction with disapproving expressions, but no one started any trouble or said anything. Ash wasnt sure if it was because Amwich was more cosmopolitan than other small towns because of the college or because people had known Eli a long time and adopted an unspoken mutual agreement not to harass one another. Ash had been in town long enough to know which people were the most intolerant. He didnt see any of them tonight, but that wasnt a surprise. Neil wouldnt put up with any kind of flak at Dingers.

There had been a few families eating dinner when Ash had arrived. As game time approached, most of them had cleared out, to be replaced with an almost unbroken wall of red and white. The real disapproving looks were saved for the little knots of navy that had banded together.

Ash shook his head. Its nice to see theres still room on the bandwagon for everyone around here. How many of these people were baseball fans before 2004? I feel like Im in the middle of a combat zone.

Eli chuckled and took a sip of his wine. I would have said you should be safe, but you live on this side of town, not the school side. You keep talking like that and youll be setting yourself up to get as good as you can give if anyone overhears you.

Elis clear, blue-gray eyes possessed a mischievous glint as he watched Ash. Oh, the challenge was clearly there, and Ash felt it right down to his toes. And he wanted to take Eli up on it. So are you trying to say that youre the only man in here that wont accost me if you lose? 

Youve definitely got me thinking about accosting, Eli replied with a smile tugging at the corners of his sensual lips. But were not going to lose. 

Spoken like a true fan. Ash laughed. Red Sox fans were certainly in a league of their own. He brushed the back of Elis hand with his fingers, savoring the little thrill of awareness, before picking up his own beer. You want to place a bet on the outcome?

What are the stakes? Eli asked as Lu returned and set two platters of fried whole-belly clams in front of them.

His hair, Lu replied, tugging on the end of Elis braid. Hed have far less problems at work if hed just cut his hair.

That would be a crime, maam, Ash said, and Lu shot him a look that said not to encourage Eli. He leaned over, lowering his voice as Lu walked away again. I have been thinking about seeing your hair loose ever since I first saw you.

Elis gaze heated as the sense of anticipation jumped higher in Ashs gut. The crowd cheered over something that happened on the screen, and Ash was pleased to see that Eli didnt even steal a peek. If Ash was caught up in Elis spell, it was only right that Eli be caught as well in Ashs. Im sorry to say that my thoughts of you werent quite as tame, Eli murmured.

Well, hot damn, Ash wanted to know what every single one of those untamed thoughts were. Heat surged between them. It had been a long time since a guy had gotten Ash this worked up, and he briefly considered abandoning dinner and the game to lure Eli back to his place right now. Not that it seemed like it would take that much luring. Then he dismissed the idea. He was enjoying their date and when they did fall into bed, the experience would be all the more intense if they kept up a keen edge to their anticipation. Just the thought of leaning over to steal a kiss had Ashs heart beating faster. He wanted to know how those lips would taste and feel. Years of ingrained discretion kept him where he was.

Youll have to give me more details later on. The gleam in Elis eyes, the wicked little quirk to his mouth, told Ash that he intended on doing just that. Im curious to find out what wicked thoughts youve got going on in that head of yours.

Just to whet your imaginationEli leaned closer, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisperone involved licking every one of the freckles on your body. I hope you have them all over.

A punch of pure heat hit Ash right in his chest, and his dick came awake with a vengeance. Damn, Eli was a wild one. Ash could see it written all over his face. A flirtatious, playful smile hovered on Elis lips, and his eyes were quicksilver with humor. He was like the dancing end of a candle: impossible to catch, and if you managed it, you got singed. Ashs thoughts scattered as he vainly tried to get his raging hormones back in control.

Ash had been through flames before. He didnt want to repeat the experience, ever, but Eli was a whole different kind of fire altogether.

The bet, ah yes. Thats what they had been discussing. Ash cleared his throat and drained the rest of his beer. How about stakes? Is there anything Ive got that you want?

Eli took a sip of his wine, glancing at the screen before looking at Ash with undisguised interest. He leaned in a little closer, and his lips twisted in a teasing smile. Your Atlanta Braves cap, he said, flicking the brim of Ashs hat. He grinned as Ash groaned. If youre going to bet, the stakes should mean something.

Ash had not been expecting that. Not with that gleam in Elis eyes. Damn, he loved that cap. It was nice and broken in, fitting his head perfectly. Still, this was not an opportunity he was about to pass up.

You play a hard game, but I accept your terms, he replied, as he wracked his brain for something to demand in return. Something that would also make Eli pause. Only the fantasy of Eli naked kept intruding on his thoughts. Ash was horny and distracted, a dangerous combination. 

Why pretend this wasnt headed where both of them knew it was going? Ash had no intention of playing it safe, and hed bet that Eli had one hell of a wild streak in him. Either Eli would be game or hed back off. Ash chuckled softly, his gaze intent on Eli. But if I win, I get your boxers and I get to watch you take them off. 

There was a moment of startled silence, then Eli laughed as well, the sound rich and wicked. What if I dont wear anything underneath my jeans?

Ash couldnt decide if Eli was teasing him or not, and frankly he didnt care if he was. The image of bare naked ass against soft, worn denim almost made him groan out loud. No, it was fine by him if Eli went commando. Ash gave him a crooked grin. Then Im sure I could come up with something else.

Youve got yourself a deal. And for the record, yes, its boxers.

Are you sure you dont want to change the stakes up a bit? Ash offered. A hat for boxer shorts hardly seems fair. To you, I mean.

Nice try, Ash. But Ill stick to my wager. Winning your Braves cap would be just fine with me.

Anyone ever tell you that youre a cruel, devious man? Ash asked, glancing at the screen and wincing when he saw the Sox up by two runs. It was only the second inning, though. There was no telling what would happen in the next couple hours.

I have to protest being called devious, Eli said as Lu returned with fresh drinks for them both.

Dont believe one word of it, Ash, Lu said, picking up their empties. Eli doesnt have a mean bone in his body, but he is devious. Hell make you think hes all laid-back and easygoing, which he is, but hes got more layers than that. Just when you think youve got him going your way, he digs in his heels and gets stubborn and rebellious, tougher to get out than a deer tick.

Ash burst out laughing as Eli leveled a look of loving exasperation at his cousin. It spoke of a long history of teasing and banter between the two. Really, Lu, a deer tick? Youre not helping me, here. Go harass your man before he starts bellowing for you again.

He watched her go and then turned to Ash. You mentioned a sister. Can I call her and get the dirt on you to even the odds?

Actually, I have two sisters, and they would be more than happy to answer any questions you have. The only problem is they expect to have all their questions answered in turn. You might be stuck on the phone for quite a while.

They continued to banter back and forth, watching the game as it progressed. Ash had always found baseball to be a game of anticipation and now, with the stakes involved, it was even more so. He was intensely aware of the man sitting next to him, of every expression that crossed Elis open face, the timbre of his voice and the way there always seemed to be laughter in it. Elis knee brushed his under the table, increasing his awareness of the man even more.

Lu came and took their plates away, leaving behind another beer for Ash and a glass of water for Eli. Ash relaxed back in his chair, nursing his drink. He was already mellow enough as it was. So which is your favorite position?

Thats such a loaded question. Eli glanced at the screen, cursing under his breath as the Yankees pulled ahead.

Its meant to be, Ash murmured.

Lets see, then. Ive always been particularly fond of third base. He cast Ash a significant glance, an unspoken promise of what would happen when they were alone. It made it hard to have a coherent thought other than yes, please. They dont call it the hot corner for nothing. You?

Ash shifted in his chair, the insistent ache in his cock making it difficult to keep up with Elis sinful tongue. I preferred batting to outfield. I loved blowing the ball out of the park. He grinned as the sound of Elis soft groan sent another thrill through him.

How long did you play for? Eli asked.

From T-ball all the way through high school. I wasnt good enough to get a scholarship, and at the time, I wasnt much interested in going to college, anyway. I wanted to get away from home and do something meaningful, or at least ridiculously dangerous. So I enlisted. Ash shook his head as the Red Sox surged ahead by one, and Eli laughed with delight. How about you?

Eli didnt respond at first, and when Ash glanced at him, there was something in his eyes and in the set of his mouth that made him wonder if perhaps hed brought up bad memories. Before he could ask or back off, Eli shrugged. Till my sophomore year, then we were stationed in Alaska and my dad signed me up for hockey instead.

I see you managed to escape with all your teeth, Ash said lightly, and Eli flashed him a smile.

My short-lived hockey career ended in an epic battle, Im afraid, he said, with such relish in his tone Ash was sure that Eli cherished the memory. I dont like being cornered into something I dont want to do. Never have. I mightve acted out a bit.

Ash reached under the table and took Elis hand, brushing his thumb over the knuckles. Youll have to tell me that story sometime.

Maybe someday when we have several hours, a bottle of wine, and nowhere to be in the morning.

No one seemed to be paying them any attention anymore, and Eli didnt seem as if he wanted to hide at all. He certainly didnt pull his hand away and Ash liked the feel of it in his own. He was more aware of every heartbeat, every intake of Elis breath, than he was of the game. And when the Yankees tied the score in the ninth inning, the heat and tension between them had little to do with the game going on or with the bet.

Ash laid his hand on Elis leg as the sexual tension slid up another notch. Hed been right about there being muscle underneath his clothes, and not the bulky kind, either. Ash grinned slow and easy as those expressive eyes met his. Now heres the real question. Do you want them to win or lose? 

Eli laughed softly and leaned closer himself. I dont think it really matters, does it? 

Nah, not really. I just wanted to hear a Red Sox fan commit blasphemy. 

If I get struck down by lightning it would really put a damper on the evening. Eli sucked in a breath as Ashs hand drifted higher up his thigh. 

Admit that youd rather be doing something else. 

Yeah, I would. But I have to say that Im also enjoying this slow buildup were having, Eli said, moving his own hand to Ashs leg under the table. His fingertips slid to Ashs inner thigh, sending a spark of heat straight to his groin. Are you that afraid of losing your hat? 

Oh, I can play as long as you can, Eli. 

Another roar came up from the crowd near the bar, but Ash barely heard it. I think someone just scored.

Eli glanced toward the screen and grimaced. No, we just went into extra innings.

Ash drained the last of his beer, tossed some money on the table, and caught Elis hand, giving it a squeeze as he shot his companion a sideways glance. Come on, lets get out of here. He wasnt about to deny himself. Hed had his share of one-night stands, though not with anybody hed known for such a short amount of time. Hed been thinking of being with Eli for weeks now and did not want to wait a moment longer before having the chance to kiss him. My place is just up the street, within walking distance.

If we take my motorcycle, itll be even quicker, Eli said with a heated gleam in his eyes and added money to Ashs to pay for his half of the meal.

Ash bit back another groan and headed for the exit. He wouldnt turn down an opportunity to have his arms wrapped around Eli as he pressed against his back.
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