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CHAPTER ONE

I SLOWLY CAME to, a smile firmly planted on my lips as strong arms tightened around me. Waking up in James Crane’s embrace was a surreal experience. It had been a couple of months since we’d started our relationship, but while I was drifting between sleep and full awareness, I feared I’d wake up and find he wasn’t really there. Two years of only dreaming about being with him took a while to get over. I looked around for Flash, but realized my dog had gotten tired of waiting for me to wake up and run outside.

I slid out of my bed as quietly as I could, skipped the en-suite, and walked to the end of the hallway, to the second bathroom. The entire top floor of the house was mine. I even had a separate entrance. There were stairs inside the house that led to the ground floor, but my brother and his husband rarely used them. From what they’d told me, it had been Taylor’s idea. My brother-in-law had been worried about my privacy, so he’d made sure I had plenty of it when they bought the place. He’d done it for me as much as he’d done it for my brother. Drew still felt guilty over not being there for me for most of my childhood and adolescence, but I didn’t hold any kind of grudge. He was my brother, not my parent. Still, the fact I showed no interest in moving out made him feel needed. Whatever made him happy.

The hot water running down my body quieted my thoughts some. I perfectly remembered the day I’d met James. He’d come to Drew’s old apartment on a weekend, soon after Taylor had moved in. It sounded weird to me at first, Taylor having his boss over. But I’d quickly realized it had been one of those things where two people click, become best friends, and treasure that friendship for the rest of their lives.

I’d always found James gorgeous, but at first, it had been more of a clinical observation. He was smart and fun and a great gamer. I had no clue how he’d gotten that good at video games, seeing how he was a total workaholic. But he’d played almost as many games as me and he loved them with a passion. He fit right in with Drew and me. Same with Drew’s best friend, Van, and Van’s partner. I snorted, still amused far too much by the fact that Van was Taylor’s brother, and his current boyfriend, Parker, used to be Taylor’s husband. No, it wasn’t awkward at all. Which still astonished almost everyone who wasn’t part of our close circle of friends.

I’d fallen in love with James almost by mistake. We’d grown closer over time, becoming good friends. Then one of Taylor’s schemes to make the guy I used to like jealous ended up pushing James and me closer together. And I’d fallen head over heels in love with him in no time at all.

It had been two years since I’d fallen for James. And he’d used most of that time to push me away. He’d thought I was too young for him, even if I was an adult. Even if nine years of an age gap didn’t seem like that much to me. Whatever, we’d gotten over that, I reminded myself. But had we? Had James?

No one joked about it. No one teased him by calling him a cradle robber. And in a group where nothing was off limits when we made fun of each other, that was telling. Hence my ongoing worries about my relationship with James.

There was a faint knock on the door, then James stepped inside. He slept in his boxers, not big on pajamas or any other kind of sleepwear. He stretched, showing off his perfectly toned body, then slid his boxers down his long legs, revealing his morning erection.

Of all the people I knew, James was the least self-conscious about his body. I’d never been with anyone who was so comfortable in their skin. Then again, my experience was limited, so what did I know?

“Why didn’t you wake me up?” He asked, his voice deep and thick with sleep.

“Thought you could use the rest.”

He groaned and stepped into the shower with me, covering my body with his. His chest pressed against my back, his hard shaft resting between my ass cheeks, the contact was so heady, it caused a full-body shiver. “God, you feel good,” I whispered.

James kissed my shoulder, then reached for the body wash. “You should remember that the next time you decide to ditch me in bed and shower on your own.”

I huffed and leaned against him, letting my head fall back on his shoulder. “I’m selfish enough as it is. You shouldn’t encourage me.”

“You’re the least selfish person I know,” he said, his voice going higher.

I turned around and wrapped my arms around his neck. “I’m selfish when it comes to you. I want you all to myself.”

I flexed my hips and brushed my cock against his. James moaned and that made my heart beat faster. I still found it hard to believe I could turn him on like this. Silly, inexperienced me could turn James Crane into a needy mess. The powerful, smart, and way too experienced James Crane.

He claimed my mouth and I laughed softly into the kiss. “Good morning,” I whispered against his lips.

“It is now.”

He turned me around again and pulled me away from the shower’s spray. He lathered up my body, going so slowly, it drove me insane. He paid particular attention to my nipples, my cock, and my crack, but then abandoned it all to soap up my legs. He made quick work of soaping himself up, then pulled me against him. It was slippery in the best way, his cock sliding easily against my crack.

“Brace yourself on the wall,” James whispered, but the demand was clear in his tone.

I placed my hands on the cold tiles and spread my legs. The hot stream from the shower sluiced down the right side of my body as James draped himself around me. He thrust his cock along my crack and wrapped his hand around my shaft.

It couldn’t last long, I knew as much. Still, I almost resented how quickly he got us both on the edge. I clenched my butt to give him more friction and his grip on my cock tightened in response. A few more strokes and I spilled in his hand, James following right behind me. We moaned and panted, me struggling to hold myself up, him lazily stroking my cock to the point where it became too much.

James helped steady me and walked me under the shower. He rinsed us both, while I lounged in his embrace. “I love you,” I said, and it echoed in the bathroom.

“I love you, too,” James said and kissed my temple. “So why do you sound like it’s the last time you’ll tell me that?”

I didn’t want to, but I needed to face him. I turned slowly and forced myself to meet his eyes. “Because I’m terrified I’ll lose you. That you’ll realize you were right about me, that I’m too immature or whatever and—”

James shut me up with a deep, demanding kiss. “You’re not too immature. You’re young, yeah. But of the two of us? I sometimes fear I’m the immature one. At least when it comes to relationships.”


CHAPTER TWO

NO MATTER WHAT else we were up to during the week, Sunday breakfast at End of the Road was sacred. Our booth had gotten busier with eight people now crammed around it. Toby, a friend I’d made at the dog park, took one end of the table, while Parker, Van, and Drew flanked one side. Across from them, I was squeezed between James and Taylor. Technically, that was the maximum capacity of the booth. But since Trent owned the place, it was perfectly fine for him to drag a chair and sit at the other end of the table.

It felt… well, par for the course for our family. I’d fallen in love with James while trying and failing to get Trent to date me. And I’d later used a couple of dates with Toby as my first real attempt at getting over James. Now we were all friends. Still not enough to top Taylor’s former husband now dating his younger brother, but close enough.

“So, we’re going to the cabin next weekend?” Trent said, a bit too excited about a quick weekend trip to the mountains.

Van stole some bacon from his boyfriend’s plate. “That’s the plan.”

“And we’re taking the dogs this time.” I was grinning ear to ear. The last time we’d been there to celebrate my birthday, I’d left my furbaby with Taylor and Van’s parents. I itched to have him on the forest trails with me, hiking to our hearts’ content.

Toby, who’d left his dog with his sister on our previous mountain adventure, nodded and dug into his egg white omelet. “They’ll be super excited. I just have to make sure Snowball doesn’t go chasing any rabbits and gets himself lost.”

“Why are you so desperate to go?” I asked, staring at Trent.

He shrugged. “It’s been super busy lately. I pretty much felt like my business fell under the rule of chaos gods for a while there. I need this break like I need my next breath.”

“Anything we can help with?” Parker offered.

Trent shook his head. “Nah. Inviting me on this trip is more than enough. I appreciate it.”

Toby hummed and drew my attention to him. He’d narrowed his eyes and was watching Trent closely. Maybe he knew something Trent wasn’t sharing. Or maybe I hadn’t been paying a lot of attention. After my birthday, I’d gotten progressively more lost in James. I worked crazy long days and made sure I could see James whenever his own insane schedule permitted.

I hadn’t even had time for a proper haircut, but I’d decided to grow my hair out anyway. Right now, my hair barely touched my ears, but it had started curling more. It was a bit of a mess to manage, and I kind of missed the almost buzz cut I’d had before. Not enough to give up my attempt at growing it out again though.

“We need to plan this out properly,” Van said. “There’s a lot of stuff to pack if we want to do everything we’ve got planned for next weekend.”

I was one hundred percent convinced no amount of planning would help. We had a gaming marathon and a movie marathon scheduled. Plus some boardgames. And I wanted to hike. Sure, we were all leaving on Friday at noon and driving back on Monday at the crack of dawn, but it still seemed like we were trying to cram in too many activities. Especially for a weekend of supposed relaxation.

No one protested, so I guess they were either delusional, or, more likely, not getting to do everything wasn’t such a big deal. Maybe they just wanted options.

***

“Hey, I won’t be able to see you much this week,” James said as we were driving back to his place. We’d decided to stop by after the diner brunch, so that he could get clean clothes for Monday.

“Busy?”

James winced. “Not quite. Not with work anyway.”

I didn’t like the sound of that. Not the words, but their undertone. James seemed wary and not entirely pleased with his own plans for the week.

“Are you going to tell me what this is about?” I tried to keep my tone light. It wasn’t like I had to know; I was just a little tense now.

“I promised my best friend I’d spend some time with him. Work’s also crazy so…”

“Taylor’s your best friend,” I said, feeling my face scrunch in a frown.

“Yeah,” James said on a long sigh. “I mean Arthur. Arthur Fairchild.”

“You’ve never mentioned him before.” And James knew and mentioned a lot of people. Like his favorite cleaning lady at Crane Enterprises. This out-of-the-blue best friend? I had a bad feeling about it.

“Arthur was… He was all I had for a long time. Our families were friends when we were growing up. We went to the same schools for most of our lives, but only truly connected in high school. We were inseparable in college.”

That triggered a memory from back in Thailand. He’d mentioned a close friend then, but he’d given me no name. “And after that? It’s strange that this is the first time I hear of him.”

James shrugged, his eyes firmly on the road. “We grew apart, I guess. He started working at his father’s law firm in college and after we graduated, I don’t think he took time off for anything other than sleeping. I had my hands full with Crane Enterprises, so…”

“And you haven’t tried to patch things up since college?” I felt my eyebrows raise and turned to stare at James.

“Well… we might have tried to reconnect a few times,” he mumbled.

“And what? It didn’t work out? You got busy again?” I didn’t know why my tone got aggressive and impatient. Something just didn’t feel right about this.

James sighed and dropped his head as far as he could without taking his eyes off the road. “Arthur, he’s… He’s very different from me. And I guess our feelings for each other were on different wavelengths for a long time.”
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