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Chapter 1

James tripped and sent all of the books he’d been preparing to shelve onto the floor. He groaned as he hit the hardwood on his hands and knees. Before he could even get his bearings, strong arms had lifted him back onto his feet. He felt a solid, muscular chest behind him as he blinked to clear his vision.

“Are you okay?” a male voice asked in his ear.

James lunged forward and gripped the closest bookshelf. “Fine. Really, I’m fine.”

The man chuckled, and James turned to look at him. The body, and everything else, matched the voice—very sexy. Several inches taller than James, the man had midnight black hair that reached just past his shoulders and eyes so bright green James wondered if the color were natural. The man smirked at him. “You look terrified. I don’t bite unless begged to.”

James felt his eyebrows go up all on their own. He cleared his throat and shifted on his feet. “I was just startled. Sorry. What can I help you find?”

The man knelt and began stacking the books. “I think I’ve already found it.”

James quickly got on his knees as well, but he groaned when they actually made contact with the floor.

“I think you’re going to have some pretty wicked bruises.”

“I’m sure I will. Happens all the time.”

“Maybe next time I’ll catch you.”

James stopped what he was doing. He’d only known he was gay for about a year. How was this guy picking up on it so fast? “What?”

He extended his hand. “Hee-ku-roo,” the man said slowly. “H-i-k-a-r-u. Don’t worry if you say it wrong. I’m the new manager, Ben’s replacement. I came to meet up with him and the owner.”

James took his hand and shook it. “I’m James.”

“Nice to meet you.” His grip was very strong, and he held on to James’ hand for about five extra seconds. “And I think I’m going to like it here.”

“Really? You’re excited about a klutzy assistant and a struggling bookstore?”

Hikaru laughed. “Now I am.” Sobering, he said, “I like a challenge.”

James studied his face a moment longer, wondering if he meant for that last comment to have a double meaning. The look in his eyes told James he did.

Resting his hands on his knees, Hikaru said, “Okay, let’s get it over with. Yes, I’m white, but I’m adopted. My adoptive parents are Japanese.”

“What?” James said again, feeling like his brain had stopped working. He’d been too busy admiring Hikaru’s broad chest and the way his arm muscles rippled as he reached for the books.

“My name. People always wonder, but they think I’ll be offended if they ask. They’re nervous enough just trying to say it.”

“Oh. I wasn’t thinking about that.”

Hikaru’s smile widened. “What were you thinking about?”

James lowered his head and gathered up the remaining books. Stacking some next to the shelf and lifting a more manageable load into his arms, he stood and moved away. “Ben’s office is up the stairs in the back. I think Mr. Harker went out for coffee. He’ll be back soon.”

“They can wait.” Hikaru picked up the rest of the books and followed behind James. “Let me help.”

“No, you go ahead. It’s okay.” James rushed away and turned the corner quickly.

“Your new boss is offering to help you. Why don’t you try not running away? You’ll trip again zipping around like that.”

James set the books on the floor and began shelving. “I didn’t run away.”

“Then look at me.”

“What?”

“Is that what you’re going to say every single time you don’t know how to react to something I say or do?”

James knew the teasing was meant to be flirtatious, but right now he wasn’t in the mood. He looked up and saw the smirk was back in place on Hikaru’s face. He suddenly wondered what the name Hikaru meant. Probably something obnoxious.

“So are you still in the closet or what, James? I seem to be making you pretty damn nervous.”

James felt his face go crimson. “No, I am not in the closet. I am not in denial either. I’m gay, and I’m perfectly fine with it. I just don’t flaunt it or try to pick up every gay guy I run into.”

Hikaru frowned, looking a little hurt in fact. “And that’s what I’m doing?”

James cringed. That had been needlessly cruel, not to mention completely inappropriate when talking to his boss. James had only recently gotten away from a dominating man, so he was a bit sensitive to pushy behavior, but he couldn’t very well say that. And besides, it was no excuse for rudeness. “No, I didn’t mean that. I’m sorry. I can be a bit touchy at times.”

“Then what did you mean? And if you’re fine with being gay, why did you squirm away so quickly the moment you realized a guy had helped you up? You couldn’t get away from me fast enough.”

James took several deep breaths, pushing his blond hair off his forehead. “Like I said, I was startled. Can we drop it?”

Hikaru studied his face so long James looked away and continued shelving. When he was done, he took the other books from Hikaru without making eye contact or saying anything. He moved away and put the rest of the books on the shelves. As he headed back to the counter, Hikaru finally moved and intercepted him.

“No, we can’t drop it,” he whispered, one hand placed against James’ chest to keep him from moving forward.

James met his gaze.

Hikaru stared into his eyes, but then he walked past James and headed for the back of the store. He didn’t look back until he opened the door and went into Ben’s office, which would be his office in two days.
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