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Austin hates Thanksgiving.

He hates the chaos of the whole day, the complicated process of coordinating a dozen disparate schedules, the stress everyone brings to preparing an unnecessarily intricate meal. He hates how useless and unhelpful he feels throughout the whole chaotic holiday, starting ludicrously early in the morning when the baking starts, and all the way through to evening when people begin to argue about what bottle of wine to open next.

But most of all he hates the crowded, agonizing overstimulation of being surrounded by dozens of people for an entire goddamn day. Last year there were nearly thirty guests, not counting all the small children running around. This year there are supposed to be even more, and Austin pretty much wants to die.

Austin Bautista, Beloved Son, Dead at Eighteen From Too Much Holiday Cheer would make for a shitty epitaph, but it's starting to sound better than all the possible alternatives.

Maybe it wouldn't be so bad if he could just excuse himself from all of the preparatory bullshit and show up for dinner itself, but his mom won't let him off the hook. He can't bake or cook to save his life, and there's only been one year in which his presence—for an emergency run to buy forgotten ingredients—made any kind of positive contribution. But Abigail Bautista still drags him along and makes him help haul groceries into Liam Scott's enormous kitchen, where half a dozen chattering home chefs are already hard at work.

The only silver lining is Liam Scott himself, and he's not much consolation when Austin won't get to see nearly as much of the man as he might like. It's not as though Austin has any plausible excuse to spend the whole day loitering around his best friend's devastating—and utterly distracting—silver fox of a dad.

For one thing, Crystal would probably casually murder Austin if he admitted to the crush he's been nursing for the better part of a year. She would, at the very least, smack him upside the head and call him an idiot.

For another, even Austin Bautista, King of Hopeless Crushes, can't bear to be quite that obvious about his infatuation. Austin could probably flirt deliberately and Liam still wouldn't notice, but there are some risks a dude just doesn't take. Austin has his pride. And even if Liam didn't notice, in a gathering of thirty-plus people, someone will wonder what's up. Austin does not need Darcy-from-his-dad's-PR-team to catch him being a thirsty little brat over a man almost three times his age.

Or god, even worse, Liam's ex-wife—who will be attending the festivities for the first time since the divorce—and who's always been just as disconcertingly observant as her daughter. Austin knows that's where Crystal gets her uncanny awareness from, and he has no desire to land on the woman's radar.

Today, he gets bustled out of the kitchen even faster than usual. He barely manages to snag a soda and catch a glimpse of Liam: laughing—bright and loud and gorgeous to the point it's not goddamn fair—and rolling out pie crust on the counter.

"Out, darling," Abigail admonishes, jarring Austin's attention elsewhere. "You're in the way." She says it gently, giving him a nudge toward the door. Her words draw Liam's attention from across the room, and the man's smile goes soft as he meets Austin's eyes, and that's even more unfair than the laughter.

But Austin can't very well convince the cluster of very focused people in Liam's kitchen to let him help—not after he nearly set the crème brûlée on fire when he was sixteen.

Austin's still salty about that. It's not like he asked to be given the job that involved a blow torch. Honestly, he's not sure who thought that was a good idea in the first place. It couldn't have been his mom: a federal circuit judge ought to have more common sense than that. Still, as far as he's concerned, his reputation as a kitchen disaster is pure slander.

He allows himself to be shooed away, though. It's not worth the fight, and anyway, much as he yearns to be useful, even the half-a-dozen guests already at work are more people than Austin wants to be around at once. He should probably count his blessings that he has a little extra time to kill alone, in the familiar expanse of Liam Scott's large house. It would be better if Crystal were here. She's not welcome in the kitchen either—though in her case it's because she is actually a kitchen disaster, and Austin will never let her forget the time she almost died of smoke inhalation from fucking up mac'n'cheese. They could keep each other entertained, like any other damn holiday.

But Crystal won't be here for hours yet, just one more reason it sucks that his best friend graduated high school and went off to college a year before him. Even worse, she'll be bringing her roommate along, and Austin's not actually worried that he's going to lose his best friend to Newer, Fancier, Best Friend Two-Point-Oh, but... He's not not worried about it either.

Maybe this is why he can't bring himself to just settle in a recliner somewhere and read the paperback wedged in the back pocket of his jeans. He finds himself wandering instead, even though at this point there really aren't any corners of the house he doesn't know like the back of his hand. Through the solarium and the game room and the library at the front. Upstairs to poke around in Crystal's room, because honestly, she won't mind. It's practically empty anyway, and that feels so strange he vacates quickly.

He has no good reason to end up in the guest room, which hasn't actually had an overnight guest in so long that it's become a black hole of unsorted books and boxes and photo albums. There's furniture beneath all the chaos, ostensibly, but Austin honestly can't see any of it past all the garment bags and old suitcases and everything else.

It pretty much figures that as soon as he so much as breathes on anything in the room, he upends a leaning stack of books.

"Fuck," he mutters. At least the kitchen is too loud for anyone to have heard the scattering tumble of the mess he just made. Austin huffs a sigh and drops to his knees, collecting the books from everywhere they've scattered, including under the bed. He doesn't know if they were in any particular order to begin with, so he just focuses on making sure they're in a more stable pile as he works to restructure the medley of hardcover and softcover titles.

He freezes when he picks up the last book in the stack, mouth twisting upward with startled delight.

He knows this book. He owns this book, albeit in a battered second-hand softcover edition. He tracked it down at a used bookstore so many years ago that his parents definitely would not have approved. It's obscene, and kinky, and exceptionally gay, and Austin has read his copy so many times it's falling apart.

This is a hardcover, a little dinged around the edges but in much better shape than his own, and damned if he's not going to ask Crystal if he can have it by the end of this torturous dinner party. Just as soon as he finishes giving her shit for holding out on him when she's got such a gem sitting in this otherwise boring stack of books.

There's no reason for him to open it. For fuck's sake, he has the first chapter memorized. But he sits back on his heels and lifts the cover anyway—

And freezes at the note scrawled in barely legible blue ink on the title page.

To Liam— Thanks for a good time, you kinky bastard. Next time I top. —Grant

Austin's heart stutters in his chest, and suddenly he can hear every rushing beat of his pulse in his ears. Fuck. As if he didn't have enough of a problem where Liam Scott is concerned—how is he supposed to take this information and not spontaneously combust? When was this note written? How did Austin's usually flawless radar not tell him Liam sleeps with men?

All of this is enough of a crisis on its own. But when Austin moves to set the book back down again, his hands are shaking so hard that a small stack of polaroids slips halfway out from between the pages.

And god, he shouldn't look. He already knows he should not look. He's crossing a line just by being here, just by discovering this thing that Liam clearly doesn't advertise widely. If Liam Scott were out, Austin would know about it, and he has no business looking even more closely at what is sure to be something unforgivably private.

But his grip is shifting anyway, his long fingers plucking the plasticky edges from between the pages. And when his eyes alight on the top photo, it's a wonder he doesn't perish of a heart attack right goddamn there. Liam Scott is looking straight at him in artful black-and-white, a photo captured by a sure hand who knows exactly how to use a camera. It's not even an especially dirty photo—all Austin can see are bare shoulders and a laughing smile—but there's something so intolerably intimate in the image. The crinkles at the corners of Liam's eyes, the lazy slouch of those muscular shoulders, the pillow just within the frame that makes it clear this photo was taken in bed.

Maybe it wouldn't punch the air out of Austin's chest quite so hard if Liam looked noticeably younger in the photo—if he could write this discovery off as youthful experimentation that has no bearing on the Liam Scott laughing in the kitchen downstairs. But these photos can't be more than five years old, which means this—whatever this is—happened since the divorce. Austin doesn't know anyone named Grant. He's glad he doesn't. The jealousy is almost enough to wreck him as it is.

And since when does Austin have any goddamn standing to be jealous over Liam Scott?

He flips through the rest of the photos with shaky hands. There are five in all, most of them far more suggestive than the first. Every shot is carelessly artful, a perfect balance of light and shadow, and Austin's breath is turning shallow as he takes in these unauthorized glimpses of Liam's bare chest, his muscular arms, his gorgeous backside.

In every single photo Liam is laughing or smiling, and there's nothing staged about the expression. These are candid shots, and Austin feels like he's right there in the moment—like he can feel Liam's amusement, humoring whoever captured these photos but refusing to take the exercise seriously.

Austin shoves the pictures back inside the book and wedges the whole thing under the edge of a bureau—not wanting anyone to see it on top of the stack and know what he's done. He knows he's being ridiculous. No one will notice. Certainly no one will call him in particular out. And yet he feels like he's just stepped so far out of line that everyone downstairs is going to be able to see the transgression written across his face.

It takes him a very long time to creep out of the impromptu storage room. Not because he's rattled, but because it takes him several endless minutes to will his libido to calm the fuck down. By the time he gets downstairs, Liam has emerged from the kitchen to fuss with the massive dining room setup, multiple tables crammed in at carefully optimized angles. Austin hovers in the open door frame, self-conscious silence thrumming through him as he watches Liam work. He finds it impossible to stop staring, even knowing that Liam will turn around any second and see him.

Liam's always been gorgeous. It's why Austin's had a problem for so god damn long that it's a wonder Crystal hasn't caught on. His hair is buzzed shorter than usual today, his silver beard closely trimmed, and he moves with stocky, efficient movements that make it impossible to ignore the way his muscles bunch beneath the rolled-up sleeves of his button-up shirt.

Austin has imagined so many times what it might feel like to have that big, powerful body on top of him. For all the jocks he's hooked up with—and there have been more than even Crystal knows—not one of those encounters has ever made him quite as horny as Liam Scott does just by existing.

"You okay?" Liam asks, startling Austin out of his own head.

Fuck. How badly was he staring? He meets Liam's eyes and finds a strange look there—a curious intensity that makes him worry he's fucked up and shown his hand—but at the same time, Liam doesn't look offended.

"Yeah," Austin says. Then makes himself step into the room and approach. It would look weird as hell for him to keep his distance, when normally—despite his best efforts not to show his crush—he takes every excuse to put himself in Liam's orbit. "Can I help?"

"Sure." Liam's rough baritone soothes the worst of Austin's anxiety, and he hands over a stack of plates, his other palm settling briefly at the small of Austin's back to nudge him toward the kids' table. "Should be nine kids this year, but set a tenth spot just in case. Better to clear out an unnecessary setting than scramble to make room."

Austin shivers and—for just a single guilty second—leans into the touch. But when he spares a flushed glance toward Liam after, the man is already at work with another stack of plates, apparently oblivious.

It's easier to keep busy after that, even though Austin still isn't allowed anywhere near the kitchen. People start arriving, guests snacking on a mind-boggling array of hors d'oeuvres since 'dinner' won't begin until three. Austin does his best to navigate the growing crowd. He chats with the people who haven't seen him for months or even years, and makes polite small talk with new faces he's never met before. Through it all he is perpetually aware of Liam's location, even though—as always—Liam does a remarkable job of fading into the background, while this enormous and ever-growing party unfolds in his home.

The ceaseless buzz of social energy is exactly as overwhelming as Austin anticipated—exactly the same flavor of too much as it is every year—but he knew what to expect, and he navigates it well enough. Especially once Crystal arrives to help distract him and run interference—and god, she's such a good friend. Austin feels like an asshole for being such a randy disaster over her dad.

He keeps his shit together all the way through dinner and dessert, but this doesn't signal any kind of end to the ordeal. As the noisy crowd disperses—some people outside for a smoke, some to the kitchen to clean up, others to the game room to play god-knows-what variant of poker or pool or checkers—Austin hits his limit so suddenly he thinks he might scream.

Crystal and her roommate are gone—had to leave for campus before it got too late to drive the three-hour stretch—and Austin's own parents are utterly distracted. Abigail is surrounded by a cluster of women wearing gowns far too elegant for the occasion, her own outfit the perfect balance of graceful extravagance and comfortable couture. Reuben Bautista keeps excusing himself from one group, only to be surrounded within seconds by another completely different crowd desperate for his attention. Neither of them has so much as glanced around the room in search of Austin since well before dinner.

Which leaves Austin alone amid a sea of Too Many People.

He's already decided to make his escape upstairs, even if it means hiding in the creepy emptiness of Crystal's bedroom, when Liam appears at his elbow and murmurs, "You can squirrel away in my office, if it'll help."

Austin turns his head and finds Liam standing almost too close, an expression of comprehension and sympathy softening his lovely eyes.

"You sure you don't mind?" Austin asks. Then, because he feels silly for second-guessing a sincere offer, tries for a humorous tone and adds, "What if you need somewhere to hide?"

Liam chuckles, and the warm baritone rumbles over Austin's skin like a caress. Fuck. The last damn thing he needed was to find this man even more distracting. How is he going to make it through the rest of the evening without doing or saying something to mortify himself?

Well. Step one is certainly removing himself from the situation, and he already knows he's going to accept Liam's offer.

"Go on." Liam's hand presses warm between his shoulder blades, and god how Austin wishes he could read anything remotely inappropriate into the touch. "I'll cover for you."

"Thanks," Austin breathes, and darts away before the hot rush of gratitude can overwhelm him.

He deftly dodges conversations on his way to the stairs. By the time he reaches the second-floor landing, he's already breathing easier.

Of course, he sabotages his own efforts to calm down by stopping in the storage chaos of the guest room. It's with an incredulous and horrified sense of being outside his own body that he finds himself ducking inside, collecting the book from its hiding place beneath the bureau. Fuck. He cannot justify this. He's being a Grade-A creep. And yet he can't seem to put the book down, as he backs out of the room and moves further down the hall, toward Liam's office at the opposite end of the house.

###
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Liam wishes—desperately and earnestly—that it were only polite concern driving him to check on Austin Bautista as the evening extends.

There's no second meal to attend to. Having a truly massive feast that spans from three until almost five o'clock generally makes for a sedate evening of mingling into the small hours, and Liam has always enjoyed the strange and flexible structure of the day. Already the families with younger children and the folks with other obligations have departed for the evening. Even Crystal already said goodbye, and it was all Liam could do to soothe the guilty look in her eye at having to take off so early.

He misses his baby girl—just as he constantly misses his other two children, who never seem to get time away from their busy jobs and ambitious world travels. But he's not going to hold Crystal back when she has responsibilities at school.

All of this means no one will notice Liam sneaking away, and he reminds himself that it's perfectly reasonable to poke his head in and make sure Austin is okay. Much as he may feel like a dirty old man for the thought's he's begun to harbor—recent and alarming and not at all appropriate—that doesn't mean he has to sully his interactions with Austin by letting them get the better of him.

He can offer support—make sure this is just Austin's standard tradition of burning out on too many people—make sure Austin doesn't need anything else.

Liam understands the young man's instinct to hide away. His own habits tend more toward solitude and quiet than noisy celebration. This whole tradition was his wife's deal at first. But after she left, it felt too important to risk letting it die, and so Liam has carried the tradition onward without her.

It's lovely, in a strange and disconnected way, that she's finally returned for the event. Her presence says a lot about how far they've come in the last five years, in their efforts to heal old wounds, but he's also relieved at her willingness to leave him be. They haven't even interacted beyond an initial greeting, and Liam finds that the perfect balance.

Now, climbing the stairs into blessed quiet, he lets himself really breathe for the first time all day. He loves the people he invites into his home, but the moment of solitude is exactly what he needs, easing the tension in his shoulders and calming his detail-frantic mind.

There's no one else up here, by design. No official barricade blocks off the stairs, but everyone understands the second floor is private. There's plenty of house for the kids to run around and the party to disperse—no need to expand up into these narrower halls and private rooms—which makes it the perfect sanctuary for souls in need of respite.

So much noise rumbles up from the floor below that Liam honestly can't believe he was just wandering around amid that throng. Even up here, the messy amalgam of noise feels a little overwhelming, and he wonders if he could get away with avoiding the rest of his own party. Surely Austin wouldn't mind company as long as they can both coexist in silence. He saw the paperback in Austin's back pocket—tells himself he was only curious, not ogling an eighteen-year-old's ass—and Liam's got at least three simultaneous books in progress that he could dive into.

He doesn't bother to knock when he reaches his office door, and he leans into the room with a low, "You doing okay up here?"

Liam freezes at what he sees. Austin isn't perched at the desk like Liam expects. He sits cross-legged on the floor in front of the window. He's got a book in his lap—an alarmingly familiar book—and he's holding a handful of polaroid photos.

Austin's gaze jerks up and he stares at Liam with wide eyes. He looks frozen and absolutely horrified, and Liam's heart clenches with a painful jolt.

"Where did you find those?" he rasps, rushing the rest of the way into the room and closing the door so hard that the sound would surely echo through the house if there weren't so much noise rumbling downstairs.

"I'm sorry." Austin sounds ragged and wrong as he shoves the photos back between the pages. "Fuck, I know I shouldn't have... I had no right to... Please don't be angry."

Liam makes himself draw a steadying breath and locks the door behind him, because the last thing he needs is for someone else to storm in here uninvited and see what Austin is holding.

"I'm not angry," Liam says carefully. "I just... You shouldn't have had to see those. It was careless of me to leave them out for someone to trip over."

"Shouldn't have had to see them?" Austin gapes up at him. "Liam, they're beautiful." Then his mouth snaps shut, as though his brain has only now caught up with his words, and he looks ready to hurl himself out the window.

Liam's breath hitches and his eyes narrow.

"I'm sorry," Austin says again. "They're obviously private. I shouldn't have... I just..."

All of this registers with a different edge now. Austin isn't horrified with the photos at all, but with his own conduct. Austin's wide eyes and tense posture take on new meaning, as do the flush written across his face and the quick, shallow pace of his breathing. Even the way he still clutches the book—that goddamn book—over his thighs like he has something to hide.

"I'm not angry," Liam repeats. And then, with agonizing caution, "I just need to know you're okay. I'll understand if you need to leave." He moves away from the door as he says this, clearing a path for retreat. But Austin doesn't move. He's watching Liam with a curious expression, following every step as Liam moves to lean against the edge of his desk and folds his arms across his chest.

"Who is Grant?" Austin blurts, and Liam actually huffs a startled laugh.

"He's a friend," Liam says. When Austin arches a challenging eyebrow at him he concedes, "An exceptionally close friend. We're not great at keeping in touch."

"Did he take these pictures?"

"Yes. He's also a talented photographer."

Austin swallows visibly and gives his head an incredulous shake. "You're really not mad at me. I've been sitting here ogling your private photos and you're not angry at all."

A guilty thrill runs along Liam's spine and twists tight in his belly, but he forces his tone level. "Is that what you've been doing?"

Austin blinks and snaps his mouth shut again, apparently realizing what he's just confessed. Maybe he thought Liam already knew that's what was going on—but the information is new. For all Liam could deduce, Austin only just found the photos. The admission that he has been sitting here for... how long, Liam wonders... appreciating them, is whole new data to consider.

Liam spares a moment to be appalled with himself. He cannot be letting intent sneak into his thoughts. There's no world in which inviting flirtation from Austin Bautista can end in anything but disaster. There's no moral justification he can possibly give himself for the fact that he is considering putting his hands on someone who is eighteen years old and still in high school, not to mention his daughter's best friend.

But Liam is considering it, and the way Austin is suddenly watching him does nothing to dissuade the new and utterly amoral turn of his thoughts.

He pitches his voice to a deep, soothing rumble of command. "Put the book down, Austin."

Austin's eyes widen, but he doesn't hesitate, setting the book on the floor beside him and flushing an even brighter red as obeying the command reveals the arousal tenting the front of dark dress pants. Liam's mouth waters, and he lets himself look at Austin Bautista—really look, for the first time since he noticed the young man has grown up into an inconvenient and beautiful temptation—gaze roaming without subtlety now that he knows the effect he's having. 

Austin's hair is, as always, a chaos of mouse-brown curls in need of a trim. His sharp jaw line and cheek bones make him look delicate in ways Liam knows he is not—and narrow shoulders top a compact frame that is perpetually folding itself up as though Austin is self-conscious about his beanpole height. Here, sitting on Liam's floor, he looks the closest Liam has ever seen him to comfortable in his own skin.

The blush has spread down Austin's throat, disappearing beneath the collar of his shirt, where a couple of open buttons reveal the tantalizing line of his long neck.

"I wasn't..." Austin glances down at the undeniable erection in his lap, then back up into Liam's face with a guilty start. "I didn't do anything. I swear."

Fuck, this assurance should not be so endearing, or so utterly sinful. As though Liam could ever be offended at the thought of Austin Bautista touching himself while appreciating Grant's photos.

Liam licks his lips and savors the hungry way Austin tracks the movement. "Were you thinking about it?"

Austin doesn't answer, but the hitch of his breath is confession enough.

For several endless seconds, Liam lets dangerous energy unspool between them. He can feel the ill-advised stirrings of heat in his belly, the certainty that if he doesn't chase Austin out of this office soon, his own arousal will become more than just a tentative possibility. He needs to decide if he is actually going to cross this line, because unless his next words are, I'll see you downstairs, followed by an immediate retreat, he's about to put himself in a position from which no scrap of plausible deniability can protect him.

Finally, sensing they are both reaching their breaking point, Liam unfolds his arms and curls his hands around the edge of the desk. "You can leave right now, if you want," he murmurs. "We never have to talk about this. No hard feelings, not an inappropriate word between us ever again. I'm not looking to put you in an unwelcome position, and I promise not to hold any of this against you."

Austin sits up straighter. "What if I don't want to leave?" His eyes are wide, his lips parted in an expression so enticing that it's all Liam can do to stay at this necessary, waiting distance.

"Then you can come over here and kneel at my feet," Liam growls, and holds his breath as he waits to see what Austin will do.

It is both flattering and heartening, the speed with which Austin scrambles across the floor. He doesn't even bother standing up, and the frantic, clumsy way he crawls across the carpet is enough to set Liam's heart racing.

A new, electrified stillness falls between them as Austin settles on his knees directly in front of Liam, so close there is no mistaking the intentions between them. Even when Austin sits back on his heels, he's close enough that Liam could easily touch his face, stroke his hair, reel him in. A hundred temptations, and there is no longer any doubt in Liam's mind as to whether or not he will indulge himself. The only question left is how.

With careful reverence, Liam reaches for Austin, curling his big hand along the delicate line of Austin's jaw. He shivers when Austin nuzzles into the touch, and then those fierce eyes are drilling into him again. Pleading and hopeful, and Liam can't believe he ever pretended to himself that he was not going to do this.

"Are you a virgin, Austin?"

Austin darts a nervous tongue out to lick his lips. "No, sir."

Liam traces his thumb meaningfully across Austin's impossibly soft lower lip. "Good," he murmurs, pleased with the way this one word makes Austin shiver.

He shifts his grip, sliding his hand back into soft strands of hair, curling his palm behind Austin's head. When he guides Austin forward, he smiles at how easily Austin rises onto his knees and follows the wordless command, allowing himself to be pressed into Liam's space as though there is nowhere else he'd rather be. Liam's cock is beginning to stiffen beneath the black fabric of his trousers, and he presses Austin's mouth directly against him through the material.

Whether by intuition or experience, Austin parts his lips, mouthing at the slowly hardening line of Liam's arousal. He nuzzles in, responding enthusiastically to the strong grip directing and holding him.

Austin's eyes close, and Liam watches him with ravenous attention—suddenly so turned-on his head is spinning—at the sight and sensation of this beautiful young man, on his knees, wearing an expression of absolute bliss with his face pressed between Liam's legs.

Liam lets himself enjoy this in a strange, pleasure-hazed place somewhere between urgency and lazy savor. He's already breathing more heavily. Austin's mouth moves restlessly over him, following the line of Liam's cock, goading and riling him until his erection is straining beneath his fly—a stiff presence that Austin can very nearly draw into his mouth despite the soft fabric in the way.

It occurs to Liam that he might well be able to get off just like this. The tease of Austin's mouth at this surreal remove, the heat of him, the soft curls twining around Liam's fingers.

But he wants more, and at last he eases Austin back, glad for the fact that the black fabric of his pants doesn't show the damp patch that would be damningly obvious on any lighter material.

"You got a condom?" he asks, not bothering to conceal the hungry gravel dragging his voice low.

"I... no."

Liam swallows back a frustrated curse. For fuck's sake, of course Austin didn't bring a condom to his family's thanksgiving dinner plans. Even the most wanton teenager isn't going to be planning possible hookups at a gathering like this.

"Don't you have one?" Austin's brow furrows, and Liam huffs a raspy laugh. Because it's such a valid question. If either of them should be prepared for this, obviously it's Liam. They're in his house, his office, and he is clearly a man who enjoys sex.

But he shakes his head ruefully. "No. It's... been a while."

He is bracing himself to let go of Austin despite every greedy instinct screaming at him to take this anyway. There are other paths to pleasure, no matter how hungry he is for Austin's lovely mouth.

But then Austin licks his lips again and asks, "Do we really need one?"

Liam goes perfectly still. "You know better than that."

"I just got tested," Austin counters breathlessly, and fuck, if that doesn't give Liam all sorts of ideas about the kinds of things he gets up to. "And if you're good, too..."

"You'll just go along with it if I say I'm healthy?" Liam rumbles. "That's dangerous. People can lie."

"I don't care," Austin whispers, trying to lean forward again, only for Liam to tighten his grip in Austin's hair and stop him short. There's a pleading glint in Austin's eyes when he rasps, "I trust you."

"God damn it, Austin," Liam breathes. But he only lasts three seconds before he's letting go of Austin in favor of unbuckling his belt and opening his fly. The instant he releases his cock is such a relief he almost groans—and then he catches a glimpse of the focused hunger in Austin's eyes, and he momentarily forgets how to breathe.

He threads his fingers through Austin's hair again, getting a grip before Austin can lean in. The needy little sound Austin whimpers in answer sends a bright shot of desire through Liam, and he drags in a harsh breath.

"You sure about this?" he asks.

Austin nods, and the gesture tugs at Liam's grip.

"Tell me if you need to stop," Liam says, then pulls him inexorably forward.

Austin's mouth opens, eager and obedient, and Liam slides easily past parted lips. He's careful not to push too deep, humming his approval when Austin's lips seal around him, Austin's cheeks hollowing with encouraging suction.

He certainly wouldn't admonish Austin for trying to participate more actively, but Liam is delighted when Austin just watches him. Waits for him. Holding still with Liam's cock in his mouth, letting Liam set the pace. His gaze is locked on Liam's face in this incandescent moment of stillness, and Liam drags in a shaky breath at the impossible sight—even better than before—because now Austin's mouth is wrapped around his cock, and he looks utterly wrecked even though they've barely begun.

There's no way the stillness can last. Liam needs this too desperately, and so he guides Austin into motion, fucking his mouth with a contradictory balance of selfishness and care. His breath becomes a panting staccato as he takes what he needs—as Austin grips his thighs and yet makes no effort to push away.

Austin's tongue teases along the underside of his shaft as Liam forces him to continuous motion. Every once in a while, Austin breathes an obscene little noise around Liam's length—swallows involuntarily—tries to nuzzle closer despite the relentless grip of Liam's guiding hand.

It takes Liam several minutes of this hot, wet perfection before he realizes just how much experience Austin is bringing into play. The swipe of his tongue isn't unsure, and there hasn't been so much as a fleeting brush of teeth.

Another handful of thrusts and Austin's eyes flutter closed, finally releasing Liam from the intensity of his heated gaze. He looks enraptured, and Liam speeds his pace with a helpless surge of want.

Austin grips his thighs more tightly, and even now it's like Liam can feel him trying to get closer. Trying to demand more. As though Liam's rough, relentless touch isn't already a force to be reckoned with.

Liam is trying so, so hard to maintain the necessary control—but his hips stutter forward in a moment of weakness, forcing his cock all the way to the back of Austin's throat without deliberate intent.

He curses, guilt rising instantly as he retreats, but...

Austin doesn't gag. The slide of Liam's cock seems to startle him, and yet he takes it smoothly, throat gurgling with a wet sound as he takes the uncomfortable thrust in stride, not making any effort at all to jolt against Liam's stern hand.

With a ragged gasp, Liam pulls Austin back. His cock slips from between Austin's lips, but he keeps him close—forces Austin's head back so that when he blinks up at Liam, their eyes meet and hold. Liam's other hand has gone white-knuckled in its grip on the edge of the desk, and he is shaking with the desire to utterly ruin the beautiful young man kneeling at his feet.

They're both breathing hard, and Liam sounds lost when he asks, "How many times have you done this?"

Austin licks his lips, but otherwise he makes no effort to wipe away the mess Liam has already made of his face. "Lots." He's clinging to the backs of Liam's thighs now, and his fingers twitch and tighten, gripping harder as though he has no other way to ground himself.

Liam considers this. "Can you take more?"

"Yeah." Austin looks so eager as he breathes this one word into the quiet office. His pupils are dilated, his hair disheveled, his lips stung red from the rough slide of Liam's cock. A debauched angel, begging Liam to wreck him.

And god, Liam isn't half strong enough to resist the temptation. He forces Austin forward with unnecessary strength, panting his pleasure when Austin melts in submission. Wet heat closes once more around Liam's cock, and this time he doesn't stop. He drags Austin down and down, and when his cock slips into Austin's throat without any sign of choking, he keeps going. He buries himself to the hilt, only stopping when he has Austin's face crushed against his belly.

For a moment, Liam just holds him there, a filthy groan shaking from his chest as he marvels at the incredible sensation of being fully sheathed down Austin's gorgeous throat. Austin's eyes are closed, but his brow is smooth, and what little Liam can see of his expression is blissful concentration.

Fucking beautiful. God, Liam doesn't care if he goes to hell for this; the price of admission is worth it.

How? How could he possibly have guessed that Austin Bautista would have such a talented goddamn mouth? How is he supposed to live with this knowledge and not take liberties at every conceivable opportunity?

He guides Austin back, long before there can be any concern for air, giving him just enough time to breathe before thrusting deep again. The rhythm Liam establishes is smooth but demanding, filling Austin repeatedly, fucking his throat at a relentless pace. With every effortless slide, he marvels at Austin's control—the practiced skill of something that Liam knows from experience is not at all intuitive—hell, he can't do this, and he's had years more experience.

"God, Austin," he groans, speeding up now, making no effort at all to hold himself back as the steady crest of pleasure rises inside him.

Austin breathes a needy sound in a moment between deeper thrusts, wordless and muffled around Liam's length. His voice cuts short when Liam rides deep again without warning. A hitch—not quite choking, but Liam senses it's a near thing—shudders through him, but Liam is too close to slow down. His hips rocking forward to meet the way he's dragging Austin ceaselessly along his cock.

This time, an especially deep thrust does make Austin gag. But he's still clinging desperately to Liam's thighs, and he makes no move to push away as his throat spasms around the intrusion. It's devastating and impressive, how quickly he regains control, calming even before Liam moves to withdraw—and then the next deep slide is as smooth as the rest, Austin taking it beautifully.

With difficulty—and with a throaty groan—Liam makes himself ease back so that only the tip of his cock rests on Austin's tongue.

"Look at me," Liam growls, and Austin obeys, peering up with eyes that glisten wetly, unshed tears that should not make Liam feel even hungrier.

Liam drags in a shuddering breath.

Then another.

Finally, he steadies himself enough to ask, "Do you need me to pull out when I come?"

Meeting his eyes with intimate ferocity, Austin slowly—deliberately—shakes his head no.

There is no possibility of holding back after that. Liam gives in to the fever burning through him, driving forward and savoring the way Austin's throat works around him. The noises escaping into the office are wet and filthy, as Austin struggles—mostly successful—to keep up with Liam's increasingly unpredictable rhythm.

Again and again Liam slides deep. His breath has turned shallow and panting, his skin hot all over with mounting need. He's gripping too hard, pulling Austin's hair, but it would take an actual push of resistance to stop him now. He is so desperately, frantically, gorgeously close.

When at last he reaches the precipice, he drags Austin flush against his belly and lets the shock of orgasm overtake him.

The pleasure is almost too much. It rolls through him, dragging a fractured groan out of his chest, making it nearly impossible to keep quiet. Noisy as the party continues downstairs, a tiny fragment of Liam's mind is still aware of what a disaster it would be if anyone overheard him debauching Reuben and Abigail's son in his office. He has just enough control to clench his jaw and swallow back a louder cry as ecstasy rolls through him, and he spills his release directly down Austin's trembling throat.

Only when his cock begins to soften does Liam ease Austin back and let his spent length slip from between reddened lips. Austin's eyes are feverish, hazed with unmistakable lust, and he doesn't seem to care that his face is a complete mess.

He's bewitching. The sight of him like this makes Liam's chest ache with a possessiveness he knows is a bad idea.

"Here." Liam pulls a clean handkerchief from his pocket and tugs Austin forward so he can wipe away the most obvious evidence of Liam's transgression.

Austin's eyes flutter shut as he submits to this perfunctory care, and then he sits back on his heels when both of Liam's hands fall away. He looks winded, and maybe a little shaken, but there's no mistaking the eager plea that still reflects in his gaze. When Liam lets his own attention dart lower, he sees that Austin's arousal has not flagged with Liam's rough treatment—if anything, his erection strains more visibly beneath his fly.

Even with the slick of spit and semen gone from his face, it's painfully obvious what Austin has been doing. His cheeks and throat are flushed a feverish red, his lips swollen and dark, his hair an even more riotous mess than usual. If anyone sees him exit Liam's office looking like this, there will be questions.

Austin catches his lower lip between his lips, and Liam's breath stutters in appreciation.

He's honestly not sure how his own hands can be so steady as he tucks himself away and fixes his clothing. The dark fabric conceals his own misbehavior, and he buckles his belt with efficient movements.

Before he can decide what to do next, a knock sounds at the office door.

Austin whirls to stare at it, rising to his feet in an obvious jolt of panic.

"It's okay," Liam whispers, channeling a shield of calm into his voice and setting a hand on Austin's shoulder. "It's locked. Get behind the door while I see who it is."

Austin moves with silent haste, putting himself completely out of sight as Liam unlocks the door and tugs it open. Liam's heart is racing despite his outward appearance of calm, and he prays he doesn't look too flushed himself.

Of course it's goddamn Reuben Bautista he finds standing on the other side of the threshold.

"Hey," Reuben says, taking no apparent notice of Liam's breathless state. "I'm trying to find Austin."

Liam carefully modulates his tone when he answers, "I'm sure he's around here somewhere. He knows he's welcome anywhere in the house."

"But you haven't seen him?"

"Not for an hour or so. Last we crossed paths, he looked a little overwhelmed, but you know how he gets with big crowds." Liam hopes his expression looks only mildly concerned, and not suspiciously alarmed. "Everything okay?"

Reuben chuckles, an easy sound that goes a long way toward relaxing Liam's guard. "Yeah, I just wanted to tell him he can take the car if he wants to leave. Abigail and I will catch a ride home with the Wirths."

"Want me to help look for him?"

"Nah." Reuben waves the offer off. "I'll just text him. Wouldn't want to send you on a goose chase if he's reading in a tree out back or something."

"Austin wouldn't climb a tree in business casual," Liam points out reasonably, and about has a heart attack when Austin emits a nearly soundless snicker behind the door.

Reuben gives no indication of having heard anything out of place, and considering the racket still clattering up from downstairs maybe that's not such a surprise. Either way, Liam's heart is racing all over again by the time Reuben grabs him in a handshake that turns into a hug. The casual, all too physical demonstration of fondness makes Liam want to crawl out of his own skin under the circumstances, but he suppresses an instinctive shudder and returns the embrace.

"Just in case I don't see you before we head out," Reuben explains. "Thanks for hosting."

Then he's gone, disappearing down the hallway so that Liam can once again close the door, shaking with the adrenaline of almost being discovered. As soon as he has the door locked, he turns his attention to the space behind the door. Austin stands with his back to the wall, a small and slightly incredulous smile on his face.

He looks impressed as hell that Liam managed to keep it together for an entire conversation with Reuben Bautista.

Liam moves slowly, cautious and watchful for any sign of hesitation as he eases into Austin's space. He may have just crossed a line he can never walk back, but he won't forgive himself if he hurts or scares Austin. It's as easy as falling. He crowds his eager guest against the wall and sets his hands at Austin's waist, resting them there like a question.

When he leans in to press a kiss to Austin's cheek, he's not especially surprised that Austin turns to meet him, catching Liam's mouth in a real kiss instead. Giddy satisfaction rolls through Liam as he pins Austin more firmly against the wall and deepens the kiss. There is something so decadent in the fact that he can taste himself on Austin's tongue, and he takes his time lazily exploring—even though Austin is still hard—even though Liam should absolutely make that a priority.

Finally he withdraws, just enough to meet Austin's eyes and relish the stunned expression on Austin's pretty face.

"Now." Liam bumps their noses together fondly. "What am I going to do with you?"

Austin grins. "I have some suggestions.

Liam huffs a warm laugh. "I thought you might."
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Christmas at the Bautista house is always a monstrous affair.

Everything in Austin Bautista's life has always been right on the edge of spectacle. Comes with the territory, what with a dad who's a state senator and a mom who's a federal circuit judge. Hell, that's probably why he's clung so hard to Crystal—his best friend since kindergarten and the closest he's ever known to being part of a 'normal' family. Everything about the Scott household is so sincere and simple and unshakable.

Maybe this is, in some twisted way, part of his fascination with Liam Scott too. Not that Austin needs to rationalize his obsession with his best friend's dad. Even if he could figure out why he's gone on Liam, it wouldn't make the situation any less fucked up.

And it wouldn't dissuade him in any case.

It's amazing, honestly, how much less comfortable Austin feels in his own family's house. It's not that much bigger than Liam's place. Austin still remembers feeling turned completely around as a kid, the first time Crystal gave him a tour that ended in a massive home theater in the basement. But the Scotts' home feels like somewhere people actually live. It's comfortable, and real, and full of furniture you can put your feet on without getting yelled at.

The mansion Austin is supposed to call home is a completely different beast, even absent the debacle that is the yearly Bautista Holiday Party. The place feels like a display piece for an architectural magazine. And while Austin would never admit this to either of his parents, the truth is: he fucking hates it. The only room he feels truly comfortable in is his own—everywhere else he ventures more an act of stubborn rebellion than a matter of being at ease in the space—and even the rooms he has unofficially claimed for himself are tolerable at best.

Tonight, with the entire ground floor of the manor decked out in expensive decorations and extra soft lighting, the place feels even less like home than usual.

The armada of strangers in fancy dress doesn't help this impression at all. There are easily a hundred people here, and nearly all of them are the sorts of professional colleagues that Reuben and Abigail Bautista have a vested interest in impressing. Or even worse, rich public citizens with the potential to become investors in political campaigns. And mixed in among this uncomfortable throng are a small, stressful number of journalists and photographers, invited as official guests but only here to report on the goings-on for lifestyle and gossip columns in the local papers.

Austin loathes it, even as he recognizes the necessity for all these things. If he had his way, he would skip this yearly debacle completely. Fuck, he can't wait until he's off at college and can make excuses about exams or extracurriculars. Anything to get out of this responsibility that makes him want to crawl out of his skin every year.

The only thing making this year's festive nightmare tolerable is the fact that Liam Scott will be here.

It's not Liam's usual haunt. Austin knows for a fact his parents always send an invitation, but Liam has never taken them up on it. Austin doesn't blame him: who in their right mind would volunteer for this kind of torture?

Crystal usually comes. It behooves her as Austin's best friend, and she enjoys the opportunity to glam up and pose for all the cameras, making Austin look good as his supposed date. But this year Crystal's presence won't be quite the same buffer as usual. She won't be on Austin's arm the whole night. She'll be bringing her roommate—who has apparently been her girlfriend, for long enough that Austin feels guilty about not knowing when that happened—and for all that she'll definitely still join him for the requisite photo ops, Austin won't be able to use her as the far more enthusiastically social shield he's grown accustomed to relying on.

So Austin did the selfish and completely impractical thing: he sent Liam a text begging him to accept the invitation.

And Liam said yes.

Which is, without question, the only reason Austin has managed to maintain any scrap of sanity through all the handshakes and bland smiles and small talk that have made up his night so far. He doesn't know precisely when Liam will arrive. Crystal and Meg have been here for over an hour, floating in and out of Austin's orbit, but their presence is nowhere near distracting enough to slow the wild churning of his restless thoughts. 

He hasn't seen Liam since Thanksgiving. And while there's no point pretending to himself that he doesn't have intimate designs tonight, there is also an edge of uncertainty to accompany Austin's intentions. They've been texting practically nonstop in the intervening weeks, but every word has been harmless and superficial. Absolute nonsense compared to all the things Austin actually wants to ask, but doesn't dare commit to writing that someone else might see. It's all been easier things to talk about, topics that wouldn't raise any eyebrows if someone spotted the thread, beyond maybe wondering why Austin is texting so much with his best friend's dad.

Fuck. He's texted more with Liam in the past month than with Crystal. But. Well. In the big scheme of things, it's not like anything can be more surreal than the knowledge that he let Liam Scott come down his throat on Thanksgiving.

Maybe Austin wouldn't be quite so desperate to get his hands on Liam tonight, if he had somehow figured out how to invite himself over in the time since. All he knows is, he better at least get to talk to Liam alone, or he's going to lose his mind.

Of course, then Austin spots Liam striding into the gala—wearing a bemused expression and a perfectly tailored tuxedo—and promptly loses his mind anyway.

God fucking damn it, he knew Liam was going to look good tonight. Liam always looks good, even in threadbare old jeans and faded t-shirts. But fucking hell, the man's big, stocky frame is devastating in the crisp lines of the black jacket and white shirt, the perfect cut of dark dress pants, the bow tie at his throat. The glint of silver at his temples and in his closely trimmed beard looks even more striking alongside all that sleek black fabric. This isn't fair. And Austin spends a shivery moment wondering if maybe this was a mistake, because suddenly he's pretty sure he will fall over and die long before he gets Liam alone.

The party is a whole different kind of torture from that point on. He barely gets to exchange a wave and smile with Liam before getting swept off for another round of introductions and photo ops. It takes every scrap of imperfect poise Austin possesses to maintain a facade of friendly, collected calm as he makes bland observations to the reporter and poses for a family photo.

It's a goddamn eternity before he finally gets anywhere near Liam Scott. He feels like an asshole for keeping him waiting. Even in the reality outside Austin's needy, overstimulated brain, it's been over half an hour since Liam arrived. But the man's smile is sincere when Austin finally joins him at the perimeter of the living-room-turned-ballroom. It's taken no time at all to find Liam once free of everyone else's attention, because of course Liam has remained close by. He isn't here for the party. He's here for Austin. There was no chance of him wandering off through the wide open ground floor or the heated patio outside.

There's a glass of something amber in Liam's hand, and Austin's eyes lock onto it as he asks, "What are you drinking?"

"Nothing I'm going to share with you, goddamn underage menace." Liam laughs as he says it, and the look he gives Austin is full of warm sympathy.

Austin doesn't think he's imagining the spark of a different sort of heat alongside, and even as he hopes no one else can see it, he finds himself pushing his luck. "Only underage for some things."

Liam snorts but otherwise doesn't acknowledge the volley. "It's a terrible drink anyway. These fancy gig bartenders, they've always got their overpriced theme drinks, but heaven forbid you just want a regular goddamn old fashioned." He takes a sip as if to prove his point, swallowing with a grimace as he lowers the glass again. "Can't believe I tipped the bastard. I wouldn't let you taste this travesty even if there weren't half a dozen photographers running around."

The drink is barely touched, Austin notes, even as he snickers at Liam's vexation. Liam's always been the type to nurse a single drink to an almost ridiculous degree, a habit Austin has noticed through close perusal—but even for Liam this is a bit extreme—especially considering he's been standing here for half an hour with no one to talk to.

"I can show you where the waitstaff are gathering the empty glasses, if you want to ditch it without making more work for anyone," Austin offers.

"Oh god, please yes," Liam groans. "Put me out of my misery."

For a blessed while after that, Austin gets to hover at Liam's side. He's still counting down the minutes until he can truly sneak away for the night, but with Liam beside him—lingering together at the periphery of the party instead of trapped at the center of attention as a necessary accessory to Abigail and Reuben Bautista—Austin finds the wait more tolerable than he ever has before. It feels less like he's trying to run down a relentless clock, and more like he could actually be here to enjoy himself.

Still, he feels more than a little selfish for using Liam this way, and he finally blurts, "I'm sorry I made you come to this stupid party. I knew you would hate it, and I asked you anyway."

"I don't hate it, Austin," Liam murmurs. "Relax. Just because it's not my normal scene, doesn't mean I can't enjoy being here."

"Do you enjoy being here?" Austin counters, then nearly has a heart attack when Liam gives him a guarded but unmistakable once-over of roaming eyes.

"I enjoy seeing you."

"Fucking hell, Liam," Austin nearly groans, dropping his voice so low it'll be a wonder if Liam can hear him. "You can't just say stuff like that when we're surrounded by people who will freak out if I touch you."

Liam's answering laugh his so fond and warm that Austin barely manages to keep his hands to himself. God, he wants to do such endlessly filthy things to this steady, strong, goddamn beautiful man, and it's not fair that Austin is stuck making a proper appearance instead. The privacy they've managed to carve out for themselves, in this corner safely distant from prying ears but far too visible for Austin to risk anything, is as much a torture as a balm. And when one of his mother's courthouse colleagues swoops in to collect him for another group photo, it's all he can do not to scream.

Twenty minutes later, Austin is fast reaching his limit of all this sparkling nonsense. Even if he weren't impatient to be near Liam, he would be hitting a wall—would perhaps have hit it even sooner—overwhelmed and on edge since the very first guests began arriving, exactly the sort of social and sensory overload he hates to be trapped in. But now, hours in, his defenses are grinding down to nothing, and he is starting to worry he's going to let his guard down and offend somebody. He should already have found some excuse to flee upstairs, to the upper stories where security won't let unauthorized guests wander. He should go right now, find a corner where he can be alone and text Liam to find him, and regain his failing equilibrium.

Instead, Austin finds himself trapped in an endless conversation about international trade disputes and mediation—and the pleading glances he keeps darting at his dad are doing nothing to convince Reuben to interrupt.

Just as Austin can feel the meltdown starting at the base of his spine, Liam appears beside him, and the hand he sets on Austin's shoulder is like cool wind on Austin's overheating senses. Austin turns his head and finds Liam looking easy and suave—an impressive feat considering Liam probably hasn't spoken to Reuben since Thanksgiving's brazen transgression—and marvels at the way Liam manages to interject without stepping on any conversational toes.

"Sorry to intrude." Liam sends a nod and smile toward the trade commissioner whose name Austin has already forgotten, then addresses Reuben. "Can I borrow your son? Crystal's been trying to find him."

"Of course," Reuben says, smile so distracted that Austin actually feels a little better about having his distress signals ignored. The past half hour has still sucked beyond reasonable endurance, but at least his dad wasn't picking up his overwhelmed restlessness and consciously choosing not to help.

Austin waits until he and Liam are well away from anyone who might be offended if they overhear to ask, "Crystal's not really looking for me, is she?"

"No. She and Meg are off causing trouble at the green house." Liam sets his hand to Austin's back—high enough not to look inappropriate as he nudges Austin toward a back hallway—for just a single indulgent heartbeat before dropping the arm back to his side. "But it seemed like a more plausible pretext than, Your son promised me a tour of the wine cellar."

Austin huffs a laugh. "We could tour the wine cellar."

"I'm very confident we would be in the way of tonight's catering staff," Liam retorts, then gives Austin a more piercing glance. "Besides. You look like you need some actual quiet."

"God yes," Austin groans. "Come on, this way, before anyone else tries to get my attention." It's ludicrous, really, how many near strangers seem determined to seek him out at these grandiose events. As though hoping a good impression with him will rub off on his parents, in some cases. In others as though they think they're taking pity on an out-of-his-depth teenager. Whatever the cause, Austin hates it. He would be just as content to stand ignored on the perimeter and then vanish when he's had enough—but then, a life of politics and public scrutiny don't lend themselves well to Austin's particular brand of shyness.

Thank fuck Liam understands, following without a word as Austin leads the way past a slender woman in an unfashionable gray suit—security, like always, subtle as a brick—and up a narrow side stair.

Austin keeps climbing all the way to the third floor. Unnecessary, probably. They could have found somewhere private enough to talk—or do other things—on the second floor. Austin's room is on the second floor. It's unlikely they would have been interrupted there. But by the time he sets his feet on the third-floor landing, the noise from downstairs has faded to exactly the distance he needs. It feels more like a far-off rumble now than a crashing deluge.

And for the first time in hours, Austin can actually breathe.

"There now." Liam's hand settles at the small of Austin's back as they pause alone in an empty hall, a soothing presence that grounds Austin even further. "Better?"

"Yeah," Austin sighs. "Better."

He draws another couple of calming breaths, and then takes Liam's hand. They're alone now in this big empty corridor, and even though there is always the risk of running into staff or security, the odds are so astronomical that Austin doesn't feel at all anxious about this small show of indiscretion. He twines their fingers together and leads the way along the silent hall, uninterrupted as they reach a door near the end of the wing.

It's unlocked as Austin turns the knob and nudges through, but he quickly sets the deadbolt once he and Liam are inside.

With this final solid barricade between himself and the outside world, the last of Austin's shaky discomfort finally subsides. He lets go of Liam's hand and thumps his forehead against the heavy door, leaning there in the easy comfort of Liam's presence, letting himself breathe. He can hear Liam's footsteps moving away, giving him an illusion of privacy
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