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All characters depicted in this work of fiction are 18 years of age or older.

Top cover photo is by Annie Spratt.

Bottom cover photo is by Dainis Graveris.

Honest reviews are always appreciated. Loved it? Hated it? Can't decide what to make of it? Leave a rating and let the world know!

This book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This book may not be resold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each reader. If you're reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please visit your favorite eBook retailer to purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.
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Autumn has yet to tip over into winter, but Austin Bautista is already bracing himself for the inexorable changing of seasons. For now, he lets himself enjoy the fact that fall has lasted longer than usual. He can still stride across campus at a leisurely pace, rather than huddling down into his warmest winter coat and scurrying as quickly as possible between buildings. He can enjoy a day like this, a playful wind making orange and gold trees rustle, the sky sunny and blue and bright overhead.

His junior year has already begun to slip past him at dizzying speed, and he's not sure how it's already November. Too much going on, with all his extracurriculars and his grad school preparations, not to mention sneaking in as much time as he can manage with Liam Scott.

It helps that Austin finally made the move off campus this year. His apartment is small but cozy, not quite walking distance but close. He's still shocked that his parents agreed to help pay for the place, considering how strained things remain between them. Hell, Austin doesn't blame them for how much trouble they're having, wrapping their heads around the situation. He wishes they could support his relationship with Liam, but he gets why they can't.

He's not just sleeping with a man more than twice his age—his best friend's dad, not that his best friend wants anything to do with him since learning about the affair. Austin spent literal years lying about it to everyone. Of course his parents have doubts.

Then again, maybe it makes sense that they stepped up to help pay for his apartment. They must realize that if they hadn't, Liam would've offered. And there's no damn way his parents want him relying on Liam Scott financially. As far as they're concerned, that way lies irrevocable disaster.

Even with the apartment, Austin hasn't seen nearly as much of Liam as he'd like. The apartment helps—Liam has driven out to visit him a couple of times this semester, on weekends when Austin isn't as overwhelmingly busy—and having a space that is all theirs makes everything so much easier. No anonymous hotel rooms. Just Austin's little studio with its big squashy bed and tiny kitchen, the refrigerator stocked with all the things Liam insists on cooking while he's in town.

Whenever Austin starts to feel guilty over Liam doing all the driving, Liam points to Austin's spiral-bound calendar and refuses to let him apologize. There's just too damn much going on: the senior seminars he wrangled his way into despite being a junior; the clubs and extracurriculars that occupy so much of his downtime; the exams he needs to take before he can apply for grad school; the deep research dives into instructors and programs; the cover letters he's already begun to draft.

There's no way Austin gets it all done and sacrifices the hours of driving time necessary to reach his hometown and return to campus over a single weekend.

Hell, Austin spent his first two years of college driving home every chance he had. He reminds himself repeatedly that there's no shame in letting Liam do the heavy lifting for a while, now that Austin finally has a place of his own.

It's a tolerable equilibrium. The unwelcome geographic distance doesn't change the fact that Austin likes his school, his campus, his adopted city. Even without Crystal—and despite his perpetual anxiety—Austin has made friends of his own, finding his way towards the geekier corners of the campus social scene. He's not sure what he'll do if he ends up halfway across the continent for grad school. His professors all seem to think any distance is reasonable, for a program that will let him really dig into his chosen area of study.

But for now, those questions are still abstract. He's barely begun narrowing down his list of potential schools. Austin will figure it out as he goes.

Today is full of all these familiar distractions and more, but Austin is glad for the pleasant weather as he makes his way across campus. The trees scattered across the quad seem to glow, bright reds and oranges interspersed with bare branches. The ground is covered in a crunchy patchwork of fallen leaves so thick that it's difficult to tell where the sidewalk begins and ends.

He's so focused on his feet that he nearly barrels into someone—then raises his head and blinks in surprise to discover Crystal Scott blocking his path.

A tight feeling twists in Austin's gut, and he swallows past a sudden lump of emotion. He's never made peace with the inevitable devastation of losing his best friend—the loss still nags at his heart in the worst ways—but he's accepted the consequences of his relationship with Liam. He doesn't get to carry on a secret affair with Crystal's dad and then pretend he's the victim when she decides not to be his friend anymore.
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