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It's far easier than it should be, carrying
on an affair with Austin Bautista, as the holidays flicker past and
January leads the charge through the worst depths of winter.

Considering what everyone said about the
empty nest and his daughter going off to college, Crystal's absence
should definitely throw him further off his stride. Liam Scott
should feel out of step in his empty house, far too large for one
person living alone. But with the efforts of all his friends to
keep him occupied—including, disconcertingly enough, Abigail and
Reuben Bautista—plus the even more potent distraction of Austin
inviting himself over at unpredictable intervals, Liam's had no
time in the past month to wallow in the strange lonely edge that
skirted his awareness through autumn.

At least tonight Reuben and Abigail have
invited more than just Liam himself to dinner. Not that he minds a
quieter night with the Bautista family, but it's easier to manage
his own cognitive dissonance when there are several guests
scattered along Abigail's enormous dining table. The fact that he
is seated directly beside Austin does nothing to put him at ease,
especially with the little minx giving him shy smiles that make
Liam want to drag him somewhere private and alone.

God forbid someone actually notice
those looks, though Liam's confident Austin isn't doing it on
purpose. He's too smart for that sort of foolishness, constantly
anxious about the ways he might get Liam in trouble.

Liam appreciates the protective instinct. If
only it had some sway on the way Austin is looking at him tonight.
Liam does his best to maintain enough appropriate demeanor for both
of them—and the fact that Abigail has continued to smile and laugh
at Liam's jokes makes him reasonably sure he is succeeding. Reuben
might be oblivious enough not to notice too much obvious
flirtation, but Abigail? The woman misses nothing. Probably
an asset in a federal judge, but absolutely terrifying from where
Liam currently sits. Add to that the fact that she knows Liam
better than perhaps anyone else in his life—other than his ex-wife
or his youngest daughter—and the risk of torpedoing their
friendship grows exponentially heavier with every family
dinner.

This won't stop Liam from accepting her
invitations. He can't decide if he's an optimistic fool to maintain
his hopes of concealing his affair with her son, or if he's just a
contrary asshole who enjoys a challenge.

Either way, when dinner ends and everyone
begins meandering into one of Abigail's richly appointed salons for
coffee or brandy or whatever the hell it is people are drinking
tonight, Liam allows Austin to whisk him off to a discreet corner
away from prying eyes. He accepts only a quick kiss, agonizingly
aware of how obvious it will be if Austin returns to the soiree
with messy hair and bright lips, not to mention skin reddened by
rubbing against Liam's beard. But he's not strong enough to refuse
Austin's mouth completely, and when he pushes grudgingly away, he
is smiling.

"I missed you too," Liam murmurs, even though
it's only been a week since last he had his hands on Austin
Bautista. A week is longer than usual these days. Liam's getting
spoiled.

"Wish I could sneak you up to my room,"
Austin murmurs, staring at Liam's mouth with shameless
interest.

Liam shivers at the suggestion, and he
immediately feels like a dirty old man for all the thoughts that
cascade through his mind. He's never seen Austin's bedroom, and he
has developed an undeniable fascination with the notion of visiting
Austin there. Touching him there. All the guilty depravity of the
fact that he is fucking an eighteen-year-old high school student
should render the prospect monstrous—he should not want to undress
and claim Austin under Reuben and Abigail's own roof—and yet here
he stands enthralled at the possibility.

He carefully does not let any suggestion of
these thoughts show on his face, aware that encouraging Austin
tonight is a terrible idea.

"You know we can't," he murmurs. "We
shouldn't even linger here. People will wonder why I
disappeared with you." Liam would be a far better person if this
fact made him feel inclined to rejoin the party, instead of
loitering in an empty study with the young man he should never have
touched in the first place.
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