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The second Austin can sneak away from the
party without raising any eyebrows, he's gone. It's an early night,
even for him, not even nine o'clock yet. But this is also the first
time he's had to navigate his parents' big Christmas gala without
any backup at all. No Crystal to hang on his arm, distracting the
press with her aggressive affability. No Liam to swoop in and save
him. Just Austin, left to his own devices—and his own
anxieties—meandering through a crowd of people who have zero
interest in him, and yet would somehow find grounds to take affront
if he didn't attend at all.

He tries not to linger in the low-grade
resentment he always feels at this time of year, over the fact that
this holiday should be about family—at least, so every
Christmas-themed book, movie, and television show he's ever seen
proclaims—and is instead exactly the opposite for Reuben and
Abigail Bautista. Oh, they love Austin. He's their only child after
all, and they've never stinted in their affection. But they've also
never hesitated to open their home and their life to the public, if
strategic advantage calls for such an intrusion.

Austin's never known any other reality. With
parents who are a politician and a federal circuit judge
respectively, both of them from old money and prominent families,
what alternative could there possibly be?

It still sucks. And for once, Austin's got
better places to be on Christmas Eve. So he's relieved to finally
ditch the tuxedo and sneak out of the house in more comfortable
clothes, getting into his car and driving as fast as he can without
sliding straight into a ditch in the dark. It's snowing heavily, so
he can't go nearly as fast as he wants—not if he's going to make it
to Liam in one piece.

He's been in town for three days, going
slowly out of his mind, because in that entire time he hasn't once
managed to sneak away and see Liam Scott. His parents have been
watching him too closely, thrilled to finally have him home, but
also leaning on him to help with last minute preparations for their
holiday gala. All this has left him with no time to himself, his
patience fraying, when all he wants is to throw himself into Liam's
arms and let the rest of the world disappear.

Yes, Liam managed to visit him once during
the semester. Yes, they were able to steal away for some time
together during fall break after that, including something of an
anniversary celebration once Liam's guests had all departed on
Thanksgiving. But Thanksgiving was a full month ago, and that's too
long to go without seeing each other when Austin craves Liam every
goddamn day.

He parks next to Liam's car in the double
garage, just as the snow stops falling. He hasn't texted to warn
the man of his arrival, but there's no doubt in his mind that Liam
will be here. Austin didn't demand he attend Reuben and Abigail's
big gala this year. Whatever offense Austin might have given by
ducking out early himself, that dust-up will be downright
manageable compared to the heat they would catch if anyone
suspected the two of them sneaking away together.

They've been careful so far. Maybe not
careful enough, but they haven't gotten caught. Austin isn't going
to take any reckless chances when he's more gone on Liam than
ever.

He lets himself into Liam's long entry hall,
the sound of the garage door still rumbling behind him. It's a
relief to shut out the icy chill of the outside world. Austin hangs
his puffy coat behind the front door, kicks his boots into the
corner—his socks end up going with them, but he doesn't bother
collecting them to put back on, too impatient to get upstairs.

He's glad he took the time to change out of
his fancy clothes. Here in Liam's space, he feels downright cozy in
a worn pair of jeans and the ridiculously soft sweater Liam got him
for Christmas. Even better, the leather collar Liam gave him is
visible above the neckline of the sweater, shaped snugly against
his skin. The metal ring at the front is warm from his body heat,
where it rests at the hollow of his throat.

He knows, without the faintest shadow of
doubt, that the sweater came from Liam, even though the parcel
showed up in the mail with no return address. Aside from being a
smaller size and a completely different color—a sea-deep blue that
sets off the hints of green in Austin's eyes—it's exactly the same
as Liam's favorite sweater. The one Austin digs out of Liam's
closet whenever he's the slightest bit chilly in this house, and
sometimes even when he isn't. The one Austin is perpetually
threatening to steal and never give back.

It's always been an empty threat, of course.
At least half the sweater's appeal is that it feels and smells
subtly of Liam even when it's fresh from the wash, and this would
no longer be true if Austin claimed sole custody and never returned
it.

But the gift is still a dizzyingly sweet
gesture, and Austin wears the new sweater now as he makes himself
at home in Liam's space. He climbs the stairs with quick strides,
heading straight for Liam's office at the back of the house. It's
mostly instinct telling him that's where he'll find Liam, but
reason is on his side too. The office is where Liam always goes
when he needs to keep busy. Plenty of paperwork follows him home
from the office on any given day, and he'll be in need of
distraction if he's been waiting for tonight even half as
impatiently as Austin has.

Oh, Austin likes imagining that: Liam waiting
for him, greedy for him, fantasizing about him. Sure enough, when
he reaches the office, he finds the door ajar. A warm sliver of
light stretches invitingly along the dim hallway floor, beckoning
him forward.

The door swings inward silently when Austin
gives it a push, and he steps through with an eager flutter of
anticipation in his stomach. Liam's desk occupies the middle of the
room, and the man himself sits behind it in a tired slump. A
scattering of manila folders and charts have been spread across the
surface next to his laptop, but Liam doesn't look to be focusing on
any of it. His big shoulders are slouched loose and easy, his chin
propped in his hand as his gaze drifts toward the dark window.

He stirs and focuses immediately at Austin's
presence in the door frame, a sweet smile touching the corner of
his mouth. After an extra heartbeat, the smile stretches
delightedly wider, as his eyes dip down—past the leather collar—to
take in the sweater.

Liam closes the laptop and shoves it to the
corner of the massive desk, studying Austin with unconcealed hunger
and affection.

Austin allows himself the same lack of
subtlety. He drinks in the sight of Liam Scott, right here in
person, looking happy and tired and lovely as always. Liam wears a
rumpled suit, his tie undone but still tucked beneath the collar of
a dress shirt he's unbuttoned down to the hollow of his throat. His
big shoulders look impossibly strong beneath the dark gray lines of
the suit jacket. He must have shaved recently, because his usual
closely trimmed beard is just a dusting of silvery stubble across
the powerful line of his jaw.

Austin doesn't experience any twinge of
disappointment at the beard's absence. For one thing, he loves
Liam's face no matter how it's arranged—bearded, stubbled,
clean-shaven—the man possesses the kind of rugged beauty that looks
good under any circumstances. For another, the beard will grow back
in no time. And finally, Austin knows from experience that the
scrape of stubble is just as thrilling, in its own distinct way, as
the rough brush of Liam's beard across his skin.
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