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As far as Liam Scott is concerned, Austin
Bautista's graduation is a momentous event. Yes, Austin is still
eighteen—and even after his birthday finally arrives, he'll still
be a teenager—but there is a sense of relief in reaching the day of
the ceremony, and watching Austin walk across the stage for his
diploma.

Because now, ill-advised entanglement or not,
Liam is at the very least no longer sleeping with a high-school
student.

He recognizes the hypocrisy in this illusion
of absolution. And he sure as hell doesn't plan on confessing his
thoughts to the young man sharing his bed—though Austin is so
goddamn clever, he'll probably know anyway.

Reuben and Abigail Bautista have gone
predictably overboard in celebrating their only child's graduation
day. They've arranged a reception at their home to follow the
ceremony, on par with some of Abigail's most extravagant charity
galas. No formal dress requirement, but there might as well be.
Everything else is over-the-top ostentation made manifest. The
garden of the enormous Bautista mansion has been arrayed in gauzy
fabric and bright banners. Liam's eyes widen as he steps beneath a
flowering trellis and takes in the massive arrangement of tables
and refreshments, already full of well-dressed people milling about
at their leisure.

Servers meander through the space balancing
champagne flutes on trays, though Liam's confident it's only
sparkling cider on offer. There's no way Reuben or Abigail would
risk putting alcohol in the hands of underage students.

Beside him, taking in the same view, Liam's
daughter gives a wry snort. Crystal is here without her girlfriend,
managing the whirlwind day trip alone since her semester won't end
for another week. Liam has pointedly not asked what classes or exam
reviews she's missing in order to be here. Crystal would move
heaven and earth to attend Austin's graduation—that's what best
friends do, Liam heard her insist, when Austin tried to tell her it
wasn't a big deal—and missing a day of classes was never going to
dissuade her.

"This sure is something," Liam murmurs, as he
follows Crystal farther into the garden. He doesn't recognize most
of the people in attendance. There are a handful of faces he knows
professionally, plus a whole lot of teenagers who look like they're
probably the same age as Austin and Crystal. And the rest of the
guests are a virtual armada of strangers who must move in Reuben
and Abigail's wider circle. He wonders if they're even people
Austin knows.

"Something awful." Crystal's tone is
significantly less diplomatic, but she has the good grace to keep
her voice down as she and Liam loiter at the perimeter of the
party. "Is Austin even here? He must hate this. What the fuck were
Reuben and Abigail thinking?"

Liam doesn't answer, though he can intuit
their intentions easily enough. This farcical publicity stunt of a
celebration is equal parts managing public image on the one hand,
and misunderstanding the depths of Austin's anxiety on the other.
Both Reuben and Abigail have grown so accustomed to living in the
public eye that they simply arrange these extravagant events as a
matter of course. No matter their good intentions—no matter how
much they adore their son and strive to support him—they simply
can't wrap their heads around how much Austin loathes being the
center of attention.

Even before he took up with Austin in more
clandestine ways, Liam always did his best to run interference. To
translate and explain and soothe ruffled feathers, when Austin's
lack of enthusiasm clashed with Reuben and Abigail's best laid
social plans.

None of this bears explaining to Crystal. The
last thing Liam needs is to give his daughter any reason to wonder
at how close he and Austin have grown in the past several
months.

But he also has no desire to jump to Reuben
and Abigail's defense, when he can see with his own eyes just how
far off the mark their efforts have landed.

The sun is still high above the lake,
glinting beyond the garden, and Liam is glad he didn't bother with
a full suit today. He's right on the edge of uncomfortably warm in
just jeans and a button-up shirt, even with all the colorful
swathes of canvas that have been stretched overhead for shade.

The instant Austin steps into the
garden—dressed in an expensive suit and surrounded by a noisy
cluster of theater nerds Liam does recognize—Crystal gives
Liam's shoulder an apologetic squeeze and abandons him, darting
across the grass to join the throng. It's surprisingly difficult
not to follow her. Even in this alarmingly public setting, Liam
finds himself distracted by the pull of Austin's inevitable
gravity.

But he's got no place in that particular
crowd, and so he contents himself with a small wave of
acknowledgment—receives a quick answering smile—and then takes
himself to the nearest refreshment table.

Small talk finds him a dozen times as he
keeps to the perimeter of the garden, doing his best to
surreptitiously people-watch without getting pulled too deep into
conversation. Liam doesn't mind these sorts of gatherings. He deals
with them often enough in his career that they've become second
nature, and hell, this one is more pleasant than most. No one here
is trying to pitch him a shitty crime novel or a film script, and
several of the people who corner him to chat are friends with whom
he willingly socializes.

Still, it's a relief when Austin finally
reaches him—and something like a miracle that they find themselves
far enough from any other guests that they can actually talk.

"How are you holding up?" Liam studies Austin
with an assessing eye, noting the tension in his skinny shoulders
and the measured expression on his face. Austin looks lovely as
ever, his wild curls barely contained by whatever styling product
he's used today, his eyes bright in the aggressive sunlight. Liam
looks downright casual standing beside him, especially after
unbuttoning his sleeves and rolling them up to the elbows. His ego
gives a happy pulse at the way Austin's gaze skims his sturdy
frame, lingering on his broad chest and the unbuttoned hollow of
his throat.
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