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

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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As July gives way to August—as the summer heat turns heavier and Austin Bautista starts bracing himself for a return to campus—he can't entirely believe Crystal hasn't told anyone about her discovery.

By all rights, she should have ratted them out by now. It seems utterly impossible that she's somehow kept to herself the knowledge that her dad and her best friend have been carrying on a secret affair. Even if she believes Austin's reassurances about his own well-being, she's got every right to be furious. Austin's not sure how he would react in her position, if he found out his dad and his best friend had been sleeping together and lying about it for the better part of two years. But he can imagine at least a fragment of the wrath she must be feeling.

The only explanation he can come up with is that, rage or not, she doesn't want to get her dad in trouble. Liam Scott hasn't done anything illegal—Austin was eighteen when this thing between them started—but that doesn't mean the optics of their affair are particularly defensible. The worst possible assumptions may be dead-ass wrong, but that won't stop people from jumping to conclusions and assuming Liam's been hurting him. That's what Crystal assumed, about her own father. Maybe it makes sense that she hasn't told a soul what she knows.

She hasn't spoken to Austin in the month since she found out. He's pretty sure she hasn't spoken to Liam either, and Austin isn't looking forward to seeing her on campus. His stomach twists with nausea at the thought of looking her in the eye after their last conversation.

Fuck. He's going to have to ghost their entire mutual friend group, whether or not she's told any of them what she learned over the summer. There's no way he'd have any hope of stealing them away from her, even if he wanted to try, and he's sure as hell not going to invite himself to any group activities if there's a chance of Crystal being there.

This sucks. Not quite as much as losing his best friend in the first place—the stubborn, spiraling gap in his heart where she belongs—but this still sucks.

Which makes it disorienting to feel relieved at the same time, that none of his worst-case scenarios have played out. He's lost Crystal, yes. And it breaks his heart despite the self-inflicted inevitability of the thing. But he was also bracing himself for more. For worse. For the possibility of his parents learning the truth, and the nightmare of potential consequences when that happens.

Instead, he and Liam have had the summer unhindered and mostly to themselves. They've been able to make the most of their limited time before the next semester begins.

There's no world in which Austin completely sets aside his worries about Crystal and the future, but being near Liam keeps him steady. Which is why he's pulling into Liam's garage in spite of the fact that they haven't made any plans today. He's not sure until he spots the truck whether Liam will even be home from the office yet, considering the man's unpredictable work schedule. But even once he's sure Liam's here, Austin continues his internal mental exercise of wondering whether he should offer to make dinner.

Austin is mostly useless in the kitchen, but he's been doing his best to change that this summer. Attempting and not entirely failing to cook passable meals, not wanting to take Liam—and Liam's incredible culinary talents—for granted. Liam mostly tolerates his results unless they're truly inedible, offers advice and encouragement along the way, even makes a team effort out of it sometimes. Austin loves him for all these things, even if it does feel like a mountain to climb if he wants to reach any level of proficiency in the kitchen.

He startles to stillness when he steps from the garage into the entry hall.

There are voices carrying from deeper inside the house. Liam's of course, but someone else too. A completely unfamiliar masculine voice, low and gruff, but also easy with humor. A laugh erupts in the same low register a moment later, and Austin's eyebrows rise toward his hairline.

The smart thing to do would be turn around and leave. If Liam has company, Austin should make himself scarce.

But curiosity carries him forward instead, past the stairs and along the front hallway, with steps as quiet as his well-worn shoes will allow. He can always claim he's here to borrow something of Crystal's, if he gets caught sneaking around. Plenty of books up in her room that he could conceivably need for school, and he's gotten good at telling a convincing lie. With this pretext secure in his mind, Austin moves more confidently toward the ebb and flow of voices.

He can't make any real sense of the conversation floating through the house, even once he draws near enough to discern actual words. He's missing too much context. The stranger is saying something about camera equipment and tax write-offs, and getting stopped at customs even though he wasn't doing anything shady this time.

"This time," Liam echoes, and the words ring bright and clear with affection.

A year ago, hearing Liam use that tone with someone else would have ignited irrational jealousy in Austin's gut. It would have tipped him into an anxious spiral, regardless of the proven fact that Liam is a good man, loyal to a fault, who would never fool around behind Austin's back. Infidelity isn't his style.
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