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

Main 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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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.

Now, on top of all the confidence that comes of knowing exactly where he fits in Liam Scott's life and heart, Austin wears Liam's collar. The soft, narrow strip of leather rests at the base of his throat, a snug reminder of their mutual understanding.

There is still a pang of something covetous in Austin's heart, if he is wholly honest with himself. But it's a harmless thing. A petulant instinct born of wanting to be the center of Liam's focus all the time. He can recognize how ridiculous this feeling is while still acknowledging its existence. And hell, he doesn't think the hint of envy is what's propelling him forward, but rather simple curiosity.

He and Liam can't exactly socialize together under most circumstances. Even when they can, those circumstances are inevitably fraught. But Austin knows Liam's friends. Most of them move in the same circles as Abigail and Reuben Bautista, after all, and Austin has never found a good strategy for avoiding his parents' vast social web.

Whoever this is, it's someone Austin doesn't know. Which means it's someone his parents don't know, or at least don't invite to their parties. So Austin surrenders to the urge to be a sneaky little shit, approaching the main living room quietly so as not to interrupt the conversation—and, more importantly, so as not to draw any attention to himself.

He gets a look at Liam's guest before either man notices Austin's arrival—which means he has several easy seconds to study the stranger's profile. 

The man is a sturdy brunette, handsome in a craggy sailor sort of way. He sports a full beard, dark and thick. His nose sits long and angular beneath a sharp forehead and wide eyebrows, and his hair is so tousled that Austin can't decide if it's styled that way or the man just doesn't care how it looks. He's wearing a black turtleneck that makes him look pretentious, especially considering it's the middle of August, for fuck's sake. And while slouching on a squashy couch makes it difficult to gauge height, he looks like he might be taller than Liam. Not as big, but then, few people can compete with Liam Scott when it comes to bulk and muscle. It's not just a question of Austin himself being a lanky beansprout of a man, or Liam looking huge beside him. Liam is legitimately mountainous, in breadth if not in stature, which leaves this mysterious guest looking downright compact by comparison.

The story about the customs confrontation has passed Austin by during his perusal, but he doesn't care. As soon as he finishes cataloging a visual record of the stranger, his gaze cuts straight to Liam and gets stuck there. Arrested and distracted. Never mind that he's already got Liam committed perfectly to memory; memory can never do the man justice.

Liam Scott is gorgeous. Today especially, he's wearing a blue button-up with the sleeves rolled to the elbows. Austin feels greedy, staring at the way Liam's wide shoulders fill out the shirt, the thick shape of his forearms, the hollow at the base of his throat where the shirt collar gaps open.

Austin realizes only belatedly that the conversation has stopped completely. And when he drags his gaze away from Liam, he finds the stranger watching him with an expression of mild surprise. Austin risks a glance and discovers that yes, Liam is watching him too. Fucking hell. This is mortification on a level Austin has rarely experienced in his twenty years.

"Um," he fumbles, face burning bright red. "Hi. Is... this a bad time?" So much for deftly producing a reasonable pretext for why he is standing uninvited in Liam's house. He needs to get his shit together—needs to figure out how to explain that, actually, he's just here for a book, sorry to interrupt, he'll move right along. Remove himself from the situation and pray Liam can explain away his ogling once Austin retreats.

But Liam doesn't look nearly as perturbed as he should, considering the situation Austin has just put him in. Surprised, yes. But there's no hint of worry in his eyes, as he offers Austin a reassuring smile. "It's fine. Do you want to sit down?"

Austin blinks, startled at this reaction that feels like it belongs in an alternate reality. There's no way Liam's guest knows about Austin, no matter who he is. But he must be someone separate enough from the local social scene for Liam to remain at ease. Someone who either doesn't know to find it strange that Austin is here, or who won't be in any position to talk about what he's seen to anyone who matters.

Either way, if Liam's not panicking, Austin needs to play it cool. Pretend this is all totally normal. Not get all flustered, or fuck up his excuse for being here.

"Sure." He manages to sound almost normal as he rounds the couch, where Liam and guest sit at opposite ends, and claims one of the chairs on the other side of the coffee table. "I have a few minutes before I need to take off again." There. Smooth. Resist the urge to over-explain his presence unless someone asks why he's here. Just let the implication ride, that he has places to be. He's just stopped over briefly. It's none of this dude's business why.

The mischievous twinkle in Liam's eye says he recognizes exactly what Austin is doing, but Austin focuses on not looking frantic as he settles into the tall-backed chair.

He can feel the stranger studying him, and he wonders what impressions he's giving. He's certainly not dressed to impress. Comfortable jeans and a band logo t-shirt, a pair of sneakers that have seen better days, curly hair a mess from driving here with his windows rolled down. And the leather collar around his neck, of course. On the spectrum from wild eccentric to normal college student, Austin's honestly not sure where he falls. He folds his skinny frame up into the chair, and doesn't know what to make of the curious glance the stranger darts at Liam after taking Austin's measure.

Then, raising one eyebrow and holding Liam in a meaningful look, the stranger says, "Not your usual type, my friend. Are you quite certain he is above the age of consent?"

Austin's incredulous heart attack is preempted by Liam's eyes going impossibly wide—a shock too vivid to allow for any possibility they've been talking about him. This leap to the correct conclusion has clearly caught Liam every bit as flat-footed as Austin.

"What the fuck, Grant?" Liam hisses, staring at his friend as though he can will the question back out of existence.

"I'm just looking out for you," the man says without the slightest hint of remorse.

The exchange is too bizarre to be real, and maybe that's why Austin finds himself bristling indignantly when he should be scrambling to redirect this disastrous line of questioning.

Maybe it's why affront makes him blurt, "I'm twenty years old."

It's not a denial. It's not even close. And now Liam is staring at him like Austin has shocked him just as badly as Grant.

Austin's mind catches. Trips. Reels for a second, as too much information catches up with him at once.

"Wait. Your name is Grant?"

"Yes." Instead of demanding a name in return, Grant peers at him as though waiting to see what he will do. Austin's gaze cuts down to the coffee table, where a puffy-looking camera bag sits beside the mugs of coffee. Austin connects this new information with half-forgotten scraps of memory, and a huge smile breaks across his face as he realizes.

"You took those pictures, didn't you?"
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Liam slumps forward and buries his face in his hands. "Jesus fucking hell, you're both monsters."

He is, on some secondary level, relieved that Austin doesn't seem the slightest bit upset by this new revelation. Considering what happened the last time a misunderstanding gave him cause to be jealous, his palpable delight at realizing who Grant is may be unexpected, but it's still the best possible outcome.

But also this is a nightmare of almost comedic proportions. He should have warned Austin to stay away, or kicked Grant out of his house when the afternoon started creeping into the dinner hour, or figured out something else to do that might have kept these two chaos agents from ever setting foot in the same room.

"Pictures?" Grant echoes, mild confusion in both his tone and his face. "I take many pictures."

Liam heaves a defeated sigh and uncurls, slouching into the corner of the couch. "He means the polaroids. The ones from Colorado." Those intimate snapshots are what started Liam and Austin down this path in the first place—a fact that he has zero intention of ever admitting to his friend.

"Ah." Grant gives Austin a brilliant and guileless smile. "Did you like them?"

"God yes." Austin's expression goes wistful, and Liam's chest warms. He knows damn well that Austin finds him attractive—devastatingly so—but there is still something disconcertingly sweet in how obsessed Austin is with Grant's photos. Liam Scott is accustomed to being considered handsome. As he's aged into the silver beard and graying temples, he has gotten more attention with each passing year. But only Austin has ever called him beautiful.

"Well then. You have good taste. Your Liam makes for a striking subject."

Austin blinks, face going guarded so subtly that Liam probably wouldn't have noticed if he weren't always watching Austin so closely. "How do you know he's my Liam?"

"Call it a hunch." Grant shrugs. "And you don't seem inclined to deny it. Can I ask your name?"

"I'm Austin."

"Delighted." Grant leans across the divide, over the coffee table, and offers a handshake that Austin accepts without hesitation.

"Grant," Liam murmurs, finally rousing himself from his frozen incredulity and locking his friend with a sober stare. "I hope we can trust your discretion. Not many people know we're together."

Grant's eyes narrow at this, but the expression speaks more of intrigue than disapproval. "So this is a forbidden understanding. Fair enough. I give you my word, no one will hear of it from me."

"Thank you." Liam breathes easier with this promise between them. He trusts Grant to have his best interests at heart, to protect him, to back his play. Grant has always been a ride-or-die sort of friend, and Liam shouldn't be surprised to find him so reliable and consistent. But it's still a relief to hear the confirmation spoken aloud.

It's also a relief, he realizes with a belated jolt, that someone knows about his connection to Austin and doesn't consider it a crisis. Grant's easy acceptance is unexpected and reassuring. The man may have chaotic boundaries when it comes to questions of love and sex—one of many factors that always prevented their past physical intimacies from deepening into anything like a romantic relationship—but the man's moral compass is uncompromising. If he isn't concerned about the current state of Liam's love life, that's an important data point.

Liam should know better than to be lulled off his guard, but he still nearly knocks over the coffee he's reaching for when Grant turns to Austin and asks, "Would you like me to photograph you as well?"

"Grant!" Liam yanks his hand back from the mug, sparing a glance to make sure Austin looks only stunned and not panicked, before turning a disbelieving glare on his friend.

"What?" Grant blinks at him with all the appearance of genuine confusion. "He's over eighteen. Why should taking some erotic photos be so much more scandalous than the fact that you're sleeping with him in the first place?"

"You cannot be serious," Liam rasps.

"Why not?" Grant turns once more to Austin, still with that bright and guileless aura that the entire world finds so disarming. "Just to be clear, I'm not propositioning you. You're not my type, even if Liam were inclined to share. My suggestion is purely artistic."

"Um," Austin says, and the syllable manages to sound like a question.

"Your artistic vision doesn't change the fact that you just offered to take dirty photos of him!" Liam protests.

"Not dirty." Grant sounds exasperated, as though Liam is the one not making sense here. "Erotic. And if it bothers you so much, there is no need to accept. It's an offer, not a binding contract."

Liam narrows his eyes, then searches out Austin again. The stunned and gawping stare he finds on Austin's face is more than enough to decide him without hesitation.

"Then thank you, but no," he says. The words come out clipped, and he can't decide if he's angry. He probably should be angry. Surely Grant's offer crosses some line that justifies taking offense.

But in his peripheral vision, Grant just shrugs and smiles. "The offer stands. I'm in town for three weeks, and I've already set up a dark room in the flat I'm borrowing. I would be delighted to explore a new subject, even if only for my private portfolio."

The thing Liam does not admit, even once both Austin and Grant have departed after a strange but surprisingly pleasant dinner, is that the offer tempted him. Grant is an incredible photographer, and Liam knows he's not bullshitting when he says the offer isn't a come-on. It really is about the art.

And how many times has Liam wished it were safe to take a picture of Austin, intimate or otherwise, in the almost two years since they first became entangled? How many times has he resisted the urge to reach for his phone, because digital images are simply too accessible, too traceable, too damning? It's not as though buying a film camera would be any safer. A human being needs to develop those photos, and what's Liam going to do? Drive to another state to get a roll of film developed, just so he can have a clumsy still-frame of Austin Bautista that he'll need to keep locked away in a goddamn safe just to be sure no one will stumble across it?

But Grant is an artist. There would be nothing clumsy about the results, with him behind the camera. Even better, Grant would be able to develop the film himself. The photos would inevitably be stunning, and the risk as low as possible. They would still need to be locked safely away from prying eyes, but the extra precautionary steps feel somehow more worthwhile when he imagines doing them for work of Grant's caliber.
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