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Austin hates Thanksgiving.

He hates the chaos of the whole day, the
complicated process of coordinating a dozen disparate schedules,
the stress everyone brings to preparing an unnecessarily intricate
meal. He hates how useless and unhelpful he feels throughout the
whole chaotic holiday, starting ludicrously early in the morning
when the baking starts, and all the way through to evening when
people begin to argue about what bottle of wine to open next.

But most of all he hates the crowded,
agonizing overstimulation of being surrounded by dozens of people
for an entire goddamn day. Last year there were nearly thirty
guests, not counting all the small children running around. This
year there are supposed to be even more, and Austin pretty much
wants to die.

Austin Bautista, Beloved Son, Dead at
Eighteen From Too Much Holiday Cheer would make for a shitty
epitaph, but it's starting to sound better than all the possible
alternatives.

Maybe it wouldn't be so bad if he could just
excuse himself from all of the preparatory bullshit and show up for
dinner itself, but his mom won't let him off the hook. He can't
bake or cook to save his life, and there's only been one
year in which his presence—for an emergency run to buy
forgotten ingredients—made any kind of positive contribution. But
Abigail Bautista still drags him along and makes him help haul
groceries into Liam Scott's enormous kitchen, where half a dozen
chattering home chefs are already hard at work.

The only silver lining is Liam Scott himself,
and he's not much consolation when Austin won't get to see nearly
as much of the man as he might like. It's not as though Austin has
any plausible excuse to spend the whole day loitering around his
best friend's devastating—and utterly distracting—silver fox of a
dad.

For one thing, Crystal would probably
casually murder Austin if he admitted to the crush he's been
nursing for the better part of a year. She would, at the very
least, smack him upside the head and call him an idiot.

For another, even Austin Bautista, King of
Hopeless Crushes, can't bear to be quite that obvious about his
infatuation. Austin could probably flirt deliberately and Liam
still wouldn't notice, but there are some risks a dude just doesn't
take. Austin has his pride. And even if Liam didn't notice,
in a gathering of thirty-plus people, someone will wonder what's
up. Austin does not need Darcy-from-his-dad's-PR-team to catch him
being a thirsty little brat over a man almost three times his
age.

Or god, even worse, Liam's ex-wife—who will
be attending the festivities for the first time since the
divorce—and who's always been just as disconcertingly observant as
her daughter. Austin knows that's where Crystal gets her uncanny
awareness from, and he has no desire to land on the woman's
radar.

Today, he gets bustled out of the kitchen
even faster than usual. He barely manages to snag a soda and catch
a glimpse of Liam: laughing—bright and loud and gorgeous to the
point it's not goddamn fair—and rolling out pie crust on the
counter.

"Out, darling," Abigail admonishes,
jarring Austin's attention elsewhere. "You're in the way." She says
it gently, giving him a nudge toward the door. Her words draw
Liam's attention from across the room, and the man's smile goes
soft as he meets Austin's eyes, and that's even more unfair than
the laughter.

But Austin can't very well convince the
cluster of very focused people in Liam's kitchen to let him
help—not after he nearly set the crème brûlée on fire when he was
sixteen.

Austin's still salty about that. It's not
like he asked to be given the job that involved a blow
torch. Honestly, he's not sure who thought that was a good idea in
the first place. It couldn't have been his mom: a federal circuit
judge ought to have more common sense than that. Still, as far as
he's concerned, his reputation as a kitchen disaster is pure
slander.

He allows himself to be shooed away, though.
It's not worth the fight, and anyway, much as he yearns to be
useful, even the half-a-dozen guests already at work are more
people than Austin wants to be around at once. He should probably
count his blessings that he has a little extra time to kill alone,
in the familiar expanse of Liam Scott's large house. It would be
better if Crystal were here. She's not welcome in the kitchen
either—though in her case it's because she is actually a
kitchen disaster, and Austin will never let her forget the time she
almost died of smoke inhalation from fucking up mac'n'cheese. They
could keep each other entertained, like any other damn holiday.

But Crystal won't be here for hours yet, just
one more reason it sucks that his best friend graduated high school
and went off to college a year before him. Even worse, she'll be
bringing her roommate along, and Austin's not actually
worried that he's going to lose his best friend to Newer, Fancier,
Best Friend Two-Point-Oh, but… He's not not worried about it
either.

Maybe this is why he can't bring himself to
just settle in a recliner somewhere and read the paperback wedged
in the back pocket of his jeans. He finds himself wandering
instead, even though at this point there really aren't any corners
of the house he doesn't know like the back of his hand. Through the
solarium and the game room and the library at the front. Upstairs
to poke around in Crystal's room, because honestly, she won't mind.
It's practically empty anyway, and that feels so strange he
vacates quickly.

He has no good reason to end up in the guest
room, which hasn't actually had an overnight guest in so long that
it's become a black hole of unsorted books and boxes and photo
albums. There's furniture beneath all the chaos, ostensibly, but
Austin honestly can't see any of it past all the garment bags and
old suitcases and everything else.

It pretty much figures that as soon as he so
much as breathes on anything in the room, he upends a leaning stack
of books.

"Fuck," he mutters. At least the kitchen is
too loud for anyone to have heard the scattering tumble of the mess
he just made. Austin huffs a sigh and drops to his knees,
collecting the books from everywhere they've scattered, including
under the bed. He doesn't know if they were in any particular order
to begin with, so he just focuses on making sure they're in a more
stable pile as he works to restructure the medley of hardcover and
softcover titles.

He freezes when he picks up the last book in
the stack, mouth twisting upward with startled delight.

He knows this book. He owns this book,
albeit in a battered second-hand softcover edition. He tracked it
down at a used bookstore so many years ago that his parents
definitely would not have approved. It's obscene, and kinky, and
exceptionally gay, and Austin has read his copy so many times it's
falling apart.

This is a hardcover, a little dinged around
the edges but in much better shape than his own, and damned if he's
not going to ask Crystal if he can have it by the end of this
torturous dinner party. Just as soon as he finishes giving her shit
for holding out on him when she's got such a gem sitting in this
otherwise boring stack of books.

There's no reason for him to open it. For
fuck's sake, he has the first chapter memorized. But he sits back
on his heels and lifts the cover anyway—

And freezes at the note scrawled in barely
legible blue ink on the title page.

To Liam— Thanks for a good time, you kinky
bastard. Next time I top. —Grant

Austin's heart stutters in his chest, and
suddenly he can hear every rushing beat of his pulse in his ears.
Fuck. As if he didn't have enough of a problem where Liam Scott is
concerned—how is he supposed to take this information and
not spontaneously combust? When was this note written? How
did Austin's usually flawless radar not tell him Liam sleeps
with men?

All of this is enough of a crisis on its own.
But when Austin moves to set the book back down again, his hands
are shaking so hard that a small stack of polaroids slips halfway
out from between the pages.

And god, he shouldn't look. He already
knows he should not look. He's crossing a line just by being
here, just by discovering this thing that Liam clearly doesn't
advertise widely. If Liam Scott were out, Austin would know about
it, and he has no business looking even more closely at what is
sure to be something unforgivably private.

But his grip is shifting anyway, his long
fingers plucking the plasticky edges from between the pages. And
when his eyes alight on the top photo, it's a wonder he doesn't
perish of a heart attack right goddamn there. Liam Scott is looking
straight at him in artful black-and-white, a photo captured by a
sure hand who knows exactly how to use a camera. It's not even an
especially dirty photo—all Austin can see are bare shoulders and a
laughing smile—but there's something so intolerably intimate in the
image. The crinkles at the corners of Liam's eyes, the lazy slouch
of those muscular shoulders, the pillow just within the frame that
makes it clear this photo was taken in bed.

Maybe it wouldn't punch the air out of
Austin's chest quite so hard if Liam looked noticeably younger in
the photo—if he could write this discovery off as youthful
experimentation that has no bearing on the Liam Scott laughing in
the kitchen downstairs. But these photos can't be more than five
years old, which means this—whatever this is—happened since
the divorce. Austin doesn't know anyone named Grant. He's glad he
doesn't. The jealousy is almost enough to wreck him as it is.

And since when does Austin have any goddamn
standing to be jealous over Liam Scott?

He flips through the rest of the photos with
shaky hands. There are five in all, most of them far more
suggestive than the first. Every shot is carelessly artful, a
perfect balance of light and shadow, and Austin's breath is turning
shallow as he takes in these unauthorized glimpses of Liam's bare
chest, his muscular arms, his gorgeous backside.

In every single photo Liam is laughing or
smiling, and there's nothing staged about the expression. These are
candid shots, and Austin feels like he's right there in the
moment—like he can feel Liam's amusement, humoring whoever
captured these photos but refusing to take the exercise
seriously.

Austin shoves the pictures back inside the
book and wedges the whole thing under the edge of a bureau—not
wanting anyone to see it on top of the stack and know what he's
done. He knows he's being ridiculous. No one will notice. Certainly
no one will call him in particular out. And yet he feels
like he's just stepped so far out of line that everyone downstairs
is going to be able to see the transgression written across his
face.

It takes him a very long time to creep out of
the impromptu storage room. Not because he's rattled, but because
it takes him several endless minutes to will his libido to calm the
fuck down. By the time he gets downstairs, Liam has emerged from
the kitchen to fuss with the massive dining room setup, multiple
tables crammed in at carefully optimized angles. Austin hovers in
the open door frame, self-conscious silence thrumming through him
as he watches Liam work. He finds it impossible to stop staring,
even knowing that Liam will turn around any second and see him.

Liam's always been gorgeous. It's why
Austin's had a problem for so god damn long that it's a wonder
Crystal hasn't caught on. His hair is buzzed shorter than usual
today, his silver beard closely trimmed, and he moves with stocky,
efficient movements that make it impossible to ignore the way his
muscles bunch beneath the rolled-up sleeves of his button-up
shirt.

Austin has imagined so many times what it
might feel like to have that big, powerful body on top of him. For
all the jocks he's hooked up with—and there have been more than
even Crystal knows—not one of those encounters has ever made him
quite as horny as Liam Scott does just by existing.

"You okay?" Liam asks, startling Austin out
of his own head.

Fuck. How badly was he staring? He meets
Liam's eyes and finds a strange look there—a curious intensity that
makes him worry he's fucked up and shown his hand—but at the same
time, Liam doesn't look offended.

"Yeah," Austin says. Then makes himself step
into the room and approach. It would look weird as hell for him to
keep his distance, when normally—despite his best efforts not to
show his crush—he takes every excuse to put himself in Liam's
orbit. "Can I help?"

"Sure." Liam's rough baritone soothes the
worst of Austin's anxiety, and he hands over a stack of plates, his
other palm settling briefly at the small of Austin's back to nudge
him toward the kids' table. "Should be nine kids this year, but set
a tenth spot just in case. Better to clear out an unnecessary
setting than scramble to make room."

Austin shivers and—for just a single guilty
second—leans into the touch. But when he spares a flushed glance
toward Liam after, the man is already at work with another stack of
plates, apparently oblivious.

It's easier to keep busy after that, even
though Austin still isn't allowed anywhere near the kitchen. People
start arriving, guests snacking on a mind-boggling array of hors
d'oeuvres since 'dinner' won't begin until three. Austin does his
best to navigate the growing crowd. He chats with the people who
haven't seen him for months or even years, and makes polite small
talk with new faces he's never met before. Through it all he is
perpetually aware of Liam's location, even though—as always—Liam
does a remarkable job of fading into the background, while this
enormous and ever-growing party unfolds in his home.

The ceaseless buzz of social energy is
exactly as overwhelming as Austin anticipated—exactly the same
flavor of too much as it is every year—but he knew what to
expect, and he navigates it well enough. Especially once Crystal
arrives to help distract him and run interference—and god, she's
such a good friend. Austin feels like an asshole for being such a
randy disaster over her dad.

He keeps his shit together all the way
through dinner and dessert, but this doesn't signal any kind of end
to the ordeal. As the noisy crowd disperses—some people outside for
a smoke, some to the kitchen to clean up, others to the game room
to play god-knows-what variant of poker or pool or checkers—Austin
hits his limit so suddenly he thinks he might scream.

Crystal and her roommate are gone—had to
leave for campus before it got too late to drive the three-hour
stretch—and Austin's own parents are utterly distracted. Abigail is
surrounded by a cluster of women wearing gowns far too elegant for
the occasion, her own outfit the perfect balance of graceful
extravagance and comfortable couture. Reuben Bautista keeps
excusing himself from one group, only to be surrounded within
seconds by another completely different crowd desperate for his
attention. Neither of them has so much as glanced around the room
in search of Austin since well before dinner.

Which leaves Austin alone amid a sea of Too
Many People.

He's already decided to make his escape
upstairs, even if it means hiding in the creepy emptiness of
Crystal's bedroom, when Liam appears at his elbow and murmurs, "You
can squirrel away in my office, if it'll help."

Austin turns his head and finds Liam standing
almost too close, an expression of comprehension and sympathy
softening his lovely eyes.

"You sure you don't mind?" Austin asks. Then,
because he feels silly for second-guessing a sincere offer, tries
for a humorous tone and adds, "What if you need somewhere to
hide?"

Liam chuckles, and the warm baritone rumbles
over Austin's skin like a caress. Fuck. The last damn thing
he needed was to find this man even more distracting. How is he
going to make it through the rest of the evening without doing or
saying something to mortify himself?

Well. Step one is certainly removing himself
from the situation, and he already knows he's going to accept
Liam's offer.

"Go on." Liam's hand presses warm between his
shoulder blades, and god how Austin wishes he could read anything
remotely inappropriate into the touch. "I'll cover for you."

"Thanks," Austin breathes, and darts away
before the hot rush of gratitude can overwhelm him.

He deftly dodges conversations on his way to
the stairs. By the time he reaches the second-floor landing, he's
already breathing easier.

Of course, he sabotages his own efforts to
calm down by stopping in the storage chaos of the guest room. It's
with an incredulous and horrified sense of being outside his own
body that he finds himself ducking inside, collecting the book from
its hiding place beneath the bureau. Fuck. He cannot justify this.
He's being a Grade-A creep. And yet he can't seem to put the book
down, as he backs out of the room and moves further down the hall,
toward Liam's office at the opposite end of the house.
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Liam wishes—desperately and earnestly—that it
were only polite concern driving him to check on Austin Bautista as
the evening extends.

There's no second meal to attend to. Having a
truly massive feast that spans from three until almost five o'clock
generally makes for a sedate evening of mingling into the small
hours, and Liam has always enjoyed the strange and flexible
structure of the day. Already the families with younger children
and the folks with other obligations have departed for the evening.
Even Crystal already said goodbye, and it was all Liam could do to
soothe the guilty look in her eye at having to take off so
early.
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