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Austin Bautista is not shy about asking for
what he wants in the bedroom—there's something to be said for being
bold and brash and unapologetic in his desires—but somehow, when it
comes to other arenas, his anxiety always gets the best of him.

When he's alone with Liam Scott, it doesn't
matter who they are. Austin can pretend away the fact that he's
sleeping with his best friend's dad, or at least he can enjoy
himself without getting too wrapped up in his own head about how
complicated everything is. The way Liam looks at him, talks to him,
touches him—it's enough to make everything else disappear. Austin
has never felt so seen.

He's never felt so safe and cherished as he
does held in a circle of powerful arms, or pinned beneath the
sturdy bulk of Liam's body.

Which leaves him helpless to explain why,
during the days and sometimes weeks between, his anxieties leave
him such a mess.

How many times has Liam reassured him that he
enjoys Austin's company? That he wants Austin around? That he will
always make Austin a priority? And hell, how many times has he made
it clear that sometimes—most times—he needs Austin to be the one to
reach out, because Liam Scott is not a man to take anything for
granted?

Rationally, Austin recognizes the necessity
of this. He knows how their affair would look to outside witnesses.
And he understands that Liam is genuinely terrified of pushing him
too far, of taking advantage, of making Austin uncomfortable.

But down in his heart, where he is wrapped up
in so much more than physical attraction, Austin can never entirely
shake his own fears of being a nuisance. The same anxiety that
leaves him an off-balance wreck at social gatherings and school
events, makes him shaky and uncertain about his place in Liam's
life, no matter how thoroughly the man reassures him. It feels like
a contradiction, or maybe hypocrisy, the way he aches for more
while being too terrified to ask for it.

Austin wishes he could coax his birthday to
arrive sooner. Turning nineteen won't actually change anything, but
nineteen is that much closer to twenty. Maybe if Austin were twenty
years old, they wouldn't have to be quite so careful to avoid
getting caught.

Or maybe he's being naive. Wishful thinking
won't make Crystal forgive him when she learns what Austin's been
doing with her dad. Eighteen or twenty, she's still going to be
pissed.

That's a problem for later, though. The more
immediate conundrum is the way Austin's heart races tonight, as he
taps Liam's name on the screen and then holds his phone to his
ear.

Liam answers on the second ring. "Talk to me,
sweetheart."

A pleased shiver runs right through Austin at
the easy warmth in that voice. Liam's graveled baritone is the
stuff of dreams and fantasies, but the way it goes soft for him—and
only him, Austin hopes—is even better.

Austin licks his lips and reminds himself
there's nothing unreasonable about what he wants to ask. It still
takes him several seconds to speak, despite—or perhaps because
of—all the times he's tried to rehearse this in his head. "Hi. I
was wondering if we could… I mean, I know we don't usually…
Um…"

God, he's completely fucking this up. How can
he be so good at asking for sex and so bad at asking for
other things?

"Hey, easy there," Liam murmurs, and Austin
can hear the encouraging smile, picture the corners of his eyes
crinkling. "The answer's probably yes. What do you need?"

It takes everything Austin has not to rush
into hedging that he doesn't need it exactly, because that
would be a lie. He does need this. But he won't get it if he can't
articulate it, so he makes himself inhale slowly and try again.

"I was hoping we might… Can we hang out?
Like. Just spend some time together?" Without the sex, he lets
linger unspoken but hopefully understood. Not because he's tired of
sex—god, he doubts he'll ever stop wanting to have sex with
Liam—but because he is starting to realize that whatever this is,
it's more. Liam is different from all the guys Austin has hooked up
with at school. And for all that things were never going to be
casual between them, something has changed in the past month. This
is a relationship. And Austin needs to figure out what to do with
that.

He needs to know Liam feels it too.

"Of course we can." There's a hint of
something that might be laughter in Liam's answer, but it's too
fond to be at Austin's expense. If anything, a conspiratorial edge
softens the words, and Austin's chest warms with how quickly Liam
agreed.
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