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Christmas at the Bautista house is always a
monstrous affair.

Everything in Austin Bautista's life has
always been right on the edge of spectacle. Comes with the
territory, what with a dad who's a state senator and a mom who's a
federal circuit judge. Hell, that's probably why he's clung so hard
to Crystal—his best friend since kindergarten and the closest he's
ever known to being part of a 'normal' family. Everything about the
Scott household is so sincere and simple and unshakable.

Maybe this is, in some twisted way, part of
his fascination with Liam Scott too. Not that Austin needs to
rationalize his obsession with his best friend's dad. Even if he
could figure out why he's gone on Liam, it wouldn't make the
situation any less fucked up.

And it wouldn't dissuade him in any case.

It's amazing, honestly, how much less
comfortable Austin feels in his own family's house. It's not that
much bigger than Liam's place. Austin still remembers feeling
turned completely around as a kid, the first time Crystal gave him
a tour that ended in a massive home theater in the basement. But
the Scotts' home feels like somewhere people actually live.
It's comfortable, and real, and full of furniture you can put your
feet on without getting yelled at.

The mansion Austin is supposed to call home
is a completely different beast, even absent the debacle that is
the yearly Bautista Holiday Party. The place feels like a display
piece for an architectural magazine. And while Austin would never
admit this to either of his parents, the truth is: he fucking hates
it. The only room he feels truly comfortable in is his
own—everywhere else he ventures more an act of stubborn rebellion
than a matter of being at ease in the space—and even the rooms he
has unofficially claimed for himself are tolerable at best.

Tonight, with the entire ground floor of the
manor decked out in expensive decorations and extra soft lighting,
the place feels even less like home than usual.

The armada of strangers in fancy dress
doesn't help this impression at all. There are easily a hundred
people here, and nearly all of them are the sorts of professional
colleagues that Reuben and Abigail Bautista have a vested interest
in impressing. Or even worse, rich public citizens with the
potential to become investors in political campaigns. And mixed in
among this uncomfortable throng are a small, stressful number of
journalists and photographers, invited as official guests but only
here to report on the goings-on for lifestyle and gossip columns in
the local papers.

Austin loathes it, even as he recognizes the
necessity for all these things. If he had his way, he would skip
this yearly debacle completely. Fuck, he can't wait until he's off
at college and can make excuses about exams or extracurriculars.
Anything to get out of this responsibility that makes him want to
crawl out of his skin every year.

The only thing making this year's
festive nightmare tolerable is the fact that Liam Scott will be
here.

It's not Liam's usual haunt. Austin knows for
a fact his parents always send an invitation, but Liam has never
taken them up on it. Austin doesn't blame him: who in their right
mind would volunteer for this kind of torture?

Crystal usually comes. It behooves her as
Austin's best friend, and she enjoys the opportunity to glam up and
pose for all the cameras, making Austin look good as his supposed
date. But this year Crystal's presence won't be quite the same
buffer as usual. She won't be on Austin's arm the whole night.
She'll be bringing her roommate—who has apparently been her
girlfriend, for long enough that Austin feels guilty about not
knowing when that happened—and for all that she'll definitely still
join him for the requisite photo ops, Austin won't be able to use
her as the far more enthusiastically social shield he's grown
accustomed to relying on.

So Austin did the selfish and completely
impractical thing: he sent Liam a text begging him to accept the
invitation.

And Liam said yes.

Which is, without question, the only reason
Austin has managed to maintain any scrap of sanity through all the
handshakes and bland smiles and small talk that have made up his
night so far. He doesn't know precisely when Liam will arrive.
Crystal and Meg have been here for over an hour, floating in and
out of Austin's orbit, but their presence is nowhere near
distracting enough to slow the wild churning of his restless
thoughts.

He hasn't seen Liam since Thanksgiving. And
while there's no point pretending to himself that he doesn't
have intimate designs tonight, there is also an edge of uncertainty
to accompany Austin's intentions. They've been texting practically
nonstop in the intervening weeks, but every word has been harmless
and superficial. Absolute nonsense compared to all the things
Austin actually wants to ask, but doesn't dare commit to writing
that someone else might see. It's all been easier things to talk
about, topics that wouldn't raise any eyebrows if someone spotted
the thread, beyond maybe wondering why Austin is texting so much
with his best friend's dad.

Fuck. He's texted more with Liam in the past
month than with Crystal. But. Well. In the big scheme of things,
it's not like anything can be more surreal than the
knowledge that he let Liam Scott come down his throat on
Thanksgiving.

Maybe Austin wouldn't be quite so desperate
to get his hands on Liam tonight, if he had somehow figured out how
to invite himself over in the time since. All he knows is, he
better at least get to talk to Liam alone, or he's going to
lose his mind.

Of course, then Austin spots Liam striding
into the gala—wearing a bemused expression and a perfectly tailored
tuxedo—and promptly loses his mind anyway.

God fucking damn it, he knew Liam was going
to look good tonight. Liam always looks good, even in
threadbare old jeans and faded t-shirts. But fucking hell, the
man's big, stocky frame is devastating in the crisp lines of the
black jacket and white shirt, the perfect cut of dark dress pants,
the bow tie at his throat. The glint of silver at his temples and
in his closely trimmed beard looks even more striking alongside all
that sleek black fabric. This isn't fair. And Austin spends a
shivery moment wondering if maybe this was a mistake, because
suddenly he's pretty sure he will fall over and die long before he
gets Liam alone.

The party is a whole different kind of
torture from that point on. He barely gets to exchange a wave and
smile with Liam before getting swept off for another round of
introductions and photo ops. It takes every scrap of imperfect
poise Austin possesses to maintain a facade of friendly, collected
calm as he makes bland observations to the reporter and poses for a
family photo.

It's a goddamn eternity before he finally
gets anywhere near Liam Scott. He feels like an asshole for keeping
him waiting. Even in the reality outside Austin's needy,
overstimulated brain, it's been over half an hour since Liam
arrived. But the man's smile is sincere when Austin finally joins
him at the perimeter of the living-room-turned-ballroom. It's taken
no time at all to find Liam once free of everyone else's
attention, because of course Liam has remained close by. He isn't
here for the party. He's here for Austin. There was no chance of
him wandering off through the wide open ground floor or the heated
patio outside.

There's a glass of something amber in Liam's
hand, and Austin's eyes lock onto it as he asks, "What are you
drinking?"

"Nothing I'm going to share with you,
goddamn underage menace." Liam laughs as he says it, and the look
he gives Austin is full of warm sympathy.

Austin doesn't think he's imagining the spark
of a different sort of heat alongside, and even as he hopes no one
else can see it, he finds himself pushing his luck. "Only underage
for some things."

Liam snorts but otherwise doesn't acknowledge
the volley. "It's a terrible drink anyway. These fancy gig
bartenders, they've always got their overpriced theme drinks, but
heaven forbid you just want a regular goddamn old fashioned." He
takes a sip as if to prove his point, swallowing with a grimace as
he lowers the glass again. "Can't believe I tipped the bastard. I
wouldn't let you taste this travesty even if there weren't
half a dozen photographers running around."

The drink is barely touched, Austin notes,
even as he snickers at Liam's vexation. Liam's always been the type
to nurse a single drink to an almost ridiculous degree, a habit
Austin has noticed through close perusal—but even for Liam this is
a bit extreme—especially considering he's been standing here for
half an hour with no one to talk to.

"I can show you where the waitstaff are
gathering the empty glasses, if you want to ditch it without making
more work for anyone," Austin offers.

"Oh god, please yes," Liam groans. "Put me
out of my misery."

For a blessed while after that, Austin gets
to hover at Liam's side. He's still counting down the minutes until
he can truly sneak away for the night, but with Liam beside
him—lingering together at the periphery of the party instead of
trapped at the center of attention as a necessary accessory to
Abigail and Reuben Bautista—Austin finds the wait more tolerable
than he ever has before. It feels less like he's trying to run down
a relentless clock, and more like he could actually be here to
enjoy himself.

Still, he feels more than a little selfish
for using Liam this way, and he finally blurts, "I'm sorry I made
you come to this stupid party. I knew you would hate it, and I
asked you anyway."

"I don't hate it, Austin," Liam murmurs.
"Relax. Just because it's not my normal scene, doesn't mean I can't
enjoy being here."

"Do you enjoy being here?" Austin
counters, then nearly has a heart attack when Liam gives him a
guarded but unmistakable once-over of roaming eyes.

"I enjoy seeing you."

"Fucking hell, Liam," Austin nearly groans,
dropping his voice so low it'll be a wonder if Liam can hear him.
"You can't just 
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