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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.
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