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Chapter One

Next Door

In most cases, hearing that your next-door neighbors of ten years were getting divorced elicited either indifference—if you weren’t close to them—or sympathy—if you were. Most people, even if they knew the match had been strained for years, nodded somberly upon hearing the news, maybe muttering under their breath that they’d seen it coming. In rare circumstances, relief to see a toxic relationship finally end accompanied the news. Still, no matter which of these emotions the news sprouted within someone, they didn’t usually fist pump the air elatedly upon reading the ill-tidings through a text message.

Liam Carr committed such an act—six raucous punches over his head—upon reading his mother’s message on December 4th. The divorce between Tess and Douglas Levine was finalized. And right before he headed home from his first semester of college. Christmas could come early.

For any of his other neighbors, he would have commiserated for the end of a decade-long relationship. Really. But this one… this one he celebrated. Wholeheartedly and unabashedly, confusing his roommate as he went around grinning ear-to-ear during finals week, he celebrated. His Human Anatomy and Physiology I professor could have slammed his finals paper on homeostasis and the importance of organ systems as complete intellectual sewage, and Liam still would have spent the drive home singing boisterously alongside the radio blaring through his car.

For a seventy-thirty split of selfless to selfish reasons, he figured he was still in the clear to face Tess once he made it back. On the selfless side, Douglas was an utter jackass. A man of dark glares and irate temperament, Liam had seen little of the man growing up, and what little he saw didn’t lead him to pity the sparseness of their interactions.

He was an overworked actuary for a major accounting firm, or so Liam thought he remembered. For all the time he spent evaluating and assessing the risks and likelihoods of the future for his company’s business decisions, Liam wondered if he’d foreseen the end of his marriage coming. If he had, had he weighed his prospects for the future and decided that letting it end would be for the best?

If he had, he was the biggest fool of all time.

Liam couldn’t fathom how Tess, who was practically an angel, had ever let the unpleasant scowl of a man slip a ring onto her finger. As curious as he was, he didn’t imagine it was a question he should ask until a healthy burden of time separated her from the freshness of the divorce. Ten days probably wasn’t long enough.

As he reached familiar neighborhood streets, his car hummed with the boisterous work of the hot air flooding its compartment. With it well past six o’clock at the end of his journey, darkness would have swathed the houses in its clutches if not for the Christmas lights stabbing colorful light into the night. Frost glistened on the grass, turning lawns pallid blue-white. Liam wondered if he’d see any snow over the break. So long as it didn’t bury him indoors like a nasty blizzard had two winters ago, he wouldn’t mind waking up to a winter wonderland.

Taking the slope down into his neighborhood carefully, unsure if his car beams had seen ice on the asphalt, he turned off the road for his street after it flattened. Curving along the street he’d grown up on, he looked from side to side as he eked toward 4401 Cherry Lane.

He saw Ernest’s lonely haunt, where the physicist cloistered within had left his home as one of the few untouched by holiday decorations. A few more down, he passed Clint’s family home, where memories of roasted chestnuts and toasty glazed hams filled his nostrils with their delectable scents. As an adolescent, he’d spent more Christmases there than in his own home just six houses down.

His house appeared in view on his right. Unsurprisingly, though not due to any lack of holiday spirit, it was one of the few dark splotches on an otherwise colorful street. The houses to either side radiated bright and colorful, with Gary sticking enough lights and decorations on and around his large home to give Clark Griswald a run for his money. By comparison, Tess edged in the middle of blindingly overdone and completely devoid.

I wonder if she put them all up herself, Liam thought as he turned into his driveway. His was the only car there, as it would likely be throughout the entirety of his winter vacation.

His parents, dentists both, hadn’t meant to have a second son sixteen years after having their first—their last, according to their doctor, who’d told his mother she was lucky to have borne even one child. With the man retired years before his unexpected conception, Liam’s parents had sent him a droll family picture when his mom was in her third trimester.

Throughout his childhood, he knew it’d pained them to put their world-traveling plans, one they’d formed even before they’d had Charlie, his older brother, on hold to raise their unanticipated second child. Already nearly fifty when he was born, he had no complaints about the love and attention he’d received from them. He didn’t begrudge them for their desire to travel either.

Once he’d turned thirteen, mainly because he had several neighbors happy to look after him, they’d spent more and more months in the summer and around the holidays off in Rome or Hong Kong or Sydney. They were carousing through Denmark currently, probably skiing on slopes or staying warm by the fire in a wooden cabin surrounded by snow. Liam knew he’d find plenty of pictures of their trip on the fridge when they finally made it home.

Once he’d parked in his driveway, Liam prepared for the hectic sprint through the cold, one he’d need to make at least a few times to get his clothes, laptop, and other effects all indoors. Finding his winter coat in the backseat and donning it, after which he retrieved a duffel bag full of clothes and the backpack that his laptop and various electronic cords sat in, he shivered in advance, body anticipating the sharp chill awaiting him. It was all of twenty steps between his front door and where he’d parked his car, so he shouldn’t need to spend too long dashing through the cold. Thrusting the door open, no longer swaddled by the heat his car had put out during the drive, he made the first one.

Electing to hurry through the grass, unsure if there’d be any ice ready to make a fool of him on the concrete path leading to his front door as he was, it crunched noisily beneath his shoes. Careful when he needed to leave it so he could step onto his porch and fiddle with his keys to gain entrance inside, he shivered as the cold seeped through his uncovered ears with wicked glee. White clouds puffing in front of his face, he found the key, inserted it, and shoved his way indoors.

Brrr.

Shaking his body as if he could banish the frigid cold like a dog freshly emerged from its bath shaking off water, he set his things down in the foyer, flipped on his porch lights, and readmitted himself to its unpleasant touch. Grabbing his rolled-up comforter and one of his pillows, he tromped loudly through the grass, making it back inside and groaning under his breath about the cold. All that remained was his tv, which he now regretted having brought home with him. No one else would share the house with him this winter break, and there were televisions aplenty in it.

In complete dissimilitude from his parents, his older brother, an English teacher who lived and taught in South Korea, hated flying. It was something of a minor miracle—primarily due to his then-fiancé’s insistence—that he’d ever made it to the peninsula and met her family. And, well, he’d seemingly been more than happy to stay there. Liam couldn’t remember the last time he’d come to visit; it was almost uniformly the other way around, not that he’d minded visiting Seoul every year or two. Besides, with sixteen years of separation between their births, he’d been off to college by the time Liam was learning his first words. Their relationship was cordial, but they were hardly close.

Alright, once more into the breach, he told himself. Rubbing the arms of his jacket, he propelled himself back into the frost and darkness, looking to reclaim his tv, make it back inside, and forget all about the cold when he cranked the house’s heating—currently sitting at an unpleasant 66 ever since his parents’ departure last weekend—up to 72 degrees.

He was confident they’d have left the house well-stocked, so he wouldn’t need to worry about heading back out for food for a week or so.

As he scraped through his car’s backseats and grasped cold plastic, he hefted his wide but thin tv. Pulling it free, he nudged his car door shut with his hip and fumbled for his keys to lock the door. Fumbled—and then dropped. He swore under his breath as they clinked loudly on the driveway, then crouched, holding his tv awkwardly under his left arm, and scraped his fingertips over the concrete as he swept them up.

“Hi, Liam,” a silvery voice warmly said. “Do you need any help?”

His eyes shot up, fingers clutching his keys tightly. There, standing a handful of paces away, he saw a woman. She was bathed on one side by the meager light of his porch lights, what little of it extended this far. What the darkness kept from him, vivid memories of her indelible beauty more than filled in the blanks.

She was a walking paradox. As benevolent and considerate as an angel but as astonishingly beguiling as a succubus, he oscillated like a pinball hitting every bumper between adoring her for her warmth and lusting over her for her irresistible allure. She enticed every part of him each time she entered his mind, let alone his field of view.

Kneeling in the dark and freezing cold, it remained an emphatic truth.

“No, I’m good!” He hastily jumped to his feet as if he was spring-loaded. “But thank you!” he quickly added.

Hard to see as it was in the dark, he spotted the curving beginning of a smile. It was the first he’d seen since he’d come home during Thanksgiving, where they’d chatted only half as much as he’d hoped. Every second near her was an iota of bliss stolen straight from heaven.

Seventy-thirty. Seventy percent of it was selfless: Tess deserved better. Thirty percent of it was undeniably selfish: he wanted her more than he’d ever wanted anything. Impossible as it was, he couldn’t resist fantasizing about a reality where her startlingly poignant blue eyes lingered on him. He’d spent much of the car ride home indulging in one such fantasy.

“That’s…good.” Tess drew in a shuddering breath, slender arms wrapping around her body as she tried to shake some warmth back into it. “This might be the coldest day of the year so far. I’m not made for this kind of weather.”

Nor was she dressed for it. Departing whatever task she’d been enjoying in the warmth of her home upon noticing he’d pulled into his driveway, she’d only thrown a light sweater over her top and some fluffy house shoes on before coming out to offer her angelic aid. Neither the sweater nor her fleece leggings—something he’d never seen her wear before today—could hide her astonishing figure.

She was of medium height and possessed a beguiling hourglass figure that had titillated him from the moment he’d hit puberty. She had prominent, shapely breasts, though she rarely wore blouses or dresses that showed any cleavage. Though she wasn’t much of a pool-goer, he had a few precious memories over the years of when she’d come up to the neighborhood pool in a modest bikini. He knew he wasn’t alone in that sentiment.

“Yeah, I’m about to crank up my heater like crazy,” Liam said, resisting an urge to drop his gaze and make as many memories of her lithe, shapely legs wrapped in leggings as he could before they parted. As much as his rampaging libido tried to coax him into giving in, he always felt terrible about leering at her. She’d draped him in her warmth since the moment they’d met; it was so, so wrong for him to lust over her as he did.

“Did your parents leave it low when they left last week?”

He nodded. “It’s not much warmer in there than it is out here.”

Tess shivered again. “It might take a little while for your house to heat up, then.” She paused, but only briefly. “If you’d like, you could warm yourself a door over while that happens. I could make some hot chocolate, too.”

Either the cold had seeped into his brain, and he was a goner, or… Tess had just invited him over. Which was a rarer happening than witnessing her in a bikini.

Liam’s memory of their encounters almost exclusively occurred outdoors. Whether gardening or going for one of her daily jogs, or when one of them drove to or from their respective home while the other was outside, they’d always chatted for a while. In recent years, one daily jog had turned into two, and her horticultural interests had also seemed to expand. Burdened with an understanding of her rocky marriage, he knew now why she’d spent so much time outdoors.

Thus, he'd rarely intruded upon her hospitality, especially given that a glancing eye catch of Douglas was more of him than Liam ever wanted to see. Chewing on his thoughts, he found he couldn’t remember the last time he had. Maybe… after his graduation? No, she’d come over to congratulate him.

“Liam?”

Her question zapped him out of his musing. Barring divine intervention—and it’d better be a doozy, not just a swarm of locusts or a storm of blood—there was only one answer he would have ever given her.

“Yeah, I’d love that.”

How much he’d love it, he kept to himself. The smile Tess favored him with scoured the cold from his body long before her heater could.


Chapter Two

An Ethical Debate

After chucking—almost literally—his tv in with the rest of his luggage, he slammed his door shut and sprinted through the cold one more time. This one time, he didn’t mind it in the slightest. She could have lived four blocks away, and he’d still have come on foot if he had to.

Taking the barest second to calm his nerves, though nothing but death could have stilled his racing heart, he grabbed her door handle and let himself in—like she’d told him to do.

The same architect had built both homes, and there were similarities aplenty in just the first few steps, yet Liam felt as if he’d arrived somewhere alien and unknown. When was the last time he’d visited? The nagging question had returned, and he knew he wouldn’t be rid of it until he supplied the correct answer.

“It’s almost ready, but just make yourself at home until then!” Tess called from her kitchen, having heard his entry.

Stopping to take off his shoes and hang his coat in the entryway, he followed the sound of her earlier shout. She kept a tidy house, but he couldn’t help but notice all the empty spots on shelves and end tables where he suspected photographs had once sat. Tidy as it might be, a peculiar melancholy draped itself like a thick fog within the house. He wondered how long the gloom had been here… and how long it might linger.

“Welcome, Liam,” Tess said as he arrived at her orderly kitchen. She banished the melancholy attached to him like spiderwebs with just a radiant smile. “Here you are.”

He accepted the steaming hot mug she offered; it stung the cold laced to his fingertips. While his body absorbed its heat relievedly, he gently blew on the liquid’s surface. Tess did the same with her mug.

Here, where the light shined bright, he could adequately perceive her stunning beauty without needing the help of memory. Her brunette hair flowed in gentle waves until its tide brushed upon her shoulders, which put it at half the length he’d seen her wearing the past summer. By all accounts, it suited her, framing the delicate pronouncements of her cheeks, flowing by her fair skin, and drawing him in again for another plunge into two deep blue whirlpools.

He wanted to say as much, but he found his stomach roiling. His courage diminished, and he left the compliment about her new hairstyle to die in the dark.

Tess took the first test of her brew. She smiled. “It may be a touch conceited, but it’s quite good.”

Liam sipped from his mug. Warm cocoa delighted his tongue, and he quickly agreed with a nod. Tess’s smile widened.

“Do you want to move to the couch so we can sit down?” she asked, beckoning toward her adjoining living room.

“Sure.”

He followed her like the disturbed water left in a ship’s wake. Less than a second after she passed him, he realized he should have gone first. This time, his defenses faltered. And once the line broke in one place, its total collapse was all but guaranteed.

His gaze zoomed toward Tess’s shapely butt in the same way that a taut workout band snapped back together once its tension was released. He blamed the cold’s adverse effect on his mental fortitude, the agonizing length of time since he last saw her, and her leggings. Most of all, the leggings. Wow, those leggings.

Her sweater dropped only enough to tantalize him. With every step she took, it bounced enough that her entire firm butt—the jaw-dropping kind that required more than just jogging to create—prominently displayed itself. Her toned calves and thighs, flexing slightly as she strode ahead, supported that idea further.

Blood swarmed his groin, and Liam blanched. Shame pricked him like a thousand hot needles. She’d invited him over to warm up, not so he could ogle her. Gritting his teeth, he yanked his gaze from her alluring lower half and swore he wouldn’t leer at her again. Admonishing himself for his inappropriate thoughts, he lagged behind her.

Settling into a long couch facing a mounted tv over her fireplace mantelpiece, she smiled and waved him over. Smothering his forbidden desires, he focused on becoming a consummate neighbor—the kind who could get invited over again in the future, not slapped on the face for his lewdness and banished forever.

“Was the drive home okay?” Tess asked as he sat down. He’d left an entire cushion between them.

“Yeah, it was nothing special. The ride’s only about an hour and a half. I probably should have left earlier and beat the cold and the dark, though.”

“And how was your first semester?”

Liam shrugged. “It’s been fine. My grades are good, and I’ve made some friends. I’m still figuring out what I want to major in,” he added, recognizing that he was offering the dullest, most stereotypical spiel of all time.

Tess must have recognized that too, but she smiled all the same. “Do you have any idea what you’re looking to become?”

This time, he scrounged together what he hoped was a more conversational response.

“I know I don’t want to be a dentist,” he said mirthfully. “Not that Mom or Dad ever tried to push it on me. I’ve been trying to cast a wide net with my classes. I took an anatomy and physiology class that I really liked.”

Tess listened with diligent attentiveness like she always did when they talked. He’d always found her easy to talk to; she treated whatever he had to say with the utmost respect and interest, even when he’d been a kid. When she talked back, she regularly astounded him with her nuanced opinions and objectiveness—which made sense given her career path.

“Any humanities classes in your lineup?” she asked. “Ethics?”

He shook his head. “None this year. I am planning to take at least one or two, I promise.”

After putting down her cup, Tess pulled her leg onto the couch and turned her body to face him directly. Still smiling, she folded her arms beneath her breasts, portraying playful umbrage.

“That makes me more perturbed, not less—because I won’t be the one teaching you when you take those classes.”

“I know… and I’m sure I’d have loved your classes, but I just didn’t feel like I’d do very well at Bellmore—if I even got in.”

His diffidence yielded a flat look as a response. “Liam, your mom shared your SAT scores with me. You would have gotten in. I’m certain you’d have thrived, too.”

“Maybe,” he said, remaining evasive.

As the local choice, Bellmore College stood as a bastion of elite higher education. Data scientists, anthropologists, and, yes, actuaries emerged from its graduating class in the dozens each year. It would have been the perfect place to apply if he’d known he wanted to pursue a career in a field like that. Tess was right: his test scores could have gotten him in.

But Bellmore College was the college equivalent of a king cobra. You didn’t go near it unless you knew exactly what the fuck you were doing.

By comparison, while Perrymont was no garter snake, it was far less likely to leave him suffering from severe necrosis and descending paralysis.

“You would have,” Tess repeated, but she let the topic drift away from the island that was his education.

They talked for nearly forty-five minutes about all manner of mundane topics, from his parents’ current trip to Europe to Tess’s recent foray into yoga. She’d summed it up as a “mentally refreshing” winter alternative to her gardening, which was her usual avenue of stress relief.

After wringing those topics for all they were worth, he searched desperately for a new one to keep their conversation flowing. He didn’t want their time together to end.

It was the longest Liam could remember them talking one-on-one in over a year. For the past eighteen months or so, she’d carried a despondent pall over her head whenever he saw her. It’d choked the vibrancy out of her eyes, scarring her expression with unending dourness. She’d hidden it away whenever she noticed him. Still, in those lonely moments, when she was gardening and stopped long enough for her gaze to drop and her body to remain motionless for sometimes up to a minute, he saw how much anguish she must have been carrying.

“How are you doing, Tess?” He asked the question without meaning to; it simply shuffled off his tongue.

Neither shock nor displeasure appeared on the gorgeous woman’s face. She didn’t smile, but she didn’t frown. Nor could he tell if she were collecting her thoughts or mired in unpleasant memories that he’d drummed up with his directness. Beginning to worry, he frantically scrounged for another topic starter.

“I am doing all right,” she said faintly, emotion gathering within her eyes like a slowly draining whirlpool. “It’s been a mixed bag, though the good far outweighs the bad. There’s still a lot I’m processing, even months after the decision.”

“That’s… good,” Liam said awkwardly. “Sorry for taking the conversation there.”

Tess smiled softly. “Don’t apologize. Your concern means a lot, and it’s helpful for me when I talk about it.”

This time, the immediacy of his reply didn’t catch him off guard.

“Then will you talk about it with me?”

Her smile remained. “Your consideration is noted and greatly appreciated, but I don’t want to bog your return home down with my sob story.”

He shook his head ferociously. “There’s nothing else I’d rather be doing than this. If I can help you feel even a little bit better, I’d gladly stay for hours.”

He announced it so boldly that he almost blushed, but he pummeled his body’s flare of heat back inside, disallowing it from even a minor appearance on his face. He maintained a focused, steady expression, holding Tess’s gaze so she could see he meant every word. After a few moments spent absorbing the ferventness of his feelings, her smile evolved.

“I am so agitated that you won’t be in one of my classes,” she said again. “You would have been my favorite student.”

“Maybe, maybe not,” he replied, bolstered by her response to his earnestness. “It could be a roommates-as-best-friends situation where you find you can’t stand the kind of student I am. You only know me as a caring, attentive, and amazing next-door neighbor.”

“Oh, is that all?” Tess settled more comfortably on the couch, laying her cheek on one arm as she smiled at him. “How is it I’m remembered, then?”

Flowing forward on a rare spurt of confidence, he answered, “As the most compassionate, wonderful, and elegant neighbor anyone could ask for.”

Tess’s eyes flashed with each compliment, and her expression broadened into as radiant a smile he could remember her showing him. His heart leaped into the stratosphere as if launched by a cannon.

“Elegant, am I? I haven’t heard that word to describe me in quite some time,” she teased.

“Is that not how everyone talks all the time at Bellmore?”

Tess rolled her eyes and hid her smile behind the back of her hand. “Only when they think it’ll impress whomever they’re trying to show off in front of.”

Caught red-handed, he finally blushed. While steam poured out of his ears, Tess closed the gap between them. She patted him on his forearm.

“I didn’t say it didn’t work,” she clarified mirthfully. “And… I would like to take you up on your offer, assuming I’m still able to.”

“Of course,” he immediately said.

Tess glanced toward her mantelpiece at one of the spots where he’d noticed a vacant spot. “As I said, it’s been a mixed bag. I suspect it’s the same for all but the worst marriages. Much of it stems from a belief I developed in my twenties, in which I began to assume I would never marry. Pursuing my doctorate consumed most of my twenties; relationships were tertiary to my lifestyle. I was—I remain—a driven individual.

“Perhaps I rushed into my marriage. I think I could say the same from Douglas’s perspective. We met after a friend of mine set us up on a blind date, enjoyed the other’s mind and ambition, and decided we’d make good partners because of it. I do wonder if we might have had a decent friendship, or at least a cordial acquaintanceship, if we’d kept romance out of our relationship.”

She paused, chewing on the corner of her lower lip, seemingly trapped in a spiral of thoughts that he could only wonder how many times it’d clutched her in the past several years. Her mouth eventually formed a frown as she realized she’d grown silent.

“My apologies,” she said.

“It’s all right,” he told her, meaning it. “It can’t have been easy, leaving a ten-year marriage.”

“It certainly wasn’t, though it’s the lesser of my regrets to having forfeited several years of my life in a loveless, passionless marriage. As I said, my relief to be free of Douglas far outweighs my regret that we couldn’t make things work.” She breathed in deeply. “I’ve had my time to process everything. I have been happier these past few months than I have been in a long time.” She smiled as if to prove it. “I aim to concentrate on the future rather than lamenting the past. It’s the best thing for all parties involved.”

Liam nodded. Questions still burbled within his mind like a frenetic stream passing over rocks, primarily about what had finally caused her to realize that Douglas was a colossal ass, but he forced himself to ignore their presence and keep flowing onward. Sating his curiosity wasn’t worth forcing Tess to relive more painful memories. If she was ready to move on, then all the better. He basically said as much.

“I’m glad to hear that, and I really hope it will be for the best.”

“Even for Douglas?” Tess asked, swapping from serious to teasing in a split second.

“Even… for… Douglas,” he said through gritted teeth.

Tess’s smile fermented into a vibrant grin. “You hesitated there. A lot.”

“Yeah, because I can’t stand the guy.”

Her smile lasted. “Well, we won’t talk about him anymore.” She patted him on the arm again before another silence arrived. However, two noteworthy differences caught his eye.

The truncated length of this silence proved to be the lesser of the two differences. It lasted only a few moments, long enough to notice but not long enough for him to begin to worry. The greater of the differences ensured that he didn’t fret.

A gleam, like spotting a flare light up at the end of a dark tunnel, seized his full attention. With it so far off in the distance, he couldn’t make out the details of what surrounded it, only the sudden burst of pyrotechnics. However, it massively piqued his curiosity. So did Tess’s next statement.

“This whole dreadful situation has provided some very tactile experience for the education I provide my students. Both in the proceedings of a divorce for a woman and the aftermath.”

Liam raised an eyebrow. “You plan to share what you went through with your students?”

“I’m considering it for future classes. I do prefer to maintain a level of personal distance from them as their professor, especially given my gender. However, there are components of my experiences that I feel better capable of teaching, even if I ultimately don’t elect to share that they are, in fact, my experiences. Specifically for my sexual ethics class, this upcoming semester is well-timed with my divorce’s completion. I am now a newly divorced woman in her early forties. There is an opportunity for all manner of ethical debates involving such a topic.”

“Really?” he asked, though he could easily imagine a few viable topics. “Like what?”

Typically, a flare lasted for its allotted time, growing no brighter or dimmer during its lifespan. Yet, he watched breathlessly as the light painting the distant end of the tunnel suddenly burst with new and enhanced vigor, as if seeking to illuminate enough of it for him to make out the details of what awaited him there. Focusing his attention hastily, he tried to make out the newly revealed thoughts shimmering within Tess’s eyes.

Only for the vilest, most insufferable, most wretched noise to cause her to submerge the flare into a nearby water basin. As her eyes flew toward her entryway, Liam clenched his jaw tight enough to crunch gravel between his teeth.

Somehow, someway, he knew he’d potentially missed a significant opportunity.

All because of a doorbell ringing.


Chapter Three

Ice

With their strange and uncertain moment severed by the accursed ringing of Tess’s doorbell, Liam swallowed an audible groan. Tess had twisted her upper half to look toward the path leading to her doorway, allowing him only to see one side of her gorgeous face. Yet, he thought he saw an aggravated flex in her jaw. After a moment, when she spun back around to get up from her couch, she appeared back in control of her expression, which she’d parked firmly in neutral.

“That’ll be Victoria,” Tess said. “I’ll be right back.”

Still mildly stupefied by the events moments before, he nodded dumbly as she trotted out of the room. Seconds later, he heard her door click open, Tess welcoming her apparently expected guest, and Victoria’s response. The door shut, their conversation continued, and Liam waited for their footsteps to bring them back toward him.

Tess appeared first, leading the way with softer, shoeless footsteps. Peculiarly, she seemed pensive as she rejoined him in the living room. Liam didn’t have much time to dwell on it, though he would later that night. Only a step behind, a woman in brown leather ankle boots entered the room. She then became aware of him. And frowned.

From the moment he’d met her, he’d assumed that Tess would vastly outshine any woman who dared stand beside her. It was like comparing the pinprick of light squeezed out of a penlight to a floodlight pouring out waves of blinding radiance beside it. No one bothered comparing those two things because there was no comparison possible.

For the first time in his life, unaware that he’d meet two more worthy options before the week was up, he found a comparison was due.

Tess was an angel descended from the heavens; no one could convince him otherwise. Meanwhile, her friend looked more like a Black Widow type…or whomever Angelina Jolie had played in Wanted.

Huh, I can’t believe I remember that movie, Liam thought.

He also remembered that her character had killed a lot of people in that movie. Which, if Tess’s friend were so inclined, might give him a reason to worry. For she looked none too pleased by his presence on Tess’s couch.

“Victoria, this is Liam,” Tess said, providing a subtle but noticed elbow bump into her friend’s side upon noticing her glare. “Liam, this is Victoria. She’s another professor at Bellmore and a very close friend.”

Victoria stood a couple of inches taller than her friend—and then a couple more due to her boots. Dressed in tight jeans that greedily coveted her long legs, she still wore a thick winter coat over her blouse, though even with its interference, Liam could tell that Victoria was even bustier than Tess. A very dark brunette, she had an olive complexion and a pair of eyes as sheer and severe as ice, so much so that he could barely make out the hint of blue in them. Given the sharpness of her apparent displeasure with his existence in this space, he decided to tread carefully before he understood just why she looked like she wanted to jam a pair of icicles into his ribcage for the perfect murder.

“Hi, Victoria,” he said, standing. “Yeah, I’m Liam. I live next door.”

Victoria’s gaze flicked briefly toward Tess, which further piqued his curiosity. As her attention returned to him, her lips, a pair as luscious as he’d ever seen, promised he wouldn’t find a smile no matter how hard he looked. What could he have done to earn such vitriol so soon after meeting the woman?

“Nice to meet you, Liam.”

It was all she said to him. Following those stiff words, she turned and reappraised Tess wordlessly. As a witness to their telepathic conversation, he kept his eyes at an appropriate level, even though Victoria presented him with a prime opportunity to compare her shapely butt to Tess’s. Tess met her taller friend’s gaze, and Liam spotted a recalcitrant burr embedded in her eyes. Folding her arms and lifting her chin, the two women engaged in a silent battle for several uncomfortable seconds.

What was the issue here? Liam couldn’t help but wonder.

“I’m not in the way of anything, am I?” he asked, breaking the silence before it lingered any longer than it already had.

Victoria ignored him while Tess sighed exasperatedly. She broke eye contact with Victoria and faced him.

“We’re movie marathoning tonight,” she explained, though she thrust a scowl at her friend. “It’s been something of a weekly ritual for us these past few months. However, you're more than welcome to join us if you’d like to stay.”

Victoria’s gaze tightened slightly, but she didn’t speak again—not for the rest of the time he was there. It didn’t take him long to weigh his options. If he’d been a bit more stubborn, perhaps a little less concerned about social cues, he might have taken her up on the offer.

“Maybe next time,” he said, using a look at his phone as a tool to appear like he hadn’t realized how late it’d gotten. “I still need to unpack everything.”

Tess’s displeasure swam behind her electric blue eyes, though he knew she knew this was the better choice. Whatever was happening here, his presence would only cast a pall upon the situation while he remained. He didn’t expect Victoria would warm up to him if he intruded on their potentially sacred movie night. It didn’t halt his wondering, but he knew better than to rock the boat further, especially while he remained uncertain why his presence rocked it for her friend.

“Okay.” Tess turned her gaze sharply toward Victoria. “Pick out the first movie.”

Tess stomped off toward the entry hall, leaving Liam and Victoria briefly alone in the living room. Liam didn’t tarry.

“It was nice to meet you, Victoria,” he said, but they both knew it was a blatant lie. She didn’t respond with a duplicate lie. “I hope you two have a fun night together.” That was less of a lie, though he couldn’t tell if his sincerity earned him anything from the severe woman. She only nodded at him, her eyes betraying a shift in her unhappiness’s foundation, but he failed to identify much more than that.

Passing by her on his way to the entry hall, he found Tess standing with folded arms by his shoes. He rushed a mild smile onto his face and started putting his shoes back on.

“Sorry about her,” Tess said quietly, glancing down at where he knelt. “She’s… not a bad person.”

“I don’t think she is,” he said as he finished doing his laces and stood up. “If she’s your friend, there must be a lot of good about her.”

Tess wore the pained expression of someone withholding a secret she desperately wanted to share. Her eyes flickered toward the living room. She sighed and opened the front door for him as he retrieved and donned his coat. Surprisingly, in only her socks, she stepped out onto her porch. He followed her, aiming a glance at the living room before he stepped outside and joined the gorgeous professor in the frigid night temperatures.

She looked at the dark form of his house. “Are you planning to put up Christmas lights?”

“Oh, um, maybe?”

Swathed in the light of her porchlights, Tess’s eyes practically radiated light. “If you do, let me know. I’d be happy to help.”

While he’d always helped his parents, he’d never taken charge of hanging the lights at his house. He was sure he’d do a shoddy job of it if he tried.

“Then I will,” he said, staring into Tess’s scintillating eyes. “I don’t want my house to look like a dark gremlin between yours and Gary’s.”

She responded to his sudden decision with a smile so luminous that it could have outshone a star. “Good. Just give me a knock when you want me.”

He knew he shouldn’t have allowed it, but his heart skipped a beat because of her word choice. Quickly nodding, Tess bid him farewell. As he bounded from her front door to his, he glanced over his shoulder. She remained standing in the cold, braving its icy touch to wave at him as he hurried home. Heart clamoring within his chest with the boom of a rock concert, he waved back.

To his dismay, upon entering his home, he realized that he’d forgotten to turn up the heat before heading over to Tess’s place.


Chapter Four

A Searing Memory

The next day proved no warmer than its predecessor. Frost sheathed Liam’s front yard in shades of pale blue, and the meek sun in a cloudless sky selfishly kept all its heat to itself. Braving the outdoors a little after nine, he shivered and regretted opening his door for even a moment. Yet, by the time ten arrived, he’d armored himself in his thickest clothes and punched through the chill barrier hovering outside his door.

It did its damndest to see him beat a hasty retreat to his home’s warmth, which would shake its head at him like a parent who’d warned him that his silly actions would end badly but still smother him in a hearty embrace. However, neither the crunch of the stiff grass nor the shivers plunged into his bones by the cruel wind impeded his path. The joints in his forefinger ached as he pressed her doorbell.

While he waited, he danced that little jig that anyone familiar with standing in the cold would recognize. He breathed in short, frantic puffs, gritting his teeth as white plumes gathered before his lips. His eyes turned toward a frosty Cherry Lane, which was far bluer in the pallid daylight than last night. At least they’d been spared an ice storm so far.

The pale coloration summoned memories of the gorgeous but disdainful Victoria. He’d combed his mind for any explanation behind her immediate dislike for him but came up with nothing. He knew they’d never met before; he’d never have forgotten her if they had. He couldn’t scrounge up a memory of Tess mentioning her name before, either. He lacked even the thinnest lead as to why she’d glared nothing but daggers at him last night. Perhaps he could convince Tess to reveal the reason behind her apparent hatred today.

If she ever comes to her door! his mind whined as he reaffixed his attention to her door.

The cold savaged him for another ten seconds before someone appeared at the door. Yesterday, he’d seen a sight—Tess in leggings—that he’d never imagined he would see. Today, as her door opened, he realized it might no longer be such an uncommon sight. Inwardly, he cheered.

Hair slightly damp after a recent shower, Tess had swapped yesterday’s black leggings for a grey pair today. Minus a sweater to replicate last night’s look, she shivered as the cold flooded into her home through the crack she made when checking who was at her door. Regardless, she smiled upon finding him there and opened the door further.

“Good morning, Liam,” she said, banishing the chill he felt with her warm reception.

“Morning, Tess,” he said.

Her electric blue eyes flickered toward his home, and he saw amusement roosting behind her smile. “Are you taking me up on my offer?”

He nodded. “I just checked my phone a bit ago, and there’s supposed to be a big snowstorm coming in a few days—and it won’t get any warmer before then. So, time is of the essence if I’m going to get these lights up.”

The utterly ravishing woman let him bask in further waves of amusement radiating from her eyes. She opened her door enough for two fingers to beckon him inside. Taking her up on her offer, she shut the door and shivered again.

“I’m up for it,” she said. “Just let me go get myself properly protected against the cold.”

“No rush,” he quickly said, though it was quite the opposite.

Eyeing him knowingly, she turned and started pathing up her stairs toward her presumed bedroom. His eyes naturally followed. They were anything but prepared for Tess to seemingly spot something lying on one of the stairs midway up and bend forward to pinch it between her forefinger and thumb.

As Tess’s belligerently sexy ass strained against her leggings’ tight fabric, every droplet of blood in his body sizzled so swelteringly hot that he almost broke into an instant sweat. His tongue turned into a desert, and his jaw dropped like a skydiver leaping out of their plane. Not even to speak of the sudden strain his pants were currently suffering from.

After a second, picking up whatever blessed catalyst it was that had caught her eye on the stairs, Tess straightened and finished her climb. As she disappeared, he barely tracked the soft impacts as she walked above him. His mind recomposed itself with the same sluggish, unperturbed speed with which a freshly overturned hourglass would empty all its sand into its other half.

Even once it did, the memory Tess had unwittingly seared into his mind with the same intensity as if she’d marked him with a white-hot branding iron dominated his contemplations—if they could even be called that. For the next several minutes, the primal desire flooding his veins reduced him from a potentially worthy conversational partner into a lustful animal. Allowing himself to bask in its flavor, the gentle thud of a bedroom door’s closing forced him to scarf down his inappropriate lustfulness before Tess found him panting like a dog over the memory of her shapely form.

“I just need to grab my boots,” she explained as she reentered his field of view, now swaddled in a sweater and dark overcoat. The damnable latter of those covered her waist and upper thighs, promising that Liam would likely receive no further arousing gifts like the one he was still struggling to recover from.

Nevertheless, time with Tess was time with Tess. In fact, he shouldn’t be leering at her at all, which he chided himself over while she fetched a pair of winter boots from a downstairs closet. With that extra time allotted, he found his equanimity. Heavenly beautiful as she was, she was also sophisticated and graceful. The type of woman who wanted to discuss philosophy and ethics. If she caught him gawking, what would she think of him? Especially after their conversation last night about rotten marriages and a rotten man.

“Ready to go?” Tess chirped, now fully dressed to brave the shivering cold.

“Let’s do it!”


Chapter Five

A Shivering Offer

And shiver they did. Plentifully. However, first, which Liam realized he should have handled before he sprinted over to bother Tess about helping him put up his Christmas lights, they needed to get his family’s decorations down from the attic.

So, as they tromped upstairs and he pulled down the unfolding ladder that led to his attic, he apologized for the third time since he’d realized his mistake. Only for Tess to respond with her repeated promise that it was no inconvenience.

“You can relax until I get it all down,” he said as he climbed the ladder.

“Nonsense. Just pass the tubs and whatnot down to me.” She planted her hands on her hips and stubbornly stood at the ladder’s foot.

“If you’re sure—”

“I am,” she responded, shooing him up the ladder with a smile. “I’m going to help you pack them all up and stow them up there when Christmas is over, too.”

Relenting before her determination, he popped his head up inside his home’s attic space. Even before he was born, his parents had regularly conferred about its potential as an extra office space. However, this was possibly the only project they hadn’t meticulously completed. Left eternally as a storage space, Liam intruded inside for the first time this year.

Thankfully, though the attic’s potential remained untapped, his parents’ scrupulous organization still extended into the room. Immediately in front of him sat the two boxes filled with “sentimentals,” ranging from baby clothes to photo albums to a few marquee school assignments, like the report on enamel he’d gotten an A+ for in the fourth grade. Climbing up fully into the attic, he looked left.

Five tubs. Two for lights, three for decorations. Standing next to them, a five-foot-tall plastic Santa Claus waved jovially. Beside it, a box taller than he was laid on its side. This one depicted what the Christmas tree inside should look like once assembled. Thankfully, that had been put up downstairs before he got home, with the presents his parents had bought him already sitting under it.

Popping open the tubs with decorations inside, he found the one containing the indoor decorations and excluded that one alongside the tree. Hauling the first of four boxes, he checked with Tess before he dangled it halfway down the stepladder and let her take it from his grasp. Fortunately, none of the tubs were that heavy, and Tess easily handled them.

“Okay, now where’s Santa Claus?” she asked knowingly after she’d laid the fourth tub next to its siblings.

“I’m getting him,” he promised.

Hefting the hollow plastic figure by looping his arms around its rotund waist as if he planned to suplex it over his shoulder, he waddled toward the ladder and carefully passed Saint Nick into Tess’s waiting grasp. Once she’d confirmed she had him, he waited until she moved away before climbing down. Resetting the ladder into the ceiling, he and Tess spent the next few minutes sliding Santa and the tubs down the stairs and carrying them to his front door. There, they spent the next ten minutes perusing each tub’s contents, which were as neatly ordered as the attic they’d come from.

“All right,” Tess said, preemptively shaking her arms to get the blood flowing. “Bushes and lawn decorations first, yes?”

“And then we sprint back inside and drink hot chocolate,” he confirmed.

“A perfect plan.”

As they soon discovered, the shivering cold would rout them a few times before they finished the easier half of their work. They managed to hang a wreath on the front door, situate one of two long garlands around the doorframe, and line his pathway on either side with strings of multi-colored lights before the chilliness forced their first hasty retreat indoors. Inside, they shivered and smiled at one another.

Next, they completed the frustrating task of draping lights over the bushes, after which Liam heeded Tess’s creative guidance on where he should situate the smaller lawn ornaments, such as where he should shove the pair of crossed candy canes whose, for the life of him, usual location he couldn’t remember. Once more, they headed indoors and warmed themselves up while chatting strategy about the remaining ornaments and lights.

He finally grabbed a ladder from the garage on their next foray into the chill. As he hung volleyball-sized snowflakes and icicle lights from his gutters, Tess planted a sign that would flash Merry Christmas in red and green near his driveway. With his garage door open, she worked on the power situation for the lights they’d already put up. Ears turning blue, he finished attaching the last gutter lights just as she emerged from the garage with a thumb lifted. Hauling the plugs from the newly hung lights into the garage, they fitted them into the necessary surge protector and spent only long enough outside to see that their work so far had gone smoothly.

“Back indoors,” Tess said with a shiver, to which he nodded and happily fled back into the heat.

And then his stomach rumbled. Smiling, Tess suggested that they take a late lunch break, and Liam, partially due to hunger, partially due to the extra time he could have with Tess, and partially due to the frigid soreness in his joints, happily agreed. While he directed her to the proper cabinets so she could make them hot chocolate, he scrounged through his fridge for some bologna for sandwiches and a pair of oranges. There wasn’t much else for a “quick and easy” luncheon inside.

“Here we are,” Tess said as she brought two mugs of hot chocolate, their steam wagging like long flowing tails as she hurried over to the table.

“Thanks,” Liam said, taking a much-needed set of sips. Vitality rushed into his core, then spread into his frozen bones.

“We’re making good progress,” Tess noted as she cupped her mug in both hands with a plain intent to warm her palms. Neither of them had thrown on gloves, which was an oversight they were surely suffering because of.

“Yeah, we might actually get it done before we freeze out there and become part of the decorations.”

Tess chuckled as she sat down next to him. “If it’s this cold until Christmas, we wouldn’t unfreeze any time soon.”

Their mild conversation continued as they warmed their fingers and dulled the gnawing hunger in their bellies. Just like last night, Liam experienced the contentment that accompanied time well spent with Tess. Returning home from school and finding that their rapport remained strong—and perhaps it was even stronger—provided the same kind of balmy pleasure that he suspected lounging on a beach in Hawaii would. She was his ideal vacation destination.

“So, how come Victoria seemed to hate me so much?”

The question slithered into the conversation without him meaning to bring it up so cavalierly, and it wasn’t the sort that could be recalled.

Tess set down her half-full mug. “She doesn’t hate you.” There was an air of uncertainty that weakened her emphasis. In fact, she looked downright perturbed and concerned by whatever thoughts mulled through her mind. Afterward, an uncomfortable pause further chiseled away at the support structures of her claim.

“It’s no big deal; forget I said anything,” he hastily said, eager to let the topic die.

Tess, however, had other ideas.

“She does not hate you,” she reiterated, finally finding her resolve. “In fact, this is as good a time as any to talk about last night.”

Liam frowned, spotting a strange glimmer within Tess’s eyes that slightly unnerved him. From how she spoke, there seemed to be more beads in the bowl than just the one involving Victoria’s dislike of him. As Tess scooped her hand into it and drew forth a wildly different starting topic, Liam knew nothing except for confusion.

“This, at best, will seem rather unorthodox, but I need for us to jump back to the conversation we had begun just before Victoria’s arrival,” Tess said.

“Be…fore?” Liam crossed his arms over his chest as he tried to rewind his memories to the point before Tess’s wildly beautiful but severely terse friend had arrived. “You mean about your class?”

She nodded. “Specifically, the part about how my recent experiences have enabled me to better lecture about certain topics.”

“Okay, yeah,” he answered tepidly, still uncertain why they’d pivoted to this talking point. “I remember.”

He noticed a noteworthy timidness roiling within Tess, which he imagined didn’t usually roost within her during her typical lectures. It’d be a little while before he understood that it wasn’t the content but the purpose of sharing it that left her so anxious. By then, he could barely keep his mind focused on anything but the jaw-dropping request she’d dropped onto his lap.

“To provide some insight before diving in fully, my divorce with Douglas was uncontested; neither of us tried to argue that the marriage should continue. Obviously, this made things far less strenuous or unpleasant than they might have been. On average, from the initial filing to the final decree, an uncontested divorce takes six months to a year to fully see through. It was just over eight months for my personal experience.”

“All right, so you filed back in March?” Liam said, unsure if he needed to hold onto that information.

“I did. The Seventh of March, in fact.” However, Tess then waved a dismissive hand at the specific date. “On the other hand, contested divorces can sometimes require years before their finalization. In practically all situations, they’re vicious and acrimonious affairs. It’s less about who wins and more about who loses the least.”

“Right,” Liam said, continuing to ride along to wherever Tess was heading with all this.

“Societally, divorce, separation, and breakups all come with certain stigmas attached. Expectations, too. One of the more substantial expectations revolves around the idea of dating during a separation, as well as dating immediately after it.”

Immediately, niggling apprehension morphed into piqued curiosity. Liam lost the mild slouch that had infiltrated his posture, and a swift excitement caused by a forbidden hope kicked his heart rate up a gear. He gave Tess his full, undivided attention and answered her statements with a quick nod.

“Not long ago, even here in the Western world, the idea of a woman dating while going through a divorce, or when separated, or even in other less-defined relationships that they seek to leave, was considered taboo. Fortunately, in most places, this is less frowned upon than it was in the prior century.” Tess punctuated her clear distress that it was only “most places” with a sigh. “The progress we have made as a society is good, however. So far as my personal opinion goes, anyway.”

“I don’t see any reason why anybody would think otherwise,” Liam said. “If you’re not with someone, you should be free to pursue a relationship wherever you want.”

His reply earned him a radiant smile of approval, and his heart accelerated into another faster gear. Sipping her mug, he saw Tess’s eyes twinkling over its rim. With each passing second, a thought that had hovered in his mind like a flicker of fog slowly grew more opaque, more real. Yet, still, he worried about grabbing hold of it, fearing that it might just be a trick of the eye that would dissipate if he made a grab for it.

“I am glad you are of a like mind,” Tess said after returning her cup to the table. “There are still many cultures worldwide where such thoughts would be considered unorthodox, even taboo. Even in our culture, pockets of people still carry stigmas toward such actions.”

“Well, I’m not one of them,” Liam quickly reaffirmed, heart racing. “Separated is separated for a reason.”

The gorgeous woman’s smile flashed again. He could see how his words pleased her, which only further enflamed the fierce hope burgeoning within his chest. Her impossibly blue eyes shimmered as she met his gaze, and she unknowingly chewed on the corner of her lower lip.

“Of course, there are still complexities to every situation, but I ultimately agree with you. Especially in this day and age, a person should be able to pursue her happiness, even if they still have a few tethers clutching onto them.”

Now, Liam’s joy slightly diminished, replaced by, at first, confusion, then worry. Hadn’t she just told him that her divorce from Douglas was uncontested? What tethers could still remain? Based on their conversation last night, he couldn’t imagine she felt any lingering attachment to the brusque man.

“Right, everyone has baggage,” he said carefully, wary of wading onto a mine he wasn’t aware was in his path. “That’s normal.”

Tess nodded. “Yes, we all have it, regardless of our situation or station. Life is complex, after all, even unfair at times. Still, we must all do our best in lieu of those complexities. That’s life.”

“That’s true,” he told her, searching within her eyes for the final clarification he hoped he might see. “And it’s better to move forward than get stuck in place because of the past.”

“I am relieved that you feel that way,” Tess said, beaming at him with the brilliance of a personalized spotlight. “Because I have an… unusual request I want to make of you. To answer your original question, that is why Victoria was unhappy to see us spending time together last night. She is against my plan. However, consenting adults can ultimately do whatever they like, so don’t fret over her unhappiness about all this.”

Liam’s tongue felt dry. His mind whirled around like a marble trapped in a spinning bowl, and it was all he could do to complete a single swallow.

“Consenting adults can ultimately do whatever they like.”

What a statement. It might be the most glorious statement ever uttered. Liam felt as if he’d spent years climbing a mountaintop, exhausted, belabored, unsure if he would ever see the summit he so strongly yearned to stand upon. And now, less than twenty-four hours since his return from his first semester of college, it seemed like he had finally gripped the final handhold.

“I agree,” Liam said again, regaining enough composure to speak a few words. “I agree completely.”

“That’s everything I was hoping to hear,” she said excitedly. “It has set my heart at ease.” She splayed a hand over her voluptuous chest meaningfully, though Liam kept himself on his best behavior. “I have what amounts to a… highly unusual request to make of you, Liam. Before I share any details, however, I want to clarify that you are within your rights to decline. If you don’t feel you can go through with it, you should just say so. I won’t think any less of you if you do.”

Holy shit, it really was happening! Christmas had come over a week early this year, and it looked like this one was destined to take the top slot as the best one of his life. Lunacy would have to take him before he ever declined this offer. He’d pined for Tess since he’d first laid eyes on her; today was about to become the most wonderful day of his life, and no amount of cold outside or scowling friends would bother him going forward. He gave Tess a nod.

“I understand,” he said, barely able to contain his glee, which thrust tiny shivers of anticipation up his spine. He hadn’t just made it to the summit he’d squinted at for so long; he would find a hand outstretched and ready to pull him up into what he hoped would be a very long embrace.

“All right,” Tess said, taking a deep, steadying breath. “What I wanted to talk to you about was a potential relationship between you and a student of mine. Her situation is… tricky, to say the least, especially because her father intends to push her into an arranged marriage with another man. If you’ll hear me out, I’ll explain everything and let you make your decision.”

W-what?

Apparently, almost entirely because of his blind assumptions, he hadn’t realized that Tess wanted the hand waiting for him at the summit to be someone else’s.


Chapter Six

Matchmaker

Stupefied, Liam sat there like a small child who’d expected an ice cream cone at the drive-thru but had instead been handed an oversized cookie. It was possible he’d like his new option, maybe even love it, but the prior expectation stuffed up his ability to react meaningfully. So, he just stared at the cookie, unsure if he should mention that he’d expected ice cream or just try a bite and see how it turned out.

She hadn’t been talking about herself, as he’d so foolishly assumed. When she’d been testing how he felt about the ethics behind complicated relationships, she hadn’t been looking to see how he felt because she wanted a relationship with him. The unfathomable excitement he’d experienced dissolved into ash faster than if someone had taken a blowtorch to a stack of dried leaves.

However, as he was not a small child who was allowed to bawl his eyes out over this shock, Liam eventually needed to overcome it and present some semblance of a reply to Tess, who was waiting anxiously but hopefully just a couple of feet away. The latter gleaming in her eyes was blinding in a different way than before; he wanted to look away, not stare into its brightness. Yet, there it remained, silently waiting for his response.

So, he collected all his dismal feelings about this new twist and hastily shoved them into the furthest recesses of his mind. He didn’t know when he’d look at them again, if ever. Confusion, shock, and humiliation—they currently reigned supreme. The last of those burned so hotly that he could have almost melted through his chair, the floor, and the house’s foundations.

Right now, that almost seemed like a desirable outcome, if only so he could hide away for a while.

I… guess it couldn’t hurt to hear what this is all about, Liam eventually decided, almost entirely because he didn’t want to disappoint her with an immediate “no.”

“Okay,” he said hesitantly, “I’ll hear you out.”

Tess exhaled, plainly relieved. “Good, good. Thank you, Liam. I know this is a bizarre request, especially coming from me.”

You have no idea, Liam thought wryly.

“So, who is it? And… why?” Those seemed like the first two appropriate questions to ask.

“Her name is Annabelle Royce, though she goes by Anna.”

Something about that name sounded off a set of wind chimes in Liam’s mind, though he couldn’t entirely guess why. Frustratingly, its familiarity eluded him.

“As to why,” Tess continued, losing her smile, “it is because the man her father is hoping to marry her off to shouldn’t be allowed to marry anything sentient.” Vitriol flooded her voice in a way that Liam had never seen before. “He is no good. No good for anyone. Someone out there might be right for Douglas; it’s just not me. No one is right for Trent Alden. He is a punishment I wouldn’t thrust on anyone, no matter their crimes.”

“Wow,” Liam said, caught off guard by her sheer malevolence for this person. “I guess he’s not a great guy, huh?”

“He’s detestable, and he’s allowed to get away with his abhorrent behavior solely because of his family’s wealth. That wealth is the only reason Anna’s father is pushing her to marry him once she graduates.” Tess’s countenance descended into even further disdain.

“And Anna? I mean, this isn’t the feudal age anymore, so her dad can’t just force her to get married… right? How does she feel about marrying him?”

Tess sighed heavily. “No, this is not the feudal age any longer, but in certain circles of wealth, it might as well still be. Our neighborhood is strictly in the upper-class income bracket. Everyone living in this neighborhood makes at least six figures a year. The Royces and the Aldens make a hundred times that every year. It’s an entirely different world for them.” She looked at him suddenly, squinting at the lack of recollection in his eyes. “Liam, Royce Railroads. Alden Electronics. They’re a major battery supplier on the west coast.”

Alden Electronics didn’t spark a memory; he didn’t know the name, though he believed what Tess was informing him about them. However, Royce Railroads was a very different story.

That’s what it was, he finally remembered.

The Royces sponsored all manner of events in the area, from art exhibits to charity sporting events to various social initiatives. Specifically, he remembered them because of an annual marathon they sponsored, which his parents had always participated in. The colorful banners depicting a crimson steam locomotive finally popped into his mind with clarity.

“I still haven’t gotten an answer,” Liam pointed out. “How does she feel about marrying this guy?”

Tess shook her head, leaning her folded arms on the table. “She doesn’t like him either.”

Liam could sense the hidden “but” waiting in the wings, so he waited quietly for Tess to reveal it.

“However, she didn’t grow up in an environment where ‘no, this isn’t what I want’ is in her vocabulary, at least when it comes to her father’s draconian wishes. If her father had his way, Anna would already be engaged, and the marriage would happen the moment she obtains her bachelor’s degree. It’s only because her mother is pushing back against Anna having no choice in the matter that she’s being given a chance to date and exercise her human right to pick whom she would like to be with.”

“So, why doesn’t—or hasn’t—she?” Liam could see that more layers needed peeling back before he understood this whole strange mess. “I’m not trying to be rude, but unless she’s… really unappealing herself, I can’t imagine the Royce heiress couldn’t catch plenty of attention.”

Tess’s severity deepened. “That kind of relationship is precisely what we’re hoping to avoid.”

We?

“It’s the last thing we want for her,” Tess continued, unaware of his thought, “Anna attracts sycophants and opportunists who are after her wealth all over campus, and I’m sure well beyond it.”

“So, she does attend Bellmore?” Liam asked, having expected it since the conversation began.

“She does. And the reason I’m asking this favor of you is because you don’t. The Royce’s influence spreads far, and connections are everything in the world most of Bellmore’s privileged students come from. Upsetting Trent Alden, and by extension, Theodore Alden and Arnold Royce, isn’t something most of them—or their families—want. Some take the risk, but they’re usually nearly as bad as Trent or motivated entirely by greed. And setting Anna up with someone like that would only end up disastrously, and possibly cause her to finally relent to her father’s continued pressure that she should do as she’s told and marry Trent.”

“It sounds like you really care about this girl.” If anything were true, it was at least that. This went well over and beyond helping a favored student find a date. And what exactly was Tess’s end goal? Just how much did she want from him?

“She is as wonderful and kind a person you’ll ever meet, which is shocking given her father’s bullish personality,” she said. “She deserves to make her own choices and experience a normal relationship, one outside her father’s control.”

Liam wasn’t sure he’d describe what Tess was trying to do as the beginning of a “normal” relationship, but he decided to keep that thought contained. “So, what do you actually want from me, Tess? And why me? How do you know I’m not some gold digger who’d only be interested in the money?”

His candor earned a flat look. “The fact that you didn’t leap at the idea the moment you realized who she was is proof enough.”

“Maybe I don’t want to earn the fury of two millionaire families,” he said.

“And if that ends up being the case, then I won’t begrudge you for it. I promise to respect your decision, no matter what it ends up being. I know I’m asking a lot of you, but I think very highly of you, and I want to give Anna a chance to have a relationship with someone who isn’t strictly interested in her for selfish reasons. Your hesitance makes me more certain that you’re the right person to ask this of, not less.”

As much as he wished he could have resisted it, a blush squirmed to life on his face. Rejoicing as he did when she told him she thought so much of him, the discomfort that came with this situation muddied the joy he might have otherwise relished. Especially because, while she could spot his hesitance, she seemed unaware of the exact why behind it: his desire for her, not Annabelle Royce.

“I… don’t know, Tess,” he said, swallowing the tumultuousness rumbling caused by this conversation as best he could. “I’m not sure how this is supposed to even work. Is Anna even aware of me? Does she want you to hook her up with some random guy?”

“She is nominally aware of you, and she is okay with me introducing her to someone,” Tess explained. “This isn’t a shotgun wedding, Liam. I only want to make introductions between you and see if you two might hit it off, giving Anna a chance to explore a relationship without her father’s shadow hanging over her. She might realize that it’s worthwhile and ultimately defy Arnold before she relents to marrying Trent as he wants.”

So, no pressure then, Liam thought wryly. How could he say no, with Tess heaping all this hope onto his shoulders? But how could he say yes, knowing as he did that he only wanted Tess?

He sighed, stymieing an urge to bury his head in his hands. “I’ll… think about it,” he told her. “While we finish putting up the lights, I’ll think about it.”

Tess favored him with a soft smile, and her depthless blue eyes seemed to radiate with a hopeful light. He’d told her he’d think about it, but he already knew he’d capitulate before her hope. He knew he couldn’t be the one to douse that light now that it was lit.


Chapter Seven

Annabelle Royce

They finished right before the last strands of feeble sunlight clawing to keep the sky a pale wintry blue surrendered to the darkness. Shivering like crazy, nose raw and red because of how many times he’d rubbed it due to the cold’s insistence that it flow like a river, Liam looked upon his home’s brightly lit exterior. Santa stood jovially on the roof, unaffected by how much of a pain it had been to haul him onto the roof and then tether him in place so that he could stand there stably for the next two weeks. Because of the cold, the toils, and the thoughts demanding his attention the entire time, Liam was anything but jovial.

However, as Tess beamed at their work beside him, the two of them standing on the sidewalk in front of his home as they gazed at the finished result—a myriad of glowing light, brightly painted plastic, and holiday revelry—he exhaled a hearty portion of his inner frustration. He also knew it was time for him to give Tess an answer to her earlier request.

“Hey, Tess,” he said, wincing as a frosty inhale scraped his throat’s insides as if he’d swallowed several shards of glass, interrupting his following sentence.

The gorgeous woman’s attention shifted from his newly decorated home to him. Her smile remained, pearly white teeth flashing due to the excess of light glittering off his home—and Gary’s. After getting home from work, he’d popped out of his car and observed them as they put the finishing touches onto Liam’s home. They’d both spotted the satisfied smirk he’d worn, undoubtedly because he figured his house still reigned supreme, as he’d headed indoors and flipped on his extravagant swathe of lights soon after.

Liam cleared his throat, then tried again. “I’ve got an answer for you about… what we discussed earlier.”

She maintained her smile, though Liam glimpsed a sheen of anxiousness behind the poignant blueness of her eyes. “I’m ready to hear it if you’re ready to share it.”

Hugging his arms and rubbing them in the hopes of finding some warmth, Liam buried the mountain of hesitance rumbling in his gut under a false smile. “I don’t know how this might turn out, but I’m willing to at least meet her and see how things go. If you think this is a good idea, I’ll trust you and go along with it.”

Vivid relief flowed into Tess’s eyes, which soon gave way to a burbling excitement. “Thank you, Liam. This means a lot to me.”

What else could he do but smile and pretend he was okay with this outcome? He’d seen how much this request meant to her, and maybe this was for the best. Regardless of his taboo desires, she was much older than him, and by all accounts, she didn’t view him even slightly in the same light as he saw her. Was it anything but childish hope to pine for her like he did, especially when it was impossible that his fantasies would ever become reality? He supposed not.

“So, uh, what’s next?” he asked. “Do I give you my number to give to her? Do you give me hers?”

At the same time as he asked this question, a black SUV passed through Liam’s peripherals. It rumbled by, collecting colors over its right side as it passed by his and Gary’s houses, and then began a curious turn into Tess’s driveway. Since she hadn’t turned on her lights yet, not even her entry lights, her house remained blanketed in darkness outside of the headlights shining on Tess’s garage door.

“I’m not sure if that timing is fortuitous or cursed,” Tess murmured to herself. After she pulled her phone out and saw the time read exactly five-thirty, she wryly shook her head. “Ah. That makes sense.” She smiled, aware of something he wasn’t.

“Who is that?” Liam asked as the SUV smoothly slotted itself beside Tess’s vehicle. It wasn’t Victoria’s, which he’d seen last night when he’d hurried home through the cold.

“Well,” Tess said, facing him as he heard the SUV’s door open then close, though the figure who’d emerged remained hidden by the vehicle’s tall body, “that would be Anna.”

Liam glanced at the SUV. A pit of anxiety began to expand within his stomach. “What were you planning if I wasn’t okay with meeting her?”

Quickly, Tess held up her hands. “It was never my intention to ambush you. I invited Anna over in case you wanted to meet her today, but she’s only here because I invited her for dinner. If you had declined my request, or if you would prefer not to meet her tonight, it would just be dinner between us.”

Liam’s response curtailed itself as a dark figure wrapped around the front of her SUV. Still swathed in thick darkness, Liam couldn’t make out more than that.

“Hi, Anna!” Tess called, offering the woman a smile and a wave. “I’ll be right there!”

I guess it’d be better not to delay things, Liam thought. “Okay,” he said quietly. “It’s probably better if I come meet her now than later.”

“Only if you’re sure,” Tess responded just as quietly.

I’m anything but sure. But he nodded all the same.

The feminine figure standing on Tess’s driveway had waited patiently during their hushed dialogue. When he and Tess started making their way toward her, he thought he saw a slight sideways tilt of her head. However, as they reached her, he could slowly start to make out the details of Annabelle Royce.

She was shorter than Tess by an inch or two, framed slender even in her winterwear except for her bust, which was easily a match for Tess’s. In the dark, her hair, as black as a raven’s plumage, seemed to fade into it as it splashed over her shoulders and down her back. Stopping in front of her, he struggled to make out the color of her eyes without any light, but the alluring fullness of her lips and the porcelain perfection of her complexion caused an immediate uptick in his heart rate. A polite smile shifted those lips as he and reached where she waited for them

“Anna, this is Liam. Liam, this is Anna. Liam and I have been putting up his Christmas lights for most of the day. You arrived just in time; we’ve just finished.”

“Hello, Liam, it’s nice to meet you,” Anna said, warming him up with the smile she aimed his way. “Tess has mentioned you before—all good things.”

“Likewise and… likewise,” Liam answered, smiling back. Technically, it was the truth. He might have only learned about her a few hours ago, but Tess had only sung her praises since then.

“We worked up quite an appetite putting everything up,” Tess said, motioning toward the lights glittering over Liam’s home. “Would you mind if I invited Liam over to join us?”

Without any hesitation, Anna politely shook her head, long tresses shifting around her narrow shoulders. “No, of course not. Thank you for inviting me over, to begin with.”

“Then let’s get out of this blistering cold,” Tess said, leading the process of escaping to her home’s warmth.

Inside, where the cold’s domain didn’t extend, Liam and Tess winced as heat needled their chilled skin. Opening and closing his fists, he found his muscles sluggish and resistant to the commands he gave them. Rubbing his eyebrows, he was almost surprised frost hadn’t started forming on them.

“At least we don’t have to do that again,” Tess said, starting to take off her winter coat.

“Until we have to take the lights down,” Liam reminded her.

“We’ll hire someone to do it for us and stay inside,” Tess joked.

“I wouldn’t mind helping.”

Anna’s statement drew his attention toward her. With proper lighting, Liam confirmed what his squinting vision outside in the dark had led him to believe. She. Was. Gorgeous.

She had a flawless alabaster complexion, devoid of blemish or interruption upon a round, feminine face. He finally discovered that her eyes were mint green, almost semi-transparent in the light. Her features were soft and gentle, but she carried herself with poise and grace that seemed second nature. He got the feeling that she smiled rarely, but when she did, and when it was genuine, not just a polite curve of her enticing lips, it obliterated even the iciest personality.

Even without that smile, he found her all too alluring a figure, especially once the removal of her winter coat confirmed her shapely nature. It didn’t completely put his reservations about what Tess wanted from him to bed, but it at least helped. His gaze naturally slid toward the older woman as she replied jovially about how “she’d keep that in mind” to Anna’s offer.

Only about a minute later, their coats hanging above their shoes in Tess’s entryway, they shifted into the kitchen. Before the fifth minute since they’d entered Tess’s home, Liam found himself banished to the living room while both women—Anna again offering her assistance—began grabbing pots, pans, and ingredients for dinner. He’d also offered it, but Tess had shooed him off to “go relax.” Around the thirtieth minute after entering Tess’s home, flipping through channels on her TV, he understood the full deviousness behind her actions.

“Is it ready?” he asked Anna, noticing her as she quietly entered the living room.

The gorgeous young woman shook her head. “Tess has informed me that I’m no longer needed. She said to let you know it will be ready in about fifteen minutes.”

“Good to know,” Liam said, smiling, though uncertainty pumped through his veins. “So, how is it having Tess as a professor? I’ve only ever known her as a next-door neighbor.”

“Professor Williams is an excellent educator,” Anna said, sitting on the oversized gray recliner near the couch by the side where Liam was lounging. “I intend to take more of her classes next year. Her classes are always favorites of mine.”

It took Liam a second to realize that a question he’d been yearning to know—what Tess’s maiden name was—had deposited itself onto his lap. After emerging from his stupor, he nodded, eager to keep the conversation going.

“She got on me yesterday because I won’t get the chance to take one. I definitely feel like I’m missing out.”

“Where is it you attend?” Anna asked. “Did you consider Bellmore?”

He shook his head. “I decided to go to Perrymont. I wasn’t really sure—and I’m still not—about what I want to do yet, and Bellmore seemed like the wrong place to try and get into without knowing that.”

“I see.” Anna waited a polite moment before saying, “Perrymont is still a very good school.”

“Did you ever consider it?”

“No. Members of my family have been attending Bellmore since my great-grandfather’s time, so that was always my planned destination.”

“My planned destination.” Liam couldn’t help but notice the two distinctly different ways those three words might be taken. While a serenity shimmered around her like a forcefield, making it notably difficult to get any read on her engagement, he thought he might see a particular lack of enthusiasm about this topic. Quickly, he changed it.

“Would you say Tess has been your favorite professor so far?”

“She had better be,” the woman in question stated, peeking her head around the corner. “Dinner’s almost ready, by the way.”

A thin crack in her prim armor appeared as Anna glanced over her shoulder at the eavesdropping professor and slightly smiled. “I would rank Professor Williams among my favorites, yes.”

“Favorites, plural?” Tess said, feigning an affronted gasp. “It’s an absolute crime.”

She disappeared back into the kitchen, leaving the living room’s mood warmer just for her brief appearance. He knew that was entirely her aim, and he wondered if Anna was aware of it too. He wondered many things when it came to the beautiful woman. Chief among them, did she know what Tess was after between them? Based on how Tess had spoken earlier, he assumed not. Because of that, he inevitably mused about how Anna might take it if she found out.

He mused about it, but he definitely didn’t plan to drop the bomb if she wasn’t aware of it.

“Was it just you and Tess putting up your lights today?” Anna asked.

“Yeah, my parents are off having a holiday in Denmark for the winter, and my brother lives in South Korea with his family. So, Tess offered to help me out.”

“Oh.” Another shift in her tranquil demeanor appeared as her eyebrows slightly knitted. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be,” Liam hastily said, leaping into an explanation about his family situation. She relaxed once she learned about his parents and his happiness that they were off experiencing their dreams.

“I’ve heard of Carr Dentistry,” Anna said after learning about his parents’ shared work. “They sponsored several charitable drives and events over the years.”

“Yeah, they tried to give back when they could,” Liam said, stifling a chuckle at the fact that he’d remembered the same thing about her family. “They always ran in your family’s marathon. When Tess first mentioned you, I couldn’t place the Royce name until I finally remembered that.”

Matter-of-factly, Anna said, “Typically, it is the opposite. I meet so many people who know of me before I even know they exist.”

He could only imagine. For better or worse, in the city, in the state, in the right places throughout and beyond the country, there was always a chance someone’s ears perked up in familiarity just because they overheard mention of her last name. Based on how Tess had described it, she lived the life of a celebrity on campus, though the overbearing nature of her father and this Trent character seemed to have laid its fair share of restrictions on her time there.

Still uncertain about what Tess had told Anna about him, Liam decided to take a minor risk. “Actually, I think you knew about me before I knew about you. When did you hear about me?”

“Pardon?”

“Tess only just told me about you a little while ago. Today, in fact. The first time I heard your name was while we were putting up my house’s lights.”

“Truly?”

He nodded. “Yeah, so I kind of lied earlier. Tess brought you up to brag about you—and to mention you were coming over for dinner, of course.”

A glimpse of color made its presence easily known within her alabaster complexion. “I don’t know if I’m quite worthy of whatever praise she might have heaped on me.”

Liam curled his forefinger and nestled it under his chin, acting as if he were thoughtfully recalling what Tess had told him. “Heaped is the right word for it. She sang your praises like you were her daughter. Wonderful, kind, a perfect student, and the list goes on.” Liam counted compliments on the fingers of his other hand.

“She’s just being kind.”

“I don’t think so. I’ve known Tess for a long time, and I’ve never heard her rave about someone the way she did you. She meant every word.”

Holding back a smile, he watched Anna fidget in her seat. As far as he could tell, she was battling with humility and a tinge of pride. The lingering scarlet upon her expression, the downward shift of her chin and eyes, the battle with her own slight smile—it all depicted how much Anna seemed to value Tess’s opinion. He wondered if he’d ever made a face like that, potentially for the very same reason.

“She’s said similar things about you,” Anna said, immediately providing him with just such an opportunity. “However, they usually end with, ‘and I still don’t know why he isn’t here at Bellmore.’”

As Liam opened his mouth, uncertain about what manner of reply he would give, footsteps and a callout from the woman they were discussing clamped it back shut. This time, he and Anna directed their attention to more than just Tess’s head. Smiling, and seemingly unaware of what they’d been discussing this time around, the gorgeous woman beckoned them to dinner.

On her kitchen counter, she’d portioned their dinner, which consisted of beef, broccoli, and rice all mixed together, into three separate bowls, with one—obviously meant for him—heaped higher with ingredients than the rest. On top of her stove, recently pulled out of the oven, sat a dozen piping hot bread rolls. As Tess herself said moments later, it was simple fare, though both he and Anna thanked her graciously. Yet, it was also the first time he’d ever had her cooking. That alone cemented the following meal into his memory.

At the dinner table, savoring the flavorful sauces and herbs added to the mix of meat, vegetable, and grain during its time on the stove, Liam, Tess, and Anna made polite conversation. While he didn’t typically scarf down food like it was a race to see who got down first, he realized in a few minutes that he’d effectively code-switched into a much primmer version of himself. He ate slowly, giving time to savor and chew each bite, but also so that he matched Anna, who dined with the practiced decorum befitting the stuffy dinner parties he suspected she was used to attending. A fifteen-minute meal turned into a thirty-minute one just because of the speed of their chewing.

“Do you and Avril have weekend plans?” Tess asked Anna about midway through the meal.

“We’re thinking about going ice skating the day after tomorrow,” she replied after calmly chewing and swallowing the morsel of beef currently in her mouth. “It’ll be the first of many occasions while we’re on break, I hope.”

“Have you ever been ice skating, Liam?” Tess asked, deftly hooking him into the conversation.

“Not in a long while,” he admitted. “Probably not since I was in middle school.”

Tess nodded. “It’s been years for me, too. It’s the perfect time of the year for it.”

“I like OpenSky Center,” Anna said. “It has an open-air hockey rink that connects to a circular rink and a smaller covered rink. Avril and I always prefer to skate there.”

“Do they rent out skates?” Tess asked.

Anna nodded. “It’s a little more expensive than most rinks, but their skates are very nice.”

“I’ll look into it. I want to try and skate at least once before the year ends.”

“They have all their Christmas lights up, so it’s a particularly good time to visit.”

Tess’s smile lit up. Normally, Liam would have basked in it in the same way he would have a fireplace’s warmth after putting up his Christmas lights. However, cursed with the knowledge that he was about her hopes for him and Anna, he couldn’t help but wonder about the sincerity of her smile.

“That sounds perfect. Perhaps we could all go together someday before Christmas?” Her gaze shifted toward him.

“I don’t have anything planned, even on Christmas Eve or Day, so I could go just about any time.”

Tess shook her head, eyes gleaming. “That’s not true. I hadn’t mentioned it yet, but I was hoping to host something on Christmas Eve here at my home. I’d love it if both of you could come.”

This time, no amount of worrying if this was a scheme to buy more time for him and Anna to get to know one another could quell the endorphin rush that her words caused. Christmas Eve with Tess? How many times had he fantasized about just such an event? About the scintillating “gift” she would give him when she put a hand on his shoulder and whispered the taboo suggestion into his ear while wearing a skimpy Santa costume?

Enough that his throat immediately grew parched. Knowing that he wouldn’t manage more than a croak if he replied now, he took a deep swig from his cup of water, leaving only a few cubes of ice clinking on the bottom of the glass when he set it back on the table. Meanwhile, Anna divulged that she would like to come but needed to check her schedule. Tess reiterated her hope that she could come but understood that it was an unusual offer for most.

But not for someone whose brother lived in Korea and whose parents were in Europe.

“I can definitely come,” Liam said after he restored his vitality with his draught. “Should we bring gifts?”

“Only if you want,” Tess said, favoring him with another beautiful smile. “This won’t be anything extravagant, just a little get-together. My parents are both sick right now, so I won’t be flying home to visit. Since I figured that a few of us might be in similar situations, I wanted to have an alternative to sitting at home alone on Christmas Eve and Christmas Day.”

“That’s very thoughtful of you,” Anna said. “I hope I’ll be able to come.”

Following the excitement that Tess had delivered to his heart with her invitation, the rest of the dinner persisted slightly less formally—though it never quite hit a feeling of levity—than the first half. Once they finished their meals, Tess accepted both his and Anna’s help clearing the table, scrubbing dishes, and putting away leftovers, of which a few rolls were the only survivors. Afterward, when Anna declared her intention to head home, she bid him and Tess a pleasant farewell. Upon seeing her make it safely to her car, which she’d let heat up while they were finishing the dishes, Liam became acutely aware of Tess’s attention, which warmed his cheek like a lamplight shining on it.

“So, what did you think?” she asked as they shut the door before any further cold could flood into her entryway.

“Erm, I liked her a lot. She was really sweet and pleasant.”

Tess’s expression flattened, informing him that he hadn’t responded as vibrantly as she’d hoped. But what more was he supposed to say? She was staggeringly gorgeous, but he wasn’t about to gush about that to Tess. Nor could he fully bury his feelings for Tess; instead, they remained omnipresent in his mind, like a screen that he needed to look through if he wanted to think about Anna. Discomfort still squirmed inside his gut when he considered going along with this plan Tess had placed on his lap.

“Did something bad happen?” Tess investigated, folding her arms.

“No, nothing,” he quickly assured her. “We got along fine. She seems great. Really.”

“Great… in such a way that you’re still onboard if I try and set the two of you up?”

Swallowing a sigh that he knew would lead to further interrogation from the woman whom he really wanted to set himself up with, Liam nodded. “I’m still up for it, yeah.”

Tess examined him with a look that bordered on inscrutable. However, Liam could piece together enough to tell that she was confused and at least slightly worried about his responses so far. After all, who wouldn’t want a chance to date Annabelle Royce? If not for her name, if not for her beauty, then for how considerate and courteous she’d seemed. Liam didn’t have a single negative thing to say about her.

He just wanted someone else more.


Chapter Eight

Contact

Two days later, Liam decided to take a trip and fill one aspect of his pantry that he knew was intentionally missing from the house: junk food. Well, “morning” was a bit of a stretch. It was nearly noon when he pulled out of his driveway, braving the cold that had kept his grass a frosty pale blue ever since he’d made it home. After grabbing a few sweets from the candy aisle of the nearby grocery store, he’d waited in line behind a few other foolhardy souls. Naturally, his mind drifted during it. Time that would usually have gone toward aimless scrolling on his phone instead went to how things had gone these past two days.

If there was one good thing that had come of it, it was that he now possessed Tess’s phone number. They’d traded it yesterday when she’d come knocking on his door, suggesting that Anna might inquire about his number from her in the coming days. So, he’d tamped down his joy about trading contact information with Tess, knowing he didn’t have a good excuse to use her number.

After checking out, he scurried back to the warmth of his car, which had already started freezing over just ten minutes since he’d parked it outside the grocery store. Again, he didn’t check his phone, relying on his radio for music for the first time in months.

Because of that, he didn’t find the text an unknown number had sent him until he reached his home.

After hauling in his sweets and setting them on his kitchen counter, he finally idly pulled out his phone to check for any messages from parents or friends. He first looked upon a picture of a snowy mountain slope from his mother with a statement that it was their next skiing goal, but also a surprise message that he’d received around the time he’d gotten to the grocery store. It read:

Hello, this is Anna. I hope it’s all right, but I got your phone number from Professor Williams. If you are interested, would you like to go ice skating with me today?

Prosaic formality aside, it was succinct and direct. And it caused Liam to immediately wonder if Tess had any involvement in this unexpected invitation. He really hoped not. Based on what he remembered, she’d made plans to go with a friend already. The last thing Liam wanted to end up as was the kid brought along because his mom had asked the other kid’s mom to include him.

Typing out a reply, he said, Hey, I am free, so long as you’re sure I won’t be intruding. You’re going with your friend, right?

About five minutes later, after he’d put away the last of his groceries, his phone dinged in his pocket.

She actually informed me that she couldn’t come a little while ago. It would be no bother in the slightest. I would be delighted if you could come.

He still felt the ghost of Tess hovering over each character in the message. However, it was just a hunch. It could be that she earnestly wanted to invite him along, though it might just be that she didn’t want to skate alone. He supposed he could ask.

Well, he couldn’t ask her. “Hey, did Tess put you up to this?” wasn’t going to be his following response. But he could delay his response long enough to suffer the wintry cold and knock on his next-door neighbor’s door.

“No, I hadn’t talked to her about you yet,” Tess promised. Liam immediately identified the thrilled gleam in her eye as he revealed that Anna had contacted him. “I received her request a little while ago and provided your number—that’s all. I had meant to come and ask you if it was all right, but you weren’t home at the time.”

“I see,” Liam said. Apparently, a lot could happen when you went grocery shopping. A rich heiress could ask the sexy next-door neighbor you secretly desired for your phone number.

“This is excellent,” Tess said, beaming at him. “She adores ice skating, so for her to invite you is a clear sign that she’s interested in getting to know you better. You must have made a very good impression on her. I knew you were the right choice.”

“I guess so,” Liam said, uncertain as to what he’d done to deserve such high esteem. If anything, largely due to his mixed feelings about the plan he’d agreed to, he thought he’d barely made any impression last night. While he was hardly a walking Casanova, he wasn’t usually that stiff and uninteresting.

“Do you plan to go?”

That question shunted him out of his thoughts with the force of a shove. Hastily, without thinking, Liam nodded.

“Wonderful!” Tess radiated exuberance.

Once again, Liam was reminded of how much Tess seemed to care about Anna. For her to be so involved in her personal life like this proved it. Either that or she really despised Trent Alden. He supposed it could be both.

He also knew he really didn’t want to be doing this. That thought permeated through him like a pungent, foul odor. It was almost staggering that Tess couldn’t sense it herself. He wanted her. Beautiful as Anna was, wonderful as he was sure she was, he didn’t want to remove the chance—infinitesimally small as it might be—that Tess might start to see him as a man.

But how the hell did he back out now? Inwardly grimacing at his meekness, the very thing that had gotten him into this garbled mess of a situation yesterday, he knew he couldn’t back out now. Not with Tess smiling so brilliantly, ebullient as he could ever remember seeing her before.

“Do you have any advice?” he decided to ask, giving him a chance to prolong his time with Tess just a bit longer. “I’ve never really gone on a date with someone so… proper.”

Tess smiled. “I know that she can seem a bit closed off with how well-mannered she is, but it just takes her a little while to open up fully to new people. It’s clear she wants to get to know you better, so just be yourself. It clearly worked out yesterday.”

I guess, Liam thought, still feeling like something was off. But if it wasn’t Tess, whom he believed when she told him that she hadn’t pushed Anna into contacting him, then what could it be? No satisfactory answer answered him, leaving him groping about in the dark.

However, his searching fingertips did brush up against an attractive idea. Uncovering it, bringing it into the light, and refusing to feel guilty for wielding it, he offered a proposition to Tess.

“Should I text you afterward?” he asked. “I can let you know how things go.”

Tess could have easily called him on the fact that they, living beside one another as they did, could always just take the twenty steps needed to reach the other’s door for such conversations. It was the gaping hole in his scheme, and his heart raced fretfully as it waited for her to shut him down with that exact reminder. Or, worse, for her to peer through it and finally realize, eyes widening with shock and revulsion, his taboo desires for her.

“That’s a fine idea,” she instead said. “You’re welcome to text me anytime.”

And that was that. Something he’d dreamed about accomplishing for years, over and done without a hint of issue. All it had taken was a simple request backed up by a meager excuse.

Easy or not, Liam grinned giddily as he returned home. Only once he made it inside did he remember that he needed to respond to someone else, someone whom he’d kept waiting for the past ten minutes. Hastily swapping over to Anna’s texts, he added her to his contact list before finally replying.

Yeah, I think I can come. Is there a good time to meet you at the rink?

A few minutes later, while still experiencing the buoyant high set upon him due to obtaining Tess’s number, her reply lifted him from his couch.

Actually, I figured we might go together. If you would like, you can come to my apartment, and we can head there after that.

Sure, that’s okay with me, he replied, slightly surprised at the invitation. Where am I headed?

After obtaining the address and grabbing his keys, wallet, and a coat, Liam sent his first text to Tess as he walked to his car. It was completely unnecessary, and all it did was let her know that he was heading out to see Anna. Yet, once he settled into his car and buckled his seatbelt, his phone vibrated in his pocket. Scrambling to pull it out, he soon gazed upon two words—the first pair in a novel’s worth he hoped they would share.

Good luck!


Chapter Nine

Knight Takes Pawn

Turning off Ashgrove Road onto its smaller, unnamed sibling, Liam followed the latter’s gentle arc as it guided him toward a three-way intersection his phone informed him he should turn left at. On his right, he spotted the first huddle of expensive-looking apartments, which gathered around a plaza at their center. On his left, interrupting the field that separated Ashgrove Apartments from the next distant residential neighborhood, he noticed a small turnoff that led to a set of tennis courts, an unsurprisingly drained pool, and a clubhouse.

He hadn’t heard of this particular apartment complex before but could see the appeal. While it wasn’t quite as opulent or luxurious from the outside as he might have expected for someone like Annabelle Royce, perhaps that was intentional. It wasn’t far from the nearest major connecting road, but its tenants did get to avoid the noise of being in the city. Maybe the peace and quiet were worth the slight downgrade in extravagance.

Or maybe she just doesn’t care about that stuff, to begin with, Liam reminded himself.

At the intersection, he turned left, passing by a large fitness center, and started looking for 1135 Cypress, which he soon also found on his left. A few spots sat open in front of the six large apartments that comprised this grouping. Curiously, he didn’t spot Anna’s SUV among them, but he didn’t make too much of it. Claiming one of the available parking spots, he snapped a picture of the apartments in front of them and sent it to her for verification that he’d come to the right place.

Yes, you’re in the right spot. Come on in.

A slight frown slid onto Liam’s face as he read the newest text. Something about this felt… off. The original invitation had surprised him, but it hadn’t raised any proper alarm bells in his mind. Still, ever since she’d suggested he meet her here first, something had niggled at the back of his mind, hanging just out of reach.

Or maybe he was just being paranoid. Anna had contacted Tess to obtain his number—that much was already verified. So, this had to be her, at the very least. Ultimately, failing to experience an epiphany that might resolve his unease, he had no choice but to forge ahead. It wasn’t as if he could back out of the parking lot now that he was here and head home all because of a strange feeling.

Okay. I’ll be right there.

At the entryway to her apartment, he hit the unit’s buzzer. A few seconds later, idly staring at the security camera Anna could observe him through, he heard soft footsteps approaching behind the door. After that, he heard a lock shift and watched the door open.

A polite, poised, and staggeringly gorgeous woman with mint-green eyes, sleek hair as dark as the night sky, and lips as full as any he’d laid eyes on did not open the door.

In her stead, an equally striking beauty, one who radiated an entirely different energy, grinned at his flummoxed response.

“Hey, there,” the mystery woman said. “I’m Avril, Anna’s roommate.”

Oh, right, he thought. “Hi, it’s nice to meet you.”

“The feeling’s mutual,” she said, looking him up and down as she leaned against her doorframe. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

If she’d next informed him that she was a swimsuit model—of the skimpiest variety imaginable—he would have believed her without a moment’s hesitation. Juxtaposing Anna’s regal beauty, Avril manifested enough sheer, unbridled sexiness to dry out his mouth with just the playful heat emanating from her emerald eyes. She was a complete heartthrob. And he could tell she damn well knew it.

She was tall, voluptuous, and stunningly gorgeous, with fine auburn hair that framed her heart-shaped face and whose long ends tickled her collarbone—the rest of it, she kept in a ponytail. A smattering of mostly faded freckles survived over the bridge of her nose, which served as guides as his attention transfixed itself upon the playful amusement in her eyes. A maverick curl framed her lips, and he realized he must have been gawking.

“I, erm, hope only good things,” he stammered, similarly flustered by her as he’d ended up in his meeting with Victoria. Though, she was anything but like Victoria.

“So far,” Avril said, voice an amused hum. “Want to come in? The cold’s slipping by while I leave the door open.”

“Oh, y-yeah. Sorry.”

His gaze dropped. That was a mistake.

Avril was dressed in a tank top and hugging jeans, which explained her aversion to the cold seeping in around him. Creamy, unblemished skin stood on display in spades, and Liam yanked his eyes away. On his way back to her eyes, he noticed that the sole duty of keeping Avril’s full breasts from completely spilling out of the strained fabric relied solely on the flimsy prowess of spaghetti straps. It didn’t look like it should be enough.

Their eyes met. She knew. She knew exactly why his eyes had taken so long to find hers.

“Right this way,” she said, still smiling as she began backpedaling, motioning with both arms like a traffic conductor that he should follow.

Obeying, he quickly hung his coat, shut the door, and hoped she didn’t see as much color in his face as he suspected there would be.

The apartment inside was spacious, finely decorated, and pristinely kept—for the most part. Here and there, a few imperfections sprung up. In the foyer, where several sets of shoes were less orderly than their neighbors; in the kitchen sink, where some recently used pots needed cleaning; in the living room, where a blanket on the couch was messily balled up. He hazarded a guess that it was a bit of a yin-yang thing the two women had going on. He was curious about how they knew each other. Although he didn’t want to make too many assumptions, Anna didn’t strike him as the type to make merry with the… lively kind of woman that Avril struck him as.

Furthermore, as Avril beckoned him toward that same long couch in the living room where the blanket was balled up, a new thought emerged within his mind.

If she’s here, why can’t she go ice skating with Anna?

“Come on over and have a seat with me,” Avril said just a second before she thrust a vaulting arm onto the back of the couch and tossed herself onto the cushions. “I wanna get to know you a little before Anna gets back.”

“Before… she gets back?” Liam repeated, brow knitting together.

Avril reached over to the middle cushion, picking up a smartphone left discarded when she’d come to answer him at the door. She then picked up another smartphone from the coffee table in front of the couch. One in each hand, she waved them around like glowsticks at a rave.

A few seconds passed before the cogs in Liam’s head lurched into motion.

“It’s been you all day?!”

Avril grinned. “It’s stupidly hard to text like Anna does. It’s why you got such long delays from time to time. I have to remember how to be polite and stuff. ‘I would be delighted if you could come.’ Only Anna could text like that and not die of shame.”

Confusion slammed into Liam’s head like someone had dropped a cinderblock onto it. Stupefied, he struggled to recuperate enough of his thoughts to form a coherent sentence. Or a question. Definitely a question.

“Why would you do that?”

The gorgeous woman put both phones onto the coffee table, then patted the spot beside her. “Come on over, and I’ll explain it to you.”

Likely for the first time in her life, a man approached Avril warily. Amusement radiated off her as he approached, and she pulled a knee in and turned to face him. She gave the couch’s middle cushion one more welcoming pat.

The messily balled-up blanket owned the other cushion, allowing him only one option if he planned to sit down. And so, like a gazelle hoping the watering hole remained neutral ground, Liam placed himself beside the lioness who eyed him hungrily.

After a protracted examination of him, in which she tilted from side to side, she spontaneously announced, “You’re cute. Anna’s going to be a very lucky girl.”

“Uh, thanks?”

“Polite, easy to talk to, seemingly intelligent—all her words when she got back last night,” Avril continued without missing a beat. “All in all, it sounded like Tess was right on the money about you.”

Liam blushed slightly, unsure of how to reply. Confusion still had its claws into him, but thankfully, roundabout as it was, Avril seemed to be heading to a point.

“It’s too bad you couldn’t keep your cards a little bit closer to your chest. If it was anyone else, they might not have noticed.”

Avril paused, Cheshire grin revealing rows of sparkling white teeth.

“Noticed what?” Liam asked, brow furrowing.

“That your head over heels for Professor Williams. You’ve got it baddd, I hear.”

Liam flinched as if a bee had stung him on his bottom eyelid. The treacherously revealing crimson followed, splashing across his face like paint. For all the wrong reasons, his heart rate pounded inside his chest.

“Don’t bother denying it,” Avril said. “I’ve known Anna since we were kids, and she is never wrong about this. For how romantically stunted a life she’s had, she’s always been able to tell. Back in middle school, I’d make her look around the class and tell me whom everyone had crushes on. Like with everything else, she earned an A in that, too.”

The woman folded her arms beneath her heavy breasts, but Liam barely registered their alluring shift. He chewed on his thoughts, oscillating between embarrassment and confusion like a Geiger counter in a nuclear waste dump.

“Okay,” Liam said slowly, placing words onto their predecessors as if he were building a house of cards, “I won’t deny it. So…?”

“So, she decided it’d be uncomfortable if she tried to date you because of it. You went and spoiled all our plans to get her away from that douchebag, Trent. Way to go.”

Even while admonishing him, she remained relaxed and playful. Just based on their short interaction so far, it seemed like her default state.

“Now, we’re going to have to fix things up quickly, and that’s why I invited you over. That work with you?”

He could tell it was a question that didn’t warrant an answer—his presence here determined that Avril planned to make things go her way, regardless of his input. It still left him utterly baffled.

“I—what? You just said Anna isn’t interested in me because of my… crush on Tess. How does that get fixed?”

“By taking her ice skating, duh.” Avril shook her head, fiery strands swaying around her lovely smile. “Having the hots for our sexy ass professor isn’t some big crime, or a lot of men would be getting rounded up. I’ll also work on her while we’re out and about, get her nice and warm to you. She really doesn’t have much experience with guys, so you’ll have to be patient with her.”

Distress tugged at Liam. Already, he’d had his reservations about this whole affair. Now, with Avril’s involvement, especially given that she and Anna both now knew about his attraction to Tess, it was beginning to become too much.

“Listen, Anna seemed great, but this can’t be a good idea. If she’s not interested in me anymore, I’m not going to try and lie to her or anything—or whatever the plan is. You’re her friend, so surely, you get that, right?”

“Oh, don’t be like that, Liam,” Avril said, smiling calmly. “The plan still works so long as you’re up for it.”

“I’m really not sure I am anymore.” Or that I ever was.

Avril cocked her head to the side, observing him for a few uncomfortable seconds. “It’d just be a couple of dates, that’s all. Just enough for Anna to spend time with a guy who isn’t after her fortune—or some bullshit clout about being her first. Tess has done nothing but brag about you since she first mentioned you a few months ago. All you need to do is be yourself a few times, and maybe she’ll realize that letting her dumbass dad pair her off with a fucking Alden,” she said, practically spitting the words, “is going to make her miserable for the rest of her life.”

“And then what? Am I supposed to break up with her after a few dates?” He frowned deeply.

“You’re overthinking it,” Avril said, dismissing his worries with a swish of her slender hand. “She’s getting a taste of romance, not a smorgasbord of it. All you need to do is be halfway decent for a couple of weeks, and then winter break will be over. You can just be friends after that, and you get to go back to schmoozing after our professor.”

“That isn’t how it is,” he growled.

“It’s not?” A distressingly maverick gleam appeared within the emerald depths of her eyes. “So, I couldn’t convince you to give this a try, even if I promised to coach you on how to make Tess fall for you?”

“That’s not funny.”

“I’m not laughing.” Avril leaned forward, dropping her voice to a husky whisper. “I’m a senior; I’ve taken her classes. Not only that, I happen to be almost as close with her as Anna is. I know a lot about what she looks for in a guy.” She leaned back, stretching, forcing his eyes to confront the swell of her breasts as they strained against her shirt’s fabric. “I bet there’s plenty I could teach you.”

Liam swallowed, which was the wrong thing to do. Because Avril heard him do it, and the glow in her eyes subsequently brightened.

“Enticing, isn’t it?” she pressed. “All that you could get from someone like me? And all you’d have to do is be your usual self while dating a beautiful, sweet, polite woman for a few weeks. Wow, what a trial that would be. I see why I’m having to tempt you with a reward if you do it.”

Heat battered his face as she snorted with laughter. The intoxicatingly beautiful woman continued lounging, forcing him to struggle with keeping his eyes locked with hers. Her smile was growing wider and wider with each passing second.

“That’s not what it is,” he complained under his breath. He chewed on the inside of his cheek. Was she just messing with him, or did she actually have inside knowledge about Tess? And what the hell was he doing, considering taking her up on her offer? It was wrong… right? If he’d sat down in one of Tess’s classes and suggested the deal Avril was working with him, he was certain she would declare it a morally bankrupt decision. If Tess learned what he and Avril were up to, she might never speak to him again.

Or she might do something more than just speak to you, an insidious and corrupting part of him whispered.

Avril was okay with it. And this also involved her friend, so it couldn’t be all bad. Right?

“What happens if things crash and burn when we go ice skating, or even before that? How are we going to explain my unannounced presence to her?”

“You let me worry about that. You just focus on all the benefits you could earn.”

The word benefits rolled off her tongue seductively, and she no longer leaned backward. Instead, like a limber palm tree swaying in the wind, she bent forward, leaning her forearms on her knees as she crossed her legs. Blood sprinted into his cock as she practically forced him to gawk at her creamy breasts with the gesture, and the mildly warm apartment suddenly felt scorching hot.

“Looks like you might be interested in other benefits, too,” Avril purred. “Tess’s bias toward you must be getting in the way of her realizing how lecherous you really are.”

“That’s not—”

Two of Avril’s fingers found the lip of her shirt directly between her magnificent breasts. Hooking her fingers over it, she silenced him mid-sentence with a quick but sinfully revealing tug.

Liam’s jaw unhinged itself, every part of his body save for his eyes turning rigid. Unable to resist, much less tear his gaze away, he saw voluptuously creamy skin and hints of two alluringly dark areolae. Liam’s balls tightened as if Avril had snuck her other hand in while he was distracted to squeeze them.

“You’re so red-faced,” Avril said, giggling. “That’s good for Anna, I suppose, but not so good for your chances with Tess. We’ll work on it.”

She released her shirt, allowing the tight-fitting tank top to resume its fortunate hug of her painfully perfect body. She didn’t sit back up, however, and Liam yearned for the type of self-control that would let him yank his gaze away. But he wasn’t a celibate monk who’d spent years learning to control his bodily responses.

Right now, he was the complete opposite.

Mouth pulling to one side, Avril glanced at the two phones she’d placed on the coffee table. Humming thoughtfully, she checked the time. Her eyes flashed mischievously as she returned her attention to him.

“In fact, we have time right now. It’s as good a time as any for me to test your mettle.” She grinned as she delivered the final word.

“This isn’t really that funny of a joke, Avril.”

Her smile vanished, replaced by a severe demeanor. “I’m not joking. This is the deal. You help ensure that Anna decides that she’d rather pick her men rather than let them be picked for her, and I’ll equip you with everything you need to make a woman like Tess Williams melt in your arms.”

“What does that even mean?” he said, gut churning with anxiety… and something else. “‘Make her melt.’”

“You know what it means,” Avril told him. “Like what I could do to you right now if you stop wasting time. I need to obviously… check a few things.” Her grin reappeared as if it’d never gone. “It’s all scientific, of course. I’m sure a professor like Tess would approve. Ethics is a science, isn’t it?”

Liam’s heart hammered inside his chest, and he couldn’t taste a drop of saliva left in his mouth. Avril’s smile dripped with innuendo, but she twirled a finger to let him know he needed to make a decision.

“I guess I’m… up for it.”

“Bold choice of words,” Avril said, nodding at his groin. “Now, relax. You’re way too tense for the gift you’re about to receive.”

She placed a hand on his chest, undoubtedly aware of the rapid drum of his heart. Skewering him with another flirtatious smile, she slid her hand down his torso. Managing to swallow once, and only once, her hand reached the knee-buckling erection throbbing beneath his pants.

“Deep breaths, Liam,” she whispered, sidling beside him. “Relax those shoulders.” She nudged him with hers. “You’re about to get an experience you’ll never forget.”


Chapter Ten

First Taste

Liam couldn’t hear a thing over the torrent of blood rushing through his ears. He sat there, completely transfixed by the slender hand massaging his cock over his clothes. He missed whatever Avril said next. Melt was right. Liam felt paralyzed, and not just physically. Was this a dream? Would he wake up if he blinked, or if he said something, or if he looked away from the hand undoing him with just a few simple motions?

“Liii—amm.”

Finally breaking out of his stupor, his gaze snapped toward the voice humming his name against his ear. Bright emerald eyes sparkled mischievously. The feeling on his cock didn’t end. It wasn’t a dream.

“Don’t tell me this is the first time a girl’s felt you up,” Avril said, chuckling. “You’re cute enough to have at least a few experiences before me.”

“It’s not my first time,” Liam quickly said, trembling as Avril ran a finger over his waistband.

“Good.” She leaned in, scalding his ear with her husky whisper. “Because I want you to hold out for as long as you can. This is a test, after all. Tess wouldn’t want a man who can’t make sure she’s satisfied too.”

With the same two fingers she’d used to move her shirt earlier, she slipped them into his waistband. Briefly tugging it away from his stomach, she playfully let it snap back into place. Liam could have chewed through gravel. She wasn’t doing a single thing to relieve the tension ratcheting through his muscles. Otherwise, he might have stopped long enough to realize how insane this situation was.

When her fingers returned, they swam over his stomach beneath his shirt. Like a doctor giving a physical, Avril hummed to herself as she explored his abs. However, the look she held him in place was anything but professional.

“Now, down—we—go.”

Avril slipped her hand downward, fingers shimmying past his waistband. Her supple fingertips glided over his skin until they found the tip of his cock. Smiling, she ran two fingertips over the precum already oozing out of it.

“Let’s see what we’re working with,” she said.

Assailed by her soft touch, Liam could only stay perfectly still as the gorgeous redhead measured him. She swept her fingers around, never breaking eye contact with him. She smiled calmly, as if this were a normal situation, not an utterly unfathomable one.

From his precum-covered tip to the base of his cock, Avril let her hand do its due diligence. She took her time. Like a lazy scroll through a phone while looking for a place to eat later, she didn’t seem to be in any rush. Paradoxically, this both thrilled and tormented him. Her silky fingers thrust electric pulsations through him, and his heart pounded louder with each passing second. He needed more than this. He hoped she knew that, that she wouldn’t keep him waiting for much longer.

“I like the size,” Avril purred, brushing her lips against his ear. “Shall we find out if you can handle my hand?”

“Yeah,” he whispered hoarsely. Any attempt at wit or flirtatiousness failed him. It was a bestial, all-consuming need propelling him forward now.

“Well, then help a girl out.” She nodded at his lower half, and Liam intuited the rest. He lifted his hips, and they worked in tandem to give his cock some breathing room outside of his pants.

Avril pursed her lips and raked her eyes over the cock in her grasp. She slid her hand along the shaft, not yet wrapping her fingers around it as firmly as he would have liked. He suspected that was as intentional as every act she’d taken since she’d begun texting him with Anna’s phone.

“Nice feel, nice size, nice look,” Avril complimented, nibbling at his earlobe. “Assuming you know—or can be taught—how to use it right, Tess will be a very lucky woman if you can woo her properly.”

The imagery of Tess in a similar position to Avril flashed in his mind. His cock twitched yearningly, and Avril’s grin was glowing when he reopened his eyes. Liam blushed but didn’t avert his gaze.

“You’ve just teased me so far,” he said. “How do I know you could teach me anything useful?”

Avril set her lips against his ear. “If you want, you can grade me after we’re done too. If you really think I deserve anything less than an ‘A,’ I’ll suck you off afterward as an apology.”

Liam’s hands dug into his thighs, and he nodded. With his body vibrating like he was sitting in a massage chair at the mall, the beautiful redhead skimmed her hands down his cock and finally gripped it in the way he wanted. He sighed in relief.

Sparing him from any further teasing, at least for the time being, Avril began to glide her hand up and down his shaft. Pressing her breasts against his side, ripples of sexual tension grew into battering waves. Liam shut his eyes again, pleasure pulsing inside his cock as Avril jerked him off.

“You’ll need to be careful not to get too addicted to my skills,” she teased. “Tess might not be good enough for you after experiencing me.”

To prove her point, she began rubbing her thumb over the ridge of his glans each time her hand rose. Watching him carefully, she adjusted her rhythm until Liam ground his teeth together. He leaned his head back, staring at the ceiling, breathing heavily. And as pleasure sought to cripple his mind, a victorious glint sparkled in Avril’s eyes.

Boundless self-assurance emanated from her in waves, and he knew any futile attempts to resist he made would only cause her further amusement. Still, he had his pride, too. Clenching his thighs, setting his jaw, he looked at her and pretended that he was getting used to her supple hand.

“That’s a dangerous look to give a woman like me,” Avril said, immediately wise to his ploy. “It makes me want to be especially cruel.”

She mashed her breasts against him as she put her lips against his neck, singeing his skin with heat. All the while, her hand caused his toes to curl inside his shoes, and the beginning of a groan eked out of his mouth before he clamped his jaw shut. A sultry chuckle vibrated against his skin because of it.

“Am I earning my ‘A,’ Liam?” Avril purred. “I’ve never tried to earn one like this before, but I hear it’s a popular way of doing things in college. Should I call you professor and beg for good grades?” She altered her voice slightly and batted coquettish eyelashes. “I don’t want to go home and get chewed out for slacking off in your class. Please don’t fail me, sir.”

Liam released the rest of that guttural groan, leaning into Avril’s body out of pure animal instinct. He tried to find her lips with his, but she adroitly dodged away.

“That’s not part of this test,” she said. “And I can’t be letting you have everything until I’m sure you’ll hold up your part of our bargain. So, for now, just hold on as long as you can.” Sinful nectar dripped off her smile. “Let me know when you’re going to cum, so I can make sure we don’t make too much of a mess on this nice couch. Anna likes a tidy home.”

With that pronouncement, she focused on expediating that event. First, she dipped her head forward and poured saliva onto his cock. Next, she combined it and his precum into a potent lubricant along his shaft. Audible squelches filled the room as Avril pumped his cock with a maddening mix of speed and skill.

Within minutes, she’d wound Liam tighter than a ball of steel wool. Every pump of her hand spiraled him toward an explosive ending. She let him lean back into her, and she only chuckled when one of his hands began groping her breast over her tank top.

“You’re holding out pretty well,” she whispered, hand a steady elevator along his shaft. “I guess I’ll need to get a bit more serious.”

Her unused hand slid over her lap toward his. Liam sucked in a breath as she used it to fondle his balls. The combined assault, quick and focused, soft and soothing, sent his mind into a blissful fog that dampened every other bodily sense.

“Mmm, that’s right,” the seductive redhead cooed into his ear. “Cum for me, Liam. Cum like you’ve never cum before. Give me that big, sticky load.”

Something happened then. Something unanticipated, even to Avril.

The front door opened.


Chapter Eleven

The Fun Doesn’t Stop

On the precipice of a climax that would have washed over him like a tidal wave, even above the din of his heart and the beginning of a groan loading itself into his throat, Liam heard the door click as someone tested it and found it unlocked. He heard a sigh after that, magnified by the unbridled panic raking its cruel claws over his skin. And then a familiar voice, its polite calmness inflected by a slight degree of exasperation, called out.

“Avril, you left the front door unlocked again. You need to stop doing that; it’s dangerous. Also, have you seen my phone? I couldn’t find it in my bag.”

Shock lanced across the gorgeous redhead’s face for only a moment. Her gaze speared toward the entryway just out of sight, then the phones sitting on the coffee table, and then at him. Surely, his presence here would be more difficult to explain than Anna’s phone. Especially with her roommate’s hand wrapped around his painfully erect cock.

Fuck, why couldn’t she have waited just one more minute?! his mind raged, shock turning into raw frustration as the anguish caused by his climax’s sudden suspension ripped through his body.

Avril had something to say about that. After her moment of shock, in rapid sequence, the sultry woman made three decisions. The first was to reply.

“Yeah, your phone’s in here,” she called. “Come have a look.”

As Liam’s jaw dropped, Avril grinned. The next thing she did was remove the hand playing with his balls, lean across his lap, and grab the messily balled-up blanket on the other side of him. With an impressive snap of her wrist, she yanked it into the air, where it fluttered momentarily. After that, she rushed it down to cover both their laps.

She saw one of two problems after that—namely, the protrusion tenting the blanket upward. With a mischievous grin, she enacted her third decision. Removing her right hand from his cock but immediately replacing it with her left, she flattened her palm against his shaft, then pressed his cock against his stomach and held it there.

“We’re not done yet,” the insane woman said, winking before turning her head toward the approaching footsteps.

Finally, Liam’s mind caught up to the crazed situation in front of him. His eyes spotted something.

“Avril, your shirt,” he hissed.

Confusion knit her eyebrows together, but she followed his eyes’ track.

“Shit,” she said.

He wasn’t the one who needed to hide their arousal. At any other time, the hard points distinguishable under her tank top would have filled him with pride. Now, all it did was set his heart ablaze with panic.

She still didn’t let go of his cock. Shifting her body, she leaned her back onto his shoulder. The angle she needed to turn her neck to see Anna as she entered the room moments later couldn’t have been comfortable.

“Hey, look who it is,” Avril said as her roommate spotted them. “Supriseee.”

Shock blitzed across Anna’s face in a way that Liam, even if he’d only known her for a short while, knew was uncommon for the poised, collected woman. Her eyes shifted over her shoulder, and he also knew she’d realized that the car out front of their apartment was his.

“Hello, Liam,” Anna said, recollecting herself and smiling politely. Her gaze shifted to Avril. “I am indeed surprised.”

And none too happy about it.

Everyone in the room could absorb the unspoken subtext. Liam had the decency to feel apologetic. Avril sure didn’t.

“So, I might have orchestrated your missing phone so I could bother your new boyfriend and grill him about what he liked about you once I invited him over. Oh, and I’ve invited him to go ice skating with us. It’ll be fun!”

The edges of Anna’s smile frayed ever so slightly. Already, Liam could envision the type of relationship they had together. Avril might have informed him that she was the older of the pair, but age was just a number in this instance. He could viscerally see the headaches she must have caused Anna throughout their friendship, and the polite apologies Anna regularly provided on Avril’s behalf.

“Could I speak to you for a minute?” Anna asked.

To which Avril promptly said, “Nope, but I’ll ride with you, so you can chew me out then.”

“Avril,” Anna said, the exasperation bleeding heavier through the gauze of politeness with each passing moment.

“Go on, go get changed—and grab your ice skates.” She glanced at him. “Did I mention that she owns ice skates? Weird, right?”

“You own a pair, too,” Anna quickly said, a rosy hue mixing into her fair skin.

“Yeah, because you bought them for me, so I wouldn’t have an excuse to avoid going with you.” Avril grinned, then used the hand that wasn’t flattening his cock against his stomach to wave her friend away. “Go on; we’ll be here. I’m giving you a head start, so try to change before I can for once.”

Anna glared at her roommate. Liam felt all but forgotten, though he wasn’t complaining. Nor was he looking forward to the awkward conversation about his unexpected appearance. If not for the hand gripping his manhood, which put him in a rather precarious situation, he might have considered coming up with an excuse to leave before things escalated.

“Fine. We’re leaving at three on the dot.”

“Sure, no issue here.”

And with that final declaration, stark black hair swept through the air as Anna stormed off—well, maybe her version of storming off—to her bedroom. He and Avril both watched it shut, and Liam immediately breathed a sigh of relief.

“What are you relaxing for?” Avril asked, grinning like a maverick. “You’re not in the clear just yet.”

He began to say, “I know that,” only for the words to die on his tongue. He would have meant it about Anna’s frustration with his inclusion in her and Avril’s outing, but he swiftly realized that Avril wasn’t talking about Anna’s annoyance. She was talking about what her arrival had interrupted.

Underneath the blanket, replacing her left hand with her right, she resumed her focused pumping.

Liam’s eyes thrust themselves wide, and panic lacerated his hissed whisper. “Avril, what are you doing?!”

She struck back with a teasing smile. “Really, Liam, you should know exactly what I’m doing.” Her hand increased its pace, and his toes curled. “We have to finish what we started. I need to see exactly what you’re capable of if I’m going to help you land Tess.”

She grinned voraciously, and Liam clenched his teeth together as she lathered him in bliss with quick, focused strokes. His cock throbbed like a spout holding back too much water pressure. His entire body tensed into steel.

“We don’t have the luxury of you cleaning up afterward,” Avril purred against his ear. “And I won’t have you staining my nice blanket. So… you just go ahead and let me know when you’re ready to erupt, and you’ll get a reward I wasn’t going to give you the first time.”

As understanding ravaged him, Liam could barely manage the nod he gave. His entire body threatened to yield, the pressure of the rapture withheld within his cock burning him up. He felt like a stick of butter dropped onto a sizzling pan on the stove. His whole world revolved around the quick motions on his cock and the seductive smile in his peripherals.

He couldn’t last more than a minute. Part of it was due to the unbridled panic about Anna peeking her head out and finding him melting in her roommate’s hand. Even if she was as saintly as everyone claimed, there had to be a limit to what she’d be willing to excuse. Even if he wasn’t strictly to blame for his presence here, he couldn’t imagine she was thrilled about him right now.

But the other part, the inferno beside the flickering candle, wanted to see the sultry, sexy redhead complete her blissful work before another interruption caused his entire body to literally contort due to sexual frustration. His release was no longer a desire but a necessity. The vicious heat inside him couldn’t be put out except by one illicit manner.

“Avril, I’m going to cum!” he hissed, vision constricting as ecstasy overwhelmed him.

Grinning victoriously, the beautiful woman threw the blanket off their laps, revealing his cock mere moments before it erupted. She pumped her hand in quick succession, then removed all but two fingers and her thumb as she dropped her grip to the base of his cock. Leaning over quickly, she set her blazing hot, moist lips to the task of preventing him from making a mess.

Liam groaned and quivered as her lips slid down his shaft, falling like a plummeting elevator until she needed to remove her hands so that his cock could settle in her throat. Pleasure shattered him.

His hand rushed into her hair and shoved her head down, though she’d already taken every inch of him between her sweltering hot lips. She hummed in amusement, and those vibrations were enough to send him over the edge.

He exploded with his cock buried inside Avril’s mouth, and a geyser of white heat blasted the insides of her throat. Liam nearly broke apart like a porcelain vase nudged off a table. Gasping for air, sweat barraged his body as his seed rushed out of his cock. It was pure euphoria, indescribably better than anything he’d ever experienced. The few flings he’d experienced were like a whisper compared to a bellow.

He wanted to bellow. It took everything he had not to alert Anna of what he and her roommate were up to. The worst of it was that Avril started sucking after emptying him, as though she planned to see if he could summon up a second load immediately.

“I, ahhh, fuck….”

Grinning at him with her eyes, he felt her tongue sweep over his shaft. With slow, purposefully cruel speed, she lifted her lips up his shaft, causing him to tremble and nearly collapse onto his side on the couch.

Her lips remained pursed as they left his cock, and she waited long enough for him to realize why before she finally swallowed what he hadn’t shot straight down her throat. Seductively, she licked her lips.

“Would you like your grade now or later?” she whispered huskily, skimming her hand over his thigh.

Words failed him completely; he was too overwhelmed to link thoughts together, much less a response. As his roaring heartbeat slowly calmed down, Avril grinned as he tugged his pants back up.

What had just happened?

It felt like a fever dream, and Liam could barely remember how one thing had led to another. A text message, and then a surprise meeting, and then a deal, and then…

The door behind them opened, and Annabelle Royce reappeared. She was dressed and ready to go. She frowned upon seeing that Avril had failed to ready herself like she’d said she would.

“Later it is,” Avril said, grinning at him. “Ready to go ice skating?”


Chapter Twelve

New Deal

The fifteen minutes it took for Avril to wink at him, get up from the couch, disappear into her room, and change clothes proved to be the longest fifteen minutes Liam would experience in his entire life. Now dressed appropriately for a chilly afternoon spent ice skating, Anna waited quietly for Avril’s return, and Liam was in no hurry to upset the silence. A pair of white ice skates dangled by their tied shoestrings at the crook of her elbow. They appeared well-maintained and clean but clearly often used.

Since joining him, Anna had spent the past few minutes looking through her phone, surveying the damage her scheming roommate had dealt in her name. She ended up chewing on the inside of her cheek, silent and subtly distressed by this outcome. Meanwhile, Liam fretted over whether he should apologize on his and Avril’s behalf. He might not be responsible for the initial wrongdoings, but he wasn’t without culpability for some.

Anna tilted her chin down and quietly sighed, so silently that Liam almost missed the gesture. Afterward, the simmering exasperation surrounding her vanished, or was at least well hidden away. The polite, courteous woman he’d met last night reappeared as she turned her mint-green eyes toward him.

“The rink we’re heading to rents skates, so you’ll be able to obtain some there. They’re nice skates, too.”

It was an unneeded reiteration; he remembered her mentioning the same yesterday. However, it confirmed that she didn’t intend to fight his presence in her and Avril’s outing. Somehow, that only made Liam feel worse about everything.

“Hey, Anna, I just wanted to say that—”

Avril’s door opened, and Liam clamped his mouth shut. Next, he tried not to stare.

She appeared with a grin, with her skates similarly tied together by their shoestrings but instead slung over her shoulder. Trading her tank top and tight-fitting jeans for a sweater, coat, and even tighter silver leggings, Avril swung a gray beanie around one of her fingers as she emerged from her bedroom.

Between her and Anna, a ridiculous excess of beauty filled the apartment. Their neighbors were lucky people.

But you’re luckier, a voice reminded him, causing him to glance at Avril, who bent over and picked up her phone. Remembering Anna’s purported talent, he quickly looked away from the redhead, worried he’d get lost in her firm legs and shapely butt if he took so much as a peek.

As if his trepidation triggered a bell inside her head, Avril peered over her shoulder. Noticing that Anna’s attention was diverted by a sudden text message, which Liam half-suspected she had sent just now, a knowing smile curled her soft lips. He knew exactly how soft they were.

Leaving the apartment, he made for his car while the two ravishingly beautiful women made for Anna’s. Once there, they let their engines warm, though none of them retreated into the apartment. Avril entered her element, and her small talk kept away another uncomfortable silence until they were ready to get on the road.

Inputting OpenSky Center into his phone just in case he lost Anna’s SUV, he left Ashgrove Apartments for the first time just about an hour after he’d arrived. At that time, he’d wondered if it would also be his last visit.

Letting the music pumping through his speakers wash over his thoughts, the twenty-five-minute journey passed uneventfully. He never lost sight of Anna and Avril, so his phone’s guidance proved unneeded, though he let it drone on about which turns he should take without bothering to shut it off until they reached the parking lot.

Early into the afternoon, the place looked relatively uncrowded. Adding their two vehicles to the two dozen others already there, Liam took a deep breath, only partially to ready himself for the shivering temperature awaiting him, and hopped out of his car. Hooking up with Anna and Avril, they guided him toward the rental area beside the smaller rink, which an enormous cloth tarp strung up by poles covered. Only a few people currently skated on that one.

The other two rinks, one which looked exactly like the hockey rink Anna had described it as yesterday, stood closely beside one another. In fact, they were connected via a small passageway of ice, allowing easy access to skaters on either rink. For most of the skaters, the enormous rectangular rink was where they put their blades. It stretched on and on, and Liam judged it to be nearly as long as a football field. Short glass walls hemmed it, and colorful Christmas lights, ribbons, and garlands hanging from numerous tall lampposts stood stalwart around the walls, currently unused but undoubtedly ready to swathe the rink in light once nighttime arrived.

Heading inside the expansive building, which Liam learned had lockers, a shower, and even a café serving food, Anna and Avril guided him to where they would get tickets to skate, and where he could rent some skates.

Admission plus skates cost him twenty-five dollars, but the price didn’t interest him much. The smiles and friendly banter between the middle-aged woman running the desk and Anna and Avril did.

“We’re the cream of the crop when it comes to regulars,” Avril informed him. “No one else is anywhere as popular.” She refocused on the kindly woman behind the desk, who had introduced herself as Tara. “Righttt?”

“Miss Knight, you know I have a soft spot in my heart for Miss Royce.” And she said no more. The silence spoke volumes.

Without missing a beat, Avril gasped and adopted affronted shock as her response. “And I thought it was cold outside! I didn’t realize I was so unwelcome.”

“It cancels out to a net neutral,” Tara informed her, nodding at Anna.

“Wow! This cuts deep, Tara. You can forget about those tickets you wanted for you and your new boyfriend!”

“I’m sure they’d just lose anyway,” she retorted, a mirthful smile flitting across her features.

Avril recoiled as if struck, gasping louder than before. “And this is the thanks I get for all my patronage.”

“You only come when Miss Royce does.”

“Which is still, like, two or three times a week!”

The woman merely shrugged, and Avril huffed. Grabbing him and Anna by the arm, she muttered loudly about Tara’s rudeness as she dragged them away.

“Have a good time, Miss Royce!” Tara shouted after Anna. “And you too, sir!”

Avril gasped for a third time.

Outside, Avril dropped her feigned abhorrence toward Tara’s behavior and stretched her arms over her head. She still remarked about the woman’s “cheekiness,” though it was all spoken with a smile. Her complaints dwindled as the three of them headed for the largest rink.

“You said you haven’t skated in several years, correct?” Anna asked as they sat on one of the benches near the southern entrance into the rink, stowing their shoes away under it while they wrangled their skates on. Well, he wrangled them on. Anna and Avril were plenty practiced at sliding on their respective skates.

“Yeah, middle school, I think.”

“So, what you’re saying is that we should get ready to see a baby deer learning how to walk?” Avril asked.

“Or ice skate,” he supplied.

She patted her hip, which drew his gaze to where she’d stowed her phone inside her tight leggings. “I’ll be sure to collect video evidence of it all.”

Once they’d donned their skates, Liam lurched into an awkward waddle onto the ice. Not that he’d ever doubted it, but the gap in skill between him and the girls proved itself within seconds. As he wobbled, gripping the wall for support, Anna smoothly slid onto the ice. Avril, the showoff, began skating backward, making figure eights while grinning at him.

“Forward march, sir!” Avril said. “Keep a steady core, then step, step, step! Double time!”

Standing next to him, Anna sighed at her friend. “She is right, even if she’s shouting things like a drill sergeant. Keep your core centered and steady, and it’ll return to you quickly enough.”

“Right. Thanks for the advice.”

“Hey, it was my advice,” Avril complained.

He began skating along the rink slowly, beginning to rediscover some semblance of balance. Avril circled him like a hawk hunting a blind baby mouse, grinning the entire time. Anna huffed at her but remained beside him, skating smoothly but slowly, matching his pace.

“Sorry if I’m keeping you from skating how you want,” he said quietly enough that only Anna could hear. “And… sorry for coming along uninvited.”

“I appreciate the apology, but you don’t need to offer one,” Anna responded, glancing at Avril as she zoomed by. “I’ve seen the texts Avril sent from my phone, and she confessed everything else on the ride over. You aren’t culpable in any of this.”

Liam was reasonably certain that she had not confessed “everything else” on the drive, and he was completely certain he was culpable in quite a bit.

“Still,” he said, “I don’t want to keep you if you want to skate your way. It’s fine, really.”

“I don’t mind teaching you but thank you for your consideration.” Liam glimpsed a momentary conflict within her expression, but it was an infinitesimal war. She smiled politely. “Let’s all do our best to have a good time. I hope you’ll enjoy ice skating as much as I do.”

Liam nodded, and then he did his best for the next half an hour of instruction he received. Anna revealed herself to be an excellent instructor, possessing as keen an eye for what he should fix as she supposedly did when it came to spotting romantic desires. She spoke clearly and effectively, helping him learn how to swizzle—what a word—fairly quickly. While he still wobbled occasionally, and he wasn’t good enough to stroke, which was the apparent way that professional skaters moved around the ice, he could at least journey around the rink without needing to catch his hands on his knees for balance every twenty feet.

“You’re a quick learner,” Anna said, smiling as she skated alongside him.

“But don’t let it go to your head,” Avril crowed, slicing across the rink like a penguin on its belly.

I wish she would end up on her belly somehow, Liam thought with a grumble.

“It’s all thanks to you,” he told Anna, deciding to get a bit of revenge against Avril. “I see why Tara’s so happy every time you show up.”

“Hey! Rude!”

Anna smiled, ignoring her friend’s outcry. “She likes Avril too, but she can’t let her know that. I’m afraid it’s far too late for her; everything has already gone to her head.”

“I got that sense,” Liam admitted, which kept Anna’s smile around for a little longer. “Is this a pretty regular sort of day, or is she just acting up?”

“This is a bit more extreme than she usually is, but it’s not too out of the ordinary for her.”

“Knock it off, you two!” Avril grumbled, glaring at them. “Anna, we’re best friends! You can’t go spilling details about me like this!”

“Is it then fair to assume that you kept quiet about me while I was unaware that you’d invited Liam over to our apartment with my phone?”

Avril sheepishly shrugged while skating backward away from them. He was sure the admonishment bounced right off her, but she let Anna dole it out without any complaint. It was probably her second helping, preceded by whatever tongue-lashing she’d received during the car ride. Aware of the ineffectiveness of her chiding, Anna sighed, which, coupled with how quickly she’d helped him get the hang of ice skating, imbued him with a new thought. He let it flow off his tongue.

“You’d probably make a good professor, Anna.”

Surprise pulsed within her expression, and color sprang into her cheeks. “No, I don’t think I’d be very good at that type of job.”

The hastiness of her reply, the discomfiture, and Avril’s subtle response proved an intriguing trifecta. While the affliction of embarrassment ran its course within Anna, her self-proclaimed best friend offered a new type of smile. It wasn’t flirtatious or teasing; it wasn’t even broad enough for her to show any teeth. A slender lift at the corner of her mouth—that was all it was.

What did it mean?

“Professor Royce does have a nice ring to it, don’t you think?” Avril chimed, after which she keyed him into some of the reason why his simple statement had caused such an effect. “Hasn’t Tess been trying to get you to consider it, too?”

“Yes, but I’ve said the same to her,” Anna quickly said. “Teaching isn’t a good path for me.”

Avril shrugged, and Liam understood that a quick death to the topic was for the best. Fortunately for the two more introverted individuals of their trio, Avril smoothly slid their conversation along. Eventually, the shrewd redhead shifted the conversation toward him.

“So, you now know what we get up to when we have free time. What about you? Any interesting hobbies or talents?”

“Normal stuff, I guess. Nothing I’d say is as unique or interesting as ice skating.”

“Yes, we’re so very exceptional,” Avril grinned, though she didn’t relent. “Come on; you’ve got to have something that’ll wow two beautiful and single older college girls.”

“Avril,” Anna said, frowning at her.

While Avril defended herself from Anna’s exasperation, Liam ran through his list of so-called “talents.” He nearly slipped and landed on his ass because of it, but he had an answer after steadying himself.

“I guess… I’d say I’m good at cards.”

Both women’s attention returned to him.

“Like, magic tricks?” Avril asked, arching an eyebrow. “Or poker and blackjack and all that?”

Technically, both fell into the same wheelhouse, though he didn’t figure they’d be all too interested in him defining the finer details of what it meant to be “good at cards.” So, he opted for the most straightforward explanation.

“Yeah, blackjack and stuff. I tend to win whenever I play.”

His proclamation received about as much dubiousness as it usually did with people who hadn’t yet played with him. Avril folded her arms, scrutinizing him.

“Everyone says they’re good at stuff like cards.”

“Some of us have to be right when we make the claim,” he pointed out. “Law of large numbers and all that.”

Her lips curled mirthfully. “Well, we’ll have to host a game night and put you to the test then. Won’t we, Anna?”

Anna stared at her friend, though her politeness seemed to demand that she go along with Avril’s sudden declaration.

“What kind of card games do you like to play?” she asked.

He had only the vapidest response to give. “Pretty much any game is fine. Blackjack, poker, euchre—really, I’m up for anything.”

“Which do you think would be the best for a small group like we have? I’m not much of an expert when it comes to cards.”

“Blackjack works fine with just two players; it’s simple and easy to start playing. I can be the dealer too, so it’ll be you both against me.”

“We’ll have to come up with something amusing to ante,” Avril said.

“No, we don’t,” Anna replied. “It can just be a fun, relaxing time.”

“Fine, fineee,” Avril said, though she shook her head and mouthed “not a chance” at him the very moment Anna glanced elsewhere.

“What about ice skating?” Liam asked.

“Pardon?” Anna said.

“Have you ever considered that as something you’d want to do after college?”

“Oh, no. It’s… just something I like to do when I can. I’d rather not make a job out of it.”

This time around, Avril didn’t offer any input on Anna’s statement.

With nightfall encroaching rapidly, the three of them soon watched as the lights around the rink blinked to life. The temperature, which had flirted with below freezing throughout the day, surrendered to the evening’s gelid embrace. Regardless of the chill, more and more people appeared as the workday ended, and it wasn’t long before Liam noticed the stares.

Wherever they skated, eyes chased after Anna and Avril. A few, mostly from guys around their age, narrowed whenever they shifted from the two beautiful women and found him. However, male or female, young or old, innocent or ravenous, their eyes pursued their group as if tethered by ropes.

“See?” Avril said to Anna. “I told you things would be less annoying with Liam around.”

“This is less annoying?” he blurted.

“Way, way less. There’re always a few weirdos who gradually skate closer and closer to us, like some kind of bizarre bird mating ritual. A couple usually bother us about our numbers or skating together eventually, so good job keeping them at bay.”

“Uh, you’re welcome?” Liam glanced at the nearest guy around their age and discovered an envious glare aimed directly at him when their eyes connected.

“So, you can consider yourself our new creep repellent. You’ll be coming along from now on.”

“Avril, don’t be bossy,” Anna said, frowning. “Not everyone who approaches us is as unpleasant as you make them out to be. And you don’t always seem to mind the attention.”

The beautiful redhead smiled unabashedly. “Sure, sure. Nothing wrong with someone trying to shoot their shot, but you know it’s nicer for you when we can just skate without being bothered.”

Anna failed to disagree with her best friend, whose smile broadened. Whether his presence kept them away or not, only eyes and whispers pursued them for the remainder of their time at the skating rink. After about two hours, Liam could suitably keep pace with the two vastly more adroit skaters, though that was all he could accomplish.

Avril loved to show off, and she really didn’t seem to care who was watching. If it was in the pursuit of an impressive maneuver, she didn’t mind one bit if she landed on her ass. She called for his attention just before a pirouette near the center of the enormous rink, then tried to get Anna to join her for the next one. Anna quickly shut her down, and Liam saw another glimpse of color skitter over her fair skin.

As far as Liam could tell, the more well-mannered of the pair skated immaculately but conservatively. He never saw so much as a wobble out of her as she flowed across the ice like the wind itself, let alone a fall. According to a whisper that Avril snuck into his ear when Anna wasn’t looking, the Royce heiress was the far better of the two, though she never flaunted her abilities.

“A few times we’ve come, it’s just been the two of us. Those are the only times in years she’s shown what she can really do. Otherwise, she just keeps what she can really do hidden.”

Liam watched Anna momentarily, seeing how she skated effortlessly over the ice. “I don’t suppose you’re telling me this because it’s a microcosm of a bigger issue.”

Avril flashed her sparkling white teeth. “I know there was something other than that cock of yours I liked.”

Hiding his blush when Anna returned to the group, their time at OpenSky Center slowly glided toward its end. When Avril made for the restroom a little later, Liam had half-expected that a silence like the one back in the apartment would follow. However, before Avril had even finished getting out of her skates, Anna informed him that they would not be repeating their quiet act.

“May I speak with you for a little while, Liam?” she asked, skating slowly toward the center of the rink, which left him no option but to accompany her if he wanted to hear her out.

“Sure,” he said, glancing over his shoulder at Avril, who’d traded skates for shoes and begun strolling toward the main building. Unsurprisingly, she didn’t leave her skates behind as they had their shoes. When they cost over three hundred dollars, which he’d learned from Avril a little while ago, they weren’t the sort of thing left lying around. Not even by the obscenely rich.

Of course, that might not be the case. He knew Anna’s family was mind-bogglingly wealthy, but he didn’t know anything about Avril’s situation. Therefore, he reminded himself that he shouldn’t assume too much. Ashgrove was a pretty upscale apartment complex, but it wasn’t the penthouse suite that a Royce should be able to afford easily. For all he knew, her father had as iron a grip on her finances as he supposedly wanted to have on her love life.

Catching up to Anna, he was just in time to see her draw in a steadying breath and to notice the tightness in her hands, which she’d intertwined in front of her waist.

“I want to discuss… what Avril and Tess have been pushing for these past few days. There are some things I want to ask you… and some things I want to say myself.”

“Sure,” he repeated, heart pulsing with an instant stanza of trepidation. He just hoped she hadn’t somehow also gleaned something about him and Avril’s earlier indiscretion.

“It’s okay if you choose not to answer, but I would appreciate it if you didn’t lie to me,” she said quietly, glancing at the nearest gaggle of skaters, a group of middle schoolers who barely paid them any heed.

Mild consternation warped his face. “I don’t plan on lying to you. What would I even have to lie about?”

“Have Avril and Professor Williams been pressing you toward entering a relationship with me?”

Liam knew better than to feign shock. He also knew better than to deny what was true or mutilate it with partialities. She wasn’t asking the question because she needed confirmation about her suspicion but to judge if he was going to be honest with her going forward. Even if it might upset the plan Tess and Avril had in mind for them, he didn’t want to give Anna a reason to distrust him.

“Pressing is a bit too strong of a word,” he said, keeping eye contact with Anna. He wanted her to see the truth within them, not just hear it. “Tess only wanted me to meet you and see how I felt—there wasn’t anything forced on me. And, well, I’ve only just met Avril, so I’m still kind of figuring her out.”

Relief soothed Anna’s expression, and she even partially smiled at his comment about her best friend. “Yes, that is something we’re all trying to do, even those of us who have known her for years. If you will share it with me, what did Professor Willia—Tess—say about me? Did she mention my situation?”

“What I told you the other night remains true. She had nothing but overwhelming compliments about you.” Liam paused. “But… yeah, she mentioned a few things about what you’re going through. A few names, too.”

“Would one of them be Trent Alden?”

Liam nodded. A middle-aged couple holding hands skated by, and Anna delayed her response until after they passed. He noticed that the tight grip of her interlaced fingers slightly lessened, which he took as a good thing.

“Nothing good was said of him, I presume?”

“I’ve heard his name a few times from two people who really seem to care about you. Tess was slightly more diplomatic than Avril, but I can tell even she loathes the guy. What do you think? Is he as bad as they say?”

Anna sighed, eyes shadowing. “He’s… not the type of person I enjoy being around. However, the situation surrounding… us is complicated. It’s not something that’s easily resolved, much as Avril and Tess might want it to be.”

“When I first heard about the whole thing from Tess,” Liam said, deciding to broach the topic more boldly, “I said it sounded a lot like the feudal ages. She didn’t really disagree with me. I definitely came up in a wealthy enough household, but I know it’s a different world entirely when complete strangers recognize you based on your last name alone.”

Anna began to shake her head but then stopped. “I suppose, in certain ways, feudalism is an apt comparison. Many more people than just myself could be affected by my decision.” The comparison seemed to grow on her. “So, yes, that’s an accurate way of putting things. Companies like the ones my and Trent’s families own are a bit like fiefdoms, and the decisions made at the top can have drastic consequences for individuals who don’t deserve to be swept up into things—but still are.”

“It’s kind of grim, isn’t it? We don’t really look back on the way fiefs were operated as being all that great for the commoners.”

“That is true.” Anna’s mouth twisted slightly. “I wish it wasn’t the case.”

“What would happen if you decided to tell your dad that you wouldn’t go along with what he wants? If you don’t mind me asking,” he hastily added.

“I’m sorry, but that’s not something I am willing to share. And please don’t ask Avril about it behind my back.”

“Okay.” Liam offered her a heartfelt nod. “I promise not to ask, and I’ll let her know not to tell me if she tries to.”

“Oh.” Anna’s mint-green eyes flashed, informing him that she hadn’t considered adding that stipulation to her request. “Yes, thank you very much.”

“Sure. Is there anything else you wanted to bring up?”

“There is one final thing, yes.” Even as she informed him that there was more, indecision flitted across her expression. “It is a request I want to make of you.”

Butterflies made their presence known in his stomach, which he saw was infectious. Anna’s voice nearly dropped to a whisper, and he saw her check to ensure Avril hadn’t returned to the ice just yet. Concern, anxiety, and hesitation swirled around the courteous heiress.

“I promise to hear you out, at least.” He’d been doing a lot of that recently. So many people had requests to make of him since he’d come home for winter break. So far, they’d all gotten their way, although one had played dirty to bend him to her will. He was entirely certain that Anna wouldn’t make any such offer to coax him into agreeing with whatever it was she was about to ask of him.

“That’s all I ask,” she said, returning her gaze to him. “It is about what Tess and Avril have been trying to make happen between us. And while I do enjoy getting to know you, I… can’t see myself going along with what they want. While I know they both care about me, they don’t seem to realize that they’re trying to set me up with someone in a similar manner as my father is.”

“Isn’t the ‘why’ more important than the ‘how’ sometimes?” Liam asked. “I, uh, know I’m not really capable of being a neutral party in all this, but you’re right about them caring about you. It’s not even about me; I’m just the guy Tess happened to have living next door to her. I think they just want you to get a chance at dating normally before it’s too late, and for you to avoid some grisly fate with this Trent guy.”

“Be that as it may, to me, the means don’t justify the ends. I’m trying to figure out what to do in my predicament, but it isn’t as easy as Tess and Avril—especially Avril—seem to think it would be. She might always get away with whatever she wants, but the same isn’t the case for everyone.” She sighed, distress emanating from her in waves. “Would you really want to date me, even though it’s being set up like this? With everything happening in my life right now, does that sound anything like a ‘normal’ dating experience? Would you even consider it if you weren’t being asked by someone you treasure dearly? Be honest, please.”

So, he did.

“No, probably not. It was already kind of crazy to me when Tess first brought it up, and even though I agreed, I know I was never super enthused about it.”

Anna nodded as if she’d expected such a response. Opening her mouth to speak, Liam eschewed imitating her good manners. He wasn’t finished yet.

“But I agreed to it because of how highly I regard Tess. The fact that she cares as much about you as she does speaks volumes about the type of person you are. And if she feels that way about you, then I want to try and help however I can. She thinks you deserve to be happy with who you end up with, and I’m going to agree with her on that point.”

He smiled sheepishly, prickled by embarrassment after his explanation. He hadn’t meant to say it like he was what she deserved, but it had kind of spilled out like that—at least, from a possible interpretation.

After a slight pause, Anna replied softly, wearing a smile that soothed his paranoia. “That’s very admirable of you, and you shouldn’t feel like you do about what you said earlier. Tess didn’t ask for your help just because she’s your neighbor. It’s obvious you deserve all the compliments she’s showered your name with every time she’s mentioned you in the past.”

A sudden swell of heat abated the frigid winter night’s effect on his face. “We’ll just say that she’s right about both of us. She’s a good judge of character.”

“I agree wholeheartedly. In fact, her trust in you, combined with this conversation, has truly set me at ease. So, I want to make a final request of you while we’re alone.”

“Okay, shoot.”

He’d had a few ideas in mind when he gave her the go-ahead to state her request. In most scenarios, whether she asked him to do it quietly or come up with an excuse that he could give to Tess and Avril, he figured she’d want him to back out of the task he’d been assigned. He was still in the process of just how he could navigate the treacherous situation, fully aware that his sinful interaction with Avril had almost certainly pushed him past the point of no return, when she dropped his jaw. The cold wasted no time before assailing his tongue.

“I would like you to pretend to date me for the next few weeks.”

No, that had not been one of the ideas swirling through his mind. Enough so that he blinked owlishly, wondering if he’d heard her right.

As she continued to elaborate why she had decided this outcome would be for the best, he realized that he must have.

“I know it’s deceptive and deceitful, but I don’t want them to keep trying things like this. Maybe I could convince Tess to relent on the whole situation, but Avril is not used to being told no.” Her gaze shifted, and he knew without needing to check himself that she saw Avril returning to the rink. “So, I would rather avoid several ultimately fruitless arguments. I’m sorry; I know it’s selfish and cowardly. It would only be for a little while, maybe a few weeks. I’d… just like to spend my winter break peacefully.”

The poise surrounding her slipped, providing a brief avenue for him to peer past it. Fatigue draped itself on Anna in so many chains that he was surprised he didn’t hear them rattle when she skated. Fatigue about her situation, about what might come to pass if he declined, about waging a war on both sides, even if at least one of them thought they were doing right by her. It was a shock that she had the energy to come out here and skate so flawlessly.

Or maybe this was what rejuvenated her enough to keep up her tireless defense. Regardless, Liam wanted to believe that he was a good person. He might have his fair share of issues, some more recent and difficult to excuse than others, but he still hoped he was a net positive of a person. For him to continue to see himself in such a light, he could only offer a single answer.

“Then that’s what we’ll do.”

The bounty of relief that streamed through Anna’s expression was more than enough for him to feel he’d made the right decision.


Chapter Thirteen

The Road Ahead

Upon returning to them, as if she were part bloodhound, Avril immediately sniffed out that something had changed in her absence. Her gaze narrowed, suspicion brewing as she scrutinized them. When neither of them fessed up, she puffed out one cheek and folded her arms.

“Well, what’s the good word?”

“It’s nothing,” Anna said, which did little to soothe Avril’s voracious curiosity. So, she plopped a diversion down in front of her best friend. “When did you want to host this game night you’re after?”

Avril appeared wise to her ploy, but she played along. “Day after tomorrow. At our place.” She nodded at him. “So, bring those supposed skills of yours. I’ll handle the rest.”

Outside of obtaining a set of playing cards if they didn’t already own any, Liam wasn’t sure what else needed handling. But he nodded nonetheless, and their outing at OpenSky Center arrived at its end. However, one more event was to unfold before he separated from the two beautiful women.

He caught them conversing in hushed whispers after returning his skates to Tara. Avril, bending toward her roommate conspiratorially, said something, to which Anna responded with a nod. Even with darkness enveloping the parking lot in its covetous embrace, he saw Avril’s eyes brighten with surprise and delight. He could guess what it was that Anna had just confirmed.

Reuniting with the two women, they headed for their cars. Along the way, he earned a quick nudge from Avril. When he glanced over, she nodded downward with her eyes. Following her suggestion, he found her phone waiting for his contact information. Once tapped in, he earned an approving smile.

The three of them reconvened briefly as their cars warmed up. Fighting against the chill mercilessly seeping past their coats, they crowded together, white breath expanding in front of their faces.

“Send me the arrival time once you decide,” he said, earning nods from both women.

“We’ll see if you’re all talk or not,” Avril said, elbowing him repeatedly, though a fit of shivers harried her afterward. “Damn, it’s cold. Good thing we’re not psychopaths who stay all the way up until closing time just to get a few extra minutes of skating in. Right, Anna?”

“It’s no worse than when you keep us at the mall until we’re kicked out,” Anna retorted, sniffing slightly.

Avril grinned unapologetically. Newer and pricier, Anna’s SUV showed off one of the reasons why by finishing warming up much sooner than his vehicle did. As Avril sought refuge inside, Anna remained with him.

“Thank you, Liam,” she said, voice quiet, although he doubted Avril would be able to eavesdrop with the heat gunning inside the vehicle. “I truly appreciate your willingness to go along with my request.”

“I’m glad to help out.” He smiled comfortingly. “I hope everything ends up working out in the end, too.”

“As do I,” she said, sighing. “I’ll see you Sunday. I’m also looking forward to seeing your talent on display.”

“Yeah. See you in a couple.”

They both made for their respective driver’s seats. Deciding he’d give his car a few more minutes to warm up, Liam tossed a wave over to Avril and Anna as they departed, then let his thoughts focus on the latter of them. It was obvious her unpleasant situation wasn’t going to be resolved with just this mild deception he’d agreed to, but he hoped that it helped relieve her of a bit of her stress.

Now, he needed to figure out how to deal with Avril and Tess. Even if there was no malevolence involved, he was still going to have to lie to them both. He didn’t enjoy the idea of lying, especially now because of the unorthodox deal between him and Avril. Should he find a way to back out of it so he at least didn’t feel like a total piece of shit for failing to follow through on his end?

As he sank deeper into his thoughts, a buzz in his pocket—he didn’t fail to register this one—drew him out of them. With an idea of who it might be from, he found an unknown number had decided to begin their contact with only a single letter.

B.

Can I assume that this is from your phone this time?

He only needed to wait a few seconds before he received an image of Avril giving him a thumbs up. As he put her name in, remembering thanks to their encounter with Tara that her last name was Knight, she sent a text that sent his heart rate into overdrive for all the wrong reasons.

Anna mentioned that she’s interested in going out with you again. So, why don’t you come meet me tomorrow and we can plan ahead?

A following message arrived before he could put together his reply.

And yeah, that includes my help involving getting Tess’s attention. You’ll have that sexy professor going down on you in no time. ;)

Liam swallowed dryly, and the willpower he’d been gradually summoning to end his deal with Avril wilted rapidly. Maybe… maybe it was better like this. After all, he wasn’t actually dating Anna now.

Chewing on his lower lip, he eventually concluded that the current outcome was far more morally acceptable than the alternative where he really was dating Anna but was simultaneously pursuing Tess. Which allowed him to type out a reply to Avril, letting her know that he was available whenever tomorrow.

With his plans for the next two days in place, Liam headed home. Collapsing into his bed after a hot shower, a new figure, as sultry as she was dynamic, made herself known in his dreams.


Chapter Fourteen

Loneliness

The next day, December 18th, he and Avril met up for lunch at a steakhouse she’d suggested upon messaging him in the early afternoon. The relaxed atmosphere and their server’s kind smile as she took their orders did little to quell the butterflies rampaging inside his belly. It didn’t help that Avril had hugged him until his body had started to melt into hers upon meeting him outside the entrance. Nor the sultry whisper into his ear about a lewd dream she’d claimed to have had about him last night, which he suspected was a lie meant only to redden his already scarlet face further. He didn’t mention his own erotic dream about her.

From the moment she’d jaunted up to him, wearing a snug sweater and jeans, auburn ponytail bouncing behind her, she’d begun infecting him with her jubilant mood. She was all smiles and laughs while they waited for their food, as congenial a force as he’d ever encountered. It didn’t take long before he let himself ride the uplifting wave of cheerfulness brimming within their booth. It was simply fun to be around Avril Knight.

“Be honest, did you actually enjoy ice skating last night?” she said after sipping from the strawberry daiquiri she’d ordered.

“Well, yeah. I liked being there with you both.”

“No, no,” she said, cutting the air with a hand wave. “Did you enjoy the skating part of it?”

“Uh, yeah, it was pretty fun. I do want to go with you all again.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” Avril said, grinning. It was evident that she was scheming something. “So, I can’t help but wonder why you didn’t ask for a detailed report about the grade I gave you.”

The color that had been slowly emigrating away from his face swarmed back into it within a millisecond. Avril’s radiant laugh attracted numerous eyes from the other tables.

“I, uh… didn’t know I should have,” he said, voice quiet and slightly hoarse.

“You want to land one of the sexiest women around, don’t you?” she said, and he knew she was purposefully refusing to lower her volume just to torment him further. “Come on; you should know that good studying and review habits are how to get grades.”

“Okay, fine,” he said, face on fire. “So, what… details do you have for me?”

“Why, I’m glad you asked,” Avril chuckled, finally lowering her volume so no one could eavesdrop on their scandalous conversation. “You put forth a pretty good first impression; the ‘B’ I gave you was probably… I dunno, an eighty-seven? Eighty-eight? You could get up to an ‘A’ pretty quickly if you take my advice. And then Tess won’t know what hits her.”

Excitement at the thought should have thrummed through him. Should have but did not. In its place, a regretfully moralistic burr jabbed into his back, and no amount of fidgeting in his seat would remove it. He knew he had to bring it up before this continued further. Damnit, why couldn’t he have been born without a conscience?

“Are you really okay with this?” he asked, receiving a curious raise of an eyebrow for his question. “I mean… I just want to make sure that this is all fine.”

“Liam,” Avril said, leaning forward, breasts straining against the snug wool covering them. “I let you cum down my throat yesterday.” She grinned. “Do you really think I’m fretting over our little deal? I’m all for it; I’m the one who made the offer, remember? Now, if you want to end it here and date Anna without me helping you land the woman of your dreams later on, I won’t argue. I might be a little disappointed, though. I spent all night thinking of your plan of attack for later today.”

Plan of attack? Later… today?!

“Wait, what do you mean?” he blurted.

“Strike soon, strike hard.” Avril jabbed the air. “You’re going to see Tess tonight, where you’ll start planting some seeds. That way, you can get a bit closer to planting your see—”

“I get it,” he hurriedly said, face as red as her hair. “Let’s just start from the beginning. What advice do you have?”

He felt ridiculous asking such a question, and Avril’s report ended up delayed by the return of their server with their food. As Liam picked at his pulled pork, Avril kept their server around by chatting her up—another intentional way of flustering him, he knew. During that time, he finally realized what Anna must have had to deal with for years. She must have had the patience of a saint to still possess her sanity.

Their server couldn’t stay long. Even though they’d arrived after the typical lunch rush, a Saturday still brought in more customers than usual. As soon as that happened, Avril casually leaped into the discussion as if there’d never been any interruption. Yep. Just a casual conversation about his dick in a public eating space.

“So, the biggest plus is that you weren’t a quick shot. Believe it or not, but women want to cum too, and most of you guys run out of steam pretty much the second after you blow your load, while we can cum more than just once or twice when we fuck—if you’re good enough. There are ways to buy yourself a bit more time, like jerking off beforehand so you’re less sensitive, but I don’t think we need to take those measures with you. When we get to the other stuff I’ll test you on, we'll confirm if that's the case. It was just a handjob, after all.”

Yeah. Just a handjob. Of course. And the other stuff that was for later. If Liam weren’t certain of his sanity, he’d have questioned if he was dreaming up this ridiculous fantasy unfolding before him. Just in case, he snuck a hand beneath the table and pinched his thigh. The scene didn’t change. One of the most ravishingly beautiful women he’d ever laid eyes on still sat there, and she still had more to say.

“The big thing we’re going to work on is your sex talk—and probably foreplay down the line, just because you all fucking suck at foreplay most of the time. For now, we’ll stick with the first of those.”

With that pronouncement, Avril saw that a seating change was in order. When they’d been led to their booth by a hostess, they’d naturally taken seats across from one another. Now, that no longer seemed to be what the brazen woman wanted.

“Scoot,” she ordered as she swung around to the same side as him.

Making room as best he could, he found himself nestled close to the gorgeous woman for the second time in as many days. She smirked playfully after pulling her plate and drinks over to her new seating arrangement.

“Bring back tasty memories?”

Liam grunted to hide his embarrassment, which caused Avril to laugh and lean her shoulder against his. The look she pointed toward him was simply unfair. His heart couldn’t handle it. Nor the fact that they were in a public place, which meant the flurry of scintillating desires scorching his skin couldn’t come to pass.

“I think it’d be the opposite for you compared to Anna,” he said.

“Huh?” Confusion tugged her mouth to one side.

“You’d make a horrible teacher. You keep disrupting the lesson.”

Avril smiled wide. “You’re right there. I’d be fired in an instant.” She leaned in further, batting her eyelashes. “After all, I’m flirting with my student during class at this very moment.”

Liam swallowed. It was impossible to find any semblance of balance around Avril Knight. He was neither stoic enough to remain unaffected nor witty enough to parry her flirtations with his own retorts. For the staff and other customers, the temperature inside the restaurant was pleasantly warm. For him, it was molten.

“This is part of what you need to practice a lot,” Avril said, removing her shoulder from his. “It’s foreplay, too, so you can double dip. Knowing what to say before, during, and after—it’s all pretty important. Don’t skimp on learning this stuff, especially if you want a shot at a woman as intellectual as Tess.”

That was what he wanted. A shot, one in a thousand, one in a million, he didn’t care. This was what he’d wanted for years. His logical side cautioned him not to get his hopes up, but Avril’s confidence was infectious. She seemed to think he had a chance. He wanted to trust that she knew what she was talking about.

“First, we’ll start with the bad news. Every woman’s different, and we all have certain likes and dislikes. Some women want you to whisper into their ear that they’re your princess; others want to be spit on while they’re told they’re a dirty fucking cum slut. It varies.” She grinned teasingly. “Can you guess what I like to hear whispered into my ear when a man’s got me gasping for air?”

Liam steeled his resolve. He wouldn’t just quiver and burn beside her.

“You know, I always hated teachers who would single out a student and ask them a question like that,” he whispered back.

His retort unlocked a brilliant smile as Avril ran her finger around the rim of her glass. “Guess you won’t get to hear the answer, then. So, we can move on over to the woman of your dreams. In your own words, how would you describe our alluring and recently divorced professor?”

Her question gave him mild pause, but he eventually found his voice. “Well, uh, she’s incredibly kind, generous, patient, intelligent. She’s always willing to stop whatever she’s doing and have a conversation, and she’s never once seemed annoyed or impatient about it. I think she really does care about other people, and she wants to make sure that they’re well and happy. When she asks how you’re doing, she isn’t just doing it because it’s just what you say to a friend. She’s the kind of professor everyone dreams of having, whom you’ll remember fondly well after you graduate. I was lucky enough to have her as a neighbor instead.”

Avril wore a crooked grin. She’d spent her time nodding during his rambling, which set his anxious heart slightly at ease.

“Too true, too true,” the amused redhead said. “You missed the biggest trait of them all, but we’ll go ahead and pick at the ones you properly called out. Now, I could be wrong about what I’m about to say. There are plenty of people out there who are as kind and sweet as a ladybug but are into some hair-pulling, chain-jangling, cum-until-you-pass-out-and-still-keep-fucking-me-please depraved stuff in the bedroom. But I really, really doubt that I’ve read Tess wrong. Like you, I don’t just see her in the classroom, so I feel like I have a pretty good understanding of the differences between Professor Williams and Tess.”

She paused as their waiter looped back around to their table, checking if everything was okay with their food. Liam realized he’d stopped eating halfway through his meal, as Avril’s “lesson” had completely sidetracked him. Once they assured her that everything was great, she moved off to her next table. Avril barely waited until she was out of earshot before continuing.

“Tess is everything you’ve said she is, but she’s also a mature woman. She’s not some blushing college freshman who’ll let you feel her up after she’s had a couple drinks. She’s not some repressed sorority girl who’ll awaken once she has her first orgasm. If anyone ends up in that role in your hopeful relationship, it’ll probably be you. That’s not a bad thing, by the way.

“Because how did you just describe Tess? Kindhearted, considerate, compassionate, right?” Avril tilted her head to one side, piercing him with a shameless smirk. “If she were a bit more depraved of a person, I bet she’d like to hear you call her ‘mommy.’ Alas, I don’t think she’s quite there, so maybe give up that dream.”

“That’s not one of my dreams,” he immediately retorted, though Avril’s smirk remained incessantly dubious.

“Well, then I guess there won’t be any issue. But she’s close to that type. She’s also the big thing you left out when you described her.”

“Which is?” he asked warily, which earned an eye roll from Avril.

“Dude, she’s fucking lonely. Why do you think you have a real shot at this? Yeah, she raves about you, but that’s not going to be enough for her to overcome the inertia in your way. She’s way older than you, has known you for forever, and it would not look good for her career-wise if it got out that she’s banging a student. Yeah, yeah, you’re not one of her students, but you know what I mean.

“Her loneliness might be enough, though. Her loveless, horrible marriage is over, and she’s looking for a way to feel a little less alone. It’s not like she doesn’t get regular offers; hell, I’ve seen a few attempts from faculty and students. So far, she’s shut them all down. Sooo, here comes her young, handsome, but also sweet and compassionate next-door neighbor, and he’s not going to rush things for a quickie. Instead, he’ll let Tess set the pace of their relationship, no matter how fast or slow that ends up being. And he’s going to listen to what I have to say and woo Tess right, isn’t he? He’s going to take things at a pace she’s comfortable with, and he’s going to relieve this lonely woman of some of that sadness she’s been carrying around for at least a few years.” Avril paused, eyeing him. “This is the part where you promise to do these things, or at the very least, where you dumbly nod along.”

Seeing as how she’d left him speechless, he opted for the latter option. Not because what she said didn’t ring poignantly with truth, but because it did. He’d misjudged her, or at the very least, underestimated her. The level of insightfulness—and compassion—carried through her words astounded him. He’d not expected their conversation to wind up like this.

“You look dumbfounded, Liam,” Avril noted, scrutinizing him thoroughly. She pulled her mouth to one side, clicking her tongue against the roof of her mouth. “Oh, so that’s how it is. You went and assumed a rude thing about me, didn’t you?”

“I, ah, no, that’s—”

Pressing a finger to his lips, she stifled his stammering denial. Her eyes glinted with a concoction of playfulness and indignation as she leaned in, practically putting her nose against his.

“Don’t lie,” she said. “There’s egg all over your face, you jackass. You’d assumed that I was some stupid bimbo up until about fifteen seconds ago. Admit it.”

“That’s not how I thought of you,” he protested, though her fiery stare burned brighter for it. “I just didn’t expect you to be… this smart.” He winced, hearing how bad it sounded to say something like that out loud.

“I might not get Anna’s grades, but I’m graduating from Bellmore in one more semester,” she growled, dropping her finger from his lips so she could prod him on the chest. “I’m definitely smarter than some asshole freshman out of Perrymont. Got it?”

“I got it,” Liam said.

“And you can apologize now too.”

“I’m sorry. Honestly.”

After a second spent tasting his apology, Avril wrinkled her nose. “Nah, that’s not enough. Say, ‘I’m sorry that I’m such a dumbass, and I’d be lucky if you continued to help me, but please, please, I can’t do anything without your help.’”

Quelling an urge to sigh, Liam decided that everything would go over smoother if he accepted his lumps.

“I’m sorry that I’m such a dumbass, and I’d be lucky if you continued to help me, but please, please, I can’t do anything without your help.”

“You’d make a terrible actor,” Avril snorted. “I didn’t believe that at all.” She dismissed his response with a wave of her hand and playfully bumped her shoulder against his again. “Whatever, let’s just get back on topic. So, Tess, lonely, you, patient and considerate. That’s the game plan. Capiche?”

“Capiche,” he echoed, though maybe he was what she’d made him declare himself as, because he couldn’t really see how this would lead her to see him in a romantic sense. They already were close. She’d mentioned the inertia of the issues that he needed to overcome for them to stop just being friends. “So… I just try and spend more time with her?”

“Ding, ding, ding, he’s beginning to believe, Morpheus.” Avril took another drink of her daiquiri. “Question: when do you usually see her?”

“When we happen to both be outside, I guess.

“So, you probably don’t see each other as much during the winter, do you?”

“No, you’re right.” He frowned. However, while he fretted, Avril languidly smirked.

“That’s obviously not going to fly. You need to see her regularly—every day, if you can pull it off. So, you’re going to take your ass over to her house and spend time with her. You’re going to do it tonight. You’re going to try and get her to say that you’re welcome over anytime. And if she does say that, you are going to take her up on her kind offer and pretty much move in next door. Understand? Become omnipresent in her life if she’ll let you. Watch TV with her, eat dinner with her, chat on the couch with her. Make her laugh, smile, all that shit. Basically, give her a good time as often as you can, and maybe she’ll develop some romantic feelings for you.”

“So, I should just knock on her door and ask to come in?”

“Yesss,” Avril said, as if it were obvious. “Just go see what she’s up to every day. Invite her over to your house if you want to, or take her to a restaurant, or ask her if there’s anywhere she wants to go. Just. Be. Active. This is quite literally your best opportunity. She’s away from all the men fawning over her on campus, it’s fucking cold out, and no one wants to go out alone, and you have me coaching you. The stars have aligned; you just need to get after it.”

The idea of doing such a thing left his stomach tumultuous and queasy. Regardless, he heard the sense in Avril’s battleplan. Gradually, like the food dissolving inside his gut, he acclimated himself to the fact that her plan was his best hope.

“All right, then that’s what I’ll do.”

“Good boy.” Avril arched her willowy body in the booth, and he thought she might be planning to shift back to the other bench. However, the crackling look that leaped toward him informed him otherwise. “Now, let’s circle back to your lesson and finish it up.”

She stole a fry from his plate, then cut it in half between her gleaming white teeth. She then offered him the truncated length of potato, her usual smirk reforming for its next shift after completing its lunch break.

Liam left his hands on his lap. He tilted forward and snatched the fry with his teeth. Smiling, the auburn-haired temptress stole another fry off his plate. She devoured this one in its entirety.

“I gave you the bad news earlier about how we all want to hear different things. Now, here’s the good news.” She leaned in, stiffening more than just his spine as a hand slid onto his thigh. Her eyes raked down his chest, smiling at the evidence of her handiwork. “Let’s say Tess was the one giving you that handjob you got yesterday. She’d probably get off just from hearing you moan and tell her how amazing she is. Earnest compliments and reactions are fuel to the fire for a woman like her. All you have to do with her is let the honey flow. Simple, right?”

“You’re not luring me into a false sense of security so you can drop a ‘but’ on me, are you?”

Avril flashed a vibrant smile. “Now, Liam, if I were to lure you anywhere, I would obviously plan to drop my butt on you, not just any old butt.”

His cock twitched under his pants, the hairs on the back of his neck stood up, and lewd thoughts clanged together in his head with the manic raucousness of a mad symphony of pots and pans. Was he really that easy to rev up? Based on everything that had happened in the past twenty-four hours with the beautiful redhead, the answer seemed to be an overwhelming yes.

“Is that going to be one of my lessons?” he asked, voice strained by the lust burbling inside of him.

“That depends on you,” she purred, running her hand over the outline of his cock. “It’s one of the more advanced courses, so you’ll have to get good grades in the beginner ones to apply.”

“I’ve been taking notes,” he promised.

She laughed, but she also removed her hand. Like ripping a bone out of a dog’s mouth, the absence of her hand immediately bombarded him with disappointment. Clenching his jaw, he suffered it as silently as he could.

“Two more things. Firstly, just because Tess will eventually want to give you climax after climax if you can get into her bedroom, don’t you be one of those pricks who doesn’t think of her. If you do, I’ll fuck you up—and not in the way you want from me right now.” Flicking him on the side, she stole her third and final fry from his plate. “Secondly, don’t hide that she turns you on, and definitely don’t be ashamed if she realizes it. Yeah, it might end up being awkward at first, but it might also help her realize that you see her as more than just a kindly neighbor. And that’s the goal, ain’t it?”

That was indeed the goal. After they finished eating, Avril stole the tablet sitting on their table and paid for both of their meals.

“I’m accruing favors you owe me,” she said with a wink.

They parted ways a little after, though not before Avril obtained a promise from him that he’d let her know all about how tonight’s “main event” turned out. Even outfitted with her guidance, anxiety gnawed at him incessantly. It lasted well into the afternoon, coiling his stomach into knots as the evening drew nearer.

There was a marked difference between talking about something ridiculous and actually doing it. Yes, he wanted Tess. Yes, Avril’s advice had soothed him somewhat. And yes, a better opportunity might never arrive.

Yet, yet, yet. Possible mistakes or missteps that might bring his hopes crumbling down harried him viciously, rebuffing every attempt he made to calm his rampaging pessimism. He nearly decided to abort the whole thing and stay safely cocooned inside his home, even if he knew Avril would scoff at whatever feeble excuse he cobbled together once he revealed his cowardice to her.

Trapped in his own head, he didn’t hear his phone go off. Sitting on the couch beside him while he idly flipped through his suite of streaming services for something that might distract him from his troubles, he only noticed the light in his peripherals. Scooping it up, he should have known who the message would be from.

Your ass better be on Tess’s couch right now, or I’m going to saw you in half with a chainsaw.

Wincing but also mildly marveling at her awareness, Liam finally put up a fight against his timorous thoughts. He shoved his phone into his pocket, then seized a gulp of air. He didn’t let it out until his lungs burned. Afterward, clenching his fists and his jaw, he left his couch. After grabbing his phone and throwing on some shoes, he left his house. Trudging along in the diminishing daylight, battling to take each step, he reached Tess’s door.

He felt drained, as if his short walk had wrung out all the energy in his body. Lightheadedness leaped onto him, savage and cruel. This was such a bad idea. There were so many ways this could go wrong. So many ways that ended in disaster. He didn’t want abhorrence and disgust to replace the tenderness and warmth she showered upon him whenever they interacted. There were so many ways this could go wrong.

But there had to be at least one single way this could go right. All his hopes gathered around him, banishing the fear paralyzing him on Tess William’s doorstep.

He rang her doorbell, then didn’t breathe again until the door opened.


Chapter Fifteen

Tenderness

Liam had spent so much time fretting over all that could go wrong that the radiant smile Tess granted him when she saw who it was who’d come to her doorstep so late in the afternoon caused him to shiver. Fortunately, the cold allowed it to blend in with the rest of his cold-induced quakes, and Tess remained none the wiser to how potently she affected him with just a smile. So far as he was aware, anyhow.

“Liam, good evening!” she beamed. “What brings you over?”

What indeed. He’d fretted over this part most of all. Avril had seemed to think that simplicity was the best way to make his approach. After all his mental turmoil while he’d searched for a clever reason to visit her, he’d ended up holding a whole lot of nothing in his hands. So, he’d given in. The direct approach it was. Avril’s way.

“Uh, I was just wondering if maybe I could come over for dinner. Your cooking is way better than the frozen foods I’m all stocked up on.”

With bated breath, resisting an urge to wince as if he were staring into an overpoweringly luminous lamp, he awaited her reply. He hoped Avril knew what she was talking about.

“Absolutely, you can,” Tess said, stepping back and beckoning him inside. “You’re welcome to come over anytime.”

He could practically hear Avril’s cackling in his mind, and he promptly decided to keep this part of his later report conveniently underdeveloped.

“I haven’t started cooking just yet, so do you have any preferences for tonight?” Tess asked after he’d come inside.

“No, anything is great,” he replied, tagging along with her to her kitchen. “Thanks, by the way.”

The oceanic depths of her eyes gleamed as she looked over her shoulder. “Think nothing of it. Are you hungry right now? I normally eat a little later into the day.”

“No, I’m okay; I’m not too hungry yet, either.”

As Tess arched an eyebrow, he realized his slip-up. His excuse for visiting revolved around his hunger, yet here he was, admitting that he wasn’t actually hungry. He searched for an appropriate response, but Tess bailed him out with a new idea.

“I know it’s not my cooking, but what if I order us a pizza in a little bit?” She smiled sheepishly. “Truth be told, I’ve been craving pizza recently, but the place I like just loses all its flavor after it’s been refrigerated, so I kept putting it off until I had an excuse to share. Tonight seems like the perfect opportunity if you’re alright with that.”

“I’m down for that,” he said with a quick nod, relieved she hadn’t called him out on his misstep. “What’ll we do until then?”

Sending ripples of delight through him as her smile broadened, she pointed toward her living room. “We can throw something on and chat some more. I promise we won’t be interrupted like last time.”

Already drunk on Tess Williams, he nodded and followed along. Once comfortable on her couch, Liam’s mind immediately sprinted toward a memory of his last such encounter with a beautiful woman. Before his face turned as auburn as that woman’s hair, he beat the memory back down.

“How did things go with the ice skating?” Tess asked, pulling a leg up onto the couch. He tried to avoid getting lost in the prominent musculature framed by her tight-fitting jeans. Whoever had put her on this fashion kick of leggings and jeans deserved his thanks.

“It went pretty well,” he said. “I think we’ll go again.”

Tess’s cheer continued to expand. “That’s wonderful news.” She paused. “Did you end up meeting her roommate, Avril?”

“Yeah, it ended up just being the two of us for a little while at their apartment. She’s… not the kind of person I expected to be Anna’s roommate.” In no uncertain terms did Liam intend to spill anything else about what had gone down between them, not even that it was Avril who’d texted them yesterday morning.

“Believe me, it remains an astounding fact how they’ve remained so close for so long. Not to disparage Avril, of course. She’s… unique but not a bad person. She just has her own way of doing things, and she’s used to getting her way, for better or worse.”

“Don’t worry, it was all good, but you’re definitely right about her.” More than you know.

“Those two are close as sisters. They’re a study in magnetism, certainly.”

“I got the same sense,” he admitted. “But everything ended up working out, and I’m going over there again tomorrow night.”

“For cards, right?”

Surprise shoulder-checked him, and Tess smiled. She patted her hip, where he saw the pronounced outline of her phone.

“I got an invite a little earlier today, but don’t tell Avril I told you that. She wanted it to be some sort of surprise, but I think you deserve to know in advance. She also claimed that you’re supposedly some sort of card phenom. Is she telling the truth?”

Face heating up under Tess’s pleasant scrutiny, he rubbed at his arm. “I wouldn’t make it big in Vegas or anything, but I’m pretty good.”

“I’m looking forward to seeing how good,” Tess said warmly. “I’m not much of a card expert myself, but I get the feeling that Avril thinks she’ll be the best player there tomorrow.”

He could tell she was hoping to goad him into proclaiming how wrong she would be, so he decided to play along.

“She tried to set things up so we’d be betting something, but Anna shut her down. She’s pretty lucky for that, honestly.”

The exact type of smile he was hoping to see fanned itself over Tess’s exquisite features. “I don’t think I could approve of any real gambling, but my professional opinion is that she could stand for a bit of humbling.”

“Should one of her professors really be saying something like that?” he joked.

“It’s because I’m one of her professors that I’m saying exactly that. I have nothing but fondness for her, but Avril Knight is the type of woman who knows that everyone around her moves to the beat of her drum. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her not get her way. With all her blessings, it’s not surprising. Anna’s the only person who ever calls Avril out for her misbehavior, but even she usually ends up letting her have her way.”

“That’s kind of how it ended up yesterday,” Liam admitted, the only other person than the mastermind herself aware of the other way in which she’d had her way. “I promise not to go easy on her tomorrow.”

“Or me,” Tess said. “Hit me with your best too.”

Liam nodded and promised her he would. A short while later, Tess sent out the call for their ensuing pizza. While they waited, they chatted more about his time at Perrymont and threw on the TV. Liam basked in the time alone with Tess, especially now that he was aware that no beautiful but irate friend of hers would interrupt their time together tonight.

After she collected their pizza at the door, Liam began to stand up and move to the dinner table, only for Tess to still him with a wave of her hand.

“Stay right there,” she said with a smile. “It’s pizza and movies, not pizza then movies.”

Disappearing into the kitchen briefly, she reappeared with a few hand towels and two plates. One of the former ended up on his lap, another on hers, and one went under the warm cardboard box that she placed on the middle cushion. Once they’d each loaded their plates with melted cheese, pizza sauce, and the steam wafting off the slices, Tess threw on a recently released comedy that ended up relegated to background noise as their conversation reignited.

“Please feel free to drop by whenever you’d like,” Tess said, dabbing at a splotch of pizza grease on the corner of her mouth with her hand towel. “You’re welcome here any time. I’ve always enjoyed your company.”

Liam’s heart skipped a beat, and he quickly responded with a nod. “Thanks, Tess. I really enjoy yours.”

Her smile tugged at his heartstrings. “I really lucked out by moving in next door to you and your family. I’m glad we didn’t end up being those next-door neighbors who don’t even know the other’s name.”

“I can’t think of anything worse than if that’d been the case,” he replied, indulging heartily in the pleasant mood that mixed with the pizza in their hands and the laughter onscreen. “A fate worse than death.”

“You joke, but sitting at home alone every night is pretty close to what I consider a fate worse than death,” Tess said, melancholy eroding some of her smile’s shine. “It’s cold and dark by five, and then there’s nothing to do but waste away.”

“W-well, don’t worry about that again,” Liam hastily said, desperately wanting to vanquish the gloom threatening the most wonderful woman in the world. “Mi casa es su casa. If I can come over anytime, then so can you. No more frozen food for me, no more dreary nights for you.”

“I really did luck out,” Tess said, eyes turning slightly glassy as she stared at him. She threw up the sleeve of her sweater and wiped away the gathering. Her smile had reformed in its full splendor when she dropped her arm back down. “Now, I’m even more upset I won’t get to see you in one of my classrooms. You could be my favorite neighbor and my favorite student.”

She mustn’t have meant it, but he thought he heard a husky edge just barely there within her final few words. In response, a miniature thrill coursed up Liam’s spine, and he gulped. Smiling sheepishly, he shrugged.

“I can’t have everything, can I? That wouldn’t be fair to the rest of them.”

Tess rolled her eyes and, still smiling, reached for another slice of pizza, which she tilted meaningfully in his direction. “Excluding Anna and Avril, you’re already in a league of your own.”

“I might not be as used to exclusive clubs as one of them is,” Liam said with a smile.

“Really?” Tess asked, floating a curiously amused look his way. “And which one of them are you referring to?”

Liam’s eyebrows knit together. “Um, Anna, no?”

After examining him briefly, Tess just smiled and continued as if she hadn’t segued them into this point. “Maybe it’s not quite as prestigious as a country club membership, but I like to think it’s still something to hang a hat on. You’re my only non-student invitee, at least in your age range.”

“Consider my hat hung,” he assured her. “I’d pick you over a country club anytime.”

“Now you’re being too flattering,” she said, pushing on his shoulder. “It’ll go to my head if you say things like that.”

“I don’t see why it shouldn’t. Of all people, you should get to have a bit of an ego.”

“Should I?” Tess asked, raising an eyebrow. “What exactly do I have to be so confident about?”

Heat blossomed beneath Liam’s face, and he realized he’d prattled on without thinking a bit too much. “Ah, I just think you have a lot you can be proud of,” he stammered.

Ever so slightly, Tess leaned a little closer to him. Her eyebrow remained raised, yet an almost imperceptible shift glimmered behind her radiantly deep blue eyes.

“Such as?”

If he hadn’t grown up accustomed to Tess causing his heart to sprint a mile a minute, he might have thought he was experiencing a sudden heart attack. Rubbing his palms on his pants, Liam swallowed dryly.

“W-well, where should I begin?” he said.

“Wherever you think is best,” Tess replied without missing a beat.

“I, uh, I’d say that you’re easily one of the most warm and caring people I’ve ever known. And you’re as smart as anyone I’ve ever known, but you never look down or condescend toward anyone.”

It took every ounce of willpower he possessed not to cringe at his own words. A toddler still learning to sound out his vowels could have matched his eloquence. The heat bothering him had already started to grease his palms in perspiration.

Yet, Tess remained smiling, remained leaning forward, and seemingly remained interested in what else he had to say.

“I’m all those things? Me?”

Liam nodded, swallowing again. “O-of course. Anyone who’d met you would agree.”

“Is there anything else?” Tess asked, subtly biting down upon part of her lower lip. “I know it’s ruining my chances of you claiming I’m humble, but I can’t help but want to hear you sing a few more compliments.”

Hopelessly besotted with the gorgeous woman, Liam nodded like a marionette on strings. “You always brighten my day, and I can’t think of a single time where I wasn’t happy to bump into you. You’re beautiful and amazing, and no one could ever convince me otherwise.”

Silence followed the bold end of his proclamation as Tess stared unblinkingly at him. He’d certainly sung her praises, just as she’d hoped. Yet, immediately clamping his jaw shut, a visceral dread stabbed through him. He’d said too much, hadn’t he? Every sentence except the last might have been the praise of a friend, but not the last. Not with how he’d said it, at least. Panic gathered like a maelstrom inside his chest, mincing his good mood into driftwood.

Tess saved him with a smile. She tilted her head slightly, beaming at him. “I plan to save those words for later, in case you ever forget that you’ve said them.”

He stopped himself from breathing a sigh of relief. Smiling weakly, he said, “I won’t. Not a chance.”

“I might ask you to repeat them every now and then, just to be sure,” Tess said, voice dropping in volume but gaining a crackling huskiness. “It always feels good to hear such nice things about yourself from someone you hold in such high regard.”

“I’m lucky to be in that position,” he whispered back, leaning forward a few dangerous inches.

Tess chewed a bit harder on her lip, appearing unaware of the physical affectation. Liam sure wasn’t. A volcano was bellowing to life inside his chest, and his body yearned to close the gap between them.

“You earned it, so I’d say luck has only a nominal position in your self-proclaimed good fortune.”

“Then… could I push my luck a bit?” Liam asked, voice hoarse. More notably, he wasn’t even sure what it was he wanted to suggest, even though he’d gone and put forth a request.

“How so?” Tess asked, smiling softly. “What would you like?”

Her. Right now. Right here. The potent yearning rushed through him like thunder, and it almost managed to reach his throat and escape his lips.

No! It’s too soon!

Liam curbed his response before it spelled certain doom for his longest-held desire. Steps. He needed to take more steps before he made the final leap. It was the only way to be sure he would land on safe ground. Just like Avril had informed him, he needed to let Tess set the pace.

“How about… a hug?” he said, sundered by shame for his cowardice.

“That’s hardly something I’d say is ‘pushing your luck,’” Tess said, still smiling, and above all else, not abhorred by a sudden and unexpected admission of his desire for her.

Liam breathed a sigh of relief, which earned him a curious look from the woman across from him.

“Did you think I’d say no?” she asked.

“Ah, um, no—I mean, I don’t know.” He scratched his arm. “I guess I was worried it might come across kind of skeevy.”

Tess shook her head at his foolishness and beckoned him closer with one hand. “Well, put those worries to bed. I would never think such a thing about you, Liam.”

I think you might if you knew what I almost just said, Liam thought. However, he buried those worries behind the reality motioning for him to come closer.

Scooting toward the woman so beautiful that she could silence a room with her mere presence, Liam’s heart pounded as she opened her arms to him. Face turning bright crimson, he leaned into her voluptuous chest, ashamed yet thrilled by the warmth in her smile as she enveloped him.

At first, he didn’t go in for more than that typical awkward half-hug—the one caused by a guy who feared that he’d make things uncomfortable if his chest mashed against a woman’s breasts. Regardless, he enjoyed it. However, Tess didn’t just smother him in pleasant emotions.

“You don’t need to be so skittish,” Tess’s amused whisper noted. “This feels less like a hug with someone I’ve known for years than it does one with a frightened animal who wants to escape the very second I let go.”

“Sorry,” Liam said, face flushed with heat. He leaned in a bit more, deepening their embrace. Tess’s hands felt like hot irons on his back, but her breasts felt like the sun. Slowly, he guided his hands around Tess’s hourglass figure and put them on her slender back. Only then did Tess seem satisfied, patting his back once.

The hug lasted. And lasted. And lasted. He both felt and heard Tess breathe in, exhale, then breathe in again. Her cheek rested just inches from his, and he stared over her shoulder at her couch’s arm, paralyzed and unsure if he should have let go of her by now. She hadn’t released him, so he figured it must be fine.

Like a stream expanding into a river over the course of centuries, Liam slowly relaxed. Well, no, that wasn’t the right word for it. He never quite grew comfortable, though he did release some of the tension turning him rigid. He allowed himself to enjoy touching Tess, being touched by Tess, and the warmth shared between them. Desperately, he hoped that when this hug inevitably ended, he’d have another chance to repeat it soon.

Finally, he felt Tess begin to recede. Releasing her at the same time she did him, their bodies naturally bent back to more upright positions. Tess’s eyes glittered radiant blue as she smiled at him.

“You still look so discomforted,” Tess said, a hint of teasing in her voice. “Was it that bad?”

Liam hurriedly shook his head. “No, definitely not. It was great.”

“Great? So, I’m a great hugger, am I?”

Blushing, he said, “You’re the undisputed champion.”

Tess beamed at him. She remained in high spirits for the rest of their evening together, and when it was finally time for him to go, she reminded him that they wouldn’t be apart for very long.

“Right, cards,” he said, standing in her doorway.

“I’ll be looking forward to you showing your stuff,” Tess said, grinning. “Especially if you can knock Avril down a peg or two.”

“I think it’ll work out,” he assured her.

“Then I will see you then, Liam,” she said, opening her door for him. “But, just as a reminder, you are welcome here anytime. I love having you around.”

“I love being around,” he said, wincing for a second time at his addled-sounding responses.

“One more for the road?” Tess said, causing him to furrow his brow.

“One… more?”

Smiling and rolling her eyes playfully, Tess embraced him. This time, with them both standing, Liam had nowhere to go as Tess pressed herself into him. Not that he would have traded this moment for the most luxurious trip imaginable. For him, this was as blissful as any beach.

“They’re here for you anytime, too,” Tess whispered. “Don’t be so shy about asking for them in the future, okay?”

Mashed against her sublime body, Liam barely had enough breath left in his lungs to eke out a promise that he wouldn’t be. He hoped he was being honest, that his courage wouldn’t evaporate the next time he saw her. Standing here, arms around one another, it was the first step he’d been after, and he hoped that it would never be taken back.


Chapter Sixteen

Plans

The next morning, Liam’s awakening involved groggy eyelids and far too many yawns. Sleep clung to him tightly, attempting to drag him back into its clutches. It nearly succeeded. Yet, as his eyelids drooped, a single realization proved enough to cast off any remnants of fatigue completely. It was Sunday.

Usually, that meant it was the perfect day to melt back into your sheets. Technically, he could have done so. He didn’t have anywhere to be for hours. Yet, even if it was still hours away, that reminder was more than enough to rouse him from his bed. He allowed himself one final yawn at his doorway, then left any remnants of tiredness behind.

After showering, dressing, and scarfing down breakfast, he considered visiting Tess. She’d said anytime, and this happened to fall under that generous allotment. Chewing on his lip, he nearly started walking toward his front door.

You’ll see her again later, a voice in his head called out as his hand reached for his door handle. Don’t you want to impress her?

Grimacing, he knew he should prepare. Good as he’d said he was, especially since he’d blatantly bragged about his skill to all three women who would be attending, it’d be a sad thing if he disappointed later.

Ultimately, he left his front door shut. Instead, he returned to his room and dug through the mostly emptied duffel bag he’d brought back from college. What emerged was a well-kept deck of cards, which he carried with him to his kitchen table. Flipping the deck’s dark box open with his thumb, he deposited the stark black cards, whose values and imagery were represented in vivid gold, into one hand.

And then he began to practice. It’d been only a few weeks since he’d last played in a game with some buddies on campus, and the muscle memory came back to him before long. The steady staccato of cards shuffling was music to his ears, and he knew within twenty minutes that he didn’t need to fret. He could accomplish everything he wanted with his eyes shut.

After reaffirming his right to feel confident about how things would play out later, he let his confidence lead him back to his front door. Braving the cold, he thrust his head outside and peered at Tess’s house, where he received an immediate dose of disappointment upon finding that her car wasn’t in her driveway. Grimacing over potentially losing his chance to see her before the game night when he decided to practice, he meandered back to the kitchen just in time for something else to intrigue him.

His phone buzzed at its location on the table. Liam scooted it toward him with two fingers, then tapped it to see who had texted him.

I know it’s a little earlier than you were told to come, but you should come over around 3. Trust me.

Slivers of unease and excitement made a strange tonic, one which he drank plentily as he stared at Avril’s unexpected message. At least she was using her phone to text him this time, he supposed.

What for? he sent back her way, needing to wait hardly any time before receiving her reply.

We both know I won’t spoil it. If you want to know, you have to come over. See you then.

Liam frowned at her message, fully aware that she expected he would cave in and do as he was told. His frown only deepened upon realizing that she was right to think as much. With Tess gone, there wasn’t anything here for him to do.

He spent the next hour and a half loitering, wondering, and grumbling under his breath each time he checked his phone for the time. Something about knowing you needed to leave at a specific time but having nothing to do before then strung out each minute into an eternity. It was one twenty-five, then it was one thirty-four, one forty-six, one fifty-three.

It. Was. Maddening.

Just a few minutes after two, he jumped up from his couch, quickly made and ate lunch, and then threw himself back into the cold. The day was heavily overcast, with the clouds bunching up with promises of the heavy snowfall meant to arrive later that night. He’d rechecked the forecast during his doldrums on the couch, and they should be safe. It wasn’t until nine or ten that the sky would belch white all over the city. Based on how much was supposed to come down, he wouldn’t be making any drives like this one for the next several days. Nor Tess.

Thoughts of trudging through the snow to spend time with her accelerated his heart rate and his footsteps as he reached his car. Letting it warm up while he stowed himself back inside his house, he was soon en route to Anna and Avril’s place. This time, he was at least armed with the knowledge that some sort of surprise was waiting for him there.

Thusly, finding Anna’s SUV missing in front of their apartment didn’t surprise him as it had last time. Hopping from one foot to the other in the biting cold while he waited for the phenomenally stunning redhead to answer her door, he counted the unpleasant seconds before he finally saw her jubilant yet triumphant smile. She could have the first, but Liam was confident he’d have the last.

“Come on in, handsome,” Avril said, beckoning him in. After shutting the door behind her, she grinned. “I knew you’d be along. And it’s not even three yet.”

“Yeah, yeah,” he grumbled.

Avril grinned and threw her hands behind her head. She was dressed as if she’d just gotten out of bed, wearing a long pullover top that exposed one of her slender shoulders, a bra strap, and much of her upper arm. It was long enough to fall midway down her thighs, leaving him to wonder if she was wearing anything else but it.

“Whatcha thinking about?” Avril purred, batting long eyelashes knowingly.

Fire fanning over his face, he quickly glanced away from her, which only caused Avril to clear her throat and step even closer to him, expecting an answer from him.

“Just how you’re going to get demolished in our card game later,” he lied, resisting an urge to stare at the effortlessly sexy redhead.

“No, I don’t think that’s it.” Avril stepped closer, turning quickly so that she bumped her bare shoulder against him. “Also, there’s no way that’s going to happen. I’ve already thought everything through. Remember what you said about being the dealer against me and Anna?”

“Yeah, I remember.”

“Well, I’ve got another surprise or two for that up my sleeve,” Avril said, beckoning him to follow her as they headed for the living room.

“Is it that you’ve also invited Tess over?”

Avril stopped dead in her tracks, then spun around. Bending forward, baggy shirt drooping in such a manner to call his attention toward the upper slopes of her sizable chest, she clasped her arms behind her back and jabbed him with a pointed look.

“She spoiled it? Come on, Tess, that’s messed up.”

“So, it’ll be me dealing versus the three of you? Any other surprises?”

Avril’s eyebrow lifted, and he caught an unnerving upward twitch at the corner of her pretty mouth. “Oh, Liam, don’t you know I love my secrets and surprises? I have oodles of them.” She spun back around and resumed her march into the living room.

He followed dutifully, and it wasn’t long before they were right where they’d ended up the last time he’d visited. Would things end up the same way now as they had then? Liam’s mind summoned dangerous fantasies as they sat down on the couch.

“So, how’d you get it out of her?” Avril asked, immediately turning herself and then laying the back of her head on his lap. Two peerless emerald eyes gleamed up at him, with a knowing smirk sitting below them. “Did you seduce it out of her?”

“No,” he quickly answered, heat expanding in his face at the same rate as Avril’s smile. “She just brought it up while I was at her place last night.”

“The fuck, Tess?” Avril said, folding her arms beneath her breasts. “Can’t tell that woman anything.” Playing the grumpy schemer a few moments longer, she soon refocused the conversation. “Did you visit her, or did she invite you?”

“I visited her.”

Avril’s grin reappeared. “See? Look at what happens when you listen to your Big Sis Avril? Now, spill the details.”

So, Liam did. Recounting last night’s events, Avril proved an apt listener, only teasing him a few times—though he did try and detail things in such a way as to limit how many times she could prod him with her candid remarks. Upon finishing his tale, the torturously beautiful redhead patted him on his thigh.

“Sounds like things are going full steam ahead, but what’s the next stop on the tracks?”

Liam’s brow knit together. “I mean, shouldn’t I keep visiting as often as possible?”

“Sure, sure, but that’s where you’re already at. You said it yourself: Tess has straight up given you full visitation rights. Now, how do you translate that into visitation rights to the specific place you really want to end up in?” Avril smirked. “Which is her bedroom, in case that wasn’t clear enough.”

“I know that,” Liam said, face heating up. “I… guess I figured things would eventually start shifting away from her just seeing me as her neighbor.”

“Eventually?” Avril rolled her eyes, speaking the word as if it were an odious thing. “You and Anna are two hopeless peas in a pod, I see. That’s her favorite word to say. ‘I’ll go to Hawaii with you eventually, Avril,’ ‘I’ll try skydiving with you eventually, Avril,’ ‘I’ll have a threeway with you eventually, Avril.’”

She grinned like the devil she was as Liam’s eyes drastically widened. Given where she was lying, she surely felt the shift beneath his pants, as well.

“I made that last one up, but you get the idea,” she said, remaining amused as he tried to brush away the red on his face. “Eventualities, prospects, potentialities—it’s all nonsense. Yeah, don’t show up for your next visit with nothing on but your socks, but don’t just assume that sitting on the couch a couple nights a week with her will get her to fall for you. You need to be more proactive than that.”

“Okay, so what do you have in mind? You’re the one who told me to go at her pace.”

“Too true,” she said. “But I wasn’t expecting her to practically throw your face into her tits last night while telling you how much she liked having you around, now was I? Clearly, her pace is a bit quicker than I’d assumed it might be.”

While he blushed, she raised a finger, twirling it about as she continued without missing a beat. “Tess is definitely a talker—she’s a professor, for God’s sake. Point the conversation toward romance or sex or how she feels about men half her age.” Avril snickered as he frowned. “Gather some intel, then we can map out a decent battle plan for you. It might be as easy as leaning in for a kiss at the right time. Who knows?”

Liam swallowed at the exciting thought, though he knew better than to treat it as anything more than wishful thinking. He couldn’t see it being that simple, not with someone as intelligent and complex as Tess. Still, he wouldn’t have assumed she’d throw open her door to him as quickly as she had, so maybe he could let a few droplets of hope start gathering. Not enough that he’d drink from it yet, but it was more than he’d ever had before.

“All right, I’ll try my best,” Liam said. “There’s a big snowstorm coming in tonight, so that could help. At least we won’t be going anywhere for the next few days.”

“Who’da thought you’d get a blizzard as a wingman, huh?” Avril said. “Now, shifting topics from the woman next door to you to the woman living with me, how’s it goooing? Have you and Anna been texting any? She won’t let her phone out of her sight around me anymore. I wonder why.”

“Oh, yeah, a little.” It was just barely the truth. They’d had the briefest of conversations following their talk at the ice-skating rink, but that was all. She’d just thanked him again for agreeing to her request, and he’d told her he was happy to help.

“It needs to be more than a little, Liam,” Avril growled, poking him hard in the stomach. “You’re supposed to be wooing her, at least a little bit. There’s this Christmas Eve party that Tess is planning, right? You are going to at least get her a gift or something, right? You’d better not half-ass things too much. Got it?”

“Okay, but—and I know I sound like a broken record here—how am I supposed to do that? Anna doesn’t really strike me as the type who wants to trade flirty texts or,”—he gestured at her—“who wants to lay like this on a guy’s lap.”

“So, don’t be flirty. Be sincere. She’s still a woman, and she seems to like you some. Tell her how beautiful she looks, compliment her intelligence, see if she’ll let you hold her hand. You’ve got all night to charm her, so use it.”

Realizing an immediate issue with that plan, Liam’s mouth twisted. “But Tess will be here. If everything between me and Anna seems to be going great, there’s no way Tess will ever think about any romance with me. She’s not that type of person.”

“You’re overthinking things, Liam. Above all else, Tess wants the same thing I want—Anna to stay the fuck away from Trent and eventually have enough self-determination to pick for herself whom she ends up having a relationship with. Once that’s happened, you can spill the beans all you want. You only agreed to date Anna because of how you feel about Tess; you didn’t want to let her down after she asked you to do it—whatever you decide to say. You already have to tell her how you feel if you ever want to get anywhere with her, so I doubt she overfocuses on this little revelation when you do.”

“Okay,” Liam said, stomach churning with anxiety.

“Relax,” Avril said, finally sitting up. “You’ve got me to help you land your dream woman. Tess will like seeing you be the consummate gentleman toward Anna, too. S’okay, it’ll all turn out great.”

Liam nodded, though his confidence didn’t quite match the gorgeous redhead’s. He had plates spinning all over the place, secrets kept from all of them. The one worrying him the most was the one he’d undertaken for somewhat selfless reasons. If Tess and Avril found out about his deception with Anna, he couldn’t see it ending up well for him. For either of them.


Chapter Seventeen

The Almost Sister-in-Law

While Liam struggled with the queasiness sloshing around in his stomach due to his collection of secrets, one of Avril’s making rang her doorbell. Liam’s eyes flew toward the sound, though Avril didn’t bother getting up to get it. She glanced at him, a new smirk forming on her soft lips.

“Don’t worry; we don’t need to get that. I left the door unlocked.”

“Is it Tess?” he asked. It seemed like something she’d do, sending Tess a message to arrive just a little after she’d called him over.

“Close, but you won’t know this person… even though she knows about you. She’s going to be our fourth player.” Avril smiled at his consternation. “I told you: I love my surprises.”

Liam heard the door click, then an exasperated sigh. It slightly reminded him of how Anna had sounded when she’d found her front door left open the last time Avril invited him over. At least she wasn’t jerking him off this time when her unexpected guest entered the apartment and found him on the couch next to her.

An unexpected guest. But not, as Avril would soon find out, someone he didn’t know.

Eyes as crystalline as icicles, holding the slightest hint of blue in their severity, once more angled his way. The last time he’d seen them—the last time they’d seen him—he’d been sitting on Tess’s couch, only just returned from a long drive home from college. Apparently, this was the way they would keep meeting.

Victoria showed the very briefest flash of shock at his presence. It was no longer lived than a blink, and then it was covered up behind an austere expression that made Liam swallow uneasily. She was unfathomably beautiful. She was also probably rather pissed off that he was here. But why was she here?

“Hey, Auntie, how’s it going?”

Auntie?! Liam thought, unable to see even the most minute similarity between the two.

“This is Liam,” Avril continued. “Remember, he’s the one Tess kept mentioning over and over about—”

“We have been introduced,” Victoria interrupted, voice gelid as she stared at Avril.

“Wait, you have? When?”

“At Tess’s, during our movie night. They were catching up after he’d returned for winter break a few days ago.”

“Ughhh, that’s so lame, Auntie.” Avril puffed one cheek out in a pout. “You were supposed to waltz in her all femme fatale-like and throw him off his game when I introduced you two.”

If she’d just glanced over her shoulder, she’d have found that she’d gotten her wish. The last person he’d expected to see was the tall, olive-skinned fellow Bellmore professor. And he would never have guessed she and Avril were related.

“Don’t call me that,” Victoria said. “I’m not your aunt; I was never going to be your aunt.”

Well, there went that new understanding, quashed before Liam could even fully slot it into his memory.

“Auntie suits you better, though,” Avril pressed. “You have more of those vibes than you do big sister vibes.”

Exasperation radiated off Victoria’s body like chilly vapors surrounding a frozen drink. “Avril.” The ice cracked.

“Fine, fineee,” she said, throwing her hands up in surrender. “Professor Moreno, thank you for attending our little get-together. We’ll be on our best behavior all night, just how you like it.”

Victoria briefly shut her eyes, and Liam suspected it was a common occurrence whenever the two… whatever they were… interacted. “Hello, Liam,” she said after reopening her eyes. “It is nice to see you.”

Likewise, he suspected she didn’t feel that way at all, but he plastered on a quick smile all the same. “You too. Sorry if my being here is a surprise. I didn’t know who all was going to be here either.”

“It is all right,” Victoria said, briefly affixing her cool stare onto Avril, who seemed to have built up a resistance to the beautiful women’s silent frustration, for she didn’t quell before it. “I know who’s to blame.”

“Blame? This is a party, not an intervention. Surprise guests are practically expected for a good party.”

“Are there more?” Victoria said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. Liam quickly stifled his desire to let his eyes linger.

“No, you’re the last one,” Avril said defeatedly. “It’s just the five of us, and Anna and Tess will show up in a bit.” She sighed loudly. “You were supposed to be my trump card, damnit. Like that one time with Casey.”

Victoria’s mouth, somehow, found an even flatter line to form. “I don’t appreciate being dragged into your childish ploys, Avril, and you know that.”

“Oh, come on,” Avril said, waving a hand through the air. Liam would have been too afraid of frostbite to do such a thing himself. “It was just going to be a little bit of harmless mischief. You waltz in all sexy and serious as usual, and Liam gets to feel what it’s like to have his jaw on the floor—that’s all. I had assumed you hadn’t met yet, so I was going to make introductions after that.”

Doing as best to stay out of as much of the conversation as he could, Liam couldn’t help but imagine that she would have gotten the response she was after out of him if this had been his first time meeting her. At the very least, she’d picked the right two words to describe Victoria.

The tall brunette was dressed similarly to the last time he’d laid eyes on her. Coat already removed before she’d entered the room, the fabric of her sweater strained against her voluptuous breasts, which even outmatched Avril’s in size and defiance of gravity. Her jeans still fit snugly around her long legs, though she wore black thigh-high boots this time. With their added height, she was nearly as tall as he was.

She was the kind of woman every man fantasized about spotting alone at a bar but whose palpably frosty demeanor kept all but the bravest—or most foolish—at a distance. She was so outlandishly beautiful that it was practically all he could think about when he looked at her, yet he’d have rather gone up to a tiger for a hug than her.

“What is the actual time when everyone else will be here, Avril?” Victoria asked, giving no regard to what she’d just said.

“Four-thirty, but you really don’t have to go anywhere—”

“I’ll run a few errands and then be back at that time.” Without a single moment’s delay, Victoria spun on her heels and left the apartment.

“Well, that went very differently than I was expecting,” Avril announced with a chuckle, glancing at him. “Well, kind of. I knew this part would end up happening. A matter of when, not if.”

Liam gave himself a few seconds to collect his thoughts before saying anything. “Okay, so… can I get caught up to speed now? I feel like I’m missing a lot of context about a lot of things. Auntie?”

Grinning, the mischievous redhead twined two fingers together. “She and my older brother almost ended up tying the knot a good decade ago. They were engaged and everything until Victoria wised up and broke things off. So, she would have been my sister-in-law, but that’s a mouthful, don’t you think? I just stick with ‘Auntie;’ it works just as well at getting her worked up.”

There was a lot to parse in just a few sentences, but Liam felt like there was one notable word pairing he homed in on. “Wised up, meaning you’re happy she broke off an engagement with your brother?”

“Oh, God, yes. Casey’s such a dumbass that I spent most of my high school years wondering what she saw in him. Lucky for her, she eventually realized the one truth about them both.”

“Which is?” Liam asked, curiosity piqued.

“You’ve apparently met Victoria, even though no one bothered to tell me that. It doesn’t take more than a minute or two to know what kind of person she is. Victoria never turned eighteen. Instead, she leap-frogged right on up to thirty. She’s always been like this. Meanwhile, my brother’s spent the past fifteen years pretending he’s still twenty.” Avril rapidly swished her hand through the air as if clearing out fumes. “Opposites attract stuff can only carry a relationship so far. There’s gotta be something to bond over, and those two had nothing going for them—and Victoria eventually realized it after the sheen of Knighthood wore off.”

Liam resisted an urge to roll his eyes at Avril’s wordplay. “So, are you two close? I know she and Tess are, and that they’re both professors together at Bellmore.” He wondered but didn’t ask if she’d taken any of Victoria’s classes.

“Are we close?” Avril said, smirking briefly. “We’re the reason this group exists. Victoria and I have been tight-knit since we met. I’m not quite as lousy as my brother”—she grinned—“and we have enough shared interests that our age didn’t stop us from bonding. Tess and Anna entered our group, not the other way around.”

“I see,” he responded, reshuffling his understanding of the friend group. “So, is it truly just the five of us, or is there another too-beautiful woman lurking in the kitchen you intend to hurl at me?”

Avril held her arms out and smirked. “What, is having four of the sexiest women alive all gathered around not enough for you? So damn greedy, Liam.”

Before he could defend himself, Avril froze the words in his brain. In one smooth, swift motion, she gave up her spot beside him and instead claimed a spot on him. Straddling his lap, she grinned at his shell-shocked reaction.

“I can’t have you turning into a horny monster when everyone else is here,” she cooed, beginning the process of slipping out of her shirt. It ended up tossed on the couch’s back, right beside his head. Wearing nothing but a dark bra, which possessed the enviable task of containing her creamy breasts, she put her smooth, flawless skin on display.

“I saw the way you stared at Victoria’s big tits. I bet she did too.”

Crimson flared within his face, overwriting his shock at the sudden situation he found himself in. “I didn’t stare at her breasts.”

“Please, you couldn’t have made it more obvious.” Avril arched forward as she slipped her hands behind her back, causing her own alluringly large breasts to crowd his vision. “You wanted a taste right then and there. Just like you do right now.”

Her bra shifted, then loosened from her voluptuous body. Her deft fingers had completed their sinful task, and Liam’s eyes reaped the benefit. Slowly shifting her shoulders and arms to cause her bra to slip down them, more and more of Avril’s breasts unveiled themselves. Yet, just as a glimpse of two dark areolae excited him beyond belief, Avril folded her arms, stopping her bra from revealing the rest.

Without any thought, Liam’s mouth formed a stark frown. Naturally, Avril grinned because of it.

“You have to admit it first,” she purred, leaning against him, though her arms again barred him from something pleasant—this time, the feeling of her breasts squishing against his chest. “You have to admit you were staring at Victoria’s tits, and then you have to admit how badly you want to see mine.”

She tilted her head forward, emerald eyes shining with amusement yet also a steady calmness. While Liam struggled to unglue his tongue from the roof of his mouth, she barely seemed affected at all by the fact that she’d practically stripped in front of him.

“It’s good practice,” she continued, voice husky as she tilted forward just that little bit more. Her eyes crowded his view, and their noses nearly touched. “You need to be able to admit things that are true, even if they get you all flustered to say them. How will you confess your undying love to Tess if you can’t say you want a girl straddling your lap in my state of dress to let you see her tits?”

Her words left his face scathing hot, yet there was a certain wildly inappropriate glimmer of truth in her assessment. He’d fantasized about having Tess for years, but he always skipped ahead to after they ended up together. The idea of revealing his feelings for her usually left his stomach churning with anxiety. But the only way they would end up together required him to admit how he felt. He’d have to upset the status quo eventually.

Even with this understanding dawning upon him, it didn’t leave Liam feeling any less queasy about it. He calmed down somewhat by reminding himself that he wasn’t currently in the process of confessing to the gorgeous woman he’d so long desired.

No, instead, he was supposed to compliment the tits of one of her colleagues and one of her students, the latter of whom was currently straddling him with impish glee. So, there was that, which ensured an absence of tranquility in his veins.

“Well?” Avril asked, smiling while their body heat mingled. “Are you going to say it? I’m quite comfortable like this, so we can just stay just like this until Anna, Tess, or Victoria arrive.”

More than a touch galvanized by that reminder, Liam summoned what vestiges of courage he could gather. As if sensing that he’d done so, Avril’s smile expanded.

“Fine,” he said, face heating up like someone had laid a towel soaked in hot water around it. “I was staring at Victoria’s tits, and I want to see yours.”

To the surprise of no one, that wasn’t enough for Avril.

“How badly do you want to see them?” she purred, eyes twinkling with mirth. “As bad as you wanted to cum when I had you on this couch last time?”

If the situation hadn’t already been enough to accomplish it, her reminder of his last visit more than saw that the blood rushed into his groin. Avril giggled upon feeling his stiffening cock press up beneath her.

“I’ll treat that as a suitable answer… this time. You’ll have to use your voice next time.”

Retreating, she ensured that he could slake his thirst on the sight she soon presented him with. She pulled her arms away, straightening and angling them downward. The bra slid off, catching on one of her wrists. He barely noticed as Avril tossed it to the spot she’d been sitting at just a couple of minutes ago.

Avril lifted her arms over her head, knowing exactly what she was doing as she stretched in front of him. The world was a vast and wonderful place. However, at that moment, it all shrunk down to just the few feet around him.

Her breasts were as magnificent as the rest of her. They were deliciously sized, maybe big enough that she would come in as second among the four women he’d soon play cards with. Defiant of gravity and flawlessly uniform, it made him want to test if they were real, or if Avril Knight had been a living sculpture all along. Attaching his eyes to their lovely centers, a throbbing ache began in his groin at the sight of their nubile spires, pink, protruding, and maddeningly inviting.

The woman who owned such a spectacular pair of breasts dropped her hands onto his shoulders and leaned in, though she tormented him by stopping before they brushed against his chest. Liam balled his hands into fists at his sides. Fuck, he wanted to touch them at least a little bit. He felt as if he were drowning in desire for such a thing.

“I don’t think I need to ask, but it’ll be good practice for you,” she whispered, voice a husky hum. “What do you think?”

He’d already summed it up in his mind. So, he just repeated those thoughts aloud.

“They’re as magnificent as the rest of you is.”

Avril’s confident smirk shifted into a genuine smile. “Oh, I like that. Aptly put.” She tilted her head to one side, examining him, eyes slowly rising and falling. “See, there’s hope for you yet. You’ll have Tess showing you her tits in no time.”

Another surge of blood thrust itself into his groin. Avril’s teeth sparkled all the whiter because of it.

“There is one thing you need to work on still, though,” she told him.

With a herculean effort, Liam tore his gaze away from Avril’s breasts. “Which is?”

“One fucking sexy ass woman just straddled you, stripped, and then fished for compliments about her tits, all while they’re hovering less than a foot away from you. Why in the hell haven’t you started touching them yet, hmm? Are you waiting for a signed permit to show up by mail?”

“I, uh—are you sure?” The words tumbled from his mouth, his gaze reattaching to her spectacular breasts.

Two fingers slipped beneath his chin, and they forced his gaze back to a pair of scintillating green eyes. “Has anything I’ve done since we met made you think I’m indecisive?” She paused for effect, and his silence was just that. “Assuming things work out for you, everything we’re doing is stuff you’ll get to do to Tess. Would you rather fumble around in the dark when that time comes?” Another pause. “Or would you like to know exactly how to make her toes curl, and her jaw quiver, no matter where you touch or kiss her?”

“Definitely the latter,” he admitted.

He wanted exactly what Avril was suggesting. Trepidation had acted as hot coals under his feet since Avril’s initial offer, even following their previous lustful interaction in this very apartment, on this very couch. Euphoric as it was, a needle of wrongness had stabbed him in the heel each time he took a step forward with Avril.

He was supposed to be trying to date Anna, but he ultimately wanted to end up with Tess. Avril had sweetened the deal with promises that she’d guide him into the kind of man who could land a mature, kind, and incomprehensibly beautiful woman like Tess. But he wasn’t actually dating Anna, even though he’d agreed to pretend, so he wasn’t really upholding their bargain. However, that had freed him of some of his unease about his intimacy with Anna’s best friend and roommate. Because if they weren’t dating, he didn’t need to feel quite so bad about the fact that a woman completely left out of the equation of his romantic goals was now straddling him while topless.

It was a whole mess of a situation, but he still finally achieved a tangible level of calm. He wasn’t dating anyone. If Avril wanted to do stuff like this, if she was okay with this brand of teaching, why shouldn’t he be? His body certainly was; it radiated heat like a furnace because of how fast his heart currently sprinted in his chest.

Finally, his mind aligned itself with the desires thrumming through his veins.

Liam uncurled his fists. His right hand went up first, and Avril’s smile grew. Her eyes tracked his hand right up until he set it upon her breast, and then she put them back on his expression.

Avril Knight exuded the kind of raw, unbridled sexiness that could melt a man from the inside. She could probably have anyone she wanted; she just needed to stride over and let her confidence, wit, and beauty reel them in. Regardless of why she was using those three things on him, even if she wasn’t that kind of interested in him, there was a certain poignant bliss blossoming in his chest all the same.

“First time?” Avril asked, lips curling mirthfully as he softly contacted her full breast.

“No!” he immediately retorted.

“So… second time?”

“No!”

He was fortunate she didn’t up the count by just one more, or she would have landed right on the money. When it came to the fairer sex, Liam wasn’t a complete beginner, but he was far from an expert. He’d had a few girlfriends, one who’d lasted through most of high school. And he’d briefly talked to a girl in his first semester of college, gone a couple of bases with her, but then time commitments had caused their relationship to fizzle out.

“Well, I’m going to assume you’re a little newbie at this until you show me otherwise. So, first lesson.” She laid her hand on the back of his palm. “Don’t ever slap a woman’s tits. It doesn’t feel good. Most of the time, gentle is best.” With her hand on his, she began to press his fingers gently onto the voluptuous object in his grasp. “Got it?”

He nodded, focusing on the soft flesh underneath his fingertips, which felt burning hot during their lesson. Avril kept smiling at every minute reaction he must have provided while enthralled by the sultry scene unfolding before him.

“Nice, aren’t they? Usually, walking up to a woman and telling her how nice her tits are is liable to get a drink thrown in your face, but that all goes out the window once you actually have her like this. That’s the time to lay it on thick how fucking hot she is.”

Liam nodded again, swallowing dryly. He didn’t even want to blink, knowing he’d lose precious milliseconds staring at Avril’s bared chest.

Unexpectedly, Avril cleared her throat, and Liam nearly started. Yanking his gaze away from her breasts as if chains kept them stuck there, he found the sexy redhead’s mouth pulled mirthfully but expectantly to one side.

“Now’s the time to lay it on thick how fucking hot I am,” she said, a smile breaking out on her face. “You’re supposed to be practicing, remember?”

“Oh, s-sorry,” he stammered, throat as arid as a desert as he swallowed a second time. Next, his mind suffered its own stammering, practically grinding entirely to a halt. What was he supposed to say? Every potentially salacious thought that popped up in his mind left him feeling like he’d sound like a complete fool if he released them into the world.

Fortunately, though he knew she was enjoying his flummoxed state, she offered him an olive branch.

Leaning forward, her breast mashed itself against his hand, and he felt an enticing protrusion in the middle of his palm. Avril’s eyes glinted moments before she placed her lips against his ear.

“Avril,” she whispered huskily, every word positively dripping with seductive desire, “you have the sexiest tits I’ve ever seen. Fuck, I just want to play with them every damn day.” She withdrew her tempting lips from his ear, then grinned at him once she’d sat back up. “It’s not even about what you say so much as how you say it. Cheesy as fuck lines work if they’re heartfelt enough. So does just outright admitting how badly you want something. Got it?”

Finding his words stuck in the dry pit of his throat, Liam just nodded. Avril lifted his other hand from the couch and placed it over her other breast, remaining amused by his stupefaction.

“Confidence carries a long way. Remember that, too. Now, next lesson. What feels good for a woman when you have her tits in your hands?” She rolled her eyes at some unseen collective of hopeless men. “Yeah, there are our nipples, but it’s not just them, okay?”

She nodded downward with her eyes, and his gaze followed them to where his hands cupped her breasts.

“Tip one: wetter is better. Saliva, lube, massage oil—hell—yes. Our whole breasts are sensitive, and wetness helps when you’re kneading, kissing, or sucking.” She flicked his wrists from beneath, and Liam instinctively let go of her breasts.

At first, pained by having done such a thing, he soon discovered that there was nothing he would have rather done than that.

Avril lifted one of her voluptuous breasts from below with her hands. Never breaking eye contact with him, her lips pursed, and then, as Liam’s heart pounded a mile a minute, she began dripping saliva onto the luscious slope. Transfixed, he watched the trails of saliva spread across the upper half of her breast like rivers splitting into smaller channels.

“Do I really need to keep clearing my throat to get you to do something?” Avril asked, pausing from adding any more saliva to her breast.

Confusion initially mired him, but then he finally collected his common sense. Quickly, Liam put his hand back on her breast, collecting the saliva under his fingertips. He swiftly began lathering Avril’s breast with it, causing her to nod satisfactorily. Next, she resumed his lesson.

“Tip two: our areolae are super sensitive. So, is the nipple, but we’ll get to that. Guys never do a good job with our areolae, and they’re so fucking sensitive.” Avril made a face. “Swirl your fingers around them, and especially play with the upper part—don’t ask me why, it’s just more sensitive there.”

“Like this?” Liam asked in croaked voice as he began to lightly swirl his thumb around the stiff protrusion at the center of her breast. He traced the dark areola surrounding it, doubling back occasionally to give a bit more attention to its upper half.

Avril offered her answer with a nod and a shift in her breathing. As Liam continued to trace his thumb around her nipple, the sexy redhead letting him enjoy her body breathed in, then held the breath in her lungs for a second longer than usual. It left her lips in a quiet but poignant shudder, and her eyelashes fluttered rapidly.

“Yep, that’s… it,” Avril whispered, raking her lower lip beneath her teeth. “Now, tip three. We’ve all got different thresholds for pain and pleasure in our nipples, so you’ve got to figure it out with each woman. Generally, softer is better. Suck and kiss and swirl that tongue of yours around it lightly, and we’ll mewl and get so fucking wet by the time we’re begging you to go lower. For those who like it harder, just know that there’s only so much even they can handle before we start to chafe. Teeth are something some women want to feel pulling on their nipples, but not all.”

“What about you?” he asked, staring at the untouched spire on her other magnificent breast. No, she wouldn’t need to clear her throat again.

“It depends on how I’m feeling on the day,” Avril said. Spotting the location his eyes were glued to, she shifted and began to drip saliva onto the breast. “Today, I’m thinking I’d rather not be sore while I kick your ass in cards.”

“Yeah, that’s not going to happen,” he said, leaning his mouth forward.

Avril grinned and arched her back, thrusting her breast to meet his lips. “We’ll see.”

Liam claimed a spot on her breast a few inches to the left of her nipple. He kissed the smooth skin, then began adding his saliva to the concoction brewing upon Avril’s breast. Every few seconds, his ears perked up, listening to the momentary pause between Avril’s inhaling and exhaling. Without her needing to say a word, he knew he was doing right.

“Good,” she still eventually said, craning forward to let him know she wanted a bit more pressure, which he gladly gave her. “Sadly, I’m not one of them, but I hear some women can cum just from breast play. Kind of wish I was one of them right now.”

Liam flicked his tongue over her nipple, the first time he’d so far touched one, and Avril bit down hard on her lip. Lust smoldered in her eyes, but he needed more than that. He didn’t plan to stop until an utter inferno roared within her.

Flicking his tongue over the hardened point a second time, he returned for a third pass, then gathered his lips around it. Gently, just as she’d couched him, he began to suck.

“Fuck, that feels good,” Avril said, closing her eyes briefly. “You can practice this part with me a lot. We don’t want you to disappoint Tess when it’s her breasts you have in front of you, do we?”

“No, of course not,” he said, glee bubbling up within the pit of his stomach with how earnest Avril’s responses were to his affection. A newfound confidence joined it.

“Don’t forget to multitask, though,” the beautiful redhead whispered, tapping his hand, which had grown still on her other breast.

Liam hastily put it back into motion, gleefully fondling her heavy breast, eliciting new deep breaths from Avril as his hand and mouth assaulted her composure. However, as his tongue swirled around her nipple as he sucked lightly, he surprised her by incorporating her earlier lesson. Pulling his mouth away from the pert protuberance, it was time to see how far his confidence could carry him.

“Your tits are so fucking sexy, Avril.” He kissed her right beside her nipple. “You’re so fucking sexy.”

A brilliant grin lit up the whole room, but she quickly tapped him on the nose.

“You only get half-points for originality; that first bit was almost exactly what I said earlier.”

“Oh, sorry,” he said playfully. “I’ll remove compliments about your tits from my vocabulary.”

“Don’t you dare,” she growled throatily, pressing her hands down tightly on his shoulders for support as he suddenly pinched and pulled her nipple. “You ass!” But she giggled and further leaned into him, prompting him to give it another short-lived tug.

Liam led his lips around her areola, kissing, licking, occasionally just letting his lips brush against the sensitive areas she’d told him about. Avril continued to gratify his efforts with soft pants and subtle hums of pleasure. She bent down and kissed him on the crown of his head, wrapping her arms around his neck, keeping his face pinned against her breast for nearly a minute.

“Ah, what time is it?” she asked, nearly thirty minutes since her shirt and bra had come off. He’d swapped his mouth to her other nipple a while ago and then swapped back again just a few minutes ago. His hand never left the other breast unattended, however.

“Here,” he said, dropping his available hand from the small of her back to dig inside his pocket. Once his phone was out, he handed it over to her, which let him keep attending to her enticing breasts.

He received the worst news of the day mere moments later

“Damn, it’s time to bring your lesson to a close.”

“Really?”

Avril nodded, patting him on the shoulders, which signaled him to release her breasts from his control. He grimaced internally, though the throbbing that had sat within his cock for far too long was anything but phantasmal.

Noticing his discomfort, she lowered her mouth until it sat in front of his, and then she convinced him to bare it a little longer with a few simple words.

“Don’t worry. You treated my breasts right, so I’ll treat your cock right in a little while.”

She flashed a smile, then plunged her mouth against his. He didn’t realize until much, much later that this was their first kiss. With everything they’d done already, it was an amusing realization.

However, for the fifteen seconds their lips remained connected, heat, passion, and maybe a little bit of growing permanent affection claimed his full attention.


Chapter Eighteen

Faking It

It was a good thing that Avril hopped off his lap and gave him a few minutes to soothe his libido while she tethered her bra and threw her shirt back on—though he claimed a quick kiss on her bare shoulder once she sat back down next to him. When Anna walked in ten minutes later, sighing again about the door being left unlocked, he’d mostly settled down. Mostly.

“It’s not my fault this time!” Avril protested. “Victoria came over here early, but then she left again, so she’s totally at fault.”

“And how exactly is she supposed to lock our door?” Anna asked moments before reappearing. “She doesn’t have a key.” When she entered the room, numerous bags of groceries in her hand, she replaced her exasperation with a polite smile. “Hello, Liam. Thank you for coming.”

“Thanks for having me,” he replied. “Do you need any help with the bags?”

“No, I’m fine, but thank you for asking. This is all of it.”

Beside him, Avril groaned. “Listen to you two, talking like we’re at a formal dinner or something. ‘Thank you for coming.’ ‘Thank you for having me.’ You two are supposed to bat eyelashes and flirt, not act like foreign dignitaries from opposing countries meeting on neutral ground.”

Some color spread over Anna’s face. “Not everyone acts like you do, Avril. Some of us are just naturally polite.”

“Naturally dull, more like,” her redheaded roommate continued. She nudged him in the ribs. “Go on, give her a compliment. Like I taught you.”

This time, it was his turn for color to submerge his face in crimson. However, Anna quickly stepped in, thankfully unaware and unsuspicious of the precise reason why a simple phrase of ‘like I taught you’ had smashed his face with so much redness.

“If I wanted a leering compliment, I would go to one of those clubs you like,” Anna said, pouty lips so damnably full as they formed a frown.

Avril gasped with affront. “Wow! That hurts, Anna. I was telling him he should say something nice about your hair or eyes when you walk in. It’s way too early in your all’s relationship for him to start gushing about how nice your breasts are or how tasty your lips look! Especially in front of your roommate. Tsk, tsk.”

Scarlet scraped its way all the way to the dark roots of Anna’s hair. Her breasts, she hid by turning away and lifting her grocery bags, glaring at her roommate for bringing them up, though there was nothing she could do to hide her utterly perfect lips besides flee the scene, which she didn’t do.

“I swear, Avril, you just love tormenting me,” Anna said grumpily.

“Have you only just figured that out? I live for your reactions, Miss Royce. Now, Liam, stop clamming up and give her that compliment.”

Sighing exasperatedly, Anna headed into the apartment’s kitchen while shaking her head. Both couch-goers watched her depart, but one was quicker on the draw to speak once she was out of earshot.

“No, but seriously, go give her a compliment,” Avril said quietly, already pushing him off the couch. “Even if she acts like a damn nun from the fifties, she’s not a complete lost cause. She’ll like hearing you think she looks nice.”

Liam knew Avril was working off false information, though he didn’t know precisely what Anna had told her roommate about their ongoing relationship. He did, however, know what they’d discussed at the ice-skating rink, so he was pretty confident a compliment from him wouldn’t mean much more than if Tess or Victoria delivered it once they arrived.

But it was better to play along than do something that might garner suspicion. Rising from the couch with a nod, Avril threw him a thumbs-up and then threw the TV on, turning it up loud enough that there’d be little chance of eavesdropping.

Heading into the adjoining kitchen nearly as large as his, he wasn’t surprised to find it immaculately clean and orderly. Next to the refrigerator, Anna was currently refilling their spice cabinet with a couple of replacements she’d picked up during her shopping. He noticed a couple of grocery bags sitting on a round oak table in the dining room. Stuff for the game night?

“Anything I can help with?” he asked, making his presence known before traveling too much further inside.

Anna’s mint-green eyes glanced his way. “No, I’ve put away almost everything that needs put away, but thank you.”

Liam couldn’t help but smile. “Avril might be a little bit right. I think we really do sound a bit stiff around each other.”

“This is just how I sound,” Anna said.

“Not with Avril.”

“Avril and I have a very unique relationship—and a very old one.”

“Right, which is sort of my point,” Liam said, walking a bit closer, just in case Avril could pick out a word or two. “We’re supposed to have a unique relationship, at least based on what I’ve been told.”

Anna set the last of the spices inside the cabinet, then shut it. Turning to face him, she took a deep breath.

“I don’t know what Avril has told you, but I’m not that inexperienced. I have dated before.”

“Okay,” Liam said, rolling his hand over. “So, how did you act around those guys?”

Silence met him, and Anna’s eyes suddenly found the clean floor beneath her feet very fascinating.

“Anna?” he asked quietly.

“Guy.”

“Pardon?”

Anna lifted her eyes, though her chin remained tucked against her collarbone. “It’s not guys… it’s guy. Singular. I’ve dated a guy before.”

Oh.

Anna’s expression wavered in a place of embarrassment. Quickly, Liam did his best to soothe her concerns.

“That’s not that unordinary; I’ve only dated a few girls. A couple in high school, and one or two I talked to last semester.”

“I’m three years older than you, Liam.”

“Still, we’ve all got our circumstances, and you know, this can still sort of be practice for us both. It’s nothing to be ashamed about.”

“I’m not ashamed of it,” Anna quickly said, glancing toward the living room. “No matter what Avril says. Yes, maybe I would have liked a bit more… contact, but things are difficult due to my family circumstances. I’m not like Anna; I can’t just act like she does.” She shook her head. “I-I’d just rather not go into it too much.”

Liam nodded carefully. “I misspoke. I only mean that it’s not a big deal, and I’m not going to make it a big deal.”

“Thank you,” Anna replied, relief smoothing over some of the disconcertment clinging to her expression.

“So, are you okay talking about the guy you’ve dated? How did you two act around each other? If we want to avoid attracting suspicion, especially tonight with Avril and Tess around, we should probably seem at least slightly more relaxed around one another.”

“That’s fair,” Anna conceded. She took a couple of moments to gather her thoughts. “His name was Elliot. We dated for a little bit in my sophomore year of high school. Only Avril knew about it.”

When she’d begun with ‘sophomore year,’ Liam started nodding along. So, maybe she hadn’t dated, but it hadn’t been that long ago. With the completion of her sentence, he remembered that, as she’d reminded him, she was a fair bit older than him. His sophomore year of high school was just three years back. Hers was six.

“I’m guessing that ‘no one but Avril knew’ is the key part behind how it happened,” he pointed out.

“Yes, that’s right. I was told I wasn’t allowed to date until college, but… Avril introduced me to Elliot, and well, she sort of insisted, if that makes any sense.”

It made all the sense in the world. Liam understood completely. Better than Anna would likely—hopefully—ever know.

“Okay, so you two ended up liking each other and dated for a bit. I assume it wasn’t all stiff formality the whole time, right?”

Anna’s fingers nervously tapped together below her waist, but she nodded. “Well, yes. We eventually developed a rapport and were affectionate toward one another.”

“Affectionate in this context meaning…?”

“Handholding, hugging, occasionally kissing after a few months.” Anna’s voice dropped a sound level with each new admittance. She might be inexperienced, but she wasn’t dumb. More than that, she had a roommate who could seduce any guy she sauntered up to within five minutes of meeting him. She had to hear how sad her life experiences with the opposite sex sounded.

“I’m not trying to get you to sit on my lap and make out with me while Avril pops confetti poppers, but maybe we can figure out a comfort level for playing off that we seem interested in one another? Even just us smiling at one another and talking a bit more informally might be enough to keep anyone from growing suspicious. I live next to Tess, and you live with Avril, so it’s probably pretty likely we’ll have some more meetups like this with them around.”

Slowly, Anna nodded. A moment later, she nodded a bit more confidently.

“That would be for the best. Um, I’m all right with a hug or two… maybe a kiss on the cheek when you leave tonight. I think that would be enough to make our relationship seem more real.”

“I think so,” Liam agreed. “Given that it’s a new thing between us, I don’t think even Avril would expect us to break our norms and start acting like she might.”

“You have no idea,” Anna said, shaking her head.

I have a few, Liam thought.

They wrapped up the rest of their brief talk upon hearing a knock at the door. As they both headed out to see who it was, Avril had already disappeared from the couch and gone to let either Tess or Victoria indoors.

As the former showed herself, wearing a comfortable winter outfit and a bright smile for all three of them, Liam’s mind hurried toward what he and Avril had gotten up to earlier. If a world existed where he could do what he had to Avril to Tess, he’d die happy. It was all he wanted. He would find a way to make it a reality.

Victoria’s return occurred fifteen minutes after Tess’s, and Anna had already started setting up snacks, drinks, and a fresh pack of cards—apparently, they hadn’t owned a set—on the round dining room table. After a bit of small talk, during which Liam sensed something was simmering between Tess and Victoria, the five of them moved toward the site of tonight’s fun.

Liam already knew some of them would have more fun than the others. In particular, one of them might not have any, though he expected she’d at least appreciate his reveal after the fact.

With everyone settled in, Liam sat opposite four of the most beautiful women he’d ever laid eyes on, who’d all collected their chairs and moved them a bit closer to one another so that he could deal without anyone named Avril trying to peak at the deck, their night of cards began.


Chapter Nineteen

The Mechanic

Settled in, the sun’s light already mostly diminished outdoors, they had a few hours still before the expected nasty blizzard was due to arrive. Man, he hated the winter. But he loved cards, so he could at least worry about spending the next several days cooped up in his home—or in Tess’s home, potentially, which soothed his issues with the ensuing wintry storm—later. Assuming they could get started.

Before Liam could even reach for the unopened pack of cards and begin shuffling, an expected speedbump arose from the redhead sitting between Tess, who was the furthest left of the four of them, and Anna, who owned the third seat from the left. Victoria claimed the rightmost seat.

“So, what are we betting?”

Liam put the pack of cards back on the table and sent his gaze toward Avril.

“We don’t have to bet anything,” Tess answered. “It can just be a friendly game among friends.”

Anna nodded, but Avril dismissed them both with a headshake. “Come on, we’ve got to bet something. It doesn’t have to be money or anything, but stakes make everything more interesting.”

“I’d rather everyone not bet anything valuable,” Liam said. “I don’t know how well all of you know Blackjack, but I was planning to keep things pretty streamlined. Meaning no stuff like splitting, insurance on my face-up card, or doubling down.”

Anna and Tess both informed him of their newness to the game by the response of vacancy their expressions gave to the terms he mentioned. Avril nodded along as if she already knew about everything he was saying, and Victoria remained as unfazed and unreadable as usual.

“How about this?” the scheming redhead said. “Whichever of us does the best gets a reward, which we can hash out right now?” Avril pursed her lips, thinking swiftly. A maverick glint appeared in her eyes, and before anyone could stop her, she leveled a finger his way.

“So, if I win the most hands, Liam here has to rank the four of us in terms of hotness.”

He really shouldn’t have been surprised. None of them should have been.

Nonetheless, his jaw dropped like someone had yanked it down with ropes attached to his teeth. Anna’s did something similar, and Tess immediately frowned. Only Victoria, a woman who’d almost joined Avril’s family, sat unperturbed by the ridiculous request. Perhaps she’d known to expect something of its variety.

“Avril, that’s not funny,” Anna said.

“Who’s laughing?”

“I don’t think that would be an appropriate reward,” Tess added, having recollected herself quickly.

“Come on, you three, live a little!”

Avril glanced his way. It was subtle, and no one else seemed to notice it, or at least not make anything of it. But to the guy who’d spent half an hour learning that it was best to let her have her way and go along for the ride, it signaled in his mind with the blare of an air horn.

Unfortunately for her plans, he already knew who was going to win tonight. However, he could still play along with this part.

“I’m okay with it,” Liam said, drawing two surprised looks, one pleased look, and one utterly inscrutable look. “We’re playing Blackjack, so chance plays a pretty big role. I should probably sit out because I’m the dealer, though.”

“Not a chance!” Avril said, grinning slyly. “You’ve got to pick; we all do.”

Giving up on protesting her roommate’s demands, Anna instead surprised the rest of the table with a sigh and a nod.

“Fine, but in the event that I win, you have to properly apologize to both Liam and me for that stunt you pulled with my phone.”

Tess’s brow furrowed. “What stunt?”

“She stole my phone and texted Liam, pretending to be me.”

From his unique spot at the table, he could easily oversee the shifting changes in expressions and posture. With this benefit, he was the only one to spot a change in Victoria’s disaffected demeanor. A frown, much like the one he’d felt he’d seen when they’d met, showed itself.

“When did this happen?” Tess asked, also frowning.

“The day he came over when we went ice-skating together.”

Tess’s frown deepened, and she looked his way. He nodded, confirming what Anna was accusing Avril of having done. It’d been Avril’s text message that had prompted Tess to give her his phone number, not Anna, as she’d believed.

“Avril, how could you do something like that?”

“I was just getting things going for a couple of slow starters,” Avril said, leaning back in her chair and appearing unbothered by the eyes boring holes into her. “Look, without it, we wouldn’t all be here, united against a common enemy: me. So, it all worked out in the end.”

Tess folded her arms, clearly agreeing with at least one part of what she’d said. “I have my reward decided as well. It will also be for Avril to apologize to Liam and Anna—and meaningfully.”

“Oh, come on,” Avril groaned, though Tess seemed ironclad.

“I’ll third that reward,” Victoria said, which was her only remark in the conversation.

“You all are something else,” Avril complained, throwing her hands up. “And you, Liam? Are you going to follow along with these boring women?”

No, he wasn’t. While they’d all been heaping onto Avril, he’d been thinking about what he would want if he won—which he wasn’t going to do. Still, he’d chewed on a few ideas, and one had tasted better than the rest.

“Could I get a notebook or something?” he asked, earning a couple of confused looks. “Since we’re basing things on round wins, we need to track everyone’s scores. We can play something like fifty rounds and then see who won the most. Multiple people can win a round—you just need to avoid going bust and beat me—and we’ll say I tally a win so long as I ‘beat’ at least three of you. If I bust, anyone still in the round wins.”

“I can get one,” Anna said, pushing away from the table and hurrying toward her bedroom.

“You have a scheming face on,” Avril said, leaning forward and grinning.

“You would know, wouldn’t you?” he fired back, which only broadened her grin.

Anna soon returned with a pen and a pristine, unmarked notebook. Based on Avril’s chuckle, he got the sense that she might have a few more in her bedroom in the same state.

Flipping to the first page, Liam dropped their names onto it, giving enough space for the tallies he’d regularly add to it. Afterward, however, he kept the notebook in his grasp. Instead of putting it down and taking up the pack of cards on the table, he flipped the page, garnering curious looks from the women across from him. He spent the next minute hiding what he scrawled on this new page.

“Are you writing a last will and testament or something?” Avril snorted about halfway through.

“You’ll find out later,” he answered, refusing to offer anything more about the words he’d filled the notebook’s second page with.

Finally, with everything he’d planned in order, he freed the fifty-two distinct pieces of card stock from their prison.

“Everyone knows how Blackjack is played, right?” he asked, beginning to shuffle the cards without even needing to glance down at them. A few eyes widened as a steady staccato of cards thrumming against each other filled the room. Avril’s pair was among them.

“I’ve played once or twice, but it was a long time ago,” Anna admitted.

Liam nodded, keeping the rapid shuffling going while he summarized the rules.

“Blackjack’s pretty simple, so it’s a good game for someone who doesn’t know cards too well. Like I mentioned earlier, we’re also not using a bunch of common casino rules. The goal is to beat me, the dealer, by getting as close to twenty-one as you can without going over twenty-one. If you do, that’s a bust—you lose. And since the player always goes before the dealer, you can never win a round if you bust.”

He waited for four distinct nods before continuing.

“Everyone starts with two cards. Since you all are sort of playing against each other, the first for all of us will be face up, but the second card each of us receives will be face down.”

“Isn’t that how it usually is?” Tess asked. “You’re making it sound like that’s not the norm.”

“In official games, every card except the dealer’s second card is usually shown face up. After all, you’re usually not playing against each other—just me.”

“Oh. I didn’t know that.”

Liam nodded. “We can do a quick practice round.”

Finishing his shuffle, now holding the cards deep in his palm, thumb sitting on the top of the deck, he began passing the first round of cards out from left to right, ending with him.

“Good,” he said, smiling at the cards showing on the table. “So, a numbered card is worth its value.” He nodded at Tess and Anna’s cards, which were a four and eight, respectively. “A face card is always ten, except for an ace, which is either worth one or eleven. It’s an eleven all the time, except if having it would cause you to bust. Then, it becomes a one.”

He and Avril shared face cards, a jack and queen, respectively, while Victoria owned the ace.

“The most important strategy revolves around the dealer’s shown card. I have a face card right now, which is worth ten, and you’re not usually going to know what card I end up getting on the second pass. Generally, if I have a seven or higher, you want to keep ‘hitting,’ which is what you say if you want another card beyond your two—and ‘stand’ is if you want to stop receiving cards for that round—until you reach a total of seventeen or higher. That’s because I, as the dealer, must keep hitting until I reach seventeen. But if I have a really low shown card, say a four, you might want to consider standing in the mid-teens. Because, as I said, you make the choices before I do, so if you bust, you lose.”

He began slipping cards face down to the others. “If it matters to you in the future rounds, be careful not to let your neighbors peek. Just be sure I don’t catch a glance.”

Once he’d dealt the following five cards, he peeked at his face-down card. A nine. Nineteen in total.

“Okay, Tess, you’re up first. Hit if you want another card, stand if you want to stay where you’re at for the rest of the round.”

After peering at her card, the gorgeous brunette eyed him. “Hit me.”

Flipping the top card off the deck—a six—he slid it over to her.

“Stand.”

Nodding, he turned his attention to Anna. “So, you could probably surmise that Tess has a pretty high face down card. She’s got ten showing, and assuming she’s following my suggestion, she’s at least got an eight as her non-showing card.”

Anna glanced at Tess’s three cards, then nodded. “So, then I also want to hit.”

“Alright.” Liam dealt her another card. A three revealed itself, and Anna smiled softly.

“Stand.”

He nodded. Avril chose to stand immediately, as did Victoria.

“And I’ll stand, too,” he said. “Now, we can show our cards.”

He flipped over his hand, showing off a nineteen total. Tess revealed she’d had a king as her hidden card, which put her at twenty. Anna’s flip revealed a six, which also put her at nineteen. Avril showed off her two face cards, which also put her at twenty. And Victoria placed her face down ten beside her ace.

“Nobody busts, but we do get a couple of nice things,” Liam said, surveying the cards. “Tess and Avril both beat me by having twenty to my nineteen, but you and I tied Anna, which is called a ‘push.’ In normal Blackjack, you’d get back your bet. For Victoria, she ended up getting Blackjack. If your first two cards total twenty-one, you win unless the dealer also has a Blackjack, in which case it’s also a push. But that’s the only way to tie a Blackjack. Even if I’d drawn to twenty-one with a third or fourth card, a natural Blackjack always wins.”

Anna looked over the five hands on the table, soon nodding. “Okay, I think I know how to play. I’m ready.”

“Everyone else?”

“I am,” Tess said, smiling at him. “You’re in your element.”

He tried not to blush as he glanced at Avril and Victoria, the latter of whom simply nodded. Because, of course she would, the maverick redhead didn’t just throw a nod or “yep” at him.

“No mercy, not for any of you,” she said, grinning and miming a dagger over the throat with her thumb.

Right back at you, Liam thought.

Recollecting the cards, he shuffled. And as he shuffled, he glanced at the deck. More specifically, he glanced at the card he’d already buckled at the bottom of the deck by sliding his index finger underneath the deck toward his body, bending it in such a way that, with his specific grip on the deck, no one else could see.

A king. Perfect.

It took him barely any effort to bookmark that card and then false shuffle the deck, the cards sliding like they were being randomly shuffled, when in reality, the king was in the precise spot he wanted it to be the entire time—on top of the deck. Finishing his false shuffle, he then followed up with another act of sleight of hand.

He smoothly dealt the second card to Tess, which he’d spotted as a six, and not a soul at the table noticed. The king, now face down as they were playing normally, went to Anna.

His first two swindles went unnoticed. Before all was said and done, he had a couple hundred more in store for the game.

Anna won, twenty to his eighteen, as did Victoria. Tess only managed seventeen before standing, and Avril busted. Liam opened the notebook to the first page and tallied the round.

This was why he’d told them not to bet anything valuable. As he shuffled and dealt the second hand, he decided Avril would play more aggressively if she got an early Blackjack—so he gave it to her.

There weren’t many times he wanted to show off, but cards were his domain, and he wanted to strut his stuff a little bit, especially after Avril’s continuous crooning the past few days. He wasn’t sure if it would earn the chuckles and playful glares he was hoping for when he revealed what he’d written on the second page of the notebook, but he hoped no one would leave the table angry. Since most of them had followed along with Anna’s bet, he didn’t think they’d be upset when she won.

And for the one who might be, he suspected she’d be more impressed with his boldness than the fact that he’d manipulated the results.

Which he did every single hand, giving four sets of eyes dozens of opportunities to catch him in the act. No one did. Because of it, nearly every hand went as he intended it to.

He set up Anna’s comeback early on. By giving Avril the lead but then making her fight for it with himself, Tess, and Victoria, he quietly kept Anna two or three rounds behind for most of the game. Her acumen and quick growth as a player helped; he’d have had to make things a lot more blatant to keep her where he needed her to be otherwise. She played the hands he gave her pretty well for a novice player.

Avril celebrated each hand and groaned at each defeat. She was the best kind of player for the scheme he was running, a focal point for the rest of the table. Whenever he shuffled, the small talk that permeated the game picked up, further enabling him to run away with false shuffling, bookmarking, and all manner of illegal dealing.

It was hard not to show any satisfaction at how smoothly everything was going.

“You know,” Avril said, eyeing him during a pause while Anna had headed to the restroom, “I tried my best to get these three to dress up all formally, like we were playing in a high-stakes casino. Wouldn’t that have been something? Cocktail dresses, long slits down the thigh, sexy, sexy, sexy. I almost convinced a couple of them to go along with it.”

“You most certainly did not,” Tess said, drawing Avril’s attention to her mild exasperation. “You overestimate how persuasive you are.”

A languid grin appeared on Avril’s face as she redirected her gaze toward him. “Is that so? I think I can be pretty persuasive.”

Color seeped into Liam’s face, but Tess and Victoria’s attention thankfully remained affixed to the redhead, not his red face. It also prompted a rare response from Victoria, who’d mostly remained quiet during the game.

“Tricking two people is not the same as being persuasive, Avril.”

Avril’s eyes lingered on him a little longer, and they both knew her cellphone gambit wasn’t what she’d been referring to.

“Not this again,” she said with an embellished groan. “Things worked out in the end for everyone involved. I’m practically Cupid.”

“The ends don’t justify the means,” Tess said.

“Agreed,” Victoria added.

Avril swiftly held up her hands. “Okay, okay, let’s not turn this into an ethics debate, professors! Let’s just agree to disagree. I know I could never keep up with you two.” She looked back at him. “You see these two picking on me? I’m just a lowly environmental studies major.”

Words that brought forth a snort from Tess. “In all my years of teaching, I’ve never had a student willing to debate with me as often as you—and you don’t just roll over, either. Don’t spread lies, Avril.”

Victoria nodded along with every statement. “I don’t even teach a class designed for debate, yet you find a way to include one nearly every lesson.”

“See?” she insisted, still staring at him. “They just pick on me relentlessly.”

Liam tilted his gaze slightly to the right. A question he’d wanted to ask since she’d arrived finally felt cooked enough to pull out of the oven.

“What do you teach at Bellmore?”

Two icy blue eyes refocused on him. “Ecology.”

“That sounds interesting. Perrymont had an Intro to Ecology class I could have taken.”

“It’s really not,” Avril cut in. “You’re not missing much.” A sly grin lifted her lips. “Or maybe it is interesting, but it’s my professor who makes everything so clinical and emotionless. It does help me catch up on my sleep, at least.”

In a way, Victoria’s muted response provided further credibility to Avril’s jab. He wondered if she realized that.

“My class is for those who want to be there. It’s not my responsibility to put on a show for you.”

“Yeah, but couldn’t you add—I don’t know—a little flair to things? That lecture about termites and their mounds made me want to chew on wood.”

“Avril, don’t be rude,” Anna said, brow furrowed as she made her return.

“I’m just giving an honest critique, but fine, fine.”

The game continued, and their chatter remained constant. Besides that one instance, Victoria remained relatively silent for the rest of the evening. Liam found his curiosity piqued about all of their relationships, but especially Avril and Victoria’s. The juicy details the former had dropped on his lap, right before she’d climbed onto it, had left his mind whirring with questions. He knew he could probably get more elaboration from Avril, but he also suspected it’d come heaped in bias. Unfortunately, he also knew that he simply couldn’t request such details from Victoria, not without spilling that he and Avril had gossiped about her. So, he put those desires to bed.

Nearing the fortieth hand played, he finally began to shift everyone into the places he’d decided they would end up. Avril’s hot streak ended, and she quickly found herself staring up at the rest of the players, much to her chagrin.

“You all kept badmouthing me, and now the cards don’t like me anymore!” she complained.

By the time they’d reached the final hand, Anna had already cemented her victory. For the fiftieth hand—everyone ignoring Avril’s calls for another five or ten hands—he decided to show off a bit. All four women ended up with an ace as their unshown card, and he let three of them—only Avril missed out, receiving a five—nab a ten or face card.

“Alright, let’s show them,” he said once everyone’s cards were distributed, and decisions on hitting or standing had been decided. Naturally, only Avril had asked for additional cards, a fact that had established a quick frown on her lips. It’d only grown after she’d ended up busting because of a pair of eights he’d sent her way. She’d grumbled under her breath and flipped over her ace.

Liam showed his twenty, which would have usually accompanied groans in an honest game. However, Anna, Tess, and Victoria all flipped their hidden card, revealing a trio of natural Blackjacks. Even Victoria responded to that, surprise, mellow compared to Tess and Anna’s, glimmering in her clear blue eyes.

“Wait, what the hell?” Avril said, the first to recognize the improbability of what had just occurred.

“Wow,” Anna said, blinking as if to make sure her eyes were working correctly. “That’s really unlikely, isn’t it?”

“Suspiciously so,” Victoria said, shifting her attention from the cards to the one who’d dealt them.

“Liam?” Tess asked, slightly frowning.

He responded with a relaxed smile, finished adding the final tallies to the first page of the notebook, and then extended it toward Avril.

“Since you’re the one who ended up in last, would you mind sharing what I wrote on the second page with everyone?”

He knew her penchant for mischief would buy him enough leeway that she’d do as he requested. One eye squinting suspiciously at him, she took the notebook. All three other women leaned in around her shoulders to see what had taken him so long to write down before the game had begun.

Liam wore a smile as they read his handiwork.

Another burst of surprise enveloped that side of the table. The four women proved susceptible to the shocking claim he’d written within, even Victoria, and Avril pulled her mouth to one side as she finished reading his words.

“Well, aren’t you something,” she said, shoving the book, page on display, back at him.

Liam’s smile broadened, and he let himself re-read what he’d written earlier.

I’m going to cheat in basically every round. Anna is going to win, and Avril will get last. If anyone catches me, you can all ask for anything you want from me. If you don’t, then Anna’s win still counts, so she gets her reward.

“I told you I was good at cards,” Liam told Avril, still smiling unapologetically.

“Like this counts,” the redhead growled, folding her arms. She glared at the two older women at the table. “Aren’t you professors supposed to always be on the lookout for cheats like him? That’s, like, in your job description.”

Victoria stared at her, expression regaining its usual flatness. “This isn’t one of our classrooms, Avril. And it’s winter break.”

“That’s why I didn’t want you to bet with money or anything,” Liam pointed out. “I wouldn’t have felt right doing all this if you all had played with real stakes. But I figured it’d be fine after you all decided what you were playing for.”

“So, you wouldn’t have screwed me over if we’d started stacking hundreds on the table?” Avril grumbled.

“I promise. It was ingrained into me early on to never pull a stunt like that.” Not that he’d ever been involved in a game with his friends where a hundred-dollar bill ever hit the table.

“You were taught to cheat at cards?” Tess asked, still wearing the remnants of her frown, though his explanation so far had caused its fullness to dwindle.

“Well, sort of. No, actually, yeah, I was. I’ve got an uncle who spent twenty-five years working for casinos in Vegas. His job was to find people who cheated in casinos, keep the swindlers out, stuff like that.”

“Sounds like he should have arrested you,” Avril said, continuing her grumbling.

“He would have, and easily,” Liam said, smiling at the memories his words summoned. “When I was kid, he got me into cards. Rather, he got me into trying to get one over him with cards. He said he’d take me to Vegas right then and there if I ever did. He taught me all the stuff I needed to know, went back to Nevada, and then I’d have a few months to practice before he’d show up for another visit, catch every move I tried to make, and give me some pointers for the next time. Rinse, repeat.” Liam shook his head. “I still haven’t gotten that trip to Vegas. He gets me every time.”

“Vegas is pretty fun,” Avril said, her overexaggerated grumpiness eroding. “So, now that you’ve swindled all of us be a good magician and show your tricks.”

“Wouldn’t that make me a bad magician?” Liam asked, recalling the phrase about what good magicians never did.

“Shut up and show off your damn tricks.”

Anna and Tess echoed a desire to see him reveal how he’d achieved what he’d promised he would in the notebook, and Liam—as he’d always intended to do so—agreed.

“So, I just pretty much manipulated the deck to put the cards I wanted where I wanted them. Which I did with a combination of things. False shuffles being one of the bigger ones.”

He waved at the final hand still sitting in front of the women. Once they’d pushed those cards back over his way, he rebuilt the deck, then began to shuffle exactly as he had during the game. As the cards blurred and noisily thrummed as their stocks were bent and released, he dropped his gaze. There, there, there, and… there.

“Okay,” he said once he’d finished altering the deck as he’d liked. “Did anyone catch that?”

Four sets of eyes looked at him, then glanced between each other, and then returned to him. He received only shaken heads as his answer.

Smiling, Liam flipped the first card. And then second. And then the third. And finally, a fourth.

“Well, damn,” Avril said as she smirked, the last flecks of playful surliness dissipating in the face of the four aces again flipped over on the table.

“I really didn’t see anything,” Anna said, equally wowed. Her mint-green eyes lifted from the table, staring at him with mild astonishment.

“I’ll do it slower this time,” he said. “It’s about finding the cards I want, bookmarking them, then having them end up where I want them to be when I need them. All that’s important is that it looks like they’re headed back into the deck, even though they’re not going anywhere.”

To elaborate on his point, this time, as he added the aces back into the deck, he let them see how his right hand pushed the aces barely a quarter inch further to the left, which usually would be obfuscated by his left hand sitting in the way, from the deck. Eyes lit up like Christmas trees.

“They’d usually look like they’re back in the deck, right?” Liam smiled. “Now, I just false shuffle a few times, make it look like it’s a fair game, and yet….”

He flipped four cards off the top again. Four aces reappeared.

“I can put them wherever I want—it’s like breathing to me at this point. Sometimes, I’ll even have the card or cards I want on the bottom and then deal those. It’s mostly all basic misdirection and dexterity, though base dealing is way easier if I give myself those cards.”

“That’s very impressive,” Anna said, smiling genuinely. “I don’t think I would have ever realized you’d done all this if you hadn’t revealed it.”

Liam accepted her compliment with a slight bow. “My uncle would cook me on a spit if he found out I cheated anyone for real. I’m glad none of you are upset with me for commandeering the game so I could show off a little.”

“Speak for yourself!” Avril said with a grunt. “You’re not the one losing out in this arrangement.” She crossed her arms. “The whole thing was a sham, so the prize should be voided.”

“I think it’s particularly fitting,” Tess said. “You manipulated things to have your way, and now you’ve been manipulated into apologizing for it.”

“Well said,” Victoria agreed. “You deserve worse for doing what you did.”

While Avril continued to grumble and moan, Liam focused on the subtle sharpness he’d just heard in Victoria’s voice. Between her and Tess, hard as it was to judge the olive-complexioned woman, she seemed the more irritable over the reveal of Avril’s grand deception. There’d also been their initial meeting at Tess’s.

Now that he knew she was as close to Avril as she was to Tess, he supposed she might have been an actor in, or at least privy to, their plan to introduce him and Anna. It was also possible that she’d been against the idea, not for it.

Liam clicked his tongue on the floor of his mouth, deciding that was his current running theory. He planned to confirm its veracity with Tess or Avril once he got the chance.

“Okayyy,” Avril said, sticking her tongue out at all of them. “I’m sorry I helped start a wonderful relationship with my nefarious deeds.”

“Avril,” Tess said threateningly.

Shutting her eyes so that she could roll them behind her eyelids—Liam was certain of it—Avril took a deep breath. When she opened her eyes, she traded time attending to him and Anna with her gaze.

“I’m sorry that I used your phone to make Liam think I was the one texting him. And you too, Tess. And I’m sorry for tricking you into coming over because you thought it was Anna, Liam. I won’t do it again.”

As far as apologies went, it sat within the same tier as those made by politicians found cheating on their spouses or embezzling funds. Not one word felt earnestly contrite. Still, he suspected it was about the best one could expect from Avril Knight, especially since it was abundantly clear that she didn’t think she’d done anything wrong.

With how things had worked out, he imagined most of the table wasn’t particularly upset with her. He certainly wasn’t, though he couldn’t let it be known that he was immensely happy that things had transpired as they had.

Thusly, the three women, all knowing her better than he did, accepted her mild apology as the best they would get. The table’s attention turned back to his card skills, and he spent the next twenty minutes showing off what he could do. Much more than when he’d done this for his friends, Liam lived in bliss while the four heavenly beautiful women focused on his talent. He was happy to explain and reexplain as needed, content to feed their curiosity for as long as they liked.

“So, what do I have to do to get private lessons?” Avril purred at one point, earning an immediate response from the two women directly beside her.

“Not a chance.”

“That’s not happening.”

“Oh, come on, what do I need more money for? It’d just be for kicks, mostly.”

“Liam, please do not teach her any of this,” Anna said. “She gets into enough trouble without knowing how to swindle people with cards.”

“Such betrayal!” her best friend cried, hand over her heart.

By the time things began wrapping up with his card expo, the only light left entering the nearby windows came from the complex’s outdoor lamps. Victoria was the first to declare she’d be heading home. Standing, she asked Anna to join her outside while she warmed her car up, though she offered no explanation as to what she wanted from her.

With absolute certainty, he was sure they all had the same idea why.

“Thank you for inviting me over,” Victoria said. “It was nice to see you all.”

“If you’d like, I could start heating up your cars,” Anna said to him and Tess, standing up.

“That’d be great. Thank you, Anna,” Tess said.

Liam echoed the sentiment, and once they’d handed their keys to Anna, she and Victoria departed. The three left at the table remained silent until they heard the front door open and then shut.

“Yeah, it’s exactly what you think it is,” Avril said, lips curled in amusement as he opened his mouth to voice his question aloud.

“So, I’m not crazy. Does she just dislike me in particular, or is it just because of the stuff with Anna?”

“She has nothing against you, Liam,” Tess quickly promised. “But… yes, she was against the idea of us looking for anyone to introduce to Anna in the way we discussed.” She diverted her attention, a frown forming, toward Avril. “And I can’t imagine she’s pleased about the way in which you manipulated events.”

“Yeah, but when is she pleased about something? I love her to death, but she’s perennially wound too damn tight. She’s going to explode someday, and I hope I’m not in a ten-mile radius of the detonation zone when it happens.”

Tess continued to frown, but she didn’t disagree with her opposite’s assessment.

“Why was she so against the idea?” Liam asked to break the silence.

“She thinks us interfering in Anna’s love life is too similar to what her father is doing—what we’re condemning him for doing,” Tess answered. “She’s a very independent woman, and she thinks the best outcome for Anna is for her to make her own choices, bereft of our involvement.”

“’Coddling her won’t be of any help to her,’ is how she put it, I think,” Avril said, tapping her lower lip.

Tess shook her head. “I understand her point of view, but she’s assuming that everyone is as strong-willed as she is. Some people do need help during trying times.”

“Yeah, I think she’s just seeing one too many parallels between Anna’s situation and her situation with my brother. I mean, she helped you out plenty during and after your divorce, right? She’s not always a hardcore momma bird, just kicking her babies out of the nest and telling them they better learn to fly before they go splat on the ground.”

“You might be right,” Tess said, sighing. “Hopefully, Anna can convince her that this is what she wants, but you haven’t made it easy for her, Avril.”

Avril held her hands out placatingly, then let the silence linger for only a handful of seconds. “Well, while she is interrogating my lovable but stunted roommate, we’re free of the two prudes of the group. So… now’s the time to answer my question, Liam!” She leaned forward, grinning mischievously. “I’m sure you thought about it.”

“Your question?” he asked, confusion tugging at his eyebrows.

“What’s your ranking? The four of us. Who’s hottest, and who’s nottest?”

Immediately after completing her previous sigh, Tess found a good enough reason to give it a sibling. “Avril, can’t you act your age for one evening? Or even just one part of one evening?”

“I am acting my age, Tess,” Avril fired back. “It’s all of you who act like we’re a bunch of women in their sixties attending their Baptist church’s weekly book club, with all this sighing and frowning all the time whenever I want to add a little spice to our dull conversations.” She beckoned toward him with a hand. “I’m glad Liam livened things up a little. His reveal was the most interesting part of the night. All of you shut me down every time I try and do anything. You did with my idea for us all to dress up, and you did it again when I tried to get us to each pick something interesting for winning. I knew better than to even think about suggesting we all mix some drinks and really let loose tonight. Isn’t that sad? Because I think it is.”

The silence that next lingered lasted for only about twenty seconds, but it felt like an eternity. After saying everything she felt she needed to say, Avril folded her arms, daring Tess to offer a rebuttal. Tess, face slightly flushed with color, did no such thing, at least not during those twenty seconds. Nothing could have forced Liam to speak up, not even a gun to his head. He wasn’t even sure if he blinked while waiting for someone to shatter the pregnant silence.

“Perhaps… there’s some truth to what you’re saying,” Tess slowly conceded, hesitance still miring the usual clarity of her deep blue eyes. “I think we might all naturally act a bit more stringent around you than we would otherwise typically act. I’ll try to be more cognizant of it, and maybe we can have a true night like the one you wanted at some point.”

This also was not a true apology. But it was closer to it than the one that Avril had offered a little while ago. And its recipient was far more easygoing.

“I’m going to hold you to that,” Avril said, letting a smile reappear on her face, which settled much of the tension that had choked the room for the last minute. “Now, will you let me pester Liam into ranking us all in terms of hotness, or do you need to go out with the other stodgy prudes until I’ve pried it out of him?”

Liam watched Tess almost instinctively shut her down, but she halted herself at the last moment. Sending an apologetic glance his way, she said nothing. Nor did she remove herself from the table.

“Don’t keep us waiting, Liam,” Avril said, folding her arms beneath her breasts as she leaned provocatively on the table. “We’re waiting on pins and needles for your answer.”

“Th-that isn’t true,” Tess cut in. “I am not waiting on pins and needles.”

Avril sighed loudly. “Hold on, Liam. It seems I have a little more work to do.” She shifted her focus back to Tess. “Tess, we all know you’re hot. But you don’t really hang out with any guys, just us ladies. A man’s opinion will be interesting to hear, don’t you think?”

“Liam’s opinion is different than just being ‘a man’s opinion.’”

“Because he’s your neighbor? You think he’ll be too biased toward you?”

“No, I don’t think that.” Color reignited within Tess’s face. It was almost surreal to see her so unbalanced by Avril’s prodding assault. Coupled with how she’d acted when he was at her home yesterday, he was beginning to see sides of her that he hadn’t even known existed.

“So, what is it? Worried that he’ll be biased against you? You are the model he’s seen on display the most—for years, even. He might have gotten desensitized to how sexy you are.”

Liam tightened his jaw before he blurted out that such a thing was entirely impossible. It might have undone the spell Avril seemed to be working on Tess. So, he kept himself silent, a spectator, barely noticed even as he remained the topic of conversation between the two immeasurably beautiful women.

“Whichever way it is, it’s not something I should be privy to. He’s half my age, and he’s interested in Anna—your roommate and best friend.”

“We’re just bothering him for a harmless list, and it’s not like he and Anna are engaged to be married. They’re barely even past the talking stage yet. But do you know who isn’t married anymore?” Avril grinned mischievously. “You’re fresh on the market, which means no one here has to feel bad if he ends up thinking you’re still sexy as hell. I know you’ve got to be curious if you’ve still got men’s minds unraveling at the thought of you.”

“I’m well aware of the effect I can have on men Liam’s age,” Tess hurriedly said. “In case you’ve forgotten, I teach a few hundred of them each semester.”

“Yeah, but you picked Liam out for Anna over all of them, remember? So, his opinion ought to matter a lot more, don’t you think?”

Fidgeting in her seat, Tess looked to him for help. At the same time, without redirecting her gaze toward him, Avril offered the barest perceptible nod. It was enough to know he should do something, though he remained uncertain exactly what Avril expected out of him.

“We live next to each other, Avril, so it might make things weird,” he said, hoping he was at least on the right path.

The glint in her verdant eyes let him know that he hadn’t ruined her set up, at the very least.

“Come on, you’re an adult now. You can give a beautiful woman a compliment without things getting weird, can’t you?” She made an exaggerated point of looking between the two of them, and then she held her hands up in defeat. “Fine, fine. How about this, then? Just give her a compliment. And not just some boring comment about how pretty her eyes are or whatever. Be creative. Better yet, be provocative.”

And just like that, the weight that had burdened Tess was passed over to him. What the hell was he supposed to say? He understood what Avril was trying to do with this, and he hoped it worked. That didn’t make it any simpler for him to come up with an off-the-cuff compliment for Tess, especially with Avril liable to deny his choice if he picked a safer option.

Because of the nature of his thoughts, his gaze naturally gravitated toward the woman whose looks he was supposed to compliment. There was no shortage of laudable attributes that Tess Williams possessed. If it’d just been him and Avril, he could have rattled off aspects of her he was attracted to until he was blue in the face.

But right now, with her staring directly at him? His lexicon shrunk to a smattering of “ums” and “erms.”

“Now, are you taking that long pause because you’re embarrassed… or do you really have no compliments to give this beautiful, recently divorced professor beside me?” Avril teased, causing Tess to huff at her.

“N-no,” he said, feeling his anxiety appear in the form of sweat on his palms. “I’m just… thinking about what my compliment should be.”

“Because there are so many attractive traits to choose from?” Avril asked, leading him to the promised land bit by bit.

He hurriedly nodded, and the flush on Tess’s cheeks subtly shifted toward a redder hue.

“Well, don’t keep us waiting too long. Anna has to be back soon, and we wouldn’t want to see you having to explain why you just told Tess about how amazing her breasts look when she wears tight sweaters when she does.”

“Avril!” Tess hissed, tucking those rightfully titled amazing breasts behind folded arms.

But she’d given him the last bit of help he needed, providing an example of how far she suggested he could go with his compliment. It might have been delivered with all the subtlety of a sledgehammer, but she’d delivered it, nonetheless.

His heart raced in his chest, anxiety swelling within him as the words he would say finally formed in his mind. The idea of saying something like what he was about to say to Tess nearly paralyzed him, kept the words clogged within his throat. Cowardice would have surely won out if it’d just been him and Tess.

He’d already let Avril lead him this far. Doubting her now, forcing her to keep holding his hand so blatantly, would get him nowhere.

Liam shut his eyes and took a deep breath, which he knew must have looked ridiculous. He could already envision Avril grinning at him, holding back outright laughter. It wasn’t as if he was about to leap out of a plane and skydive.

He opened his eyes. Every cowardly part of him wanted him to look at Avril, to give his answer to her, to refer to Tess as if she wasn’t there. With extreme prejudice, he forced those parts of himself down, if only for a few moments.

His gaze met Tess’s, and he finally revealed a portion of his desire for her with his following words.

“I like the sweaters too, but it was your leggings that I really liked. They really show off how great a body you have.”

Avril leaned back far enough to disappear from Tess’s peripherals. She tossed him a thumbs-up and a grin.

Tess, on the other hand, just blinked. “Oh.”


Chapter Twenty

Lost and Found

Among the myriad of responses Liam had imagined his bold—well, for him—compliment might receive, her simple response left him listing in the wind. “Oh,” could mean a million things. “Oh, I’m happy to hear that!” “Oh, that’s a bit much, don’t you think?” “Oh, I, erm, thank you.”

From ecstatic to uncomfortable, from pleased to distressed, from merrily accepted to reluctantly done so, “oh” could mean about anything.

Sitting there as he did, staring at the beautiful woman he’d dreamed of for years as he did, he couldn’t make heads nor tails about which version of “oh” hers was. He couldn’t tell if Avril could either, though she continued to exude amusement at the scene unfolding before her. Unless she’d been ushering him toward a cliff this entire time, intending to see if she could actually convince him to leap off it and plummet to his death, that was a good thing… right?

And then, before Tess could follow up on her one-word response, the most damnable reappearance of the politest woman he’d ever met occurred.

Anna entered the kitchen, shivering a little, blissfully unaware of the events that had transpired in her absence. Rubbing her hands together, she did him and Tess both a favor and a slight with her forthcoming words.

“It’s started to snow already,” she said, bits of quickly melting snowflakes dusting her head and shoulders. “It’s coming down quicker and quicker. You might want to think about heading home before the roads become too dangerous.”

Shit. Shit, shit, shit, shit, shit.

“Yes, that’d probably be a good idea,” Tess said, and Liam knew he had no possible delaying tactic that he could summon forth.

He, Tess, and Avril all got up from the table. The goodbyes were quick, truncated because of the weather, though paranoia whispered cruel suggestions into his ear that there was another reason Tess wanted to get out of there so quickly. He struggled to shake them off as he and his beautiful next-door neighbor grabbed their shoes and coats.

Avril hung back, unusually silent as well. As Anna opened the door for them, a burst of cold wind slapped him in the face. She hadn’t been exaggerating about the snowfall, which was falling swift and fat, already adding a white sheen to the roofs of their cars.

He and Tess both wrapped themselves up, then offered their final goodbyes before plunging into the frigid winter night.

“Ah, L-Liam,” a voice called out to him.

Anna’s voice. Of all three he might have expected to hear, hers was the least expected. A pace ahead of him, Tess had heard her call his name too, and she turned around quicker than he did. Their eyes met, then decoupled in the same moment. Tess looked at Anna, and Liam knew he needed to as well.

Turning around to face the beautiful woman, he found her cheeks slightly rosy as she stood in her doorway.

Oh!

His mind filled with a recollection of what he’d suggested to her in her kitchen just a few short hours ago.

Liam took a step back her way, and Avril’s eyebrow raised from where she stood within the safety of the apartment a few steps back. He could no longer judge Tess’s opinion of the proceedings, but his worries continued harassing him mercilessly.

“Thank you very much for coming,” Anna said, voice stilted and uncertain.

You made the suggestion, so you’d better not leave her like that, his mind reminded him.

“I was really glad to come,” he said, smiling at her and opening his arms.

Anna’s anxiety slightly relaxed, then reignited with a different shade of red as she followed suit. Avril’s raised eyebrow found a kindred spirit in the maverick grin she lanced him with.

He and Anna shared what must have been the most awkward hug for either of them. Yet, they’d probably end up suffering two completely different fates because of it. Avril would tease and needle Anna about it all night, and Liam wouldn’t hear a ghost of a whisper about it from Tess. At least, that was how his paranoid thoughts had decided things would go.

Because of his perturbed thoughts, he completely missed out on the warmth and softness of Anna’s voluptuous body. He remembered nothing about their hug except the cold and the anxiety. Even if they were pretending to date each other, it was probably a miserable experience for them both.

Breaking apart, they both provided meek smiles for each other. Awkward didn’t begin to describe the entire affair.

“I hope we can have another game night like this one soon,” Anna said.

“Me too.”

“Yeah, but the jig is up, so we won’t let you have your way so easily next time!” Avril called out. “Tess, make him show you all his secrets before then. You live next to him, so you’re going to be our cheat monitor.”

A harsh gust of wind whipped at the three of them standing in the elements, slicing away whatever response his neighbor gave the scheming redhead. Snow plummeted around them, each new barrage seeming to arrive faster and heavier than its predecessor. If it kept up like the weather channels had all sworn it would, there’d be no going anywhere for at least a few days.

Escaping into their cars, which Anna had already gotten toasty and ready for travel in the frigid temperatures, he let Tess pull out first. Following in her wake, the two of them cautiously navigated their way away from Ashgrove Apartments.

Most of the city’s residents had wisely eschewed any travel due to the impending blizzard, and he and Tess found their careful journey home joined only infrequently by other drivers. The snowfall’s intensification remained steady, and their journey’s haste suffered because of it. By the time they reached their neighborhood, even with his wipers turned all the way up to max, he could barely see a few feet ahead of him.

The snow pounded on his car, and he needed the next ten minutes to travel barely more than a mile. He’d lost sight of Tess’s car, his headlights completely ineffective even with his brights turned on, and the last thing he wanted was to find it again because his car had thudded into it at one of the few stop signs between them and their homes. Moving at barely a crawl, brakes groaning miserably down the hill that led into his neighborhood, he squinted through the blizzard lambasting him for daring him to travel in it.

At the very least, the anxiety caused by the raging snowfall distracted him from the anxiety swirling within him because of what he’d said to Tess back at Anna’s. And his tires remained gripped to the pavement enough that he didn’t end up losing control of his vehicle. Which allowed him to get where he needed to get. He knew some people wouldn’t be so fortunate, and the idea of abandoning his car a few blocks away from his home and trying to hoof it on foot was a miserable one.

He made it into his driveway over an hour after he’d left Ashgrove. The first thing he did after shoving himself against the winds trying to keep his car door shut was hurry through the already ankle-high snow until he could see that Tess’s car had also made it back—and that she wasn’t stuck in it or anything. Beginning to sigh with relief, a vicious blast of wind yanked it right out of his lungs.

Right. Enough of this.

This time, Liam had to grab hold of his door handle with extra strength the second he opened it, as the blizzard’s winds nearly hurled it forward after he unlocked and twisted the handle. Yet, at last, with one more grunted effort, he was safe. The sting of heat meeting the cold stabbed his cheeks and ears, causing him to blanch, but at least he didn’t need to worry about experiencing it again for the rest of the night. Poor Santa on the roof wouldn’t be so lucky.

He left his shoes at the door, the snow on them already melting, and went in search of a raggedy towel to put under them and save his family’s hardwood floors. At the same time, he dug into his pockets, intending to deposit his keys, wallet, and phone onto the coffee table in front of his couch.

He froze in place upon realizing he could only do so with two of those things.

Where’s my phone?

He dug through every available pocket on him. He hadn’t dropped his coat off yet, so he sifted through those too. No phone. Had it fallen out of his pocket while he was driving home? The thought elicited a long groan, and he began trudging back toward his front door. The last thing he needed was a broken phone because he’d left it sitting in the freezing cold all night.

As he shoved his shoes back onto his feet, a knock, almost imperceptible because of the wind howling outside, perked his ears up. Still bent over while he tied his laces, his brow furrowed.

Had Tess come over?

He quickly stood and opened his door, anchoring himself behind it to keep it from swinging all the way open.

It was Anna.

Liam blinked owlishly, at first wondering if he was hallucinating. What was Annabelle Royce doing on his doorstep in the middle of a blizzard?

And then she showed him.

“You left this behind,” she said, shivering, snow accumulating rapidly on her lustrous black hair and coat shoulders.

His phone. She extended his lost phone toward him, and he stared at it like all the woodland creatures of a forest staring at a crashed plane, all wondering what it was that had appeared in their tranquil paradise.

“Right!” he exclaimed, reclaiming his senses. “I’d just realized it. I’d figured I’d left it in my car, and I was almost on my way to start digging through it. Thanks, Anna.”

He quickly took his phone back from her. As his fingertips brushed against hers, he found them icy cold. A few other notable realizations started slotting into place. The first involved some common decency.

“Do you want to come inside? It’s so nasty out here.”

That led him to his next one. “Wait. You came after me? In this blizzard?”

Anna blushed, though it could have just been because of her body’s desperate attempt to keep some heat in her face. She didn’t come inside as he’d offered.

“I… yes. Avril started up about our… hug immediately after you all left. When I found your phone sitting on our couch, I… decided I should come bring it back to you.”

At first, he just stared at her, unable to fathom the cause and effect she’d just explained. For both their benefits, the dials in his mind twisted to life after only a few seconds of addled confusion.

“You mean you decided to use returning my phone to me as an excuse to avoid Avril’s teasing.”

Anna’s blush deepened, and he knew now that it couldn’t be fully because of the cold.

“Y-yes.”

It was the stupidest thing he’d ever heard. It had to be the stupidest thing Annabelle Royce had ever done—and they both knew that. Chasing him after him into a blizzard all because her roommate had started teasing her over a meaningless hug was the kind of childish impulse he would never have expected her to fall victim to.

Yet, he couldn’t find it in him to ridicule or condemn her for her actions. If anything, it humanized her a little more. Something that idiotic, that ridiculously impulsive—everyone had at least one or two times where they’d pulled a stunt like this in their lives. It was strangely comforting to realize that she was susceptible to making bad decisions like the rest of them. Maybe not as susceptible, but still susceptible.

“I—”

His phone buzzed in his hand, cutting him off. Glancing down, he found his phone exploded with messages, all from a single source. The first explained how, “like a dumbass,” Anna had decided to go after him with his phone. After that, they pretty much read the same. The most recent one, the one that had vibrated his phone in his hand, reiterated what most of its older siblings had said.

One of you better let me know the second she gets over there! Don’t you dare let her fucking try and drive home tonight.

It was a group text, and Tess’s number was included in it.

“You worried her,” Liam said, lifting his gaze from his phone. “It might be best to send a sign of life before she yanks all her hair out.”

Anna reached her final evolution of crimson, and she hurriedly located her phone in her coat pocket, saw all the messages on it, and typed out a response letting her know that she’d made it to his place safely—and that she wouldn’t be foolish and try and return home.

Avril, either because she was busy contacting emergency services or because she was pissed as all hell, didn’t immediately reply.

Strangely, Tess hadn’t either, which he believed without a shadow of a doubt was because she just hadn’t noticed the text chain just yet. There was no way she wouldn’t have otherwise.

Now, what to do?

The answer was incredibly obvious.

“We should get you over to Tess’s. She’ll let you stay over with her.”

Anna hurriedly nodded, and the two trudged to the house next door through the blizzard, arms up to defend their faces from the biting cold.

Just as he’d received his unexpected evening caller, Tess soon received hers. After he pummeled on her door, they suffered for what felt like an eternity in the frigid cold. By the time Tess finally opened her door, confusion written plainly across her beautiful face, the snow had seeped into his shoes and soaked his soaks. Toes curling because of the unpleasant cold assaulting them, he smiled meekly.

“Hi, Tess. Uh, Anna needs somewhere to stay tonight.”

Staring at the two of them in complete bafflement, she ushered them inside. Soon enough, she understood the story. Compared to him, Tess was not so swift to dismiss admonishment of Anna’s actions.

“That was an incredibly dangerous thing to do, Annabelle. This is very unlike you.”

Agreement and apologies followed, and Tess eventually put aside her sternness. Within short order, Anna received a place to stay for the next few days, as Tess guaranteed that the roads would be no safer for travel tomorrow than they were right now. According to the news, they might have gotten buried in over a foot of snow by the time dawn cracked palely over the horizon.

He could already envision the horrific days of Christmas shopping that would ensue once the snowplows finally freed the suburbs of their stark white prison. He was happy he didn’t have any Christmas plans.

And then he winced. Because he realized that he had Christmas plans. Well, Christmas Eve plans. He’d forgotten entirely about his need to shop for gifts. There was Tess. And Anna. He’d look like a complete ass if he didn’t get her something, which also meant he needed to grab Avril something. She was probably the person he most ought to get a gift, even if tonight might have ended in an ultimate disaster.

“Is something wrong, Liam?” Anna asked, the first person to notice his souring expression.

“O-oh, er, it’s nothing serious,” he said, waving a hurried hand through the air. “Just thinking about wading through crowds of people to get a few Christmas gifts once the snow’s gone.”

“You haven’t bought them yet?” she asked.

If anyone else had shown such surprise, he’d have scowled at them. With it coming from Anna, who seemed earnestly shocked that someone hadn’t penciled in several dates to finish their Christmas shopping by the end of the first week of December, he let his irritation go.

“No, I usually do it this week, and there’s the Christmas Eve party… and I wanted to get you both gifts, at least.”

“Oh.” It was the second time he’d heard that wretched word today, but this one came from Anna, who spent a moment blushing, and then a few more in thought. “Avril probably hasn’t done hers yet either. She always waits until the last second.” She shook her head in that exasperated sisterly way he was beginning to recognize as a common response when she mentioned her unruly roommate.

“Knowing Avril, I think she might enjoy the hecticness of waiting until the last possible moment,” Tess said. She looked at him. “You might even see if you two could go together.”

They were the first actual words she’d said to him since her one-word response to his compliment at Anna’s apartment, and as far as he could tell, there was nothing out of the ordinary in her tone or demeanor toward him. It wasn’t enough to offer him complete relief, but a few of the needles digging into his spine exited his skin.

“I’ll check with her and see if she likes the idea,” Liam promised.

With Anna delivered, he soon decided it was time to make himself scarce. If he waited too much longer, he’d end up soaking his pants with snow on his return trip.

“You should come over for lunch tomorrow,” Tess said as she walked him to her door. “We’re all going to be snowed in for the next few days, so I’ll cook for us as much as possible.”

Her smile was radiant, and more needles clattered on the ground as they departed his skin.

He nodded emphatically. “I’ll see you then, Tess.”

“Bye, Liam. Stay warm.”

Her lingering smile made sure he did.


Chapter Twenty-One

Her Pace

He woke far too early, and he knew why even before he opened his eyelids. Light bled through his eyelids like someone had pointed floodlights directly at his face. Grumbling to himself in a languageless complaint, he slowly opened his eyes, only to immediately regret it and shut them tight.

A bombardment of light gushed through the inadequate defenses of his window’s blinds, slamming into his face. He knew it meant the clouds had cleared off, allowing the pale sunlight to magnify the white wonderland sitting outside his window. That knowledge didn’t make the throbbing headache he was experiencing any more palatable.

Rolling onto his other side to put his back to his window, he dragged a hand over his face and yawned deeply. Floundering as if he was blind for his phone on his nightstand, he dragged his heavy eyelids open once more as he stared at his screen.

A few messages caught his eye, including a response from Avril in their group chat, in which she’d colorfully admonished Anna for her actions last night. He also found a message she’d sent to his phone twenty minutes ago.

You’ve got them both over there for at least the next couple of days. Try and make some progress on your own.

He didn’t reply, but he did stuff the desire to sink back into another hour or two of sleep away. Pushing himself out of bed, he staggered to his shower and let its scalding hot waters fully wake him up, during which he considered how to go about today. At the very least, he had an invitation to lunch with Tess and Anna, but their pairing provided an uncertain path before him.

He wanted to spend as much time as he could with Tess, but he needed to pretend that he wanted to spend all his time with Anna. The more time they spent away from each other, the more likely Tess would grow suspicious about their supposed relationship. But the opposite might also pique her intuition, especially if she spotted them acting like a couple of strangers over the next few days. Liam remembered the awkwardness of his and Anna’s hug well. Their supposed relationship would never survive any real scrutiny, unless people really did accept that their stiltedness was par for the course for the two of them… which it might be.

His quandary remained unresolved by the time he emerged from his shower. Maybe Anna, being the original architect of this deception, would have an idea or two about their predicament.

He took care of his morning hygiene, got dressed, and then sat down for some breakfast. By the time he’d finished the last of those, he’d decided he would lay his hopes on Tess assuming that he and Anna were just awkward when it came to public displays of affection. Adding a coat to his ensemble, he also decided to check just how buried the blizzard had left them.

It didn’t take more than a moment to discover that while the snowplows might free the roads in a few days, it might be weeks before he saw his grass again. Even before he got to the white wonderland sprawling in every direction before him, he needed to confront the platform of snow that had buried his porch under it.

Some of the snow, no longer kept in check by his door, fell into his house, but most of it remained tightly packed in a near-perfect cube resting on his porch. Reaching the middle of his shins, Liam realized with a doleful groan what he’d be doing for most of his morning.

Retreating from his doorway, he found some gloves in his closet and then sighed his way to his garage, where he claimed his snow shovel for its first job since the previous winter. Preparing his muscles for the unfamiliar displeasure of scooping away a couple hundred pounds of snow out of the way, he began the arduous task of creating a canyon from his porch to his driveway.

It took him fifteen miserable minutes to clear his porch and doorstep, piling the snow sloppily away from the single area he cared to uncover today. His ears felt like they were turning to ice, his nose wouldn’t stop running, and he was too stubborn to run back inside and find something to cover his ears. He knew he’d have to get his driveway at some point, or at least enough of it for him to get his car, which also needed unburied, onto the street once the snowplows showed up and cleared and salted the roads, but for now, he simply couldn’t be bothered.

For today, clearing a path from his door to his driveway would be enough. His roof, and Santa Claus, were lost causes. The plastic figure was completely covered in snow, and he wasn’t about to grab a ladder and rescue him.

When he was about a fourth of the way into clearing his walkway, allowing at least a few of the ornaments he and Tess had set up to breathe again, his porch mostly freed of all but the most recalcitrant clumps of snow clinging to where it’d fallen last night, he glanced over his shoulder. His timing couldn’t have been better, because two angels decided to emerge from the house next to his at that very moment.

Anna exited the house first, and like him, she was carrying a snow shovel. Unlike him, the wiser pair of women had thrown on some of Tess’s snow boots, beanies, and two swaddling black overcoats, although everything outside of Anna’s coat, which was hers, hung a bit long on the shorter, younger woman.

He noticed all these things, and then he noticed one more thing. Because of it, he forgot all about the cold.

Tess had thrown on the same pair of fleece-lined leggings he’d seen her wearing the night he’d gotten home from college. They adhered to her immaculate legs, not an ounce of extra fat left to run amok beneath the skintight fabric. Even a yard away, Liam basked in the sight of her—and the realization that he hadn’t ruined his chance of seeing her in them with what he’d said last night.

She noticed him first. Her eyes, intensely blue and wildly radiant thanks to the stark white tundra surrounding her, picked him out before she’d taken her second step outside. Immediately, a beatific smile framed her heavenly features. A wave followed.

As Liam waved back, breaking into a smile of his own, Tess tapped Anna on the shoulder and gestured toward him. The younger woman, just as beautiful in her own right, turned his way, then also smiled and waved. The two women exchanged a few quick words, Anna nodded, and then Tess began to wade through the snow toward him.

Behind her, Anna began imitating the same task he’d already completed, working to uncover Tess’s porch. She’d get some time to catch up, for Liam forgot all about his work while Tess fought through the snow on her way toward him.

“Hi, Liam, good morning!” Tess said, beaming at him once she stopped on the bricks he’d cleared of snow. “You wouldn’t happen to have an extra snow shovel in your garage, would you? I only have the one.”

“Yeah, I have one,” he replied, sniffling and wiping at his red nose, now wishing that he’d dressed better for the winter, solely because he didn’t want Tess to see him dripping mucus in front of her.

“Might I borrow it?”

“Y-yeah. Sure, absolutely.”

Stammering like a lovelorn fool, he winced internally, though Tess remained all smiles.

“Great! Let’s go!”

Her jollity garnered a dumbstruck nod, and he followed after Tess as she entered his house. Immediately after crossing the threshold, she bent down and began removing her boots, which thrust her butt out in front of him. Making the sound of an animal choking on a bone, Liam immediately skirted around her and hid his blush by imitating her.

“We should get you something for your ears, Liam,” Tess remarked after she’d deposited her boots on his entry mat. “They’re red as a stop sign. It’ll also probably help with your runny nose.”

“Yeah, I’ll, uh, nab something on our way out,” he said, swallowing.

Nodding happily at him, Tess let him escort her to his garage. Flipping on the light, they looked over the various tools, ladders, and bikes neatly ordered on the back and right sides of the rectangular room. Right beside an empty spot on the right wall sat an upright sibling to the snow shovel he’d left outside.

“There it is,” Tess said, smiling and practically bounding to it.

She left him staring in her wake, happy but confused by the burst of exuberance she’d so far shown him. Given that they were all trapped inside their homes for the next few days, he’d have expected something more morose or, at best, accepting of the unfortunate situation.

After grabbing the shovel, she returned to him, remaining undampened by the manual labor awaiting her. Heaping onto his confusion, she set then the shovel down on the wall.

“Liam,” Tess said, eyes such deep azurite that he’d have paid any price to keep them looking his way. “You still look a bit too affected by the cold.”

His brow furrowed as her perplexity reached its peak.

“Come here,” Tess said, voice quieter than it’d been before. She opened her arms to him. “Let’s warm you up for a minute.”

It was the kind of phrase that could stretch from completely innocuous, if coming from someone as warm and friendly as Tess, to deliriously salacious, like if Avril had been here now. And yet, the way in which Tess had made her suggestion somehow reminded him of the way that sultry redheaded troublemaker would have teasingly whispered the words to scald his face with heat. It might have—it must have—been his mind playing tricks on him.

It might not have been.

Liam discovered that when Tess’s arms wrapped themselves around him, and when her body heat mingled with his. The fullness of embrace scattered redness through his face as if someone had carpet-bombed it. Even with her winter coat on, he felt her breasts mash against his chest, and he naturally folded his arms around the small of her back.

The seconds ticked by, and still, Tess made no attempt to end the hug. Their bodies remained pressed together, and Liam’s blood flow expedited its journey toward his groin with each passing second. Silence loitered around them until Tess broke it with the most curious statement.

“Don’t you have something you want to say?”

Did he? Still sharing their embrace, he sprinted through the past few minutes spent with Tess. When that failed to surface any idea of what Tess was referring back to, he rewound to last night. She’d mentioned him coming over for lunch, but he’d already agreed that he would. Was it about the plans she’d suggested he make with Avril?

Tess sighed softly, then partially pulled out of their hug so she could look him in the eyes. “Liam, I’m disappointed. I thought you’d pay more attention than that.”

“Sorry,” he said instinctively, uncertainty still holding him hostage. “What am I supposed to remember?”

Tapping him on his side with her hand, she chuckled. “I would have thought you’d have a compliment or two for my choice of attire. You mentioned liking my leggings last night, remember?” She looked down, and his eyes dropped with her, landing on her long, fit legs. “Well, here they are.”

Hearing from the woman of his dreams that she’d chosen her clothes for the day because of what he’d said to her nearly left him breathless. The uneasy tremor of his heart shifted into a jet turbine’s roar.

Not long ago, he would have wholly floundered at this moment, failed to manage a coherent response. He knew who he had to thank for the fact that a reply did connect within his mind. It was the same woman he had to thank for making the compliment that had resulted in this wonderful moment.

“And I’ve got to be the luckiest guy anywhere in the world because of it.”

“Anywhere?” Tess repeated, raising an eyebrow. “Isn’t that selling things a little far? Women with better bodies than me wear leggings all the time. I’m sure you’ve seen them on your campus.”

“I don’t think it’s selling things far enough,” he responded, finding a handhold of confidence within him that he was determined to hold onto for as long as he could. “You put anyone I’ve ever seen on my campus to shame.”

Color. It appeared in a soft but visible swathe upon Tess’s face. Instantly, it became a memory of Liam’s that he would forever cherish.

“I don’t know about that.”

“I do.”

Tess smiled, hopefully at both the immediacy of his reply and its certainty. There was a change occurring before his very eyes, and his heart would have beaten faster because of it if it physically could have.

“You’re very sweet, Liam. Your compliments mean a lot to me.”

“I’m going to try and be better at giving them. So… promise you’ll wear those leggings more often?”

A spark of something fantastically surreal flashed within Tess’s eyes. Her smile grew slightly, and he felt her hands move from his sides back to his back. “I don’t know about these leggings, but I do have a few other pairs I could wear while these are in the wash. Would those be all right enough for me to collect a few more compliments?”

“Maybe,” he said, doing the same with his hands. “I’ll let you know when I see you in them.”

“You’ll have a few days where there’s nothing for me to do but wait for your visit,” Tess whispered.

“I’ll be sure to take advantage of that.”

The beautiful brunette swallowed, and the flash repeated itself a second time. It might have occurred a third or even fourth time, but her eyes disappeared from his sight as she pulled him back into an embrace that felt less and less like the kind shared between neighbors. Liam’s very being pulsated with excitement, and hope spilled through him like wildfire. As their bodies reconnected, his boldness continued to intensify.

His hands didn’t want to linger on the small of her back, on her coat, which was slightly slick with melted snow at its lowest edge. They wanted to drop even lower. It was a risk his body demanded of him, even if it might spell disaster.

So, they dropped lower. Cautiously, an inch at a time, he let his hands fall. Tess didn’t respond to the way his fingers climbed down her narrow back like a group of rock climbers deciding their current path upward was the wrong one, now carefully backtracking until they could reconsider the right approach to the summit.

His summit was below, however. A taste of forbidden paradise awaited him there.

Tess deepened their hug just as his pinkies arrived at the deliriously sexy upper slopes of her immaculate butt. She had to feel how frantically his heart pounded in his chest. She had to feel the sensation of his fingers on her body, the way they were dropping.

The silence within his garage remained unbroken.

Liam dropped his hands another inch. Two more of his fingers now rested on her butt, lightly indulging in a dream that countless men must have had about her. The fervor in his body threatened his self-control. The need, the yearning, the years he’d spent hoping to touch her like this.

And… a little lower.

As Liam set six of his ten fingers on Tess’s ass, she finally reacted. She cleared her throat, and Liam froze like a thief caught with his hands clutching the museum’s most prized piece of art.

“I take it that you and Anna haven’t gotten to this stage yet.”

Heat rushed into his face, but he didn’t let go of her, nor did she push him away. Frozen on a dangerous precipice, he shook his head.

“No, last night was our first hug, and, well, you all saw.”

Tess sighed. “I know. Anna’s… trying, I believe. I get that it can be… frustrating with how old-fashioned she is.”

It wasn’t a censure of him, at least not yet. If anything, it seemed like she was trying to excuse his handsy behavior. Liam considered carefully how he should respond. He could already see an opportunity in front of him, where he agreed with Tess and acted as if his current behavior was due to sexual frustration. He wondered if it would earn him a few more minutes of holding her like this.

But he couldn’t do it. He had enough deceptions in play, and he didn’t want to add that kind of lie to the pile.

“I’m not frustrated with her. I know she has her reasons. This isn’t about her.”

“Are you sure?” Tess whispered. “It feels like it might be. I understand that boys—that men your age have a lot of pent-up desires. You might say I know more about these kinds of things than most people do. I’ve written and graded hundreds of papers on sexual culture, libido, relationships.”

Again, Liam took every ounce of time she gave him to consider his response. Things had already gone much further than he’d ever imagined they would.

“I promise, Tess, I’m not mad or frustrated with Anna, or how things are going between us.” That was true. “I… yeah, I do have some desires that I’d say are pretty pent-up, though.” Also true.

“It’s very understandable,” Tess whispered, still letting him keep his hands where they sat on her butt. “She’s very beautiful.”

For this, Liam didn’t take even a second to consider his response. “It’s not just her that’s beautiful.”

With it up for grabs, Tess seized the delaying time he hadn’t used. If he could have done so safely, he’d have pulled back ever so slightly, at least enough for him to see the emotions coalescing in her expression. However, he didn’t dare make the first move away from their current embrace, terrified that it would shatter the dreamlike experience he was basking in.

“Your compliments are very appreciated, but I shouldn’t be the focus of your eye right now.”

Then why did you come out wearing those leggings?

The thought resounded within his mind, bringing along a clarity that rapidly expanded. Why had she dressed in the exact manner he’d complimented her about yesterday? And why had she reminded him of it, even fished for a compliment, once they’d gotten alone?

This time around, Liam didn’t need Avril’s guidance to understand why. How long had it been since she’d experienced this kind of intimacy? Years? At least that, he recalled. She’d been the one who’d described to him how she’d lived in a loveless, passionless marriage for so long.

“It’s hard not to,” he whispered, turning his lips a few inches closer to her ear, and she tensed ever so slightly. Subtly, but not unseen. “You really look phenomenal in those leggings.”

“I’m… glad you like them so much,” Tess said, voice mildly hoarse. “They’re very comfortable to wear.”

“I hope you’ll wear them more often.” His fingers ached to drop a little lower, which would grant them a full sense of just how genuinely amazing an ass Tess possessed.

“I’ve already told you I will. They’ll be good to jog in once it warms up a little more. You could always join me, especially when you return from college in the summer.”

“Absolutely,” he whispered. “I’ll be there with you every single time you want to go on one.”

A faint but significant shiver coursed through Tess. With her breasts pressed so tightly against him, he began to feel a heartbeat that was not his own. One that beat nearly as rapidly as his did.

“I run a lot, so I don’t know if you want to commit to that until you’ve seen how often.”

“I know I do want to,” he said, lust overflowing within him like a full cup sitting under a gushing faucet. “Even if I’m completely exhausted and soaked in sweat afterward, I won’t ever regret spending that time with you.”

“I-it does get hot out in the summers,” Tess whispered, her fingers trembling slightly against his back. “I usually run in leggings or shorts and a sports bra.”

He might have only received a couple of lessons on how to flirt from Avril, but he immediately recognized what kind of response he was supposed to give. It stared him right in the face, beckoning him forth with a seductive smile. All he needed to do was not be afraid. Not let his anxiety or trepidation hold him back. Not be meek.

It wasn’t as easy as he’d hoped it would be. Internally, he still fretted, still worried, and still wondered if he could get away with saying something like what he’d told Avril while she was straddling his lap yesterday. His anxiety gripped him, even as he did his best to cast it off… to become a more confident and proactive version of himself.

It stopped him from going as far as he thought he might have been able to go, and he hated himself for it.

Still, for at least this one sentence, he could turn the temperature up a few degrees hotter than some milquetoast compliment about her beauty, which would never risk chastisement.

Liam answered in a slightly slower cadence than usual, partially out of hesitance, partially for effect. In a whisper, he told Professor Williams something no one else his age would have had a chance of getting away with saying to her.

“I want it to be summer already. I just know you’ll look so unbelievably sexy dressed like that.”

Another breath in. Another pause. And then… a question. Two of them.

“Really? You think so?”

With that, before he could affirm a question that was the most easily affirmed question ever asked, Tess changed the course of their relationship forever.

She lifted herself just a few inches onto her toes.

Liam’s hands didn’t move.

His entire hands skimmed against her butt. That lasted for all of about a second.

Liam pushed his fingers and palms into the most arousing butt that they could have found in their grasp. Through the skintight leggings, through the fleece lining them on the inside, he felt Tess’s incredible ass without any hesitance or ability to act as if he wasn’t doing exactly what it was he was doing.

He felt her up. She’d given him the opportunity to do so.

She lowered herself back onto her heels but didn’t pull away or say a word. That was enough for him to know he was still free to caress her. Her soft butt grew firmer when his fingers pressed in deeper.

Breathing softly but unevenly, Tess flexed her butt, and he found every good reason why he’d want to join her on those jogs. Especially if he could earn more opportunities to feel her toned butt. It’d feel even better in leggings meant for summer or, if he ended up incredibly lucky, if she threw on some jogger’s shorts once or twice.

While he felt her up, his cock throbbed in his pants. It’d stiffened long ago, well before they reached this salacious moment. With it pressed against her stomach, it was impossible she didn’t feel it. A moment after this thought, Tess leaned into him, and Liam almost groaned due to the sublime pressure he experienced.

“You know,” Tess whispered, drawing a deep breath, “it doesn’t have to be spring or summer for me to show you what I might look like in those seasons.”

Liam’s nostrils flared with excitement. “You’re right. Nothing wrong with seeing how everything fits.”

Tess’s chin rubbed against his shoulder as she nodded. “Yes. After all, there will only be so much for us to do while we’re snowed in like this. I could… share some of the outfits that I picked up this fall when I started working out more seriously.”

“That idea sounds fantastic to me,” Liam said, licking his lips and pulling Tess’s butt apart with his hands. There were other things whose fit he was thinking about, and he wondered if his and Tess’s thoughts aligned.

“Just promise me one thing,” Tess said, breathing unevenly as she let him repeat the action a second time.

“What is it?” he asked.

“I need you to be… good when Anna’s around,” she whispered. “Okay? This is already… completely illicit. I-I shouldn’t be acting like an outlet for your lust like this, Liam. It’s wrong.”

A strike of panic nailed itself to his heart, and he hoped she wasn’t about to rescind their plans. “Anna and I are just in the talking stages, really. We’re not exclusive or anything.”

“I know that,” Tess said, drawing back enough to look into his eyes again. She let his hands remain where they were, though Liam stopped fondling her as vigorously as he had before. “I mean that it’s wrong because of who we are to each other.”

“Because we live next to each other?”

Tess frowned. “Don’t play dumb, Liam. I’ve known you since you were a boy.”

Those words sparked a conflagration in his chest. He met her gaze, irritation scratching his voice. “But I’m not a boy anymore. You said that yourself earlier. You called me a man.”

Color crept along Tess’s face. “I know I said that.”

“So, I want you to treat me like one,” he continued, hoping he didn’t sound as desperate as he felt. He couldn’t bear it if she retreated from him, not after this surprise development between them. If the lust faded and she threw up tall walls to keep him from ever holding her again like this, he didn’t know what he’d do.

“If I were to do that, then I’d still have to look at the difference in our ages,” Tess said. “Most of the men I know your age are students of mine.”

“But I’m not. Even if we were discussing… private lessons.”

His words propelled the expiration date of her blush forward several minutes. “I don’t think me showing off skintight outfits in front of you counts as a private lesson.”

“Why not? You’d have me paying more attention when you do than I have to any lesson I’ve ever received.”

There was a chance. He knew it existed. Tess Williams had to know how gorgeous she was. She had to know how many of her students and fellow faculty members desired her. It was a question unworthy of ever even asking.

If she’d blown them off, ignored them all, there had to be reason. Just as there had to be a reason why she was letting him hold her so intimately right now. She must possess some semblance of interest toward him somewhere within her, or else he would never have managed to get as close to her as he now stood.

And that meant he had a chance.

“I think you’d be paying attention to the wrong parts of me during those times,” Tess said.

If Avril had been a fly on his garage wall, she would have rubbed her feelers together in applause. He wondered if she’d even believe him when he told her about how he’d spoken and acted.

“I don’t believe there are any wrong parts of you. They’re all amazing.”

Tess bit her lower lip. She really shouldn’t have done that because it revealed far too much.

“Everyone has desires,” he continued, not taking another breath until he’d said it all. “I’d rather get help relieving some of them with you than someone else. And… if you have any desires I might help with, that’s good too, right? Everyone deserves some relief for stuff like this, especially if they haven’t gotten to have any in a long time.”

A vibrantly scarlet sheen rapt upon the roots of Tess’s brunette hair, but her heartbeat served as a second betrayal of how she truly felt. It boomed against him, and Liam took one final chance.

He lifted his hands from her butt, returned them to her lower back, and tried to reunite their hug.

Tess hesitated only for a moment. After that, she laid her cheek on his shoulder. The two of them stood together for another minute, bound in silence as they held one another.

“I suppose there could be more harm than good if a man your age goes too long without any relief,” she whispered.

“You’re the expert,” he whispered back, causing her to snort lightly. “I’ll follow your guidance on how much is enough.”


Chapter Twenty-Two

To Build an Igloo

Eventually, before Anna started to wonder why they’d been gone for almost twenty minutes, Liam and Tess had to end their long embrace. Lustful fever rampaged within them both, enough so that neither of them had even noticed the chill seeped into the garage the entire time they stood in it. But not even that was enough for them to stave off the cold—nor was his new winter beanie, although it did help a little—that awaited them back outside.

“I’ll come help once I’ve put in overtime with Anna,” Tess said, gazing at the young woman they’d both cruelly left in the cold while they warmed each other’s bodies in his garage. “I’m a horrible hostess, letting her work on clearing my porch and walkway while I….” She glanced at him, colored slightly, and didn’t finish her statement. Hurrying through the snow back toward Anna, she left him basking in the afterglow of their changed relationship while she apologized profusely to Anna for her absence.

For the rest of the time he spent shoveling snow, which he did so with a vigorous renewal of energy that allowed him to finish clearing his walkway before the women could Tess’s, nothing could dampen his mood.

It certainly wasn’t when he strutted over, grinning in a way that caused both women to share a look, and offered his help in finishing clearing Tess’s walkway.

“You could do my driveway if you like,” Tess replied, nodding toward the untouched snow burying her car. “Or unbury Anna’s car.” Another nod caused him to glance behind him at the SUV parked by the sidewalk in front of his house.

“Uh, I’d miss lunch if I do that, though,” he hastily explained.

Thankfully, the two women let him join them half an hour later when they dropped their shovels at the door, cast off their snow-covered coats and shoes or boots, and warmed themselves with hot chocolate and a quick but delicious lunch that Tess whipped up for them. Throughout it, Tess wore the same warm demeanor that she always did. In fact, she didn’t show even the slightest change toward him, to the degree that she might have successfully gaslit him into believing that he’d hallucinated the whole thing if she’d wanted to.

He supposed it was better that she didn’t show any outward changes, as Liam recalled how Avril had warned him of Anna’s astuteness. At least he had always been besotted with Tess, so there shouldn’t be anything that piqued Anna’s interest in how he acted around her. He hoped.

Near the tail end of their lunch, when discussions of how they might spend the afternoon flitted around the table, Anna piqued his interest with an unexpected suggestion.

“Would you all like to build an igloo with me?”

“An igloo?” Tess said, surprise coloring her voice. She briefly glanced at him. “I don’t think I’ve ever built one before. Do you know how Anna?”

The dark-haired woman nodded. “Whenever we got enough snow for it, I would always build one with my mother when I was growing up.” A sudden blitz of self-consciousness slowed her next words, though she eventually forced them out. “I was thinking it might be something fun for us to share doing together.”

“I think it could be fun to do, though depending on how long it takes, breaks to warm up might be a good idea. What do you think, Liam?”

While a return to the frigid outdoors didn’t get his blood flowing, he’d never built an igloo either. Like most kids, he and his friends had made plans on many winters to make one for themselves, only to give up after an hour of primarily inefficient toiling. If Anna was claiming she knew how to build one, he pretty much expected architectural soundness, not a haphazard effort. So, he liked their chances of completing this one.

“Yeah, that sounds pretty fun to me. How long do you think it’ll take us?”

“With the three of us, we could potentially be done before the sun goes down,” Anna answered. A small smile appeared on her lips as they agreed to her idea. “Breaks are a good idea too. Before we head back outside, we’ll want a tape measurer to figure out how big our igloo will be, a long string attached to a pole or something similar to that for measuring, two handsaws, or anything that can cut snow efficiently, and the shovels.”

“I’ll see what I can scrounge up,” Tess said, smiling and heading upstairs. Which left him and Anna to obtain the snow shovels they’d left out front.

As they went to retrieve them, Liam decided to push away the silence. “Would you and Avril be doing this if you were over at your apartment with her?”

Anna shook her head. “Most likely not. Avril can’t stand the cold. She’d be more likely to watch from our window and wave with a warm drink in hand while I built the igloo on my own.”

“Yeah, I could see that,” he said, chuckling. “Good thing you’re with us for the next few days, huh?”

Anna smiled and politely nodded, and Tess soon returned with two of the items Anna had requested. The first was a tape measurer, precisely as requested, while the second was a pairing of a ball of yarn and some scissors. Once it was confirmed that both would work, she headed to her garage in search of some snow-cutting implements, and Anna used the tape measurer to measure a little over nine feet of yarn. Snipping it with the scissors, she then tied the yarn through the scissors’ handles. Tess again returned, this time with a handsaw and a trowel, which Anna also confirmed would work just fine, and the three of them renewed their cold-resistant armor before heading into her backyard.

The snow had packed high against her screen door, and they tromped over it into a place Liam didn’t have many memories of visiting. They’d usually met in front of her home, and the fences cordoning off the neighborhood’s backyards had kept him from seeing much of it growing up.

Not that there was much to make of it now, forced into uniformity by the snow that had turned everyone’s backyard into a tundra. Something they planned to change with their endeavor.

“We have everything we need, so this should turn out well,” Anna said, anticipation curving her lips into a slender smile as she looked over their build site.

“We’ll follow your lead, Anna,” Tess said, also smiling.

Yesterday had been his day to show off his know-how and skill. Today, as it turned out, was Anna’s.

Stepping forward into the middle of the backyard with the makeshift device of yarn and scissors she’d constructed, she used it to build a nine-foot diameter circle at the spot she’d selected for their igloo. On her knees, she dragged her finger through the snow behind her measurement, creating the very slight outline of what would eventually become a full-blown igloo. After completing that circle, she used the tape measurer to find the exact focus point of the circle, stuck the scissors into that point, and then beckoned them over.

“We’ll want to make a big pile of snow, but not with the less compacted snow on the top layer. The firmer, more packed snow underneath is the kind we want. Once we do that, we can pour some water over the pile and then take a break while it all hardens. After that, we can start sawing off blocks—I can do that—and building the igloo.”

“Let’s get to it,” Liam said.

While not a driveway’s worth of snow, Liam knew he’d be grimacing to himself out of soreness when he woke up the next day. For over an hour, with a five-minute break intermixed at its center, they scooped up pound after pound of firmly packed snow.

“This is quite the workout,” Tess admitted during the second half of their task. She paused long enough to massage her biceps and triceps, shaking them as their work’s fatigue settled in.

“Just think if it was only one of us out here,” Liam said, feeling a similar soreness working its way through him. Between this and the time spent shoveling snow out front, they were all getting a full-body workout.

“I’m sorry if this isn’t very enjoyable,” Anna quickly said, sounding unusually self-conscious again. “We don’t have to do this if it’s not fun for you.”

“I’m enjoying myself plenty,” Tess said with a smile. “This isn’t something I’ve ever done, so I’m excited to be able to say I’ve officially built an igloo.”

“Yeah, me too,” Liam added. “This is going to be completely worth the effort.”

“Okay,” Anna said quietly, dipping her chin and choosing to dig out an area that allowed her to head her face from them both. However, there was enough time for them both to see the flush on her face.

He and Tess met gazes. The latter shook her head, and any further questioning over Anna’s conscientiousness was left for later.

Because there were three of them, later arrived fairly quickly. At the very least, they completed their task before anyone was too sore to lift their arms. With Anna’s prescience, they’d soon piled enough snow together that she was confident they’d created a big enough mound for their igloo. Liam sure hoped so; it was nearly as tall as he was. Requesting a watering can or pitcher—the hose was almost certainly frozen, even if they did unbury it—to freeze the outer layer of snow, Tess headed inside to grab and fill one.

Once she’d disappeared back inside and begun stomping the snow off her boots on some towels she’d laid down at her back door, Liam glanced at Anna. Staring at the snow they’d piled up, Anna pulled her mouth to one side. Worrying that she was worrying dictated that he speak up.

“This is a lot of fun,” he said, walking up beside her. “Really.”

“Are you sure?” she asked, glancing at him while she rubbed her gloved hands together at her waist, which seemed due to nervousness more so than the cold.

“Yeah, of course. We wouldn’t lie about it if we weren’t having a good time.”

“You could just be being polite. People do that all the time. Polite lies are often better received than the blunt truth.”

A telling statement about her upbringing. “While that might be true,” he told her, “that’s not what’s happening here. I’m with Tess; it will be cool to be able to say I’ve built an igloo. And I’m curious about how warm it will end up being inside.”

“Quite warm,” Anna answered. Still, her fingers remained coaxed with paranoia that he and Tess were lying to her.

“I’m not lying, Anna,” he said. “I’m actually really glad things have worked out how they have today. Without a doubt, I’ll remember today as a special one.”

Her soft eyes, catching the light reflecting off the snow in an almost fairytale-esque manner, turned fully toward him. They betrayed a fretfulness that truly intrigued him, and at the same time, which he wanted to rid her of fully.

“What can I do to prove I mean what I’m saying?” he asked. “You know, other than completing the igloo with you, which I’m already going to do.”

Silence. Not enough that he worried about Tess’s eventual return cutting their conversation short, so he didn’t prevent it from sticking around for a little while. Seeing Anna’s mind at work behind her eyes and her eternally alluring lips, which she’d pulled slightly to one side, also kept him from disputing it.

“You don’t have to do anything,” she eventually said with a sigh, which almost sounded defeatist and caused him to interject, though she continued and put that specific worry to bed. “I’m sorry, I’m just used to interactions where people are always being at least a little ungenuine. I shouldn’t treat you like that’s the case, especially because of what you’re doing for me.”

“It’s totally okay. I get why you might end up second-guessing what people say to you. People probably usually want something from you, so they’ll say what they think what you want to hear.”

Anna nodded, leaving her eyes staring at the snow in front of her feet. “Outside of my family, it’s really only been Avril who doesn’t care if what she says isn’t what I want to hear. Even if she frustrates me sometimes, I still treasure her because of that.”

“So, if I want to make you trust me more, should I start throwing snowballs at you when you’re not looking or locking you out of the house when you try and come in?”

“She’s not that juvenile.” A smile glimmered on Anna’s enticing lips. “Okay, well, maybe she is. She’s done both those things before. But one Avril is enough for my appetite.”

“So, I just need to carve out my niche then, huh?”

Anna turned her gaze back upon him. “You’re already sort of doing that. I’ve never had a fake boyfriend before.”

“Don’t tell Tess that. When she asked about us, I said we were still in the talking phase.”

“Is that why you two were gone for so long earlier?” Anna sighed. “I wish they’d all be a little less dogged about my relationship status.”

“They just care about you,” he said, repeating what he’d told her in the parking lot after ice skating together. “Honestly, if you talked to them like you did me the other day, they might realize you don’t need their help.”

Anna shook her head. “Not Avril. She’s certain I’m still as timid as I was when I was a child. I don’t know how I’m going to get her to understand that I’m as much of an adult now as she is. More, in certain ways.”

Glancing over his shoulder, he saw Tess had found and completed filling two separate gardening cans, one of which she now set down so she could begin opening the sliding door and rejoin them in the snow.

“When we end up chatting about you, it’s pretty much always about the physical stuff.”

Anna’s face flashed crimson. “I imagine it is. Her… familiarity with physical intimacy is certainly something she likes to bring up.”

You have no idea, Liam thought, nudging Anna to draw her attention to Tess. They dropped their conversation as the home’s owner tramped through the snow with the two heavy gardening cans.

“Thank you, Tess,” Anna said, taking one. “We want to let the water stream down the pile of snow slowly, and then we can give it an hour or so to harden everything.”

Liam watched the women do just that for the next few minutes, and then they fled indoors. Coats, boots, and gloves stripped off by the door, Liam happily agreed to stay around with the two beautiful women while they waited the hour Anna had suggested.

Unsurprisingly, the matter of cards and his revealed skills with them came up.

So, he nabbed a deck from Tess’s kitchen drawer, sat down on the couch, let the two beautiful women sit on either side of him, and used her coffee table as a showing ground for some of the techniques he’d showed off last night—and a couple of new ones. His attentive watchers were all smiles throughout, especially Anna, which relieved him. Her mood continued to climb throughout their time indoors, and it thrilled him to see her slowly relaxing around him. Maybe she was right, and he wouldn’t need to peg her with a snowball… or ten.

“So, you really haven’t ever used this like Avril would?” Anna eventually asked.

“Like, to fleece some people?” Liam noticed Tess’s attention had perked itself up at Anna’s question. “I mean, other than to show off like I did for you all last night, no, not really. Now, I’ve never gotten involved in a game with any meaningful stakes, but I like to think I’d still play regularly if I did. I am good at cards, even without this stuff. My uncle didn’t just teach me how to mess with a deck. He taught me card counting, tactics, all that stuff.”

“Isn’t card counting considered cheating?”

“Nope, it’s fair game. Casinos might eventually kick you out, but that’s not because you’re cheating by counting cards. They just want to be making money, not losing it.”

“So, who do you think was the best player among us, based on what you saw last night?” Tess asked.

“Sorry to say it, but it’s neither of you two,” Liam said, chuckling and leaving the cards on the coffee table as he leaned back and folded his arms thoughtfully. “Avril’s definitely the most experienced, but long-term, I think I’d pick Victoria if all four of you decided you wanted to become card-playing savants. It’s hard to beat a poker face like hers.”

“That’s one advantage of it, I suppose,” Tess sighed. “Were Anna and I at least decent players?”

“Oh, yeah, definitely.” He glanced at Anna, hoping she wouldn’t think he was already backtracking on what he’d claimed outside by making a false statement. “You both played well, and you learned surprisingly quickly, Anna. I was actually pretty relieved by that; it made it a lot easier for me to pull off my scheme.”

“I suppose I’m happy to have been of service,” Anna replied, smiling.

“You’re both very intelligent, and none of you made any glaringly bad mistakes last night. I wouldn’t put it past any of you being better than me if you’d had my uncle as yours.”

“He does this a lot, Anna,” Tess said, leaning around him to see her. “He undersells himself, almost chronically. He’d be your underclassman at Bellmore if he realized how talented he is.”

“I’m just saying what I believe to be true,” Liam replied defensively. “I don’t think I’m underselling myself.”

Tess fired a pointed look at him. “Really? With everything that’s happened recently, I would think you’d finally consider raising your self-judgment.” She beckoned at the woman sitting on his other side, but they both knew that was an obfuscation.

“Maybe,” he admitted, warmth needling his face.

“Confidence is important, and you deserve to feel confident,” Tess said, an air of finality punctuating her statement.

Before an awkward silence chafed his skin for too long, Anna came to his rescue.

“I think the snow should be good to go. Shall we go check?”

“Yes, let’s,” Tess said, standing up first. She ushered them up, and then the three of them began constructing their igloo.


Chapter Twenty-Three

What Confidence Looks Like

If there’d been any doubt before that Anna had built at least a few igloos in her time, it vanished the moment she took the handsaw to the pile of snow they’d created an hour ago, which had turned stiff thanks to the water, time, and chilly weather compressing upon it. The first block soon emerged, and she smiled. Removing the loose snow clinging to it and then slicing away the imperfections she’d found until it emerged as a proper block, they received their first workable block.

While Anna cut more, Tess took one of the shovels at Anna’s discretion and tramped down the snow where the younger woman had decided they would place their igloo. Ten, twenty, eventually thirty rectangular blocks were cut from the pile of snow, which still had plenty left to shave off.

“Okay, this is the part where we want to build our first layer,” Anna explained. “We want to make sure that we lay them close to each other, but then shave the blocks by cutting the seams between them so that they point toward the center of our circle before we press them together.” She pointed at the scissors and the yarn attached to it. “We can stretch that out to the block as we go higher and higher; it’s a good general baseline for how steep we want to cut the angles. After that, we’ll want to slope the tops of the blocks so they also angle toward the center of our igloo. That’s how we make sure we get the dome shape we’re after and avoid the walls from collapsing as we go higher and higher.”

With him and Tess trusting her expertise, the three of them got to work. Warned by his mind that he’d pay for it later, he still volunteered for the role of muscle, carrying the cut blocks, which Tess would take over the role of making more of, to Anna, who began working on shaping the blocks while kneeling in the circle she’d made earlier.

Over about thirty minutes, they ended up with two rings of the igloo built, their ends and tops sloped to Anna’s satisfaction. While carrying over his two-dozenth block, Liam’s muscles started to groan at him for the elongated strain he’d put on them. However, he kept his woes to himself, not wanting to be the one who interrupted the good pace they were making.

“Do you think you could plug the gaps you see with snow?” Anna asked, giving him a welcome break from carrying the blocks.

By the time they completed the third ring of their igloo, Anna decided it was time for them to discuss creating the door.

“Would you like to do it, Liam?” she asked.

“I don’t want to ruin it if I mess up,” he quickly said, glad Tess didn’t overhear. She’d probably have huffed at him again for his self-pessimism.

“It’ll be fine, trust me.” Anna smiled.

And so, he relented.

It turned out that they still had plenty of time before he’d cut the door, but they’d needed to decide who would do it soon. With Tess having reduced their enormous pile of snow to a little blip left in her yard, most of the snow blocks they’d need were all just waiting for their turn to be added to the igloo.

Before adding a fourth ring, they moved the cut blocks into the igloo. Afterward, Anna had him climb over the three-tiered wall they’d so far made and join her and those blocks. From there, they made the fourth ring, which made it pretty much impossible for him or Anna to get out without likely wrecking part of the wall.

“Okay,” Anna said, smiling at him as she handed over the trowel, pointing at the best spot for him to make their shared entrance and exit. “All you need to do is cut us a door. Go all the way through with your thrust, then saw away.”

“Anything else?”

Anna shook her head. “No. It will be fine. When you’re done, bring the block in here. We’ll use it as part of the overhang of our tunnel out later.”

“If you’re sure,” he said, aware of Tess’s watchful eye from the other side of the wall.

Crouching down, trowel in hand, Anna continued smiling, in what he assumed was at least a speck toward his expense—she couldn’t be that perfect—as he stabbed the snow wall where she’d suggested he should. Snow groaned and shifted around his hand as he began sawing the bottom of their door into being. He must have held his breath the entire time, because his lungs burned once he’d completed that part of the unnervingly terrifying act.

“Now, up, make a domed top, and back down.”

He did as he was guided, and soon, but not soon enough for his trepidation, he’d made them a doorway. With Tess pushing from the outside, they scooted the snow slab he’d cut into the igloo. Waving at him through it, Tess joined Anna in smiling at him.

Ring five went up, then six, then seven. With each one, Tess now filled in the gaps from the outside. Inside the igloo, the more the blocks tilted toward the eventual meeting point at the dome of their roof, the more Liam took on the task of propping the blocks up while Anna ensured they would remain stable when they moved on to the next one.

He was tired, he was freezing, and he was hungry. But he didn’t say a word. He was sure Tess and Anna were suffering just as much, just as he was sure they were all united by their motivation to finish before the sunlight vanished. They could all sense how close to completion they were, and they only had about an hour of decent lighting left. Their plan for numerous breaks fell to the wayside and was forgotten.

One more. One more block of snow. They’d completed the final ring. At shoulder height if he stood up, there remained a single opening left to plug. Anna had done most of the true construction, and he’d done the door.

So, it only made sense who should put the finishing touch on the dome.

Tess smiled as she was called to crawl inside and join them. For the past several minutes, impatience had gnawed at Liam while Anna had cut a ventilation hole into the upper wall at the back of the igloo, which would solve an apparent issue with oxygen and carbon dioxide build-up while they were inside of it. Finally, however, she finished the task, and she and Tess traded places.

“I’ll cut a longer piece of snow for this and then pass it to you,” Anna explained before heading off to what remained of their snow pile.

On their knees inside the igloo, Tess and Liam faced each other. It was their first true time alone since what had transpired inside his garage, and his heart picked up speed just because of that flash of memory. The igloo was also finally doing some of its job, collecting their body heat and warming the dome’s interior, though it wouldn’t truly hold in all the heat it was supposed to until they plugged the natural chimney above them.

“This has been a lot of fun,” Tess whispered, brushing snow off her thighs. “I’m glad we did it.”

Liam nodded along. “Yeah, today’s been great so far.”

Tess blinked once, and then she held him captive with her gaze. With what little light could eke into the almost completed igloo, her eyes absorbed every drop. Dwelling in those deep ocean blues of hers as he did, he grew even warmer.

“I agree,” Tess eventually said. “Today’s been wonderful.”

Liam swallowed, licking cracked lips, which the cold had battered mercilessly throughout the day. He gave only a single nod; it was all he had the time to do before Anna returned with the dome’s capstone.

Once the longer piece was pushed inside, Tess grasped it and slowly raised herself, maneuvering it long ways out of the hole at the top of the dome. Afterward, she tilted and gently laid it on the rest of the dome. With Anna’s guidance from the outside, just a voice behind a wall to Liam, she began guiding Tess on how to shave it and make the final piece flush with the rest of the dome.

Inside the dome, kneeling on the igloo’s floor and watching Tess work, his eyes slowly fell. She wasn’t fully facing him, but she wasn’t fully facing away from him either.

Could today still get better?

Liam’s heart raced as he scooted himself around behind Tess. Her long, supple, toned legs kept his gaze glued to every lean muscle, every aggravatingly attractive inch. His eyes fell, and then they lifted again.

With her arms over her head, it dragged her coat higher than usual. Standing in a tall crouch as she was, it left her butt lower to the ground than usual.

Confidence was important, and he deserved to feel confident. Those were Tess’s words, not his.

So, when he reached his hands forward and set them on the back of Tess’s enticingly firm thighs, beginning a slow but steady journey upward, she only had herself to blame.

Unsurprisingly, the gorgeous brunette’s immediate response was one of shock. Her lovely eyes dashed down to him, forgetting all about the block of snow she was supposed to be paying attention to.

“Liam!” she hissed in a frantic whisper, face flush with color. “Not now!”

Not now. Two beautiful words. Because they meant he would be allowed to do something like this later. Nonetheless, he still ignored them.

His hands climbed higher, and he flexed his fingers in a languid stretch as they reached Tess’s sexy ass.

“I’m just doing as ordered,” he whispered back, sinking his hands into her leggings and the fullness of skin and muscle underneath it.

“I ordered no such thing!” she growled.

“A little more on the right side,” Anna’s voice called, causing Tess to fling her gaze back to the block of snow above her.

“Right here?” she asked, moving the trowel through one of the small gaps that Anna had explained she would fill and make flush with the rest of the dome once they’d fitted this final larger piece into place.

“Yes, that place exactly.”

Tess’s hands moved as she shaved off snow. Liam’s hands moved as they fondled her phenomenal ass. She skewered him with a dark look, but then she did something else a few moments after.

“I’m almost finished,” Tess soon said. “Unless you see anywhere else that I should get?”

Liam’s heart skipped a beat, and again as she arched her butt back slightly. It was all the permission he needed to squeeze her butt as vigorously as he had in the garage. If he thought the igloo’s barrier would have prevented the sound from carrying, he might have given it a spank or two.

Alas, Anna confirmed that Tess had completed her task admirably. Knowing that the fallout of being discovered groping her professor would prove practically cataclysmic, Liam regretfully released his hold on Tess’s butt. Its owner turned around, dropped the trowel into the snow, and prodded him angrily on the chest.

“Be good when Anna’s around!” she whispered. “That’s the one thing I asked for.”

“You also told me to be more confident. That’s what I’m trying to be.”

Her lips flattened, and he suspected she was weighing the consequences of her potentially diminishing said growing confidence with further reprimand. Eventually, she sighed. Above them, they could see Anna adding a few clumps of solid snow to the gaps left at the top of the igloo. Moments after the last gap vanished, they heard her cutting through the snow, cutting it flush with the rest of the roof.

“Come on,” Tess said, shaking her head at him. “Let’s see what we’ve accomplished.”

She crawled out of the dome, and he followed, bringing along the slab he’d cut for the door.

Once they’d stood, Anna joined them. Standing in front of the nearly completed igloo their combined effort had created, they all allowed themselves a few moments of quiet pride over their accomplishment.

“Just a bit more,” Anna said, smiling. “We can dig the ground out around the entrance so it’s easier to get in and out of, and we can sprinkle loose snow over the igloo, which will help it last longer—and I think just makes it look nicer.”

“You’re the tallest one of us,” Tess said, glancing at him. “Do you want to get sprinkling while we make the entrance?”

“Sure. Let’s finish things up.”

His task, which involved scooping up loose snow and giving the igloo a flimsy coat, required barely any focus. So, he let his eyes wander away from his work to where two mind-blowingly beautiful women combined their efforts to finish the igloo. While Tess dug out the entrance about six or seven inches lower than the rest of the igloo, Anna grabbed the block he’d cut out when making the door and created five siblings from the last remnants of their original pile of firm snow.

Setting the blocks up on the higher ground flanking the trench, Anna and Tess tipped pairs of the blocks to form the archway, with the former using the handsaw to make them sit flush against each other—after which Tess packed them with snow. Once certain that the first pair was stable, they moved to the second, and then, finally, the third. Liam finished coating the igloo in loose snow around the time the two women stood up, brushed the snow off themselves, and then shared smiles. Grabbing some loose snow of their own, they imitated what he’d done for the body of the igloo for its entrance.

And with that, minus a minor imperfection or two Anna would later correct, the three of them had successfully built an igloo.

“It looks really good,” Tess said, admiring it while an idea popped into Liam’s head.

“We should send Avril a picture; let her know what she missed out on.”

“I don’t think she’ll see it quite that way, but I do wonder how she’ll reply,” Anna said.

Removing one of his gloves with his teeth, he dug into his coat’s deep inner pockets and found his phone. Taking a couple of steps back, waving for Anna and Tess to enter the shot, he snapped a few quick images of their igloo.

“I’ll get one from the inside later,” he mumbled while making the message.

We just finished. Would you have helped any if you’d been here?

He flashed his screen to Anna, letting her smile and shake her head in answer, and then he sent the text and its accompanying images.

“Should we try and have dinner in it?” Tess suggested. “I could put down some blankets down for us.”

“I’d enjoy that very much,” Anna said, continuing to possess an infectious cheeriness.

Just as Liam was about to stick his phone back into his pocket and answer with the same interest as Anna, Avril’s response brightened his screen. Tapping it and seeing an image accompanying her text, he lost the ability to breathe.

Hell no. I’m much happier where I am right now.

Where Avril Knight was right now was in her bathtub. He had physical evidence of it right in front of him. Surrounded by bubbles in every place except where she should have most cared to cover herself, she’d held her phone up and sent him as dangerous a picture that his phone had ever known.

Hair wet, skin glistening, breasts on vivid display, and grinning at him, he nearly fumbled and dropped his phone into the snow as he hurried to make sure neither Tess nor Anna saw what had just appeared on his screen. He had no idea how he would have explained the picture she’d just sent him if either of them had caught even a glance of the seductive and nude redhead.

Thankfully, the two women remained caught up in admiring the igloo they’d spent so many hours working on and discussing what to make for dinner, so his fumbling panic garnered no interest. Face redder than a cherry, he shoved his phone back into his coat.

She’s crazy, Liam thought, heart racing because of her cavalier indiscretion.

“I’m a bit exhausted, but it was well worth it,” Tess said, smiling one last time at their igloo. “Now, I could go with a bit of time inside during this terribly cold weather.”

Both her student and her neighbor nodded, and the three of them broke for the warmth of modern heating over finding it in their igloo just yet.

The next hour passed without anything dampening their high spirits. He and Anna helped Tess prepare a warm dinner to eat inside the igloo, and they eventually braved one final group foray into the cold. Turning on her backyard lights, they quickly discovered that it wasn’t enough for them to see much of anything inside the igloo, with night now draping the sky in black.

Three phone lights did a poor job of illuminating the space, but it almost added to the charm of the situation. Slurping down warm soup—well, not Anna, who maintained her polite eating habits—and chatting about whatever topic their good cheer carried them toward, the igloo’s warmth kept them content to remain outside for over an hour. Even once their bowls and cups were empty, set aside so they could stretch out a little inside the igloo’s interior, they all happily lingered together.

There was no doubt about what he’d told Anna, and their eyes briefly met at a time when it seemed like they were both remembering what he’d said. Today was special. Unforgettable. Worth every ache in his muscles and every sniffle induced by the cold.

Eventually, largely due to how much they’d all strained their bodies, fatigue butted into their relaxed joviality out in the igloo. Anna yawned first, and then he yawned back, and then there wasn’t a minute gone by where someone didn’t yawn or stretch their tired limbs over their heads.

“I think we should consider packing it in,” Tess advised. Of the three of them, she seemed the least worn out, which tracked for someone as physically active as she was. Still, even she wasn’t immune to the exhaustion of the work they’d completed today.

“That is probably for the best,” Anna agreed.

Collecting their bowls, cups, and plates but leaving behind the blankets for their likely return tomorrow morning, Anna and Tess experienced their final outdoor-induced shivers that night. On the other hand, Liam had one more sprint home awaiting him.

“Come over tomorrow, all right?” Anna said after they’d returned indoors and settled their dishes into Tess’s dishwasher. They stood in Tess’s entryway, with Tess starting up the dishwasher in the kitchen while Anna bid him farewell.

He’d already shared a much briefer goodbye with Tess once they’d all made it indoors, though Anna had been there, so their hug had been barely a tenth of what it’d been in his garage. He’d spent it wishing the whole time he could have found a way to get her alone for just a minute or two, if only so they could chat in private. Unfortunately, no opportunity had arisen since their time together in the igloo, which had sent him listing back into a state of trepidation.

“I will,” he promised.

Suddenly, Anna stepped closer, only to then immediately pause. A curious array of emotions danced behind her eyes, responsible for both her sudden movement and her just-as-sudden faltering. Swallowing, the beautiful, busty heiress took a deep breath and then finished closing the distance between them.

The hug was much briefer than the one he’d shared with Tess earlier, and miles less erotic. However, it was also a far cry from their awkward entanglement twenty-four hours ago.

After overcoming a brief stint of surprise, Liam hugged her back, and he absorbed her warmth while they remained in one another’s arms. When Anna pulled back, she cleared her throat.

“Have a good night, Liam. Thank you for today.”

“Yeah, you too,” he said, smiling, receiving one in return, and then hurrying back toward his house. After dumping his snow-soaked clothes into his washer, a long, steaming hot shower followed, which dislodged some of the fatigue adhering to his every muscle. Within twenty minutes of emerging from it, he’d already slid into his bed.

He wasn’t quite ready for some sleep, however.

You almost got me into so much trouble, he texted Avril, finally replying to the lewd image she’d sent him a couple of hours ago.

Oh? My phone didn’t blow up with messages from Anna or Tess about what I’d done, so you must have been fine.

Liam huffed at his screen and shook his head. How cavalier could someone be?

Yeah, they didn’t see it. They almost did, though.

Almost. Eventually. Words that just mean that nothing happened. So, did you enjoy your igloo adventure?

Actually, yeah. Liam paused while typing his response, chewing on his lip while considering how much he should say. He eventually arrived at the belief that he owed so much of his success to her that she deserved to know how today had truly gone.

Actually, yeah. It was the second-best part of my day.

Flattery won’t get you another, naughty boy, she sent back a moment later.

Liam smirked, finally experiencing the thrill of being a step ahead of the scheming woman.

Your picture only comes in for the bronze medal, unfortunately.

She made him wait less than five seconds before she hit him with a single-word response.

Explain.

Over the next fifteen minutes, he did so, fingers tapping rhythmically on his phone’s screen as he bragged about described the magnificent events that had transpired between him and Tess. Once he’d finished typing out the perhaps overly detailed transcript of events, he waited impatiently for her next reply. When it came, not as a congratulation or a claim that he was pulling her leg, his brow furrowed.

So, what’s next?

I’m going to visit again tomorrow, he typed out.

Yeah, but. What. Is. Your. Plan? Seems like you had a very productive day. How do you plan to advance things even more tomorrow?

Liam set his jaw, trying to come up with an answer for her. A few minutes passed by, with him regularly typing something out, finding it lacking, then deleting it.

I’ll take your perpetual typing bubble to mean that you don’t have one, Avril replied. Would you like your sexy tutor to help you out? I will. From what I can tell, Anna had a great day because of you, so I don’t mind giving you a lesson off the clock.

Rolling his eyes, he typed out that he’d like that.

You’ve got to keep the momentum going, she told him. Make sure you remember what I said about going at the pace she’s comfortable with, but don’t take your foot off the gas otherwise. You got a feel today. You’d better get at least that tomorrow. And the next day. And the next. And you get the picture. Don’t let today turn into a one-time thing. Instead, turn it into another habit, like those jogs of hers. I bet she’s over there thinking about things just like you are now. Whatever you do, do not let her think what happened today was a mistake, or that you’re not as into her tomorrow as you were today.

As always, when Avril hit him with a reminder that her carefree recklessness, like sending a nude picture of herself when she knew he was with her roommate and one of her professors, was only a part of her, it caught him off guard. Her advice reinforced his confidence and soothed the bulk of his anxiety. So, it was completely his fault for thinking she wouldn’t follow up with an utterly ridiculous statement immediately afterward.

For a next goal, you should be striving to manage, you need to make her cum, but not let her return the favor right away.

Liam stared at the bizarre statement, closed his eyes, and then sighed. He could practically envision Avril cackling to herself on her couch or in bed as she typed out the ridiculous sentence.

Sure. I’ll get right on that.

If you think I’m teasing you, know that I’m not, Avril typed out. I’m being completely serious with you.

He stole her earlier message. Explain.

Tess is one hundred percent caregiver material. If you ever do something nice for her, she’ll want to do something nice for you.

Memories proving Avril right waved at him as they gathered in his mind, interrupting his reading. The time he’d bought extra girl scout cookies while she was away on vacation, knowing how much she loved thin mints, then gifted them to her. She’d gifted him a sixty-dollar gift card—far more than he’d paid for the cookies—to his favorite restaurant, which he’d only off-handedly mentioned once to her months earlier. The time he’d joined in the search and ultimately been the one to find Douglas’s sister’s dog, who’d gotten out when they’d been watching the little ankle-biting menace while she was recovering from some surgery. Tess had gotten him a cake for that one.

So… yeah, he couldn’t find anything to disagree with Avril’s claim. He let his eyes scroll through the rest of her message.

So, if you make her cum, which might be the first time someone other than her electric friend has made her do so in years, but then don’t ask for anything as a reward…

She ended the text with an ellipsis, clearly intending for him to finish her thought in his reply.

Then she’ll probably decide to reward me with something bigger than what I did for her later.

Ding, ding, ding! Also, no probably about it.

Liam again wondered how best to respond to her. Eventually, he opted for an, Okay, I’ll try and make that happen.

Good. Now, call me.

Liam frowned, puzzled. Why?

A blizzard’s cold load has buried the roads between us, which means I can’t give you an in-person lesson. So that you don’t fuck this up when you slip those hands of yours between her thighs, I’m going to teach you what you need to know. You’re welcome.

A call ensued. Liam left it almost an hour later with his ears still burning, vivid memories of Avril’s explicit descriptions and explanations on what salacious acts got her off best—though, with several reminders that Tess might like different variations of what she detailed—blaring within his mind. The last sound of her voice in his ears involved her wishing him well, and demanding an immediate update once he made his attempt. Plugging in his phone so it could charge and shutting his eyes, tired as he might be, sleep did not come quickly that night.


Chapter Twenty-Four

Perfect Planning

He ached. He ached at every known spot of his body, and a few that he didn’t know. That first languid stretch awake, as his consciousness fluttered back to him, was a mistake. Immediately, he grimaced, muscles twinging, tendons yowling, mind reminding him that it’d warned him about showing off the day before. He dragged a hand over his face, eking out a groan as he rolled onto his side.

As Liam stumbled out of bed and began his morning routine, he refused to regret the aches and pains battering his body, even if he felt like a missile barrage had struck him. He wouldn’t regret anything about yesterday. Never.

He brushed, he flossed, he dressed. As he went to uncouple his phone from the charger on his nightstand. It glowed to life and danced a swift jig when his fingertips were mere inches from scooping it up and thrusting it into a pocket.

Avril? It was his first assumption, which flooded his mind with the vivid memory of her in-depth tutelage last night.

Picking up his phone, he yawned and wiped the final bits of sleep out of them. And then he discovered it wasn’t Avril who had texted him at a little past eight in the morning.

Seeing the first few words previewed on his phone widened his eyes and roused him better than any splash of ice water could have. Swiftly, he tapped open and read the rest of Tess’s message.

Good morning, Liam. I know it’s a bit early, but I’ve decided to try on some of the clothing options we discussed yesterday, and I wouldn’t mind if you wanted to come over and give me your opinions on them.

Liam stared unblinkingly at the message, butterflies fluttering inside of his gut. They survived for only a few moments, solely because Tess sent a quick follow-up text.

Anna’s still asleep. The door’s unlocked.

He didn’t know what he would have done if he’d slept in, only to awaken and see the messages an hour too late. If he’d gotten over there and found Anna awake, thus forcing him to square himself with the fact that this spectacular chance had slipped through his fingers. Maybe she’d texted him because a part of her wanted him to still be asleep. A phone call or the ringing of his doorbell would have undoubtedly been the more assured option to take.

Liam knew she must still have plenty of doubt about what they’d done yesterday. He didn’t begrudge her for having it. Nonetheless, today, just like he and Avril had discussed, he planned to chip away at some of it.

When he left his house, practically sprinting the distance from his doorstep to hers, he’d barely taken enough time to throw on his shoes. For anyone else awake early in the morning, they’d have seen him rushing through the snow in nothing more than some shorts and a shirt—like it was summer already.

Reaching her door, he seized a few quick breaths to steady his racing heartbeat. And then he stole into her home like the Grinch, solely worried about the younger woman sleeping in the guest room upstairs. Peering into her entryway after cracking her door open, he saw no sign of her. Slipping indoors, shivering because of how unready for the elements his attire was, he hurriedly used a towel sitting on her doormat to get the snow off his shoes—and then dry them, as he realized it would be potentially damning if Anna awoke, came downstairs, and saw his shoes at the entryway.

Removing his shoes, he carried them with him as he began to quietly pad his way upstairs, suffering every muscle ache his furtiveness caused. With each meager creak of wood beneath the balls of his feet, his heart boomed louder still. So loudly, in fact, that a part of him assumed Anna would suddenly wake up and wonder if an earthquake was shaking the house’s foundations.

At the top of her steps, just like his, he had the option of turning left or right. The rooms down the left hallway should have a bathroom, closet, and two bedrooms. Their floorplans weren’t identical, but he hoped they were similar enough that this remained the case, and it looked like it did, based on the number of doors—all closed—he spotted. He counted the same number of doors to his right, though one was likely a hallway closet.

One of them, the furthest down the hall, was cracked open. That, he hoped, was the master bedroom.

Liam glanced once more to his left, not knowing what he’d do if Anna stumbled out of the bedroom she’d been loaned and found him skulking like a creep at the top of the stairs. She hadn’t, at least not yet. Knowing he was only increasing the chances of his discovery by standing frozen where he was, Liam made the only choice he could have.

He continued ahead. Brimming with excitement, trepidation, and hopefulness, he crept over the long rug sitting over wooden boards until he reached the slightly ajar door. Taking a steadying breath, he reminded himself of the successes he’d experienced yesterday. Determined to see more of them today, he slowly pushed open the doorway and peered inside.

Tess had a lovely bedroom replete with polished wooden furniture. A standing mirror taller than he was stood in one corner, and a king-sized bed that was neatly made. He didn’t see her immediately, however, though his searching eyes found the adjoining walk-in closet on one side of the room was open, while the master bathroom’s door was shut. The closet’s light was on, as were the bedroom’s lights.

Liam cautiously entered the bedroom, wanting to call out his arrival, but worried that his voice might somehow wake Anna. His eyes scanned the corners of the room, confirmed she wasn’t there, and so he focused on the walk-in closet. Carefully shutting the door behind him, he intended to clear his throat and finally whisper her name. An unrequired effort.

Holding her phone in hand and dressed so sexily that Liam’s breath snagged in his chest, Tess exited her closet. Already changed into one of the outfits she must have wanted him to see, consisting of light pink leggings and a matching sports bra, both of which clung protectively close to her rapturous curves, Liam’s mouth went completely dry. She was looking down at her phone, wavy brunette hair bouncing on her exposed shoulders, not yet aware of how utterly captivated Liam was by the skintight fabric shaped by her phenomenal body.

Her eyes lifted from her phone, a slight frown on her face. And then she noticed him.

“Oh my God, Liam!” she gasped, practically leaping out of her skin as one hand flew to her heart. Flush with shock, she swiftly put her phone on her bed and steadied herself on her nightstand. “You scared me!”

“S-sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to sneak in like this.”

“You didn’t reply to my text,” Tess said, still holding her hand against her breast. “I didn’t know you were coming.”

Liam winced as her words heaped an obvious realization onto his shoulders. “I’m sorry. You’re right; I should have done that.”

Closing her eyes, Tess eventually calmed herself down. When they reopened them, she took as deep a breath as he had outside her doorway.

“It’s okay.” Color crept along her lovely face as she looked past where he stood. “Have you… locked the door?”

Liam shook his head. “No.”

“I think it would be for the best if you did. Just in case.”

Doing as asked, ensuring they wouldn’t be found out, he also set down his shoes. Afterward, for all the confidence he’d told himself he’d built up recently, he remained stuck in quicksand after turning back to face Tess.

A compliment. Give her a compliment, you moron.

“You look really beautiful,” he said, which elicited an internal groan due to its vapidness.

Tess smiled somewhat meekly. “I… thank you, Liam.” She bit her lower lip, eyes moving away from him briefly.

The two of them stood like this for several torturous seconds, and Liam’s thoughts rapidly trended toward pessimism. Had he already undone things with his brain-dead decision to creep all the way to her bedroom? Had he unintentionally ruined things already?

“Liam.” Tess pierced the silence with his name, now looking directly at him.

He met her gaze, finding it brimming with uncertainty.

“Y-yes, Tess?”

The woman of his dreams seized one more quick deep breath.

“Do you want to come a bit closer and compare what I’m wearing to yesterday’s outfit?”

Liam’s heart leaped inside his chest, and he hastily nodded. “So, so much.”

A slight smile curved Tess’s lips. “Then come over here and have a look.”

His worry thoroughly eroded itself, replaced quickly by unbridled joy. Nodding again, he closed the gap between himself and the gorgeous professor. Tess remained a touch fidgety, but she seemed to tamp that emotion down when he reached her.

Standing within arm’s reach of her, Liam’s eyes started their journey in her profoundly deep blue eyes. From there, he let his whole being dream about how kissing her lusciously soft lips would feel. That desire radiated through him until it nearly seared his flesh as he moved down to her slender neck, her smooth shoulders, even her collarbone.

It morphed into a desire to touch her with any part of his body once it arrived at her full breasts, contained by a sports bra that he’d happily let have a break from its duty. His hands could supply the necessary pressure if needed.

“What do you think up close?” Tess asked, voice slightly breathless.

Rearmed with confidence, Liam ended his gaze’s first journey down her voluptuous body. Words that would have made Avril proud soon caused Tess to blush furiously.

“You’re so fucking sexy that I can’t stand it.” And then the push further. “I really hope I can do a bit more than just look.”

Tess shivered in response to his words and bit her lip again. “I… imagined as much.” Her cheeks turned scarlet. “For now, why don’t we continue with what parts you find so,”—she swallowed—“sexy? Specificity is appreciated.”

“Yes, Professor Williams,” Liam replied, which caused the exact dilation in her beautiful eyes that he’d hoped to see.

A bit more leisurely this time, if only to aggravate the heat building inside the gorgeous older woman, he sent his eyes on their second trip down Tess’s body. For this one, he managed to make it down to her hips, her perfect ass, her long legs, and the lean muscles defined by how tightly her leggings clung there. He would have walked around her, appreciating every angle of her sublimeness, but Tess halted him with a hand. He could tell she assumed he wouldn’t be able to keep his hands to himself if she let him have free rein this early.

She was probably right.

Liam formed a lineup of compliments in his mind, eventually letting Tess know he’d finished looking her over with a nod.

“Well?” she asked, fingers dancing tremulously upon her thighs. The fact that she was anticipating the words he would share with her threw him into a realm of sheer elation.

He considered indulging in a little more teasing, such as playing coy or elongating the pause before his answer, but he decided against it. While he owed her a lot, he wasn’t actually Avril Knight.

“You’ve got such long, perfect legs,” Liam began, starting with the less racy compliments he’d come up with. “You must make all your female students so jealous of your figure. They must feel like complete ghosts when you’re around.”

Tess blushed but didn’t shy away from the scorching hot look he leveled at her. If anything, he saw the same heat rising behind her eyes.

“I do like my legs a lot. I might not be as tall as Victoria or as… full in other places, but I’m proud of how nice they look.”

“You should be proud of everything about yourself,” Liam immediately said. “No one alive could overshadow how unbelievably sexy you are.”

“Unbelievably sexy?” Tess repeated, absorbing some of the conviction delivered by his statement. “Is that really how you see me?”

Without a moment’s doubt, Liam nodded, and an admission he hadn’t been sure how he would share spilled off his tongue. “Absolutely. I’ve dreamed about you for years. Because of how sexy you are, how intelligent you are, how amazing and warm and fantastic you are.”

Tess’s eyes widened, and then they dropped.

It wasn’t as if the sight of her hadn’t aroused him a thousand times before. This time, however, maybe for the first time, she gave a proper look to the response she caused in him. It was impossible to miss because of how underdressed he was. He’d shown up looking like he expected they’d go jogging together.

Yesterday, she’d definitely felt his body’s response to hers while they embraced. Today, she got to see that she could arouse him without even a touch.

“So, you’ve liked how I look for that long?” Tess asked, again biting her lip.

“Since you moved in next door,” Liam said, feeling a magnetic pull to step closer to her. He obeyed it. “You really didn’t know?”

When he did, Tess didn’t lift her hand and stop him.

“I… might have noticed a few looks here and there,” Tess whispered. “But I’m so much older than you are, and I was married.”

“You’re not anymore.”

Tess slowly nodded, then did so again with more conviction, raising her eyes to meet his. “That’s true. And you and Anna are just talking currently, right?”

“Yes, that’s right.”

Tess flattened her hands over her thighs. “But if things were to get more serious between you two, you’d continue to be the good man I know you are and tell me. This is just a little solace for our respective physical needs… until one or both of us has someone more appropriate in our lives for long-term relief.”

“I promise I’ll let you know if things between me and Anna get serious,” Liam said, knowing he should avoid her second sentence like it was the plague. Because there was no chance in hell he would ever find someone more appropriate for his long-term happiness than her.

“Good,” Tess said, shutting her eyes and taking a final steadying breath. When they opened, the last shreds of apprehension in them had vanished. “Is it just my legs you like?”

“Of course not,” he instantly replied, letting his libido take the wheel. “Your eyes freeze me in place every time I see them, and I can’t tell you how many times I’ve considered what your lips might taste like. Even what it would feel like just to run my finger over them.”

Tess smiled, and then she caused him to stiffen as he felt her slender hand wrap around his wrist. Their eyes remained connected, heat smoldering between them as she lifted his hand. First, she raised it to her hip, and Liam resisted an urge to move it to familiar territory. As amazing as her ass was, he let her decide where he would touch her today.

His fingers spread as he contacted her leggings, touching every inch of the skintight fabric that they could. Tess didn’t let it linger there long, beginning to lift his wrist slowly. Because of the nature of her leggings, there wasn’t too much skin separating their high waist and the beginning of her sports bra, but he reveled in the brief skim of his fingers over its smoothness all the same.

He instinctively frowned when Tess removed his hand from her body, changing her grip so she could now push it upward from below, right before his fingertips reached her bra. A soft smile, partly seductive, partly amused, flickered across the voluptuous woman’s face.

“Don’t worry,” she said, voice huskier than he’d ever heard, “I won’t be cruel to you, Liam. But you’re the one who asked for this.”

Sensing what Tess was planning, Liam pulled in all but two of his fingers. Her smile seared him to his center. By comparison, his fingers barely survived the heat thrumming through them as Tess brought them to her lips, then let him feel how moist and voluminous they were.

Liam hauled a turbulent breath into his lungs as heat raced up his arm. Tess moved his wrist, skimming his fingers over her soft lips. It was a gesture that lasted only a few seconds, yet it set his whole body ablaze.

Tess watched him, likely seeing just how potently she affected him with just this simple contact between their bodies. She finished tracing his fingers over her lips, then asked him just one question.

“Is there anywhere else you’d like to put your hands, Liam?”

His eyes fell as if anchors were attached to them. Tess chuckled. In one seductive motion, she released his wrist and clasped her hands behind her back. Free rein was given. He took it.

Liam’s hands trembled as he swept them over her hips, up along her sides, and then guided them around a ravishing pair of breasts, which had haunted his dreams for years. This exact moment couldn’t have played out any more perfectly.

He traced his thumbs along the underside of her bra, pressing them against the fabric and the delicious skin contained within. Tess watched him, barely blinking, smiling patiently as he treated her breasts with the same care an archaeologist gave to his discovered treasures. Liam wouldn’t have traded this chance for a treasure hoard big enough to fill a cargo ship.

Arriving in short order, his other fingers also lightly pressed upon Tess’s breasts. They surrounded her sports bra, all ten fingers beginning to add pressure to the immaculate size and shape underneath them. A throbbing ache in his balls sounded its impatience with his slow approach, but he held himself fast. This was a moment unlike any other. He wouldn’t rush even one moment of it.

Slowly, staring at the lustful scene unfolding in front of him, he applied more pressure to Tess’s breasts. Not enough to hurt her, but enough for him to finally get the full experience of just how weighty and perfectly built her breasts were. At the opening at the top of the sports bra, her creamy skin gathered on display as he pushed his hands deeper against her body. As gorgeous as she looked in her outfit, every fiber of his being wanted to rip it off and gaze upon her astounding body. To taste, touch, and utilize what Avril had told him about last night.

How long had it been since she’d let someone hold her like this? How long had it been since she’d shivered in a man’s arms and let herself fall into bliss?

Despite those answers, Liam needed today to be one of those days.

“Do they measure up to what you were hoping?”

Liam finally tore his eyes away from her breasts, though his hands remained eager to continue fondling them. He found Tess smiling with well-deserved confidence and satisfaction. She brimmed with both, especially as his eyes answered her question even before his tongue could.

“They’re perfect,” he answered. “So fucking perfect. I can’t tell you how amazing this is.”

As if his words carried a pleasant aroma, Tess breathed in deeply, lust rumbling in her eyes like the portent of a storm. “I’m glad you like them. We’ll have to visit the pool sometime this summer, too. I have some nice bikini tops that you’ll enjoy seeing me in.”

There it was again. Liam’s balls ached as if her words imprinted a yearning so deeply upon him that it could physically hurt. He steadied himself with a long breath.

No. It wasn’t his satisfaction that he was here to chase. He had a plan. He needed to see it through.

Liam retreated his hands back to the underside of her bra. One, two, three, four; four fingers, two from each hand, began to slip underneath the band holding it so firmly to her smooth body.

“I can’t wait,” he whispered huskily. “Really, I think it might literally kill me if I have to wait until summer.”

Tess glanced down, noticing what he was up to. “Good things come to those who wait. This is all… quite new for us both, so we should pace ourselves.”

Liam paused his advance. “That’s true… but striking while the iron is hot is another way of looking at things.” And he was hot. So very hot. Desire coursed through his veins like lava, practically igniting his fingertips as they rested against her skin.

“How much hotter are you looking for things to end up today?” she asked, guard slightly raised.

“Only as far as you’re comfortable with. Your house, your rules.”

“Meaning that you’d have your way with me if I’d come to your door?”

He stared directly into her eyes, giving her a preview of how ravenous his yearning for her was. “I’ll only go as far as you’re comfortable with. I already know that I’m the luckiest guy alive. I don’t want to spoil that by being too impatient.”

Tess bit her lip, gazing back at him. Her eyes dropped to his arms, traveling toward his wrists, though she couldn’t see anything of his hands due to her breasts blocking the way. She could feel them, though. Their strength, their heat, their yearning.

The woman of his dreams lifted her eyes. “Maybe you can stand to get a little luckier.”

Unable to control his response, he beamed at her. Relief, excitement, and pure, unadulterated joy stampeded through his body.

“Only a little luckier,” Tess reminded him. “When I say stop, you have to stop, all right?”

Liam hastily nodded. “I promise I will.”

“All right. Good.” Swallowing, the gorgeous brunette returned his nod. “Well… have your fun.”

Not wanting to give her any time to reconsider, Liam quickly did as she suggested. Burrowing his fingers underneath her bra’s lower band, his fingertips traced against the underside of her breasts. It was like running his hand through a length of silk streaming by. Every new centimeter his fingers found as he pushed them along the perfect slopes made his body thrum with electricity. He barely breathed, and his thoughts melted before a tidal wave of lustful instinct.

Tess tensed but didn’t stop him, and Liam’s hands tasted more skin still. He added other fingers, eventually slipping them all underneath her bra’s tight constraints. Her breasts compressed because of the addition of his hands, and he slowly but purposefully continued their journey.

Shutting her eyes, Tess shivered as his right hand’s middle finger found her nipple. The stiff point remained invisible to his eyes due to the fabric of her bra, but his touch discovered just how aroused Tess truly was. How aroused he’d made her.

He reveled in this discovery. It poured even more confidence into him. Tess Williams, a woman who could have anyone she wanted in her bedroom with little more than the crook of a single finger, had chosen him, had allowed him to arouse her body in a way that no one had in years. The blood pounding in his ears made his own shuddered breath, one of eternal satisfaction, inaudible.

Eventually, his hands reached the same place they’d arrived at on the outside of her light pink sports bra. Her nipples sat under his palms, continuously reminding him of how turned-on she was. Liam’s fingers swirled over her delicious body, and he licked his lips.

“I hope I’ll be able to do this every day,” he told her. “I’ll never be able to get enough of how sexy your body is.”

Tess opened her eyes, which burned with intense heat. “O-only until you find someone more appropriate to date properly.”

It was similar to what she’d said before, yet notably different. The last time she’d mentioned how long their illicit relationship might continue, she’d mentioned its end arriving if either of them found someone they would want to date. Not so this time. Liam allowed himself a few moments to consider if this was an intentional revision of their earlier accord, but he decided not to heap all his hope into it just yet.

He nodded, electing to instead focus on the permission she’d just granted him, even if it was somewhat indirect. He intended to make good use of it.

“Here,” Tess said next, lifting her hands. “At this point, I… might as well just take this off. You can touch me more easily that way.”

Liam tried to keep his eyes from shining too brightly as Tess offered precisely what he’d hoped she would. Relaxing his grip on her breasts somewhat, he watched with bated breath as she, after only a moment of hesitation, began to tug her sports bra over her breasts, her shoulders, and eventually her head.

His focus didn’t allow him to see her place it on her nearby bed. The second she bared her chest for him, he moved his hands aside, then stared at her breasts like a dehydrated man would an ice sculpture.

Everything he’d felt was matched by what he saw. They. Were. Perfect. Large but not unwieldy, defiant of gravity, creamy. She wasn’t quite as fair-skinned as Avril or Anna, and the difference in color between her shoulders and her breasts was slight. Immediately, an image of Tess sunbathing topless during the summer and fall appeared in his mind, but he shook it off. He’d fantasize later. For now, he remained focused on what he could do with reality.

In what would become a trend of the next hour they spent together, Liam utilized the adage of asking for forgiveness, not permission. As Tess tossed her bra onto her bed, her peripherals didn’t notice him lower his head toward her silky breasts.

She certainly noticed as he placed a tender, loving kiss next to one of her areolae.

“L-Liam!” she gasped, straightening like a board.

“Sorry,” he said, though he didn’t mean it. “It just felt like the right thing to do.”

Crimson running amok upon her face, Tess’s mouth moved from side to side. Liam pretended not to notice her internal dialogue and planted another warm, wet kiss on the other side of the same areola. Other than quivering slightly, Tess didn’t chide him. So, a third kiss placed itself to the dark circles north, finished by a fourth to the south.

However, as he moved his lips from above her nipple to below it, he skimmed them over the erect point. A sigh that was one-part mild exasperation and one-part mild pleasure glanced against the top of his head.

“You’re certainly bolder than I remember you being. Did college change you so much?”

“Don’t you think you’re the cause?” Liam responded, moving his mouth over to her other areola. “Since I’ve gotten back, you’ve told me I was the only guy you could think of that you’d be okay with dating Anna, dressed in these sexy outfits for me, and let me hold and caress the most beautiful and amazing woman I’ve ever known on back-to-back days.”

His gaze stole away from her breasts, just long enough to confirm that his words had affected her as he’d hoped. Tess’s angelic face remained bright crimson, so he knew they must have.

“When you put it like… that, it makes me sound like an extraordinarily salacious woman. You’ve only been back for barely a week, yet look at how I’ve affected you.”

“I think it makes it obvious how much I value your opinion,” he replied. “That’s why I want you to be satisfied with what I can do for you.”

He wasn’t sure if his words or actions caused her more anticipation, but as he began to put his lips upon her body as Avril had taught him more and more, adding his hands to the mix, Tess soon sighed happily. Swirling his tongue around one of her nipples, he caressed her other breast, smearing the saliva he’d left around her areola across it.

“Just knowing you find me attractive is enough to satisfy me, Liam,” Tess whispered, trembling. She took a step back, and Liam followed her, as she didn’t seem to have made it in an attempt to decouple from him. “But… I very much appreciate your tenderness. It’s been a long time since someone touched me like this. I was a bit worried you would try and rush us to something… else.”

Liam gave his lips a short break from her beautiful body. “I know that’d be too quick, so I promise I won’t try that today.”

Tess relaxed against the flurry of kisses he peppered across her breast. “Thank you, Liam.”

Returning his attention wholly to her bliss, she didn’t remain relaxed for long. With his lips and hands aggravating her sensitive breasts, Tess sighed again and again, even arching forward the first time he lightly bit one of her nipples.

“Fuck,” she said under her breath, shivering against him. “You’re very good at this. I think I might be the lucky one here.”

Her compliment flooded him with satisfaction, and he allowed himself an internal cheer. With his fingers, he pinched and pulled on one of her nipples, and Tess again responded audibly.

“Perfect,” she said breathlessly. “Just like that. That’s the perfect amount of pressure.”

Swirling his tongue around her areola, he eventually flicked his tongue over her nipple, then pulled the other one simultaneously. Another breathy sigh, which bordered on a proper moan, escaped Tess’s throat.

Five minutes. Ten. Fifteen. With each successive moment, he received further pleasured responses, both audible and physical. Tess ended up backing into her nightstand, leaning on it for support as he delivered pleasure in amounts she must not have felt in years—he was certain of it at this point. Her head dipped back, her soft hair tickling his cheek when he briefly moved his mouth to her neck, sucking lightly enough that she didn’t need to worry about any telltale mark revealing what they’d gotten up to.

However, when the twentieth minute arrived, he felt a hand run through his hair. Warm, caressing, it drew his attention upward.

Tess smiled down at him. “I think I’m starting to get a little tender.” She blushed furiously. “It’s been a while since I got any attention here. I just need a little break.”

Begrudgingly, knowing better than to force the issue, Liam heeded her. Giving each of her breasts one more kiss, he retreated from her voluptuous form. It was only the second day since he’d first touched her intimately, he reminded himself. There would be more opportunities, potentially even today. However, he worried that it might not be the case, especially with how difficult it would be for them to get any extended time alone once Anna woke up.

Tess must have seen some semblance of his disappointment writ across her face because she smiled and folded her arms beneath her breasts, which was enough to draw him out of his misery.

“You know, I have a few more outfits I was going to try on. Would you like to see me in them?”

Swallowing excitedly, he nodded.

Tess diverted her gaze to the open door to her walk-in closet, then circled it back to him. “Would you like to come watch me change into them?”

“So much,” he croaked, voice dry as cracked pavement cooking under the summer sun.


Chapter Twenty-Five

First in Years

The second Tess turned away from him and started walking toward her closet, Liam’s body told him what it needed of him. He’d denied it several times since he’d arrived in Tess’s bedroom, but such wouldn’t be the case this time. With her smooth, slender back presented to him, his gaze fell lower, back to a place he hadn’t touched since their brief time in the igloo yesterday.

Liam pursued Tess into her closet, which had more than enough room for five or six more people to join them. Upon entering, Liam briefly gazed at the white doorless cabinets arranged on both flanking walls, where coats, blouses, and other well-kept clothes hung from hangers. There were several closed drawers at the base of these cabinets, and at the far wall sat a vanity area and the shelves for shoes and folded garments. It was neat and tidy enough that he was sure she could have earned Anna’s stamp of approval.

Probably not the conduct he was after, though.

Catching up to Tess before she could escape him, his hands grabbed her hips. Next, he pulled her into him, nestling her amazing, perfect ass against the throbbing erection underneath his shorts. Gasping in startlement, Tess threw a half-hearted glare over her shoulder. She didn’t move an inch away, however.

“I thought you wanted to see me in some of my other outfits,” Tess said.

“I do. I just want this a bit more.”

Tess sighed and shook her head, but she smiled as she leaned back into him, causing Liam’s cock to throb furiously.

“It feels pretty big,” Tess whispered, and Liam wasn’t sure if she was speaking to him or herself. He decided to reply, regardless.

“It’s completely your fault,” he said, inhaling deeply as Tess began to grind against him willingly but slowly. “I got this way because of you.”

“I can’t imagine what caused it.” She moved a bit faster.

“I bet you’re smart enough to figure it out,” Liam whispered huskily. His cock pulsed with urges he could barely control, and he forcefully guided Tess toward one of her cabinets.

Arriving, Tess threw her hands against its frame for support, all the while keeping her sexy ass pressed against his cock. It was almost too much for him to bear.

“I… might have an idea or two,” Tess replied playfully.

Gripping her hips even tighter, Liam began dry-humping his cock between her ass. With her leggings so greedily taut around her fantastic butt, the pleasure pounded through him cacophonously.

“Spill them,” he said, nearly groaning because of the bliss surmounting him.

“Well,” Tess said, staring at him over her shoulder. Because of whatever she saw in his expression, she beamed at him. “I think it might have something to do with how much I’ve been letting you get away with today. You’re getting a bit more spoiled than I intended.”

“Is that a bad thing?” Liam slid one hand over from her hip to her butt, wanting to add even more chances to feel how spectacular it was.

“It might be. I’m not sure yet.” She bit her lower lip. “I don’t think it will be, so long as you don’t try and go too much further.”

“I don’t know what we’d do all day if not this. We’re kind of snowed in. And I can only see myself building so many igloos in any given winter.”

Tess giggled, and it was as pure as the clearest stream trickling down from a mountaintop. He’d never heard her make such a sound. Given the husky whispers and smoldering looks she’d been bolstering his confidence with all morning, he wasn't sure why it triggered such a robust response in him. Whatever it was, it caused him to smile from ear to ear.

“I suppose you’re right,” Tess cooed. “It’s much nicer and warmer indoors. But I still want to see if the igloo can keep us warm.”

“If it can’t, maybe we can find something to do that will.”

“And just what kind of activities do you think we’ll get up to there?” Tess asked, taking on a slightly authoritative tone. “If we’re in the igloo, Anna will probably be right there beside us. And this is very much not the sort of thing that we should be doing together at all, much less with Anna in the house. Or, erm, igloo.”

“I’ve promised I’ll be good when she’s around, and I will. But she’ll be heading home once the snow clears,” he whispered, cock throbbing as he pressed himself against her even harder. “I’m just thinking about what we could do once that happens.”

“I suppose that the igloo won’t be going with her,” Tess said, eyes gleaming as their shared desires connected. “We’ll find a use or two for it over the coming days, I’m sure.”

So was Liam. However, he didn’t spend much more time thinking about the future. The present was more than blissful enough to captivate him. He was at the precipice, and they both knew it. It was a knife’s edge he walked on, and he couldn’t be sure if things would work out how he hoped.

A lot had gone in his favor—he knew that. Even if he ignored how much Avril had positively affected him, it was abundantly clear that Tess had missed the affection that he was happy to shower her with. Years spent wilting in an unhappy marriage had obviously taken their toll, and it seemed to him that the past two days were almost rejuvenating for her. Even when her hesitation pressed the brakes, she’d always removed some pressure at each torrid juncture they arrived at. She’d let him progress things and even taken a proactive lead a few times herself.

That didn’t mean it would keep occurring, especially if he pressed ahead too quickly.

This was it. Here it was. Any longer spent as they were now, and he’d likely lose himself to the pleasure his body so severely wanted him to pursue. But right now wasn’t about his pleasure. If he was going to continue putting his trust in Avril, then he needed to resist his physical urges at all costs. And he needed to hope Tess would let him get away with what he was about to do.

There was only one way to find out.

Liam pulled away from Tess, and his entire lower half revolted against what he’d just done. Grimacing because of how badly he wanted to finish grinding against her until he exploded, Liam removed his hands, balled them into fists, and then breathed so deeply that his lungs didn’t dare accept another iota of oxygen.

His hands opened, and before Tess could question him as to why he’d stopped, he slipped his fingers into the waistband of her leggings. Immediately, two depthless eyes of blue widened in shock.

“Liam, be careful,” she warned. “Remember what you promised me.”

“I know, and a promise is a promise.” He held her gaze even as a cloying lump of trepidation gathered in his throat. He really hoped she’d let him go just this little bit further. “I want to do something for you.”

“You’ve already done quite a bit for me,” Tess said. “Remember what I said about things potentially moving too quickly?”

He nodded. “I haven’t forgotten, and if you say no, I’ll back off right away. I promise this is the last thing I want to do for you. Just this one more thing.”

Her eyes clouded with internal consideration, and Liam held his hands, mouth, and breath completely still—he would have done the same for his heart if he had that control—during the silence. So close. He could practically see the finish line ahead of him. He just needed a bit more time to get there. One more nod of the head, one more assent, that was all it would take.

Tess’s gaze regained its clarity. Apprehension ran amok over her beautiful features as she nodded at his shorts.

“That stays where it is, okay? I’m not kidding, Liam. Do not try and slip it in and think I’ll be okay with it. It’ll be the end of anything between us if you do.”

“I swear I won’t try anything like that, Tess,” he answered, infusing every glimmer of truth he could into his gaze.

She gathered what he showed her, and it seemed she found it acceptable. Swallowing uneasily, she offered him the nod he needed.

“All right, Liam. I’m putting my trust in you. I hope it will still remain there once we head back into my bedroom.”

He was certain it would. Every word he’d spoken was the truth. Now, elated that he had been given the chance to prove it, he renewed his grasp on her leggings’ waistband and began to pull them down.

Unsurprisingly, the skintight fabric didn’t want to leave the flawless body it clung to. As Liam worked her leggings down, also bringing along her panties, he needed some shimmying from Tess to pull them down over her shapely butt, only for him to then become a complete captive to her peerless body.

With or without the leggings adhering tightly to it, it remained perfect in shape and size. Liam’s heart pounded in his chest as he considered where to put his lips.

“Don’t get lost staring at it for too long,” Tess advised, though he heard the pride hidden in her voice.

“R-right,” he said, clearing his throat and stopping his downward pull at mid-thigh level. He still admired her body for a few more moments before finally regathering his focus for the task ahead of him.

It was time to make Tess Williams cum.

Ultimately, he did start with that kiss he’d considered planting. Drawn in like a moth to a flame, his lips fluttered against her bared skin, leaving a slightly wet mark against its smoothness. Tess’s face heated up as he glanced at her, but she said nothing. He kissed her again, only a few inches to the right.

More followed as Liam lowered himself onto his knees, and he didn’t immediately realize that this was the first time his lips had ever truly touched her. When he did, he simply marveled at the fortunate reality he dwelled within. One that would probably remain secret for a very, very long time. This part, especially. It certainly wasn’t the story of “a first kiss” you’d share with your kids someday.

He scooted back on his knees, using his hands to dictate that he wanted Tess to bend over a bit more. She obeyed, keeping her lower half within range of his torrid lips. The change in position also made it a bit difficult for her to keep peering over her shoulder at him. Whenever he did see her face, he saw a blend of hesitance and pleasure clashing together. However, with time, the latter began to overwhelm the former.

Planning to rid her of her fears completely, Liam finally made his intentions clear. Wrapping his left hand around the front of her left thigh, he quickly spat on the fingers of his right hand and mixed it. Only then, at long last, did he slide his fingers between her thighs.

Tess’s entire body tensed as he intentionally skimmed his fingers over her inner thigh, beginning by lightly massaging her smooth skin closer to her knee than her sex. Liam continued to kiss her butt, soft pecks at random intervals, only stopping when he withdrew his fingers and reapplied some saliva to them.

A little higher. Tess flexed again when he touched her, higher up her inner thigh. He could feel the heat emanating from her body; it crashed into him in waves. His hand retreated for a second time but soon returned for a third.

Slightly restrained by her leggings, they couldn’t stop Tess from instinctually fighting to spread her legs a little. Liam’s heart absolutely pounded because of her response. Her want.

With the third removal of his hand and its subsequent fourth touch, he finally slid his wet fingers over her slit. His soft, gliding touch earned more than just a flex of her body. Instead, it prompted a full-blown shiver through the sexy woman bent over for him.

“Again?” Liam asked, his voice barely a whisper.

“Again,” Tess answered throatily.

Like a swing returning from its forward momentum, he glided his fingertips back the way they’d just come. And again. And again. One finger, occasionally two, he stroked Tess’s lower lips, each time causing her to exhale, quiver, or sigh pleasurably.

“Have I told you how sexy you are?” he asked, kissing her as he swirled his fingers dangerously close to her clit’s hood.

“I think you, ah, have… a few times.”

“You’re so sexy,” he said, smiling and kissing her as he, at last, split her pussy’s lips enough for him to find and feel her clit—and how staggeringly wet she was.

“Thank you,” she said breathlessly, though he wasn’t sure if she was answering his compliment or his touch.

Whichever it was, he planned to give her more of both. Slowly, as Avril had painstakingly detailed last night, Liam began to gently swirl his finger around Tess’s clit.

“Mmm,” she whispered, dropping her head between her arms and beginning to sigh with increasing intensity. “It feels so good, Liam. Do you plan to make me cum?”

“Yes,” he replied breathlessly, heart beating at an unstoppable barrage. “That is exactly what I want to make you do.”

“You’re, ahhh, headed the right way,” she told him, quaking as he patiently lathered her body closer and closer to its breaking point. Every erotic sound sent him deeper into his own haze of satisfaction. He greedily collected each one for his memories.

“Can I put a couple fingers inside?” he soon asked, leaning his cheek against her butt.

“Yes,” Tess hoarsely responded. “Start with one, but two should be perfect. Three might work when I’m a bit looser.”

It was pretty much precisely what Avril had suggested, and Liam briefly retreated from Tess’s clit. Probing her lewd body with his middle finger, he slid it along her lips, then parted them as he drew his finger back along her slit. Finding her tight opening, slick, and practically scalding hot, Liam bit his lip as he penetrated Tess from behind.

“Oh! Ohhh!” The moans fled the beautiful woman’s lips in a race to bounce off the walls. More marvelous sounds pursued them as he slipped his finger deeper inside.

Liam paid heed to nothing in the world except those moans and the physical responses Tess provided him with as he explored her slick insides. Once he’d entered her down to the knuckle, he slowly pulled out, turning his finger, pressing his fingertip against different parts of her walls. Once he’d nearly pulled it out of her, back in he went, slow, methodical, paying every notice to her responses.

“Where do you like it?” he asked, also massaging her thigh with his left hand.

“T-there,” she whispered, sucking in a tight stream of air after he’d turned his knuckle toward the ceiling and gently pressed down once his finger was about three-quarters of the way inside her.” “Oh, God, that feels so good.”

“Here?” he asked, seeking confirmation as he began to stir his finger over the area she’d designated.

“Fuck—ahhh, yes. There, Liam. Right there!”

Liam gave that spot his full attention. Each time he slid his finger back deeper into her, he gently aggravated the area with the pad of his finger. Each time, Tess’s moans grew a bit more erratic, unwound.

“You can be a bit harder, Liam. Faster.”

“Okay,” he said, smiling.

There was one all-important lesson Avril had provided him with last night during their long phone call together. In her usual fashion, she’d done so quite colorfully.

“Listen, everything I’m telling you about is just general shit. Like I’ve already told you, we all like it a little differently. At the end of the day, you’ve got to keep your eyes and ears open and ask questions—and probably collect some criticisms afterward. Whether she likes it soft as satin or wants to feel like she won’t ever be able to walk again after you pound her senseless, you’ve got to find that out from her. So, fucking pay attention. We all got to see how good with your hands you are when it comes to cards. So, why don’t you try and show Tess how good they are for other things?”

So, he applied that extra pressure. He sped up his rhythm, adding more pressure each time he thrust his finger inside her. Tess shuddered, gripping her handholds as tightly as she could. Her sublimely sexy body craved his touch, and there was no greater realization than that. Liam grabbed hold of it and held it close to his heart.

“Is it still feeling good?” he asked. “Do you want a second finger now?”

“Y-yes. You can go even a bit… ungh, harder. Just a little.”

She heaved a few quick breaths as he pulled his hand back enough to allow his index finger to join the fun. He entered her slowly, feeling her walls again stretch because of his added intrusion. After that, with her already soaking wet, he didn’t do anything slowly with those two fingers again.

He pumped them through her body, rousing further sexy moans and pants. Closer. Closer. With each response, he could tell she was headed toward an edge no one had brought her in years, which was a damn shame. Regardless, Liam just hoped he’d have years to come where he might be the one who continued to make her feel like this.

Slick squelching noises filled the closet as he fingered her more and more quickly. He started to go a bit too fast for her, but she spoke up, and he immediately lowered his rhythm until he found her perfect rhythm. Avril had been right. He was pretty good at controlling his hands and fingers.

In fact, he was pretty good at controlling both his hands and fingers, almost always in unison. Tess became aware of that fact shortly after he’d begun fingering her at the pace and force she wanted.

At first, he’d wrapped his hand around the outside of her left thigh for their stability. In case she buckled, or in case he needed to hold himself closer to her. By now, he’d found a rhythm that freed it of its charge.

So, he sent it forward rather than bringing it back to him. With one finger, he slipped it in to play with her clit while he continued pumping two fingers from his dominant hand into her pussy.

The response was nearly immediate. A shocked but pleasured gasp lodged itself halfway in Tess’s throat, and her whole form tensed as if he’d just run an ice cube down her spine.

“I’m going to cum,” Tess whispered, and he knew this time that she was speaking to herself—he’d just happened to overhear.

It was a realization and a hope, compounded together into a throaty moan that slowly built up inside her. With every second that passed, the dial turned closer from hope to reality. Until, at last, her body could no longer hold out.

Tess shivered, but then she didn’t stop shivering. Fleeting quakes that sped up with each successive one, scattering her voice so that the softest but most arousing moan he’d ever heard eked its way out of her throat. She tightened around his fingers, convulsions raking through her like she was vibrating at her very core. Her head dropped, her entire body sagged, but then she locked herself in place and kept herself upright.

“Oh, it’s so good, Liam. Ah. Oh. Yes! Thank you!”

Voice fluttering as she praised and thanked him, Tess climaxed. It swept over her, and he was privileged enough to be both responsible for and witness to her bliss.

Already, no matter how the rest of today went, it had become the greatest day of his life.


Chapter Twenty-Six

Father

Liam wouldn’t have stopped. Even if the aches from yesterday were now compounded by the new fatigue growing in his arms from his focused ministrations, even if he couldn’t lift his arms over his head afterward, he wouldn’t have stopped even a single moment before Tess asked him to. If he’d had his way, he’d have continued stirring up her insides until she couldn’t stand. He’d have kept going after that, too.

But both a blessing and a curse made itself audible to their ears, even stowed away and wrapped in carnality in Tess’s large closet as they were. It was a blessing because it guaranteed that there’d be no time for Tess even to consider repaying him for the climax he’d just delivered upon her. It was a curse because it assured that he wouldn’t have a chance to give her a second, third, or fourth one.

The pipes hidden beneath Tess’s drywall sang the only song they were designed to sing. He and Tess froze. Five seconds, ten, twenty. The sound didn’t abate. It wasn’t just that someone—and there was only one someone who it might be—had woken up and decided to wash her face or use the restroom before staggering sleepily back to bed. No, the steady rush of water through the pipes informed them both that Anna had woken up and decided to take a morning shower.

Swearing internally, Liam slowly removed his fingers from Tess’s slick folds and pulled back from her. Tess dropped to her knees, face flushed, panting breaths slowly returning to their regular cadence. She turned toward him, but he spoke first.

“I should probably not be here when she gets out,” Liam whispered, even though there was no reason for him to whisper. As if Anna would hear their voices over the pounding deluge of warm water on her head.

“Th-that would be for the best,” Tess answered, something akin to dismay shimmering in her eyes.

“I can come back in a couple of hours?” he asked.

“Yes, of course,” Tess immediately said. “Please do.”

“Then… I’ll see you in a little bit.”

“In a little bit,” the beautiful woman echoed.

Liam stood up, and Tess’s eyes naturally gravitated toward the now eye-height sign of his arousal. It hadn’t calmed down just yet, kept around since he’d practically entered her bedroom what felt like an eternity ago.

As Tess stared at his throbbing erection, the ache pulsing through his body, sourced at his groin, nearly caused him to clench his teeth. The patience he desperately clung onto resembled a shredded, paper-thin jacket. If he didn’t hold onto it, it’d have fallen apart into a dozen worthless pieces.

Anna might like longer showers, after all.

Keep it together, Liam told himself, earning the enmity of his entire body because of it. Just a little longer. Like Avril suggested.

“Here, Tess,” Liam said, extending a hand, which drew her gaze away from how painfully stiff his cock was.

“Thank you, Liam,” she said, collecting herself enough to accept his hand, then let him haul her to her feet.

“See you soon,” he said for the final time.

His escape from her house involved no tremendous amount of skill or luck. Anna remained showering in the distant guest bathroom, and she’d even shut the door. Even the creaks heading down the stairs were unlikely to result in anything. Even if Anna did hear them, she’d certainly think it was just Tess heading toward her kitchen or living room.

There was no way a woman as pure as her would consider that it might be due to a young man sneaking away after bringing the house’s owner to climax. He reached the door, put down the shoes he’d carried from Tess’s bedroom with him, slipped them on, and then slipped outdoors.

Unsurprisingly, the elements didn’t care at all about his triumph. He hurried home as quickly as he could, arms wrapped around his sides and shoulders hunkered forward, shivering more drastically than any he’d caused Tess.

Once safely back among modern heating, Liam sagged against his door.

It’d happened. It wasn’t a dream, even if it felt like one. He and Tess. He and Tess!

He considered sending Avril word of his success, but he decided he’d hold off. After all, it was possible he’d have more to report by the end of the day.

Every minute he spent loitering in his house trickled by with agonizing lethargy. A second felt like a minute, a minute felt like an hour, and an hour felt like an eternity. He spent more time checking his phone’s clock than he did anything else. He wanted to rush back over immediately, but he also remembered Avril’s claim about Anna’s perceptiveness.

There'd be no hiding it if she’d seen him now, bubbling with excitement like a steaming hot pot about to overflow. He was neck deep in his jubilance, struggling not to fist pump the air each time he envisioned the vivid memory of the morning he’d just spent with Tess. To grin. To exult with a cheer.

It was an emotion he worked to quell—at least the outward-facing aspect—through his time at home, but he found it like trying to cool lava by blowing on it. Part of him hoped Tess was in better control of her emotions following their intimacy, yet another part of him hoped she was struggling just as mightily as he was.

He wondered where her thoughts had led her in the aftermath of her climax once he’d gone. Assuming she accomplished what he struggled to achieve in his home, there’d be no sharing those thoughts while Anna was around. But he wondered how their next length of privacy would go once she was gone.

Well. It would go well. He told himself this repeatedly, keeping at bay the fretful thought that she might regret what they’d done. That she might call it a mistake. He refused to let the ruination of his good mood burrow into his heart.

It would go well. This became his mantra.

Ten-thirty crept upon him like molasses, and he finally felt like he’d smothered the spontaneous smiles and delighted shivers that had wracked him since he’d made it home. Ten-thirty felt late enough for him to trudge over and see what the two beautiful women next door were up to.

So, dressed more appropriately for the weather and potentially expecting they’d start clearing the driveway and at least Anna’s car, Liam made his way to Tess’s door for the second time that morning. Anna answered when he rang its doorbell.

“Hi, Liam,” she said, smiling at him. With each new one she favored him with, he saw less stilted politeness and more warm friendliness. “Welcome back.”

He buried the trill of alarm that rang in his mind, knowing it was nothing but paranoia. She didn’t know about this morning. There was no way she knew.

“Thanks for having me,” he responded, quickly banging the snow off his shoes onto Tess’s doorstep and then scuttling into the house’s warmth as Anna, who was not dressed for an outdoor adventure just yet, moved back.

“I have some news from Avril,” Anna said as he hung his coat and removed his shoes.

Another trill followed the first, which was even more ridiculous and unfounded than the first. Bending over to hide his face while he undid his laces, he admonished himself for being so foolishly jumpy. If anyone were going to give things away, it would be him, especially if he didn’t stop practically wincing every time she said something.

“Yeah, what’s she saying?” he asked once he’d stood up and faced her.

“They’ve already started clearing most of the main roads, and they’re saying they’ll have them reopened by tomorrow morning. Avril wants to come and get me outside the neighborhood by then.”

“Meaning she wants you to trudge through about a mile of snow, and a hill, to get to where she’ll be able to pick you up?” Liam asked, raising an eyebrow.

Anna nodded. “That is what she’s said.”

“It’s a silly idea,” a new voice called from the living room, unseen but well-heard. “Anna, you can stay here another day or two until they clear off our streets.”

“I don’t want to keep imposing,” Anna whispered to him. “And I do miss my own bed and clothes.” She nodded toward the way her borrowed pants bunched at her ankles.

“If you decide to go, I can walk with you,” he offered.

“I wouldn’t want to force you to come along. I could get myself to where I need to.”

“I wouldn’t feel forced,” he promised. “Just let me know if you decide to go, okay?”

After a moment of staring at him with those unique, alluring eyes of hers, Anna’s full lips curled into another warm smile. “Thank you, Liam. I appreciate that.”

Just a few days ago, he was confident she would have continued to push back against his offer. Politeness and stubbornness seemed to go hand in hand sometimes. He could understand where she was coming from. While her roommate might scoff at the very idea of it, most people wanted to be sure they weren’t bothering others when help was offered.

It was a clear sign that they were becoming closer as friends, seeing how Anna no longer worried quite as much as she might have just a night or two ago.

“Good morning, Liam,” Tess soon said, glancing up from the couch as he and Anna entered the room.

Nothing. Not anywhere on her beautiful person did she let slip that things had drastically changed between them. A pleasant smile warmed his heart, but it was no different from the thousands of others she’d graced him with. The only thing he noticed, though she’d made this change well before he’d returned home from college, were the silver, presumably fleece-lined, leggings she’d changed her lighter, more summer-appropriate pair out for during his time away.

Hoping he could accomplish the same level of normalcy, he answered with, “Hi, good morning.”

“Did you dissuade Anna from trying to walk all the way through the neighborhood tomorrow?” the gorgeous woman asked.

“Afraid not,” he said, shaking his head. “I actually offered to walk her there if she does decide to go.”

“Hmm.” Pursing her lips briefly, Tess looked between them. “I suppose that’s better than the alternative of you going alone, Anna. I won’t make any more fuss if you let Liam walk with you.”

With that solved, the next few hours went by without much excitement. Television, small talk, and plans to head out to the igloo for a late lunch. It was the kind of day any three people might spend together. You know, just a relaxing day snowed in, sitting on the couch between a woman he was pretending to date and a woman he was secretly in love with and now amorously involved with.

Yeah. A normal day.

Eventually, enough stomachs growled, and they decided it was time to draw up their lunch plans, and the three of them began completing them. Tess worked on cutting up some persimmons in her fridge, Anna handled the hot chocolate, and he plated some simple ham sandwiches.

Once Tess added the fruit to the plates, they each gathered a plate and a piping hot cup, and out they went. Forging into the snow, he set his food and drink down, then crawled inside the igloo. Afterward, he stuck himself back halfway through the entrance, accepting everyone’s plates and cups. Only once he’d set them all down did the two beautiful women join him. With sunlight beating upon the pale walls surrounding them, they no longer needed any extra lighting to see.

Before long, their body heat had warmed its interior enough that their jackets ended up sitting beside them. Lounging and eating and chatting, another pleasant hour passed them by.

It came to an end because of a simple phone call.

Anna had set her phone down beside her after catching a text from Avril a little while ago, which had confirmed their plans for her pickup tomorrow morning. It sat on the towel between him and Anna, and when it buzzed, his gaze instinctively shifted toward it.

Father.

To begin with, the fact that she’d listed her dad’s contact information as “Father” was telling enough, but the way in which Anna’s expression wilted spoke volumes. Her merriment vanished so abruptly that it stole some of the heat from the igloo. For two rings, Anna just stared at it.

“Excuse me,” she said, picking up her phone as if it were covered in razor-sharp thorns. “I’m going to step out and take this.”

The act of “stepping out” required more crawling than anything, which belabored Anna’s departure enough that she had to answer while still getting up to her feet outside the entrance. Liam knew he shouldn’t have eavesdropped, but his ears perked up all the same.

“Hello,” he heard through the ice, followed by a brief pause. “I’m sorry, I was with some—I answered as quickly as I was able to. Yes. I know. I—yes… yes.”

At that point, she’d moved far enough away that Liam could no longer make out what Anna was saying. The last he heard was the subtle sound of Tess’s sliding door as it opened and closed.

Yet, with just the few words he had overhead, the way in which Anna’s voice had quieted, grown more docile with each response to the voice on the other end, he knew for a fact that he would never get along with Arnold Royce.

His sentiment was plainly shared in the visage of the woman sitting across from him in the igloo.

“Detestable man,” Tess muttered under her breath.

“Is that how it always is between them?” he couldn’t help but ask.

Vitriol coursed through Tess’s response. “Yes. I’ve met Arnold a few times, and it gets no better in public. I’ve never met a man as openly devoid of tenderness and affection for his child. Most horrible parents at least try and hide it, but not him. Arnold Royce is a pall upon his daughter. If Trent is a pest, Arnold is a full-blown pestilence. Regardless of the fallout, if she were to find a way to unshackle herself from him, I have no doubts she’d be far happier in the long run.”

Liam glanced toward the igloo’s entrance, and silence followed. Eventually, he returned his gaze to Tess, who remained visibly distressed over what had just occurred.

“I promise I’ll keep doing everything I can to help her out. Whatever she thinks I can do to help, I will.”

A smile relaxed some of the tension brewing within the beautiful brunette. “Thank you, Liam, truly. The more people around her who truly care for her, the better. It’s certainly an uphill battle, but I know your help will matter. Until today, the only other person her age I think I’d seen her be this relaxed around is Avril. Even if it doesn’t evolve into romance, I hope you two will become good friends.”

“I think it will,” he assured her. “I want it to, at the very least.”

Tess smiled again, and some of the desolation a simple phone call had wrought dissipated from within the igloo. Unfortunately, Anna would have to brave her father’s coldness alone, but he was sure he wasn’t alone in considering what he might do for her once she returned.

A few minutes passed. And then another few. He and Tess commonly glanced toward the opening in the igloo, hoping to see Anna returning. She didn’t.

“Should one of us go look for her?” Liam asked quietly.

“No,” Tess said, frowning at the igloo’s opening. “We’ll give her a little longer.”

A little longer passed. The only thing creeping back into the igloo was silence. Unsure of what—if any—conversation topic might vanquish it, Liam finished the last bits of the sandwich on his plate, and then he knew no other activity than twiddling his thumbs.

“Liam.”

Tess’s voice, calmed of the simmering anger Arnold Royce’s phone call had inspired, washed over him. Immediately, his gaze moved from his slow-moving thumbs to the angelically beautiful woman.

“Yes?”

“I think it would be a good idea if we used this time to discuss this morning.”

Until now, the igloo had kept him warm. No longer. Liam’s blood cooled, and he prepared for the worst. Especially given what they’d just discussed regarding Anna, he couldn’t help but feel as if Tess was about to announce that what they’d done was a mistake, that it would ruin things between all of them if Anna were to find out what they were getting up to. Inwardly, his pessimism cast off his recently obtained confidence and reclaimed its throne.

“What about it?” he asked, despising the meekness trembling in his voice.

“I feel that it would be best if we set some… ground rules.”

Ground rules? His pessimism found its seat a little less comfortable than it remembered.

Nodding slowly, wary that things were still about to slide back several steps, he said, “Okay. What did you have in mind?”

“We chatted about these things before, but we were both rather… charged with lust when we did so. I would like us to both be candid about what we want from the other person while we are”—her cheeks turned slightly rosy—“intimate together.”

The confidence that had been cast down moments ago twitched with a semblance of life.

“I agree that that’s a good idea,” Liam said, knowing there wasn’t any other response he could feasibly offer. If anything, he did think it was a good idea. At the very least, he could get a proper definition for their newfound relationship. And with that information, he could see how far from where he wanted their intimacy to end up that they now stood.

“I’ll go first,” Tess said, glancing through the igloo’s opening to ensure Anna wasn’t making an ill-timed return. “Before anything else, in case it was not abundantly clear, I do want you to know that I don’t regret this morning. I know you had to depart hastily, so I don’t want that worry to exist in your mind if it does.”

She waited for him to nod before continuing.

“Furthermore, I don’t think it will come as a surprise if I admit that it has been quite some time—several years, in fact—since I was last physically intimate with someone. I’ve certainly never been in a relationship where the age differences were this vast.” She swallowed, clearly still working through some things in her mind.

“A week ago, I would never have allowed myself to consider such a thing. A relationship like this comes with numerous hurdles, from power imbalances to differences in our priorities in life. I regularly teach classes of young men and women your age about all these things. It may just be that your interest for our relationship is solely physical, which another woman in my situation might say is for the best. However, I know myself, and I know that I’m not emotionally built to be a… booty call. Especially not after the marriage I only recently extricated myself from.”

Her blush deepened, and she took a deep breath. “That said, and while I know I might very well be a wretched person for what I am suggesting here, I am interested in attempting to make something work between us. For that to work, I need us to communicate clearly and often, so we can build enough stability that if things do not work out for us… romantically, we can still maintain our friendship.” One more deep breath followed. “For this to go anywhere, Liam, I need your promise about that most of all. That we will communicate.”

Emotions crowded Liam’s mind to the breaking point. They all vied for control, clamoring to spread throughout the rest of his body before the others could. Relief, exultation, anxiousness—he didn’t know which to let sprint through him first. Because of it, he ended up in a state of stupefaction, which brought a long silence to the igloo. Tess allowed him to take all the time he needed.

This was it. This was his chance. Not just to touch and hold her. But to share so much of what he’d wanted to share with her for years. This was it.

Now, he just needed to figure out how he would share everything.


Chapter Twenty-Seven

Where They Begin

Liam knew she at least partially understood how long he’d pined for her. Whether she knew just how strongly he’d desired her over those years remained uncertain. So, should he share that, even lead with it? Was this finally the time for him to announce his love for her? After all, she’d just told him it wasn’t solely a physical connection she wanted to build with him. But just what did that mean? It might mean everything he hoped it would, or he might be overjudging what she meant.

“Could I get a bit of clarification about what you’re looking for, beyond just the, uh, physical stuff?” he asked, hoping to arm himself with better intelligence before he finalized his battle plans. Certainly before he decided to lay his heart out in front of her.

Tess nodded. “It means avoiding situations like this morning, where we get together, fulfill some carnal needs, then separate immediately after that.” She lifted a hand. “Now, I know this morning’s circumstances necessitated that, and I can imagine you’d have at least liked to stay around long enough for me to return some of the satisfaction you gave to me to you, but I don’t want that to be the norm. Aftercare and conversation are things I know I need if I’m to… engage in acts like the ones we’ve gotten ourselves into the past two days. I don’t want to just feel like an outlet for your lust… or feel like I’m making you one for mine.”

Within his chest, Liam’s elation swelled. It was as easy as breathing for him to nod and say, “I’d stay over all day if you’d let me. You’re way more to me than just an outlet. I’m always happy to spend time with you, even if we’re just sitting on your couch or making plans to go jogging together.”

“And building igloos?” Tess asked, allowing a wry smile to curl her lips.

“Once a year, maybe,” he answered, causing her smile to grow. “I’m still sore.”

“So am I.” Tess tilted her head to one side. “I’m glad to hear you say the things you do. I hope they’re all true.”

“One hundred percent genuine,” he assured her. “You’ll see me over every day if I’m allowed to be. Between my house and the one next door, I know which one I’d rather be at.”

“My open invitation still stands. Once Anna heads home tomorrow, the next two weeks will be a good test of how this… new paradigm of our relationship works.”

“I’m looking forward to it more than anything else,” Liam said, heart racing with the thought of it. “I want to spend as much time with you as I can.”

“There will be a berth of opportunities,” Tess said. “Though, I need to bring up one final point of possible contention. You might suspect what—who—it is about.”

“Anna,” he replied knowingly.

Tess nodded. “What we’re doing is already skirting a form of betrayal that makes my insides squirm. I asked you to get to know and potentially date her, and yet I’m now making plans for us to practically act like a couple ourselves.” She inhaled deeply for a third and final time. “I need one more promise from you, Liam. As we discussed, if things with you and Anna should progress to any meaningful state, I need you to tell me about it. I know you’ve already told me you would, but I need to hear it one more time—and be able to believe you. I can’t be the one who ruins Anna’s first real chance at a healthy relationship with my selfishness.”

Liam held her gaze, allowing her every ability to see through him as he spoke. There was no uncertainty in his voice nor hesitation. Just as it’d been before, this promise was the easiest to make.

“If Anna and I end up getting serious, I promise I’ll tell you about it immediately.”

The tension that had built up within Tess’s shoulders relieved itself. Her smile showed that she believed him, as well as her exhale. She nodded.

“Thank you, Liam. I believe you.”

It went unspoken what would come of him telling her if this happened, though he could read between the lines. Fortunately, he didn’t have any reason to worry about Tess canceling the physical portion of their budding intimacy over his and Anna’s relationship. What had once been his most significant source of anxiety had now become nothing but a boon to him. Who would have guessed that a fake relationship with a beautiful woman would be the best thing possible for him?

Tess looked toward their igloo’s opening, then sighed. “I don’t believe Anna will return for quite some time.” She reaffixed her gaze on him. “I’m going to ask something of you shortly, but first, I want to do something for you.”

Liam raised his eyebrows, one for each of the mysterious parts of her statement. Tess shifted from a seated position onto her knees. The poignant blue depths surrounding her pupils gleamed as she crawled closer to him.

“Lie back, Liam.”

The blood in his body didn’t know where to go. Some pounded in his ears as his heartbeat kicked up like a Formula One racecar revving its engines. Some rushed straight into his groin, especially when Tess reached forward with her hand and placed it on his chest. The rest remained indecisively frozen around his heart, gathered there like a physical manifestation of his hope.

“Lie back,” Tess repeated, eyes piercing him to his core, hand exerting itself against his chest.

He let her push him onto his back. Thankfully, the towels on the igloo’s floor kept his head from contacting the snow, though it was still cold enough to bleed through it a little. Nor was it particularly comfortable, packed hard as it was.

Those internal complaints evaporated the instant Tess moved her hand from his chest. Not away from his body but further down it. Now, the rest of the blood in his body knew where it was supposed to head.

Upon seeing the visible excitement that must have bled through his eyes, a whimsical smile touched Tess's lips. With him settling as best he could on the uncomfortable ground, he craned his head up to watch Tess’s delicate hand slide across the warm but not obtrusive long-sleeved shirt he’d thrown on underneath his winter coat, which remained tossed aside due to the warmth the igloo provided.

“I wish you’d been able to stay around a little longer this morning,” his voluptuous next-door neighbor whispered seductively. “I was planning to repay you right away.” Her hand, and her eyes, dropped lower along his body. “But I suppose it worked out in the end. At the very least, I suspect this will be a new experience for us both.”

She tilted her chin upward, beckoning his gaze toward the dome of hard snow sitting above them. Liam cracked a mirthful smile.

“Never gotten busy in an igloo before?”

“And you have?” she shot back, matching his smile. “I can’t imagine many people have even built an igloo, much less used it for how we’re about to.”

Swallowing in anticipation, their gazes remained connected. “And… how are we about to use it?”

She answered by teasing the waistband of his sweatpants with her fingers. Slowly, she moved his shirt up a few inches, eying him with sinful delight. Liam sucked in a sharp breath as Tess slipped her fingertips beneath the waistband between him and his skin. As the backs of her nails ran lightly over his skin, he shivered in delight.

“I want you to know that I really appreciate what you did for me this morning,” Tess said, voice dropping to a husky whisper as she hovered her face over his. “I haven’t experienced something like that in a very long time.”

Eyes connected, lips only a foot apart, Tess continued to dance her fingertips over his skin. A little lower, and she would have bumped into the throbbing erection she’d caused in him with just a few words and gestures, but she seemed to be avoiding it intentionally.

“It’ll be the first of many,” Liam replied, voice cracked by the lust simmering inside him.

“I believe you.” Tess slipped her fingers a bit further into his pants, and it was enough for the backs of her lower knuckles to brush against his cock. They both knew they came away wet with precum. “You were fantastic this morning, but you can just relax now. Let me take care of you for a little while.

“Okay.”

Her hand wasn’t the only thing dropping lower. With each passing moment, Tess closed the gap between their faces, and delightful ideas played behind her beautiful eyes. Every inch she sheared away rocketed his heartrate into a new gear. His gaze moved to her lips, and the delirium of hope and lust strangled his thoughts.

Tess moved her hand around his cock, sliding her fingers over its side as she measured him from tip to base. A thrill played inside her eyes as she completed her first check, and then she ran her hand over to the other side and remeasured from base to tip.

Liam laid his head back on the towel, fighting a losing battle against the anticipatory shivers gathering within him. Tess’s smile turned radiant as she noticed his body’s intense yearning.

“You really are all grown up,” she whispered, bringing her lips so close to his that he could feel the heat of her soft words. “I think I’m going to end up being one very fortunate woman.”

“I’ll do my best to make sure that’s true,” he croaked, knowing it was hardly the suave, steamy response that Avril would have wanted him to respond with. He could practically envision her facepalming and complaining about how he’d come undone so easily.

“And I’ll do the same,” Tess responded, smiling and whisking away the final few inches of space between their lips.

There could be no doubt who initiated their first kiss. The back of his head didn’t even leave the ground, not at first. Tess dropped her lips onto his, and the yearning coursing through their bodies collided at that single point.

It was heavenly. The warmth emanating from her face, the passion rippling from her lips into his, and the knowledge of the desire for him she possessed.

He absorbed it all, basking in the kiss as if it was made of the purest sunlight. Instinct pushed his head up, their lips working in tandem, hungry, greedy, eager for more. Tess hummed pleasurably and pushed back, and the softness of their first kiss gave way to his years of desire and her years of dissatisfaction. They both found the cure in the other’s lips.

They breathed heavily when the kiss parted, though it lasted only a few seconds—long enough for them to spot the lustful infernos shared in their eyes. Liam chased after Tess’s lips, and she ran a hand around the back of his neck and helped him keep his head up for their next flurry of sordid kisses.

She stole the breath away from him when her hand resumed its movement along his cock. Wrapping it around his shaft, gliding precum along it, she began to pump him slowly as they continued making out. She earned that shudder she’d hoped for from him, and her eyes flashed with delight.

“Lift your hips, Liam,” she ordered breathlessly, pulling her mouth away from his.

After obeying, she removed her hand from behind his neck and moved it down to his waistband. She glanced only once toward the entrance of their igloo, just to make sure that Anna hadn’t decided to return to them. Finding nothing but snow between them and her house, Tess yanked his sweats down, freeing his cock for her first look at it.

A look that turned into a salacious stare filled Liam with an undying pride that he would carry with him for the rest of his days. Wet as they were, Tess added more moisture to her lips with a quick swipe of her tongue. Turning her lustful gaze back to his face, she nodded.

“Do you think you can hold out for a little while if I give you something special?”

Scalding desire scorched his throat as he guessed what she was offering. Unable to repair his voice in time, he just nodded.

“This is something I happen to think I’m very proficient at, Liam. In fact….”

A wicked glint appeared in Tess’s eyes as she trailed off, and then she grabbed her phone, which was not what he was expecting. A picture, a video? Either would have delighted him, but it ended up being neither.

“Five minutes,” Tess said, showing that she’d set up a countdown timer on her phone. “Hold out for five minutes, and I’ll let you cum while you’re still inside my throat. If you’ve never experienced it before, you’ll want to.”

Her lascivious words left him feeling lightheaded. Yet, determination arrived second.

“I will,” he promised, garnering an approving look from the seductive beauty as she relocated herself.

“Ready?” she asked once she’d maneuvered herself into position. She’d grasped the base of his cock between two fingers and her thumb, and her chin hovered only about a foot over its tip while she looked at him through lustful eyes.

“Yes,” he whispered pleadingly, body so taut with anticipation that he was as good as frozen solid.

Tess favored him with one more smile, and then she dropped her gaze. Liam watched with delirious excitement as she lowered her sultry lips until they met the tip of his cock. At that moment, she tapped her phone and showed it to him.

The countdown began.

4:59


Chapter Twenty-Eight

Five Minutes in Heaven

The very moment that Tess’s lips touched his cock, the kind of thrill that Liam knew he would never get tired of coursed through his body. Staring at him with full awareness of how potently she was affecting him, Tess kept her lips pursed as they met the precum oozing out of his cock. Pushing her head down as though her jaw was trapped closed, his cock was the only reason her lips parted. Torturously slow, her lips separated around his cock, keeping nestled tight against his sensitive member.

Liam gulped, finding oxygen in short supply in the igloo. Smiling at him with her eyes, Tess captured the tip of his cock into her lips, only to pause. It was a curious tactic, given the short time she’d given herself to make him cum.

She batted away his curiosity the moment she began to twirl her tongue along the underside of his cockhead, replacing it with bliss. Back and forth, as if she were making a painting, she brushed her tongue over his cock. As Liam felt himself battered by an unexpected pleasure due to the snug fit her lips had created, she sent her tongue to the sides of his glans.

As he clenched his teeth, a heavy breath squeezing through his teeth, Tess twisted her head so she could get her tongue around to the top of his glans. All the while, her eyes remained focused on him.

Liam dropped his head back to the towel beneath him, shutting his eyes momentarily. Tess took full advantage of his weakening resistance, pulling her lips away with a lewd plopping sound, then running her tongue down his shaft in one languid but euphoric act.

“Oh, fuck,” he whispered, craning his head back up to watch her repeat the act, only going up this time.

Tess beamed at him, clearly feeling quite accomplished. “I’d edge you even more if I didn’t need to keep this relatively quick. We’ll get to see how hard you can cum when that happens.” She pursed her lips, then skimmed them down the side of his shaft. “Not this time, though.”

Returning her lips to the tip of his cock, she let him draw in a single steadying breath. Her maddening assault began immediately afterward.

Like an elevator dropping from the penthouse to the basement garage, her lips fell along his shaft inch by inch. Liam’s thighs turned into iron, and he leaned up on his elbows, not wanting to miss even a second of the lewd act. Tess continued looking at him as she proved that she could deepthroat him, though she paused once his cock had disappeared entirely between her warm lips.

Drawing herself up, she removed her lips from his cock and allowed herself a quick exhale.

“You’re big, Liam. I’ve got my work cut out for me.”

He turned scarlet because of the compliment, and Tess dropped her gaze. With this next long bob of her head, she hurled him onto a battleground that he had barely any chance of winning on.

Tess sucked him off until he could barely comprehend his surroundings. She wasted no time playing around. Now that she knew she could get his cock into her throat, she proved it a hundred times in quick succession. With expert speed and rhythm, she dropped her head, brunette hair pooling on his thighs, and mercilessly deepthroated him.

Each rapid bob of her tawdry lips struck down his ability to think or speak, and he turned into a moaning mess before she’d brought her lips back to the base of his shaft a dozen times. With both her hands free, she set them on his thighs, lightly drawing her nails over them. She hummed, battering him with pleasurable vibrations each time she withdrew her lips to the head of his cock.

She hadn’t been lying about being talented at this. Just another reason in a long line why Douglas was the biggest fool of the century.

Already flagging to keep himself from exploding, Liam tried to read her phone, but the damn thing had shut off. Amusement twinkling in her eyes, Tess moved one of her hands away from his thigh, tapping her screen. As its light reignited, she held the phone up so they could both see it without turning their necks much.

2:13

“Over halfway there,” Tess purred, flicking her tongue out to taste his precum. “Keep it up, Liam. I believe in you.”

Liam’s voice faltered before he could retort to her teasing, and he spent the next minute digging his fingers through the towel beneath him fiercely enough to pierce the hard snow packed beneath it.

Delight shining in her eyes, Tess bobbed her head even faster, creating lewd sounds each time his cock throbbed within her throat. After putting her phone back down, she began to skim her fingertips over his inner thigh. As cruel rapture descended upon him, Liam dropped his head back onto the ground and just tried to hold out as long as he could.

Tess didn’t relent. The kindhearted, caring woman he’d known had been replaced by as cruel a seductress as he’d ever met. Even Avril would have taken some time off her maddening bombardment, if only to tease him.

Shutting his eyes tight again, his lower back arched up. With it, his hips raised themselves. His whole body began to yield as he fought to control the climax building inside of him like a flood kept at bay by a meek, crumbling dam. She was suffocating him underneath the rhythm of her bobbing head. Pleasure thrilled through him like electricity, and he couldn’t hear anything over the roar of his heart.

Until he did.

They both did.

Vibrations, and not the pleasurable kind caused by her throat when she had him cocooned there.

Liam’s eyes shot open, and he scavenged enough bodily control to raise himself on his elbows and stare at Tess’s phone, which was vibrating softly. The screen had turned back on, and even though he had to read the single word upside down, surrounded by an orange border, he saw the request it made for the vibrating to end.

Stop.

Tess didn’t listen to what her phone had to say. She let it keep vibrating, tolling his victory, as she deepthroated him until she accomplished exactly what she’d told him she’d do for him if he could hold out.

At another time, another venue, Liam would have still struggled against her, mostly out of pride. This time around, however, he was all too pleased to welcome relief and bliss into his body.

“Ungh, Tess, I’m going to fucking cum!” he groaned, finally surrendering before the tidal wave thrumming through him.

With a final hum, which might have been her affirmation, Tess cocooned his cock between her silky lips and pushed her nose down until it reached his groin. And there she stayed as rapture ripped him apart.

His hot seed exploded out of his cock, hitting him with enough force for him to gasp. His entire body melted under the experience, his cock remaining constricted by her throat’s tight confines, and Tess held herself steady as he painted her throat white. Every single drop that could flee his cock did so, and finally, unable to hold himself up anymore, Liam sagged back onto the ground.

Rushing air into his lungs before he went so lightheaded that he ended up experiencing vertigo, he gasped as he felt Tess withdraw her lips from the base of his shaft, only to begin lightly sucking him off again. She soon added her hand to his length, using it to speed the process along. He quivered as she stole the rest of the cum still inside his cock, feeling as sensitive as he’d ever felt.

Eventually, she’d wrung him so dry that he wasn’t sure a single drop remained inside him. Only then, giving his glans one final parting twirl from her tongue, did Tess fully remove her lips from his cock.

Rubbing his thigh gently, she scooted herself over to his side. Crossing her legs and sitting down, she beamed pure radiance upon him as he fought to control his heavy panting.

“A reward well earned,” she said, the dark azure of her eyes still gleaming with elation. “Today might be the best day I’ve experienced in a decade. Thank you, Liam.”

His face colored, and he tried to claim enough breath to respond that he was the one who should be thanking her. Just by virtue of the conversation they’d had a little while ago, she’d made a dream of his come true. This… this was pure heavenly bliss.

“It has to be the best in my entire life,” he eventually proclaimed.

Tess smiled and bent forward to kiss the thigh she was rubbing.

“I have every plan to make each subsequent day even better. Though, I don’t know if I’ll be able to come up with a setting anywhere near as unusual as the insides of an igloo.”

“It’ll be here for us if we need it for later,” he pointed out, causing her to chuckle.

“I suppose it will.” She smiled once more, then reduced her temperature back to her usual warmth. “Now, how about making someone else’s day a little bit better? I think you’re the right person for the job, or at least the best between the two of us for this specific case.”


Chapter Twenty-Nine

Permission

Liam left the igloo on a mission. An uncertain one, but one he intended to follow through on to the best of his abilities. Following a smaller set of footprints left in the snow, he entered and sagged out of his snow wear once he was safely indoors. Afterward, finding no sign of Anna on the first floor of Tess’s home, a prickly worry led him to her front door. Thankfully, while it was impossible to tell anything due to all the foot traffic over the past two days on her porch, he didn’t spot any new prints in her yard or on the street, which had remained untouched since the snow had fallen.

Shutting the door, he turned his attention up the nearby staircase. Quietly, feeling almost as tense as he had when he’d gone up them earlier today, Liam climbed to the second floor. A quick scan revealed that one of the doors he’d seen shut this morning was slightly ajar. Breathing in deeply, he moved toward it.

Through the crack left open, he couldn’t see anything more than the distant wall and a bedside table—and that the lights in the room were on. And a sound. It was faint, mostly covered by the impeding door keeping him from spotting the figure making it.

Sniffles, and ones caused by a different kind of coldness than the kind outdoors.

It was enough to solidify his cause. Holding onto the door’s handle and hoping Tess was right about him being the better option for the task she’d laid on his shoulders, he rapt softly upon it.

Just barely, the soft gasp of a surprised young woman inside escaped through the crack, though the door didn’t open any further due to his firm grip on the handle. He only needed to wait a moment before he heard a meek voice call out.

“Yes? Is that you, Tess?”

“No, it’s actually me, Anna,” Liam said. “I, erm, I wanted to come see if you were all right. Tess and I started getting a little worried in the igloo.”

“I-I am,” Anna’s voice responded, though her brief stammer did little to infuse her claim with any credibility. “I’m sorry for making you all worry. I’ll be down in a little bit.”

How easy would it have been to back off then, to tell Tess he’d checked on her like she’d asked? To forget about the sniffling from within, the sadness within.

He was just a fake boyfriend, after all. And not even really that, yet.

Yeah. That was true. But he didn’t want their friendship to be fake. Not for one infinitesimal moment.

“Could I come inside, Anna?”

He let the words flow out, and he knew he wouldn’t regret them, no matter what happened next. If she wanted to be left alone, he’d respect her wishes. But in the slight chance she wanted some company, she’d receive his undivided attention.

There was a pause, though that was expected. Liam didn’t break it, allowing Anna as much time as she needed to decide whether she would turn him away. Even if she did, he hoped she at least gained something from knowing he’d been willing to help.

Eventually, a response, so softly spoken that it only barely crept through the crack in the door and reached his ears, arrived.

“Yes. You can come in.”

Relaxing in one way but tensing in another, Liam applied the necessary pressure to slowly swing the door open, following it with his feet. He paused once he spotted Anna.

At the foot of her bed, which was so neatly made that it almost seemed as if she hadn’t used it last night, a slender woman with eyes of the most unique green he’d ever seen looked up from her lap. Hands clasped, her frame appearing smaller than he’d ever seen it, he mostly noticed the red around the green. Rimmed with freshly spilled tears.

“Sorry,” Anna said, lips wavering slightly as she tried to form an apologetic smile, though she only succeeded in the first part of the journey before it fell away.

He shook his head. “There’s nothing you need to be sorry about. I just wanted to come and check on you.” He tilted his chin toward the bed. “Can I sit with you?”

A nod allowed his feet to enter the room further, and he carefully sat a respectful distance away beside Anna at the foot of the bed. Another silence, more poignant than the last, dominated the room as if it were choked in smog. Liam hastily worked to think of the best way to break it. After a few more moments, they both turned their gazes ever so slightly toward the other. It was enough; their eyes met.

“Thank you for coming to check on me, Liam. I’m sorry for disappearing like that.”

He immediately sensed that reminding her that she didn’t need to keep apologizing might do more harm than good, so he decided to let her have the word, for whatever solace it might grant her.

“It’s okay, really. I just wanted to come see how you’re doing. We got a little worried after a while.”

Anna dipped her head. “Did… Tess mention anything?”

“About your father, you mean?”

Another nod.

“She mentioned not caring for him much, but we didn’t dive into a ton of specifics or anything,” he said.

“I believe you’re underselling things if you’ve concluded that she doesn’t ‘care for him much,’ Liam.”

“A little bit,” he admitted. “But that’s just how she feels about him. How do you feel? If you’re up for sharing it, of course.”

He watched her waver with her decision for a little while, during which he again gave her all the time she needed.

“My feelings are complicated,” Anna eventually explained. “I don’t share the same… vehement hatred for him that Avril and Tess have, but I know I would be lying if I claimed we have a good relationship. He has certain expectations of me as his daughter, and I know he doesn’t feel as though I have met many of them.”

“Does that include getting together with this Trent guy?”

Anna released an exhausted sigh. “That was what this call was about. He wants me to accompany him and my mother to the Alden’s estate for a Christmas Eve party.” She paused. “I… told him that I already have plans with Avril and Tess.”

“I’m guessing he didn’t take it all that well?”

“No,” Anna stated, looking down at her hands in her lap. “No, he did not.”

“Do you know how things are going to end up? I’d hate if you got dragged away from the people who you like, and who like you, to spend a miserable night over there.”

“I… think it will be fine. Since I mentioned making these plans Avril, I doubt my father will press the issue too much. He won’t want to agitate things too much over something like this. He’s just angry that I’m ‘disobeying’ him.” She released a morose sigh.

“Is Avril the secret solution to everything?” Liam asked, again noting the importance she seemed to receive in something he wouldn’t have imagined she would have any in. Why would Arnold Royce relent because of Anna’s troublemaking friend?

“Something like that, I suppose,” Anna said, allowing a small smile to slide onto her lips. “I don’t know what I’d do without her.” She snapped her gaze toward him. “Please don’t ever tell her that. I’m unsure what would happen if her ego grew any larger.”

Liam chuckled, imagining the sheer haughtiness rolling off Avril in waves if she heard what Anna had just said. He knew a bit about it, given the role she’d played in his recent triumph with Tess. He was already expecting her to croon about like a peacock once he revealed how well today had gone.

“I promise. We can’t let her be that insufferable. Not even you could humble her if that happened.”

“I don’t even know if I’m capable of it now,” Anna said. “Avril is who she is, and the only way to survive around her is to accept that. She marches to the beat of her own drum. In some ways, it is quite enviable.”

Anna’s smile slowly slipped off, and the storm clouds renewed their gathering above her head. This time around, eschewing another silence between them, Liam tried to keep them at bay with an earnest question.

“Is there anything I could do to help out with what you’re going through? With your dad, specifically. If he learned about us, would that help any?”

“I’m worried it would only accomplish the opposite,” Anna admitted. “My father’s intentions for Trent and me are something of an open secret. Just that has been enough to keep many men from pursuing me—and the kind it doesn’t aren’t exactly the sort I would be interested in.”

“Male variants of Avril?” he said, imagining the type that wouldn’t care about vexing such a powerful man.

“Worse. N-not that Avril’s bad,” Anna quickly corrected. “She’s not. But I understand your point. And yes, a few men have… propositioned me in ways that left me deeply uncomfortable. Please do not tell Avril about that, either.”

“I promise.”

Satisfied by his answer, Anna said, “My father is used to having things go the way he wants them to go, and he is not the sort who takes defeat lying down. I… shouldn’t embellish or claim things that might not be true, but anyone who runs a company as large and influential as the one my father does is not averse to throwing that influence around, even in unscrupulous ways. I don’t want you to get caught up in anything he might do if he were to learn about, um… us.”

“What exactly are you afraid of?” Liam furrowed his brow. “You think he’d try and do something to me?”

“I’m certain he would, Liam.” Anna turned herself to face him. “You are a roadblock between him and what he wants for me. I have no doubt that he would try and remove you one way or another. If he can’t buy you, then he would try and find a pressure point of yours that he could exploit. Your schooling, for example.”

“I don’t go to Bellmore.”

“It doesn’t matter.” Anna took a belabored breath. “I have a classmate who went through something similar when I was a freshman. He had a friend his father didn’t approve of—a bad influence on his grades and conduct. He didn’t go to Bellmore either. That didn’t stop him from having his dorm raided by the campus police without any real provocation. The alcohol they found there… Avril thinks it’s only a fifty-fifty chance that it wasn’t planted there to this day.

“I don’t know for certain if my father would go as far as that, but I don’t want to risk it. I think we’re at least friends now, and I want to protect you from what he might do. It’s just for the best that we avoid my father hearing about you, okay? Please?”

The worry in her eyes shimmered so poignantly that Liam, even if he had a retort to her fears, knew better than to use it. Still, if her father had allowed Avril to stay around her for so long, he might not be the same as her classmate’s father. Maybe.

“Okay. I won’t bring it up again. But if there is anything I can do, I hope you won’t suffer just to save me some discomfort or anything. Because we are friends, no ‘at least’ about it. We’ve built an entire igloo together, even.”

“I promise, and thank you,” Anna said, face brightening somewhat. “I greatly enjoyed the time we spent together yesterday.”

“There’s still more fun to come. Avril’s not picking you up until tomorrow morning.”

She nodded, mood further lightening. “If there’s anyone I’m happy to be snowed in with, it is you and Tess.”

“Likewise,” he said with a smile.

Something unexpected happened next. It started with a furtive glance that Anna sent toward the open doorway. From there, her gaze trailed to him. Wondering what the connective tissue was between those two looks, Anna caught him completely off guard with what she said next.

“Forgive me if I’m misinterpreting things, but you have a thing for Tess, don’t you?”

Well, it wasn’t quite as direct an approach as her roommate had taken. Anna had at least asked it in the form of a question.

“I, uh, I… yeah, I do.” Stumbling his way toward the realization that there wasn’t much point in denying it, he confirmed what she’d seemingly known since the night they’d met. He wondered how long it’d taken her to scope out his feelings. When they’d been alone talking on the couch, during the dinner that had followed, or even before they’d reached the safety of Tess’s home, just minutes after they’d met?

A small smile was the reward for his honesty.

“A lot of men do. She is very wonderful.”

“Yeah, I can imagine so,” Liam said, uncertain of what else to say. Admitting his feelings for his next-door neighbor to his sort-of fake girlfriend was about as unusual an event as he could dream up. Doubly so, given that the former was the latter’s professor.

“But I’ve never seen her give any of them even a second glance. Not once.”

“O…kay?” Liam’s brow furrowed. Where was Anna going with this?

Traces of color seeped into Anna’s face, and she hesitated. “It’s only that—I just want you to know that….” She found comfort in a deep, steadying breath, and then she finally clarified what she meant. “As we’re only pretending to be interested in each other, I wouldn’t want you to feel like you can’t be looking ahead or, erm, talking to other people at the current time.”

Her meaning dripped into his mind like a slowly dripping faucet would fill a cup set under it. Staring at her in a confused stupor, only after a protracted silence, one that Anna spent with her blush fully formed, did Liam comprehend her meaning.

The realization of the century set in.

“Anna.” He spoke carefully, moving to each new word as if he were balancing on a tightrope. “Do you think that the way I feel about Tess might be the way she feels about me?”

It took Anna nearly as long as it’d taken him to reply, and it was as stilted and awkward as anything he’d ever heard from her. “I do think it is… possible that she might. I could very well be wrong, but I feel as though the way she looks at you has changed a little bit in the past couple of days. It’s a little more like how I notice you looking at her.”

Pure marvelment at the events unfolding before him left his voice stranded deep inside his throat. Fortunately, it worked out for him, potentially making it seem like he was shocked to learn this information about Tess. Instead, he was shocked about something else. Something he desperately needed to receive clarification about before things went any further.

“Assuming that’s true, what exactly are you saying to me right now? That… you’re okay with me pursuing Tess while we pretend to date?”

“We’re not exclusive to one another, so… yes.” Anna’s face reached the deepest crimson it would arrive at as she nodded. “I could be wrong about what I think I’ve noticed, but I just want to repay you a little for all the kindness and help you’ve given to me. I got the sense that you really like Tess. And if she feels the same way, I want to repay her for everything she’s done for me, too.”

Some of the color her face owned transferred itself to his. “Y-yeah, it’s been a crush I’ve had for a while.” He scratched at the back of his neck. “Well, um, thanks for letting me know this. I’ll… think about what to do.” He paused, choosing his next words carefully. “Would you like to be kept in the know if I decide to try and see if you’re right?”

He was wrong. There were deeper shades of crimson that Anna’s face could reach.

“No, you don’t need to do anything like that!” she hastily said, throwing her hands up in one of the more salient shows of embarrassment that he’d seen out of her. “What goes on between the two of you is your business. I wouldn’t want to be a gossip.”

“I understand,” he said, nodding. He carefully selected his final words about the unexpected topic. “You’ve given me a fair bit to think about. But thanks, Anna, really. I appreciate you sharing this with me. Everything, not just the stuff about Tess.”

“I’m just returning the favor you did for me,” she said, smiling softly. “I’ll be down in a little bit. I just want to stay here for a little longer.”

“Take all the time you need.”

After receiving one more smile from her, he stood and gave her the time she wanted to finish recollecting herself. He was thankful for it. After all, he needed some time, which he took as he ambled downstairs, to reckon with the understanding of how his relationships now stood.

He was pretending to date Anna. At the same time, he was receiving all sorts of favors and help from her best friend for it, of which expanding his knowledge and skill about sex—with hands-on experience involved—was likely most the most notable aspect. More recently, as in an hour ago, he’d refined the details of and entered into a budding relationship with Tess, who also happened to be one of the two architects behind him meeting Anna. Now, as of just a few minutes ago, the woman he was pretending to date had given him her blessing to pursue the woman he was secretly now involved with, but only until he and Anna got serious about one another.

Yeah, that about summed it up.


Chapter Thirty

More to Come

Compared to the best hits album that was the morning, the rest of the day shambled by without much fanfare. The three of them, with all their secrets and revelations now expended, spent their day with some time inside the igloo, some time in front of Tess’s TV, and some time clearing off Anna’s car and the driveway behind it. Even though it wouldn’t be going anywhere for another couple of days, potentially not until the night of the Christmas Eve party, it was best to chip away at the work while there were three of them around.

Once it was done, Liam knew he’d need at least a day or two of rest before he could convince his sore muscles to shovel another ounce of snow. A look he shared with Tess informed him that she felt the same way.

They held a lively, contented dinner together, threw on one final movie to end the evening with, and then Liam returned to the warmth and comfort of his own home—and hated it. With what he’d accomplished today, impatience raked sharp nails down his back while he lingered in his home. Before he’d come home from winter break, he’d chomped at the bit for his next chance to see Tess. Now, it was far more than just a glance of her that he impatiently waited for. The next opportunity to hold her, kiss her, make her writhe with pleasure… damnit!

He ended up drowning himself in more worthless television, where each minute felt like ten times that. He and Avril briefly chatted, and he told her he had some exciting news to share.

Save it for our shopping trip tomorrow, but I’m glad to hear it, she’d told him.

So, he continued looking for a way to waste time. It took all his restraint not to look for some measly excuse to head back over, even though he knew it’d be impossible for them to find any time alone together. Even with Anna’s blessing to pursue Tess, he couldn’t imagine she’d want to know they were already amorously involved.

And so, he waited. His foot beat a steady rhythm of frustration the entire time he spent in front of his TV. When he threw himself into bed at ten, he knew he’d barely get a wink of sleep. Snatching his phone and hoping to find some semblance of distraction from the sleepless night ahead of him, he was just a few minutes into his search when Tess’s name popped up at the top of his screen.

A rush of surprise and excitement drowned out his anxiety, and he swiftly opened the preview.

Hi, Liam. I just wanted to text you before I head to bed. Are you still feeling good about what we discussed earlier? It’s okay if you’ve changed your mind.

Absolutely fucking not.

I’m feeling exactly the same as I was earlier, he swiftly typed. I can’t wait for tomorrow because of it. I don’t think I’m going to sleep any.

It took Tess a minute to reply, but Liam didn’t dare step away from their text log until it arrived.

Okay, I’m glad. I’m excited for tomorrow too.

Before he could decide how to reply, he saw she was typing out a second message.

I just got out of the shower a bit ago. Would you like a picture?

Nope. No chance of any sleep tonight.

Grimacing, he counted five seconds in his mind before letting his fingers dance across his screen like a tornado.

Absolutely.

She must have taken the picture directly after her shower, meaning she’d texted him because she wanted to share it. That exhilarating fact wasn’t lost on him as an image he would treasure forever appeared on his screen.

Hair soaked and clinging to her beautiful face, she’d cleared enough fog off her mirror to snap an image of the upper half of her body. She didn’t have a towel on.

With one arm, she’d covered her nipples, but that was the only portion of her skin she’d hidden from him. Beads of water covered her smooth skin, and that must have been where the moisture in his mouth went, for it dried up like a desert at the sheer sexiness of the image.

What do you think? Tess asked a few moments later.

Avril’s reminder chimed only once in his head, and he let his fingers share exactly what was on his mind when he saw the lewd picture.

You’re so fucking sexy. I already want to be back over there.

I’ll be free all day tomorrow after you’ve gotten Anna to Avril.

Meaning I can come over the second I have?

I’d be a bit upset if you didn’t.

Liam grinned at the playful aura surrounding the messages darting between them. This was another thing he’d dreamed about doing for so long, and now he was living his dream. The speed of it still left him caught up in wonderment. From not having her phone number a couple of days ago to now receiving sultry images from her and flirting in bed.

I wouldn’t ever want to do that. I’d much rather you end up like how you were this morning.

He could palpably feel Tess’s blush through the short pause that followed.

So do I. I’m looking forward to seeing you again, Liam.

Beaming at his phone, their conversation lasted another hour. Things drifted to a wide variety of topics, though the discourse always simmered with a flirtatious edge. It gave Liam the confidence to believe he wasn’t the only one hoping for tomorrow’s quick arrival.

Unfortunately for them both, even after wishing the other a goodnight, sleep didn’t come soon at all. For Tess, as she’d tell him the following day, she ended up rooting around in her fridge for a snack half an hour past midnight. Liam lasted until two in the morning before his eyelids grew heavy enough to find six or seven hours of slumber.

Late into the next morning, he met up with Anna and Tess at the latter’s doorway. With the exception of Tess, who couldn’t seem to stifle the myriad of yawns escaping her mouth, they’d dressed for the long trudge out of his neighborhood.

“Avril’s said she’s on her way,” Anna confirmed before they set out.

“You two be safe,” Tess said, wiping some sleep from her eyes. “And Anna, you’re welcome over here anytime. Just do it before the next blizzard is underway.”

Coloring slightly before the final admonishment for her reckless behavior, she nodded. “Thank you for having me. I’ll come get my car once the snow melts a bit more.”

Tess nodded. “Maybe you can take it back with you on Christmas Eve? Assuming you’re still coming?”

The question drew Liam’s gaze toward the beautiful younger woman. Only a second’s delay kept away Anna’s nod. When it arrived, it was imbued with vigor.

“Yes!”

With that, the two snowy explorers began their trek. It wasn’t a long walk, maybe ten minutes on a typical day. The snow elongated that time by almost double. Their antics, once they got started, added a bit more.

“So, any thoughts on what I should get you for Christmas?” Liam asked as they tromped away from his and Tess’s home. He watched a spew of white fog plume in front of his face. It hadn’t gotten any warmer. The snow would definitely last long enough for a white Christmas.

“You don’t need to get me anything,” she immediately responded, even seeming slightly flustered by his sudden inquiry.

“Come on, we’ve been through this. I can’t not get you something. I can already see Tess and Avril’s disappointed looks if I don’t.”

Anna opened her mouth, but nothing came out. After a moment, she conceded the point, though it didn’t break the silence.  He watched with some mild amusement at the consternated look of a woman who, perhaps for the first time in her life, needed to consider what she should tell her a guy she was interested in—fake or not—she wanted for Christmas.

Her face grew redder and redder throughout the process, until she looked like she could use her cheeks to melt through the snow they trudged through.

“Do… do you know what a Hugimal is?” she asked meekly, unable to look him in the eye.

“Yeah, I think so. Is that what you’d want?”

He received the barest tint of a nod. “Sleeping with something tends to help me fall asleep faster. I was planning to buy one to see if it helps me.”

An image of Anna cuddling with a stuffed animal in bed almost caused him to smile, but he hid it away before she thought he was teasing him.

“Then I’ll get you one. They come in different animals, right? Is there one you want more than the others?”

“The sloth,” Anna answered, voice still as soft as a single snowflake landing on the ground. “Sam.”

“Got it. I’ll make sure I try and get him for you.” Liam threw what he hoped was a disarming smile toward the beautiful woman next to him.

“Thank you, Liam.” She took a breath. “What should I get for you?”

He was halfway through opening his mouth to tell her she didn’t need to get him anything when he realized he’d be doing the same thing she’d just done.

“I have no idea. My parents already left me some presents at my house, but I knew I wouldn’t be celebrating it with them this year, so I didn’t put much thought into gifts until now. Maybe a charging station for my phone or something? Sorry, I guess I’ll have to think about it.”

“If you can come up with anything today, that would be helpful. It’s already the 22nd, after all.”

Her reminder knit his eyebrows together briefly. He’d completely lost track of the days. Had he already been back home for over a week?

After clearing his head and promising he would, they finally turned onto the connecting street that would guide them out of the neighborhood and to where Avril was meant to pick Anna up. Another few hundred footprints in the snow later, they’d reached the steep incline that led up to it—their final challenge.

As they stomped up the snowy hill, Liam let Anna walk a bit ahead of him. His thoughts drifted back to their conversation yesterday, and a memory of her tear-stained face twisted his heart. He hoped, even with that wretched memory polluting the time she’d spent with him and Tess, she still ended up having positive memories of the three days they’d all spent together. It shouldn’t just be him and Tess.

Maybe there’s something more I can do, he thought.

About halfway up it, a maverick idea, one summoned by a prior conversation between them about the very individual who should be waiting for them somewhere at the top of the hill, manifested in his mind as an answer.

There was no time for a devil and an angel to form on either shoulder, where they might then guide him toward their desired path. He’d already stuck his gloved hand into the snow with a ludic swiftness and scooped a handful out, as if the very spirit of Avril had taken hold of him.

“Hey, Anna,” he called.

When she looked back, curiosity knitted her eyebrows for only a moment. Once she saw his hands packing the snow into a sphere, she knew what was coming.

“Liam, don’t you dare!”

He’d heard her speak like that a few times before. Until now, they’d uniformly targeted a certain redhead.

“Hey, I’ve given you a chance to get ready. But the snowball’s already been made. By law, it has to be hurled at someone.”

“That is not a law!”

“I’m almost certain I learned about it in this past semester.”

They both stood frozen.

“Perrymont must have a much different curriculum than Bellmore does.”

He just grinned, and Anna huffed at him in the same way that she also had only done toward Avril. It caused a strange happiness to ferment inside of him.

“I guess it must.”

They remained there for a few moments, staring—or, in Anna’s instance, lightly glaring—at one another. Eventually, the ghost of Avril proved too infectious. He watched it seed itself behind Anna’s mint-green eyes, which shined nearly as bright as the wonderland around them. She huffed at him once more, and then she broke eye contact.

And as those uniquely colored eyes of hers dived toward the snow, Liam allowed her enough time to hastily grab a scoop of it for her first weapon. But no more than that.

He pegged her right in the center of her coat as she was still compacting the snow into a serviceable weapon. Anna cried out as it detonated on her body, throwing her arms over her head to protect the snowball forming between her palms, but a smile as genuine as any he’d ever seen from her sat upon her face.

Liam grabbed for another handful of snow just as Anna finished building her first. He threw up one arm just in time to protect himself from its impact. As the snow splattered against his forearm, some of its exploding shrapnel passed by his shielding effort and swathed his neck and cheek in a shiver-inducing chill.

As he stood up, forming his second snowball, Anna took off in a stomping sprint, which wasn’t much of a sprint due to the foot of snow working against her, up the hill. Taking aim, he waited until she looked over her shoulder, exhilaration a rare presence in her expression, before he chucked this one into her lower back.

The two of them continued their warfare, each taking cover behind the trees lining the road up the hill whenever the other had a snowball in hand. Liam definitely won out on hits landed, though Anna did end up thrashing him right on his collarbone, which sent a spray of mercilessly gelid snow into his chin and nearly caused him to fall on his ass.

“Oh, sorry!” she shouted after hurling that one.

His response was to sling one side-armed right into her hip.

Their laughter and jubilance slowed their assent because of all their starts and stops to find coverage from the other’s attacks. Eventually, however, they managed to reach the end of his neighborhood. Once Anna reached it, Liam let her fire one more snowball, which he blocked with both his forearms, free of charge.

Holding his hands up in surrender, Anna’s smile was so radiant that it nearly staggered him.

This is how she should look all the time, he thought. If not before, then now, after seeing the joy she could exhibit when the walls around her toppled, he knew he’d never regret the deal they’d made in that parking lot together.

Exiting his neighborhood by only a few feet, they found that Avril’s claim had proven true. Most of the road was free of the snow still dominating the street behind their backs. A few cars zoomed by, though the city was clearly still mostly shut down. It made him wonder if the stores would manage to open themselves up by tomorrow. He sure hoped so.

“There she is,” Anna said, pointing toward a familiar car that, as if she’d known they’d get involved in a snowball fight and could therefore take a leisurely pace to reach them, was coming down the road.

As Avril drove closer, slowing down as she pulled onto the road’s shoulder in front of them, Anna turned toward him, remaining buoyant.

“Thank you, Liam, for everything you’ve done since we met.”

He met her eyes, then answered her smile with one of his own. “Right back at you, Anna. I’m glad we met.”

Avril arrived, throwing them both a lazy wave as she parked in front of them.

“Bye, Liam. I’ll see you at the Christmas Eve party.”

“Yeah. I’ll see you then.”

He’d surprised her with his impromptu snowball fight. Apparently, she felt she needed to return the favor somehow.

Because, without any hesitation, and maybe it was just to keep up airs in front of Avril, Anna stepped toward him and threw her arms around him. The hug threw his eyebrows into the stratosphere, and he was tall enough to look over Anna’s head, which confirmed that Avril seemed equally surprised.

Well, if that had been her goal, then mission accomplished. Liam tied his arms around Anna’s slender body, and he did his best to ignore her voluptuous breasts as they pressed against him.

After a few more moments of embracing, Anna pulled back. A rosy tint colored her cheeks, but she smiled one final time.

“Bye.”

She hurried toward the passenger seat of Avril’s car, who didn’t break out of her stupor until the door opened, and Anna hopped inside, though she kept her body turned outward as she collided her boots together, intending to keep the car as free of snow as she could.

“I’ll see you here tomorrow for our last-minute shopping trip,” Avril said after recollecting herself, throwing a look at Anna as she turned her feet in and buckled up.

“Yeah, I’ll be here.”

Anna shut the door, and the two of them headed off. Liam watched them go, then watched a very illegal U-turn take place not a hundred feet into the drive. Shaking his head, he expelled a sigh, though it turned into a grin as he saw Anna already chewing out Avril for it when they passed by in front of him on the other side of the road.

Once they’d disappeared from his sight, he turned his gaze toward the trek back home. The chance to get out of the cold and out of these unwieldy clothes was motivation enough.

The fact that he wasn’t going to return to his home multiplied that feeling tenfold.

In fact, he’d already come up with his goal for the day. He expected that when he and Avril discussed everything that had occurred since their late phone call the other night, she’d at least be somewhat impressed with his boldness.

Because his goal for today was to make sure he spent the night in a bed other than his.

END OF BOOK 1
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