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Chapter One

In Threes

As Liam had commonly heard, trouble liked to come in threes. And with him currently hanging out in a group of three, it eventually became clear that said trouble willingly divvied itself up accordingly. One per person, shared equally. Starting with Avril’s frustrated desire to get some mustard on her hot dog.

She tugged on the mustard package for a third time, finding it just as reluctant to open as the previous two times. This time, however, Avril Knight didn’t back down. In her usual stubborn manner, she continued to fight the crinkling packaging, a look of concentration and frustration creasing her beautiful features. Her tongue even appeared at one corner of her mouth, emerald eyes glaring at the tiny package that refused to release its contents.

Until it did release its contents.

There was a rip, too much force, and then the mustard was free. Free to go everywhere except onto the hot dog that Avril had set down on the table.

Zesty yellow splattered on Avril’s face, her neck, and worst of all, her shirt’s shoulder. An all-white shirt. Some of it might have even landed on her tongue, peeking out as it was. For a moment, now draped in a secondary color, Avril was silent and stunned.

That did not last.

“Son of a Peruvian whore!” she hissed, throwing the now-empty mustard package down. It splattered on the table beside her mustard-less hot dog.

Fighting with every bit of grit within him not to chuckle at the messy sight before him, Liam raised an eyebrow. “Why a Peruvian whore?”

A pair of scintillating green eyes, currently blazing with annoyance, snapped toward him. “Why not a Peruvian whore? I’m sure their whores are just as qualified as ours.”

“I suppose.”

“Don’t think less of Peruvian whores, Liam,” Avril said, poking his chest. “They’re deserving of your respect.”

“Like you’re deserving of this napkin?” Liam asked, wanting to redirect the conversation back to the Northern Hemisphere.

“Exactly,” Avril said, swiping the offered napkin out of his hand. She began with her face, then moved to her neck. The pile of mustard on her shoulder would need a little more attention. Probably more than could be found at their current location, an ice-skating rink. They’d only been here for an hour. Would this unfortunate splash of zesty color cut things short?

“Nah,” Avril said a few minutes later. She’d rushed to the bathroom and used some wet paper towels to dab at the mess. A faint yet noticeable splash of light yellow remained on her shirt, but she seemed mostly unbothered by it.

“She has a million shirts,” said the third and final member of their party. She’d been away when Avril had made the mess, in the same restroom Avril had stomped off to. They’d come back together. “I’ve seen her go on with far larger stains on her shirt.”

“Don’t say it like that, Anna,” Avril said, swatting at her best friend. “You make it sound like I’m some klutz, always making a mess of myself.”

Anna smiled brightly, providing her last bit of input without needing to say anything.

“Rude girl,” Avril grunted, eyes dropping back to her uneaten hot dog.

“I took care of it while you were gone,” Liam said, explaining where the mustard adorning her lunch had come from.

“Such a gentleman,” Avril said.

“Only the best for you,” Liam said, leaning in to kiss Avril’s cheek, right where he’d seen some mustard earlier.

The gorgeous redhead swiped at him, though not until after he’d landed his kiss. Scooping up her hot dog, she intentionally took an oversized bite out of it. Chewing thoughtfully for a moment, she made a face.

“Nowhere near as good as the park’s hot dogs.”

Liam and Anna shared a look.

“Well, I guess baseball and hot dogs go together better than ice skating and hot dogs,” Anna said.

“That they do,” Avril agreed. “That they do.”

She still took another bite, and then another—and all of them finally got around to eating and drinking what they’d ordered from the rink’s snack bar. It was early enough in the day for their meals to be more brunch than lunch. They’d arrived pretty much when the place opened, wanting to get there at a time when there might not be any other skaters around.

Unfortunately, there had been another group—a babysitter and a pair of siblings—already on the ice. That had delayed Liam’s chance to finally see what he wanted to see on one of these ice-skating dates.

But it was coming. The other group had left a handful of minutes ago, right as Liam, Anna, and Avril had slid off the ice, approached the snack bar, and ordered some overpriced food and drinks. So, assuming no one else showed up in the next few minutes, Liam could finally make Anna make good on a promise she’d made many months before.

“Ready to show off?” Avril said, aware of the same thing that he was.

Anna made a face. Of course, as the owner of the most luscious set of lips that Liam had ever seen, she still looked utterly gorgeous when expressing her very mild disapproval.

“I’m not going to show off, just… show what I can do.”

“Which is showing off,” Avril said. “Because what you can do is super impressive.”

“As much as it pains me, I think I’m probably going to end up agreeing with Avril,” Liam said lightly.

A tight stare drove its way into the side of his face. “And why does it pain you to agree with me? I’m one of your girlfriends, too! You should be leaping over fences to agree with me!”

Anna blushed slightly, glancing to see if the bored-looking worker at the snack bar had overheard Avril’s trumpeting. Liam did the same, just a little more covertly. The girl within, a year or two younger than Liam, probably here for a summer job, hadn’t so much as glanced up from her phone.

“You shouldn’t agree with her,” Anna pointed out. “You haven’t yet seen if what I can do is super impressive.”

“I choose to believe that it will be,” Liam said with a shrug.

Knowing it was pointless to do so, Anna didn’t argue further. They continued their light lunch, with Avril eyeing the splotch of yellow on her shoulder with several more disdainful looks. She’d liked this shirt, Liam knew. She’d worn it before. Liam had removed it from her stunning body before.

Finishing eating slightly before his two girlfriends, Liam smiled as he admired them. He reabsorbed their similarities, their differences, and just altogether fawned over them. He was a man in love, after all. With them both.

Avril, stained shirt notwithstanding, belonged in the annals of history. Had she been born in the era of antiquity, Liam was sure that present-day museums would be filled with sculptures and paintings depicting just how staggeringly beautiful she was. With auburn hair, yet again set in her preferred ponytail, fair skin, and jaw-dropping curves, there was no doubt. And of course, she exuded nearly unmatched confidence, boldness, and sex appeal. It was second nature to her. She didn’t need to try. She simply needed to exist.

In the era of knights, she’d have been the lady every one of them hoped would grant them a token of favor before a tourney. In the era of pirates, she’d have been a swashbuckling pirate queen. In this era, she could have easily pushed her way onto the front cover of any magazine.

Instead, she kept her delicious curves and provocative nature a secret—a poorly kept one—from everyone but him. Well, mostly. Three other women were allowed to see, touch, and experience the same things that he did. He was just the only man allowed to claim a kiss from those beautiful lips.

One such woman sat directly across from her. A little shorter than Avril, Annabelle made up for it by being a little bustier. Both women were jaw-droppingly voluptuous, though Anna wasn’t quite as brazen as her best friend. But who was?

She still cut an utterly stunning figure. With raven-black hair, recently cut so that it only fell to her shoulders, eyes that Liam now knew drew their beautiful hue from the teal waters around Fiji, and a set of lips that he always wanted to kiss, she entered his dreams as often as Avril did. Plenty of times, they were there together, just as they were here together in reality. Also, she was coming along when it came to sometimes matching Avril’s boldness, having begun a transformation in personality that Liam knew quite well.

She was still as polite, considerate, and an all-around saintly person as Liam had ever known. She would never not be. If there were anyone you hoped might find you after a car accident, it would be Annabelle Royce. Because there’d be no doubt that she’d get an ambulance on its way, stay with you the entire time, and probably still be there when you awakened, relieved about the recovery of a total stranger.

But only Liam, Avril, and two others knew about her other side. The side with such sensitive breasts, with desires that had become enflamed during a spring break vacation that also belonged in the annals of history. So, although she wasn’t quite as brazen as her roommate and best friend, the disparity wasn’t quite what it had once been.

She proved that by kissing him just as often as Avril did during their lunch. By scooting in closer to him, leaning her heavenly breasts against his arm, aware that he wouldn’t be able to resist giving her his full attention. And then, smiling warmly, she’d let him have another experience with her luscious mouth.

In fact, Avril began to realize that she was falling behind in the number of times she’d kissed him. So, the redhead relocated. Moving from the other side of the table to the other side of him, she vied for his attention.

Liam loved it all. He loved feeling them against him, touching them, kissing them. Simply because this was where they were, he loved being here. And he loved knowing that there’d be plenty more shared dates between them before summer break ended.

And you both know I’m not going anywhere, Liam thought, smiling as he maneuvered his attention toward Avril, intending to start kissing her again.

They did, and they loved that.


Chapter Two

At Her Best

Liam would fall victim to the second round of the day’s trouble. It was also, unfortunately, a slight escalation to Avril’s earlier mustard disaster. But he didn’t know that as he slid his rented skates on and stepped back onto the now-empty ice-skating rink. Avril and Anna, wearing much nicer, personally owned skates, followed after him.

“So?” Avril said, skating gracefully.

“Let me warm up a little,” Anna huffed, equally graceful on the ice.

Comparably, Liam wasn’t their equal, but he didn’t wobble like he had back in the winter. He had a few more visits to this very rink since then, and he had two skilled instructors there to help him slowly make progress in becoming a better skater.

After taking notice of that fact, Avril spun about. Skating backward, she grinned. Meanwhile, Anna began to make circuits around the rink, almost appearing as if she were attempting to check every patch of ice in the entire thing.

“You’ve graduated from fumbling baby bird to awkward, just-learned-how-to-fly bird,” the smiling redhead said.

“I’ll fly right into you,” Liam said.

“I’m right here.” She hefted her breasts, one in each hand. “And I’ve got cushion for the impact.”

Liam snorted but skated closer to her. Avril moseyed away, though not so quickly that he couldn’t eventually catch her. Confident that he wouldn’t spill their limbs across the ice, he wrapped his arms around her waist.

Eyes glinting approvingly, Avril leaned in and kissed him. They continued like that, letting their momentum carry them for a few seconds. Neither so much as stumbled.

Liam’s ears perked up as the sound of sharp blades on ice reached him. Ending the kiss, he was just in time to see a huffing Anna skate by, still in the examination phase of her forthcoming performance.

“You’ll get yours after you show off a little,” Avril said.

That caused her to roll her eyes.

“You will,” Liam promised.

“I’d better,” the dark-haired woman said, gliding toward the other half of the rink.

“So jealous,” Avril commented to him, meeting his eyes. “Such a big change, too. A few months ago, she’d have blushed and looked away. Now, she likes to watch.”

“I wouldn’t say she likes to watch,” Liam said, finding Anna glancing in their direction. It almost felt as if she were counting how often he and Avril kissed, so she’d know how many he owed her after her performance.

Well, then why not add one or two more on? he thought.

He slowly brought himself and Avril to a stop on the ice, then pulled her even further into him. Her breasts compressed against his chest, and she happily made out with him for a while longer.

Anna cleared her throat a minute later, announcing that she was ready to begin.

Liam and Avril stayed on the ice, though they moved toward a place where they could stay out of Anna’s way. Given that they were the only ones here, that was easy to do. Ready to begin, Anna glided seamlessly toward them, wanting to start near them.

“I know your best, so I’ll call you out if you skimp,” Avril noted.

Anna rolled her eyes. “I’ll provide a worthy performance.” She directed her attention toward Liam. “But I’m not a professional figure skater, so don’t think I can just pull off Lutz Jump after Lutz Jump. Or a Triple Axel.”

Liam held his hands out. “Unfortunately, I’m not even a casual figure skater, so I don’t even know what a Lutz Jump is. A Triple Axel sounds kind of familiar, though. But I’m fully confident that I’ll be impressed with whatever you show me.”

Anna glanced toward Avril, who nodded. “I’ll provide the commentary and explanations.”

With that settled, Anna shut her eyes, inhaled, and then began to flow like water.

Admittedly, there wasn’t much for Liam to compare her to. He’d seen a few figure skating clips here and there over the years, seen a movie or two where it’d been featured. So even with Avril’s added context and explanations, he remained a total layman.

Yet, he could immediately tell that Anna was talented. Beyond talented, even. For months now, it’d been something of a joke that Annabelle Royce was good at everything. She was the best tennis player in the group, a great cook, and she had nearly perfect grades. It seemed as though she was good at just about anything she took an interest in.

She was better than good at this.

Wearing dark leggings and a thin pullover jacket, her white skates stood out all the more. He’d seen her first put them on just a couple of days after their first meeting, invited where he wasn’t wanted by Avril, as part of her original scheme for them. Now, he was a welcome audience member. She didn’t do this for Avril, who already knew what her best friend could do on the ice. The show was for him.

Anna flowed across the ice without needing to look, face, or even check where she was going. Moving toward the center of the rink, giving herself plenty of space to work with, she’d never seemed more adept at controlling her body. Every part of her streamed over the ice, with her slowly picking up speed as she went. There wasn’t any thought there, just the amazing muscle memory that any great athlete developed over countless hours of practice.

She wrapped around, skating backward, facing him and Avril. She maintained her momentum effortlessly, skates blending as she crossed her feet a few times. It all went toward a single leap—the first of many. Her arms went up, and Anna bent back. She straightened, sending one arm out in a wide, smooth slash. The rest of her body followed the catalyst for her centrifugal force.

Anna took to the air, leaping off a single skate. She spun in the air far faster than Liam would have expected, almost coming around two full times before she landed on a single blade, arms out, one leg staying off the ice, balance maintained. Her momentum transferred into her landing, and she continued sliding in a small circle.

“That’d be a Flip Jump,” Avril said. “About in the middle of difficulty for the jumps. Guess she does want to show off for you. She could have started with something easier.”

Such “easier” jumps—though they all looked difficult and impressive to him—followed. He listened to Avril throughout the performance, hearing about toe loops and Salchow Jumps, though his eyes remained affixed to the blur of black, splashed white at the bottom, moving with grace about the rink.

Figure skating was a sport of leaps and spins, and Anna seemed a whirlwind as she danced across the ice. After each trick, she landed skillfully, then went about regaining her momentum. She checked a few times to see if he remained where he was, but where else would he have gone? He’d been asking for months to see Anna show off how good she was on the ice. Today, he got his wish, so there was nowhere else he’d rather be.

Smiling at whatever expression of awe she saw in his eyes, Anna made the decision to attempt a Lutz Jump.

“Now, we’re progressing into the harder jumps,” Avril said, reading her best friend’s focused look. “A Lutz Jump is one of the hardest two jumps. You’ve got to start with a takeoff from the back outside edge of one skate, use your toe pick to assist getting in the air, and then land on the other foot’s back outside edge. Anna can pull off three rotations—so, this’ll be a Triple Lutz Jump.”

“She can do it fine?” Liam asked, glancing away from Anna.

“Yeah, she’s spent thousands of hours on the ice,” Avril said. “But if she messes up, I’m best friend obligated to cup my hands around my mouth and yell ‘Flutz’ at her, so be forewarned.”

Liam raised an eyebrow but stayed silent. Anna’s attempt began.

Gliding backward, bringing herself toward them, Liam couldn’t see the concentration fixing up her beautiful face. Yet, he could almost feel it. Anna flowed back a few more feet, sent her arms out for balance, and bent forward slightly.

She went up, propelling herself off a single skate’s blade. Around, around, around. Immediately straightening once she was in the air, hands and arms locked tightly around her body, just beneath her breasts, she made three complete rotations in the air before she came back.

Landing on the opposite skate, she had only the slightest wobble. Not enough for Avril to call anything toward her, so Liam assumed that was within acceptable limits. Anna quickly found her balance with a sweeping circle on the ice, then added a few more in for good measure. She breathed out, and her face was visible to Liam now.

She looked pleased. Proud. As she well should be.

Avril stuck two fingers into her mouth and whistled appreciatively. Liam elbowed her, thinking the noise might disrupt Anna’s focus. But it didn’t seem to bother Anna, who smiled beatifically.

“Do we get a Double Axel attempt too?” Avril called.

“Yes,” Anna said. “Just one, though.”

“The jump that’s usually considered the hardest,” his commentator whispered. “It’s Anna’s nemesis. For whatever reason, she got really good at Lutz Jumps; they’ve always come naturally to her. Axels, though? A lot of scuffs, fumbles, and even falls.”

“What makes it so tough?” Liam asked.

“If you’ve ever seen any figure skating, you’ll recognize it,” Avril said. “It’s the only jump that has a skater go off from the forward edge of a skate. It also means she gets to have an extra half-rotation in the air before landing. So, for her to truly hit a Double Axel, she’ll actually need to go around two and a half times. It scales up to Triple and Quad Axels. For women, a Triple Axel is basically the current ceiling. In actual competition, there are only something like twenty women who have ever landed one.”

“So, she’s the only one here who should be attempting it?”

“If we start now, spend five or six years getting elite-level training and tutelage, we might be able to come back here and follow after Anna,” Avril said. “Barring that, yeah, wouldn’t recommend the attempt.”

“Is that what Anna has?”

“Pretty much,” Avril said, watching Anna begin to work herself into her pre-movements. The attempt was forthcoming. “The advantage of her mom also loving figure skating. She was on the ice as a toddler, looking all adorable, and Evelyn—and nowadays, Anna too—are friends with several professional figure skaters. I’m pretty sure Anna’s been a spectator at a couple of Winter Olympics. You could probably find her in the audience with Evelyn if you went and looked.”

“But she doesn’t ever compete?”

“Nope. Also, for whatever reason, she’ll practice like she’s intending to be on the ice at one of those Olympics, but she’s never asked to compete in anything. I do know she has ‘performed’ against professionals, but only in private settings. So, that puts you in rare company, getting to see this show.” Avril grinned slyly. “Not the rarest group you’re in, but pretty rare.”

Rolling his eyes playfully, Liam refocused as Anna drew in a deep breath. Skating backward at first, she made an almost lazy turn toward skating forward. Without preamble or delay, she took to the air one final time.

Admittedly, Liam wasn’t knowledgeable enough to visually understand why this leap was more impressive than her Triple Lutz, but he didn’t doubt Avril’s words. He watched as Anna drew her arms in, hair whipping about her face, and completed the requisite two and a half rotations in the air. She came down on one skate, a thunderous clack resounding throughout the rink, and then flowed into a single spin on the ice. He caught her grinning as she decided to add in the final flourish of a far simpler Euler Jump, which caused her to spin like a top.

Breathing only slightly heavily, she locked eyes with him.

Liam grinned and blew her a kiss.

And Anna reached out and caught it, then stored it in one of her pockets.


Chapter Three

The Day’s Second

Liam and Avril skated out to congratulate Anna, with Liam allowing Avril to focus on the technical side of things. He focused primarily on the show itself. This was a privilege, like Avril had said, and he was happy to have finally earned it. Even he could tell how exceptional Anna was on the ice. She didn’t like to brag, always downplaying her skills; it was something they’d all called her on before. So, he knew how meaningful it was that she’d let him spectate her today.

“You were great out there,” he said, drawing her into a hug. As was expected, a long kiss followed.

“Landed everything,” Avril said, rubbing her friend’s arm. “Barely a wobble during the whole act.”

“I wanted to do well,” Anna said.

“Wonder why,” Avril said, leaning toward Anna.

Anna shrugged innocently and shared a quick kiss with the other woman.

It was an entirely normal thing nowadays, yet Liam again found himself awed by how far things had come since the first days of winter break. Back then, he’d never have imagined the relaxed nature of the relationship the three of them shared. Six and a half months later, they were each comfortable about the many unique facets of their relationship.

Liam kissed both women, made some small talk about Anna’s performance, and asked a few questions about the various tricks and leaps she’d shown off. The younger of the women on the ice happily shared her knowledge. The older, however, decided that now would be the right time to coerce her boyfriend into breaking his ankle.

“You’ve got to give one a try,” Avril said.

“He really doesn’t,” Anna immediately said. “He’ll hurt himself.”

“For our amusement,” Avril pointed out.

“Just yours,” Anna said.

“Just mine, then.” Avril grinned and began skating backward, beckoning Liam to follow. “Come on. See if you can at least get both skates off the ice at the same time, then land without scuffing your knees. I’ll scuff my knees for you if you do.”

He eyed the maverick redhead with an appropriate amount of dryness. And yet…

“If I do roll my ankle, would you tend to my injury?” Liam asked Anna quietly.

“It’s not a good idea, Liam.”

“We all know that, but it could still be memorable.”

“Running into traffic would be memorable, too, but it’s still an unwise course of action.”

“Is it that likely that I get hurt?”

Anna wavered for a moment. “So long as you don’t try any spins while in the air, no.”

“Just my pride, if—or when, I guess—I fall.” He smiled. “Besides, remember what happened the last time the three of us were involved in a winter sport? Falling ungracefully seems to be a ritual of mine. This’ll clear the way for the next six months to be as good as the previous six.”

Anna hit him with a dry stare. “Just don’t sprain an ankle. Take it slow, build up your momentum, and then try to land with some balance.”

“I’ll—”

He was interrupted by Avril’s shout. She’d ended up skating nearly to the other end of the rink, waiting for him with hands planted on hips.

“Do my best,” Liam finished.

And he did.

And he still fell.

The day’s second instance of trouble was entirely of his own making. Sure, Avril had baited the hook, but he wasn’t a fish. He had enough sapience to know this was a bad idea. So, he didn’t blame her for his fall, or the unfortunate break that occurred when his right skate’s blade impacted the ice.

It still hurt like hell, though. This time around, his pride was only slightly more wounded than his actual body.

Obeying Anna’s directives, Liam built up his speed. Over the past six and a half months, he’d put plenty of time into building muscle and stamina. Unfortunately, those two things didn’t lead to a marked improvement in his balance.

He sent himself into the air. Behind him, he heard Anna gasp. In front of him, Avril’s eyes widened.

I went too high, didn’t I? Liam was able to think.

And then he crashed down.

He was able to roll into his fall, curling in his arm. So, he mostly fell on his shoulder. His face didn’t slam into the ice, at the very least. But his knees did, especially his right one. That was because the blade of the same foot’s skate snapped when he landed back on the ice. Because he wasn’t wearing professional ice skates, but the cheap kind that could be borrowed from a bored clerk at a public ice-skating rink.

Pain thrust itself like knives into his shoulder, elbow, and the back of his hand. His knees received hammer strikes. And then his side also rippled with pain, as Liam’s roll ended up causing him to skid on it for several feet.

Yep, he thought, wincing all over. A winter sport ritual.


Chapter Four

Tending To

All things considered, he probably deserved more of the blame than he received. Sure, the blade’s break sort of implicated the rink, but he was a total amateur when it came to leaving and landing on the ground while on ice skates. He shouldn’t have done it. But he was also fine with the rink’s manager, who’d appeared after Liam turned in his busted skates, apologizing profusely for the break.

He did everything he could to downplay fault—for all sides. He wasn’t looking to make a scene. After turning in the skates—the day at the rink was over, having ended in the same way that their sledding back in the winter had: with his climactic crash—he joined Avril and Anna at their lockers.

“I’ll get you a set of skates,” Anna said. “Nice ones. They won’t break.”

“But if you do that, we might not get to see a tumble like that again,” Avril said.

After confirming that he wasn’t seriously injured, just a little bruised and battered, the redhead he loved had quickly dropped her concern. Now, she was just riotously amused, as she’d been the last time he’d crashed upon frozen water.

Anna silenced her briefly with a glare. She turned a still-concerned glance back toward his arm, which had a few bruises coloring his skin. It almost seemed as if Anna felt somewhat responsible for his fall, even though she’d been the one to fight against him going for any airborne tricks. Because of that, he intentionally hid that his right knee still throbbed like someone was beating on it like a drum.

“I’ll be fine,” Liam assured her. “The first leap, the first fall. Now, I can focus on getting down that Double Axel.”

Avril snorted and grinned, slapping him on the shoulder—the one not pulsing with pain, thankfully.

They made it back to the girls’ apartment about half an hour later. Heading inside, Liam stepped into… well, not his second home, as he’d get chewed out pretty hard if anywhere other than Tess’s house received that title, so maybe his third? Of four total homes, at this point.

It was a special place for him, regardless. A place of beginnings. Nowadays, it swapped between being a place of comfort and a place of debauchery, usually by the hour. And that was regardless of which of its tenants were home.

As they walked down a brief hallway toward the living room, Avril popped open a door that led to a tucked-away laundry room. Her stained shirt came off and was tossed into one of the hampers within. She didn’t next head for her bedroom, in search of a replacement shirt. Instead, wearing only her bra and leggings, she tossed herself onto the greatest couch to have ever existed—if only because of how lucky it was for Liam.

Based on the way Avril’s lips curled as she looked at him, the plan was for its good fortune to continue.

“We’ve just got in,” Anna said, noticing what he had.

“So?”

Anna sighed and looked sufferingly at her best friend. Nevertheless, she still ended up on that couch, though her shirt stayed on. For the time being, anyway.

As was expected of him, Liam sat between them. Comfortable on the plush couch, in between two gorgeous women, whose eyes tilted in his direction as they snuggled into his sides, Liam couldn’t fathom a better place to be right now.

“Nothing like making use of ole familiar every once in a while,” Avril said.

Liam rolled his eyes but smiled. Just the other day, he’d come over when it’d just been Avril. They’d completed a circuit that they’d started at the very beginning of summer break. The requirements? That he fuck her in every unique place they could find in the apartment.

They’d hit the laundry room last week, the kitchen table a few days before that. Most recently, finishing things off, Anna’s bed. With the younger woman’s permission, of course. So, as of mid-June, he could officially state that he’d fucked Avril Knight in just about every place and position that was possible in her apartment.

“And we’ll restart the count one of these days,” she’d whispered into his ear as he finished inside of her the other day. “See if the second round can outmatch the first.”

But for today, they’d stay on the couch. And Anna would also be present. Involved, too.

Liam and Avril’s eyes connected, and he knew they were thinking the same thought. About how Anna might be involved in that second circuit.

It was… possible, though not likely. They still hadn’t had sex, though they’d hit just about every other step along the journey—an incredibly pleasant journey. Since Fiji, Anna had been anything but demure and restrained; she had her desires, she knew he could fulfil them, and that was more than enough motivation for her to push herself into his arms whenever they were alone—and somewhat often, even when they weren’t alone.

“If my presence is getting in the way of something, I could go take a walk for a little while,” Avril pitched.

Anna let the ball hit the catcher’s mitt. “That’s not necessary.”

“Oh? Gonna do it while I’m here, watching?”

Anna didn’t even blush. “No. Today isn’t the day.”

“That so? Way you said it, kind of makes it seem like you’ve got a day picked out.”

Anna frowned. “That… wasn’t my intention.” She transferred her attention to Liam. “It’s coming. I’m just hoping it’ll feel like the right time has arrived, that I’ll know the moment is here. I think it’ll be soon.”

Liam nodded reassuringly. “You know I’m in no rush. When you’re ready, I’m ready.”

“Must help that you’re getting to fuck three other women while you wait,” Avril whispered into his ear, so only he could hear.

In a way, she was right, though Liam hoped he was decent enough to have been willing to give Anna the same answer, even had he not been in the most enviable position a man could find himself in. He trusted Anna, and he believed her. The fact that she could say these things so calmly in front of Avril was proof enough of her growing comfort and decisiveness.

“Well, until then,” Avril said, moving her lips from his ear to his jawline, “I guess we’ll make ourselves busy in the usual way.”

He kissed them both. Plentifully, happily, over long minutes. The consistency of it filled him to the brim with pure sunlight. This couch, where they came together so often, where inhibitions departed and desire thrived.

As both women kissed his neck, he noted the small glass bowl—a relatively new feature—on the nearby coffee table. In it, he saw contrasting colors of red, blue, and green.

Avril followed his eyeline, and he felt her grinning against his skin. She didn’t say anything, continuing to warm his neck with her soft lips.

“When’s the last time I convinced one of you to take one of those?” he asked.

“The other week,” Anna said. “Avril took a red one after you promised to take her out to dinner.”

Liam nodded, remembering the event.

There were a good two dozen fortune cookies in that glass jar. It was an unusual look, but that didn’t stop Avril from making them a key part of the table’s décor. He wondered how many confused looks those cookies had earned from other guests. It’d have been a shock indeed if any such guest had opened one and seen the types of fortunes written within—unless they nabbed a green one, he supposed.

They were there because of him, so he knew he’d be at least partially to blame. Before summer, Liam had convinced Avril that it’d save him a lot of effort if she’d take ownership of some of them, rather than making him constantly lug about the glass jar that they usually sat in. With Tess, it was easy, as she lived right beside him, but he didn’t want to transport the bulky object whenever he was hoping to convince one of the women to take and open one.

Thus, the current setup. The girls kept a good third of the remaining fortune cookies, with all their sinful promises within, in that bowl, waiting for him to convince one of them to take one. Because he’d also managed to convince a certain icy-eyed professor to do the same, he had the contents of the cookies spread around three separate locations.

Someone has to get number eighty eventually, Liam thought, eyeing the bowl.

So far, number seventy-seven, which that same professor had opened during their trip to Fiji, remained the highest numbered cookie to be opened. Excluding the green ones, of course, which were the final twenty cookies among the hundred total that Avril had initially made. But those weren’t sexual, so Liam really didn’t think about those very often.

Number seventy-seven, one of thirty blue cookies, ranging from fifty-one to eighty, had promised sex in a unique place. Victoria had cashed that fortune in on the plane ride back from Fiji. As he knew that the higher the number, the more salacious the reward, he wanted to see numbers seventy-eight, seventy-nine, and eighty.

One would expect one of those three to be within this bowl, given how he’d divvied things up. Maybe two of them.

As their maker, Avril obviously knew what was on them, but they remained a mystery to everyone else. Until each one was finally opened.

“Might be today, right now,” Avril whispered, easily reading his mind. “What’s the offer?”

“I’ll go down on whoever opens one.”

“Hardly worth a blue,” Avril said, rubbing his chest with her hand. “I’d open a red for that.”

“Anna?”

“Also only a red,” Anna said.

Even though the fifty red fortune cookies, now reduced to about thirty to thirty-five, promised desirable pictures or videos of the person who opened one, that wasn’t what Liam wanted right now. Both women knew it.

“What would a blue cost me?”

“I’m not sure, today,” Avril said, grinning. Her hand went lower, arriving at the waistband of his pants. They stayed there, soon moving down to fondle the growing lump her touch helped create.

“And a massage before I go,” Liam tossed in.

Avril met Anna’s gaze. “You get the rights for the first decision.”

Anna glanced toward the pile of fortune cookies. She wasn’t usually the most difficult to convince—that medal of stubbornness belonged to a woman who was just a little more voluptuous than she was.

“All right,” she said. “A full one.”

“Deal,” Liam said, kissing her deeply.

About a minute later, Liam flattened his face. On one side of him, a redhead cackled loudly—maniacally, even. On the other, Anna sent him a commiserating look.

There’s a blowjob on my couch in your future.
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“Well, it is right,” Avril said mirthfully. There were nearly tears in her eyes, which she swiped away with a finger.

“You’re evil,” he said.

“Don’t look at me, I didn’t draw the fortune.” She gestured toward Anna, who held the slip of dismal news in her fingers. “And when I made the things, all of this would have seemed impossible to you. That you were already going to get sucked off on my couch, but by two women, not just me? You’d have thought me insane if I’d pitched that future to you.”

Unfortunately, she was right. Six months ago, he’d have thought such an experience completely ludicrous. Especially with Anna as the second woman.

“At least the lower numbers are almost all gone,” Anna said, rubbing his arm. “I drew the lowest possible one on Fiji, and this one’s now also out of the picture.”

“Yeah, but with how lucky I’ve been, the next pull will be the number in between those two.”

“Yeah,” Avril snorted, flicking him on the ribs, “Mister Unlucky over here. I ought to get up off this couch and go. Here I am, making the fortune better than it was promised.”

Liam just grunted.

“I’ll still follow through,” he promised Anna.

“Thank you,” she said.

After that, both women went to work on completing a fortune that had already been part of his future, cookie or no.

Avril sent her hand into his pants first. It found his cock stiff and radiating its readiness through the sheer heat pouring off it. Grinning, she began to stroke it with practiced motions. He turned his attention toward her, kissing her, moving back a few framing strands of hair behind her ear. He cupped her cheek, mesmerized by her in the same way that he’d been since the first time they’d sat on this couch together.

Anna had been intentionally absent at that time, but Avril no longer needed such tricks to have some fun with him. Most of the time, when he came to visit, he came to see both of them. For things like this, of course, but also just to spend time with two of the four women he loved.

Unlike his first time with Avril, he and Anna had both already admitted the strength of their feelings together. They spoke of their love for one another regularly. In that, it made for a stark contrast to how things had gone with both Avril and Tess.

He did hope it would be soon. But until she was ready, this was more than enough to tide him over.

Anna wasn’t far behind Avril, though she didn’t slip her hand under his waistband. Instead, she took charge of freeing his cock from its confines. With it bulging before their eyes, both women caressed his steely member. Liam’s heart raced excitedly, especially when Anna delivered her luscious lips to kiss the tip of his cock.

Since Fiji, she might have been the woman who’d sucked his cock the most. And that was even with Avril and Tess still having their time-based competition still in play. Anna seemed to have concluded that she needed to make up for her lack of experience with the equivalent of cramming before an exam. All three other women far outstripped her in terms of sexual experience. She didn’t seem okay with that being the case.

Now, she was anything but uncertain as she kissed his cock, tongue roaming across his sensitive member. Practiced and fully aware of all his weak spots, she let Avril join her. Liam watched with unconcealed glee as a pair of soft lips worked their way down the sides of his cock.

They took note of that, of course. Both women liked to see his reactions, which he’d long ago realized he should never hide. What possible reason was there to be stoic or reserved during something like this? Just as he wanted to know if he was doing a good job when attending to their needs, they wanted the same. This was the last time to lock up your bodily responses.

So, he happily sighed, moaned, and complimented the women during their combined efforts. He experienced bliss, and he made sure they knew it. They worked even harder to grant him even more because of it.

Avril took him fully into her mouth first, and Anna worked around the base and edges of his cock. He found something to do with his hands, attaching one to Avril’s left breast. She moved a bit, allowing him to get a better grip. Anna saw that, and she quickly paused long enough to remove her shirt and bra. Liam happily sent his other hand toward the more sensitive pair of breasts in the room—in almost any room, probably.

He lived the dream of having two gorgeous women, roommates and best friends, doing everything they could to make him erupt. His body burned with that knowledge, and it mixed itself with the physical pleasure that their talents created. Avril swirled her tongue around his cock, lips bobbing eagerly. Aware that Anna wanted to stay involved the entire time, she didn’t try to deepthroat him. She made sure that two sets of lips could remain on his cock the whole time.

Every new second delivered him new heaps of pleasure. Sensitive all over, balls tingling as Anna caressed them, Liam began feeling his willpower erode. With a pair of perfect breasts in his hands, two devious sets of lips on his cock, how could it not?

Without a word spoken aloud, the women swapped. Avril released his cock from one of its favorite places to be, and Anna quickly tried to soothe its frustration. Her plush, soft lips surrounded his cock. She stared at him from the side, lust burning like chemical vapors in the one eye he could see. She went down, and down, and down.

“Ohhh,” Liam moaned, feeling his head spin.

Anna put his cock into her throat, letting him feel so amazingly snug. She’d gotten good at that, too. Very good. Within only a few weeks after flying back from Fiji, she’d proven capable of deepthroating him. He could only wonder as to what tips she’d received from Avril while he’d been a hundred miles away, wishing every day that he could be here.

Now he could.

Anna bobbed her head faster and faster, already acclimated to his size. She pressed a hand on his knee, keeping them both steady. Avril grinned, moved back Anna’s hair, and kissed her on the cheek. And then she became the one going after his balls.

Liam felt both constricted and free. The former was his physical predicament, and the latter was his emotional blessing.

The most incredible summer of his life was underway, likely leading to the greatest year of his life.

So far, he thought, knowing Avril, with a wicked smile, would have said the same thing if he’d voiced his thoughts aloud.

He’d be with these two women all summer, then again in the fall, as they both now knew. For this second winter break since he’d come to know them, he wouldn’t need to return home. He’d be here with them, loving them, being loved by them, and creating more immortal memories.

Anna made him explode. Working diligently, practically tireless whenever it was her turn to make him cum, she hit the perfect speed, cocooning her lips around his pulsating cock. For whatever reason, Liam liked it a little more when he received a blowjob from the side like this. It just felt a little better for him, a little more unique.

It ensured that Anna’s throat ended up painted white.

Feeling him expand within her throat, she prepared for his release. Dropping her mouth one final time, clutching his knee tightly, she kept her nose against his thigh as he groaned, shivered, and then poured out all the cum stored in his balls.

He saw red splotches when he blinked, felt weakness in his bones, and knew he’d need to work extra hard in a little bit to meet Anna’s efforts. Avril’s too.

Because the women weren’t done with him just yet. Removing her lips from his cock, strands of his cum spanning the short distance, Anna quickly cleaned things up.

And Avril took over again, bringing him back to hardness within minutes. They both knew he had the stamina for far, far more than what he’d so far given them. They intended to wring him dry, so that when he made it back home to another of the women he loved, she’d know what had transpired that afternoon.


Chapter Five

The Third Trouble

Humorously, Anna didn’t banish Avril from the apartment until the massage portion of the afternoon. And with Avril being, well, Avril, she stuck around until she was pretty much physically shooed out the door. Participating, too, not just spectating. Based solely on the volume of her cries, Anna didn’t mind in the slightest.

She was, however, ordered to depart soon after. The unusualness of when she could stay and when she was meant to make herself scarce wasn’t lost on the amused redhead.

“Being treated like a one-night stand,” she said, arms folded. She hadn’t yet put her shirt back on. “The sex is over, now get out! How cruel of you, Anna.”

Having caught her breath before providing Avril with her notice to vacate, Anna rolled her eyes. “You can come back in a little while. Just go take a walk or something.”

Avril did so, though not without a few more playful darts thrown toward her best friend. That left Liam and Anna alone, with the former now due to pay for a gift that he’d already been on his way to receiving.

Like always, he gave Anna his best. Suffice to say, he felt like he’d made quite a bit of progress as a masseuse since Fiji. At the physical act of giving a massage, yes, but also at all the smaller, yet still meaningful parts. Smoothing out his pacing, paying attention to subtle cues in the recipient, and even conversing. All served as additional toppings, like fudge, whipped cream, and cherries on a banana split. It was fine without, but it was only really a banana split if it came with everything on it.

During the first portion of the massage, he and Anna chatted the most. That was usually how things went for most of the massages he provided. Here was the part before he had them ready to drift off or growing ever more aroused, depending on the type of massage they were looking for that day. This was the former.

So, they chatted about what Anna had shown off on the ice, future plans, and other typical summer topics. So far, the break had yet to let him down. Terrific day after terrific day, not just weekend after weekend. He no longer spent days shifting around impatiently, waiting for his next chance to visit one of the women he loved. There hadn’t been a day yet in which he didn’t spend time with one of them. Commonly, as today, he spent time with multiple of them.

Once he completed the massage, he made sure to depart quietly. He’d actually managed to send Anna to sleep, and he left her in her bed to recuperate. Patting Sammy the Sloth on his way out, he left the door cracked, then confirmed that Avril wasn’t yet back. Stepping out into the sunlight, walking past the luxurious places to live in Ashgrove Apartments, he sought her out.

The gorgeous maverick tossed him a wave when he found her. Relaxing on one of the benches around the apartment complex’s small pond, she watched as a small platoon of ducks marched by, heading for the water. Spotting a few other individuals who were out and about amid the pleasant day, Liam kept his greeting kiss short. Taking the spot beside her, it was their turn to chat about the days to come.

Relatively often, her phone would buzz, and she’d immediately snap her attention to it. Liam didn’t mind; he knew the cause of her phone’s many alerts. The Bandits were all the way across the country right now, playing in Philadelphia. Avril didn’t travel with her grandfather’s team too often, especially this summer, but she always kept herself aware of the games. She’d somehow set things up to receive a notification after every at-bat during the game.

“Doing well?” he asked.

“Down a run in the top of the fifth,” Avril said, clicking her tongue against the roof of her mouth. “Perez delivered a yarn ball to Corbin, who pounded the fucking ball four hundred feet.”

Liam nodded in commiseration. Before learning who she was, he’d always been amused by her fanaticism toward baseball. Now, at least, it made sense why she grimaced each time Falkner, Bagwell, or Banks struck out. A few months ago, he’d known maybe a few of the names on the team. Now, entirely because of Avril, he could name most of the players on the Bandit’s minor league affiliates, even those in Single-A or Rookie League.

“That’s the final game there, right?” he asked. “Then they’ll be coming home for a bit?”

Avril nodded, grinding her teeth at whatever most recent notification lit up her screen. “Two at-home series coming up. At worst, they go fifty-fifty, but they really should win at least four. That’ll probably keep them only a game back from division leader.”

“Let’s hope they do.”

Avril eyed him, forcing away her scowl with a grin. “You’re just saying that because the sex is better when I’m happy about the team.”

“The sex happens when you’re happy about the team,” Liam corrected. “When they lost all three games against the Dodgers, you were utterly incensed for days. Don’t you remember? Anna came over and spent a night with me and Tess because of it.”

“I wasn’t that bad.”

“You were a danger to us all,” Liam said, poking her side.

“Was not,” Avril said, batting his finger away before it could do so again. “I kept my cool, even after Bagwell struck out looking. With fucking bases loaded!”

“Your eye is twitching,” Liam said. And it was.

Avril’s scowl returned, aimed at him.

Liam kissed her, though that didn’t make things any better. Weeks later, even just remembering that game caused a visceral reaction in his favorite redhead. She was incredibly passionate about her grandfather’s team.

And it might be her team in a decade or so, Liam thought. He wondered sometimes about where they’d all be when that happened. But it was so far in the future that he didn’t ever put too much time into those musings. The present was where he wanted to keep his mind oriented, even if he came back to the sight of a scowling woman.

He and Avril spent a little more time outdoors, discussing the likelihood of him, Anna, and Avril attending one of those upcoming home games. He’d been to a few since summer had begun, and he expected to attend a few more. All things considered, Avril’s grandfather seemed to really like him. Of course, he only thought of him as Anna’s boyfriend, whom he doted on nearly as much as his sole granddaughter. His free pass in the owner’s box would probably have vanished rather quickly if he’d known all the facts about Liam and Avril’s relationship.

Upon their return to the apartment, they found Anna awake and sitting on the couch. Like Avril had done so many times outside, she was staring at her phone.

“Anna?” Avril said, spotting that something was off a moment before Liam did.

Anna looked up. A troubled expression sat on her lovely face.

“While I was asleep, my father called me a few times. I was about to call him back, but he just texted me. He’s… demanded that I move back into the house. If I don’t, he’s promised that he’ll cut off my school payments.”


Chapter Six

Gardening

On about as pleasant a day as one could hope for, Liam still spent the first portion of his afternoon in a somber mood. The sun shone brightly, with heat radiating down across a lush garden and a shimmering pool. The wind was neither too bothersome nor too infrequent, and combined with the occasional wisp of a cloud that offered those outdoors some shade, it made for a picturesque day. Liam wanted to get back to focusing on that, but first needed to finish explaining what had transpired the day before.

“So, that’s where things seem to stand,” Liam said. “Anna’s dad won’t budge. Both she and Avril seem to think he’ll follow through on his threats, too.”

A pair of discerning eyes, so marvelously pale blue as to seem frigid even on such a warm day, glanced in his direction. “And how are they taking it? Are they fretting like you?”

“No,” Liam admitted. “Well, I don’t think so. Anna’s obviously troubled by the fact that her dad would stoop so low, but she hasn’t started packing her things or anything.”

“And Avril?”

“Spent a good twenty minutes spitting venom toward his character, then dismissed the idea of Anna moving back home immediately after. Said her family could just as easily take over paying for Anna’s tuition.”

“They could.”

“Yeah, but that’s not the point,” Liam said, frowning. He’d sort of been hoping for a stronger opinion from the woman beside him. Of course, what had he been expecting? Victoria Moreno was the last person to become animated. She kept her cool like a hedgehog kept its quills, only occasionally jabbing with a sharp statement or insight.

“It’s more about what Anna’s dad is trying to do,” Liam continued. “Even if Avril helps Anna out, I doubt he’ll just shrug his shoulders and give up.”

“You’re almost certainly correct,” Victoria said, tilting the watering can in her grip. Through eight small holes, a stream of clear water began to pelt the soil around one of the many vibrant plants in her expansive garden. This was to be the last one; they’d watered everything else that needed watering today.

“But…” Liam said, only for Victoria to raise a hand.

“You should trust them. They’re correct to respond as they’re doing. There isn’t much to do but wait and see, then react. That is the unfortunate truth of this situation, and they—and you, I suspect—know that. Arnold may escalate things further, but it’s also possible that he’ll grind his teeth and eventually cool off. I don’t know him, so I’m afraid I can’t offer much foresight on the matter.”

“You don’t have to know him very well to know he’s terrible,” Liam said, remembering the one and only time he’d met Anna’s father. In an ambush at a tailor’s shop, where he’d bluntly spat out his distaste for Liam dating his daughter. Liam didn’t need a second serving of the man to know he viewed his daughter more like an object than a person.

“I have no doubt he’s a terrible father,” Victoria said. “Anna and Avril have that in common, just in opposite extremes. It’s one of the things they bonded over a long time ago.”

Like swallowing sludge, Liam forced himself to find the wisdom in Victoria’s words. She was right, of course. Outside of responding to whatever Arnold did next, there wasn’t much any of them could do. Him, least of all.

“Guess I just don’t like feeling so powerless,” he said. “I don’t have a billionaire grandfather, and I’m not in any position to affect how things will go.”

Victoria finished watering the soil. Setting down the empty can, she graced him with a rare smile. “That’s hardly true. Just because you can’t show up to Arnold’s study, kick down the door, and coerce him into backing off, doesn’t mean you’re unable to affect things. Anna’s going through a trying time. Your support, in all the small yet meaningful ways you can offer it, will help her through things. Don’t discount your influence on her.”

Liam sighed but accepted that guidance, too. It hadn’t been what he’d wanted to hear, but she was right. As she regularly was.

“The timing was good,” Victoria noted. “We’ve finished tending to my plants at the same time as we’ve finished tending to your anxiety.”

“I wouldn’t say I was tended to,” Liam said, though that piercing blue stare caused him to relent. He shrugged. “Okay, fine. Thank you for tending to me, Professor Moreno.”

“You’re welcome,” the tall woman said. Next, she turned things around on him. “So, what's next?”

Liam delayed his response, eying her inscrutable expression with a level of fake annoyance. He did so commonly. Since Fiji, he finally felt like he understood her well enough to read what strictly wasn’t readable.

Subtlety was her favorite friend, making her the strongest contrast to Avril’s bombastic personality. Tall, poised, and stunning, she presented herself to the world as a woman who had little patience for foolishness. She looked for maturity, strong character, and exceptionalism.

By virtue of being her lover for the past two months, Liam could finally put to bed the remaining few strands of self-doubt that he possessed. Fiji had been a truly terrific week, but the months since had been even more so. Victoria continued to invite him over to her home, typically so that he could pay off one of his “debts,” as he did today. However, that wasn’t the only thing that happened when she invited him into her backyard.

On top of being the most unflappable woman he’d ever known, Victoria was also mouthwateringly voluptuous. Unfairly so, even. She was nearly divine, sculpted from head to toe, and took pride in showing off her curves. Of course, if an outfit existed that could hide how voluptuous she was, it’d probably have to be a space suit. Even then, Liam was half sure that the buxom brunette could have pulled it off.

She pulled everything else off. Her fashion sense was sharp as a knife, so he knew he wouldn’t find a section of her closet dedicated to intentionally unflattering outfits. So, unless Avril ever bought her a space suit—probably a real one, knowing her—Liam would never see if she could pull off the look.

Today’s look revolved around a two-part plan. The first involved gardening. But that was done—and it wasn’t as if there was that much gardening to be done. The days of adding new plants to her garden were behind them, completed weeks ago. Liam had been there for the busier days of gardening, helping transition Victoria’s variety of plants from a spring catalogue to a summer one. Nowadays, they mostly just watered and observed how her garden was growing, occasionally breaking out the pruning shears.

“How many more days do I owe you?” Liam asked, though he knew the question.

“Seven,” Victoria said, removing the floppy straw hat that she’d used for additional shade during their time watering her plants. “But you know that.”

“I do,” Liam admitted, smiling. There was certainly one way to take his mind off the troubles of yesterday, and it involved Victoria’s transition toward the second part of her outfit’s plan.

Aware of how hungrily his eyes watched her, Victoria passed her hat over to him. He accepted it gladly, hoping that it wouldn’t be the final piece of clothing she handed over.

Victoria’s shirt came off next. Loose and put on with the understanding that it wouldn’t stay on for very long, she extended it toward him. He took it, bubbling with eagerness like a pot whose lid danced because of the heat fighting for freedom beneath it.

The olive-skinned professor allowed him to absorb the sight of her bikini top for a few moments. He’d seen one of its strings on her right shoulder since he arrived, left intentionally—he’d have bet money on it—out in the open underneath her shirt.

It was an incredibly skimpy top, and one he hadn’t yet seen her wear. Two white triangles covered not much at all, allowing him to see the outer and undersides of her breasts. Keeping to that revealing aspect, the strings holding everything together looked flimsy enough that Liam could have snipped them with his teeth.

There’s a thought, Liam thought, practically drooling over what Victoria had revealed to him.

With her, there was always a plan. She wasn’t the most spontaneous member of the group; she liked to formulate her plans well in advance, not pave the road nearly at the same moment she strode across it. So, this bikini was a preplanned decision. Liam hardly needed to ask why.

Escaping her shorts, she gave him a few more seconds to drink her in. With long, toned legs, curvaceous hips, and pretty much nothing hidden thanks to an equally revealing counterpart to her top, she turned to one side, letting him drag his eyes across her figure. She was nearly an unparalleled sight. And with Tess, Avril, and Anna nowhere to be found, he gave her his full focus.

Victoria beckoned toward her pool, which stood amid white stone at the center of an enormous backyard. They’d walked by it to reach the bulk of her garden, and now they walked by it again. Stopping at her patio table, she picked up a bottle of sunscreen that she’d placed there fifteen minutes ago. With a slight smile, she tossed it to him. Even with his hands full of her clothing, he still caught it.

Next, Liam did what he loved doing about as much as anything: he put his hands all over Victoria’s voluptuous body.

Given how little her bikini covered, there was a lot of skin to get to. He made sure to take care of every part of her. Along her arms, fingertips gliding over her smooth skin. Across her shoulder, up her neck, feeling her pulse against his touch. When he came back to her neck a little later, it had increased in speed.

He got her legs, feeling her pronounced calf muscles, running his hands up along her thighs, so close to where he wanted to find himself before too long. Along her sides, tracing her hourglass, up and down her back, finding the same evidence he found each time he touched her.

“You’re perfect,” he whispered into her dark hair, which fell just to her shoulders.

In an odd twist of fate, she and Anna had gone and obtained the same haircut—and they’d done so without knowing what the other had done. They’d both looked displeased by that fact when they’d seen one another, realizing what had transpired. Even wilder, Victoria had gotten hers on a Tuesday, and Anna’s visit to the salon had happened only twenty-four hours later. They’d been on the same wavelength, unaware of the fact until it was too late.

They’d done the best they could, given their circumstances. Both women had fine hair, but Anna’s was slightly thinner, so she kept hers mostly straight. On most days, including today, Victoria opted for a little more time spent styling her hair in the morning, adding soft waves to the way it flowed down to her shoulders.

“This bikini is quite cheap,” Victoria said, arching into his touch as he moved his hands around to her flat stomach. They both knew they wouldn’t stay there for very long.

“Disposably so?” Liam asked.

Victoria nodded, and that solidified his afternoon plans. He would use his teeth to get her out of it.

“We’ll swim for a bit first,” Victoria decreed, and Liam didn’t argue.

“I’ll let the sunscreen soak in a bit, too,” Liam said. After applying more sunscreen to his hands, they climbed up silken skin. With two fingers, he rubbed them back and forth across her breasts’ undersides. Their softness stole the moisture from his throat.

“You’re planning something,” Victoria said. Her gaze narrowed as she deduced a little more. “You’ve been planning something.”

“Think I don’t know you?” Liam said, moving his hands around her voluptuous breasts. The outer sides were the next part of them to receive his focus. “You’ve been showing off a new bikini every time I come over. I knew today wouldn’t be any different. We always end up in your pool.”

“Is that disappointing? I’d been assuming that you enjoyed it each time.”

“I fucking love it,” Liam said, meaning it as much as he’d meant anything he’d ever said. “But I knew it would happen, so I planned accordingly.” He grinned and leaned in to kiss her at the same time as his hands rotated around to the upper part of her breasts. “Once I’m done with your mesmerizing body, I’ll go get the item sitting in my car. I think you’ll appreciate my… time management.”

Victoria raised an eyebrow. “If that’s your way of giving me a hint, it’s rather opaque.”

“It relates to something else we always do. How’s that?”

Victoria looked at him flatly. “There are a couple of things that we always do.”

“True. That’s why it’s just a hint. You’ll know about it shortly, so be patient, Professor.”

“Closer every day,” Victoria said, promptly redirecting their conversation.

Liam allowed it to happen. “Until I’m your student, and then I’m the student fucking you on your desk.”

“You only get to keep that right for as long as your grades are good.”

“They will be.” He moved his hands toward the final part—the usual cleavage that a bikini showed off—of her breasts that needed his sunscreen-infused touch. “Just like the sex will be.”

Victoria’s eyes betrayed her eagerness. That rare glint of expectation gathered within the pale blue tundra. As fierce as his anticipation about the first time he would fuck Victoria in her classroom was, she still might be more excited about it than he was. It was her taboo wish, and he would fulfil it. Dozens of times, if the stars aligned.

And they’d been doing a lot of that recently, so Liam remained confident.

“I have little reason to doubt you… on either of those points,” Victoria admitted, bringing her lips forward to kiss him again. “One more than the other, I suppose.”

Beaming because of the compliment, he nearly fell into the trap she’d set, pushing them both toward her shimmering pool. He held back… barely. Wise to her tactic, he exaggerated the act of pulling away. That just gave him more time to admire her beautiful figure. How had he landed this woman? How had he landed four women of her caliber?

“I’ll be back,” Liam said. “You can rub sunscreen on me when I do.”

“I suppose I might,” Victoria said, settling down on one of the lounge chairs on her patio. “Depending on what it is you bring back to me.”


Chapter Seven

Combination Tactics

Liam hurried through Victoria’s home, barely spending ten seconds inside. His step grew quicker with each taken, which was only natural when he was willingly adding distance between himself and a woman as voluptuous as Victoria. It would only be for a minute or two. Soon enough, he’d be back with her, indulging in an experience he could never grow bored of.

More than one, Liam thought wryly, collecting the object that he’d left sitting in his passenger seat.

Victoria was waiting by the pool’s edge when he returned. Her eyes found him the second he did so, hearing his eager footsteps on her patio. Immediately, they locked onto the curious box tucked under one of his arms. Wordlessly, Liam sat down beside her, then passed it over. While she looked it over, he let his feet and calves soak in the cooling water. It wouldn’t be all that long before the rest of him experienced such relief.

“As far as gifts go, this is one of the silliest I’ve ever received,” Victoria said.

“I figured you’d approve,” Liam said, shrugging. “It’s efficient. You like that sort of thing.”

“Are you sure you haven’t misjudged the supposed efficiency of this?” Victoria said. And yet, she still removed the top of the box. Inside, she found a familiar sight. In fact, because it’d been so sunny for the past several days, its sibling still sat on the nearby table, waiting for its regularly scheduled part of their afternoons together.

Today, Liam would upend that schedule.

“It’s the board that floats,” Liam noted, watching as Victoria removed an unusual chessboard from the box. “The pieces are stainless steel, so they still sink.”

“Is that so?” Victoria said, hefting the board.

Liam had done the same thing when the delivery had shown up on his doorstep a few days back. It wasn’t as light as Liam had initially assumed it would be, designed as it was for a game of waterfront chess. The pieces being metal also surprised him; he would have expected them to pick something lighter, but at least it showed that the creators were confident that the board worked.

It had better, given the painful cost.

After removing the board from the box, the pieces that had been hibernating beneath gleamed in the sunlight. Packed neatly into see-through carrying cases, one for white, one for black, she removed those next.

“Are you sure the chlorine in my pool won’t eat this board up in a few uses?” Victoria asked.

“I did my due diligence,” Liam said, and he had. “We’ll be playing with this throughout the summers to come.”

Victoria offered him the slightest smile. She liked that, being reminded that Liam had far-reaching plans. Once, he would have assumed her to be the last one who wanted bravado out of him, yet he knew better now. So long as he didn’t grow too arrogant, she approved of a show or two of confidence. Especially those about their relationship’s future. She didn’t want to go back to how things had been for most of last year, either.

“I suppose you brought it out here because you want to test it today?”

“Within the hour,” Liam said. “The minute, even. I need to get in my day’s practice, after all.”

Victoria’s smile lingered. She liked that too, the reminder of why he was so diligent about their chess matches.

“I’m beginning to worry that you might not achieve your goal before the summer is out.”

Liam sniffed. “I’m getting closer. A lot of draws, just… Tess is still a lot better in endgames. I’ll beat her soon enough. And then call you over immediately.”

“Is that how it will go? I’ll be beckoned over, my day interrupted?”

Liam met her stare, held it. “That’s right, Professor. If I don’t beat her this summer, then I’ll be playing her in her classroom as often as I can. Either way, you’ll be summoned right away.”

Without hesitating, Victoria slid into her pool. Where they were currently, the water came up to her breasts. Popping open the case with white pieces, she began placing them at their appropriate spots on the board. Liam hastily did the same with the black pieces.

They were careful about making too many waves as they gingerly placed the board on the water. It proved buoyant, even with all the pieces on it. It was wider than the average board, having extra space around the edges. Removing their hands, they watched it float for a few moments. Satisfied, Victoria nodded.

At its deepest, her pool was only about five feet to the bottom. They stayed away from there, however, moving toward the shallow end. The water level dropped to Victoria’s midriff, and she stopped there.

Without any further preamble, she moved her first piece—the ever-common pawn to e4. Liam responded, and the match progressed in the usual way it did when two experienced players—and he was now a reasonably experienced player—faced off. Quick moves at the start, both aware of the correct responses to make. Once pieces started coming off the board and tactics were employed, things would grow a little more tense.

They had hundreds of matches between them by now. Throughout the summer, Liam had done far better against the tall brunette than he had in the spring. The extensive collection of photos, new and old, on his phone proved as much.

Yet, he still hadn’t won against Tess. He still hadn’t earned the prize he so desperately desired.

Victoria took a pawn, the first to strike. Yet, she did something curious then. Moving her pawn into its vanquished foe’s spot, she didn’t set her gained pawn on her side of the board. Instead, in a move he’d have attributed to Avril more than anyone else, she flicked the piece into the air. It sailed for a moment, sunlight glinting off its metal body, and then hit the pool’s surface with a plop.

It sank below, light still refracting off it as it journeyed toward the bottom. It landed on its side, rolling slightly toward Liam’s right foot.

“Someone’s in a theatrical mood,” Liam said.

“That’s right,” Victoria responded coolly. “If we’re going to play in my pool, we might as well use it as part of the experience.”

Liam chuckled, traded back her pawn with his next move, and flicked it into the water as well. “Your pool, your rules.”

Soon enough, a watery graveyard of pawns, knights, and bishops lay around their feet. All in all, it was pretty bad practice, with them both eschewing strategy for simple aggression. It made for a mess of metal at the bottom of Victoria’s pool.

“You know, someone’s going to have to clean those up,” Liam said once they were in an endgame, having traded off their queens just a move before. The most powerful pieces in the game sank to join their subjects.

“Someone will,” the buxom brunette agreed. “The loser.”

Liam snorted and moved his rook into place to check Victoria’s king. She moved it, and he rechecked her.

“And a draw goes to the owner of the house,” Victoria quickly said, wise to his plans.

“Since when?”

“My pool, my rules,” she said smoothly. “As an overeager young man said just a short time ago.”

Clicking his teeth together, Liam pivoted away from trying to force a draw by repetition. Unfortunately, things ultimately didn’t go his way. Already behind a pawn, now forced to try and avoid a draw, there wasn’t much hope. At the very least, Victoria didn’t attempt what he had, actually playing for the win, so it wasn’t quite as unfair as it might have been otherwise. Nevertheless, she eventually pushed a passed pawn to the end of his board.

“So, do I have to swim down there and grab your queen?” he asked.

“We’ll just remember that it’s now a queen.” Victoria smirked. “I don’t think there are too many moves left.”

Liam scowled and made his next move. Realistically, he should have conceded several moves ago. With her queened pawn, he didn’t have a prayer of eking out a win. Regardless, he persevered. Stubbornly, fruitlessly, until Victoria pinned his king into a checkmating net. Even then, he almost refused to concede.

“Fine,” he grumbled, tipping his king over onto its side with his forefinger, then scraping it off the board. It plummeted toward the same watery grave as its defeated army.

With an amused look, Victoria said nothing. She merely tilted her eyes downward, then waited. Affixing her with a long glare, Liam sucked in a gulp of air, then shoved himself beneath the shimmering water’s surface.

The heat that had baked his head, neck, and shoulders throughout the game immediately vanished. The rapid relief of cool water scoured it away, sending it fleeing for so long as Liam stayed submerged. Opening his eyes, he saw a graveyard of chess pieces, more black than white, unfortunately.

Swiping his hands upward, propelling himself to a nearly seated position on the bottom of the pool, he collected those within arm’s reach. They were likewise cooled down from how they’d been during the game, when their metal had absorbed the sun’s heat. His king had been nearly too hot to hold by the end of things.

Now, it was as cool to the touch as the rest of the pieces he scooped up. Gathering nearly double digits before his hands were full, he rose out of the water. As the pettiest part of his revenge, he deposited both clutches of pieces in a pile on the center of the board, staining it with water.

“You’ll reset the board, right?” he said, though he didn’t wait for an answer. Heading back below, he gathered more handfuls of pieces, then did so a third time. Those he didn’t go after rested near a pair of long, attractive legs, intentionally left alone until he’d gathered the other pieces. His king was among them, on its side near Victoria’s right foot.

Coming up one final time, he gave Victoria several more pieces to play with, then shoved himself back underwater. With open eyes and well-formed intent, he swam toward Victoria’s legs.

Reaching out with a hand, he grabbed hold of her ankle. Holding it loosely, he used it as an anchor as he grabbed one of the pieces that had fallen around her legs. He set it upright on the pool floor.

Then he brought his lips to Victoria’s shin.

Whatever her reaction might have been, even if there’d been any at all, remained unknown to him. He suspected that she probably hadn’t even slowed down on rebuilding the board, having expected that he’d eventually do something like this. She knew him well enough to know his limits. He’d gone a good twenty-five minutes without touching her. That was simply too long.

So, he refreshed himself now. Moving around so he could kiss her calf, he briefly forgot about collecting pieces for their next game. Caressing her legs, he sent his thumb climbing up to the side of her right knee. Then, higher, mesmerized by how soft and cool she felt. His lips followed, a second explorer following in the path of a predecessor. He kissed her all over, on both legs, putting his lungs to work.

Each contact with her skin, so soft, so cool, so smooth, warmed him internally, nearly enough to force back the coolness granted by the water. His desires did as they always did around Victoria Moreno: they mounted in piles, fistfuls of clay forming a mound, then a hill, then a mountain. Like a climber going higher, his oxygen levels reduced, and so his ability to think faded.

He didn’t want to leave this house until nightfall. After they were done with a few more games, he didn’t want to give Victoria even a minute without him kissing, touching, or fucking her. He knew it, and as he emerged from the water, bringing with him far fewer pieces than he could have grabbed, she knew it too.

He earned an approving smile from Victoria as he handed over the few pieces he’d snatched. Back down he went.


Chapter Eight

Marathon

It took Liam a couple more games before he finally won. Their board was soaked, the pieces dripping water all over, leaving and making puddles with each move. That kept the metal cool, at least, and the board proved itself capable enough in its first use. That was all well and good, but Liam was far more focused on what his first victory entailed. By the time he forced Victoria into a checkmate, he’d just about kissed every inch of Victoria’s alluring legs.

“Someone’s hair is finally going to get wet,” Liam commented, pinching her king between both fingers. He moved it toward him but didn’t drop it into the water. Instead, he lowered it into the water. Victoria watched without response as he slipped it into his trunks’ left pocket.

As she’d done plenty of times throughout the game, the buxom professor scooped water up with a hand, pouring it onto her shoulders and breasts. She’d yet to fully submerge herself, however, forcing Liam to win a game before that—and anything else—could occur.

Saying nothing, Victoria drew in a breath. Eyes locking with his, she vanished underwater.

Well, “vanished” wasn’t really a correct term. Liam saw the refracted, dancing image of the gorgeous woman beneath the water. Swimming under the board, she approached him, wasting no time going after the pieces scattered around beneath her.

Liam’s jaw flexed as a pair of soft hands latched onto his left calf. One stayed there, while the other climbed immediately. It came up slowly, its owner having no issue with holding her breath for a good while. Liam felt more than saw Victoria pinch the bottom of his trunks, tugging lightly. Not enough to begin dragging his trunks down, but enough for him to draw in a sharp breath, hoping that she might go further.

A few moments later, Victoria’s hand continued its climb. Pressing her palm against his trunks, she ran her hand up along his thigh, then swung it out toward his pocket. Liam reached underwater and grabbed her wrist.

Their eyes locked, Victoria looking up enough to peer through the rippling water. She was even more unreadable now, though she gave her wrist a little shake, a mild attempt at freeing herself from his grasp. He let it go, and that hand soon entered his pocket.

Her king emerged, held within her grip.

She let it go.

As it fell toward the bottom, Victoria returned her hand to his knee. Liam kept himself perfectly still as it did so, as it ventured underneath his trunks. His thigh felt electric as Victoria’s palm glided up it, no fabric between them now. His cock stiffened immediately, and it took Victoria’s fingertips only a slight veer off course to discover that. Lightly running her nails over the side of his cock, like a cave spelunker with a penchant for recklessness, she could only maneuver her hand in deeper.

He was completely rock-hard as Victoria gave his cock a few playful strokes. Pulsing like a warning signal atop a tower, Liam found it difficult to keep himself still. He curled his toes in before he ended up moving, not wanting to do anything that might disrupt Victoria’s attention.

After a few more seconds with his cock, Victoria’s hand began a slow withdrawal. A necessary one, as she’d been down there for well over a minute, but one Liam still despised. The buxom brunette made up for it with the sight of her as she emerged from the water.

Like a water nymph coming up to judge the face of the mortal she intended to seduce, long eyelashes fluttered as Victoria came up for air. Eyes of purest ice, a body that made him molten, and a coquettish smile, by Victoria’s standards, more than made up for the loss of her touch.

She placed her king, which she’d grabbed before rising, on the center of the board.

“One down,” she said.

“A little over two-dozen more to go,” Liam said, throat dry.

His nymph returned underwater. Her touch returned, enflaming his desires so much that he couldn’t fathom continuing their game. Fortunately, Victoria was of a similar mind and heart. Even if she could maintain her cool far better than he could—than anyone he knew, honestly—he was also privileged enough to know her intimately. He knew what wasn’t seen when one looked at the poised, intimidating professor.

So, he knew there were two people in this pool who couldn’t wait until they began exhausting one another.

As she’d done when he’d been collecting pieces, Liam rebuilt the board. After setting thirty-two pieces in their correct positions, Liam quietly hoped they wouldn’t touch any of them again for a while.

“Ready to get out?” Victoria asked from the other side of the board. “Are you hungry?”

“Yes,” Liam said. “No.”

Victoria’s lips pulled up at the corners. With one hand, she guided the floating board over the water. Bringing it to the pool’s lip, she gingerly picked it up, then deposited it on solid stone. There it would sit, forgotten, for the rest of the day.

Victoria emerged first, water cascading down her voluptuous body. Liam’s throat grew ever more parched as he watched her climb out of the pool. Instinctively, he followed her, a shadow that needed to stay near its creator.

There was only one way to slake his thirst, and the woman who turned around to eye him as he climbed out after her knew it.

She moved in front of him, stalling him at one knee out of the water. Her shadow fell over him, and Liam looked up, admiring her curves.

“Anywhere you need to be this afternoon? This evening? Tonight?”

“No, no, no,” Liam answered.

Victoria’s eyes flashed with approval. Her hand went out, and Liam accepted it. She pulled him up, and then he pushed himself against her.

The crescendo started outdoors. Building slowly, involving willing hands that grabbed towels and dried their counterpart, intending to reach its highest point somewhere indoors. For now, the first few notes resounded in Victoria’s backyard.

Liam dropped to his knees, running his towel up Victoria’s legs. Yet, he replaced the moisture lost with more encounters from his lips. This time around, he kissed higher.

Stealing beads of water with his towel across her hips and stomach, he climbed. Victoria leaned into him, placing her hands on his shoulders as he moved his mouth along a favorite journey. It was a familiar path, practically memorized at this point.

Since summer had started, Liam knew who he’d been with the most. It wasn’t a huge gap, but even the woman he lived beside—with, at this juncture—was still slightly behind her best friend.

He and Victoria were well into double digits, and that was when they counted days on which they’d made love. If they counted the actual acts of lovemaking, with any break more than ten to fifteen minutes counting as a proper cutoff, then they were nearly at fifty or sixty.

That was how sex was between them: a marathon. Once they started, they didn’t usually stop until they had to stop. Usually, that was because Liam had other places he needed to be. He was in three other relationships after all. Thus, Victoria’s questions.

But no, today he was all hers. That meant they wouldn’t stop until they met their physical limits. And between his workout and romantic regimens, he had stamina to spare. So, it wasn’t always he who called for a break on days like these.

There was one task that he couldn’t fully complete as intended, though. Once they were appropriately dried, letting the sun spectate the lustful activities planned for the backyard, Liam went about using his teeth to snap the thin strap keeping Victoria’s bikini top up. Standing behind her, not wanting to spend literal minutes working on it like a dog with its bone, Liam cheated. His teeth helped, but his hands completed the needed rip.

Victoria undid the knot around her neck, and the entire thing fell away.

“Fuck,” Liam whispered, enamored as always by the sight of her naked breasts.

Victoria smiled, hefted a breast with each hand, and let him take his pick. He went right today, and he eventually had her on one of her lounge chairs, shivering as he worked on her nipple with his teeth.

Caressing his cock over his trunks, the only part of him that remained wet, she arched into her first climax. He loved that as much as he’d loved discovering it in Fiji. Though not nearly as much as she loved his continued interest in her breasts.

Swapping over to the other, he brought her to another orgasm minutes later. Ripping off her bottoms, he soaked his fingertips with her saliva, then began working her toward her third.

“What’s the current peak?” Liam asked, fingers moving rhythmically inside the professor’s tight pussy.

“When just you, thirty… nine,” Victoria whispered, voice taut as he drummed her voluptuous body with pleasure. “Two weeks ago, you stayed over for the night.”

“Do I get to stay over tonight?”

“I’ll, unghhh, allow it.”

“Then, today I’m making it to forty-five.”

Victoria nodded, shut her eyes, and climaxed around his talented fingertips. Shaking, breathing heavily, toes curling. When she came, she came hard. He’d become quite proficient at leading her to her blissful summit, then carrying her over to the next one. He proved as much by hitting number ten even before they headed inside.

By then, the sun had seen too much of them already. Only he was allowed to see her naked body for so long. Grabbing Victoria by the arm, pausing only long enough for her to remove his trunks, they hurried indoors.

Cool air collided with their molten bodies, and bare feet padded along wooden floors.

Liam led Victoria from her back door to her front, and then he pinned her against it. One of her legs went up, hooked over his forearm. Eyes met, nods were shared, and then Liam fucked the buxom woman against her front door.

She loved being pinned, loved being restricted. He loved showing off the fruits of all those countless hours spent in the gym over the past six months. Cock deep inside of her, eliciting her throatiest moans with each powerful thrust, Liam moved with unrelenting libido. Her door shook from the impacts, and Victoria pressed her mouth against his shoulder, muffling her moans against his hot skin.

While she wasn’t an exhibitionist, she leaned slightly toward enjoying the added risk of discovery. He fucked her against her front door plenty. Once night fell, she’d also let him pin her against her windows. There was a reason she couldn’t wait until they were alone together in her classroom. It was probably her deepest desire, being fucked in such a taboo location. Now, she could count the weeks until it happened. It was inevitable. Liam reminded her of that fact often.

She was a third of the way to her promised number when Liam came inside of her. Bucking his hips upward, bouncing her on his cock, entranced by the breasts pinned against his chest, he kissed her. They shared a well-timed pair of orgasms, with Liam’s seed rushing into her body.

He took her on the steps next. Twenty, and then number two for him. Their bodies crackled with heat, lubricated by saliva, love juices, and sweat. Victoria clutched her banister, letting him pump into her from behind. She moaned as he spanked her, moaned as he played with her clit, and moaned as he tested her stamina by setting one of her legs up on the banister.

“It’s good this is sturdy,” Victoria panted, clutching the wood in tight fists. “You’re extra demanding of it today.”

“Not just it,” he said, groping her shapely butt. “You have to ride me at the top of the steps.”

“After I suck you off back to hardness?”

“That’s right,” Liam said, voice firm. Another thing Victoria preferred during lovemaking.

She smiled licentiously.

Sitting on the top step, Liam savored the sight of Victoria on her knees, kissing his thighs, hand working his cock back to full hardness. They’d left a mess on the oak steps, his cum oozing out of her body while she diligently handled his cock. It wasn’t the first time, and it wouldn’t be the last. He wouldn’t just cum inside of her today.

He did so the third time, however. After she finished deepthroating him, strands of cum and saliva stretching between his cock and her lips as she pulled back, she quickly straddled his cock. She rode herself all the way to twenty-six, filling them both with pleasure along the way.

“Oh, oh,” Victoria murmured, leaning her forehead against his as she worked hard to receive his third climax.

Liam palmed her breasts, unraveling simply because of the unique vision of the cool-headed professor that their lovemaking offered him. This was Victoria untamed, unworried, and joyous. Her stares grew electric, not frigid, and the calmness in her voice evaporated, replaced by the lustful pants, moans, and whispers—and occasional shouts—of a woman who’d found a man capable of satisfying her each and every time they came together.

That was why this house had become his fourth home. Why she invited him over so often, and even why she visited Tess more frequently. Because if he were there, they would team up against him. True, they still hadn’t given him the threesome he needed to earn, but they’d nestled his cock between their tits plenty of times. Two professors, both making up for lost time. One because of a marriage she’d needed to escape, another because she’d put up walls in her twenties, which had only recently come down.

It was possible she might have found someone else, and she had been looking. But ever since Fiji, Liam knew without a shadow of a doubt that Victoria no longer went on dates with anyone but him. She was satisfied, so long as he continued to come over to her house as often as he did.

He had no intentions of reducing his time spent with the gorgeous woman. If anything, he wanted more days to spend with her—with all the women he loved.

A short respite followed the end of their time on the steps. Some clean up, some refreshments in her kitchen, but no clothes. Her home’s air conditioning could do little to cool them down, regardless. They continued to touch one another, petting and stroking, kissing and biting, until Victoria took charge of where their next round would occur.

In a house this big, some rooms simply served no purpose. She had a guest room, but she didn’t take him there. Instead, she led him to a room where a table of specific intent now stood. It’d been there for a few weeks, ever since Liam had promised to make good use of it if Victoria went through with the purchase.

Victoria now had a massage parlor. The table at the center was joined by shelves filled with towels and lubricants. Liam was quite familiar with this room, both when giving and receiving rather sexual massages.

“Not today,” Victoria said, answering his silent question.

She wanted to use the table for something else.

He ended up beneath her, kissing the folds of her pussy, while she sucked his cock again. She went deeper with each slow plunge of her lips, keeping them tight around his sensitive member. Before starting, she’d given him only a single command: to let her know when he was ready to cum.

It didn’t take long, not with how skilled she was at giving head. The professor worked his cock with intense focus, never building too much speed. Her tightly suctioned lips went down, bringing his cock to her throat. She twirled her head slowly, bringing pleasurable sensations to different parts of his cock.

Not to be outdone, Liam played with her pussy, fully intending to add at least another couple of orgasms to her count. He rubbed his tongue over her entrance, swirled it over her clit, and eventually began penetrating her with two fingers.

Holding her butt with his other hand, he pushed himself slightly up, getting a better angle to use his tongue. Victoria rewarded him by going even deeper, allowing him to enter her throat. The tightness in his balls ramped up yet again, leading him to his fourth leap over the wall.

Seven, that was the number they’d come to respect. With proper pacing, hydration, and solid work from his partner, he could enjoy seven full climaxes. He could go higher, but the pleasure often wasn’t there at that point. Discomfort, even pain, would commonly creep into place if he went any higher than seven.

So, this officially pushed him past the halfway point. However, he’d also developed a pretty good talent for holding back during the final few rounds, which allowed him to go long enough to ensure that his partner would be satisfied. Not that nearly thirty climaxes didn’t mean Victoria wasn’t already more than satisfied. But they had a new record to achieve, and hours left to do so.

“I’m about to cum,” Liam told her.

Victoria quickly stopped sucking him off. Climbing off the massage table, she patted him to do the same. Once the table was empty, barring some sweat stains left behind, Victoria climbed back onto it.

“Finish between my tits,” she commanded.

As any man would have, he gladly did so. Finding the final elements of bliss in between her heavenly breasts, he pulled back right as he reached his breaking point. Covering her tits with several white-hot ropes of cum, he breathed heavily. Looking down, he watched as Victoria admired his work.

“So much to give,” she whispered, sounding almost in awe.

“For you, I’ll give you everything I have,” Liam said.

“I believe you,” Victoria said. “Shall we finish things in my bed?”

“Won’t even be nightfall,” Liam noted, glancing toward one of the room’s windows.

“I’m hitting the perfect highs,” the buxom woman said. “It has me cumming like crazy. I might even make it up to one of Anna’s peaks.”

Maybe, Liam thought, climbing off Victoria. He stood on wobbly legs, though he focused on regaining his strength as Victoria used a nearby cloth—there was a reason for there being so many in this room—to clean up the mess left on her tits.

As had been discovered on Fiji, Anna could climax a lot. It was somewhat ironic that the last of them to become sexually active could reach the numbers she could. Thanks to how sensitive her breasts were, Liam could stimulate her in ways that he couldn’t with Avril and Tess. That gave her an almost unfair advantage in this particular “competition,” as she needed to worry far less about reaching the point of overstimulation.

With all four women, the first in a set was always the hardest to reach. But especially for Anna and Victoria, once they were going, they went. His upper limit with Avril was only seventeen, even though they’d also had days like this one together. It wasn’t that he knew her body less, or that they weren’t as compatible. It was simply that Avril needed more for each orgasm, and breast play couldn’t bring her over the edge like it could for Victoria and Anna.

“What is the current record for her?” Victoria asked.

“Fifty-six,” Liam said. “I chained together sets of ten a few times, so I’m not really sure if I should count each one of the times she said she climaxed as its own distinct one, but…”

“But you’re very proud of yourself, having reached such a monumental high point.”

Liam grinned and nodded. Victoria walked by, whisking two fingers against his cock.

“Come on. That number might be too high for us to reach, but we can still make a personal record.”

And they did. With him taking her from behind, with her bouncing on his cock, and with them lying on their sides, staring at one another as their hands bridged the gap between their bodies.

Victoria had plenty of extra sheets, so she didn’t mind the mess. With both hands on his cock, having just reached her new record, she stroked him lovingly. Her eyes glinted in a way that was becoming more and more familiar. Fondness, transitioning toward love.

“What’s on your mind?” Liam asked, partially glad that they’d started toward taking things slowly at the end. It was impossible to have much of a conversation when they were both gasping for air, pushing their bodies to the limit. Neither of them had much left in the tank, he was certain. They were so thoroughly drained that Liam didn’t think the shower afterward would involve anything salacious.

“You, of course,” Victoria said, wise to his ploy.

“Anything in particular?”

Victoria snorted lightly. “How big your cock is, how it’s the best cock I’ve ever had.” But then she grew a little more meaningful. “How you’re the best partner I’ve ever had.”

Liam grinned.

“How I don’t want it to end,” Victoria added.

“We’re in agreement, then,” Liam said, moving a tired head close enough in for him to kiss her. “The summer continues, and then the fall, the winter, the following spring. I’ll need to start thinking about what to get you on our one-year anniversary.”

“You’ve got time. More time for mine than for the other three.”

“I’m sure I’ll be able to rely on you for suggestions when winter comes around.”

“You will,” Victoria promised, and the longevity he’d been hoping for seemed even more cemented.

He smiled and closed his eyes. Victoria’s hands remained in motion, drawing him toward his seventh and final blissful peak. Yet, even as he spilled his cum across her thighs and sheets, he was able to linger at that high place, knowing that whatever might come in the days, weeks, and months ahead, four women wanted to be there beside him.


Chapter Nine

Returning Home

When Liam returned home, he no longer thought about the home where he’d grown up. Yes, it was where he’d lived for most of his life. Yes, he had fond memories of it. Yet, just one house over, there was a home that he’d come to think of more and more whenever the word “home” was mentioned. It helped that the former was empty most of the time, while the woman of his dreams waited for him in the other.

That was how it was this week. His home was empty, as had been the case for ninety percent of the year so far. Liam didn’t mind at all. It made visiting Tess and staying the night far easier. Really, the only thing keeping him from spending every night with her was that there were three other bedrooms where he was welcome. Welcome and expected to visit often.

However, today would be all hers. With June’s final days tiptoeing by, Liam had spent the past couple of days making plans for a three-day stayover with Tess. Today would mark the first of those days. It could have been longer, but they both knew this was the longest they’d be allowed before someone with red hair began complaining about “monopolizing.”

And it would start with a mid-morning jog.

That meant a pair of leggings, a sports bra, and Liam struggling to keep his jaw off the floor.

Unlike Anna and Victoria, Tess had opted to let her hair grow out through the summer. That put her wavy tresses, still with some blonde highlights mixed in with lighter brown, midway down her back. Wanting to wear a grey ballcap to go with her grey sports bra, she’d put it into a loose ponytail a few minutes ago.

“Damn,” Liam said, eyes winding their way across Tess’s unfairly curvaceous figure.

The most wonderful person in his life smiled, appreciating the attention she received. They both knew she’d thrown on this specific outfit because she wanted a few compliments.

Her sports bra came with a zipper, which she currently kept up all the way. Liam suspected she’d done so because she wanted to see him try to work it down himself during their jog. If he could, it’d reveal a pair of breasts that had dominated his adolescent dreams, but it’d also lead his eyes down to the remarkable curves in her figure. She was so toned, so fit, so desirable.

He realized that his eyes were already planning to make that journey a few times, even if he hadn’t yet pulled down her bra’s zipper. So did Tess, turning slightly, letting him admire her shapely butt.

The shapeliest butt. There was no one in the group, not Avril, not Victoria, who could match her in this regard. She was a being made of wildly attractive curves, tight and firm when she wanted to be, and gloriously soft at other times, like when she let him press his hands into her butt. Like a moth to the flame, he found himself yanked toward her.

They shared a kiss, and Liam’s arms wrapped around her waist. His hands found the most amazing cushion in existence, sinking in, feeling up an ass he planned to fuck at least once or twice during their three days together.

“We’ll need to be a little careful about being too affectionate when we’re out running,” Tess said, voice as smooth and soft as the rest of her. A woman of layers, anyone who spent five minutes with her would envision her as a considerate, tender saint. She was that, and her reputation as one of the kindest people in the neighborhood was deserved.

“I’ll try my best,” Liam said, failing to hide the huskiness in his voice from bubbling up to the surface. His hands continued kneading Tess’s phenomenal ass, using this time to build up the restraint he’d soon need.

“There are more private places on the path,” Tess said, lips buzzing against his as she spoke, breath warm on his skin. “I know them all.”

Her eyes, a deep, intense blue, sparkled with hints of another of her layers, one only Liam knew about. Their contrast to her skin, which glowed golden with the tan she’d obtained and kept since spring break, made for a marvelous sight. Different parts of her seemed radiant at different times. Right now, her eyes. Later, her skin.

Once again, Liam found an almost heavenly appeal to her appearance. Like she couldn’t be real, as though there needed to be some ethereal part about her. But no, his hands had checked and checked and checked. She’d given him more access to her body than she’d given to anyone else—she’d said as much before. So, if anyone knew that she really was just a human being, even if that felt almost insulting to say, it was Liam.

“Have you filled up?” Tess asked lightly, smiling.

“Almost,” he promised, moving his hands to the sides of her thighs. Both sides of her leggings featured three horizontal mesh cuts in the black fabric, the first at her hips and the last just above her knees. Each was about as wide as three of Liam’s fingers, offering an enticing view of the smooth skin under it. The same thing occurred at her shins, though this was just one continuous window dropping from just below her knee to an inch or two above her ankles.

“You look so good,” Liam said, finally forcing himself to step back. He went back to only admiring her, hands kept at his sides.

Tess ran two fingertips underneath her leggings’ high waistband, pulling it out for a few moments. She then let it snap back into place against her figure. Liam’s cock stiffened, which he knew had been her goal. Just to check—as if it were necessary at this point, given all the earlier heaps of evidence she had—that she could still arouse him with the barest amount of effort.

“Okay,” the beautiful brunette said, beaming. “Let’s go.”

The nearby park was well-maintained, having most of the amenities one would want. There was a dispenser for spare bags for dog walkers, a two-tiered drinking fountain that offered both owner and pet a place to get some hydration, an overhang with plenty of benches for relaxing, and a reasonably well-outfitted playground. The last of those was usually filled with kids, parents, and babysitters alike, and it was no different today.

No one batted an eye when seeing him arrive at the park with Tess. That was thanks to Victoria and Avril, who had been Tess’s jogging partners for a long while. He’d simply joined in a few months ago. If anything, they probably assumed he was dating Avril—and only Avril. Because who would ever guess that he was actually dating all three of them?

By now, even on the days he only came by with Tess, there seemed to be no suspicion about his relationship with the older woman. They both had pretty sterling reputations in the neighborhood, anyhow, which they took special care to maintain when they were out together. It’d take quite the deductive leap to arrive at the correct conclusion about their relationship.

The path, used by joggers and pet owners alike, descended from the hilltop where the playground, benches, and water fountain stood. It sloped toward the neighborhood woods, then split to the left and right, running parallel alongside the tree line. The right path carried itself forward in a relatively straight line, passing behind the homes that sat against the woods. It was the wrong one to take if privacy was the goal.

So, at the bottom of the hill, he and Tess took the left turn. This one stayed straight only for maybe a fifth of a mile, then veered into the woods. Soon enough, they lost sight of the people at the playground, and they lost sight of Liam and Tess.

“I think it’s going to rain,” Tess said, glancing toward the murky split of sky visible above.

“Feels pretty humid,” Liam agreed. “Maybe we’ll beat the rain.”

“Maybe,” Tess said, though a mischievous smile in his direction suggested otherwise.

When jogged, the trail offered about thirty minutes of padding along before it’d end up looping back to the starting point. Typically, Tess liked to jog the loop twice, so for most people, this was usually a one-hour activity. And yet, Liam and the others so rarely finished in just an hour.

There’d be breaks in between, as there’d regularly been ever since he’d first joined her and the others on the trail.

That first day remained one of his most coveted memories. Tess, Avril, and Victoria had all been there, dressed as Tess was now. For some reason, that hour-long jog had taken nearly three times as long for them to complete. Something to do with the number of breaks they took, with each of the three women finding a reason to call for one, sometimes after they’d hardly made any progress since the last one. Each time had seen a hand grabbing hold of Liam’s wrist, pulling him away from the other two beautiful women, who watched on, left behind.

All things considered, Liam felt as if he’d gone through more of a workout during those “breaks” than if he’d jogged the full loop ten times.

He expected the rain, gathering in slate-gray clouds that were slithering into position overhead, would start to fall before they finished things here. Sometimes, they didn’t get distracted, focusing solely on getting in their cardio. Tomorrow, perhaps, or on the third day. But this was the start of their time together, and he’d spent yesterday with Victoria, visiting and stocking up on fresh fruits at an orchard outside of town. That created the perfect conditions for today to end up with plenty of fun, rain or no rain.

“How was your time picking apples and strawberries?” Tess asked, as if attuned to his thoughts.

Liam smiled. When it came to revving Tess up, a single day with Victoria was worth three or four with Anna, or even a day with Avril. Even if those days involved a ridiculous amount of sex, even if he showed Tess video proof of how wild things had gotten between him and her now-graduated student.

It worked both ways, even. Whichever professor he spent a day with, the other ended up hornier than ever the next time he saw them. He wasn’t entirely sure why. Sure, they were competitive, but they were both competitive when it came to Avril as well. Tess and Avril still had their leaderboard, with Avril having brought him to a sub-five-minute explosion just last weekend. She’d been rather proud of it, while Liam had mixed feelings. He didn’t want to stop the pair from trying to suck him off as quickly as they could, but a weird, prideful side of him almost didn’t like that they could make him cum so quickly.

Whatever the reason, his theory about the professors always held up. Tess would want to hear him talk about picking fruit with her colleague for a bit, and then eventually she’d pull him off the path toward one of the many hidden places they knew about.

“It was great. Clear skies, tasty fruit, and one of my favorite women by my side. What’s not to like?”

Tess rolled her eyes, yet Liam knew he was saying the right things. He knew what he should say in a little while, too. Because there was one thing—just one activity—that all four women grew competitive about, even Anna. Normally, he needed to be a little subtle about reigniting the most recent round of that competition. But on days like this one, not so much. On these sorts of days, he could pretty much guarantee that he’d receive a gift worth salivating over.

“So, today is less great, then?” Tess said. “Due to the lack of clear skies and tasty fruit?”

“But still one of my favorite women,” Liam said. “And that’s probably ninety-five percent of it.”

“Mmhmm,” Tess said. “Victoria shared a few pictures with me. Nothing indecent.”

Those aren’t on her phone, Liam thought. He stayed quite long enough for them to pass by a woman walking her droopy-eared Beagle, then grinned at Tess.

“We were in a public place, so we didn’t do anything like that. That’s why the pictures were all tame.”

His lie immediately received a flat stare. It persisted until Liam reached into his pocket, pulled out his phone, and showed a picture of Victoria, breasts covered in his cum, kneeling between rows of strawberries.

“We worked hard to find a hidden place,” Liam said. “It was really busy that day.”

“I’m sure you did,” Tess said, handing back his phone. They continued jogging, taking a brief incline up to a bridge that crossed above a wide stream. Water splashed on rocks, and if they’d paused here, maybe they could have found a fish or two moving with the current. The next part of the trail, slowly snaking its way through the woods, offered some of the best places for a pair of lovers to find some privacy.

Before any such decision could be made, it finally started to rain. But not for very long. The first sparse droplets of water fell, impacting branches, stones, and shoulders. A pattering followed, lasting only a few minutes. But not because the clouds ran out, but because they wanted to pick up the pace. It was fine if the people on the ground walked or jogged, but the rain clouds wanted to sprint.

The downpour picked up suddenly enough for Liam and Tess to cut their conversation short. As fat raindrops detonated around them en masse, rather than heading back, they quickened their pace. There was one place where they could relax, but probably not do much else.

They emerged from the wood, now to the north of it, letting the path guide them out of the woods. It did so a few times, bobbing and weaving into and out of the trees like a top-down view of a radio wave. At this first exit stood a grilling area, with a few picnic tables sitting out in the storm, pummeled by the increasing ferocity of the downpour. Liam and Tess headed for the other few tables, which thankfully sat under a wooden roof.

Moderately drenched by the time they arrived, the rain continued to intensify. The roof sounded under siege as they made it to the benches, shaking off some of the water on their skin.

“Not the pause I was anticipating,” Tess said, watching sheets of rain fall around their safe zone. “I didn’t think it would pour like this.” She frowned.

“Hopefully, it lets up pretty soon,” Liam said.

“Otherwise, you won’t get to bait me like you’ve been doing,” Tess said keenly.

“That’s unfair,” he fired back. “You practically ordered me to do it.”

“Because of how I’m dressed?” she said wryly.

“Because of how you’ve been making eyes at me the whole morning. How you wanted to see what I did to Victoria’s tits yesterday, and yes, because of how you’re dressed.”

Tess snorted but made an obvious move in his direction. Liam glanced around them only once, then shared a brief but passionate kiss with the first woman he’d ever loved.

That was all he assumed they’d share, unfortunately. At least for now. They were out in the open, and who knew when another runner might appear from either direction, seeking shelter from the rain. So, Liam forced his desires into a simmer, knowing it’d be a little while before he could “bait” Tess further.

And yet ten minutes trickled by, with no one appearing and joining them under the wooden roof. The rain continued its bombardment, thick sheets obscuring visibility to about twenty feet.

“It’s really coming down,” Tess noted, doing the only thing that one could do in a situation like this: watch the rain do its thing and make blithe comments about it.

Not the only thing, a part of him pointed out. That rain is falling thick, and if no one’s shown up after ten minutes…

Liam considered things briefly. Usually, this spot would have been a terrible place for a secret tryst. Without the rain, they’d be out in a field, with a line of hills to the north. However, the people living in the neighborhoods beyond them often picnicked there. On a nicer day, between those and the others walking the trail, there’d be a good dozen or more witnesses in every direction throughout most of the day.

Dare he risk it? A storm like this could end at any moment. There was another place to take cover, some five minutes farther down the trail. If there were people there, and the storm ended…

Liam forgot all about that. Because as he looked to his right, toward the terribly beautiful woman sitting just beside him, their eyes met. They were on the same track, as was so common.

Liam added a yet infallible piece of bait onto the hook, then cast his line a very short distance.

“I got a nice reward on the ride home, too,” Liam said. “But I couldn’t take any pictures then, as I was driving.”

Tess stayed quiet for a moment. Then, like a person expected a ball thrown in the air to come back down, she slid off the bench.

She ended up on her knees, between his legs. He’d known she would, she’d known she would, hell, even Victoria probably knew this was bound to happen today. Even Avril and Anna would probably nod their heads, aware that their professor, former and current, would want to suck his cock today.

He had no idea why this was the thing that the four of them competed in, but he was more than happy to be in the middle of things.

Combined with the previous sentiment involving Victoria and Tess, if he even mentioned having received head from Victoria, Tess always ended up on her knees. When it was Avril or Anna, it was just almost always.

The women could be interchanged to almost any permutation. If it were Victoria, mentioning Tess or Avril was a guaranteed way to get her lips on his cock. For Avril, any mention of a recent blowjob would suffice. For Anna, strangely enough, she was the same as Avril.

There were probably different reasons for each of them, but he’d yet to fully untangle the knot. When it came to Anna, he assumed she didn’t want to end up “left behind,” considered the least inexperienced, the worst in the group. For Avril, it probably had something to do with “reclaiming” him. For Victoria, he was the least certain. But his certainty about getting her to suck him off was as stable as it was for the other three.

And so, he profited. That was the most realistic way to look at things. He made a few comments, he received something wonderful. How else was one to look at such a marvelous situation?

Tess drew down the zipper of her sports bra. Even with them more exposed than ever, the rain having swapped from hated enemy to untrustworthy ally, she barely hesitated. With her breasts freed for his viewing pleasure, she helped drag his stiffening cock out moments later.

Her lips waited while her hand resolved the matter of him transitioning from hardening to hard as a rock.

“I should really make you do a little more before I put myself on my knees like this,” Tess said glibly.

So, at least she knew how easily she let herself be led to this point.

“I think that’s the only bad idea you’ve ever had,” Liam said.

“Really? Have you forgotten that I was still married for most of last year?”

“This one’s still worse,” he said.

Tess snorted but soon brought pursed lips toward his stiff cock. Running them across his length, she inhaled his scent. A hazy look of desire in her eyes resolved itself into something more focused. She kissed the tip of his cock, then put her tongue to work.

“I love your blowjobs so much,” Liam said.

“The most?”

“The most,” Liam said, though they both knew he’d said that same thing to every woman in the group. That was another part of the routine, and none of them minded. Because he was telling the truth each time he said it. Each time was the best time.

“Now, how did Victoria clean herself up after you made such a mess of her?” Tess asked. She held the base of his cock with her hand, keeping him stable while she kissed and licked the upper half. This allowed her to look up at him as she worked, head tilted to the side.

Liam met her questioning stare. “She loves the taste of my cum, so she did what she always ends up doing. She swallowed every drop.”

“Do you think she loves the taste of your cum more than the rest of us?”

“Maybe. Are you going to disagree?”

“Maybe.”

They continued staring into one another’s eyes as Tess completed the preamble. It happened without warning, as it regularly did. She placed her final wet kiss on his cock, moved her lips up along it, and then he ended up in her mouth.

“The most,” Liam murmured in gratitude, overwhelmed by incredible sensations.

Tess bobbed her head rhythmically, drawing more praise and more pleasure out of him. The pounding of the rain suddenly seemed distant and muted, as if there were several more roofs above his head. A pounding in his eardrums, his heart going wild, further quieted the storm outside.

Day after day, he was thankful that it hadn’t just been a honeymoon period. That Tess’s sex drive hadn’t tapered off, calmed down. It’d been a slight worry of his in those early months, thinking that maybe she was simply making up for the years she’d lost during her marriage. By now, he felt sure that it wasn’t. She matched his lust with an equal amount, even though he was half her age. In some ways, she exceeded him.

“Keep going,” Liam whispered, even though it was a meaningless command. Once started, the woman of his dreams never stopped.

Eyes smiling up at him, Tess sped up. Lewd sounds rebounded within their covered area, bouncing off the hard wall of rain surrounding them. Their space beneath the wooden roof grew hotter, humidity and lust mixing until they practically clogged the air.

Liam’s body, wet and warm, grew to a sweltering temperature. He couldn’t tell if the moisture on him was rain or sweat, but it clung to his skin, hanging on tightly as Tess unraveled him.

Suctioning her lips tight around his cock, drawing her cheeks in, Tess gave him her best. Hands on his knees, she scraped her nails up and down his thighs, drawing shivers from her young lover. Liam struggled to stay still, almost writhing because of the three-way attack on his body.

He felt like bolts on a straining aircraft, struggling to maintain their grip as a storm pulled the wings off. Anyone in that situation would only feel terror. Yet his situation provided him with the exact opposite. He couldn’t wait until he came apart, felt himself break down. Had Tess been of a mind for it, the record could have been in her grasp.

However, Avril would never accept her defeat without video evidence, and Liam was in no state to collect his phone. This moment would just have to remain a story told, not an act shown.

Because of that, Tess didn’t seem to focus on making him cum as quickly as possible. Her eyes shone as she looked up at him, lips curling at the corners. She always enjoyed the twisting changes in his expression as he tried to resist cumming in her throat. Only once, she’d recorded him, allowing him to see how he looked while she sucked him off. He hadn’t really loved the sight of himself, especially with how animated his eyebrows and mouth sometimes ended up. It was the exact opposite of a poker face, that was for sure.

She kept him out of her throat for a while, “playing” with his cock. A few times, aware that he was edging toward his breaking point, she slowed down. It almost felt as if she knew that the rain would continue pouring for a while, so why rush? They’d be stuck here until it stopped, so why not use every second they had?

Well, educated professor or not, she was wrong.

Almost spontaneously, the thudding on the roof stopped. The grey curtain of rain, surrounding them, offering them privacy, vanished.

Liam saw blades of grass gleaming with water, a well-moisturized stone path, and tree branches standing back up, letting the raindrops on their leaves fall away.

“Uh, Tess…”

Her eyes shifted to the side, noticing the same things as him. For a moment, she stopped bobbing her head and looked toward their open surroundings. For a moment.

She took him into her throat.

Liam groaned gratefully, yet his mind didn’t let him release his worries so quickly. A few more soft taps of rain hit their roof, and then that, too, stopped. The rain halted completely, having expended itself before Liam could do the same. And although the storm clouds continued roiling about high above, that offered next to no aid to those of them with their feet planted on the ground.

They were exposed, visible to anyone and everyone who emerged from the wood—or anyone who now resumed their walk or jog at the next cover over. Liam worried far more about anyone doing the latter. If any jogger did head in their direction from it, it might be five minutes before they arrived, not before they could see one another.

And I doubt they’ll think Tess is just tying my shoes.

His cock twitched as Tess dropped her nose to his groin, lips tight and warm around his cock. His thoughts snapped back to her blissful work. Refocused on the pleasure, he trembled. Her nails moved up his thighs. She spread his legs wider with her hands, then bobbed her head even faster.

“T-Tess, ohhh, fuck,” he said, chest tight, struggling for breath.

What else could he do but succumb? He lacked the willpower—an impossible amount, really—to stop her. He couldn’t even make himself ask her to stop, or even just mention how exposed they now were. One of the most well-respected women in the neighborhood, a woman he’d grown up living next to, refused to stop.

He found a mind-shattering amount of bliss in the final few moments of self-control before he exploded. And then, like an invisible hand reaching over to seize the wheel, it was wrenched away from him.

He drowned in pleasure, cock pulsating, body on fire. He came, voice scratchy as he groaned. His hips came up, but Tess kept him pinned. She had him all the way in her throat, experiencing the force and heat of his cum as he erupted. He twitched over and over, each accompanied by another spurt. Like she always did, Tess received everything he gave to her.

Yet today, it was more like she took everything from him. A master thief didn’t walk away from the vault until every banknote was in their bags. In the same vein, Tess Williams didn’t remove him from her throat until he was utterly spent.

He loved her so damn much.

With seven months of amazing romance between them, she still found ways to awe him. As her lips came up around his sensitive cock, kept intentionally tight, Tess smiled.

“Do you need a minute before we resume our jog?”

“A few,” Liam wheezed.

Tess smiled more brightly, proving a worthy replacement for the hidden sun. In the same way it provided their planet with life, she did the same for him. Physically, emotionally, nearly spiritually, she rejuvenated him with just a smile.

She gave him dozens more before the day was through.

So, he made sure to repay her for what she’d done for him under that wooden cover multiple times over the course of their three days together.


Chapter Ten

Evening Gowns and Champagne

With July finally kicking June to the curb, Liam entered his final full month of summer break. He had less than fifty days to go, and then he’d be back in school. His sophomore year wouldn’t involve nearly as much time driving as his freshman year had. Time would tell if it involved as much sex, though he liked his odds. Especially once both professors knew that he’d be visiting their classrooms, before and after the actual classes themselves.

With Victoria, Avril, and Anna’s aid, he’d already registered for his classes for the fall semester. A part of him knew Tess might feel a little left out once she learned about things, especially since she’d been the one who’d kept pushing him to come to Bellmore, but he hoped that first sight of him in her classroom would act as an appropriately effective salve. He was adamant about keeping the secret from her until that exact moment. He’d caved with Avril in Fiji, so Tess was the only one he had left to surprise.

Naturally, Victoria had proven the most helpful when it came to picking out the “best” times for her and Tess’s respective classes. He’d have Tess on Tuesdays, Victoria on Wednesdays. Fortunately, with Victoria’s help, as well as an advisor he’d spoken to a few times during the transfer process, he’d managed to fit all his classes into the first three days of the week. He’d be scurrying around from class to class during those three days, but he viewed it as a worthwhile price for a four-day weekend. Spending two of those days with Victoria and Tess would also help a lot.

Anna and Avril had agreed with his assessment, with the latter being a little more colorful in her reasoning.

“Four girlfriends, four days to fuck them.”

But for today, waking up on the 1st of July, Liam’s schedule looked a little different. He started by kissing Anna on the shoulder, making her aware that he’d awoken. Glancing over that same shoulder after he kissed it, her beautiful smile took the place of the sunrise outside her bedroom window. It was more than a worthy substitution.

“Good morning,” she said, setting down her phone.

“Morning,” he said, stretching in a way that pushed his body into hers. That kept her smile around a little longer, and she soon rolled onto her other shoulder, facing him. Their first kiss of the day followed.

It was a morning routine that they both knew well. Since the first time he’d slept beside her in her bed, it’d been the same. She woke up a little bit before him, then stayed in bed, waiting for him to do the same. All so these next few steps could repeat themselves.

A smile, a kiss, and a decision about just how long they’d stay in bed together.

On this particular morning, half an hour sufficed for their early-morning romance.

“You always wake up so horny,” Liam teased, tongue swirling around one of Anna’s nipples. She wore loose shirts—his shirts—and not much else to bed when he stayed over. Right now, it was pulled up high, revealing a pair of sensitive breasts.

“Because I know what I’ll wake up to,” Anna whispered, arching into the hands that surrounded her breasts. “I’m refreshed each time, ready for this.”

Liam grinned and kissed her fair skin, knowing she wasn’t just blowing smoke. She always seemed to sleep rather well on the nights he stayed over. Even if their mornings didn’t always end up like this, Liam still would have enjoyed sharing her bed. He was unrepentantly proud to be a suitable solution to Anna’s sleeping troubles.

Half an hour—and more than a few breathless orgasms—later, Liam and Anna emerged from her bedroom. Wearing a different kind of smile after a morning started the right way, Anna pulled him with her toward her bathroom. Avril still seemed asleep, or at least not out of bed, as her door remained shut. She didn’t make one of her relatively common impromptu visits during their shower, either.

A shame, Liam thought, fondly remembering the last time it happened. Three was a crowd for either of the apartment’s showers, but they always made it work. Made it work very well.

He and Anna were dressed and eating breakfast before the messy redhead made her first appearance. They both heard her door open, and then a loud, poorly stifled yawn. A moment later, bare feet padding on the floor, she appeared before them. From there, she took up a favorite morning position: leaning against him while smiling lazily.

“Happy July,” Avril said, knuckling sleep out of the corner of one eye. A wide yawn delayed what else she wanted to say. “The final full month of summer. Let’s make it count, yeah?”

“We already started the month off right,” Liam said.

Bright green eyes veered toward him. “I knew you two would. That’s why I let you sleep in Anna’s bedroom last night.”

“You didn’t let him,” Anna said. “It was my turn.”

“I still think a rotation is too strict and stuffy,” Avril said, laying her cheek against his. A subtle scent of vanilla drifted off her skin, which Liam gladly breathed in. “My way would have been better.”

“Right up until you lost the coin flip multiple times in a row. Then, you’d say it was the worst idea ever.”

Avril shrugged, then slid herself fully onto Liam’s lap. A few shifts off her butt were more than enough to arouse him. Sighing theatrically, Liam slid a hand underneath her shirt and caressed her skin. Avril cleared her throat loudly, expectantly. Rolling his eyes, Liam added a second hand to the task.

Having occupied both his hands, the conniving woman snatched the toast sitting on his plate and tore a bite out of it. In response, Liam bit her on the shoulder. And of course, Avril simply exposed more of her neck, happy to keep his mouth where it was.

“Have you keyed him in on your… plan?” Avril soon asked.

Liam lifted his focus from Avril’s neck, looking across the table. He immediately saw the hesitance in Anna’s expression, and he’d easily noted Avril’s dubious tone.

“On the Fourth,” Anna began, “my household always hosts a large party.”

“Think evening gowns and champagne flutes, not fireworks and baseball,” Avril added.

“Is your dad trying to force you to attend?”

“…No. I’m planning on going of my own free will. I want to make one final attempt to speak with him, convince him to stop trying to control what I do or who I see.”

Liam nodded slowly, feeling much the same hesitance as Avril exuded. It’d been a bit since Arnold Royce’s ultimatum, threatening to cut Anna off if she didn’t move back home. He’d followed through on some of his threats so far, freezing Anna’s credit card, taking back her car. Of course, there’d been a new car, one of Avril’s, sitting in front of their apartment an hour later.

Time would tell if he’d go all the way to revoking her school payments. That seemed the final straw, the thing that would fully break the relationship, at least to Liam. Avril had implied as much as well, and she was a little more aware of the back and forth between Anna and her father than he was. Liam knew that Anna had contacted him a few times since his ultimatum, in fruitless attempts to resolve things and be treated like a person, not a bargaining chip. His hatred for Arnold Royce had expanded with each failed attempt.

“It’s on his home turf,” Avril said. “I think the idea is good, just not the setting.”

“It’s my home turf, too, Avril. I grew up there. It’s still my home. And I’ll have help.”

“I’m not badmouthing Evelyn,” Avril said diplomatically, “but it doesn’t seem like she’s been able to make good on her promise of cooling him down. His last messages were just as demanding and unhinged as all the other sets.”

“We’ll be there in person, together,” Anna said. “I… want to try. One final time. I want you to be on my side in this, Avril, not doubting me.”

“I am,” Avril said, holding her hands up. “Sorry, I am. I want it to work. Really.”

“From the sound of it, you haven’t received an invitation to attend?” Liam said.

“Nope, nothing in my mailbox. Same for you, shockingly.”

“Shockingly,” Liam agreed dryly. He looked toward Anna. “If there is anything I can do, I’ll do it.”

“I know,” Anna said, drawing in a steadying breath. She still looked uncomfortable, unconfident. It was hard to convince her not to be. “Just keep being your normal self these next few days. That’s the help I want. And… maybe keep your availability open on the evening of the Fourth? For if things go… poorly.”

“I can do that,” Liam promised.

He didn’t miss how Avril remained peculiarly silent for the remainder of the morning.


Chapter Eleven

Everyone’s Best

July 4th, the centerpiece of American holidays, arrived, and Liam fretted throughout the entire morning. He wasn’t alone in that; Avril and Tess shared the same bitter cup he drank from. Only Victoria, steady as always, managed to look unperturbed as they all gathered in Anna and Avril’s apartment.

The four of them had come together early, hoping to soothe any nerves Anna might have by replacing time spent worrying about tonight with the expected festivities on this day of independence. Hopefully, Anna would finally gain her independence tonight, and with a little less conflict than the colonists had gone through a quarter-millennium ago. It was probably a foolish hope. Liam knew he wasn’t alone in believing that.

However, to make good on the promise he’d made to Anna, he kept his worries buried deep inside. Outwardly, he forced a smile onto his face. With the five of them together for the first time in a while, they went out and experienced a picturesque summer day, each of them committed to filling the daylight with relaxing, positive vibes.

In pursuit of those vibes, they started by eating lunch at Anna’s favorite restaurant, sitting on the outdoor patio. Next, having planned their second stop before leaving the girls’ apartment, they headed over to Victoria’s place—her backyard, specifically. With burgers and hot dogs on the grill, Liam’s tongue still sizzled even hotter, thanks to the bikinis on display in and around Victoria’s pool.

Despite himself, he found he enjoyed it a little more once a fifth buxom beauty made her fashionably late appearance.

Waving at the side gate as she walked up to it, Evelyn Royce was one of the few women alive whose presence wouldn’t drop the group average. Stunningly beautiful and Victoria’s equal when it came to fashion sense, she smiled as she pushed through the gate and joined them. Over her arm, a new designer handbag. On her face, similarly fashionable sunglasses. Soon enough, mother and daughter shared a full embrace.

“Have a nice swimsuit to show off under those clothes?” Avril said as she departed his side in the pool, then bounced over to the Royce women. Evelyn wisely avoided a second hug from the dripping wet redhead.

“I’m afraid not,” Evelyn said, smiling fondly at her daughter’s best friend, hand held out to keep her at bay. She was the only one of Anna’s parents capable of such an expression. “I’m only here to say my hellos, whittle away twenty to thirty minutes of my afternoon. I’ve still got party planning to do.”

“Sounds tough,” Avril said. “A good head butler could make all that easier on you. Want me to send you a replacement for that ancient curmudgeon you’ve kept on for so long?”

“I’m sure Crichton would be happy to retire finally, but his services are the only ones I require today. He’s shouldering most everything; I’m just helping shore things up in a few places.”

“Well, come over and enjoy getting off your feet for a little while,” Avril said, waving mother and daughter toward the patio table as if this were her house.

At the very least, Evelyn stopped and said hello to Victoria and Tess, who were over by the grill. As the only remaining body in the pool, Liam would be the final one to receive a proper greeting.

That interaction soon came. Having removed her sunglasses, Evelyn turned her eyes, such soft blue that they edged toward grey, toward him. Her smile didn’t recede as she walked over to him. Liam started climbing out of the pool, but she waved for him to remain in the pleasantly cool water.

“Hello, Liam. Have you been doing all right?” Glancing over her shoulder, she checked that Tess remained at the grill. Her voice grew a little quieter. “I’ve heard about your big changes. I suppose you want to break fate?”

Liam needed a moment to make the connection. He ended up shrugging, unusually bashful, as he recalled a conversation with her in a restaurant many months ago. About how she’d dated someone from Perrymont, yet ultimately ended up with someone who attended Bellmore. And now he would be there, alongside her daughter, spending more than just weekends with her.

“I’d like things to go a bit better for me than your old flame,” Liam said. “Do I have your blessing?”

Evelyn pursed her lips in a way that might be approving, though she was challenging to read. “I’ll be paying attention, certainly.”

Partially, Liam hoped she might not pay too much attention. After all, it probably wouldn’t go over well if Evelyn realized that he was in a relationship with every woman here except her. No matter how flexible a woman she might be, he didn’t expect such a reveal to work out in his favor. For now, he remained hopeful that Evelyn would do as Anna believed she would, which was to support her in maintaining her freedom and independence.

“Same for me,” Liam said, a bit harder than he’d intended. “I’m hoping Anna’s smiling tonight like she’s been smiling so far today.”

Evelyn’s smile diminished slightly, yet she nodded. “When you see her later, that’s my hope too. I’ll do what I can to see it so.”

Liam almost pushed harder, wanting to pressure Evelyn for a stronger promise. She was her mother, wasn’t she? How was it that her father could cause her so much grief, seemingly without any meaningful pushback from his spouse?

But he knew he didn’t know everything that went on in that household. He really didn’t know what Evelyn had or hadn’t done, had or hadn’t said. He’d also learned from that same conversation in that restaurant that Evelyn didn’t have that much sway over her husband. She was on Anna’s side, having obviously kept secret that he’d been part of the Fiji trip, but she didn’t seem to have any control over the family finances.

Liam couldn’t help but feel a mix of frustration and pity toward the woman. Frustration that she’d let herself end up like this, more a passenger than a parent. Still, he didn’t hate her. She didn’t seem to be a bad person, nor an uncaring mother. Unfortunately, there were marriages like hers, and not everyone had the resolve to leave them.

Long ago, Evelyn had made certain choices, and those choices had brought her here, to a place where she wore the finest clothes, drank the finest wine, and visited the finest beaches, yet also to a place where she only might be capable of helping her daughter. Instead of a certainty, it was a possibility. Potentially not a very likely one. And Liam couldn’t—and wouldn’t—view Evelyn as completely innocent for those dismal odds.

Before saying anything more, he noticed that Avril was watching them intently. Actually, she seemed more focused on him than the gorgeous woman standing over him. Combined with the curious reaction she’d given to Anna’s announcement of her plans a few days ago, some things clicked into place.

“Both of you do your best,” Liam said.

But if you won’t, or if your best isn’t good enough, I think I know someone else who will.


Chapter Twelve

Departures

Evelyn stayed around for almost exactly thirty minutes, and then an alarm went off on her phone. Afterward, she said some quick goodbyes, then checked with Anna to see if she still intended to show up for the forthcoming party. With a resolute nod, Anna confirmed that she’d be along in a couple of hours, in time to arrive alongside the first guests. Based on that, it seemed the plan to confront her father would take place during or after the party itself. Hopefully, Arnold Royce wasn’t such a brute that he’d make a scene during his own party. They were clearly banking on that fact.

As she departed, Evelyn glanced in his direction. Liam subtly nodded, and Evelyn offered one in return. That bolstered his hopes somewhat. She’d made her promise, and he expected her to keep it. He wasn’t certain how far he needed her to go for him to consider her blame-free if Arnold remained a stubborn, selfish ass, but he hoped she’d rise to the occasion.

Ultimately, he was on the outside looking in when it came to the Royces. He knew Anna well, and he had a handful of interactions with her mother. The one with her father was enough for him. His ability to judge any of them—except Arnold, fuck that guy—was pretty faulty. He wasn’t about to demand Evelyn threaten divorce, but at the same time, if she didn’t actually stand up for her only child, his respect for her might vanish before the night’s end. He hoped it wouldn’t.

Once Evelyn departed, escorted to her car by her daughter so they could share a few more words, Avril bumped into him. Wearing a coy smile, she moved his arm to her waist.

“Hard being good, isn’t it?”

Liam rolled his eyes. “I can go thirty minutes without needing to grab hold of one of you.”

“Can you?” Tess asked from the table, eyebrow raised as she finished off the final morsel of cheeseburger sitting on her plate. Everyone but Evelyn, who’d respectively declined, had dug into things, participating in what was basically the holiest of days for sizzling burgers and melting cheese.

“I just did,” Liam said. “It gave me just enough time to digest Victoria’s amazing burgers, so now I’m ready to have my second helping.”

Multiple snorts preceded multiple smiles. Liam kept his arm around Avril, and they both watched Anna come back through the gate. Without any prompting, she soon ended up being the other woman who’d claimed one of his arms.

“That’s good,” Tess said. “After all, you’ll need to survive for longer than thirty minutes once summer ends.”

Liam noticed as Avril looked away, hiding her smile.

“I’m steeling myself for it,” Liam said.

Tess nodded, a somewhat wistful look in her eyes. Such looks were becoming painfully more common as the summer progressed. After all, Tess thought he would be returning to Perrymont, which would mean they could only see one another on the weekends.

It pained Liam, keeping this secret. Especially at times like these, when he could solve Tess’s sadness with only a few words.

Actually, no. I won’t be going back to Perrymont.

But he stayed strong, believing that the reveal would overcome these brief moments of moroseness. Still, he worked hard to help clear it up in another way.

With lunch and their one expected guest behind them, they could act a little more like they had in Fiji. In the pool, out of the pool, inside Victoria’s kitchen while grabbing fresh drinks from her fridge, Liam found opportunities to connect with four stunning women. His hands held hourglasses, his lips explored smooth necks and shoulders, and he absolutely did not go another thirty minutes without one or more of those things occurring.

“Gently,” Anna suggested when he pinned her against Victoria’s fridge, even while the home’s owner could see them through her sliding door. “I, um, shouldn’t have marks on my skin, I mean.”

Liam nodded, removed Anna’s top, and focused on her breasts instead of her neck.

A short while later, Avril didn’t have any issues with collecting a few noticeable marks on her skin. In fact, she pushed him to do it, always wanting him to end up sucking on her neck.

Over the hours he had with four gorgeous women, he experienced a dizzying trove of rising breasts and twirling hips. Tess rubbed herself against him, Avril nibbled on his ear while pushing her topless body into him, and Victoria and Anna formed the first alliance.

“Oh, God,” Liam whispered, mere minutes after the last of those occurred. He was helpless to stop a pair of focused mouths from granting him his first full dive into pleasure on the day. Their team-up wasn’t unexpected. Since Fiji, they’d worked together quite a lot, including retaining their title during last month’s tennis match. So far, counting Fiji’s inaugural championship, they’d won three of the four monthly matches. Liam didn’t doubt that they’d be looking to make it four of five in a couple of weeks.

Not long before Anna departed from the party, Liam saw two beautiful professors out in the pool, playing a game on a floating board. He smiled and settled down on the edge of the pool, calves halfway in the water.

“See? It gets used all the time.”

Victoria flicked him a glance. “Because you’re hungry for a prize, and Tess is an addict.”

“I could stop at any time,” Tess said sarcastically. She grinned. “But I win so, so much when I play against you two, so why would I?”

Liam and Victoria united in scowling at her. At this point, Liam was roughly on par with Victoria. At the very least, he could beat Victoria with some regularity, though they drew a ton, having played so many games against one another. When it came to Tess, though? He remained winless. Maybe if they’d played a faster time format, he could have lucked into a win or two, but they never played like that over the board.

I’m close to that first win. So close.

“Play me some today?” Liam asked, having a mind to make July 4th even more memorable.

“No.”

Liam frowned. Tess ignored him, making her next move on the floating board.

“Why not?”

“Because if you do finally win that match against me, you’ll make your ‘wish’ right away. And then Anna and Avril will feel left out as they watch you fuck me and Victoria. They’ll probably want to get involved. Avril will, certainly.”

She’d barely looked away from the board while saying every word so matter-of-factly. So often, he focused on how far he’d come, how far Anna had come. Yet wasn’t it true for each of them? Tess, Victoria, even Avril—they’d all experienced their own forms of growth over these past seven months. They’d experienced some firsts… and then seconds, thirds, and so on.

“Fine,” Liam grumbled. “But tomorrow, you’re finally going down.”

Tess smiled, eyes catching the light refracted off the surface of the pool. “You can try. I suspect you’ll end up as sour as Victoria will soon be.”

The buxom brunette on the other side of the board rolled her eyes, made her move, and soon enough proved Tess right. She didn’t win any of the games, drawing twice and losing thrice.

When Anna finally decided she should depart, Liam did as she’d done for her mother. Walking her to Avril’s car, which she’d be using tonight, they shared a long embrace.

“If you need me, I’ll come running,” Liam said, tenderly kissing her hair.

“Do you have my address?” Anna asked, smiling faintly.

“I have someone who knows it, surely.”

Anna nodded and climbed onto her toes, wanting a slightly longer goodbye kiss than usual. She sighed as she fell back on her heels.

“I hope I have some good news when I see you later tonight.”

“We’ll all be here, waiting,” Liam promised. “Your mom’s on your side. This is her time to step up, I think.”

“She’ll do what she can. Today, it’s on my father. I don’t want a complete break. Even… if maybe I should, he is still the only father I have. Until about a year ago, he was strict, demanding, but not like this.”

“He’s losing his grip on you, and he’s squeezing tighter because of it, when he should be letting you finally be your own person.”

Anna nodded again. “I think you’re right—and I know I’m not going to go back to sitting in his palm. So, I’m hoping he’ll finally understand that tonight. If not…”

“Then we’ll be here for you,” Liam reiterated. “As we’d be, no matter how things go with him.”

Smiling, Anna climbed up for one final kiss, drawing him into her. Her eyes were unwavering after it ended.

“I’ll see you in a bit,” Anna said. “Should I wear my dress over?”

“If you do, I’ll princess carry you from your car.”

“Then I will.”

Liam waved as Anna drove off. Doing his best to battle the sinking feeling that Arnold Royce would again fail in his duty as a father, he waited until she’d vanished from view, then headed back to the others.


Chapter Thirteen

Some Fireworks, Still No Baseball

Even with the total number of beautiful women in Victoria’s backyard suffering another subtraction, Liam still felt like Victoria’s backyard was the place to be. There was no cul-de-sac, no park, and certainly no backyard that would be more worth visiting. With several hours of sunlight remaining, while the rest of the country waited for fireworks at twilight, he could take in far better sights right now.

Returning to Tess, Avril, and Victoria, his unease melted away. It stayed at the small wooden gate leading into the backyard, kept out like a bouncer denying an obvious troublemaker from entering a club.

“Such a good boyfriend,” Avril said as he returned. “I almost feel redundant. Here I was, thinking I’d be the one who saw her off.”

“Bad news,” Liam said, heading straight for the pool. Two professors remained within its calm waters, though they’d set aside playing more chess matches a while ago. “I’ve also got dibs on bringing her back later.”

“Greedy as ever, I see.”

He grinned, slipped into the water, and then slipped in between two incredibly voluptuous women. Rather than fret over what was outside his control, he focused on what he could affect. His professors, one who knew it, and one who would find out soon enough.

They both pushed into him, both accepted his tender kisses across their bodies. He hadn’t yet earned that threesome, but just about everything else was on the table. So, Liam busied himself with everything else.

However, as he kissed Victoria’s cleavage, intending to get both women out of their tops, an earlier claim came true. Anna might be gone, but Avril remained. And even without a threesome starting up, she still came over, still got involved.

One very sexy redhead joined them in the pool, making her way over. Liam spared her a glance, yet he stayed focused on the enormous pair of breasts his lips currently explored. His attention stayed there throughout Avril’s journey, ending only once she was right up on them.

“All right,” Tess said. “What do you have in mind for the four of us? Keep in mind, no foursomes. We can’t be skipping ahead like that.”

“Can’t we?” Liam said, shrugging.

Tess smiled but immediately shut things down. “No, we cannot.”

Another set of shoulders shrugged. It was Avril, expression even, and totally lying as she said, “I’ve got nothing in mind.”

She received a hat-trick of dubious looks.

“Nothing?” Tess asked.

“Nothing,” Avril said. “If I did, you’d all call me predictable. Which is the opposite of what I want to be.”

“It hasn’t stopped you before,” Victoria said.

“Well, it’s stopping me today,” Avril said, chin raised. “On this great day of independence, I’m freeing myself from the yoke of having to carry everything around here. You all want to be horny sluts, come up with something yourselves.”

With her pronouncement delivered, Avril pushed herself onto her back and began floating away. The three “horny sluts” she left behind shared looks.

“For that response, I’m almost tempted to break our rule, make her watch us have a good time,” Tess said dryly.

“I second—”

“Hush,” Tess said, rolling her eyes, placing a finger over his lips.

He responded by kissing it several times, which revived the professor’s beautiful smile.

“Well?” Victoria said. “Are we going to put our heads together and see if we can equal a single Avril?”

“Stating the obvious here, but we’re in a pool. So, water sports? Games? I don’t think Avril would be impressed if we suggested a chess tournament. Maybe an adult version of Marco Polo?”

After a moment of consideration, Tess threw her colleague a look. “I wouldn’t be against it.”

“What would the ‘adult’ rules add?” the icy-eyed professor asked.

“When they manage to catch someone, ‘Marco’ gets a minute or so of fun. Eyes stay shut, though.”

“To up the stakes slightly, we could set up a timer,” Tess said—because of course she would. The woman loved her timers. She was always looking for a reason to include one. “If five minutes go by without someone being caught, the Marco player has to stay still while the other three get to touch them.”

Victoria pursed her lips, then shook her head. “Then Avril will break the game by simply refusing to move when she’s Marco, knowing she’ll get a bigger prize that way.”

“If they don’t catch anyone, they have to keep their eyes shut while the three Polos get a little time together,” Liam said. “No sight, only sound. A small punishment for failing.”

Both women needed hardly a moment before nodding. Tess appreciated the time-based challenge, while Victoria appreciated the possibility of punishment. Liam had thought of all that while they’d gone back and forth.

It was left to him to pitch the idea to the floating body on the other side of the pool. Wading through the water toward the deep end, he reached out and grabbed Avril’s ankle, then tugged her toward him. Closed eyes opened, and Avril righted herself. Treading water, an expectant look glimmered in those brilliant green eyes of hers. Yet… was that a mild look of surprise mixed in?

You thought we’d need longer to come up with something, Liam realized. He smirked, almost considering playing a game of silence, seeing which one of them broke first.

He decided against it, though he stayed silent for a few moments. He spent that time well, looking into those eyes that he loved. There was a lot of that going around in this pool.

He loved that it’d gone without question that he’d be the one who swam over to her and delivered their idea. He loved knowing that there’d be some slight amount of back and forth before she agreed or added—and then agreed—to it. He loved anticipating the forthcoming escalations that would transpire in this game, from her, yes, but also from the others.

The love he felt for her, for Tess, and even for Victoria needed a far larger container than this pool offered. They’d need to fly back to Fiji, where an ocean surrounded them.

“You ever going to say something, or did you just come over here to gawk?” Avril asked, eyebrow raised.

Liam smiled and drifted in close enough to kiss her. Avril allowed only one to slip through her defenses, then made a show of sticking a hand to his chest, holding him at bay.

What have you come up with, Liam? I want to know.

He obeyed her silent request, explaining the rules. In response, she moved her mouth toward one side.

“All right, I’m down for it. Not a bad appetizer.” She grinned. “Not so easy, is it? Coming up with something engaging for the group. Even with there being three of you discussing it.”

“Yes, yes, you’re so unbelievably talented at sex-ifying games. The talent you possess, it’s staggering.”

“It fucking is,” Avril said, propelling herself off the wall toward the other beautiful women in the pool.

Following in her wake, cutting through the cool water, they were already conspiring against him when he reached them in the shallows.

“Yeah, fine,” he grunted, knowing what they were whispering about.

They wanted him to be the first Marco. That suited him fine, as he now had three curvaceous bodies to try and catch.

He situated himself at the midway point of the pool. Before that, they’d agreed on an additional rule. People could go underwater, but if they missed three “Polos” in a single round, they immediately forfeited. Otherwise, just stay in the water—none of that running along the gutter or keeping just a hand or foot in the pool nonsense.

Liam looked around the pool, eyeing three tremendously voluptuous bodies. There was no bronze or silver medal to hand out here. All three were gold, and Liam quite hoped he’d have three medals around his neck before the game ended.

He shut his eyes, waited for Tess to announce that the timer was now going, and then announced the first “Marco” of the game.

“Polo,” three lovely voices, all from different areas of the pool, called back.

Avril’s was the loudest, Tess’s the quietest. Victoria sat right there in the middle, answering at her usual volume. Their voices melded slightly, but he placed Avril to his back, Tess to his front, and Victoria on his right. That put the most buxom woman closest to him, but he eschewed going after her. If Tess was in the shallows, he figured he had the best chance of catching her.

He didn’t have all that much time to waste, so he followed his gut—yeah, that was the body part that led him toward Tess Williams’ indelible curves. He moved forward, calling out again.

Three more answers filled his ears, with Tess’s voice coming in slightly louder in his left ear. He angled toward her, focused on ending the first round quickly. As soon as he got a little closer, he expected he could begin listening for the shifts her body made in the water, rather than just relying on her callbacks. She’d probably go underwater soon, anyway.

Unfortunately, she had teammates, both in and out of the pool.

The former—Avril, he’d have bet—started splashing about ten feet behind him, trying to add some covering noise. The latter reappeared for the umpteenth time that day.

Fireworks went off in the distance, blaring pops, a single boom. They’d heard stilted volleys like it throughout the day. For several days, honestly. In the lead-up to the 4th, there were always premature rounds of poppers and sparklers. Late at night, there were usually a few aerial fireworks set off. Having slept in multiple locations over the past few days, Liam could confirm that this routine occurred everywhere.

He expected things to pick up within an hour or two, building into the usual crescendo once night finally fell. So, he let himself be a little annoyed about this particular round of detonations, as they muddied his hearing enough for Tess to slip by him. His silver lining was that she’d missed a call of “Polo,” darting underwater as he’d swiped in her general direction. Two more, and he’d have her.

Five minutes isn’t long enough, Liam soon realized. Exactly four minutes and thirty seconds later, in fact. Upon the unpleasant chime of Tess’s phone.

He said as much as the round’s three victors moved in toward him.

“Someone’s a sore loser,” Avril said.

Eyes shut, Liam still glared in her general direction. “If it takes three failed callbacks to disqualify someone, five minutes isn’t long enough. I got you and Tess to two, Victoria to one, but I never got close to actually grabbing one of you.”

“We can try seven or eight minutes,” Tess said, voice tickling his shoulder as she moved into position beside him. “You do have to run things back, after all.”

“Yeah, I know.”

Tess kissed his skin, technically breaking the rules by doing so. However, she’d apparently reached his side first, and she was just so impatient to begin kissing someone.

Keeping his eyes shut, fists forming underwater, he felt her drift away from him. Toward two other lustful women, all ready to make him suffer for having failed to catch one of them.

They intentionally stayed close enough that he could hear some things, yet far enough that he needed to strain his imagination to guess what was happening. Movement, water rippling in his direction, a few suggestive whispers. Beyond those unintelligible whispers, they didn’t speak during his punishment phase, which somehow aroused him, even though he loathed the silence they forced him to sit in.

His overactive mind filled in certain blanks, made meals out of morsels. The difficulty of keeping his eyes shut grew, becoming a burden he almost couldn’t bear. A soft sigh, dancing its way over to him, made him clench his teeth. The sunlight beaming down painted his eyelids red and orange, which was a fitting color. He’d be furious if he lost a second round.

“All right,” Tess soon said. “You can open your eyes now.”

He did so. All three of them remained in their swimsuits, no tops yet to come off. He felt taunted by that fact, as he’d been planning to see if he could get away with removing one after catching one of the women. All three looked at him, standing at a waist-deep section of the pool. Beads of water stained their smooth skin, and his throat dried as he stared at their sheer perfection. Above and below the water, that remained true.

They knew it, of course. It was obvious, easy to spot. They could see the insatiable hunger in his eyes. And so, they smiled, even Victoria. Teasing him, daring him to do better, promising wordlessly that they’d never share what had transpired while his eyes had been shut.

“I hate you all,” he growled.

“You very much do not,” Tess said, heading over to her phone. Drying off her fingertips with the towel it sat on, she upped the time to eight minutes, showing it to him before setting her phone back down.

“Ready… go.”


Chapter Fourteen

Catching Nymphs

The three additional minutes proved exactly enough of an advantage for Liam to swipe two fingertips over a fleeing ankle. With his extra time, he’d been able to rush about, forcing his opponents to use up their underwater escapes. With only thirty-two seconds left on the clock, chasing Avril, who couldn’t miss another call back, he made that slightest of touches. That was enough.

Naturally, she then complained that he’d been given too much time.

“Yeah, see if you feel that way after your round as Marco,” he said, pushing a wave of water toward her.

She snorted and found his hand underwater. Twining their fingers together, she guided him toward the shallows.

“Keep those eyes shut,” she warned.

He did so, waiting until she stopped pulling him along. And then he claimed his prize.

First, as if he didn’t know her curves by memory, he traced her. They hadn’t fully outlined how long he had to touch her, and he didn’t intend to let that conversation start now, putting another timer into play. He’d worked for this win, and now he collected his reward.

And what a reward she was. He pushed in and kissed her, even as his hands lifted her by her butt. Feeling her up, pinning her against him, she happily twisted her legs around his waist. The splashes they made were a bit more audible than they’d been while he’d listened to her, Victoria, and Tess kiss one another.

Moving his mouth to her neck, she sighed happily. One hand stayed at her butt, but the other climbed across a slick lower back, rising out of the water. Tracing the valley of her spine, made more pronounced because of how she arched into him, he arrived at the knot of her bikini top.

“Now, hold on, sir, that’s not part—”

He didn’t let her finish. Sucking on her neck, teeth collecting skin in the way Avril adored, he rapidly undid the knot. She growled at him, one hand grabbing the back of his neck for stability, but didn’t stop him. That meant his hand soon held her top. He tossed it away. If she wanted to put it back on afterward, that was fine. For now, he had more places to send his lips.

One of Avril’s heavy breasts compressed beneath his mouth. He pushed a hard kiss into it, lips aware of the hardening nipple at its center. He claimed it between his teeth, gentler here than he’d been at her neck. If it’d been Victoria in his arms, it would have been the opposite. But he’d get to her eventually. Assuming Avril could get her hands on him. Knowing her, there was a pretty high chance she’d go after one of her former professors.

“I think that’s been enough,” Tess eventually said.

Liam opened his eyes, though he didn’t pull his mouth away from Avril’s breast right away. A few more twirls of his tongue over the nipple between his teeth, and then he pulled back. She unwrapped her legs, he lowered her, and she went chasing after her top, which had floated away.

Not to put it back on, but to get it out of the pool.

You’re the best, Avril, Liam thought, happy that she’d set a precedent he hoped the others would soon follow.

Finally allowed to keep his eyes open for at least a few minutes, he waited for Avril to position herself where she wanted to begin. Rather than starting in the middle pool like he had, she went all the way to the shallow end of the pool, back against the wall. She smiled and shut her eyes. Not too far off, having added ten seconds to her phone’s timer, which would allow her to move away after triggering it, Tess tapped the screen.

Ten seconds elapsed, and then Tess, not far from where he’d put himself at the start, called out for Avril to begin.

Liam knew immediately that he had a secondary goal to go alongside avoiding Avril. An opposite one to it, in fact. After all, he only needed to avoid one of the three gorgeous women sharing the pool with him.

Given her proximity, he selected Tess as his first target. As all three of them responded to Avril’s first call of Marco, he drifted toward former-student and professor alike. All so he could recoup some of what he’d lost during the game’s first round.

Busy watching Avril, Tess didn’t see him coming until he was right up on her. She didn’t react until he already had a hand on her lower back, head tilting in. Her eyes widened, momentarily shocked, as someone other than Avril tried—and in his case, succeeded—in touching her.

“Liam!” she whispered in a hiss, trying to swim by him.

He let her do so, though he managed to kiss her on the cheek before she was beyond his reach. Then, with Avril coming toward them, he separated from the gorgeous brunette, heading toward the other.

Having seen what he’d done to her colleague, though perhaps mistaking his goal as obstruction, Victoria’s piercing blue eyes warned him from trying to get too close. Liam held his hands up, like approaching a wounded animal. With their height, even near the deep end, they could both keep their feet on the ground.

She eyed him, called out with the rest of them as Avril tried to locate them, and allowed him just close enough to show her what he wanted to do. He kissed her. Quickly, of course. A rather sexy shark was on the prowl in these waters.

They both went underwater, eyes open, watching Avril slash through the space where they’d been a few moments ago. They saw her mouth move, knew that they’d collected their first strikes, and then kept propelling themselves beneath the water until they reached the opposite end of the pool.

Coming up together, bodies barely a foot apart, Liam immediately kissed Victoria again. He tasted chlorine on her lips, just as she would on his, but he didn’t let that stop him. He ran his hands up and down her phenomenal curves, getting a little less oxygen and a little more voluptuous professor than was probably wise. Addicting. So addicting.

“Those extra three minutes are for more than just helping the hunter,” Victoria noted, lips curling at the edges.

“They are,” Liam agreed, palming her large breasts. They separated a short time later, finally forced in opposite directions by Avril’s grabs.

Now aware of his scheme, Tess didn’t run the next time he managed to get close to her. Looking amused, she drew him into a kiss that, interrupted by their need to shout a response to Avril, who wasn’t having a great time catching anyone, left Liam grinning.

“Once Avril finds out about this, I’m sure she’ll be fuming,” Tess said.

“Too bad for her,” Liam said, groping Tess’s butt beneath the water.

Snorting, the lighter brunette of the pair of professors palmed the growing size under his trunks. Alas, these sensual meetings were kept brief, what with Avril rushing toward them as the minutes ticked by. All eight.

“See?” Liam said to the redhead, who fumed over another reason as Tess’s alarm went off. “Not so easy, even with eight minutes.”

“Shut up,” she snapped, folding her arms beneath her breasts.

“Keep those eyes shut,” Tess said, drifting toward the shallows.

“You shut up, too. I know the rules.”

Liam and Tess both smiled, soon linking up with Victoria, who’d been on this side of the pool when time had run out.

Lucky me, Liam thought, aware of how quickly his fortunes had turned.

Two busty women placed themselves beside him, one for each arm. Before the fun began, Liam glanced over at Avril, finding her face pinched with annoyance. Had he looked the same fifteen minutes ago? Probably. When it came to games like these, he was just as poor a sore loser as she was.

“Eyes,” one professor said, placing her forefinger on his jaw.

“Here,” the other finished.

Commiserating with Avril over her predicament only a moment longer, Liam obeyed. Yet, he ended up pulled in two directions, called by a vixen standing on either side. And he, not nearly frog-like enough to view both at the same time. How could he pick where to begin?

It was decided for him. Tess, hand underwater, gripped his waistband between two fingers. That touch was enough. It pulled his focus to his left. He could hardly complain about what happened next.

Cast by sunlight, vibrant skin almost aglow, Tess brought her mouth to his. Her lips, softer than satin, guided him away from any chance of thought. Something deep within him resounded, a primal drum struck by a bone hammer. This feeling had originated then, belonged to the very beginning of humankind. It had survived all the way to this age of technology and progress, still so potent when experienced.

Love, passion, yearning.

He loved her for keeping the kiss going, growing more passionate as she pushed her tongue into his mouth. And he definitely yearned for the next step—the next many steps. Kissing, touching, exiting the pool, finding a bedroom, a couch, a counter—anywhere would do. Blazing hot, Liam shivered as Tess set her hand on his cheek, reading his thoughts through the intensity within his eyes.

Not yet, hers seemed to say back.

She ended the kiss. However, instead of pushing him off the cliff, sending him to a demise of jagged rocks below, she guided him toward something—two things—that were rather pillowy.

His face found a wonderful home in Tess’s bosom. He kissed her cleavage right away, collecting some of the water sitting on those perfect breasts. He turned his head toward the left, working his mouth toward the fabric covering her nipple. Nudging it aside with his nose, helped by Tess’s hand, he freed it. Kissing her areola, heart rampaging within his ears, he squeezed her breasts together with his hands.

And remembered he had another woman waiting for some of his attention.

He looked only slightly bashful as he glanced toward Victoria, whom he’d momentarily—somehow—forgotten. Smiling nervously, he wondered if she’d strike back at him somehow.

She did… and she didn’t.

She pushed him away from her colleague. He began to protest, cry foul. She silenced him with a hard stare, then moved into the position he’d occupied a moment earlier.

She took Tess’s exposed nipple between her lips.

Lucky, Liam instinctively, and ludicrously, thought.

But which of them was luckier? The woman who’d now had two sets of lips on her breasts, or the two who’d gotten to commit the sordid deeds?

“I have two, you know,” Tess noted, baring her other breast.

Liam and Victoria shared quite a lot over the next minute. Tess’s wonderful breasts, a few looks, a few more times in which their lips drifted in too close to resist—the gravity of desire did the rest.

Liam and Victoria were deep into a French kiss—with him having plans to begin groping her breasts—when a really forgotten individual loudly cleared her throat.

“That’s fucking long enough, yeah?” Avril said testily, though her eyes remained closed. No one could say she wasn’t committed to the end. “You three are going to start hearing from my lawyers if you don’t knock it off right now.”

“Dangerous, those,” Victoria said glibly.

Regretfully, Liam drew himself away from the two buxom professors. Tess headed over to reset her phone’s timer. Victoria glanced at him, yet she didn’t make any additional movements his way.

That was fine. Liam intended to see the work he’d started completed before the sunlight dwindled. He had a few hundred more “Polos” in him, if these were the breaks he’d experience between rounds.


Chapter Fifteen

Not a Foursome

As hoped, things grew friskier by the round. He’d started the spread of an infection, one spread by soft lips, tender caresses, and sultry whispers. He gave out plenty, but he also received just as much. During the round in which Avril would eventually catch Victoria, allowing her to finally reopen her eyes, Tess removed her top, throwing it at him right when Avril was on his tail. Risking being tagged, he leaped up and snatched it from the air, kissing it right after. Though she rolled her eyes at his display, Tess still found her way back into his arms the moment Avril caught Victoria.

From there, now aware of what had been going on while her eyes were shut, Avril traded a scowl for a grin. Not just as hoped, as expected. Liam grinned back, then pulled the voluptuous professor in his arms into a powerful embrace.

“You know,” he whispered, “it’s still kind of up in the air where I’m staying tonight.”

“It’s not, actually,” Tess whispered, fingertips playing with his waistband. “We discussed that during the first round.”

Liam glanced at Avril, who was swimming over to join them. Lowering his voice even lower, he kissed Tess’s earlobe.

“Say more.”

“If you don’t get caught by Victoria this round, maybe.”

Tess escaped his arms right as Avril arrived, and then, shocking them both, kissed the younger woman. Topless together, their breasts compressed as Avril, never one to be off-balance for long, met passion with passion. Liam enjoyed the brief show, then made sure his lips also found those belonging to his favorite redhead.

He was all over her breasts when Tess finally reset the timer and started Victoria’s first round as seeker.

As probably the best swimmer of the group, Liam took a little more care in this round than he had when Avril had been the hunter. Reversing her contemporary’s strategy, Victoria elected to start in the deep end, holding onto the pool’s gutter with a hand, legs kicking. Somehow, even with her eyes closed, she seemed able to see right through them all. Now would be a bad time to realize that Victoria possessed echolocation.

Fortunately, she didn’t seem quite so supernaturally gifted, just naturally gifted. With a reach nearly as long as his, the tall woman made several near grabs of each of them. She didn’t seem focused on hunting any one of them down, instead going after whomever she felt was the closest based on their responses. Because of that, Liam was unable to play with Avril and Tess as much as he’d hoped.

During one such close call, Liam sucked in air and plunged himself into the cool water, waving his hands upward to push himself all the way to the bottom. She still nearly got him, propelling herself under as well. A few more inches, and she’d have had him unable to admire her, Avril, or Tess for at least another six or seven minutes.

Thankfully, he escaped. Lady Luck wasn’t so beneficial to Avril.

“Damnit, damnit, damnit,” she spat, water pouring down her face as she came up to the surface. Like he had not long before, she’d thought to hide herself underwater. She had one missed callout remaining, and desperation had driven her to use it.

Only, Victoria didn’t want to win that way. She’d given pursuit, and Liam had chucked himself under and seen the older woman catch Avril by the shoulder—an actual grab, not just a brush of the fingertips.

“Go be a mermaid at the aquarium,” Avril growled. “You’ve missed your calling, Auntie.”

Victoria ignored her. Instead, she focused on Tess. On a particular part of Tess, too.

Realizing she’s the last one to show off those amazing breasts, Liam realized, hiding a smile.

Out of sheer stubbornness, Victoria kept her bikini as it was meant to be. Liam knew he’d need to change that before long.

By the time Avril was hunting Tess, having single-mindedly chased her into the deep end, Liam had cornered the busty professor. No amount of sharpness in those icy blue eyes could keep him away, and he blocked off her escapes. Into the corner, menacing by way of existing, Victoria stared directly at him.

“Can I help you with something?” she asked.

Liam glanced toward the opposite end of the pool before answering. Even if Tess escaped Avril, who was nipping at her heels, it’d still be a little while before Avril could put them at risk.

“You’re breaking the dress code,” Liam said. “Nothing above the waist, that’s the rule.”

“I don’t recall setting up such a rule for my pool,” Victoria said, folding her arms over her breasts.

“Everyone else is following it,” he said, drawing a step closer. The water rippled around his waist, advancing like a cavalry charge toward the buxom woman.

“I can see that,” Victoria said, holding his gaze.

“And I want to see you,” Liam said. “All of you.”

“What will you do if I allow that?”

Happy to barter with her, Liam reached out. Victoria didn’t stop him, and he moved her arms out of the way. He admired how full her breasts were, the displayed cleavage, yet it wasn’t enough. He needed all of them, to see, to touch, to kiss. He held onto her wrists as he met her eyes.

“Tess said you all discussed my sleeping arrangements for tonight,” he began.

“We did.”

“But she wouldn’t say much more. And yes, I know you won’t say much more, but I’ve already figured it out.”

Solemn and silent, Victoria waited.

“We’ve yet to have a group sleepover at your place,” Liam said.

“We have not,” his austere lover replied.

In the background, he heard Avril’s triumphant whoop. She must have caught Tess. That cut into how much time he had left; they’d probably already been noticed.

“I’ll be sure to give you some additional attention if I’m right about your all’s plans,” Liam said. “So?”

“So, if you are right about what we discussed, you’ll be staying at my home. So, I’ll already deserve additional attention.”

Liam blanched, aware that Avril was heading toward them. Right now, he didn’t want to share—not the glory, not the reward.

“Okay…” he began, hurrying to compile a better offer.

“You’ll fuck me at midnight,” Victoria said. “Whether or not we’re all in bed, whether or not it’s just us in my bed.”

Liam drew in a sharp breath. “I can do that.”

Victoria nodded. Pulling her wrists out of his grip, her hands disappeared behind her back. Her top fell away, floating on the water between them.

“I love your tits so much,” Liam mumbled, in awe, like always, by their size and shape.

“You can fuck them too, then,” Victoria said, finally cracking her severe exterior. A short-lived smile had him pining for midnight, though the hours in between would prove just as exhilarating. Some of them, in a way he wouldn’t have expected.

They finished their game six or seven rounds later. By that time, Liam had accomplished his goals. He’d kissed, caressed, and held three perfect bodies, finding time for each. He’d managed to do quite a good job of avoiding becoming Marco, allowing him to reap the rewards whenever the current iteration failed to catch anyone. He chalked that up to the motivation provided by three half-naked beauties.

Dripping wet, they finally concluded their time in the pool. Daylight remained in excess, not a cloud in sight. Still, after drying off—woe be upon anyone brave enough to track water into Victoria’s home—they decided to head indoors. All three women left behind their tops, of the bikini and shirt varieties. Among them, only Tess had thrown on her shorts, yet they stayed unbuttoned.

In the way that birds nested, bears hibernated, and wolves howled, they gathered. Like invisible threads bound them together, after a short time getting refreshments out of Victoria’s fridge, relaxing in the cooler environment, and making small talk, things escalated. Neither he nor Avril even needed to do anything; it simply happened, as bodies yielded to the demands of hearts and minds.

Liam didn’t wait until midnight to begin making good on his promise to Victoria. She’d known what he was after when he came up behind her, fondling her ass as she leaned against her marble counter, chatting with Tess, who stood on the other side. She didn’t stop that conversation, didn’t stop him. She pushed her butt out farther, practically begging that he finish stripping her.

He kissed her bare skin, still tasting chlorine. His lips journeyed down her olive body, finishing when he kissed her butt. His fingers petted her thighs, and she widened her stance. Wetting his fingertips with saliva, he started slowly and carefully, aware that she might not be wet enough yet for him to penetrate her.

It wasn’t a worry that persisted for very long.

“I suppose it was expected,” Tess said, watching him ply shivers out of her colleague with his fingers. “Once we started letting you grope us in the pool.”

“Don’t worry, no foursomes,” Liam teased. “I remember what you said.”

Tess snorted and took hold of Victoria’s hands, which she’d balled into fists once Liam had begun fingering her. Kissing her friend’s knuckles, she glanced over as Avril joined them at the counter.

“Students versus professors?” she said, beginning the process of removing Tess’s shorts and then the bikini bottoms underneath.

Tess rolled her eyes but let her former student do to her what he’d done—and was still doing—to Victoria.

Both women moaned. Leaning over opposite sides of the counter, their lips were close enough for them to share a breathless kiss. They shared those things, even as Liam and Avril opted for different routes.

Liam stayed with his fingers, practiced, perfected, making Victoria shudder as a third climax crashed into her voluptuous body. That allowed him to kiss her back again and again, running his lips over her silky smoothness. His free hand did the same, though it made a few passes at Victoria’s breasts, hefting them, playing with them.

Avril, on the other hand, had fallen to her knees a short while ago. Using multiple weapons at once, she had Tess’s jaw clenched, her resistance faltering rapidly. Since Fiji, Avril had practiced plenty, using all three other women in the group to do so. Even Anna liked it when Avril began shimmying her out of her shorts or leggings, knowing that wave after wave of pleasure awaited her.

Eventually, they swapped. Everyone in the room knew it was coming, so Liam suggested it after delivering Victoria to her fifth orgasm. She stood unsteadily, breathing laboriously. A slight break would do her good.

On the other side of the counter, Tess looked a little better off. Liam kept a prideful grin to himself as he and Avril swapped partners. Regardless, Avril still narrowed her eyes at him.

“There’s only one rule, right?” Liam whispered into Tess’s ear.

Her eyes seemed aglow as she nodded, waiting for him to do what she knew he would.

Avril had prepared her, so Liam didn’t need to utilize more foreplay. His cock entered her slippery folds, pushing deep into her tight pussy. A throaty moan escaped Tess’s lips, and both other women locked eyes with him. Envious, perhaps?

It’s good practice, he said with his eyes, focusing on Victoria.

She seemed to agree, as she remained a little distracted by the lusty moans of her colleague throughout the next several minutes. Wishing it’d been her, intending that it soon would be.

But no foursomes. No threesomes involving Tess and Victoria. He hadn’t earned that yet. And so, he only fucked Tess. He just let Victoria and Avril watch.

Bodies connecting as he picked up speed, loud slaps filled the room as he pumped himself into her. Wanting to plant some seeds for the future, he whispered diabolical provocations into Tess’s ear.

“I’ve dreamed about this for so long, Tess. For years. Only, it didn’t involve Victoria’s kitchen.”

“Mine?” she whispered back, swallowing. “You’ve done that a few times.”

He shook his head. “Somewhere else.” He paused, letting her tremble as she edged toward her next climax. “Somewhere I’ve only seen in pictures.”

She frowned, trying to connect the dots. Massaging the side of her incredible butt with his thumb, he confirmed within himself that he wouldn’t do as he’d done with Avril. His secret would last until the fall. Until that first time she saw him in her classroom.

He was fortunate that she didn’t seem to check who would be in her classes, but he didn’t expect her to. She’d probably have hundreds of students this semester. He’d be among them, unknown until that fated day. Where he could finally really be her favorite student, as she’d so often assured him he would be.

“Where?” Tess asked, meeting his eyes.

“Your classroom. Instead of a counter, it’d be your desk. Instead of wearing nothing, you’d still be wearing whatever you’d worn while lecturing that day. Just… a little more disheveled than when you’d put them on.”

Tess blushed fiercely, momentarily at a loss for words. Given all that they’d done, given that they had an audience on the other side of the counter, it seemed silly. Nevertheless, Tess Williams needed a moment—the thick cock churning her insides probably didn’t help—to collect herself.

“It… would be very memorable, if it could ever happen.”

A key unlocked a door, and light streamed in through the opening. While not as overt about it as Victoria was, Liam recognized the glimmer of hope in her eyes. Anticipation and desire were the wind joining that light.

“Never say never, right?” Liam whispered.

Tess nodded, slick walls tightening around his cock, and let the fantasy of him taking her over her desk lead her into blissful quakes.

So, too, once he was back with her, did Victoria. He held out admirably, resisting the urge to cum in both women. That, he’d decided, would keep it from counting as a foursome. He fucked them both, holding them against the counter, allowing them to see one another’s mottling expressions as they climaxed over and over. And he achieved his goal. With them.

Avril Knight, human-imp hybrid, offered a third strike down the middle of the plate.

More envy, this time from the professors, as Avril tore him away from the older women, who were gasping and recuperating after climaxing so many times while on that counter. Their eyes followed the younger couple, with Avril leading Liam to a familiar yet unutilized location.

She rode his cock until they both shared in a deafening climax on Victoria’s couch. Breasts bouncing, breath ragged, the gorgeous redhead decided that she’d granted enough pleasure for her to crave some herself. She got it in waves, jawline flexing as she built them up to their shared climax.

Supposing that it was fine for him to erupt finally, Liam didn’t try to stop her. He simply let those same waves deliver him ashore.

With her former professors and his soon-to-be professors watching, Liam filled Avril’s pussy. Hissing with desire, Avril pushed herself into him, arms wrapped around his neck, body rising and falling the final few times needed for her to experience the same overwhelming bliss.

“Best cock around,” Avril whispered as she leaned into him, breathing stilted as she filled her lungs.

They’d replaced chlorinated beads of water with sweat. The leather under Liam’s thighs didn’t appreciate that, sticking to his skin like a store owner grabbing a would-be shoplifter before he could get out the door. It was still amazing, both the act and the afterglow.

Avril lifted her eyes, lively green, pure. “Don’t you two agree?”

Having finished recuperating from their many combined climaxes, neither Tess nor Victoria responded. Glancing over his shoulder, Liam wore a pouty expression, imitating hurt at their silence.

“Clean up my couch,” Victoria said, waving a dismissive hand. “Then you can come beg for compliments about what’s between your legs.”

Before Tess could wilt or give in, the more austere professor grabbed her colleague by the arm, then towed her back into the backyard.

“I will, and I will,” he called after them.

“So jealous,” Avril commented, grinning.

“I’ll make it up to them later tonight.”

“I’m sure you will,” Avril said. “Just don’t be too far out of reach—or too deep inside one of them. They’ll really be pissed if I need you at that unfortunate time.”

“Need me?” Liam asked, judging that she wasn’t referring to their next round of sex.

“Just don’t go too far,” Avril said, patting him on the chest as she climbed off his lap. “Anna might need you.”


Chapter Sixteen

Another New Getup

Avril remained vague about what she’d meant, even as dusk finally lumbered in. Fireworks could now be heard and seen, with several impressive detonations going off at the park a few blocks away from Victoria’s home. They didn’t go to watch, seeing how most of them remained in an irresponsible state of undress.

One thing Liam noticed, keeping an eye on Avril even as he relaxed with his paramours, watching explosions of color shear away the darkness in the sky, was that she was regularly using her phone. Texting someone. Anna? It almost certainly had to be.

Except it wasn’t.

As the messages continued, Liam saw a downward tilt take root on Avril’s mouth. Her eyebrows furrowed during one longer message, in which she didn’t type back a reply for some time.

What’s happening? Liam thought, forgetting about the Eden he sat within. If Anna was in trouble, then—

Avril set her phone down, exhaled, and met his eyes. She motioned with her head towards indoors. Nodding, Liam extricated himself from Tess and Victoria’s arms, then stepped back into the latter’s kitchen.

“What is it?” he immediately demanded. “Is Anna okay? What’d she say?”

“Anna’s phone is almost definitely in her—my—car,” Avril said. “She always leaves it behind when dressing up for one of those stupid parties, so I didn’t even bother texting her. I was talking to Evelyn. And getting bad news in piles.”

Liam drew his lips to a line. “What happened?”

“About what was expected. Arnold Royce remains a piece of shit. He’s not going to be reasonable; hell, he didn’t even budge on things. He didn’t escalate, try to take away more, but it’s obvious he views Anna’s attempt to talk to him as a sign of weakness, a sign that she’ll cave soon enough. So, he’s stonewalling her, staying active at the party, knowing Anna won’t make a scene—or do what she should do, which is just leave the damn thing early.”

“All right,” Liam said, nodding. “And my part is?”

Smiling approvingly, Avril led him deeper into Victoria’s home. They ended up outside her guest bathroom. With a hand, Avril swung the door open. Sitting there on the sink was a pile of neatly folded and pressed clothes.

“When did you sneak those in?” he said, snorting.

“Oh, days ago,” Avril said. “Victoria only cleans her unused rooms every other week, so she wouldn’t notice this addition for another two days.”

As he focused a little more on the pile of clothes, which included dress shoes, though those sat by the wall, not on the sink, Liam realized that this wouldn’t add an additional outfit to his finer sets. In fact, he didn’t imagine he could wear this outfit very often at all. He threw Avril a curious look.

“You can’t be a guest, obviously,” Avril said. “You’ll stand out; no one there knows you. But a member of the staff? I know which company Evelyn hires out for additional help each year. I know their uniforms, too.”

A short while later, Avril grinned as she inspected his new attire. Circling him, she smoothed out creases and plucked off a snarl of lint. At least someone liked his new look.

He wore what might be the stiffest, starchiest outfit he’d ever put on. The white button-down wasn’t too bad, a little coarser than he was used to, but the black vest over it almost seemed to crack with every move he made. The pants were only slightly better, though he couldn’t see himself being able to run very well in them.

“I guess you have a bit too much muscle nowadays,” Avril said, following his complaints. “You really should stop going to the gym, fucking so many women. It’s made you far too fit. You’re not any good at looking unassuming and forgettable.”

“Thanks,” he said dryly.

The gloves were the worst of it. Who wore gloves anymore? White gloves, soft, so at least he could make fists, but they looked ridiculous. How could Evelyn, who was so accustomed to good fashion, hire a company that forced its employees to dress like this?

“It’s a look they’re all used to,” Avril said. “Even if you’ll stand out if you’re there too long, you only need to wear it for a little while. Just get over there, get your girl, get out.”

Liam paused in buttoning up his cuffs. “You’re not coming?”

“It’ll be nice for Anna if it’s just you, trust me. Besides, this isn’t actually Mission: Impossible. You can make do without having a getaway driver.”

“All right,” Liam said. “Give me the other details I need.”

Trusting in Avril to let Tess and Victoria know where he’d departed for, Liam soon cut a path toward the Royce estate. Settled on the outskirts of town, where nice neighborhoods consisted of lavish mansions spaced out with acres between them, there wasn’t much traffic to deal with. This wasn’t the sort of place where visitors were common.

In fact, he realized as he reached his destination that there weren’t any fireworks going off. Houses were lit up by exterior spotlights and lamps, not brilliant explosions of green, red, and purple. The sound of American festivity faded behind him as he passed numerous ten-million-dollar homes.

Each mansion came with its own eccentricities, enabled by the ridiculous amounts of money each owner had to burn. If they wanted a tennis court beside their home, they got one. If they wanted a garage large enough for a fleet of cars, it was there. If they wanted a vast garden—and they all pretty much wanted that—not a leaf or branch stood out of place.

Well, at least the gardening companies do well, Liam thought, letting his phone’s GPS guide him to the correct mansion.

These homes were beyond him. They really weren’t just “homes,” honestly. They were peacocks on display, rivals as much as neighbors to the other titans flexing their muscles in the line.

Liam had grown up in a home. A really nice home. One he knew most people weren’t fortunate enough to have grown up in. He always tried to keep that in mind. He recognized how lucky he was to have been born where he was.

But these felt steps above, actual sprawling monstrosities. Modern-day palaces, but no longer in a time when a whole royal court gathered within those walls. He knew he’d eventually arrive in front of Anna’s home, find it much the same as the rest. Her father, her mother, her—that was it. Three, for a house meant for thirty.

Avril, God help me if I ever see where you grew up.

Every so often, he passed by a mansion where a party was being held. He saw rows of luxury cars, imports, uniquely designed works of motorized art. He saw well-dressed figures in large windows, holding drinks as they conversed, laughed, and sipped. People whose kids he’d be attending school with this fall, he realized.

That was one part of his transfer that he wasn’t looking forward to. While he didn’t view them as a monolith, in part thanks to Avril and Anna, he knew there’d be plenty of Trent Aldens at Bellmore. Even if there somehow weren’t, he knew the real Trent would be there.

Maybe he’ll get hit by a bus before then. No, too pedestrian. He’s never even seen a bus, I bet. Maybe he’ll go on a summer trip, his plane will go down, and he’ll end up trapped on an island for a couple of years. Yeah… better.

Distracted by his hopeful fantasizing, Liam almost went by his destination.

“You have arrived at your destination,” his phone announced. “It is on your left.”

There it was. A mountain of a mansion, three stories tall, pale brick, enormous windows, and a garden that not even Victoria could have tended to on her own. There were dozens of luxury vehicles in a sprawling driveway, which was bigger than Liam’s front yard. He also spotted, segregated like lepers, some more affordable vehicles, cars and a couple of vans. The latter had the name of the catering company, Dupree Catering, painted on their sides.

All right, Avril, Liam thought as he turned in, heading for those cars. Let’s see if I can even get in the door.


Chapter Seventeen

A Good Mother

In fact, it proved no trouble at all for Liam to enter Anna’s family home. As this mansion was only palace-like, not an actual palace, he didn’t search for any sort of servants’ entrance. With the front door left wide open, interior light spilling out on the steps leading up to it, Liam headed that way. And then he headed inside, receiving zero initial attention from the partygoers gathered around in an expansive foyer entrance.

Dressed like he should be there, his first test revolved around passing a group of three women, each dressed as though they’d received an invite to the Avril Casino. That would prove to be the case everywhere. Formal fashion was the only fashion, which just felt wrong on the Fourth of July. Maybe he’d seen The Sandlot too many times, now, so he expected everyone to be running around in shorts and caps.

When he passed by the trio, they were far less concerned about him than another caterer who, dressed exactly as he was, so go Avril, carried a platter of hors d’oeuvres. The caterer, a guy a little older than Liam, was called over, and pinched fingers picked at his platter.

Realizing he’d been holding his breath since pretty much exiting his car, Liam forced himself to exhale. Moving out of the way, not wanting to be seen standing out in the middle of nowhere, he refocused on the information Avril had given him.

That included a layout and a recommendation, which he’d received over a phone call while driving. The former, which she’d gone over a few times, would prove helpful. The latter, that he should avoid being spotted by Anna’s father, had been pretty unnecessary. He wasn’t looking for that kind of confrontation, not here. He was here to get Anna out, not have the cops called by an irate father.

Unfortunately, although he remembered the layout pretty well, Avril hadn’t been able to give him a specific point to check first. He knew where Anna’s bedroom was, but that was up on the second floor, where it might be odd for a caterer to go. It’d be better for him to check out the first-floor options first.

He assumed. In all honesty, he didn’t really know what he was doing. He might make for a good card shark, but that didn’t turn him into Danny Ocean. Infiltrations and blending in weren’t among his list of talents. He was going to have to let his disguise do most of the work, and hopefully find Anna before he was asked to work.

He headed down a long tongue of red, feet padding softly on the lush rug, toward what Avril had cited as a “makeshift ballroom.”

Along the way, he peeked into every room he could. Most of the doors were left open, so he managed it without attracting any attention. Within most of them, he saw more small gatherings of finely dressed guests.

That was the way of it, it seemed. Groups of three or four, very rarely larger, mingling and making conversation. They were all mostly stationary; very few walked about. Very few also sat, for whatever reason. Rooms plush with furniture got little use out of their high price points.

There was a serenity to things—an unusual one, given the day. There was plenty of laughter, plenty of smiles, and a few of the people he spotted were fast-tracking their way toward getting a little beyond just tipsy. Still, the absence of fireworks and sprinting children—he hadn’t yet seen anyone under the age of twelve or thirteen—was strange. It was like he’d stepped into a new world. Not necessarily a better one, but one with a curious allure.

About halfway down the hall, where he could see a larger room where some people were a little more in motion than those he’d passed by, Liam realized something.

These people are probably universally millionaires. Business executives, socialites, philanthropists. Even their small talk might result in dozens of people being affected.

He wasn’t sure how to feel about that. The party was well stocked with guests, at least in the dozens. Dozens of people, each one capable of affecting the lives of dozens of ordinary people, all on a whim or a deal that might be made while they sipped wine or champagne this very night. Millions of dollars might begin moving hands tonight.

Or a father might try to sell his daughter off for his own damn ambitions, Liam thought, souring toward the resplendent dresses and tranquility of the party. It completely lost its allure to him.

He propelled himself forward, finding the fineness of this place bothersome rather than interesting, and entered the makeshift dance room. The music emerging from the room grew louder as he approached the wide doorway.

The room was big enough for forty or fifty people to use comfortably, with massive windows on the far side letting moonlight stream in. Speakers hung from four pillars holding up a steepled roof, vibrating as music—contemporary, so at least the people within weren’t actually ballroom dancing—poured out of them.

Fortunately, only about twenty people stood, chatted, and moved within the room. That made it pretty easy for Liam to scan the area, determine that Anna wasn’t there, and turn back around.

And then come face to face with an incredibly beautiful woman.

Which he usually liked. And he usually liked seeing this particular woman. Hell, he’d liked it when he’d seen her earlier today. But right now, it was a sight that did nothing but make him wince internally.

Crap.

Even though she’d been Avril’s source that things hadn’t gone well, she’d advised that he avoid being noticed by either of Anna’s parents. She didn’t know how Evelyn Royce might react to him skulking about, trying to steal her daughter away from a party she worked very hard to set up each year.

Well, now they’d learn.

I didn’t make it five freaking minutes before being caught, Liam realized.

Nope. He’d make a terrible Danny Ocean. Because at least when he got caught, it was intentional.

“Liam,” Evelyn said, a bemused expression framing her lovely face. “You’re… here.” Her eyes took in his outfit. Her expression flattened. “Avril.”

Liam spent a moment considering how best to reply. A simple nod? Avril would be Avril, after all. Or should he be a little more revealing, even forceful?

“I’m here to try and help Anna’s day end on a strong note,” he ultimately said. “Avril wants that too.”

“She’s here too?”

“No, she knew she’d never go unnoticed,” Liam said. “It’s just me.”

Evelyn stayed silent for a time, mind at work behind her soft blue eyes. She wore a stunning dress, one that would have usually mesmerized him. Sequins shimmered across it, and a plunging neckline and backless design exposed an enviable amount of skin. It wrapped itself around her, comfortably tight, conforming to a jaw-droppingly shapely figure.

A lot of mother-daughter tennis time, Liam thought idly, waiting for Evelyn to decide what she’d do.

She really only had three options. Throw him out, help him, or pretend they’d never met.

“I suppose ‘helping’ Anna involves removing her from this party?” Evelyn finally asked.

“It does,” Liam admitted. “She’ll have a better time elsewhere.”

Disagree with that, Liam dared, holding her gaze.

Evelyn pursed her lips—the same full, luscious lips that her daughter had. Then she took him by the arm and guided him into a side room, away from all the eyes and ears of the dance room. He might not stand out, but she would, and although it might not be odd for the party host to be seen speaking with a caterer, he let himself be drawn within.

This room was empty of other guests, and it seemed likely to stay that way, as Evelyn shut and locked the door.

“Did Avril explain how things went when Anna and I spoke to her father?”

“I’ve got a clear enough picture. It didn’t go well.”

“No,” Evelyn said, exhaling tiredly, “it did not. But it also didn’t go catastrophically. Arnold’s only holding the line, not pushing it forward. But if he sees you here? It’ll make a catastrophe look quaint.”

“Then help me not be seen,” Liam pushed. “Just tell me where Anna is, and how best to avoid your tyrant of a husband. We’ll be gone in a few minutes.”

He probably could have stated his desires more diplomatically, and given that this was that tyrant’s wife, probably should have. Yet, his frustration—not just toward Arnold, in truth—bled through. He said it, and he didn’t try to take it back. Because he was right to say it.

After a moment of meeting his gaze, Evelyn looked away. Once more, her expression changed.

“I suppose you think me a poor mother, after all,” she said, eyes looking out the nearest window. From there, she could see several of the expensive cars sitting in front of her lavish home. The only home she’d known for decades. “Avril certainly must, as she didn’t let me know she was sending you here. I couldn’t be trusted to help.”

Liam could have offered her a way out, told a tiny lie, but he didn’t. Deep down, he wasn’t sure she deserved it. So, he let her keep looking out that window, aware that while she enjoyed this party, her daughter suffered because of it.

“Maybe tonight can offer us all an answer,” he eventually said. “If you help, Avril and I will know we were wrong to assume you wouldn’t. It’s not a huge thing we’re asking for. We just want Anna to have a good time tonight, and that’s going to require her to stop thinking about her father, who views her more like a prized hog than a person.”

“He’s not that monstrous—”

Liam didn’t need to say or do anything; Evelyn cut herself off. Her face fell even deeper into distress.

Perhaps it was because it was coming from him, finally, not just Avril. The loneliest pools in the deepest caves probably knew about Avril’s unwavering hatred of Arnold Royce. Hearing the same thing again and again from the same person could make it less meaningful, less persuasive.

Yet, he was Anna’s first boyfriend, and he had Evelyn’s approval to be so. So, maybe his willingness to say what needed to be said about her husband meant something more than another of Avril’s diatribes—deserved though they were—against the man.

Evelyn touched the side of her head as if she were suddenly experiencing a headache. That might very well be the case. Her husband was a monster. Maybe not all the time, but in the way he treated her daughter, it was a proven fact. Unless she doubled down hard, Liam didn’t see any way for her to avoid confronting it.

Anna deserved a better father. Unfortunately, she probably wasn’t going to get one. Maybe he’d change; perhaps he had a point at which he’d realize how he’d mistreated her so horribly these past many months. But that wasn’t going to be tonight; Liam would bet on that.

How about you, though? Liam thought, giving Evelyn all the time she needed. Rise to the occasion, or join your husband in the mud?

It would go beyond just this one act. They both knew that change, or its refusal, hung in the air. Because if she admitted how awful her husband was, she’d need to make decisions about her part in everything eventually. How long could a mother let her daughter be coerced and threatened by her husband, do nothing, and still be considered a good mother? Even further beyond that, how long could such a woman continue standing beside such a man as Arnold Royce?

“I care about Anna,” Evelyn said, though it sounded weak, without conviction. “I… want to be a good mother.” A little more conviction, there. Growing. Solidifying.

“Anna needs your help,” Liam said, offering a way to be so. “Help me, you help her.”

“She loves you quite a lot.” Evelyn’s eyes finally returned to his. “She’s not opposing Arnold just because she wants him to stop trying to control her, force her down his path. It’s also because she’s happy—truly happy—about the one she’s already on. With you.”

Liam smiled faintly. “I love her too. That’s why I’m here. It’s why I’ll be here every time I’m needed.”

Evelyn nodded.

“I suspect she’ll be upstairs, either in her room or in the library. I saw her head that way shortly before I saw you come in, wearing a caterer’s outfit, making me think I must have had too much to drink.”

Of course you have a library, Liam thought, though he stayed silent.

“Be quick,” Evelyn urged. “And don’t go out the front door. You might blend in, but someone will notice if my daughter absconds from the party with a handsome-looking caterer.”

“I’m guessing Anna will know the other ways out of the house,” Liam said, smiling gratefully. At least in this, Evelyn hadn’t let him down. Let Anna down.

“She will,” Evelyn said, sighing pensively. “Well, good luck, Liam. The next time we see one another, hopefully it’ll be in a less volatile situation.”

“I’ll look forward to the next meetup,” Liam said. “How do you stack up against Anna when it comes to ice skating?”

“Not nearly as well,” Evelyn admitted. “Anna outshines me quite a lot. She has since she was nine.”

“We’ve got that in common,” Liam said, and then he headed for the door.


Chapter Eighteen

Princess by the Books

Evelyn stayed behind, lest any rumors about the two of them emerging together from a closed room crop up. Liam hurried back down the long hallway, heading for a central staircase in the mansion foyer. It curled like a caterpillar up to an overlooking balcony, where a few guests gathered.

It was at that point that his disguise came with a price.

“You there,” one of the guests, a man with a mustache that was also pretty caterpillar-like, said. “We’d like refills.”

In unison, the three members of this little group extended mostly empty champagne flutes.

I do not have time for this, Liam thought.

“Of course, I’ll get on it as soon as I’ve finished my current task,” Liam lied.

The two who’d yet to speak seemed placated by this. Maddeningly, the mustachioed man didn’t fall in line.

“You can do it now, easily. The refreshments are right down there.” He pointed toward another hallway that adjoined the central foyer.

Then why not do it your damn self? Liam thought, tightening his jaw. He forced it to relax, not wanting to appear hostile.

“I promise I will. However, I’m running a favor for Missus Royce, so I need to attend to that first.”

That still, somehow, didn’t seem to be enough for the bothersome man. He opened his mouth, clearly intending to continue arguing.

“Don’t be brusque, Theo,” the woman beside him said, patting him on the forearm. “I’m sure we can go another few minutes, or spot another caterer, without refills.”

“Fine,” the man said, though he sent Liam a look like he intended not to tip him at the end of the night.

Well, fine, because I don’t intend to be here.

Liam hurried away from the man, going down the hall that, thankfully, would lead him toward both Anna’s room and the mansion library. As he did so, he couldn’t help but feel a strange itch in the back of his mind, as if he were familiar with the man’s name.

Could be. Avril might have complained about him at some point too.

He set the issue aside, taking a turn, then being glad to find no one else this deep into the mansion’s bowels. Progressing until he found the first of his suggested places to look for Anna, he peeked into the library.

And he found her. Finally, some good luck! Sitting on a cushioned Ottoman, a book in her hands but not opened for reading, she repeated what her mother had done not long ago. She stared out a window. Next, she noticed his presence. Finally, she appeared wholly shocked.

Liam couldn’t help but grin as he stepped into the room.

“Hey. This party’s pretty stuffy. Want to go somewhere else?”

Tears appeared in the corners of Anna’s eyes, and she looked briefly overwhelmed by his presence. She recovered quickly, however, even before he could say anything more. Standing in a rush, swiping the wetness out of her eyes, she smiled back.

“I would really, really like that.”


Chapter Nineteen

Ding

Even though he’d offered to take her away, he came to her. Moving deeper into a room stockpiled with books upon books upon books, Liam drew Anna into a warm, loving embrace. They probably should have saved that for later, focusing right now on fleeing without being spotted, but neither could help it. Their bodies came together, arms wrapping around one another.

As their embrace ended, Anna pulled back, still beaming. She looked him up and down, seeming amused by his outfit. Liam shrugged innocently at her questioning look.

“It got me here, didn’t it?” he said.

“I suppose that’s true,” Anna said mirthfully. She didn’t need to wonder how he’d obtained it.

Offsetting his outfit, Anna wore a fine turquoise dress. It wasn’t nearly as revealing as the dress he’d seen her mother in, nor the dress she’d worn to Avril’s “casino” last year.  He suspected that was intentional. This was a functional outfit, good enough for the occasion—and her purpose in attending. She still looked gorgeous in it, especially now that her glumness had evaporated.

“Is Avril here too?”

Liam shook his head. “Just me. She’s waiting for you with the others.”

Despite hearing that her best friend wasn’t here, Anna’s smile grew even more radiant.

Right yet again, Avril, Liam thought as Anna moved into him, wanting to share a quick kiss.

“So, do you know a good way out of here?” Liam said. “Your mom helped me figure out where you might be, but she also suggested we look for a backdoor exfiltration.”

“She did?” Anna asked, blinking in surprise.

“She did. Helped me right away, no hesitation at all.”

And there’s a tiny lie for your benefit, Evelyn. Don’t make me regret it.

Mist appeared in the corners of Anna’s eyes. Her smile grew slightly fonder, almost reminiscent. She cleared her throat and wiped away the wetness a moment later.

“The backdoor’s a good idea. We could go separately, so as not to catch attention. From the stairs, there’ll be a closed door off to the side nearby. It’s right near where all the catering stuff has been set up, so you should be able to get close to it, then slip inside. Especially if I leave it open first. From there, we should be pretty safe from eyes, so I can guide you the rest of the way through.”

“It is, but that might not work for me. Or, at least, it makes it more likely I’m outed. There are three people at the top of the steps, expecting me to get them drink refills once I’m done with what I said I was doing. One of them was especially forceful and seemed like the sort to go fussing if he doesn’t get his way. But if I do get them their drinks, odds are higher that I’m found out by the caterers. You know, since I’m not actually one of them.”

“Even though you blend right in,” Anna said teasingly.

Liam rolled his eyes, uncomfortable in the stiff outfit. So far as he was concerned, Avril could have this one back after he was through wearing it. Otherwise, he could see her trying to get him to wear it again, even when there wasn’t a rescue mission requiring it.

Anna stayed quiet and thoughtful for a moment. Sure, his problem wasn’t a huge one. They could probably make it work. He could grab three people some drinks… probably. Yet, before he was about to say that, Anna looked up. Her eyes, purer than aventurine, lit up like floodlights coming on.

“I have another way down. Come on!”

Sounding far too excited, she grabbed him by the wrist and tugged him along. Out the library, past several other rooms, she stopped once before their destination.

Liam only saw a little of her bedroom, which Anna entered to grab her phone. It looked roomy and pleasant and unused for a very, very long time. Stuck in a memory of the past, amid a time when Anna hadn’t hated living here.”

“Come on,” Anna said, tugging him by the arm.

They didn’t stop again until they’d neared the end of the hall. Another closed door stood before them. Anna glanced about, saw they were still alone, and pushed through.

They entered into some kind of study or office. They started directly at an enormous desk upon entry. Two equally large windows sat behind the desk’s chair, reflecting exterior light. Anna found the light switch a moment later, giving Liam a better view of the room.

There were bookshelves on one side, carrying tomes whose spine titles sounded as dry as they looked heavy. Business books, encyclopedias, a few binders as well. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to guess where Liam now stood.

Arnold Royce’s private study. Oh, how he would erupt if he knew.

Anna pointed toward the non-bookshelf-covered wall. Right at a large portrait of Arnold, his wife, and his daughter, age nine or ten, in a dress that was comedically puffy. Liam raised an eyebrow, about to make a glib comment, only for Anna to roll her eyes and keep pointing.

Not at the portrait, but what was under it.

“Really?” Liam chortled.

“My father doesn’t like to leave this room when he’s working. It was one… advantage of how diligent he can be. So, he had a dumbwaiter installed, which connects directly to the kitchen.

While Anna shut the door to the room, Liam eyed the tinier one, bronze or brass, sitting underneath the family portrait. It looked large enough for a person of his size to squeeze inside. If he scrunched up really tight. But would it hold? That was his next question.

“Unless you’re the fittest three-hundred-pound person I’ve ever seen, you should. I’ve used this route before.”

“When?” Liam said, incapable of envisioning Anna fitting herself into a dumbwaiter.

“When I was a kid.”

“So, when you were dressing up like that,” Liam said, pointing at the portrait.

“I only had to wear that once,” Anna huffed. “We were in London. Momma saw the dress in an old-timey boutique.”

“So, she used to be the crueler parent of the two.”

“Oh, hush. Are we going?”

“If you’re sure it’ll go,” Liam said, side-eyeing the dumbwaiter.

“It will,” Anna said adamantly.

Together, they approached the small dumbwaiter. Anna touched a button on the wall, and it lit up. A moment later, they heard a ding. Right after that, the doors parted, revealing a small freight elevator designed for snacks and meals, not people. Yeah… he’d fit. If he really scrunched up.

“This leads to the kitchen, right?” Liam said, aware he was stalling but unable to stop himself. “Won’t there be a ton of people in there?”

“No, our chef isn’t here tonight. It’s just caterers, and they aren’t allowed in the kitchen. Josh is very particular about that sort of thing, so the caterers were given strict orders only to use the room they’ve been given.”

“If you’re sure,” Liam said hesitantly.

“I’ll go first,” Anna said, patting him on the arm. She removed her shoes and placed them into the diminutive box. “If I’m caught, it won’t be that strange. If I send it back up, you know it’s safe to come down. Otherwise, you might have to risk it with those guests. Or maybe find a window to leap out of.”

She smiled, clearly more excited about their unique escape plan than he was. Shaking his head at her, he leaned in and kissed her. A few moments later, being very careful that her dress was entirely inside the elevator, she had him hit the button that would send it down.

The doors closed slowly, and then Liam could hear soft motors at work, carrying the beautiful woman inside toward a hopefully empty kitchen.

While that happened, Liam stood in an empty—hopefully staying that way as well—study. With Anna gone, if anyone found him in here, they’d probably think him a thief.

Hurry up, Anna, Liam thought, watching the light of the button he’d pressed go off. A few heart-pounding seconds went by, and then a few more. A few more. A few more.

It’s not as empty as you assumed, is it? Liam thought, glancing repetitively toward the study’s door. It was as if he could feel the footsteps heading his way, the hand reaching for the doorknob.

Liam realized that, either way things went, he should turn the lights off, so he moved over to bathe the room back in darkness, as it’d been before their arrival. After doing so, he heard a small ding. Liam turned his head around and saw the small doors part.

And he almost wished they hadn’t.

He waffled so long by them that he needed to stop the doors from shutting automatically. Brimming with anxiety over trapping himself in a box—because he definitely weighed more than Anna did—Liam struggled with trusting her about how much weight it could hold. Getting caught in Arnold’s study would make him look like a thief, but getting caught in this thing, waiting for technicians or firemen to get him out?

He knew he needed to go. He couldn’t stay here forever.

Just don’t get stuck, he told himself. Just don’t get stuck.

Liam repeated the mantra over and over as, with one large gulp of air, he tagged the button to send the dumbwaiter downward, then hastily forced himself into the claustrophobic box. Using his phone for light, teeth gritted, he watched the doors shut. The tiny elevator jolted slightly, then began its descent.

He was sure his every muscle was as tense as stone when it finally came to a halt. As the doors parted, letting in light, he must have looked like a feral cat, dipped into a bath for the first time in its life.

Two women smiled at the sight of him. The one he knew spoke.

“Sadie, Liam. Liam, Sadie.”

Both women helped him escape the confines of the dumbwaiter. Liam did his best not to end up tumbling out, a sprawl of limbs spilled across a spotless floor.

Anna and Sadie, both smiling the entire time, kept that from happening. Helping him straighten, he ended up on two semi-stable feet. He’d survived his first—and only, please—trip down a dumbwaiter.

“Hi, Liam,” Sadie said, smiling broadly. “Nice to finally meet you. As far as introductions go, this one—and with Anna’s first boyfriend, no less—is certainly going to be a memorable one.”

“That’s what I’m here for,” Liam said, smoothing the rumples in his outfit.

Dressed up as a partygoer, Sadie was a pretty woman with wavy blonde hair and one of the brightest smiles he’d ever come across. It stayed around as he fixed his disguise. So did Anna’s, and the two women shared a giggle. So, friends, obviously. They had to be close enough for Anna to trust her to keep their secret, at least.

“Not as empty as you figured,” Liam said, though after scanning the ginormous kitchen, he saw only stainless-steel counters, hanging pots and pans, and cooking utensils. It was just the three of them, for now.

“It’s just me,” Sadie said, setting his worries at ease. “I got a little overwhelmed by the buzz of the party, so I came back here to relax a little while. I knew it’d be empty, same as you.”

“And she’s a friend,” Anna said. “A very dear one. She’ll stay quiet.”

Sadie nodded. “But I will grill you on all this later, now that I’ve finally met the secret boyfriend. I can guess why you’re sneaking away, and why he’s dressed like that, but I’m going to need those details, Annabelle.”

“I’ll provide them. We can have lunch.”

“Deal.”

Promises made, Anna gestured for Liam to follow. He glanced over his shoulder as they departed the kitchen, finding Sadie waving after them. Although not as strongly, she gave him a vibe similar to Avril. Poor Anna, she seemed to be a magnet for the type.

It didn’t take much longer before they were at the back door. Anna breathed a sigh of relief, pushed it open, and then they were out among the stars.

Stars and jackasses.

A familiar set of faces stood on the lawn, drinking vodka straight from the bottle.


Chapter Twenty

Through With You

Liam hissed a curse under his breath as he saw who stood in their way. Not directly in their way, but more off to the side. Somehow, that made it worse. It’d been impossible to see them until after they opened the door and walked outside, then glanced to their left.

Liam and Anna emerged into the backyard. They then promptly spotted Trent Alden and one of his friends, one of the two guys who’d been with him when he’d gone shopping with Avril back in December. And they saw them. He’d forgotten the other guy’s name. As if punishment for doing so, for the first time, Trent finally remembered who Liam was.

The two men noticed Anna first, of course. Surprise preceded recognition. Confusion afterward. But then Trent’s eyes drifted toward the caterer standing next to her. Once again, surprise, recognition, confusion. And then one more. Hatred.

“You!” the arrogant pain in the ass spat, pointing with one finger, others staying around the neck of the bottle he held.

“Yeah, me,” Liam said, having nothing witty to say back. Why did it have to be this asshole, again? Couldn’t he just fuck off? To anywhere else?!

“Come on,” Anna said, face fallen as she tried to guide Liam in the opposite direction of the two scowling men.

Her plan had gotten them all the way here, only for misfortune to stab them right in the chest. Just awful, awful luck. Well, there was nothing more to do. Not even in his most optimistic moment did Liam think Trent would stay quiet about what he’d seen. It was now a foregone conclusion that Anna’s father would hear about their great escape.

“Hold up!” Trent shouted belligerently.

Liam only stopped because he heard him coming, and he half-expected to see a cheap shot flying in his direction. Instead of doing that, Trent circled them, planting himself in the way. His buddy, whose name remained adrift in the abyss, did the same behind them. When Trent took a step towards Anna, Liam stilled him with a glare.

“I wouldn’t,” Liam growled.

Trent blinked, scrutinizing him a little more thoroughly, possibly noticing that his memory of Liam from seven months ago seemed a fair bit outdated. He didn’t take that step forward.

Now get out of our damn way, Liam thought.

For now, he kept that thought to himself, allowing Anna to say it in a slightly more polite manner.

“Step aside, Trent. We don’t want anything to do with you.”

“Your dad’s going to be pissed,” Trent said, smirking. “You’ve both really done it now.”

“You’re welcome to scurry off to find him,” Anna said, jaw tight. “But I’m leaving. We’re leaving.”

Trent glanced toward the door they’d come out of, seeming to consider doing just that. But that would at least leave them time to make it to the cars out front and get out of there. The fallout, whatever it might be, wouldn’t arrive until later. Liam was already planning to suggest that Anna turn off her phone for the night.

“This is such a pain in the ass,” Trent said. “You know? Why couldn’t you just do what you were told, not make a big deal out of everything? I have to listen to so much fucking complaining from my dad, like it’s my fault that you won’t listen to yours.”

Finally speaking more than a few words, Liam detected a pretty obvious slur. In the darkness, he couldn’t tell how much of that bottle he’d gone through, but it seemed to have been enough. If they’d come out five or ten minutes later, maybe they’d have been so blind drunk that Liam and Anna could have snuck by unnoticed.

“Because I’m a human being, not a watch that’s for sale,” Anna said testily. “I’m going to live my life. And you are going to continue being a smaller and smaller piece of it, until you’re not in it at all.”

Trent snorted, teetering slightly. “Big talk, but we’ll see how long it lasts once daddy clamps down.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Just fucking stop making trouble for us both. Like I actually want to be with you at this point.” He teetered again, shaking his head as he looked down at his own feet. “Just suck it up. I’m tired of hearing how it’s my fault that you don’t want to be with me.”

For the first time, Trent seemed a little more like a person than just a raging asshole. He still was an asshole, but Liam caught some glimpses of a person in there. He was along for the ride, pushed into doing what his father demanded, same as Anna. Only, Trent Alden didn’t have half of Anna’s will. Not a tenth. He became a bit more of a person, but that person remained pathetic.

If you had a tenth of her will, maybe she wouldn’t have to suffer so much, Liam thought, forming fists. If you told your dad to back off, maybe hers would too.

It was an overly optimistic hope. The specific issue confronting them involved forcing Anna and Trent together, but this was all about control. Arnold Royce saw his daughter as someone who should simply obey. If not Trent Alden, there’d be someone else. Something else.

He still detested Trent, but he moved the needle a touch more toward blaming Arnold. It was him. Trent was just another pawn on the board, part of a game started and played by uncaring, cruel fathers.

“Then tell him you’re tired of it,” Anna said. “Because I’m never going to change my mind, Trent. No matter what happens in my life, you can rest assured of that. I don’t care what my father says, how he threatens me, what he does. It. Will. Not. Happen.”

She exuded such confidence as she spoke. There wasn’t a doubt in anyone’s mind, addled by alcohol or not, that she meant every spoken word.

“You’re such a bitch,” Trent growled.

Liam felt a tether inside of him snap. He stepped forward, teeth grinding.

“You’re going to apologize to her,” Liam snarled. “Right now, or after.”

He heard a footstep behind him.

Snapping his attention toward Trent’s friend, realizing he’d forgotten him, it turned out that it hadn’t been him. No, it really couldn’t be. He was busy leaning a hand against the wall, looking like he was about to vomit.

It had been Anna, and she caught his arm a moment later. Shaking her head, she tried to keep him from approaching Trent. Slowly, forcing down his fury slightly better than Trent’s friend did his bile, Liam unclenched his fists.

Something glinted in the light, whirling through the air.

He and Anna looked up just in time to see Trent’s bottle fly toward them. The hurled object sloshed vodka out of its open mouth as it struck Liam on the shoulder, then deflected.

Anna cried out in pain as it struck her on the top of her head. She went down to one knee, face a mask of pain. Liam reformed his fists.

He was going to fucking kill—

Trent was gone. Rather, he was going.

He’d thrown the bottle, then fled!

In a moment of shock, Liam watched Trent half-stumble, half-sprint around the side of the mansion—the same side that Liam and Anna had been heading for. That needle reoriented itself back to where it’d been. He hated Trent, coward, slime, pathetic, as much as he hated Arnold, cruel, tyrant, narcissist.

A primal part of him made him want to sprint after him, catch up, and then lay into the bastard until his face resembled the lumpiest raspberry of the harvest. That part of him seethed, practically burning him like a forceful blast of steam, as he forced it down. Trembling with rage, he swallowed the urge to hurt someone who deserved some hurt, allowing a different part of him to take control.

He knelt by Anna, who covered the top of her head with one hand, still in pain. Liam’s own pain felt inconsequential by comparison, even though he knew his shoulder would bruise.

“I’m fine,” Anna said. “It just hurts. I’m not woozy or anything. I don’t feel any blood.”

“Let me see.”

Slowly, Anna uncovered her head. Of course, out in the darkness, he couldn’t see much. Anna’s black hair looked black.

“We should go inside, get this looked at.”

“I’d prefer if we did that elsewhere.”

“It’s a head injury, Anna,” Liam said. “We—”

He cut off; Trent’s bowed-over friend finally began vomiting. Loudly. Violently.

“Let’s go back to the kitchen. The lighting there is good. And Sadie’s the only one in there.”

Reluctantly, Anna nodded. Holding onto her, Liam helped her stand, stopping only to pick up the bottle Trent had thrown. Most of its remaining contents had poured out, but an examination showed it hadn’t cracked or anything. Sturdy. Probably for the best. The worst possibility in all this probably involved shards of glass in Anna’s skull.

He brought it with them, and they saw Sadie for a second time that night. This time, she wouldn’t wait to hear the details.

Her face came to resemble his own as he explained what had transpired. Together, they checked Anna’s head, though neither of them had much medical expertise.

“Let me go get your mom,” Sadie said. “I can do it quietly.”

“It’s a good idea,” Liam added. “At least so we can explain what happened. Who knows where Trent went? He might already be trying to lie about what happened.”

Once more, Anna swallowed her reluctance and heeded their advice.

Sadie was gone for only a few minutes, during which Liam continued to watch over Anna like a mother hen—Anna’s specific choice of words, not his.

“I feel okay,” Anna said. “No blood, no loss of balance, no dizziness. The pain’s already starting to recede. It really just bounced onto my head. It’s not like the throw was meant for me.”

“Still,” Liam said.

When Sadie returned, the actual mother hen in tow, Liam and Anna shared the story of what had transpired. Evelyn had brought a full-blown first aid kit with her, including an ice pack, which Anna applied to her head—after Evelyn also made sure to scan it for any signs of blood or glass.

Evelyn was nearly shaking with rage by the time she’d heard everything.

“That little bastard,” the woman hissed, glancing toward the way back to the party. As if she intended to find and wring his neck.

I’ll help, Liam thought.

“Who knows what he’ll say happened?” Anna said. “Probably lie about it, like Liam expects.”

“About that,” Sadie said, a finger going up. Yeah, Liam knew that look. Avril-like, indeed. “You said Elijah was back there, right?”

“Vomiting everywhere,” Liam confirmed.

“So, a pretty unreliable witness.”

“I suppose,” Anna said.

“But I’m not. I’m completely sober. And I was seen by plenty of people heading this way. Who’s to say I stopped at the kitchen?”

Anna seemed perplexed by where Sadie was going with all this, but Liam understood. Glancing at Evelyn, he saw the same was true for her. The older Royce woman didn’t stop Sadie from continuing.

“You asked him politely—because you’re always polite—to move aside. In response, he hurled a bottle at you—and hit you on the head. I saw it happen.”

“But… you didn’t?”

“I did, Anna. I was right there when it happened. Drunk, being an asshole like always, he threw a half-full bottle of liquor at you. I can confirm it. In a way that your uninvited guest, persona non grata as he is, can’t. In a way that everyone will believe.”

Anna remained silent, but understanding dawned behind her beautiful eyes.

“I know I’m far from caught up on all the details, but everybody knows you’ve been ‘rebelling’ against Arnold lately—and that it’s about Trent. What kind of a father would he be if he kept trying to make you two happen, even after Trent drunkenly assaulted and wounded you at your home? Evelyn and I can spread the news. Meanwhile, you and your boyfriend can depart, headed for the hospital, so you can be extra sure you’re not concussed.”

All eyes slid to Evelyn.

The woman swallowed yet did not speak. She drew in a deep breath but didn’t transform it into words. Liam’s hopes fell.

Evelyn didn’t speak. Instead, she nodded.

And Liam finally believed that Evelyn Royce was a good mother.


Chapter Twenty-One

Healing

Part of the ploy required Liam to be seen. He disliked that it needed to happen, but Sadie was right. This was their moment to seize the initiative. With it, there should be no coming back for Trent Alden. Which meant that, at least until he tried something else to reassert control, Arnold Royce’s plan had failed.

They made a show of escorting Anna from the kitchen to Liam’s car. Part of their ploy involved stating that she was in no condition to drive, after all, and that her mother trusted him to take her in for a check-up. They passed directly through the party, attracting numerous stares along the way. Anna kept her eyes down, keeping the icepack to her head. Evelyn carried Trent’s weapon in one hand, putting on a fine performance of appearing both concerned and enraged. And Sadie, after seeing them to the front door, began disseminating the hottest gossip of the evening.

Trent Alden, drunk and enraged, had violently attacked Annabelle Royce, who everyone knew was the sweetest, most polite, and most agreeable girl to ever exist.

Last and certainly least, Arnold Royce made his appearance too late.

Liam and Anna were backing out of the driveway when he appeared. He charged up to Evelyn, who blocked his path. Once more, Evelyn proved her worth. He saw her arguing angrily, pointing to the bottle in her hand, then toward Liam and Anna in his car. Though part of him wanted to, he didn’t stick around to see what else transpired.

He and Anna drove in silence for a few minutes, departing from her neighborhood. Merging onto a larger road, the ratio of Lamborghinis and Porsches to Camrys and CR-Vs returned to normal.

“Liam,” Anna said, voice nearly as quiet as the hum of his engine.

“Yes?”

“Thank you for coming to get me tonight.”

“Anytime,” he said immediately. “If you need me, I’ll be there.”

She turned her face, eyelashes delicate, lips parted and full, toward him. She nodded.

They started seeing fireworks as they arrived in Victoria’s neighborhood. They didn’t stop, but they both peered up at the booming explosions lighting up the night sky. It was still ongoing, showing no signs of slowing down.

“I’m sure the others will be happy to see you,” Liam said.

Anna nodded. She’d set the ice pack down a while ago. He’d asked how she felt a few times. Each time, she’d assured him that the pain continued to lessen.

They pulled up in front of Victoria’s home. Somehow, they’d need to get Avril’s car back eventually, but that remained a problem for a later date.

“Let’s go see ‘em,” Liam said, powering off his car.

“Actually,” Anna said, delaying him from opening his door. “I’d like to make them wait a little longer.”

Their kiss lit up Liam’s world, outshining any show of fireworks. Anna unsnapped her seatbelt, yet the kiss kept on going. It kept going, even as she left her seat, climbed over his console, and straddled his lap.

It kept going as she fiddled with his pants—the stupidly stiff things—and sent her hands toward his growing arousal.

He knew where things were going. He felt it, that urgency, that need, in the way she refused to stop kissing him.

He couldn’t ask with his lips, so he asked with his eyes.

“You sure?”

And she replied.

“Yes.”

He intensified their kiss, moving with alacrity. He got out of the stupid vest, tossing it into her seat. She worked to hike up her dress. Passion filled the car, adding haste to every movement. The car shook slightly as they positioned themselves in the right way.

Anna ended the kiss. She held herself over his cock, breathing heavily, face flush with color. Liam slipped two fingers between her legs, though he found her already plenty wet. Rather than anxiety, he saw only anticipation in Anna’s cool green eyes.

After only a few minutes of foreplay, he removed his fingers.

Anna did the rest.

She was as tight as anything he’d ever experienced. So tight that he held her waist firmly, sequins slightly rough against his skin, not wanting her to try and go all the way down at once. Fortunately, she was smart enough to rein in her forcefulness. She accepted as much of him as she could take, gasping, eyelids fluttering.

A firework exploded off in the distance, painting the sides of their faces red and green. In the moment before the light faded, they met one another’s eyes. Liam felt a sense of relief upon seeing Anna smile as broadly as Sadie had.

The next plunge got her a little deeper. Controlled and measured, Anna dropped her hips, accepting more of him, acclimating to his size. She breathed erratically, but that was the only part of her that she couldn’t keep a firm hand on. Liam rubbed her hip with his thumb, cock pulsing with pleasure as her tight walls accepted more and more of what he could provide her.

“I… see what the others… mean,” Anna said, shivering as she got most of him inside of her with the next drop of her hips.

“We don’t have to go all that fast,” Liam suggested.

“But, ungh, I want to.”

Oh.

“Well, then… by all means.”

Anna grinned and kissed him again.

It wasn’t long before she could at least handle lifting and lowering her hips without needing to pause in between each one. She picked up some speed, though not quite as much as Avril had utilized earlier that afternoon. Enough, however, for them to both bask in pleasure.

“Avril was right,” Anna whispered, brushing her breasts against him as she rode him. “It’s a different feeling entirely.”

“A good one?” Liam asked, though he knew he didn’t need to.

“Very good. Very. Good.”

Anna dropped her hips. A moan punctuated the act, driving Liam’s heart to race. He stroked her face, and she leaned into the warmth of his palm. He kissed her deeply, passion racing through his veins. The connection between them felt stronger and stronger, multiplying rather than simply adding with each new place they touched one another.

Anna found a rhythm they could both enjoy, favoring deeper plunges with each passing minute. She quaked, coming up on her first orgasm. All this, and he couldn’t even get to her breasts.

Just you wait until I have you out of this dress.

For this first one, he kept his hands away from her sensitive breasts. He let her ride him, filling both their bodies with euphoria, until her moans grew higher-pitched, breathier. She clenched around him, burying her head against his chest, and felt something familiar yet new.

“Oh, yesss,” Anna whispered, stopping her motion as she climaxed with his cock buried deep inside of her.

Liam stroked her hair, kissed her ear, whispering loving affirmations. Anna eventually opened eyes that she’d squeezed shut.

“Stay with me a little longer?”

“Do you even need to ask?”


Chapter Twenty-Two

Obvious

By the time they were through, Anna no longer looked fit for a high-society party. After letting her experience her first climax at her own pace, he pulled out all the stops for the next few. The sights and sounds he was rewarded with were amazing.

She could barely keep her rhythm, bucking about as he tasted her breasts. With the soft, malleable set in his hands, he attacked them both equally. Anna loved it, though she struggled to stay coherent.

“Don’t stop,” he said, enjoying how she trembled as he swirled his tongue around one of her nipples. “I need to cum too.”

“Y-You will,” she promised, panting, working to keep him enjoying things as much as she did.

He would have no matter what, even had she completely lost the ability to keep riding his cock for a while. After all, he was putting in his best. He would have been shocked if Anna, of all people, proved to be the first person capable of resisting his focused effort.

She came, and then she came, and then she came. The pop of fireworks proved quite beneficial, as Anna’s voice grew less and less restrained with each subsequent climax. If Avril and the others were still out back, they might have even heard her, if not for those continual booms from the nearby park.

“Are you close?” Anna asked after her fourth.

“Very… if you want me to be.”

“I do.” She blushed. “I mean, I’m not upset if you can keep holding out, but…”

She trialed off, noticing his grin.

“Just cum,” she grumbled, sounding rather out of character as she said so.

“No. Make me cum, Anna.”

A glint of determination appeared in her eyes. She slapped—literally slapped—his hands away from her breasts, then pinned them by his side. She started riding him at full speed again, intent on bringing him to his summit.

Tight, slick walls made for the perfect reason to cum quickly. With her rhythm restored, Liam’s cock throbbed with pleasure. It came for him, merciless, flowing throughout his body. He accepted it, letting himself fall into its embrace.

Wave after wave, delivered to him by a beautiful, earnest, incomparable woman, until he was drowning in it.

“I’m there,” Liam whispered, eyes shut. “If you want it, you can have it.”

“I do. Give it to me. Now.”

She sounded a little more demanding than usual, yet Liam didn’t mind. He released the final finger holding onto the railing. Bliss swept him away. Anna got every drop that she wanted.

They stayed there for a while, connected but unmoving, unspeaking. It felt unnecessary, given the thumping of their hearts. There wasn’t anything that needed to be said, though Liam didn’t let them depart before he spoke the words.

“I love you, Anna.”

She beamed and nuzzled against him. “I love you, too, Liam. I have for a while. I was just… waiting for a good time to say it.”

Liam nodded. It had been the same for him.

“No soliciting sluts allowed,” Avril said a few minutes later, looking them up and down in the doorway.

For some reason, she’d been waiting for them when they scurried from his car, disheveled and not wanting to stay out in the open for longer than they needed, to Victoria’s front door. Because, of course, she had. Liam half-expected to see a set of binoculars in her hand.

“Let us in,” Anna hissed, looking around.

“There’s no one who’d be able to see how indecent you look,” Avril dismissed. She’d intentionally flipped the front porch lights on and off a few times, further panicking her best friend. “Well, except for me.”

She grinned. Anna huffed and shouldered her way indoors. Liam followed suit.

While Anna visited the bathroom for cleanup, Liam shared the story of the night. He did so only once, dragging Avril along with him to the living room, where Tess and Victoria sat. Anna rejoined them around when he finished explaining—and stopped sharing beyond that point—the events that had transpired with Trent.

Over time, solemn expressions gave way to hopeful ones. Hope that this might be the end of her father’s interference, at least in this specific venue. Tess led this charge, plainly hoping to offer Anna as much positivity as she could. Even Victoria, albeit slightly more measured, joined in. As did Liam.

Avril remained unusually quiet, appearing thoughtful the few times Liam glanced toward her. He wanted to pick her brain to find out why, but he kept himself back. He’d do it later, when Anna and the others weren’t around.

That wouldn’t happen for a while. After learning that Anna had barely eaten since lunch, Tess pulled together a late-night meal. Ushering them outside, they watched as the final few fireworks of the night hurled color across the sky.

After that final spray of sparks faded, the five of them sat in silence for a minute. It’d been a magnificent star of gold, announcing itself thunderously as the explosives inside its paper prison escaped. They couldn’t have known it was the final one, but it became increasingly clear that there’d be no more sent into flight. Off in the distance, more fireworks, miles and miles away, could be heard, though not seen. For this neighborhood, the Fourth of July had officially come to an end.

So, Liam and the others sat quietly, no longer expecting to see another scatter of sparks, another ground-shaking boom. It was over. Hopefully, they could attribute that sentiment to multiple things.

He nudged Anna with his shoulder, taking her hand in his. They watched the darkness for a time, hopeful and content. Looking forward to the future, including next year’s fireworks show.

However, the night didn’t end for them, as it likely did for most of the other households on the block. The five of them headed inside, and Liam recalled that he had plans for midnight. He had an hour before then to finally find some time to speak with Avril. With dishes being washed, he found that opportunity.

“Spill it,” he told her, having guided her away from the kitchen. They wouldn’t have long before the others were through in there.

“You know me so well,” Avril said, smirking.

“I can tell when you’re feeling pessimistic, at least. So, why?”

Avril shrugged, brushing back a few strands of hair that had gotten loose when he’d tugged her away. “The dagger went in tonight, but I’m not sure it got in deep enough. You ruined one reputation tonight: Trent’s. Bastard deserved it, but it doesn’t necessarily mean Arnold, if he does things right, won’t come out looking fairly innocent in all of this. So, the battle’s won, but maybe not the war.”

Liam frowned, wishing he could immediately refute her beliefs. “Well, Evelyn finally stepped up. Maybe she’ll be able to rein him in, at long last.”

“Maybe. But I’m thinking Arnold’s going to bide his time a little, then look for a more subtle way to strike back. He knows you were there, right?”

Liam nodded.

“Then be careful—more than you have been. You came out looking heroic to most, but to him? If he wants vengeance, it’ll be you he comes after. You ruined his plans, and I bet everything I’m worth that that’s how he’ll view tonight. Won’t be any ‘come to God’ moment from Arnold Royce. So, be careful.”

There was little Liam could do but assure her he would. There was little he could do but wait, honestly, and hope that Avril was wrong. Yet, he remembered the hateful man who’d ambushed him in December, dropping the pretenses of a chance encounter almost immediately. A man who’d declared in no uncertain terms that he wouldn’t let Anna and him be happy together.

Avril was probably right. But for the remainder of tonight, at least, he let himself pretend that she was just being paranoid.

At midnight, he made good on the promise he’d made to Victoria. He fucked her brains out. Even with Anna in bed with them.

With her permission, he fucked her brains out, too, marking a proper escalation to the time the three of them had shared a bed in Fiji. He spent himself in them, on them, and when they finally collapsed in each other’s arms, the Fifth of July had its own reason to become an annual holiday in Liam’s mind. Understandably, Tess and Avril were a little cross with them the next morning, as their loud lovemaking had apparently kept them up for hours.


Chapter Twenty-Three

Perspective

Annabelle Royce woke up—and felt good. For the first time in what felt like months, she didn’t feel anxious as she opened her eyes, nor about turning onto her side and collecting her phone off Victoria’s nightstand. If there were messages there, she somehow knew they wouldn’t be from her father. Her belief proved entirely true.

Having woken up a little later than usual, though who could blame her after everything she’d gone through last night, Anna inspected her phone. She had a slew of messages from her mom and one long one from Sadie. She remained anxiety-free, her heart beating evenly. Opening them up, she read through what both women had to say. There was considerable overlap in both tone and content. Anna parsed their shared sense of eagerness and glee as both women, in their own texting styles, explained some details that had come to light this morning.

Trent had fled the party after his cowardly assault on Liam. Multiple partygoers had seen him sprinting by, out of breath, stumbling to his car. He’d left in a hurry, clearly inebriated. And copious amounts of vodka and panic did not a beneficial pairing make.

Like his friend had, he’d ended up emptying his stomach. The only difference had been when and where. Whereas Elijah had done so on her home’s wall, Trent had done so on his car’s steering wheel, dashboard, and himself. Fortunately—even now, she didn’t want to see him seriously injured—he’d avoided wrecking, potentially hurting himself or someone else. Yet, drenched in his own vomit, obviously incapable of driving his vehicle in a visibly safe fashion, he’d ended up spotted and then pulled over by a police officer.

In her mother’s information packet, she didn’t say how long Trent had stayed in jail. Sadie’s just mentioned hoping that he was still there, but knowing it was unlikely. Knowing his father, the very same man, Theodore, who Liam had unknowingly encountered at the top of the steps, it was unlikely he’d been allowed to rot for more than an hour or two. Still, the information would disseminate, further tarnishing Trent’s reputation. The fact that he’d fled from the party after what he’d done was damning enough. This additional fallout should hopefully prove too much for Anna’s father to find a workaround.

And so, for the first time in a long time, Anna wasn’t worried about an impromptu call or text from her father. She knew he wouldn’t contact her today. So, smiling at the man she loved, she woke him up with a kiss on the cheek. She didn’t share the good news until a little later, when they’d all gathered downstairs. A veritable celebration followed.

Later in the morning, Anna headed out back, joining Victoria in watering her plants. She let the older woman handle most of it; she just wanted some fresh air, some… perspective. It seemed sensible enough that she might find it while helping Victoria.

After all, a lot had changed over the past twelve hours. She might finally be free of her father and Trent, and she’d had sex twice—once with Liam, and then, as if she were racing to catch up with everyone else, a threesome involving the woman next to her. She supposed she’d really hit the ground running, though she found she didn’t mind. She’d long since become accustomed to the unique dynamics of the relationships in this group. She didn’t regret how last night had gone, not even the small lies involving the events with Trent.

She was ready to be free, ready to be happy. She really, really was. How long had it been since she felt like this?

Never, Anna realized. You’ve never felt like this.

Kneeling beside Victoria, making small talk about the garden she so adored, she finally felt like that could happen. Throughout the rest of the summer, into the fall. Excitement caused Anna to smile. Her professor, always so self-possessed and imperturbable, glanced at her, understood immediately why she smiled, and offered one back.

Soon enough, Liam came out to join them. Done flirting with Avril and Tess, no doubt, and looking for Anna and Victoria. She didn’t begrudge him for that. He was here now, just as he’d been there for her last night.

“Hey, you’re taking my job,” he said lightly. “I’m supposed to be our cool professor’s garden helper.”

Victoria rolled her eyes but smiled.

Before Anna could do the same, a cool breeze trickled by. It sent a shiver through her, and she breathed in the fresh air. Freedom. Fashionably late, but she supposed that July 5th could also be a day of liberty and independence. Finally, she beamed at the man she loved.

“Well, you’ll just have to get used to me being here too. This garden is really nice.”

“Thank you, I played a really big part in that,” Liam said, grinning. He ignored the flat look that Victoria sent his way.

“I’m sure,” Anna said, still aglow with unmatchable joy.

“Here,” Liam said, pushing himself between her and Victoria. The older woman snorted but made room. “Let me give you a tour of what we’ve got back here.”

Before he started, he kissed her. For a long, long time. It was marvelous.


Chapter Twenty-Four

Mate

There it was. Liam almost couldn’t believe it. His breath stilled, his eyes widened, and his heart launched itself into his throat. Even as he made the final move, fingers around the rook that would seal his victory, he half-expected to snap back to consciousness, unfortunately realizing that he’d drifted off. But… no, it was real. He’d won. He’d won!

And he couldn’t make any damn use of his victory. Not now, at least.

Because they were at an amusement park.

Tess lifted her eyes from the chessboard, which had barely any pieces left on it. It’d been a slog, whittling things down, finally finding advantages in an endgame. Liam’s fingertips felt sweaty; he’d been so sure he’d find a way to blow things several moves ago. But he hadn’t, and it’d been inevitable for a while that he would win. Still, Tess had kept battling, knowing about the mental block he had when he faced her.

Not anymore. At least, not today. This one time, he won.

Damnit! Liam thought, unable to properly celebrate. There was far too much noise, far too many bodies around them. Tess could see what he was going through, that battle between frustration and exuberance.

“This was your idea,” she reminded him, smiling.

Indeed, it was. But he hadn’t thought he’d win today. Not here. Not like this.

Over the past week, knowing that summer break was quickly dwindling away, Liam had taken to carrying around a portable chessboard. With it, he’d regularly challenged Tess at unusual times and places, when they were out eating, when they were passengers together in someone else’s car. One time, he’d even snuck out an hour before they went jogging again, then set the board up under the overhang where they’d made some very fond memories during that storm.

She never denied him his right to challenge her. More and more amused by how desperate he’d become to finally win against her—and it had to be over the board, according to her—she was always willing to play. Even now, as they ate lunch in a crowded amusement park, with hours of rides and excitement still to experience.

Which meant it would be hours before Liam could claim his prize.

“He finally did it,” Avril said, rubbing her chin. “Everyone, look out, a meteor might smash into the Earth today. Make peace, call your loved ones, all that jazz.”

Ironically, Victoria was the only one away from their table; she’d headed to the restroom just before Liam finally began closing the pincers around Tess’s queen. Upon her return, she’d find him with his head in his hands.

“Oh,” the buxom professor said, looking at the state of the board, which remained a frozen reminder of his triumph and his folly. Why did he have to win now, of all times?

“He finally got me,” Tess said.

“Looks that way,” Victoria agreed.

“Sooo, should Anna and I make ourselves scarce?” Avril asked, though she damn well knew what the answer would be.

“Hush,” he mumbled, still holding his head. “Don’t make it worse.”

“Worse?” Victoria asked calmly. “You’ve finally won against her. Isn’t that what you’ve been so desperately pursuing for the past several days?”

“Yes…” he mumbled.

“He can’t make good on the prize, though,” Avril said, and he knew she was beaming. “He’s got to wait.”

“But you were waiting for months,” Anna said. “It’ll only be a few hours, now.”

“That makes it worse, not better,” Liam said, finally lifting his head. “It’s like how the months leading up to leaving for Fiji weren’t that bad, but the final day stretched on for an eternity. Hours and minutes turn into eons.”

Victoria rolled her eyes. “Yes, you’ll just have to make do with roller coasters and water slides. Truly torture.”

Liam made a face, yet he knew she was right. This was the cherry on top… if the cherry was actually the absolute best part of the sundae. He could make it a few more hours… and then an hour drive home… and then shooing Avril and Anna—mostly Avril—away.

Oh, this is going to be hell.

As he writhed in agony, Tess began packing up the chessboard. The pieces, barely a third the size of normal ones, fit into side slots inside the board. After that, she folded it up and handed it over. Liam grumbled under his breath and swiped it from her.

He’d only brought the stupid thing along as a joke. It wasn’t like he had thought he’d win. How could he have won today?!

He eyed Tess suspiciously. Guessing his mind, she smiled and shook her head.

“It was a win you earned. I didn’t intentionally lose.”

“It’d be evil if you did.”

“And evil I am not.” Her smile grew a little more devious. “Well, not completely. I’ll only tease you a little bit while we’re here.”

He scowled at her. “You know, technically I could—”

“No,” both Tess and Victoria said immediately—and firmly.

“I’m not getting fucked behind the log plume ride, no matter what I said when we made this deal,” Tess said. “Be patient, enjoy the day, and then enjoy the evening. As it has always been, the wait will be worth it.”

Exhaling loudly, Liam gave up on pushing up the event. He shoved the folded chessboard into his drawstring backpack, which carried other items that they didn’t want to wear or carry around in their pockets during the day. Anna, ever the responsible soul, also had a cross-body purse, which kept her keys, a tube of sunscreen, and sunglasses safe and secure. And Tess was responsible for the outfit changes, carrying the largest of the backpacks they had with them. There were plans to visit the waterpark, after all.

And yet, it was Avril who walked up to them a moment later. Liam hadn’t even noticed that she’d slipped away.

She placed several water bottles, purchased over at the nearby snack bar, on the table, then grinned. Victoria seemed to understand the intent behind the act, and she rolled her eyes.

“Extra water bottles for you three. You’ll all want to make sure you stay extra hydrated throughout the day.”

Liam scowled at her, but he and the others all took the bottles. Her logic was sound, even if admitting it felt like walking over hot coals.

While they digested, they headed for some of the less exhilarating rides. Anna, also bearing a paper map of the park in her purse, took charge of that, leading them to the park’s haunted house. And as had been the case since they’d entered the park a little over an hour ago, their group attracted a lot of attention.

It was a sunny day, though tame enough that it wasn’t scorching. That made for a day of breezy shorts, tank tops, and comfortable shoes. Which also meant it was a day in which long, toned legs were on permanent display around Liam.

Walking at the rear of the group, playing up his grumpiness, he concerned himself with two professors’ legs. Both women wore white shorts, contrasting olive and tanned skin, respectively. Victoria’s were plain white, and she matched them with a navy-blue shirt with seven buttons. So far, she’d only undone the top two, allowing her neck to breathe a little better.

Tess’s shorts had floral prints, as did a matching white shirt. She wore a green blazer over it, having decided after feeling how steady the breeze was when they’d arrived to keep it on. So far, that decision hadn’t come back to bite her.

Liam, on the other hand, wanted to bite her. And kiss her, hold her, and quite a few other things. He’d mostly held back on those urges—toward her and the others—throughout the day. Okay, so maybe he’d been a little handsy in the car ride, but he’d been good since they’d joined the massive crowds milling about the park, waiting to get on one of over a hundred and five rides, and then screaming with hands held up as those rides sent them careening downward.

Yet, his eyes roamed where his hands could not, and he felt certain that he’d end up failing to keep them by his hands for too much longer. Certainly not as Anna led them to this haunted house, where there’d be no seats, lap bars, or divisions among them. It’d also be very dark, presumably.

It was Victoria who experienced a psychic blip. She glanced over at him at the exact moment he made his decision. Her eyes were as shiver-inducing as ever, but Liam met them all the same.

“Behave,” she mouthed, though she didn’t properly keep both corners of her luscious mouth flat. Just one curved upward slightly.

Liam shrugged and stuck his hands behind his head, whistling toward the sky. Victoria snorted and let him continue enjoying her long legs and shapely hips for the rest of the walk to the haunted house.

On the outside, the haunted house, “The Phantom Manor,” possessed the aesthetic of an old-timey mansion. It had balconies, overlooks, and towers, all aged back a hundred years. The line leading up to it was only half full, snaking upward toward wide wooden steps and the door beyond. Large glass lanterns, not currently needed, sat upon stone walls and plinths around them, and the small trees around the front of the manor seemed selected purely because their branches were thin and snarled, like fingers reaching out to snatch you.

At the front of their group, Anna and Avril discussed what they knew about the upcoming attraction. The line moved fairly quickly, with small groups being ushered in on a semi-regular basis. Each time that happened, a great moan blasted through several well-hidden speakers embedded in the house’s exterior. They’d been hearing those all the way back at their table while eating lunch.

Forward, pause, forward, pause, forward up a couple of steps, pause. And on and on it went. Liam regularly sipped from his water bottle during their wait. Fortunately, it didn’t take too long for them to get to the front of the line, where a man dressed in a flashy red bellhop’s outfit grinned, bowed, and began to extoll the house’s secret history and lore. They’d all heard what he had to say, overhearing this same routine when they’d been behind the previous group. Nevertheless, they gave him their attention, let him finish whispering conspiratorially about “objects in the house supposedly coming to life, possessed by the many victims whom the house’s owner had murdered before being apprehended,” and then were allowed to head inside. Fortunately, the group behind them was even bigger than their five, so it was just them who went in on this round.

Great, Liam thought, perking up as he and the others pushed through a door left slightly ajar, which was intentionally designed to reset to that point after they passed through, requiring a push each time. Anna and Avril provided it this time, and they all entered the dimly lit foyer of The Phantom Manor. The booming cacophony of moans played again.

They found that there was still railing in the room, guiding them to where they should go from here, but they all stopped to look around the high-ceilinged foyer.

“Looks familiar,” Avril noted, playfully elbowing Anna.

So far as Liam was concerned, it did, and it didn’t. It had the same scale and openness—actually, Anna’s home had a larger foyer—but the style was wildly different. Things had been sleek and modern at the Royce family mansion, whereas this room was far busier, with rotary phones, standing lamps, and potted plants crammed into every nook and cranny. It made sense; no one actually lived here, after all. It could be as cluttered as it needed to tell its story.

The story began in earnest as soon as they followed their guided path, which led them into a sitting room. There, a vintage gramophone began to play music, only for a sharp skrrt to halt its tones. It tried again, failed again, and then the room’s furniture began to quiver. Music began to play from other hidden speakers, and then voices and moans, garbled but decipherable if you singled in on one of them, began to fill the room.

“Help us.”

“Please.”

“Find the Soulstone. Save us.”

Layered upon each other, they continued to play as they walked through the room, heading back into the foyer, then cutting across to a small library. Liam kept his lips from forming a smile as he also compared this one to Anna’s home library. Avril made a few comments, but the music and voices in this room drowned her out.

As books danced and shook on the shelves, some coming so far out that they seemed on the verge of falling to the ground, a far more coherent set of voices began to explain the history of the house and its ill-intentioned owner. Liam mostly zoned out, deciding he’d let the others focus on resolving the problem of freeing innocent souls from their confines. He let his eyes drop again, finding two incredibly shapely figures standing in front of him.

Finishing off his water with a long set of gulps, he deposited the empty bottle into his backpack. That gave him two hands to work with. Not in this room, however, as the shelves and flickering lamps stilled themselves, letting them know they should move on. So, they did.

Next, they arrived at a dining room, where an incredibly long table filled much of the room. Plates, candelabras, and chandeliers became the next objects to jitter and moan hints about where the Soulstone might be hidden in the manor. All well and good. Just not as well and good as Tess and Victoria’s curvaceous bodies.

He moved up a step, letting the beleaguered cries of possessed objects muffle his movement. One hand went out, and then he dipped it into one of the pockets on the back of Victoria’s white shorts.

Immediately, a pair of icy eyes veered toward him. Liam met them again, unabashedly feeling Victoria’s butt through the thin fabric between it and his fingers.

Rolling her eyes, Victoria listened as the haunted objects uttered their last bits of advice. Moving on yet again, they took a central staircase up to the manor’s second floor. Throughout the rest of their time in the place, Liam kept his hand in that pocket.

During the following sections, which took them to a master bedroom, a guest room, and then a private study, Liam used this time to construct himself a barricade against his desires for the professor—for both professors. He got some help. Unless he was mistaken, Victoria leaned back a little at each of those rooms, giving him plenty of a plentiful ass to feel up.

Now, about that second of his hands. It ached for a chance to experience what its brother was getting. Victoria had a second pocket that it could fill, of course, but he had plans for a threesome later tonight. And Tess still had never stopped having the most amazing butt that Liam had ever laid eyes on.

He moved up between the two professors, only about six inches behind them. Still fondling her colleague’s butt, Liam set his other hand on Tess’s hip. She glanced first at it, then turned over the opposite shoulder. From there, she could notice what he was doing to Victoria.

“Really?” she asked, snorting with amusement.

“I’m not going to apologize for being turned on,” Liam said, already moving his hand toward one of the most mouthwatering attractions in the entire park.

“When have we ever asked you to apologize for that?” Tess challenged, letting him sink his hand into her butt. “But you’re going to make yourself more pent-up, more impatient. We’re not leaving here any sooner than we would have had you not finally won against me, alright? This is a full-day experience.”

“Deal,” Liam said, feeling how soft and absorbent Tess’s butt was. “I’ll just need a few stopovers like this one, and I’m sure I can make it.”

Tess rolled her eyes but went back to focusing on the story nearing completion in the room—the entire manor, in fact. There was just one room left, a Soulstone to find, a whole bunch of souls—the house owner must have murdered some fifty people, given how many objects seemed to come alive with each room they entered—to set free.

And Liam spent it with his hands all over two of the most desirable bodies around. Two of the four, for him. If he’d had the extra hands, he was sure he’d have found a way to rope Anna and Avril into things. As was the case every time the five of them gathered, Liam marveled at what had become of his life. How far he’d come, how far they’d all come.

How far there still is to go, Liam thought, excitement coursing through him like molten lava. His skin contained it, so he didn’t end up melting any holes in the shorts he pressed his palms against.

Tonight, it’d be another step in that journey. Another experience that Liam wouldn’t trade the world for.


Chapter Twenty-Five

Unpleasant Reality

After freeing the denizens of The Phantom Manor from their eternal torment, Liam and the others exited the attraction through the back door. With them stepping back out into balmy sunlight, dozens of people moving about in front of them, Liam sighed and reluctantly gave up on feeling up the two voluptuous professors. Tess directed an amused look at him in response.

The park map came back out, and discussions involving which direction they should go next ensued. Wanting to start hitting some of the more mainstay attractions, they headed toward The Sunblast, a steel roller coaster that stayed visible at just about any location in the park. Its first drop would see you plummeting some two hundred and thirty feet, so you’d definitely get high enough to be out of the shade at its peak.

As they made their way over to it, eyes continued snapping toward them whenever they walked by. In a group of five, they were unlikely to receive more than that. According to the stories he’d been privy to, it was only really when one of them was by themselves or paired off that someone would approach them. Most of the time, the interactions were civil enough. And if Liam was there, that was usually enough to keep even those approaches from occurring.

However, there had been one time that a man, one twice his and Avril’s age, had approached the two of them. Rather than trying to hit on her, he’d flashed a talent agency card, then tried to recruit Avril for modeling. Though she’d denied the offer flat out, she’d been mighty pleased after the fact. Liam had been forced to bear the brunt of her cocky jibes for the rest of the afternoon.

Usually, it was enough when they said no. Anna was always polite about it, Avril was always friendly but firm. So was Tess, and he’d never seen anyone dare to approach Victoria. For the younger women, after hearing that Liam was their boyfriend, or that they—the one who could no longer say he was their boyfriend if they were traveling that day as a trio—weren’t interested, most guys backed down.

Mostly. There’d been a bad interaction or two in the past, a guy who seemed to think he’d change their mind with a little more insistence, or that being denied was a personal slight, but nothing that had escalated too far. Most of the time, Liam—or Avril, as she didn’t like letting others fight her battles—could resolve things before they turned violent or anything.

Today, things seemed to be fine. Moving as a group as they were, in a place full of couples, families, and friend groups, Liam didn’t think much of the stares. Who tried to pick up women at an amusement park, after all?

No one. But that didn’t mean problems couldn’t arise.

Avril flowed back to his side as they neared The Sunblast, which, to no one’s surprise, had a massive line. The benefit of Fast Lane bracelets—something Liam would have abhorred getting if not for the fact that Avril viewed an additional $600 to their trip in the same way most people viewed asking for extra salt packets at a fast-food joint—meant that they didn’t have to wait too long at most of the keystone rides. However, this was the park’s most popular roller coaster, so there was still a slight wait, even in the “fast lane.”

“What’s up?” Liam asked as she nudged him.

“We’ve picked up a tail.” After a moment, she added, “I think.”

“A… tail?”

She made a face at him. “Try to keep up with the lingo, Liam. A follower, a stalker.”

Liam immediately stiffened, then looked behind him. He saw what he’d seen throughout the early afternoon: teeming scores of people filling a popular amusement park on one of the nicest days of the summer.

“Who am I looking for? How do you know he’s stalking you?”

“I don’t know if he’s stalking me,” Avril said. “That’s still under discussion. But he has been following us since lunch; we’re sure of it by now.”

“Who?” Liam asked again, firmer.

“Spindly, gaunt guy, green shirt, green ballcap without any logo. Looks like he’d drink your blood out with a straw.”

With that… helpful description, Liam soon located the person Avril was referring to. About fifteen feet back, moving in the same direction as they were, Liam didn’t catch the man’s eye—that was being kept low and to the ground. Liam almost stopped walking, intending to confront the man, but Avril hooked her arm in with his and kept him moving forward.

“Anna has gently requested that I do not cause a scene,” Avril said. “Otherwise, you’d be my backup deputy, not the sheriff.”

“Is Anna the one who noticed him?”

“The largest number of times, yeah. Victoria confirmed that she’d seen him get in line behind that larger group that was after us at the haunted house. And I think I saw him around when I was getting you three those waters.”

“So, what do you want from me, if not to go shake him off?”

“What Anna wants,” Avril stressed, “is for us to take precautions but not get paranoid. She thinks it still might be an innocent bit of happenstance, so we shouldn’t go declaring him guilty too early.”

“If he’s been following us for over an hour—”

“I know, I know,” Avril said, sighing loudly. “You’re preaching to the damn choir. But going forward, add your eyes to making sure he doesn’t get too close, and always put yourself at the back of our line, yeah?”

“I can do that,” Liam said with a nod.

“It sucks that we’re five,” Avril said, throwing another look—a glare, really—back toward their potential stalker. “He’s got on a Fast Lane bracelet, so he might try and get in line directly behind us, then slip into the car of whichever of us sits alone.”

“Well, it’ll be me,” Liam said decisively. “From now on, until we’re certain he isn’t around.”

“Appreciated.” Avril shrugged, forcing on a wry smile. “Who knows, maybe your ass is the one he’s staring at.”

Liam snorted and forced himself to smile back. Nevertheless, he couldn’t help but feel something unpleasant, like too much mucus clinging to the throat, within him. Similarly, he couldn’t clear it up. When Trent had thrown that bottle, he’d been livid over the fact that Anna had been hurt. Even if the coward’s intent had been only to hurt him, she’d still gotten caught in the crossfire.

Yet, this situation already felt far worse. Awareness of this possible threat made it a growing mass of anxiety, not a sudden shock, as had been the case with Trent. It was the difference between a jump scare in a movie and an hour’s worth of encroaching dread. Almost, Liam would have wished for the former, just so they could understand what this guy’s plan was.

Almost.

They entered the much less sparsely populated Fast Lane leading up to The Sunblast. Gripping the handrail a little too tightly as he walked behind the others, he spotted their stalker pause at the entrance. For a moment, Liam allowed himself to breathe a sigh of relief, especially as some other parkgoers entered the Fast Lane walkway.

It vanished a second later, replaced by the tight grip of anger, as the gaunt man slipped into the line. He kept his head down as he walked, ending up with about seven or eight guests between him and Liam. Close enough that he might end up on the same train as them.

Avril, lacking his height, looked to him for a nod or a shake of the head. Dismally, he gave her the former.

“Feel like that seals it.”

“Maybe,” Anna said, growing slightly concerned. “If we are going to do anything, we should take it to park security.”

“After this ride or the next, we absolutely should,” Tess said. She sighed, and Liam knew at that point that this wasn’t the first time that she’d needed to do something like this. It was probably the same for all of them.

Victoria nodded to one of the many surveillance cameras nearby. Liam supposed he was finally realizing that they were for more than just letting you see yourself on a TV after the ride, for those families who wanted to buy overpriced pictures.

“We should do one more ride after this,” she suggested. “If we do, there should be ample security footage of us being followed by him over the past few rides. Enough that it might be actionable.”

“I… suppose,” Anna said reluctantly. “I just don’t want to assume and get someone who’s innocent in trouble, maybe kicked out of the park.”

“What if we try to make it really obvious?” Liam suggested, drawing all eyes to him. They all spoke in hushed tones, of course, so he moved up a little, wanting them all to hear his idea. “We can throw in a few feints. Walk to one roller coaster, then suddenly change our mind and head to a completely different one—one that might be far away, even. If the cameras can see him tailing us even after we do that a few times, then it’ll basically be proof that he’s not just ending up on the same rides as us but is stalking our group.”

“It’s a good idea,” Victoria said.

“A shame it’s needed,” Tess said, jaw clenched. “But I suppose Anna’s right, and it is possible that we’ve assumed incorrectly. We can use your strategy, Liam, and prove his intentions.”

“Three to a bathroom, if anyone needs to go after this ride,” Avril added.

The other women nodded. Pretty sure that he wasn’t the reason they were being followed, Liam didn’t feel the need to do the same. Or think it’d go over well if Avril and Victoria came with him when he went into the men’s room. Memorable, maybe, to see the shocked expressions on the other fellows inside.

Only six or seven minutes later, they were among the thirty individuals who settled into place on The Sunblast’s linked trains. Usually, Liam preferred to be at the very back of a ride, viewing it as the best experience. So, he would usually have been pretty happy about getting into the second-to-last car on this one, with the others pairing up in the cars directly in front of them. He ended up on his own, as the next people in line in the standard line were also a group, wanting to ride together.

Unfortunately, there he was. Also sharing his car with no one, sitting five cars ahead of them, the ballcap-wearing man looked only ahead as the lap bars went down, then were checked by the employee running the ride. Maybe Anna was right. Perhaps it was all just an innocent but unnerving misunderstanding.

Maybe, but we’ll see soon enough, Liam thought, grabbing hold of the lap bar as the employee checked it, checked the final car, and then prepared to send them forth.

The only shade one would find on this ride was here, right before they lurched into sluggish motion forward, and then upward—very upward. As their cars stuttered and then began being carried forward by the tracks, the shadows on the heads of the people in the front cars vanished. Sunlight tapped each one of them on the head as they left the starting area.

And then up, and then up, and then up some more.

Chhkk, chhkk, chhkk.

Steady as it was noisy, the intentionally loud tracks carted them up the incredibly steep incline. Gravity pushed down on Liam’s chest, keeping his back pinned to the car. The buildup continued, lasting for what seemed an eternity, but Liam didn’t mind. This was as much a part of the experience as the drop itself.

He turned his eyes left, gazing across the park. He could see out for miles, to the horde of cars in the parking lot—and then farther still. To the road, to the forest beyond it.

Higher, higher, pause.

With him pretty much at the back of the ride, he was unable to see over the peak, which only those in the first couple of cars should be able to do. He couldn’t see the drop. That was the one downside of being at the bottom. However, he would get to experience the rush in a way that made the tradeoff worth it.

After a few moments of stillness, allowing breaths to hitch and eyes to widen with anticipation, the cars restored their motion. Over the hump, and then down.

Everything became motion. External, internal, all that made him up moved. His body sped forward, rising a little higher, and then a racing plummet became his present and future. At the same time, his stomach leaped into his throat. It was that familiar moment in which the thrill ride earned its thrill.

Liam tensed, holding onto the bars, feeling the air rush through his hair as he plummeted with thirty others. They’d all paid for this, driven here for hours, all so they could find out what it felt like to fall toward the ground at a ridiculous velocity while strapped into boxes with wheels. Humans were weird like that.

Liam’s stomach remained up in his throat as the world blurred by. And as they hit the end of the first descent, momentum and machinery sending them racing over the next slope. More drops, more climbs, a bank to the right, where it almost felt like they were completely on their sides. Ironically, the smoothness of it was the only part Liam didn’t love. He favored wooden coasters, the way they threw you about as you raced forward. Metal roller coasters dampened that a little too much.

It was still exhilarating, and there were multiple screams of joy or fright from other passengers. Avril, definitely among the former group, joined them. He didn’t scream, but he grinned into the air. He’d been hoping to hit this ride when he’d learned about their plans to visit.

He’d been to this park before, but The Sunblast had been under construction at that time. He hadn’t come in a few years, so he finally got to experience whether it lived up to the hype. He knew it did. Especially when he didn’t have to wait in an hour-long line to get to it.

Thanks, Avril, he thought as the momentum finally drained out of their ride. As their two and a half minutes of fun became part of their past, not the present. They came back into the starting position, some of the riders breathing heavily, still affected by the adrenaline that the ride had pumped into their veins. Liam smiled one more time.

He’d let himself stop thinking about their stalker during the ride. Yet, as the bars raised, allowing them all up and out of the cars, he refocused on him. Now, his existence sobered things again.

Back to it, then, Liam thought, ensuring he was between the man and the girls as they all climbed out. Then they enacted their plan.

They started by heading for another large roller coaster, one that was a decent trek from The Sunblast. Five minutes later, they stopped outside of entering the walkway leading to it. They all looked at Liam, who nodded reluctantly. He was still there.

Anna’s face fell. She’d obviously been hoping for a different result more than the rest, who’d already seen his nod as a foregone conclusion.

“Now?” Avril asked her best friend.

“One more place. Let’s change our minds about going on this ride, then go back to The Sunblast. That’ll seal it.”

“It’s already sealed, babe,” Avril said. “We’re already going to have to spend a bunch of our time here talking with park security. I don’t want to waste any more time on this creep than we have to.”

“Just back the way we came,” Anna insisted. “That’ll be the last request I make.”

For her, they agreed. Taking the path back to The Sunblast, their stalker needed to quickly slink into the crowds, as they practically headed right for him. Liam saw disdain and disgust in the eyes of three women. One just looked sad.

Liam set his jaw. No matter what, even if it went against Anna’s wishes, he wouldn’t let her give him another chance.

He would come to regret even giving her as much leeway as he already had.

They made it back to the Sunblast. The lines remained, the screams from those hurtling down its ramps, the gathering of adrenaline and excitement. But…

Liam looked around. He made a first sweep, a second, a third. He usually found the guy by the third. But he didn’t. A fourth sweep didn’t solve his… conundrum? It was weird to think that, but yeah… that was what it was. The guy wasn’t around anymore, or at least visible to Liam’s eyes. And that, frustrating in a bizarre sort of way, was a bad thing.

“He’s gone,” Liam admitted. Beside him, Victoria nodded. Also tall enough to see over plenty of heads, she’d joined him in looking.

“Great,” Avril said, though her tone was anything but pleased.

Liam knew why.

By vanishing as he had, it didn’t make them all think that Anna was right. And Liam had seen him following them at the start of their walk back to The Sunblast. He had been stalking them for well over an hour.

Shit.

“He must have realized that we were onto him,” Avril growled, grinding teeth. “Shit.”

By disappearing, he hadn’t set them at ease. The opposite. Because now he was a ghost in the crowd—in all the crowds they’d be a part of for the rest of the day.

“We could still go to park security,” Tess said.

“We should,” Victoria confirmed.

Liam could hear the “but” in both their statements. Had he still been nearby, visible, in range of a point when they approached someone from the park, it would have potentially meant he could be tracked or brought in to explain himself right then and there. Now? Now, he was one guest in a park of over fifteen thousand.

Shit, Liam thought again.

Solemn-faced and hoping to get things over quickly, they sought out park security. Their concerns received an appreciable level of seriousness from them, especially once the trend of being followed by the man in the green hat was viewed on the security camera footage. Immediately after seeing how he doubled back as they started heading back to The Sunblast, security viewed it as damning enough evidence.

All in all, between taking statements and speaking with some members of park management, it required about an hour of their day.

What a waste, Liam thought, not upset at anyone in their group. No, his anger remained entirely for the creep responsible for all this hassle and anxiety.

There wasn’t much the park could do but stay on alert for the guy and then bring him in to hear his side of things once they located him—if they could locate him. With how busy it was, Liam wasn’t too hopeful about that.

But maybe it’ll be the same for this guy finding us again.

That was the thread of hope he held onto. Yet, he knew the worry about the guy wouldn’t disappear in the minds of the others, even if he physically had. The possibility of his return, of something happening if he reappeared, would hover over their heads for the remainder of their time in the park.

As they gathered together outside the security building, Liam searched for a way to set everyone at ease. Nothing came up. This wasn’t a situation he had much familiarity with. Unfortunately, that likely made him the odd person out among them.

“I’m sorry,” Anna said, expression pained.

“It’s not your fault,” Tess said adamantly. “It’s always important to remember that. We haven’t done anything wrong. The blame lies solely on the individual who’s committing the wrongdoing, not the victims.”

Anna nodded, though there was little improvement in her mood. That was pretty much the way of it for all of them.

“Let’s get back out there,” Avril eventually said. She and Victoria, dressed in frustration and coolness, respectively, were the two who looked the most resilient. “We’ve got rides to enjoy, a day to get back to.”

So, they did, trying to let exhilarating loops and speeding curves revitalize their excitement. During the rides themselves, it seemed effective, but Liam noticed several times where one or more of the others would end up looking around as soon as they got off a ride and rejoined the thick crowds. Eventually, he realized he was doing it too.

Exhaling through tight lips, he endeavored to help Avril lighten the mood. Through their combined efforts, they slowly seemed to smooth over the day’s unpleasant wrinkle. They’d moved away from the area where they’d encountered the man, and they now decided that now was the best time to take a lazy train ride over to the waterpark portion of the park. That helped, especially as they were able to confirm that there wasn’t a particular individual among the other passengers.

Arriving in this smaller yet still packed area of the park, they stowed their belongings in lockers near the entrance, then changed into their swimwear for the day. Regathering, Liam found himself yet again entranced by voluptuous figures, smooth skin, and a few smiles. Relaxing a little at the sight of his response to their choices for swimwear, they headed out to explore the variety of slides and pools available to them.

Liam enjoyed the individual ones just fine, though he was happy each time they came up on one that involved rafts. Most of those offered singles and pairing options, and Liam was able to get in a few of the latter during their time there. Settling in place on one such raft behind Victoria at Thunder Falls, the steepest, fastest slide in the park, she eyed him.

“Hands on the handholds,” she said, speaking softly enough that only he overheard.

Shrugging playfully, he did as he was told. Their operator gave them a nudge, and then down they went, zipping through a bending, twisting slide that covered them on all sides. The orange sun bled through the green slide, illuminating their rapid descent in a hazy mix of both colors. Out they came, finding the others, who’d already made the trip down, waiting for them just outside the splash zone that their raft made.

“See?” Liam said as they climbed off the raft, letting another employee grab and send it back up a mechanized track that carted it back up to the top. “I can be good.”

“On occasion,” Victoria said, though all she needed to do was brush at some beads of water on her impressive cleavage, and—

She smiled, catching him gawking. Making him gawk, in truth.

He scrunched up his face at her, refusing to feel even an inkling of shame.

“I’m going to be all over you later, and you’re going to love it.”

Victoria hit him with a bullet to the heart. Smiling in a different way, she nodded. “I know. I’m looking forward to it nearly as much as you.”

Liam got out of the water quickly, worried that he might start making steam. He went and grabbed another water bottle from a nearby snack bar. He needed it, gulping down the cold liquid as he recuperated from those potent words.

The remaining highlights of their time in the waterpark included a wave pool, a slide with a tube raft that they could all ride together, and a river rapid ride that took them to the very outskirts of the park. On the last of those, with plenty of space in between the more exciting parts of the ride, they agreed to go back to the main park afterward, hit one or two more rides, and then depart.

It'd been a long day, made longer by an unpleasant experience in the middle of it. However, they seemed to have mostly moved past that—a couple hours of fun and sun had been enough.

“What’s the game plan?” Avril asked, grinning at Liam and her former professors.

“How’s that any of your business?” Victoria said.

The beautiful redhead shrugged. “I dunno, that’s why I’m asking. You could always be looking for a camerawoman or something.”

Victoria rolled her eyes.

“I think we’ll be fine on our own,” Tess said. “You can begin your interrogations tomorrow. Please refrain from calling us for details at midnight. We’ll be asleep… or otherwise occupied.”

Avril grinned. Liam felt his heart leap. They were getting closer, literally inch by inch, to an event he’d spent months yearning for.

In his eyes, this was probably the final lock in place—and it wasn’t really much of a lock. But with it about to be out of the way, he felt as though he could start making some plans for a final event for the summer. One involving five bodies, not just three.

He’d also need to drink a lot of water before and on that day.


Chapter Twenty-Six

Disturbed

Liam had only brought a single outfit for the day, excluding his swimming trunks, which made him the odd one out. So, while he changed back into his original outfit for the day, the women swapped into what they had planned to wear for their final part of the journey and the ride home. But also what they’d be wearing afterward, when five became three. There it was again, that impatience, that urgency. So close. So, so close.

Breathing out, Liam calmed his racing heart. He could go a little longer. Another two hours. And then he’d be there, wherever “there” might end up being, fulfilling a dream that had appeared as an ember in him so many months ago. On that very first night, the night he’d come back home for winter break. At that time, it hadn’t been anything at all, just a rather typical urge from a rather typical college freshman.

Today, standing where he stood, he recognized that there was no longer anything typical about his experiences or expectations. Each memory he let roll into view of his mind’s eye was more dreamlike than the last, fantastical, practically unbelievable. He trembled with anticipation, ready to get back into motion. It wouldn’t be long now.

After reappearing, no longer wearing swimsuits but still unimaginably attractive, Tess and the others offered him warm smiles. A few furtive glances would follow, and a little more skin-to-skin contact to help tide them all over. Ready to head back, they found the next train ride to the main park and soon enough selected their final two rides for the day.

The first was The Typhoon, a twisting, looping metal coaster that Avril and Victoria had rated as their favorite ride. Even on the repeat visit, Liam maintained his heavy favoritism for The Crunch, a long wooden coaster that practically buzzed the branches of trees it sat among. It was a rough ride, so he sighed but let himself be vetoed when it came time to pick a final ride.

There had been carousel rides and teacups to spin in throughout their day, but they’d never hit the park’s Viking ship. With at least Anna looking relieved to have a slightly more relaxed final ride, they agreed to hop aboard. Sitting as five in a row, holding on tight, they rocked and soared and plunged. Anna and Avril chose this ride as one of those they bought pictures from, as they were all fully visible together.

“To a decent enough trip,” Avril said, handing out copies. “Not the best it could have been, but I guess the ground didn’t open up and swallow us whole, so not the worst.”

Described in her colorful way or not, it was hard for any of them to disagree.

They headed for the front of the park, not alone in doing so. At around six-thirty, a decent-sized exodus of guests was underway. Now was the time for those of them who’d be on the road for a while, wanting to make it home before dark. It was also the best time for those who wanted to grab a meal at one of the many nearby restaurants, whose staff were surely prepared for the sudden influx of hungry, tired customers. A day of screams and cheers could make for one hell of an appetite.

It meant getting out would be a pain, and they hadn’t gotten a great parking spot when arriving, but the same would be true in another hour, when the park began inching toward closing time. Maybe if the day hadn’t had that one noteworthy blemish, they’d have stayed until then, not so drained as they all sort of looked. Even Victoria didn’t look quite as upright and unaffected as usual.

Liam understood something, then. Understood but accepted after barely a moment. He—

“Holy shit,” Avril hissed, coming to an immediate stop right beside him.

Dread filled Liam, knowing why Avril would react so strongly.

He and the others followed her line of sight. They were mere steps away from leaving the park, turnstiles rattling as dozens of guests flowed out every minute. But Avril was looking past that, where grey pavement and black parking lot concrete met.

The man in the green hat was there. He was there, looking about, an obvious rock in the stream of guests flowing by him. It was impossible not to spot him. In a change from earlier, it seemed like he hadn’t yet noticed them.

Liam felt his blood begin to boil, and he still knew he was probably only the second most heated among them. Avril glared daggers, livid, at the man. She started to step forward, but both Anna and Victoria grabbed hold of her.

“You have no idea what he might do, what sort of weapons he might have on him,” Victoria said. “He’s outside of the park, so he could have gone to his car and grabbed any sort of knife or gun from it.”

“I’ll alert park security,” Tess said. That was one advantage of their location; you could throw a rock in any direction and hit one of the park’s employees. There would undoubtedly be plenty of them around. Enough to—

The man in the green hat moved suddenly. Had he seen Liam and the others?

No, the answer was. It wasn’t because he’d seen them. Instead, he locked eyes with someone else in the crowd. And as if they were transitioning back to a time before color, his already pale skin found a shade even whiter.

“There!” a woman shouted, jabbing a finger in his direction.

Liam ended up looking at a group of four women, all pretty, all within his, Anna's, and Avril’s age range. They wore the same kind of disgust and fury that Avril did.

Seeing and hearing that group, the guy in the green hat bolted, shoving his way through the crowd. Several members from the other group immediately did what Tess had said she’d do.

It was… comical. Awful, draining, but somehow comical.

“He found another group of women to perv on when he realized we were onto him,” Avril said, snorting with disgust. “Really. The fucking gall of some people.”

“I guess it’s… handled,” Anna said, that same pained expression back on her face.

“Hopefully, a car hits him,” Victoria said.

Tess stayed silent. They all did, incapable of disagreeing. Maybe not a fatal accident, but some broken bones, maybe in the leg, so he could have a nice cast that no one would want to sign. That was probably better than he deserved.

Liam saw the man reach his car. He’d been parked nearly at the front of the lot, implying that he’d arrived early that morning. Outside of almost tripping once or twice, no accident befell him. However, with multiple reports of his misbehavior and numerous cameras that could capture his license plate, he’d hopefully be banned from the park. He deserved far worse than that.


Chapter Twenty-Seven

Delay

Avril was understandably cross for much of the drive home. She’d wanted not once but twice to deliver some rather rough vigilante justice to the creep, only to ultimately be forced to watch him basically escape without any real consequences for his actions. Liam spotted her audibly grinding her teeth together multiple times.

“Avril,” Anna said, looking at her.

“Every jackass just seems to get away with it,” Avril spat, eyes pointed out the window beside her. “No one ever gets the comeuppance they actually deserve.”

“Trent did,” Anna said.

Avril turned toward her friend. “Did he? He got more than a slap on the wrist, sure, but hardly everything he deserves. His daddy will open his pocketbook, solve his issues—and don’t argue that something else will happen. He’ll be strutting around like nothing happened by the fall semester.”

Liam had only sort of paid attention to the fallout that had befallen Trent Alden over the past week or so. He knew about all the stuff that he’d been told the day after, which had put him in a rather good mood. The vomit in the car, the DUI, those scant hours he’d spent in lockup. Good stuff, all that.

Given his last name, there’d been a little more scandal over it than usual. On social media and some local news sites, he’d been able to follow along for that first day after. It’d been sublime, as this wasn’t Trent’s first time landing in hot water. All that had led Liam to prepare for some truly positive news. Would Bellmore expel him, as he deserved? Maybe there’d be a picture of Trent in an orange jumper, filling his community service hours by picking up trash on the freeway.

If the last of those had been the case, Liam was certain that Avril would have let him know—offered to take him to the area so they could drive by, in fact. Yet, since then, there didn’t seem to be anything else to find on the matter. Avril was probably right about his father working overtime to keep things out of the public eye.

And given her last name, she knew more about what was happening behind the scenes than most. If she didn’t think Trent was getting what he deserved—though she probably thought he deserved to find himself under a guillotine—it was probably true.

“He’s out of my hair, at least,” Anna said. “Finally, fully.”

Avril didn’t dispute that. “Finally, fully. And if your dad tries some more bullshit, he’s up next. I’ve got no more patience for it. This summer had better end nicely. No more dealing with jackasses.”

Anna nodded. While Liam had only sort of followed Trent’s calamitous past week, he’d kept himself abreast of what was going on in Anna’s life. With all that had happened, and undoubtedly because of Evelyn’s hard push on the matter, Arnold had returned everything he’d taken from her and stopped threatening to cut her off. Whether that lasted for more than a little bit remained to be seen, but it was good that Anna no longer had that pressure actively pushing down on her shoulders.

Throughout their hour driving, Liam became more certain about the realization he’d come to near the end of their time at the park. He could see fatigue in all of them, and he even felt it himself. The day had ended up more draining than expected, and a day at an amusement park was already expected to be pretty draining. The situation involving that creep had added a little too much extra on top of things.

So, it wasn’t surprising when Tess and Victoria approached him about delaying their night’s plans once they made it back to the latter’s house, where they’d all originally gathered before getting on the road ten hours ago. He’d had time to work through his disappointment and to remind himself that it might only be a small delay. The pair confirmed that quickly.

“So, maybe not tonight, but tomorrow,” Tess said empathetically. “I know you’ve been like a spring, compressing throughout the day, but I—we—want to make this a truly memorable, excellent experience. I’m not sure I can provide that, tonight.”

“Yeah, I kind of came to that conclusion as we were leaving the park,” Liam said. “I understand, and I’m pretty worn out too. So… tomorrow?”

“Early tomorrow,” Victoria said. “Bright and early. So, you two sleep soon when you make it home.”

They would… probably. Before leaving Victoria’s home, he shared a few fond minutes with the buxom professors. Tired didn’t mean dead, after all, and their combined sex drives were truly a marvelous thing to behold.

And so, it took a little longer for them to make it back to Tess’s bedroom. Showering and then relaxing in one another’s arms in bed, Liam kissed soft lips as he drifted off to sleep. It’d been a long day, one filled with an unexpected triumph, a lot of fun, and an unfortunate blemish on the day. Today would not become his favorite day because of it. He suspected it would be the same for all of them.

The day of their amusement park visit would not become the day he fucked both Tess Williams and Victoria Moreno. Instead, it would become the day after. The morning. The very early morning.


Chapter Twenty-Eight

Worth the Wait

Liam didn’t come awake right away, though a part of him did. With his mind slumbering, his body received a stimulating reason to begin bringing him back to consciousness. Pleasure trickled upward through his body, growing with each passing second. The electricity in his synapses finally reached his brain, calling him out of his slumber.

He opened his eyes, blinking rapidly, and felt a strange yet not unpleasant sensation. He’d slept long enough to feel rejuvenated, yet his mind felt foggy. That was because it was dealing with a set of amazing sensations midway down his body. Strangely, it was just there. Shifting slightly, he realized an unexpected absence of normal sensations. There weren’t any covers on him.

He lifted his head, mind still muddled.

What he saw fixed that right then and there.

Two gorgeous women were on their knees around his cock, which had been that first part of him to come fully alert. Mind clearing as if he’d left his grogginess behind like a cartoon dust cloud, Liam immediately began feeling the pleasure actively rushing through him with far more potency.

“What’s… this?” he asked, watching a pair of warm mouths layer kiss after kiss on his cock.

“What we promised last night,” Tess said, caressing the underside of his shaft with her thumb. “Bright and early.”

“What time is it?” Liam asked, rubbing at sleep in his eyes.

“Bright and early,” Victoria said glibly.

Rolling his eyes, he almost sat up, yet Victoria firmly kept him from doing so with a single look.

Stay, her eyes, twin glaciers, said. Enjoy what’s happening.

It was hard to argue. Impossible, even. Before throwing off the covers and starting to wake him up, they’d seemingly—unless Victoria had made a rather risky drive over—removed their clothing first. Tess had settled into place outside his left leg, Victoria outside his right. The two women brought their beautiful blue eyes together, then brought their luscious, full mouths together. They kissed right above his cock, causing Liam to tense with desire. His resting heart rate from a minute ago had vanished completely, replaced by a rapid rhythm that thudded and boomed inside his chest.

Eyes gleaming in the same way they had last night, Victoria intended to see just how quickly she could make it go. She broke off the kiss with her colleague, then moved those sultry lips of hers down to the tip of his cock. She held the base of his cock between her thumb and two fingers, looking into his eyes as she kissed it. She went a little further, too.

Liam’s jaw flexed—he felt so damn sensitive already—as Victoria parted her soft lips, pushing her head down, accepting a few inches of his cock into her mouth. She began swiping at it with her tongue, and Liam’s head swam.

Trusting that her colleague had things well in hand, Tess crawled up the bed toward his upper half. Her tan skin and shapely figure proved just enough to distract him from what Victoria was up to. He eyed her, then smiled as she nestled in against him. She kissed him, and he held her against him, feeling her breasts press against him. The desire within him thickened, swirling through him as her fingertips lightly massaged his sternum.

“I love you two,” Liam whispered, kissing Tess’s hair. He drew in the familiar scent of her shampoo, connecting memories of a hundred times like this in the past. Only, there was one rather noteworthy difference between this time cuddling with the gorgeous woman and all the others.

Victoria Moreno finished teasing the tip of his cock. Her lips went lower, taking more of him into her mouth. Liam shut his eyes, focusing on the heat around his throbbing cock. Then, the awesome sensation. Maybe she was really the best at giving head, though Avril and Tess would likely skewer him if they ever heard him admit it.

Still, Tess could see how effective Victoria was at making him tremble. She set her hand over his chest, allowing her to feel his racing heart. Lips curling, she kissed him on the cheek, then began heading back down to his cock. She planted her lips on his blazing-hot skin a dozen times, going lower and lower down his torso.

Even though they’d worked together to start all this, Victoria appeared unwilling to share his cock. She continued bobbing her head, fitting more of his cock between her lips. He was in her throat around the time Tess kissed his abdomen.

“Fuck me,” Liam whispered, drowning in pleasure.

“Behave,” Tess said, nudging her partner in crime. “I can’t believe I have to say that to you. It’s like Avril’s in here.”

“He’ll probably want her to be, next time,” Victoria commented after pulling back. She left his cock drenched in saliva, pulsating, wanting more.

“You know me too well, Professor,” Liam said.

Tess kissed him on the hip fondly, making nothing of what he’d said. Victoria, however, pierced him with a knowing stare.

It was less than a month away, his first day attending Bellmore. Humorously, he’d need to be careful about avoiding Tess on that day. He wouldn’t have her class until the second day of the new school year, and he’d grown completely sure by now that he wanted that to be when she realized that he wouldn’t spend the semester a city away. Not that one, not the rest of them.

Unaware of his plans, Tess moved Victoria back slightly. The older professor kissed his cock a few times. She only needed a single hand to hold his throbbing member steady, and the other disappeared between her legs. Victoria did the same thing, and both women began preparing themselves to give Liam the actual prize he had finally earned yesterday.

Liam finally took it upon himself to sit up. He reached out for both women, caressing their bodies, tracing their delicious curves. They admired him in much the same way, practically seeming to need to drag their lips away from his cock a short time later. This day might be for him, but they both knew he wouldn’t leave them unsatisfied. With that prideful medal pinned on his bare chest, Liam called Tess into action first.

Victoria made space, pulling back, maneuvering around to his side. Tess threw one leg over him, straddling him. She kept fingering herself even as her other hand positioned his cock for the plunge she meant to take. She only stopped as their eyes met. Just a moment later, the true threesome began.

Tess lowered her curvaceous hips. Her pussy accepted his size, familiar with it after the dozens of times they’d made love before this point. Maybe dozens didn’t work anymore, actually? Scores? That was next, right? Probably not yet hundreds. Yet.

Whatever number they were at, Liam loved this one as much as their first time. Now in her bed, not out in an igloo, joined by her closest friend, not as an act of secrecy, Tess filled herself with his girthsome cock. She let out a soft sigh of fondness, lowering herself until he was all the way inside of her.

She pressed her breasts against his chest, compressing them. At the same time, intending to make good on what this was supposed to be, Victoria pushed her impressive pair against his back.

“Any complaints so far?” Tess asked.

“Not a one. You two should wake me up like that more often.”

“We’ll see,” Victoria whispered, kissing the side of his neck.

Keeping eye contact as she pressed herself against him, Tess rolled her hips. Squeezing his arm, she gyrated forward like an undulating wave, grinding against him. Her nipples brushed against his chest, hard points that drew shivers from him. And down below, pleasure poured into his cock.

Grabbing hold of her butt, he helped her get going. She rode his cock, adding those little clenches that made him see stars at the end of each of her drops. Like her pussy couldn’t stand to let him go. Like it wasn’t satisfied unless he was always filling her up.

Another set of breasts pushed a little harder into his back. Victoria’s soft, larger pair compressed against his skin, and he glanced at her. The beautiful woman took that chance to hold his chin in place with a single finger. She kissed him, holding his eyes captive with the intensity in her stare. Tess didn’t slow down, working to pick up speed. A gasp, a moan, more of both soon filled the room.

One professor bounced on his cock, and another impatiently waited for her turn. The second of those ran a hand along his chest, scraping her nails across his skin. Her tongue entered his mouth, met his. Victoria breathed him in as if he were a powerful scent. As happened regularly in the bedroom, her eyes heated up. The ice thawed, and desire formed hot springs in the pale blue circling her irises.

He kept one hand on Tess’s butt, fondling it greedily, but the other he carried up to Victoria’s face. He caressed it, running his hand around behind his back to feel up one of her large breasts.

“You’ll be next,” he whispered. “On your hands and knees, though.”

“Obviously,” Victoria purred. “It won’t be a threesome until you’ve been inside of me too.”

“Try not to get distracted by my attention-needy colleague,” Tess said. “Even if her tits are magnificently large.”

Both Liam and Victoria found Tess smirking. She rode him easily, barely breaking a sweat. Her hips knew the motions well.

“Is that what I am?” Victoria said. “Needy for attention?”

“Given that you always flaunt your body, hoping he’ll look at you more than the rest of us? Why, yes, that is what it makes you.”

Victoria snorted and kissed Liam’s shoulder, but her eyes remained on Tess. “Your ass was hard to avoid staring at in those shorts you wore yesterday. I’m sure that was a simple coincidence.”

“Our shorts were practically the same,” Tess parried. “My ass is just a little bigger.”

“It is,” Victoria said, secretly tapping Liam on the lower back with her hidden hand.

“It is,” Liam agreed. “I love it so much.”

Tess rolled her eyes yet smiled. “I’m so happy we’ve reestablished once more that I have a really nice ass.”

“It’s a topic I’m always happy to revisit,” Liam said, giving it a fond squeeze. “My opinion’s not going to change, though. About either of you. You’re both so staggeringly perfect. It’s hard to breathe when I’m around either of you. Together? It’s nearly impossible.”

The women sandwiching him smiled and pressed—as he’d hoped—their desirable bodies against him a little more forcefully. Tess ran her fingers up and down his abdomen, and he leaned back slightly, supported by Victoria, as she rode him to the very end.

Bliss appeared within his body, growing like a field of flowers that all entered into bloom at the same exact moment. As if they’d realized in unison that winter was over, and then a wave of spring had swept across them, causing a thousand sets of petals to unfurl.

Liam felt a little hotter than spring, squarely in the throes of a passionate summer, but he liked the sentiment. He’d opened up back in winter, and he felt as though he’d stayed open and forthright ever since then.

“I love you,” he said to Tess, feeling his climax build toward an impossible-to-stop eruption.

“And that’s why you get to cum inside,” the gorgeous woman cooed, pushing her lips against his. She kept him there, feeling his tremors, wanting to be linked in every way possible as they reached the hilltop overlooking that valley of flowers.

She came maybe twenty seconds before he did. Her grip on his arm tightened, and she shut her eyes. She didn’t stop riding him, though. Moaning while still kissing him, she kept her pussy bouncing on his throbbing cock. Liam clenched all over, muscles locking up as pleasure overwhelmed his senses.

He burst like a spigot hit by a hammer. Cum erupted out of his cock, burning hot, sticky, staining everywhere it touched. Tess hummed with open pleasure, keeping him buried inside of her as he filled her. Six intense spurts left Liam gasping for air. He laid his head back on Victoria’s shoulder, using it for support. Still, Tess kept kissing him.

Not even a minute later, finally coming down from a euphoric high that left him woozy, Victoria set her lips by his left ear.

“Now, me.”

His cock throbbed with excitement as Tess climbed off his lap. Neither professor looked through with him yet. Victoria stood up, beckoning him to do the same. Even though he’d planned to take Victoria on the bed, hands and knees and all that, he followed as they moved away from it. Tess grabbed something from inside her nightstand, yet Liam was distracted by the sway of Victoria’s hips.

Returning yet keeping one hand behind her back, Tess began jerking him off. Squelching sounds filled the bedroom, so loud that they almost seemed destined to be overheard by the entire neighborhood, even as Victoria positioned herself in front of him. She bent forward, hands against the wall, providing him with a fantastic sight of her well-rounded ass. Tess kept stroking his cock, helping him stay hard.

“Fuck her good,” Tess whispered, releasing his cock after guiding its entrance to Victoria’s ass. Not her pussy, but her ass.

Tess revealed the object in her hand: a bottle of very familiar lube. So familiar that Liam could remember the last time it’d seen some use. There was a reason it was only half-full. They went through these bottles quickly.

Shaking the bottle, which she’d warmed a little by keeping it pressed against her hot palm, Tess adroitly flipped up the cap with her thumbnail.

A slow, alluring drizzle followed. A long one, as Tess used the entirety of what was left in the bottle. She covered Victoria’s butt in a sheen of clear lube, guiding it into the crevice between her shapely cheeks. With the last of the bottle’s contents, she poured it across his cock, then gave it a few quick strokes, spreading it in with his cum and her love juices.

With his cock about as slick as it could be, and now this, Liam felt a spike of excitement. He pushed his cock against Victoria’s tight opening. At first, it didn’t give at all. Liam frowned, concerned.

“Don’t worry,” Tess said into his ear, though she made sure she was loud enough to be overheard. “She’s been practicing ever since I let her know how you fucked me so, so good in Fiji. She’s asked about how good it felt so many times.”

Victoria, who’d been rather quiet while Tess prepared her for his cock, almost seemed like she might blush. Almost. This was Victoria they were dealing with, after all.

“When’s the last time you had anal?” Liam asked, even if that might be a slightly mood-ruining question to ask right now.

“A long time,” Victoria said. “So, yes, I’ve practiced with a dildo some. One that’s your size. I’ll be fine.”

Who was he to argue with that? Victoria Moreno was many things, diligent chief among them. If she said she’d be fine, he trusted her.

Trying again to get the tip of his cock into her ass, Liam didn’t let the resistance he experienced again keep him from continuing forward. He did stay careful, progressing slowly—if he’d truly be able to progress at all.

He did. A fully lubricated cock slowly pushed into a fully lubricated asshole. The tightness of it remained almost impossible to get used to. At first, it often felt wrong, like there’d be a point at which his cock ended up trapped and unable to go deeper, maybe even end up unable to pull back.

But the lube spread, and the body—this one and Tess’s, at least—grew accustomed to his size. His cock slid into Victoria’s ass. Both professors. Now, he’d had them both in this way.

“How much more?” Victoria asked, hands against the wall.

“About half more.”

Her silence was deafening, and Tess grinned in a victorious sort of way.

“I don’t need to be able to walk tomorrow, so fucking keep going,” Victoria growled, spotting her friend’s expression.

Liam pushed the rest of his cock into Victoria, who seized a sharp breath between clenched teeth. Tess remained in a gloating mood, even as she kissed Victoria on the curve of her spine. She positioned herself behind him as he began to fuck her colleague, urging him on, rubbing up against him.

With that personal cheerleader whispering devilish desires into his ears, Victoria really might not be able to walk tomorrow. He picked up speed, fucking her ass, both tortured and adoring the tightness of her slick walls. The former began to fade quickly, however, allowing him—and Victoria, from the sound of her gasps and moans—to indulge in more of the latter.

Tess pushed against his butt, propelling him deep into Victoria’s ass. The buxom, olive-skinned professor gasped as Tess kept pushing until Liam had pretty much shoved Victoria’s chest into the wall she’d been using for support.

“Now, pull back nice and slow, then give her another powerful thrust,” Tess whispered.

Liam did so, and Victoria moaned loudly, voice cracking like glass.

“Is that a weak spot we’ve discovered?” Tess asked in a teasing voice.

“Seems that way,” Liam answered.

He pumped his cock, utilizing this new tactic without mercy, bringing Victoria to her brink. She climaxed on the next powerful thrust, and she didn’t hide it.

“Now, that’s a beautiful sound,” Tess said.

Liam had to agree. Setting a hand on Victoria’s hip, he waited until she’d caught her breath. He wasn’t done. Not even close. Not with either of them.

Victoria reached her third climax because of a mixture of his and Tess’s tactics. She played with her friend’s clit, driving Victoria mad with the twin sources of pleasure bombarding her voluptuous body. Yet, why not add a third?

Liam had one of her heavy tits in his hand soon after, chipping away at the stability she’d rebuilt after her first orgasm. The second one hit her harder than the first, and she would have collapsed to her knees without their support.

“Hold out for the next one,” Liam commanded. “Cum when I cum. I’ll say when.”

Biting her lip, still barely back to having steady footing, Victoria nodded.

Liam traded away a little force for speed. He chased his own pleasure as much as he provided it to Victoria. With his and Tess’s additional efforts, they had Victoria struggling to obey his command within minutes, which was good, as he rapidly neared his limit. He’d become pretty good at timing his climax with theirs, though he supposed they could say the same. It was a team effort. And today’s team was especially lustful.

He fucked Victoria’s ass, desiring more opportunities to have her just like this. Bent over, butt pushed out, moaning with such passionate depravity. His cock plunged deep, causing his groin to connect with her butt. It jiggled with each powerful shockwave he pushed into it. Her butt wasn’t quite as full as Tess’s, but it was at most a slight difference, and he couldn’t tear his eyes away from her gorgeous shape, her lustful sounds, or the heady aroma of sweat and sin now coiling around them.

“Are… you close?” Victoria whispered, more of a plea than anything.

“Almost,” Liam promised. “Hold out a little longer.”

She nodded and did her best. Liam pumped his cock into her, rapidly approaching his second explosion of the morning. There was hardly any doubt that there’d be more to come. Victoria would sleep here tonight. Liam was sure of it.

“I’m there, Victoria,” he said, trembling. He panted, leaning forward so that she felt his breath on her spine. “Cum for me. Cum for me and Tess.”

Victoria broke, and a moment later, he completed one final deep plunge into her ass. He shoved her up against the wall, pinning and holding her there. She quaked, on her toes, moaning his name as the throes of bliss washed through her.

He did what she’d apparently wanted for quite a number of months. He filled her ass with his cum—all that he could give her. And then Tess needed to keep two exhausted lovers from toppling to the floor. She snorted and warned him to collect his stamina soon after. They weren’t leaving this bedroom just yet.


Chapter Twenty-Nine

Without Regret

As she always did, Victoria hid her shame well. She knew how to keep herself collected at all… well, most of the time. Outside of when she was in a bedroom, pool, or anywhere else where her young lover could disrupt her poise. He had a way of stripping it bare, stripping her bare, reducing her to a mess of breathy moans and electric shivers. Not that she minded. There was a reason she looked forward to inviting him over to her home so often, and gardening had very little to do with it.

On this night, the shame she felt wasn’t due to anything that had transpired within her home. Quite the contrary, she had been nearly as pleased as Liam when he’d finally defeated Tess. She just hid her emotions better.

It wasn’t that. It was that she knew she was sorer than the two she’d left upstairs, sound asleep after their escapades had finally left all three of them exhausted and spent. She’d been right there with them, deep in her sleep, until she’d woken with a thirst that had led her down to Tess’s kitchen, the lights left dim to spare her eyes.

This was a new experience for her, and she wasn’t sure she liked it. Even when she and Liam went round after round at her home, she never ended up so ragged. She was never this wrung dry, or if she was, she knew someone else was just as exhausted. Even though she hadn’t exactly interrogated Liam and Tess on how wrung out they felt, she could sense that she’d ended the night a step beyond their levels of fatigue.

It wasn’t necessarily a humiliating realization, though it did gall her somewhat. In terms of fitness, she was confident that she wasn’t behind either of them. She and Tess always went to the gym together, as had been the case for a long time.

And it wasn’t as though this was her first threesome. It was her second, as Liam and Anna could both attest. Yet, a single event did not an expert make. She was behind Tess, which also meant she was behind Avril. That left her standing beside Anna, inexperienced and new. That realization made things worse for Victoria, not better.

You’re being ridiculous, she told herself.

But was she?

Like picking up a new exercise, new muscles received unfamiliar work, and so they ended up uniquely fatigued afterward. That was it, the answer. It still left Victoria mildly annoyed as she opened Tess’s cabinet and selected a glass.

Her perspective shifted further back than tonight. Back months, to a few weeks before they’d visited Fiji together. When she’d started getting involved with Liam, when she’d started sharing pictures of herself with him. It’d been fun, but only that. Semi-harmless fun, yet looking back at the choices she’d made, that veneer didn’t hold up. She’d already been certain by then that something was going on between him and Avril. She’d had her suspicions about Tess.

And of course, you’d known he was planning to come to Bellmore. You helped him along the way.

By the time they’d boarded Avril’s plane, Victoria had known she was ready to go further than pictures and flirtations. Even though Liam was in a relationship with multiple other women, which had been part of why she’d detested Casey at the end of things.

So, standing here in her best friend’s kitchen, following a night of utter debauchery, Victoria was left wondering what had changed. As ice clinked against glass, filling her cup, then a stream of water from the slot in Tess’s fridge caused those cubes to float, she mulled things over.

Certainly, the length of her romantic drought had played a role in it. When you were starving, a morsel of bread, stale and moldy or not, became mouthwatering. And Victoria had been starving. More than she’d realized. A part of her still deeply regretted the choices she’d made after breaking things off with Casey, the way in which she’d buried herself into her career goals. She remained career-driven, and she enjoyed that dedicated part of herself, but she recognized that she’d taken it too far. She regretted how single-minded she’d become in her twenties and early thirties.

Victoria took a long drink from her glass. The questions that filtered through her mind were common. Would she have let things get to this point with Liam and the others had she not been so deprived of sex and desire? Would she have even entertained the notions she had earlier in the spring, when Liam had begun asking for more from the pictures she provided him, the deals they made?

A new question joined those old ones.

Would she be here right now, sipping water after a day of complete depravity within her best friend’s home, thoroughly exhausted, satisfied, and quietly looking forward to the next one?

Perhaps not. Perhaps so. Victoria couldn’t make that judgment. The past was the past for a reason, and too many branching paths had led her to this point. Indeed, there were far too many to review and consider, even if she started at Fiji. She had made her choices, and there wasn’t any going back.

But she could focus on the present. She could focus on the way her heart raced when she lingered on how good things had felt today. How many times had she ended up writhing in bliss, unable to breathe, body arching into the physical sensations poured across it? There was a number for it, a very high number, but even that felt narrow-minded. She’d enjoyed the parts where she wasn’t the focus, where she was helping, watching, listening. It’d been a unique experience, just as it’d been with Anna almost a month ago, or even with Anna in Fiji. That latter night remained cemented within Victoria’s mind, one of the first unforgettable memories of this year.

There were so many more by now.

And not just physically, but mentally, emotionally. She felt happy in a way that was almost frighteningly consistent. Even during the best times—the beginning, really—of her relationship with Casey, there’d never been that sort of consistency. A good morning might lead to a terrible afternoon, which might lead to a decent evening, and then an awful night. She’d grown accustomed to that, then grown the mental scabs required to see herself through it… until she’d finally opened her eyes and realized that there had to be a better life, even if that meant going it alone, in store for her out there.

Was this it? The best life she could find?

How could she make that decision, either? She couldn’t. Who could? But she did know something. She knew what it was like to be consistently happy. To wake up with anticipation, to go to bed with satisfaction. It wasn’t any type of relationship she’d ever have imagined for herself—her younger self would be positively horrified to know she was involved in a group romance like she was.

But her current self didn’t feel that way. Even now, as she finished off her drink, desire stirred within her, churning and expectant. It spread heat throughout her body, causing her to look toward the future—near and distant.

She might be the sorest among them this time, but it wouldn’t be so next time. Or the next. Just like starting a new workout, you kept revisiting it until your body was used to it.

And that was precisely what Victoria intended to do. She knew she’d be even happier once that was so.


Chapter Thirty
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Liam watched Avril scoop up a rock, tongue sticking out of the side of her mouth, and sling it across the pond. It skipped four times—her best so far—before its final plop into the water. The beautiful redhead, who’d decided all of thirty minutes ago—because of a video she’d seen on her phone—that she’d become a professional stone skimmer, nodded approvingly.

“See? It’s not so hard.”

“Tell that to the other twenty-five rocks now at the bottom of the pond,” Liam said with a smirk.

He received a rude gesture for his lip. “I’m getting better, and that’s all that matters. I’ll be at the world championships in no time.”

“If you do want to get there,” Liam said, looking up the records on his phone, “you need to be able to get it across the water forty to fifty meters. Apparently, that’s how it’s done. It’s more about distance than the number of skips over the water.” He lifted his eyes back to her. “I don’t think this pond’s big enough.”

“Duh. This is a starter pond. In case you hit your head when I wasn’t looking, I just started today, Liam. I appreciate your endless faith in me, but I’ll need an hour or two before I’m at a professional level.”

Liam snorted and put his phone away. As Avril searched for another suitably round and smooth pebble on the pond’s bank, he followed a few steps behind.

He wasn’t really sure how they’d ended up here, doing this unusual thing. He knew why they’d left her apartment and come down to the pond. The Bandits had lost a two-run lead in the bottom of the ninth off a walk-off home run. As expected, Avril had been livid, swearing violently, nearly ripping the pillow in her clutches in two.

That had been forty minutes ago, and hurling rocks into the pond—her interest in skipping them appearing only once she’d cooled off a little—had been her way of relieving some stress. Because of that loss, the Bandits had slipped back to two games behind first in their division. Sure, it was still July, but Avril didn’t like some of the trends she was seeing in her team. Liam had wordlessly nodded along as Avril listed each one, casting rocks into the pond all the while.

“By the way,” she said, scooping up a round rock that she found suitable for skipping. “The team will be back in town the day after tomorrow. You should go to the game on Saturday, join the old man in the owner’s box.”

“Uh, sure, I’m free,” Liam said.

“Good.” Avril flicked the stone out. It only bounced twice. Avril kicked the ground, grumbling. Her bad mood wasn’t entirely gone, and whenever she made a bad throw, it resurfaced momentarily.

Whether at home or in the owner’s box, Avril didn’t take losing very well. At least when she was watching the game from the owner’s box, she knew she might show up on TV, so she kept her cool a little better. Not always, though. Liam and Tess had tuned in to watch a game together a while back, only for a camera shot panning up to the owner’s box to show Avril looking ready to chew through steel after two batters in a row had gone down looking.

“Should we let Anna know too, so she can come?”

“Nope, just you.”

“All right, do you want us to go together or meet up at the park?”

Avril spun her eyes toward him. “It’s just going to be you, Liam. I’m not going.”

He cocked his head to the side. That was… a first. There’d been a few times that it’d just been them, but usually Anna was also with them. She’d never asked—though it felt more like a command today—him to attend a game on his own.

“Any reason why?”

“Because you’ll have a good time, then a better time when you come give me the good news after they win. I’ll have to miss this game.”

Liam narrowed his eyes, suspicious. How could he not be, given who he was dealing with? “What’s this about?”

The chance of Avril completely ignoring a game roughly aligned with the chance of him spontaneously combusting. Liam knew with a fact that when they all jogged together, if a game were underway, she’d have an earphone in and be listening to the sportscast. Or her phone would be going off, giving her pitch-by-pitch updates.

“Just let your big sis lead you the right way to a good time,” Avril said. She slung the next rock, causing it to skip four times yet again.

If there was anyone in the group who’d get good at such a skill, it made sense that the baseball fanatic would be the one. He’d seen her throw a baseball before, and she had a pretty good arm, for not having played anything but softball past middle school. And this was the kind of eclectic skill that suited her personality. He could see her showing off a dozen skips here in a day or two, chin held high as she gloated about him doubting her.

“A confusing way,” Liam said.

“Like that’s out of the ordinary.”

He opened his mouth, then shut it. Yeah, that tracked.

“Say you’ll go,” Avril said. “And go up to the owner’s box, get the best view in the house.”

There had to be more to it. Something with her grandfather? Or whatever she was saying he’d come back to afterward? Liam knew there had to be something, especially with that less-than-subtle push to make him visit the owner’s box, but… what? He couldn’t guess.

“Fine. I’ll go.”

“Look at you,” Avril snorted, bending over, looking for another stone—and ensuring he could look at her phenomenal butt. “Acting sullen after being given a free pass to hang out in a billionaire’s box on a nice afternoon, see some good baseball. The nerve on this guy. The staggering ungratefulness. You’d make that one spoiled brat from Willy Wonka blush.”

“Yeah, the super-rich, bossy one who is used to always getting whatever she wants?” Liam retorted. “I thought she grew up to be you.”

“Damn, she grew up fine if she did,” Avril said. Spinning before he could reply, she snapped her wrist and sent something flying right at him.

He nearly yelped as his hands came up defensively, brain thinking that she’d just hurled a rock at him. The thrown object hit his palms, then bounced onto his lap.

He glared at Avril, who grinned impishly. She deserved a lesson from Willy Wonka, that much was certain.

What sat on his lap was about the size of a small pebble, close in color, mostly smooth. It was far lighter, however, which was why his hands didn’t currently bleat with pain.

“When did you even snatch this?” he growled, picking up the fortune cookie she’d thrown. “And where were you hiding it all this time?”

She shrugged pettily, then resumed her hunt for another stone to toss—out at the pond, he hoped. He glared after her. She had on a pair of legging shorts and a sleeveless, side-less shirt, through which he could see the sports bra underneath. Her shorts had pockets, but nothing that should have been able to hide the bulge of a fortune cookie.

“Are you going to open it?” she asked. “And see what you’ve won? Or are you just going to keep ogling?”

He almost decided to be petty and ignore the blue crescent of starch and sugar in his hand. Or throw it back at her and see how she’d respond. Probably by skipping it across the water, forcing him to permanently give up whatever promiscuous prophecy sat waiting within—or go wading into the water after it.

He tore his eyes away from the voluptuous redhead, then cracked the cookie down the middle. Setting aside one of the halves he created, he pinched the tail of paper protruding from the other between two fingers. As he’d done a few dozen times before, he read what was on it to himself. And for his prize…

Liam glanced up from the paper, saying nothing.

“Well?” Avril said, beckoning impatiently. “What have you won?”

Liam kept staring right at her.

Rolling her eyes, Avril stomped over and tried to snatch the paper out of his fingers. He quickly moved it away. That earned him a glare, then another attempt. He kept it away from the redheaded imp.

“I will knee you in the balls,” she said, pushing her body into his, hand lifted high—but his was higher still.

Before he could learn if she was joking or not, Liam pushed her back a single step. Then, keeping his face impressively passive, he extended his hand. The one without a fortune in it.

Avril stared at his outstretched hand for a moment, blinking. Then a grin as wide as she’d ever grinned appeared on her face.

“No! You finally got it!” Laughter, belly-aching laughter, followed. Avril wrapped her arms around herself as she wheezed with unconcealed glee.

Liam remained stonily still throughout her fit, staring right at her.

Wiping at the corners of her eyes, attracting looks from the other people who were out and about, Avril straightened. Her mouth wavered, as if it might break into another fit of laughter at any moment. Eventually, she got herself under control. She cleared her throat, though her eyes continued to dance with amusement, and stuck out her hand.

Liam looked at it. Saying nothing, he brought his hand to hers. They shook. Because that was what the fortune promised him.

There is a firm, platonic handshake in your future. You’ve earned it, champ. Atta boy!
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She’d known all along that he was beyond eager to open this number, assuming it would be something amazing. She’d known all along that it would lead them to this. She’d made every fortune, set the jar inside his home, and therefore known he would end up like this once he finally opened this fortune cookie.

“Congratulations,” Avril said, continuing to shake his hand for as long as he wanted.

Liam kept shaking her hand for one single reason. With his other, he handed over the slip of paper. Avril looked down, taking it. Liam used that moment to slip his hand into Avril’s pocket, remove her phone, and then toss it onto the grass.

Avril’s face came together, knitted in confusion. Next, Liam scooped her up into his arms, causing Avril to gasp in shock. Finally, holding his maverick girlfriend in his arms, he marched several steps into the pond, until the water came up to his knees, and then did to Avril as she’d done to all those rocks.

She didn’t fly quite nearly as far.

However, she did hit with a satisfying thoom, her eyes wide with shock for those two seconds that she was airborne. She landed on her back, which caused almost all of her to end up submerged.

Avril came up sputtering, drenched, and glaring daggers at him. She’d managed to keep the hand holding the fortune above the water, however. As if it were important, like it’d end up in a scrapbook when everything was said and done.

“You jerk!”

Liam shrugged unapologetically. He also ignored the gawking from those nearby enough to have witnessed what he’d just done.

“I’m going to drown you!” Avril said, pushing herself up to her feet. She stomped toward him, legs cutting lines through the water. Liam waited right where he was, then picked her up again when she arrived.

“Don’t you dare, you son of a bitc—”

He threw her back into the pond.

“You make a good Princess of the Pond,” Liam noted once she was back on her feet, grinding her teeth as she bored holes through him with her eyes. “An off-brand Lady of the Lake.” He nodded to the still-dry piece of paper in her hand. “Holding a gift that’s not quite so rewarding as a holy sword.”

Dripping wet, Avril was wise enough to learn from her previous mistake. She gave him a wide berth as she stomped out of the pond, circling him like a wary predator that now realized it’d picked out a meal that was a little too much for it.

Liam finally let himself crack a smile. He turned with Avril, always keeping her directly in front of him. Once she stomped out of the water, he followed suit. His shoes and socks were soaked, but as Avril would say, “Totally worth it.”

“I do so much for you,” she complained, waving the tiny piece of paper in her hand at him as though it were a flag.

“Yeah, you do,” Liam agreed.

Avril’s glare intensified.

She slung her shirt off, then at him. He caught the soaked clump of cotton with one hand, then took it over to the park bench and laid it out to dry. He also picked up Avril’s phone, moving it from the grass to the bench.

Avril finally moved closer to him. He only acted as if he were intending to collect her into his arms for another dip into the pond once.

“You look pretty sexy, even when dripping pond water,” Liam noted.

“Yeah? Wanna lick all the grimy pond water off my skin?”

“I’ll pass.”

Avril snorted and deposited herself on the bench. When he tried to do the same, she threw some side-eye at him. He stayed standing. He went looking for a stone to skip, in fact.

Avril didn’t find their role reversal as amusing as he did. She flipped him off, shaking out the hand that had gotten wet, spraying beads of water onto the grass.

“You’re not going to be any good at that,” Avril said as he selected a stone.

“Why’s that?” Liam said.

“You had terrible form when throwing me.”

Liam chuckled. “You sure? That makes me want to go back to practicing with mouthy redheads, instead of taciturn rocks.”

“You stay away from me, Liam Carr. Or I really will start throwing knees at your dick.”

“Okay, well, you just let me know when it’s safe for me to approach. Until then—”

He flicked his wrist, and the stone he’d found zipped over the pond. It hit, skipped, hit, skipped, repeating the most crucial part five times before sinking to the bottom.

Avril’s jaw hung ajar when he turned back toward her.

“Never been to a summer camp, have you?” he said, stealing her catlike grin and using it for his own devices. “Well, I have. And it seems I still remember a thing or two.”


Chapter Thirty-One

The Ultimate Hammer

If the world were a current, with every droplet of water a “common” person, then men like Arnold Royce liked to consider themselves as stones. Men who didn’t have to move with the flow of the water, who could stay in place as the normal people were forced forward. Or… wait, no, maybe they saw themselves as salmon, capable of swimming against the river’s flow. Stones, that was stupid. Yeah, they were salmon. Or some other shit.

Avril didn’t really spend a lot of time thinking about her metaphor for Arnold and his ilk. He was a piece of shit. Now, that was a better way of describing him. A piece of shit and a sore fucking loser.

She knew that better than Liam and the others. She probably knew it better than Anna. She didn’t know Arnold better than Anna, but she knew his type better. She dealt with them on a regular basis. Eels, the lot of them. Yeah, eels. There it was. They were fucking slimy, scavenging eels.

And like slimy, scavenging eels, when they realized they couldn’t fight for their meal, they looked for other ways to get their morsel of flesh.

Arnold had given up on forcing Anna to get with Trent, at least for now. Avril wouldn’t put it past the bastard to try again in six or seven months, once things cooled off a bit, but she was safe enough for now. Evelyn seemed to be doing a good job of putting pressure on him to let Anna live her own life, and there’d been some degree of fallout between Arnold and Theodore, Trent’s jackass of a father. So, Arnold no longer pushed that front openly.

It would have been nicer if he’d lost more, as it was mostly Trent who’d come out worse for wear. They both deserved to have their ankles smashed with hammers, as far as Avril was concerned.

He’d made his gambit, and he’d lost. Now, he receded, waiting for his next opportunity to try to maneuver himself into more wealth and influence. It would come, though not today. Today, instead of the dangerous predator Avril was sure he viewed himself as, he was being a slimy scavenger.

That brought her here, to Bellmore.

She hadn’t been back to Bellmore’s campus since graduating. She really didn’t have all that many fond memories of college life. It’d been fine, not really anything transformative or amazing to her. She’d attended Bellmore because her grandpa wanted her to, as he’d done. He had far more nostalgia toward the institution than she’d ever likely have.

But now she was an alumnus, which the school obviously liked. Another Knight to prod and poke for donations and opportunities. They’d already started, in fact. So far, she’d ignored them. Today, she’d make use of this institutional level of greed. She didn’t want to be here, but it was necessary.

The others, not even Anna, failed to see that while Arnold couldn’t do much about forcing Anna to obey, he still had a way to exact some revenge.

It involved another man that Avril didn’t exactly like, though he was more eel-adjacent than a full-blown eel. Relaxing under the shade of a nearby tree, sipping boba, Avril had the displeasure of seeing both men exit the Alumni Relations building. The eel-adjacent held the door for the full-blown eel, then followed him out into the daylight. It would have been nice if they both withered and died under the sunlight, but alas. Together, they approached Arnold’s car, still chatting.

Ugh, Avril thought, allowing herself one final good sneer before planting a placid smile onto her face. She pushed off the tree, stretched, and started walking toward two utterly detestable men.

Arnold didn’t notice her, but Peter certainly did. His expression widened as he saw her coming, and Avril half-expected his eyes to turn into dollar signs.

They didn’t, though there was hardly any doubt that Peter Hawkins, Assistant Vice President of Bellmore, Head of Alumni Relations and Annual Giving, wanted her money. Her family’s money. He’d been suckling away on the teat of her grandfather’s nostalgia pretty much since the day he’d taken office. The middle-aged man, starting to go grey the past couple of years, had more Bandits memorabilia in his office than the owner’s box at the damn stadium. Whether he actually liked baseball remained a mystery to Avril.

But he liked money, which meant he liked the sight of Avril.

“Miss Knight,” Peter said with a fawning smile. “What are you doing here?”

Beside him, finally aware of her presence, Arnold’s mouth formed a tight line.

Yeah, I know why you’re here today, dealing with this parasite, Avril thought, wishing she could sneer again. Through vim and vigor, she maintained a pleasant expression.

“Oh, I’m just here to take a walk on the old stomping grounds,” Avril said lightly, beckoning around with her boba cup. “Been busy with the team stuff, so haven’t really made my way back this summer. Felt like today was a good day to change that.”

Peter nodded, believing every word on the spot. So long as it gave him a chance to speak with her, he’d have believed just about anything she said. If she’d claimed her presence here was because the air outside his office was the best in the city, he’d have found a way to agree.

“The team’s doing well, fighting for first,” Peter said. He always knew the surface-level details, and he always shared them with her as if she didn’t know them.

“Yep, things are going pretty well,” Avril said, smiling. She gave Arnold a nod, but that was all. She didn’t need to hear his voice. He could just stand there and watch her work her magic, undoing whatever insidious deal he’d weaved while in Peter’s office.

“How is your grandfather doing?” Peter asked. Another topic he was always hoping to broach, as the family’s money was ultimately his money.

“Oh, super well,” Avril said, glad she didn’t have to deal with too much preamble before making her move. “He’s been in great health, he’s happy with the team, he’s happy with the weather. He’s just happy.”

“That’s all wonderful news,” Peter said.

“Oh!” Avril said, examining Arnold for a moment, then smacking her right fist onto her left palm. “Right.  I didn’t get to make the game on Saturday, but Anna’s boyfriend, Liam, was there with him. Another Bellmore-Bandits alumnus in the making.”

It wasn’t her subtlest conversation pivot, but she didn’t think she needed to be subtle. Peter momentarily lost his broad smile, glancing at Arnold. Yeah, that pretty much confirmed it. She’d known this was coming; it was why she’d kept her ears perked up since the 4th. Arnold couldn’t strike at Anna anymore, but petty eels still looked for petty revenge.

Arnold’s thunderous expression told Avril everything she needed to know. He now knew why she was here, what she was going to do. And he could do nothing but stand there and fucking watch.

Avril continued on as if she hadn’t noticed either response.

“I’ve always been kind of wild and unrestrained,” Avril said glibly. “Never really having boyfriends, not for long. And we all know how Casey is.”

Peter nodded. He’d never openly badmouth a Knight, even the one who deserved a whole documentary series on how shitty of a person he was, but he would blithely agree with whatever she said.

“So, my grandpa was always a little huffy about never getting to ‘give the talk,’ or just really talk about the way to do things here at Bellmore. He loves this school—always has. And he’s always been incredibly fond of Anna, pretty much treating her like a second granddaughter. So… now that she’s finally got a boyfriend, one that she clearly wants to stick with, the introductions had to be made. And they kicked it off great.

“Liam’s not really a big baseball guy, but my grandfather’s been converting him—especially since hearing about him transferring over to Bellmore. Between all that, it’s like he thinks he’s been able to snatch a chance to have two good grandkids. Casey and I, not so much, but Anna and Liam? They’re great students, don’t stay up too late, never late for class.”

She smiled and waved as if those three things were foreign to her but still laudable. “So, yeah, he’s been doting all over them, getting along great. The other day was the first time he only invited Liam to the game, though. Probably to reminisce about his days here a little more, maybe to check in on how things are going with him and Anna. I didn’t get any calls afterward, so it must have gone well—and I know things are going great between Liam and Anna. They’re a couple of lovebirds, and my grandpa’s been glad to see it. When the sailing is smooth for the people he cares about, Rory Knight is happy.”

Avril finally stopped, letting the obvious suggestion about what sorts of things made Rory Knight unhappy linger in the air. Had she laid it on a little thick? Yeah. But better to be a hammer than a set of pliers today. Because today, she would not let Arnold Royce fuck over Liam’s life.

“That’s all wonderful news,” Peter said, smiling, though it was of a nervous sort. “And—”

“Oh, yeah!” Avril interrupted, deciding one final strike would seal things up nicely. “And how’re the library renovations coming along? Grandpa mentioned it lately. Part of being in that good mood and all. Gets him to start remembering that he likes to be giving.”

There they were, those dollar signs in the eyes. Peter licked his lips, clearly hungry for a lengthy conversation with Avril on how giving her grandfather currently felt. She’d give it to him.

She wished she didn’t have to, as Peter Hawkins was hardly influential enough to make Arnold’s goal a reality. The world’s worst father wanted vengeance. That was why he’d come to speak with one of the more corrupt members of the college. He needed to get the ball rolling, as he clearly wanted to see Liam’s opportunity to attend Bellmore fall through. That was his goal, as she’d known it would be for weeks.

She could guess the ways in which Arnold had done much like she’d just done, implying his willingness to be generous to his old alma mater, then working in his displeasure toward Anna’s current boyfriend into the conversation somehow. This had probably been a first conversation, and there’d be a couple more over the following weeks. All to work Peter up to the task of going to his brother-in-law, Josh, who, as Director of Admissions here at Bellmore, could possibly find a creative way to fuck Liam over. But Josh wasn’t quite as malleable as the man who’d married his sister, nor as hungry for Arnold’s money, so that was why he’d started here.

You’ve been outplayed, asshole. Right at the starting line. Now, fuck off.

Avril loved when her thoughts transmitted through her stare; she rarely tried to hide what she felt about people. Arnold saw her smugness, the victorious gleam in her eyes. And he could do nothing about it. He was just an eel. She was a goddamn Great White.

“Well, I should be going now,” Arnold said, every word sounding like it came through gritted teeth. “Until next time, Peter.”

“Yes, of course,” Peter said, smiling a little less fondly at Arnold than he had when Avril had first spotted them together. “And give my regards to Evelyn and Anna. I’m sure Anna will have another wonderful semester here.”

Arnold didn’t reply. He stayed in place for a moment longer, staring at Avril. She met his gaze one final time, unconcerned by his stormy stare.

Adios, Avril thought.

Arnold left. She turned back to Peter, drew in a deep breath, and prepared to suffer a protracted afternoon dealing with the obsequious man. She’d make a few soft promises, nothing that her grandpa would find reason to complain about. And Peter would think he’d scored quite the coup for Bellmore, which would stop him from wanting to risk upsetting Rory Knight by going along with Arnold’s plan.

And to think, you threw me in a pond the other day, Liam, Avril thought, chuckling inwardly.

She didn’t intend to share what she’d done today with Liam and Anna. Better for them not to know, not worry about what might have been, not think they were in her debt. They could all just enjoy the rest of the summer, then start enjoying being in the same city when fall arrived.

She knew she’d enjoy it too. Their happiness, having them both nearby. It’d be great. She would see that it was so.


Chapter Thirty-Two

Redux

Liam had been expecting the event, though not the call. With a very lovely spy in her ranks, he learned of Avril’s plan to host a summer version of last winter’s casino only a few days after Avril began considering the idea. According to Anna, partially because she felt their July trip to the amusement park was tainted, she was considering it heavily. When he’d asked her to do a little more digging, she’d come back with news that Avril would be looking to place it a week or two out from the end of summer break.

So, he’d known it was coming. He just hadn’t been expecting to be called over to help plan the event.

Avril loved her surprises. She cradled them like another person would happily carry a pile of puppies. Similarly, she didn’t usually like to share. By bringing him into the fold, she was choosing to give up some of the impact of her surprise casino runback. Or maybe she just knew he already knew, in which case Anna was a double agent.

Anna wasn’t there when he arrived. Avril had let him know that when she’d called, so it seemed like she at least wanted to keep Anna, aware of her intentions, in the dark about the execution. He wondered if he’d be sworn to secrecy.

Climbing out of his car, he spent only a few seconds letting the gathered clouds weep on his head, quickly letting himself inside with a key he had—one Avril really wasn’t supposed to have made and then gifted to him. But like that had ever stopped her.

“Good, finally, you’re here,” Avril said from her dining room table as he entered the spacious apartment. She didn’t look up, holding her chin in one hand as she shuffled through a binder of some sort with the other.

“As fast as I could,” Liam said, moving to her side. Before he arrived, she closed the binder. He was just quick enough to see images of several different expensive-looking pieces of jewelry on one page. On another… were those—

“Tell me,” he said with a grunt, “that this binder isn’t a collection of ideas for rewards you have in mind.”

Avril didn’t say anything, though she pushed the binder away from his reach.

“Those were supercars, Avril,” Liam said.

“You don’t want one?”

“I have a crazy expensive watch in a glass box sitting in my bedroom,” he reminded her. “Are you going to make me find an even bigger glass box for one of those crazy cars I saw in there?”

“And it’ll go great with a Bugatti,” Avril said. “You can pair them together for your first day of school.”

“You don’t need to up the prize offerings,” Liam said. “Bigger isn’t always better. It’ll be paralyzing to pick out which car we want.”

“They’re just ideas,” Avril said, waving a hand. “I haven’t settled on anything just yet. That’s part of why you’re here.”

“I’m honored,” he said, earning a wry look for his flippantness. “My rate is an hourly one, though.”

Green eyes shimmered as he received a once-over. “Worried about watches but bringing up pay rates a breath later.”

Liam shrugged. “I’m not asking for money.”

He made a point of leaving the dining room, though the demarcation between it and the living room was… nothing. It lined up with the hallway leading to the bedrooms and bathrooms, so there was that marker. He walked to the couch—a place with strong ties to other examples of negotiation between them—and sat down. Looking expectantly toward Avril, he waited.

A beautiful redhead rolled her eyes, failed to withhold a smile, and came over to join him. She intentionally sat on its arm, however, staying out of his reach.

Convince me to come closer, her posture seemed to say.

“So, what do your ‘services’ cost?” she asked, folding her arms.

“Depends on what you’re looking to get out of me. You’ve invited me over here, so you want something. But what? Do you want me as a consultant or a co-conspirator? Or something else?”

Avril pursed her luscious lips approvingly. She moved from the couch’s arm to one of its cushions. She still wasn’t as close as he’d like, but it was a start.

“As it so happens, I’m going to want you for a few purposes. Some today, some the day of the event.”

“I’m listening. I’m interested.”

“First off, no sharing any of this. Understand?”

Liam nodded, and Avril scooted a little closer.

“I’m aiming for a bit bigger of an event this time around. A little more like a real casino, a little less of a two-room show. I want more games than just poker, too. It’ll be the centerpiece, the finale, but not the only course.”

“All card games?” Liam asked. “You’re not going to get a slot machine, are you?”

“Well…”

Liam snorted. “Just one, though?”

“Yeah, just one. I have a plan for it, but you don’t need to worry about that. It’s outside of your consulting expertise, I’m sure. Since you’ve never been to Vegas.”

Liam shrugged. “Until you take me in a year or so, like you did Anna.”

Avril grinned. “It’s happening, but we don’t need to plan for that just yet. Just this. And yes, there’ll be a slot machine. I’m also thinking a roulette spinner. I’ve got all that handled, as well as the place we’ll be playing.”

Liam chuckled. “How many rooms in the clubhouse are you planning to rent this time?”

“Actually, I’m planning for us to do all this somewhere else. Somewhere a little more lavish, so the mood is good and proper. A nice, spacious place. But you also don’t need to worry about that.”

“All right. So, what do I need to worry about? I’m not really doing any consulting so far.”

“I want to get your thoughts on how I’m planning the schedule,” Avril said, then winced. “Ugh, that makes me sound like Victoria. What I mean is, there’ll be some… steps to go through. When everyone arrives, I’ll give my introductory spiel, go over the available games, maybe go over what prizes can be won—or maybe not. And then I’ll let everyone move about, have some freedom. But I’m stuck on what other games should be there. I could do Blackjack again, which I’m sure would be nice and nostalgic for everyone, but is that overplayed by this point? I can’t decide.”

“I mean, Blackjack’s one of the big four games that every casino is going to have,” Liam said. “And you mentioned roulette already. I don’t think anyone would be upset if there were a Blackjack table. But if you want to break things up, you could do craps. Dice over cards.”

Avril nodded, thoughtful. “Pretty sure I could get a table for it, too. I’ll think on it.”

A few moments later, Liam cleared his throat. Avril raised an eyebrow. He patted the spot on the couch next to him. His redheaded girlfriend snorted but finally arrived at his side.

“So, there’ll be roulette, maybe Blackjack, maybe Craps. What’s next? Will we be playing Texas Hold’em again?”

“Yes, we will be. And I’ve got a thought or two on that. That’s another reason why you’re here.”

“Oh, yeah? I’m all ears.”

“See, I’ve been nostalgic lately,” Avril said. “I want a game that a casino wouldn’t ever have. One where the dealer isn’t trustworthy. I’m considering something where you put on a performance for us, and then we try to catch you.” She chewed on her lower lip. “I just can’t decide if I want that to be its own thing, or if it’d be better to add it into our poker game.”

“If you go for the last of those, that’d make me the night’s dealer,” Liam noted, obvious as it was. “So, I wouldn’t be defending my title?”

“Could be, but either way, I’m planning to wear a dress this time,” Avril said. “Can’t be stuck in a dealer’s vest and pleated pants every time, good as I look in them.”

Liam smiled. “Can’t disagree with that.”

Smiling back, Avril made one more seating change. Beside him wasn’t close enough. But on his lap? That felt right for them both.

Liam kissed her cheek as she made herself comfortable. She wiggled her heavenly butt against his groin, and he slung an arm around her waist.

“Let me think more on how I want to do things,” Avril said. “But practice up. Don’t show up drunk or rusty, then embarrass yourself.”

“Yeah, you know me, historically a lazy alcoholic.”

Avril shrugged playfully and gave him a quick kiss. “Just don’t go all Marlon Brando on us. I’m planning to set up a whole bar again, so Tess can yet again showcase her skills. That’ll give you and Tess both ways to show off. Maybe…”

An idea formed in her head, though she didn’t share it. That was fine; he’d let her think for as long as she liked. Liam found other ways to keep himself distracted.

He slipped the hand around her waist under her shirt. His fingertips brushed silky skin, delightfully soft no matter where he touched. He traced the shapely curve on that side of her body, gently stroking up and down across her hip and side. For a handful of seconds, it was enough. But touching Avril was like getting trapped in a whirlpool. It might seem like you could escape the edge, but it would eventually drag you down into the center of the rushing depths.

And Avril was a woman of depth. Liam had stopped thinking otherwise a long time ago. Now, he could simply focus on exploring them yet again.

He kissed Avril’s jaw, then moved his mouth to her neck. She responded idly, giving him access to her sensitive skin without even looking at him. She kept considering what she wanted for this upcoming event, which was fine with Liam—for a little while longer, at least.

He moved his mouth across her neck, hitting the right spots to begin drawing Avril’s focus back to the present. Sucking on a tender area along the side, Avril instinctively leaned into him. At the same time, he began incorporating his other hand. He stroked her knee, then started drawing his fingertips like paintbrushes up her thigh. She had on leggings today, comfortable and form-fitting.

“You’re being distracting,” Avril whispered.

“Just collecting my pay.”

“It has not been an hour yet.”

“Did I say my rate was hourly?” Liam said, shrugging innocently. “I meant to say, I charge by the suggestion.”

“You barely suggested anything.”

“Then pay me in advance,” Liam said. “I’ll be way more focused once I’ve cleared my head.”

Avril snorted but turned and kissed him. Their lips tangled, and Liam stroked a body of unimaginable beauty. Breathing her in, desire compounded within him like steaming hot water filling a pail. Even just the tiny splashes escaping over the edge were scalding.

He caressed Avril’s side a little longer, then moved his hand up. After slipping it under today’s sports bra, he cushioned his hand against Avril’s breast. It gave way to the pressure he applied, so soft, so conforming. He gently kneaded it, transitioning from mildly aroused to exceedingly so, which Avril was happy as ever to comment on.

“You’re like a puppy. If I don’t wear you out with a long walk first thing in the morning, you’ll be no good at behaving in the afternoon.”

“You still think you can wear me out?” Liam said. “Personally, I can’t remember the last time that was how things ended up. I’ve got videos and pictures on my phone that prove it.”

Avril’s eyes narrowed competitively. Kissing him, she caught his lower lip between her teeth. Her eyes glinted as she pulled it out a little. Releasing his lip, she shoved them straight into another passionate kiss, hands moving up his arms.

“We’re not leaving this couch,” she whispered. “I’m not leaving your lap.”

Liam ran his thumb over her nipple, feeling how it hardened in real time. “I can make that work.”

They made it work with a fair bit of additional foreplay. Kissing one another, exploring the other’s body, letting the heat of their combined desire quickly dial them both up to the highest temperature.

When he pulled Avril’s leggings off, he only pulled them down to her thighs, leaving them there intentionally. They acted like a minor type of restraint, but she didn’t plan to go anywhere anyway. She didn’t even turn to face or straddle him. She stayed cocked sideways on his lap, arms around his neck, lips pressed against various parts of his face and neck.

When he more or less mimicked Avril’s state of undress, freeing his cock, she began licking her palm. She moved just enough to give her hand, slick but burning hot, proper access to his throbbing member. She stroked him with long, deliberate motions, pausing a few times to spit on her palm. The added moisture was worth the delays.

“Nope, keep that on too,” she said, stopping him when he tried to remove her shirt. “All our clothes stay on.”

“Fine,” Liam grunted. He stuck his mouth onto the breast his hand wasn’t currently exploring, acting as though there weren’t two annoying barriers between him and the stiff nipple he wanted to suck on. By the time he withdrew his mouth, there was a quarter-sized stain dotting her shirt.

“So, I had another thought about my forthcoming event,” Avril said.

He glared at her, no longer interested in cards and dice games, only to immediately feel foolish upon catching her smirking knowingly. He didn’t stop glaring at her, just changed the reason why.

A short time later, both ready to move things forward, Avril lifted herself. Still intending to stay sitting sideways on his lap, she maneuvered his cock to her pussy. She had everything set up so she could slide down gently, which she did a moment later. Back onto his lap she went, only this time with a cock radiating heat against her tight walls.

“Nice and big,” Avril whispered, kissing Liam. “Now, about those—”

Liam hushed her by inserting half of his middle finger, which Avril had obliviously kissed and sucked on happily—all the fingers he brought to her lips, in fact—during their foreplay, into her ass.

Avril jolted, a sound somewhere between being strangled and jump-scared fleeing her lips. She glared daggers at him.

“You didn’t ask.”

“I didn’t,” Liam said.

Avril set her jaw. Doubly penetrated, she hadn’t started riding his cock, and Liam hadn’t started fingering her ass. But that didn’t mean she couldn’t feel both intrusions deep inside of her.

“Well?” Liam asked. “Are you going to ‘wear me out,’ so we can get back to your party planning?”

“Asshol—”

She cut herself off, realizing what she’d been about to call him a little too late. Liam grinned and pushed his middle finger deeper into her. Avril shuddered, eyes briefly shutting.

“Given what we’re here planning, how about a game?” he said. “Double or nothing, we might call it. The bet is that you’ll cum twice before I’ve done so even once. If I win, you ride me again when we’re done going over your ideas for this party. If you win, I’ll behave.”

Avril’s eyes shone brightly as she looked at him. “What if I don’t want you to behave?”

“Then cum as many times as you like.”

Avril chewed on his suggestion. It defied her usual stubborn competitiveness. Even in a game with no real stakes, she didn’t like to “lose.” But when losing felt so good…?

The seductive woman began to ride his cock. She set a hand on his shoulder, using it to help her with each climb. Her effort was visible in her expression, mingling with the expanding levels of bliss that being penetrated in two places offered her. She rode him slowly, seeming like she’d determined that she did want to put up a good fight.

Strangely, that word—fight—so often suited their lovemaking. There was usually some contest or competition trickling into their sex. This was on the tamer side, especially since Avril couldn’t bounce herself too quickly—not unless she wanted to send him to the hospital. But it still carried in it the feeling that there would be a loser, even though there’d also be more than enough “winning” for both of them.

Avril filled herself with his cock with each measured plunge of her hips. That was something she stayed focused on. With her thighs unable to spread too far, there was an added pressure that Liam’s cock experienced. Avril felt tighter than usual, and he penetrated her at an unusual angle. That made up for the lack of speed.

On the other side of things, Liam didn’t need to worry as much as Avril did. With his wet middle finger, he pushed it deep into Avril’s ass. The woman on his lap bit her lower lip, plainly trying to restrain her responses. The flutter of eyelashes, the hitched breathing, the tremor running up her spine. She tried to suppress them, only to increasingly fail, which made them all the more memorable to spot.

“Still want to discuss roulette spinners and slot machines?” Liam teased, lips fluttering against Avril’s ear.

Another opportunity for competition. Avril seized it, of course.

“Fine by me. I’m… planning for it to go to midnight, same as last time. Later, maybe. So, you’d better save up your… mmph, stamina.”

“I promise I will,” Liam said. He twirled his finger at the end of each thrust, hitting new spots, adding something unexpected. Avril clenched around him, shutting her eyes, trying to focus on her breathing and keep her will from fraying too quickly.

Her first orgasm arrived a few minutes later, and after she was done moaning… she grimaced.

“Really?” he scoffed, amused.

“Shut. Up.”

Liam chuckled quietly, continuing to finger her ass, just as she continued riding his cock. Slow but thrilling, Liam’s cock pulsed within her tight pussy. He kissed an exposed bit of shoulder, as her shirt had slipped a little as she’d twitched in orgasmic bliss.

“I’m halfway there,” Liam said. “And I’m not halfway there.”

Avril rolled her eyes and began shimmying her hips around and around, trying to speed up the sensational pleasure she delivered. She stacked it upon him, like balancing plates on his head. There were only so many that could go there before a collapse had to ensue.

She was still trying to bring him to the brink when the front door opened.

Breathing heavily, still struggling with her own treacherous desires for release and relief, Avril’s shut eyes snapped open. Rather than with panic, amusement sparkled within them. Soon after, Anna walked into the living room, blinking with… well, maybe mild surprise at what she found her boyfriend and her best friend doing.

“You said I could come back at two,” Anna said, carrying a personal shopping bag over one shoulder.

“I did. Is it already two?”

“It’s fifteen minutes past,” Anna said, exasperated. At him, too, but she still offered him a greeting. “Hello, Liam.”

He smiled at her. “Hi, Anna.”

She no longer saw him as an innocent victim or underling. She knew that it took two to produce these increasingly common sights, so he no longer received a free pass when she found them like this. And yet, he was a little more innocent today.

“I didn’t know you’d be back at two,” he pointed out.

“Suck up,” Avril said, smacking him on the chest.

“I’ll leave you two to start finishing up,” Anna said, noticing the binder on the dining room table. “If you’re still not done when I’m back from my room, maybe I’ll go look at that.”

“Hey, no!” Avril exclaimed. “Hands off.”

“Then finish before I’m back.”

Speaking words that her old self could never have dreamed of uttering at all, let alone with as calm an expression as Anna currently wore, she headed for her bedroom. He and Avril shared a look.

“Faster it is,” Liam said.

His redheaded lover smiled. “Seems so.”

Liam started them off by adjusting his position on the couch, sinking down as if he intended to slip off the couch and spill himself onto the ground. He stopped once his lower back was where his butt had been moments ago. Avril eyed him, having to know what was coming.

Because now Liam could buck his hips a little bit. And after he put one of his hands under Avril’s butt, he could give her a bit of extra help with bouncing on his cock.

There. It. Was.

That rapid build, that thick molasses of glorious sensation. It was something to drown in, to worship. As sexy a body as Liam could imagine ever holding bounced itself on his cock, sending far-reaching lances of pleasure through him. He began to tense at his ends, toes curling, fingertips stiffening.

“That’s it, baby,” Avril cooed, tits bouncing. He still held one in his hand, and he experienced its suppleness upon squeezing it tightly. Maybe Anna’s unexpected turn had been a good thing. His cock certainly felt that way.

It was… sort of common for this to happen. When they fucked, or even just messed around, they tended to take a while. There was always a lot of back and forth between them, banter, goading, dares. The way in which they so often ended up locked in a sexual competition, fighting for supremacy, also heaped on the minutes and hours.

A good six or seven times this summer, Anna had arrived home and found them mid-act. At least this time, they hadn’t been fucking against the front door, which had caused a rather annoyed Anna to kick the frame, letting them know that she was trying to come inside.

“How about a draw?” Liam offered, though he knew she’d never go for—

“Sure.”

Liam blinked, failing to finish his thought. He realized what her agreement meant. Avril was close already, too close for her to think she could make him cum before she hit her second climax. That was the only reason she’d agree to his offer, even with Anna home.

I could have held out, Liam realized.

But it was too late now. With their deal struck, Avril decided to add a little extra spice to the finale.

“Ohhh!” Avril moaned, uninhibited and loud. “This big cock feels so, so good!”

In his new position on the couch, he couldn’t see over it, but he could follow Avril’s eyes. His imagination handled the rest.

Anna stuck her head out of her bedroom door, glared at her best friend, and then—and he heard this part, confirming that some of what he envisioned came true—shut her door loudly. Avril grinned, continuing to send lusty proclamations of how good his cock felt echoing down the hallway.

And who was Liam to try to stop her from loudly celebrating how good his cock felt?

Avril began to quake as she fought the inevitable. She tossed a quick look down at him, searching, hoping. He decided not to take advantage of her crumbling defenses. He nodded back, soaking in the pleasure of her tight pussy, and let himself go.

They came together, Avril gasping, Liam groaning. Avril tightened around him, pussy wrapped around the cock that could always deliver her here. Liam squeezed her breast and fucked her ass with his finger as quickly as he dared, his entire body feeling shrink-wrapped. It tightened around him, and then through him. He felt like a droplet of water hitting a filled pan, but in reverse. The ripples rolled inward, not outward, gathering into a single point. The droplet lifted itself from the water’s surface: a bead reformed.

Liam bucked up his hips and spilled his seed deep inside of Avril. She hissed with pleasure, no longer needing to exaggerate about how he made her feel. They melded together, almost like different colors of paint swirling into a new color. A better one.

They were still trying to remember which of them was which color when Anna reappeared. Looking at them, she began making her way toward Avril’s binder.

“H-Hey, we’re done!” Avril said, finally pushing herself off Liam’s lap.

On wobbly legs, she chased Anna away from her plans, snatching the binder out of her hands. She had some secrets still to protect. However, knowing Avril, a night of revelry surely awaited them all.


Chapter Thirty-Three

A Gift for the Gift Giver

There was something pleasant about going shopping with Tess and Anna. During the first hour Liam spent bouncing between shops with them in The Pavilion, one of the newer and more popular shopping centers in the city, the reason why nagged at him. It grew and grew, becoming an itch in his brain. In fact, it was so distracting that when it did finally come to him, he snapped his fingers like a cartoon character experiencing an epiphany. That drew looks from his shopping companions.

“Don’t mind me,” Liam said, motioning for them to keep focusing on finding the next store for them to check out.

But he’d figured it out. It was the lack of pressure and urgency. Whenever he went out with Avril or Victoria, those two things sat like forty-pound dumbbells on his shoulders. With Avril, well, she wasn’t shy about offering commentary on his purchases. And since she also liked to push him into getting anything he showed even a spark of interest in, that usually meant his bags were pretty full.

Victoria was a whole other beast entirely. She wasn’t nearly as quick to throw out her opinion, only really doing so if he asked for it—and then she was truly, brutally honest. However, he always felt like he needed to make “correct” shopping decisions around her, especially if he was looking at clothes. That caused him to spend more time second-guessing himself than he cared to admit.

Both women also liked to keep moving. They didn’t dawdle; they were there to look, decide, and move on. They made an art of browsing efficiently, especially Victoria. She made her decisions almost immediately, it felt. Very rarely did she try something on, be it clothes, accessories, or even perfume samples, and then end up putting it back. If she selected it, she knew it’d suit her. And well, everything suited her.

But with Tess and Anna, things were far more relaxed. They conversed about things that caught their eye, asked for opinions, and even second-guessed themselves from time to time. Strange that Liam found her preferred this more typical brand of shopping, slow and meandering at times. It was the kind of shopping that was the butt of a thousand jokes across a thousand sitcoms, yet he enjoyed it more.

I’m all kinds of twisted around, he thought, smiling wryly.

Admittedly, he enjoyed coming shopping for clothes—as they were doing today—because the women with him always modeled for him. With two gorgeous women present today, that meant more time with his jaw dropped, less time knocking the back of his head against the drywall while waiting outside a changing room.

Sometimes, especially if the store wasn’t crowded, they didn’t make him wait outside, either.

The Pavilion was abuzz with foot traffic, like it pretty much always was during the summer. Only a few years old, it was one of the more popular local shopping centers around. Not as big as the mall, but also not as sterile. It was modern and open, designed for the outdoor walker who wanted to move from shop to shop like a frog leaping from lily pad to lily pad. It was a place where you came if you wanted to stay up to date with current trends and fashions. So, not a place Liam came to on his own very often, especially since the prices here were… ambitious.

Additionally, finding parking among the collection of street-level shops and restaurants was always a pain. Knowing that far better than him, Anna had suggested that he and Tess swing by Ashgrove and all go together. The apartments weren’t far from the shopping center, so it made for a decent place to meet up for a visit.

Currently, they moseyed around the place, looking through large windows into typically one-room shops. A lot were on the narrow side, limited in their ability to sprawl by the other connected shops in their row. A jewelry store might be smushed between a boutique and an equestrian apparel store. Seeing him eyeing that last one with an amused expression, Anna had admitted to owning a pair of boots from that store.

“You ride horses, too?” Liam said, playfully exasperated.

“Well, no… not really. I did when I was younger, but that was to fit in. It wasn’t really something I loved to do. The boots were a gift for a birthday.”

Liam and Tess shared a look. Yep. There was the day’s reminder that Anna came from a different world entirely than the one they’d grown up in.

So far, Liam had yet to pick anything up, and Tess and Anna had only made a few purchases between them. His earlier distractedness had a little to do with it, but they’d also hit a few more feminine-focused shops—that jewelry store, a scented soap shop, and a cosmetics place. They’d also visited an athletic apparel store, but he felt well-stocked on that type of clothing.

On all types of clothing, really. By now, he had a whole wardrobe, one that would give him options no matter what the day’s plans entailed. He was ready for a second visit to a “casino,” having completed the last of his shopping for that—at a different tailor than the one where he’d been sold out to Anna’s father—over a week ago. In just four more days, he’d see how the others liked his choice of outfit, though he and the others were still waiting to know where they were supposed to gather on Saturday.

Similarly, like last time, the others were keeping him in the dark about what they planned to wear. This trip wasn’t about that, though he’d caught a glint of interest from Tess when she’d looked at an emerald necklace in the jewelry shop. Even though she hadn’t picked it up, he wouldn’t be surprised to see her wearing it on Saturday, looking completely stunning as always.

“Should we swing back there now, or keep meandering for a little while?” Tess asked.

“I’m in no hurry,” Liam said. “It’s pleasant out, so I think we can keep going about, maybe get an early lunch first.”

Anna nodded in agreement. Although they weren’t here to shop for clothes or accessories to wear to Avril’s casino event, they were here because of something related to the upcoming night. Specifically, just one shop in particular had drawn them to The Pavilion today.

In it, they would hopefully get something for the host, sponsor, and founder of Casino Knight.

After all, shopping for Avril was hard.

That was why they’d come together, more so to put their brains together than their wallets. What did you get for someone like Avril, who could—and would—get herself anything she wanted without blinking? Anna had lived that arduous lifestyle since childhood. She’d described it as maddening. She didn’t just want to get her Bandits stuff, and Avril’s interests as an adolescent had changed as often as the wind.

“Would really have helped if Victoria could be here,” Tess said.

“Hopefully, she’s feeling better before Saturday,” Anna said, sounding slightly concerned.

“She will be,” Liam and Tess said together. They looked at each other, then fought off a pair of toothless smiles.

Anna stared at them flatly. Yes, Liam and Tess knew that Victoria would be just fine. After all, she wasn’t sick. Just… tired. Needing some rest following yesterday’s excitement. She could have come; it wasn’t as if she were actually bedridden. But it was best to get here early, and the Victoria of this morning really hadn’t wanted to get out of bed early. Because the Victoria of yesterday had been deliciously uninhibited.

The end of their most recent threesome was barely ten hours behind them. Liam kept himself from drooling as he reminisced. Voluptuous, fit bodies that his lips and fingers memorized throughout the night, scorching hot passion, a near-constant state of motion. And a professor with a slight chip on her shoulder, always pushing herself to be the most active member among them.

Today, she paid the price for her overachieving attitude. But yesterday… yesterday she’d practically made him drown in bliss.

So, Victoria had only given them her blessing for this excursion, not her presence. She trusted the three of them to figure something out. And they had, they believed.

Tess had been the initial spark, suggesting that they try to come up with something truly and deeply personalized. They’d bounced around a few ideas, knowing they didn’t want to end up leaning on the Bandits or making a scrapbook. There was nothing wrong with those options, especially the classic latter, but they could do better.

Somewhat off-handedly, Liam had finally helped narrow things down. Mentioning doing something with cards had pulled Tess and Anna in, and they’d gone back and forth on the idea. Anna had seemed to have an idea in mind soon after, so she’d led them over to CTM—Capture the Moment. Primarily, it was for scrapbooks—truly and deeply personalized ones, made exactly to your specifications. In fact, there was a way to scan images at a machine inside the store, then create the layout you wanted yourself.

Yet, Anna had spotted a small stand in the corner of the store, showcasing other options, including a fanned set of playing cards with different stock photos—happy couples, mainly—on their fronts.

They’d lingered outside the shop, discussing the idea. They were uniformly in agreement that it’d make a solid gift for a woman who could have a private jet ferry her around whenever she wanted.

The only reason they hadn’t gone in right away to see about pricing and format was because they wanted to be sure this was the best option. So, better to go around The Pavilion a little longer, do some personal shopping, maybe find an idea that supplanted CTM.

It didn’t happen. While enjoying some tasty burgers and milkshakes at one of the restaurants around, Tess let Victoria know about their plans. She responded quickly, apparently doing better now. So, they waited, and soon three became four. As ridiculously stylish as always, Victoria drew stares as she approached them at their table.

Not long after, she and Tess approached the counter and began speaking with the clerk, explaining what they were considering. Liam and Anna hung back a little, going through the final decisions on what pictures they’d like to use. They’d come down to about seventy-five options during lunch.

That had been the most challenging part of it, honestly. Avril took a lot of pictures, and Anna had access to her cloud. Thankfully, Avril was responsible enough to use folders—and name those folders appropriately. So, it was easy enough to sort out the… unusable photos.

“Is my folder really that big?” Liam asked, spotting the number attached to his photos for the first time.

“It is,” Anna said, careful to keep the phone’s screen hidden from anyone who might walk in while they were loitering inside. You never knew with Avril.

His album claimed there were more than three hundred and fifty photos in it. Some quick scrolling revealed that there were plenty of copies—multiple pictures snapped at once—but that still left the total number of unique photos in the low hundreds.

Guess we’ve really done a lot together, Liam thought, smiling fondly as Anna scrolled through photo after photo of him and her best friend. Some were just of him—a fair few, in fact.

“Your other album is almost as large,” Anna whispered, checking to see that the store clerk was still out of earshot.

Liam had the decency to blush slightly. “Well, those aren’t usable for this.”

Waved up to join the professors before long, the clerk explained the best way to do things. If they wanted to do it themselves, they could connect a phone, laptop, or other device to the nearby machine, upload the desired photos, and then create the designs themselves. There were presets, of course, and a small number of cardstock options. The more customizable and unique you went, the more expensive things got—but that wasn’t a problem for them.

After finalizing things and then paying, there was usually a three- to five-day wait, but they could pay to expedite the process, which they’d need to do. All in all, Liam ended up feeling like they were paying more for expediency than anything, but they didn’t have time to go to Etsy and get a customized set there.

This way would be fine, and he could tell that Anna was looking forward to designing the cards. So, they went to work. Standing around the device, they spent the better part of an hour and a half creating fifty-two—and then fifty-three, at Liam’s suggestion that they incorporate a solo picture of Avril into a joker card—cards as a gift for the group’s catalyzing force of nature.

Eventually, even Anna was satisfied with their selection. She’d been stuck at around sixty for a while, unsure of which to remove by then. Adding one extra card helped a little, as did Victoria’s decisiveness. She had a keen memory when it came to this sort of thing, and she was able to point out when one image was a little too similar to another that they’d already picked. So, after working together, they’d eventually selected their chosen set of fifty-three.

During that process, they’d considered theming things—excluding Avril, there were four of them, one for each suit, after all. But they’d given up on that idea pretty quickly. They wanted to incorporate group photos, of which there were many, so it’d be hard to decide where those should go. Instead, they opted to rely on the cards’ number values.

Starting off, each ace card was assigned to one of them and given a solo picture. While Liam wasn’t sure he should be the Ace of Hearts—he’d tried to get Anna to take that one—he ultimately bowed to group pressure. Moving on, pairings made it up to about seven, and then trios up to ten.

The plan had been to use the face cards for the group pictures, but when they got there, they quickly realized that playing cards weren’t wide enough for the group pictures to look very good. They were either smushed or too zoomed out and tiny.

“We can get a few regular photos for those,” Tess wisely suggested.

Anna nodded, a little glum. She’d quite liked one of the group pictures they’d taken in Fiji, which they’d gotten another guest to take for them while in the village near their resort.

“What about an engraving?” Liam said. “I saw an option involving a wooden plaque. It’d look nice there, don’t you think?”

In fact, they’d end up with two, as there was another group photo of them, this one taken while they were at the amusement park, which Anna liked.

After adjusting their plans and finding the best options for the face cards, they turned the data over to the clerk, paid for the expedited process on everything, and were told they could come back tomorrow, which Victoria and Anna volunteered to do. Victoria ultimately took the gifts home, which was the safer option when a snoop like Avril was involved.

And then, clothes picked out, accessories finalized, and gifts wrapped and waiting, they just needed to wait for the big night.


Chapter Thirty-Four

One-Upper

Though he’d sworn he’d never do it again, Liam underestimated Avril yet again. But to be fair to him, everyone else did too. They’d thought themselves so sneaky, and perhaps they were. It was possible Avril hadn’t known about their plans to get her a gift. Yet, it didn’t feel that way. This was just Avril being Avril, which meant they’d always receive more than they expected.

The night started before the night actually arrived. They were all due to show up at the mansion—not Avril’s family mansion, but one she’d rented for the night, because, of course, that was a thing people did—at seven. That meant there was plenty of daylight still around when they rolled up a long stretch of pavement, passing through a gate whose cursive F and D—for Fleurs and Dessin, the group that owned and rented this estate—split apart when it opened. Flanked by an immense yard dotted with orchard trees, they drove up the small road guiding them toward the country estate.

“Don’t envy the lawn care guys,” Liam said, unable to even see where the neatly cut grass ended on his left. It sloped up to a gentle hill that he couldn’t see beyond more than a hundred feet away.

Beside him, Tess chuckled. “I’m sure they at least have drivable mowers. Depending on how many mowers there are, they might get done almost as fast as we do when we mow together.”

Liam couldn’t see it. Throughout the summer, for really no meaningful reason, he and Tess had taken to mowing at the same time. They had the same grass and weather, so it all grew at the same pace. After synchronizing things for a few weeks, they’d somehow started racing to see which of them finished first. It’d gotten to the point where they had to nod to one another before starting their mowers at the same time.

The style of mansion they drove up to was far more old-fashioned than the ones Liam had driven by over a month ago. It sprawled out like those did, but it was built from a mix of grey, white, and beige brick. They parked in front of a full-on garden, like the kind nobility wandered through in Victorian era movies, and they’d need to take a stone path through it to reach the mansion’s front door.

“Looks like we’re the first to arrive, other than the hostess herself,” Tess noted, nodding toward Avril’s car.

“Shall we?” Liam asked.

Tess smiled and nodded—then waited.

Getting out, Liam quickly rounded the front of the car and opened the passenger door. He gladly took the soft hand that extended toward him, and he pulled Tess toward him.

As had already occurred once today, Liam felt his whole world shrink. Tess smiled anew, standing before him. She wore a dress that you didn’t wear unless you wanted the kind of attention he gave her a second helping of.

The most radiant woman alive wore a sleeveless silver evening gown, streaming lines of sequins gleaming across its surface. They were most congregated around her bust and hips, accentuating what already didn’t need accentuation. The dress had a diamond-shaped cutout at the middle of her breasts, plunging nearly to her navel. So much skin on display, and that wasn’t even all of it.

As if it’d been made when fabric was scarce, the dress lacked any coverage down her sides. Two stretched out missing ovals, descending all the way down to her hips. The hourglass of her body was on perfect display, and Liam’s fingers ached to drift across her smooth skin. She’d given him a bit of time to do so before they’d started the drive. Thankfully, she gave him a second opportunity before they went walking into a ridiculous garden. His fingertips sizzled with desire as he caressed her silken curves, and Tess soon leaned in and kissed him.

“Save some for later,” she purred, though her eyes showed that she enjoyed seeing how intoxicated he was.

Liam nodded, held out his arm to Tess, and escorted her into the garden.

Lush life, green, red, pink, brimmed around them. Liam had felt sorry for the lawn care company? No, he really ought to commiserate with the people in charge of this garden. Hopefully, they loved what they did in life.

Together, Liam and Tess walked along a stone path, hemmed in by stone rails, encountered a three-tier fountain, and then Tess broke them apart yet again. She smiled, beckoning for them to take separate half-circles around the fountain. He did so, looking at her through the sparkling water of the fountain.

Beautiful. So, so beautiful.

They came back together, reunited, smiling, and longing for the other’s touch. Another kiss followed. Eventually, they made it up to the door.

Liam wasn’t sure if he should go in or knock, so he opted to give the latter a try. Using a metal door knocker, he thudded it on the wood, and then he and Tess waited for a few moments.

A woman who was just as unraveling in her beauty as the one on his arm soon opened the door.

Finally, Liam got to see Avril Knight all dressed up on a night when she’d match with the others. They’d had their fair share of dinners and dates since Fiji, though only one or two in which they’d gone somewhere classy enough where formal attire was called for. She’d awed him then, and she did so again tonight.

Avril wore a pale emerald dress, covetous of her shape, tight and layered around the torso. It clumped in a wavy effect at her left hip, and a slit at the start of her thigh revealed all of that leg. Sleeveless but for a small section of fabric that extended from the dress and wrapped around part of Avril’s left bicep, it was an incredibly revealing outfit. The dress came with a revealing bustline, which Liam had expected, and Avril turned, letting him also see that it was wholly backless. More soft skin for him to caress and kiss throughout the night. Perfect.

“My first players arrive,” Avril said, beaming at them. She’d done her hair up in an intricate braided bun, though she let a few strands of auburn fall in front of her ears. They bounced as she moved in to share a hug with Tess, heels clacking on the foyer’s hardwood.

“So we have,” Tess said, accepting the embrace. “You look beautiful, Avril. That dress is stunning.”

“I’d say yours is the flashbang of the pair,” Avril said, looking her former professor up and down appreciatively.

Tess smiled and kissed Avril, which was soon to be the official requirement to come inside.

Once the gorgeous women separated, Avril turned her eyes to him. As he’d done to her, she looked him up and down.

“Not too shabby,” she said, coming into his arms.

Liam kissed her, running his thumbs down her arms, feeling the fabric on the left.

“I try my best,” he said when it was over.

“It was enough,” Tess said.

He’d stuck with blue, his reliable friend, though he’d gone a little darker for this casino. He’d matched navy blue pants with a button-down that straddled the line between teal and cobalt blue. Nowadays, he had the arms to look good in a tailored shirt like that, so he wore it proudly. He hoped the sentiment Avril and Tess gave him would survive Anna and Victoria’s arrival, just as he hoped they’d all do their part in unbuttoning his shirt later into the night.

After a little more doorstep small talk, Avril ushered them—the first arrivals—inside.

The furniture surrounding them matched the mansion’s exterior. High, glittering chandeliers, armchairs with flowing designs in the wood, rugs with intricate designs and pastel colors. There was a tortoiseshell vase nearby whose emerald shade nearly matched Avril’s dress. Not far from it, a grandfather clock ticked patiently, waiting for its chance to announce that seven o’clock had arrived. In just six more minutes, it could do so.

“This is quite the place you’ve picked for us,” Tess said, looking around the lavish area.

“The sequel always gets a way bigger budget when the original is popular,” Avril said.

“Where will we be playing? Do we get a sneak peek, being the first to arrive?”

“There’s an actual ballroom I’ve set us up in, and no.” Avril grinned. “We’ll wait here, let the slightly less punctual pair arrive, then go back as a group.”

With that, Liam and Tess settle in to wait with Avril. Not for very long, as “less punctual” still meant punctual when it came to Anna and Victoria. The former arrived barely a minute later, coming through the front door, which Avril had left intentionally open. She smiled as she entered, surveying and being surveyed in turn.

Carrying a clutch holding her phone and keys in her left hand, Anna wore a black evening gown that sent a shiver of excitement sprinting up Liam’s spine. Temptingly low cut, the prominence it granted her breasts revived his hopes for tonight’s sordid affairs. He couldn’t help but gawk. From the corner of his eye, he saw Avril doing the same, though also grinning. Anna wore her head high as she walked in, smiling beatifically. For once, this response was what she was after. And she got it. It was almost as if her breasts gained a gravitational force, and Liam had to believe this was a new dress, not one that the Anna of last year could ever have owned.

This dress also appeared to be satin, with pleats at the bodice and two wide straps that passed over her slender shoulders. Complementing the dress was a silver necklace that dropped a chain down to the gap between her breasts. Liam felt more enflamed with each passing second. He started hearing his heartbeat in his eardrums.

“And that right there made all this work worth it,” Avril said, hugging her best friend. Kissing her, too.

Liam shocked himself out of his stupor and approached, wanting to copy the same sequence. Delightfully, his kiss with Anna lasted a little longer. Avril narrowed her eyes as if noting this. Knowing her, she’d file a complaint later on.

After a few more pleasantries, Anna learned that they were waiting for the whole set before heading back to the promised ballroom. She nodded and joined them in waiting.

“Not long to go,” Tess said, glancing toward the clock.

They all nodded, expecting that Victoria wouldn’t be fashionably late. In all the times they’d gathered, it had quite literally never happened. She was usually early, but she was always on time.

Until today.

They knew it without needing to check their phones. The grandfather clock had them covered.

As 7 pm arrived, with the four of them standing in total silence, all eyes toward the open door, metal whirred within the clock for two seconds. When those ended, a resounding set of chimes belted through the room, heralding the new hour’s arrival. It faded after a few seconds, returning to a staccato tick, tock, tick, tock. And still no Victoria.

It almost seemed like the room was stuck in some sort of time bubble, where no one moved or breathed. Yet, the clacking of the clock proved that time was still going by. If she wanted to keep her on-time streak alive, Victoria had better hurry. She had only seconds remaining.

Out of the corner of his left eye, Liam saw Avril begin to grin. It also moved as if time were being stretched out in molasses, growing slowly. Wider, wider, practically carnivorous.

Victoria didn’t appear before the minute passed. Unfortunately for her, she showed up a full two minutes late.

For shame, Liam thought, amused as he finally saw her silhouette appear in the doorway.

Any plans to tease her disappeared, of course. At the very least, they got pushed back. Admiration and desire came first, then playful prodding.

It was satin again, and a second tally for black dresses. The olive-skinned professor wore a stunning dress that only covered a single shoulder, so it wasn’t an exact copy of Anna’s. Striding forward, that same side’s leg appeared thanks to a slit that climbed up to the very top of her thigh. As revealing as the other dresses in the room, her breasts bounced slightly with each step, and Liam found his pants a little tighter than they’d been while counting down the seconds.

Gorgeous as ever, hair slightly wavier tonight than usual, her dress fit tightly around her torso and came with something of a train, which flowed behind her as she finally arrived. She also wore a pair of elbow-high gloves, black yet see-through, with some patterns swirling up her arms. Another killer from the woman who constantly killed any chance of peace in Liam’s mind.

But now that they were done gawking…

“Where have you been?!” Avril exclaimed, planting a hand on her chest so forcefully that she made herself gasp. “I was halfway to dialing 911!”

“I’m minutes late,” Victoria said dryly. She came in wearing a large purse over her shoulder. Were Avril’s gifts inside? “Hush.”

“A hundred and twenty horrible seconds,” Avril said, doing nothing of the sort. “I was beside myself, coming undone with stress. Tess and Anna were pacing anxiously, and Liam? He was practically inconsolable at the thought that something might have happened to you.”

Victoria rolled her eyes and looked his way. Partially playing along with Avril’s tall tale, he knuckled at the corner of one eye, acting as if he were removing a few lingering tears.

The tall woman walked up to him, ignoring whatever else Avril said, and then drew him into a deep hug, pushing his face into her ample cleavage. A few moments of bliss, but only that. She ended the hug, looked into his eyes, then turned her head toward Avril.

“He seems consoled to me.”

“Yeah, but that’s cheating,” Avril said.

“I’m getting it out of my system before we sit down to play.”

Avril snorted, approached, and claimed her casino’s entry fee. Victoria kept him pressed against her while they kissed, so Liam had an even closer view of this one than the others. Once that kiss ended, Victoria spun her eyes back to him. Grinning, he overwrote the feeling of Avril’s lips with his.

They were all finally here. The games could begin. Starting with Avril one-upping them all.


Chapter Thirty-Five

Timelines

Avril Knight left them all as she so often did: stunned, silent, and blinking in surprise. And it absolutely was a surprise, which meant he’d done it again. He’d underestimated her. He wasn’t alone in doing so. They’d all thought themselves so clever, so sneaky. Yet before him, before all of them, stood the proof. Avril didn’t intend to be the sole recipient of any gifts tonight.

“What in the world?” Tess whispered, as stunned as the rest of them.

They hadn’t even made it into the ballroom yet. They could see the double doors that led to it, but Avril had intentionally closed them before their arrival. She didn’t want any distractions from her planned gifts. The ones standing on tripods in the center of the room.

Their gifts were wooden boards, tall and rectangular, some three feet from top to bottom. They were deep oak on the body, a lighter, golden wood—or just oak lightened in some way, as it all looked like one piece to Liam—on the outer frame. And in the middle, they could each see names, dates, descriptions, and appropriate images, all carved to stand out about an inch from the board’s surface.

The four boards were arranged in a semicircle, and the first on the left had his name and Tess’s name in intricate cursive at the very top, joined by the outline of a heart between their names. Two of those things, his name and that heart, sat at the top of every single board.

There was one for each woman. They were timelines, as evidenced by the vertical line descending through the center of the board, with smaller horizontal lines emerging from it on both sides, which then tethered dates and descriptions to them.

Avril had made timelines of his relationships with each woman in the group.

Drawn forward by invisible hooks in their clothes, Liam and the others gravitated toward his and Tess’s board.

The very first highlight on the timeline, there at the very top, read “First Met.” Right under it was a date. One that stated the exact day that Tess had moved into the house next to Liam’s all those years ago. She looked at him. He shook his head. He’d never shared that info with Avril.

“How?” Tess asked, turning about. Obviously in the know about what each board would say, Avril hadn’t come forward with the rest of them.

“Oh, come on,” Avril said, flippantly waving her hand. “Like it’s that hard to look up when a house was bought. The harder part was figuring out when precisely you moved in, but I have my ways.” She grinned and offered no further explanation.

Tess looked back at the board.

There were other momentous occasions jotted down on the board, and Liam could read them all in Avril’s voice. There was no doubt she’d designed this. Deciding to break the silence, Liam read them off.

“Romance Begins, First Time Getting Down, Winter Casino, Three Isn’t Company”—he threw a look at Avril, who grinned unapologetically—“To Fiji We Go, Summer Casino.”

That was the order on Tess’s board. Avril’s would look the same, though both Anna and Victoria would have a slightly different order of events on theirs. Each one had a correct corresponding date. For Tess’s board, most of the events were placed in December, though Avril had marked down her first threesome under the 1st of January.

“A gift for all,” Avril said. “We each get to take our respective board, except you, Liam. You don’t need a gift, obviously. Just read about what you’ve done with each of us if you disagree.”

He answered her with a grunt, walking up to check the other boards alongside the others. Victoria’s was next in line, and he realized Avril had ordered things based on the date he’d met each woman here. And yeah, he’d officially met Victoria before Avril or Anna, on that icy December night he’d returned home. December 14th. What would the him of that day say if he could see where he stood now?

“You hit your head and are in a coma,” most likely.

Given that his romance with the stern professor hadn’t begun until much later, that event was far lower down the board. She was the only one who didn’t have that one listed on a day in December. Instead, Avril had officially listed it just beneath the Fiji trip, putting both on the same day. Their first time having sex wasn’t long after.

It almost made it look like they’d started fucking at the drop of a hat, completely cold to one another, then scorching hot just a few days into visiting the island paradise. They shared a look, knowing what the other was thinking. Technically, their romantic beginnings started a month or two before Fiji. But the first physical activities had started on the trip, so they wouldn’t quibble over how Avril had placed things. It wasn’t like the format could be changed around, even if they both knew Avril could get a new board made without any trouble.

“Who made this?” Anna asked, realizing what the rest of them should have. Avril didn’t have the skills to do this on her own. Which meant she’d hired someone. Which meant at least one other person now knew all the dates involving their sexual activities—the first ones, at least.

“A very lovely lady living in Europe named Tanya,” Avril said. “I found her on Etsy years ago; I’ve used her for a few things, actually. She gave me some advice about the cement gift I gave you on Christmas Eve, Liam. She’s discretionary, don’t worry.”

There wasn’t much more they could do but trust Avril. They’d all done a good enough job of keeping things on the down low for over half a year. It’d be rather sad if Tanya from Europe became the reason why they were found out. Especially for the professors in the group, who could face professional repercussions if these details were to become public.

“Go on, go on, keep enjoying my gift,” Avril said, motioning.

Anna’s was next, and it listed the beginning of their romance as December 26th, the day he’d announced to Trent that he was Anna’s boyfriend. So, that also wasn’t technically the right day, but he understood why Avril had selected it. Also, that wasn’t the part of the board that Anna focused on.

Both her first time having sex and her first time engaging in a threesome were listed on the same day. And that day really wasn’t all that long ago.

Lastly, they circled to the rightmost board, where Avril, whom he’d indeed met after everyone else, waited. Of note, her history listed their romance as beginning on the same day that they’d met. He raised an eyebrow at her.

“What?” she challenged. “Don’t think a handjob counts as a romantic beginning?”

“It probably usually does, but do you really see it that way? Were you actually interested in me at the time, or were you just trying to convince me to do what you wanted?”

Avril shrugged. “What about you? You’re a name on that board, too. Were you falling for me already afterward, or…?”

That left Liam pondering things. He didn’t end up coming up with an answer he was satisfied with. It was so long ago, buried behind months of true, unfaltering love. His memory of that day remained vivid, but he couldn’t decide how he’d truly felt about Avril at that point, on that day of beginnings.

“I suppose it works for me,” Liam said.

“Works for me, too, obviously,” Avril said, kissing his cheek.

They spent a little longer looking at the timelines their host had put together for them. Liam wondered what the others saw when they looked at him. For him, it left him marveling at how truly miraculous the past eight months had been. Even with just the firsts included, seeing it all listed as it was, well, awesome.

Tess smiled upon seeing him drift toward her. She wrapped her arms around his waist, leaning into him as she examined her board a second time.

“As nice as the engravings are, this won’t be on open display at home,” she said, smiling lightly.

“I suppose that makes sense. Not really the sort of thing to show off to guests.”

“No, not at all. It makes me look like a total whore.”

Liam drew his head back, surprised by Tess’s bluntness. She continued to smile, though.

“It does. Look at all that happened between us during winter break. Only Avril’s board is a match for mine. Here I am, twice her age, yet I jumped on you like she did. Anna and Victoria at least have some time in between most of their salacious behavior.”

He knew she was playing things up, so he kissed her on the head and breathed in her delicate perfume. “We did know each other a lot longer than the rest, so there was time to simmer.”

“On your end, maybe. I’m supposed to be a respectable adult. This board does not represent that. It represents a very slutty woman.”

“Is that so bad?”

Tess hit him with a devious look. “Am I going to be jumping on you later tonight, same as I always do?”

“I sure hope so.”

Tess smiled. “Maybe if she updates the board or gets a new one made, there’ll be something else that’s mentioned on this night. Something all our boards make note of.”

Liam sure fucking hoped so. He smiled, kissed her, and went around to collect the others’ opinions on how their relationships had turned out. He was about as happy as a man could be, and he gladly took this trip down memory lane.


Chapter Thirty-Six

The Superior Sequel

Before Avril could reveal what was beyond those closed doors, Victoria revealed what their gift to her was. Starting with the two blocks of wood—and bearing the brunt of Avril’s grin at how they’d ended up getting somewhat similar gifts for one another—Victoria handed them over to their hostess.

“I love them,” Avril said, earnest. She turned to Anna. “Where shall we hang them?”

“I have some thoughts on that,” Anna said, and a short discussion followed.

“I really love these!” Avril soon said, eyes lighting up as soon as Victoria revealed the deck of playing cards.

She thumbed through the deck, and Liam and the others gathered around. He and Tess had seen pictures of the final result, but they hadn’t seen them in person yet. Thankfully, they’d come out looking solid. Each one showcased a pleasant part of the group’s history. With Avril’s gift to them, it all made for a rather nice pairing. They had their timeline of events, and they had plenty of photographic evidence of how much fun they’d had throughout these many months together.

“They’re decent for playing,” Liam said.

“Sure, but I could never,” Avril said. “I’ll set them up on display at the bar.”

“Speaking of,” Tess said, beckoning toward the doors.

Avril grinned and loaded the deck of personalized cards back into its carrier. With a proud flourish, Avril marched to the doors and cast them open. She marched forward a few steps, then stopped. Turning around to face them, the gorgeous redhead cast out her arm, welcoming them all to Casino Knight, Summer Edition.

Now, this was a ballroom. As Liam filtered into the room alongside the others, he looked around. There was nothing makeshift about the space expanding before them. From the moment of its construction, it had been very clear what this room would be.

Liam and the others stepped onto a glossy, bronze-colored wooden floor. It had been polished until its sheen was almost blinding, and reflections of the high ceiling and chandeliers hanging above glistened on its body. Golden electric sconces adorned white walls, and the ceiling was filigreed and sculpted with trailing lines and curves.

The room was beyond expansive, wider than it was deep, easily capable of supporting gatherings of a hundred or more. A grand piano made its home in one corner, surrounded by a pair of cloth-covered tables. Those were likely the permanent fixtures of the room, left there in case anyone wanted to sit down, not because Avril had carted in a piano for her casino. But with her, you could never be sure. Maybe she’d learned to play just for tonight.

There were other large pieces of furniture in the room, but Liam ignored them for the moment. He’d let Avril explain soon enough. His eyes drifted to the far side of the room, where a row of glass doors stood, letting the fading sunlight stream in, and letting Liam and the others see a patio and pool basking in the last hours of light.

With his survey of the room finished, still ignoring the oddities tactically placed around the room, Liam gave Avril his focus. Soon enough, the others followed suit. Their hostess smiled and began properly introducing her plans for the evening.

“Welcome to the summer edition of Casino Knight,” Avril said. “As you can probably tell, we’ve added to the experience. Roulette, craps, and slots—we’ve got ‘em. We’ve also got a cashier’s cage, and nicer chips than last year.”

She motioned toward the closest of the foreign objects in the room. Avril walked around to the other side of a marble counter directly to the left of where they’d entered. She smiled and beckoned them over. Anna was the first to arrive, which meant she was the first to receive a chip carrier filled with unique chips, which Avril lifted from behind the counter.

Liam and the others gathered around Anna, examining her chips. Consisting of five different colors, every chip had the same face. Written in swirling cursive, the letters “AK” were imprinted on each one. Fortunately, on the back, the value given to each chip was plainly written out.

Anna’s carrier held chips worth five, ten, twenty-five, one hundred, and five hundred. Unsurprisingly, they had far more of the first four than the fifth. Anna’s tray only carried two of the chips valued at five hundred, which were painted purple. Liam started counting the total value in his head, but after Avril materialized four more trays, passing three out and keeping one in hand, she took care of that.

“Each of us starts with a starting value of two thousand,” she explained. “Meaning the total value shared between us right now is ten thousand. But don’t think that’s as high as things can go.” She swept a hand over the marble counter. “I’ve got many, many more chips back here, and there are some games out on the floor that will give us all chances to stockpile up our wealth before the main event arrives.”

Based on what was around them, those games were clearly slots, roulette, and craps. Curiously, there wasn’t a poker table set up anywhere within the room. Liam glanced toward the glass doors leading outside. If he were a betting man…

“Is the main event Texas Hold’em?” Tess asked, more for posterity than anything.

“It is!” Avril said. “We’ve got a couple of hours to try and bolster our fortunes before that game begins, though. Or lose it, potentially. You’ve got what you’ve got when you sit down at the poker table, and we’re only playing a single round—winner takes all, of course.”

Lose it, more likely, Liam corrected in his mind. You didn’t make money at casinos; that was the entire idea. With only a couple of hours and a small number of players, it wasn’t impossible that one or two of them would make some money playing roulette, craps, and spinning slots, but it was slightly more likely that they’d lose more than they made. So, unfortunately, the best way to arrive at the main event with an advantage might be to not play any of the other games.

But Avril likely knew at least that much. So, Liam kept his mouth shut, expecting a few modifications to what were typically seen as money sinks.

“Last thing, and then we can start going over how I’ve tilted the chances just a tad in our favor,” Avril said. “I’m not the only dealer. To allow me to sit at the other side of the table from time to time, I’ve hired extra help. Secondaries, apprentices.” She grinned as if holding some rare secret in her hands. In reality, it was about as common as a grain of sand on the beach. “You all! Go on, left to right, give your introductions: name, age, your dreams for the future, and what game you’ll be able to run.”

Tess, the one of them farthest on the left, sighed but smiled, and then provided part of what Avril had requested.

“I’m Tess Williams, and I’ll be the evening’s primary bartender.” She nodded toward an elaborate setup that rested just beyond the cashier’s cage, over in the left corner of the room.

Her workstation was an L-shaped mahogany bar, and it was long enough for a much larger number of customers to sit comfortably at. Indeed, it had eight cushioned stools on the customer’s side, as though more people might randomly show up throughout the night. It’d probably been a pain in the ass to move in here.

The same could be said about a few of the large pieces of furniture in the otherwise sparsely decorated ballroom. That included the doorless cabinets standing behind the bar, all containing a thriving variety of distilled spirits, rows of wine, cocktail, and shot glasses, as well as a full stock of bartending accessories, most of which were openly displayed. And since that was the case, Tess headed toward it, carrying her chip tray with her. The others all did the same, though they didn’t follow her behind the bar counter.

“It’s got literally everything I could think of,” Avril said, leaning on the counter. Knowing where they were without needing to look, she pointed toward multiple hidden mini-fridges under the bar. The rest of them leaned far enough to get a few peeks at what she was pointing out.

“Orange slices?” Tess asked.

“An entire pile of them,” Avril said, leaning far enough over the counter to open one of the mini fridges. “In fact, we’ve got actual food back here too. Fruits and nuts and all kinds of finger foods, nice little sandwiches cooling in some of these fridges, and other things to keep stomachs from grumbling.”

She pointed toward another container, which stood out among the mini fridges. It was more circular, black with red lines suggesting heat, not cooling. “That’s keeping some wraps and other more filling entrees from Reddi’s Grill nice and warm for us. And one of these fridges has ice cream and stuff like that, even. Spared no expense, and all that. You all know me by now.”

Tess nodded—they all very much did—and began familiarizing herself with everything that she had to work with. She scanned the bottles arrayed neatly on the cabinets, checked where her towels were, and moved around her implements. Over the next couple of minutes, she made the space her own.

As she’d said, she’d be the primary bartender for the evening, not Avril. And she seemed to mean it. She soon collected a piece of chalk and a chalkboard that she uncovered behind the counter, then scribbled out a few “Cocktails of the Day” on it. There was still space on the board for more, which she and Avril would add to as the night went on.

“I’ll be the designated driver,” Liam pointed out.

Yet, his offer didn’t seem to earn him very many looks of appreciation. Victoria outright narrowed her eyes at him.

She thinks I want her to drink too much, so I can have a better chance of winning, Liam realized. It wasn’t true; he didn’t need the help of alcohol to like his chances tonight, same as last time.

Still, just about everyone got a first drink made for themselves, even Victoria.

“Now, this way to our next area,” Avril eventually said, ushering them away from the bar before any drinks could be made. She’d also be back soon, setting up their personalized playing as she’d mentioned she would.

Curiously, their “next area” wasn’t what was closest to the bar. That was the slot machine, which stood proudly in solitude against the wall. It was plugged in and clearly working. Its lights flashed boldly, trying to pull attention toward it.

Yet Avril marched them by it, bringing them instead to the roulette table. Once there, Avril gave the enormous spinner embedded in the table a casual spin. It whirred about, no ball placed, so no bet to be won—or lost, as was more common.

On average, as this was an American roulette table, meaning it had both a zero at the very top and a double zero at the very bottom, the odds worked out to be roughly six percent in favor of the house. That made it a pretty bad game to try to make money at.

“Now, here we are,” Avril said, running her fingertips over the green felt surface, drawing their attention to the embedded listing of numbers and bets available to players.

The most prominent was the list of every individual bet, one through thirty-six, half red, half black, each matching a number marked on the edge of the spinner just above it. These were the most unlikely bets, but the ones that paid out the best, thirty-six times the value spent. Surrounding the list of red or black numbers were the bets that paid out worse but were far more likely to get you something.

Those were the six “outside bets,” which came close to giving you a fifty percent chance to win. In this category, you could bet on red or black, evens or odds, one to eighteen or nineteen to thirty-six. These paid out what you bet, one-to-one.

Finally, there were the “dozen bets,” where a person could lower their chances slightly by betting on a third of the numbers in six available ways, rather than half of them, but receive a bigger payout if they won. And… well, Avril was almost through explaining all that right now.

“And we’ve also got our split bets, street bets, doublestreet bets, corner bets.” She rolled her wrist with each announced bet. “If you need a refresher on it, Anna and I are the dealers here, so fire away.”

“You, Anna?” Tess said.

“Avril says it’s because I’m good at probabilities,” Anna said. “It seems like a looser reason why than the one attaching you to the bar.”

“I’m working with what I have, all right?” Avril huffed. “But yeah, it’s not all that complex of a game. For tonight, I’m allowing each of us to bet up to three times per spin. Also, to make things a little fairer to all of you, zero and double zero go your way. If it lands on either of those, every player wins. You are so very welcome.”

“That helps a fair bit,” Liam said, doing some math in his head. It helped quite a bit, in fact.

“That it does,” Avril agreed. “It’s still a gamble—you know, because that’s what we’re doing here—but I want my players to feel like it’s worth playing these games. You can lose or gain plenty at this table. At all the tables, hopefully. I tried to eliminate house favoritism as much as I could.”

Liam threw a glance toward the next—unless they backtracked to the slot machine—game in line. It was… more complicated than roulette.

Soon enough, Avril guided them over to the craps table.

“Oh…” Tess said, pinching her face together. “Right, craps. Admittedly, Avril, I have no recollection of how to play this game.”

It was easy to see why one might forget.

With a dark blue base for its felt surface, the hemmed-in coliseum meant for dice throws was littered with numbers, words for different types of bets, and dice symbols. You could barely stand to find a splotch of unmarked blue among it all. Liam had minimal experience with craps, mainly because it wasn’t a game that suited him.

In effect, the game was easy to summarize. You rolled dice and hoped to hit your desired number. That was how that worked. Yet, as it was also another game where, shockingly, the house would always win in the long run, there was plenty more to it. And with his uncle being who he was, Liam ultimately had a negative bias toward games like this one, so he wasn’t as knowledgeable about craps.

From what he remembered, at least for the person who took on the role of shooter, things remained pretty simple. They made dice throws for as long as the game was going their way, and they always wanted their first roll, the come-out roll, to hit one of five different options, depending on how they’d bet at the start. A two or seven if they voted on the Pass line, or a three, eleven, or twelve—but a twelve was a push, so just a tie—if they voted on the Don’t Pass line.

If the come-out roll was anything but those five winning or losing numbers, that number became the shooter’s “point.” If they hit that new number on a subsequent roll, they won. If they rolled a seven at this stage, they lost and had to hand the dice off to the next person looking to be the shooter.

It was when it came to the spectators that Liam’s knowledge grew fuzzy. Much like the shooter could, before the come-out roll, the spectators could vote if they thought things would go for the shooter, either for or against. And there were options to pick. Too many options.

So, thankfully, going for reduction rather than addition this time around, Avril had filed things down to a more manageable amount.

“Worry not, beautiful, we’re chipping this all down a fair bit,” Avril said, gesturing toward the center of the table, where words like “ALL HARDWAY” and “HORN BET” were inscribed in all caps. “We’re not using these. All low-percentage bets are out. Those heavily favor the house, anyhow, so gone. Poof. Out of there. We’re just sticking with the big ones.”

Avril next tapped the table directly beside the banned list of unlikely bets. This was a larger section, with a lot fewer options to be seen. There were two of these, one on either side of the now-banned central bets, identical in every way.

“Whenever a game starts, you can vote on the Pass line,” Avril said, gesturing toward that spot, “or you can vote against it. That’s how it’ll be for every game—just those two options. Win some chips, lose some chips. Now, if the game goes into the next phase because the shooter doesn’t roll a winning or losing number, then things are ON.”

To prove her point, Avril scooped up two of the eight dice sitting on the table, imitated throwing them, and then intentionally placed them both on the table with fours facing upward. Next, she picked up a special puck that said “ON” on one side and “OFF” on the other. After showing it off, she placed it with the “ON” side face up in the number eight section of the table.

“Now, anyone with a bet on the Pass line wants the next roll to be an eight. At this stage of the game, a seven would see those people losing their bets. And it’s the opposite if you voted on the Don’t Pass line. People there want to see a seven appear before an eight.”

Avril clapped her hands, exhaling loudly. “And we are now almost done. Finally, we’ve got the difficult-to-say-with-a-straight-face ‘Come’ line, which can be bet on after the come-out throw—when the puck is now showing ‘ON.’ It’s basically upping the ante, as it and its opposite, the even-harder-for-me-personally-to-say ‘Don’t Come’ line, wins and loses in the same way as the Pass line pairing does.” Unsurprisingly, Avril highlighted those two sections off the board with a little more flair. And then she was silent, letting her explanation ferment.

“I know craps decently well,” Victoria eventually said. “I’ll be happy to give opinions and suggestions. It’s not so complicated once you’ve played a few rounds.”

“Which is why you’re my second at this table,” Avril said. “So, yeah, feel free to pester Victoria all you want.”

Victoria gave Avril a flat look, but the redhead smiled and sipped her drink.

“Avril?” Anna said.

“Yes?”

“Where is our poker table?”

Avril simply raised an eyebrow.

“You’ve given us all a place to preside over. Tess and the bar, me and roulette, and now Victoria and craps. Those all have physical places we can see right now. So, where is Liam’s station? It’s not the slot machine, is it?”

“No, not there,” Avril said. “But speaking of the slot machine, if you’ll all follow me, I’ll finish my spiel and unleash you to the fortunes and misfortunes that await.”

Without waiting to see if they would, Avril marched off. With them in tow, she finally headed toward the solitary slot machine resting against the wall.

“So,” she said, setting her martini on top of the machine, “now we come to the final playable area of our first phase of the night. Slots. Literal random chance, no thought or skill expression involved.”

The one she stood beside wasn’t one of the old school types. It had an electronic display, bright visuals flashing in the hopes of attracting attention. Avril finally gave it some. She tapped on the machine’s lower section—a touchscreen, it seemed—a few times, then winked and hit the “PLAY” button.

A horde of symbols spun across the machine, faster than Liam could track. This one came with five columns, all zipping by. After a few seconds, the leftmost column came to a stop, displaying three options, all of which seemed to be themed toward lavishness. He saw the front view of a red sports car, a diamond-encrusted heart, and a champagne bottle in an ice bucket. The next reel stopped soon after, showing more images of a similar variety. The rest followed suit.

The machine played an excited tune, pulled out a few images from various rows, linked them together on the screen, and then flashed with all sorts of fanfare about how Avril had won fifty dollars on her spin.

“Lucky as always,” Avril said, grinning.

She cheated, somehow, Liam thought, and it was as if he could tell the others had thought the exact same thing.

“You can reimburse all winnings at the cashier’s cage for their appropriate chip value, naturally,” Avril said. “Since this isn’t hooked up to feed real money or anything.”

“So, what does it cost to play?” Tess asked. “You didn’t put anything in before starting your spin.”

Avril grinned and made the machine spin again. She didn’t win anything on this roll, but that hardly dampened her mood.

“If you haven’t figured it out, there is no price to spin this baby up. I’ve had it set up so all spins are free—and for it to be a little nicer in payouts than your average casino slot machine. Another example of my generosity, ever flowing as it is, for those less fortunate than I.”

“Yes, Reagan would be so proud,” Victoria grunted. “If there isn’t a cost to play, especially if what you’ve said about changing its probabilities is true, why would we play any game but this one? Even with some incredible luck, you’ll still make far less at roulette or craps than if you spin on a free slot machine five hundred times.”

“I’m glad you pointed that out,” Avril said, recollecting her drink from the top of the machine. “Because right now, each of us can only spin ten times. There’s no hard-programmed limit in the machine, so honor system and all that, but ten spins per person—them’s the rules.”

They were all quiet for a moment, doing what everyone did when Avril explained one of her rules. You poked each of her statements with a fine tool, seeing if it wiggled a bit, revealing some extra life in there. This time, Anna finished her examination first.

“It sounds like there’s a way to get more than ten spins,” Anna said. “Beyond the ten you’re giving us for free.”

“That there is. As you may recall, all this is the prelude to the main event. We’re all starting with two thousand chips—equal footing. Now, if each of us brings more or less than two thousand chips to the table where we’ll play some cards… well, that’s mostly on Lady Luck. But a bit of ambition can give you that extra oomph needed. So, let’s have a little extra oomph in there.

“Anytime any of us bets five hundred chips on a spin or a throw of the dice, win or lose, that gets you another spin on the slot machine. Bet a thousand, get three extra spins.” Avril eyed them one by one. “I know you all; you’re all a bunch of thinkers. Weighing pros and cons, doing math and probabilities in your heads. With how I’ve changed the rules to our versions of roulette and craps, there’ll probably be a ‘statistically correct’ way of playing. So, I’m throwing a wrench into that.”

She patted the slot machine fondly. “Because the probabilities on this baby aren’t going to be figured out in two hours, so let the randomness—and the risk—flow. The rewards too. I will say, there’s a much-reduced jackpot in this machine, since it’d kind of unbalance things if one of us hit a fifty-K winner. But there are some high winners, the kind that’ll give you a huge advantage going into cards in a couple of hours.

“But, and this is the last thing I’ll say before we can properly start this night of risk-taking and wagers, do have fun, everyone. This place, not a real casino. The stakes, not real. No one’s going to blow their kid’s college fund or end up vomiting from stress, realizing that they really fucked up by going all-in on black. If I take any of you into a shady backroom, it won’t be to break fingers or threaten your family.”

She grinned. Liam and Victoria both snorted softly.

“Of course, there is a prize room, so do your best to give yourself a nice advantage for when we play poker. I know that you all, some more than others,”—she directed a look in Liam’s direction—“aren’t comfortable with prizes of a certain monetary ceiling, so I haven’t scaled up the prize room. This one is pretty similar to the last one. So, keep all that in mind, enjoy the drinks, snacks, and the company of some very lovely people in some very sexy outfits.”

They could all lift their glasses to that.


Chapter Thirty-Seven

First Comes…

Instead of choosing a game, Liam chose a woman. That would be his way of ensuring he had a good time tonight. Unless he arrived to play poker while woefully behind in chips, he liked his chances, so he wasn’t in any rush to test his luck at the slot machine. Besides, Tess and Anna had already started heading toward it, discussing how many of their free spins they’d use. And Avril headed toward the cashier’s cage, realizing that she’d forgotten to place chip trays for the dealers to dole out at the roulette and craps tables. She’d also end up delayed by placing those cards they’d given her all over the bar.

That left a tall, stunning, and incredibly buxom woman sipping from her drink standing beside him. A pretty nice way to start the evening events. Additionally, a plan was already forming within his head.

“You look amazing in that dress,” Liam said to Victoria.

Dangerous eyes drew upon him. Dangerous for their icy sharpness, dangerous for how they made Liam want to throw himself toward them.

“Thank you,” Victoria said, sipping a sea green martini. Liam had only half-watched Tess make it, so he wasn’t sure what its components were. “You look rather fine in your outfit, too.”

“I try to keep up,” Liam said, then extended his arm to her.

She eyed it for a moment, surely wondering what he was up to. Saying nothing, she took his arm and let him lead.

They didn’t have to go very far. Liam drew her away from the slot machine, leaving Tess to take her first spin, Anna to watch. He didn’t backtrack to the bar or cashier’s cage, and he didn’t take Victoria to the table where she could serve as the dealer. So, that left one real option available.

They arrived at the roulette table. Liam set his chip tray on the wooden lining surrounding it. Still checking him out from the corner of her eye, Victoria did the same. Her drink followed suit after one more full sip, leaving it empty.

“Are we going to call for Avril or Anna?” she asked. “Or are you suggesting we break Avril’s rules within mere minutes of having received them?”

“We’ll call for a proper dealer,” Liam said. “In a minute.”

“Why not now?” Victoria asked, cool as an autumn breeze.

“Make a bet with me, first,” Liam said.

Victoria’s expression didn’t budge. That was fine. Already, he knew he had her interest. This tactic worked on her better than just about anyone else. With him approaching her before anyone else, he expected it to be even more effective than usual.

“A bet involving this?” Victoria asked, gesturing with a tilt of her head to the rich mahogany spinner embedded in the table.

“Yep. We’ll each go and spend at least a hundred on a color. I’ll let you pick if you want evens or odds, red or black, whatever, then pick the opposite half set.”

“And the winner takes…?”

“A nice lead in terms of chip count,” Liam noted.

Victoria rolled her eyes, then spoke his name as if he were making a disturbance in her classroom. “Liam.”

He shrugged and checked that Avril hadn’t yet finished her busy work. He wanted to finish this conversation before she arrived with the additional chip trays. So, he took his shot—the first of many he hoped would prove successful tonight.

“If I win the fifty-fifty, you stop standing so far away,” Liam said calmly, though he couldn’t entirely keep his heartbeat in check. There was only so much ice to go around, and Victoria was allowed to possess an unfair amount. “I don’t want to just look at you in that fine dress. I want to feel you in it.”

Especially in all the places it isn’t on you, Liam thought.

“Am I standing far away from you right now?” Victoria asked, eyelashes fluttering slowly. She examined the distance between them. Maybe a little more than a foot separated their bodies.

Liam nodded. “Too far for my tastes.”

“Demanding tastes,” Victoria said quietly.

Liam merely nodded again. He met those cutting eyes, let them bore into him. He took in her stare—not a glare, as she so often reminded him—and let it wash over him. More than that, he breathed it in—her demeanor, her poise, the way she made him wait to see if she’d agree to his request.

It was like breathing in that first crisp inhale at the top of a high mountaintop. There was no cleaner air on planet Earth. It was a shock to the lungs, icy cold but pure, undiluted, unforgettable.

And of course, there was the rest of her. No coolness there, no chill to be found. Her voluptuous figure set him ablaze with desire. That was the defining juxtaposition of Victoria. She was both the frigid wind and the mirage of heat rising off a desert. She made him shiver, and she certainly made him sweat.

Victoria nearly held her silence for too long. Avril’s approach diverted their attention away from one another. She was finally on approach, holding a stack of filled chip trays in her arms. Some were for this table, some were for the craps table.

“All right,” Victoria whispered, so only he could hear. “If I win, I get a shoulder massage when I go back to the bar to get a refill for my drink.”

Those words were a thrill, and they tore through Liam. She could also be lightning, too.

“Sure,” he said, then turned with her toward Avril.

“You two looking to play?” the beautiful redhead asked, setting down six chip trays on the table. She removed the top half of the stack, then began laying those out near the roulette wheel. “First real game of the night.”

“We are,” Victoria said. “Be our dealer?”

Avril nodded and slid into position. “Place your bets, gentleman and gentle lady.”

Victoria took out one of her black chips, which were each worth a hundred… something. Usually, it was dollars, but they weren’t playing for money, but points. Still, it was easier to think of it in those terms. Letting Avril see it, then glancing toward him, she set it on red. Liam followed suit, placing one of his black chips on the betting area for black.

“A decent appetizer for the first spin of the night,” Avril said, smiling at one corner of her mouth. She picked up the white ball, showing it to them. “Are we ready?”

“Spin away,” Liam said.

She did, first spinning the wheel itself clockwise. The alternating red and black slots on the edges blurred at the start of a spin—one that Avril had given a little more oomph than was likely needed. Two green ones joined in the action, one at the very top, one at the very bottom. Their usual purpose of making the casino more money had been overwritten by Avril’s desire to give them better chances of winning. Every spot had a number, going up to thirty-six, but neither Liam nor Victoria cared about any specific number. She wanted red, and he wanted black. That was all that mattered.

Avril set the ball, pinched between her thumb and middle finger, into the gray track on the outside of the wheel. With a flick of the wrist, she sent it zipping in the opposite pattern of the spinning wheel. It buzzed around the track, not yet meeting the wheel, which was still spinning strong.

Clockwise, counterclockwise, clockwise, counterclockwise. Around, around, around.

Both the wheel and the ball began to slow down, and Liam held his breath. The ball tilted in, losing momentum, then finally came into contact with the wheel.

It hit two—black—then bounced to nineteen—red—then noisily tiptoed across several other slots.

Come on! Liam thought, leaning in.

It hit the green zero, piddled into the black twenty-eight, and then bounced for what might be its last leap into eighteen—a red slot. Even though this loss was hardly a loss, Liam began to click his teeth, annoyed by—

The ball bounced back. Just one slot, finally going against the grain of flowing in a counterclockwise manner. In a game where colors alternated from red to black on the wheel, one slot was exactly what Liam needed.

The ball landed in twenty-nine—a black slot. The wheel continued spinning, losing steam quickly. The ball stayed where it was, nestled snugly in its short-term home.

“As a wise someone in some movie or show from a time before any of us were born said, always bet on black,” Avril said, scooping away the hundred-dollar chip sitting on red. And then, cheekily, she pushed it back toward Liam’s lone chip, rather than grabbing a fresh one from the many filled trays sitting on the table.

Liam collected his winnings—the lesser of them. Even as he deposited them in his tray, he turned his eyes toward the far, far greater prize standing beside him.

Victoria held his gaze quietly. No smile, no frown, no outward response of any kind. Liam returned her solemness as best he could, fighting an upward turn at the corners of his mouth. As seconds went by without either of them doing anything but looking at the other, Avril cocked an eyebrow, in a rare state of being out of the know. Right after that, the party’s most voluptuous woman did as she always did when they made a bet: She followed through.

Heavy, amazingly full breasts pressed against his chest as gloved arms wrapped around his neck. They compressed enticingly as Victoria next brought her lips forward. Liam found himself in the exact situation he’d been hoping for, pressed upon by a figure that was fine as any that could be found. Without hesitation or delay, he let himself indulge.

He felt Victoria’s body, marveling at soft satin and smooth skin. Avril’s gawking, which soon led her to roll her eyes and snort, caused him to be even bolder than usual. He traced fingertips up Victoria’s bared leg, set a hand behind her neck, fingers rushing into her hair, and ensured their kiss lasted long enough to draw another snort from their watching dealer.

On her side of things, Victoria also didn’t give any inclination that she intended to stop kissing him or pushing her voluptuous body into him. She tightened her arms around his neck, tangled her tongue with his, and behaved in an unseemly manner. There was no inhibition here. Not among a professor and her student, whose combined lust seemed to crackle in the very air around Liam’s eardrums.

“You two are going to make me regret not having a spray bottle,” Avril said.

Liam grinned and shrugged. Victoria didn’t even do that. She kept fulfilling her promise, kept giving him access to her phenomenal curves. He ran his hand up along her side, past where the dress ended. He swished his thumb over the side of her left breast, feeling a silkiness to her skin that made him growl with desire.

Victoria smiled for a moment. Then, shutting her eyes, she dropped one hand down to the erection quickly forming under his pants. Liam growled again, finding the stimulation more aggravating than pleasing. Because he knew she wouldn’t go much further. He should have set their bet up for more.

You should have, Victoria’s icy blue eyes said once she opened them.

And withdrew.

“Would you say I’ve fulfilled my part of the bet?” she asked calmly.

“Yes,” he grunted. It almost pained him to admit it.

Lips curling at the edges, Victoria favored him with a few more moments of attention—appreciation, in fact. Calmly spoken or not, he knew her body was as warm as his.

“I’d like to bet another hundred on red,” Victoria said, placing another black chip on the area. “To recoup my losses.”

“Fine be me, Auntie,” Avril said. She turned mirthful eyes, existing entirely because she could tell how annoyed he was that Victoria hadn’t done more, toward Liam. “What about you?”

“Sure,” Liam said, returning the chip that had originally been Victoria’s to the table. He set it on black yet again.

Afterward, he sent that same hand down to Victoria’s butt, getting himself a little more than they’d agreed to. She didn’t swat his hand away. If anything, she scooted in a little closer to him, where she stayed for the remainder of their time at the table.


Chapter Thirty-Eight

Making Luck

In the end, he walked away from the roulette table up a grand total of fifty chips. At first, it’d seemed like things were going his way, with him climbing steadily up to over three thousand chips, only for the steel-toed boot of fate to kneecap him on multiple spins in a row. He would have stopped once he began to feel like his luck was sapped away, but a pair of voluptuous women kept baiting him to stay.

How did they accomplish this? Merely by existing. He and Victoria made a couple more bets along the way, though she refused to escalate the stakes. She claimed it was too early in the evening for that, and Avril, shockingly, agreed.

“You can get your cock sucked later on,” Avril said, grinning gleefully as she snatched two hundred and fifty chips—his largest single bet so far—away from him.

“By you?”

“Make me an offer,” Avril said.

Liam chewed on his thoughts, letting Victoria take the next round alone. They hadn’t always bet opposite of each other, so she hadn’t ended up dismally low on chips while he’d been streaking toward three thousand. She hovered slightly above him right now, which would still be the case when he threw up his hands in defeat.

“I’ll think on it,” Liam promised, giving Victoria’s butt another squeeze. That was the one consolation prize that stuck around, even as he lost two more rounds—making it six in a row, and that was enough for him.

At least I didn’t bet too big on anything, Liam thought as he snatched his chip tray away from the roulette table. His departure coincided with Tess’s arrival, and he gladly let her take his place—and kiss him before he headed toward a new location in the ballroom.

He’d be back, of course, especially if the three of them became four. But for right now, Anna was the only one at the slot machine, and he was curious how things had gone for her. As he left the roulette table, Tess asked Avril for five hundred and twenty-five chips. So, she’d at least found some fortune at the slot machine.

“How many are you on?” Liam asked Anna as he arrived beside her, though he didn’t intend to let her answer for a little while.

Anna stopped looking at the screen. Smiling, she let him wrap an arm around her waist and admire her soft, luscious lips with a long kiss. A vanilla scent curled around his nostrils as he breathed her in.

“This will be my fifth spin,” Anna eventually said. “Tess and I both agreed to use up half of our free spins.”

“How have you made out?”

“Not like a Bandit, I’m afraid. Tess did decently well, at least based on our small sample size.”

“Five hundred and twenty-five up, yeah,” Liam said.

“Unfortunately, I’m not even at half that. Barely two hundred. I hit a miss, then a spin worth all of five chips. My last two were better, though. A hundred and fifty, then fifty. I’m hoping this final one will bring me a little closer to Tess’s gains.”

“Maybe she was just siphoning off all your luck.”

Anna rolled her eyes. “She actually made the same joke when she left a minute ago. She said I should wait a minute, let my skin reabsorb the luck she’d been accidentally stealing.”

“Our magnanimous professor,” Liam said, glancing toward the other three women. Tess pumped a fist into the air, so apparently, she was now siphoning off Victoria’s luck.

“Indeed,” Anna said dryly, but smiled.

“Well, you don’t need to worry about me. I was hot for a bit over there, but then my luck ran dry.” From his tray, he removed two green chips—twenty-five a piece—and showed them off. “The fruit of my labors, Anna, after a good ten spins on the wheel.”

“Five chips a spin,” Anna said. “Not a great turnout. Not terrible, though.”

“Yeah, but I was hoping for a little more. That’s why I’m here. Gonna try and seize a little luck back for myself.”

“Would you like to go now?”

Liam shook his head. “I’ll let you finish up. If you want to hang around and watch me spin afterward, though, I wouldn’t mind.” He lowered his voice slightly, conspiratorial with what he said next. “I think Victoria was sucking away my luck, too. So, if we know the professors are luck stealers, we just need to keep away from them for a bit. You and me, together. Alone.”

Anna blushed but smiled yet again. She hesitated for only a second, then said, “I know it’s silly, but there are a lot of rituals for capturing luck.”

Oh, you wonderful woman, Liam thought, excitement bubbling up through him.

He nodded. “Like blowing on a fist holding dice before the throw.”

“Like that,” Anna said.

“I’m not sure about what kinds of odd rituals people have when it comes to slots,” he admitted. “But… we could come up with one.” His eyes fell to Anna’s cleavage. How could they not? Anna wore such a revealing dress tonight.

Anna nodded, eyelashes fluttering delicately. “Before my final spin, I’d like some extra luck.”

Liam took Anna’s chip tray out of her hand. She wasn’t tall enough to get it on top of the slot machine, so he did it for her. His tray went right beside hers, and then both their hands were free.

They did much as he and Victoria had done, yet without any need for a bet to be made. That also meant there was no official stopping point to worry about.

“May I keep going?” Liam asked as he drew his lips down Anna’s silky neck.

“Yes,” she whispered breathlessly.

He kept lowering his lips, eventually arriving at the ample amount of cleavage that Anna’s dress showed off. He kissed along their alluring slopes, bringing his fingers up to the straps of Anna’s dress. She breathed stiltedly as he slipped them off, which caused the top half of her dress to come tumbling down.

“I’m feeling luckier already,” Liam said, kissing newly revealed areas of her heavenly breasts.

“I can’t fathom why,” Anna said, hands skimming across his shoulders and arms.

Liam brushed his lips over stiffening nipples, coming back in short order to blow cool air upon them. Anna shivered and swallowed, so quick to arousal when her breasts were involved. So as not to earn himself bad fortune by being too cruel, Liam skirted across her nipples only a few more times before finally taking one into his mouth.

“Mmm,” Anna whispered, stroking up and down his arms. He set his hands on her hips and turned her, then backed her up into the slot machine.

“Make your roll whenever you feel lucky enough,” Liam whispered, tongue circling the nipple between his lips.

Anna blushed furiously but nodded. With her back to the screen, she apparently didn’t feel lucky enough for quite some time. She kept her hands away from the play button, balled up into fists more often than not, until he’d aggravated her to the point of climax. By then, he’d spent time sucking on each of her nipples, not wanting to show any favoritism. A sheen of wetness covered them, the areolae around them, and honestly, a lot of the milky, soft skin of her large breasts. He liked to be thorough. She liked it, too.

Specifically, at this very moment, she liked it a lot. Gasping his name, body growing tense, Anna searched for and then finally tapped the button that would spin the roulette wheel.

The columns of options spun, though neither of them could really see how things were playing out. Anna’s back remained to the screen, and Liam didn’t stop enjoying the taste of Anna’s breasts until a noisy blare of music—congratulatory music—began from behind her seductive body.

Together, they turned and looked.

She’d won a thousand chips.

“Guess that seals it,” Liam said. “I’ll have to suck on your tits before each one of your spins.”

Anna blushed but immediately nodded.


Chapter Thirty-Nine

His Turn

Anna ended up drying off her skin with a hand towel from the bar, not wanting to stain her dress with wetness. Liam wasn’t so fortunate, having an issue of precum that two lustful situations with two indelibly beautiful women had caused. But he could make do—and he knew he’d need to. He had plans for two more incredible women, after all.

“Quite the payout,” Liam said, nodding toward the screen, which continued to flash with a congratulatory message and fireworks, as neither of them had yet tapped off the reward.

“You were right,” Anna said, face flushed with color. “We just needed to make a little luck, without Tess or Victoria being around to steal it.”

Liam grinned and kissed her again—but only that. He reached up and got her chip tray, then handed it over. Anna smiled and shook her head.

“Not ready to go just yet?”

“I should be here to watch you make your spins,” the dark-haired beauty said. “So you have someone to second your statement in case you win big, too. Avril might not believe you, otherwise.”

“So wise,” Liam said, smiling. “Well, let’s see what I can do.”

He did… okay. Having decided to imitate Anna and Tess, he would spin five times. On the first three, he collected a dud, a hundred chips, and then seventy-five. On his fourth spin, he earned another seventy-five, putting him at a nice but less than ideal twenty-three hundred.

“Guess the luck was all used up,” Liam noted.

“Then let’s make more,” Anna said.

He raised an eyebrow, wondering what she had in mind. She didn’t articulate her idea with words. Moving around in front of him, she set her chip tray down on the ground. And then she unbuckled his belt, unbuttoned his pants, and drew down the zipper.

Liam’s erection had relaxed following the fun he’d had with Anna’s breasts, expecting another short delay before something provided it with more stimulation. The plan had been to bother Avril or Tess for that, not look to Anna for a second time.

He certainly didn’t complain about her proactivity, however.

His cock, making a quick reversal toward stiff as a board, came out for the first time of the night. Anna held it in her hand, heat on heat, softness on firmness. It took only a few strokes to change firmness into stoniness.

“Thanks,” Liam whispered, all smiles.

“You deserve your own method to obtain some good fortune,” Anna whispered, rising onto her toes. She kissed him, leaving his lips tingling.

She, in plain view of the others, who surely had noticed what they were up to on several occasions over the past few minutes, went down on her knees. In response, Liam’s heart soared into his throat.

“Oh.”

Anna smiled and placed her next kiss on the tip of his cock.

She had him cocooned between her luscious lips shortly thereafter. He, like her, waited for the opportune moment to spin his final time on the slot machine. It’d come… eventually. Or… quickly, if Anna’s exceptional skill had anything to say about it. And without uttering a word, she was saying quite a lot at the moment.

Liam trembled as Anna took him into her mouth, as she bobbed her head, as she sucked, licked, and kissed his cock. He groaned and almost set a hand on her head, wanting to get her to start deepthroating him. He stopped, however, worried about messing up her hair. He was, in fact, the only one of them worried about that.

Anna brought him to the entrance of her throat, gave him a few quick experiences of almost entering it, and then, before he grew too weak at the knees, began deepthroating his cock. It was heaven, it was bliss. Liam breathed out, jaw trembling as pleasure, hot, wet, and so deliriously tight, swarmed across his cock.

It was a full-on invasion, arriving from all sides. He teetered, clutching the side of the slot machine for steadiness. The other hand finally forgot about messing up Anna’s hair. He set it behind her head, guiding her forward faster. He spiraled, seeing bright lights that weren’t coming from the slot machine. Her lips glided over his cock with practiced superiority. She’d long since become good at unraveling him. This was their thing, that one competition all four women engaged in. Liam accepted their shared competitive spirit as the blessing it was.

He exploded, rapturously and gleefully. Anna pinned her nose to his groin the second he grimaced, having kept her eyes on his face the entire time. She knew very well what his faltering state looked like, so she didn’t need to hear a warning. Finishing him off with a few final quick bobs of her head, she placed him firmly in her throat and accepted what was coming.

He gave her everything that his cock could pour out. In powerful, blissful waves, his cum gushed into her throat. Each one caused his cock to twitch and grow inside the confines it found itself in. That tightness was familiar and yet still amazing. It drew his eyelids down momentarily, leaving him incapable of strength or activity. He was a prisoner, trapped, yet glad for it.

When he was finished cumming, he unbowed his head. Breathing out, he smiled. His eyelids came back up, and he glanced down to see Anna’s gorgeous green eyes sparkling with pride. It was well earned.

“What is going on over here?” a voice called.

Liam and Anna, absolutely caught in the act, as his cock remained between her wonderful lips, turned toward Avril. The approaching woman wore as fake a stern expression as she’d ever put on.

“Turning my respectable establishment into a den of debauchery, I see,” she said. Squinting with one eye, she folded her arms. “Miss Royce, would you care to remove Master Carr’s cock from your throat?”

Unabashedly, Anna shrugged. She let his cock, soaked in saliva, emerge from between her lips. Standing up, she ignored Avril.

“Liam,” she said, “you forgot to spin.”

He blinked, mind momentarily stuck in molasses.

Oh. Oh!

He gave the slot machine a whirl. It rolled another dud.

“Guess that disproves our working theory,” Liam said, not upset in the slightest.

“It seems that way,” Anna said, letting him help her up to her feet.

“Want to try again later?”

“Yes, of course,” the beautiful brunette said, smiling brightly.


Chapter Forty

Hosting the Hostess

Liam vouched for Anna when she claimed to have hit a thousand-chip payout. Avril eyed them both, trying to determine if they were trying to get one over on her. Yet, scandalous act of debauchery notwithstanding, this was Anna they were talking about. She allowed herself a single lie per season, and she’d used her summer one up already. For a very worthy cause, Liam maintained. He knew Avril agreed.

Just as she agreed that Anna was telling the truth. So, she went over and collected their earnings from a tray of chips in the cashier’s cage, bringing Anna more than twelve hundred chips. Liam glumly accepted his two hundred and fifty. Of the three who’d so far spun on the machine, he’d done the worst.

Yet, I’m definitely the one who most enjoyed their time here, Liam thought. From the corner of his eye, he caught a woman who was, at the very least, in contention with him for that title. Anna smiled as she added some purple and black chips to her stack, noticed him looking toward her, and positively beamed at him.

Liam’s heart fluttered, and he smiled back warmly. Her joy was his joy.

“Are you going to give the machine a few spins?” he asked Avril after adding two black chips and two green chips to his tray. “You’re a player, too.”

“Suppose I am,” the gorgeous redhead said. She made a show of bumping them both out of the way with her hips, then made her first proper spin at the machine.

And won what he’d needed five spins to win right then and there.

“Of course,” he said sourly, eye twitching.

“It’s so good to be the queen,” Avril said, teeth shining as she spun again. A hundred. Only a hundred.

Three spins later, Avril sat at a total prize of eight hundred chips. She grinned and stretched her back.

“Oh, that’ll go nicely with the thousand I won at roulette while you were getting my best friend to suck you off.”

“Yeah, I got the better reward,” Liam said.

“No arguments there,” Avril said, winking.

Anna just rolled her eyes.

After Avril grabbed some more chips, Liam and Anna joined her as she headed back to the roulette table, where she’d left both her chip tray and two sinfully beautiful professors. Both women eyed him judgmentally as he arrived.

That’s not fair, he thought. It wasn’t even my idea.

But rather than plead his case, try to convince them that Anna had gone down on her knees without any provocation from him, he focused on playing catch-up to the four beautiful women, all of whom now had a decent lead over him. Victoria was the closest, sitting around twenty-five hundred chips. Otherwise, he was only seeing smoke trails.

Yet, things could change so quickly at a casino. Even when that casino wasn’t actually a casino. With a bit of luck on his side and a bit of ill luck for Tess and Anna, things equalized a bit. That was fine enough, yet couldn’t God or some semblance of karma clip Avril’s wings? The answer was a resounding “Not a chance,” and she moved up to nearly four thousand chips during the time that the five of them hung around at the roulette table.

Revoltingly smug afterward, Avril kissed her growing rows of chips. “It’s good to be quee—“

“Shut up,” multiple people at the table said to her.

So far as Liam could surmise, no one had yet risked a big enough bet to win another spin at the slot machine. That would remain the case for a while longer, as they arrived at a consensus that led them as a group toward the bar.

Once there, Tess got to put on a show. She’d practiced up before the big night, aware of her part in tonight’s performance, same as the rest of them. Yet, Liam couldn’t remember a time in which he’d caught her doing so these past couple of weeks. He couldn’t even remember finding dirty shakers or strainers in the sink, proof of what he’d missed while out with others. When had she found the time?

Now, she didn’t need to hide anything. Taking another round of orders from her lovely clientele, she began spinning, shaking, and stirring with practiced ease. He realized for the first time that she’d probably make for the best protégé at dealing cards. She proved that much as she juggled her implements to make Victoria her next martini.

In the meantime, Liam ventured behind the bar, eyes intending to find the heating unit with food in it… but ending up entranced by Tess’s shapely bottom. Noticing where his eyes were, Tess smiled and backed up on him, and Liam spent a good minute or two letting the sexiest bartender alive grind against him.

Eventually, he managed to escape the nearly gravitational pull that Tess’s body had on him. Squatting, he rifled through the options Avril had ordered, listing them off, picking out what the others wanted. He came up with an armful of warm, neatly wrapped entrees, which he handed off before diving back down to collect the refrigerated options to go along with them. By the time he made it back to the other side of the bar, Tess had finished making everyone their desired drink. With a nice meal to go along with each drink, they all dug in.

Liam found himself in the enviable position of sitting between Avril, who seated herself at the very end of the line, and Victoria. They’d left a seat for him, and he gladly took it. He gingerly moved the card sitting there, one of him, Avril, and Victoria—gee, he wondered how that had gotten there—out of the way. The last thing he wanted to do was spill something on it.

“Are you going to catch up?” Avril asked, cheek in her palm as she leaned against the counter. She munched on a teriyaki wrap, watching him with playful eyes.

“Going to try,” Liam said. “At the very least, I’m praying for your downfall.”

“Seconded,” Victoria said.

Avril overdid a sigh, holding her hands out. “Why can’t you all want your own success, yet still be capable of celebrating me? Why do I have to come crashing down? We should all be coming together, wanting to uplift one another, cheering each other on.”

“Absolutely not,” Liam said.

“Absolutely not,” Victoria agreed.

“Just a couple of sore losers,” Avril huffed, tearing another bite out of her wrap.

Liam shrugged, not denying it. He’d spoken the truth. For whatever reason, he wanted to see Avril lose her spot at the top of the pedestal more than he wanted to replace her there. Victoria, Tess, Anna, it didn’t matter. He’d root for whoever was most likely to dethrone her.

And Avril knew this, of course. She was hardly unaware of the act she put on, the buttons she very intentionally pressed. She liked playing the villain, painting a target on her back. She knew she was surrounded by a group of very competitive people, and by painting that target onto herself, she motivated them. In an environment like this, it meant taking riskier bets or simply making more bets. They were all less likely to bow out, save their chips for poker, so long as Avril was in the lead.

Case in point, she played with her stack of chips, fingering through them like vinyl records. It wasn’t that much larger than his or Victoria’s sets, but the purple chips in her tray were plenty noticeable.

“I’m thinking I’m going to give myself a nice cushion,” Avril continued. “Get up to five thousand, see if any of you can get in striking distance of me.”

Liam eyed the smirking redhead. She was being even more obvious than usual, practically bludgeoning them over the head with a two-handed pipe iron. How come?

The answer, like a hazy video stream finally auto-correcting back to HD, demystified within his mind a second later.

She wants a bet of her own. Liam hid a knowing smile behind a long drink from his glass. Avril was trying to ruffle feathers, and it was because she wanted to goad him or Victoria into making a bet with her. Like the kind she’d been forced to watch at the roulette table, when Victoria had pressed herself against him. Or perhaps she was more interested in something a little raunchier, like what she’d overseen happening at the slot machine between him and Anna.

Okay, Avril, I’ve got you covered.

“Why not try for it right after we’re done here?” Liam asked.

“Assuming I stick with the higher probability bets, that’d see me needing to put in over a thousand chips,” Avril said. “Not sure how wise a strategy that is.”

He shrugged. “If you do, I will.”

Avril cocked an eyebrow. “You’ll do what, exactly?”

“If you bet a thousand, I’ll bet a thousand,” Liam said. “We can make it the first throw at the craps table. Victoria, do you mind?”

“No,” the voluptuous professor said, a glint of approval shining within her eyes.

“See, there we have it,” Liam said. “What do you say, Avril? Willing to risk your lead? If you’re still unsure, I’m happy to throw a little more into the mix.”

“I’d never say no to more excitement,” Avril said, circling the wide rim of her martini glass with a finger. “What else do you have in mind?”

“A wager on top of our wager,” Liam said. “Obviously, we’re going to need to bet against one another. Also, since we’re both putting up a thousand, we’re both guaranteed to get three more spins on the slot machine. That’s all well and good, but I could go for a little more than some chips and a few extra chances at hitting a jackpot.”

Avril rolled her hand, indicating for him to get on with it. He didn’t need to keep baiting a hook that she’d already chomped down on.

“I’ll put down a freebie,” Liam said. “If I lose the bet, you can order me to do any one thing while we’re still here. No limits, other than maybe a time limit. I won’t spend an hour streaking outside while you all play cards.”

“Damn, but that was exactly what I was going to ask for.”

“Well, sucks. You can think up something else, I’m sure.”

“I suppose.”

Liam extended his hand. “That a yes, then? You’re taking the bet?”

Staring at his hand, Avril moved her mouth from side to side. “Possibly. Probably. If you win, do I have to give you the same gift?”

“Seems fair to me.”

Still not accepting his proffered handshake, Avril nodded past him. “What about you, Victoria? Are you getting in on the action too?”

“If I’m the dealer, how would I do that?”

Avril rolled her eyes. “You could bet when watching one of us throw dice. Craps dealers aren’t exactly a busy bunch. Collecting lost chips, handing out won chips, making sure the throw hits the back wall.” She swiped a hand over her brow. “Whew, I’m exhausted just saying all that.”

“I’m not going to get involved,” Victoria said. “This bet is between you two.”

Liam glanced over his shoulder. “Apologies for ending up on Avril’s side, but maybe you could get a little involved?”

Avril grinned at him. Victoria folded her arms beneath her breasts, which seemed… intentional.

“So far, you two are agreeing on something rather nebulous. I also do not want to end up being made to streak around the mansion, even for only a minute. Curate what you’re both going to be asking for, and I’ll consider it.”

“Okay, we’ll do that,” Avril said, and then she got up and moved all the way down to the final stool of the bar, four away from where she’d been sitting.

“Well, guess we’ll be back after some conferring,” Liam said to Victoria.

“Don’t take too long.”

He nodded, stayed in his seat long enough to kiss her, then joined his co-conspirator at the end of the bar.

“All right, work with me,” Avril said as he sat down beside her. “We can both end up with something nice, no matter which of us loses.”

“Colluding right out of the gate?” Liam teased.

“Aware that you want to suck on her tits as much as I do,” Avril correctly surmised.

“That’d be a little repetitive, don’t you think? I already did that to Anna.”

Avril skewered him with a flat look. “What, you’ve got some quota on sucking tits that you don’t want to exceed tonight, do you?”

“No,” Liam said, smiling. “But I want to be a little original. I figure you’d appreciate that.”

“Fine, whatever,” Avril said. “Then what do you have in mind?”

“Well,” Liam began, leaning in.

They then proceeded to spend the next several minutes determining the right thing to bet on the night’s first dice throw.


Chapter Forty-One

Tumbling Dice

After coming to an agreement, Liam and Avril returned to Victoria and the others. Anna and Tess had since become aware of why they’d gone down to the end of the bar, so all three waited for them to explain what this newest and expectedly carnal bet would entail. Unfortunately for them, no explanation was forthcoming.

Upon being told this would be the case, Victoria narrowed her eyes.

“I’m not going to agree to something if I don’t know what it is,” she said.

“You will,” Avril said, brimming with confidence.

Liam suspected that she’d be proven right soon enough.

Barely a minute later, the rest of them flowed like tassels flapping in the wind behind the gorgeous redhead, who marched over to the craps table. She leaned on it, waiting for them to pick their spots. They’d already agreed that Liam would be the one who rolled, so he moved to one end of the elongated table.

“Be the dealer?” Avril asked Victoria.

“Explain the deal you two have made,” the taller woman said.

Avril sighed exasperatedly. “Can’t you just have some faith, let us maintain the surprise? Explaining it won’t be sexy at all.”

“Faith?” she remarked dryly. “In you?”

Avril rolled her eyes, but Liam stepped in before she could respond.

“If not her, how about me? I’m part of this too.”

Victoria’s cool eyes slid to him. “You have a habit of going along with Avril’s antics, and she surely knows that. You’re also rather easily bribed by ample bustlines, as we all know.”

“Okay, I can’t deny any of that,” Liam said, aware of the four sets of eyes on him. “But Avril is right about an explanation kind of ruining things.” He pondered things for a moment, then turned to Avril. “Maybe we can modify things a little, let Victoria count as a winner no matter which of us wins our bet. That way, she’s got agency on whether she wants to get involved or not.”

“If it’ll let us throw these dice, fine,” Avril said, though she threw a mock glare at Victoria. “Does that suit you, Auntie?”

Quiet and stern for a few moments, Victoria eventually positioned herself across the table from the rest of them, in the dealer’s position. That was good enough for Liam.

“Place your bets,” Victoria said cooly.

Liam and Avril both did so. He placed two purple chips—his only two—on the Pass line bet. Avril, in turn, opposed him, setting a bet of the same size on the Don’t Pass section of the table. He reached out to collect a pair of dice from the neat pile, only for Victoria to lightly whack him on the back of his hand with the dice stick. Eyeing him, she pushed those same two dice toward him.

“Anyone else want to get involved?” Avril asked, chuckling as Liam rubbed his hand, glaring at Victoria.

“I’ll just be a spectator to this… event,” Tess said. Beside her, Anna nodded in agreement.

“Suit yourselves.” The redhead nodded toward the dice. “For those who don’t recall, on this very first roll of the dice, Liam wants to roll a seven or eleven. He wins the bet if he does. If he rolls a two, three, or twelve, I win. On any other roll, that becomes the new number he must hit to win, and he needs to do it before rolling a seven. Betting opens again after the first roll.”

Such bets were unlikely to occur, Liam felt. He knew he wouldn’t go in for more. This bet already risked a considerable percentage of his chips—too large a bet for a reasonable person, which he usually was when gambling, but the reward was worth the risk. Still, he didn’t want to lose. The three additional spins on the slot machine were likely only to recoup him a small portion of what he now stood to lose.

Before rolling, Liam turned his eyes toward the two abstaining members around the table. Tess was already watching him, having expected what he’d ask for. Smiling, he extended his clenched hand toward her.

“May I request some luck?”

Tess smiled back, nodding. “I suppose.”

Brushing her hair back behind one ear, the curvaceous professor leaned forward. Her lips hovered less than an inch from the gap at the top of Liam’s closed fist. Soft, cool air flowed between those lips, spilling over his hand. Tess’s eyes, so radiantly blue, gleamed as she looked up at him.

“Thank you, Professor Williams,” Liam said. He couldn’t wait to start saying it rather regularly.

Tess continued to smile as she straightened herself. After spending a little longer basking at how beautiful she was, Liam turned his attention to the other spectator. Eyebrow cocked, and ignoring Avril’s dry remark about how long he was taking, he went in for a double helping of luck.

Anna did as her predecessor had. She leaned in, luscious mouth casting a little more luck on the dice in his hand. He beamed at both beautiful women.

“I can’t possibly lose now,” he said confidently.

“Agreed,” Tess said.

“Yes, yes, you’re such a crowd pleaser, Liam,” Avril said. “Now, will you throw the damn dice?”

Liam shrugged and finally refocused on the long arena where he’d hurl his dice. He needed to make a good throw of it, hitting the back wall for the throw to be legal. He wasn’t sure if those official casino rules would matter here, but with Victoria as the dealer, he suspected that they might be.

“Oh, yeah. Victoria?”

“I’m literally going to kick you in the shin,” Avril growled as he delayed things yet again.

The buxom woman looked down at his hand, which he stretched across the table to her. She didn’t smile, but she did become the third woman to bestow a little luck upon him. A little more than that, in fact, as she bent forward enough to give him an even better view of her phenomenal cleavage.

A win here would mean a lot. The chips he could win were the cherry on top, not the sundae.

“Not a chance,” Avril said as he turned his eyes to her.

He grinned, gave up on trying to convince her to be the fourth and final woman to blow on his hand, and then finally cast the dice.

They zipped through the air, tumbling over themselves, then hit blue felt. The left die bounced once, then hit the wall, ricocheting back. The right one needed two bounces before doing the same.

A four on the left, a six on the right.

“Ten total,” Victoria announced smoothly. She turned the puck sitting on the table from OFF to ON, then slid it over to the “Ten” spot on the table. A second later, she dragged the dice back to him with the curved end of the dice stick.

Liam scooped them up. It’d been too much to hope for an immediate victory, but it also didn’t make for an immediate defeat. And because of the secret bet he and Avril had made, this was technically the best option. Ten. Ten whole minutes.

If he could win.

However, the odds now tilted slightly away from him. A seven was always the most likely roll involving two dice, with six of thirty-six possible results leading to it. For his new number, he had only three ways of hitting it.

So, perhaps someone would want to go in and bet again. That someone stood right beside him, aware of how the odds had just tilted in her favor.

“I’ll throw another two hundred on top,” Avril said, depositing a pair of black chips on the Don’t Come line. “This way, I will get past five grand. Thanks, Liam.”

She kissed him on the cheek, and he glared at her. Avoiding another delay by asking Tess and the others to blow on his hand again, he threw his dice out.

After bouncing against the back wall, dancing in the air like popcorn kernels popping inside a microwave, two threes looked up at them. Liam let himself breathe a sigh of relief. That was close to losing, but close was only that.

“Close, so close,” Avril said, leaning on the wooden railing beside him. “Do you think Tess, Anna, and Victoria canceled each other out, blowing all over your hand like that? Maybe that’s the rule: don’t get greedy. Ask for only one beautiful lady to bless you.”

“Couldn’t be me,” Liam said, collecting the dice that Victoria slid back to him. “I want all four of you.”

Avril chuckled and beckoned for him to make his throw.

He did so, ending up with a total of eight. That was still too close, but at least it was also closer to what he needed.

“Come on, Liam,” Anna cheered as he prepared to make his fourth throw. Avril sent a mock withering stare her way.

Come on, Liam also thought, letting the dice clatter within his hand. He wanted this. He wanted this badly. Sure, he was greedy. Hadn’t he already received enough rewards tonight? First with Victoria, then an even greater one from Anna. Surely, Avril deserved a slice of what he’d so far hoarded all to himself. She’d done so much for them, setting all this up.

Like hell she does!

Liam threw the dice. They tumbled through the air, bounced off the rubber pyramid bumpers ringing the wall, and came back to the midway point of the table.

Right in front of Anna, who saw their result a hairsbreadth before the rest of them. She snapped her eyes toward him, beaming. She wasn’t even involved in the bet, yet she still showered him with a glowing smile, excited on his behalf. He loved her for that. He loved all of them, even the redhead who immediately groaned upon seeing how his dice had come up.

The left die showed six. The right die showed four.

He’d obtained his ten minutes. And he planned to use them very well.


Chapter Forty-Two

Lucky Sevens

As Victoria announced his victory, Liam exulted. He pumped his fist a single time, smiled brightly, and watched as Victoria moved the chips about on the table. Just like that, he’d leapt into the lead, now comfortably sitting with more than three thousand chips to his name. Avril, unfortunately, now found herself mixed in with the other ladies attending her casino, sitting a few hundred chips below three grand.

“How? How do I lose this bet, of all the stupid bets I’ve made with you?”

Liam shrugged and kissed her deeply, which seemed to help her overcome the taste of defeat. She still made faces as he collected four purple chips from the table—the two he’d bet and the two he’d won—and slotted them into his tray.

“Now, will one of you explain what your bet entailed?” Victoria asked.

“Up to him,” Avril said, swiping her hand toward Liam. “I’m no longer in any position to spill the details.”

A severe set of icy blue eyes drew upon him. Almost, Liam winced. Because she wasn’t going to like the answer he gave her.

“I will,” he said. “Eventually. Just not right now. Not yet.”

Victoria’s lips flattened into a thin line. She reached out with the dice stick and reclaimed ownership of the pair sitting in front of him.

“If that’s how things must be, then you’re banned from playing at my table until you do so.”

“Fair enough,” Liam said, picking up his chip tray and stepping back.

He didn’t leave the table, though; he just didn’t play at it anymore. Instead, riding a transcendent high, he stayed as a spectator. He was more than happy to do so, especially as he “helped” both Tess and Anna find some early luck in their rolls by blowing on their dice. And in doing so, he earned himself some more enjoyable rewards.

Like a lot of games typically found at a casino, craps was all about defeating the house. Players didn’t have to compete. This was a game where you could very easily celebrate the thrower’s success, especially if you bet on it. It made the game feel like a group effort, a us-versus-them situation. It could make victory even sweeter.

That was what they mostly ended up doing. They bet on the thrower’s success, even Avril, which allowed them to cheer as a group whenever they hit their needed number. The betting amounts stayed small, far smaller than the combined two thousand chips Liam and Avril had put up, which made each taste of defeat a little less bitter.

As an apology to Victoria, Liam offered her a massage. While she managed the chips and retrieval of the dice, he put his skillful hands to good use. Working on her shoulders and neck for a good few minutes, he earned enough forgiveness to begin kissing her bare skin. And her dress certainly offered a lot of that.

Lips moving around her shoulders, neck, and upper back, and making a few pit stops at her lips and breasts, he regained her favor. He certainly had her approval, as she leaned into his touch like she was starving for it. He had to imagine that very few tables in Vegas ended up with one of the players feeling up the dealer like he did—and her liking it far too much to tell him to stop.

Over the minutes he spent behind Victoria, he earned a few envious stares from the others. Locking eyes with Avril, he raised an eyebrow. She rolled her eyes and tore her gaze away from the way his hands worked across Victoria’s neck. He checked on her a few times more, catching more than one glance pointed their way. And Tess and Anna didn’t even try to hide their interest in what he was doing to Victoria. Playfulness and pride blossomed within him.

So, once he felt like he’d given Victoria’s soft skin enough attention, he sidled over to Avril. Currently, she was next in line to become the thrower, but Tess was on a bit of a hot streak. Nudging her with his elbow, he raised that eyebrow again.

“Yes,” she said, eyes watching the table, not him.

That was all she needed to say. He lifted Avril’s right arm, holding her wrist delicately. Rather than rush into the massage, he kissed the top of her wrist. That earned him a glance. Smiling, he began working his lips up her forearm. Avril said nothing as she returned her focus to Tess’s next throw.

He made his leisurely way up to the side of her shoulder, smiling as he kissed it. He breathed in her perfume’s scent, a soft rhubarb, tangy and sweet in the same inhale. It left him slightly dizzy with lust, intoxicated by all the arousing aspects of Avril Knight, and just the situation at large.

Just about whenever he wanted, he could do what he now did to her. She welcomed it, and her mock annoyance toward him faded like a pile of snow set on an electric stove top. She always melted into his touch like this, especially when he gave her his absolute best.

Unfortunately, he didn’t have time to go all-out. Reminding himself that there were others around, lest he get the two of them too worked up, he kept hold of his desires. Although he could get away with pretty much anything he wanted in front of the others, he figured he should hold off from going too far. If he didn’t, he could see Avril’s casino quickly devolving into a different kind of debauchery than she had planned.

But you do have the other type planned, Liam thought, bringing his lips to Avril’s fair neck. That, finally, earned him another glance. An exceptionally thin glass of restraint held back the desires roiling through her emerald eyes. That confirmed it. Not right now, but later. Once they were done with spinning wheels, tumbling dice, and shuffling cards, they’d make proper use of the lust bubbling beneath the surface in all of them.

With that confirmed, Liam didn’t end up trying to fuck Avril right then and there. Still, he gave her as much attention as he’d given Victoria. His hands worked away stress and enflamed desires. His lips joined with Avril’s, the others watching as he spun her around to face him, pushed her against the table, and briefly lost himself in their fullness and softness.

“When are you going to use your ten minutes?” she whispered.

“When the moment is most opportune.”

His cryptic reply earned him a dry look. It didn’t last. He set his mouth back to her throat, sucking diligently. Avril shivered and rubbed her hands across his arms. He didn’t stop until he’d left another mark—the hundredth he must have set on her skin over these past eight months—of his love on her. Not even when it became her turn to throw the dice, which she did with some difficulty, keeping only one eye on her throws.

He did eventually realize that he should end things. Avril likely recognized the same. Part of it was knowing that their shared restraint was beginning to fail. If he kept sucking on her neck like he was, it would only be a matter of time before, spectators or not, they ended up fucking. Everyone here knew that from experience. With how weak to having her neck sucked she was, this was their usual form of foreplay. The moment she let him start, it was usually rather difficult for them to stop.

As it was here.

With great difficulty, Liam first forced himself to stop sucking on Avril’s neck. As he pulled his mouth away from her perfect skin, he saw the imperfection—a glorious one—that he’d made on her neck. That nearly got him to go back in for a little longer, but he suffered his body’s outcry. After his mouth, he also withdrew his hands from around her waist, then took a full step back.

“Better make it right later,” Avril whispered, face flushed with desire.

He nodded. He would.

“Sorry,” Liam said to the others, scratching the back of his head. He focused mainly on Tess and Anna, who’d been waiting their turns for longer than he’d intended.

Tess smiled, shaking her head. “It’s a little late for any one of us to admonish you about being too thorough when giving us your attention. Several months too late.”

Beaming, Liam moved to her next, where her words proved prophetic. Although he didn’t go quite as far with her as he had with Avril, his hands still ended up exploring every delicious curve they could find. Yet, like she had behind the bar, Tess gifted him a few wonderful minutes in which she rubbed her phenomenal butt against his throbbing cock.

“Fuck,” he whispered, practically dry humping her by the end of things.

A twinkle of amusement appeared in Tess’s eyes. “Not yet. Later.”

He grunted and palmed her ass in both hands, then practically pushed her away from him. If he hadn’t done so at that very moment, he wasn’t sure he could have resisted lifting her dress and undoing his pants.

With Anna, he steeled himself. Knowing that he was hanging from a cliff by a thread, he only massaged her. She shouldn’t be able to hold it against him. He’d already had plenty of fun with her earlier, giving her breasts more attention than he’d given Avril’s neck. He imagined his desire was visible all over, not just in the bulge under his pants, so she surely knew how close that thread was to snapping.

Because of this, she was merciful. She only asked for the massage, and she didn’t lean into him like the others had. That helped him cool down somewhat. It also helped him give her a better massage than he’d given the previous two women. Slowly, Liam relaxed. The impatient tension in his body receded… somewhat. It was still there when he finished his fourth and final massage of the night. But he regained confidence that he could hold it at bay for another hour or two.

After finishing the massage, Anna rewarded him with a soft kiss and a smile. There were a few more of each for him to collect from the other three women at the table. That also helped tide him over for later. And them too, he suspected. There wasn’t really a lower outlier when it came to their sex drives. They were all, even Anna, pretty aligned in that regard.

By the time they were through at the craps table, Liam no longer held the lead in chips. By virtue of a five-hundred-chip bet, which also earned her an additional spin on the slot machine, Tess leaped to the top of the leaderboard. He trailed her by only a few hundred, holding onto second place—but not by all that much. They’d all done reasonably well during their time tossing dice.

So far, their collective luck was very much in the green. They all carried more chips in their trays than they had at the start of the night, at least. Additionally, thanks to the free spins on the modified slot machine, they could maintain that upward trend. In short order, Victoria, who’d been in last place at the end of craps, bounded up past him after scoring several nice rewards there.

They spent some more time at the roulette table, where Liam and Avril both suffered a little. But not nearly as much as Victoria did. Unfortunately for the room’s most buxom woman, her one attempt at a large enough bet to earn a free spin didn’t go her way—and the spin at the machine also came up as a dud.

Still, things oscillated far less than they might have in another group. They bet in reasonable amounts, knew when to walk away, and generally played the games as allies, not competitors, giving out opinions and advice freely. All said, it was a nice preamble for when they’d face each other at the poker table.

When Avril finally called that they’d be heading outside to do just that in fifteen minutes, those of them still with a few spins to give gathered at the slot machine. Anna didn’t end up nearly as lucky as she’d been earlier, but she still ended up with a healthy amount of chips, closer to four thousand than three, in her tray. Tess and Victoria, who’d both spent their last spins a while ago, stood just ahead of her.

“Trade off?” Avril asked Liam, winning two hundred chips off her eleventh—the first of those she’d earned from that crabs bet—spin at the machine.

Liam agreed with a nod… and then proceeded to win squat on his eleventh spin.

Avril earned another hundred on her next spin, and Liam finally saw a nice number—three hundred—appear on the machine’s screen with his twelfth spin. That put him just above Anna, within striking distance of the professors.

“Lucky Thirteen,” Avril said, spinning the machine one final time.

Lucky, indeed. Her last attempt allowed her to pick out another purple chip for her stack.

“The final spin of the night,” Avril said, waving at Tess and Victoria, who’d finished piling drinks that the former had made onto a platter. There were also some snacks on it, creating a pretty packed crowd on the metal surface.

Liam waited for the beautiful pair to come over, and then, rubbing his palms together, he set the machine spinning one last time.

As it had nearly sixty times tonight, chipper music filled the air around the machine. The columns on the screen zipped by, blurring fast enough that they could only see vague shapes and colors. By now, Liam knew which ones he most wanted to see hit a streak. The K with a red and gold crown sitting on top, the Q with a tail that ended in a golden scepter. Those were the ones that he’d seen lead to the bigger payouts. There were also some 7s spinning in there, but no one had hit a sequence of those just yet.

Until right now.

The first spinning column stopped. The programmers behind the interface had designed it so that each column would jiggle a little before settling and freezing the icons on display, imitating a mechanical slot machine. That happened now, and as a golden 7 took the center spot on Liam’s first column. And the second and third, too.

Liam stopped breathing as the fourth did as well. He heard a hitched gasp from behind him, but he didn’t stop staring at the screen. For whatever reason, this fifth column didn’t stop spinning as quickly as it usually did.

“Oh, hell,” said someone who knew why that was.

A fifth golden 7 appeared on the screen, the final column slowing down. It teetered as though it would fall into the lower row on screen, dashing Liam’s hopes of having a complete line of 7s. But then, it rolled back up a few inches, solidifying on the screen. All in a row.

The slot machine’s screen exploded with fireworks and a downpour of golden coins. Like they were physically filling a cup, they filled the entire screen, only for a message to smash through them in the middle of the screen, announcing with flashing, bold letters what Liam had won.

Five thousand chips.

“Oh, hell,” Avril said again.


Chapter Forty-Three

His Deal

They all stood there, astounded not only by the amount that Liam had just won, but also by how he’d done so. The final spin of the night. The last time any of them would touch the machine. And he’d gone and more than doubled his chip value. When he was the last person who needed such a huge advantage leading into their poker game.

“How are any of us going to win against him, now?” Tess said, massaging the bridge of her nose. “That’s pushed him up to nine thousand chips. He’ll have more purple chips than the rest of us combined.”

It was a good question, and Liam didn’t have an answer. On even footing, he liked his odds of defending his title. Now, with him coming to the table with more than double what anyone else would have? He’d have to end up with some exceptionally horrific luck not to bully everyone else out of the game.

“Maybe we leave that mythical unicorn a mythical unicorn,” he suggested. “I can leave those five thousand chips as just a flashing reward on the screen. Could roll again, even.”

“No, that’d be so, well, lame of us,” Tess said. “We’re basically admitting that we can’t win without you leaving more than half of your chips behind.”

Liam opened his mouth, but Victoria struck first.

“You wouldn’t make a suggestion like that if one of us had won,” the stern woman said. “You’d still think you could win, even if one of us had as many chips as you now do.”

That was, unfortunately, true, and Liam knew he risked insulting his very competitive partners by continuing to protest. Regardless, Avril swooped in, having knowledge beyond the rest of them in her pocket.

“Yeah, it’s fine. Winning the jackpot on the final spin of the night is crazy, but it’s not going to have much of an effect on the game.”

How’s that supposed to work? Liam thought, though he knew better to ask. Avril would keep her secrets. The best way to find out what she meant was simply to head outside with her.

With a sufficient number of drinks and snacks on the platter that Tess had grabbed, that was what they soon did. Saying goodbye to the ballroom and its games, they headed through the glass doors leading out back.

They stepped into a night draped in moonlight, following Avril as she skirted the pool directly ahead of them. The reflection of a nearly full moon, a golden harvest moon, shimmered upon the still water. As if that stillness offended her, Avril lowered and dragged her hand through the water for a step or two, which sent an army of ripples to make the moon’s reflection wobble. Shaking water droplets off her fingertips, Avril pointed toward an object standing proudly at the end of their path.

They approached a large gazebo, one with enough room for three or four times their number. Neatly trimmed hedges and trees surrounded it, hemming in the path they took. At its center stood the same table—Liam was sure it was the exact same one—they’d all played at last New Year’s Eve. Five chairs surrounded it, and three unopened decks of cards sat in a stack on the dealer’s side.

There were also, oddly enough, five pieces of paper, which were protected from being blown away by the wind by some rather nice-looking pens, like the kind a collector would own. Avril led them to the table without saying a word, then batted his hand away from picking up one of the papers. They’d been intentionally turned over, hiding what was on them.

“You’re over there,” Avril said, pointing to the dealer’s side of the table.

There was one more thing on the table. A tri-folded sheet of wood, like the sort a gamemaster used to hide their notes when running a tabletop game. It was on its side right now, not yet opened, so Liam also couldn’t tell if it had anything worth reading on it.

“Are we going to be passing who deals each hand?” Liam asked, suspicious of Avril.

“Nope.”

Liam raised an eyebrow. “You’re trusting me to deal to myself every hand?”

“Hell no.”

So, that’s why my crazy jackpot didn’t matter, Liam thought, quickly becoming aware of what Avril had planned. He remembered her earlier announcement, and understanding dawned. There would only be a single round of poker tonight.

“Hold on,” Tess said. “Then how will he play? We’re playing Texas Hold’em, are we not?”

“She’s not planning for me to play,” Liam said, answering for the beautiful redhead. “Tonight, I’m just the dealer.”

Victoria and Anna both frowned. Victoria’s seemed especially deep.

“It’s why she wasn’t worried about me winning that jackpot,” Liam said, walking around the table to his spot. “Right, Avril?”

“Right. You hitting that jackpot like that made me feel a little bad for you, though.” She smirked. “Since your impressive lead doesn’t matter one bit. Because those chips don’t mean squat, unfortunately.”

Liam nodded and set his tray down beside the stack of cards. He was fine with it. The others, especially one in particular… less so.

“I don’t like this at all, Avril,” Victoria said. “How can someone take away his title if he can’t defend it?”

“That’s the winter edition of my casino,” Avril said, holding a finger up. “For the summer one, I want everyone else to have a real shot at winning. He kind of mopped the floor with you three last time we played, and I figured it’d be demoralizing if that became a biannual thing, not just an annual one. However, if you’re really chomping at the bit to face off against him again, you can take another crack at it in December.”

Victoria glared at Avril but said nothing. Everyone began sitting down at their preferred areas, and Avril could no longer stop them from flipping over the papers on the table. She did make sure she was ready to offer an explanation, however.

The paper's contents were relatively straightforward. At the top was a place to write your name, and then everything below consisted of a table starting with the number one and ending with the number forty. A single vertical line, only about two inches to the right of the numbers, sectioned them off from the rest of the page. That left far more writing room to the right of that line.

“What you all are looking at,” Avril said, holding hers up, “is the game within our game. This year, we’re only playing a single game of poker. Once we have a winner, we have a winner. That player gets a hundred and fifty points, which they can spend on this year’s slew of prizes. Second gets a hundred, third gets seventy-five, and fourth gets fifty. But you might notice how, with us only playing one game, we’re all going to end up with way fewer points than we got last year.

“And so, our little pieces of paper. Pretty barebones looking, aren’t they? Only two columns, one way smaller than the other. Tonight, this is the other way to get some points. As we’re all going to be competing to do the one thing we’ve all regularly failed at doing.” She shoved a finger right at Liam. “We’re going to catch this smug bastard when he cheats.”

Liam cocked an eyebrow. “So, I’m supposed to cheat?”

“Yes, you are,” Avril confirmed. “This game cannot go more than forty hands. If we still don’t have a winner by then, we count chip values. In these forty hands, you, Liam Carr, are going to choose to either cheat or not cheat every time you deal the cards. And we are going to try to catch you in the act. If we think you dealt us a clean hand, then we write the word ‘No’ in the left column of the appropriate round number. For that situation, that’s it, no more work to do that hand.

“But if we think you did, then we jot down a ‘Yes.’ And then, for a bonus point when we tally things up to see who did the best at tracking your cheating ways, we can write how you cheated in the longer column. So, it’s one point for guessing correctly, and then there’s an additional point available if we also spotted—or guessed—how you cheated. Oh, and do try to cheat a fair bit. It’ll be kind of boring if you don’t.”

“So, that means my paper is the grading sheet?” Liam asked. “I record what I did for each hand.”

“You got it. And that handy screen right there, once unfolded and standing up, is how you’ll keep your paper hidden from us.”

“Won’t we be able to guess based on what he jots down?” Anna said. “If he just writes the word ‘No,’ it’ll be obvious that that’s what has just happened.”

Avril smiled. “Good thought, smart lady. So, not to give it away, he should write poetry or describe his everlasting love for all of us in the open spaces whenever he doesn’t cheat. Whatever suits his fancy.”

“If it’s between those two, there’s only one I’m confident I could do okay at,” Liam said dryly.

“Women love poetry, Liam. Now that you’re a master masseuse, you should get on adding that to your romantic repertoire.”

Liam snorted and set up the gamemaster screen. It didn’t have anything hidden inside of it, though he’d half-expected to find some note describing an additional secret rule that only he was to know about. Setting the paper and pen behind its three walls, he let everyone else get settled before opening the first deck of cards.

“Seeing as how I’m half the game,” he said as he placed the deck into his right palm, “I’m going to make a show of it—sometimes. There’ll be some hands that’ll be intentionally flashy, though that doesn’t necessarily mean it’s safe to assume I’m cheating that round. Vice-versa, there’ll also be some hands where I try and stay as subtle as I was back when we all played Blackjack. Of course, you all know better than to think that that means I’m not cheating that hand.” He smiled. “Good luck.”

He received several determined looks. He might have misspoken. Sure, he was only half of the game when it came to winning points, but this was finally a chance for them to knock him down a peg. Every one of them had said at some time or another that he became a different person when he played cards. Cockier, certain that he couldn’t be beaten. Based on prior events like this one, his arrogance wasn’t totally unfounded.

Yet, he didn’t think his streak of perfection would survive the night. To use an overplayed gambling term, the odds were too stacked against him. He had four sets of discerning eyes to beat, and not one expected a clean game out of him. Unsurprisingly, that was about the worst situation he could find himself in. Sure, he was confident in his hands’ ability to make magic happen, but the last thing someone in his position wanted was increased scrutiny. Blending in, keeping at bay any ideas that something crooked might be going on, that was a far better way to profit than flagrantly daring suspicious watchers to try and catch you.

But that wasn’t the game, at least not tonight. And probably not on any night on which he played with these four players, all of whom knew very well what he could do. That shared history wouldn’t help his chances either. Maybe they weren’t yet experts at catching cheats, but they knew his preferences. Tonight, Liam didn’t expect to get away with nearly as many false shuffles, base deals, or other card tricks as he had in the past. When the game was done, he knew at least someone would have clocked a fair few of his ploys.

So, how to resolve these disadvantages? In short, psychology.

They expected him to cheat. So, he knew they’d watch his hands like a group of competing hawks, judging every little flourish, every oddity that might just be something. Their overfocus would be the reins he seized to fight back against his disadvantages.

He’d make them see ghosts. He’d put far more showmanship into some shuffles than others, only not to affect the outcome at all. Then he’d deal the next hand with barely a flourish, leaving them guessing if he’d pulled one over them with a blur of motion. He possessed one crystal clear advantage. He didn’t have to follow any form of consistency. This wasn’t a real casino, and he didn’t have a job that he might lose. He could overhand shuffle, riffle the cards, show off a Faro shuffle or two. Before, during, and after each hand, he could do as he wished. It was on them to catch him. He could simply have a good time.

So, let them know his preferences! Let them suspect all they wanted. This was still his home turf. Thanks to Avril’s forewarning, Liam had hours of recent prep behind him. He’d wanted to come prepared, and he was. There wasn’t any rust on his fingers.

After waiting for the small blinds and big blinds to be put out on the table, coming in at twenty-five and fifty, respectively, Liam went to work.

For the first three hands, he played them straight. They just didn’t look that way. He leaped right out of the gate with a suite of riffle shuffles and strip cuts, finding the staccato barrage of cardstock bending and snapping far more soothing than his players did. Multiple sets of eyes narrowed as he made his favorite form of music, finding little to relax about.

It was their loss. Truly, there was something so pleasant about the sounds he created. Nothing but this could replicate it, and his skill allowed him to make it all so pure and consistent. Briefly, their table voiced a louder song than the many crickets chirping out in the massive lawn beyond them. It all brought a soft smile to his face. The feeling of the cards in his hands, the warmth of a pleasant evening, and the four wonderful women he would share it with.

Starting with Victoria, who was farthest on his left, Liam dealt a facedown card to each gorgeous figure at his table—and it was now his table—with practiced flicks, did so a second time, burned a card for posterity, then turned over the flop. His role was through. Now, he let the players have a turn.

The focus that they’d given him remained as they examined the three community cards sitting at the center of the table. A couple of them rechecked their hands. A couple of them also scrutinized him, as if trying to spot any tells he might be giving away. He could do that later, fake a few tells, abuse their distrust. But not yet.

“Betting is open,” Liam said, smiling.

Only Victoria and Avril stayed in, with Tess being pressured out after a small raise from the latter. Anna had folded immediately, obviously not liking whatever hand she’d received. Neither of the women who’d bowed out went for their pen and paper, waiting to see how the round played out before making a final judgement on whether he’d dealt a clean hand or not.

Once the betting was concluded, Liam burned another card and showed off the fourth community card. Watching Avril and Victoria, the former managed to stay as statuesque as the latter. Neither woman pushed the pot up, so Liam burned one final card, then turned over the river.

“Raise,” Avril said, pumping things up by an additional hundred.

Victoria eyed the younger woman, who stared right back. It was like seeing a glacier floating toward a spring valley. One corner of Avril’s mouth tilted up.

“Call,” Victoria answered, soon to regret doing so.

“Let’s see them,” Liam soon said.

Victoria measured up with a pair of tens. Unfortunately, Avril’s pocket queens wouldn’t be so easily deposed.

Fortunate for me, though, Liam thought, aware of the looks he now received. Yeah, he suspected he’d get a few false positives from this. He’d know soon enough.

Shrugging innocently, he focused on filling out his first report. After recording that he hadn’t cheated in the first column, he spent the next fifteen seconds throwing some more doubt on the situation.

For this first hand, he simply wrote down four full names. Each one belonged to a woman he loved and adored, but that didn’t stop him from hoping to ruffle their feathers throughout the game. To start strong, he made sure he looked diligent and thoughtful while scribbling down their names.

Once he was done, he set his pen down and looked up to see four sets of eyes trying to penetrate his thoughts. Looking for tells, trying to surmise something from how long he’d spent writing, looking back on the hand they’d just played. He smiled brightly, feeling none of the competitive stress they did. He simply got to play cards for four gorgeous women, show off a little, and see their reactions in real time. What wasn’t there to like?

Eventually, Victoria bowed her head and wrote a simple two-letter word in the first row of her paper. She didn’t try to hide it, setting down her pen right after. They were separated enough from one another that it’d take some pretty blatant peeking to see what their neighbors had written.

Avril hadn’t mentioned any rules or punishments about stealing looks, so she probably just left it up to each player’s prerogative. Indeed, Anna and Tess turned over their papers after writing their responses, which they’d do the rest of the game. Avril was the last to do so, clearly writing the word “No” in the first column, yet also adding some commentary in the larger one.

He wouldn’t expect anything less from her. She, however, seemed to have underestimated him. On the second hand, he ruffled her feathers even more than the others.

“Hey, wait,” Avril said, scowling at him as he turned over three cards. Not because they were anything unusual—a three, a nine, and a king hardly made for a suspicious flop—but because of what he’d skipped doing this time.

“What’s up?” Liam asked innocently, raising his eyes from the table.

“You know damn well ‘what’s up,’ Liam,” she growled. “You didn’t burn a card on the flop.”

“Yeah, so?”

Avril’s scowl grew pricklier. “Dealers are supposed to do that, in case you’ve suddenly forgotten.”

“Dealers are supposed to run a clean game, too,” he noted. “Which I’ve been intentionally told not to do. So, maybe I’ll burn a card, maybe I won’t.”

Avril clicked her tongue and checked her hand, blatantly suspicious of him. The others hid it a little better… right up until he did burn a card before depositing the fourth card, the turn, onto the table.

You infuriating jackass!

Liam could practically hear Avril’s thoughts in his head. He met her smoldering glare and maintained a calm expression.

He didn’t burn a card on the river, keeping that emerald flame alive a little longer. However, as things ended up going Avril’s way for a second hand in a row, she became a little less incensed.

That didn’t make it any easier for her, or the other three, to decide whether he’d cheated or not. After scribbling some more nonsense onto his hidden sheet, Liam watched several consternated women spend over a minute before they’d all made their decision. A couple of them guessed wrong. So far, so good.

For this third and final clean hand, Lady Luck finally shifted away from Avril’s shoulder. She clicked her tongue and tossed her cards away quicker than anyone else did, and the round progressed until Anna and Tess faced off. Neither buckled, and Liam imagined it had something to do with the jack and king sitting among the four community cards. Upon revealing the fifth, an Eight of Spades, Tess dropped in a decent raise.

So, she definitely has the king, Liam thought. But…

Anna met the raise, pushing the necessary amount of chips forward. A decent haul sat in the middle of the table, enough to set the loser back in last place. Liam motioned for the women to share their hands.

Tess turned over the King of Hearts, with a seven as her high card. Liam spotted the twinkle in Anna’s eye, so he was prepared when she turned over the King of Spades and, more importantly, a Ten of Diamonds.

“Oh, no,” Tess said.

Anna smiled. “Sorry, Tess.”

“It happens,” Tess said, sighing. She threw a sly glance toward Liam. “Especially when he’s our dealer.”

“I dealt an honest hand that round,” Liam said truthfully.

Maybe one or two of the women at the table believed him.

After recording that he’d done so on his paper, Liam collected the cards. Again, his players were focused on deciding if he’d cheated or not. Smiling, he waited for them to finish up.

Now, he would begin to cheat some. He had a few decisions to make, like how often and who he’d benefit. Over the previous few hands, he’d considered those questions.

Back in December’s game of Blackjack, he’d preselected Anna as the night’s ultimate victor. Based on the shock and awe that had followed his reveal of this, he’d done so rather subtly. No one had grown suspicious as Anna’s luck grew in the later rounds. Part of that was because he’d hidden her slow and steady success behind Avril’s explosive start, letting her win early and often.

Tonight, Liam decided that he wouldn’t select a winner. He wouldn’t plan ahead. Instead, he’d go with the flow, perhaps intervening in case someone fell too far behind the pack. But he’d let there be enough clean games that the ultimate result wasn’t solely in his hands.

So, what to do with this hand? He could do basically anything he wanted, and that had a double meaning to it. He could pull off just about any card trick he wanted. If he wanted to put the deck in order, ace to king, suit by suit, he could do it. If he wanted to place every ace on top, he could do it. He had the skills to pull all these things off, and if he didn’t have a set of players who were watching him like hawks, he might have been able to do it without them noticing.

But that was the thing, wasn’t it? It didn’t necessarily matter if they noticed. With the rules as they were, the game didn’t stop—and he didn’t get arrested—if he was caught cheating. Other than recording their suspicions, there wasn’t anything else they could do. In fact, it actively harmed their chances of winning if they called him out, as one or more of their competitors might not have noticed his duplicitousness.

You’ve certainly made another unique situation for me, Avril, Liam thought, glancing at her. She met his eyes, smirking. He sent one back, then decided who would win this round.

First, he quietly found two queens. Next, he riffled and cut away, putting them in the spots they needed to be. Unfortunately for Anna, he set her up to receive a chance at a straight, needing someone to stay in long enough so that Avril’s cards would be revealed. Hopefully, she wouldn’t lose too much. He’d picked her because of her recent influx of chips, so she had a bit of a buffer. After that, keeping his calm demeanor in place, he dealt out the hands.

To her credit, Avril didn’t look shocked to have received a second set of pocket queens so soon again. Peeking at her cards, she stayed composed as the betting got underway.

Even though he’d decided to bless her, the sword remained double-edged. He was here to sow doubt, starting with her, but the others would immediately grow suspicious as soon as they saw that she’d pulled pocket queens in two of the four total hands. After all, how would they perceive such an incredible showing of luck? Was this the hand he’d cheated on, or had he cheated on the first hand, and this one was a natural gift? Could be that he’d manipulated both, or maybe Avril really was just that lucky.

Well, she is, Liam thought, chuckling to himself.

“Are there any rules about altering previous guesses?” Liam asked, realizing that he could stir the pot that little more.

Suspicion immediately crowded into four sets of eyes. He burned a card and revealed the flop—nothing that would affect Avril’s forthcoming win with her queens.

Avril thought for a moment, then shook her head. “You can change things up to when the next round begins. After that, everything is locked in.”

“Okay,” Liam said, then waited for the current round of betting to finish.

As he’d set them up to do, Avril’s pocket queens dashed Anna’s hopes. When she hadn’t landed her straight, he’d been worried she might bow out if Avril raised too hard. Thankfully, Avril hadn’t done so. Instead, even though she should have pressed for more, she only raised a little. He’d hoped for that. At her core, Avril cared more for the drama and excitement of the game than winning. She wanted plenty of both for tonight, so she wanted to be forced to reveal her hand.

When she did so, smiling broadly, Anna, Tess, and Victoria all narrowed their eyes at Liam. He didn’t so much as flinch. He simply repeated the same thing he did every round, ducking his head behind his barrier and picking up his pen. Only this time, he finally had a crime to confess to.

As hoped, he was in their heads. Even Victoria, who was usually the quickest about recording her opinion, needed a little longer to put her pen to paper. Liam smiled, which Anna noticed. She made a face at him, a mock glare. He smiled even wider, shrugging. Based on how much she ended up writing, she believed he’d cheated. For this round, she was hardly alone in that.

He let the next hand play out cleanly. Tess finally got on the board, though she bet a little too hard, scaring off her competitors before he could reach the river. Next, he cheated again, deciding that both professors deserved to have won a hand.

By way of a straight, he gave Victoria her first win—and she glowered at him for it! Apparently, she didn’t appreciate believing—or knowing, perhaps—that her first win had come via a gift.

Once more, pens scribbled on paper.

The game progressed. Liam continued to do his best to keep his players on their toes. He did his best not to fall into an easily uncovered rhythm. Sometimes he swapped back and forth between clean and dirty hands. Sometimes he allowed a streak of one or the other to occur. He did try to keep the game from getting out of hand, however. In the clean hands, Tess ended up receiving boon after boon. So much so that he earned additional glares for how well she was doing, as though he was being too obvious with his favoritism.

So, wouldn’t they be surprised at the end of the game, when they realized that she’d simply ended up far luckier than the rest of them? In fact, he needed to cheat to counter her luck, if only to keep the game from ending before they’d even hit twenty-five rounds.

With four players scribbling away after every round, he wondered who was doing the best at guessing his actions. That was something he’d tried not to track too much, so he could have a surprise once they were through. He could see all four of them winning.

Half the time, Avril seemed capable of reading his thoughts, and it’d be entirely in character for her to do the best at tracking a cheat. Meanwhile, he had two professors to contend with. If there was a career that involved noticing cheaters, it was indeed that one. Then there was Anna, perceptive as always, noticing small things that others might miss or take for granted.

This was no cheater’s paradise. However, it remained one to Liam.

He had one more tactic in place to increase his odds. He started talking. That was it. He started flirting with four beautiful women. Humorously, his attempts to strike up some conversation at the table proved quite the mountain to climb. His initial attempts were quickly rebuffed, and even his compliments earned suspicious, distrustful looks.

Couldn’t a man simply say something nice to the four women he was in a relationship with, without there being an ulterior motive?

Well… yes, but not tonight. Because they had him pegged right. He was trying to be distracting. That didn’t make what he said any less accurate; he did think that Victoria looked stunning tonight, and he did hope Anna might wear her dress again in the future. Still, he couldn’t hold it against them for wanting to stay focused. His intentions were slightly less than pure.

Still, there was one woman at the table who was confident that she could keep an eye on him and engage in some verbal sparring.

“Throw me another winning hand, and maybe I’ll let you cop a feel between rounds,” Avril said.

“It’d have to be the first one of those,” Liam lied. “I haven’t given you any favors yet. You’ve been winning all on your own.”

Avril snorted but overtly played with her breasts for a few seconds. Liam didn’t let that affect who he helped win the next hand. Anna needed a break; a stint of bad luck had befallen her lately. Getting her back into the game with a nice straight, which only came together on the river, allowed her to get back some of the chips she’d recently lost.

He was pretty sure they all wrote down that he’d cheated, after that one.

Unfortunately, his blessings proved incapable of overcoming Anna’s poor luck. Rather, it wasn’t even that her luck was that bad. She just had to contend with Tess, who was reaping chips like a farmer experiencing the best harvest of their life. For three successive hands, all dealt clean, she scooped up the pot. On the last of those, he earned glares.

“I have nothing to do with this,” Liam said honestly, hands up. “It’s just the luck of the cards, and Tess has got it.”

“I do have it,” Tess said, beaming. She’d picked up quite the lead over the others, with Anna’s stack of chips notably meager.

Liam glanced down at his sheet of paper. That brought them to round twenty-six. They were past the halfway point. According to Avril, there’d be no going past the fortieth hand. With no one yet removed from play, there was a pretty good chance that there’d be multiple players still alive when they got there. Unless Liam really manipulated things.

So… would he? He considered it while setting Victoria up to chip away at some of Tess’s lead. Yet, Tess seemed distrustful of the pair of eights he slid before her, as if expecting exactly what he was after: keeping her around long enough for her to bet away some of her impressive stack, then lose late. She folded on the flop, where there wasn’t a single way—barring a higher pocket pair—shown that could beat her eights.

I know you pretty well, Liam, her eyes seemed to say. She smiled, catching him blinking with shock at the ludicrous decision. Because of that, Victoria won barely anything off the late pair of jacks he’d granted her. Tess also got to be the only one who confidently knew he’d cheated that round.

Almost, he took her smile as a challenge. Almost, he decided to go further than he’d been going so far. He very well knew that he could still manipulate the game and pick a winner of his choosing. Hell, he knew he could practically line the four women up in whatever order he wanted. Even with barely more than a dozen hands left to play, he could do it.

He also knew it’d be crazy obvious what he was doing, and it didn’t feel right. It wouldn’t be showing off much, not at this point. They knew what he was capable of.

Instead, he refused to be baited. Instead, he decided to ease his foot off the pedal. In the game’s final third, he only fixed things three more times.

Once, to save Anna, whose luck continued to be almost legendarily bad. He knew at least one or two reports would claim that he was responsible for it, but he wasn’t. And it wasn’t that she played all that poorly. She was just getting screwed over.

By the thirtieth round, she had barely a thousand chips left. Between poor opening hands and aggressive posturing from her opponents, who could quite comfortably circle her like hawks, there wasn’t much of a chance that she’d make it to the final round. Especially as, like Tess had earlier, everyone expected him to hand her something good. Unfortunately, Anna didn’t keep her poker face quite as steely as she needed to when he slid her a pair of pocket aces.

“I fold,” Victoria said, tossing away a queen and a ten.

Avril and Tess soon followed suit, and Anna collected barely more than the blinds. Liam commiserated with her but knew he couldn’t just spend the rest of the game propping her up. She’d have to find a miracle on her own.

Throughout the next few clean hands played straight, it didn’t arrive. Bullied by her opponents and their larger stacks, Anna fell out of the game in the thirty-third round.

She took it well, sighing only once. As Victoria, who’d won the hand, collected her winnings, Anna looked at Avril.

“Do I keep playing this part?” she asked, picking up her paper.

“All the way through to the end,” their host confirmed.

That end wasn’t so far away, and Liam managed to shrink some of Tess’s pot in an admittedly impressive—he thought so, at least—way. Finding all four queens, he sent them in pairs to Avril and Victoria. The former threw him a sly glance, but she thankfully chose to believe that he was helping her out this time, not baiting her. He managed to keep all three players betting to the final round, when Tess sighed and folded when her chance at a straight failed on the river.

“Two queens!” Avril said, grinning as she flipped them over.

Now, Victoria was the one who eyed him. A moment later, she made the younger woman’s face fall, revealing that she hadn’t been the only one to be blessed by the royal matrons.

“You suck!” she grumbled, skewering Liam with an emerald glare.

With the pot split between them, that narrowed the lead between them and Tess, but without screwing over one of them. That was the final time he decided who won a round, though he had one final dirty round still in mind. With just five rounds remaining, Tess was in good shape to claim victory. That stayed the case as they arrived at the penultimate round, and the last round in which Liam would cheat.

He just didn’t do it in a way that would see a winner crowned.

As he shuffled, he glanced at Anna. He’d have liked it if she could have been here, participating in his final act of manipulation. It would have made what he pulled off a little prettier, too.

Unworried about being spotted doing so, though he still did his best to avoid any hangers or mistakes in setting up the deck, he positioned three queens and three kings into the spots they needed to be. And then, he gave one each to his three remaining players, certainly queens in their own right. Their gorgeous dresses and the enormous mansion behind them certainly helped the imagery.

And he certainly felt somewhat kingly, simply by virtue of being their partner. Indeed, he was swimming in his love for all of them as he set down the flop, which consisted of the fourth and final queen, the fourth and final king, and the Ace of Hearts. Upon earning several dry looks from his players, even the one who was no longer in the game, he merely shrugged.

The following two cards were also aces. All three players remained in the hand, and now they spent some time considering what he’d done. They must have all worried about him handing one of their competitors that final ace, which would give that person four of a kind—a hand that no one else would be able to beat.

That wasn’t the case. So long as they all stayed in, they’d all earn the best possible full house in poker. Something that was ludicrously unlikely of ever happening in a real game, though there had to be some house game where it’d happened before. Perhaps there existed another man who was lucky enough to have four gorgeous women playing at his poker table. The world was a large and strange place, after all.

“He’s herding us around like sheep,” Avril noted.

“He is,” Victoria agreed.

Tess smiled, shrugged, and checked. A few moments later, Avril and Victoria warily did the same.

They found little amusement—at least, they didn’t share it openly—at seeing what he’d done.

“How are we supposed to come back, Liam,” Avril said dryly, “if you sabotage me and Victoria like this?”

“I figured the sentiment would be what mattered,” he said, shrugging.

“Well, it isn’t. You were supposed to have slid me an ace so that I could make a last-second comeback.”

“The pot wasn’t large enough for that. And Tess can basically just fold on this final hand and still end up in first.”

Avril checked Tess’s chip stacks. She quickly recognized that he was right. With nearly nine thousand chips in her pile, she was dangerously close to having half of the roughly nineteen thousand chips that the four women had brought to the table. The beautiful redhead frowned.

“Okay, Victoria,” she said. “If Tess doesn’t play the hand, how about we go all-in, no matter what? That way, we have a chance of stealing victory from her.”

“What is this collusion I’m witnessing?” Tess protested lightly. “No! No, no.”

“Victoria?” Avril insisted.

“We’ll see what she does,” Victoria said, and she’d give no firmer promise than that.

For the final time of the night, Liam shuffled. And as he’d promised himself, he didn’t interfere with the cards that rose to the top.


Chapter Forty-Four

Winner, Winner, Winners

Wanting to maintain an air of suspense for himself, Liam refused to peek at the cards he dealt. One, two, three. One, two, three. The cards zipped to their owners, and those owners peeked at what they’d been given. Bets were placed, and all three women stayed in. Liam burned a card, paused for a beat, then revealed the first three community cards.

Those were an Ace of Diamonds, a Four of Spades, and a Seven of Clubs. Not the most exciting flop, but anyone with an ace would surely be thrilled, and there was a shot at a straight now.

Uninterested in playing for second place, Avril immediately went all-in.

As she shoved in her relatively respectable stacks of chips, she earned a pair of flat looks from her former professors. Of course, that probably made her happier about her decision.

Tess stared at her cards for a few moments, without actually peeking at them. Sighing in a belabored manner, she did the same, anteing up nearly half of her chips. Already in third place, with nowhere to go but up, Victoria then sent in all her chips.

With fourteen thousand chips up for grabs and a clear winner to be determined, they flipped over their cards.

Tess had an ace. That sigh had been as fake as they came.

Avril’s joviality immediately plummeted. In its stead, Tess, an actress born for this moment, allowed a grin as bright as a spotlight to shine on her face.

Reacting with a little more aplomb, Victoria glanced at Liam. He subtly shook his head. This hadn’t been him. Not this time.

“It seems we’re thoroughly ruined,” Victoria said. She had a Three of Spades and a King of Spades, so no straight threat there. She had the slimmest chance at a flush, but not much else.

Avril had a pair of fives—a typically insane choice to go all-in on—so she was now relying on a straight or three of a kind. Those were their only chances.

“How will we handle who gets third?” Liam asked. “Since you’re both likely to go out at the same time.”

“Whoever has the weaker hand at the end,” Avril said, still staring at that ace Tess had revealed. She scrunched up her face, knowing she’d been outmaneuvered—and clearly not happy about it.

Liam burned a card, then turned over a Two of Hearts. And that was that for any chances of a straight or flush.

“Well, it could be a five,” he said, burning one final card, then revealing the last card of the night.

It was not. Instead, it was—and Liam would swear forever that he hadn’t manipulated the deck—the Queen of Hearts. To little fortune for the previous owner of so many queens throughout the night, of course. Yet, it was still being brought up at next year’s summer casino.

But for tonight, after earning Avril’s sharpest glare yet, she and the others all turned to Tess. The event’s champion.

“I want to crow a little bit, but I’m worried Liam’s going to reveal that he propped me up too much,” she said, smiling as she pulled every last chip on the table toward her.

Liam held out his hands. “Well, let me jot down my final statement, and then we can compare. But congratulations, Tess.” He chuckled. “I guess I can’t say you ‘earned it,’ not without getting glared at even more—but I promise you mostly earned it.”

“We’ll see, won’t we?” Victoria said, filling in the final line of her paper. The others quickly did the same.

“How best to do this?” Liam soon asked. “Should I just read off all forty rounds?”

“Probably, if we want to do it quickly,” Anna said, and no one disagreed.

“Remember, you get a point for guessing right on whether he cheated or not,” Avril said. “With a bonus if you spotted how he cheated. Not who he manipulated into winning, mind you. You’ve actually got to have spotted how he did it and explained it well enough for him to agree that you guessed right.”

“I don’t know all the terminology,” Tess said, and Anna nodded.

“I’ll be a fair judge and give points where they’re due,” Liam promised.

The others nodded.

“All right.” He lifted the sheet. “For the first round… no cheating. For the second round…”

Over the next twenty minutes, Liam witnessed just about every possible emotion in his beautiful players’ expressions. Especially when they were adamant that he’d cheated, only to find out that he hadn’t done so. He’d ended up being falsely charged in a lot of the later rounds, especially.

There were grins whenever someone got it exactly right, juxtaposed by a groan of dismay when someone became the only one who hadn’t caught him in a round. Only a few times did everyone guess correctly, and those were when the smiles were brightest. Conversely, there ended up being a few hands where he’d snuck his cheating under all their noses. Those were rare, of course.

It was far more common that at least one of them guessed right. With only two possible answers, the only way no one ended up with a point was when they were all aligned. Usually, even in those rounds where he felt like he’d been subtle, someone had gone with their gut, guessing correctly that he’d cheated—but being unable to explain when or how.

As they approached the end of the game, where he’d started cheating far less, Victoria climbed up and eventually passed Anna, who’d held the lead for most of the game. While the others had grown more suspicious of him as they approached the end of the game, she’d been the only one to surmise what he was up to. Even more so than it had been for Tess, it was almost inevitable that she would win by the time they reached the final few rounds.

“If I’ve tallied correctly, that puts me at thirty-seven of a possible fifty-seven points,” the icy-eyed brunette stated as she added a final “+1” beside the final round.

“I’m at thirty-three,” Anna said, frowning. She’d once been up by three points.

“Thirty-one,” Avril said, sighing. “I thought I’d do better than second and third. Not a single gold medal.”

“Thirty, for me,” Tess said. “So, I tapped both possible ends tonight.”

“Some other metrics,” Liam said. He’d been tracking a few things while he announced the record of events. “I cheated in seventeen of the forty hands we played, so twenty-three clean ones. Like Victoria said, that makes fifty-seven the highest possible point value. Anna, you still caught me cheating the most, at ten times. Victoria’s right behind you at nine. She took the lead—and kept it—off guessing right in nine of the final ten hands. Avril, you guessed that I’d cheated the most.”

The redhead wrinkled her nose, disdainful of earning that particular medal.

“Did you also do the math on who the ultimate winner of the night is?” Tess asked.

He nodded. “Should I go from the bottom to the top?”

The women nodded.

Liam turned toward Anna, who managed to contain her disappointment. Knowing her, she’d already done a count of her own.

“Anna,” he said, “You got last in the card game, but second in the guessing game. That still leaves you in last, unfortunately, with a hundred and fifty points.”

“I know,” Anna said, confirming his theory. She sighed. “I don’t feel like I played all that poorly, yet here I am.”

“You didn’t play poorly at all,” Liam said. “Sometimes, that’s just how things go.” He turned to Avril, whose face fell. So, she hadn’t done some quick math. “Avril, you got second and third, respectively. That puts you at a hundred and seventy-five. Third place.”

“We really let the professors beat us like this?” Avril said, blowing air out of one corner of her mouth.

“That’s what happens when you give first place so much weight,” Tess pointed out.

“And the champion of Avril Knight’s Summer Casino,” Liam said, following every good game show’s formula when there were only two players left, “winning with two hundred and twenty-five points…”

He swept a hand through the air, back and forth, back and forth, letting it swing like a pendulum. After a few more swings, he slowed his arm down. It stopped.

“Take a bow, Victoria. “Coming in third at cards but first at guessing, that beats Tess’s first at cards, fourth at guessing. If Tess had gotten even one more guess right, she’d have been tied for third, and then I don’t know what we’d do. But since that didn’t happen, congratulations! You win.”

To her credit, Tess was the first of them to begin lightly clapping for her colleague. Liam and Anna joined in, and even Avril eventually did, adding a customary high-pitched whistle by sticking two fingers into her mouth.

Victoria allowed a moment of amusement at the clapping, followed by a pleased smile at her victory, to disrupt her usual coolness. Her eyes met Liam, entrancing more than piercing.

“I’ll still be coming for you when you’re a player again this winter,” she said.

“And I’m still planning to repeat last year’s domination,” he fired back.

During a little more discussion about how their match and guessing had gone, Liam threw out a few other interesting stats that he’d tracked. Eventually, they wanted to see his paper—the comments he’d written on the round when he hadn’t cheated, mainly. Their general mushiness—he wrote of his love for each of them regularly—earned him a few eye rolls, but there were more than enough fond smiles to make it all worth it. A few soft meetings of lips too.

“Are we headed to this year’s prize room?” Liam eventually asked, arms around Tess and Anna’s waists. They’d eagerly pushed themselves against him, the most pleased by his romantic comments.

“Sure are,” Avril said, eyes glinting.

Liam knew he wasn’t the only one wondering if she’d kept herself from escalating the prizes. He still remembered the page in her binder that had featured sports cars.

Avril, please don’t lead us to the garage, he hoped.

She didn’t. Nor did she take them back to the ballroom. Instead, she started that way, then took a turn, sending them alongside the pool. She didn’t stop there, however, sending the five of them walking on a smooth stone path running parallel to the mansion. A few wispy clouds had snuck in while they’d played, and the moon was a hazy bronze disc behind their coverage.

Avril led them to another intersection. A left turn led toward another door that would take them into the mansion. Exactly no one looked toward it.

“Oh, my,” Tess said, eyes wide.

There on the right, spread out on the lawn, hidden by a row of hedges until they’d hit the intersection, was a gargantuan circular bed. It was bigger than any Liam had ever seen, even in those reality TV shows where a cast of twelve slept in a heart-shaped bed. It was more like a trampoline than a bed.

A veritable armada of colorful pillows, mostly red and pink, but with some orange and purple ones in there, ringed the bed. They were stacked so high that they acted like a wall meant to keep giants out. With his height, he could just barely see over them, and he saw blankets aplenty lying on the bed’s center.

Was it just a single mattress? Who even made mattresses that big? What had prompted Avril to find and then have one put here?

He could at least answer the last of those questions. They all could.

“Before the prize room, the prize bed,” Avril said, grinning. “Unlike on New Year’s Eve, there aren’t any secrets between us anymore. Before the summer ends, let’s make one very, very fun memory.”

The rest of them shared looks. Just looks. No one argued against Avril’s suggestion.

It had been a long time coming, or at least it felt that way to Liam. Over the past handful of months, they’d regularly pushed the group’s boundaries. It had started in Fiji, and that trip had ended with a short but meaningful precursor to what Avril had planned for them tonight. Over the summer, things had continued to become more comfortable, more permissive. Anna’s earlier lascivious act in front of the others was certainly proof of that.

“I consent,” Tess said, sighing. It was a false sigh, but it felt obligated. Avril could have warned them all, given them time to prepare themselves along the way.

“Me too,” Anna said, color spreading on her face.

Tonight’s champion uttered her consent only a moment later. All eyes flew to Liam.

“Come on, now,” he said, breaking into a wide smile. “I’m totally up for this.”

“We’re about to see,” Avril said, moving around behind him. She wrapped her arms around his waist, letting her hands begin to invigorate the most critical tool for what was to come. “Let’s hope that Anna’s earlier sluttiness hasn’t impacted your stamina too much.”

Anna made a face. “How was I supposed to know this was on the docket?”

“By knowing me, your best friend,” Avril said, feeling Liam harden beneath his pants. “The way I operate is hardly a mystery, at this point.”

It was hard to argue with that, so Anna let the topic die. Instead, she and the professors came toward him. For a brief stint of time, Liam found himself surrounded on all sides by four voluptuous beauties. It was sublime.

They touched him, kissed him, whispered arousing ideas into his ears. Lacking enough hands to touch them all back, he still did his best to spread them around. He felt full breasts, curvaceous sides, shapely butts. He met stunningly beautiful eyes, shivered from the caress of perfect lips, and practically drowned in his anticipation.

Only Anna and Victoria needed help with escaping their dresses. They both had zippers on the back, which Liam gladly drew down. Silk and satin fell away, collecting into pools of color on the grey stone. He stared at an unfairly exceptional set of figures. His blood practically boiled.

His turn came next. His shirt came off. His belt flew out of the loops of his pants. Eager hands undid the button and zipper. A dream was about to take place. No, that somehow felt lacking. The sublime echoes that each kiss and caress left imprinted on his skin surpassed his ability to put into words. The physical, emotional, and mental sensations flowing through him couldn’t be found in even the loftiest dream. It—

An idea struck Liam like a thunderclap.

“Avril,” he whispered.

She was still behind him, rubbing his abdomen with one hand, feeling up his cock with the other. “Yes?”

“I’m starting my ten minutes.”

He turned his eyes just in time to see Avril’s face transform into one of utter shock, then horror. It was still that way when he escaped her arms, turning around to face her. The others had stopped, noticing Avril’s reaction.

“What’s going on?” Anna asked.

“You… horrible, rotten bastard,” Avril whispered, sounding as if he’d just slammed his fist into her gut.

“It’s only ten minutes,” he said. He glanced over his shoulder. “Will one of you start a timer? Tess?”

“Take it back!” Avril hissed. “Now!”

“Can’t do that,” Liam said, stepping back before Avril slugged him. She looked liable to do so.

“What’s happening?” Tess asked, firmer than Anna had been.

“I’m using what I won at the craps table,” Liam explained. “Since I won our bet, Avril has to stay still for ten minutes—because that’s the number I won on. No moving at all, that was the rule.”

Eyes widened. Victoria’s narrowed.

“You both claimed that I would enjoy things, no matter who won,” the buxom brunette said. “How is this enjoyable?”

“Well, because we’re allowed to touch her. She just can’t move.”

“I’m going to shove a tree branch up your a—”

Liam placed a finger on Avril’s lips. Wisely, he removed it after only a second. She might actually bite him for what he’d done.

“If I’d lost, she’d get to do the same thing to me—whenever she’d wanted. That’s what we bet on.”

Anna, Tess, and Victoria shared a look. On the other hand, Avril spent every moment of the next ten minutes glaring daggers at him.

“Will one of you start the fucking countdown?” she growled.

Anna did so. Putting ten minutes on the clock, she first tried to hand Avril her phone, only for Avril’s eyebrow to twitch. Liam’s mouth wavered, laughter threatening to spill out.

“Oh, sorry,” Anna said, flushing. She hurriedly set the phone down beside Avril, so she could see the countdown—which came from a good place but would probably make it worse for the frozen redhead—then averted her eyes.

Having thoroughly and truly gotten one over on Avril, Liam smiled, grabbed Anna by the wrist, and pulled her through the wall of pillows with him.

The unsound wall spilled everywhere, especially when Tess and Victoria, who shared a shrug, busted down other sections of it. The four of them fell onto a plush, slightly bouncy mattress. Liam rolled Anna on top of him, feeling her breasts against his chest. She sent Avril one final commiserating glance, then refocused on the man who very much wanted to kiss her.

That was what they did. They kissed each other. Every set of lips soon met with every other set of lips. Passion grew like vines up the corners of the bed, forming a different kind of wall than the flimsy one they’d wrecked. They wouldn’t be leaving here until they were all thoroughly satisfied and exhausted. It didn’t even need said. It was simply understood.

Technically, Liam had never been involved in a foursome. That was partially why he’d decided to use his freeze on Avril. Three bodies were already more than he was accustomed to. In a way, this was a warm-up for the main event. He doubted Avril would see eye-to-eye with him on that, however.

The other part, obviously, was just to make Avril’s eye twitch as she watched the rest of them roll around on this ridiculously oversized bed.

Even with the fuming redhead sidelined for the next ten minutes, Liam had plenty to keep him occupied. Everywhere he looked, he found sheer perfection. His hands caressed soft skin, cupped heavy breasts, and he barely knew a moment when he wasn’t mesmerized by the fantasy unfolding around him. He grew more and more aroused, more and more breathless, and more and more eager.

He and three others.

He sat up, and Anna moved to one side of him. Victoria moved into place on the other side, and he pulled her close. His cock throbbed as he fondled her breasts. Kissing, he tasted the sugary sweetness of the daiquiri she’d sipped during cards. Hands sinking into her breasts, Liam growled huskily when she sent a hand down to his cock. Spreading precum across his glans, her eyes sparkled like icy comets.

He tore his lips away from her long enough to kiss Tess, who’d pressed herself against his back. On her knees, Anna began lightly running her nails across his thighs. He quivered, momentarily overwhelmed by the three stunning women. He felt as though he might come apart at the seams, like a loose ball of yarn being tugged in three separate directions.

Drawing in a deep breath, Liam pulled his focus together. He pulled in the loose threads, transformed them into something sturdier. He wouldn’t be overwhelmed, even if it might feel amazing to disappear into the bliss rippling through him. He had some work to do.

A moment later, he had Victoria on her back. Her eyes widened at the sudden change in her position, with her now staring up at the stars. In more ways than one, he made her see stars. Kissing her breasts, he knew he couldn’t take his time. Avril would join soon, and she might be coming for vengeance. Before that happened, he wanted her to be too aroused to want to delay things with a knee to his gut—or somewhere more debilitating. Just from seeing what he did to the others.

Going after Victoria’s heavy, sensitive breasts, he felt her hands grab his arms. Not to push him away—never that—but to keep him on top of her. She cooed as his tongue roamed around her dark areolae. She drew in a sharp breath when he finally bit one nipple, tongue lashing at it while he had it trapped between his teeth.

He still had two hands, which both needed places to be. One went down Victoria’s voluptuous body, finding her growing slicker by the second. Petting her gently, he sped up the process. In only a few minutes, she was wet enough for him to begin sliding his fingers inside of her.

That left one hand remaining. Even while he plied pleasure from Victoria’s breasts, he glanced toward Anna and Tess. He beckoned the former to come over.

Face flushed with excitement, she did so. His hand climbed up her side, then momentarily held her cheek. Their eyes met, love and desire striking like two jets of steam.

Anna knew what to do, and she turned her head enough to begin sucking on his fingers. Wet and warm, he sent his hand to her breasts, even more sensitive than Victoria’s, knowing he could get her to the state he wanted with just this. Hefting her breasts, fingers smearing saliva over them, he pinched, pulled, and played with them. Anna leaned into his touch, craving even the least of what he could do. This was a little better than that, and he’d give her more attention later.

After all, this was going to be the marathon to surpass all marathons.

Even though she had to wait a little longer before he could attend to her, Tess didn’t pout. Instead, she maneuvered into place above Victoria’s head. Bowing forward, she began kissing her colleague. Glee, as it always did when he witnessed such things, surged through Liam.

And Tess knew it. Her eyes lifted, meeting his. Smiling, wordlessly conveying that she didn’t want to be left out for too long, she kissed Victoria with even more passion.

He was capable of a great many things, especially with all the experience he’d obtained since last December. He was good, really good, and he knew these three bodies—and the fourth that wasn’t yet involved—incredibly well. That wasn’t arrogance but a simple truth.

Victoria climaxed, clenching around his fingers, eyes shut tight. In a vacuum, even with the speed at which he accomplished it, that wasn’t overly impressive. The same could be said for Anna’s climax, which came shortly after. Her breasts were so sensitive that he pretty regularly made her orgasm with only a single hand. Admittedly, he’d tested himself in that way a few times. He always succeeded.

Those two feats combined were a little impressive. But he wanted to aim higher.

“How much time left?” he called to Avril, though he didn’t look behind him to meet her scowl.

“Four and a half minutes.”

He looked at Tess. She raised an eyebrow. A needless gesture. She knew what he was planning.

She ended up on her back, welcoming his mouth as it began peppering kisses along her left thigh. She pulled her fingers, which she’d been using to prep herself while making out with Victoria, away from her sex. Liam’s tongue took over.

Even with only four minutes left before Avril could hurl herself at them, Liam was confident in his skills. Even if Victoria and Anna had stayed out of it, which they very much didn’t, he knew he could complete the trifecta. First, Victoria, then Anna. Now, Tess.

He brought two fingers to her pussy, additional help for his tongue, which gently rolled over her clit. He caressed her in every way that she liked, earning a breathless moan as the pleasure ramped up within her sublime body. Tess’s knees shook, and she ran a hand down her body, settling it on top of his head. Not to push him away, but to keep him where he was.

“Oh, oh, yes,” Tess muttered between trembling breaths.

Her whispers of delight increased as Anna and Victoria moved about to flank her. On their knees, they looked down at her. While her breasts were nowhere near as sensitive as theirs, Tess hardly complained when they received some attention. In this instance, twice as many mouths as usual fell upon her heavy breasts.

“One minute to go!” a voice that was trying to sound more irked than aroused—and failing badly—called.

Liam would have been lying if he claimed not to have sped up, then. It was a bit of a rookie mistake, an instinct that faster—as was so common in guys—always meant better. A lot of the time, extra speed and extra force weren’t a few shakes of sugar for the recipe but salt.

But sometimes, it was precisely what was required.

“Oh. My. God.”

Tess broke apart like marble under attack by dozens of chisels. It was all she could do to force those three words out. Everything after was garbled by immeasurable pleasure. Her moans grew frantic, wavering in tenor. Her body shook beneath Liam, Anna, and Victoria’s efforts. She wriggled but fought to keep herself right where she was, under the care of three of her four lovers.

“Yes—unghhh!”

Liam felt her climax roll through her like wind sprinting down a hill. Her entire frame, curvaceous as it was, shuddered. She arched into his touch, and the touch of the others, capable of nothing more than a long, fractured moan, and was carried away.

Just in time for Avril to finally enter the fray.


Chapter Forty-Five

Shackles

Knuckles cracked, a scowl was set, and a pair of emerald eyes narrowed upon Liam. He only heard the first, but he was in time—thanks to the alarm going off—to see the second two. He stared right into the face of a woman who’d been forced to stand on the sidelines for ten painful minutes, and he had the audacity to smile at her.

In response, she took two steps back, like a kid on a diving board preparing to—

Avril charged toward the bed and leaped into the air.

As she soared gracefully through the air—her personal description of events—the rest of them yelped and rolled out of the way. Avril came down on the bed between her scattered victims. She immediately grabbed a pillow and threw it at Liam’s face. For his earlier crime, he chose not to raise his arms to block it.

He sort of regretted it. The pillow Avril had hurled had been a little firmer than fluffy, and his head kicked back as it bopped him square in the face. He rolled with the blow, falling back onto the bed.

Before he’d even opened his eyes, Avril was on top of him. Hovering above him on her hands and knees, she squinted dangerously at him.

“Make me miss out on ten minutes with these nice titties, will you?” she said. “High crimes. Treason, basically.”

Liam shrugged. “I couldn’t help it. I wanted them all to myself.”

“Now, you can’t have any of them,” Avril said. “I’m going to make you watch while I have so much fun with—”

It became Avril’s turn to yelp, for multiple hands seized her from all sides.

She blinked in shock as she was pulled off him, then actively pinned to her back by her wrists and forearms. Once they had her there, the others didn’t relinquish their grips.

“Hey now,” she said, squirming. “You’re all supposed to be on my side.”

“Are we?” Tess asked. “Against the man who just made us all feel so good?”

Avril sniffed. “I was going to one-up him.”

“We’ll never know,” Tess said, smiling at Liam. “She’s all yours.”

Liam sat up. Avril threw a mock glare at him. It wouldn’t last very long. After all, he was about to give Avril what she’d watched him give Tess. And then he’d bury his cock inside of her.

It felt right that she be first. He’d made her wait until last, for one, but this whole night was because of her. He wasn’t alone in feeling that way. As he kissed, caressed, and really made Avril squirm, he met the eyes of the others.

Victoria had taken the role of Avril’s chief jailer. She had the younger woman’s wrists still pinned, which they all knew Avril would like. Doubly so, since it was Victoria who was doing it.

That had allowed Anna and Tess to get more involved. Anna sucked on her best friend’s neck, and Tess played with Avril’s breasts. So did Liam, stretching his arm up her body and fondling one breast as he rolled her clit with his tongue.

He went slowly. No longer burdened by a timer, he offered his official “apology” to Avril. He gave her as much time alone as he’d given the other three combined. By all visual and audible signs, she accepted his diligent work as an appropriate apology. For all their combined work, Avril shut her eyes, silently forgiving them all for starting without her.

“Does it seem fair?” Liam eventually asked. Avril was more than wet enough for them to move past foreplay. Her nipple was practically stone underneath his palm.

All three women looked up from their respective tasks. He didn’t need to explain what he meant.

“I think so,” Anna said.

Tess nodded in agreement, mouth busy sucking on Avril’s other nipple.

“Just don’t run out of stamina before you make it to the last of us.”

“I won’t,” Liam promised.

A short time later, Liam began with Avril.

She was still being pinned down when Liam fit his cock, which had been begging for this for far longer than just the past twenty minutes, to her opening. It was ready to start. Every molecule of Liam was ready to start. As he’d promised, he’d make it to the end. He wouldn’t let the four women around him leave this ridiculously oversized bed until they were all fully satisfied.

Starting with you, Avril.

“Maybe we make use of some of these pillows,” Liam noted, gripping Avril’s waist. His cock waited impatiently for him to make it disappear inside her tight pussy. Just a little longer.

“A decent idea,” Tess said, grabbing one that seemed suitable for his obvious request.

Avril arched her back, with Liam lifting her a little too. Tess slid a pillow into place under her former student’s lower back. With Avril’s hips elevated, Liam finally started.

He slid inside of her without trouble. She was ready for him, pining for the same connection he wanted. They found it in a deep well of bliss, which carried more than enough water for them to both have a long drink.

He looked into her eyes as he fucked her. Above her, looking across a body that was an oasis to him, he rhythmically moved his hips. He gripped her sides, working with the pillow to arch her body, letting her feel each deep penetration to its fullest.

Avril hissed in pleasure, breasts jiggling at the end of each thrust, in which he let his cock sit within her for a short time. Filling her, molding her pussy around his girth. Making her come undone yet again.

“Is all forgiven?” Liam asked, able to rub the sides of her breasts with his thumbs.

“Nope, not even close,” Avril replied. She spread her legs out, wanting more.

Liam chuckled and gave her more. “You just say when my sins are forgiven.”

Avril didn’t respond for a while. She was too busy battling to survive. Liam drove his cock in deep, bringing his mouth to one of her nipples. He nipped at it, then withdrew his lips as he withdrew his cock. Before Avril could draw in a much-needed breath, he pumped his hips forward again. She shut her eyes tightly. That was a mistake. Maybe an intentional one. For that left her even more unguarded than she already was.

Anna and Tess went after her neck. Each took a side. Each was merciless. Soft lips claimed space on sensitive skin. They went to work. A climax that was minutes away hastened closer.

Avril mewled happily, writhing. She bit her lip, rapidly descending into depraved bliss. One woman to hold her wrists, two more to suck on her neck. And then a man to fuck her as intensely as she wanted. Even a woman of Avril’s means couldn’t pretend like she wasn’t being spoiled.

They all did it gladly. For they all knew they would receive the same effort when it was their turn.

But it’s my turn every turn, Liam thought, giddy.

His speed ramped up naturally, a little more with each thrust. The proof was directly beneath him. With each powerful thrust, Avril’s tits bounced. Hitting the perfect rhythm, he kept them in constant motion. Back and forth, so large, so soft.

His mouth went back to that nipple. It had to. He couldn’t resist.

The pleasure wasn’t just building in Avril. It threatened him with greater means with each thrust. First, it was a fist; then it became a knife; then it became a gun. Pointed right at him, ordering him to give in, to submit. What choice was there?

But you break first, Liam thought, looking up at Avril’s face.

Pleasure made her jaw flex. Long eyelashes waved in the air, as though they couldn’t decide whether to let her eyes stay open or shut, and a stream of husky moans poured out of her mouth. She writhed and twisted, trying to pull her hands free. Probably to push Tess and Anna’s mouths even deeper into her neck.

Victoria, who’d have made a perfect warden in another life, didn’t let that happen. Avril stayed a prisoner, and they all knew she was blissfully ecstatic about it.

“Yes, oh, yes!” Avril said, a panted breath in between each word.

“Close?” Tess asked, kissing Avril’s jaw.

“If you keep sucking like that, yes!”

On the other side of her neck, Anna smiled. She ran her fingers along Avril’s arm, causing her best friend to shiver ticklishly.

“No! None of that!”

The rest of them shared a look.

“I’m not kidding, you jackasses, don’t you dare start tickling me—”

Victoria silenced her with a kiss, which Avril—in a historic first—tried to fight off. It was to no avail. At their mercy, Anna and Tess started caressing the more ticklish parts of Avril’s arms and ribs. Alongside her neck, which they continued to kiss and suck on, that made for six sensations above the waist. Liam was the seventh.

She broke into a thousand different pieces before the minute was up.

“N-No! You bastardsss—!”

It was the best she could eke out, as Victoria wasn’t through with their exceptionally long kiss. Bucking like, well, she was under vicious attack at seven different sensitive points, Liam felt her pussy tighten around his cock. More so than usual, in fact. Her contractions made Liam struggle to keep his own climax from arriving a little too early. The way she swirled under him, under them, was thrilling to witness.

The orgasm that rocked her must have been just as thrilling. Her eyes finally made a choice. They slammed closed as pleasure slammed into her. Her back arched higher, her head went back. Every sign, visible, audible, and touchable, revealed how powerful this orgasm was.

As those responsible for Avril’s soul-shattering pleasure, Liam and the others watched it run its course through her. They felt it in her heat, tasted it—literally, for the women—on her lips and in the perspiration on her neck.

Liam decided he wanted that too. With her lips and neck occupied, he put his mouth back to her breasts. Kissing, licking, and pushing his mouth into the enormous, pillowy pair, Liam joined in on the fun. He also reached his limit.

Avril was just coming down from her euphoric high as his arrived. Like a second high note after the first, the pleasure continued. Passing from Avril’s pussy to his cock, it made him swell, not contract.

As he completed one final thrust, an immense amount of cum gushed out of his cock. The pleasure of it left him nearly blind, deaf, and mute. For a time, residing in that eternal high, he lost awareness of what the others were saying. In the face of how good he felt, his other senses became warped and unclear. One of the others said something, though he couldn’t decipher what had been said, or even if he was the one being addressed.

Slowly, those muddled senses returned. The tightness with which he’d gripped Avril’s sides, which he now relaxed. The heat prickling his skin, hot as black metal left under the sun. And his sight, which let him see that he was the center of four sets of lovely eyes.

“Not a bad start,” Avril said. She’d recovered enough from her climax to smirk playfully. “Ready for what comes next?”

Without answering, Liam pulled his cock out of her. Eyes moved from his face to it.

“So, who’s next?” he said.

Victoria, Tess, and Anna all shared a look.

He was inside the bustiest of his new professors, churning her insides, barely a minute later.

She willingly set herself on her hands and knees, presenting a round, shapely ass for them all to appreciate. Liam and Tess both did more than that. While he fucked one voluptuous professor, the other groped her colleague more than he did. She kissed him, kissed that fine ass, kissed up and down Victoria’s spine.

For a time, it was just the three of them. Avril had pulled Anna on top of her, and they made out nearby. Liam casually picked up a pillow, cock still pumping deep into Victoria’s tight pussy, and tossed it at them. Without missing a beat, even though Avril had ended up beneath Anna, she reached out a hand and deflected the pillow. The two younger women continued to make out for a while longer, their hands in constant motion upon one another.

So, Liam focused on how amazing it was to thrust himself into Victoria. The voluptuous, olive-skinned woman let him be a little rougher than he’d been with Avril. It wasn’t just Tess who got several handfuls of her fine butt. He gave it a playful slap, making his favorite kind of music.

He wasn’t going to slow down, and not just in the present. After Victoria, Anna or Tess. Then the last of them. He didn’t need a breather, didn’t need to recuperate—his libido said as much, at least. Pure, thrilling passion shielded him from such issues. Right now, skin tingling with electricity as he felt up one of the finest asses in the world, cock throbbing as he drove it into such a snug and slick pussy, he felt inhuman. Something bordering on supernatural imbued him with a stamina that had no limit. The reservoir simply couldn’t run dry. Nor could he.

“Decide which of you is next,” Liam said as he built up to his next climax.

He looked between Tess, who remained next to him, lips tracing circles on his shoulder, and Anna, who had crawled over and started kissing one of Victoria’s arms. An arm that trembled greatly. Victoria was coming undone, clenching around his cock as it drove deep into her. He wasn’t the only one affected by the cloud of lust hovering around them. They’d all breathed it in readily, bodies crawling with an unparalleled degree of desire and sensitivity.

“May I?” Anna asked.

“You may,” Tess said. She looked at Liam. Their eyes met, and she seemed to intuit what was going on inside his head. Her lips curled approvingly, and she nodded subtly.

Let’s see if you can do it, her deep blue eyes seemed to say.

He at least made it halfway there. With a single order, he kept Victoria from climaxing until he was ready. Each exhale was a hiss of pleasure, but she managed to obey his command. That didn’t stop Avril from trying to spoil their synchronization.

The younger woman sat down in front of Victoria. Grinning mischievously, she first kissed Victoria on the forehead. Next, she spun about and, like a mechanic sliding underneath a car to work on it, she pushed herself under a pair of pendulously swaying breasts.

Liam didn’t have the best view of what exactly Avril did to those enormous objects, but he both saw and felt Victoria flinch. A clipped but incredibly throaty moan escaped the older woman. Bending at the side, Liam took enough of a peek to see Avril, well, looking like she was trying to milk Victoria’s breasts. Hands in constant motion, she checked the tap on both nipples, tongue swirling around each. Because of this new source of pleasure, Victoria had to lock her elbows to keep herself up. Even if she had, Avril probably would have enjoyed that plenty. More skin-on-skin contact between them.

“I’m there, Victoria,” Liam soon said, and he heard her sigh with ragged relief.

Their overlapping climaxes left them both spiraling into endless depths. Liam stayed buried inside of the voluptuous professor as she cried out, forming fists and finally dropping to her elbows. Avril got even more of Victoria’s breasts than she’d signed up for, practically suffocating under their size and weight.

Liam experienced his euphoria with a little more stability, though he leaned into Tess as he experienced each of his cock’s powerful spurts with a pleasurable quiver. She smiled, holding and nuzzling against him.

“Quite the day,” she whispered.

“It’s not over yet. I’ll make you sound just like your colleague did.”

“Please do.”

But first, he needed to fuck Annabelle Royce.

“Hold it, Casanova,” Avril said, flicking him on the knee. She’d escaped the enviable prison beneath Victoria’s breasts, on account of their owner rolling onto her back to draw in several deep breaths. “Time for a pitstop.”

“I’m fine,” Liam said, staring at Anna’s gorgeous body. He couldn’t wait to start sucking on those breasts.

“You’ll be fine if you listen,” Avril said, whacking him with a pillow. “Just pause for a minute.”

She crawled to the edge of the bed, then stuck an arm under it. A moment later, she’d hauled a cooler—because, of course, she’d prepared a cooler full of chilled drinks in advance—onto the bed. She popped it open, revealing a pile of metal water bottles sitting in ice.

“Don’t even have to spend any points to have these,” she said, yanking the first one out. The ice inside of it clanked about. She tossed it to Anna, not him, which was the smarter choice. Anna popped up the mouthpiece and began sucking down ice water.

He couldn’t start fucking her while she did so, so Liam begrudgingly took the break that Avril forced on him. His body would thank her for it later, as this would help him tap a few extra reserves of stamina much later into the evening.

The ice water chilled his throat, leaving it and the hand around the bottle as the only parts of him that weren’t burning hot. His heart rate came down a little, and his core muscles also benefited from the short break. Meanwhile, his cock started to soften as the continuous rounds of sex came to a brief stop.

Avril and Victoria, having already had their turns, took it upon themselves to rectify that little problem.

They came in from either side, on their stomachs, using lips that were icy cold as they began kissing the sides of his cock. Liam exhaled through tight lips, leaning back. He sucked down more water, focusing on the pleasant sensations peppering his manhood. It stopped being soft very quickly.

Their five-minute break ended, and they each returned their water bottles to the cooler. Avril shoved it off to the side of the bed, leaving it in easy reach.

“May I be on top?” Anna asked.

“How could I say no to that?” Liam responded with a smile.

She mounted him, hand on his newly revitalized manhood. As Liam leaned back, he found a nice lap—Avril’s—for him to recline his head on. She looked down at him, brushing back a few errant strands of hair, and smiled.

“Keep it up,” she said with a wink.

He rolled his eyes and refocused on Anna. While Avril and Victoria had focused on his readiness, Tess had ensured that Anna remained wet and ready for an immediate descent onto his cock. And so, Liam found his beautiful girlfriend as tight, wet, and perfectly inviting as he was used to.

The pleasure was exquisite, only slightly reduced compared to his time with Avril. Even after cumming twice, his sensitivity remained heightened, and he knew he had the extraordinary situation he found himself in to thank. And honestly, he was okay with being a little less sensitive. Because it meant Anna would need to work harder to make him cum.

A short time later, he watched with delight as she bounced on his cock. Her tits jolted up and down, and Anna grabbed hold of one as she looked toward the stars. Wave after wave of undulating rapture came down upon him. Liam’s core tightened with each fall of her hips, each sunburst that her tight pussy brought about. A sigh of contentment escaped his lips.

“Enjoying yourself?” Tess asked, rubbing his cheek with her thumb.

He directed his eyes up to her. “I know what I want to do next week.”

“Even you couldn’t pull this off on a weekly basis,” Tess said. “You’d be a husk on your campus, having everyone wondering what’s going on when you drive home each weekend.”

From the corner of his eye, he saw Avril duck her head to hide a smile. Fortunately, Tess’s stunning attention remained affixed upon him, so she missed it. Liam shrugged and waved Tess to come down. She did so, bending forward far enough for him to lift his head and kiss her.

“Not as long as Avril keeps making coolers full of drinks appear everywhere.”

“Some of us just know how to plan a fun evening,” Avril said, sniffing. “But I like your ambition. A weekly fuckfest? Hmm…”

“Sometimes, five is too many,” Victoria said. She’d straddled Liam’s legs, putting herself directly behind Anna. Hands coming up Anna’s stomach, she fondled the next largest pair of breasts in the group. Because of how sensitive her breasts were and how easily she could orgasm, Anna shivered with delight.

She sighed, turning her head enough for professor and student to share a deep kiss. When it ended, Victoria examined Liam’s expression. Smiling softly, she tapped Anna on the shoulder with her chin, then nodded down at him. Upon seeing what she’d seen, the younger girl smiled as well.

By the time she’d climaxed six times, Anna had him ready for his fourth eruption of the night—the second she was directly responsible for. Bending forward, hips bouncing rapidly, she wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him. They stayed like that, with Liam offering some upward thrust with his hips, as they teetered on the brink.

“I love you,” Anna whispered, kissing every part of his face that her luscious lips could reach. She began quaking, number seven having arrived. Her mouth quivered, her eyes widened, and her pussy tightened around his cock.

She didn’t stop riding him, didn’t even slow down. She kept her rhythm, connecting his cock with the deepest parts of her pussy with each lusty drop of her hips. Gritting his teeth as his resistance broke down yet again, he shared yet another treasured moment—he had enough to fill a dozen scrapbooks—with Annabelle Royce.

And then he was filling her up, just as he’d done to her best friend and professor. Just as he’d do to her so, so many more times before this year ended.

“I love you, too, Anna,” Liam managed to whisper once his euphoria receded to a more manageable level.

Anna slowed down her hips, and Liam felt appropriately drained for her efforts. That made three out of four. Liam looked up at a pair of scintillating blue eyes. A mouth that he loved to kiss smiled just under them.

Now, he’d make it four of four. And he knew exactly what position he wanted to do it in.


Chapter Forty-Six

Standing

When he stood up, he received inquiring, curious looks. He was unsteady for only a moment, more because of the bed than his legs being weak. He could feel a slight fatigue in his muscles, a hint of lethargy. Only a hint, though. It was like a single kernel of popcorn that hadn’t popped when all the others had. Buried deep, hard to find, it hardly ruined the rest of what was in the bowl.

Liam rolled his shoulders and drew in an empowering breath. This was his first time with all four of them, but he was accustomed to nights like these, typically spent with Victoria. His stamina wasn’t exhausted just yet. He’d have to see if he still felt that way after going through with his current plan.

“Liam?” Tess asked, still kneeling behind him.

He turned around, smiled warmly, and extended his hand. Tess looked at it for a moment, one eyebrow raised. But she took it. She let him bring her to her feet. Liam drew in another deep breath.

He set his hands underneath the most phenomenal butt that any set of hands could ever hold. That eyebrow stayed raised.

“Is that why you wanted me to get up?” Tess asked, amused.

Liam shook his head. “You’re going higher than just to your feet.”

“You’re sure you can manage?”

“One hundred percent. I won’t drop you, I promise.”

Tess smiled, eyes full of trust. “I won’t be mad if you do. Just fling me onto the pillows.”

Liam smiled back but shook his head again. “Won’t be necessary. I’ve got you.”

“Yes,” Tess said, making his heart melt, “you do.”

Lowering his center, hands firm on her phenomenal butt, Liam lifted Tess off her feet. He did so smoothly, more than capable of supporting her. Any fatigue he might have accrued with the other three was inconsequential. Her words, like a powerful rush of heat on a thin layer of ice, melted it away.

“You’ve got me,” Tess whispered, smiling, legs going around his waist.

He nodded and kissed her. Lips intertwining, he opened one eye, angling it toward Avril. She intuited the right thing, rolled her eyes, but came closer.

That was one benefit of having three other lovers, all currently present and eager to stay involved. They could help out. Avril did so by wrapping her hand around his cock, pumping her hand slowly. Her other hand squeezed Liam’s butt—her payment.

Tess and Liam shifted, and Avril helped get his cock where it needed to be. Meeting Tess’s eyes, he lowered her onto his cock. Bliss took hold yet again, and he slid deep into her pussy. Avril sent the hand that’d been on his cock to Tess’s butt, squeezing it as well. She didn’t move back. Greedy woman.

Wanting to fully prove himself, regardless of any future consequences to his muscles, Liam lifted Tess again. Up her beautiful body went, eyes shimmering with understanding. This was a ride she was now on, and she had to stick with it. He was going to show off. To her, to the other three. She accepted that, smiling.

After lifting her, Liam dropped her back onto his cock. Tess bit her lip, pussy clenching. Her legs tightened, too, and he stayed fully buried in her for a few seconds. She wanted to feel his girth, indulge in a few moments of tranquility. They would be far and few between going forward.

Liam began to lift and drop Tess onto his cock. They didn’t slide in any further delays. Hands on his biceps, looking into his eyes, she let him create their rhythm. Up, down, pleasure on both ends. His arms, core, and legs put in work, keeping Tess bouncing smoothly but not yet quickly on his cock. He knew he’d pay for it tomorrow, but he didn’t care. It was the other way around, in fact. Tomorrow’s soreness would be a badge of pride.

Avril stayed close, a hand on each of them, moving her lips from one warm body to another. She kissed Liam’s shoulder, then his upper arm. Moments later, she was kissing the side of Tess’s right breast. She really didn’t plan on backing away, and Liam found that fine. Especially if…

It happened just as he’d hoped it would. Not wanting to stand about awkwardly the entire time, Anna and Victoria had only two real options. Go to each other or join in on the fun. They picked the latter.

Victoria pushed her breasts into his side, eyes cutting across the side of his face. She watched what he did to Tess with a simmering intensity.

She wants this too, Liam realized. Exactly what Tess was receiving. To be held, contained by his arms, and bounced on his cock.

Liam would gladly provide the service she wanted. Maybe not tonight, as he could feel his reserves dissolving like vapors as he fucked Tess, but soon.

On the other side, literally and figuratively, Anna focused on being helpful. She came up behind him, pressing her breasts against his back. Her lips warmed the nape of his neck, and she ran her hands along his triceps. So, her support also came with a price—yet again, Liam was happy to pay it. She could feel him up as much as she liked. They all could.

He had hands and lips all over his body, and a gorgeous woman bouncing on his cock. It was an experience of smothering heat, desire, and love. All five of them together, all five of them involved. It was how he wanted it to be every day. So, he was as bad as Avril.

Fatigue began creeping back into him as he fucked Tess. True fatigue, not so easily shrugged off. It wasn’t yet debilitating, but it put a timer on how long Liam figured he could keep things going. By now, he’d started bouncing Tess quickly enough for her body to slap against his. Each deep impact was accompanied by a glorious smack, her wonderful butt on his groin and thighs. It felt great, even if it was beginning to exhaust him.

Just make it to the finish line, Liam told himself, firming up his jaw. To her end, then yours.

Fortunately, Tess seemed as susceptible to the effect of being surrounded and touched by the others as he was. Her moans were clear and pure, and growing in volume. So was Liam’s need to fill her womb.

It dragged him down, hand upon hand pulling him beneath the waves. Victoria’s hands, Anna’s hands, Avril’s hands, Tess’s hands. His skin tingled in so many places, and his head began to spin. Desire pumped through him like every faucet in the house had been turned to full blast, the stoppers shoved down. He began to lose his hearing, then his vision, then his sense of awareness. All his body could focus on was the rising tide deep within. The pleasure pouring in, the crippling need to spill himself out.

Because of his faltering senses, he didn’t hear or see Tess climax. He felt it, though. That let him know what else he’d missed. The loudest moan yet, or his name being called. The widening of her eyes, or maybe the clenching of them shut. He’d delivered her to this point hundreds of times, so his body instinctively knew how she liked to respond.

And let there be hundreds more, the lucid part of Liam’s mind thought.

The rest of Liam, a far larger portion, could only focus on the pleasure barreling through his cock. His arms brought Tess down, and his breath hitched. He lifted her quickly, barely enough for his racing heart to beat three times, and then he was pulling her back down. His cock throbbed, his vision blurred, and Liam bucked his hips forward.

He exploded like a geyser. Hot, sticky, and gushing out of him, his cum filled Tess Williams. She received it with a tight grip on his arms—he could at least still feel that, too. Everything else, Liam’s entire existence, revolved around the tremendous pleasure of cumming inside of the woman he would never stop loving. He felt it in every atom of his being. It was as all-encompassing as the atmosphere.

An atmosphere that Liam drew a lot of air out of in the following minutes.

The others kept him standing and helped him keep Tess in his arms. His muddled senses were only just aware of that. After his powerful eruption, he teetered, muscles feeling like Jello. The bed beneath him felt like wet quicksand, his toes sinking in. He did more than teeter, to be honest. He’d poured out his heart, body, and soul. That didn’t leave him with much. A mind that was swimming in euphoria. Not much help.

Victoria said something, though it sounded like muddled gibberish to Liam’s pounding ears. Tess responded. Same result.

But the context clues were there. Three sets of hands helped sit him down. Tess was still in his arms, still on his cock. Only once he was properly seated did she pull herself off his lap.

Liam’s vision slowly cleared. The fog on his mind lessened.

Four sets of eyes, trading off concern and amusement in equal parts, looked at him. One of those with green eyes had a water bottle in her hand, and she held it out. Liam took it, then gulped down the remainder of its contents. Ice water shocked his mind, finally restoring him to coherence.

“I think I came really hard,” Liam said.

“Really?” Avril said with a snort. “We couldn’t tell.”

He smiled sheepishly. His heart still pounded in his ears. That was one downside to becoming lucid again. He could feel all the physical signs that he’d gone—no, leaped—over the edge.

Another water bottle, Victoria’s, appeared in his peripheral vision. Liam gladly accepted that one, too.

“You worked yourself a little too hard,” the buxom professor said.

He admitted it with a nod.

“But you did make it,” Tess noted, smiling. “All the way to the end.”

He nodded at that, too. The beginning of a smile came with it, even as he sucked down more refreshment.

He had done it. The accomplishment was stunning to behold. Avril, Victoria, Anna, Tess. All four. All left satisfied by his efforts.


Chapter Forty-Seven

Satisfaction

Satisfied didn’t mean done, though. They stayed on the bed for a while, relaxing, rehydrating, recuperating. They gazed at the stars and then at each other. They spoke in hushed whispers, and they laughed with one another. They smiled broadly and openly, sharing everything.

Inevitably, surrounded by four naked, beautiful women, Liam’s libido reignited. It might have had something to do with the way Victoria turned to him, a knowing look in her eyes. It might have had something to do with her drawing his mouth to her breasts. Those next few minutes were delicious.

As soon as he was back to his full prowess, no one wanted to be a spectator. However, no one was willing to let him up from the bed, either. That wasn’t so bad, he supposed. There was a time and place to let yourself be pampered.

He arched into the pair of lips working across his cock. He squeezed the heavy breasts hovering over his face, sucked on the hard nipples protruding from their centers. He trembled as a hand worked on his balls.

Six came pretty quickly, though not so quickly that his four lovers couldn’t admire and tease him for his crumbling resistance. Avril ultimately claimed dibs, mouth swaddling his cock when he exploded for his final time of the night. The others watched on, still kissing, petting, and cooing at him.

Yeah, it wasn’t so bad.

Nor were the prizes in the prize room. After a while longer outside, including a short nap that Liam fell into, which thankfully Avril didn’t tease him about too much, it was time to complete the final part of the night.

Liam wasn’t the only one who was relieved that Avril hadn’t opted to go crazy—crazier—with this year’s prizes. There were more of them, but she didn’t ultimately reveal a fleet of imported cars behind a curtain.

“You’ve got three hundred points, by the way,” Avril said, nudging him in the side.

“I do? From what?”

“Fifty per shot, baby. I’ve even counted Anna’s earlier indiscretion to your total.” She hit him with a smile, then bounded away, having noticed that Tess and Victoria were poring over a laminated listing of some larger household appliances that were up for grabs. She immediately began trying to convince them to spend their points on some of the items.

In another life, you were a smarmy door-to-door salesman from the 50s, Avril, Liam thought with a smile.

Linking up with Anna, they made the rounds. Avril had set up her prize room in what looked like some sort of parlor. It wasn’t as large as the ballroom, but it was still more than spacious enough for the eclectic suite of prizes available to them. To her, too, Liam supposed. She was a player this time, so she had points to spend. On things that she’d already bought.

Everyone bought something, including Liam. Avril darted around between them, promoting items like she’d be taken out back by the mafia and shot if she didn’t reach a specific sales amount. She tried especially hard to get Liam to spend twenty-five points on a snowboarding kit, which had everything from the board to the goggles. Suspicious of her, he searched the price on every single item.

“Oh, knock it off,” Avril said. “It’s a snowboard and some winter gear. It’s not going to be like that stupid watch.”

He still checked. The board came out to be a thousand dollars. The rest of the gear, about as much. So, yeah, only a fiftieth of what that watch was worth.

“You’ll wear it, right?” Avril asked.

“The clothes? If I go snowboarding, yeah.”

And he suspected they would. There were several items here that seemed designed for a winter trip, which they all noted. They noted something else, too. Something was missing from the room. A whiteboard. Liam knew it had to be somewhere, though.

“The watch,” Avril said. “It’s got to come out of that glass case eventually.”

“It does?”

Avril set her jaw. “It does. I want to see it on your wrist before August ends.”

“What about on your wrist?”

“It’s a guy’s watch, Liam.”

“And when has that ever mattered to you?”

“It matters to me that you wear the watch,” Avril said. “At least wear it around us. I’m not taking it back; you’re not going to pawn it off. We both know this to be true. So, just wear it. It deserves a better fate than just collecting dust.”

Looking into her eyes, he saw that Avril was firm on this. Her points were valid, too. How long could he really keep such a gift sitting there, unused and essentially no different from if it were in the back of a shop? If this would make her happy, then he could swallow his anxiety about its crazy cost. At long last, he gave her the nod she wanted to see.

“All right. When we’re on vacation together, or when we’re visiting a nice casino. I’ll bust it out for those trips, even if it will cost twenty times more than everything else I’m wearing.”

Avril beamed at him. Her good mood, like she wanted to reward him so that he couldn’t go back on his word, led her to reveal some plans she had for the winter. A mountain resort in Europe. They’d have options, of course, which they’d vote on with leftover points. This time, compared to their spring break options, Liam knew a little more about the options Avril eventually showed off.

As he had with them earlier in the year, Tess and Victoria both checked in with him once the board was finally revealed. Of the resorts, a couple were located in Austria, one in Italy, and another in France. He’d actually been to one when he was younger, Sölden, a resort in the Alps. He had only good things to say about the skiing and snowboarding opportunities there.

“You’ve spent more time in Europe than I have,” Tess said, smiling.

It was just the two of them, still there by the board. So far, no one had put down any points. The others were making another round through the room, deciding on what other items they might want to get first.

“That’ll stay the same, since we’re going on the same trip,” Liam pointed out.

“True. But maybe I’ll sneak a girl’s trip with Victoria to Portugal in the fall.”

“Without me?”

Tess shrugged. “Bellmore allows a week off around Halloween. Perrymont doesn’t.”

Liam saw a hint of moroseness in that shrug. It created a stab of restlessness in him. Not quite pain, but there was some regret. A week, he reminded himself. Just barely a week more, and then Tess would know the truth. Hopefully, her excitement would outweigh any annoyance toward how long he’d kept his transfer a secret from her.

“I’ll be around a lot,” Liam promised. More than you know.

“And I’ll be happy for every second of you that I can have,” Tess said, meeting his eyes. “Still, I’ll be wishing for more up to winter break, I imagine.”

You won’t. Just a week, Tess. One more week.

Liam forced himself to nod. “Whenever I’m not around you, I feel the same. So, let’s make the most of every chance we get to be together.”

Tess nodded resolutely, banishing her sadness. “Yes, let’s. We have a long, long future ahead of us.”

“Yes,” Liam said, heart leaping. “And we’ve got a chance for some alone time tonight. We’re car buddies, after all.”

Tess chuckled. “Are you saying you have more to give?”

“If it’s you.”

A set of radiant blue eyes grew even brighter. “It will be me.”

And it was. On the trip home, Tess’s upper half bent toward his groin. Deep in her throat, thrumming with bliss, Liam started counting seconds. Each one chipped away at how much longer he needed to keep his secret. So had the final send-off with Avril and the others, the pictures, the kisses goodbye, and the plans for the remaining days of summer break.

A week, six days, four, two, one. Though she clearly tried not to, Tess grew more solemn as the day she expected him to leave for Perrymont arrived. The lie he needed to tell bit into him like sharp fangs, clutching, cleaving, draining his will to follow through on it.

The last day of summer break arrived. Tess saw him off, misty-eyed, as he packed up his things, held her in his arms for a solid twenty minutes, and finally departed his holiday home.

He didn’t drive to Perrymont. Instead, he drove to Ashgrove Apartments. Once there, Anna and Avril helped make the next day—his first day at Bellmore, but not the day on which he planned to reveal things to Tess—incredibly memorable.

“You’re not a student here anymore,” Anna said as the three of them arrived on campus together.

“So?” Avril said, sniffing in an affronted manner. “I can go where I damn well please.”

Liam smiled at them both. Anna didn’t have a class for another hour, and Avril, as Anna had pointed out, no longer had any classes here. That hadn’t stopped them from wanting to be there when he first set foot on the campus. He was now officially a student here. Yes, he technically had been for a while, but this made it real, tangible.

He’d walk his first steps, attend his first class, eat his first meal.

“Tess doesn’t ever show up to the dining hall, right?” Liam asked.

“Yesss,” Avril said. “That’s the third time you’ve asked.”

“I’m just being careful. I want to eat lunch with you two. How about at twelve-thirty? That work for you, Anna?”

The college senior nodded. The college graduate folded her arms.

“What am I supposed to do while you two sit in those boring lecture halls?”

“I’m sure you’ll figure something out,” Anna said. “I don’t have my first class for a while, so we can walk around some.”

Avril sighed, perhaps realizing that she’d signed herself up to spend her whole morning on campus. “Fine. Let’s go, Liam. We’ll walk you to class, you lucky boy.”

Liam smiled and gladly let them do so, attracting envious stares along the whole way.


Chapter Forty-Eight

A Holiday Home No More

Upon Liam’s departure for Perrymont on the final day of summer break, Tess felt a hole take form in her chest. A proper one, not just the outline of one, as had been forming within her for the past few weeks. The ache she felt as she saw him off, watching him drive away, had left her feeling ashen and empty. A part of her had hoped he wouldn’t go.

Foolishness. Utter foolishness. She chided herself for having that selfish wish. This was a good thing. She should be glad that Liam was returning to Perrymont. That meant he was still pursuing a good education. The worst thing he could have done was imitate a Lifetime movie, revealing at the last moment that he—somehow—hadn’t been in the car that she’d watched drive away. That he planned to stay here. With her.

No, that really would be the worst possible choice for him to make. He wouldn’t be gone for all that long. Just… five days. And then he’d be back… for two. And then gone again for five…

Tess remained in a dismal mood when she woke up the next morning. Bright and early, yet she couldn’t meet the dawn with a smile. That was unlike her. She loved being a professor, and she loved the first day of school. She usually brimmed with excitement as she filled her nice mug—one of her more used gifts from last Christmas—with coffee, munched on a light breakfast, and prepared to make the drive over.

On the car ride to Bellmore, Tess struggled to leave behind her poor mood. She’d exchanged messages with Liam before backing out of her driveway, wishing him a good start to his semester. She’d received the same sentiment in his response—and a promise that he would see her soon.

Why can’t soon be today? Tess found herself thinking, sighing.

She felt a little silly, a little foolish. How old was she? Yet, she was acting like a lovelorn teenager, separated because she was going to a different summer camp than her first boyfriend. Foolishness. Utter foolishness.

Yet, she also held onto those feelings, those emotions. It’d been so long since she’d been in love—truly, deeply in love. Years had gone by without these emotions, and she was happy—even if today she was unhappy—to be feeling this way again. That was what she focused on as she made her commute. It was truly terrible that Liam would be away as much as he would. But she’d still see him every weekend, and she’d still feel that love blossoming so warmly in her chest when he came back.

She’d survived years in a loveless marriage. Between those weekends and the many breaks in the school year, and with help from Victoria, Anna, and even Avril, she could survive a less-than-ideal circumstance like this one.

Her first day of lectures went by without her sighing morosely too often. She did love teaching, and the fresh faces in her Monday classes helped draw her out of her depressive state. By midway through the first of them, she was back to her usual self. For pretty much all her classes, there wasn’t much to do on this first day, but she enjoyed it all the same. She explained what her class curriculum would entail and what she expected from her students.

She did so three separate times that day, taking lunch with Victoria between their afternoon classes. Victoria was lucky; her latest class would end before four. Tess, unfortunately, had a single evening class on Monday, so she had to return to campus at six-thirty.

It wasn’t yet dark when she made it home, where she then saw Liam’s smiling face on her phone screen. He spoke highly of his first day back, though for some reason, he didn’t show off much of his new campus apartment. The two times she tried to get him to do so, he changed the topic.

“I miss you a ton,” Liam said as their call drew near its end. His eyes were full of that truth, visible even through the small screen.

“One day down, four to go,” Tess said, unable to withhold a sigh.

“I’ll see you very, very soon,” Liam said, smiling. “I promise—and then I’ll make it up to you.”

“You haven’t done anything wrong, continuing your education,” Tess said, waving a hand. “But I’ll enjoy seeing how you plan to make it up to me all the same.”

The call soon ended, and Tess soon made ready for bed. For a second night in a row, she didn’t have anyone to share it with. She sighed, unaware that there would not be a third.

Her first class on Tuesday went by without much excitement. The first week was always the most rote, the least engaging. She still enjoyed it, and she again looked out upon fresh faces. Those who were most eager to be there—and for the right reasons—gave her renewed strength. She enjoyed being a professor, and she would enjoy this semester. Her teaching had helped her get through years in a loveless marriage. It would help her through her current problem, too.

Her next class of the day, an introductory class, started at eleven. She had intended to stay within her classroom until then, planning to greet each of her incoming students at the door. Her classes weren’t so large that it was bothersome to do so. And she liked getting to know names early.

However, those plans changed when Victoria arrived just half an hour before that, wanting to bring Tess along to the dining hall. There was a new coffee shop there, and Victoria was strangely adamant about visiting it together—now.

“All right, all right,” Tess said, relenting to the younger professor’s insistence.

The coffee was good. Being late to her class, not so much.

She blamed Victoria, who’d kept finding excuses to keep her from leaving. It almost felt intentional, but surely not. That would be entirely out of character for her best friend.

Whatever the reason, Tess rushed into her classroom three minutes late, whereupon she apologized for her tardiness. It was a bad look, a professor being late to her first class.

Moving about her desk, she hurriedly prepared her notes, though did she really need these? She could recite what needed to be said from memory. She’d provided this opening lecture dozens of times.

She—

She forgot all about her opening lines. As ingrained in her as they were, practically imprinted upon her brain by this point, they faded all the same. She’d looked out across her classroom, taking in all those fresh faces. And there among them, she saw a face that didn’t fit that description. It wasn’t new to her at all. She knew it better than just about any face, and so it immediately caught her eye.

Shock was the first emotion that blazed through her. Confusion, disbelief, incredulity, those were the next three.

And then, because the man she loved was sitting in her classroom, doing his best not to outright beam at her, pure, unfettered bliss.

Tess barely managed to avoid doing the same. She barely managed to get through her lecture without grabbing Liam by the wrist, towing him out of her classroom, and demanding answers. She did that practically the moment the class ended, though.

And she was pissed. They’d all kept this secret from her?!

But then she stopped being so upset. And she was again so utterly, pleasantly, gloriously happy.


Epilogue

Making Good

Liam heard the door unlock. He didn’t glance up, however. He knew who it would be, and he rather liked the sight he was already looking at. His cock pumped deep into Victoria’s pussy, and a pretty resounding smack filled the room. Tess, the newcomer, quickly shut the door before too many sounds filtered out of it. She locked it back up, then approached them.

“Really, again?” she said, folding her arms.

“It’s only the sixth time,” Liam said, thrusting himself fully inside of Victoria’s tight pussy. Another smack. She and her desk both quivered. Only one could moan, however. Such a beautiful sound.

“Yes, and your first month in school here isn’t even up yet,” Tess said.

Liam grinned. “I know. Isn’t it great?”

Tess snorted, but a smile broke across her face. “Well, are you at least almost done? We have places to be.”

“I never rush,” Liam said, glancing at Victoria, who was still coming down from her most recent climax. When he had her like this, fucking her so recklessly on her desk, she came so quickly and often.

“And we all love you for it. But move it along. I don’t want to be your audience for an hour.”

“You could join in,” Liam noted.

“Maybe someday,” Tess said.

So far, she hadn’t let him do too much on campus. He’d only fucked her in her classroom once, and she’d admitted to being incredibly nervous during and after. Exhilarating, yes, but also nerve-wracking.

Liam wasn’t in a rush to push her beyond what she was comfortable with. He had more than enough fun on campus with Victoria—and even Anna, surprisingly.

Besides, Tess never kept her hands off him for very long once they made it back home. To their home. That was how he saw it now, because that was what it was. Not just the home he visited on weekends and holidays, but a home he could visit every single day.

He’d see it again soon, and he’d share his love, warmth, and passion with the woman living in it. It was also possible that he wouldn’t have to wait even that long, as he knew that Tess didn’t get anxious about starting things up on the car ride home.

“Are we still on for our lake plans?” he asked Tess.

“Why are you asking me?” She nodded at Victoria. “We’re all going. You could have asked your other professor before I arrived.”

Liam shrugged. He would have to wait at least until the weekend to have another experience with the four of them. Just two more days, and then they’d take a drive together. And then they’d be all along yet again, fitting in actual lake activities between copious amounts of lovemaking. Liam knew they’d love it just as much as he would—and he very much would.

With Tess Williams, Victoria Moreno, Annabelle Royce, and Avril Knight right there with him, there was no doubt in his mind.

The End.
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