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Chapter One

Calamity

When Liam Carr considered the things that might ruin his day in an instant, he figured that his list was probably pretty typical for his age. A broken-down car, an unexpected death in the family, oversleeping on the morning of an exam. Altogether everyday things that a college freshman would stress over. Comparatively, receiving a passionate kiss from one of the most wildly attractive women on the planet should have never made it onto the same list. It wouldn’t have even been considered as an applicant to the damn list.

Avril Knight forced him to reconsider his stance on that.

As her lips fled from his, a devilish smile framed her full lips. Her auburn tresses bounced as she dropped from her toes to her heels. Her hair matched the color of the scarf around her neck, which hid the evidence that they’d done far more than just kiss a few days ago. But that had been in his house, and they’d been alone.

Her verdant eyes gleamed lustrously as she broke eye contact with him, all so she could take in the other incredulous expressions around her. She absorbed the shock of her professor and her best friend as though it was a veritable fuel source to her. Maybe it was.

“Dibs,” she said, face remaining one of maverick amusement.

It didn’t spread.

“What the hell, Avril?!” the younger of the two astonished women in the room exclaimed. It was the first time he’d ever heard her approach anything close to a swear.

“What?” Avril said, holding out her hands as though perplexed by her best friend’s outcry.

“You know what!” Anna hissed, her usual calm, polite bearing having shattered like porcelain, replaced by jagged shards of vexation. Her face burned vermillion as she blustered at her best friend and roommate. “What is wrong with you?!”

“What’s wrong with me?” the voluptuous redhead asked, tilting one head to the side. “What’s wrong with you? Why are you getting so upset all of a sudden?”

For three hundred and sixty-four out of the three hundred and sixty-five days in a year, Anna was as composed and unwavering as a professional orchestra. There might be a mishap here or there, an unexpected mistake or two throughout the year-long performance, but for the most part, the orchestra kept on playing without faltering.

Today was that three hundredth and sixty-fifth day. Where the conductor slipped off his podium and slammed into the violin section. Where instruments, chairs, and bodies collided and caused a cacophonous calamity. The whole performance ground to a halt.

“Uh, Anna? Earth to Anna?” Avril waved a hand in front of her stunned roommate, whose uniquely minty green eyes seemed to have voided themselves of any awareness of external stimuli.

For about three seconds.

And then the conductor stood up, smoothed their tuxedo, took a moment to collect themselves, and then promptly erupted with the force of a molten explosion toward the source of their fall.

“You know exactly what I mean, Avril! Why did you just kiss Liam?! What is the matter with you?!”

For how incandescent Anna burned, Avril remained impressively impassive. To said kissed individual, who wasn’t even in the direct line of fire, which he glumly realized probably wouldn’t last, he felt like his eyebrows might have caught ablaze had Anna thrust the same level of molten rage toward him.

Yet, the sultry but troublesome—more than troublesome in this volatile situation that she’d thrust them all into—redhead’s eyebrows didn’t so much as smolder. She seemed as comfortable as could be in the face of the wrath pointed at her. As far as he could deduce, she was enjoying Anna’s reaction.

“I kissed him because I wanted to,” she matter-of-factly stated, as though she were explaining why she’d put on a pair of fuzzy gloves while standing in the cold. “I really don’t get why you’re blowing up on me like this. You just said that you two had only been pretending to be interested in each other this whole time. So, I want him. So, I kissed him to let him know that. It’s not that complex.”

It was like watching a steam-powered engine shudder and fall apart. The pent-up pressure caused the whole machine to palpitate wildly; the blaring peal of alarm deafened the room; bolts and bits erupted like missiles off the engine as the pressure sought some avenue of release. Complete and utter meltdown was the only option.

So, naturally, Avril decided to expedite the process.

“Ohhh,” Avril said, dropping a newly formed fist onto her other hand’s palm. “I get it. You’re worried about how Tess might react.”

Liam’s jaw nearly collided with the floor. Blessedly, so did Anna’s. It was enough of a distraction to allow him to remain unnoticed by the owner of the house they all currently stood in.

Tess Williams saw the abject horror caused by Avril’s claim in Anna’s expression, and she focused on it, which kept her from noticing his. And as she stared at Anna, her discerning eyes delved into that unusual response. After all, why would either of them need to worry about how she might respond to Avril kissing him? And why would Anna’s face flash with such alarm at such a mention?

“Would you care to explain why my name has just come up in this?” the lovely brunette professor, who also happened to be the woman he’d secretly loved for years, asked.

Avril threw her hands behind her head, then shrugged. “I mean, why wouldn’t it? You’re interested in Liam, too, aren’t you?”

What the hell are you doing?! Liam thought, gawking at Avril as she raised an inquisitive eyebrow.

This was the second time that Anna’s response saved him from notice. Before Tess could spot the petrified alarm etched on his face, Anna hissed at her best friend. Or was it former best friend, by now?

“Avril, be quiet!”

Since the moment that Tess Williams, then Tess Levine, had moved into the house next to his, Liam had viewed her as an angel. She certainly possessed the radiant good looks of a divine entity, but she was also endlessly kindhearted and hospitable. Even had his lust been stricken from him, he would still have adored her with every particle of his being.

Recently, in a marvelous turn of fate, largely due to the redhead sowing so much discord at the moment, he’d come to know Tess as more than just an unobtainable angel on high. He’d come to know her intimately and to understand that she’d spent years in a loveless marriage. Now free of it, they had begun forging a romantic bond over the break.

So, Avril’s question was a valid one. More than anyone else, she knew just how interested Tess was in him. She’d helped him escape his hesitance, his second-guessing, his passivity. Just two days ago, he’d achieved a goal he’d only ever dreamed of when he and Tess had made love in an unusual but unforgettable setting: an igloo in her backyard. It was in no small part due to Avril’s advice and proactivity that he and Tess were together.

So, why the fuck was she trying to bring it all to ruin?

“Well, Anna’s good at noticing stuff like this, even if she’s completely awful at romance herself. She can tell he’s completely starstruck by you—not that anyone with eyes can’t tell how head over heels he is about you—but she also thinks you’re into him. Care to comment for the papers?” Grinning, Avril turned her emerald gaze onto him. “Oops. Hope that’s not a spoiler for you or anything. But congrats, huh? Sucks that Anna’s not into you, but I think Tess and I make for very worthy consolation prizes.”

Liam experienced the barest trickle of relief fall onto his tongue. It probably wasn’t enough for him to survive off, but dying of thirst as he was, that first drop was pure nectar.

He didn’t have time to scrounge up a reply before Tess spoke again, but he wasn’t all that upset about it. Silence felt like the best defense against the insanity that Avril had thrust upon them all.

“Is that how it is, Anna?” Tess asked, staring at her through two of the deepest oases of dark sapphire in existence. “Is what Avril is saying true?”

Most of the younger woman’s fury had vanished, leaving only a few spiraling smokestacks where a blazing inferno once stood. In the face of Tess’s unblinking stare, which seemed to have taken a few pages from the book of another professor they all knew, Anna meekly nodded.

“I just mentioned it to her once or twice. I-I didn’t mean for it to ever come out like this.”

At least there was someone in the room who wasn’t hiding things. Compared to the rest of them, Anna had exhausted her supply of secrets. The apologetic glimmer in her eyes was the most truthful expression currently in the house.

“It’s not like it’s a big deal or anything,” Avril said, tossing a dismissive handwave into the fray. “We’re all adults here, and the heart wants what the heart wants, yeah? There’s no reason to be ashamed about your feelings toward Liam, so I say go for it.” She grinned. “Competition could be fun.”

Even if the outrage was fading, Avril remained the sole point of jubilance in an otherwise dour room. That wouldn’t change for quite some time, even as one of them suggested—well, ordered, really—that they move to another room.

“All of you, to the kitchen,” Tess said sternly. “Sit down, and I’ll get us all something to drink. We’re going to have a very long conversation about a few things.”

Even though their stomachs must have churned in tandem, Liam and Anna both knew better than to dare to argue. The only one of them who might have put up some resistance to the command seemed fine with the outcome. Still wearing her amusement plainly, she was the first to head for the kitchen, with Anna hurrying after. The latter spared him a furtive but endlessly apologetic look as she exited the living room.

Liam responded by barely shaking his head. It wasn’t her fault. It seldom was. The capricious redheaded nymph skipping into the next room was universally to blame.

And the question that Liam couldn’t help but continue to wonder as he also began making for the kitchen was: why?


Chapter Two

Center of the World

That burning question remained at the center of his turmoil as he sat down on one of the chairs at the circular table inside Tess’s kitchen. Why had she done this? Because she was pissed about how he and Anna had pulled the wool over her eyes with their fake relationship? Or because of their secret deal, because he’d taken all the benefits without truly fulfilling his part of the bargain? He had no damn clue, and he wasn’t in any position to ask her right now, even as she sat just a few feet away from him, staring amusedly across the table at him.

Why have you done this, Avril? he silently asked.

She didn’t answer, at least not in any way he could detect. Her amusement remained an uncommon fixture in the room. Sitting between them, Anna couldn’t conceal her dismay. Of the two of them, he knew which one his expression more closely imitated.

“Does anyone know what they want to drink?” Tess asked, standing by her fridge. After her initial icy response, she’d somewhat smoothed her irritability. She was hardly warm or welcoming, but she didn’t look ready to distribute poison among their drinks.

“Just water for me,” Anna said quietly, barely looking up from her lap.

Nodding, her focus shifted to him. Not wanting to indicate guilt, he overcame the urge to avoid meeting her gaze. As he did so, he found her expression inscrutable. Whether that boded well for their impending conversation, he had no idea.

Typically, especially recently, he’d have basked in the very sight of her. Near or afar, he could usually drink deep from her resplendent beauty. The brunette woman wielded an overachieving excess of desirable attributes. From the stark beauty of her dark eyes to her voluptuous and enticing figure, she forced even the most attractive women, two of whom sat at the table with him right now, to fight to be noticed when she was around.

In more recent days, Liam had grown increasingly used to her heavenly smiles, though he no longer knew when the next time he might see such an expression might be. He’d also come to know a different suite of expressions, namely, sordid lust and sultry anticipation, over the past several days. Ones that he’d added to the annals of his memories.

He didn’t know when he might see one of those expressions again, either. Maybe never again.

“Water for me, too,” Liam said, resisting the urge to drop his head into his hands. What have you done, Avril?

“Make it three,” Avril said, twisting to look over her shoulder at Tess.

He couldn’t make out Avril’s expression but saw Tess’s. As the two women locked eyes, Tess’s expression trended toward a renewed glower, though she broke it off—and their stare—before it fully formed.

About a minute later, four glasses of sparkling water sat on her table. Only one of them would experience what it was like to have its contents drained over the course of the ensuing discussion.

Sitting at the only unclaimed chair at her table, sunlight poured itself onto Tess’s back through the wide window directly behind her. Through the opened blinds, Liam could see the igloo that he, Tess, and Anna had built several days ago rising poignantly amid the field of snow that smothered her backyard. Switzerland was its new name, though only he and Tess knew that. The first place where they’d had sex. Somehow, though it had been only two days since that marvelous event, it felt like a lifetime ago.

How had he gotten from that unparalleled echelon of bliss to here?

The responsible party for that plunge took a long draught of her water.

“Ah,” Avril said after finishing her drink. “Refreshing.” Setting her glass back on the table, she scanned all three of their expressions, severe, dismayed, anxious, all in that order, before raising an eyebrow. “Okay, so what are we going to talk about, Tess?”

“You, first off,” Tess answered, granting Liam and Anna a brief reprieve from her stern focus.

“Sure. What about me?”

“I’m very disappointed in you, Avril.”

Of all the tongue lashings she might have expected to receive, such a professor-like beginning clearly caught her off-guard. Blinking owlishly, the sexiest redhead that Liam knew tilted her head to one side.

“It was just a kiss,” she said in defense of her earlier actions. “It’s hardly a big thing.”

“It is not about the kiss,” Tess said, injecting a potent dose of surprise into all three of them.

“Huh?” Avril said, the smattering of mostly faded freckles crossing over the bridge of her nose dancing as her face scrunched together.

“It isn’t the kiss,” Tess repeated. “It’s the self-centeredness behind it, the disregard for what Anna is going through right now.”

“What… do you mean?” Avril said, slightly leaning away from Tess as though she’d just pulled a can of surströmming out of her pocket and offered it to her.

“Why are we all here right now, Avril?” She paused, then gestured back toward the living room. “Not here in my kitchen, but in my house. We all gathered for a specific reason, and you seem to have forgotten about it. Worse, you’ve shoved it to the side so you could take centerstage with the stunt you just pulled.”

She didn’t wait for a response before answering her own question.

“Liam and Anna’s encounter with Trent, Avril. That’s why we’re here. Because of that very unpleasant encounter and the fallout that’s ensuing because of it.”

As if Tess had planned it, Anna’s phone began to vibrate inside her purse. It wasn’t the first time it’d done so since he and Anna had confronted and then left Trent standing stupefied at the ice-skating rink where he’d hunted Anna down. Well, since he’d left Trent standing stupefied. He’d been the one to lose his temper and patience with the haughty, arrogant jackass and blurt out that he was Anna’s boyfriend.

All this because Anna’s father, likely the man causing Anna’s phone to vibrate for the fifth or sixth time this past hour, wanted to tether his wonderful, kind daughter to the utterly unworthy scion of Alden Electronics. Like she was a bargaining chip, not a human being. Without having met Arnold Royce, Liam already knew he abhorred the man. Especially now that he knew what kind of man Trent was.

“They wanted to let us know about the… secret they’d been keeping from us,” Tess continued, offering them a kindness by downplaying the fact that they’d been deceiving everyone for quite some time. “They wanted our help with this unpleasant development. They didn’t want to rub it in our faces or make a big deal out of what they’d done. They wanted help, Avril. Anna wanted your help.

“However, your actions took us off that topic. Because of what you chose to do, instead of discussing how we can help Liam and Anna with their situation, we’re now forced to address how you decided to suddenly kiss Liam and make the current topic about that—about yourself. That should not be the case, and I don’t believe you’re so narcissistic that you’d have done what you did if you’d realized all this at the time. You care deeply about Anna, and we all know that. But I am still very disappointed by your earlier actions.”

As soon as Tess finished speaking, silence reigned supreme within her kitchen, within her whole house. Graveyards envied the quiet that manifested itself within Tess’s home. All eyes rested upon Avril, an Avril unlike any he’d seen before, as they waited for her response. They had to wait a while.

Throughout Tess’s lecture, she had sunken into herself as though her bones had vanished, leaving her body gelatinous. Trumped only by the kiss itself, this was his biggest surprise of the day.

He’d never seen her deflate like this. He wasn’t sure if anybody had, for even Anna seemed to marvel at her best friend’s diminished state.

From the moment that she’d opened the door to her apartment, already intending to enact a lascivious scheme upon him, Liam had only known Avril Knight as a being of unfettered vigor. She was like the summer sun in that regard. From the moment she crested the horizon every dawn until the moment she vanished in the evening, she shone so brilliantly that there were times when he had to find some shade and recuperate. She couldn’t be doused or dulled or diminished, not by anyone. Neither Anna’s consternation nor Victoria’s exasperation could tamp her down. She rolled with the punches, deflected every verbal dart that sought to pin her down, and seemed altogether immune to gloominess. There was something enviable about how everlasting her exuberant energy was.

Had been.

The Avril across the table from him struggled to swallow a lump of regret as thick as iron. The Avril slumping in her chair had lost every vivacious element to her name. The emerald sheen of her eyes seemed a bit dimmer, her auburn hair a little less lustrous, her fair skin a bit pallid. He’d heard about people getting physically sick and vomiting due to internal strife, but he’d never seen it for himself. For all their sakes, he hoped that wasn’t where this road led.

Still struggling to locate her voice, she fidgeted in her chair. Her dejected gaze found the floor, and one corner of her lower lip curled beneath her upper canine. A part of him felt as though he should look away, as if staring at this pale shade of a person was only hastening her fade into nonexistence. Another part of him was so astonished to see her like this that he couldn’t even blink.

But at least it was the proof to back up Tess’s claim. Avril wouldn’t have responded as she had if she hadn't hit the bullseye. And if she had been the narcissist that Tess didn’t believe she was, then she wouldn’t be mired in so much hesitation about how to respond. It was a silver lining, as much as one could be found in the unpleasant gloom surrounding her.

Eventually, Avril overcame the lump lodged in her throat. It didn’t restore any of the lost color in her complexion, but it did grant her the means to draw in a ragged breath. Her attention shifted from the woman on her right to the woman on her left.

“I’m, um, sorry, Anna. I didn’t mean to hijack things. I just… I guess I wasn’t thinking about your stuff, but I should have been. I’m sorry.”

Each word sounded like a pair of thick ropes being coiled tighter together. Hesitance and unease infected every syllable. It was plain as day that Avril wasn’t used to apologizing. At least not in a heartfelt manner. At the very least, there was effort there, if not eloquence.

And she had a best friend who was ready to forgive her immediately.

“It’s all right,” Anna said, reaching out to find one of Avril’s hands in her lap. “Thank you for your apology.”

Avril found enough of her old self to create a half-hearted smile, though it faded before long. As a few more apologies, accepted as quickly as their predecessors by her roommate, tumbled off her tongue, Liam’s focus shifted away from them. It arrived at the catalyst for Avril’s nigh-unimaginable state of repentance.

As soon as his eyes landed on Tess, hers subtly shifted to meet his. Nothing spoken passed between them, nor anything telepathic. She remained as inscrutable now as she’d been since she brought over their drinks and sat down.

He marveled at what she’d just accomplished, of course. But he also wondered. He wondered if she’d anticipated this outcome and intended for any mention of her supposed interest in him to be forgotten by reorienting the topic as she so deftly had. If that had been her goal, her plan seemed to have succeeded so far.

Yet, in her heavenly features, he discovered no proof to tip the scales either way. She withheld anything remotely akin to a subtle nod or smile. Eventually, Avril and Anna would need to leave. Eventually, it would just be him and Tess—alone. And he had no idea how things would go once that happened.

“How are you feeling about what’s to come?” Tess asked, attention shifting toward Anna once she’d finally convinced Avril that she didn’t need to apologize any further. “With your father.”

“Yeah,” Avril said, voice remaining somewhere between half and two-thirds its usual volume. “He’s going to want to meet Liam.” She shook her head. “Let me rephrase that. He’s going to want to break you two up ASAP.”

“Yes, I know,” Anna said, sighing.

Finally feeling like the water was tepid enough for him to wade in without getting boiled alive, Liam said, “Since we’re not actually dating, I don’t think it’ll be that bad, no matter what he does.”

“It’s untread ground,” Avril said, one hand still entwined with Anna’s. “You’ve never openly dated like this. Hard to say how Arnold’s going to react. Not well, probably.”

“All the missed phone calls and voicemails on my phone seem to suggest so,” the raven-haired woman agreed. She levied her attention on him. “Are you comfortable meeting him at some point?”

He nodded immediately. All this had started because he’d gone and run his mouth. If he could do anything to help her through the trouble he’d made for her, he’d do it gladly.

Anna’s alluringly pouty lips, which had spent most of the past hour trending downward, momentarily lifted. “Thank you, Liam. I’ll make sure I’m there when that happens.”

“You should make sure your mom’s there too,” Avril suggested. “You know, have the much, much, much better half there.”

Anna nodded. “Yes, that’s a good idea.” She sighed again as her purse began to vibrate once more. “I think I should take this before he ends up escalating things somehow.”

“Want any of us to come with?” Avril asked as Anna pushed herself up from her chair.

“No, but thank you. I’ll be back shortly.”

She didn’t quite manage to keep her expression from wavering before she turned and departed. In those few moments, all three of them saw the anxiety running amok across her delicate, lovely features. Stepping away from the room and heading out of the house, in fact, they all heard her say “Hello” before Tess’s front door prevented them from any further eavesdropping.

That was the final word heard in the house for over a minute.

One of the most awkward silences Liam had ever suffered through took place during the next sixty-odd seconds. Avril remained her unsettlingly demure self, barely looking up from her lap. Her mouth did work its way from side to side, suggesting that she was deep in thought; perhaps she was replaying how her decisions had led her to this point.

One woman over, Tess pointed her eyes toward the hallway. A raincloud of concern hovered above her head. That didn’t stop her from noticing his attention when it landed on her for a second time. For scant seconds, their eyes connected. Had it lasted slightly longer, they might have conveyed something through that connection. But it was not to be, for Avril finally broke the silence permeating the table.

“Sooo…”

In tandem, his and Tess’s eyes flew to the redhead, who was only just beginning to lift her gaze from her lap. Once they did, she looked at Tess. Hesitance and uncertainty weren’t fitting emotions for the vivacious woman, but they continued to cling to her all the same. Tess really had inserted the knife exactly where it could cause the most damage. Before today, Liam would never have thought he might see her like this.

“Do you really think I’m a narcissist?” Avril asked after her brief pause.

Tess blinked, and her gaze briefly reconnected with his. The surprise in her eyes must have surely found a reflection in his.

At least we’ve found the festering wound, Liam realized.

“No, I don’t think you’re a narcissist, Avril,” Tess said, shaking her head.

Avril didn’t seem so convinced. Fingering one of the ends of her vermillion scarf, she said, “I mean, you did say you didn’t think I was ‘so narcissistic’ a minute ago.”

Tess opened her mouth, though no words emerged. She tried again a moment later, bringing along another headshake.

“It was an improper choice of words. I do not think you’re a narcissist, Avril. You can be somewhat egocentric, but like I said, everyone knows how much you care about Anna. She certainly does. I do as well.”

Tess glanced at him, clearly calling for him to speak.

“Me too,” he said. “There’s never been any doubt in my mind about how much you care about Anna. Anna and I have even talked about it a couple of times.”

Their words seemed to have the soothing effect they both hoped they would. Some of the tension clutching Avril’s slender shoulders dissipated, which allowed something of her original self to return to its homeland.

“Okay,” she said, appearing mildly mollified. “Thanks.” She fidgeted slightly, lips flattening as her gaze fought its way to him. “Sorry for kissing you like that, Liam.”

It was his turn to blink owlishly. Given that they’d done far more than kiss on their first meeting at the start of winter break, it felt bizarre to hear her apologize for something as benign as a kiss. Still, given the circumstances surrounding it, an apology was to be expected.

“Uh, it’s okay,” he said, trying to sprint through this part of things as swiftly as possible. “I didn’t mind.” Oh, for fuck’s sake. “I mean, I’m not mad at you or anything. It’s water under the bridge. No biggie.”

He realized that he was rambling, working hastily to pave over the body he’d dropped onto the ground when he’d said he didn’t mind the kiss. He received a pained smile from Avril, who’d undoubtedly caught his blunder.

Undoubtedly, Tess had too. As he bumbled through his words, she eyed him quietly. When he finally clamped his jaw shut, lest further idiocy pour out of it, she remained silent for only a handful of seconds.

“Avril,” she said. “While Anna is away, I would like to ask why you decided to kiss Liam like that. Was it just to make her react as she did?”

Avril’s focus remained on him for the first part of her reply, though it swiftly moved back to Tess. “No, it wasn’t that. I mean… kind of. Not all of it, I guess.” She sighed, struggling her way through being sincere but also contrite.

“Then what other reason was there?”

Shutting his eyes for a few seconds, Liam did his utmost to will Anna’s phone call to an end, desperate for her to return before Avril answered. Alas, his psychic powers remained untapped and incapable of saving him from what he assumed would guarantee further fallout later.

Avril took a deep breath, potentially hoping for the same thing. However, Anna didn’t reappear, so she eventually needed to reply. Whether it was the wholehearted truth or an impressive façade, Liam couldn’t tell.

A part of him hoped it was the former.

“Because I am interested in Liam,” she said, looking at them both. “So, you know, two birds with one stone. I just didn’t… think about my when and where as much as I should have.”

“You’re interested in Liam?” Tess said.

“Yeah, I am.” Avril lifted her chin slightly, letting Tess look into her emerald eyes, whose vividness had begun to reignite. It was just a simmer, for now, but they weren’t iced over any longer.

“May I ask why?”

It seemed like a question he should have asked, all things considered. This was about him, after all. Yet, he understood that, in a way, it wasn’t. This conversation was about him, but it wasn’t for him.

Avril shrugged. “He’s cute, it’s easy to make him blush, and he’s kind of clever. There was his cheating stunt with the cards, and then this thing between him and Anna.”

One of Tess’s eyebrows elevated. “You’re interested in him because he’s fooled you twice?”

“Sure. Most people can’t. He has—twice.” She finally glanced at him. “There won’t be a third time.”

Knowing it still wasn’t safe for him to fire back a flirty response, he merely held his hands out innocently, which earned a snort from the beautiful redhead.

“There won’t be a third time,” she reiterated.

“It’s just those three things?” Tess asked.

“Right now, I guess,” Avril said, shrugging. “It was just a kiss. I know the timing was completely awful, but none of us here are like Anna, who thinks handholding requires a month of formal courting. We’re all adult enough to know there’s a difference between a peck on the lips and me trying to drag him off to a bedroom or something.”

“It was a little more than a ‘peck on the lips,’ Avril.”

“Okay, well, it wasn’t a make-out session either. I kissed him. I shouldn’t have done it here, but I’m not going to be ashamed about kissing someone I like. No one should be ashamed about that.”

Easy, Avril, Liam thought nervously, sensing the subtext simmering beneath her final statement. The last thing he wanted right now was for them to return to the minefield so soon after escaping it.

Both women dashed his hopes on the rocks in short order.

“No one other than you has mentioned being ashamed of anything,” Tess retorted, mouth skewing downward at its ends.

Avril utilized her third shrug in as many minutes. “Just a sense I got. I think people should be more open about their feelings, that’s all. I bet it’d save everybody a lot of hassle and inner turmoil.”

“Only if other people are truly accepting of how others feel. Right or wrong, Anna worried about how we would react to not wanting to date Liam. Because of that, she kept us in the dark about it.”

“That’s fair,” the gorgeous redhead conceded. “I guess I’m a little too stubborn when it comes to Anna. But I’m usually plenty accepting of other things. Like I said, no shame from me. I want the people I care about to all be happy and untroubled.”

“Life is rarely so simple for most people.”

Avril nodded and showed a glimpse of self-awareness. “Yeah, I know; I’m the spoiled rich girl who doesn’t know how hard it is for most of the world. But this is just the life I was born into. I am trying to bring the people I care about along for the ride.” Her eyes snapped back to him. “If they’d just let me buy their Christmas presents for them.”

“Not now, not next year,” Liam retorted, folding his arms stubbornly.

Snorting, Avril waved a dismissive hand in his direction before returning her gaze to Tess. “All I know is that I am who I am. Egocentric parts and all, I guess. I will try to temper my… tendencies going forward, at least in making sure it’s at the right time and place, but I’m probably not going to be able to ever sit on the bench and wait like Anna can. It’s just not how I’m made. I want to cram as much excitement and pleasure into my life as possible. I want to indulge and smile when I look at the years behind me, not sigh and think about all the things I let slip by because I was worried about what might go wrong or that things might not work out. I don’t think I could ever live my life hesitantly. It’s just not going to fly for me. And conceited as it is for a spoiled rich girl to say it, I think other people would experience a lot more contentment in their lives if they tried to do the same.”

By the end of Avril’s speech, Tess’s mouth had released the tension tugging its corners down. But that was all that Liam could discern from her countenance. Her gaze remained locked with Avril’s, who waited patiently for the older woman’s response. By comparison, she was a touch easier to read, primarily because of what she didn’t do. She didn’t lift her chin, smirk, or wear any form of smugness on her expression. Just sincerity. She’d placed her thoughts on the table, ready to trade with Tess if she was willing.

Whether she was willing or not, the opening of Tess’s front door fell like a guillotine through their conversation. Immediately, all three sets of eyes, in various degrees of frustration that now was the time Anna returned, pivoted toward the hallway. However, they all fixed their expressions well before Anna reappeared.

Liam knew he wasn’t the only one to breathe an internal sigh of relief when Anna reappeared, devoid of any puffy eyes or tearstains on her cheeks. The beautiful young woman smiled politely, as oblivious to the conversation she’d unknowingly interrupted as they were to the one she’d just finished herself.

“How bad was it?” Avril asked, concern flitting across her expression.

Anna shook her head. “It was my mother on the phone. My father’s currently in a meeting.”

“Would be great if he went on a business trip for a year or two,” Avril muttered.

“I don’t believe that will be happening. I haven’t checked the voicemails he’s left me.”

“Probably better not to,” Tess said. “How did Evelyn take the news?”

Anna’s pale green eyes shifted to him. “She’s… interested in meeting you. She… they, I’m sure, wanted to know our plans.”

“I’ll be available whenever you need me,” he said.

“Okay.” Anna swallowed but could not dispel the dreary cloud of anxiety hovering over her head. “I’ll connect with you so we can decide on the best day for… the meeting.”

“Just say when,” he said, sensing what was next along with the rest of the room.

“Thank you,” she said. “And thank you for having me over, Tess. I think I’ll be heading home now.”

“Of course,” Tess said, standing. He and Avril followed suit. “You are always welcome over here.”

Anna smiled and thanked her again. With Anna’s announced departure, Avril elected to join her. Some mild goodbyes followed, but it was clear to Liam that not everything, least of all the conversation that Tess and Avril had begun, had been resolved. After seeing Anna and Avril to their respective cars, the former of which sat in his driveway, he and Tess lingered in his driveway once they pulled out and departed.

The question now was whether he was also supposed to head home. On his right, he could see the path through the tonnage of snow swamping their yards he’d so often cleaved through these past few days. His heart ached with worry about whether he’d unknowingly made his final passage through it when he and Tess had walked Anna to her car.

“Liam,” Tess said, yanking his gaze to his other side. She was staring at the headlights of Anna’s vanishing SUV, and no further words chased her utterance of his name.

Hurling his bodyweight onto his trepidation as though it were the roof of a treasure chest, inside which a monster struggled to break free, he said, “Yes, Tess?”

“I’m running sort of low on groceries. Would you like to go to Costco with me?”

As far as his expectations stretched, a shopping trip hadn’t found its way onto them. Nonetheless, after a moment of confusion, he hurriedly nodded.

“Sure, I’d be happy to go with you.”

Tess offered him a soft smile. “Let me get my keys, and then we’ll go together.”


Chapter Three

Us

Going together saw Liam sitting in the passenger seat of Tess’s two-toned Toyota Crown, which had first graced her driveway a little over a year ago. He remembered seeing it for the first time when he’d returned home for fall break last year. When prompted, she’d gushed about the purchase.

Now, after Tess let it warm up a little, he experienced his first ride in it. The car’s engine hummed quietly as Tess brought them out of their neighborhood. Now that most of the roads in the city had been cleared of snow, the traffic awaiting them was par for the course for the time of day that it was. With the nearest Costco a little over twenty minutes away, the relative silence of the car ride hung on Liam’s mind.

They still hadn’t privately discussed everything with Avril, nor the deception he and Anna had pulled off. If he had to pick one to be worried about, it was undoubtedly the former. The latter barely blipped within his mind by comparison.

The conversation would not occur on the ride to Costco. Other than some meager small talk about what she was looking to get at their destination, Tess left the can of worms unopened. Whether that was a positive or negative sign, he couldn’t decide.

Back to indecision, he self-admonished, almost sighing.

Reaching their destination, they found it as busy as one would expect on the day after Christmas. Tess’s refrigerator wasn’t the only one that needed refilling.

Foraying into the bitter cold once she found them a halfway decent parking spot, they shoved their hands into their coats, shivered, and scurried toward the relative warmth within the gargantuan warehouse-turned-shopping area rising before them. They weren’t alone, joined by several others who’d arrived as dusk began lengthening every shadow.

Obtaining a cart from within, he and Tess joined the flowing current of the other scores of shoppers who’d arrived before them. Massive aisles of foodstuffs, electronics, and household necessities awaited. Some of those aisles, like the ones that had held literal hordes of toys a matter of days ago, were almost entirely barren.

“Is there anything you want to get?” Tess asked as they began their journey by meandering into a section rife with detergents and household cleaners. She started them off by hefting a massive box of Tide Pods and depositing it into their cart. From there, she nabbed some trash bags and paper towels, also in bulk. Continuing their journey, they soon reached an aisle rife with almost every manner of sellable drink on the market.

“Uh, I’m not really sure. I didn’t check to see what I’m missing at home.”

His response earned him a curious look. “I meant, is there anything you’d like to get for my house? There’s plenty of room in my refrigerator, so feel free to get anything you’d like.”

“Oh. Oh!” Understanding dawned a split-second before relief rushed into his veins. He hurriedly scanned the nearest stacks of beverages, all in containers of eight or more. “Um, do you like root beer?”

“I like it fine.” She smiled, intuiting the reason behind his strange exclamation, and stopped midway through the aisle. “Were you assuming you weren’t coming back over with me when we got home, Liam?”

“I… wasn’t certain,” he admitted. “I didn’t know if you’d want some space after everything that happened earlier.”

The beautiful brunette shook her head. “I’ve had quite enough of having ‘my space’ these past few years, and I had someone living in my house most of that time. I’d like you to continue spending time with me… so long as you still want the same.”

“Definitely!” he said, earning a few stares from a shopper at the far end of the aisle because of his volume. He blushed ferociously, but Tess’s smile kept him from fretting over his outburst.

“Good. I’m certainly not upset with you, as well. If you’re worried about that, please don’t be. You didn’t do anything wrong.”

“I did kind of put my foot in my mouth while Anna was gone,” he reminded her.

“When you said you didn’t mind that Avril kissed you?”

“Yeah,” he dolefully answered.

Tess’s smile grew as she beckoned him to grab the nearest gaggle of root beer cans and deposit them into their cart. “I would be confused if you had minded overmuch. She’s exceedingly beautiful. Certainly, she’s very proactive.”

“A little too proactive for the sanity of those around her sometimes.”

Smiling as she guided the card forward, Tess glanced at the dozens of bags of coffee beans they passed. “Guess I don’t need any of those,” she said, referring to the Christmas gift she’d received from Anna, which she’d used for the first time for her morning cup of coffee several hours ago.

They reached the end of their current aisle and swung into the store’s main thoroughfare. Stacks of enormous televisions stood directly in front of them, all on sale. Almost everything in the store that wasn’t perishable foodstuffs was currently on sale, as was the post-Christmas tradition.

“At least she can be honest with herself and others,” Tess said as they ventured into the first aisle with such foodstuffs—mostly dried and packaged things. “There is something enviable about that level of self-assuredness.”

Liam glanced toward Tess, who was looking away from him, scanning the packaged variety of nuts directly on her left. She sounded slightly downcast at the end, though he couldn’t be sure if he’d misread her tone.

“I would say that I’ve been trying to emulate her a little bit,” he admitted, which drew Tess’s focus back to him.

“Oh? Did ‘acting like Avril’ lead you to your Switzerland scheme?”

His ears burned, but he nodded all the same. “Pretty much. I did my best to channel her spirit when coming up with it. I figured… why not go for it? The worst you could have said was no, right?”

Tess’s angelic features granted him a sight that he’d never grow immune to. Beaming at him, she leaned over and lightly tapped him with her elbow.

“I’ll be honest with you,” she whispered conspiratorially. “I might have pretended to mull it over a little, but there was never really any chance I would have said no.”

Badump.

Liam’s heart soared into his throat for a second, and he needed five more to smooth the excitement rampaging inside his chest enough to respond.

“So, I should be bolder, then?”

“The worst I could say is no, right?”

Tess kept smiling as she pointed him toward some protein bars that she liked. He practically bounced on the air as he headed over to get them.

“So, be honest,” Tess said once he returned. “How was the comparison?”

“The… comparison?”

Rolling her eyes, she glanced over her shoulder. For the moment, they were alone in their aisle. After that, she lifted her forefinger and middle finger to her mouth. He realized what she was referring to even before she’d provided her hint, which she did by tapping her fingers on her alluringly full lips.

The crimson current that swelled in his face blathered loudly that he understood, but she inquired all the same.

“Understand now?”

“Yeah.”

“So?” the effervescent beauty said. “Compare. On campus, if you throw a rock into a crowd of students and faculty alike, the odds are good you’ll strike someone who’s dreamed about kissing Avril Knight.”

“That same rock would end up hitting someone who’s dreamed the same thing about you,” he pointed out.

“Indeed,” Tess smiled wryly. “Not that I’d ever consider kissing one of my students, even if saying such a thing to you makes me sound a little hypocritical.”

“Well, you’re not actually one of my professors, so it’s not really the same.”

“Not for my lack of trying,” Tess reminded him.

Liam shrugged as a pair of sparkling blue eyes bored into him. Famously, or infamously, depending on which circle you came from, Bellmore was one of the top schools in the country, littered with prestige and history. If you did throw a rock into a crowd there, you’d best be prepared to get sued for everything you were worth by a trust fund baby’s litany of lawyers.

Tess had long maintained that he could have gotten into Bellmore, where she and Victoria were professors, if he’d applied. And perhaps he could have. But when he’d been selecting colleges, he’d really had no idea about what he wanted to do with his life. And so, he’d selected Perrymont, which was hardly a cardboard box and a tin can in an alleyway, though it might as well be to some of the haughty jackasses who attended Bellmore.

As an image of one such asshole, Trent Alden, appeared within his mind, he shook himself out of his thoughts.

“I mean, you could have tried a little harder,” Liam said, earning an immediate snort from the beautiful woman beside him.

“I could have recruited you that way, is it?”

“I would have been about as susceptible to you then as I am now.”

Tess shook her head at him, though her smile remained. “Need I remind you, I was married when you were selecting your college of choice. Unhappily or not.”

“Yeah, I know,” he said, sighing loudly.

“Nor would I have wanted to impact your future in such a way,” she said, prodding him on the side. “It was your choice to make, even if I am distraught that I’ll never have you in my classroom. But anyhow, no more redirecting the conversation. I want a straight answer out of you.”

Continuing their serpentine path through the aisles, they arrived at one with a few shoppers perusing a personal care aisle. They didn’t need anything here, but they walked through it anyway. Liam made sure to lower his voice before finally giving Tess the answer she was after.

“I guess… it was more shocking than anything—and it was over really quickly. It was more like getting electrocuted than anything.”

“I imagine that was something of the goal.”

“Can’t argue there. Shock and awe seem to be one of Avril’s favorite tactics.”

“She certainly supplied us all with plenty of those two things today,” Tess said, meandering their cart toward a section consisting of hygiene products and then stopping there. Liam figured it was just because everyone else was further ahead. Because once she stopped, she glanced to make sure they were far enough away from any eavesdroppers before looking him in the eye.

“I wasn’t aware that Anna had come to the… conclusion she has about my feelings for you.”

“Yeah.”

He didn’t dare risk saying anything more than that. Because he had known that Anna had picked up on Tess’s interest in him, and he’d gotten it straight from the source, not via one of Avril’s bombshells. Instead, she’d revealed her theory in Tess’s home on the day they’d all built the igloo. After her father had brought her to tears through a phone call shortly after its completion.

“I would have preferred it if she hadn’t… noticed how I feel about you.”

“I don’t think we were too obvious or anything, or I think Avril would have said something different than she did.” He chose his following words carefully. “At the very least, Anna probably hasn’t guessed that we’re… you know.”

“Having vigorous bouts of sex two or three times a day?” Tess wryly offered.

His face burned anew, but he nodded. “Yeah, that.”

“I would like to keep it that way. I’m not sure what Anna would think if she knew what we’d been doing while you two were, well, not dating. So, I think I can feel a little less guilty about our misconduct.”

“Just conduct now,” Liam noted, which earned him another slender smile. “Always has been, really.”

“Yes, and now I know that.” Suddenly, Tess pulled her mouth to one side, growing solemn. “But I do want to address one other aspect of what Avril said.”

He instinctively tensed. “Yeah?”

Tess inhaled deeply, holding it in her lungs for several seconds. She checked over her shoulder once more, where she saw a pair of shoppers walk by the aisle but not turn into it. After that, her attention returned to him.

“I am not ashamed of you, Liam. I want to make that very, very clear. And I’m not ashamed of us, and I hope it doesn’t seem that way.”

The sincerity in her eyes benefitted from the enormous overhead lights above them, which banished all shadows. Liam took a moment to absorb it from her eyes and words before nodding. He’d never thought that, to begin with.

If anything, the fact that she was using the word ‘us’ when referring to what they were swelled his heart with unrivaled exhilaration. He’d dreamed for so long that they’d look at each other like they had in the igloo the other night. For as long as Tess Williams saw them as an ‘us,’ no amount of gloom could stick to him for very long.

“It doesn’t,” he assured her. “At all. I’ve never been happier in all my life than I am right now.”

“Right now?” his angelic next-door neighbor said, lips swerving back into a slender smile. “I didn’t know bulk orders of root beer and Tide Pods was your way to joy.”

“Well,” he said, heart running amok in his chest as his lust burbled up to the surface, “I do need to stay hydrated, and we have run quite a few loads of laundry the past couple of days.”

His efforts received their crimson reward. Tess ducked her head long enough to reorganize the color blatantly showing on her face.

“Well played,” she mumbled, doing the battle with a slightly embarrassed smile.

“Speaking of,” he began, which caused the enthralling woman near him to roll her eyes as he intentionally failed to complete his sentence.

“Yes, yes. There will be plenty of that once we get back.”

“Then what the hell are we waiting for?” he said, playfully ousting her from controlling the shopping cart.

Tess snorted as he began hurrying them forward, his eagerness only half-playful. If he’d gotten his way, they’d have beelined to the checkout with the things they had. They could always come back tomorrow. But he smothered that wish, electing to focus on speeding through the rest of their shopping. He knew he’d never have carried groceries into a house faster than he would today.

As he zoomed ahead, Tess pursued him. In the next aisle, she finally caught him. A short battle ensued, in which the gorgeous professor, amusement supporting her smile indefinitely, regained control of their shopping cart. Neither of them paid any heed to the nearby shoppers or their stares.

Grinning, Liam stepped a few paces ahead of the cart, letting Tess send him like an arrow toward whatever she wanted to obtain. His exuberance was almost mighty enough to overcome gravity. Today might have had its fair share of frightening moments, but they could still finish strong in the back half.

Only, there was one more still ahead of them.

Liam made it to the end of the aisle. Hooking left toward the next one with far too much reckless speed, he nearly collided with the oncoming shopping cart just a few feet in front of him.

“Oh, sorry!” he said, staring up from the eggs, milk, and other recently obtained victuals sitting in it.

His eyes raised from them. Above what must be the most incredible pair of breasts in existence, he found piercing ice staring directly at him.

He’d found Victoria Moreno.


Chapter Four

Small World

Today must be cursed. It was the first intrusive thought to bubble up to the surface amid the roiling mass of anxiety that the sight of the gorgeous professor caused, accompanied by an initial urge to up and flee—and hope that maybe she somehow wouldn’t recognize him. The second, thankfully, was one of blaring alarm—a reminder of who was just a few steps from turning out of the aisle behind him.

“Victoria!” he exclaimed, heart thrashing within him with the ferocity of a middle schooler who’d just received their first drum set for Christmas. “Sorry for almost running into you like that.”

He didn’t dare risk looking over his shoulder into the aisle he’d just swung out of to see if he’d announced her name loudly enough. Not while Victoria was staring right at him, her pale but sharp gaze affected by a very mild—which must mean she was utterly shocked—look of surprise at the sight of him.

The feeling’s mutual, Liam thought, battling to keep his shock from morphing into dread.

A few seconds passed, during which Victoria corrected her surprise. That was a good sign. Had Tess rounded the corner during those seconds, even Victoria’s cool, disaffected nature might not have survived such a thunderbolt.

“Hello, Liam,” Victoria said, sharp blue gaze remaining tethered to him.

At the same time, he thought he heard a shopping cart’s wheels scraping on the smooth concrete back the way he’d come. Hopefully, because it’d turned rapidly and began hurrying the other way. He still didn’t dare take his eyes away from the tall, beautiful professor before him.

Most of the time that would have hardly been a sacrifice. Imposing and severe as she might naturally be, Victoria was also a ravishing sight of voluptuous curves and magnetic attraction, even if ogling her was a dangerous undertaking. She was both the tallest and the bustiest of the four women who’d attended Tess’s Christmas Eve party two nights ago, and she had a sharp fashion sense that sent mixed signals about whether it was safe to stare.

Today was no different. She wore a beige cashmere coat, which she let hang open so the white sweater underneath could be viewed, highlighting her olive complexion. She also wore a black scarf, as well as form-fitting black jeans and boots. By all standards known to man, she was an alluring figure. The very first time he’d laid eyes on her, she’d managed to yank his attention away from Tess, which had been a nigh-unthinkable concept to him before that moment.

And if you had a thing for being skewered by icicles each time she looked at you, that could also potentially be considered a plus.

“Sorry about almost running into you like that,” he repeated, hoping to stall her for as long as he could. “I should have been looking where I was going.”

“It is alright,” she said in her usual calm manner. “I’m surprised to see you here.”

The feeling’s mutual, he thought for the second time in the past minute.

“Uh, yeah, I just figured I’d do some shopping before it got too dark out.”

“I don’t see a cart with you.”

Shit.

“Oh, well, I’m just kind of perusing, really,” he hastily said. “I haven’t found anything I want to get just yet. It was really just a snack or two that I was thinking about picking up.”

Because of how he usually comported himself, both Tess and Avril had admitted to their surprise at how skilled he was at cards—and how he seemed like a different person entirely during a game. A far better liar, for sure. The scene playing out currently did little to provide him with evidence that they were incorrect in their assessment.

Maybe I should start carrying around a deck of cards as a catalyst, he wryly thought.

“I see,” the fashionable ecology professor said. In a rare occurrence of hesitance, Victoria seemed to have more she wanted to say but didn’t.

Curiosity piqued by that oddity, he unwisely drew attention to it.

“Is there something on your mind?”

After a moment, Victoria inclined her head. “In fact, there is. I heard from Avril about what happened a little while ago.”

“Oh.”

He had no other response loaded into the chamber, even though he shouldn’t have been surprised that they’d spoken already. While Avril and Anna were practically sisters, Avril and Victoria had nearly been sisters by law. Victoria had been engaged to Avril’s brother about a decade ago, though she’d broken things off after realizing it was a poor match.

She’d admitted as much to him two days ago, during some time alone they’d spent before Tess’s party. She’d done so partly because of Avril’s insistence that Victoria find some way to get along with him, though with far more colorful language. She’d also apparently been rather drunk when she’d called Victoria to make said demand.

At that time, the beautiful professor had explained that she didn’t dislike him but that she’d just opposed Avril and Tess’s plan to push him and Anna together. So, depending on what Avril had told Victoria about earlier today, she might actually be pleased.

And that was the question. Just what had Avril told her?

“When you told me to mind my business the other day and that you and Anna had secrets that not even Avril or Tess knew about, I would not have envisioned that the two of you had concocted the scheme that you had.”

“Well, I didn’t quite say it like that,” he said, mainly referring to the first portion of her statement. “I had a little more tact, I think.”

“A little more,” Victoria agreed. “But the point was made. I see now that I underestimated both of you. It seems that all of us did.”

Liam downplayed things with a shrug. “I just went along with what Anna asked of me, really. Avril and Tess meant well, but Anna needed a friend more than a boyfriend.”

Victoria smiled. Barely. It was barely more than the beginnings of a smile, and it lasted only a few seconds. Nevertheless, Liam absorbed the sight of it like a sponge. He had no certainty if there’d be a second opportunity.

“It’s strange for me to realize that we’d been of a like mind since the outset, especially since I was the only one opposing things. If I made things difficult for you, I apologize.”

Shaking his head, he said, “If anything, it kind of helped. I’m pretty sure Avril and Tess are probably kicking themselves for realizing all the tells we gave them during it all. I don’t think either of us was great at feigning interest.”

“I think your shared awkwardness benefitted the deception,” Victoria said. “At the very least, it suited Anna’s inexperience with romance.”

“Guess it worked out. For a time.” He sighed.

Victoria nodded. “Yes, I heard about that too. Trent Alden is truly a deplorable human being.”

“I haven’t really mentioned it, but I’m pretty sure he was tipped off about where we’d be—maybe by Anna’s dad. There were two people at the tailor Anna took me to who overheard our plans to go ice skating. I can’t think of any other way Trent would have known to show up like he did.”

“It’s very possible,” Victoria agreed, disdain flattening her lips. “I’ve seen and experienced worse when I was engaged to Avril’s brother. I’ve only met Arnold Royce once, but I know his reputation. Like most men in his echelon, he is used to getting what he wants without much trouble.”

“That’s the sense I’ve gotten to, unfortunately. I feel bad for Anna.”

“Unfortunately, I’m certain you’ll both end up experiencing some unpleasantries in the near future. But going forward, I will be available if either of you needs anything from me. At least now we’re all united.”

“Silver lining,” he said, nodding.

A brief stint of silence, which he would be the one to break, followed. Based on how their conversation had gone so far, he’d already deduced that Avril must have left out a few critical elements of what had gone down at Tess’s house a little over an hour ago. He hesitated to bring them up, even though he realized that Victoria was the best person to drop his curiosity upon.

I guess we’ll see how available to helping you are, he thought, deciding to proceed with his inquiries.

“Victoria, I actually could use your help with something. Your opinion, at the very least. But it’ll need to stay between us, okay? I don’t want the others to hear about this conversation.”

Curiosity adorned Victoria’s expression. It was wholly warranted. This was only the second time they’d ever been truly alone. For him to already have a private request loaded up mere moments after she’d offered him her support must have seemed unusual.

“Okay,” the beautiful woman said. “It shall stay between us. What is it you wish to discuss?”

As he played with a Rubik’s Cube in his mind, searching for the proper combination of words, he noticed something humorous in his peripherals. A shopper, one whom he and Tess had entered the store just ahead of, appeared in it. She was a slightly plump, middle-aged woman with frizzy hair and a shopping cart overflowing with enough dog food, treats, and toys for him to assume she’d gotten a puppy for Christmas.

On her way toward the checkout, she glanced unsuspiciously over her shoulder. Upon seeing him and Victoria, she immediately did a doubletake, confused about how the one beautiful woman he’d entered the store had suddenly become a completely different but still exquisitely beautiful one. She blinked owlishly and almost drove her cart into a stack of coffee machines stacked near the checkout lanes.

Believe me, it’s just as shocking to me, Liam thought, clamping down on a smile at the comical near collision.

“Avril… did something earlier,” Liam said, treading anxiously into a pool of unknown depths. “And it got her chewed out by Tess. Like, actually chewed out. In a way that caused Avril to… well, kind of wither, I guess. I was pretty shocked about it. I’d never seen her become so timid and apologetic before. So, I just wanted your thoughts on why you think she reacted like that.”

As far as explanations went, he knew he hadn’t adequately equipped Victoria to cast her judgment on what had transpired earlier. He’d picked his words carefully, hoping to discern her initial response before diving into the specifics.

Victoria’s expression offered him no such avenues of determination. He knew she and Avril were incredibly close, as evidenced by the very phone call they must have had while she was on her way to Costco. He’d also seen her respond protectively when she’d heard about how Trent had spoken to her during their outing to the mall a few days ago. Outwardly arctic or not, Liam knew Victoria had a warm spot reserved for Avril.

“I’ll need you to be a little more specific,” she said, which at least informed him that she hadn’t heard about this part from Avril. “What did she do, and how exactly did Tess admonish her?”

Still hesitant about how Victoria might react when she heard about his kiss with Avril, he chose to answer her latter question first. “Tess said she was really disappointed in her and that she’d acted somewhat narcissistically with what she did. Avril looked like she’d seen a ghost after that, and it wasn’t until Tess clarified that she didn’t think Avril was a narcissist that she finally started becoming her old self again.”

It wasn’t a precise retelling of what Tess had said, but he didn’t know how to summarize it all concisely. He ended up wishing he hadn’t brought this all up, but it was too late.

Victoria’s sharp gaze plunged into him. She’d informed him on Christmas Eve that she’d never truly glared at him before, that her naturally acerbic stare did not count as a glare. Feeling his insides squirm due to the severity of her current stare, he wondered if she’d say the same thing about how she was staring at him right now.

“And what is it she did that caused Tess to say such a thing to her?”

I should have just kept my mouth shut and talked with Avril about it, Liam realized. But the damage was done, and Victoria’s harsh stare demanded an answer.

“Uh, she, uh, kissed me.”

“Excuse me?”

He knew right then and there that no failing student of hers had ever dared to find her after hours and beg for extra credit. Swallowing, he finally forced himself to explain things properly.

“After Anna explained we’d been tricking them about us being into one another the whole time, Avril kissed me and called ‘dibs.’ That’s what caused Tess to say the things she did. She said that she knew Avril hadn’t done it on purpose but that what she’d done had pretty much stolen the focus away from Anna’s troubles and put it on her. Everything got hashed out—really—so I don’t think there’s any bad blood or anything. It’s just the way Avril reacted and how she needed Tess to promise she didn’t think she was a narcissist that’s stuck with me. Since you know her well, I just figured you might know more about why she reacted so strongly at the time.”

Victoria glanced around. At first, Liam thought she might have somehow seen Tess somewhere in the store, which immediately lurched his heart into his throat. Thankfully, he saw where her gaze ended by following her sightlines.

“Let’s have a seat for this,” she said, nodding toward the tables in the food court.

He immediately nodded. “Sure.”

Along the way, with his body between Victoria and his phone, Liam braved a glance at it. He found two texts, both from Tess, on his phone.

The first informed him that she’d decided to abandon their shopping plans and get back to her car ASAP. The second, which had come in a couple of minutes ago, informed him that she’d found where Victoria’s car was parked and that it was far enough away that Tess had stayed in their original parking spot, where she now waited for him.

Okay. Be there soon. Having conversation. All good.

Shoving his phone back into his pocket as they reached the food court, Victoria guided them to the nearest empty table. Leaving her cart by its side, she motioned for him to sit on the opposite red bench from where she took residence. Once he’d done so, Victoria interlaced her hands and laid them on the table.

“I can indeed tell you why Avril reacted so strongly to what Tess said. Before that, is there anything else you’re leaving out about this… kiss she gave you.”

“Other than that it caused all of our jaws to hit the floor, no, not really.”

“Are you upset with her because of it?”

“No, I’m not. I mean, I was at the beginning, but I’m not now. Apologies were given, and I think it’s all been resolved. I’m not holding any ill-will toward her over it.”

So long as she doesn’t pull a stunt like that again.

Per usual, Victoria’s icy stare offered no indication if she believed him, but she didn’t press the topic further.

“Like you’ve asked, this conversation will stay between us. All right?”

It was the furthest thing from a request, and Liam quickly assented with a nod.

“Without a doubt, Avril deserved the rebuke Tess gave her,” the woman who’d nearly become the sultry redhead’s sister-in-law said. “I’d have done the same. I’d have very possibly said even harsher things.”

That wasn’t the part he wanted to focus on, so Liam simply held Victoria’s sharp stare and nodded again.

“But the word Tess used is one of the few that would affect Avril in the way you must have seen her react.”

“So it was that specific word?”

Victoria nodded. “There’s some baggage with that word. And I’m the one who supplied it.”

That drew his eyebrows up. “Something with her brother, then?”

“Not just her brother, but yes. My judgment of her brother has long been that he is a narcissist. Not just someone with narcissistic tendencies but that he is a full-blown narcissist. And even years later, I’m unwilling to alter that judgment. Avril does know my thoughts on this matter. It’s not just her brother, either.

“We’ve talked about this before, but while Avril certainly shares some similarities with Casey, she does care about other people—Anna chief among them. She has a bit more of her grandfather in her than most of her direct family members. Unfortunately, her parents fall into a similar camp as their son. With the obscene wealth that they have, it’s not shocking. It’s been fairly well documented that individuals in their tax bracket tend to be more commonly narcissistic.”

“So, it’s that she hates being compared to her family?”

“That’s right. Especially in that way and by who made the comparison. Avril lacks naught for confidence or ego, as anyone with eyes can tell, so most rebukes flow by her like air. But Tess is one individual whose opinion matters to her, and that specific term of reproach makes it unsurprising that Avril took it so hard. It might strain your imagination, but she is quite tame in terms of vainness and egocentricity compared to Casey and her parents.”

Liam nodded along, believing every word Victoria spoke. If there was one person he knew wouldn’t be prone to exaggeration, it was the severe professor sitting across from him.

“It’s something I noticed during those vacations with the Knights I told you about. It isn’t that they scorned the staff they had on hand so much as if they barely registered their existence. It was eye-opening how little they think about others, even each other. If Avril vanished during the day, neither her parents nor her brother would even think to ask after her whereabouts. There was one dinner where a plate was set for her and everything, yet no one even mentioned that she hadn’t shown up for dinner until I did so ten minutes in. She’d been gone almost the entire day by that point. She was eleven years old at the time. I was the one who ended up scouring the beach until I found her at almost midnight, just wandering.”

He'd stopped nodding along, instead focusing on absorbing Victoria's explanation. He could hear the distress and frustration in Victoria’s voice. The events she spoke of still bothered her to this very day. He likened what she told him of Avril’s past to his own. He’d been an accident. Literally unwanted in his conception. Yet, even for all that, he’d never received anything but care and love from his parents. Even though they hadn’t wanted a second child, when they’d found out they would have one, his parents had put forth every effort to raise him in a tender and loving home, just as they had his much older brother.

While he couldn’t fully know the Knights’ circumstances without seeing things for himself, he remained confident that Victoria wasn’t using hyperbole. If she said things were that bad, then he believed her.

“Thanks for sharing this stuff with me,” he said. “How she reacted makes a lot more sense now.”

“Since this is seeming to become our usual manner of exchange when we’re alone, now that I’ve shared what I have about the past, may I ask you something as well?”

“Um, yeah, sure.”

“Do you think Avril only kissed you to upset Anna?”

Liam regretted shaking his head but knew Victoria deserved a truthful answer.

“No, because she said it wasn’t just that. Oh, she didn’t share that with Anna, just Tess and me. So, Anna’s not in the know about that part.”

“I see.”

What Victoria saw remained, as ever, a mystery to him. Her cryptic reply offered little assistance, but maybe he could just come out and ask her for a morsel more than what she’d given him.

The worst she can say is no.

“Do you have any thoughts you want to share? I know you know Avril way better than I do, and I know you’re another person whose opinion she definitely values.”

“I think Avril is making an already complicated situation even more so by doing what she’s done,” Victoria said, pressing her lips together flatly. “She shouldn’t pursue you in any capacity right now, though I doubt I could talk sense into her head even if you allowed me to try. How she acted around you at the party two nights ago makes more sense now, too.”

Liam smiled toothlessly, offering no counterpoint to her accurate statement. More accurate than she knew, given the few times they’d more than bumped into one another when it’d just been the two of them during the party.

“How do you feel about her attraction?” Victoria then asked.

How indeed. The baggage Liam needed to unload to reach his true feelings on the matter could have filled a Boeing 747’s luggage compartment to the brim. Firstly, he was already intimate with Avril. That was the real kicker in all of this. They’d done far more than just kiss; it’d just been something that hadn’t happened in front of a crowd.

Avril had dragged out her interest in him in front of Tess and Anna, and he didn’t know if he could handle that happening again. As beautiful, vivacious, and bold as she was, today could have ended in utter disaster. They might not have announced it aloud yet, but it really felt like he and Tess were basically a couple. If not, they were on the path to becoming one.

No matter what, he couldn’t risk losing that. Avril Knight was pure sunlight most of the time, and he owed her so much—more than he could ever properly repay her. Unfortunately, he didn’t think he could handle a day as rainy as this one had almost become.

“I… think it’s a bad idea too,” Liam said, though they were for vastly different reasons than the one Victoria had laid out. “Too many things could go wrong and turn everything into a disaster.”

“We agree there,” Victoria said. She pulled her hands back from the table and began to stand. Liam followed suit.

“If you decide you’d like me to speak to her about any of this, you can get my number from Tess and contact me,” she said.

He concealed his surprise at the offer with a quick nod. “Okay, thanks.”

“You and Avril should talk well before New Year’s Eve. The sooner you can sort things out, the better. She is resilient, so you shouldn’t worry too much about things ending poorly between you. And at the very least, she isn’t a fool. With the situation you’re in with her best friend, I’m certain you can make her see how reckless it would be for you two to be involved with one another.”

He had nothing more to add to the topic but one final nod. Thanking her again, they parted ways. To soothe any worries about her growing suspicious if she could still spot him when he departed, he picked up another can of root beer, paid for it, and hurried into the frigid night.

They’d talked long enough that he’d lost the chance to see the sunlight dwindled to nothing, but Costco’s store lights ensured he could see the puff of frosty air he exhaled as he stepped outside its protection. Glancing over his shoulder just in case Victoria had somehow finished her shopping and was hot on his heels, he briskly hurried toward Tess’s car once he confirmed that wasn’t the case.

Shoving one hand into his pocket but leaving the other shivering as the cold clawed at it while it held the root beer pack, he found Tess’s car running as he reached it. Yet, he ended up unable to enter the car via the passenger door. Because the seat it led to was already taken.

Blinking rapidly, Liam cocked his head to the side. Inside the warm vehicle, Tess looked up from her phone upon sensing his presence. Relief flooded her eyes as she saw him. A smile followed, as did a motion toward the driver’s seat. Confused but yearning to escape the cold, he circled around to the driver’s door and let himself in.

“You can put those in the back,” she said, nodding at the root beer he’d nabbed.

“Uh, sure,” he said, extending his arm over the middle console and placing the root beer—the only thing they’d ended up getting tonight—on the floor mat behind her seat.

“I ended up leaving our shopping cart in the store,” Tess admitted. “I’m sure a worker isn’t going to be pleased when they find it.”

“If they knew the circumstances, I’m sure they’d understand,” Liam said, buckling up and then letting the heated seat and steering wheel chase the cold out of his body. He didn’t feel he needed more explanation than finding her sitting in the passenger seat to understand that she intended him to drive them home.

“You think so? ‘I’m dating my much younger neighbor, but I had to flee because my work colleague almost found us in the health and beauty aisle.’ It’s quite the tall tale, no?”

Liam had been busy staring at the Crown’s unusual gear selector, trying to figure out how to put the car into reverse. But the moment his ears heard the word ‘dating,’ they’d perked up like a hare hearing the screech of a falcon in its field. However, the last thing Liam wanted to do in this situation was flee from it.

“I guess it is,” he said, barely hearing his own voice over the emphatic sprinting of his heart. He knew she might have said it without realizing how it could be taken, so he forced himself to keep his hopes from shooting up too high. “A little hard to believe, given how beautiful you are.”

Tess raised an eyebrow at his self-deprecation but smiled all the same. “I’m not sure that’s an apt way to describe things anymore. Seeing as how Avril has joined your list of potential suitors, it seems to me that you’re quite the bachelor.”

He blushed and shook his head. “Yeah, I’m still trying to figure that one out.”

“She did explain it, if you were listening.”

“I’m pretty sure my ears only just stopped ringing a little while ago,” he said, fretting over Avril and her kiss remaining the conversation’s topic. “I must have missed it.”

“You’ll just have to ask her to repeat it later, I suppose.”

“Huh?” His eyebrows knitted together in confusion. In response, Tess finished leaning over. She placed a kiss on his cheek and patted the hand he had on her gear selector.

“Okay, we should really get away from this parking lot, just in case. There’s also a game I’d like to play while we head home.”

“A… game?”

He saw a mischievous glint in her eyes in the pale but poignant light granted by her car’s touchscreen and electronic display. Without saying anything further, she wrapped her hand around his and helped him put the car into reverse. The Crown pulled back from its parking spot.

Whether Victoria somehow saw them or not, neither of them had the ability to notice. They were far too busy staring into one another’s eyes.


Chapter Five

Christmas Comes Twice a Year

Eventually, the dark expanse of road in front of him forced him to look away from the eternally beautiful woman next to him, which was a crying shame. Nevertheless, he noticed her leaning toward him as he drove them back toward their neighborhood. He’d spent enough time around Avril to recognize a lascivious plot when it was underway.

He remained rather confused by what Tess had said about Avril a few minutes ago, but he wouldn’t have any opportunities to mention her for the remainder of their car ride home. There wouldn’t be many names other than hers he’d manage to utter for the coming driver.

“So, are you up for playing?” Tess asked, causing the blood in his veins to motivate itself southward with just that simple question.

Did such a question even need to be asked? He would have laid on a bed of coals every night if it meant he could experience the euphoric thrills he could see gleaming behind her eyes.

“What kind of game?” he still asked, throat dry.

She didn’t answer. Instead, she glanced out her window, watching as they passed a plodding sedan whose driver was in no hurry to get anywhere. Instead, she took them on a new course.

“All things considered, today has been rather awful, don’t you think?”

His brow furrowed. “I… suppose.” He shook off the restraints of confusion. “I mean, yeah. It’s definitely not been the best of days—for any of us.”

“A year ago, I think I would have just accepted that the day was a complete wash and gotten into bed the moment I got home.” She paused, tilting her gaze to watch the slow-moving vehicle failing to keep up with them. Once it was several car lengths behind, her gaze slowly swiveled back to him.

“I don’t think I want that to be today.”

Swallowing, Liam nodded. “Me neither.”

“Maybe the morning and afternoon were disastrous, but that doesn’t mean our evening together has to be the same way. I say we give today a much-needed counterbalance. Starting right now, right here.”

They just made it through an orange light, leaving behind the sedan. Moments later, Tess supplied him with another reason to want to get her car into one of their driveways.

“So, our game is a simple one.” Tess smiled and passed her right hand over her body and the center console. She placed it on his thigh, and his heart revved like a second engine. “I’m going to use my hands and mouth to make your evening much, much better on the drive home. However, you’re very much going to want to hold on for as long as you can.”

“And why’s that?” Liam asked hoarsely after she paused, clearly waiting for his reply.

Tess’s hand began to ruminate upon his thigh, climbing higher on a lethargic journey toward the stiffening object under his pants. She leaned further over, which caused her seatbelt to press into her breasts and try to restrain her.

“Because if you make it to my driveway before I finish you off, I’ll give you the Christmas gift I had intended to give you. Tonight. Right when we get back to my home.”

They hit the first red light of the night, and Liam inwardly cursed at it. There were multiple cars ahead of him in all three lanes, preventing him from having any chance of racing through the light before it turned. His gaze flickered from the damnable light to the brilliant blue depths that the sultry woman beside him possessed.

“I do want that,” he admitted.

“Yes,” she confirmed huskily, “you very much do.”

Her hand slipped beneath his pants and found his grown erection long before the light ticked back to green, allowing all the impatient drivers—Liam chief among them—to speed on their way. The wretched thing lasted so long that the sedan’s driver caught up to them. It stopped beside them, though with both vehicles possessing tinted windows, it seemed unlikely that they could peer in and see what the lascivious professor was up to.

“One more thing,” Tess whispered, burning his neck as she kissed it. “If you lose, you’ll also get something.” She smiled as her hand began to guide his stiff manhood out of the confines of his pants. “I want to hedge our bets and ensure things are wonderful, no matter what. However, losing here means you’re deferring my original Christmas gift to you until… let’s say, at least the new year. And I won’t let you know what you’re getting if you lose until tomorrow. That’ll allow me to sleep on it.”

Sleep on it? Liam thought, only for any chance of musing over that unusual statement to vanish. With just a bit more effort on her end, she’d freed his cock. At the same time as its stiff length tasted freedom, the light in front of them turned green.

Speed was the name of the game for them both. But unlike him, Tess didn’t have to obey any laws along the way.

She wrapped her slender hand around his cock as the cars in front of them lurched into motion. After a moment, she realized what a nuisance both their seatbelts would be.

“Drive safely, now,” she said as she unclicked hers first. His followed a moment later.

“I’ll do my best,” he croaked, struggling not to ogle the sultry brunette as she used her newfound freedom to shift even closer to him. Finally free to hit the accelerator, he desperately sought an avenue to get by the cars in front of him, but it didn’t appear.

She had one more activity to complete before her assault began. Her coat came off. Within seconds, it landed on one of her back seats. The long-sleeved shirt under it, nearly as challenged to keep her breasts restrained as Victoria’s sweater had been, did everything it could to yank his eyes toward them.

How in the hell was he supposed to stare at the road while one of the most beautiful women on the planet sat right beside him, doing such lewd things?

“All right, Liam,” Tess purred, returning her hand to his cock. The heat surging off it merged with the heat of her palm. “I’m not going to play nicely.”

Tess leaned over, and it was a blessing that it was nighttime, or else the sedan’s driver, keeping pace due to the sluggish traffic flow, would have borne witness to a salacious sight. Unconcerned about anything other than making him cum before they made it home, Tess’s moist lips hovered inches over his throbbing manhood. Eyes twinkling with satisfaction as she saw how eager his body was for the warm, wet confines of her mouth, for the adroitness he knew she was capable of, she cooled him off with a long trail of saliva.

As Liam shivered, Tess’s hand climbed his cock and met the moderate amount of saliva she’d released. She added a bit more before she began to use her silky touch to moisten his cock from tip to base.

“Keep those eyes on the road, mister,” she said, noticing as he kept flicking his gaze down to the slow, rhythmic pumping of her hand. “You do want us to get back quickly, don’t you?”

Yes, but no. He felt trapped by excitement for what was occurring and his need to stave her off until they made it back to her driveway. In the best-case scenario, he supposed he would end up cumming down her throat exactly one second after her tires touched her driveway.

Somehow, he didn’t think he’d be so fortunate. Maybe because of the seductive stare from the woman of his dreams as she pressed her lips against his neck for a second time.

“Is today feeling a bit better already?” she whispered, scalding his throat in four different places. Her hand continued slowly titillating his cock, building up a little more speed with every handful of pumps.

“Today was never going to be all that bad,” he replied. “I’m getting to spend it with you after all.”

Crimson dashed across Tess’s cheeks, and a beatific smile accompanied it. “I suppose you’re right. No, you are. And we still have tomorrow, the next day, and the next day.”

Liam’s heart soared. He nodded along with each next day that she promised him, and he also finally found an opportunity to begin darting ahead of the cars impeding him from racing them home.

“Each one will be better than the last,” he said, taking advantage of her car's automatic transition. That meant he only needed a single hand on the wheel. The other could palm one of her deliciously large breasts.

Tess’s smile remained as brilliant as ever, and she happily allowed him to grope her. Her hand sped up. The scorching heat of her lips moved toward his jawline.

“I’m certain they will be,” she agreed. “So long as I see you every morning.”

He couldn’t agree more. “If you want us to see each other a little sooner, we could start showering together. You know, save water.”

Tess chuckled and began to rub her thumb over his cock’s opening each time her hand maneuvered itself upward along his shaft. “I don’t know if it will save much water, given how much longer I think you’ll want the shower to be if we go in together.”

“We could always check to make sure.”

“Oh, we will,” she assured him, glancing ahead as he grimaced and decelerated because another red light awaited them. At the very least, he was the first to reach it, which would allow him to zoom off once it snapped back to green.

“We’ll test it every single day going forward,” Tess promised, planting a fiery kiss on his lips.

Their tongues clashed as their mouths vied for dominance. Aided by the heinous work of her silky-smooth fingers, Liam lost the battle. The back of his head ended up pinned to the headrest behind it, and Tess took her spoils of victory. Their lips remained mashed together as her hand pumped his cock mercilessly.

Barely able to see past her, he accelerated the second he saw the light turn green. Only then did Tess pull her lips away. She let him see the road, but the price was the torture her lips inflicted upon his cock for the rest of the ride home.

Her hand plunged to the base of his cock, then stayed there. Dropping her eyes first, the rest of her head soon followed. Anticipation curled his toes, which added further acceleration to her car. Seconds later, bliss rippled through his cock.

“Someone’s in a rush,” Tess teased. She stopped her mouth’s descent just inches from his cock and blew cool air on it. “Nervous about how quickly I might rob you of your prize?”

“I’ve seen what you can do,” he said, removing his hand from her breast and bringing it to her brunette tresses. He swept them away from her left cheek so he could briefly lock eyes with her. “I have every reason to worry.”

Purring delightfully, Tess nodded. “Yes, you do.”

She dropped her lips the final few inches. Planting a loving kiss on the tip of his engorged manhood, she then reminded him why he would need to hit every green light imaginable if he was to make it home before she drained him.

Her soft, moist lips accepted the first half of his cock with ease. Their glossy touch skimmed along his sensitive member, and he felt her tongue swish from side to side as she accepted his size. His core flexed into iron in response, and he already yearned to pull over and accept his fate.

He knew she could have submerged his entire cock had she wished. He’d earned compliments from her due to his size, but she’d more than proven that she had the skill to fit him into her throat. Just a matter of days ago, he’d experienced what it was like to cum down a woman’s throat for the first time, not just into her mouth. His body certainly hoped she’d let him replicate that fantastic feeling.

For now, however, with them still fifteen minutes out from her home, she knew she could have some fun with his burning hot member. Beginning with several slow, languid bobs of her head, she robbed him of the ability to breathe easily.

The hand he’d swept her hair away with returned to the steering wheel. He’d nearly driven them into the middle of two lanes as she began to torture him, so he shoved both hands, both white-knuckled, onto the steering wheel. Hopefully, he’d acclimate enough to remove the extra hand. He still wanted to fondle her breasts a little more before they made it home.

As he sped them along, Tess added a bit more speed to her bobbing. Each rise and fall of her lips thrust waves of pleasure into his manhood, which spread like the roots of a tree into the rest of his body. She knew exactly what she needed to do to aggravate and entice him in the same motion.

“Fuck, you’re so good at this,” he whispered as he felt her bring his cock to the entrance to her throat. From there, she drew back and paused. Thanking him for her compliment with her eyes, she prepped him with a few quick bobs and then one long plunge. Her throat gave him the access he’d been hoping for, and the tightness awaiting him was sublime.

He’d been here before. A few times, in fact. She’d detained him on her couch one day, not allowing him to get up until she’d utterly drained him. This time, he really couldn’t get away from here, even if he wanted to. Not unless he popped open his door and tumbled into the oncoming traffic.

Pressing one hand into his thigh, Tess began to deepthroat him in a way he’d only ever experienced from her. Avril had claimed she could match the skill he’d bragged about Tess possessing, but that claim remained unproven. Given where things seemed to be heading, it was uncertain if he’d ever get to know if she was good for it.

However, now wasn’t the time to think about the sultry redhead and her bold claims. He had one of the sexiest brunettes on the planet beside him, allowing him to feel how tight and pleasurable her throat was with each bob of her head. Still, as fantastic as it felt, every blessed sensation was another scoot closer to his ruination. He tried to remind himself that as she prompted his body to give in and release its sticky prize.

It was a battle he’d never had a chance of winning. He’d shown up with a piddling army of farmers with pitchforks. Meanwhile, Tess had marched to the battlefield with a battle-hardened Roman legion at her back.

Liam’s groans soon filled the car, and his thighs joined his stomach in flexing indefinitely. He ended up removing his foot from the pedal and utilizing her car’s cruise control because of it. He had no confidence in his ability to control his lower half while Tess assaulted him as she did.

And she didn’t relent. She’d laid out the rules of engagement, he’d accepted, and now she showed him no mercy. As her moist lips plunged along his shaft, his cock twitched fiercely. Fitting him back into her throat, she constricted her throat, hammering at his flagging resilience to her astonishing talent. They hadn’t even made it back to the neighborhood yet, but Liam could already only barely keep his body from capitulating.

Tess purred knowingly during the next drop of her lips. This time, she let his cock linger in her throat, and she slightly twisted her head, applying pressure to different parts of it while it remained entombed in her tight throat. Looking up at him as he swore because of another red light in their way, her azure eyes sparkled with amusement.

“You’re just lucky we’re hitting so many red lights,” he lied.

In response, she separated her luscious lips from his cock entirely. “I’d think a card shark like you would know how important luck is in any game. It’s not my fault.”

“I know it’s not,” he growled, primarily due to impatience for her to resume what she’d just stopped. “And you don’t need to give me a handicap.”

She grinned at his awareness of her current ploy. “Are you sure? I could give you a minute or two. How about until we reach our neighborhood?”

“I don’t like this smug Tess,” he complained, which elicited a delightful laugh from the beautiful seductress beside him.

“You’re the only one who ever gets to see this side of her, though. Isn’t that worth something?”

He grumbled that it was, which kept Tess’s mirth alive and well. Rubbing his thigh, she waited for him to decide if he wanted her to wait or not.

“I don’t need a handicap,” he repeated. “I want to win fair and square, or not at all.”

“Have it your way,” the gorgeous woman said. She had him back in her throat within seconds.

The pleasure she subjected him to pummeled him so severely that, even with the brief repose she’d granted him, he only just made it into their neighborhood before he could bear it no longer. In fact, they were still heading down the hill into it when his body’s resistance shattered.

“Tess, ungh, Tess!” His voice warbled dangerously as he turned them into their neighborhood, but she didn’t relent. If anything, she sped up a little.

As he entered her throat again and again, feeling the tight constriction and the undulating pleasure it provided, he knew he had just seconds left before he blew his load. Hurriedly, he checked the rearview mirror. Then he swore again.

There was a car right behind them. The last thing Liam needed was a fender-bender because he couldn’t control the vehicle while he climaxed. Scanning the dark incline hurriedly, he made the only available decision.

Holding out for as long as he could, knowing he could only count that time in mere seconds, he rushed them toward the snowy sidewalk and shoved the car into park. The car behind them passed by at the same moment Liam could resist no longer.

His head slammed into the headrest as a guttural moan ripped itself from his mouth. Sensing the swell of his cock and its impending release, Tess ensured he climaxed while she had him in her throat. Her soft lips surrounded the base of his cock precisely one second before he erupted.

That was the correct word for it. As he gasped and tensed, he bucked his hips upward a moment before his seed gushed out of his cock. It was so forceful that Tess’s eyes widened as the first impact splattered against the inside of her throat. Yet, she didn’t withdraw. She kept him cocooned between her heavenly lips as he emptied his balls into her windpipe.

Overcome by euphoria, Liam’s eyelids clamped shut. The surge of pleasure rampaged through him, and his cock throbbed sensitively as the final few spurts of cum painted Tess’s throat white. He fought to catch his breath after that, only managing to open his eyes after half a minute went by.

Around the same time, Tess released his cock. Compared to how hot her throat had been, the warm air flooding out of her car’s vents left it almost feeling cool.

Tess smiled at his disheveled state, examining her work. “Mission accomplished.”

“I… got… kind of… close,” he panted.

“It’d be a B grade in my classroom,” Tess said. “I have to expect more from my favorite student.”

“I’ll do better… next time.” He shook his head. “Tomorrow. We didn’t end up shopping tonight, so we have to go back tomorrow.”

Tess grinned. “I suppose we do.”

While he caught his breath and stuffed his cock back into his pants, a few more cars passed them by. But Liam wasn’t looking that way. In a humorous turn of circumstances, he recognized where they’d parked. Thanks to her headlights and the nearby lampposts, he could see the sidewalk. Well, he could see the snow still covering the sidewalk. However, he could also see the imprints in the snow, including the wide slashes through it. This had been where he and Anna had begun their snowball fight a few days ago.

Picking up on his lingering stare and realizing it wasn’t on her, though it probably should have been, Tess followed his eyes.

“Noticing something interesting?” she asked.

Liam shook his head, finally finding enough air in his lungs to speak normally. “Just reminiscing a little. Anna and I got into a snowball fight on our way to deliver her to Avril the other day. Same day you drained me like you just did five times.”

Tess returned to him with a beatific smile. “Today’s not done. It’s only about six o’clock, after all.”

“Yeah, but I didn’t get the prize I was hoping for,” he said, sighing. “And you said I wouldn’t find out about my consolation one until tomorrow.”

“Both those statements are true,” she agreed. “But that doesn’t mean we aren’t going to find some more ways to make sure today ends on a positive note. Let me think for a moment.”

He did. He then recognized the flash of remembrance as it appeared in her eyes. Seconds later, Tess grinned.

“You know, I remember us discussing me trying on the runner-up dress for our New Year’s Eve party. Actually, I think we were supposed to have done that hours ago.”

“Yeah, there was a bit of an interruption in the afternoon.”

“But not now.” Tess batted her eyelashes coquettishly. “Assuming you still want to see me in them.”

He stared directly into her eyes. “I know you’ve got a doctorate and all, but I’m going to start thinking you’re not as brilliant as I’ve always assumed if you ever say something like that again.”

Tess merely shrugged. “I’m just checking.”

“You don’t ever need to check for something like that. I’d drive a thousand miles to see you in one of those dresses.”

Her smile belonged among the stars. “Well, fortunately for you, you only need to drive about a mile more this time.”

Every stop sign in his way earned his eternal enmity. But about three minutes after her enticing offer, after making sure they could escape into her house under the cover of darkness, he dropped off the root beer in her fridge and then raced upstairs after her.


Chapter Six

Planning Ahead

Upon catching up to her in her bedroom, he saw her heading for her enormous walk-in closet. Yet, as he sought to pursue her, she paused long enough to plant her hand on his chest and stop him in his tracks. Smiling as she shook her, she nodded toward her bed, thus dashing his hopes to watch—or help—her change into this dress of hers.

“You’ve got to stay in here. I’ll come out when I’m good and ready. I won’t be doing my hair up or anything, so you won’t have to wait for very long, I promise.”

Instinctively, he frowned.

Laughing, Tess patted him on the shoulder. “Just make yourself comfortable. Your patience will be rewarded.”

“Fine,” he grumbled, retreating a step.

Tess smiled and slipped into her closet. The door shut before he could gain a hint about which outfit she was looking to change into.

Sighing loudly, just so she could hear how impatient he was, he moved to her bed and sat on it.

“Oh!” Tess’s voice called out, somewhat muffled by the door between them. “Before I forget, I think you should see if Anna’s available tomorrow. The two of you really ought to get together and discuss things again, without any distractions. You can go ahead and text her while you wait for me.”

“That’s… fair,” he replied. “I’ll do that.”

Freeing his phone from his pocket, he popped open his messages with Anna. While he decided what to say, he glanced at the closet door again and again. His excitement could not be stemmed. Once he’d typed out a serviceable text, he sent it Anna’s way, then discarded his phone on the bed and resumed his impatient vigil.

Her reply lit up his screen a few minutes before Tess emerged from her closet.

Yes, I think that’s a good idea. Is there anywhere you’d like to meet?

“She says she thinks it’s a good idea,” he told Tess, beginning to type out a reply.

“Where are you two going to meet?” Tess asked.

“I don’t know. We’re hashing that out now.”

“Wherever it is, you should pick her up from her apartment.”

That gave him pause. His head lifted from his phone, and he stared at the door Tess stood behind.

“Why do you say that?”

“Because it’ll feel more like a date if you do.”

Her straightforward response didn’t alleviate his confusion.

“And that’s something we should want because…?”

A moment passed, and then the closet door opened about a foot. Tess stared flatly at him through the opening.

“Because you two are dating now, remember? You’re not just pretending to be talking; you’ve gone and said you’re her boyfriend. And that means you two really need to look a bit more like a couple when you’re around each other. Otherwise, you’ll never pull the deception off.”

“We managed to keep you and Avril in the dark,” he pointed out.

“Because we assumed you two were just being… awkward around one another when in front of us. And I assumed it was because you didn’t want to have anything develop between the two of you because of us. As far as I’m aware, Anna has never had a boyfriend before. For you to become that first boyfriend means there’s something about you that’s different than the others who have tried to catch her eye. Faking it or not, you two need to look more like a couple and less like friends. Tomorrow can be a trial run for that.”

He held his hands up in surrender. “Okay, okay. I’ll see what she says.”

Nodding, Tess shut the door and resumed her outfit swap. Picking up his phone, sighing a little more softly this time, Liam typed out his response.

Maybe we could go out to eat? My treat. I could pick you up tomorrow, and we can try to treat it like an actual date. We are boyfriend and girlfriend now, after all.

He’d wondered how she’d reply, if there might be a longer delay before he received it. To his surprise, it arrived as quickly as the first had.

All right. I think that’s a good idea too. Would you like to have lunch, maybe?

Sure. How about a little before noon? Sound good?

It does. I’ll see you then, Liam.

As he set his phone down and prepared to share the news with Tess, he paused. Glancing at his phone, he recalled the very first time he and Anna had texted. Rather, when Avril had texted him with Anna’s phone while pretending to be her.

She wouldn’t do that again, he thought, face pulling to one side. Right?

She hadn’t texted him any today, which was atypical. They’d conversed regularly since trading numbers, and he’d expected to hear something from her about what had transpired today by now. The fact that she’d maintained radio silence so far worried him. He had no idea what her next steps would be, but he knew there’d be something. Avril Knight wasn’t the type of woman who loitered about for too long.

“How’d it go?” Tess called, drawing him from his musings.

“We’ve got lunch plans tomorrow. I’m picking her up.”

“Fantastic. And right on time.”

Tess removed the barrier of wood that stood between them. Directly afterward, Liam experienced his most potent adrenaline rush of the night.


Chapter Seven

The Runner-up

Any thoughts of Anna, Avril, or anyone else in the world vanished the moment Tess entered his field of view. His world existed in this one room with this one woman. There wasn’t anyone else worth thinking about. Not if it distracted him from the entrancing sight standing directly before him.

Tess’s smile crept up as she noticed how enthralled he was. Stepping further into the bedroom, she made certain to approach him slowly. It bought him the time to reorient himself, and to come up with a charming compliment for the woman he loved.

“Wow.”

Okay, so not so charming. Nevertheless, it added to Tess’s wonderful smile rather than reducing it. She ended her approach just before she would have entered his reach, frustrating his body. Arms clasped behind her back, she let him drink endlessly from her voluptuous curves and the shimmering dress adhering to it.

Her backup dress for New Year’s Eve captured every beam of light in the room upon its satin body. It gleamed royal blue, and it embraced her curvaceous body as lovingly and tightly as it could manage until it pooled on the ground around her hidden feet. Its adherence to her seductive contours left him equal parts fortunate and envious, as did the bounty of skin it didn’t hide from her breasts up.

It compressed those full breasts somewhat, maintaining its tight grasp of Tess’s voluptuous form. Thanks to the deep plunge of her dress, there was plenty of cleavage on display. It also lacked any sleeves or shoulders, only kept up by two thin straps. It lacked one more thing, which Tess, generous as always, allowed him to see moments later.

She turned slowly, and Liam’s eyes glued themselves to her captivatingly sexy hips. If there was one part of her that not even Avril could contest, it was the part of her he admired now. And her dress made sure to show it off.

As her fantastic butt entered his field of view, he nearly shivered with delight. The blue satin shaped itself around her butt so enticingly that he felt his pulse thump like an excited rabbit’s foot in his throat. His eyes would have loved to linger there, but Tess called his eyes upward by clearing her throat.

An oasis of peerlessly smooth skin awaited them. Other than where the straps crossed across her upper back, there wasn’t a hint of blue from her lower back to her shoulders. Tess ensured he knew that, shifting her wavy hair to the front of her shoulder, wanting him to drink it all in. All of her. Dressed to murder men of lesser constitutions.

“Wow,” he repeated, though he inwardly groaned at his inability to come up with something more profound or charming to say in the face of the wonderous sight standing before him.

“I almost picked this one,” Tess said, dark blue eyes shimmering with delight at his continued difficulty adding a second word to his diminished vocabulary. “It was a close second.”

Finally, Liam found his words. “Now, I’m even more excited about what edged this one out. You look… heavenly.”

Tess giggled. “There you go with your angel comparisons again. I guess I’ll just have to get used to them.”

Heat flushed his face. Before he could come up with a more fitting compliment for her, Tess, still standing with her back to him, lifted a single finger over her shoulder.

“You don’t just have to look, by the way,” she purred, curling her finger just once.

That was more than enough.

Liam sprung to his feet fast enough to give himself momentary whiplash. Seeing vertigo, he shook his head to remove it as rapidly as possible. Fortunately, the woman before him had no plans involving countdown timers tonight.

As soon as he blinked away his vertigo, he admired her body again. His desire cascaded across her body as he imbibed the mere sight of her.

“God, you’re so beautiful,” he exhaled under his breath.

“Hmm? I couldn’t hear you.”

His eyes briefly reconnected with hers, and they shared a smile. Steadying the rampage of his heart enough to finally collect his thoughts, he cleared his throat.

“I said, you’re so fucking sexy, Professor Williams.”

Tess snorted but moved her hands behind her. They each found one of his wrists. Clamping down on them, they guided Liam to his version of the Promised Land.

“You’re not one of my students, so you don’t get to call me that,” she said as she splayed his palms out on her shapely butt.

“Sorry. You’re so fucking sexy, Tess.”

“Better,” she purred, beaming as he pressed his hands into her phenomenal butt.

He had decently sized hands, but they were in no way, shape, or form up to the task of claiming all the territory sprawling out beneath them. Tess’s butt had always been amazing, but it’d never been this fit and alluring. Between when he’d gone off to college and returned, she’d scaled up her love of jogging to include plenty of gym visits with her equally gorgeous colleague, Victoria. Now, he was the one who got to reap what she’d sowed.

“You have a lot of dresses like this?” he asked, pressing his groin against her as his hands flared out to cover more ground on her butt and hips.

“A few,” she said, pushing back against his stiffening cock. “A woman must be prepared to attend a lavish party or a wedding.”

“I can’t think of any woman who’d ever let you attend her wedding dressed like this. She’d be too worried about you upstaging her and stealing her husband.”

Tess playfully gasped and wiggled her hips as he wrapped his arms around her curvaceous waist and pinned her against him. “I would never. I’m a respectable woman. You keep calling me an angel for a reason, don’t you?”

She began to grind against him, which delayed Liam’s response behind a heavy inhale from the pleasure building within him.

“I think I’m starting to forget that reason,” he said, earning another seductive smile as he burned her shoulder with a kiss. “And that you’re a respectable woman.”

“That’s not good,” Tess said. “What kind of woman are you starting to think I am, instead?”

Before he could answer, she grabbed his wrists again. Quickly, she lifted his hands from the front of her waist up to her breasts. From there, he hastily experienced how soft and inviting they were. His palms felt the stiffness of her nipples through her dress, and his cock trembled because of it.

Swept up in a whirlwind of heady lust, Liam answered without considering the ramifications of his response.

“A total seductress. That’s why I want to fuck you every time I lay eyes on you. Today, tomorrow, a year from now. I’ll never stop wanting you.”

Looking over her shoulder at him while she’d waited for his response, Tess’s eyes widened. She breathed in strongly. A moment later, she bit down on her lower lip.

“I see.” Her gaze flared with rousing heat but also soothing affection. “Well, there’s nothing stopping you tonight.” She grinned. “Except for this dress of mine.”

Liam felt his heart thud inside his throat. “Then let me take it off of you.”

“If you want to, you can. Today, tomorrow, and perhaps even a year from now.”

I love you.

He nearly blurted the potentially catastrophic words before he could clamp his teeth shut. Just barely, he withheld them. His heart ached for him to stop dancing around it; she had to know how deeply his feelings ran for her by now, too. With the affection and lust pouring out of her gaze as she looked over her shoulder, the stars felt nearly aligned for him to finally confess his true feelings.

Nearly.

Liam stuffed down the desire, uncertain how it might affect their evening, which was already headed toward somewhere spectacular. He’d get there. They’d get there. He promised himself as much.

But for now, for tonight, the feelings they’d already shared would be enough.

“I want to,” he said, kissing the nape of her neck. “So help me do it. I don’t want to mess up your dress.”

“Good,” she said, humming contentedly as his lips left their mark. “Because I want to wear it in front of you some other times, too.”

Removing a sundress wasn’t so hard. Removing a cocktail dress wasn’t so hard. Even an evening dress like this might not have been such a struggle if it’d been another woman inside of it.

But with the body Tess Williams possessed, their four hands battled covetous satin for well over a minute. She’d escaped the crisscrossing straps easily enough. That exposed her breasts, not that Liam, still standing behind her, could yet benefit from that fact.

Dragging the dress down her curvaceous hips proved a far more challenging task.

“Now you know why it took me so long to change,” Tess said as they fought with her dress. “I wasn’t quite so… fit when I last wore this dress. I was a little worried I might not be the right size for it anymore.”

“What a tragedy,” Liam said, ogling her butt as it pressed back as they tried to shimmy the dress beyond her hips and butt.

Tess snorted. With enough carefully applied force, they finally forced her dress to capitulate before their commands. Using a little more force, they could then let gravity do the rest. The dress pooled around her feet just moments later.

From her toned calves to her slender shoulders, he indulged in every titillating inch of her sublime body. There wasn’t a speck of imperfection to be discovered, not that he was looking for any. His admiration for her ensured he looked honestly and lustfully whenever the chance to see her naked body appeared before him.

“I think it’s your turn,” Tess pointed out, turning so he could admire her front half.

Aware that he’d never have survived the heat awaiting him had he worn them upstairs, he’d left his winterwear downstairs. So, Tess needed only to grasp the hem of his long-sleeved shirt to begin the process of baring his upper half. Arms going up, eyes remaining glued to her gorgeous lips, he let her tug it off and toss it to the ground. He leaned in to claim those lips as she began fiddling with his pants’ waistband.

Their tongues clashed, passion burgeoning between the contact. Another bit of contact caused him to straighten like a board.

“Nice and big, like always,” Tess cooed, pressing her hand against the outline of his cock. The other tugged down his pants and boxers, freeing his length as she’d done in her car a little while ago.

“You’re always to blame for that,” he whispered breathlessly.

“Always? I’m sure I can assign at least a little blame to a few other women you’ve been around recently.”

His face heated up, which caused Tess to grin. Kissing him more passionately, she helped him wriggle out of the remainder of his clothes. Once they were both naked, their bodies mingled, arms wrapping around necks or tracing hourglass curves. Liam greedily pulled her closer, feeling the stiffness of her nipples against his chest. His hands spilled across her body elatedly, and each new inch proved as perfect as the last.

“This way,” she purred, moving them away from the clothes on the ground around their feet.

She guided him toward her door. Arms around his neck as their lips clashed passionately, she pulled him along by threatening to separate their bodies with each backward step she took. Once her ample backside bumped into it, her eyes gleamed with excitement.

“Ready to make a bit of noise?”

“Yes, so much,” he said, even though he wasn’t entirely sure what she meant.

Pressing on his chest with one hand, she forced their bodies apart. Smiling at a frown that appeared on his face instinctively, she glanced down at his stiff manhood. Her hands glossily stroked it a few times before she planted both her hands on his chest and pushed him back another step.

Eyes gleaming mischievously, she turned. For a moment, he almost worried that she would try and leave the room. However, she did quite the opposite. Planting her hands on her door, she ensured that neither of them would exit her bedroom anytime soon. Because of the newfound space between their bodies, it also allowed her to push her hips back. All the way until her butt contacted his cock.

She looked over her shoulder and smiled seductively. “I want it hard tonight, Liam. Can you do that for me? Can you make my knees buckle?”

He knew he had to try. Otherwise, for years to come, he’d still regret having failed to provide Tess precisely what she’d requested.

“If you want, I’ll keep fucking you after you can’t even stand,” he promised.

Lusty anticipation blazed through the beautiful brunette’s alluring eyes. “Please do, Liam. Fuck, please do.”

She wiggled her hips seductively, and he stared headily at her ravishingly full butt. His cock twitched impatiently as he slipped two fingers between her legs, though he reined in his urgency. He wanted to do it all perfectly, from start to finish.

Her opening pulsated with heat when he glided his fingers over it on the first pass. On the second, he slipped her lips open and found her slick and inviting. Back and forth, he guided his fingers on a repetitive journey, feeling her tight opening but never entering it. Gently, he massaged her clit each time his fingertips reached it. All to create more of the delighted shivers that wracked Tess’s body.

“I’ve been like this since I put the dress on,” she admitted, licking her lips. “I guess I really can’t pass myself off as the angel you want me to be.”

“That’s okay,” he said, staring lovingly into her eyes. “You can just be the woman I do things like this to, instead.”

“I think I can live with that,” she breathily replied, sighing as he finally tested how tight she was with his fingers.

She arched onto her toes as he slipped them inside. Her jaw flexed as he pressed them into her until he reached his knuckles. Her eyes dilated, and her tight walls clamped down on his intruding fingers, which he pumped slowly into her, twisting them, feeling for every sensitive spot they could find. But she wanted something larger, something that could go deeper.

Liam only made her wait a few more minutes before removing his fingers. During that time, he slowly aggravated her pussy, ramping up her sensitivity before he got around to pounding her insides just as hard as she’d told him she wanted.

Moments after he finally dragged his fingers out of her, she shuddered upon feeling him guide his cock to her slick opening. Her back straightened as she pushed her butt further back to give him the best angle possible for deep penetration. Her flexibility proven, Liam put his hands on either side of her hips and absorbed the heat sizzling off her body for just a few blissful seconds.

Entering her, he spread her tight walls with his girth. Inch by inch, he helped her body rememorize his size. After bottoming out in her, he leaned forward and kissed her back. Then, to provide her the experience she’d requested, he slowly pulled out, paused, and then rapidly propelled himself forward, slamming his groin against her butt.

“Fuckkk!” Tess hissed, hands flexing against the door. It shuddered loudly as his force transmitted itself through her into it. It’d have to get used to having its sturdiness tested, as Tess was in no mood for him to lessen his forcefulness.

“Yes!” she moaned, tightening around him. “That was perfect, Liam. Just like that. Fuck me just like that.”

“Yes, Professor Williams,” he said, grinning as she glared at him.

“I thought I said you couldn’t—”

He cut her off with another powerful thrust. A second raucous moan ripped itself from Tess’s sultry lips. A third wasn’t far behind.

Liam flexed his core, his thighs, and his calves every time he pumped his cock into the sexy woman’s tight pussy. For now, her athleticism was enough to keep her upright. But he’d already promised to see if he could bring her to her hands and knees, and he didn’t plan on cumming until he’d achieved that lofty goal.

Based on the look she pointed at him, she’d discerned his intentions. It caused the spark of arousal within her eyes to brighten. She nodded approvingly and loosed another salacious moan as he pumped his cock into her for another robust thrust.

“It’s so good like this,” Tess murmured as he barreled into her. “You’re the perfect size for me, Liam. It’s such a good fit.”

Her praise caused him to quiver with unrivaled delight, and he found all the motivation he needed to keep up his pace. Her breathy, feminine moans filled the air around them, joining the thudding of her door each time his body collided with her phenomenal ass.

“Ahhh, Liam,” she whispered, face flushed with heat as she glanced at him. “You can do a bit more if you’d like. Spank me, grab my hair, anything like that. Unghhh.”

She’d barely finished speaking when his right hand withdrew from her body. He delivered a heavy slap to her phenomenal butt in tandem with his next thrust, and the response was immediate and visceral.

Tess yanked oxygen into her lungs, her eyes dilated, and a guttural moan of bliss clawed its way out of her throat. Hand stinging from the impact, he spotted a splotch of color where he’d struck her once he drew his hand back, pausing before spanking her again.

“Like that?” he asked, judging her response as a positive affirmation but still wanting to ensure he was on the right path.

“Yes! A little harder if you can, maybe. Just a little.”

His next strike offered a bit more zest. Tess’s nails scrabbled against her door, bliss radiating off her body in waves. While clawing for air and steadiness, she nodded rapidly, panting excitedly as he spanked her a third time.

Liam indulged in everything about the lewd scene unfolding before him. The sexy woman pressing her butt toward him, yearning for him to fuck her as hard as he could. The volume of her moans, the freedom to use her body as he wished, the tightness of her cunt each time he plunged himself back into her. Sight, sound, touch—they all enhanced the pleasure pulsing through him.

Fucking her relentlessly, he obeyed her second request. He gave up his hold of her hips and rushed his hand toward her hair. He wound her lustrous, wavy tresses around his fist like a rider gathering his horse’s reins. Squeezing tightly, he held her fast.

“Yesss!” Tess hissed, voice burbling like a geyser about to blow. Her neck angled back, allowing him to see the bliss shining within her eyes like starlight. “Keep, ungh, going, Liam! I’m so close!”

He rammed into her, absorbing the pleasure rippling through her body from head to toe. He spanked her again, though it would be the last for a while. With her foundations crumbling, he wrapped his arm around her waist. He had every intention of bearing her to the ground, but he wanted her to remain standing for her first climax.

Within only about a minute more, her orgasm slammed into her so ferociously that Tess squeezed her eyes shut and convulsed. The door continued shuddering each time he pumped into her slick folds, but he focused solely on her voice. The rapid intakes of inhales and exhales just before she climaxed, the feminine moans leaping off her tongue, the final glorious praise she gave him before he propelled her to her zenith.

“You’re going to make me cum, Liam! I’m going to cummm!”

She tightened and flexed all across her lithe body. Her tight cunt tried its best to wring him dry before she succumbed to the maddening embrace of bliss but to no avail. This one was hers. All hers.

She wanted to collapse afterward. He almost let her. One of her arms could no longer keep itself up against the door, which finally earned a respite from the force they’d slammed into it since they’d started. Tess earned one, too, though it wouldn’t last very long.

“Come here,” Liam whispered, in awe of the blissful afterglow spreading across her smooth skin. “Just a little bit away from the door.”

She obeyed without any hesitation, maybe without even fully comprehending. Stealing as much oxygen as her lungs could, she let him move their joined bodies a few feet from the door. She finally seemed to return to her senses as she felt him press on her back and push her onto all fours.

Excitement burgeoned anew within her vivid gaze as she looked over her shoulder at him.

“You haven’t cum yet,” she noted.

“Not yet.”

“No leaving my bedroom until you do.”

He nodded, then grinned. “I wasn’t even planning on pulling out of you until I do.”

Tess smiled back. “That works for me.”

They spent a few moments repositioning, with Tess offering some guidance on the best way for him to angle his thrusts from their new position. Like a sponge, he absorbed it all.

“Oh, and don’t let go,” she said, referring to the hair bound tight around his fist. “Not until you pour everything you have in me.”

Gulping audibly, he nodded. As he began to rebuild his momentum, cock slippery thanks to the love juices coating it, Tess slipped one of her hands between her legs. As she started playing with her clit, he marveled at her beauty, her libido, and their situation.

“Hey, Tess,” he said, unable to stop himself.

“Yes?”

“I can’t wait to go jogging with you in the summer.”

Her vibrant grin was all-knowing. “Really? I can’t imagine why.” She wiggled her hips enticingly. “But that’s so far away, so why not stay focused on the present? There’s plenty for us to do before it’s warm enough for me to throw on some running shorts.”

“Okay,” he whispered breathlessly, heart hammering in his chest. “I’m still going to keep looking forward to it, though.”

“And so will I,” she responded lovingly. “Now, cum inside me, Liam. I know you recover quickly, so I won’t have you saying I drained you in the car.”

“Nope, I’ve got plenty more to give you.”

It took him a while to reclaim the speed he’d had while fucking her against her door. His newness to the position caused a few hiccups, but Tess quickly smoothed them over. As she’d requested, he never let go of her hair. She rewarded him by skewering him with so many husky looks of approbation that he nearly burned up inside.

However, he would eventually find the pace his body desperately hoped for. It occurred once Tess lowered her face to the floor and lifted her butt high enough that he could receive gravity’s assistance while plunging his cock deep into her. She urged him to keep fucking her like he was with her eyes, which shone like azurite each time he filled her.

Each wild thrust shoved them both toward their respective climaxes. He stood over her, thighs burning as he pumped himself into her, ogling her butt as it jiggled when his thighs slammed into her butt, leaving further red marks. He fucked her so hard that he needed to grip her hips to keep her from scooting away. And she adored him for it.

“I’ve missed this so much,” she whispered, hands curling into fists. She’d given up on playing with herself, needing the extra stability to keep herself from outright collapsing due to the forcefulness bearing down on her.

“There’s still plenty to come,” he let her know, though that was a promise he shouldn’t have made. He knew his minutes were rapidly reducing themselves to seconds. It wouldn’t be long now before he erupted inside of her.

But Tess took it another way.

“I don’t doubt it,” she said, biting her lower lip as a fit of shakes wracked her lewd form. “It’s what I get for letting a young man and his libido have his way with my body. What a shame.”

She grinned and tightened her walls around his cock, which drew a guttural groan from him as he plunged into her. Glaring at her, he added another vivid red mark to her butt with his left hand.

“You’ll have to move across the country to escape me. Otherwise, you’re just kind of screwed.”

“But I, ahhh, like this house so much. And the fond memories we’re making right now.”

“So do I,” he panted, the both of them aware that it wouldn’t be long before he filled her cunt with his seed. “I want to fuck you everywhere in this house. No matter where you look, I want you to think of me.”

“So many challenges you’re taking up. I hope you’re going to be able to fulfill them all.”

“I swear it.”

“Hmm,” Tess purred, contentment glowing on her face. “Well, you’re about to get one closer to becoming the man who has made me cum the most, just like you want. So, keep, ungh, going!”

With that opportunity glittering at the end of the tunnel, he rammed his cock into her until the sound of their bodies colliding drowned out his ability to hear himself think. Raucous, animalistic instinct urged them on. The euphoria thrumming through their veins controlled how they moved, how they connected. Every pump of his cock, every shift of Tess’s butt, all of it allowed was so he could plunge his cock into her as deeply as he could. Every gasp of air did its best to keep their muscles energized.

Perspiration gathered on his brow, and his thighs burned for relief from the stance he maintained while fucking the gorgeous woman beneath him. He knew Tess must be experiencing similar degrees of fatigue, though maybe not. After all, she had a head start on him in terms of developing her stamina.

Nevertheless, he decided it was time for them both to earn another respite. They just needed to drown in their climaxes first.

He didn’t do anything special. He just whispered a handful of words. A truth. New as he was to all of this, it still astounded him how effective a whisper or two could be, so long as the right thing was said.

“I’m going to cum, Tess. You’re going to make me cum inside of you.”

She sucked air between clenched teeth, eyes shining with excitement. Her body tightened a matter of seconds before he fulfilled his promise.

“Good,” she whispered back. “I want it all.”

Her climax struck with blissful throes, and his followed.

Bottoming out inside of her convulsing cunt, he willingly let the floodgates open. The impact of his climax allowed his fatigue to bring him down. Fortunately, he fell forward. While suffering her own euphoric assault, Tess’s strength was put to the test as he erupted inside of her at the end of his final thrust.

At first, it seemed she might hold them up. But it was not to be. As they both gasped pleasurably, Liam’s seed gushing out of his cock in several thick, potent spurts, Tess collapsed. Pinned beneath him, Tess moaned from her climax as his cum raced into her womb. He felt her body convulse a few more times before her climax finally came to an end.

Dry-mouthed, exhausted, and feeling the aftereffects of his climax spread like an unfurling flower through his core, he gasped for air. The woman underneath him did the same, though with greater effort due to the weight atop her.

“Sorry,” he panted, eventually managing to roll off her onto his side.

Sprawled out on her belly, she turned her head toward him. The adrenaline had left her, too, leaving them both practically catatonic. She could only manage a contented smile.

“Sorry? Recently, I’ve been getting to cum multiple times a day, cuddle with a handsome young man, and, starting tomorrow, enjoy a daily shower with that person. What do you have to be sorry about?”

He opened his mouth to reply, but it ended up morphing into as ecstatic a smile as he’d ever worn.

“Exactly,” Tess said, achieving a slight nod while still heaving oxygen into her lungs. “‘You’re welcome’ is what you should be saying. Because I’m so very thankful to have you in my life like this.”

“That’d feel a little cocky, given what I’m getting from you.”

“So?” Tess lifted a weary arm and poked him. “Be cocky. If I’m everything you think I am, then you have every reason to be.”

“You are,” he assured her.

“I think so too. See? I’m being plenty cocky myself. Now, you join in.”

“Okay,” he said, combatting a blush. “You’re welcome, Professor Williams.”

She eyed him wryly. “If you keep calling me that, I’m going to start giving you homework.”

He shrugged with the one shoulder that wasn’t pinned beneath the rest of him. “I figure this is more of a ‘learn by doing’ sort of class I’m in, like shop class or something, so I wouldn’t mind.”

Snorting, Tess prodded him again. “Yeah, Bellmore doesn’t really offer any classes like that.”

“Good. Because I want to be the only one who gets to have these types of classes with you, Professor Williams.”

Sighing but smiling, Tess rolled onto her side. Facing one another, he absorbed the affection she transmitted across the distance separating them. Busy as he was staring into her eyes, he didn’t notice her hand bridge the gap between their bodies. Not until she had his flaccid manhood in her grip, which ensured it didn’t stay that way for very long.

“All right, Liam. You can be in my special class. But you’re going to be my only student, so I’m going to have to give you all my focus.”

He swallowed and nodded, shivering with delight as she began stroking him off. Her sultry smile lit up his world, and she moved her lips closer to his ear.

And here’s your homework for the evening,” she whispered huskily. “Cum for me, Liam. Again, and again, and again.”

He aced his first test, no doubt about it.


Chapter Eight

Permission

When a soft knock roused him from a suite of pleasant dreams a little after nine in the morning, the knowledge of where he was headed with the maker of that knock stripped away every iota of lethargy in him. And there had been plenty when he’d finally found his way to Tess’s guest bedroom last night, long after midnight had passed. He’d practically passed out the moment his head had hit his pillow, swept away into an oasis of pleasantly sexy dreams.

They couldn’t even begin to compare to reality, however.

Throwing the covers off his body, he made it to the door before the woman on the other side needed to knock again. To his dismay, Tess wasn’t waiting for him in the hallway. However, he quickly changed his tune. If she wasn’t waiting for him here, she was waiting for him elsewhere.

Even though he’d been awake for less than thirty seconds, adrenaline already surged through his veins. It carried him toward her bedroom, where the door stood invitingly ajar. However, he didn’t find her in her bedroom, either. Stopping long enough to relive some salacious memories about last night, his attention zoomed toward her bathroom once he remembered he had a wonderful opportunity to start the day by making another one.

Its door was also ajar. Wearing nothing more than his boxers, Liam hurried toward it. Within, as he’d hoped and anticipated, a woman nearly as scantily clad as he was turned toward the noise of his approach and smiled.

“Good morning, Liam. Come on in.”

He’d seen what she’d thrown on last night after their raucous lovemaking had finally exhausted them both. A dainty black slip with an enticing slit on the left thigh. It displayed her cleavage just as amply, and Tess let him admire her in it for a few moments. And then she began to take it off, preparing for her morning shower. Their morning shower.

The smile she’d offered him when he’d arrived broadened as she noticed the growing bulge under his boxers. By the time she’d escaped her nightwear, he’d grown fully erect. The owner of the gorgeous body responsible for that change nodded at it.

“You need to follow suit, Liam.”

Breaking from his stupor, he silently celebrated the craving he detected in her voice, her stare, the anticipatory shifts in her stunning body. Today was off to a fantastic start already.

They entered her shower, Tess waiting like a valet—a nude, eternally sexy valet—at the doorway into it. Once he stepped through it, feet cringing at the chilly tiles that ambushed them, she slid the glass door shut. He felt her breasts against his back before he even had time to turn around.

Her shower was big enough for four of five people to stand in it comfortably. A glass wall separated it from the rest of her spacious bathroom, and gray marble walls surrounded them on three sides. The shower head could be detached from the wall, which gave him ideas on some of the fun they could have together.

Tess had her own ideas, as well.

“I haven’t showered with anyone like this in years,” she cooed into his ear, kissing his neck. “If you enjoy it, we could make it a habit, like we planned.”

Dizzying excitement spread through him like wildfire. He nodded, turning his head so their lips could briefly connect.

“I know I will, and I know I want that.”

Smiling, Tess reached around his hip and turned one of the nozzles protruding from the wall. They both sidestepped the initial deluge of cool water, though their bodies remained pressed together. After testing the water with his hand, he clutched Tess’s wrists once it was warm enough to handle. Soon after, with her leaning into him, they drifted into the balmy deluge.

“You’re so fucking sexy,” he whispered aloud a couple of minutes later, though it was more of an internal thought that had escaped his lips than an intentional compliment.

Standing beneath the shower’s downpour, hair slicked back behind her ears, steamy water pouring down her sensuous body, Tess smiled. Standing slightly off to the side, he ogled her in the same way he had on the few occasions when they’d ended up at the neighborhood pool together. It was a damn shame neither of them had personal pools in their backyard. Gary did, but he doubted his other next-door neighbor would be considerate enough to let him and Tess use it in the way he wanted.

Tess’s smile littered his belly with rambunctious butterflies. “All I’m doing is showering. Is this like that time I was walking up the stairs, and I was accidentally walking too sexily?”

“Listen, it’s just you, okay? Doesn’t matter what you’re doing. I’m always going to think you’re too sexy for me to handle.”

“I think you’ve handled me just fine,” Tess purred, beckoning him to end the distance between them by crooking her forefinger.

When he obeyed, she turned and stepped out of the streaming water. As it pattered on the tiles behind her, Tess ever so slightly pushed her chest out. She didn’t need to do anything else.

His hands and mouth rushed to her heavy breasts, one of the former for each orb. His lips hurried to her right breast first, and he began kissing its slick fullness. Every new inch of soft, silky skin they touched elevated his glee. Yeah, today was going to be a good day.

And yet, in a way he would have never imagined, Tess was about to make it better.

“So, do you remember our fun in the car yesterday?”

He looked up at her as though she were insane. “Of course. Yeah. Never going to forget it.”

Her smile expanded, and she let him have a few moments of alone time with her nipple, which he teased between his teeth, before reminding him of the part she knew he had forgotten.

“Specifically, I’m talking about our fun challenge. The one I won.”

He grunted affirmatively and pressed his mouth into her breast, sucking ebulliently on the pert nipple between his lips. Water poured down its pronounced slopes, making it a little tricky to hold on as he might have liked.

“And the consolation prize I said I would consider you giving. The one you get today, now that I’ve slept on it and decided I’m still okay giving it to you.”

The unusual subtext in her words proved enough to tug his attention away from her breasts. He didn’t release them, and Tess didn’t ask him to. But he did remove his lips from her nipple, then stood back up to his full height.

“I might have forgotten about that part of it,” he admitted.

Tess smiled and caressed his cheek, shifting forward enough to kiss him deeply. “That’s okay,” she said. “I didn’t. You can thank me for that in a few minutes.”

He nodded along, waiting patiently—well, mostly—for her to continue. His hands kept kneading her supple breasts, occasionally slipping around her nipples, which were about as stiff with arousal as his cock was.

“As I said, I slept on it. I’ve thought about it, so I’m not offering this to you haphazardly. So, it’s not a trick or test, Liam. It’s an earnest gift, and I want you to take it.”

Her cryptic choice of words left his brow scrunched up, but he slowly nodded. “O…kay.”

“I’ve more than intimated that my college years were… quite the experience,” Tess continued, eliciting another nod from him. She’d mentioned her past experiences a couple of times, and they’d served their motivating purpose. However, he couldn’t quite parse why she’d bring them up now. How were her college years related to this consolation prize? And why had she needed a night to mull over this prize before deciding to give it to him?

“I want the same to be true for yours,” Tess said, kissing him again.

Her proclamation added to his confusion rather than subtracting from it. It was true. The past several days had already ensured that.

“It is,” he said once their lips parted. “I’ve never been happier in my whole life.” He nodded toward the connection between his hands and her breasts. “I’m literally holding onto the breasts of the most beautiful woman on the planet right now.”

Tess beamed at him but still shook her head. “And your permission to do so isn’t liable to change any time soon. I’m not talking about me—us. I’m referring to Avril.”

“Avril?”

Tess nodded and set her hands on his hips. Turning him, she guided him back until his back bumped into the wall beside the shower’s controlling nozzles. Her body didn’t seem to notice that he couldn’t retreat any further, pursuing him until it mashed against his. Their lips reunited for far longer than any of their earlier kisses.

“That’s right,” she said over a minute later. “Perhaps I am the most beautiful woman on Earth. If you want to think of me as so, who am I to argue?” She lifted a single finger to his lips, silencing his reply. “But Avril Knight just might have the means to steal quite a few votes from other men. And she, as we discovered yesterday in dramatically shocking fashion, is interested in you.”

His heart pounded boisterously in his chest, leaving little room for him to act as if he wasn’t excited. In a chamber rife with water, Liam had still never felt more parched in his life. Was she really suggesting what he thought she was?

Yes, in fact, she was.

“So, you should experience what any man at Bellmore, Perrymont, or otherwise would kill to experience. You should tell Avril you’re interested in her, too, and let the rest of your winter break overflow with the excitement we both know she’ll ensure you experience.”

He didn’t have a response. He didn’t just not have a response; he didn’t have the capacity to have even considered something like this occurring. Liam's mouth hung ajar. He was stupefied, mystified, all the appropriate -fieds.

To her credit, Tess seemed to have anticipated such a response. Amusement shimmering in her boundless blue eyes, she rubbed his arm to motivate him out of his stupor. Once he began blinking rapidly, she took that as proof he’d returned to his senses.

“It’s quite an unexpected offer, I know. Quite the opportunity, too.”

“Y-Yeah, it definitely is,” he said, referring to the unexpected part most of all. “But… well… I mean, why?”

“I just explained why,” Tess reminded him. “As unfortunate as it is that she knows this, Avril is a commodity among commodities. Wherever she is, men want to be there, too. On no fewer than three occasions, I’ve seen bikers crane their necks so much that they crashed when they passed her by. She’s come jogging with Victoria and me several times, and the stares she collects are numerous.”

“Okay, but that’s a little unfair, don’t you think? For you to have seen that happen means you were there, too. You’re just as likely to have caused those crashes.” He didn’t mention Victoria, who was just as likely to have been culpable for those accidents.

“Maybe so,” Tess said, rewarding his compliment with another deep kiss. “But my point still stands. Rare is the man who wouldn’t be leaping through my roof at the opportunity I’ve just presented you. So, why does it seem to me that you’re hesitant about accepting?”

She knew why. Her smile revealed as much. He would have appreciated it if she could have spared him the torment she now inflicted upon him, but she showed no intentions of answering her own question.

“I just… don’t want to potentially screw things up between us.”

“It won’t.”

“How can you be sure?”

A thousand dismal ways in which Tess might come to regret her gift whirred within his mind. Catastrophe after catastrophe whispered into his ear. All of them saw his relationship with Tess ending in tragedy. It was the one thing he couldn’t allow to happen. He’d come to that conclusion last night, and he came to it again here.

“Because I’ve thought it over, Liam. And I want you to trust me. What we have is special to me. It’s special in a way I would never have imagined before you came home from school. We’ve had a few conversations about our relationship, what we both want from it.” Color singed her cheeks as she paused to inhale. “We’re certainly going to have more of those, including this one.

“Today, right now, I am telling you that I want you to go have as much fun with Avril as you can. She is everything a man your age wants, and we both know that. So, go. Go and make this winter break so filled to the brim with fantastic memories that you’ll end up staring at the ceiling in your dorm in a few weeks as you marvel at what transpired during it—and why you really should have picked Bellmore over Perrymont.”

“You really had to slip that knife in again, didn’t you?”

“Of course.” Tess grinned. “If you’re going to keep calling me Professor Williams, I’m going to keep needling you for not allowing me to be your professor officially.”

“A fair price to pay.”

Rolling her eyes, Tess pulled her body back from his. Well before he ended up back in his dorm room in Perrymont, he was already marveling at the gift Tess had just shocked him with.

It’s like they’re all trying to one-up one another, he thought, thinking about the massive jar of fortune cookies Avril had secretly gifted him on Christmas Eve.

The wildest part was he was already in an intimate relationship with Avril. Had been the whole time. Hell, she was first. He owed her so much for the help she’d given him along the way, and he stood where he did now, sharing a shower with the woman of his dreams, because of her assistance.

And yet he’d been planning to call things off because of yesterday because he’d feared losing Tess if Avril took things too far again. He almost experienced whiplash because of the sudden change of fortune looking him in the eye.

“It isn’t a test,” the beautiful woman before him reiterated. “I would never do something like that. If you have any interest in Avril, and we both know you do, I’m giving you unfettered permission to explore it for the rest of winter break. No matter what happens between you two, it will not change anything about our relationship. You’re my new showering partner, no matter what.”

“Okay,” he answered. “Okay.” He paused, chewing on the corner of his mouth. “Did you two end up talking about… this?”

“No, and that’s one of two stipulations I have,” Tess explained.

Strangely, he was almost relieved to hear that such things existed. He nodded and waited for Tess to go on.

“Firstly, no bringing up our relationship with her. Any part of it. If she’s alright with you telling tales, that’s great and all, but I want our private business to remain that way. Okay?”

A red-hot lance of guilt caused him to nearly wince. Their private business had been anything but that. He’d shared plenty of what they’d done with Avril, though at least he could say he’d done so to get her advice, not just so he could brag about his conquests.

But he could rectify things from now on. He nodded earnestly.

“I won’t say a word.”

“Good,” Tess said. Her eyes journeyed south, and a small smile curved the corners of her mouth. “Now, my second stipulation is a little unusual. But it’s just as required as the first.”

She tortured him by withholding what it was. Shifting a half-step to her left, the steaming hot water pounded on her shoulder as she reached for a bottle of floral-scented body wash. Liam watched silently as she upended the bottle and spurted a copious amount of light pink foam onto her palm. Returning the bottle, she moved back in front of him. Hands beginning to lather the foam between her smooth hands, she leaned forward.

“I’ve decided to take a page out of your book. So, I want to be the woman who has made you cum the most by the time you go back to college,” Tess whispered.

Liam gasped as she set her cool touch, entirely the fault of the foam, upon his manhood. What hardness he’d lost during their conversation, and the myriad of emotions he’d experienced through it, quickly returned. Her soft, smooth hands coated his cock in her body wash, which served as a decent lubricant for the languid strokes she used to mesmerize him.

“Did you hear me?” Tess asked. She knew he had.

Gulping, already beginning to quake as her adroit fingertips urged him toward an early first climax of the day, he nodded.

“I, ah, can make sure that happens,” he muttered.

“You had better. I know Avril well enough to expect she’ll have some devious tricks up her sleeve. But don’t you let her monopolize your time going forward. And I will be paying attention.” A lascivious glint appeared in her eyes as she touched her nose to his. “I know how many times you can cum in a day, so I’ll know what it means if you ever tell me you’re too tired for me.”

“I could never be too tired for you,” Liam whispered hoarsely, balls aching as her fingertips continued sliding over his throbbing manhood.

“Promise?”

“On everything I hold dear,” he hastily swore.

Her sensual smile heaped further bliss upon him. “I believe you. Still, I think I’ll ensure I’ve expanded my lead ever so slightly before I let you clean us both up.”

The air Liam dragged into his lungs found its journey complicated by the shuddering breaths he drew for the next several minutes. Tess pushed her voluptuous body against him, dragging her breasts up and down his torso as her hands coaxed his cock into adding one more tally to Tess’s side of the competition—one Avril wasn’t even allowed to know she was part of.

She didn’t realize she wasn’t as far ahead as she might have assumed, though her lead was still healthy.

In a mix of fortune and misfortune, her first stipulation would prevent him from informing Avril about the existence of the second one, which she would have almost certainly viewed as a competition. He might have benefitted endlessly from it being considered in such a way. Right up until the two seductive beauties literally drained him of every drop of stamina in his body, which they’d each shown they were capable of doing.

As Liam quivered tautly, he shut his eyes. Soon, Tess’s silky touch unraveled him. He moaned hoarsely as his seed discharged upon her thighs in several powerful spurts. Tess made sure to support him on her slippery tiles while he recovered.

After detaching her showerhead and cleaning her thighs, she handed it to him. Grinning, she tilted her eyes toward the body wash and shampoo nearby.

“Clean us up,” she purred, ensuring his hands roamed everywhere across her gorgeous body before their first shower together ended.


Chapter Nine

TKO

Some hours later, Anna opened the door following his arrival at Ashgrove Apartments. Compared to its predecessors, today was relatively warm. And by relatively warm, he meant that it was no longer below freezing. The pale sun still couldn’t vanquish the mountains of snow delivered by last week’s blizzard, but at least he could wear a lighter jacket than usual to Anna and Avril’s spacious apartment.

“Hello, Liam,” the beautiful heiress said, smiling at him.

Like him, she was dressed for their planned outing, though she wasn’t yet aware of their destination. She wasn’t far behind him in that matter; he’d only decided where their first “date” would take place about half an hour ago.

For much of the morning, he and Tess had discussed a few options for where he could take Anna out to eat, which would have been the strangest experience of his morning if not for what had occurred in her shower. Given that the discussion topic would be about getting comfortable with one another, they’d agreed that a cozy restaurant would be sufficient.

“Are you ready to go?” he asked, though he could already tell she was.

She wore a snug white sweater and a plaid miniskirt, and she was imitating Victoria’s partiality for boots with a pair that made it to above her knees. Rarest of all, she had her dark hair up in a ponytail. It seemed outside of her style, and he wondered if Avril was in any way to blame, as she’d been on Christmas Eve when she’d tricked her into wearing a gorgeous but revealing dress to Tess’s party.

“I am—if you want to go.”

He might not possess her impressive perception, but he wasn’t so slow-witted not to catch the meaning flying over his head.

Answering her request with a nod, he said, “It’s only eleven-thirty, so I’m not too hungry just yet. It’s also supposed to get a little warmer outside, so maybe we can wait twenty or thirty minutes before we go?”

“That works for me,” the raven-haired woman answered politely, though it was the gratitude shining within her soft green eyes that he focused on.

“Is she up?” he asked, lowering his voice to a conspiratorial whisper.

“Yes. She’s in the living room.”

“Sounds like a good place to warm up a little.”

Stepping into an apartment that most would have killed to live in, even if it was probably on the mundane side of things for two women as wealthy as Anna and Avril, he glanced at Anna as she shut the door. Her gratitude had modified itself into a hint of worry, which he sought to relieve quickly.

“Don’t worry; it’s all good. Trust me.”

“I do,” Anna said, following him as he walked down the hall.

Two scintillating emeralds swiveled toward him not ten steps later, now that he’d made it deep enough into their apartment for its second tenant to notice him.

“You two aren’t heading out right away?” their owner asked, eyebrow raised.

“It’s a little cold out, so we’re going to let the day warm up a little,” Anna said.

“Guess it is,” said a woman with no fortitude for even a mildly chilly day.

“Do you want anything to drink before we go?” Anna asked him.

He began to shake his head, only to hinder the act upon glancing over his shoulder. He’d nearly been too slow-witted to snag this one.

“Yeah, sure. Hot chocolate?”

“I’ll get some made,” she said, moving by him as she headed for the kitchen. She also passed behind Avril, who lounged on their living room couch while watching TV. Once she disappeared into the kitchen, Liam imitated the first half of her path.

He’d decided thirty minutes ago where he’d take Anna on their “date.” However, it might have been only about five minutes ago, just before he’d hit the turn leading to the apartment complex, that he’d decided how to handle things with Avril.

Like Anna, he’d do it in a style that was not his norm.

The first thing he did was sit down beside the atypically pouty redhead. The second thing he did was steal the remote from her grasp and turn the volume of the baseball talk show she was watching up loud enough that Anna wouldn’t be able to eavesdrop. The third thing he did, in response to her turning her head and glaring at him for doing the second thing, was kiss her.

He did it for far longer than the kiss she’d shocked him with yesterday. Leaning into her, his hand on her thigh, she spent the entire kiss completely off guard. Without any crowd to pass her shock off to, she was forced to bear it all. Later, she might try to play her surprise off, but he would know better. He saw it in her eyes when he pulled back, and by the sluggishness of her recovery. It was rare for her to be the recipient of such a ploy, not its provider, and he memorized the sight of her stuporous stare before she could adequately hide it behind another glare.

“Payback,” he whispered before she could say anything. “Now we’re even.”

She’d been almost morose when he’d sat down beside her. Outside of her first look when he and Anna had eschewed departing right away, her attention had remained pointed toward the debating pundits on the TV. Now, however, he had her full attention.

He watched the mouth he’d just kissed tug to one side. Rather than allowing her time to process, he reached forward and tugged at the collar of her enticingly close-fitting turtleneck.

“What, no scarves today?”

Avril finally snapped out of her fugue as his fingers briefly exposed the mottled work his lips had left on her neck a few days ago. Swatting his hand away, she threw only a single cautious look over her shoulder toward the kitchen. Confirming that Anna still wasn’t’ back, which his boldness should have more than declared already, her gaze snapped back to him.

“It’ll be suspicious if I wear a scarf every single day. It’s called avoiding notice.”

“Yeah,” he snorted. “When I think of you, I think of subtlety and covertness.”

Her sour stare intensified. “And when I think of you, I think of anxiety and listlessness. So, what is today, opposite day?”

Liam languidly shrugged. “I said what it was. Payback. You about gave me a heart attack yesterday.”

Avril just grunted.

“Don’t do it again,” he said, trying to poke her on the side. Again, she swatted his hand away.

“I’ve had my lectures already,” she said. “I don’t need a third one a day late.”

“I’m not lecturing, but I feel like I’m allowed to say my piece, seeing as how I was the person you directly impacted.”

“Directly impacted,” she repeated, snorting. “Yeah, okay.”

“I was. We should talk, too. I’ve got some things to say.”

“You could have called or texted me yesterday.”

“No, I couldn’t have.”

As her gaze narrowed, he failed to hold back a broad grin. She rolled her eyes and folded her arms under her breasts.

“That right?” She sighed and stared into her lap. “Well, you can go ahead and chew me out if you want to. And… sorry. Yesterday didn’t go down the way I was thinking it would.”

“I’m gonna want to hear just how you thought it’d go any way other than how it did when we’ve got some more time together, but it can wait. Oh, and I’m not going to chew you out. Everything is all good.”

Her brilliant green eyes zoomed back to his face.

“I’m not mad—not anymore, anyway. I think I got over it pretty quickly, all things considered.”

She stared at him for a few moments. Anna didn’t reappear and ruin things during that time. She sure was taking an awfully long time to make a simple cup of hot chocolate. They both were aware of that.

“Well, congratulations. I mean… I’m glad.” As she tried to tone down her pouty snark, he admired how attractive she could remain, even when sulking. Modeling agencies everywhere would have paid hand over fist just to get her on their cover while pouting. “I’d understand if you all were still mad at me, though. Tess was right about how my timing made me look.”

“She’s not upset with you, either,” he assured her. Well, she might be. But if she is, she has a funny way of showing it. “So, you’re good when it comes to the two of us, at least.”

“I’m glad,” Avril said again. “Really. I am.”

Liam smiled. “Good. I assume you’ve fully worked things out with Anna?”

Avril didn’t meet his gaze then, so he knew they must not have. “It’s fine. Just worry about your date. Try to hold her hand for at least a few seconds, okay?”

“There’ll be a hug in there, too, I bet,” he said lightly. “She gets to set the pace. I remember you giving me some advice like that at some point.”

“I gave you that advice for a recently divorced professor, not my timid best friend. Her pace is fucking glacial. If you two were actually dating, I’d be expecting to hear about your first kiss when I was thirty.”

“Good thing we aren’t then,” he said. “Just means more for you.”

Avril reacted as if he’d finally gotten past her defenses and poked her. “In a feisty mood, aren’t you? Did Tess give you the cold shoulder or something? There’s not exactly much time for me to get you off before Anna gets back. She can only pretend to still be making you your drink for so long.”

Liam slowly shook his head, mouth bending like a flag fluttering in the wind as he tried not to grin from ear to ear. “No, we didn’t have a fight. It’s nothing like that at all.”

Her stare flattened. “Okay, well, if it’s the opposite, I don’t want to listen to you brag about all the sex you had before you came. I’m not in the mood.”

There it was! A perfect opportunity to baffle her and pique her interest. It’d taken a bit of awkward setup to lead her to his ambush, but the payoff was well worth it.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about, Avril,” he said as matter-of-factly as he could manage. “Tess and I don’t have any type of relationship like that.”

“Huh?”

The first thing she did was recheck the entrance to the kitchen. But Anna wasn’t there yet, still on her admirable journey to take as long as she physically could to make him a cup of hot chocolate. So, he returned to admiring Avril’s baffled stare.

“There’s no way Tess and I would ever end up having a relationship like that,” he said, finding it increasingly difficult to keep a grin off his face. “And as you now know, Anna and I are just pretending to be dating. So, I’m not in a relationship with anybody right now. You know, in case you’re still into me like you said you were.”

“What the fuck?” she mouthed, more as a rapid response of incredulity than an actual question he was meant to answer.

You can figure it out, Liam thought, pleased to have passed along the shock he’d received this morning to the trouble-making redhead.

Step by step, she’d get there.

“Let me make sure I’m hearing this right,” she said, harboring her suspicions behind a befuddled frown. “You’re not in a relationship with one of Bellmore’s sexiest professors? And I’m not talking about Victoria right now.”

“I know, and that’s what I’m saying,” he said. “That’s what I’m going to keep saying, too. Today, tomorrow, for the rest of winter break. Every time you ask, that’s what I’m going to say. So you really don’t need to ask again.”

“You’d be bawling your eyes out if that were really the case,” she accused.

“It is the case, and I’m not the one who was sulking on this couch when I got here.”

“I wasn’t sulking.”

“We could ask Anna what she thinks once she rejoins us.”

“Fuck off.”

“I’d rather fuck you.”

Avril’s face twisted into a mask of myriad emotions. Annoyance, indignation, disbelief, and even, quick as she was to hide it from him, a tinge of awe. It wasn’t one moment of shock, a measly handful of seconds where he’d reversed things on her. It wasn’t just a single sucker punch in an otherwise lopsided bout but a whole round in which he’d kept her on the back foot.

And there wouldn’t be another round, at least not for several hours. Annabelle unwittingly served as the homophone of the latter half of her name when she finally appeared with his hot chocolate more than five minutes after disappearing into her kitchen. She called out before appearing at the threshold between the kitchen and living room, a single cup of piping hot liquid in hand. Moments before she reappeared, Avril clicked her teeth together and glared at him.

This isn’t over, the fiery embers in her eyes proclaimed, but he disagreed.

As far as he was concerned, the fight was over, and the scorecard declared his victory via total knockout.


Chapter Ten

Lingering Strife

After silently claiming his championship belt, he smiled gratefully as Anna brought his drink toward him. Her timing had been superb; he couldn’t have asked for better. Perhaps this was another of Anna’s many talents. If not, even if it was just a fluke, he was nearly beaming at her as she reached him.

“Thanks, Anna,” he said, gingerly accepting the piping hot cup by the handle. Blowing on the waves of scalding heat roiling off its dark surface, his gaze flitted toward Avril.

She was back to her sullen ways, though he knew he’d transformed the reason why with his earlier actions. He hid a smile behind a quick sip of the hot chocolate, which scolded his tongue for thinking he’d cooled it off enough to take a drink.

Ow.

“It’s still very hot,” Anna said, noticing his pained expression.

“Yeah, it definitely is,” he agreed, resuming blowing on its surface. “But it’s good. And I’ll try and get it down quickly so we can head out on our date.”

A hint of rosiness flared across Anna’s delicately beautiful features, but Avril, while snatching the remote and muting the TV, stole his attention by rolling her eyes.

Don’t be jealous, he said with a look.

“Are you ready to share where we’re going?” Anna politely asked.

“Sure. I figured we could eat at Zeke’s Scratch Kitchen. Have you ever been?”

“No,” Anna said. “I’ve not heard of it.”

Half-expecting a comment from Avril, her unusual silence yanked his attention back to her as surely as if she’d sounded an air horn.

“How about you, Avril? Ever been?”

“Once or twice,” she grunted. “It’s fine.”

“Well, it’s one of my favorites,” he told Anna. “It’s a pretty cozy place, so I thought we could eat, hang out there for a bit, talk about some stuff.”

Although he didn’t outline what he meant by “stuff,” everyone in the room knew what he meant. They were going to talk about their fake relationship, and probably her father, Trent, and anyone else who they needed to deal with. They needed to get ahead of things and be proactive, not reactive. While he didn’t know what he should expect from her father or Trent, he knew he’d made some powerful enemies yesterday.

“I think that’s an excellent idea,” Anna said.

Silence briefly roosted within the living room while the tonic of hot cocoa flowed into and warmed his body. He didn’t require Anna’s discerning eye to understand that it’d been a frequent visitor over the past twenty-four hours. Anna remained standing, fidgeting slightly while waiting for him to finish his drink. Meanwhile, Avril laid her cheek on her palm and stared listlessly at the TV.

Guess we’ll be talking about this too, Liam figured.

He didn’t get the sense that either of them was overly upset with the other. Instead, it just felt… awkward. Like some important things were unsettled, maybe. Normally, he’d have expected Avril to have already plopped the issue on the table and forced them to resolve it. However, that didn’t seem to be the case for whatever they were both avoiding discussing.

Try as he might, he couldn’t deduce what it might be. Yesterday, Avril had apologized profusely for what she’d done, and Anna had accepted that apology. He couldn’t see Anna as the kind to give an apology and then rescind it. She also hadn’t been there for the part where Avril had explained that she was interested in him, so she shouldn't be aware of that particular plot point unless Avril had spilled those beans after they’d left.

Finishing his drink as quickly as was safe to do so, all so he could save them all a few extra minutes of uncomfortable silence, his tastebuds did anything but thank him for his selflessness. He might be a big fan of Zeke’s, but he wasn’t sure he’d taste anything over the mild burning sensation pulsating on his tongue when he got there.

Once he held a drained cup in his hands, he felt obligated to wash it and put it into their dishwasher before allowing himself to leave, even though Anna had told him he could just leave it in the sink. Based on his previous visits to their kitchen, he knew it wasn’t an acceptable place for dirty dishes in their apartment. Amusing himself with an image of Avril grumpily rinsing her plate before putting it into their dishwasher, all while Anna hovered at her shoulder like a prison warden, he refused to disrupt the cleanliness of their kitchen.

“We’ll be back,” he said to Avril as he and Anna began departing from the living room. He’d let Anna walk ahead and slowed down long enough to see if she’d reply.

Glancing over his shoulder, he saw her flip him off. A moment later, however, she changed her gesture into a half-hearted wave. The mildest of smiles creased her lips as he imitated her gesture.


Chapter Eleven

The Whole Truth

Their drive to Zeke’s passed without much more than some light conversation, which they both knew was by design. Liam intentionally avoided asking about what was going on between Anna and Avril, just as Anna avoided asking what he and Avril had talked about in the apartment. He’d keep doing that until after they first discussed their faux relationship, which he could tell Anna wasn’t in a great hurry to do. Throughout much of the car ride, her hands remained clasped between her lap, and her expression remained one of queasy unease.

At his preferred scratch kitchen, the lunch rush was meager enough on a Monday afternoon for them not to worry about any sort of wait. Getting a step ahead of her as they headed for the laidback restaurant’s glass doors, he held the door open for her—and a middle-aged couple who’d been hot on their heels. Because of that, he missed the first reactions of the college-aged hosts as Anna approached the hosting area.

He didn’t miss out on the envious looks he received from staff and customers alike as a hostess delivered them to a comfortable booth and laid out menus in front of them. However, once he and Anna slid into their respective sides of the booth, his manners finally slapped him upside the head.

“I really like your outfit, by the way,” he finally told Anna. Idiot, he told himself. He’d even thought about how differently than usual she was dressed when he’d first laid eyes on her.

Like it had when he’d complimented her outfit, not yet aware of Avril’s role in her wearing it, at Tess’s Christmas Eve party, this resulted in a rapidly appearing blush on her face.

“I’m glad you like it,” Anna hastily said, finding her menu far more fascinating now than a few seconds ago.

“It suits you. Well, anything suits you, but, erm, I like this outfit a lot.”

Smooth as fucking butter, Liam thought, curtailing a sigh. The only consolation prize was that Avril wasn’t around to cackle maniacally at his bumbling attempt at being complimentary.

After taking a deep breath, Anna lifted her gaze. “Thank you,” she said, overcoming the inertia of her own awkwardness long enough to meet his gaze. “I’m trying to dress more… casually.” Her eyes dropped again, the crimson swathe spreading further over her fine features. “I’d appreciate, um, hearing your thoughts on how well outfits like this suit me.”

Liam’s mouth slightly dried up, and their waiter, a young woman with a brilliant smile, arrived to rectify that. Once they’d gotten drinks and an appetizer of pretzel bites, they bought themselves a few more minutes alone.

“I hope that wasn’t too forward speaking,” Anna said once their server departed.

Confusion must have mottled his features, for she provided further explanation.

“I meant about asking for your opinions on things. I’m unsure if you’re comfortable doing something like that.”

Even after receiving a straightforward explanation, it still took a few seconds to sink in.

“Oh, yeah, it’s totally fine,” he said, almost laughing as the differences between Avril and Anna again reared its head. Anna wasn’t sure if asking him if he would comment on her outfit was too forward. Meanwhile, her roommate had jerked him off within an hour of meeting him.

In a way, he recognized that he was looking at a mirror of who he’d been at the start of winter break. Well, maybe that was slightly too far. He didn’t think he’d been that stiff and formal, though perhaps the two women who’d helped shame him up would disagree. Nevertheless, he could recognize the hesitance, the uncertainty, and the inexperience.

“It’s not too forward,” he added. “If anything, I think it’s pretty normal for a guy to let his girlfriend know that he likes her outfit. I think it’d be strange if I didn’t ever make comments like that.”

“That’s true, I suppose,” Anna said, and some of the tension in her shoulders departed. “I’m sorry for being so stiff about all this. Half the time, I think I’m being ridiculous, and the other half, I worry if I’m asking for too much.”

“Neither of those things are true, especially the second one. Really, I’d be the ridiculous one in any situation where I acted like dating you was too much to ask of me. That’s pretty much the opposite of something to complain about.”

Her response surprised him. The crimson marching on her face didn’t, but her response left him perplexed.

Hiding most of her face behind her menu, she peered at him over its rim with her lovely green eyes. “You’re certain about that?”

Perhaps he still stumbled over his tongue semi-commonly; he had a few minutes ago. But he’d at least gotten a little better at flirting over the break. Since he’d already fulfilled his stumbling quota for the hour, he sought to even the scales.

“Not a shadow of doubt in my mind,” he said. “You’re considerate, beautiful, wonderful to be around—and you keep showing off new hidden talents every other time we get together. Ice skating, igloo building, and I’ll bet you’ve got some other winter skills you haven’t shown off yet. So, whether it’s a real relationship or not, I’m glad to be out here with you.”

“Okay,” she replied, face still veiled by Zeke’s alcoholic beverage section. “Thank you for your kind words.”

“I’m just speaking the truth,” he assured her, uncertain what to make of her reply.

His eyes shifted over her shoulder as he spotted their server returning to see if they were ready to order. Because of his focus shift, he nearly missed Anna’s reply.

“I’m glad to be spending time with you, too.”


Chapter Twelve

Her Second

Fairly hungry because of some of his activities from this morning, he went with grilled salmon, steamed broccoli, and a baked potato. On the other hand, Anna solely went with a chicken Caesar pasta salad. However, before they could put in their orders, a look of concern crossed their server’s expression.

“Was there something wrong with the bites?”

It took Liam a moment to realize what she’d meant. He followed her gaze to the almost entirely untouched pile of pretzel bites, sitting exactly where she’d put them down ten minutes ago.

“Oh, no, there wasn’t anything wrong with them,” he said. “We just ended up forgetting about them while we talked.”

Anna offered an agreeing statement, which soothed their waiter enough for her to take their orders and get them to the kitchen. As she collected their menus, they both collected one of the tiny balls of dough and salt, dipped them into the warm—it’d been hot when it arrived—queso beside them, and dined on them for her benefit.

“Oops,” he said once she was out of earshot.

Anna smiled and plucked another bite from its siblings. “These are nice, but I think they would have been better if we’d tried them while they were fresher.”

“Guess we got distracted,” he said.

They reduced their appetizer’s dozen bites to just three by the next time their server swung by, getting another of her tables. And finally, while waiting for their main courses, they broached the most critical topic of the day.

“My father is pushing for a… chance to meet you,” Anna explained after he’d asked how things had gone since her phone call with her mother. “Are you still all right with that happening at some point?”

“If you think it’s for the best, then yeah, one hundred percent.”

“I don’t think that,” the gorgeous woman said, sighing and popping the final pretzel bite either of them would eat into her mouth. As always, she chewed politely and waited until she’d swallowed before speaking. “It’s a foregone conclusion that he isn’t going to like you, Liam.”

“Yeah, I figured that. I’m kind of in the way of what he wants for you.”

For himself, Liam self-corrected, though he didn’t say it aloud.

Dolefully, Anna nodded. “But… I am hoping that my mother will like you. I think she will, and it will help with my father some if she does. A little, at least.”

“If she’s anything like you, I think I’ll be happy to meet her. And I’ll make sure I’m on my best behavior when I do.”

“Thank you,” Anna said, looking far more tired now than five minutes ago. The fatigue that clung to her wasn’t new, even if the problem he’d caused by running his mouth in front of Trent was. A lifetime of her father’s demands and overbearing nature pressed down on her narrow shoulders. He could see it in how the energy in her body seemed to drain away every time he was mentioned.

“I’m sure it’ll go alright,” he said, wishing to ease her of some of her burden.

“I’m setting my hopes low,” Anna admitted. “But poorly is about what I would expect, so it won’t be any surprise when it ends up being that way.”

“Anything we can do to try and make it go a little less poorly?”

She nodded. “I had a few thoughts I wanted to bring before you, yes.”

“I’m all ears.”

Anna breathed in, finding stability in the act. “Firstly, I’d like it if we could change the story of how we met. If it’s acceptable, I’d like for Avril to have been the one who introduced us—and well before winter break.”

“Avril?”

He could get why they might want to alter their origin story somewhat. For a twenty-one-year-old woman who’d never dated before, barring a single secret relationship back in high school that her parents likely didn’t know about, the story of how they’d met and rather quickly begun dating might raise a few suspicions. But having Avril be the one who’d introduced them, not the respected Bellmore professor he lived beside? Unless her father had a sweet spot for her, he wasn’t sure that was the best idea.

“Yes,” Anna confirmed. “I would like us to have known each other since the summer. Avril met you in your neighborhood while jogging with Tess and Victoria. She thought… you might be my type, so she introduced us. We started talking back and forth in the summer and fall, and when you returned home at the start of winter break, we went ice skating, and, um, you asked if I would be your girlfriend. And… I said yes.”

There was no menu to hide her blush this time. Nor her anxiety, which dominated her gorgeous features in a wretched manner. After hearing her idea, he couldn’t poke any significant holes in it. It likely would be more palatable to her family if they’d been getting to know each other for six months before he’d asked her out.

“Okay, that works for me,” he said. “But they’re not going to hate me even more, knowing how Avril played such a big role in it all?

“It could go either way,” Anna said. “For my mother, I mean. She knows how Avril is, but she also knows that Avril wouldn’t ever try and match me with someone only interested in me for… impure reasons.”

“Like the family money?”

“That’s one of the options,” Anna said, eyes flitting toward the condensation on her drink.

“Okay, then that’s what we’ll go with. Anything else you think we should change up?”

“Yes, one other thing.” Her confirmation was far swifter than the explanation that followed. He could see her battling with her unease, and after surmounting it, he could see her struggling to put what she wanted to say into words.

They really were far too alike.

“With the changes we’re making to how long we’ve known each other, Avril… feels like we won’t be able to act as stiffly around each other as we did around her and Tess. And I think I agree.”

So, Avril is still a confidant, at least, Liam noted, relieved that whatever was going on between them hadn’t hurt their relationship.

“Yeah, I have to agree,” he said. “I don’t think we need to act like we’re contestants on Love Island, especially not the first time I’m meeting your parents, but it could help if we acted a little more relaxed. Or it might not. It could work if we’re both kind of nervous, I guess. I’m only your second ‘boyfriend,’ aren’t I? And the first, as far as your parents are aware?”

Anna blushed but nodded. “Yes, that’s true. Still, I would personally prefer it if we could be more comfortable around one another. I would rather not simply hope they’ll interpret our anxiousness as we want them to.”

“That works for me.” He felt bad for doing it, but he was hesitant to be the first to make any suggestions about how they might achieve this goal of comfort. He didn’t want to leap in and reveal that he was pretty much okay with whatever she might suggest, at least until she’d weighed in on the matter. So, slightly cowardly or not, he dropped the onus on her. “Did you have any specific ideas in mind for that?”

He just barely heard her whisper, “Yes.”

And that was the last he heard about it for a couple of minutes because their food arrived moments later. Their server looked relieved to see that they’d eaten most of their appetizer, and she returned quickly with refills for their drinks. Without needing to confer, they both decided to spend a few minutes diminishing their plates before the next time she passed by. Anna, of course, began by spreading her napkin neatly over her thighs.

As he chewed his salmon, he again admired Anna’s neatness and poise. Even with it being an unwieldy salad, she could somehow select just the right amount to skewer with her fork before she lifted it away from her bowl and brought her next bite to her alluringly full lips. Compared to her, he felt like a caveman with a rusty stone as a knife while he spread butter within the steaming-hot insides of his baked potato. If this was how her whole family dined, he suspected any dinner with them would result in him looking like Shrek had when he’d dined with Fiona’s parents.

Around the time they’d ensured their server wouldn’t end up worrying if they liked their main courses, he felt Anna’s furtive looks growing in number. He snagged a long drink before meeting her gaze during one of them.

“So, about these suggestions you had,” he said. “Mind sharing one or two?”

He commiserated with her anxiety, especially with how it delayed her reply. He knew how tight its grip could be, how stifling it was. But he also now knew how wonderful it could feel just to take the plunge, regardless of how embarrassing or disastrous things could end up.

The worst he could say was no. Which he wasn’t going to do, no matter what she suggested.

That was, of course, assuming he’d read her intentions properly. Based on all the blushes and nervous looks she’d struck him with over the past half an hour, he would have put down a sizeable wager on having done so. Once more, he wondered if this was how he’d looked to Tess and Avril earlier in the break.

When you said I could live it up for the rest of my break, did you think it might be Anna who got to me before Avril, Tess? he mused humorously, even though he highly doubted—he’d put money on that wager, too—Anna was about to suggest something a tenth as debaucherous as Avril would have if the seductive redhead had been the one sitting across the table.

After a few more moments, Anna finally found the courage to overcome her bashfulness.

“Mostly, I was hoping we might spend more time together. And… in the way that a couple would. So, more dates like these. And maybe we could try a few other things that couples are supposed to do together. Just so I can avoid always looking like… well, like I think I do right now.”

Seeing as he was a bit nicer and more understanding than Avril, he avoided teasing her—because she was right. Her face looked scarlet enough to boil an egg on her forehead, but he kept that to himself. Even if his newfound experiences might have moved him out of the same quadrant of inexperience as Anna, he wasn’t egotistical enough to consider himself experienced just yet. Yet being the operative word.

“Do you mean stuff like cuddling and kissing?” he asked, trying to maintain a neutral face. If she was as perceptive now as she always was, she’d easily have noticed the slight crack in his voice during his question. In his defense, he’d been preparing for how he’d handle things with Avril all morning, not her equally beautiful but far more abashed best friend.

“Assuming those things wouldn’t be too disconcerting.”

Okay, that was too much. Before he could rein it in, a mirthful smile sprinted across his face. Across from him, Anna didn’t quite know how to take his sudden amusement. Her expression clouded.

“Sorry, sorry,” he quickly said, fighting a vicious battle to pull down the corners of his mouth. “It’s just… did you hear what you just said, Anna?”

“I’m aware of what I said,” she replied, still wearing a frown. “I’m not sure why it’s amusing, however.”

“I don’t think you really do know what you just said,” he disagreed. “At least, you didn’t hear it how I heard it. Would you look around for a second, Anna? Tell me what you notice.”

At first, she didn’t seem ready to humor his request. However, she ultimately relented and began scoping out Zeke’s interior.

“I see the other customers, the staff, the basketball games on the TVs,” she reported in short order.

“You’re going to make me be Avril here?” he asked bemusedly. “Really?”

Her blush reclaimed its old stomping grounds. “Yes, I’m aware of the attention we’re receiving.”

“Not we,” he corrected. “You. It’s all yours. Other than a few envious stares, I suppose. And no one here but me knows who you are. They don’t know your last name, how rich your family is, or anything like that. So all those stares must be because of something else.”

“You are sounding a lot like Avril,” the raven-haired beauty mumbled.

“Her way can be effective occasionally,” he replied unapologetically. “It just seemed a fitting way to respond after you wondered if I’d find it disconcerting to kiss one of the most beautiful women I’ve ever met.”

“But…” Anna trailed off, glancing around to ensure there weren’t any eavesdroppers in the booths connected to theirs. Even after she confirmed that the family of four and the lone businessman on a lunch break weren’t overly invested in their conversation, she still dropped her voice before continuing.

“What about Tess?”

For the second time in as many hours, Liam put on his best poker face. In his mind, Anna was the actual test. If he could convince her, he just might have finally managed to translate who everyone said he became when he played cards into his everyday life.

“You’re asking that because of what Avril said yesterday?”

Anna nodded anxiously. “Yes. I’m very sorry she did that.”

“It’s okay; I’m not mad about it. I don’t think Tess is either.”

“I’d understand if she is—and if you are.”

“I’m not,” he assured her. “Just as there isn’t anything you need to worry about when it comes to me and Tess. We’re just friends, ultimately. And I am dating you, aren’t I? Like you said, we should look more comfortable around each other than we are. So, this takes precedence.”

He offered her a lopsided smile, even as he realized how far the pendulum had swung since he’d agreed to her request back in that parking lot at the start of winter break. Now, at Tess’s behest, he was keeping secrets from Anna. Now, at Anna’s behest, they were going to get in some practice looking like an actual couple.

“All right,” Anna said, sounding anything but certain, though he couldn’t tell if that was because he’d given her a tell or not. “But if you ever change your mind, or if things ever… go anywhere between you two, I will understand if you want to break things off between us.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” he promised. “But again, I’m not exactly sacrificing a whole lot by getting the chance to kiss you.” A realization thumped him on the side of his head. “Assuming that you’re certain that you’re okay with that. If you’ve never kissed anyone before, maybe this wouldn’t be a good idea. I don’t want to rob you of your first kiss like this.”

Anna’s face burned as she rapidly shook her head, ponytail swishing behind her. “I’ve kissed someone before. I’m not that inexperienced.”

“So, Elliot?” he asked, recalling the name of the guy she’d secretly dated in high school for a little while.

Anna nodded and found something fascinating in her salad to stare at for several seconds. Liam knew he’d only embarrass her further if he asked if there was anyone else, so he let the topic drown with her lettuce among the salad dressing. He picked up his fork and picked at his baked potato, letting the warm, buttery mush slide down his throat.

“Could I ask something slightly off-topic?” he asked a little later.

“Of course,” Anna said, having mostly corrected her face’s coloration to its usual fairness by now.

“Is everything okay between you and Avril? I got the sense that something was going on while we were at your place.”

“Oh. You noticed.”

It wasn’t a question but an affirmation, but he still nodded. “Hard not to. I’ve never seen her sulk like that.”

“If you don’t mind, I would rather not overshare about it, but we’re okay. We just had a small disagreement last night, and we haven’t found a way to reach common ground just yet.”

It was a very diplomatic way of telling him to mind his own business, but one he accepted.

“Okay. If there ends up being anything I can do, just let me know. I won’t bother you about it further.”

He intentionally left out a promise not to bother Avril about it. If they’d argued about anything last night, dollars to doughnuts said it had something to do with what had happened at Tess’s place. This time, he couldn’t rein in his curiosity, either.

“Thank you,” Anna said, and the two of them finished their lunches.

“It’s on me,” he said, eyeing her as she reached for her purse once they were ready to pay their bill on the electronic device sitting on their table. “Don’t even think about it.”

“I think you’re being a little silly by being so adamant about paying for things when Avril or I’m around,” Anna said.

“Maybe so, but I’m picking up an expensively tailored outfit tomorrow, which I let you pay for. So, I’m getting lunch again.”

“Very well,” she said, putting forth no further argument.

It wasn’t like Zeke’s was fine caviar and expensive champagne, anyhow. After paying and leaving a decent tip, he and Anna departed the warm restaurant. On her way out, she collected just as many looks as she had on her way in. Only, this time, she seemed more innately aware of their meanings, and she ducked her head as they exited the restaurant.

“Do you want to head back?” he asked as they made it to his car. The cold wasn’t so severe that they felt the need to flee into it, so they loitered by the driver-side door.

“I’m not sure,” Anna said, looking around at the collection of restaurants and shops in the shopping center around them. “Would you mind if we did a bit of window shopping?”

“I wouldn’t mind that at all. Any place catch your eye?”

As she scanned the various options for their next excursion, he noticed her eyes drift toward him at least three times. She might have the means to perceive the small details, but she still had some work to do when it came to her own subtlety.

Once she selected a quaint bookstore as their next destination, they left his car in Zeke’s parking lot and walked across the parking lot to it. An older couple owned and worked it, and they were all smiles behind the counter as he and Anna entered. A few other shoppers milled about through the cozy interior, and whether she’d meant to or not, Anna gravitated toward an aisle of romance novels on one edge of the store. An aisle they eventually stood in alone, where only the eyes printed on the nearby covers could perceive them.

Ever since they’d agreed to try their hand at being more romantic, Liam had been musing over the right time and place to broach their first kiss. He’d be lying if he said he wasn’t excited about the prospect… or aware of the irony that he would have kissed her after having already kissed the two women who’d initially conspired to pair them up. But he didn’t want to end up feeling like a skeevy asshole because he pushed her to kiss him before she was comfortable.

As he soon found out, Anna had been thinking about the same things he had. In fact, she’d finished thinking and decided to act before he did.

Alone in the romance aisle, her hand found his while he was still mulling things over. Starting, his gaze snapped down to the soft warmth he felt from her smaller hand. In response, Anna blanched.

“Sorry,” she said, trying to release his hand. “I should have asked first.”

However, he held her hand fast. “Couples hold hands,” he said. “No permission necessary.” He smiled, attempting to remain the steadier of them as they fumbled their way toward what really should be their final destination. “It’s nice holding your hand; it’s very soft.”

“Yours is very warm,” she replied, though he was pretty sure hers was still the warmer of the two.

Hoping to diminish some of her anxiety, he nodded toward the nearest wall of books. “See any you might want to take home?”

She followed his gesture, looking at the dozens upon dozens of books waiting for a home. “I might get a few. Whenever I bring home a book, Avril usually steals it until she finishes it first, so I normally get a few and then pick from the ones she doesn’t snatch.”

“That sounds like her,” Liam chuckled. “We’ll find her a book or two before we go.”

The tension in their clasped hands receded slowly, like how warmth could melt ice into water. They kept their hands connected as they walked the aisle, scanning for options she or Avril might find interesting. Even when another shopper entered the aisle, Anna continued holding his hand.

Once that shopper picked up a book they were interested in and made for the checkout counter at the far end of the store, the frequency of Anna’s sidelong glances toward him proliferated. Like her, he’d also been waiting for the other shopper to head on their way. This time, he also planned to make the first move.

About midway through the aisle, he stopped them. Other than some mild chatter between the store owners and the customer checking out, they might as well have been entirely alone. No one could see them, and so long as they weren’t intentionally loud, no one should be able to hear them, either.

As he stopped them, Anna immediately tensed. She shifted, turning to face him. Their hands finally parted. Her gaze lifted to his, nervousness but also hopefulness coruscating in her eyes.

She was beautiful. Classically, undeniably, emphatically. She didn’t exude the raw sensuality that Avril or Tess did. Instead, she prompted his heart to race because of the softness of her edges and the grace of her fair features. More carnally, there was the enticing nature of her plump lips, the burbling excitement in her eyes, and a sweater that was snug enough for him to hope she’d wear similar outfits in the future.

“Is it okay if I kiss you?” he asked while their bodies held just enough space between them for her to know it was okay if she shook her head and retreated a step.

She swallowed, though nothing could diminish the heat milling about her face. Intentionally or not, staring up at him through her startlingly pure green eyes, she infected him with the same warmth.

“I don’t think that’s the kind of thing you should need to ask permission for, either,” she whispered, lips slightly parting.

Heart ablaze, he nodded. “Well, just wanted to be safe this first time.”

He leaned in, and she echoed him, rising onto her toes. Their lips turned a foot of distance into just a few inches. And then there weren’t even those.

Anna shut her eyes before their lips met, and he did the same a little after they did. The balmy atmosphere of the bookstore became sweltering as their body heat mingled through their lips. She felt as soft and inviting as he’d always assumed her enticing lips would be. Elliot had been a lucky man, but he was luckier.

Because they didn’t stop kissing any time soon.

As their mouths moved in tandem, he edged closer to Anna, unaware that she had done the same thing at nearly the same moment. Her breasts contacted his chest, and he experienced their fullness through her form-fitting sweater. Because of it, Liam was the first to reopen his eyes. Comparatively, the beautiful woman experiencing her first kiss in years didn’t seem to mind the contact. In fact, Anna leaned even more fervently into him. That was enough for Liam to unshoulder his worries and focus on the incredible moment they were sharing.

More and more, the temperature around their bodies rose. He put a hand on Anna’s side and admired her hourglass figure. She kept her body pressed against his even after her eyes finally opened, and their first kiss ended.

Her lips trembled, but enthusiasm shone within her eyes. His certainly reflected that same emotion.

“Another?” he asked, not wanting to feel her body pull back from him.

“You’re not supposed to ask, remember?” Anna hoarsely whispered. Her slender frame shook as she spoke, almost enough that he worried if she was okay.

She put those thoughts to bed by rushing her mouth back to his. Apparently, she didn’t appreciate how he’d paused out of concern for her.

Their second kiss led to a third, and then a fourth, and then a fifth. Or it could have all just been counted as the second one. Their mouths rarely put more than a few inches of space between them, and never more than a second or two passed before they reconvened for further stimulation.

And he was stimulated. Making out with Anna in secret, feeling the elation she transmitted through her luscious mouth, dropping his hand to her hip as she pressed into him feverishly, caused his cock to swell.

Anna’s eyes snapped open, and he momentarily feared she’d break off their kiss. However, after a momentary shock because of what she felt against her stomach, she closed her eyes again and kept their lips entangled.

They might have kept kissing, feet planted in this narrow aisle of this cozy bookstore, for hours. Unfortunately, a bell chimed near the front door, and then they heard the approach of footsteps and voices. This time, Anna’s eyes flashed with alarm when they flew open. From his side of things, the last thing he wanted was to see the experience of their first kiss ruined.

So, by the time the group of high schoolers trawled into the romance aisle, he and Anna had separated their bodies by a foot or two. Naturally, the sight of Anna brought the two males in the group of four skidding to a halt. As if an invisible barrier prevented them from entering the aisle, they hastily deviated toward another one. Their female friends complained to them but still followed.

They were alone again, though no longer unnoticed.

“How about we get those books?” he asked. “I’m sure they’ll be fun reads.”

Anna started to nod, though her stare tripped over itself when she saw the pronouncement of his erection under his pants. She gulped and elongated the time that would need to pass before she removed the redness from her face.

Grabbing three books, which gave them both a bit of time to settle down, they quickly enjoyed the hospitality of the store owners as they chattered merrily about the books they’d picked while ringing them up. Three books in one bag, he and Anna escaped the bookstore while under heavy surveillance from the high schoolers.

“Anywhere else you’d like to go?” he asked Anna as they stepped into the mildly chilly afternoon.

“Your car,” she whispered huskily. Whether she’d meant to re-arouse him or not, he wasn’t certain, but that was the reality that motivated him to reach his car quickly.

He tossed the bag of books into one of his backseats, climbed into his seat, and kissed Anna again only a minute later. She leaned over his console to prolong the kiss, eagerly sharing the warmth within her pillowy lips for as long as he wished.

They definitely looked like a couple now.

“Back to your place?” he asked once they needed to come up for air.

“Will you stay over for a little while?”

“Until you or Avril kicks me out.”

At the mention of the other individual who would be present at her apartment, Anna’s excitement slightly deflated.

“Hey, Liam.”

He could tell just by the tone of her voice where this conversation was headed. “Yeah?”

“Would you be all right if we don’t tell Avril about what we just did?”

“It’d be totally fine with that. Another secret between a fake couple.” Still riding the high of how wonderful her lips had felt, he also tacked on, “Even if our kisses are very, very real.”

She blushed crimson and stared into her lap. Nevertheless, a soft smile lingered on her lusciously full lips as he pulled his car out of their parking spot.

“I’m glad you liked it, too,” she whispered.


Chapter Thirteen

His Favorite Battleground

Outside of her apartment, he kissed her again. She’d been fiddling with her keys for a moment, only to stop suddenly. She’d glanced over her shoulder, which had raised one of his eyebrows questioningly. Moments later, when she turned all the way around, he finally understood. She wasn’t ready to go inside just yet. Liam was thrilled to oblige her with a reason to linger on her doorstep.

She didn’t break off their kiss for well over a minute. By then, he’d pinned Anna against her door as he felt again how soft and supple her lips were. However, this time, it wasn’t their lips alone that connected. Halfway through their kiss, his tongue slipped into her mouth. Anna’s eyes widened momentarily, but she did the opposite of retreat. For the remainder of their kiss, their tongues tumbled together.

Slightly breathless once they parted, Anna swallowed audibly and placed a hand against his chest. As if discovering his frenetic heartbeat answered a silent question of hers, she dazzled him with a brilliant smile.

They gave themselves another minute to straighten their clothes and neutralize the color running rampant across their faces before entering the apartment. They could still hear the TV in the living room when they did. So, neither of them was overly surprised to find Avril lounging in the same place as they’d left her.

“Hey, welcome back,” she said, tossing a wave over her shoulder without glancing their way.

“Thanks,” Liam said, which was enough to tear her eyes away from this current baseball talk show.

She might be in the same spot as they’d left her, but there was something new, and it was far more interesting to him than the discussion on which teams were projected as the favorites of the upcoming season. A spread of playing cards littered the coffee table before her, evidence that she was practicing for New Year’s Eve. Naturally, Liam took note of the arrangement of dealt cards, even though he’d already surmised what game—Texas Hold’em—they’d be playing in a few days, thanks to Anna’s help.

Avril’s head swiveled away from the TV after hearing his voice instead of Anna's, shock momentarily supplanting her bored expression. “Oh. You’re back, too.”

“I asked him to come over,” Anna said. She hoisted the bag of romance novels for her roommate’s viewing pleasure. “I bought us some books, too. You may take your pick.”

“Sure,” Avril absentmindedly said, staring at him in a way that piqued his interest. They hadn’t finished their earlier conversation, but he knew she must have thought about what he’d said at least a little during their time apart. Ironically, his presence here likely stalled any chance for her to grill him on everything he’d said and done, which he suspected frustrated her. He’d honestly been surprised that she hadn’t barraged his phone with demanding texts while he was out with Anna.

Avril wasn’t the type of person who liked not being in the know.

As Anna leaned over the back of the couch and placed the bag of books beside her roommate, Avril finally noticed him staring at the cards on the coffee table.

“Hey, no peeking!” she barked, hurriedly mixing up all the cards like a criminal who wanted to cover the tracks of her ill-doings.

“I already figured out what game we’re playing on New Year’s Eve,” he told her, further enflaming her annoyance.

“And how would you have done that?” she demanded, glaring at her roommate, who merely shrugged.

He’d showered with Tess this morning. He’d gotten the better of Avril at midday. He’d made out with Anna in the early afternoon.

So, yeah, he was feeling himself a little bit when he said, “Want any tips? I’m sure I could help you out a little.”

The parallel between his offer and the one she’d made to him on the day they met didn’t go unnoticed. Or appreciated, apparently.

“I know what I’m doing. Unlike you, I’ve been to Vegas.”

“How about you, Anna?” he asked, letting Avril’s glare slide off him ineffectually.

“Have I been to Vegas?” she asked, midway in a journey to the comfortable white armchair near Avril’s side of the couch. “No, I’ve never been.”

Her roommate tracked her as she made it there and sat down. “Not for lack of my trying. You’ve been twenty-one for half a year. We should have gone by now.”

“No, thank you.”

Liam approached the couch and, without asking if he was welcome, dropped himself onto the center cushion. The woman beside him glared at him but remained focused on preventing him from staring at the playing cards, which she began hastily gathering up. Since she’d just made a mess of them, it took her a while to undo her own work.

“How long are you going to be here anyway?” she said.

“Until you or Anna kicks me out.”

“Keep acting smug, and it’ll be sooner than later.”

“I don’t think I’m acting all that smug.”

It was a damn lie, and even Anna gave him a pointed look.

“Okay, well, I’m just in a good mood. So, sue me.”

“You’d be screwed if I did,” Avril warned.

Given how wealthy he knew she was, she was probably right on that account. Holding his hands up in surrender, he quietly watched Avril finish rebuilding the deck of cards. As she scooped it away from the table, he nodded toward it.

“Want to play something?”

Avril hit him with a droll stare. “I so knew you were going to offer something like that.”

He shrugged haplessly. “What can I say? My love for card stock is almost overwhelming.”

“Gross.”

He shrugged again. Rolling her eyes, Avril flicked her gaze toward her roommate.

“How about you? Want to play something? I’m game if you are.”

Something curious passed in a look shared between the best friends, though Liam couldn’t parse it as well as he would have liked. It frustrated him, but he knew better than to point it out. Ultimately, he knew that once he and Avril did manage to have a private conversation, he’d have questions for her, just as she would him.

But that wouldn’t be now. Nodding, Anna confirmed her willingness to play. Placing his intrigue to the side, he surreptitiously stole the deck out of Avril’s hands, ignored her protests, and began rapidly shuffling the cards.


Chapter Fourteen

Bullshit

From the moment the idea had popped into his mind, he’d already known what game he wanted them to play. Given the circumstances surrounding them, it just seemed fitting. Doubly so because of how excitable the game usually ended up. He hoped it would also clear up some of the stale air hovering in the room. Yet, Avril pumped the brakes before he could get more than halfway through divvying the cards up.

“Hold it, hold it!” she said, finally realizing that she’d blithely allowed him to shuffle the deck. “Give me that, you cheater!”

She made to snatch the remainder of the deck from him, but he swapped the deck to his left hand and interposed his body between it and her grabbing hand. That earned him a glare, and Avril pressed herself into him as she tried to steal the deck.

“I didn’t cheat,” he protested. “I said I wouldn’t do it again.”

“Bullshit,” she grunted, still vying for ownership of the deck.

He grinned. “Dang, you got it on the first guess.”

Her advance halted, and confusion sprung up like daises amongst the light array of faded freckles covering the bridge of her nose. Behind her, Anna seemed just as surprised.

“So, you did cheat, Liam?” she asked.

“No,” he said, using his right elbow to push Avril off him and return to sitting upright. “But that’s the name of the game we’re playing. Bullshit.”

Recognition sparked in the emerald set of eyes in the room, but only there. Anna grew even more perplexed.

“That’s… a card game?”

“Fun one, too,” he said. “If someone will let me finish doling the cards out so I can explain the rules.”

Staring at him for a little longer, Avril eventually nodded, though a caveat quickly followed. “I’m shuffling all future hands,” she proclaimed.

“Sure, sure.” Liam finished splitting the deck into three sets and took the stack of eighteen in a ploy to earn a little more trust.

You cheat one time, and then you tell everyone how you did it, and then they just never trust you again, he thought.

“It is a fun game,” Avril agreed.

Looking past her, he addressed Anna. “It’s fun, and it’s also pretty simple to pick up. You win by getting all the cards in your hand out of it. The way you do that is by putting cards facedown into the center pile on your turn. And when you do that, you declare how many cards of a certain number or face you’re putting down. It all goes sequentially, so it starts with aces, then moves to twos, then threes, and then all the way up to kings—and then you start back at aces.

“What makes the game worth playing is that the cards you set down aren’t shown, so you can—and should—lie occasionally. Say I’ve got only one six, and it’s my turn. I could put down two cards and announce that I’m putting down two sixes. And this isn’t a team game, so there’s no way of being certain if I’m telling the truth, not unless one of you has three sixes and knows for a fact that I’m lying.

“But if you doubt me, then you can call ‘Bullshit’ before the next person takes their turn. If that happens, the cards that were just put down are turned faceup by the player who had put them down. If you’ve caught them in a lie, they take every card from the middle pile and add them to their hand. But if they’d been telling the truth, you have to take the whole middle pile. The game keeps going until someone has no cards in their hand.”

Quick on the uptake as ever, Anna nodded after his explanation. “All right. I understand.”

“You can just say ‘BS’ if you want to, seeing as how bullshit’s a swear and all,” Avril teased, which caused Anna to blush briefly.

“I’m not a child. I can say a swear word in a card game, Avril.”

“Just giving you the option if you want to keep your tongue nice and clean.”

Fortunately, Avril didn’t catch how her words deepened Anna’s blush, nor how it caused her to glance at him. As Liam picked up his stack of eighteen cards, he hurriedly bought her a few moments to recover by announcing who started the game.

“If you’ve got the Ace of Spades, you go first. You must put it down, and you can put down as many aces as you have—or don’t have.”

“Is there any reason not to put down all of a certain card you have?” Anna asked, imitating him and Avril as they ordered their cards while keeping them hidden.

“If you really want to make things serious and plan ahead, you could, but that’s not too common. I don’t think we should get that into things here.”

“All right.”

About a minute later, everyone looked to have ordered their cards as they preferred. Staring at his array of cards, he found two aces, but not the Ace of Spades, in his hand. He was rather heavy on low cards, having a pair of twos and three threes, as well.

“I have the Ace of Spades,” Anna said, glancing up from her hand. “Are we ready to start?”

“Bring it,” Avril said, reclining on the couch but keeping an eye on him.

So little trust, Liam thought.

Nodding, Anna pulled the leftmost card from her hand and placed it facedown on the coffee table. “Just one ace.”

Neither he nor Avril was inclined to pick up the Ace of Spades, so they remained silent until Avril removed two cards from the left side of her hand and plopped them down on top of Anna’s card.

“Two twos.”

The courtroom remained free of objections, and Liam noticed that Anna didn’t recheck her hand following Avril’s proclamation. But now it was his turn to cause a bit of a stir. Pulling three cards from his hand, he deposited them amongst the pile.

“Three threes.”

Avril’s expression soured immediately, and her gaze dropped to her hand. But Anna, again, did not check her hand. This time, he wasn’t the only one to notice that.

Groaning, Avril didn’t dispute his claim. However, Liam was more focused on the bad habit he’d gleaned from Anna.

“Hold on,” he said before she could put down any number of fours in her hand. “Anna, you’re never glancing at your hand after we put down our cards.”

“But I don’t have any twos or threes, so why would I do that?”

“To bluff. You’re giving it away that you don’t have those cards, so Avril and I know not to call the other one of us. Even when it’s not your turn, you’re still playing against both of us, not just the person who put the cards down. You want to make it hard for the other players to read what cards you do or don’t have. Bluffing, obfuscation, and all that stuff is important here. You want to have us guessing at all times. It’ll only work out in your favor if you can manage that.”

“All right,” Anna said. “I’ll make sure and do more of that.”

This was his ulterior motive for picking such a game as this. As intelligent as she was, intelligence alone wasn’t enough to win most card games. Unlike Blackjack, Texas Hold’em wasn’t just about counting cards and probabilities. It also wasn’t a game against the house, but all the other players at the table.

It wasn’t enough to know your hand and how to play it. Detecting your opponents’ tells, intuiting how they felt about their hands, and keeping them from doing the same was vital to success. And he wanted her to perform well, even if he was going to be one of her opponents. There was nothing worse than being continuously blown out for however many hours they might be playing on New Year’s Eve. No matter how composed Anna might be, he knew she’d have a better time if she could stand up to her competition.

Based on his estimation, excluding himself, Victoria would be the best player at the table, in no small part due to her neutral expression already being as impenetrable a poker face as he’d ever seen. Tess seemed to have some experience, and Avril would be dealing. So, Anna was the newbie among them.

For her sake, he wanted her to win a few hands. For his sake, he wanted a challenge from all three of his opponents. Therefore, now was the perfect time to speed Anna’s education along.

“One four,” she said as she put a single card onto the stack. As she did so, proving herself a quick learner once again, she scanned his and Avril’s responses. They both checked their hands, even though Liam knew he only had a single four himself. So, if everyone had played an honest game so far, that meant Avril had two fours in her hand. Information he filed away for later.

“Two fives,” the redhead said.

Anna dropped her gaze to her hand. Liam withheld an approving smile as he looked at his hand, which was devoid of any fives. Now, here would be a potentially spicy turn.

“I think you’re lying, Avril,” Anna said. Her mouth flattened as Avril’s eyebrow shot up, which they all knew wasn’t due to her being called a liar but due to a word she wanted to hear her prim and proper best friend utter. Anna sighed.

“Bullshit,” she said, unconsciously lowering her volume by several octaves.

“What was that?” Avril asked, holding a hand to her ear.

“You heard me,” Anna said, face slightly flushed.

“I guess I did, you naughty girl,” the maverick redhead said. “Now, let’s see.”

One four—Hearts—appeared as Avril smirked and flipped it over. And then, after an appropriate amount of buildup, she flipped over its cousin, the Four of Spades.

“All for you,” Avril said, gesturing at the pile and leaning back.

As Anna collected the stack, she appeared far more annoyed than he could remember seeing her ever getting during Blackjack. No matter how many hands she’d lost, she’d never seemed particularly torn up about it. And even though he’d designated her the ultimate winner, he’d hit her with a few bad streaks during the evening. Yet even then, she hadn’t appeared perturbed by her misfortune.

That wasn’t the case as she and Avril shared looks while she reordered her now much larger hand. As Liam would discover, it would be a trend going forward, but only when Avril got one over her or called her out. When he did it, she took everything in stride. When Avril bested her, it vexed her.

Avril certainly noticed, as well.

“Nice try, nice try,” she said sarcastically when she caught Anna lying midway through the first round.

While Liam considered if he should intervene, electricity crackled between the two women whenever they brushed against one another. There only being the three of them, that was rather often. It also paved the way for him to quietly take the lead, and he eventually turned it into a win.

“You want to shuffle from now on, right?” he asked once he emptied his hand by plopping down a pair of eights, which he’d received after Avril called his bluff a while earlier. Thankfully, he’d only picked up a small stack of cards at that time, and it’d only delayed his victory by a matter of minutes. When he put the eights down, both women had known—or at least suspected—that he had them, but Avril had bit the bullet, of course, and called “Bullshit.”

Once he’d proven they were the eights he’d promised they were, he’d briefly reveled in his victory.

“Yeah, I’m shuffling,” Avril grumpily said, snatching all the cards on the table and extending a hand toward Anna.

Her best friend handed over her cards, and they all sat silently as Avril shuffled.

“You’re pretty good,” Liam casually observed, hoping to diminish the conflict between roommates with some small talk.

“I’m great,” Avril corrected, card stock buzzing rhythmically as she bridged them on the coffee table.

“I don’t know if you’d quite get a job in Vegas,” he teased.

She snorted. “Look at me. They’d give me a signing bonus if I were willing to be one of their dealers. Their customers would fight for a chance to play at my table.”

“Guess we’ll see in a few more days,” he said, shrugging. “Assuming you’re dressing for the part.”

“I am. I’m going to be as fucking professional as they come. You better show up dressed to the nines like everyone else.”

“Don’t worry, Anna saw to that,” he said, smiling at the raven-haired fashionista.

“It’ll be ready for you tomorrow,” she reminded him.

“Yep, I haven’t forgotten.”

“Did you get him something good?” Avril asked, spinning her attention to her right.

“Yes, I did,” Anna said, sniffing as if mildly affronted by the question. “He’ll look very handsome on New Year’s Eve.”

“I’ll know who to blame if it’s a bad fit.”

“Or who to thank.”

Well, so much for that, Liam thought, withholding a sigh.

Into the next round they went, with him starting with three aces—complete bullshit, but he wanted to get the room reoriented onto the game.

“Yeah, no,” Avril said, glaring at him. “Bullshit.”

Grinning without regret, he turned over the Ace of Spades, Diamonds, and a Queen of Hearts he’d tossed into the mix.

That, and the aggressive manner in which he played for the rest of the round, put them both slightly on notice. Losing strategy though it was, he did everything he could to keep their attention fixed on him, which somewhat soothed the tension between them. Especially from Avril, who merrily crowed each time his hand size ballooned.

By the time Avril won the round, he had a hand consisting of half the deck.

“I should have picked this game for New Year’s Eve,” Avril smugly announced. “Would have gotten me more chances to see you lose.”

“Can’t think of any casinos where you’d see this game,” he retorted, unceremoniously dumping his hand onto the stack. The cards spilled all over the table.

“Ass,” Avril snorted as she began scooping the cards up so she could shuffle for the next round, though her triumph wasn’t so easily doused—not that he’d intended to do so.

However, midway through the third round, he noticed Avril’s attention was elsewhere. He couldn’t quite detect if it was a devious idea that prevented her from noticing Anna’s blatant lie about having three nines, but knowing her, he suspected it was. As the third round narrowly went his way, she confirmed it.

“So, how about some stakes?”


Chapter Fifteen

Extra Spice

Liam and Anna shared a look. How could they not? He might have only known Avril for a fraction of the time that Anna had, but they both knew her well enough by now to realize when she was up to something—and the danger that put them in. Flashbacks of yesterday’s theatrics surely flashed within both their minds.

“What, you want to bet money?” Liam said, which was his meager attempt to curtail her more likely aim.

Avril snorted. “So I can go from filthy rich to filthy rich plus forty dollars? No, let’s give things a bit more spice. Truth or Dare spice. The losers in a round have to pick one, and the winner gets to ask the question or give the dare.”

Of the two of them, he would have expected Anna to be the first to shut down Avril’s ploy. And yet, as he glanced in Anna’s direction, he found her only staring at Avril, not voicing her disagreement. When she finally did make her voice heard, it wasn’t to be the yin to Avril’s yang.

“Fine, but Liam and I get veto powers, just in case. If we both think what you’re asking or making us do is too much, you lose your question or dare, and you don’t get to have a replacement one, either.”

“Harsh rules,” Avril smirked. Her emerald stare glided toward him, though a lighter set held much of his attention. “You good with that, too?”

Wary as he was about how things might inevitably end up, who was he to argue with the majority?

“Sure, I’m down for it. I won’t let you win again like I did in the second round, though.”

“As if!” Avril snorted, crossing her arms. Yet, the longer she stared at him, the less confident she became that he’d been lying. Eventually, she glared sourly at him while passing out the cards.

Their fourth round was miles more competitive than its predecessors. During the first few additions to the stack, Anna and Avril might have shared a dozen blinks between them. Whenever it was one of their turns, he could practically see the electricity sparking in the air whenever their eyes met. Whenever it was his turn, they stared at him as though they suspected he would find a way to manifest cards from thin air with each claim he made.

“Bullshit!” Avril hissed as he set three jacks onto the pile.

Three revealed jacks later, Avril’s face was one of crackling displeasure.

“You don’t have any jacks, Anna? Really?”

“Obviously not,” Anna said, nodding at the table. “But you have four now, at least.”

Avril’s face briefly matched her hair’s vivacious hue, and she grumbled under her breath about having the rudest best friend on the planet as she gathered up a rather healthy stack of cards—and yes, three more jacks, allowing her to own the complete set.

Her luck didn’t improve. Nor did her mood. As he and Anna edged closer to victory, the vexed redhead made several risky ploys to fight her way back into the round. Most ended in disaster, but she did catch both him and Anna at least once, which prolonged the round by several minutes.

However, when all was said and done, he held the winning card—a Queen of Spades—in his grasp. Excluding the second round, his tactic remained consistent, which he imagined they were finally realizing. He rarely lied unless behind, and when he did lie, he always used his “worst” card, the one he’d need to wait the longest to play based on where in the sequence they were. He didn’t call Bullshit very often, just when he was confident he’d tracked the cards or when he absolutely needed to. Because of that, he suspected future rounds would be a bit more difficult, and he planned to adjust his strategy if they emulated him.

But not this one.

Setting down the austere queen, he smiled. Across the way, Anna half-heartedly sought to keep him from grasping victory, but she knew before he flipped it over that he’d claimed his third win in just four rounds.

“Please do not play this game on New Year’s Eve,” she told her roommate.

Avril just grumbled to herself.

“So, I get to make you both pick truth or dare, right?” he asked the mastermind behind his current reward.

She glumly nodded.

“Okay, let’s start with you, then. Truth or dare, Avril?”

Lifting her chin, Avril course corrected her sour mood. “Dare.”

It was as much a dare to him as it was a request for a dare for her.

Set the tone, her gaze said. I’m sure you won’t wuss out.

I won’t, he thought. But it doesn’t mean what I’m going to have you do will make you all that happy.

“I dare you to swap places with Anna. I kind of want to sit next to her now.”

Shock rippled across Avril’s expression, short-lived as it was. A scowl hastily supplanted it.

“Jackass.”

He grinned and shrugged.

Behind her, Anna had seemed equally surprised by his first dare, though she hid her emotions as best she could when her best friend directed her attention toward her.

“Guess we’re changing places.”

“I suppose so.”

“Your loss,” Avril said, standing in such a way that her butt crowded his vision.

Anna sighed exasperatedly upon noticing but didn’t say anything. Humorously, like a pair of fighters sizing the other up, perhaps expecting a cheap shot, they faced off as they sidled by one another on their way to their new seating arrangements.

“Oops,” Avril said when they were at their closest, feigning that she’d lost her footing and bumping her breasts into Anna’s.

Anna blushed but didn’t rebuke her. Liam certainly couldn’t think of any reason why he ought to be annoyed by what he’d just seen, so he remained silent. Avril took the armchair as her new throne while Anna gracefully sat beside him.

“Hi,” he said. “Glad to have you with me.”

Anna’s eyes met his. “Me too. I pick truth, by the way.”

He’d expected that, so he already had a question ready for her. Again, he wasn’t all that subtle about wanting to mend things between her and Avril.

“Are you really as good at ice skating as Avril’s led me to believe you are?”

Anna glanced toward her best friend, who shrugged. Returning her eyes to him, she said, “I’m not certain how good she’s said I am, so I’m not sure.”

“She tells me you’re incredibly talented but never show off unless you’re alone.”

“Bit like you and cards, except you’re all about showing off,” Avril noted.

“Bit like me and cards,” he agreed, keeping his focus on Anna. “I was just wondering if she was telling the truth.”

Anna looked between them both, clearly at odds with her usual humble nature now that he’d cast the spotlight on her obvious talent. “I think I’m a proficient skater. And… I haven’t shown off everything I know how to do.”

“Will you next time we go skating?”

“If… you’d like me to,” Anna replied, fidgeting beside him.

“I would.”

“All right. I’ll do my best.”

He smiled warmly. “I can’t wait.”

Unseen by the gorgeous but blushing ice skating phenom, one corner of her best friend’s mouth moved upward. She nodded complimentarily at him, then clapped her hands together.

“Right! Next round is mine, so prepare for it!”

The fifth round finally unseated him as the reigning champion, and it wasn’t because he eased his foot off the gas pedal. Having finally found her footing, Anna saw fit to make this round the fastest of all of them. By a combination of luck and skill, she wasn’t caught lying—and he honestly couldn’t tell if she ever had—during the whole round. Whichever it was, it saw her to a rapid victory.

“Congrats,” Avril said through gritted teeth, a muscle flexing in her forehead as she became the only player not to win since she’d upped the ante.

“Liam, you first,” Anna said.

“I’ll go with truth.”

“Lameee,” Avril complained.

Anna didn’t give her grousing roommate any heed. “All right. Did you have a good time today?”

He realized then that he hadn’t been the only one sitting on a question. His heart leaped because of what it realized her question entailed.

“Yeah, I really, really did,” he said, meeting her gaze as he answered earnestly. “I’m already looking forward to next time.”

Anna’s pulse betrayed the calm expression she forced herself to maintain. So did the color that only he could see on her face. In the background, Avril stared suspiciously at them both, though she underestimated her best friend. She didn’t follow the evidence Anna had supplied her to its proper conclusion; instead, she stopped short.

“I can’t believe I’m spending my afternoon with bookworms,” she loudly complained, throwing the back of her head against the armchair as she groaned toward the ceiling.

“You’ve been losing to them, as well,” Anna pointed out, which shoved a lopsided grin onto Avril’s face.

“We’ll see. I’m thinking this win was a fluke. Or maybe Liam threw the game again.”

“I can win fair and square,” Anna sniffed. “I’ll prove that in the future rounds. But you need to pick truth or dare, for now.”

“It’s dare, of course,” Avril smirked, raising her chin.

“Very well. I dare you to finish all your winter break homework before New Year’s Eve.”

Avril’s mood plummeted precipitously. It happened so quickly, and her new expression, one of utter disgust and disbelief, looked so comical that Liam needed to hide his smile behind his hand. Avril either didn’t mind or didn’t notice.

Her disbelieving stare never deviated from the best friend who had betrayed her.

“Don’t do that to me.”

“Don’t always pick dare,” Anna responded mercilessly.

“You’re heartless.”

“I’m helping you accomplish something you wouldn’t accomplish otherwise,” Anna retorted just a little too quickly, a little too sourly.

It piqued Liam’s notice, as did the agitation that danced across Avril’s expression. It was the kind of response made when you threw someone’s words back at them.

“Fine, I will,” Avril said, tossing her hands into the air. “Unlike some people, I don’t mind a little help when I know I need it.”

Didn’t you refuse to let me help you with your dealing? Liam thought, though he didn’t highlight Avril’s hypocrisy.

During the ensuing sixth round of play, the penultimate round, Avril looked ready to chew through iron bars each time she was forced to pick up the middle stack. He wasn't sure how her frustration might have bled through if she’d remained in the loser’s circle by the time it ended.

Fortunately for her, she finally managed to win a hard-fought match—and there was no disputing that she’d earned it. She pumped a fist through the air as she flipped over her two sevens and proved she’d won the round. Now, for her prizes.

“Truth,” Anna immediately said.

Avril groaned but had to have known Anna wouldn’t give her an opportunity for a vengeful reprisal. Grumbling momentarily, her mouth shifted from side to side as she mulled over what she could make Anna answer truthfully. It didn’t take long for a malevolent grin to curl her lips.

“So, seeing as you’re not actually dating Liam, I was just wondering if there are any guys you do like. Does Miss Annabelle Royce have a crush on anyone? Answer truthfully.”

By this point, he’d more or less figured out what they’d been feuding about since yesterday. He still wasn’t certain why they were feuding about it, but they’d battered one another with enough unsubtle barbs for understanding to dawn upon him.

Avril knew Anna had a crush on him. One question he held onto was: had she figured it out on her own, or had she forced Anna to admit it?

“Yes, there is someone I like,” Anna said, face mired in crimson as she stared directly at Avril.

“And? Go on, details.”

But Anna shook her head. “All you asked was if I had feelings for anyone. And I answered—truthfully. I don’t have to say anything more, nor will I.”

“Ugh, come on. So boring.”

Anna wouldn’t budge, so, groaning frustratedly at her, Avril’s attention shifted to him.

“Don’t you dare pick truth, so help me God.”

“Fine, then dare,” Liam said. Since he wasn’t the current focus of her vexation, he’d assumed she might go easy on him. Just this once.

How wrong he was.

“Okay, get over here.”

His eyebrows knit together. “Over where?”

“Over here,” the trouble-making woman said. “Right here. Since you like playing musical chairs so much, I dare you to sit in this armchair for the rest of the game.”

She stood and beckoned toward the vacant chair, which would complete the hat trick of butts it had supported once he sat in it. Other than his surprise that the scheming woman had chosen such a mundane dare, he didn’t hesitate. Leaving Anna’s side, he walked over to Avril, where their eyes met.

Finally, his instincts caught up with him. Something was off. Avril didn’t just show mercy on people. But he couldn’t parse why he should be wary, even if he knew he should be.

“Go on, it’s still warm,” she said.

So, he did. He should have realized what was coming, for not a moment after he settled into his new chair, Avril sat down.

On his lap.

He was too slow to stop her, and his eyes resembled a pair of porcelain plates for the first couple of seconds after she plopped her fine butt onto his lap.

Should have known better, his mind reminded him, though it didn’t sound all too perturbed with how things had turned out.

No, that was another individual in the room.

“Avril! What are you doing?!”

Facing Anna’s consternation, Anna smiled coyly. “Just following the rules of the game. He made you and me swap places on his dare. And now I’ve made him come sit here, too. My dare doesn’t cancel out his, so here’s how we’ll have to play from now on.”

As irritation flashed in Anna’s eyes, Avril further aggravated her by shifting her butt to make herself more comfortable on her new cushion. Liam’s aggravation was far more pleasurable than Anna’s, even if he would have preferred not to be collateral damage between the feuding best friends.

Nevertheless, his body’s inclinations didn’t match those of his mind. As she wiggled her butt to make herself comfortable, his cock hurriedly stiffened. It’d been her plan all along. The quick glance Avril spared him all but confirmed it.

“It’s going to be kind of hard to keep your cards secret from me like this,” he noted.

“Don’t worry, we’ll figure something out,” she cooed, taking her time as she leaned forward and started picking up the cards on the coffee table.

While she did so, his and Anna’s eyes met.

“Last round?” he mouthed questioningly, hoping to avert further complications between her and Avril.

She nodded and then said, “This is the last round.”

“What, no!” Avril complained. “Things are just getting good.”

“We have different definitions of ‘things getting good,’” Anna said grumpily.

“What about you?” Avril asked, peeking over her shoulder. “Be the majority voter. Do we keep playing or not?”

“Seven rounds are plenty,” he said, earning a frown from one beautiful woman and a relieved smile from another. “We’ve all won at least one round, too, so everybody got to sit in the winner’s circle.”

“You all are so boring,” Avril groused.

Her way of enacting vengeance was to spend most of the seventh round searching for a “comfortable” way to sit on him. Of course, that involved a torturous amount of shifting and jostling, which practically left his teeth chattering from how sensitive his cock felt just ten minutes into the final round.

“Nope, not this way, either,” she’d say after spending a minute in her new position. And then she’d make sure her phenomenal ass rubbed against his cock until he was seizing air between clenched teeth, and Anna sharply hissed her name. That’d stop her briefly, but only ever briefly.

“You’re killing me,” he whispered while Anna was forced to focus on her hand after being forced to pick up more than a dozen cards after she’d falsely accused Avril after she’d put down three twos.

“Payback’s a bitch,” the villainous redheads replied.

“What did I do?”

“Please,” Avril snorted.

All three of them had distractions to keep their focus away from the final round. He didn’t intentionally cheat, but it wasn’t as if he could avert his gaze with a seductive troublemaker wiggling her butt on his lap whenever it was time for him to put down a card. In numerous of her positions, he couldn’t help but notice some of her cards, especially when he needed to lean into her to reach the table.

“You’re so immature,” Anna sighed when Avril began bouncing on his lap after she forced Anna to pick up the stack for a second time.

“Jealous?”

“No!”

Okay, enough is enough, Liam thought.

Forcing himself to stay calm, cool, and collected, he did everything in his power to ensure he emerged as the final round’s victor. So, yeah, he even cheated a little, using the information he gleaned from Avril’s hand whenever he could spot it. If she noticed, she at least knew she wasn’t in any position—literally and figuratively—to complain about it.

By the time he won, his blood was on fire, his cock was throbbing urgently, and he could feel his heartbeat in his fingertips. He cleared his throat after leaning into Avril and confirming that he’d put two nines down when he emptied his hand.

“My win,” he announced, clenching his teeth as Avril shimmied her butt against his erection.

“Dare,” the two women, one glaring, one smirking, said in harmonious disharmony.

“Fine,” he said, gripping Avril’s hips.

She wasn’t the only one to gasp at his sudden action, but he ignored both women.

“Avril, I dare you to stop causing trouble for Anna.”

He continued ignoring her as Avril thrust a glare over her shoulder.

“And Anna, I dare you to stop being so irate with Avril.”

And then he carefully but firmly pushed Avril off his lap.

She made no attempt to reclaim her spot, though she didn’t move much further than from where he’d pushed her. He could only see a single side of her face as she and Anna shared a look.

“Pretty stupid ploy to make, trying to tell us both off like that,” Avril said, turning to face him. “A very guy thing to do, and then you’d be shocked when our annoyance got redirected to you.”

“It was a price I was willing to pay,” he said.

Before she responded, Avril’s gaze dropped. In removing her alluring body from him, he’d saved himself from any future torture. However, in doing so as quickly as he had, his arousal was an open secret beneath his pants.

The beginnings of a smile curled Avril’s mouth, though Liam wasn’t sure why. Even if she hadn’t seen her handiwork until now, she’d certainly felt what she was creating with all her movement over the past round.

“Do we kick him out or let him stay over for dinner?” she asked, head swiveling toward Anna.

“Dinner?” she said. “But it’s not even five yet.”

“Yeah, but I want Giacomo’s.”

Anna’s mouth flattened. “And are you going to be the one to go get it?”

“No, because I did last time. So, it’s your turn.”

“That’s—”

“And remember, a man has demanded that we hurry and make up, so we have to do it.”

“Okay, hey, that’s not what this is—” he began, only for Avril to shove a finger over his lips.

“So?” the redhead asked, staring at her best friend.

Sighing, Anna looked first at her and then at him.

“Fine. I’ll be the one to go and get it.”


Chapter Sixteen

A Hundred Ways

Liam vividly remembered the last time he’d eaten one of Giacomo’s massive pizzas. It’d been when his older brother had suffered his fear of flying long enough to fly back to the States so he could properly introduce his then-fiancée to them. He’d been craving pizza, and as far as he was concerned, Giacomo's was the best pizza around. Before the night was up, even with her differing preferences, his Korean fiancée had given the place her stamp of approval.

With the memory of that night resurfaced, his stomach audibly rumbled at the prospect of having it again. However, he also knew that the pizzeria was on the other side of town. So, he chimed in before Anna could find her phone and order ahead.

“Do you want me to go with you?”

A pair of beautiful green eyes glanced first at him, then at Avril. Seconds later, they pivoted back to him.

“That’s all right. You can stay here and give Avril the tips she needs to be a better dealer.”

“Uncalled for!” her roommate grunted. “We’re supposed to have stopped ‘feuding,’ remember? Otherwise, Liam will pout again.”

Anna smiled at her best friend. “You should make use of this resource while it’s available. There’s only a few more days until New Year’s Eve.”

After ordering two pizzas, one with pepperoni, mushrooms, and black olives, the other Hawaiian, which Liam was surprised a place as Italian as Giacomo’s even offered, Anna departed. It’d be over an hour before either of them saw her again.

“So, want some tips?” Liam asked once he and Avril, who remained away from the open front door as they saw Anna off, were alone.

“No, I don’t want any fucking tips,” the redhead growled. “We’re finishing that conversation we started earlier.” She shivered and hugged her body. “And close that damn door.”

“Which one?” he asked, playing dumb. He didn’t shut the door either.

Avril appeared unamused. “You know which one, little boy. Now, stop acting so damn smug.”

“I’m just imitating my ‘Big Sis,’” he retorted unapologetically.

“Well, knock it off; you look like a real jackass when you do.”

A grin split his face, which added to Avril’s mostly playful vexation. Grunting, she demanded he follow her back to the living room with a wave of her hand. Once there, she jabbed her forefinger toward the couch’s middle cushion. Still grinning, he obeyed her command and sat down.

Avril, however, did not return to the cushion next to him. She remained standing, eyeing him like a hawk. A very impatient hawk.

“Now say what you said earlier again. About how you and Tess would never have a relationship beyond being friends.”

Holding her stare, he did just that.

“Tess and I are just friends,” he said. “Always have been. It’d be inappropriate if we were anything but that.”

“Uh huh,” Avril said dryly. “Guess I’ve just been hallucinating everything you’ve told me about the past week.”

“You must have. I only ever remember referring to Tess as a close friend, nothing more.”

Avril rolled her eyes. She rolled her eyes, but she also cracked a smile. As he had with her and Anna’s thing, he was sure she’d already figured out why he was hitting her with the worst gaslighting attempt in history.

“And so you’re as single as they come, is that it?” Avril asked, stretching her arms above her head in a way that showed off all her enviable assets. “No hot next-door neighbor who you’re secretly fucking, no girlfriend who happens to be my roommate?”

“That’s right,” he said, shrugging. “I’ve never been more single in my life.”

“Sounds pretty boring.”

His gaze met hers, and what had started bubbling on their shopping trip on the twenty-third finally reached its boiling temperature.

“I bet you could make it a little less boring,” he said.

“Oh, I know I could,” Avril said. “Question is, can you handle what I could give to you?”

Anticipation bubbled within him like a stew reaching its simmering point, but he clamped down on any physical tells of how eager he really was. “Only one way to know for sure.”

“One way?” Avril’s lips curled into a suggestive smile. “Babe, I’ve got a hundred ways to check.”

She shifted forward, placing a knee between his thighs as she climbed onto the couch. Her eyes scintillated as she pressed her hands into the couch to either side of his shoulders. Closer still, she came, bringing an alluringly full set of lips within inches of his mouth.

“So, show me one tonight,” he said, smothering any hoarseness in his voice.

“And no one will be upset or cry foul if I do?” the seductive woman whispered, eyes glimmering like uncovered emerald veins.

“So long as you don’t try and kiss me in front of a crowd again,” he said.

“From how it sounds, we’re only having this conversation because of that. So… I can get it if Tess and Anna are mad at me, but do you really have a leg to stand on?”

Liam flattened his lips exasperatedly and reached his arms around her waist. Yet, as he attempted to drag her onto his lap, she resisted.

“Question, answer,” she said.

“I’ll be mad if you keep trying to piss Tess and Anna off, yeah. So, don’t do that—and stop picking on Anna about how she feels about me.”

“So, you’ve finally noticed, huh?”

Finally? The way Avril made it sound, he should have noticed earlier than just a matter of hours ago. Setting aside an urge to sleuth some, he held her gaze.

“I’m serious. Let her do things at her own pace. And how did you all end up fighting over something like that, anyway?”

Avril shrugged. “After we got home yesterday, she wanted us to sit down and talk a little more about everything. We did, and it was all going fine until I offhandedly mentioned that she’d need to get a move on, too, and that I knew she was into you. She’s been pouty ever since.”

“I remember someone else being a little pouty when I got here,” he said, which caused Avril to frown. “You know it’s true. What else was said, Avril? Don’t leave out details.”

After a moment spent fighting with herself, Avril sighed and spun away from him. She deposited herself onto the cushion beside him. Hands going behind her head, she admitted things more to the ceiling than him.

“All I said was that she’d need to step it up if she wanted to compete with me and that I wouldn’t be holding back so she could waffle about for six months. She told me to mind my own damn business, and that’s a direct quote, by the way. That’s really the end of it, more or less.”

“More or less?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.

“More or less,” Avril repeated adamantly.

“So, were you actually upset because she’s got a point?”

Avril’s sharp gaze dropped from the ceiling to him. “I don’t see how.”

“Yes, you do,” he patiently said.

Scowling, Avril slapped her palms on her thighs. “I’m just trying to help her out some.”

“We all know that. But she’s got to want your help. Otherwise, there’s nothing you can do. If she doesn’t want your advice or assistance, you need to let her do her own thing—her way, her pace. She’s not some helpless child, and she probably doesn’t want people to keep treating her like she is.”

“Okay, but I’m not saying she’s helpless about everything. But stuff like this—I’m the expert; she’s the novice. So, it’s kind of dumb of her not to get some help when it’s so easily available.”

“So, like how you’ve been letting me help you practice your dealing?”

Avril added another notch to her scowl. “That is not a comparable issue.”

“I disagree,” Liam said, realizing something that Avril hadn’t. “And I think Anna would disagree, too. ‘You should make use of this resource while it’s available.’ That’s what she said when she left, remember? Maybe you said something like that yesterday?”

Avril’s grumpiness magnified. He didn’t even understand her response, so garbled and grumbled under her breath as it was. But he knew he’d struck a bullseye.

“Let her do her own thing, Avril,” he said, bumping her shoulder with his. “She got one over you for most of winter break. She’s not helpless.”

“She got one over me by pretending to be interested in you. Her version of not being helpless is avoiding being in a relationship.”

“And now she really is interested in me, or so you say,” he said, adding the final bit to cover his and Anna’s tracks. All of this would have been so much simpler if he could just say, “Look, she’s doing it on her own, so you don’t need to keep pushing,” but he knew he needed to keep that fact to himself.

“Please, I know it, you know it; even the cards here know it. I’ve never seen her hit anybody, but she looked ready to come over and sock me off your lap a few times.”

“And you’d probably have deserved it if she had,” Liam noted.

Avril shrugged, and then she sighed. “I guess. Suppose how things went with you aren’t how things will go with her.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Liam said, smiling. “But just see if you can let Anna handle things her way. I like coming here to spend time with two extraordinarily beautiful women, but it’s not so nice when they’re glaring at one another every other minute.”

“Oh, so that’s the reason you come over?” Avril snorted. “We couldn’t tell.”

Liam lazily brought his shoulders to his ears. “What can I say? I’m a little addicted to Ashgrove now.”

“You know, I get a referral or something if you put my name down when you move in, assuming you could give up your current neighbor.”

Liam shrugged again, and they both shared a smile.

“Answer me just this one thing,” Avril said as she propelled herself to her feet. She turned and stepped in front of him to prevent him from easily doing the same. “If Anna did want to have your fake relationship be a little more real, would you let it?”

“Would it upset you if I said I would?” Liam asked.

“No, it wouldn’t. It’s the same with her as it is with Tess. Oh, right, nothing there between you two.”

“That’s right,” Liam said, nodding. “And good to know. Because I wouldn’t mind—but you are not allowed to tell Anna that. Our relationship is our relationship. It’s the same between you and me.”

“Oh, is it?” Avril said, staring down at him with a catlike grin. “What kind of relationship do you think we have, again?”

“The kind where you infuriate me one minute, then arouse me the next.”

Avril’s grin broadened. “You’ve certainly come a long way, saying something like that without any ‘ums’ or ‘ers.’ Your face isn’t even all that red.”

“My face isn’t red at all—”

That might have been true when he began protesting, but it wasn’t by the time she cut him off.

She struck like a viper. Retaking her position on top of him, her lips cut off his objection, stoking the lustful embers that just being near her caused. One hand pressed on his chest; the other used his knee for stability. Her mouth demanded that he move at the frenetic pace she’d set, and it was all he could do to keep up. Her tongue entered his mouth, finding his, keeping him from finding any breath in his lungs.

Her mouth pulled back, but slowly, intentionally so. The fingers of the hand against his chest curled in, clutching his shirt. Avril’s next demand was that their lips remain entangled as they rose to their feet, and it was one he didn’t mind fulfilling.

His mouth pursued hers as she pulled back. His hand clutched her wrist as she sought to remove it from his knee. They stood, and her breasts mashed against his chest because of how little room they had between the couch and the coffee table.

He released her wrist so he could settle both his hands on her enviously curvaceous hips. Their mouths continued sharing the warmth spilling off their lips, tethered together by unbound lust. It’d been a few days since they’d stood like this, and there’d been a fair amount of conflict since then. But maybe that was behind them, so they could just resume focusing on the pleasure they each sought from the other’s body.

Eventually, Avril tugged head far enough back that the kiss had to end. Grinning, she nodded at him.

“See? Red as a ripe ole tomato.”

“I’m just a mirror of what you look like,” he retorted.

“Not a chance. It takes more than a little kiss to get me looking like you do.”

“Then let me give you more than a little kiss,” he husked. He tightened his grip on her waist, and her verdant eyes flashed excitedly.

She forced him to stand there, feeling how phenomenal her body was, for too long. He hated the silence in the room, though he wouldn’t break it until she replied. Because he was confident he’d receive an answer he’d like.

Imitating a grandfather clock’s pendulum by tilting her head from side to side, playing at being deep in thought, her eyes drifted everywhere but back to him. Just before his impatience boiled over, she finally leveled her gaze at him. And she still wasted another five seconds before grinning.

“If that’s what you want, you’ll have to come this way.” She sidled away, and Liam almost refused to let her go. But there were only so many minutes until Anna returned, and his body yearned for anything it could experience from Avril Knight.

“Where are we headed?” he asked, keeping in step with her as she glided away from the couch.

“Well, I’m not going to fuck you outside, so you’d better not be hoping for it. It’s fucking cold out there. And seeing as how we’re on a bit of a time crunch, we’re not going to do it anywhere out here, where we might be screwed if we can’t clean up in time. So, no living room, no kitchen, no hallway.”

She continued walking, and he continued following. They entered the hallway where they wouldn’t be having sex together, then kept going. Toward a bedroom, he assumed, though first they passed by a spacious bathroom where soothing floral scents emerged, and then another on the other side of the hall a few seconds later. Avril glanced over her shoulder as she reached the next door in the hallway. This one was shut.

“Now, you get one guess. Process of elimination says…?”

“Yeah, yeah, just let me see your bedroom,” he grumbled, though he almost couldn’t hear his own voice above the adrenaline pumping blood past his ears.

“I’ll let you see more than that,” Avril purred, undoubtedly aware of the anticipation gnawing at him. He could see a bit of it in her, too.

She opened the door, flipped on a light, and led him inside.


Chapter Seventeen

Double or Nothing

Her spacious bedroom was about how he expected it to be, sans one or two noteworthy alterations. Directly to his left stood a relatively cluttered vanity, mainly because the storage shelves on either side of the square mirror had long ago overflowed with nail polishes, lotions, and perfumes. Beyond it hung a column of six identically dimensioned square portraits. Each held a picture of a different gorgeous beach in them.

His eyes continued trailing clockwise around the room, passing by further décor, a wide dresser with an oval mirror hanging above it, and one of the room’s two windows, which was hidden behind dark curtains. Locating her queen-sized bed, whose covers hadn’t been made since its owner had climbed out of it this morning, he found several discarded outfits hanging out on one of its corners. He also spotted the Bandits’ World Series Champion banner hanging above it, with the year 2016 and numerous silver signatures covering its felt body. He didn’t know how many players were on an MLB team, but she just might have gotten them all based on how covered it was in scrawl.

All in all, he’d expected to find a little more haphazardness in her room, though maybe it was all just hidden away behind the closed closet door to his right. Pictures, more than just the first six he’d seen, covered her walls, some depicting other idyllic locations while others showed off sports cars. Anna was part of several of them, including one in front of this very apartment, presumably on the day they’d moved in. One image that caught his eye gave him a peek into the past.

“Is that…?”

“Wild to see her smiling, isn’t it?” Avril said, nodding.

It was. Enough so that he squinted at the picture of the almost sisters-in-law standing together on a golden-sanded beach, half expecting to see Victoria’s smile vanish like one of those cards that changed images when you rotated it in the light.

“She looks happy,” he commented.

“We both were,” Avril said, smiling wistfully at the picture.

In it, an adolescent Avril stood beside the woman he only knew was capable of piercing stares and unwavering composure. The bikini Victoria wore proved every opinion he’d ever held of her: she had a body designed to haunt the dreams of any man who laid eyes on her.

Beside him, aware of how he was focusing on the image a little too much, Avril loudly cleared her throat. “Rude boy,” she said, elbowing him.

“Sorry,” he said, finally tearing his eyes away from the voluptuous body of the world’s most severe professor. Fortunately, the woman standing beside him was nearly as full-figured.

“You can ogle Victoria’s tits later, or in a few days—you’re welcome. We’re in a bit of a rush tonight.”

He nodded, aware that their time was limited. Aware that it was strange, as well.

Almost twenty-four hours ago, he’d resigned himself to the fact that he’d need to end things with Avril. Now, he had Tess’s blessing to do just about anything with her. A lot really could change in a single day.

“Here’s the deal,” Avril said, moving behind him and then propelling him with both hands toward the foot of her bed. “We don’t have that long, so tonight’s not going to be all lovey-dovey and heavy on the foreplay. One of us here’s the expert, and you’re going to heed her advice. Got it?”

Liam glanced over his shoulder while she ushered him toward her bed. Once they reached it, she allowed him to turn around.

“I’m in your capable hands,” he said, knowing it’d only burn more of their already stout candle if he argued.

“Yes, you are. Now, strip.”

The authority in her voice caused him to chuckle, though her sharp stare needled him with impatience. Feeling somewhat awkward, though he didn’t know why after all they’d done together, he began removing his clothes while Avril stared at him.

After he had his shirt and pants off, Avril finally began emulating him. As her snug turtleneck flew toward the floor, Liam briefly forgot about completing his undressing. He started by admiring the mostly faded splotches of color on her neck. He wondered if an opportunity to prolong the time she’d need to keep wearing scarves and turtlenecks would appear tonight.

As she revealed her voluptuous body, he swallowed. From beginning to end, she was a being of sexy curves and unrestrained allure. With her turtleneck cast away, only a dark blue bra kept the familiar but still potent sight of her shapely breasts hidden from him, though the rest of her ensured that his cock rapidly stiffened. At first, the speed of everything had left him feeling a bit off. The sight of Avril’s phenomenal figure did away with any of that, replacing it with a pure, unbridled desire for what was to come.

“Strip,” Avril said again, rolling her eyes at his dazed state.

“Sorry,” he said, shrugging unabashedly. “You’re just so distracting.”

Avril rolled her eyes again, but she smiled throughout the rest of their hasty undressing. And as he exposed his erect cock, he caught her eyeing it approvingly.

He finished before she did, though only by a matter of seconds. Peculiarly, she didn’t unhook her bra; instead, she worked on removing her snug pants. Without anything to do, but also without any orders to not do anything, Liam closed the distance between them.

Avril easily spotted him coming, though she didn’t ward him off with a glare or command. That was permission enough for Liam’s liking, and his fingertips glossed over her smooth skin when they landed on her sides a moment later.

They didn’t linger there for very long. He left Avril to finish removing her pants, setting his sights on removing the lingerie covering her immaculate breasts.

His hands brushed along her sides on that journey, sweeping across her steep curves on their way to a pair of hills. Before they arrived, he set his lips on her slender neck near one of the hickeys he’d planted there a few days ago.

“Yeah, don’t you dare,” Avril said, wise to his initial intentions.

“I think you look really hot in scarves, though,” he said.

“You’re right; I do. Doesn’t mean I’m going to let you force me to wear one for the rest of winter break. Besides, I’ll look weird as hell in my dealer’s outfit if I’m wearing a scarf with it. So, no marks up there.”

“Okay, I promise to be good,” Liam sighed, pressing his lips gently to her neck.

While his mouth covered one side of her neck in a bevy of passionate kisses, his fingertips slid around to her upper back, searching for the clasp holding her bra together. Compared to his skill level at the start of winter break, he’d rapidly improved at removing the undergarment, though he didn’t rush. It wasn’t until he’d finished tasting how smooth Avril’s skin was before he finally completed his assignment.

Having done the same on her end, Avril backed him up a single step with the end of one finger, then let him play jubilant spectator as she shrugged her bra off. Everything about what she revealed captivated him. The heft and perfect shape of her breasts, the pert, pink points surrounded by sensitive areolae at their centers, and the memories of all the times he’d felt and tasted them.

And let tonight add one more of those, Liam thought, his excitement swirling about him like a vortex.

“Now, on the bed you go,” Avril said, pressing a hand against his chest. “Quickly. I don’t think either of us wants Anna to hear you moaning how you’re about to cum as she opens the door with our pizzas.”

“It’s possible it’d be you that she’d hear,” he replied, intending to ensure he wasn’t the only one throttled by rapture before what was left of their time together was up.

“Oh, I’m going to have the time of my life,” Avril declared, grinning a bit more viciously than seductively. “I know how to get what my body needs.”

She continued pushing on him before he could think of a suitably cocky response. That was another thing he’d grown more accustomed to over the break. And while he was definitely still figuring out his “style,” he had to admit that it was far more enjoyable to emulate Avril’s unerring self-confidence than it was to wring his hands anxiously about if he’d sound like an idiot just for trying.

Liam lifted his arms and took a trust fall onto her bed. Bouncing on it, he saw her roll her whole head this time, not just her eyes. Grinning, he scooted himself a bit further up her messy bed, avoiding the clothes that hadn’t made the cut when she’d been deciding on what to wear this morning.

On the other hand, Avril sent those unworthy outfits to the floor as she crawled onto her bed after him. Her emerald eyes delivered a thousand promises, each more lascivious than the last. As her right hand landed next to his hip, his gaze propelled itself toward it.

As he’d hoped, when next it lifted, it moved rightward, not upward. In a few seconds, Avril's hand's adroit, smooth touch stole his breath away. She wrapped it slowly around his cock, feeling the heat pulsing through the stiff tool. Her lips curled in satisfaction as she began giving it a few measured strokes.

“Now, who’s forgetting about the time crunch?” Liam asked, already breathing a bit erratically.

“You won’t last ten minutes inside of me,” Avril cooed as she lowered her lips to his chest.

Feeling a humorous sense of déjà vu, he met her stare as she placed the first of many kisses on his skin. “You can bust out a timer if you want because I know I will.”

Avril grinned and shook her head. The leisurely pace of her hand slightly increased, and so did the wonderful sensations he felt trickling into his cock. Trailing her lips along his torso, her mouth removed itself from him when it reached his lower abdomen. By then, she was pumping his cock as quickly as she had the first time they’d met.

Yet, she slowed down as her lips hovered above his cock, precum oozing out. Holding his gaze, she coated his cock in a long trail of saliva—and then another after her hand spread it along his shaft.

“Now, I don’t remember how or when I heard this, which is rather strange, really, because I feel like I’d remember when we talked about something like this, but I believe you can cum quite a few times before you’re completely spent. Pretty sure I gave you a cute nickname when you told me about how you went and came five times in a single day, too. But for the life of me, I just can’t remember who it was that made you cum so many times with her vixen-like mouth. I know it wasn’t me, and it couldn’t have been Anna or Victoria. Hmmm.”

“Inexplicably, I can’t remember either,” he said, pulling his mouth up at one side. “But you are right. I’m sure you’ll only use that information for good.”

“Oh, it’s going to feel very, very good,” Avril purred. Finished lubricating his cock, she released it from her grasp. Her fingers headed for her opening next, and Liam’s heart raced as he watched the gorgeous redhead begin preparing her body for him.

“It’s going to feel so good that you might just cum twice before Anna gets back. Doesn’t that sound nice?”

“Sounds heavenly,” he said, finding the rhythmic motion of her fingers and the soft, self-inflicted shudders they incited almost hypnotic. “So long you’re as good as you’ve been hyping yourself up to be for so long.”

“I’ve actually been selling myself a little short,” Avril promised, eyes smoldering with lust.

She straddled him, and Liam craned his head to make sure he didn’t miss when she removed her fingers so that something more substantial could take their place. Avril grinned at his obvious anticipation, though she’d have made herself a liar if she’d acted as if she wasn’t just as excited.

This had been a long time coming. From their first meeting, back when he’d assumed Anna would be the one to open the door to their apartment, she’d enticed and excited him. Compared to the others in their unusual friend circle, she was the most outgoing, the most provocative, and certainly the unruliest. Even if there’d been a few scuffs along the way, he felt so much gratitude toward her.

Without her, he’d probably be sitting at home alone, whittling away the days until he returned to his dorm at Perrymont. Instead, just counting today, he’d experienced numerous thrills. And when he made it back to Tess’s house, he knew there’d be even more for him to experience.

Meeting Avril Knight had been nothing short of a miracle, and he realized he needed to find a way to make her know how grateful he was to her. Even if she was the last person needing further fuel for her ego.

“You know what I also just realized?” Avril asked while positioning his cock so she could slide him into her slick opening. “Seeing as there’s nothing between you and Tess, this is the first time you’re getting laid all winter break.”

Liam snorted softly but forced himself to nod. “Yep, guess so. I’m really hoping it won’t be the only time, though.”

“Oh, yeah?”

“I’ve wished upon a star and everything.”

“Duly noted,” the gorgeous redhead said, prepared to grant him the first fulfillment of that wish.

“Hey, Avril,” he said, burning at least a few more seconds of their preciously short time so he could say just one more thing.

“Yeah?” she asked.

“You’re the best.”

Avril grinned beatifically. “No takebacks.”

“Never,” he promised.

Drawing in a deep breath, Avril lowered her curvaceous body onto the engorged cock beneath her.


Chapter Eighteen

Pawn Takes Knight

She dropped her alluring body all the way. She took every inch of him into her tight pussy, eyes dilating with excitement and pleasure as her momentum drove his entire length into her. On his side of things, he stopped breathing for a little while, enthralled by how tight Avril’s pussy was. Nevertheless, her responses caused pride to blossom in his chest. After she experienced every inch of him, she sighed contentedly, verdant eyes gleaming with satisfaction.

“Okay, not-so-little boy,” she purred. “You just stay right like that and let me make your first time something special.”

She omitted the “with me” part, but he assumed it was implied. Pinned beneath her, their bodies connected as intimately as possible, Liam was more than willing to let her put her money where her mouth was. He knew she had a lot of it, after all.

Avril smiled and slowly lifted her voluptuous body. She stared provocatively at him, and it was nearly enough to set him ablaze. She ended up splaying her hands upon his lower stomach as she removed three-fourths of his length from her sex. Then, she paused.

She stalled for only a handful of seconds, but it stretched into an eternity for Liam’s impatient body. Just before he was about to remind her of their time constraints, she winked, blew him a kiss, and dropped her hips much faster the second time.

Any worries about the time they had left vanished as an eruption of bliss unfurled within him. Liam’s groan escaped his lips before he could stop it, which only added fuel to the arrogant fire curling Avril’s lips into a self-congratulatory grin. She blew him another kiss and hit him with another addictive dose of pleasure with her next bounce on his cock.

This was an assault on his senses, unlike any he’d experienced. With Tess, he’d maintained some degree of control over their pace because of the way in which they’d made love. But not here. Without a doubt, he knew she’d set their first time up like this intentionally. This was her chance to overwhelm him, to subjugate him beneath her—literally.

I bet she’s still mad about me saying that Tess would be better at giving head, Liam thought.

Avril rose and fell with an adept sense of how to wring the groans out of him. He felt his core tighten like iron as Avril bounced her voluptuous body on his cock. She was tight yet inviting, slick enough, thanks to his precum, her spit, and her love juices, for her to ride him steadily faster. She might not have set up any sort of timer, but she clearly intended to wring him dry as quickly as she could.

“Don’t hold back; we’re alone, remember?” she cooed as he gritted his teeth. The heat he felt swaddling his cock left him seeing stars, and he breathed heavily, even though he was hardly doing anything.

“I remember,” he said.

“Then be loud!” Avril demanded. “Anna’s not back yet, so there’s no reason to hold back about how good I know you’re feeling.”

To prove her point, when she dropped her hips this next time, she clenched her pussy around his cock. It wrenched a frayed moan out of him, which caused Avril to grin. She licked her lips and skimmed her fingertips over his abdomen.

“Get addicted to me, Liam,” she whispered seductively, eyes radiant as she renewed her intolerably pleasurable rhythm. “We’re going to fuck like this so much, so get addicted. Let me know when you’re ready to cum.”

Her tits bounced wildly as she added her own moans to the cacophonous mess of libido and bliss swirling about her room. She planted her hands on him, using him for stability as she rode him. Only when a few escaped strands of her auburn hair found their way to her lips, clinging to them due to their sweltering moisture, did she remove a hand to brush them aside.

It wasn’t enough of a vulnerability for him to take advantage of, even had he wanted to reverse who was in control. Proactivity and control were all well in good most of the time, but sometimes there was nothing better than to watch a gorgeous woman ride his cock until they both climaxed.

And they were both going to climax. He saw every ounce of bliss her bouncing body ushered into him refracted within the dazzling gleam in her eyes and quivering of her lips. She changed her angle slightly a few times. During one, she arched her head back, a guttural sound emerging from her sultry mouth. She moved a little faster after that, and both their bodies writhed with undulating pleasure.

It was a race to see which of them reached their limit first. Controlling everything from the pace to the angle, he figured Avril could have changed things up enough to ensure he came first. However, he noticed something before long.

A competitive glint within his partner’s eyes, shining brighter each time she dropped her curvaceous hips and took him into her. She wasn’t after a victory of technicality but one of utter domination.

“You’re close,” she whispered huskily, shoving his cock to the hilt inside of her practically every new second. “I can feel you getting ready to blow that sticky load of yours inside of me.”

He couldn’t deny it, but he could fight back a little. He’d kept his hands on her thighs for most of the time she’d spent riding him, but he moved them up to her hips. One of them stayed there.

The other curved in and raced up her smooth stomach until it found one of her bouncing breasts. Avril bit her lower lip as his hand surrounded the full orb and began to knead it. She nodded approvingly when his fingertips gathered around her nipple, and as he lightly tugged on it, she sped up for the final time.

“You never had a chance, baby,” she said, riding him fast enough for her sturdy bed to finally complain about the force shaking it. As it creaked, her headboard thudded against her wall rhythmically, powerfully. It was a good thing she lived in the end unit in their apartment block, or they’d have been putting on a show for her neighbors.

“That’s, ungh, not true,” he managed to gasp, struggling with every word. “You’re cumming first.”

Avril shook her head, causing more auburn strands of hair to spin wildly away from the rest. “Nope. It’s you. You’re losing this one, Liam. Now, cum for me, baby. Blow that load deep in my tight, tight cunt.”

Liam steeled himself, but the seductive redhead already had a blowtorch in her hand. His vision began to tighten, the edges of it fraying away, and his body began to revolt against his resistance. It’d grown tired of warring and wanted to see the fighting stop. He fought a war on both fronts, at home and aboard, right up until the point where he lost it.

“Fuckkk!” he grimaced, reaching his breaking point. His shattering point.

Still riding him without any intention of stopping short of a mind-shattering climax of her own, she stole his breath away. Aware that he’d slammed into his limit, Avril’s stunning smile didn’t help matters. Her soaking wet cunt clenched around him, leaving no recourse for him but to empty himself deep into her body.

He squeezed her breast, her hip, and exploded with the force of a missile rushing out of its silo. Thick waves of white-hot cum surged into her pussy, and Liam gasped for air as if he’d spent the past few minutes underwater. The gorgeous woman on top of him didn’t just demand his seed; she throttled it out of him. All while grinning victoriously, though that was quick enough to change.

“There we are,” she cooed, still bouncing her voluptuous body as she pursued her moment of rapture. “Now, you’d better keep that cock in me nice and hard for me. I’m almost there. Don’t leave your Big Sis unsatisfied.”

Like he had a choice. The slick cunt wrapped around his cock, which was more sensitive than ever, ensured that it received no repose.

She hardly let him take a breath until her pussy contracted like a rapid heartbeat around his throbbing member. Her eyelashes fluttered rapidly, and her mouth formed a small ‘O.’ It wasn’t but a matter of moments later that she moaned and climaxed.

“Yesss,” she hissed, bowing forward, setting her head against his chest, and keeping her hips in constant motion. Her breath lashed against his chest like scalding steam escaping a pipe as she shuddered blissfully. For half a minute, her climax kept her in its pleasurable grip.

For another after it, she kept her forehead on his chest while recuperating her stamina.

When she lifted her head, their eyes connected. And then, casting aside all seductiveness, triumph, or playfulness, Avril smiled so beautifully that Liam’s heart leaped into his throat.

“Good,” she said. “That was good.”

He reciprocated her smile, awash in feelings of adoration and euphoria. They shared that bliss silently, aware now more than ever that this was just their beginning. Avril leaned her head back against his chest, and he stroked her hair. Their afterglow persisted for a few minutes.

Of course, he was dealing with Avril Knight, so she could only lounge about like this for so long.

“Now, about how we’re going to spend the other thirty minutes we’ve got,” she said, using her elbows to push herself up. “You’ve still got one more delivery to make tonight, Mister Fire Hydrant.”

She beckoned him to sit up and adjusted her posture to allow him to do so. But she didn’t let his cock slide out of her, not even for a moment. As soon as he reached a seated position near the edge of her bed, his feet planted on the floor, she drove her warm, soft lips to his.

Warmth permeated their bodies, and they petted one another as their kiss intensified. She pushed her breasts into him and wrapped her arms around his neck, keeping their bodies close and intimate. Soon, she lifted her lithe body so she could angle his head back while their lips danced together. He closed his eyes, just focusing on feeling her sensual body as it slowly gyrated against his.

Even at her highest, his cock never fully escaped her warm sheath. Soon enough, she renewed the act of dropping her hips. What little stiffness he’d lost following his climax rapidly rebuilt itself.

His eyes opened, and he found her beaming at him. Each time she unhurriedly fit him back inside of her, she added small swivels to her hips. His sensitive member pulsated, and she broke their kiss long enough to grin.

“We’re going nice and slow this time,” she said. “I’m going to build you all the way up until it's maddening. You’re welcome.”

“How magnanimous of you,” he said dryly, softly massaging her lower back.

“That’s the perfect word for what I am. Mag-nan-i-mous.” Every time she emphasized an additional syllable, she kissed his jaw and invited another inch or two of his cock into her.

“I could think of a few that fit a little better,” he retorted, allowing his hands to climb up her body.

“Go on, then,” Avril said. “Give them here.”

“Troublesome.”

“Me? No.”

She nipped at his neck with her teeth, eyes flashing coquettishly.

“Devilish.”

“Wrong!” she gasped, removing her hands around his neck to then grab his face and force him to stare into her eyes. “Say a word that I actually am.”

Potent emotions brewed like a hurricane coming into being between them. The last time they’d embraced one another like this had been at the mall, when he’d first realized just how strongly he felt about the troublesome and devilish—she could complain all she wanted, but it wouldn’t change the fact that she was absolutely both of those things—woman. How he desired her, how he enjoyed her vibrant energy, and how he wanted her to desire him.

“Stunning,” he said, obliging her.

Avril nodded and smiled. “That one we agree on.”

“Beguiling.”

“Absolutely,” Avril agreed, bringing her lips closer to his. “Anything else?”

His heart raced as the final word sitting deep within him yearned to be spoken aloud. Summoning his courage, he held her gaze as he uttered the final word.

“Mine.”

Without uttering any word of agreement or disagreement, she shared her answer in another manner—in many. He knew it by the pleased shimmer in her eyes, the affectionate warmth of her body, and the affectionate caress of her lips. He knew it by the slow rocking of her body, the gentle sighs their actions built within her, and the dazzling smiles she enraptured him with whenever their lips weren’t connected. He knew it by the salty tang of her skin as he lowered his lips to her shoulder, the tickling of the ends of her hair as she murmured pleasurably, and the stiffness of her nipples as they rubbed against his chest.

And he certainly knew it when, many minutes later, she tightened around his cock, gasping softly as she rode him until his climax gathered like beads of dew sliding down a blade of grass into a small pit in the ground.

All the way until there was no more room, and it overflowed.

Avril quaked with him, accepting his words, his touch, and everything else he had to give to her that night. And on many, many more to come.


Chapter Nineteen

A Peek

Anna was late getting back, which Liam supposed worked in their favor. They were covered in sweat by the time they separated, primarily created during their more raucous first bout of lovemaking. The second had still strained their muscles—slow and steady wasn’t always more manageable than quick and frenetic—so they both needed additional time cleaning up in Avril’s bathroom before the apartment’s other inhabitant returned.

They just managed it, and they returned to the living room mere minutes before Anna returned with their pizzas. As Avril led him back to the couch, where the plan was for it to look like he’d been giving Avril some tips on dealing cards, she suddenly stopped in the hallway. Troublesome and devilish were precisely the words he used to describe her look as she propelled them back down the hallway, only stopping once they stood beside another closed door.

Grinning ear to ear, Avril twisted the handle to Anna’s door, pushed it wide open, and then, strangely, took a step away. He stood where she’d obliged him to stand, confused. What was the goal of this?

“I know you want to take a peek, so have at it.”

He frowned. “No, I don’t. Anna can show me her room if she wants to show it to me.”

“Think when that happens, things will go how they did when you saw my bedroom for the first time?” Avril teased.

“I’d put money against it,” he replied.

Avril grinned and shrugged. “Well, if you aren’t going to have a look, remember to shut the door. Don’t want her thinking you snooped around, do you?”

“If she’d suspect anyone here, it’d be you.”

Holding her hands out, Avril fast-tracked her departure from the hallway. His glare bounced off her back, and he quickly moved to close Anna’s door.

He saw a little between when he grabbed its handle and tugged it shut. Mostly, things he expected to see. An incredibly orderly room, a desk with a closed laptop, and a much smaller vanity mirror than the one Avril had. Rather than nail polish and mascara, several stuffed animals sat in the storage shelves among her makeup options. Her walls had fewer accouterments, though many that he did see were also pictures, including a twin of the one he’d seen of her and Avril in the latter’s room.

Just before he finished shutting her door, he spotted the stuffed animal, Sammy the Sloth, that he’d gotten her for Christmas napping on her bed, which was so nicely made that it looked ready for a photoshoot. He spent a moment staring at the felt animal, whose head rested on one of her pillows.

Hope it’s been helpful, Liam thought as the door clicked closed.

He decided to ask Avril when he finally caught up to her.

“Her sleeping problems?” Avril asked from the couch as he joined her on it. “Yeah, I’m not sure if she’s been sleeping any better since Christmas Eve, but you should ask when she gets back.”

“I’ll do that,” he said, picking up the cards on the coffee table and using their final minutes before Anna’s return to give a tip or two about looking professional while dealing.

The pizza was as good as he remembered, and as large. Even he needed to use two hands to keep the enormous pizza slice stable enough for him to bite into it. As had been the plan from the outset, he and Anna shared the pepperoni, mushroom, and black olives pizza, leaving Avril to claim the Hawaiian pizza all to herself.

“It kind of fits her personality,” he remarked at the dining room table, where they’d all gathered to play Blackjack about a week ago. Another thing that Giacomo’s pizzas were famous for was the grease, so eating on the couch was strictly prohibited by the apartment’s more responsible caretaker. Anna had gotten them all hand towels for said grease, which they all used plentily.

“I don’t care for it myself,” Anna said, wrinkling her nose as Avril finished her first slice and hefted a second. “I like the bacon and ham just fine, but the pineapple is too acidic.”

“The pineapple makes the pizza,” Avril hummed, tearing into her new slice. “You two just don’t get it. More for me, though. I’ll eat it all.”

“She will,” Anna confirmed. “All eight enormous slices will be gone before this time tomorrow.”

“Ya know, it’s rude to, umph, talk about a person when they’re right beside you,” Avril said to her best friend.

“And talking while your mouth is full?” Anna asked.

Avril grinned. “We both know I’m uncultured. Nothing can fix me at this point.”

“You’re not uncultured; you just chose to be… coarse.”

“Coarse?” Avril said, grinning as she glanced at him. “Guess that’s another word for me.”

A little while later, once Anna had finished her second and last pizza slice, Liam finally asked whether Sammy had helped with Anna’s troubled sleep.

“It has helped,” she said, smiling.

He would have believed her and let the conversation end there. However, her best friend was more knowledgeable about her tells than he was.

“Come on now,” Avril said while tugging her third slice away from its family. “Don’t lie.”

“I am not lying,” Anna said. “It helped on Christmas Eve. I’ve been more… stressed than usual these past two days.”

Avril momentarily judged her friend’s response before letting her off the hook. “Makes sense. Christmas Day always sucks for you, and then Trent and I made things really shitty for you yesterday.”

Anna began to inform her that it wasn’t like that, only for Avril to shut her down with a hard stare.

“I know I did,” she said. “I won’t do it again, though. Promise.”

“Thank you, Avril,” Anna said.

A few minutes later, she went to wash her hands in the kitchen sink. Avril locked eyes with him as soon as she escaped earshot, primarily due to the sink's running water.

“And you keep doing whatever you’ve been doing,” Avril said.

“I will,” he promised.

In the silence that followed, he knew they must both be considering how they might best support Anna in the days and weeks to come—and still ensure their burgeoning relationship could progress. With how things had gone between him and Anna, another hurdle would eventually need to be addressed and overcome. Eventually, the truth would need to come out. Eventually.

With the situation involving her father still looming over them, he knew now wasn’t the time to add another stressor to Anna. Hopefully, he’d get through his first meeting with Arnold Royce without too much disaster. If not for his sake, then Anna’s sake.

He was far too hopeful for his own good.


Chapter Twenty

The Informant

As December 28th rolled around, he had a place to be at noon. Today had kept hold of yesterday’s relative warmth, and some of the snow was finally beginning to melt. Not quickly enough that the neighborhood would look any different once he got back from his outing, though, but it was a start. He didn’t intend to be gone for long, not knowing what awaited him once he returned to the house beside his.

“We’ll have lunch, and then we can digest while we watch a movie. And then maybe I’ll do something for you we haven’t done yet, just so we can tick its box.”

Tess’s sultry whisper had urged haste upon him in a way neither whip nor fire could have. When he’d made it back to her late last night, she’d smiled and welcomed him with a warm hug. Still holding him in her arms, she’d asked one very simple question.

“How many times?”

And he’d answered truthfully. She hadn’t requested any further details. Instead, she’d grabbed his hand and taken him back to her bedroom, where they’d ensured that her lead over Avril remained at the same place it’d been when he’d left her home earlier that day.

She might have elongated her lead, but his exhaustion finally caught up to him at the end of their second round together. So, patting him softly, aware that he’d be all hers tomorrow, she’d let things sit at just two.

Her lead was destined to grow today; she just needed to wait a little longer.

Driving quicker than he should have, he made it to Mercer’s Gentleman Shoppe a handful of minutes before midday. On his last visit, he’d let Anna take charge as she helped him find a suitable outfit for Avril’s approaching New Year’s Eve party. At her stubborn behest, citing a considerable family discount she could use, he’d allowed her to get it for him as a gift. It ought to be ready for him; he just needed one final fitting to ensure the quality was up to the tailor’s standards before taking it home.

The tailor he saw standing on the other side of the whitewashed building’s massive windows was the same one he’d encountered the other day. As Liam entered the store, passing under the golden imprinted letters naming the store and its year of creation, 1874, the man glanced in his direction.

Liam knew someone had tipped Trent off about his and Anna’s plans to go ice skating the other day, and there were only two viable suspects. One had been another customer who’d arrived a little after him and Anna. A friend of the family or a work associate with her father, he and Anna had briefly chatted. Afterward, he’d been close enough to eavesdrop on him and Anna as they made their ice-skating plans.

But then, so had been the man who now smiled politely as Liam entered the store.

The middle-aged tailor waited for Liam rather than coming to meet him midway. He was neatly dressed, reedy, and had a pencil mustache. And he might also be a complete bastard, the sycophant responsible for all the trouble he and Anna were now going through.

Without any mind-reading abilities, or at least Anna’s perceptiveness, Liam couldn’t be sure. So, he tamped down his initial disdain of the thin tailor as he reached him.

“Hello, I’m here to pick up an outfit I got the other day.”

“Yes, I recall,” the tailor said, maintaining his professional smile. He beckoned him toward a familiar room attached to the store’s central area. “If you’d like to wait for me there, I shall fetch it for the final fitting and adjustments.”

Nodding, Liam’s feet carried him into the familiar changing room. It was decked out with chairs and even a couch for customers to relax on while they waited, and Liam took advantage of one of the former while he waited. After a few minutes, he yawned in his chair and dug out his phone.

He texted a few beautiful women while three minutes became ten, and he marveled at that fact once it dawned on him. By the time the tailor returned with his outfit, having certainly taken his sweet time, Liam needed to rush a skewed smile off his face, caused by Tess’s flirtatious reminder of what awaited him once he next saw her.

“Here we are,” the tailor said, carrying Liam’s outfit over one crooked forearm.

Avril had put a stipulation on his dress code when she announced her New Year’s Eve plans at Tess’s Christmas Eve party. Namely, she didn’t want to see him show up in a suit.

So, letting Anna more or less have her way during their visit here, he’d ended up with a navy blue silk button-down, a pair of fine black slacks, and a suitable pair of dress shoes. Other than for his brother’s wedding, he’d never gotten clothes fitted, so he’d initially wondered if visiting a tailor was worth it.

He changed his tune as he changed his casual attire for the fitted clothes, eventually standing on a squat platform that allowed him to look into a nearby standing mirror. In terms of comfort, even with the final alterations not yet made, the clothes fit him better than anything he’d worn before. He even allowed himself a little bit of hubris as he admired the fine garments on his body. At the very least, he supposed he wouldn’t stand out like a sore thumb in a few days when he was inevitably surrounded by some of the most beautiful women in the world in their evening dresses.

“I think here, here, and here,” the tailor said once he looked him over, carrying a few pins between one corner of the mouth as he circled Liam. He deftly demarcated each area he believed could be slightly altered with one. Liam let him make those decisions, at least trusting the man’s tailoring expertise. He highly doubted the store’s usual clientele, men like Arnold Royce, would suffer incompetence.

Soon enough, it was time for him to return the clothes and await the final alterations. And then he could be on his way, ready to indulge in whatever marvelous pleasures awaited him once he returned to Tess’s side.

“I shall not be gone very long,” the tailor told him once he’d returned the shirt and pants.

Keeping his new shoes with him, Liam returned to his regular clothes. Then he spent another thirty minutes lounging about—and texting Tess, Avril, and Anna, naturally—within the room before he heard footsteps in the entryway. His eyes deviated from his phone, expecting to find the tailor marching toward him with his clothes.

It wasn’t.

It was a different man who entered the room, and Liam knew who he was well before he introduced himself. He also now knew which of his suspects he should revile.

This man was dressed in a suit, which the sycophantic tailor who had contacted him might have fitted for him sometime in the past. Relatively tall, he looked to be somewhere in his early fifties, and the black in his thick hair had mostly lost the war against its gray adversary. The same was true for the medium amount of stubble on his chin and cheeks.

Liam didn’t recognize him because of those things. No, he recognized him because of one aspect of himself, which he’d only ever seen in one other person.

The man’s eyes were a strikingly unique type of green, bright among his relatively pale complexion. But they weren’t polite and inviting like his daughter’s, but rather hawkish, even hostile. The man wasn’t frowning, but his eyes were.

They said everything they needed about how their owner felt about him before he spoke a single word.

“Hello,” he said to Anna’s father, deciding not to play dumb. After slipping his phone into his pocket, he stood up, preparing himself for whatever unpleasantries were in his near future.

“Hello,” the man replied, practically boring holes into Liam’s head with his unpleasant stare. “I am Arnold Royce, Annabelle’s father.”

Refusing to be cowed by that stare, Liam simply nodded, “I’m Liam Carr, Anna’s boyfriend. It’s nice to meet you.”

The man responded subtly—a tightening of the already severely straight line of his lips and a slight nod.

“I just arrived for a fitting for a New Year’s Eve function,” Arnold said. “It seems my timing was fortuitous. When Claude informed me that you’d returned to do the same, I wanted to come and introduce myself.”

What a load of bullshit, Liam thought, clamping down on any outward showing irritation or disbelief. Today was not going to be the day he caused further trouble for Anna. No matter what Arnold Royce had concocted, he’d suffer it without giving him any ammunition to use against him or his daughter.

“I’m glad to finally meet you, even if I’d thought we’d meet while Anna was around,” Liam said.

“As did I,” the main again lied, seemingly unbothered by the rancid taste of bullshit coating his tongue. “But I am glad we could bump into one another like this. I’ve heard a fair bit about you.”

“I’ve heard about you too,” he replied, battling to hold back any outward presentation of his disdain.

Whether or not he picked up on Liam’s disdain, Arnold’s expression didn’t waver. The man was of a different order than Trent Alden; that much was abundantly clear. This was also a man used to having things go his way, yes, but when he came across a roadblock, he didn’t throw a temper tantrum about it. Instead, he examined the structure, searching for weaknesses he might exploit later.

That was what this was, Liam realized—this first meeting. Arnold Royce was sizing him up for when he inevitably sought to tear him down.

“You and my Annabelle, the two of you have been dating since the summer?” Arnold asked, beginning his probing efforts.

“No, we haven’t,” Liam corrected, grateful that he and Anna had ironed things out on their date yesterday. “We met in the summer. We’ve only started dating this winter break.”

“How did you meet?”

Why don’t you ask your daughter, not me? Liam wanted to reply, but he swallowed that irritable response with all the others.

“We met through her best friend—”

“Avril, yes,” Arnold interrupted, nodding. “And how did the two of you meet? From what I’ve heard, you attend… Perrymont? That’s quite some distance from here.”

“It is,” Liam agreed, failing to resist lashing out with a small barb in his explanation. “But in the summer, when there’s no school, I live here, so I’m around. I met Avril through a professor at Bellmore we both know. We met while they were jogging together in the neighborhood we both live in and eventually, Avril introduced me to Anna. We became friends.”

“You’re more than friends now,” Arnold stated.

“Yes, we are,” Liam again agreed, though he offered no additional context. This was an interrogation, and Liam was wise enough to know better than to volunteer free information.

“Are you aware that my daughter has never dated anyone before?”

For Anna and Elliot’s sakes, wherever he might now be, Liam lied. “Yes, I’m aware.”

“That makes you a rare individual. Annabelle has never shown much interest in dating.”

“I’m glad to be able to make her happy.”

The corners of Arnold’s mouth dropped about a centimeter. “Indeed, she has said the same thing. That you make her quite happy.”

“I’m thrilled to hear that,” Liam said. “I hope you are, too.”

“My daughter’s happiness is very important to me,” Arnold said, completing a hattrick of lies in a matter of just five minutes. “Understandably, since this is the first time she’s ever shown interest in a man, I am rather protective of that happiness.”

“As any good father would be.”

“So, I have a few more questions I’d like to ask of you before Claude returns with your clothes.”

Liam did not doubt that he would see neither hide nor hair of the obsequious tailor until Arnold allowed him to return, so he knew better than to try and stall for time. He’d have better luck waiting on the heat death of the universe. Steeling himself for what was to come, he answered Arnold’s request—a demand in all but name—with a nod.

“Good,” the owner and CEO of Royce Railroads said. “I’ve heard your parents are dentists. Both of them?”

“That’s right,” he confirmed. “They used to own Carr Dentistry, but they’re retired now.”

“I recall them being involved in numerous charity drives,” Arnold said, which was similar to what Anna had told him the first night they’d met. “Are you pursuing the same career path for yourself?”

“No, I don’t think so,” Liam said. “Right now, I’m spreading a lot of feelers around so I can find what’s right for me.”

“I hear Perrymont has a few decent offerings, so long as you aren’t indecisive for too long, I’m sure you’ll find what’s right for you.”

Liam knew he’d been indecisive for most of his life, even if he was now rapidly rectifying that this winter break. Usually, hearing someone point it out wouldn’t have bothered him. Yet, it did this time. When it came to romance, most people had a type. But even in everyday life, most people also had a type they just could not stand. And now, thanks to Trent Alden and Arnold Royce, he’d figured out what his was.

Pompous, condescending assholes.

“I think so too,” he said. “I’ll keep searching and studying hard until I find out what’s right for me.”

“That’s good, that’s good,” Arnold said. “But my daughter is not right for you.”

Liam blinked as all pretenses, feeble as they might have been, of this being the polite inquiry of a protective father vanished instantaneously. The man’s stern expression showed no remorse for what he said next.

“It would be best if you two part ways when you head back to Perrymont,” he continued. “You are not suitable for my daughter.”

Setting his jaw, knowing exactly what kind of man Arnold viewed as suitable for his daughter, Liam responded just as directly. “With all due respect, that’s up to Anna. I’m happy being with her, and if she’s happy being with me, then I don’t see any reason why we aren’t ‘suitable’ for one another.”

“The fact that you can’t see the plethora of reasons why is reason enough,” Arnold said. “I don’t want my daughter wasting her time when there are far more suitable individuals on the same campus as she will be, not miles off at Perrymont.”

Liam’s temper flared, and he spat out, “Individuals like Trent Alden?”

The older man’s gaze tightened. “I heard about your altercation.”

“Altercation? We didn’t get into a fight; he was bothering Anna, and I told him to back off.”

“That is not how he sees it.”

“And how does Anna, your daughter, see it? I’m pretty sure her version of events should be more trusted than someone as biased as Trent.”

“My daughter is also capable of bias, especially toward you.”

“Maybe because we were friends before we started dating, which is something you know she could never say about Trent,” Liam said, scowling at the stubborn, horrible, unloving man. How could someone like this have reared a woman as kind and considerate as Anna? He didn’t deserve such a daughter, especially because here he was, trying to ruin Anna’s happiness by ensuring she ended up saddled with a jackass like Trent Alden.

“You’re welcome to return to being friends,” Arnold said. “But you will never have my blessing to date Annabelle.”

“Then I won’t ever ask for it,” Liam said, lifting his chin with an air of finality. “But so long as Anna wants to be my girlfriend, that’s all I care about. I won’t be run off, bought, or intimidated into breaking up with her.”

He suffered Arnold’s derisive stare for several seconds, holding steady against it. Neither of them would find any joy from this conversation, and Arnold seemed to realize that. However, Liam didn’t dare to hope this would be the end of things. Arnold Royce would be a painful knot in his lower back for as long as he and Anna dated, which, as he’d meant what he said, might be for a very long time.

I hope it is, Liam thought, almost saying as much but deciding not to egg her father on any more than he already had.

“Have a good day, Liam,” Arnold suddenly said. “But know that you’re unwelcome to appear at my home, whether Annabelle invites you over or not.”

The man swung around, showing no wish to hear Liam’s rebuttal. He strode from the room, yet then he suddenly stopped. Liam spotted only one of his eyes as he glanced over his shoulder at him.

“And enjoy this one and only gift that my money has granted you.”

He departed. Not just the room but the whole store, allowing even the pretense that he’d come here to get a fitting of his own to disintegrate into the lie it’d always been. Liam remained where he was, grimacing with a mix of loathing and, unfortunately, understanding.

Shit. Shit, shit, shit.

Liam didn’t wait for Claude to reappear. Instead, he sought him out, locating him almost immediately when he stepped into the store’s central area. Unsurprisingly, he had already completed Liam’s final adjustments; they’d been folded and placed in sealed, see-through clothing bags at the checkout area, probably long before Arnold had arrived.

Bastard, Liam thought.

Swallowing his utter vehemence toward the sycophantic man, Liam marched over and said, “I want to pay for my clothes.”

“I’m sorry, sir, but they’ve already been paid for,” Claude said, looking through him as though he were transparent. “But here they are.”

“Then undo the payment and let me pay,” he growled.

“I’m sorry, sir, but the payment has been made. It is not something I can undo.”

Feet rooted to the ground as frustration scalded him, he wavered between accepting the clothes or storming out while leaving them behind. But what good would that do? Arnold Royce had already ruined his day. Would he let him ruin New Year’s Eve for him too? Not to mention Avril and…

Anna.

Liam winced, swore under his breath, and snatched the clothes from where they rested. Stomping out of Mercer’s Clothing Shoppe, hoping never to see it again, he knew he needed to inform Anna about what had transpired in it. He knew her father might someday weaponize their unpleasant first encounter against him if he didn't. They also needed to spread the word to Tess and Avril about the story they’d concocted about how they’d met, which he’d been forced to use sooner than either of them would have anticipated.

Standing outside his car, he reached for his phone, knowing he was also about to ruin her day. He winced as Anna picked up in a cheery voice after he called her.

“Hey,” he said. “Could I come over and talk to you about something that just happened?”


Chapter Twenty-One

Opposite Effect

There wasn’t much to be done about Arnold’s ambush other than maybe preparing for other forms of foul play. Avril was the one to point that out. Following his unpleasant encounter with Royce Railroad’s CEO, he’d headed straight for her and Anna’s apartment, where he’d then explained everything that had happened, barring mentioning the final knife Anna’s father had perforated him with on his exit. Hearing about all the rest provided Anna with enough distress already.

The three of them discussed things for an hour, but Avril’s declaration ultimately rang true. Arnold Royce had made it clear that he wasn’t planning to give up on trying to pressure his daughter into a relationship with Trent. In his eyes, Liam was just a speedbump he needed to drive over. A nuisance that would be easily removed once hundreds of miles separated them following the close of winter break. Avril noted that fact, too, though she presented them with a seed of good news among the manure.

“You’ve still got your mother as a card to play,” she announced as he and Anna sat in dismal silence. “And now, seeing as how Liam is persona non grata at the Royce estate, you don’t have to have your shitty father around when you introduce him to her. It can just be the three of you, and you can try and win her over without your father around.”

Liam knew little about Anna’s mother, but Anna seemed to respond positively to Avril’s suggestion. Even if it was a slim hope, it was still hope, and it rejuvenated some of the color she’d lost in her complexion when he’d told her about meeting her father. Hopefully, they could accomplish what Avril had suggested.

To do that, they made plans for the thirtieth.

“We can have lunch together,” Anna declared. “I’m sure she’ll come.”

“Okay,” he said. “That works for me.”

There wasn’t much else to discuss, though he hung around a bit longer. Avril knew why, and she rewarded him with an approving smile while the two of them distracted Anna from her family troubles.

A little before it started getting dark, he made plans to depart, and Anna saw him to the door. Much to his chagrin, he’d missed out on his cozy afternoon with Tess. However, after he’d let her know where he was and why, she’d immediately supported his plans to stick around a little longer. Once he made it back, he’d fill her in on all the unpleasant details, just as Avril would with Victoria.

If there was one silver lining to be found in all this, it was that they were all now united.

Anna’s eyes gleamed with myriad troubled emotions at her front door. Concern, unease, hesitation. Even with his and Avril’s combined efforts, the pall of her father had hung above her for most of the day.

“It’ll work out,” he promised. “I’m not worried.”

She inhaled deeply before responding, as if she hoped to draw in some of his feigned confidence. Her eyes lifted to his.

“I really want it to.”

Liam dragged a smile onto his face. “We’ve got plenty of backup on our side, and if we can get your mother on the team, we’ll be set.”

“I hope we will,” Anna said, eyes falling.

Reaching out, he took hold of one of her hands. As he tugged on it, he pulled her attention from the floor. “We will,” he assured her. “It’s going to work out.”

His words couldn’t dissipate her trepidation, but she smiled bravely and nodded. It was the best he could hope for, given her situation.

As he began to release her hand, she suddenly tightened her grip. He first looked at her slender hand, and he almost missed her whispered request as the heating in their house kicked on simultaneously.

“Would it be okay to… practice being a real couple a little before you go?”

Her eyes now gleamed with a different suite of emotions than they had moments ago. The old ones hovered deeper within the alluring green coloration of her eyes, forced away by a mix of embarrassment and hopefulness. They weren’t gone, just repositioned.

Liam didn’t want to see them move back to the forefront of her lovely gaze.

“That’s a really good idea,” he whispered, glancing past her.

Anna did the same and saw the same thing that he did. Avril remained in the living room. The hallway was theirs.

They kissed moments later. Quiet though they might have been, after the first tentative seconds, they were anything but hesitant about it.

Their lips sizzled as they pressed into one another, as though they were instead outdoors and needed to huddle together for warmth. His hands gravitated to her hips, and she threw her hands together behind his neck. Their entangled mouths barely parted, and Anna shivered with delight as he pulled her body into his.

Her eyes sparked with passion, and her grip tightened as if she hoped he would never pull back. For almost a minute, that was true. For nearly a minute, they continued to dissolve the falseness of their relationship. Liam wondered if some of the fierceness behind Anna’s kiss was due to her father’s actions.

And if his attempt to separate them had only brought them closer together.

When, at last, they ended their kiss, their bodies quaked with need. Liam’s hands nearly moved around from her hips to her butt, with the intention of pulling her off her feet. However, he hastily reminded his eager palms that Anna wasn’t Avril or Tess. This was all still relatively new to her, and he didn’t know how she’d respond if he escalated things so suddenly.

“One more before I go?” he instead asked, mouth askew as he smiled.

Anna quickly nodded, and their lips reconnected. He moved his hands away from her hips, bringing one up to her cheek while the other rested lightly on the small of her back. Anna’s magnificent breasts pressed into his chest, and her frenetic passion nearly unraveled him.

When they finally agreed that they didn’t have much longer like this—Avril would eventually wonder why she’d never heard the door open and then close with his departure—the separation of their bodies required great effort. Almost grimacing as it happened, his hands left her sensual body. Anna needed several seconds more before she finally loosened her arms around his neck and dropped back to her heels.

Quietly, they stared at one another. Two smiles ignited, and they traded one final kiss before he finally saw himself out. Anna lingered in the door’s threshold, smiling after him as he departed Ashgrove Apartments.

Now, all he needed to do was make sure he could preserve that smile when he met her mother.


Chapter Twenty-Two

One Cookie at a Time

He had to stick around his house for longer than he wanted. Some of the younger children in the neighborhood were out and about when he pulled into his driveway, slinging snowballs alongside shrieks of glee and terror. A few of their parents watched over them. He and Tess briefly texted about the issue, agreeing that it would be prudent for him to wait until they all headed indoors. Frustratingly, it had been dark for over an hour before he finally made it to Tess’s warm embrace. Courtesy of an overtly flirtatious redhead, however, he at least had a decent way to whittle the time away.

Anna was all smiles when she came back to the living room, Avril’s text read. Care to explain?

Dunno. You’ll have to ask her.

I did. She wouldn’t say.

He sent her a shrugging emoji as he plopped down on his couch. Avril wouldn’t relent, however.

First, Tess, now Anna. When did I fall out of your confidence, hmm?

That would be telling, which both women had explicitly asked him not to do, so he sought to redirect her. You know, given what we did yesterday, it’s a little weird how you’re so fixated on other women.

He could practically see Avril’s skewed grin behind her following message.

What, you mean how I fucked your brains out? I bet Tess was pissed when you made it back, all drained and exhausted.

See, there you go again!

No clue what you’re talking about.

He saw a follow-up message being typed out and delayed his response until it arrived. While waiting, he escaped his shoes and turned to lie on his couch. He could still occasionally hear the jubilant cheers and shrieks of children, so he knew they hadn’t gone inside yet. He sighed loudly and hoped to find some patience through his conversation with Avril.

But I will give you a reward for today, she texted.

Not yesterday? he replied.

Please, you got rewarded plenty yesterday. Now, go on and grab your Christmas gift. Let me know when you have.

Her demand robbed him of his position on his couch. Hopping to his feet just seconds after getting comfortable, he knew it was a trade well worth it. Perhaps he might finally get a bit of clarification about how her unique Christmas gift worked.

Once he’d reconvened with the large glass jar that she’d secretly gifted him on Christmas Eve, Liam let Avril know when he had it. Moving it from beside his nightstand to onto the bed with him, he quickly thought better of that because of the contents inside.

Colored fortune cookies, dozens of them, rattled about inside the oversized jar as he moved it. Many were red, while fewer were green or blue. And as far as he was aware, each one carried a custom-made “fortune” written by the maverick redhead herself. The first had gotten him an enticing picture of said creator, and he certainly hoped he’d get another one or two soon.

He’d only opened the one so far, one of the many red cookies. In it, he’d received the right to demand a picture of Avril in her favorite jogging outfit. Whether this would be the norm for that particular color, now was possibly the time to find out.

After thinking better of cracking open the fortune cookies on his bed, he moved with the jar to his hardwood floor, where collecting crumbs via vacuum would be a simple task. Then, he impatiently waited for Avril’s reply, all the while hoping he’d also get a chance to learn about the contents of the blue and green ones—or at least one of them.

Obviously, he could have checked for himself. Avril would be hard-pressed to discover if he’d already cracked a few of each color open, and he could have soothed his curiosity by doing so.

Yet, that was hardly festive, and who knew, maybe she’d make an impromptu visit to check on him one of these days. So, spotting her message as it appeared on his phone, he let the fortune cookies keep their secrets for as long as their creator asked.

First, you can pop open a red one. You know the drill.

So, he did. Legs crossed, he set his phone on his thigh as he twisted off the jar’s black lid and set it aside. Sticking his hand into the cornucopia of hardened flour and sugar, he rooted around until he scooped out a trio of fortune cookies—two red, one blue. Turning his thumb down, he dropped the blue one back into the sea of fortune. He kept shaking his hand, loosening his grip every few seconds, until one of the red ones also fell.

We have a winner, he thought as he looked at the red object on his palm.

Breaking it open, he replicated the same actions he’d taken last time. Freeing the tassel of paper clinging to the inside of one of the cookie’s halves, he set the detritus down, having no interest in eating them, and spread the paper for his viewing pleasure.

Pleasure, indeed.

A video of me using my vibrator to make myself cum is in your future.

#049

Liam swallowed dryly as he read and then re-read the contents of his newest “fortune.” Like its predecessor, it had repeated the promise of a gift, though this was for a video, not just an image. It was also far more invigorating of a gift than an admittedly sexy image of Avril in her favorite jogging outfit. Specifically, it invigorated a specific part of him, forcing him to shift his pants to remain comfortable.

Word for word, he typed out what the fortune cookie had promised him and sent it to Avril.

For real?! You got that one already?!

Guess so, he answered, unsure if she was shocked, frustrated, or excited. Her following message clarified where she stood on the matter of his good fortune.

Did you open a bunch up or something?

No, I haven’t, he told her. Just the two you’ve told me I can.

But Avril wasn’t so quick to trust.

Send me a picture of the jar. I want to see the other ninety-eight you “haven’t” touched.

That cleared up how many fortune cookies she’d crammed into the jar, which he’d wondered about since he’d first laid eyes on it. One hundred in all. He had ninety-eight more opportunities to get through. It was a hell of a gift.

So little trust, he sent back, though he fulfilled her demand.

In fact, he did her one better. He took several pictures of the jar, ensuring she could see the horde of unopened fortune cookies from practically every angle. Yet, she remained dubious even after he unloaded his evidence onto her phone.

You could have taken those on the 24th.

If you want to FaceTime me and see it real-time, we can do it. Go ahead and give me a call.

Avril’s reply was slower than he anticipated. He spent almost a minute waiting before it buzzed his phone.

Can’t. Anna’s around. But I’ll choose to believe you’re telling the truth, even though you’re a known liar by this point.

Thanks so much, he texted back dryly. Does that mean I’m going to have to wait around a bit before I get what this fortune cookie promised me?

Yep, unfortunately. You’ll get it at some point tonight, though. So, be on the lookout!

I’ll make sure I do, he assured her.

I can’t believe you got #49 that quickly. You’re so damn lucky.

Guess so. He re-read her message and a theory formed in his head. Does the number have anything to do with how naughty the contents of the fortune are?

For the red and blue ones, yeah, Avril replied, finally giving him a bit of insight into her plan. Naturally, he also obtained some more curiosity.

Not with the green ones, though?

Nope. Now, go ahead and open one of those up. It’s your last one of the day!

Placing his phone down, Liam again put his luck to the test. Fishing through the clatteringly loud fortune cookies, he obtained his first green one. Before opening it, he screwed the lid back onto the jar and slid it back near his nightstand. Then, he added more crumbs to the ground and another vivisected flour carcass beside his previous victim.

There’ll be an outdoor activity in your future (my pick).

#084

His mouth moved from side to side as he examined his next prize. Compared to its predecessor, it was rather vague. Potentially, even mundane, though its creator was anything but boring. What kind of outdoor activities was she referring to here?

He knew of only one way to find out. He sent over the green fortune cookie’s fortune and waited for her reply.

Duly noted, she said. I’ll let you know the when, where, and what once I’ve made my pick.

I can’t have a hint? he asked. It’s not clear what kind of activity it refers to.

Someone’s mind is in the gutter, Avril teased. You’ll find out when you find out. Be patient.

Liam grunted aloud but assented to her command. The two of them texted for a while longer before he made his way back downstairs. He was midway through sitting back on his couch when he noticed something. Rather, he noticed the absence of something.

It took him about twenty seconds to scan the darkness in front of his house. Neither sight nor sound of shouting children, boots crunching on the snow, or flashes of puffy fleece coats demanded that he remain in his home.

It took him twice as long to get his shoes back on and hurry out his front door. Only a minute later, he knocked the snow off his shoes while a gorgeous set of eyes gleamed mirthfully as he shivered inside her home.

“You should have taken the time to grab a coat, at least,” Tess said, beckoning him into her arms so she could share some of her body warmth.

“Forgot about that,” he told her, nuzzling his icy cheek against her toastier one.

“Were you that excited to come over?” she asked, rubbing his back during their embrace.

“I wasn’t pacing this time, but I was close to it.”

Tess smiled coquettishly. “I might have done a little pacing myself.”

“Really?” Liam’s heart leaped into his throat.

“You don’t believe me?”

“Yeah, of course I do.”

“Good, because it’s very true,” Tess said, kissing his cheek. “Completely and totally true.”

Keeping their bodies close, letting their lips run amok for a little while, they hurried into her kitchen. A little later, they had dinner, and then they made plans to watch a movie together. However, he wasn’t the only one looking forward to such a thing. He and Tess had both forgotten what day it was.


Chapter Twenty-Three

Movie Night

While they ate, Tess set aside her smile long enough for him to recount the events that had taken place at Mercer’s. Bringing news of an unpleasant encounter with someone in Anna’s life was starting to become an unwelcome habit, and he hoped he could break the chain when he had lunch with Anna’s mother in two days.

“I’m certain you will,” Tess said when he revealed these worries to her. “I only know her in passing, but she seems nothing at all like the man she’s married to. And Anna has always spoken well of her. It will go well.”

“That’s the hope,” he said. “Anna should have at least one of her parents in her corner of the ring. Her father was… a piece of work.”

“That’s putting it kindly.”

“Yes,” he agreed, “it is.”

After dinner, they drifted toward her living room for their movie plans. With the lights off, a blanket over their laps, and their shoulders touching, Tess searched for a movie they could both enjoy. Once they’d decided how to spend the next ninety minutes of their evening, Tess set the remote down and then slipped her hand under the blanket until it found his. She leaned her head on his shoulder and wore a contented smile as The Princess Bride began to play.

Liam copied her smile, basking in the balmy situation he could end his day in. As they watched the movie, Liam reckoned that this was what paradise felt like. This was the “Happily Ever After” portion that the movies never showed. Swaddled by his contentment, Liam leaned his cheek against the crown of Tess’s head. Their hands remained intermingled well through the movie's first act, as Westley sought to save the woman of his dreams from her kidnappers.

Unlike the swashbuckling duelist, Liam already had his.

Shortly before Westley’s incarceration at the hands of Prince Humperdinck, Tess softly nudged him with her elbow. When she spoke, her voice was barely a whisper.

“I’ve been putting a little bit of thought into how things will be once you head back to school,” Tess whispered.

Liam forgot all about the movie, then. Briefly, his pessimism brought him to the brink of an unpleasantly high cliff, much like the one he’d seen scaled in the film not long ago.

“Yeah? Do you want to share?”

Tess removed her head from his shoulder and turned her attention away from the movie. With a smile, she disarmed some of his fretfulness.

“Don’t sound so worried,” Tess said, kissing his shoulder. “I was merely considering some of the… hurdles we will need to overcome during the coming months.”

“There are a few,” he was forced to admit.

“A few,” the beautiful brunette agreed. “The distance, for one.”

Liam nodded. “I was planning to drive back on more weekends than not. But…”

“But it’ll be hard for you to visit me,” Tess finished. “Here, at least. Given how often your parents are away, it’ll certainly seem odd if you’re driving hours every weekend just to sleep alone in your home during the semester.”

Unfortunately, Liam had no recourse but to nod a second time.

“However, visiting your girlfriend on the weekends would attract far less attention from our neighbors,” Tess followed up.

“Anna?”

“Unless you have another woman in mind,” Tess said, smiling. “And well, while it may be challenging for you to show up on my doorstep during the semester, we’ll still have opportunities to meet elsewhere. I’ve started… scoping out a few locations I think could work for our… rendezvouses.”

“Rendezvouses,” Liam repeated, rather liking the way the word sounded rolling off his tongue. He liked it almost as much as when she’d said it.

And he utterly adored what it meant. Things weren’t going to end between them come January. No, instead, Tess was making plans for the months ahead.

“That’s right,” Tess whispered, blushing slightly. “There’ll be some simple places, like movie theaters and restaurants, but we could also meet up in other more secluded places.”

Her breath was warm as she leaned in, the hopeful and excited look in her eyes practically hypnotizing him. He swallowed dryly and nodded.

“There’s spring break and some other holidays too,” he croaked, heart punishing his ribs as it rampaged joyously.

“Yes, there is,” Tess whispered, staring at his lips in much the same way as Anna had earlier. “I’m excited for the first time we can go jogging together. I hope you’ll have built up the stamina for it.”

“I will,” Liam swore, guiding his lips toward hers.

Tess smiled as their mouths drifted just centimeters apart. “Good. Very, very… good.”

As the gap between their lips began to vanish entirely, an unwelcome chirp interrupted them from forgetting all about watching a movie. If not for its continuing call, he would have had her on his lap within minutes. Then, it would have been only a matter of time before they discarded their clothes and participated in another act that movies typically didn’t show. The lust rippling through him was volcanic, and the delay forced upon him was nearly catastrophic.

Tess’s gaze hurried toward the sound emanating from her coffee table. A phone call had sent her phone into a shuddering fit, and a familiar image—quite the beautiful image, just ill-timed in its appearance—and name appeared on its screen.

“Victoria,” Tess sighed, reaching for her phone. Yet, as her fingertips met the glossy edge of her smartphone, her eyes spread wide.

“Shit. Victoria.”

“What is it?” Liam asked, absorbing a morsel of the panic flowing off her body.

“It’s Thursday, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, it is.”

“It’s our movie night,” she said, finally scooping up her phone. “Victoria and mine, I mean.”

“Oh.”

He didn’t have time to say anything else. After pausing their movie, Tess accepted Victoria’s call with a tap of her finger and brought her phone to her ear.

“Hi, Victoria,” she said, smiling through the pain.

Because she’d put her phone against the ear furthest away from him, Liam couldn’t hear more than a mumble of what Victoria said. However, he knew he might not share it with her for much longer, which was a crying shame.

“No, I hadn’t decided what we’re going to watch today. If I’m being honest, I’d forgotten it was my week to choose.”

Throwing the blanket off her lap, Tess picked up the remote as she stood. As The Princess Bride blinked off, Liam commiserated with the movie. Its climax wasn’t the only one that had been canceled.

“Yes, I’m looking now,” Tess said, opening her Netflix app and beginning to scroll through its options so there wouldn’t be any need for deliberation once Victoria arrived.

And when she did, Liam knew it’d be wiser if he weren’t here. Standing up, he began the process of making himself scarce.

However, Tess had something to say about that.

She swiveled around before he could begin sidling away, then quickly prodded him on the arm with the remote, shaking her head at the same time. Then, she motioned with it toward the couch. Liam raised an eyebrow but, after a bit more beckoning, understood her command.

The what, not the why.

Nonetheless, he obeyed Tess’s gesturing and sat back down. A moment later, he lost his view of the romantic dramas Tess was browsing. He gained something far, far more enticing to look at instead.

Tess shifted over a single step. In his direction. Liam inhaled deeply as the most phenomenal ass he’d ever laid eyes on crowded his view.

Today, she wore light gray leggings with blue stripes running down the sides. As was always the case, the thin fabric adhered tightly to her perfect body. Where she was leanly muscled, where she was aggravatingly full. His cock responded positively to both options as Tess provided him with what he initially assumed was a consolatory viewing experience now that he’d lost his chance to finish their movie.

He wasn’t thinking boldly enough.

After a few seconds, Tess spun her head around and skewered him with a look of impatient exasperation. Moving her phone away from her ear, she cleared her throat loudly.

O-Oh! Right!

Liam quickly nodded and stopped being solely a spectator. As his hands moved, Tess nodded approvingly and resumed her dialogue with Victoria about what movie they’d watch tonight.

He started a little above her hips. She also had on a breezy shirt, nothing fancy, just an old thing she might have owned since her college days. As his hands slipped under it, he smiled as his fingertips landed on the inner slopes of her alluring sides. He glossed them over her smooth, warm skin, scooting himself forward on the couch at the same time.

When his hands dipped lower, tracing the curvaceous outline of her hips as they contacted her leggings’ fabric, he pushed his mouth into her lower back through her shirt. Kissing it, his hands continued their methodical journey to outline her unparalleled body. His hands flowed around her contours, moving toward the unbearably full heft of her butt.

A groan of sheer lust escaped his teeth, potentially loud enough to be picked up by Victoria—but he couldn’t help it. Tess was just too fucking arousing, and her body forced him into a state of mind that frayed his self-control. In response to his primal noise, the owner of that sinfully delightful body glanced over her shoulder at him and smiled. After that, she bent forward, practically shoving her butt into his hungry grasp.

He nearly fell victim to delirium because of it. His hands couldn’t find an end to the oasis of peerless flesh. Every second spent touching her enhanced his urgency to escalate things, and he needed to steel his mind before he tried ripping her leggings off while she was still on the phone.

But that was exactly where this was headed, anyway. Tess hadn’t just put them where they were so he could fondle her for a little bit.

“Yes, I think that’s a good movie, too,” she said. “I haven’t watched it in years.”

For some reason, Tess put the remote down. Bent forward, still chatting with Victoria, she used her newly freed hand to reach around and clutch one of his wrists. From there, without even looking at him, she tugged on his wrist until he understood she wanted him to stand up.

He did, practically launching himself to his feet. His perspective changed. Now, he stood over Tess, and his eyes could rake across her narrow back all the way from the brunette waves of her hair to the fullness of her hips. Now, his cock pressed itself against her butt, where it twitched gleefully, hopefully.

After bringing him to his feet, Tess didn’t release his wrist. Instead, she redirected his hand to her hip. Once there, she let go, but then she grabbed and maneuvered his fingertips into the tight gap of her waistband. Turning her head, their eyes met. Her glittering blue eyes stole his breath away.

The singular nod she gave returned it. He knew he was going to need all the oxygen he could gather.

She didn’t need to guide his other hand to her other hip; it landed there seconds after the first. Lurching into motion, getting both hands between her leggings and her silky skin, anticipation flared white-hot within him. Once he had a firm grip, he worked diligently to overcome her body’s curves and pull her leggings down. Today, there wasn’t anything under them to worry about.

Shivering delightedly, Liam quickly sank his palms into her exposed butt. He saw a contented smile flicker across Tess’s face when he did, though she didn’t look over her shoulder. She flexed, and her ample softness transformed instantly into complete firmness. It took every ounce of restraint he had not to spank her. But that might be a bit too loud of an act, and too complicated to explain if Victoria heard.

Understandably, that gave him pause. As much as he wanted to plunge his cock deep into her while she was on the phone with Victoria—and he’d have been lying if he said that thought didn’t send a thrill coursing through him—he wasn’t sure if that was what she was angling for them to do. It seemed like it, but was Tess truly confident that she could keep Victoria from hearing anything?

I guess if we go really slow, Liam mused.

But before he could complete his thoughts, Tess spun her gaze back around. Nodding with her eyes toward his pants, she twirled her finger impatiently.

“Sorry,” he mouthed, beginning the quick process of revealing his cock.

Once he had, Tess nearly left him dizzy with the salaciousness of her smile. Her next action did little to soothe his growing mania. Holding her palm beneath her mouth, she filled it with a small pool of saliva, after which she snuck her hand around her body and grabbed his stiff manhood. As Liam inhaled rapidly, Tess smeared her saliva over his cock. After giving him a few pumps once she’d completed her task, she smiled and scooted back.

With how close they stood to one another, there was nowhere for his cock to go but back. Its tip pointed toward the ceiling above her TV as she pushed her phenomenal body against it. Shifting further, Tess didn’t make room for him to get a good thrust into her tight pussy. Instead, she moved until his cock ended up snuggling tightly between her butt, still pointing upward.

Smiling at him, she brought her thumb and forefinger together. Understanding hastily dawned upon him, and Liam swallowed before nodding and pressing her butt together with his hands. Tess provided the initial motion, though he would soon take over.

Moving her voluptuous body up and down, his cock, which was pleasantly nestled where it was, received its first dose of encouragement. Liam breathed out as Tess began to give him his first real assjob, recalling how she’d said earlier that day—before everything with Arnold Royce had derailed his afternoon—that she wanted to give him something new.

He suspected this was it, though he was certain that Victoria’s call was an unexpected caveat. However, if anything, it made the situation even more exciting for them both.

Before long, he practically stood on his toes. He’d clamped his mouth shut for fear that the gorgeous but severe professor might hear him if he spoke or groaned. Meanwhile, Tess made sure to aggravate his cock with every motion of her sublime body. After wiping the remnants of her saliva on her leggings, she picked up the remote and resumed browsing.

“No, I haven’t seen that one before,” she said, glancing over her shoulder to meet his gaze. Her vibrant eyes danced seductively as she stared at him while grinding her ass against his cock.

His grip tightened on her body because of it, and he began adding his momentum to the lewd affair. Tess smiled approvingly and returned her gaze to her TV.

“If you don’t mind watching it again, I wouldn’t mind. I’ve heard it’s good. But what about—”

Liam stopped paying attention to the specifics of their conversation. He had something far more enticing to focus on. At the end of each thrust, the tip of his engorged manhood poked free. It disappeared when he reversed course, only to reappear moments later, like an overboard sailor trying to fight to stay above the turbulent water.

Turbulent was an excellent way to describe how he was feeling. With each new thrust, he grew more and more unwound. It wasn’t the physical pleasure, which paled in comparison to actually fucking the gorgeous woman bent over before him, but the psychological danger, the thrill, and the novelty of the experience.

It brought him to the brink faster than he might have liked, though a rather licentious part of him secretly hoped he’d reach his climax before the call with Victoria concluded. Based on a glance over her shoulder he received once his cock began to tremble, Tess was wise to that hope.

“Then it’s decided,” Tess said, putting down the remote.

No! Liam thought, grimacing and realizing he was too late.

“By the way, before you go, have you decided what dress you’ll wear on New Year’s Eve?”

You amazing woman.

That thought was saturated with all the lust, love, and admiration he possessed for the sexy brunette. She returned her attention to him as she bought him a little more time to reach his zenith. Sending his heart to the moon with a soft smile, she nodded.

Wildfire rushed through his veins, purging him of all thoughts but his climax. He bit back a groan and sped up his pumping. He realized where he’d end up cumming when he did, so he quickly shoved Tess’s shirt further up her back. Her smooth, slightly tan skin entranced him as his cock trembled with anticipation.

“I knew you would have,” Tess said in answer to Victoria’s response. “You’re going to look beautiful, as ever. No, I’ve also decided. I want to make sure I can at least try and compete against you.”

He didn’t hear how the rest of their conversation went. As the edges of his vision shrank, the tip of his cock thrust its way out from between Tess’s butt quicker and quicker. His breathing distorted into a rough pant, and the muscles in his legs trembled and tightened.

He arrived at his climax while Tess was still speaking to Victoria, still looking at him, and still capable of surprising him with how lasciviously she could behave. As pleasure swarmed him from all sides, he hurried to complete one final upward thrust. His cock swelled between her ass, every inch of his body prepared for his wild release, and he just barely managed his goal.

The second his cock breathed fresh air, it erupted. He couldn’t withhold his groan, which scraped its way through his throat and between his clenched teeth. As he blasted his sticky seed all over Tess’s smooth back, he clutched her hips for stability, legs wobbling so much that he might have collapsed onto the couch otherwise.

He gasped for air in the aftermath, trembling fiercely as his cock twitched wildly. It remained cocooned between her butt, and there it would remain all the way up until Tess’s goodbye to her friend a few moments later.

“All right, well, I’ll see you soon. Just come on in when you arrive. You know you’re always welcome here.”

She smiled as she hung up and placed her phone down.

“That was fun,” she purred, teeth gleaming as she beamed at him because of how wrought with euphoria he must have appeared.


Chapter Twenty-Four

The Calm

Liam found a little bit of bad news on his phone when he made it back home. After cleaning up, knowing their time was short, he and Tess regretfully parted, though they both knew he’d be back within minutes of Victoria heading home. Back for more, back to stay. Back for another chance to bury his cock somewhere thrilling. It was doubtful that they’d finish their movie.

Back home, he saw from Avril that Anna had spontaneously suggested they sleep out in their living room for the night. Understandably, she needed to delay the debauched video she owed him. Less understandably, she decided to postpone it more than just until the next available day.

You can start your new year strong when I send it on the 1st, she’d texted.

His mild complaints about the additional days of delay she’d tacked on fell on deaf ears. They both knew he'd enjoy it no matter when he got it, so he didn’t press the issue too much.

He managed to sneak back to Tess’s home a little after eleven. Once there, she extended her lead over Avril by another two before they finally made it to bed. They both slept in, and he gleefully received another opportunity to shower with the gorgeous woman.

The rest of the day went by wonderfully, too. As he’d known it would. After all, he’d figured out the order of things.

He was trapped in a trend that had begun on the 26th. That was the day Trent sought Anna out, when all their trouble had begun. By comparison, the 27th had been absolutely fantastic, and it was a day he’d never forget. Showering with Tess, his first kiss with Anna, his first time making love to Avril.

But then the 28th had brought its sucker punch to his ribs in the form of Arnold Royce’s ambush at the tailor. And now the 29th, which he spent wholly with Tess, was brimming with satisfaction and pleasure.

So, how was the 30th, the third day in six where he’d meet someone connected to Anna, going to go? If history repeated itself, poorly.

But there was one difference between this third cycle and its predecessors. At least he knew he’d be running into someone connected to Anna before it happened. There was time to prepare, to change fate, to end the trend before it truly became one.

To that end, he and Anna planned plentifully. They texted throughout the day, discussing tomorrow’s lunch plans with her mother. He could tell she was nervous about tomorrow. Understandably so, given how much she needed things to go well.

Anna needed an ally within her family. Avril was like a sister to her, but she wasn’t part of the Royce household. Anna had no actual siblings, and she had a rotten bastard as a father. She needed her mother, whom she’d spoken so highly of in the past, to prove herself worthy of that praise. She needed her mother to help her fend off her father. She needed her mother to support her independence and to be happy for her now that she finally had a boyfriend.

By now, Liam figured the falseness of their relationship had eroded enough that they really didn’t need to lie about how they felt around one another. So, they had that going for them, at least.

He didn’t point that out during their planning, but he did everything else he could to soothe her worries. Curiously, she’d picked Zeke’s as the location where they’d meet. When he asked, she explained that it had been a cozy environment, which she wanted for tomorrow, and he could at least agree with that. It wasn’t exactly the kind of restaurant a person showed up dressed to the nines to eat at. Nevertheless, he still took enough precautions to check with her if she wanted him to dress up for the meeting.

No, please dress how you usually do. I don’t want to put on too many airs; I think my mother will notice them if we do.

It made sense, and he realized he’d failed to consider that her mother might be just as observant as she was. It could be a hereditary thing.

What about displaying affection? he’d asked later that day, feeling slightly awkward bringing the topic up. Do you want me to kiss you on the cheek when we see each other, give you a hug, keep my hands free?

He’d seen Anna’s text bubbles appear, vanish, and then reappear for almost twenty minutes before he got her response.

I’d like for us to appear like a normal couple if that is all right by you. However, my mother also knows me better than most, so I think she would be somewhat confused if we did more than share a small kiss when we saw one another. I think she will already be surprised, merely by the fact that there is someone in my life I would do such a thing with.

It made sense to him, and he let her know that. Their end goal was to get Evelyn’s approval and blessing, silent or not, for their relationship. Whatever aided them in accomplishing that goal, he was down for it.

He desperately hoped things would go well and he could leave any worries of a curse behind. At least if things went disastrously tomorrow, he could latch onto the fact that the 31st, the day of Avril’s New Year’s Eve party, ought to be completely wonderful to compensate. Though, he’d rather just string three wonderful days in a row. Was that so much to ask?

There was only one way to find out, only one way to break the curse.

He just needed Anna’s mother's approval.


Chapter Twenty-Five

A Mirror to the Future

Determined not to be the last person to arrive at Zeke’s, Liam left twenty minutes earlier than needed. Anna had set their lunch for noon and, even harried by some frustrating traffic, he arrived fifteen minutes early. Instead of last, he was first, though only by a few minutes. Soon after he reached Zeke’s, he spotted Anna’s SUV as it pulled into the parking lot.

Knew it, Liam thought mirthfully as he hopped out of his car and waved as she turned into a spot next to his.

“Good morning, Liam,” Anna said, smothering her hair as a crisp wind battered her. As she walked up to him, she glanced about the parking lot for any sign of her mother.

“Morning,” he said, waiting for her to finish scanning their surroundings and drop her tense shoulders before he knew it was safe to hug her. That led to a quick kiss, which led to a longer one. It might have kept going had Liam not opened his eyes and spotted a cyan Mercedes-Benz SL turn into the parking lot.

“That her?” he asked.

“Yes,” Anna said, taking a deep breath and smoothing her outfit, which wasn’t quite as casual as the one she’d worn the last time they were here.

The weather continued to stay relatively warm for the time of year, and it might have nipped at almost forty degrees if not for the regular gusts that berated him and Anna for getting out of their cars as quickly as they had. When Anna’s mother noticed them, she turned in and put her car on the opposite side of Anna’s vehicle.

“Ready?” Liam asked, glancing at Anna.

“As I’ll be,” she said, wringing her hands together before snapping them down by her sides and beginning to head for her mother. However, just before she reached the front of her SUV, she turned her attention back to him. As if unriveting her arm from her side, she separated her elbow from it first.

Liam caught on quickly enough. Nodding, he extended his hand. By the time they made it around her vehicle, she’d gotten her hand away from her thigh, allowing them to hold hands.

Before he learned anything else about Evelyn Royce, he learned this: if he were still with Anna twenty years from now, he’d be even luckier than he was right now.

The woman who emerged from her luxury car was undeniably stunning, which was hardly surprising given who her daughter was. However, when it came to fashion, Evelyn and Victoria were kindred spirits.

She’d come to Zeke’s quite overdressed for the occasion, wearing a beige cashmere dress that her heavy breasts strained against. A belt as wide as the length of his hand circled her lower stomach, drawing in tightly around her curvaceous body, and she carried with her a Louis Vuitton handbag that was probably expensive enough to make him queasy if he learned the cost. As he finished escaping her car, her finely manicured hand reached past the original set of pouty, alluring lips and removed her sunglasses. In one difference to her daughter, her eyes were soft blue, almost gray in the pale winter sunlight.

After depositing her sunglasses into her handbag, those eyes began at Anna, then moved to him, then dropped to where their hands were linked. Silently, Liam prepared to see a disapproving glare alter her astonishingly beautiful features.

Instead, giving credence to what Anna had said about her mother in the past, her full lips moved in the opposite direction. A soft smile, polite but warm, appeared as she brought her eyes back to him.

“Hello, Liam; I’ve heard quite a bit about you.”

That was a loaded statement, and they all knew it. But he took it optimistically and smiled back.

“I’ve heard a lot of great things about you,” he said. “I’m Liam Carr; it’s nice to meet you finally.”

The initial meeting, which lasted barely a minute in the parking lot, passed without catastrophe. As the three of them walked toward Zeke’s, he felt Anna’s grip, which had been almost crushing before her mother’s first words, relax. Yet, some tightness returned as they reached the restaurant’s doors and headed inside.

The meeting was over. Now, they would spend the next ninety minutes in a booth together. A lot could go wrong. However, in his earnest attempt to be as optimistic about today as possible, he also knew that a lot could go right.


Chapter Twenty-Six

Parallels

If the staff had been stirred into a frenzy the last time Anna had appeared at Zeke’s Scratch Kitchen, they were barely holding it together now that her mother joined her. Not one but two stunning women gripped their attention, and they must have hated him and their server, a different woman than last time, for monopolizing their time. The glares he noticed were more poignant and unsubtle than they’d been two days ago.

By comparison, Liam was holding his emotions together a little better, though he recognized how crucial it was that things go well. While he didn’t know just how much authority Evelyn had in her household, she was the only Royce they had even the slightest chance of winning over. He didn’t want to see Anna bombarded from both sides by her parents. He needed to put his best foot forward.

After they were shown to their booth, he slid into his side while Evelyn gestured for her daughter to sit across from him. Once her daughter obeyed, Evelyn slid in next to her. That put him in the envious but uncertain crosshairs of both attractive women. Of the two pairs, the greener set was far more stricken with unease.

Meanwhile, the owner of the blue pair seemed friendly but inquisitive. Shortly after ordering drinks and a couple of appetizers and putting in their main orders, Evelyn cracked open the silence hovering over their table.

“So, Liam, I’ve heard you and Anna met this past summer. Through Avril, of all people.”

For some reason, lying to her felt far more dangerous than lying to Anna’s father. Nevertheless, he buried his anxiety, straightened his spine, and met her gaze.

“That’s right. She met me through one of her professors, who I live next to and who she jogs with sometimes. It kind of led us to bumping into one another and then getting introduced.”

“Professor Levine, right?” Evelyn said.

“Professor Williams, now,” Anna corrected. “She and her husband finally separated just a few weeks ago.”

“Right, Professor Williams,” Evelyn said, nodding at her daughter before returning her attention to him. “I imagine you also have met Professor Moreno, then?”

Avril, I hope you did what you said and got Victoria on our side, Liam thought, realizing what Evelyn was doing. She'd begun her interrogation in a much subtler and softer fashion than her husband. Any cracks in the vase might prove disastrous if she managed to peer through them and spot the sand they’d claimed was spice.

“Yes, I’ve met Victoria,” Liam confirmed. “I ended up running into her at Costco just the other day, in fact.”

“So, you know her well enough to call her Victoria?” Evelyn noted, pausing long enough to thank their server when she returned with their appetizers.

“Well, I’m not in one of her classes,” Liam said when it was just the three of them again. “So, I don’t know her in a professional setting, only in a casual one. As casual as one can know her.”

Evelyn smiled as she stole a sip from a very colorful sangria. “I think Avril is the only person in your age range who really knows her in such a fashion. Her ‘casual’ is most people’s formal.”

Liam nodded agreeably, though any smile he might have used to agree with her spot-on statement died in the crib as she shifted them toward a sticking point that had routinely come up.

“And it’s Perrymont you attend, yes? You’re a freshman there?”

Beside her mother, who asked the question entirely innocently, Anna stiffened. She’d barely touched the appetizers or her drink since they’d sat down, far too busy worrying about how this meeting would go. And now, as they reached the second potential pothole in their smooth drive, her face grew stark and pale.

“I am,” Liam said.

“What made you decide to go there?” Evelyn asked, hiding her lips behind another sip of her vividly red drink. Her soft blue eyes peered over the rim, never losing eye contact with him.

“I wasn’t too sure about what I wanted to do yet, so I wanted to pick a good school with a lot of potential options for me to explore. Bellmore felt like the wrong place for me to go if I didn’t have a strong idea about what I wanted to do with my life.”

“So, you considered Bellmore? Did you apply and elect not to go?”

“Erm, no,” Liam admitted. “I never applied there.”

Without missing a beat, Anna’s mother asked, “Do you think you would have gotten in had you applied?”

His initial response was to shrug his shoulders and say he wasn’t sure, to downplay things like he’d been doing for most of his life. However, before he could slide back into that old, comfortable glove, he curled his hands into fists where they sat on his lap.

“I had the grades to get in,” he said confidently. “Tess, erm, Professor Williams has routinely complained about me choosing Perrymont over Bellmore. She’s even more certain than I am that I would have gotten in and done well if I’d gone there.”

Evelyn smiled. “Well, there’s nothing wrong with Perrymont; it’s still a good school. In fact, I dated someone who went there for a little over a year. So, hearing that Anna’s first real boyfriend goes there was rather amusing for me to find out.”

“You did?” Anna asked, finally adding her voice to the conversation, though it was laced with confusion. “When? I thought you and father met when you were a freshman at Bellmore.”

“And when he was a junior,” Evelyn confirmed. “That’s how it went. It’s a reversal of you two, I’m realizing now.”

“But didn’t you start dating only a few months after that?”

“Yes, and then we broke up. And then we got back together a few months after that, and then I broke up with him again. I was a junior the next time we dated, for the third and final time.”

Anna’s frown confidently proved that she’d been unaware of these hiccups in her parents’ love life. Evelyn smiled and patted her on her hand.

“That’s how relationships tend to go. Very rarely does a couple make it all the way to the finish line without any breaks or hurdles, especially at that age. There’s so much growth left and so many experiences still to go before you’re finished becoming the person you will be. Personally, I’m thrilled to be sitting here today, meeting a boy you’re introducing me to. It means you’re experiencing something new, and I’m happy about that.”

“Really?” Anna asked, more so shocked than suspicious.

Evelyn’s lips curled in amusement. “Did you think I wouldn’t be? Of course I want my only daughter to experience what it’s like to like someone enough to date them—and all the positivity that comes with that. Even if there end up being some negatives”—she refocused on him—“not that I would wish for that”—her attention returned to her daughter—“it will still end up being valuable to you as you grow into a person all your own.”

Anna’s flabbergasted face was nearly cute enough to plant a smile on his face, though he kept it hidden just in case she was more embarrassed than surprised. He also kept hidden the surge of relief he felt within him, though he gleefully let it rush to cool off the simmering anxiety that he’d been experiencing ever since he’d gotten into his car an hour ago. So far as he could tell, unless she was an expert liar, Eveyln meant every word she’d said.

Things seemed to have worked out. She wasn’t aligned with her husband’s viewpoint, which meant Anna could hopefully rely on her mother’s support going forward.

Tears sprang up suddenly in the corners of Anna’s eyes as that same revelation rushed through her. The tension in her shoulders vanished, and pure, unstoppable relief wetted her eyes. The relief to know that at least one of her parents supported her when she should have always had the support of them both. An end of at least this part of her uncertainty, anxiousness, and fear. She now knew she wouldn’t have to fend them both off.

Anna tried to swallow the emotion supplanting her poise but couldn’t keep it at bay.

Smiling, Evelyn proved her decency as a mother a second time. She pulled Anna into her arms, softly kissing the crown of her head. Anna sniffled and scrubbed away the tear streaks with the back of her hands, trying but failing to recompose herself. Evelyn rubbed her daughter’s back, effortlessly ignoring the stares from the other patrons in their area.

Liam made sure to do so too. This was the second time he’d seen Anna cry, and yet his response now was vastly different than the last time. He shared her relief, and he also experienced a hint of optimism. Evelyn Royce was a far cry from her husband. She was a decent person, for one thing.

In about a minute, Anna had tightened the spigot on future tears. She still fought off some sniffles as she escaped her mother’s arms and cleared her throat. Embarrassment kept her chin low, though he didn’t know if it was because of his presence, her mother’s, or even the other customers.

“Would you like to go to the restroom and clean up a little?” Evelyn wisely suggested, providing her daughter an opportunity for a little alone time to soothe herself.

“Yes,” Anna croaked, blushing deeper. As her mother left the booth so she could slide out, Anna took a long drink of her iced tea and glanced his way.

He offered her a hopeful smile, which she returned as she scooted out of the booth. Afterward, she beat a hasty path to the women’s restroom. After she disappeared from his and Evelyn’s sight, the latter returned to her seat.

“What I said was directed at you, as well,” she said, staring directly at him. “I hope you’ll take stock of my words.”

“I will,” he promised. “I care about Anna very much.”

“I believe you,” Evelyn said. “And I’m hoping you will continue to care about her even once you’re back at Perrymont and she’s here.”

He nodded, aware of her meaning. “The drive’s not that long; I plan to come back and visit regularly on the weekends.”

“You might convince her to visit you some, too,” Evelyn pointed out. “She should see your dorm once or twice, at the very least.”

“That’s a good idea. I’ll bring it up to her.”

“Good. It’ll make it more difficult for others to meddle.”

Agreeing but uncertain if he wanted the conversation to bend toward her husband, he simply nodded. A short stint of silence followed. An obstinate thought burrowed its way into his mind, prodding him to ask Evelyn a question before Anna got back. She noticed.

Sipping her drink, her alluring lips curled upward as she sat it down. “I can see a question stirring behind your eyes. Now’s the time to ask.”

Stealing a look in the direction of the restrooms and finding no sign of a beautiful, raven-haired woman making her return to them, he faced the other woman who possessed those attributes.

“I’m just wondering why you’re so much more willing to support me and Anna than your husband was,” he admitted. “You’re in pretty opposite camps about this.”

Evelyn’s smile flickered ethereally. “Unfortunately, that’s not such an uncommon thing in marriage, especially when it comes to topics like this one. Arthur has his… ideas about Anna’s love life, and I have mine.”

“Would it be okay if I ask your thoughts on his ‘ideas’ for her?” he said.

It was Evelyn’s turn to make sure her daughter was not about to return and overhear her. Once she’d confirmed it, she flipped three coins into his palms.

“Antiquated, absurd, selfish.”

She said no more on the topic, and Liam knew better than to push. So, instead, he redirected the subject.

“How did things end up between you and that guy from Perrymont?”

Evelyn raised a bemused eyebrow. “Obviously not well, given who I ended up marrying.”

He shrugged. “It still could have ended well. Not every breakup has to end disastrously.”

“It does when I’m involved,” Evelyn chuckled. “I was rather different than Anna when I was her age. My past self had more in common with Avril, in fact, though she’s far better put together than I was in my early twenties.”

“You said you also attended Bellmore?”

“That’s right. I even graduated, if by the skin of my teeth and plenty of effort to see that I didn’t. I was married less than half a year afterward, and any thoughts of a career—not that they were ever particularly prevalent in my foolish head—vanished into the wind.”

“Do you regret it?”

“Marrying Arthur, or not pursuing a career?”

Liam began to respond, only to stop himself as their server returned with their food. She wore a worried expression, no doubt having witnessed or heard about what had transpired at their table. After depositing their plates in front of them, she hastily moved to her next table.

At the same time, Anna reappeared in both his and her mother’s peripherals. Offering him a soft smile, Evelyn slid out of the booth.

“A question to be asked and answered at a later time,” she said quietly, throwing on a smile before turning her attention and a warm hug upon her daughter as she returned.

The rest of the lunch passed by without much more excitement or unexpectedness. Following Anna’s return, the three of them carried on relatively cheerfully, much to the confusion of the other patrons around them. Half an hour later, it came time to get the bill, where Evelyn showed off another way in which she might still be somewhat like Avril.

“Put that hand away,” she said, staring him down after he’d begun reaching for the payment device sitting on the table. “I mean, honestly, are you aware of who you’re dating?”

After forcing her credit card into the device’s mouth before anyone else could, he could just make out as Evelyn left a custom tip of two hundred percent for their server. After reclaiming her card, she was the first to stand. Once he and Anna followed suit, they headed out of the restaurant.

“It was a pleasure to finally meet you, Liam,” Evelyn said as they walked through the cold toward their cars. “I never got to meet Elliot formally, so you’re the first real boyfriend I’ve been allowed to interact with.”

“Mom!” Anna gasped, alarm dashing across her beautiful features. “You knew about him?!”

“Of course. You and Avril weren’t nearly as sly as you two thought you were in your high school years.” She smiled and located her sunglasses from within her handbag. “You’re a little better at it nowadays.”

Liam and Anna both walked by their cars as they escorted Evelyn to hers. Once she wrapped around to her door, she called Anna in for a warm hug—and a whisper that Liam couldn’t overhear. Yet, he certainly noticed her renewed blush when mother and daughter parted.

“I’ll try not to be too nosy about your affairs,” she declared, “but well, I only have one daughter, and she only has a ‘first’ boyfriend once. A nosy mother is part and parcel of the experience, no?”

“We can have more lunches like this,” Liam suggested.

“A wonderful idea,” Evelyn said, smiling at them both. “Enjoy Perrymont’s campus, Anna. There are a lot of nice places to visit.”

As Anna glanced confusedly between them, her mother wished them both well and escaped from the cold into her car. Once she’d departed, Liam clued Anna in on what he and her mother had discussed about his visits.

“I’d like that a lot,” Anna admitted, blushing slightly.

“Great,” he agreed. He glanced at the taillights of Evelyn’s car as she exited the parking lot. “So, do you want to do anything now?”

Anna’s blush reignited, and they both glanced toward the bookstore they’d visited a couple of days ago. However, a second visit was not to be. Anna’s phone started ringing.

Immediately, they shared a look of concern, and Liam checked in the direction her mother had gone. Three potential callers, one of whom would make things very unpleasant for Anna, entered his thoughts.

“It’s Avril,” Anna said upon retrieving her phone. “One second.”

Hands in his pockets for warmth, Liam loitered as the roommates shared a brief conversation. It was over in about a minute, and Anna’s enticingly bright green eyes fell on him before she said goodbye to her best friend.

“Everything all good?” he asked once she’d hung up.

“I… think so,” Anna admitted, though she appeared curiously perplexed. “Avril said she wants us to all go sledding.”

That would do it.


Chapter Twenty-Seven

The Winter Games

He might not have known her for all that long yet, but even he knew that Avril did not handle the cold very well. Or at all. So, for her to suggest an outdoor event—oh. That was what it was. He followed in Anna’s wake as they left Zeke’s parking lot, realizing then and there that this was because of the green fortune cookie he’d opened the other night and its promise of an outdoor event.

He was somewhat surprised that it would involve Anna, though he supposed the fortune cookie had never promised it would just be the two of them. As far as ways to spend an afternoon went, sledding with Anna and Avril didn’t seem so bad. There was certainly plenty of snow around to use for it.

Oh, and this hill, he realized as they made it to Ashgrove Apartments. Sitting in a small valley, Ashgrove innately offered plenty of opportunity for sledding. Practically every backyard facing the road he and Anna had just turned off provided a drastic hillside for such activities. Glancing out his window while descending toward the apartments at its base, he saw proof that other tenants had already used the hilly terrain for sledding. Now, by knightly decree, it was their turn.

He also noted the clubhouse nearer to the base of the slender road they descended, which sat among a drained swimming pool and some tennis courts, both of which were swamped in snow. He’d be here again tomorrow, visiting the clubhouse that Avril had rented to use as a casino for a single night. With four of the most beautiful women on the planet, three of whom he’d be competing against. And now he’d broken the curse. So, he could try and have three wonderful days in a row. And this one wasn’t even over yet.

Unsurprisingly, they found Avril loitering about indoors, not getting a head start on some sledding. Already mostly dressed for a foray into her arch-nemesis’s grip, she was waiting for them in their living room.

“I’ve got your clothes right here,” she said, glancing away from the TV after hearing them come in. “So, hurry and get changed.”

She wasn’t just speaking to Anna.

While waiting for them, she’d leaned two wooden sleds against the back of the couch. In between them sat a pair of snow boots. And resting on the back of the couch, Liam saw a puffy winter coat, some black insulated pants, a pair of fuzzy gloves, and a matching beanie.

Not one of them, save maybe the beanie, would have fit Anna.

“You… keep around men’s winterwear?” he asked, puzzled.

“No,” the redhead scoffed, already decked out in her own winter outfit. “I bought them.”

“How long have you had this planned?” Anna asked, brow furrowed.

“Not long,” Avril said, shrugging. Surging to her feet, she gesticulated toward the winterwear. “Now, come on. Get dressed. Let’s go, go, go. It gets colder out there once the sun goes down.”

He and Anna shared a look but ultimately went along with Avril’s command. As Anna headed to her bedroom, he started gathering the outfit—his planned apparel for their outing—lying on the back of the couch.

“You even have my shoe size?” Liam commented as he pored over his unexpected new outfit.

“Please, I know all your sizes,” the maverick woman grinned.

He rolled his eyes. “You’re something else.”

“Something spectacular.” She winked.

For Anna’s sake, he shooed her off so he could change clothes in the living room. That didn’t stop Avril from snorting with laughter at his sudden modesty, though she meandered down the hall to Anna’s bedroom as he changed. About ten minutes later, the women reappeared side-by-side.

After adding on the final outer layers of her outfit before her return, Avril was the rabbit who’d forgotten to change into her winter coat. Dressed in all black, a set of goggles was the only part of the snowboarding outfit covering her voluptuous body that she was missing. While checking on Anna, she’d grabbed what was apparently her favorite winter beanie, and its vivid orangeness would have made her easy prey to any hawks out and about. Tossing him a nod, she began throwing on a pair of thick black gloves.

By comparison, her roommate was far less likely to cause her to be singled out in the snow by potential predators. She’d opted for a far lighter outfit, both in color and coverage. She wore a sleek gray jacket and sky-blue insulated pants. She’d gone for earmuffs over a beanie, too.

“You know we’re just going out back, not up the slope to a ski lodge, right?” he asked, bemused by how overdressed Avril was.

“Hyuk, hyuk, you’re so original,” the redhead stated flatly, which informed him that Anna must have made a similar comment already. “Grab your Rosebud, and let’s go.”

Liam grinned, thrust his beanie over his head, and collected one of the wooden sleds. Avril snatched its sibling, and Anna led them out their backdoor into the wintry afternoon.

Snow crunching beneath their boots, they assailed the hill that started its incline just twenty to thirty paces out their backdoor. He carried the sled under his arm while Avril dragged it behind her by its rope. Along the way, he felt a nudge against his shoulder. Anna remained a couple of steps ahead of them in this initial climb, so she was none the wiser as he met Avril’s stare.

“How was it?” she mouthed.

He answered with a thumbs-up and a nod, and Avril released the sliver of worry he’d seen her clutching.

“So,” she said loudly, throwing her voice after her roommate, “how did Mother dearest like your hot new boyfriend?”

Anna glared back at her best friend, burying much of her face in her shoulder to hide the color creeping into her face. “Don’t say it like that. I told you already, it went well.”

“All you’d say was that it went ‘fine,’” Avril complained, glancing at him again. “Was she into him, or was she just pretending? Come on, details, details.”

“I thought it went well,” Liam said, offering Anna a chance to decide how much she wanted to share. “I thought your mom was great.”

“When compared to her far, far, far worse half, certainly,” Avril agreed. “So, it was all kosher? Got the blessing for marriage and everything?”

“It was just a fine lunch,” Anna huffed, stopping in her tracks until he and Avril, deviating slightly, ended up walking on either side of her. “But she knew about Elliot. That’s not your fault, is it?”

“You think I spilled the beans on you?” Avril gasped, acting affronted. “I like your mom, but it’s not like we go out for coffee and gossip all that often. Besides, that was something from ages ago; it’s not exactly piping hot news nowadays.”

“She dated a guy from Perrymont, too,” Liam added. “So, apparently, we’ve got a strange parallel going on.”

“Oh, yeah? See, must be fate.”

Anna’s eyes dropped toward the sound of crunching snow. “Let’s just hope things don’t play out the same way with me as it did her.”

Though he hadn’t picked up on that part of the potential parallel earlier, he did now. In the worst fate possible for her, Trent would be to Anna what Arnold had been to Evelyn.

“No way it will,” Liam said, briefly meeting Avril’s gaze. “Avril will put on all black and find a garotte before she’d be your maid of honor at that wedding.”

“Oh, it’d be murder, for sure,” Avril agreed.

“See? Nothing to worry about. Avril’s murderous intentions will keep you safe, one way or another.”

Avril snorted and bumped her shoulder against her best friend. “I hope your ‘boyfriend’ wasn’t as cavalier with your mom as he is with me.”

“No, he was very polite.” Anna’s expression shifted into a soft smile as she looked at him. “I was very glad how things went.”

Liam confirmed he felt the same way with a nod, and then the three of them finally crested the steep hill, where they found flat enough ground to breathe a little. Another twenty paces away, they saw cars zooming by on the road. Their only company was a snowman a stone’s throw away from where they’d come up. For now, the entire hill was theirs.

However, there was one issue.

“So, who’s going to hang out on the hill for the first ride down?” he asked, placing the sled he’d carried on the snow.

“Uh, nobody,” Avril scoffed, using her boot to orient the front of her sled toward the hill. “But you’ve got to decide who you’re hitching a ride with, bud.”

Without any hesitation, he smoothly spun his gaze toward Anna. “Mind if I ride with you?”

Raven locks shifted from side to side. “No, not at all.”

“Rude!” Avril huffed, kicking snow at him as he moved toward Anna and her sled.

While waiting for Anna to get comfortable on the sled they’d be sharing, he amused himself by trading playful glares with Avril, who had grabbed her sled’s reins and now waited for her “treacherous” best friend and her “ungrateful” boyfriend to join her at the lip of the hill. She seemed to want them to go at the same time.

Once Anna was ready for him, Liam sat down behind her on the long—but not so long that it was overly comfortable to share between two grown adults—sled.

“Hold onto me,” Anna said, clutching the reins.

Nodding, he wrapped his arms around her slender waist.

“See you losers at the bottom,” Avril said, kicking off the snow and throwing her feet up on the sled.

Auburn hair whipped through the air as woman and object began to rapidly hurtle toward the row of apartment complexes at the bottom of the hill. A moment later, it was his and Anna’s turn.

Their feet worked in tandem to scoot them over the edge, and then they let gravity and smooth snow do the rest. His knees pinched Anna’s sides as they began their plunge.

While his parents, who were skiing in Europe, certainly had more popular slopes to utilize, Ashgrove’s hill was no slouch, especially compared to the neighborhood slopes he was familiar with. They picked up speed rapidly, darting after Avril as the sled’s runners sliced through the snow. Chilly wind jabbed their faces like needles as they reached their top speed, and Liam winced as they hit an uneven patch of snow and bounced through the air momentarily, coming down hard enough to leave a throb in his tailbone.

His first ride didn’t get better, though it was certainly memorable.

Because that was only the first patch of uneven terrain that jostled them. The second, which Anna would have steered them away from had it not come up so quickly after the first, gave them more than a little bounce. She gasped, and they flew.

They were airborne for what felt like an eternity, though it couldn’t have been more than a second or two. The sled pitched to the right while midair, and it was as if he could see the future spill that awaited them. So, Liam did what any boyfriend should do and sacrificed himself. He rolled to his left, trying his best to right the sled’s trajectory before it hit the snow.

After that, he let go.

He thudded onto the hardpacked snow when they were still about fifty feet from the bottom of the hill. The impact robbed him of his breath, and the snow he planted his face in took his sight. He heard some sort of yell—maybe it was his name—but his momentum kept him rolling like a log down the hill.

During that time, he experienced as dizzying a fall as he could remember experiencing. He was a jumble of limbs and disorientation, barely cognizant of which way was which. During one of his hard bounces of the snow, his pants snatched a clump of snow between it and his ankle, and the chill seeped straight into his bone.

By the time he slid to a halt on his back, blinking dizzily as he stared up at the pale blue sky, his head was spinning. Addled by his tumble, he heard his name again—four or five times. Curiously, every other time seemed to be choked with laughter.

He still hadn’t entirely recuperated when Anna’s face blotted out much of the sky. It also wobbled like a spinning globe of the planet. He could just make out concern etched into her minty eyes, though he still hadn’t quite recovered his senses. She spoke his name again, and this time, he managed to respond.

“Yeah, I’m okay,” he mumbled as the spinning finally receded. “That was… something.”

A failure, as well. He looked across her jacket and found her right side caked in snow. Apparently, his heroics hadn’t been enough. Once he could lean up on his elbows, he spotted a human-sized mark where Anna had tumbled off the sled, the only one among the three of them to reach the bottom of the hill. It looked intact, at least. He hoped he looked the same.

“That was amazing!” Avril howled as she trudged up to them, holding her sides.

That was enough for him to assume he didn’t have any backward limbs or anything.

“Look at the carnage you left!” Avril said, pointing up the hill.

Unburdened by dizziness no longer and relieved that he could wiggle all his digits and toes, Liam followed the direction of the cackling redhead’s gesture. Anna had fallen off much nearer to the bottom than he had, around when the hill's steepness gave way. On the other hand, he’d tossed himself to the snow’s uncaring embrace while it was at its harshest decline.

He could see every impact his body had made, including the time he’d spent in the air. It looked like an uncommitted painter had dashed a paintbrush across their canvas, leaving small gaps between each new stroke. Near the end, those gaps had shrunk, and the final gash in the hillside was almost longer than he was—just a single drag through it as if the artist had finally decided to give up on the canvas and start anew.

“Glad I could provide you some amusement,” he grunted, which Avril assured him he’d done.

“Are you certain you’re alright?” Anna asked once he’d sat up.

Brushing snow off his arms, then his torso, and eventually his butt once he staggered to his feet, he waited a moment before confirming that he was. Continuing to pat himself down, he didn’t feel any sharp pain, just some dull throbbing in his left hip and his tailbone—and some minor pain to his pride.

“I think I’m good,” he confirmed. “How’s the sled?”

Thankfully, it had also survived its ordeal. Once he finally convinced Anna that he was completely fine, they started back up the hill.

“Ride with me this time,” Avril said. “We can see if Anna’s bad driving or your cursed luck is to blame.”

At that, Anna puffed her cheek out. Liam didn’t think it was either of those two things, but if he had to choose, he’d rather be the one regularly tumbling through the snow over Anna. Once they reached the top of the hill again, he traded drivers.

“Hold on tight,” Avril sang as he joined her on her sled. “But feel free to hurl yourself off to try and save me a little faster than you did with Anna if your luck is the problem.”

Not waiting for them, Anna accelerated into her second attempt to reach the bottom of the hill. She would arrive successfully. As she zoomed off, he leaned forward and blew against Avril’s ear, causing her to shiver.

“I’m not letting go, no matter what. If I go down, you go down.”

Avril snorted and glanced back at him. “Then hold on tight, baby, because I’m taking us down hard and fast.”

Even with a substantial head start, they nearly reached the bottom before Anna did. Fortunately, even with Avril whooping as they got within a few lengths of Anna, which ended up getting some of her hair in her mouth, all three of them remained on upright sleds when they skidded to a halt.

While Avril plucked strands of hair out of her mouth with some difficulty due to her thick gloves, making all sorts of faces as she did so, Liam grabbed her sled. Anna followed suit. They added about a dozen successful rides before the next crash. That one belonged solely to Avril, who came up sputtering with snow clinging to the left side of her face and hair.

“I f-fucking hate winter,” she hissed while scraping the snow off her face as best she could. Meanwhile, he and Anna both clutched their sides in an ultimately fruitless attempt to hold back their laughter.

About an hour later, once the light had dwindled to a few meager flecks of orange on the horizon, Avril signaled that she couldn’t handle the elements for much longer. All things considered, she’d lasted longer than Liam had assumed she would. Consequently, neither he nor Anna begrudged her for announcing her intentions to head back indoors after one final plunge down the hill. Her nose was redder than her hair, and she’d been sniffling for the past twenty minutes.

“One more for all of us,” Liam suggested, unsure where the idea popped up from but open to announcing it. “Let’s see if all three of us can get to the bottom at the same time.”

Avril was the first to realize that he was up to something. “And how are we gonna do that?”

“Let me ride both sleds simultaneously,” he answered.

Anna’s eyebrows knit together. “How do you mean?”

“One knee on each?” Avril grinned, quick on the uptake.

“That’s what I was thinking,” he said.

“That sounds like a dangerous idea,” Anna said.

“But a fun one,” Avril noted, grinning. “I’m for it.”

“I’ll hold on to you both tightly—”

“But not too tightly,” a woman he knew would make a terrible doctor or nurse said. “I don’t want you bringing us down with us if you tumble off.”

Liam turned his gaze to Anna, who remained afflicted with uncertainty. “I promise I’ll let go of you if I feel like I’m about to fall off.”

“And me!” Avril growled, scooping up a clump of snow and throwing it in his direction. It sprayed like shrapnel at his feet, landing short of its target. “I need both wrists in working condition for tomorrow night.”

He threw her a bemused look. “You want to rephrase that?”

“I know what I said, and I stand by it,” Avril said, flipping him off with both hands.

“Okay,” Anna said, corralling enough of her hesitance to go along with his potentially dangerous idea. “Let’s ensure we all show up to the party tomorrow in working condition.”

In short order, Avril and Anna had placed their sleds side-by-side. Looking over their shoulders at him, they waited until he’d put a knee on each sled and grabbed hold of the backs of their jackets before they began to nudge their respective sleds toward the end of the flat ground. They did so carefully, this being the only part where such control over what was to happen was possible.

This was a bad idea. He knew it, Avril knew it, and Anna certainly knew it. But… some bad ideas could lead to something special. A memory worth the bumps and bruises. And hey, they might even make it all the way to the bottom in one piece!

Yeah, right.

They made it about fifteen feet, which was honestly more than he’d expected, before his flexibility proved insufficient for the gap that opened between the girls’ sleds. For the first ten feet, they’d stayed close enough that he almost let himself believe that they might at least make it halfway down the hill before he tasted snow. Five feet later, precisely one second later, he’d rectified that foolish hope.

If it’d been intentional, Avril took that secret to the grave. He didn’t think it was, even if she enjoyed prodding him every winter after about how “he should have been nicer to both his drivers, not just one of them.” But her sled tilted just a few degrees away from the direction Anna’s sled was headed. Which was more than enough.

Five feet after that, the white maw of snow between their sleds had opened to more than a foot. Liam immediately felt the strain in his groin as his knees widened the gap between them. His gaze snapped down, and he knew then they wouldn’t all make the trip.

Just five feet after that, he chose his fate. Releasing their coats at the same time, he tried to hop off his knees to his feet behind their sleds. He believed that they weren’t going too fast just yet and that he might be able to land upright, take a few dashes, and pick one sled to make himself the passenger for the rest of the trip.

He overestimated his balance, acceleration, and the kindness of snow and gravity.

“Oop, there he goes!” Avril yelled to Anna as they felt him leap back before he ended up forced into doing splits, which would have definitively ended in him tumbling gracelessly head over heels as the sleds left him behind. They both looked over their shoulders and saw his failed attempt at doing something mildly cool.

His left foot hit the snow first. When he tried to push off it into a run, he slipped. His right knee hit the snow before his right foot did. So did his elbow and forearm.

The hill was at its steepest when he’d made his ploy, and it was as if it marveled at him for thinking he could manage to keep upright after the stunt he’d just pulled. He didn’t end up rolling head over heels. Instead, with enough foresight to save him from that fate, he tucked his right shoulder in and turned his whole body.

He did roll for quite some time, like an enormous iron pipe that had fallen off the back of a truck on the highway. Compared to his first fall, it wasn’t as disorienting. After about twenty feet of collecting snow, he grunted and tried again to hop to his feet.

His momentum and lack of balance allowed him to get no further than his knees, which he slid on for another ten feet before his traction through the snow tipped him over face-first. Shoving his hands out, he finally arrested his tumble, skidding to a halt still halfway up the hill.

By then, Avril and Anna were already sliding to a halt at the bottom of the hill. In this instance, his body was more bruised than his pride, though Avril’s guffawing tried to tip the scales as he marched down the hill. He quieted her down by digging out a clump of snow that had lodged itself between his neck and coat collar and hurling it at her.

“We’re not quite ready for the Winter Olympics,” Avril grinned, joining Anna in helping slap the snow off his back. “Aww, we should have videotaped things. Tess and Victoria will never get to see your spill like we did.”

“What a loss for them,” he grunted, shaking himself like a wet dog once both women stepped back.

Their teeth chattered for ten minutes, Avril’s for fifteen, as they warmed themselves with hot chocolate and the centralized heating in their apartment. The women had swapped out of their heaviest clothes, though Avril had stopped him when he started doing the same.

“Just remember, you’re taking those home. Anna and I don’t need them.” She’d grinned as she’d held her arms out. “No receipt for you to look at for these.”

Rolling his eyes, he’d shunned any petty argument over the gift—for now. Once they’d all warmed themselves up and spent a little longer socializing, Liam collected his things so he could get going. As he made for the door, not one but two unfairly beautiful women joined him.

“Don’t mind me,” Avril said, wearing a skewed grin as they realized she wouldn’t lend them the same alone time she had the other day.

He stood between Anna and the door, and when she leveled her attention upon him, he shrugged. He didn’t intend to force anything on Anna, and he wouldn’t have been upset if a hug was all she’d seen him off with. However, he did give her a slight nudge.

“You heard her.”

Blushing, Anna nodded and climbed onto her toes. This kiss was possibly the briefest they’d ever shared, but it was the first they’d shared in front of someone. That that someone happened to be her best friend and roommate, and his… well, he still wasn’t sure what he and Avril were, certainly played a part in how red her face was when their lips separated.

“I’ll see you tomorrow.” He flicked his gaze above Anna’s head, finding Avril’s grin unbothered by the affection she’d just witnessed. “Both of you. I’ll be expecting my first real trip to a ‘casino’ to blow me away.”

“Oh, it will,” Avril declared. “Just you wait.”

Many hours later, he thought his day was over and that waiting was all he had left. For tomorrow, for a chance to see what four unnaturally beautiful women would have on, for the game of poker he intended to win. Lying in Tess’s guestroom, staring at the ceiling a little after midnight, struggling to find sleep due to the anticipation pumping through his veins, one of those four women gave him a reason to stay awake even longer.

His phone buzzed, swathing the dark room in light. Before it vanished, he rolled onto his side and snatched his phone from the wireless charging station Anna had bought him for Christmas. He didn’t imagine she’d expected he’d have so far only used it in Tess’s house when she’d gotten it for him.

Two words emblazoned themselves upon his screen. A file accompanied those words.

I lied.

Liam’s heart began to race seconds before he comprehended Avril’s message, or the video attachment with it. His body knew before his mind, but the latter quickly caught up. A tap of his thumb expanded the video underneath her message over his entire screen and began its salacious tale.

“Best part about a surprise is when it’s a surprise,” Avril said, winking at her phone, which she held above her body. Her very nude body.

With the angle of her phone, he could only see her upper half, and Avril didn’t seem to be in any hurry to shift the perspective. Nevertheless, copious amounts of blood rushed into his groin as he stared at Avril’s stunning figure. Lying on her bed and smiling seductively up at her phone’s camera, gravity compressed her heavy breasts against her curvaceous body. Her nipples stood like a pair of pink observatories on their respective hilltops, and it was there that Avril began to rob him of any chance of getting to sleep anytime soon.

Her available hand flowed like a river up her sides, entering frame after skimming over her hip. It bent with the envious curve of her body, flowing over her skin until it turned in just before it reached the base of one of her breasts. Her smile grew as she guided her hand up and over its slope, eventually brushing her palm over her nipple. Her hand was nowhere near large enough to hide her breast, so she settled for keeping it mostly hidden.

“You might be thinking this is psychological warfare,” Avril purred. “That I’m sending you this now to keep you awake, so you’ll be tired tomorrow.”

He hadn’t been thinking that. He hadn’t been thinking much of anything, wearing a slack-jawed expression as he ogled the gorgeous naked woman on his screen. However, now he did. He also finally noticed her room’s lighting. She’d turned off her lights and closed her curtains, but some light still crept into view. Daylight.

Suddenly, Liam strongly believed that she’d filmed this while he and Anna had been out with Anna’s mother. This wasn’t just a spur-of-the-moment decision but a planned attack.

“Normally, you might be right to think that,” Avril continued, slowly uncovering her breast as she slid her hand up to her neck, then further, stretching languidly on her bed. She arched her back and caused her breasts to fill his view. She skimmed her fingertips over her enticingly full lips once she dropped her body back on her bed. Her tongue flitted out, and she covered the ends of her fingertips in saliva.

Her hand returned to her breast quicker than it had before. It swept over it, then rushed it back to her nipple. Her fingers swirled over the areola around it, leaving a mild trail of saliva on it, and Avril bit her lip. She sighed contentedly as she plied her body with her skillful fingertips, long eyelashes fluttering whenever she pinched and pulled on the nipple at its center.

“If this does keep you awake all night, you’ll have to find some time to nap during the day,” she said. Her hand shifted toward her other breast, eager to divide its attention equally. “Because I actually don’t want you to be fatigued tomorrow night. I don’t want you to be drained at all, if you catch my drift.”

Purposeless as it was, Liam nodded. Avril even waited a moment for him, as if she’d known he might do something like that. Once she’d allowed her meaning to sink in, her breast jiggling softly as she kneaded it, she smiled.

“Tomorrow’s your chance to earn your fortune, so show up ready to win. But for now…”

She trailed off. At the same time, she removed her hands from her breast. It shifted out of view, though only briefly.

Avril’s smile widened. “Since I know you love my tits so much, I bet you forgot what this video is really supposed to feature, didn’t you?”

Maybe he had, maybe he hadn’t—he’d never tell. However, as Avril’s hand reappeared, it carried an object that jogged his memory.

“Don’t get jealous,” Avril said as she showed off the dark blue length of plastic, which ended in a soft silicone head. “But every girl needs an electronic friend like this. It’s for when her man is off fucking her professor.”

Liam would have rolled his eyes, but they demanded that he not miss even a moment of what was about to transpire. After causing his heart to lurch with another playful grin, Avril tapped one of three buttons he could make out on her vibrator. A subtle buzzing noise began to transmit through his phone, and it would only grow louder each time Avril tapped another button over the next several minutes.

Avril finally shifted her phone. It was the last he saw of her scintillating green eyes and seductive smile until she’d fulfilled the demand of the fortune he’d opened the other night. Her breasts remained mostly in view as she angled the camera so the video better focused on her lithe legs and shapely hips. The buzzing instrument in Avril’s hand trailed along her body with the haste of a tractor reaping grain. Her stomach clenched as it neared her waist, and he could just make out her deep inhale over the sound of the vibrator’s excitement.

After torturing them both for about twenty seconds, she rolled its rapidly quivering head over her waist onto her opening, exactly where her clit was. Avril hummed along with it, contentment causing her to lurch ever so slightly into her vibrator’s tireless touch.

“Oh, and I did play with myself a fair bit beforehand so we could skip that part of things,” the gorgeous woman informed him. “So, don’t you start forgetting about foreplay and thinking I’m just wet after a few pinches of my nipples.”

“Duly noted,” Liam chuckled.

After wagging her proverbial finger at him, she tapped a new button. The noise of her vibrator grew as its efforts intensified. So did Avril’s soft moans.

She rolled her vibrator’s buzzing head over her opening, lithe body writhing whenever it found the best angle to undo her. The seductive redhead didn’t focus on experiencing her climax as soon as possible, however, and she regularly moved the device to new spots. She made sure he received the whole experience, not the rushed one. One final time, she upped the vibrator’s intensity.

He didn’t need to check the video length to know when it neared its end. Instead, he knew it because the hand holding her phone began to shake. The mostly stable view of her voluptuous body began to degrade. Avril’s stomach and thighs flexed, and her body arched into the vibrating head, shoving her toward her climax. The pitch of her moans changed, and she sounded more and more breathless and unwound. He could even see toes curling at the foot of her bed.

Her hips buckled three times as her climax strangled her self-control. Her impassioned cry was so loud that Liam’s heart lurched in fear that it might penetrate his door, Tess’s door, and rouse her from her sleep. He never learned whether that was the case—and he certainly didn’t ask.

In the aftermath of her blissful experience, he watched Avril’s breasts rise and fall as she reclaimed the breath she’d lost because of her boisterous moan. She’d dropped her vibrator’s speed down to its initial speed, but she hadn’t pulled it away from her body. After a few moments, she angled the recording back to her face.

Her eyes were still slightly dilated, and her grin quivered as she continued teasing her body. “You go ahead and close your sleepy little eyes and try not to dream too vividly about what you just saw. Meanwhile, I’ll see you very, very soon. I think we’ll go sledding once you and Anna get back. Night, baby boy. Bring your A-game tomorrow night.”

The video ended with a blown kiss from the sultry redhead. As it did, she left Liam’s heart racing, throat parched, and cock throbbingly hard. Sleep was utterly antithetical to him for well over another hour. Just as he knew she’d planned, regardless of what she’d said about wanting him to be well-rested. For all he knew, she’d sent this tonight because he’d found a way to kiss Anna goodbye, but not her.

As the sights and sounds of the video tortured his mind whenever he closed his eyes, he steeled himself. Just as she’d asked, he would bring his best tomorrow. It was a shame the dealer wasn’t an opponent to contend with in Texas Hold’em. He couldn’t say he’d defeated Avril whether he won or not. However, if he didn’t end up in the winner’s circle, he knew he’d never hear the end of it from her.

Finally, at around two in the morning, sleep pulled his eyelids down for the final time that night. An unforgettable night spent with four of the most beautiful women on the planet was less than a day away. An experience even more memorable than that would follow just after.


Chapter Twenty-Eight

The Dealer

After a wonderful morning and afternoon spent with Tess, she booted him out of her house almost immediately after dinner. She was nice about it, and Liam knew why, but he still played up his pout as Tess ushered him toward her front door. In response, he garnered a roll of the eye but also a bit more time with the older woman before she evicted him.

Time that he spent kissing her, feeling her body against his, and purchasing the resilience he needed to survive the next two and a half hours of loneliness he was about to experience. Or… two hours, as he was about to find out.

“You have to go early,” Tess said as their lips parted. “Don’t let me see your car here when I come out to leave. I don’t want you to see me until I arrive at the clubhouse.”

That hurried one of his eyebrows higher than the other. “I can’t have a chance to be the first person to see you?”

Tess’s deep blue eyes skewered him with a knowing look. “We both know where things would go if I let you have that chance.”

“I can be good.”

“Why are you assuming it’s you who would be the issue?” Tess replied with a smile.

A required shiver of anticipation coursed through him as he imagined how things might go if she let him stay with her. Swallowing, he grinned.

“You know, that’s fair. Sometimes, I do think you might be the more insatiable one between us.”

Color swept through her face, but the beautiful woman didn’t balk or deny his assessment. “We’ll see tonight, won’t we? It won’t be long before we have an opportunity to do all sorts of things for the first time in the new year.”

Excitedly, he nodded. “I can’t wait.” He swallowed again. “It’ll be the first of at least a hundred times that year.”

Tess smiled, and they shared one more kiss before she forced him out of her home. “At least,” she purred agreeably.

His excitement carried him hastily back to his home, where he spent the first thirty minutes practically counting the seconds toward midnight. He was undoubtedly excited about Avril’s party, but he couldn’t help but burble with excitement as he thought about the potential party. Fortunately for him, both were just a matter of hours away.

After those first thirty minutes, he started texting three of the four beautiful women he would encounter in a little while. With Avril, he checked with her if it was okay if he came a little early. After receiving the okay, they chatted intermittently, though it was clear she was still busy getting things ready for the party.

He turned to Anna and Tess, the latter of whom warned him that he’d receive no pictures beforehand if that were his aim. Mild chatter about the party and what they were all anticipating followed. Each of them had theories about what Avril would do to add extra “excitement” to their game, but they all agreed that there’d be something awaiting them other than a straightforward game of Texas Hold’em.

A little before eight, he put his phone down and headed outside. After starting his car so it’d be warm when he returned to it, he spent the next fifteen minutes getting ready. Midway through buttoning up his navy blue shirt, he again admired how well the clothes fit him. At the same time, he couldn’t help but receive an ugly reminder of his meeting with Arnold Royce.

Not tonight, he growled in his mirror as he checked himself over. Arnold Royce might have a mind to ruin things for him and Anna in the future, but he wouldn’t be thought of again tonight. Tonight, he would end his year with some of the best hours of his life.

A few minutes after he finished getting ready, it was time for him to start those hours.

I’m heading out, he texted Tess. See you in a little while.

He’d made it into his car when he got her response.

Yes, you will. Drive safely.

While he didn’t turn into a road-raging lunatic, he certainly made the journey to Ashgrove Apartments quicker than any time before it. Like an overflowing cup, his anticipation spilled out of him at every bump on the road. On Christmas Eve, he’d still carried the burden of uneasiness. He’d been hesitant about his relationship with Tess, if she’d agree to his proposal after her party ended, and what their relationship would look like afterward.

He didn’t feel any such worry now. Only excitement. Only elation. Tonight would be spectacular. And it would start with him winning at cards, regardless of any schemes or twists Avril had in store for them—or potentially just him.

Before that, however, he intended to have some alone time with said dealer. Not as much as either of them might have liked, though.

He made his way off the main road onto the connecting snaking pathway that led toward Ashgrove’s many opulent apartments. This time, however, he didn’t go all the way down. Reaching where the clubhouse, pool, and tennis courts stood, he meandered his car toward the parking spaces in front of the first.

Unlike most of the city, someone had braved—suffered at the command of their boss, more like—the cold and the snow long enough to remove the Christmas lights and decorations on it. Liam didn’t envy whoever had received that laborious task, but he did thank them for having cleared the path to the doors. Climbing out of his car, he unknowingly inhaled the crisp outside air for the final time that year before heading inside.

The building was broader than it was deep, and it was only a single story. However, it was anything but timid and quaint. He reached and opened one of two glass doors, escaping the chilly weather. Immediately, he looked upon a large, showy foyer. The ceiling stood twenty feet over his head, and glittering chandeliers lit the way forward. His shoes clacked on a marble floor as he passed a pair of white couches on his way toward a four-way intersection in the next room. Along the way, he passed under an arch, above which sat a circular mirror big enough for a car to drive through.

Entering the room with the intersection, he stopped in front of a glossy black table standing directly in the middle of the space. Joining its presumed usual decorations—a vase and flowers—stood a folded note, though Liam briefly ignored it, even though he knew who had left it there.

If he’d walked around the small table directly ahead of him, he would have ended up in a dining area and kitchen. Beyond that, he viewed a second swimming pool—an indoor one, even—behind more glass doors and wondered if it was heated. To his left and right, long rugs rolled like tongues past several doors, most of which were closed.

Liam finally dropped his gaze and read what was scribbled on the folded note. In what he assumed was Avril’s scrawl, he read: This way!

A drawn arrow pointed leftward under it, as well. Leaving the note where it was for the other players’ sake, Liam then heeded its guidance. Entering the left hallway, he examined each open door that he passed. The very first door on his left was cracked open, and he deviated toward it and pushed it open. He peered into an area with a pool table, dartboards, and numerous TVs hooked up with gaming consoles, but no gorgeous and depraved redhead. So, he continued on.

The next few doors were all closed, and he would have considered knocking on them, in case Avril had shut hers for some reason, if not for the sound emerging from the upcoming door on his right. This door was wide open, and he could hear what he assumed was a news channel counting down the hours until the ball dropped in Times Square. Fainter but still audible, he listened to the familiar sound of rippling card stock as someone practiced their shuffling.

Progressing quietly, he didn’t announce himself. Instead, he peeked around the doorway.

He confirmed his theory about the news channel; among five TVs hanging from the wall behind a bar area on the left side of the room, the largest central one showed off a pair of news reporters standing amid Times Square. They were dressed like he, Avril, and Anna had been when they went sledding yesterday.

That part of the room didn’t keep his attention for long. Most of the space where they’d be playing belonged to a long oval table with a green felt surface. Upon this table, Liam identified four separate stacks of poker chips, which Avril had divided equally and spread across the table. The table was large enough for more than double the number of players she would have here today, and Avril had spread the stacks out enough that no one would have a competitor in the chair beside them.

That very woman still hadn’t noticed his arrival. Sitting at the midway spot on the table's far side, her head was down as she got some last-minute practice before her players began arriving. She had three unopened decks alongside the one she was currently practicing with, and he could see the concentration creasing her brow. Based on his judgment, she was more than practiced enough to keep things flowing smoothly.

After finishing her shuffle, Avril began tossing the cards out to the chip stacks and their invisible players. As she worked her way from left to right, she noticed him just before she would have flicked the fourth player their first card.

“God!” she exclaimed, starting. The fourth card escaped her grasp mid-flick, and it snapped through the air like a shuriken on its way off the table. “How long have you been there?!”

“Not too long,” Liam assured her. Entering the room, he approached the table and bent down to get the card she’d flung onto the ground. He placed it where it should have gone and smiled. “I told you I’d be coming a little early.”

Avril eyed him momentarily, but then she dropped her gaze and resumed practicing. She tossed out four more cards, giving each stack two. Under Liam’s watchful eye, she then “burned” the next card on the top of the deck, setting it aside for the rest of the hand. Afterward, she turned over the following three cards—the flop—face up.

“Yes, I’d like to raise,” Liam said, smiling.

“Shut up, you,” Avril said, burning another card and adding a fourth card—the turn—beside the first three.

“You’re doing great,” he said, which earned him a dark look.

“I know I am.”

One more burn occurred, and then Avril flipped over the fifth and final card—the river. From there, had she had her four players here, assuming there were still at least two players vying for the pot, it would have been time to reveal hands and see who had won the pot.

“You look great too,” Liam said.

Avril recalled the cards she’d dealt and shuffled the deck. She left it there as she stood up a moment later.

“I know that, too,” she said, walking around the table toward him.

“Just making sure,” he said, looking her up and down as she approached.

Compared to the other three women, who should all be attending in evening gowns suitable for a genuine casino, Avril had on a proper dealer’s uniform. Hair up in a ponytail, she wore black pants, a silver satin long-sleeved shirt, and a patterned gold vest over it. She even had on a black bowtie. It all fit her sublimely, not that he’d expected anything less. If she’d been a dealer in Vegas, just like she’d said once in the past, every man in the casino would have wanted to be a player at her table.

“You look good, too,” Avril said, running a hand down his shirt. “Anna did a good job picking these out.”

“Now that I’ve met her mother, I get how she became so fashion-conscious.”

Avril grinned and pushed herself into him. Their lips soon connected, and he set a hand on her side.

“I know what she’s wearing tonight if you want to try and buy a description out of me,” the seductive redhead purred.

“What about Tess and Victoria? Know what they’re wearing?”

Avril sniffed. “No. They both shut me down when I asked for pictures. But we both know you’ll have an unhinged jaw when they show up.”

“We’ll see,” he said, though they also knew he had little in the way of defense against any of the women who would arrive in the next half-hour. “If you had let me be the dealer, you could have made my jaw hit the floor, too.”

“You don’t want that,” Avril told him. “You really want to be a player tonight. Trust me.”

“I’d trust you more if you gave me a hint or two as to why.”

Smiling, Avril shook her head and ceased any complaints with another kiss. This time, Liam set both his hands on her hips. Her pants fit snugly against her shapely butt, and he confirmed that by wrapping his hands around her waist. Soon enough, his hands sank into her butt, and he propelled her off the floor and onto the table’s thick wooden rim. Their kiss intensified, and Liam almost started unbuttoning her vest.

“No, no,” Avril whispered, flicking him on the chest. “You’ll ruffle my clothes.”

“Would that be so bad?”

“Rein it in, baby,” Avril chuckled. “Think about the other prizes you might win tonight.”

“So, there will be prizes?”

“Obviously,” she snorted. “What kind of poker game doesn’t have stakes? And it’s not just you who could win something tonight. But you definitely want to take first place in as many rounds as you can.”

“I’m going to,” he said, caressing her jaw with his thumb. His eyes traveled a little lower, and a new smile reappeared. “Your neck looks all better, by the way. Can’t see anything left of the marks I made.”

“Oh, there’s still a little left of one, but I put a bit of concealer over it.”

“Maybe I can give you one or two more before the break ends?”

Avril’s verdant eyes glimmered, and she grinned. “Maybe. We’ll see how you do tonight.”

They’d assumed there would be time for more fun. Yet, as their mouths hovered closer, a sound paralyzed them both. At the same time, their ears perked up, and alarm flashed across their expressions. Hurriedly, Liam moved back, which allowed Avril to hop down from the table. She hastily smoothed her outfit, though he hadn’t done much to ruffle it.

Seconds later, the footsteps they’d heard on the marble floor out in the hall ended. He and Avril looked toward the second player to arrive, a person who had also shown up earlier than expected. She seemed mildly surprised that she hadn’t been the first player to arrive, at least so far as Liam could tell. With Victoria Moreno, it was always hard to guess how she truly felt about something.


Chapter Twenty-Nine

The Competitors

Holy fuck, Liam thought the moment he laid eyes on a woman so impossibly sexy that it nearly unraveled him on the spot. Refreshments. That was what the table was missing. Something to quench his throat after Victoria’s arrival completely parched it.

The bustiest woman of the four had elected to wear a bright teal evening dress, which vibrantly contrasted her olive complexion. A single strap passed over her left shoulder, and the dress clung tightly to her voluptuous body, especially around her midriff, where bands of green crossed diagonally up her torso like a rising whirlwind. Its tightness continued at her breasts, which were prominently displayed thanks to the dress’s low cut.

As was always the case—Avril had surmised correctly about his love of breasts in her video—Victoria’s unfathomably sexy breasts played a pivotal role in how rapidly the moisture evaporated from his throat. An incomparable sight burned itself like a sunspot into his memory. Compressed by her dress, her splendid breasts seemed almost ready to spill out of it if she were jostled. A wardrobe catastrophe for her but a miracle for him.

As she strode into the room, the sight of a single long, toned leg dropped his gaze. A single slit separated her dress’s skirt up past the midway point of her left thigh, and thanks to her choice of heels, she stood at his height tonight. Complementary to her dress and sheer, unbridled beauty, a pair of thin golden bands clinked together on her left wrist.

For a moment—for several moments—Liam was captivated. During those moments, an insatiable urge roared through his veins. Technically, he was already in a relationship with three of the most beautiful women on the planet. Some variety of one, at least. All things considered, it should have been impossible, comical even, for him to admit that he wasn’t satiated.

And yet, that was precisely how he felt. And during those few seconds, Liam desperately desired Victoria Moreno. A fourth woman. A woman who was Tess’s close friend and had nearly been Avril’s sister-in-law.

“You wanna roll that tongue back into your head?” Avril grunted beside him, forcing him back to reality. “Just rolled out the red carpet for her, didn’t you?”

Heat seared his face as he realized just how apparent his gawking had been. Next to him, Avril was staring at him with a mix of dryness and amusement. If anyone enjoyed watching him bumble about, it was her.

On the other hand, he couldn’t quite make out how Victoria felt about his social gaffe. On Christmas Eve, she’d intimated that being looked at didn’t upset her. In fact, she’d really only warned him about keeping himself from being caught staring by Avril, who they both knew would tease him mercilessly if the chance arose—just as it did now. But he felt like he’d done a little more than just look. He’d fantasized about her in a way that he hadn’t done before, and immediately after laying eyes on her.

“I put a lot of effort into my outfit for tonight,” Victoria calmly said, directing her words primarily to Avril. “It’s good to know that that effort was not wasted.”

“Uh huh,” their dealer said, folding her arms beneath her breasts, which were far more covered but also hard to hide. “So, you intentionally dressed up for someone half your age. Dang, Auntie, I didn’t know you had it in you.”

A flicker of displeasure, but only a flicker, soured Victoria’s icy blue stare. If Liam had any guess, it was due to Avril’s nickname for her, which she did not much like, not the playful accusation leveled at her.

“You are the one who set the stipulations for tonight,” the older woman reminded Avril. “Dress the part to play a Bond girl. So I have.”

“So you have,” Avril conceded. “You’re almost too sexy to be here, Auntie. When did you get that dress?”

“A few years ago.”

“Oh?” Avril said, interest piqued. “What were you doing a few years ago that warranted buying such a sexy dress?”

“Is that your business?” Victoria replied. She walked up to them and then by them. She’d been carrying a clutch in her right hand since she’d arrived, and she set it down on the table near one of the chip stacks. Apparently, she’d already decided which seat she would be sitting in when play began.

“Could be,” Avril said.

Victoria’s stared at her flatly. “It had nothing to do with your brother.”

“Just wanted to make sure,” Avril said, holding her hands up placatingly. “Even now, you’re still ‘the one who got away’ to him, so I just want to make sure you’ve never relapsed.”

Standing between the two women, he got the sense that he should be the one who volunteered to raid the kitchen and get some refreshments. As soon as he slid that suggestion into the room, he received approving nods from both women.

“By the way, you look very nice tonight, Liam,” Victoria said before he could escape the room. “Anna was the one who helped you select that outfit?”

“She did a little more than help out,” Liam admitted.

“She has a good eye.”

He nodded, smiling sheepishly. “Oh, and you also look really…” He searched for the right word, knowing the first several that came to mind might be too inappropriate to share. Naturally, as if she’d peered into his thoughts, Avril decided to announce a few possible options.

“Ridiculously sexy, way too gorgeous for words, hot as fuck?”

Victoria sighed exasperatedly and glared—oh, so that was what it looked like—at Avril, who survived unscathed behind an already-formed grin.

“I was going to say really beautiful,” Liam hastily said, hoping to stall any conflict until after he’d departed. “I can’t think of a Bond girl who could match up to you.”

“Smooth,” Avril snorted, shifting her grin toward him.

“Thank you, Liam,” Victoria said. “And we even have a Bond villain serving as our dealer.”

Avril immediately began twirling an invisible mustache. “Guess that makes you James Bond, then,” she told him. “Guess you get to have all the girls, huh?”

As color again threatened his composure, he beat a hasty getaway. Back in the hallway, he retraced his steps to the central intersection. From there, he turned left.

The kitchen and dining rooms he came upon matched the rest of the place’s ostentatiousness, and he fished through both refrigerators he located in the former for an armful of drinks. Once he had some bottled water, soda, and even two cans of lemonade in his clutches, he started heading back to what he hoped would be a peaceful room.

Before he made it back in time to see if that was the case, he came across another woman who was early to arrive for their game. He saw her just as he wrapped around to the intersection. Her head was down, looking at the directions on the card sitting on the central table. However, she noticed his presence before he could announce it.

Anna’s bright green eyes, not so far off from the color of Victoria’s dress, found him just as he was about to say hello. Immediately, an utterly radiant smile bounded over the table, impacting him dead center. His heart skipped a beat.

“Liam! You’re already here?”

He nodded and approached, setting the drinks down carefully on the table. “Victoria is too. I was getting us all some drinks.”

Anna nodded. “Let me help.”

As she began to circle the table toward him, his heart found another reason to skip a beat. And then it raced.

If Avril, Evelyn, or anyone else had helped her decide on the dress she now wore, he owed them his gratitude. If this had solely been Anna’s choice, then he was already thanking her with his undivided attention.

She wore a dress that was every bit as revealing as Victoria’s. In fact, it was more so. It began with the spaghetti straps on her slender shoulders, which was all that kept the alluring dress from collapsing to the floor. Her dress was black, completely covered in mesmerizing floral sequin patterns that glittered in the lighting of the overhead chandeliers, and it formed around her curvaceous silhouette marvelously. It had not one but two slits in the skirt, both mid-thigh level. It also plunged its neckline a few inches below her breasts and made sure that there was no shortage of cleavage confronting his approach.

“Wow,” Liam whispered. “You look great.”

“Thank you,” Anna said. She bit her lower lip, seeing in his expression that he thought far more than that she just looked “great.” She inhaled and scanned him. “You look really good, too.”

He smiled, and their bodies instinctively shortened the distance between them. “You’ve got an eye for it, apparently. You just don’t seem to run out of secret talents. Ice skating, fashion, soft lips.”

Anna’s eyes flashed with delight, and it was seconds later that they retread the topic of the last of those. The mesmerizing floral patterns on her dress had to play second fiddle to the captivating fullness of her lips. No matter what, he needed to taste them again.

Eager to aid him in his goal, Anna tilted her chin. Her eyes caught the light from the chandelier. For the time being, he forgot all about Avril and Victoria. Caught up in the throes of need, he kissed his fake girlfriend with as much passion as he’d imbued in any kiss before it.

As their lips tangled, their bodies shortened the scant amount of distance between them. Soon enough, Anna’s breasts contacted his chest, and her arms went up around his neck. His hands landed above her hips, where her figure flared into its valley. And yet an ache to send them either higher or lower surged through his arms. He battled with it, uncertain if Anna would want such a thing.

Her tongue invaded his mouth, and blood poured into his groin. She must have felt his erection swell against her stomach because he heard her inhale sharply. And… that was all. She didn’t pull back, she didn’t end their kiss, and she certainly didn’t stop lashing her tongue against his.

That was enough for some of Liam’s inhibitions to recede. His hands chose the opposite path than what they’d picked with Avril a little while ago. They climbed. Slowly but steadily, they advanced up her sides. Quickly enough, he discovered that her dress had no back, and only the slender crisscrossing straps kept him from touching every part of her smooth back.

Still, their kiss continued. As his hands glided over her skin, shifting under her dark hair where it curtained down her back, Anna leaned even further into him, smushing her breasts against his chest. A throaty moan rippled through his throat during the briefest of intermissions between their kiss. Anna beamed and threw her lips back onto his as it did so.

His hands shifted away from her back, passing under her arms. From her silken lips to her soft breasts to the excitement trembling through her alluring figure, it was as if she was designed to enthrall him. He couldn’t free his mind of the torrid desires running rampant within it.

As his hands found their way to the sides of Anna’s breasts, she inhaled sharply. At the same time, they both opened their eyes, though their lips remained linked. Was this too much for her? Was it unpleasant, unwanted? Liam froze the advance of his hands, desperately hoping he hadn’t gone too far.

That fear compounded numerous times as Anna broke off their kiss and loosened—but didn’t fully remove—her arms from his neck. Countless emotions swirled in a whirlpool within her eyes, and she swallowed. Her eyes broke from his, falling to where his hands currently rested.

Heat spilled over her fair complexion, and Liam hastily began to remove his hands. Yet, before he’d put more than a few inches between them and her body, she whispered, “It’s okay if you touch them a little.”

His hands froze indecisively in midair. He waited for her to lift her gaze before he asked, “Are you sure? I’m sorry if I moved too quickly; it’s totally okay if you’re not comfortable with me touching you like that.”

All the emotions he’d seen in her eyes, hesitance, uncertainty, excitement, desire, continued mingling like a family gathering on Thanksgiving, where every person had their personal political opinions they wished to voice loudly. Even as she nodded, the victor remained undecided.

“It’s okay.” She hastily shook her head. “I want you to.”

Liam’s body bellowed for him to seize the moment before she thought better of her offer and rescinded it. His heart, however, needed to be sure that Anna was okay with this. He didn’t want her to end up harried by regret minutes, hours, or even days from now.

“You’re sure?”

Anna nodded. “Yes.”

Hesitantly, he reciprocated her nod. “All right. But just let me know if it starts making you uncomfortable or anything, okay?”

“I will.”

Carefully, as though he were building a miniature ship inside of a bottle, he revoked the distance he’d put between her breasts and his hands. In the beginning, he made sure only to touch her over her dress. He remained adamant about ensuring she was okay with everything that happened.

She didn’t ask him to stop when his fingertips landed on her breasts. She shivered and inhaled as his palms tepidly pressed upon her breasts moments after, but she nodded again. Her eyes connected with his, and she nodded a third time.

Liam slowly brought his thumbs toward the dividing line between her dark dress and fair skin. For every centimeter they traversed, his heart rate added an additional beat a minute to its cycle. He could feel the same acceleration through his palms; Anna’s heart raced faster than even his did. Carefully approaching the boundary of her dress and skin, he loitered on the precipice of that divide. However, there was no overcoming primal instinct. Not after she nodded one final time.

His thumbs swapped from her dress to her cleavage, allowing him to feel Anna’s breasts for the first time. He didn’t stop moving his hands inward until he could massage soft circles with his thumbs over her bared skin, which caused Anna to shiver again. She breathed in, then out. Licking her lips, she shifted her mouth toward his.

While his hands stayed in motion upon her body, the two of them resumed their kiss. They’d reached a new step in their relationship, and there was no longer any reason to think of it as fake. As he continued working his hands softly over her breasts, he felt budding points stiffen underneath them.

Anna further pressed against him, compressing her breasts against his hands. Emboldened by her action, he began to knead them a bit more energetically. He was careful about his touch, doing everything he could to remain gentle and soft. And yet, not long after he’d begun to glide his fingertips over her heavy breasts, Anna shivered. Almost immediately afterward, her arms tightened around the back of his neck for support as her knees wobbled.

“You okay?” he asked, concerned.

“Y-Yes,” she answered. “They’re just a little sensitive.”

“In an alright way?”

Anna nodded. “I think so, yes. I’ll say if it stops feeling… nice.”

As he hurriedly began to understand, Anna’s breasts were far more sensitive than Avril's or Tess’s. Slowing his hands down slightly, Anna still responded with more shivers, more deep inhales, and more flutters of her eyelashes. It really did worry him at first, when he couldn’t be sure if these responses were out of pleasure or distress, and he almost asked if she was being honest about enjoying what he was doing. However, before he could do that, Anna sighed. Not a sad sigh, not a disgruntled sigh, but one of undulating pleasure. The kind he’d heard from other women, but only after spending far more time on their breasts than he had so far given to Anna’s.

She’s really sensitive, Liam noted, adding a bit more pressure to his thumbs to see if she’d respond positively. As far as he could tell, she did. So, he gave her a little more, and the stage where he’d just been softly caressing her gradually ended, replaced by one where he focused on just how much pleasure she might gain from his touch.

Anna’s shivering intensified, and her lower lip trembled. Her head dipped back, and his lips pursued her. He kissed her neck, then nipped at it, which elicited a throaty purr from the gorgeous woman. And yet… and yet…

“Do… you want to touch them a little more?” Anna asked, running her hands through his hair.

The answer was indubitably yes. However, it wasn’t just pleasure. He reminded himself of that as he pulled his lips away from her neck, staring into her eyes. Her lust and excitement might have surged within them during the past couple of minutes, but he could still see traces of hesitance sparkling like veins of gold in a stone. Just like with that, he knew which was the more important aspect of the whole.

“I definitely do,” he said; he’d have been lying if he said anything different. “But I think we should hold off doing too much more today.”

“Why?” Anna asked, eyebrows knitting together with worry. “Did I do something wrong?”

“No, absolutely not,” he quickly said. “Just put your hand on my neck and feel how quickly my pulse is racing. I’m enjoying this so much.”

“Then… why do you want to stop?”

For a plethora of reasons. For one, the hesitance she couldn’t fully conceal. For two, his own trepidation about how much further he might end up wanting to go if they kept going. And then third, which was the only answer he shared with her, there was where they were right now.

“We’re kind of standing out here in the middle of the hallway,” he said. “Avril or Victoria could wonder what’s taking me so long to get some drinks and come looking at any time. Or Tess could walk through that door back the way you came. We’re… a little out in the open right now.”

Anna looked around them, which allowed her to confirm that such a horrific discovery had not yet occurred. However, she didn’t seem satisfied with his answer.

“We could move somewhere else,” she whispered. “Somewhere more secluded.”

Something was off. He’d stopped massaging her breasts, and their kiss had ended so they could have this very conversation. So why was she still trembling so fiercely?

“I don’t think that’s what you actually want, Anna,” he said. “At least, that’s not what your body seems to be saying.”

A wave of scarlet ran amok across her features, so much so that it almost seemed like it might bleed into her eyes and mottle their unique green. “I’m okay with it, really. You don’t have to take things so slowly with me.”

His head tilted to one side. There’d been an emphasis there, which he didn’t think she’d meant to include. Yet, he’d definitely heard it.

“I don’t mind taking things slowly; I don’t even think we’re going all that slow to begin with. But I want us both to be comfortable about this, and it feels like you’re trying to push past what you’re comfortable with right now.”

He knew he’d hit the nail on the head when Anna’s gaze fell. The question that needed to be asked, however, was why? What was the rush?

“There’s no rush between us, right?” he asked, smiling softly. “I mean, we’re planning to see each other a lot this coming semester. Probably most of the weekends from now until summer, and then I’ll be back the whole time. Right?”

Anna wrung her hands together at her waist. “Yes, right. Of course. I would like that, at least. If you’d visit often.”

“And you’ll come visit me a couple of times? Like your mom said, there are some cool places around Perrymont I could show you. A few fun date spots.”

“I’d like that,” Anna said, lifting her gaze. “I really would.”

“Then there we go. See, there’s no rush? We’ll be spending months together, and we can take things at a pace that’ll be comfortable for us both.”

“All right,” Anna said, eyes shimmering with emotion. Among them was relief, which set his heart at ease. “Thank you, Liam. I’m sorry if I’m more hesitant than someone like Avril is.”

So, it was that, Liam thought. He shook his head, kept his smile warm, and effused it with his many positive feelings for Annabelle Royce. “She’s her, you’re you. And I like you a lot just how you are. I really like kissing you, too.”

Anna blushed fiercely but stopped wringing her hands. “One more before we go back?”

He grinned. “At least.”

Sharing the task of transporting the drinks back, they returned to the room where they had just one more player to wait for a few minutes later, following a few detours caused by far more than just one more kiss. Once along the way, imbuing a bit of Avril’s spirit into the act, he pressed one of the lemonade cans against her upper arm. She gasped at the chilliness and glared at him.

“Sorry, sorry,” he said, grinning.

However, as if to overcome at least one more inner hurdle, Anna dropped his jaw to the floor when she grabbed his wrist. From there, she pulled the chilly can and his knuckles across her collarbone. Shivering, she worked up the courage to lightly skim them downward to one of her breasts, if only for a moment. Still, it was enough to leave them both in such a state that they paused just a few steps from the open doorway. Inside the room, they could hear Avril and Victoria chatting.

Liam nodded toward Anna’s breasts, which drew her attention to the obvious arousal peeking through her dress. His was only slightly less apparent.

Anna had an easier time calming herself down than he did. Setting down the drinks, she breathed hot air into her hands, then covered her breasts. Closing her eyes, she breathed calmly, and when she removed her hands a minute later, she was back to being the prim and proper heiress everyone knew her as.

“A-Avril taught me that trick,” she quickly whispered, face flooded with color.

He only smiled and continued focusing on soothing his body’s excited state, which he accomplished by thinking of the most mundane things imaginable—the frozen food aisle at the grocery store and brushing his teeth. However, he would have to settle for having only mostly calmed his erection down by the time the chatter within the room shifted to what he’d initially feared. He heard Avril begin musing aloud about how long he’d been gone. She even suggested one of them might need to go looking for him. To deter that, after Anna hastily scooped up the drinks she’d set down, they announced themselves and appeared in the doorway.

Only then did he realize how pointless his original task had been.

Avril grinned. He frowned.


Chapter Thirty

Priceless

Upon entering the room, he didn’t find Avril and Victoria near the poker table. Instead, he found one of them on each side of the bar counter. Standing on the far side, their grinning dealer raised an empty cocktail glass in his direction. Liam almost considered lobbing one of the cans in his arms at her.

“You had drinks back there the whole time?”

“Alcoholic drinks, yeah.” Avril grinned, and then she noticed Anna entering behind him. “Hellooo, beautiful. Pick your poison. I’ve got a huge stock back here. I just finished making Victoria her margarita.”

The owner of said drink offered him a look of commiseration as he sighed. Sitting on one of the bar stools, still looking utterly stunning, Victoria did indeed have a mildly yellow margarita, complete with a salted rim and lime, in front of her. Nearer to Avril, an entire mixology kit had been rolled out onto the bar while he’d been gone. Beside it sat a glass of chilled limes and two bottles, one of tequila, one of Cointreau.

“But, sir, I’m sorry, but the bar will remain closed to you,” Avril said, batting her eyelashes as she affected a snobbish accent. “One of us has to be the designated driver, so the rest of us can teeter about like spinning tops at the night's end.”

“I don’t intend on drinking myself to such a state,” Victoria said.

“We’ll see if that plan survives the night,” Avril said. She beckoned him and Anna toward them. “But come on over. We’ve got one more beautiful lady to wait for before we can kick things off.”

After dumping all the drinks he’d obtained back when he’d assumed he needed to get five people enough drinks to keep their thirst sated for at least a couple of hours onto the counter, Liam popped open one of the lemonades as Avril prodded Anna until she finally asked for an Aperol Spritz. Avril grumbled under her breath about how boring of a drink it was but went digging behind the bar counter for the appropriate wine glass and ingredients. While that happened, he stuck the drinks—his drinks, he now knew—into one of a few minifridges he could now see behind the bar. They joined an abundance of potential beverages and ingredients meant to be chilled.

“You’ve got enough in here to host a party in every room,” Liam commented while crouched down.

“Yep, and everybody can take home whatever they like after we’re done here.”

“By the way, where is everyone else?” Anna asked. She’d sat down beside Victoria while she watched Avril create her drink.

“Isn’t it just Tess we’re missing?” Liam asked before Avril could answer her roommate.

“Yeah, we are,” Avril said. “But Anna’s asking about the whole building, not just here. And it’s only gonna be us; I rented the whole place out for tonight.”

“Avril…” Anna sighed.

The wealthy redhead grinned and finished stirring Anna’s spritz. “I don’t actually have orange slices for garnish; I can’t think of everything. Hope that’s okay.”

Anna looked down as Avril slid a creamy red-orange drink in front of her. “I’ll try not to let it affect my review too much.”

“It’s a hard knock life, being both the planner, the dealer, and the bartender. I hope you can understand.”

“I could help a little if you’d like,” a feminine voice called from the doorway. “I bartended part-time for about two years in college.”

Three heads swiveled toward the voice. Still crouched by the minifridge, Liam needed to rise before he could lay eyes on its owner. He was the last to get a good look at Tess because of it, though he was by far the most enthusiastic.

Tess smiled at all of them, though he knew when their eyes briefly met that she was mostly smiling because of his unraveling response to the mere sight of her. Thanks to the timing of her entrance, he was the furthest back, outside of anyone’s peripherals. That saved them both. Because at that moment, if anyone had looked at him, they would have realized just how in love with her he was. She was the only one with the opportunity to notice, and her smile grew rather than waned as she stepped further into the room.

She’d selected another blue satin dress. However, this one was cerulean, not royal blue. The straps holding it up were barely thicker than the ones on Anna’s dress, and Liam could appreciate all three women for selecting dresses that showed off so much skin. This flowed down Tess’s enviable body, shaping itself around every curve, doing everything in its power to ensure that no one doubted, not from any angle, not for even a second, that Tess didn’t possess an almost divine figure. The dress’s bodice plunged slightly lower than even Anna’s, and its midriff glittered with sequins in the form of blue ivy. And it had one more way of arresting the attention of anyone who dared look her way.

The dress had no slits, eschewing their popularity among her peers. Instead, beginning at the base of her curvaceous hips, the dress’s fabric was sheer along the sides. Only more patterns of ivy sequins, which spread down the sheer part of the dress, mildly obfuscated the ability to stare at her long, toned legs. It also came with a narrow tail just behind her right hip, a long tongue of cerulean that trailed behind her.

“Damn,” Avril said, the first of them to find her voice.

Anna shot a look at her friend, which briefly put him in danger of being noticed. However, she didn’t seem to pick up on his enamored stare. She turned her attention back to Tess.

“You look so beautiful, Tess,” Anna said.

“Thank you,” she said. “You look wonderful too. So do you, Victoria. You look even more gorgeous in it now than the last time you wore it.”

“That sounds like a story I need to hear,” Avril said.

“You do not,” Victoria said, barely granting the sister of her former fiancé a glance. “Is this the first time you’ve had a chance to wear this since you bought it?”

Liam finally managed to tear his gaze away from Tess’s gorgeous figure. The way Victoria had asked that question, it sounded like she remembered precisely when and why Tess had purchased it.

Just briefly, Tess’s joy cooled. She answered her colleague with a nod. “The chance to wear it back then never arose.” She reignited her smile. “Five years later, I can finally wear it, though. It’s a costly outfit just to have hanging in your closet for half a decade.”

“You look resplendent in it,” Victoria said.

“You both look handsome as well, Liam, Avril,” Tess said, reaching the bar and taking the seat adjacent to Anna. “I shouldn’t be surprised, of course, about either of you.”

“Was there ever any doubt?” Avril said. “Put me in an evening gown or a work uniform, and I’ll make it work.”

“Yes, but it’s the first time you’ve ever put on one of those things,” Victoria sniped.

“That is not true. I’ve… worked.”

She received dubious looks from all three other women. It bought Liam a bit more time to finish containing his visceral response to Tess’s arrival—to all of them, truly. A withered man in a desert stumbling upon an untapped oasis wouldn’t have been as happy as he now was.

“I think you all look fantastic,” Liam said, striding to Avril’s side. “Even you, Avril.”

“Even me?! What the hell?! I’m hot as fuck in this outfit.” She sniffed and made a show of tugging down her vest.

Anna sighed exasperatedly, but Tess smiled. “So, we’re all getting drinks before we play, or you were just waiting on me?”

“Bit of both, but you can get your drink now, and then we can all mosey on over to the playing table.”

Tess’s smile took on a rather Avril-like aspect as she leaned onto the bar. “How well stocked are you back there?”

“I can make anything your heart desires.”

“My heart desires a Vieux Carre, assuming you think you can make it well.”

Avril’s confidence plummeted faster than he’d ever seen. “That’s… vermouth, rye whiskey, cognac… and…?”

“Benedictine liqueur,” Tess said. “Add them all with some aromatic bitters into a mixing glass with ice. Stir until chilled, and pour into a glass with ice. I prefer cherries as my garnish, but a lemon wedge would be fine. It’s a tricky drink to make well. I have a second if you don’t think you can manage it.”

“Just watch me,” Avril said, already digging out appropriate bottles of the various ingredients. “Ashgrove Casino is up to any task, no matter how intentionally cruel its customers might be.”

Tess smiled. “Guilty as charged.”

However, Tess provided Avril some aid while she worked to hit the proper flavor balance between the many ingredients called for by the drink. In the meantime, sipping his lemonade, he, Anna, and Victoria made small talk. Around the time that Avril started straining the mixture into a short glass, Tess glanced at him.

“I take it you’ve volunteered to be our designated driver.”

“Chosen by decree more than volunteered, but yeah,” he said. “I’m the taxi for tonight.”

“What about you, Avril?” Victoria asked. “Are you making yourself a drink before we begin playing?”

“Sure, I will. Gotta get the customers first, though. I’ll sip a little something during the first game, see how it goes.”

“The first game?” Anna said.

“Well, yeah,” their dealer said. “There’re only four of you. Odds are high we’ll need multiple matches to keep us all here until the ball drops. More chances for you all to win points, too.”

“Points?” he and Tess said at the same time.

“I’ll explain when we’re all at the table,” Avril said, finishing Tess’s drink with her requested cherry. “Before that, let me know how this tastes.”

All eyes shifted to Tess’s hand as it gathered around the golden-brown cocktail before her. Bringing it to her lips, she sampled Avril’s first attempt at the apparently notoriously difficult-to-make drink.

“It’s good,” Tess said.

Yet, Avril frowned in the face of this uninformative compliment. “Yeah, but how good? You’d order-it-at-a-bar good, or you-don’t-want-to-hurt-my-feelings good?”

“Good for a first attempt and more than passable for sale,” Tess expanded. “It’s not the best one I’ve ever had, but I’m going to drink it all and be glad to do it.”

“Fine, I’ll take it,” Avril grunted. “You all go pick your seats. I’ll be over in a second.”

Avril’s selected drink would end up being a Vesper, which seemed like a fitting homage. However, Victoria and Tess raised their eyebrows once she finished putting away everything and carried herself and her drink to the table.

“What? I said I’m going to sip it.”

“You’d better,” Tess said, chuckling. “Otherwise, our dealer might be spilling cards everywhere whenever she tries to shuffle.”

Avril returned to the seat he’d found her in, on the far side of the table's width. If she was at midnight, then Victora was at three. Next came Anna, him, and Tess, who took the nine o’clock position. Once they’d settled into their seats, setting down drinks and attending to their respective chip stacks, their focus gravitated toward Avril.

“So, the rules?” Tess asked once Avril joined them at the table.

Avril nodded. “The rules.”


Chapter Thirty-One

Round One

My goal is for us to play at least three rounds tonight, all Texas Hold’em,” Avril began. “That’s how my points come into it. Winner gets a hundred points, second gets fifty, third twenty-five, and fourth gets one point. So, that’s a maximum of three hundred points and a minimum of three points, assuming we don’t end up speeding through these too quickly and throw in a fourth or fifth round.”

“And what will these points grant us at the end of the night?” Tess asked, bringing her glass to her lips.

“Well, another room full of prizes is just across the hall. You can use the points you accrue here to get things in there.”

“What kind of prizes?”

“It varies,” Avril said, picking up the practice deck she’d been using when he’d arrived. She forced it into retirement by placing it on the chair directly to her left, then grabbed an unopened deck. “Some are expensive, some are rare and hard to get, some are just things I think each of you would want. So, play your best tonight and reap the rewards.”

Her gaze passed over each of them as she outlined things, though Liam knew better than to take everything at face value—he was sure everyone at this table knew better. Each of them suspected there was still more, some subterfuge or sudden twist that would alter the game. Really, there not being a twist would have been the biggest twist of them all. He could almost see Avril going for that, just keeping them on edge all night, waiting for the shoe to drop, only for it to turn out that they’d simply played a few standard rounds of Texas Hold’em.

“What about the game itself?” Liam asked, tapping one of the three pillars of chips in front of him. They all had identical stacks: two black stacks and one red. Since they weren’t playing—thankfully—for real money, which had been one of Liam’s worries at the start of the night, the value of these chips only mattered during the actual game. “How much are these worth?”

“A hundred for black, two hundred for red.”

“And that’ll be our small and big blinds?”

“Correctamundo. And here’s our button. It’s all yours, Victoria.” Picking up a green chip from the same seat she’d set the practice deck, she tossed it over to the beautiful professor.

“What does that do?” Anna asked.

Undoing the seal on the unopened deck of cards, Avril stared at him when she answered. “Tsk, tsk, Liam. Weren’t you the one who filled her in on how Texas Hold’em is played? Forget this part?”

Promptly ignoring her jibe, he looked at Anna. “Since Avril’s our only dealer tonight, it’s just there to denote betting order—the person who has it bets last in every round after the initial round of betting, so having it is actually advantageous. Like the small and big blinds, the button rotates clockwise after each round, so you’ll have it next when I’ll be the small blind and Tess will be the big blind.”

As usual, Anna absorbed the information given to her like a sponge.

“Any other questions before we get started?” Avril asked, sliding the deck out of its stock womb into her hand.

“Yeah, is this a no-limit game?” he asked.

“Yep.”

He had filled Anna in on the different variations of betting that were allowed, so she didn’t need any explanation about what that term meant. Players could bet as high as they wanted from the get-go in a no-limit game. It was the most popular televised way to play, and while Avril began to show off her skills by shuffling the deck, he pondered his expectations for his competition.

Based on his minimal experience playing cards with them, Victoria was probably the next-best player at the table. Now that they were playing against one another, here was a chance for everyone to put on their best poker faces. Without needing to change a single thing about her natural expression, Victoria was already well-suited in that regard. Beyond that, Avril, who knew her best, was the dealer tonight, not one of her competitors. Thus, the task of parsing any subtle tells she might possess fell to him, Tess, and Anna tonight.

After Anna slid a black chip into the middle of the table, he followed suit by tossing in a red one. Once that occurred, Avril began sliding facedown cards to each of them, starting with the inscrutable woman on her left. Smooth as butter, each card glided into place in front of its owner. After delivering Tess her first card, she began anew with Victoria, going around until each of them had two cards in front of them.

“You’ll make sure she doesn’t pull anything on us, right?” Tess asked him.

“I told you, Ashgrove Casino is a reputable place,” Avril insisted. “Everything’s above board.”

Tess didn’t take her eyes off him. Likewise, Victoria and Anna waited for his response. Smiling, he nodded.

“I’ll make sure it’s a clean game.”

That satisfied his fellow players, who ignored their acerbic dealer’s complaints about a lack of trust. Withholding a chuckle, Liam dropped his eyes to the two facedown cards in front of them. Gathering them up, he concealed them with his left hand while peeking at the corners with his right.

A Jack and Ten of Hearts waved hello at him. Keeping his expression neutral, knowing that he had an incredibly strong hand for the pre-flop betting, he lifted his eyes. Tess and Anna were both still looking at their cards, but he found Victoria already in the same process as him. Scouting her opponents, searching for tells. Their eyes naturally met, and Liam gained nothing from the savagely chilly blue depths he stared into.

Tess blinked and dropped the corners of her cards. Anna dropped hers after she’d already begun looking around at the rest of them. For a few moments, suspicion and deception ran rampant within the room.

Eventually, the room’s attention gathered upon Tess. As the player next in rotation from the big blind, which was him on this turn, she was the first person to bet during the pre-flop. She could check, raise, or fold, and depending on her choice, it could potentially tell him a lot about her skill level.

“Never limp,” his uncle had told him years ago. In fact, it’d been one of the first lessons he’d ever received from a man who knew more about cards than almost anyone in the world. Like most things, there was more nuance to it, but the idea was generally sound.

Checking the big blind, or “limping in,” was one of the premier ways to spot an amateur, or just a bad player. Most of the time, players who limped in the pre-flop had already revealed how marginal their hands were. More often than not, those players also preferred to wait for their “winning hand” to slide in front of them before they raised, which immediately gave away those pocket aces they’d been waiting on for the past ten hands.

Aggressive poker was winning poker. If there was one general rule to know, it was that one.

“I’ll raise,” Tess said, collecting six black chips—three times the big blind—from one of her stacks. They clattered on the table as she tossed them into the pot.

Noted, Liam thought, letting his attention linger on Tess for a few seconds. So, he would have some decent competition tonight, at least.

The room’s focus jumped from one end of the table to the other. Before it had any time to settle, Victoria said, “Fold,” and pushed her two cards away.

Anna wasn’t as quick to make her decision as her predecessor. She glanced between him and Tess, rechecked her cards, and ultimately called Tess’s raise. Six more black chips joined the pot. They’d be the final black chips to enter the pot during this betting round.

“Raise, eighteen hundred,” Liam said, picking up nine red chips as quickly as Victoria had folded. He noticed Anna’s eyes widen as he scattered them into the rest of the messy pile of red chips. Tess did a much better job of withholding her emotions, though a slight frown still wriggled its way onto her face.

“I’ll call,” she eventually said, moving six red chips into the pot.

Anna didn’t need as long this time as she had a few moments ago, quickly folding. That left just him and Tess. Avril embraced her amusement as neighbors-become-lovers squared off in the first round of play, grinning from ear to ear. She burned the top card of the deck, then flipped three cards onto the table.

Hello, hello, he thought, giving more of his attention to the Jack of Spades and the Eight of Clubs than the Three of Diamonds.

He now had a pair—a strong pair—and his opportunity for a straight remained decent. Now that the pre-flop was over, the betting would continue to go to the person in play directly to the left of the dealer button. Since Anna was out, that meant him.

“I’ll raise another six hundred,” he said, staring at Tess. He was prepared to fleece her mercilessly if she stayed in the round.

She met his gaze, scrutinizing him for any signs that he was bluffing. He knew he didn’t allow her any; she’d have to rely on her intuition.

After several seconds, Tess sighed. No more chips reached the center of the table. Instead, she shoved away her cards.

“I fold.”

Liam grinned, which earned him a sour look from the beautiful woman he’d just scared off.

“You’re a very different man when it comes to cards,” she said. It was something he’d heard from multiple of the women at this table in the past. “A very mean man.”

“Isn’t he, though?” Avril said, leaving him to collect his winnings while she collected everyone’s cards.

“We don’t get to see who had what after the round ends?” Anna asked as everyone’s cards were sucked back into the deck.

“Not unless the person wants to show what they had,” Avril said. “Just like how it’s done in Vegas. Hard to know if you really lost or you were bluffed.”

Liam reached for his winnings, most of which were his, though he’d already taken a hefty chunk out of Tess’s stack. As he gathered and sorted them, Avril shuffled. Once the button shifted to Anna, he dropped his small blind bet. Tess did the same for the big blind, and the next round began.

His ended rather quickly, as he had no interest in spending more time with his off-suited queen and three than he had to. He folded immediately, then became a spectator, though that didn’t stop him from scanning for subtle tells among the three remaining players, all of whom lasted until after the flop. Humorously, it almost seemed like they were emboldened to try their hand at winning now that he’d removed himself from contention.

Victoria took the round with a pair of queens, ousting Tess’s two nines. It would be a common enough sight on the turns where he folded. Victoria was his chief competition tonight, and she would be his final hurdle at the end of their first round of play.

About forty-five minutes after he’d taken the first hand of the game, he looked to take the whole game. Steadily, he’d accrued more and more chips, and he made the first kill of the night when Tess tried to fight back from the brink with a pair of jacks. Unfortunately for her, he’d seen a pair of threes end up before him, and the flop had added one more. From there, he’d let Tess dictate the betting until the very end, only for him to suddenly raise big. Caught between a bullet to the back or a knife to the front, she’d grimaced at the situation he’d placed her in. Either she limped away from a hand she’d thought would be her chance to recoup her losses, which would leave her with barely enough to account for her upcoming blinds, or she dumped the rest of her chips into the pot and hoped whatever she had was enough to overcome the trap he’d laid for her.

“All-in,” she’d said, pushing her meager amount of chips into the pot.

Their dealer had nodded at them both. “Flip ‘em.”

“Two queens,” Tess had sighed, already appearing aware of her doomed fate.

“Three threes,” he’d said right after, avoiding drawing out things.

“First one out is Tess Williams,” Avril had said as he collected his winnings. “One point for you for this round.”

“I feel violated,” Tess said, grumpily scooping up her drink. “I know I’m not a card shark or anything, but I’d hoped to avoid being the very first person to go out. I suppose I’ll have to seek my redemption next round.”

The next round wasn’t far off. Victoria ended up eliminating Anna not long after he’d removed Tess from contention, and the woman on his left provided the woman on his right a commiserating smile. With them both ousted from the round, they decided to refill their drinks. As Tess showed off the skills she’d acquired during those two years of bartending, he looked toward Victoria.

So far, he’d yet to figure out any of her tells. Tess tended to immediately glance at her chips whenever she liked a flop, which gave away the fact that she was considering raising the pot. On the other hand, Anna regularly showed uncertainty when it was her turn to interact with the pot. She was a bit quicker when she had a good hand, but she delayed a little too long when she wasn’t certain if she liked her chances. He could almost see the computations whirring behind her eyes during those times.

Conversely, Victoria flowed through the motions of the game so smoothly that it was almost entrancing. She never handled her drink or chips absentmindedly, which was a common enough mistake to make. Nor did she ever deviate from calm, collected neutrality when betting. He’d never once seen a glimmer of satisfaction or frustration in her eyes when she’d peered down at her starting hand, either.

Noticing his attention, Victoria met his gaze. A stare-down with her was like goading the outlaw Wild Bill into a duel at high noon. There really wasn’t much to be gained and plenty to lose.

Everyone had tells, even her. He just hadn’t discovered what they were yet. He had tells too, of course, though he didn’t know what they were. His uncle had ironed out his bad habit of tapping the table when he had a good hand and was impatient for the betting to get back to him long ago. A few years ago, he’d noticed that he’d been trying too hard to intimidate his opponents with long stares, which had seen them folding early and often, causing him to lose chances to rope them in for more significant gains when he had good hands.

“If you’re thinking it’ll be simple to knock me out, you’re bound for disappointment,” the gorgeous woman said.

“Trust me, I don’t,” he said, smiling and shaking his head. “When it comes to you, I don’t think anything is simple or easy.”

“I’ll drink to that,” Avril snorted, lifting her glass.

“Hear, hear,” Tess agreed from the bar counter.

Victoria sent both women her signature not-a-glare glare. Avril chortled and began shuffling the deck for the next round of play.

“Blinds are doubled now, by the way,” she said. “Don’t want to keep half the table chewing on ice for the next thirty minutes and all.”

Liam nodded and tossed in two red chips. Victoria followed suit with a black pair. Avril went through the motions of doling out their cards as Tess and Anna, their drinks refilled, rejoined them at the table. The first round’s victor would be decided before ten minutes had passed.

By the time Victoria had knocked out Anna, he’d owned about seventy percent of the chips. Even with the increased size of the blinds, he had a lot of flexibility with how he wanted to approach this final leg of the game. Victoria, on the other hand, did not have such a luxury to lean on.

She won more hands than he did, though he folded a little more liberally than he had when there were multiple opponents to contend with. However, he didn’t give up on his “aggressive poker” dogma, especially when he had the big blind or a workable hand. Slowly but surely, he whittled away at her thirty percent. At around the time that he’d cut her winnings in half, Victoria sighed.

“It sucks to feel this powerless, doesn’t it?” Tess commented, smiling at her fellow professor.

“It’s a feeling I’m unused to, at the very least,” Victoria replied.

“I’m certainly enjoying seeing you lose,” Avril said. “But I would like it if you fight back and stop Liam from winning.”

“You know, you’re supposed to be unbiased,” he said, which caused the redhead to grin unapologetically.

“She’s entirely unfamiliar with that word,” Victoria said, glancing at the cards Avril dealt as their next round began.

Off-suited or not, Liam was more than willing to play aggressively with the ace and queen he peered at. There were only so many more papercuts Victoria’s dwindling supply of chips could handle before it collapsed from blood loss. Everyone at the table knew that, though only one of them knew that this might be the game's final round.

She made sure they all realized it sooner than later.

“Raise,” Victoria said, adding almost half of her remaining chips to the pot.

He wasted only a few seconds mulling things over before he pulled a handful of red chips off one of the now three stacks he possessed and tossed them into the pile. After burning the top card, Avril turned over the flop.

A Four of Diamonds, a Nine of Hearts, and… an Ace of Spades. From the outset, even if her mind remained as difficult to get into as Fort Knox, he’d had a sneaking suspicion that he hadn’t been the only one of them to see an Ace in their opening hand. Any real doubt about that vanished as Victoria calmly placed her hands behind her small stack of remaining chips and shoved them toward the middle of the table.

“All-in.”

The eyes of every other woman at the table, Avril included, widened. Just like that, only one person had any chips left in front of them. It could all end here. However, while everyone else reacted to Victoria’s gambit, Liam considered the possibilities.

It could have been a bluff, of course. Compared to the two women who had already been vanquished, he thought she’d already stretched an inch of yarn into a mile a couple of times, especially against Tess, who seemed as wary of her colleague as she was of him. If one thing had hobbled her more than anything else this round, it was her hesitance to swim with the sharks. Victoria had taken advantage of that fact a few times, he suspected. He knew he had.

But no, it was an ace. He was sure of it. There were fifty-two cards to a deck, and seven of them were currently in play. Three of those were aces. There was also that tiny chance she’d landed a pair of aces from the outset. If that ended up being the case, he’d wince at his misfortune and fight his way back from a solid but non-fatal blow to his stack. But he didn’t intend to play around that meager possibility.

She had an ace, and he had an ace. However, he also had a queen. Without the other ace, one of the three remaining queens, or one of the four kings in the deck as her second card, he’d take it if she didn’t end up with a second pair somehow. A straight, unlikely as it was, wouldn’t do anything but split the pot; he’d have a straight in any combination where she also did, assuming he was right about her holding an ace.

Liam liked these odds. He also liked the idea of keeping the game moving quickly and energetically. While he might enjoy studying the players on TV as they mulled over all the possibilities and probabilities, he knew that wasn’t exactly conducive with an exciting time for most players.

“Call.”

He plucked and tossed the necessary amount of chips into the pot. A little more than thirty percent of the available chips mingled in the center of the table. For Victoria, a much-needed victory, one that might potentially pave the beginning of her comeback. For him, the beginning of his path to a three-peat.

“Show what you’ve got,” Avril said.

Liam turned over his ace and queen, finally seeing something akin to dejection in Victoria’s eyes. Wearing that defeated expression, she revealed her cards: an Ace of Hearts and a Ten of Spades.

“Looking for that ten,” Liam said.

“Hoping for that to happen is similar to when my students think they can just cram study the night before finals and still get a good grade,” Victoria said dryly.

“Well, let’s see if the result will be the same!” Avril sang, burning one card and then turning over another.

The pitiful Two of Diamonds that appeared on the turn brought a sigh to Victoria’s lips. The Seven of Spades that followed it ensured that there would be no drama present at the end of the first game of the night.


Chapter Thirty-Two

Chasing a Streak

They had a brief recess before the beginning of the second round, mainly so he and Victoria could renew their refreshments. While Victoria corralled Avril into making her another drink, Liam simply needed to collect himself a new drink—just a bottle of water for this round. As she’d said she would, Avril had only sipped her Vesper, and she adroitly put together Victoria’s subsequent drink request. The beautiful pair returned to the table quickly enough, allowing the second round to begin.

“You’re not going to ease up on us, are you?” Tess asked as he sat down. She and Anna were in the process of recreating everyone’s starting chip stacks, and he joined the process.

Twisting the cap off his water, he shook his head while hydrating. “Absolutely not. My goal is to win all three rounds.”

Tess smiled and looked toward the raven-haired woman on his right. “I get the feeling that he doesn’t really see the two of us as true competition.”

“Unfortunately, I don’t think I played well enough last round to be offended if that’s how he does feel,” Anna said.

“You did better than I did, at least.”

“I placed better than you did. I don’t think I played better than anyone.”

“I thought you both played pretty well,” Liam said honestly. Unbefittingly, his compassion earned him a couple of flat stares.

“I never felt good on a single hand against you,” Tess said. “I was queasy every time you touched your chips, even if you only called.”

“I’m not that good,” he assured both women. “There is totally a world where I end up making a bad gamble or two, run a bad string of luck, and fade out in fourth.”

“In how many scenarios out of a hundred do you suppose that happens?” Tess scoffed.

He shrugged and remained honest. “A few.”

“I think I agree with what you said,” Anna told Tess. “Victoria’s the only one he sees as competition.”

“I’m the only one who isn’t playing frightened of him,” the voluptuous brunette said as she glided behind him and Anna on her way back to her seat, new drink in hand. “He was far too comfortable last round. We’re allowing him to dictate the pace, and he’s wringing us dry because he knows he can get away with murder every half-decent hand he gets. If that doesn’t change, these next two rounds will look a lot like the first.”

“That’s probably true,” Anna said, sighing. “I’ll try and do better this round.”

“So shall I,” Tess said.

“A little more aggression could go a long way for you both,” he said. “That’s the biggest thing I noticed. Victoria was right about me getting to have my run of things last round. I don’t plan to swap strategies now, so you’ve all got a chance to adapt to the temperature of the table. That’s the benefit of playing multiple rounds.”

“And that’s why I planned for us to have at least three,” Avril said, returning to her seat. “I don’t want to watch reruns; I want something new! So, one of you hurry up and beat Liam back into being all docile and humble.”

“Rude,” he grunted, stealing one of Avril’s favorite retorts.

The sultry redhead grinned, sipped more of her drink, and reached for one of the unopened decks on the table. After the last round had ended, she’d removed the deck they’d used from the table. Now, with everyone having their stack of red chips and two stacks of black chips back in front of them, she popped open their deck for this round. As she shuffled it, he found nothing wrong with it, not that he genuinely believed she intended to cheat in such a way.

In fact, he’d seriously started to consider that the amusing twist of the night was simply that Avril Knight wasn’t planning on a twist. It’d certainly be unexpected, though that didn’t stop everyone from watching her like a hawk. He wasn’t alone in staring intently at her as she shuffled the new deck. It’d be fitting and somehow still in character if she threw her hands up at the end of the night and yelled, “Surprise! No surprise was the surprise!”

She finished shuffling. Blinds went in, cards went out, and the second round began. It was the first time he needed to go all-in in the night.


Chapter Thirty-Three

Either the Moon or the Sea

Victoria’s mouth flattened, Tess clicked her teeth together in frustration, Anna sighed, and Avril groaned. These four responses occurred almost simultaneously because of one single event. For their pain, Liam withheld any outward show of triumph. As the four women saw their collective dream crumble like sand between their fingertips, he quietly collected his winnings—and removed himself from the brink of elimination.

All this, and the round hadn’t been going for even twenty minutes yet. His bad luck, however, had begun in the first minute of play. Not that kind of bad luck that sidelined him to watching everyone else jockey for the pot while he continuously folded, but the kind where he was constantly flirting with victory, only to have the most absurd circumstances force him to watch someone else drag the pot their way.

Kicking things off, he‘d intended to leap out of the gates with a decisive victory. He’d started things with a suited nine and seven, and in his late position, he’d matched Victoria’s raise so he could stay in long enough to see the flop at least. When another nine and another seven joined a queen on the flop, he’d happily jousted with the gorgeous woman, looking to transition his hot streak from the previous round into this one. The pot had continued to swell, as did the eyes of their spectators. In his mind, Victoria’s aggressive play was entirely to prove to everyone at the table that she wasn’t planning on playing any tighter just because of the painful defeat she’d suffered last time. Liam could appreciate that.

What he couldn’t appreciate—or anticipate—was a king on the turn and then a queen on the river.

Come on, he internally groaned as Victoria raised again. The pot already contained dozens of chips, and there was no doubt it’d swell even more if he met her final raise. It was the first time that night he showed visible frustration, and much of it was because of his continuing inability to read Victoria Moreno. Was she bluffing? He had no idea. But he knew how he’d feel if he sank even more chips into the black hole. And so, he flicked his cards away in self-disgust.

The first of something else happened immediately after. With her icy blue eyes perforating his heart, Victoria twisted the dagger. She showed her cards to the table before sliding them back to Avril.

“That’s messed up.” He knew from the writhing in his gut that he’d be seeing her Ace of Hearts and Jack of Spades in his nightmares for weeks to come.

“What did you have?” she asked, tilting her eyes toward his facedown cards.

“Who knows?” he said, which brought a rare smile to Victoria’s face.

“Better than what I had,” she theorized.

“Maybe, maybe not.” It was all he would say.

His luck did not improve. Victoria continued to test her mettle against him, and she usually found the late cards she needed to force him to fold or take the hand when he dared to stay in. Consequently, Tess absorbed some of her colleague’s boldness and chipped away at his dwindling chip supply. Even Anna carved away some of his flesh when she took a large pot with the first flush of the night.

And that was how they ended up at the moment he knew they’d all been secretly hoping for. A moment when he had the smallest pile of chips at the table. A moment where he knew he needed to swim among the feasting sharks for his own bite of flesh or else submit to waiting until he starved.

“Raise, eight hundred,” he said, depositing a smattering of chips into the pot following the flop, which consisted of a Four of Spades, a Jack of Diamonds, and a Six of Clubs.

Not that any of that mattered to him. He had pocket rockets, and he was ready to ride them to the moon or crash down somewhere in the sea.

Tess had the dealer button, and Anna had folded before the flop. As the decision to swim in crimson water and find out if it was food coloring or blood pulled Tess’s mouth to one side, he redirected his attention toward Victoria. She’d already raised following the flop, and now she would need to ante up further if she wanted to stay in.

He’d have said it wasn’t personal, but… it was a little personal. As their eyes connected, Victoria’s small smile showed her approval of his actions.

“I’ll call,” Tess said, dumping chips into the pot.

“So will I,” Victoria said.

The second four, this one of Hearts, that appeared on the turn didn’t alter Liam’s plan in the slightest. All the while, he maintained eye contact with Victoria. She broke it only briefly, glancing at her cards, then the four community cards, and then at her stack of chips.

“Check,” she said.

“Raise, one thousand,” he fired off barely a millisecond after she tapped the table.

Tess sighed loudly and folded.

“Back to you,” he told Victoria.

“I’m aware,” the stunning professor said. She tapped her nails next to her chips, mulling over her decision. “I’ll check.”

Liam let his peripherals track Avril’s movements. She burned one more card, pursed her lips, and dropped an Ace of Diamonds alongside the other four community cards. His blood zoomed through his veins nearly as quickly as it had when he’d gazed at all the beautiful women in their stunning dresses. He saw a shining gate before him, and his name hung in golden lettering above it.

“Check,” Victoria said.

“All-in.”

“Call.”

She echoed the act of shoving chips into the center of the table barely a few seconds after him. But while he thrust everything he had into the pot, she only invested most of the lead she’d accrued during the first portion of the round, all for the chance to slam the door shut on him. Fourth place, for him? It’d be a coup, indeed, and one he knew he’d hear about for an eternity, even from people other than Avril.

“Wow,” Anna said breathlessly, staring at the empty spot in front of him more than the pile of chips, which waited to learn who would look after them after the hand was decided.

Grinning ear to ear, Avril practically bounced in her seat. “Come on, Victoria. Do this one thing for me. Pleaseee.”

“You are so grossly biased,” he growled.

The emerald-eyed beauty didn’t so much as bat an eye. “Can’t help it. I’m here for the drama, and you getting last in one of these rounds would make my year before it’s even started.”

“So, then, does this full house ruin your whole next year before it’s even started?” he asked as he flipped over his pocket aces.

“It certainly ruins mine,” Victoria said, mouth flat as she turned over a six and a four—her own full house, but not as opulent as the one he’d made from three aces and two fours.

As Victoria’s mouth flattened, Tess clicked her teeth together in frustration, Anna sighed, and Avril groaned. All at the same time.


Chapter Thirty-Four

The Knightly Twist

After Victoria tried but ultimately failed to brand him with fourth place, he never came close to the revolting placing again. As if he’d reached the low point of the swinging pendulum, there was nowhere for him to go but up. He stormed ahead, taking no prisoners, swapping from the poorest player to the richest in no time at all. He was as unstoppable as a hurricane for the rest of the round.

Victoria’s stack never recovered from her valiant effort to unseat him. Unfortunately for her, she ended up in the placing she’d hoped to pin on him. Anna took third, Tess took second, and he positioned himself for a chance to win three in a row. He knew how infuriating it must have been for the rest of the table. It must have felt as though their one chance to beat him had slipped through their grasp by the scantest amount of luck.

And they would be right. That was poker. Its nature could be a capricious and infuriating thing.

“I am disgusted,” Avril said as he defeated Tess and secured his second first-place finish. “Utterly disgusted.”

“There probably won’t be another hand like that,” he said, looking at Victoria. “If we were in a televised game, it’d be shown a dozen times in the highlights.”

“I could do without having my loss be immortalized like that,” Victoria said, softly smiling. However, it then froze in place. She wasn’t the first member of the table to swivel their head toward their dealer, though her expression was the sternest.

“What?” she asked, batting her eyelashes innocently, even though she knew full well why what Victoria had said had made her the center of attention.

“You’re not filming or recording us somehow, are you?” Anna said.

“No, so all of you chill out,” the sultry woman said, dismissing their concerns with a wave of her hand. “The game’s just for us. Promise. Besides, with how easily Liam’s been wiping the floor with the lot of you, I don’t think any of you three would want to relive things.”

“I nearly took fourth place this round,” he protested, finding himself in the unusual situation of defending his opponents from the game’s dealer. At the very least, he hoped everyone was having an okay time. A good time could rapidly descend into a miserable time when all you did was lose, especially if you felt helpless about your chances to change that.

“There’s only one more chance to dethrone him,” Avril announced. “Or he’s going to have bragging rights for months.”

“It isn’t as though this is an unexpected outcome,” Tess said. “We’re up against someone far above our skill levels. So long as we’re all having fun, that’s what matters. We’ve all dressed up, got nice drinks, and got nice company.”

“I’m enjoying myself,” Anna said. “Though I’d like to do a bit better than third, at least once.”

“There’s nowhere for me to go but up,” Victoria pointed out.

“See, everyone’s having a good time at your party, Avril?” Tess said, staring at her with an unspoken meaning that Liam detected but could not decrypt. “Isn’t that what matters?”

Avril held her hands up. “You’re right, you’re right. As long as we’re all having a good time, that’s all I care about.”

Liar, Liam thought. Based on the subtle upward curve of lips from the rest of her player base, he knew he wasn’t alone in that thought.

At around eleven-twenty, they took their final recess of the night. Limbs were stretched, some snacks were pilfered from the kitchen area, restroom breaks were visited, and Tess and Avril each attempted to make the other’s drink better than before. Anna and Victoria had retired from alcoholic beverages, joining him in appreciating the other options behind the bar. They all absentmindedly watched the news, more so for the countdown in the top right than the actual programming. They’d likely still be in their final round of play when the new year kicked over.

Just don’t let me find out this was all a modern-day Cinderella reenactment, Liam thought. He had far too many hopes for what the new year would bring to survive a return to how things had been before this winter break. Many “first of the years,” but also many “first of his life” events still awaited him. Forward, not backward. Full steam ahead. It was the only direction he was interested in.

Once they reconvened at the table and stacked their chips in front of them, and once Avril opened the final sealed deck of the night, she placed it on the table. The unexpected delay piqued eyebrows and raised wariness levels across the table.

“Before we get started, this final round has a special rule. Just wanted to let you all know that in advance.”

“What rule?” Anna asked.

“You’ll find out when it comes up.”

“What kind of rule?” Victoria said, eyeing the younger woman adamantly.

“A fun kind. A bit of a truth-speaking rule, if you’re going to twist my arm and make me give a hint. It’ll allow people to stay in the game when they’d otherwise be out. So, we can just say that this third round is more about us having fun.”

Tess didn’t seem particularly amused as Avril smiled coquettishly at her. Liam and Anna conveyed the same thought with a shared look. There it was. The twist. A matter of when, not if. They’d all known it had to have happened.

“Honestly, the fact that we managed to get two proper rounds of play in is astonishing enough,” Tess said. “I’m all right giving one round to Avril. She did put all this together for us.”

Tess’s endorsement proved enough to sway the room. One by one, they all agreed to give things a try. The redhead with a penchant for troublemaking beamed at them, and that was enough for Liam to forgive her for whatever prickly situation she was bound to drop him into at some point.

“This’ll be a speed round too,” Avril added, card stock thudding against card stock as she shuffled. “No more small blinds or big blinds. Everyone must ante up two hundred at the start of each hand, no matter what.”

“Sounds like we’ll all be falling prey to your new rule quite often, then,” Liam noted, tossing his two hundred in with the others.

“Exactly!” Avril beamed, beginning to dole out cards.

As had plainly been her aim, the next round involved far more activity than its predecessors. Mathematically, folding immediately when you had weak hole cards was still probably the optimal decision, but who wanted to sit out and just watch the potential bloodbath unfold? Most of them tried to hang in at least until they saw the three community cards before bowing out, and Liam was no contrarian. Even if it wasn’t the best way to get his threepeat, it was the most fun way to play this final round. Besides, he might still win, which might very possibly inflict Avril with an aneurysm.

The game was messy, chaotic, and tumultuous. Tess ended up running a straight after starting with a two and a five, a hand no one in their right mind would have ever stuck with in a standard game, big blind or not. Victoria, in a hand where all four of them stayed in the entire time, managed to beat Anna’s flush with one of her own, all because of her ace high card. She exhaled afterward, relieved that at least that hand had gone her way. It probably still didn’t make up for what had happened in the last round.

It was a wild time, and Victoria reneged on being done with alcohol. While she made herself a simple margarita, which allowed the rest of them to continue playing, effervescent conversation flowed among them all.

“Wow, I lost that?”

“I won’t let you get me like that again.”

“I knew I should have folded there. Ugh!”

Playful glares were nearly as common as ebullient grins throughout the game, and the latter was particularly prevalent whenever he lost a hand to some last-second nonsense. Realizing just how much the four women enjoyed it when he hung in and suffered a biting defeat due to insane luck on the river, he further loosened his playstyle. For the rest of the night, he holstered most of his stratagems, focusing more on making the game exciting than winning.

Nevertheless, that didn’t mean he suddenly forgot how to play or wasn’t still the most significant threat at the table. As Victoria, looking surprisingly self-contented as she sipped from her drink, soon found out. By way of a pair of queens, he made her the first to run out of chips.

So, expectedly, everyone looked toward the dealer.

Straightening in her chair, Avril steepled her fingers. “Somehow, it’s extra fitting for you to be the first one.”

“Because I’m the one who needs to restrain you when you go too far?” the older woman asked. Her slim smile grew as Avril shrugged. Her eyes weren’t quite so piercing as usual, affected at least in some minor way by the haze of tipsiness. She’d smiled more in this round than the previous two combined.

“Maybe,” Avril said, answering a smile with a smile. “Let’s all have a little bit of fun, now. The rules are really simple. Whenever anyone goes out, they can answer a question of mine. If they do, they get to take half the pot—and keep playing. That’s all.”

“Oh, is that all?” he, the hand winner, groused.

“That’s all,” Avril repeated, grinning at him. “It’ll work out for you once or twice, too, so don’t pout. Share some of your winnings with Victoria so she can keep playing.”

“What happens if you can’t—or won’t—answer the question?”

With Avril being the questioner, they all knew the latter was more likely than the former.

“Then you are done. And I’m going to ramp up the questions’… spiciness, so don’t think you can just keep going out and expecting to come back in so easily. The first one will be a softball, though.”

Looks were shared, and shoulders were shrugged. This was what they’d signed up for, so they might as well see how soft this “softball” would be.

“Very well,” Victoria said tolerantly. “Go ahead.”

“When’s the last time you got drunk?” her one-time almost-in-law asked. “And not tipsy, but totally drunk. Teetering queasily with every step drunk.”

“Anything we share here is kept between us.” No squiggle stood above the dot at the end of Victoria’s punctuation; she was demanding, not asking. And even though she’d broadly addressed the room, her focus remained on the person she knew best in the room.

“For our eyes and ears only,” Avril agreed, nodding.

“Then not too long ago,” the olive-skinned professor said. “During the blizzard. I couldn’t go anywhere for days, and I ended up drinking more than I’d realized on one of those nights.”

“Aww, that’s kind of sad,” Avril said. “I was hoping for juicy, not depressing.”

“It was neither of those things,” Victoria declared. “I simply drank more than I had intended. I had been watching a couple of movies on my couch, and when I stood up, I realized I’d overdone it.”

“And back down on the couch you went?” Avril surmised, raising an eyebrow.

“Something like that.”

“I guess you are the only one who doesn’t have someone else in this room to share the misery with, huh? Anna and I live together, and Liam and Tess are just a door away. You should come live by one of us.”

“I like my home very much, thank you,” Victoria said.

“Yeah, but it’s so far away. I always hate driving to it.”

Victoria ignored Avril’s complaint, instead nodding toward the pile of chips at the center of the table. “So, I take half the total pot?”

Avril grinned and nodded. “And you get to watch the vein in Liam’s forehead twitch angrily as you do it, so do it really, really slowly.

No vein in his forehead did anything other than proceed as normal as Victoria claimed her half of the pot. He even helped her split it up so they could get to the next round more quickly. In it, Anna trounced him and Tess with pocket aces. Now that they’d discovered where the floor began, the three of them who hadn’t yet been subjected to a question all relaxed a little. For now, Victoria was the only one among them who needed to worry about how quickly things might escalate.

With that in mind, they silently agreed to keep playing loosely. In an expected turnout, each of them eventually heard Avril’s first question for them. Anna was asked if she’d always had that dress or bought it specially for tonight. Face rosy, she’d confirmed that it’d been the latter.

“Which you well know,” she’d said to Avril, who only grinned.

After her, Avril sought to know if Tess had ever needed to cut anyone off back when she’d been bartending. Tess snorted.

“All the time. At least a few times a week, if not more, if I had weekend shifts.”

“Men?”

Tess looked at Avril pointedly, wise as the rest of them to the obvious but playful insinuation. “Mostly, yes.”

“I bet you made a killing,” Avril grinned.

“Not well enough to go back to doing it for anyone other than friends,” Tess responded. “Like Victoria and her house, I quite like my current career.”

“Oh, definitely don’t go back. I get to have you next semester. I can’t wait to be your favorite student again.”

Victoria hid a snort into her glass as the next round started.

Now that three of the four players had used their first lifeline back into the game, it was only a matter of time until they discovered how quickly Avril would escalate future questions. Before that happened, however, Liam could tell everyone wanted to at least put him on equal footing. He felt overly targeted during the next portion of the game, and for their wishes, he let himself stay in a few hands longer than he normally would have. Before too long, it’d either be him who bombed out or Tess. Her straight outdid his pair, and his fate was sealed.

Grinning villainously, Avril wasted no time in saying, “Alright, Liam, fuck, marry, kill. Your options are everyone here but Anna.”

“That is such an escalation over everyone else!” he complained, receiving agreement in the form of nods from Tess and Anna. However, they didn’t swoop in to back Avril off like they usually would have. He noticed that immediately, and Avril certainly noticed that.

“You’ve won both rounds before this, so I’ve got to start you off higher, obviously.”

“Oh, you do?”

“Yes, I do,” the vexatious redhead said. “This is your question, so are you staying in the game or bowing out already?

“Why are you part of it, but I’m not?” Anna asked, buying him a few more seconds to make his decision. “It would have been all three other players that way.”

“Because we all know he’ll pick ‘marry’ for you, no matter what configuration of the rest of us I throw in there. It wouldn’t even be a choice.”

Anna blushed and frowned. “That’s not… a guarantee.”

“It is such a guarantee,” her best friend retorted. “I’d pick to marry you if I was in his shoes. Or even mine.” She winked and grinned. “Wouldn’t that just drive your dad insane, seeing us at the aisle together?”

Anna rolled her eyes and huffed once, though that was the end of her argument on his behalf—or hers. As neither Tess nor Victoria interceded, his time out of the spotlight ended. All eyes gathered upon him, curious if he’d answer or not. One or two of them, such as the terrible, terrible troublemaker and her bowtie, barely hid their glee as he decided to answer.

“Fine,” he grunted, though he was still scrambling internally about who he’d marry and who he’d fuck between Tess and Victoria. From the moment she’d plopped this issue on his lap, he’d decided he’d kill Avril off. She probably knew that too. If anything, she’d only changed the guaranteed option when she replaced Anna with herself.

“We’re waiting,” Avril hummed as ten seconds of silence neared twenty.

He grunted again but then finally shared his decision with the room. “I’ll kill you, fuck Victoria, and marry Tess.”

Victoria and Avril cocked their eyebrows in the same breath. Anna blushed again. And unbeknownst to anyone at the table, Tess hid a smile behind another sip of her drink.

“Explain those answers, please,” Avril said, motioning that he could start taking his half of the pot at the same time.

“You die for making me play this game, and then I’ll marry Tess because I know her better than Victoria, and it wouldn’t change all that much for me if I just moved over one door.”

“So, Victoria is just getting fucked because she has to be?”

“Apparently,” Victoria said dryly.

It was his turn to blush. “I mean, no, it’s just how things worked out.”

The olive-skinned professor smiled disarmingly. “I would have picked the same setup if our roles were reversed. Avril dies, certainly.”

“Certainly,” Tess agreed, nodding.

“Yep,” Anna said.

“Wait, you’d all kill me?! That’s messed up. I can’t even get fucked or married once?”

“I’d feel wrong killing anyone else,” Anna said.

“We’re best friends!”

To which Anna merely shrugged.

“Your family comes with too much baggage for me to have another go around,” Victoria said.

“Okay, that one is fair,” Avril said. She still huffed about their willingness to “do her off” but not “do her” for the next few minutes, even during her dealing of the next hand.

Their curiosity about the manner of escalation they could expect was answered soon enough. Before that, Tess responded to her second question: whether she’d ever used her looks back in college to improve her grades.

“Once or twice, but nothing like that,” she’d said, hastily attaching the second part as her exquisite features turned crimson. “I touched a shoulder, batted my eyelashes, that sort of thing. I was a good enough student not to need to do things like that very often.”

“Now that you’re a professor, does it ever work on you?”

“No, so don’t try it this upcoming semester,” was Tess’s rebuttal.

For Victoria’s next question, Avril went even more personal.

“When’s the last time you got cozy with a guy?”

Her brother’s former fiancée stared at her flatly. “When is the last time I had sex, you mean?”

“Pretty much.”

Victoria thought momentarily, took another drink, and then answered without missing a beat. “Six years.”

Avril looked almost disgusted. “That streak is way too long for someone as sexy as you are.”

“It’s likely to keep going even longer,” Victoria said, shrugging. She dropped her gaze to her drink, finger ruminating across the rim. “I’m pickier now than I used to be.”

For fear of the mood collapsing, Avril let the issue go. The next few questions repaired that, and it also saw the first one of them exit the game.

“I’ll just drink quietly and think about the answer for myself,” Tess said, much to Avril’s dismay. The question had been about the naughtiest thing Tess had done since her divorce, which she obviously couldn’t share. However, Liam couldn’t help but wonder whether she considered the naughtiest act to be sex in an igloo on Christmas Eve, playing a game involving ice cubes and whipped cream on her couch, or the car ride home from Costco. He also couldn’t help but grow a bit excited as his memories of those events played out in his mind.

Her capitulation was the catalyst for the winding down of the game's final round. When asked about her bra size, Victoria refused to answer, staring flatly at Avril.

“You already know that answer,” she’d said.

And then it’d been down to him and Anna. And then it’d just been Anna, who had by far improved the most throughout the three rounds they’d played.

After a couple of bad hands in a row on his end, they were roughly even in chips. But from the corner of his eye, he could see that midnight was only a handful of minutes away. So, before he even saw the flop, he suggested to her that they settle things with one final hand.

“Neither of us answers the question, no matter who loses?” he offered.

Anna’s riveting green eyes had gleamed at the prospect. “Deal!”

Her pair of sixes beat his utter nothing of a hand, and he in no way, shape, or form would have ever answered Avril’s question about if he’d had a wet dream about anyone at the table. Unlike the rest, he hadn’t had anything to addle his self-restraint. Even though she’d just won the final round, Anna sighed at her friend, who threw her hands up and defended herself ineffectively.

“The final tally is Liam, two hundred and fifty, Anna, one hundred and fifty, Victoria, seventy-six, and Tess, fifty-two,” Avril announced a short while later. “Remember those numbers here in a few minutes; you’re going to need them.”

In a few minutes, they would. For now, though, the year was ending. A year unlike any he had ever expected he might experience.


Chapter Thirty-Five

Starting Strong

The most wonderful year that Liam had ever experienced, entirely because of its final month, ended with him surrounded by four of the most stunning women in the world. After finally reaching the conclusion of their poker night, they all abandoned the table and headed to the bar. He and Avril were the only ones with shoes on by that point.

There, having all brought their drinks, he ended up in the center of their line as they waited for the final minute of the year to trickle by like morning dew. Anna and Avril stood to his left, and Tess and Victoria adorned his right. There was plenty of room for them to stand and lean against the counter, yet a combination of libations and maybe something else pulled everyone toward him like gravity. Anna’s shoulder brushed against his, and then Tess did the same with hers. Avril grinned, threw her arm around her roommate, and leaned upon her. Even Victoria seemed unable to escape the gravity well, leaning upon the counter with both forearms.

“So, who’s kissing whom?” Avril asked as the countdown timer announced that there were only about forty seconds left of a year as amazing as it had been shocking.

“We don’t have to kiss anyone,” Anna said, black tresses bouncing against her shoulder as she shook her head and sighed.

“But we all should. We should all drain our glasses and kiss whoever we feel like kissing. It’ll bring good luck to all our relationships.”

“On the cheek,” Victoria said, staring adamantly at the redheaded instigator. Her eyes briefly passed over him, and he knew she was recalling what they’d talked about at that Costco several days ago.

“That should be fine,” Tess agreed. “We can all kiss one another on the cheek.”

“Boo,” Avril said, though she had no more time to argue.

When the countdown reached ten, the number ten appeared in black, bold lettering on the screen they were watching. Number nine was a brilliant green. Every number after was a different vivid color, all on their way to a sparkly golden zero surrounded by fireworks and jubilant cheers.

Liam’s heart raced to zero far more quickly than the countdown did. Holding his water in one hand, his other hung by his side. Warm, soft, and serendipitous, fingertips brushed against the back of it. Glancing to his right, he saw that Tess kept her attention on the countdown, even as her hand sought to slip into his grasp. He made sure she knew only success before the countdown reached three.

He beamed and raised his drink as the ONE planted in the middle of the screen became ZERO! The women around him did the same, and everyone drank heavily. One year ended, another began. His started with far more kissing than the last one had.

As they set their drinks down, Avril made sure she was the first to deliver a kiss to each one of them. Starting with Anna, she noisily popped her lips against her roommate’s cheeks, then started sidling across the line to replicate the task with each of them. During that time, he and Tess separated their hands.

“You’re welcome,” she whispered into his ear as she delivered heat and wetness to his cheek as she pressed herself against his back. After she mirrored the act on the other side of his face, then grumpily harumphed until returned the favor to at least one side of her face, she moved down to “the professor who would definitely make sure she got an A.”

“Happy New Year, Anna,” he said, knowing their time out of the spotlight would be brief.

She beamed at him in response. “Thank you, Liam. Happy New Year.”

“May I?”

She nodded, and he brushed aside her dark hair. Seconds later, he placed a soft but meaningful kiss on her cheek, just inches from the corner of her deliciously full lips. As he pulled back, she swiveled her mouth around quickly enough that their lips brushed together for an infinitesimal speck of time. Liam smiled and waited for her to kiss his cheek.

He and Tess behaved far better. A simple transaction, her first, then him, occurred. For now. The plan to return to her home before too much longer glittered between their eyes. It’d be their chance to start the new year with fireworks of their own.

After he kissed Tess’s cheek, she moved over to share just a hug with Anna and then some whispered conversation. In the spot one beyond her, a tall woman in a marvelous dress glanced at him. She’d just finished warding off Avril’s attempt to “upgrade” to a quick peck on the lips when their eyes connected. One of her first smiles of the year, slight but still stunning, belonged to him.

After looking at him for a moment, she did away with the shackles around his ankles with a minor flick of her wrist. Excitement burgeoned within him as he took over the spot Tess had just vacated. A small part of him complained about missing if the two professors had shared more than a hug.

It vanished quickly enough. Once he stood next to her, Victoria wasted no time. She laid a hand on his arm and leaned toward him. Liam briefly lost himself amid the magnetic pull of her dazzlingly pale eyes. They were as penetrating as ever, so they must have seen the excitement coursing through him. That didn’t stop her, nor did it reverse the course of her smile.

Victoria pressed her warm lips against his cheek, and he breathed in. The redolent scent of lime and orange scampered up his nostrils, though it was eternally secondary to the soft feeling of Victoria’s lips against his skin. She pulled away a moment after she’d arrived, and those piercing eyes of hers admired his reaction.

She turned her head but not the rest of her body. The distance between them barely changed. A handful of seconds passed before he realized she intended to let him return the favor.

Elated beyond belief, Liam hurried his lips forward, brushing aside a bit of Victoria’s lustrous hair with his hand. Her eyes tracked him as he leaned in, set his lips against her cheek, which he found slightly wet already, to which he blamed Avril, and completed the set. All four women, and only about two minutes since the new year had started. It was quite the beginning, and he squirmed with excitement for what might be ahead of him in the days, weeks, and months to come.

After kissing her, he didn’t retreat as far as he ought to have. He was in a room with three other women, all of whom he was varyingly intimate with. He didn’t want to undo the fabulous start to the new year with potential conflict, which could arise if anyone noticed how intoxicated by Victoria he seemed. And yet, Victoria’s soft skin seemed to glow more radiantly than usual, and he didn’t dare rip his gaze away. Furthermore, even though he had, she had yet to let go of his arm. He began to notice other things, too.

Her lips were slightly parted and moist, and her eyelashes fluttered lethargically. Or… erotically. It was transfixing, and Liam swallowed without intending to. It didn’t help that, since escaping her heels, she’d lost some of her height, causing him to look down as he hovered near her. The captivating swell of her breasts beneath her tight dress acted like an anchor on the end of his nose. Her stunning eyes, her parted lips, her magnificent body—she was more intoxicating than any drink Tess knew how to make.

Blessedly, the things occurring between them happened over the course of just a few moments. Moments that went unnoticed, or at least unmentioned, by any other spectators.

Next, Victoria noticed his plight. She dropped her gaze down to her cleavage, then chuckled softly upon bringing her eyes back up.

“First few minutes of a new year, and young men are still horny about breasts,” Victoria whispered, smile askew. “At least we know that has stayed the same.”

His face heated, and he shrugged. “When they’re as nice as yours are in that dress, can I really be blamed for struggling not to stare a little?”

“I haven’t blamed you for it,” Victoria said. “I’ve told you before, I don’t mind.”

A chorus of joy echoed boisterously within his head. “Okay, then. So long as we’re on the same page.”

Her amusement expanded, though any chance to take advantage of it was rapidly fading. Avril had gone around to the other side of the counter, and he noticed her eyeing them with a devilishly teasing smile. She might not have overheard their whispers, but her face was anything but clandestine as she winked at him. Tess and Anna were chatting behind him, so at least he could hope they hadn’t noticed how long he and Victoria had been lingering so closely.

“About my breasts?” Victoria teased, raising an eyebrow.

“That’s what we’re talking about, isn’t it?”

The voluptuous brunette snorted softly. “I suppose we are. Here. For your memories of tonight, Liam.”

Whether it was because her opinion of him had improved upon learning that he’d been helping Anna this whole time, whether it was because the alcohol tingeing her veins had made her a little less picky, or whether it was because six years was quite the lengthy absence, Victoria wanted a little more intimacy with him than he’d expected when she’d called him toward her a minute ago.

Her hand slipped away from his arm. A moment later, it and its sibling pushed between the gaps between his arms and his sides. Liam barely had time to respond before Victoria wrapped her arms around his back and pressed her heavenly breasts against him. He had even less time to admire how soft and full they were, though he made every second count. Hastily, his arms did their part to complete the embrace.

Thankfully, Victoria took care of the issue of pressing into him, thus ensuring he knew exactly why so many male freshmen decided they just had to take an ecology class in their first semester at Bellmore. However, they’d never experience an iota of the bliss that he now experienced, all while his heart rammed itself against his ribs as he absorbed every bit of warmth and softness that Victoria’s arousing body could provide.

“Suddenly, I’m overcome with a desire to learn about termites and their habitats,” Liam whispered.

Victoria’s eyes shimmered mirthfully, aware of the callback he was making. “If you give me your email, I could send you what my class learned—and what Avril did not learn—about them.”

“How about your phone number instead?” he asked, keeping his voice low.

“You would like my phone number so we can talk about termites?” Victoria asked, withdrawing a touch from the embrace they were sharing.

“And for one other reason,” he admitted.

The voluptuous professor stared at him. “Liam, that may be a bit too much to ask me for.”

But he shook his head. “No, not that. It’s about something else. It’s actually related to school stuff. You’re the person I want to confide in about my… thoughts for the future.”

She eyed him quietly for a few seconds before ultimately nodding. “Okay. I’ll trust you’re not up to something. We can trade numbers, but I’ll want to know what you’re referring to sooner than later.”

“I promise to make it the first thing I text you about,” he said.

Finally, their embrace ended. Unquestionably, it was the best start to any year Liam had ever experienced. His anxiety indeed spiked as he took the first step in a change that he’d been mulling over for the past week or so, but he smoothed it after a brief internal battle. He had no doubt that Victoria would offer him her honest opinion, so he’d at least know if his idea had any merit.

In every other arena of his life, he was pretty much ready to burst into jubilant song and dance. Avril grinned at him from the other side of the bar counter; Anna and Tess each smiled at him from next to him; Victoria watched him with a hint of curiosity and interest following what he’d hinted at.

However, they weren’t long for lounging.

“Now, who wants to go see the prize room?” Avril said.


Chapter Thirty-Six

Points and Prizes

Clapping her hands like an impatient schoolteacher, Avril waited for them at the door to the hall and then marched them across it once they’d gathered around her. Her aim was the closed door on the other side, which none of them had spared a second glance toward before now. Bouncing in step, Avril turned and faced them once she reached it.

“Everybody remember their points?”

“Two-fifty,” he confirmed, and everyone else did the same to appease their guide.

“All right, good.” Avril stuck her hands behind her back and began fiddling with the doorknob. “Just know, all prices are final, so no haggling. Otherwise, spend away!”

Once she managed to twist the doorknob, she leaned back. The door swung open, and she went with it, clearing the way for them to see and then enter the makeshift prize room she’d put together.

When Liam envisioned a prize room, he saw one of those tucked-away corners on the way out of an arcade or gaming bar—situated on a garishly colored rug, with a glass counter whose insides were bulging with plastic knickknacks and the occasional intriguing find. On the other side, a bored employee chewed bubblegum while scrolling their phone, and behind them hung a wall of manageably entertaining boardgames, off-brand stuffed animals, and dozens of one-time-to-be-used-and-then-forgotten plastic toys.

That was a prize room, at least in Liam’s world. Avril clearly, not that he hadn’t already known this, lived in a very different world than he did. This had all started with her demand that they dress up like they were attending a real casino. As if to maintain the illusion that even once they were done playing cards, she’d put together an assortment of prizes that could have been viable for a high-stakes game.

The first prize that seized Liam’s attention stood among others like it on a wide entryway table directly in front of him. It wasn’t the type of item that would usually arrest his attention, but it did tonight. Because he recognized it. He’d first seen it the other day, adorning the shoulder of an elegantly dressed and altogether stunning woman. He’d mused over its price back then, too. Now, the same ludicrously expensive handbag that Evelyn Royce owned waited for anyone inclined to own this one to spend a measly ten points to do so.

Holy crap, Liam thought as he realized he could technically afford twenty-five such items. And there were far more than twenty-five options available within the spacious room. Blinking as if blinded as the other options within the room filled his view, he took in the bulk of Avril’s setup time.

She’d organized the room like an exhibit at a museum. In order to support the myriad of prizes she’d gathered within, he suspected she’d grabbed all tables before them from the other rooms within the clubhouse. Right now, all so this room could present its dozens of expensive prizes, most of them probably looked barren.

Quickly noticed, there was a general theme to the sections of the room. The central area’s tables were covered in things like purses, designer jewelry, and other glittering accessories. There was a Rolex for fifteen points in a glass case among them, and so many more options for the women, which made sense given the present male-to-female ratio. Just six points, a pair of sapphire earrings attracted Tess’s eye, and she slightly dropped her jaw when she realized the brand. That soothed him a little; at least he wasn’t alone in being awed by the ridiculous prizes that Avril had gathered for them.

The west side of the room consisted of electronics and household items. One table carried kitchen-related appliances, blenders, espresso makers, a sparkling water machine. Another focused on bathroom appliances. Another was lined with new laptops, iPads, and other portable electronics. He hadn’t really thought about a towel warmer before, but he knew they existed now. It was right there by an undoubtedly high-end hair dryer, only five points if he wanted it.

There was also a table in that section that consisted solely of images. He and Anna approached it simultaneously, peering at what they might be. The images ranged from a new washer and dryer, which was twenty-five points, to a gas-powered pizza oven, only seven points. He and Anna traded a look.

“I guess these were the things that would have been too hard to get in here,” Liam noted.

“Or out,” Avril said, drifting toward them. “Anything that’s just an image was too much work to get transported here. If you get it, I’ll have it shipped and installed for you in a week or so.”

“Avril,” Tess said, having stopped examining the earrings. “I fear these go a bit beyond something like a Christmas gift. Some of these… most of these are wildly expensive.”

But Avril wasn’t concerned in the slightest.

“If you’re worried about any trouble for accepting a gift from a student, I totally checked,” she said. “Bellmore doesn’t have any reporting requirements for gifts, no matter the monetary value, so long as they are given off-campus. How else could Professor Klein have afforded that nice new Corvette only a week before Finals were graded? Sure was lucky for Mindy; she was struggling the whole semester, but I hear she did just well enough to pass!”

Victoria, who was off in the eastern section of the room, which was filled with designer clothing hanging from six separate wheeled racks, frowned. “Please don’t compare us to that man.”

“I wasn’t, I wasn’t,” Avril said, holding her hands up. “I’m not thinking this will do anything for my grades; if I bomb out of your class, Tess, I bomb out. I do want you all to spend your hard-won points, though. I spent hours getting this room ready.”

Tess continued to waver for a bit longer, but Victoria eventually soothed her with a whisper. By then, Liam had gravitated toward the far side of the room, past the purses, sunglasses, and sapphire earrings. Avril made sure to join him.

The items in this area were also mostly made of paper, though some were laminated. And there were images on most of them, though they weren’t pictures of appliances or objects for sale. Most of them weren’t goods at all but services.

The first item he popped open was a brochure for a three-day spa retreat at the best resort in the city, which only cost five points. There was a vacation package to Hawaii next to it and, humorously, another for Las Vegas. Such offerings continued all the way across the table. One of them was a couple’s skydiving package.

“It’s fun,” Avril said, grinning as he looked at it. “Thrilling.”

“I bet it is,” he said, meeting her brilliantly bright eyes, which had seemed more luminous than ever since they entered the room. “This might be the wildest room I’ve ever stood in.”

“It can still get wilder,” Avril whispered, winking. “In fact, I think it’s going to get wilder.”

Before he could respond, Victoria called out to Avril. “What is this, exactly?”

The entire room looked toward her. Standing just a table away from him and Avril, she looked at a whiteboard resting on it. Several different colored markers lay next to it.

“Ooo, someone finally got to it,” Avril said. As she glided toward Victoria and the whiteboard, she beckoned him—all of them—to do the same. Anna was the last to arrive, and Avril had taken the whiteboard, picked up a green marker, and shooed them all back a few steps by that time.

Wrapping her arm around the board, she showed off what she’d written before they arrived.

SPRING VACATION DESTINATION

VOTING OPEN

FIJI

---

BORA, BORA

---

TAHITI

---

MALDIVES

---

BAHAMAS

The grinning redhead let them all spend a few moments absorbing the information on the board. Still somewhat in the dark, Liam spent most of that time glancing at his neighbors, where he was relieved to find them looking about as perplexed as he was.

“So, we’re voting on your spring break choice?” Tess asked.

“What, no!” Avril huffed, examining them before realizing no one had quite caught on as she’d hoped. “It’s voting for our spring break destination. You can all ante up points for whatever location strikes your fancy. Whichever place has the most points put in when voting closes, that’s where we’ll go.”

“Our spring break destination,” Victoria repeated. “The five of us?”

“Unless there’s someone else any of you want to bring along when spring break hits, that was the plan. But well, six years and all…”

As Victoria glared at Avril, Anna called for a bit more clarification.

“So, we would just jot down a number of points we want to use to try and get a certain destination?”

“Yep, exactly. Each point anted up counts as a vote for that place. You can bet it all on one destination, split votes among multiple places, update your votes, all that. Basically, any points left over after you all get anything here you want, those will be what you can vote with until we have a winner.”

Tess pursed her lips and stared at the board. “Mathematically speaking, Liam could practically outvote all of us, even if we all voted on the same place.”

“Yeah, he could,” Avril agreed. “That’s why you all shouldn’t have let him win so much.”

“It wasn’t intentional,” Victoria said flatly.

“Do you have a place you’d be interested in?” Tess asked him. “Assuming you’re even on board with Avril’s newest scheme.”

“I’ve never been to any of those places,” he admitted. “But I’ve heard great things about them all. And… yeah, I’m up for it if all of you are. I hardly think I could do better for spring break than to spend it on some exotic beach with all of you. I didn’t even have any plans formed yet.”

“Well, when you put it like that, it sounds kind of naughty,” Avril sniggered, which he promptly ignored.

“I’ve only been to the Bahamas,” Tess said, smiling at him. “It was a wonderful time.”

“Victoria, Anna, she’s already getting to work,” Avril whispered loudly. “Spring break will be here before you know it, and whoever gets Liam’s ear will probably get their way.”

Like he had just a moment ago, Victoria ignored Avril’s jibes. Staring at the board, her mouth subtly moved to one side.

“All right,” she then said. “I’ll go along with this. If we want to change our vote, do we just have you scrub it out?”

“Nope, you’ll have to come over and do it yourself,” Avril said. “I’ll set it up in our apartment, so you can drop by and change your voting whenever you want. We’ll say… voting ends the final week of February. That’ll give me time to make our travel arrangements.”

“All right,” the tall brunette said. Stepping forward, she held her hand out. After a moment, Avril realized what she was after. She handed over the green marker in her hand, and then she laid the whiteboard back on the table. Victoria popped off the cap and added fifteen votes to Fiji. Next, she strolled toward the house appliances, which she’d not yet looked over.

“The first vote is cast!” Avril grinned, nodding toward other colored markers sitting on the table. “How about you three?”

He and Anna remained wholly undecided for the rest of the night, though his reason was ignorance, while hers was indecision. Tess put down ten votes for Maldives and five for Fiji before she joined Victoria near the espresso machines.

“I’ll be here if either of you change your mind,” Avril said, still sitting on the table. “I can give good insights into all the beaches too.”

“You don’t have a favorite?” he asked.

“I might, but I don’t plan to vote any. For this part of things, I’m your sexy, unbiased travel agent. Wherever you all want to go, that’s where we’ll head.”

Liam snorted. She was precisely one of those things, and he fully anticipated her biases to slide in via texts and suggestions over the coming weeks. He couldn’t say he’d mind if they did. He knew next to nothing about exotic vacationing. His parents had always preferred winter vacations, like skiing in Colorado, over visiting beaches in the summer. That was soon to change, and Avril Knight was again responsible.

“I’ll come pick your brain on the options later,” he promised.

She tossed him a thumbs-up. “I’ll be here.”

He and Anna meandered as a pair throughout the rest of the room for the next half-hour. With Anna’s help, they each found a few things to spend their points on. His opinion was called on a few times, and not just by Anna, when clothes, jewelry, and the like were tried on. Much to his surprise, even Victoria asked him to weigh in on a few outfits she was considering. She even took the one that he’d said was his favorite, and butterflies whirred in his gut for minutes afterward.

By the time they were all done making their selections, he’d managed to whittle down his now-understood-to-be-obscene number of points from two hundred and fifty to a little more than half that amount. Chief among his gifts, he had obtained four laptops, three of which he’d be giving to friends back at Perrymont, several nice outfits, during which he’d been the one asking for opinions, and one of the spa resort packages, which he intended to give to his parents—right after he figured out a plausible story about how he'd won them. He also took the watch, though that was more due to Avril’s insistence than anything else.

“It’s a Rolex Daytona, this year’s model, and you’re taking it,” she’d ordered, practically shoving the glass container it was safely protected by into his hands.

It’d cost him forty-five points. It wasn’t until he searched for it on his phone the next day that he realized that it was a fucking hundred-thousand-dollar watch. Avril never allowed him to return it to her.

The last thing he obtained were four front-row tickets for an upcoming Lakers game, which he knew his roommate would salivate over when he saw them. There’d also need to be a story for that one, though maybe the “truth” would suffice.

“My girlfriend’s roommate is crazy rich and generous.”

Most of them had been making trips to and from their cars for a while, transporting espresso machines, hair dryers, and other obtained prizes. As those trips finished, it became a matter of worrying about what was left behind. While Liam was the least informed of everyone when it came to most of the real-world prices involved with the gifts littering the room, even he knew they were leaving behind tens of thousands of dollars of stuff in an unlockable room. Should they cart out the clothing and store it inside Anna’s SUV? Gather up all the appliances and bring them back to Avril and Anna’s apartment?

“It’ll get handled tomorrow,” Avril said, dismissing their worries with a wave of her hand. Gripping the markers in one hand, she carried the whiteboard under the same arm as she gravitated toward the door. It almost seemed comical that those were what she was focused on protecting.

“Even if it was all stolen by then, it’d barely even be a blip to her,” Victoria let him know, patting him on the shoulder. “Trust what she’s saying.”

At least Tess also looked a little queasy, leaving so much wealth unguarded. However, the women who knew Avril best obeyed her suggestion, which put the majority on her side. Liam swallowed his unease and let Avril file them out. From there, she at least shut the door.

“Victoria, you’re not good to drive,” the redhead astutely pointed out once they were all in the hall.

“No, I’m not,” she agreed.

“Do you want to see if Liam will give you a drive home, or would you like to stay over with me and Anna?”

“I would like to avoid too many trips tomorrow, so I’d prefer the latter. I’ll drive myself home in the morning.”

“Great!” Avril’s gaze slid like a breeze to him and Tess. “How about you two? Heading home, staying over?”

As the option of a sleepover had never been floated until just now, Liam hadn’t been entertaining it. Throughout the night, he’d believed he’d be taking Victoria and Tess home. The sudden change of plans left him suffering to find his voice.

“It’s late enough that, so long as you’re both okay with it, I wouldn’t mind spending the night,” Tess said. “I can help clean up here tomorrow, too. We’ve left our glasses in the other room, and I recall you saying we could take home some of your surplus liquor.”

“That I did,” Avril reconfirmed.

“I’m okay with it,” Anna said. Along with everyone else, she turned her attention toward him. “Everyone is welcome to stay.”

Driving home in the cold and the dark after a long party didn’t sound all that great to him, either. On the other hand, sleeping over in an apartment filled to the brim with gorgeous women sounded like a recipe for excitement and disappointment.

No way anything’s happening tonight, he told his body. But the company will definitely be nice enough.

“I’d be glad to stay over, too,” he said, smiling.


Chapter Thirty-Seven

First Ever

Obviously, the living room couch would be where he rested his head for the night. Meanwhile, the four women had each paired off with a sleeping partner, though not in any configuration he might have expected. Once they’d piled into the warm apartment, having first piled into Anna’s SUV for the ride over, Avril had offered Tess, not Victoria, one-half of her bed. The other option he might have expected would have been for Anna and Avril to buddy up for the night.

“Just remember, she rolls and kicks,” Victoria warned her colleague, appearing unperturbed in the slightest by the sleeping arrangements being made. Next to her, Anna didn’t look all that torn up about things either.

Oh, so that’s what it was, Liam realized, withholding a smile as Avril puffed a cheek out and proclaimed that she absolutely did no such thing.

It was nearly two in the morning when the apartment shut off its final lights. As stunning as they looked in them, Tess, Anna, and Victoria were eager to swap out of their evening gowns. Fortunately, as she stood between the two women in terms of height, Avril was able to find them both something suitable for one night of usage. After everyone had changed into their nightwear, their time together quickly wound down. Anna, because of course she did, had extra toothbrushes for everyone, and the apartment’s two bathrooms were more crowded than usual while everyone prepared for bed.

Victoria pawed at one eye with the back of her hand, stifling a yawn as she took a swig of mouthwash. A combination of alcohol, the late hour, and how they’d spent the many hours before now had all worked to dull her usual sharpness, and she offered them all a sleepy goodnight once she was finished prepping for bed. Anna quickly followed in her wake, and the two women disappeared into her bedroom.

“Goodnight, Liam,” Anna said as she passed him in the hall.

“Night,” he said, smiling. With the meager amount of privacy afforded in the hallway, they exchanged a brief hug. Liam nuzzled his cheek into her hair, moving it aside enough for him to kiss her on the cheek.

Anna wore a sleepy but contented smile all the way to her room.

He took over the bathroom they’d departed, handling his business a little quicker than they had. Before this, Anna had found him an extra pillow and some blankets, which he planned to sleep under in his boxers. One advantage of his outfit was that it didn’t necessitate much to go from dressed up to dressed to nothing. After taking care of his hygiene and washing his face, he returned to the hall before Tess or Avril finished doing the same in the latter’s bathroom.

However, the door was wide open, and he could see half of Avril’s body from where she leaned against the doorway while brushing her teeth. As he shut off his bathroom light and stepped into the hall, her attention trailed over her shoulder.

The gorgeous redhead beamed at him and then held up a finger. She disappeared into the bathroom for only a few seconds, emerging without her toothbrush or a mouth full of toothpaste when she did. Gliding toward him, she pressed a quick kiss upon his lips.

“Remember, if you get scared or anything, I’m just down the hall, sleeping with a very sexy professor.”

“Lucky you,” he said.

“Jealous?”

“A little, maybe,” he said, placing his hands on Avril’s curvaceous hips. An urge to slip his hands under the lacy top she had on almost succeeded, though the sights and sounds emerging from her bathroom kept his hands from aiming higher.

“Did you have a good time tonight?” Avril asked, emerald eyes glimmering hopefully.

“Every night I’m around you is a good night,” he whispered, skimming his lips against hers.

Avril’s smile banished all darkness, and she laid her cheek on his shoulder. “Those are nice words to hear. Say more like those from now on.”

“I will,” he promised, stroking her back.

“And do be slow about deciding where you’ll put all those votes for our spring break plans,” Avril advised. “I bet even Victoria will eventually try and sway you a little. Play those cards right, hmm?”

“It’s the one thing I’m good at,” he said, kissing her hair.

“You’re getting a bit better at some other things,” Avril whispered, nuzzling against him.

They managed to stay close for about a minute more. Once they heard the sound of the bathroom sink running, they knew Tess had finished brushing her teeth. Swapping to a socially acceptable distance a few seconds before Tess emerged into the hall, she smiled upon seeing them.

“Did you floss, Liam?”

“I’ve got two dentists for parents. I haven’t missed a day of flossing since my rebellious phase back in middle school.”

Avril snorted. “That was your brand of rebelliousness?”

Liam shrugged. “What was yours?”

“Dyed hair.”

“Really, what color?”

“Oh, all the colors. I’m sure there are pictures somewhere. Anna was appalled the first time she saw me bouncing up with my rainbow ponytail.”

The three of them chatted a little longer in the hall, keeping their voices down for Anna and Victoria’s sakes. Eventually, stifled yawns propelled them to the end of their conversation.

“You know, I bet there could be room for you,” Avril said, contractually obligated to get in one final flirtatious jab. “Anna and Victoria wouldn’t have to know. You could just cozy up between me and Tess and get some sleep in an actual bed tonight.”

“If he could even get any sleep in such an arrangement,” Tess said. However, that was all she said on the matter. No admonishment for the suggestion, not even a sigh. However, Liam supposed those were more common from the women who’d already found their shared bed.

“I don’t think I would get any sleep in such an arrangement,” Liam confirmed, which caused Avril to shrug.

“Sleep is overrated, but I get it. Enjoy your couch, Liam.”

“Goodnight, you two.”

“Goodnight,” Tess said, smiling softly as they went their separate ways.

For some reason, as if aware of the eyes lingering on him, he glanced over his shoulder as he reached the end of the hall. His gaze met an eternally deep blue pair where they lingered at the threshold to Avril’s bedroom. Stopping where he was, he smiled and waved goodnight.

Tess didn’t immediately reciprocate the gesture. Even in the darkness, he thought he could make out a hint of color on her angelic features. She vacillated in the doorway, eyes never leaving him. It nearly worried him enough that he considered going to check on her. Yet, a moment later, her slender hand went up, and she finally smiled and swished her hand through the air. She disappeared into Avril’s bedroom afterward.

Liam’s thoughts clung to that final odd moment of hesitation as he found his way to his sleeping arrangements for the night, stripping down to his boxers once he reached them. As ever, his fated companion, Anna and Avril’s living room couch, was long enough that he could stretch out on it, and he stifled a yawn as he did so. As many fond memories as he might have of it, he doubted sleeping on it tonight would account for one of them. Certainly not when compared to what Avril had offered him a few minutes ago, impossible a hope as it might be.

Couldn’t just leave me to sleep peacefully, he grumbled at the redhead. Already, he knew that images of the two gorgeous women cuddling together in her bed would plague the backs of his eyelids. Hell, he had options. No matter which bedroom he envisioned, the sights within were enough to make his heart race.

So much for falling asleep quickly, he thought, throwing an arm between his pillow and the back of his head as he stared up at the ceiling.

He wasn’t certain how long he’d been listlessly struggling to fall asleep when he heard the footfalls. Long enough that, when he opened his eyes, his sight had adjusted to the darkness curtaining the room. He’d rolled over onto his side a while ago, nestling his face toward the back of the couch as he sought sleep. Barring sitting up, he had no way of seeing who was approaching, or why.

Probably just getting a drink from the kitchen, he told himself as the nearly silent footsteps neared the end of the hall. Yet, rather than shifting laterally toward the kitchen, they continued ramping up ever so slightly in volume.

They were coming closer. Directly toward him, in fact.

Should he sit up, feign sleep, call out? Ropes of indecision tethered each option, and his body ended up picking one that hadn’t even been on the list. He rolled over to his other side, which would at least let him see who it was if they really were coming to rouse him.

In the darkness, a feminine figure appeared. A stunning figure, even wrapped in shadows and subterfuge. Her soft footsteps brought her directly in front of him. She stretched a hand toward his shoulder, then realized with a soft start that he was already awake. Tess’s hand hovered midair, neither finishing its journey nor returning to her side.

“Everything okay?” he asked, reminded of the concern he’d felt following the strange moment they’d shared in the hall a little while ago—or a long while ago, depending on how long it’d been since then. He remained uncertain when it was; his phone was charging in the kitchen.

She didn’t answer, and as his apprehension increased, he started to move aside his covers so he could sit up.

She stopped him by thrusting her lips onto his.

Though unexpected, given the time and location where he felt them again, their warmth, softness, and passion were familiar. Nevertheless, he immediately responded positively, pushing back so their lips could remain entangled. Yet, Tess still pushed harder. She didn’t let him get up, not yet anyway. She used her leverage to keep him pressed down, and their kiss would have gone on like that forever if she hadn’t broken it off.

All so the sexy woman could seize the hem of her top and rip it off.

Any drowsiness still ruminating within his body disintegrated like packing peanuts tossed into a volcano. The aggravatingly full outline of her breasts stole his breath away, but it didn’t paralyze him. Instead, her voluptuous, womanly body filled him with vigor.

This time, Tess didn’t stop him when trying to sit up. Instead, she waited for him to do so, and then she climbed onto his lap and rushed her mouth back to his. He hadn’t even finished getting the covers off his lap before she claimed his mouth again, passion spilling off her body in waves as she intensified their kiss.

Liam’s heart raced, and carnal instinct took over. He wrapped his arms around her waist, pinning her against him unnecessarily. Tess wasn’t planning on going anywhere. Not for a long while.

When the kiss broke, they were both slightly out of breath. Liam stared at the gorgeous woman straddling his lap, and a flurry of questions bid to be the frontrunner. He had time for only one before their mouths reconvened.

“Are you sure?”

She nodded, and that was that.

During their next kiss, she lifted herself enough for him to thrust his blanket off toward the corner of the couch. After that, her hands rushed wildly through his hair, and the sex-hungry professor purred softly as he set his warm hands on her smooth lower back. He could feel her quivering with a combination of thrill and trepidation, yet the latter only enhanced the former for them both. His hands climbed up her silky skin, and each caress that didn’t end with her climbing off him and realizing what a dangerous thing they were doing added to the excitement swelling within him.

Tess pinned her large breasts against his chest, rubbing her nipples against his skin. Their kiss crackled with dangerous lust, and his fingers danced back down her back until they’d grasped her unfairly full butt. A throaty murmur was his reward for doing so.

“I’ve wanted this all night,” Tess whispered lustfully, burying her lips into his shoulder, leaving a storm of fiery kisses upon it.

He barely knew how to reply to the astoundingly beautiful woman on top of him. Before he found his voice and then let her know that he’d been craving her in the same way from the moment he’d seen her in her evening dress, he heard something that shoved a cold dagger of panic into his spine.

More footfalls. Coming toward them, no longer just him.

His eyes must have flashed with alarm, for Tess pulled back. However, she made no moves to climb off him and scurry away, which surely should have been the only responsible decision for her to make while they were in such a compromising position. And yet she didn’t. She didn’t do anything of the sort. She didn’t even bend over, grab her top, and try her best to get it on in time. Instead of doing these sensible things, she continued straddling him. And she looked directly toward the sound of the approaching footsteps.

Even softly taken, the footsteps were loud enough for him to know their owner was just a few feet behind him. As raw anxiety savaged him, he felt the sensation of a pair of breasts pressing against the back of his head a moment later.

He blinked. He blinked twice. And a third time for good measure.

He looked at Tess, who was still half-nude, still straddling him, still unconcerned. Slowly, Liam turned his head.

“You wouldn’t come to us,” Avril whispered, emerald eyes shining ardently, “so we decided we’d come out here to be with you.”

He blinked a fourth time. His head turned back. His gaze connected with Tess’s. He asked nothing, said nothing, did nothing. Tess knew to nod all the same.

“For tonight,” she whispered before bringing her lips back to his.

He was stunned into total inaction for at least ten seconds. During that time, his mind slowly comprehended what was happening. This wasn’t a dream. He hadn’t fallen asleep. This was happening.

Tess kissed him more softly now than before, as if aware that he needed a bit of time before his mind could properly join her and Avril in the unfolding fantasy that they’d decided to bless him with. She suffused him with warmth and patience, letting all that was transpiring, and all that was about to transpire, dawn on him at his own pace. Eventually, he jolted like a hare about to bolt, though the last thing he wanted was to flee. His mind returned to the present.

His hands sank into Tess’s butt, and she inhaled excitedly. The woman behind him had been patient, too. Once he finally showed he was ready to go forward, Avril leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek. Glancing toward her, he quickly realized that she’d already disposed of her top. No matter where he decided to turn his eyes, a set of ample breasts awaited them.

Deciding she wanted to be more involved, Avril curled around the couch, which revealed she’d come without any clothing. His cock surged to its full size, and Tess wiggled herself against it.

“Who’s the luckiest man alive tonight?” Avril asked as she climbed onto the couch next to him.

“It’s me,” he said, voice raw with unbridled desire. “It’s been me all winter break.”

Avril grinned and kissed him on the cheek again. Next to her, Tess’s smile glowed radiantly.

“So, are you ready to have your first threeway?” Avril asked, sliding her hand over his chest.

“If you all are,” he croaked, drawing in a shuddering breath.

Avril giggled and turned her attention to the other responsible party for this insane but wonderful situation. “Well? I am.”

Tess met Avril’s gaze, and something unspoken—perhaps something already spoken a little while ago—passed between them. Whatever it was, it wasn’t for his ears. After they finished looking at one another, Tess focused on him.

“I am also ready, but you need to be a bit clearer about what it is you want, Liam,” Tess said. “What do you want to do to the two of us?”

Avril chuckled beside him but otherwise stayed silent. The woman on his lap, overflowing with beauty, generosity, and now a hint of sternness, waited for his answer.

“I want to fuck you,” he said, feeling his body enflamed by giving truth to that incandescent desire. “I want to fuck you both.”

“Together? Right now?”

He answered the sultry questions with a nod. “Yes. I’m going to have you both right now.”

“Greedy boy,” Avril purred.

Staying silent for but a second, Tess began gliding her hand down his chest. “Then that’s what you’ll get to do. You’ll have us both. You’ll fuck us both.”

He was as stiff as an iron rod when Tess’s hand slipped underneath his boxers. She altered her position, settling on one side of him so Avril could do the same, ensuring they each had the same amount of access to his body. As Tess’s silky hand wrapped itself around his throbbing member, Avril began a firebombing campaign of kisses across his torso. However, her hand also snaked its way up his thigh toward his boxer’s waistband.

Liam’s toes curled as both women touched his cock. Tess dropped her hand down to the root of his cock, letting the younger woman use her palm to massage his glans. Precum spilled out of his cock, coating Avril’s hand.

“We both know you can cum plenty, so how about a duo handjob before we let you fuck us?” Avril cooed, blowing on his ear.

“I don’t, ungh, mind,” he managed to eke out.

Avril chortled and kissed his jawline. While both women began to stroke him off, hurriedly finding a matching rhythm to assail him with, Tess tapped his wrist with her other hand. He quickly understood, and he slid his hand up her flat stomach and began to play with one of her heavy breasts. A soft clearing of the throat from his other side informed him that the other woman present would like the same treatment.

Just a few hours into the start of the new year, Liam fondled the breasts of two phenomenally sexy women, and at the same time, they jerked him off. The realization was practically enough to unravel his comprehension of reality, of what was possible in the world. The women’s adroit pumping didn’t stop.

“You’re both so amazing,” he whispered, shutting his eyes as the pleasurable sensations caused him to twitch and sigh.

“We are, aren’t we?” Avril said. “Most amazing duo on the planet.”

Tess eyed the younger woman meaningfully. “For tonight, yes.”

“Everyone loves a reunion tour,” Avril said. She arched her back and purred as Liam pinched her nipple lightly. “I know at least one guy who’d want to be in attendance if it happens again.”

But Tess wouldn’t give Avril the satisfaction of capitulating, at least not yet. “Let’s focus on tonight, and just tonight.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Avril said, smiling.

While he understood what Avril was aiming for, Liam currently lacked the brain capacity to think further than just a few seconds ahead of the present, much less days, weeks, or months. His body was rapidly yielding to the sights, sounds, and sensations that beleaguered his self-control, and Avril sped things along when she snuck her other hand up the leg of his boxers and began caressing his balls.

“I, ahhh, need to get out of these,” he said, knowing he didn’t have much longer before his first climax.

“You do?” Avril asked, cocking her head to the side. “But you’ll make a mess all over my couch if you do.”

“I’ve only got the one pair of boxers,” he grunted, fighting the rising instinct to succumb to her and Tess’s ministrations for as long as he could.

“And I don’t think Anna and Victoria would approve of him wandering around the apartment in the morning with nothing on,” Tess said, coming to his rescue.

“I don’t know,” Avril said, though she removed her hand from his balls. Together, she and Tess helped him escape his boxers. She had more to say as he kicked them away. “They might like it. Even Victoria. She let that hug go on for a long, long time. Maybe she’s having a nice dream of her own right now.”

“If she is, it’s hers to have,” Tess said, releasing his cock. “Now swap with me.”

Avril clicked her tongue against the roof of her mouth, clearly wanting to have a bit more preamble before his first eruption. However, she dropped her hand along his shaft, and Tess took over the more sensitive half of his cock. Contrary to her partner’s wishes, Tess hurried to snap his final few tethers.

Her hand pumped his cock at a rapacious pace, mixing the precum oozing out of it. It overloaded him, and he sighed and gave up on fondling their breasts. Both women sensed his impending climax and leaned their stunning bodies into his sides. Both their hands pumped him until his release was imminent, whispering and cooing sultry suggestions about how much he had to give them in his ears.

“Cum for me, Liam,” Tess whispered, mashing her breasts against him. “This is your night. Let it all out.”

“Oh, fuck,” he cried, fighting to keep his voice down. Avril sensed his weakness and began sucking on his neck, rubbing her stiff nipples against his arm.

The ramping pleasure undulated until his next cry was one of shattered relief and lust. It warbled out of his throat, and he clenched from head to toe. He gasped and bucked his hips, though the women on either side of him kept him stable as his climax slammed into him. A sticky white geyser erupted from his cock, hitting its precipice near chest height before splattering on his thighs and the hands covering his cock. Smaller, less violent eruptions followed, leaving Avril and Tess’s hands soaked in his seed. He sucked in a heavy breath, blinking back stars, leaning his head on the back of the couch, tingling all over.

“Almost took one of our eyes out there,” Avril whispered, kissing him on the cheek. “And hey, none on the couch.”

“That was amazing,” he panted, gulping oxygen into his lungs as best he could.

“That was the appetizer,” Avril said. Her eyes flashed salaciously. “Right, Tess?”

The sexy brunette stared at the seed covering her hand. When she released his sensitive member, she smiled. “She’s right, Liam. It’s just starting. At least two more rounds to go.”

“I’m good for it,” he promised, though he still hadn’t entirely caught his breath.

At Tess’s suggestion, they gave him a couple of minutes to simmer before they turned the dial back to eleven. So he wouldn’t be sleeping in too much stickiness once they were finished, Avril headed into the kitchen to get some wipes to clean everyone.

“The rest goes inside,” she whispered into his ear as she pulled away.

While she was gone, Tess continued working to hasten his recovery. Her lips and breasts and sheer sexiness were more than up to the task. However, during Avril’s brief absence, Liam’s curiosity demanded he inquire about how all this had come to be.

“You can probably guess who first suggested the idea,” she told him.

“I definitely can. What… made you go along with it?”

“You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?”

“Absolutely!” he hastily whispered.

“Then there’s your answer,” Tess said, kissing him tenderly. “I want you to have as wonderful a night tonight as possible.”

“Thank you, Tess,” he said, staring lovingly into her eyes. His euphoria spilled into such a smile as he’d never experienced before, and Tess’s eyes widened in response. However, she matched him with a smile just as luminous.

“You’re welcome, Liam. Your joy means the world to me.”

They were still beaming at one another like a couple of floodlights by the time Avril returned, wipes in hand. Clearing her throat and folding her arms under her breasts, she acted annoyed with them for leaving her out of the “lovey-dovey stuff.”

Liam made it up to her by sucking on her nipples while Tess cleaned up. He was well revived long before it was his turn for some self-cleaning, and both women stared hungrily at his cock after he’d wiped himself down.

“So, who’s first?” Avril asked.

“You,” he said.

“Any reason why?” she asked, batting her eyelashes.

“Because you’re fucking sexy, and I want to fuck you, Avril,” he replied.

A rare dash of color spread across Avril’s face, and she grinned. “Well, who could say no to that?”

As she had the other night, and as Tess had been doing before her arrival, Avril climbed onto his lap. However, this time, she faced away from him, not toward him. Having him slouch a little on the couch, she then placed her hands on his lower stomach. Once satisfied with both their positions, she looked over her shoulder and bathed him in a sultry smile.

“I’m taking that big cock.”

He helped her line herself up, but she did most of the rest. As his cock pressed against her pussy’s slick opening, Avril bit her lower lip, then ducked her chin. Wiggling her hips, she slowly but surely sheathed his cock between her tight walls.

“Oh, mmm,” Avril whispered, brushing some hair out of the way of her eye. “Perfect. Now, put your hands on my hips. Give me a bit of help until I’ve got a good rhythm.”

After he obeyed, she began to move. With each rise, he helped push her up. With each fall, he pulled her down. After a little more maneuvering to get the safest angle for what came next, she began to have him fill her. Her pussy took his cock to the hilt each time, and soft moans gathered en masse around the lascivious redhead. Next to them, Tess remained a spectator, mostly watching his responses. Liam wanted to change that, and he beckoned her toward him once Avril was moving quickly enough for him to remove one of his hands safely. His sexy next-door neighbor rolled her eyes, knowing he was plenty taken care of at the moment, but she still came.

She crawled toward him, bringing her lips to his. Her hand glided over his chest, and she ran a nail around his nipple. Her dazzlingly beautiful eyes shimmered as she tasted one of his moans as it fled his throat.

Meanwhile, Avril’s rhythm remained perfect. Her fantastic ass rose and fell tirelessly, and Tess broke their kiss long enough to shush her after the slapping of their bodies began to spill down the hallway.

“Can’t, ungh, help it,” Avril moaned, making no attempt to slow down and quell the noisiness of their fucking. “I’m sure it’ll be fine.”

Tess sighed but didn’t try and force her to slow her pace a second time. Liam was thankful for that. The bouncing redhead’s tight cunt hammered bliss into him, and each rise and fall caused his core to clench excitedly. He urgently needed to cum inside of Avril, and to hear her bite back her climax as she rode him. She needed that too. As she bounced on his cock, she began playing with her clit, and her moans grew even more incensed.

Even distracted by Tess’s lips and voluptuous body, his eyes continued circling back to Avril’s butt. The way it bounced and jiggled each time she dropped her hips, the feeling of it on his thighs when she came down. A couple of times, he caught sight of an opening even tighter than her pussy.

Tess noticed where he was staring. Raising an eyebrow, he knew she’d read his thoughts. A moment later, she informed him without any words that he should go through with the lascivious act. She did so by taking two of his fingers between her lips, staring into his eyes as she wetted them.

Having put herself in a position where she couldn’t be fully aware of what he was up to, Avril was none the wiser—at first. So, as he began to grope her butt, she didn’t think too much of it. Yet, she rapidly grew wise to his scheme when he separated his middle finger from the others and began skimming it between the attractive jiggling mounds.

“And just where is that headed?” she asked, skewering him with a look over her shoulder.

“Guess,” he said, making no attempt to deviate the single digit from its path.

“It better be my tight asshole,” Avril purred lewdly. “I better get to cum before you do, too.”

“You will,” he promised, reaching the tightest opening of Avril’s body. She dropped her hips, taking his entire cock into her. From there, she waited impatiently for a third source of pleasure to begin assailing her sinful body.

Slowly, carefully, but thoroughly, Liam penetrated Avril’s tight asshole with a single finger, and it paid dividends in terms of the number of moans it would incite. He watched Avril arch into the new intrusion, breasts thrusting out as she felt him push his finger into her until he reached the knuckle. She bit her lower lip and stared hotly at him.

Once she’d acclimated, she rushed them back to their earlier frantic pace. She rubbed her clit faster, almost as if delirious with lust. Liam stared joyously at her curvaceous figure as she bounced herself toward her budding climax. Her ass slapped against him, and he thrust his finger into her with the same rhythm of her body’s many falls. The one arm she was still using for stability shook dangerously, so he added a hand to her hip to keep her upright until they both climaxed.

“God, I’m so closeee,” Avril moaned, tossing her head back. “Make sure you cum inside me, Liam. I want you running out of my pussy after I climb off you.”

“I’m close too,” he said, feeling his balls tighten as he made that admission. He glanced toward Tess, who offered him a loving smile.

“I’m next,” she mouthed.

He nodded joyously, then yanked her over to kiss her again. The gorgeous woman slipped her tongue into his mouth, feeling the vibrations rocking him as his climax neared.

Avril was undoubtedly first, though. And way too loud.

“Oh, fuck!” she hissed, voice crackling with desire. “Oh, fuck! Yes, fucking right thereee!”

She finished herself off with a few more rapid bounces, moaning throatily the entire time. Her pussy savored the girth of his cock as she rammed it inside of her, and she began to shudder as her climax swept over her like a flood. Every muscle in her stomach and legs clamped tight, including the part of her surrounding his sensitive manhood.

As she quaked, needing one final box ticked for his undoing, Liam bucked his hips from beneath her, keeping her in motion. Seconds later, it checked that box. Seconds later, he joined Avril amid the throes of bliss. With a groan of longing, which Tess managed to mostly muffle with another kiss, he experienced his second climax of the night while buried to the hilt inside Avril Knight’s tight cunt.

When it was over, their hearts still roared so loudly that discovery remained a danger. Avril’s climax had been anything but a whisper, but the two of them were far too exhausted to think about the hallway behind them. Fortunately, Tess took over that role, staring into the darkness, praying for the three of them that Anna’s bedroom door didn’t open, regardless of who it was who opened it.

Nothing. The door remained shut. As far as they knew, they remained the only three people awake in the apartment. They just needed that to stay that way for a little longer.

“That was fucking great,” Avril purred, climbing off his lap. As she’d wanted, his seed began to dribble out from between her legs. Grinning, she stretched her arms over her head, then started her second round of cleanup.

“And loud,” Tess whispered frustratedly. “Far too loud.”

“I didn’t mean to be that loud,” Avril said, sniffing defensively. “When you’re riding him here in a minute, we’ll see if you can stay as quiet as a nun.”

“I couldn’t possibly do any worse,” Tess retorted.

“By all means, then,” Avril said, gesturing toward him. “Show me how it’s done.”

Color flared across Tess’s angelic features, though she sharply nodded. From there, both women’s gazes immediately trekked to his cock.

“Round three looks like it’s still a little way off,” Avril smirked. “Oops, my bad.”

“I have an idea that could help,” Liam said. It was an idea he’d been harboring for far longer than all this had started, but it now seemed within the realm of possibility.

“What is it?” Tess asked.

He answered her by motioning for her to come toward him. His taciturn response raised one of her eyebrows, but the gorgeous woman obeyed his request. As she drew nearer, he leaned over and kissed her.

“That’s it?” Avril said, snorting.

“No.” He didn’t ask her to come. Instead, he reached out, grabbed her wrist, and pulled her back into sitting on his other side. And then he kissed her.

Back and forth, he locked lips with both beautiful women. Tess, then Avril, Avril, then Tess. Each time he kissed one of them, he dragged them each a little closer to his chest. Yet, that wasn’t his goal, and the beautiful pair seemed to understand what he was after at the same time.

“Sly,” Avril said, one corner of her mouth tilting upward as their lips parted. Her eyes danced with intrigue as she looked at Tess, who wasn’t exactly frowning, though she did seem somewhat flustered.

“If it’s okay this once,” Liam said hopefully.

Tess’s apprehension faded as she looked into his eyes. She still sighed before giving the go-ahead via a subtle nod. He kissed her again right after, and their tongues danced passionately. He tried to imbue the kiss with as much thankfulness as he could muster.

As their kiss ended, Tess did not pursue him for another. Instead, the darkest sapphires focused on a pair of scintillating emeralds. A sight worth more than all the items in Avril’s prize room was his, and his alone.

Tess leaned about thirty percent of the way. Avril handled the other seventy percent. Faces hovering a few feet above his lap, the redhead set a hand on Tess’s cheek moments before their lips met. Aware of the older woman’s tension, she only kissed her as softly as Liam and Anna’s first kiss had been. Slowly, however, Tess began to right the balance between them.

Their lips tangled quicker, more frenetically. Both women shut their eyes, feeling the other’s mouth, exploring the taboo kiss. It intensified, and Liam was pretty sure that it was Tess who invaded Avril’s mouth with her tongue, not the other way around.

Liam swallowed dryly, beyond aroused by the erotic scene unfolding before him. Tess discovered just how aroused he was when she set her hand around his cock, finding it rapidly swelling back to its full size. Her eyes opened, and she briefly looked at him.

“Thank you,” he mouthed.

He received a subtle nod, and then Tess shut her eyes again. She didn’t stop kissing Avril until long after Liam was hard enough to go again. She stroked his member while kissing the sexy redhead, and she ensured Avril was nearly breathless by the time it ended.

Brushing back auburn strands once their mouths separated, Avril cleared her throat, clearly more affected by the kiss than she might want to let on. “It seems to have worked,” she said, nodding toward his rock-hard member.

“Was there ever any doubt that it would?” Tess replied, shaking her head but at least offering them both a smile.

“None at all,” Liam admitted honestly.

Tess brought her lips to his, albeit briefly. “Good. Now that you’re ready for one more go, I want to give you a bit more work to do than Avril did.”

“Anything for you,” he said.

Tess nodded one more time and then shooed them both off the couch.

Once they were standing, Tess used her newfound space to turn onto the couch and lie on her back. Focusing on him, she connected her legs a moment later, then proved her flexibility by tossing her knees up to her breasts. The most phenomenal butt that Liam had ever laid eyes on yanked his eyes toward it.

“Roughly,” Tess demanded. “And I’ll still be quieter than Avril was.”

He didn’t command his body to climb onto the couch with Tess; it simply did it. The look she was giving him, her body's utter perfection, and the opportunity before him disallowed him any choice. He had to fuck her like this, as roughly as she wanted. With barely any effort at all, she made him all hers.

His hands started at her butt, then glided up to her lower thighs. His cock trembled with excitement, but he just managed to hold onto a little bit of his self-awareness. Before plunging himself into her, he first trailed his fingers toward her slick sex. There, they traced her opening, and then he split her lips with two fingers. While he ran his fingertips over the heat of her body, his lips left scorch marks across the backs of her thighs. One of her hands dug into the couch, and he knew she was impatient for his cock’s penetration.

He gave it to her only a minute later. Setting himself up to begin filling her up, their eyes locked. Avril climbed onto the couch behind him, and he felt her hands splayed across his lower back. As he prepared to slide his cock into Tess’s slick opening, he knew he’d have a bit more oomph to give once he began thrusting as roughly as she wanted.

“Ready?” he asked.

“I am,” Tess replied, warming his soul with her smile.

Her future smiles were all warped with pleasure, and he treasured them. However, this one was special, and Liam locked it away in his memories. Smiling back, he slowly pushed his manhood into the woman he’d loved since the day she’d moved in next door to him.

He was somewhat fatigued; he couldn’t deny it. It’d been a long day, and he wasn’t getting the level of break his body truly needed in between rounds. However, Avril offered him plenty of help in accruing momentum. Thanks to the angle he thrust into her, gravity also provided a helping hand.

After the first few softer thrusts, he hurried to fulfill the beautiful brunette’s request for raucous sex. As he began to plunge his cock into her more roughly, Tess’s mouth immediately formed a pleasurable ‘O.’ She’d asked to be fucked roughly, and he would do everything within his power to satisfy her request. Knees on the couch, gripping her thighs, he used all the leverage he could every time he pumped into her. That part, at least, was certainly as loud as he and Avril had been. There was no way for it not to be.

Anna, Victoria, I just need you two to sleep heavily tonight, he thought, knowing his body wouldn’t let him relent for even a moment. Not until he came deep inside of the stunning woman beneath him.

From the outset, the couch rocked beneath them. Fortunately, it was up for the arduous demands of the three bodies on top of it, and its sturdiness—and the rug under it—muffled some of the sounds of his and Tess’s lovemaking. Not all of them were due to a shuddering couch, however.

“Ah, ah, yes,” Tess moaned, writhing beneath each powerful thrust. Her eyes met his. “I wanted you to do this to me in my dress.”

“Tomorrow,” Liam promised, shivering with illicit pleasure.

“Hey now!” Avril whispered, biting the back of his shoulder playfully. “How are you two going to make fun plans like that in front of me?”

“Hush, you had your turn,” Tess said, sighing pleasurably.

Liam bottomed out inside of her, causing her lower jaw to flex. Her eyes dilated, and Liam speared deep into her again, earning a similar response each time.

“Yes, oh, keep going like that!” Not a second later, Tess realized she’d practically shouted her lusty request, and she clapped a hand over her mouth, cheeks burning red.

Avril leaned around him and grinned at her soon-to-be professor. “See? Not that easy. We’ve made him pretty good at hitting the right spots, haven’t we?”

“H-Hush.”

But Avril ignored that command. She scraped her nails up Liam’s back, then moved off the couch. She kissed him deeply, then moved up beside Tess. Dropping to her knees beside her head, she grinned at the older woman as bliss threatened the last vestiges of her composure.

“He’s got such a great cock, doesn’t he?” she said, kissing one of two scarlet cheeks on display. “Have you told him how great it is? Given it a good grade?”

“H-Hush,” Tess said again, face aflame. “He knows.”

“I think you really ought to make sure he knows,” Avril said, reaching out to pinch one of Tess’s pert nipples. “So, tell him how great it feels when he fucks you. How nice it feels as he pumps his big cock inside of your needy cunt.”

Tess bit her lip, but the moans didn’t stop. Her eyes rushed away from Avril, but they landed on him. The lewd slapping sounds of their sex, the moans they both struggled to rein in, and Avril’s cooing—it was too much. Tess squeezed her eyes shut, body arching.

“I love your cock!” Tess hissed, tensing as her impending climax threatened to submerge her entirely. “You’ve gotten so good at fucking me exactly how I like! I’m, ahhh, ohhh, I’m cumming because of you, Liam!”

The woman of his dreams succumbed to bliss. Her mouth formed that ‘O’ again, but she hid it behind her wrist as she moaned into it. Shutting her eyes tightly, she writhed in pleasure, so much so that she missed out on Avril’s satisfied smirk. Liam didn’t. Nor did he miss as the sultry redhead looked up at him, then nodded.

He slammed into Tess a few more times, overwhelmed with joy well before his body couldn’t hold out any longer. A few final, powerful thrusts were all that was required, and then his cock began to pour its load deep into her, and pleasure gorged itself upon his body. It was a feeling he enjoyed long after the physical sensations ebbed. The prominent feelings of love and affection within him remained riled up long after he pulled his softly pulsing cock out of Tess. Long after the cleanup. Long after they gathered on the couch to all catch their breath.

He was not alone in emanating such emotions. Tess and Avril both wore contented smiles as he wrapped them in his arms and held them there with them, the threat of discovery be damned, for a long while.

“You two are amazing,” he told them, already dreading when they would slip from his arms, which they all knew they’d eventually need to do. “Thank you.”

“Anytime,” Avril said, cheek lying on his shoulder.

“Per…haps another time,” Tess said, blushing fiercely as Avril immediately lifted her head. “When the occasion is fitting.”

“That works for me,” he said.

“I’ll see what I can concoct,” Avril said, leaning over and kissing Tess for the final time of the night—that he was aware of, anyway.

Because they had to go. And he had to stay. Tess gathered her clothes, and Avril kept an eye on the hallway. Quiet as they’d come, this time together, the two women bid him one final goodnight and then crept back the way they’d come. They made it there safely, and Liam watched until he could see them no longer. As far as they knew, they’d successfully pulled off their heist.

Too exhausted to consider that maybe, just maybe, anyone who had woken up during the louder parts of their threeway wouldn’t have been keen to stick their head out and catch them in the act, Liam’s head hit his pillow, and a dreamless slumber carried him off. After all, what dreams could ever hope to match his reality?


Chapter Thirty-Eight

Next Comes…

In the morning, neither Anna nor Victoria cast any strange or suspicious looks at him, Tess, or Avril. So, yawning because of how little sleep he’d gotten, Liam let himself believe that they’d gotten away with last night’s raucous fun. Avril joined him in those yawns. Conversely, Tess did far better at acting as though she’d gotten a full night’s sleep.

After breakfast, with Tess and Victoria wearing borrowed clothes, while he had just thrown on what he’d worn yesterday, Anna drove them back up to the clubhouse. There, they cleaned up after themselves for the next couple of hours. There, he and Victoria also found the time to exchange their numbers. Liam couldn’t help but grin gleefully as he stared at the newest contact in his phone. Victoria didn’t chastise him for that, either.

A little after noon, a truck arrived to collect what was left of the prize room. Thankfully, nothing looked to have been taken while they were away. After seeing everything loaded up, Avril paid the truck driver and let him be on his way to wherever all those expensive designer clothes and luxury items were headed. Thirty minutes later, they’d finished cleaning up and were ready to head their separate ways.

“Remember, remember, voting is open!” Avril shouted as he, Tess, and Victoria headed for their pre-warmed vehicles, hoisting the whiteboard, which she had, of course, brought with her overhead. “Votes can be changed for the next two months, people! Think about where you want us to all go!”

Liam would think about it, though not now. What he needed now was a shower and a nap. Letting Tess leave before him, he followed her out of Ashgrove Apartments, then never lost sight of her again. He pulled into his driveway just seconds after she pulled into hers.

She waved and called out to him after he stepped out of his car. “After you get your stuff inside, would you mind helping me carry in some of mine?”

Promising that he would, he made quick work of the laptops, the clothing, and other prizes he’d won last night. The Rolex still sat within its glass box, and he placed it on his nightstand. Pawing at the sleep in his eyes, he swapped his nicer shoes for a pair of tennis shoes before heading back outside. Wading through the snow, he reached Tess’s car when there really wasn’t anything left to transport other than her new espresso machine.

“Just that,” she said, holding a few outfits over her arm.

Battling a yawn to a standstill, Liam hefted the box the machine came in. The two of them headed into Tess’s home, and she directed him to put his charge on the nearest counter in her kitchen.

“You look exhausted,” she said, examining him with a soft curl of the lips.

“Yeah, I didn’t end up getting a whole lot of sleep last night,” he said, grinning but ultimately failing to hold back the next yawn that charged up his throat.

“Sounds like a nap would do you good.”

He agreed with a sleepy nod. “Yeah, if that’s okay. I, erm, know there are some plans with you and your dress we agreed on.”

Tess smiled and dismissed his concerns with a shake of her head. “Later. For now, a nap.”

Liam nodded again. He didn’t have the energy to make it back to his home; he barely had the energy to make it up the stairs. Hopefully, no neighbors had spotted him heading into Tess’s house with the espresso machine. If they had, hopefully, they weren’t aware enough about the fact that he didn’t emerge from it for the rest of the day.

“Come on, we can nap together,” Tess said, scooping his hand up from his side.

“To…gether?” he asked, a yawn splitting the word in two.

“That’s right,” Tess said, guiding him toward her stairs, then up them.

And then toward her bedroom.

Some of Liam’s sleepiness dissipated, and he stalled. “You’re sure?”

Tess looked over her shoulder as they reached her door. “Very sure. I want you to sleep in my bed for the rest of winter break. In fact, just in the future, you’re always welcome in my bed.” She paused, then ignited his very soul with a smile as beautiful as the first dawn ever to grace the planet. “Does that sound alright?”

“Yes,” he croaked, overcome with emotion. “Tess, I…” He cleared his throat, trying to fix his voice back to normal.

The woman he’d adored for years leaned in and brushed her lips against his. “I’m looking forward to seeing you regularly in the coming weeks and months. We’re together now, aren’t we? A couple?”

“Y-Yes!” he exclaimed, shaking from sheer joy. He cleared his throat, raised his chin, and forced himself to say it properly. “We’re together now. A couple.”

“Say it readily and often,” Tess said, drawing him into her bedroom.

He would. Several times more before his exhaustion overwhelmed his joy and forced him into a four-hour nap. Many times that night, too. For the final few days of his winter break, as well. And with any luck, for months and years to come.

The most marvelous winter break of Liam’s life ended a few days later.

Spring break was up next.
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