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Chapter One

One Door Over

The cold was a malevolent and hypocritical thing. On the one hand, it whipped at your face with its frigid gales, doing its best to send you scurrying back indoors. On the other, it seeped so deep into your bones that it could eventually freeze you in place, stopping you from escaping it. Some people could handle such sadism, having developed a near-immunity to all but the most inhospitable temperatures.

Liam Carr was not one such individual.

He wanted nothing to do with the relentless chill surrounding him, which ruthlessly sought to sneak its tendrils through any vulnerabilities in his thick coat it could. In its hopes of subjecting him to more of its pallid touch, it tried to catch his shoes, but Liam tromped so quickly through the foot of snow beneath him that it couldn’t latch on. If there was any silver lining to the blizzard that had recently slammed into his city, it was that it had packed the snow together so tightly that his shoes didn’t sink very far when he stood on it—as he did now. About a mile away from his home, battered on all sides by the elements.

Such was the price of being a gentleman, and for a woman he was only feigning interest in—at her explicit request. He and Annabelle Royce, the sole heiress of Royce Railroads, might only be pretending that they were considering dating, but they weren’t pretending they were quickly becoming close friends. They might have only met recently, at the instigation of Liam’s next-door neighbor, Tess, and Anna’s best friend, Avril, but that no longer seemed to matter. There was a level of trust calcifying between them, largely due to the falsehood they were perpetuating in front of Tess and Avril.

The two women meant well with their attempts to play matchmaker for Anna, especially given the pressure her father was putting upon her to marry a man—the son of another wealthy and influential family—who all three women had described, in varying degrees of vehemence, as an utterly repugnant human being. Liam hadn’t known Anna or Avril before Tess, his longtime next-door neighbor and secretly the woman of his dreams, had asked him to date Anna. Not wanting to disappoint Tess, who’d emphatically explained Anna’s uncomfortable family situation, he’d buried his discomfort before agreeing to at least meet Anna and see how things went.

Since then, well, there was one thing for Liam to complain about in his life right now: the cold. There wasn’t anything else, even if he tried to find some trivial issue to add. Ever since his return home for winter break, he’d wholly feasted on pleasant experiences.

While he was rapidly becoming close friends with Anna, his relationship with Avril, her best friend and the more… outgoing instigator between herself and Tess, was difficult to pin down. They were friends, but they weren’t just friends. If pressed to assign her something more specific than that, he’d almost have to consider her a mentor. A devilish, jaw-droppingly sexy, and provocative mentor.

What was she mentoring him in? Well, that involved her cohort, whose very house he was making his way back to. Now that he’d delivered Anna safely out of his neighborhood, allowing Avril to pick her up on the connecting main road, which snowplows had thankfully cleared yesterday, he had no reason to linger outdoors. He didn’t have any reason to return home, either. Not when he had an invitation to enter the house just one over.

On his descent of the hill where he and Anna had engaged in a fleeting snowball fight during their ascent, Liam nearly slipped several times. They were all his fault. Impatience drove him forward, recklessly hastening him toward his destination. Escaping the cold was just a secondary objective. The main reason could only ever be because of the angel of a woman he knew he would find when he arrived.

He'd wanted Tess Williams before she’d been Tess Williams, or rather, before she’d returned to being Tess Williams. When heaven had bequeathed her to him as a next-door neighbor numerous years ago, her last name had been Levine. Only a few weeks ago, a long time coming, which even she’d admitted on the night he’d returned from college, she’d regained her maiden name after finalizing her divorce from a man as unpleasant as a catheter. When Liam had heard the news, he’d celebrated vigorously.

Still, he would never have guessed that things would end up playing out as they had. It was one thing to fantasize that, no longer chained down by a draining, passionless marriage, a woman worth fighting literal wars over would reciprocate the feelings that he’d long harbored for her. It was another to believe that reality might ever resemble such a fantasy. After all, she was twice his age, a lauded professor at a prestigious college, and as radiantly beautiful as starlight. It had seemed impossible that she would ever see fit to descend from the heavens in front of him, beckoning angelically for him to join her at her side, revealing that she’d chosen him over anyone else. Even if Liam had been the kind of person who overflowed with confidence and ego, such a belief would have still reeked of outlandish daydreaming.

Recently, however, what seemed impossible had repeatedly scrubbed off those first two letters. Otherwise, he would never have allowed himself to cling to such a farfetched hope as fervently as he now did.

And he owed an external miracle, not an internal one. It had a name, a mischievous grin, and as much uninhibited sexiness as you could stir a stick at.

Avril’s “mentorship” revolved around the possibility that he could romance Tess, around that most infinitesimal speck of hope within him. When he’d met Anna, she’d apparently noticed his feelings for Tess. When she’d reported this to Avril, primarily as her explanation for why she didn’t think it was a good idea for them to date, the latter had taken matters into her own hands. Literally.

Liam had experienced fever dreams that were several steps less outlandish than what had transpired at the women’s shared apartment, where Avril, just minutes after they’d met, had “enticed” him with a simple but effective method: she’d jerked him off.

It hadn’t just been that, and the real reason he’d capitulated to her wishes involved a promise she’d made to him. One where she’d offered to help him earn Tess’s attention—and maybe more. On her side, she only wanted him to date Anna for a little while, solely in the hope that it would help her find some backbone so she might stand up to her father’s selfish wishes. With that being the case, it didn’t cause her any hesitance or guilt to offer him the… unique brand of aid she was promising. Lofty a claim as it was, she’d seemed to believe it when she said he might have a chance with Tess.

That had been the moment where the minuscule hope within him, just a flickering ember for years, had begun to grow.

Arms wrapped around himself, blinking rapidly through the frigid wind pummeling his face, he caught sight of his house and, more importantly, the one next to it. If not for the dozens of tons of snow burying his neighborhood, he would have looked upon numerous Christmas lights and ornaments across his street. He and Tess had put up his lights, and one very plump Santa ornament, which now stood buried under a mountain of snow by his chimney, the day after his return home. Less than a week later, everything remained entombed beneath the snow, and it didn’t seem likely things would clear up in time for the Christmas Eve party Tess had offered to throw at her home.

Gary, Liam’s other next-door neighbor, who put up enough Christmas lights every year to put Clark Griswald to the test, must have been fuming because of it.

Christmas Eve was in just two days, and Liam’s excitement for it had continually ballooned over the past few days. Still, he wasn’t going to get ahead of himself. Today seemed like it might be pretty spectacular, too.

Marching through the snow toward Tess’s home, he intended to remain focused on the present. He had a text on his phone from last night inviting him over after he saw Anna off. With his mission accomplished, now was the time to reap whatever rewards awaited him there.

With every car not safely stowed inside a garage as entombed as everything else in sight, he didn’t need to look both ways before crossing the street. He left behind fifty hastily taken footprints before he reached her front door, hand already stretched toward its handle, expecting to find it unlocked. His chilled hand met the knob’s equally icy metal, though it stopped short of twisting it.

What’s that? Liam wondered, spotting what appeared to be a folded sheet of paper wedged between the door and its frame.

Had Tess left him a note? He didn’t know what else it could be, but its contents would remain a mystery until he read it. Clutching it with his other hand, he held it from falling as he gently opened Tess’s front door.

If she was downstairs, she didn’t call out upon hearing him open her door. Stepping onto her indoor entry mat, he was careful not to spread the snow caked to his shoes beyond it. Clutching the folded paper, he eschewed escaping them and his coat before viewing its contents.

Written in fine scrawl, he read: Liam. I’m a bit fatigued this morning, so I’ve decided to rest up a little more. When you get back, I’ll probably still be in bed. You are welcome to stay over while I do so, and my pantry is yours. I’ll see you in a little while. Today will just be the two of us.

Dismay and anticipation made for strange bedfellows in his chest, but there was no escaping either’s touch. The former felt slightly more poignant at first, though the latter would supersede it in a matter of minutes. He remembered seeing a few yawns from the beautiful woman when he and Anna had departed a little while ago. Curtailing his impatience, he wouldn’t begrudge her for wanting a bit more shuteye.

After escaping his snow-covered shoes, a blocky coat, and the rest of his winterwear, Liam stared longingly at the staircase heading upward just a few steps into her home. Revoking any thoughts about disturbing Tess’s sleep, he naturally gravitated toward the kitchen. While his body recovered from the harsh environment, gnawing hunger soon replaced it as his most pressing concern. It didn’t take him long to find a box of pancake mix, a pan, and a syrup bottle.

Not long after, he consumed three oversized pancakes, each as wide as his head and excessively submerged in syrup. After cleaning up Tess’s kitchen, he once more looked longingly in the direction of her stairs. He received neither sight nor sound of the house’s owner making her way downstairs, which allowed the burr of impatience in his heel to persist unabated. Maybe some TV would soothe it for a while.

After all, couches were his lucky place.

His luck held, though not in the way he’d initially hoped. Slumped against one arm of the couch, elbow propping up his head while he absentmindedly flicked through channels on Tess’s TV, a short-lived but familiar noise snapped him back to attention.

It wasn’t the sound of feet coming down the nearby stairs. It wasn’t a voice calling out to him. Instead, it was a vibration in his pocket.

Avril? he immediately wondered, straightening as he dug into his pocket.

Dashed hopes awaited him. Instead of the sultry, troublemaking roommate to the woman he was pretending to be interested in, it was his roommate. Given that he and Grant had become good friends during his first semester at Perrymont, he tried not to be too disappointed. For the next twenty minutes, they tossed a handful of messages back and forth.

Living in the same city where Perrymont was located, he learned that Grant had escaped the full brunt of the blizzard’s fury. Obviously, Liam hadn’t been so lucky, driving home just in time for the biggest winter storm in years to barrel into his home. Of course, without the blizzard, he might not have experienced any of the wonderous events of the past two days.

That blizzard was the first domino to fall, and he thanked Mother Nature wholeheartedly for it.

But he sure as hell couldn’t share that with Grant. Another guy might have been willing to do so: to boast about his newfound relationships with Avril and Tess. A college senior and a professor—both as ravishingly beautiful as any supermodel on the planet. Who wouldn’t want to brag a little about that? Certainly, he’d experienced pride’s intoxicating caress because of what he’d done with both women.

But it would be a massive betrayal for him to share anything with anyone, especially to Tess. As they’d already discussed, their relationship, which remained moderately undefined due to numerous factors, had several tricky components that they needed to stay aware of. The difference in their ages, their previous relationship, her career as a professor. Even if he attended a different college than the one she taught at, he could tell it neared a line she was wary of crossing.

Blessedly, the conversations they’d so far shared about their unorthodox relationship seemed to have soothed most of her worries. For now, at least. But he was determined to ensure that this remained the case.

With that goal in mind, Liam spoke not a word about the unfairly beguiling professor whose house he currently warmed himself within. As far as Grant knew, he was hanging out in his house while snowed-in, not drumming his fingers on next-door neighbor’s couch while hoping to hear footsteps heading down the stairs at any second. That was how it was today; that was how it would be going forward.

Eventually, their chat reached its natural conclusion. Liam put his phone on the couch rather than back in his pocket. He resumed half-heartedly watching a baseball panel discuss the significant offseason changes that had occurred at the Winter Meetings, baseball’s busiest offseason week, almost three weeks ago.

The next pivot in his attention occurred just five minutes later. He didn’t hear any footsteps, but he heard something that certainly preceded them—running water. It zoomed in a dull rush through the pipes above his head, instantly elevating his heart rate.

Tess was awake.

After five minutes, the sound of rushing water still hadn’t abated, so he figured she must be taking a shower. Naturally, that introduced a new desire he was forced to wrestle with.

Should he be thinking about going up and joining her? Just the idea of seeing her dripping wet in her shower was enough to parch his throat. Thoughts of what might occur after that left his pulse pounding so feverishly that he could barely hear himself think.

He knew that decisive action wasn’t exactly his strong suit. Indecisiveness had plagued him for years, and it didn’t show him any mercy now. Even as desire urged him to march upstairs and test his luck, prickling worries that it might be an unwelcome overstep kept him sitting where he did. What if she saw his intrusion as too forward? What if she just wanted some peace and quiet before her day began?

Liam slapped a hand over his eyes, groaning audibly at his self-inflicted hesitance. He was being a worrywart and an idiot. It was Tess who’d admonished him recently for his tendency to undersell himself, to lack confidence. Just twenty-four hours ago, a rare but effective streak of bold decisions had allowed him to reap the rewards. And he wanted to be that person, not the person who sat on a couch while an opportunity most men would die for slipped through his fingertips.

Remember the goal you set for yourself, Liam reminded himself. Where you want to be when you go to sleep tonight.

With that, he propelled himself to his feet, heart pounding anxiously. Although he’d galvanized himself into action, he felt no less uneasy about rolling the dice like this. He had too many years of playing it safe behind him for him to simply hurl off his indecisiveness like a tattered shirt to be replaced by one that imbued him with endless confidence. It’d just have to be something he took apart thread by thread, until it allowed him to be the person he wanted to be.

The person who spent every day with Tess Williams.

He took his first step toward the hallway, toward the stairs, toward Tess’s bedroom, and toward the bathroom connected to it. Nothing would deter him.

Except, apparently, for the dull vibration of his phone where it sat on the couch, which dragged his attention toward it for the second time that morning. If it’d been from Grant, he would have ignored it and kept walking away. If it’d been from any other friends, he’d still have ignored it. Family, too. He’d have ignored just about anyone he knew among the eight billion people who called planet Earth home.

Unfortunately for him, and in what might be the only time in his life he wasn’t pleased to see her name appear on his screen, the message wasn’t from Grant, wasn’t from one of his parents, and wasn’t from one of the eight billion people on Earth that he would have effortlessly ignored.

It was from one of the two or three names that existed outside of that category.

Avril Knight’s name sat on his screen. And that was enough to deny him a chance to shower with Tess that morning.


Chapter Two

Chosen One

Later in the day, Liam fully realized the irony of her texting him at the precise moment she did. How it caused the woman who was most responsible for his success with Tess to effectively cock block him in this instance. Because of everything he owed her, he didn’t begrudge her for it later. The contents of their following conversation also helped somewhat.

Just made it back with Anna. She was in a good mood the whole drive. Way to go.

Smiling at that news, he tapped out a quick reply, believing at first that it’d be a swift enough conversation that he could still try and join Tess before her shower ended.

Happy to hear it. Try not to chase her out of the house again.

He could practically hear her playfully affronted tone in her subsequent response.

What is this slander?! I didn’t make her leave the first time! I won’t have my good name besmirched by these baseless accusations!

Actually, since it’s in writing, it’d be libel, not slander.

A brief pause followed.

You looking to get shanked the next time we see each other? Which is tomorrow. In a city that’s frozen stiff and has plenty of places where I could dump a body.

Just saying, he replied. You did get on me that one time when I was surprised at how smart you were. I wouldn’t want you to graduate from prestigious Bellmore without knowing the difference between slander and libel.

Someone’s feeling themselves a little too much this morning. Maybe walking to the mall instead of a ride-along with me will cool you off.

Liam grinned. I won’t be able to get you a gift if that happens. The party here is the day after tomorrow, so I don’t have any other chances to shop.

Another pause occurred, and Liam unwittingly deposited himself back onto the couch while waiting for her reply. He completely missed that the water thrumming over his head had ceased.

What do you mean, “here?” Where are you right now?

I’m sure you can figure it out, Detective Knight.

I can figure out that you must not be doing any of the things you’d want to be doing, seeing as how you’re texting me.

“Oh, shit,” Liam groaned, finally regaining his awareness of the sounds around him, or rather, the sounds no longer around him. A frown struck his face, and he glared at his screen.

It’s your fault. I was on my way to doing something like that, but then you had to go and text me.

Blamed again? I know I must seem omniscient and all-powerful, but I’m not actually a goddess. So stop blaming me for stuff that’s not on me!

Still somewhat disgruntled about his lost opportunity, he began working on his retort, only for Avril to beat him to the punch with a second jab.

Also, you’re fucking welcome for my bounty of knowledge and wisdom, which I’ve so benevolently bestowed upon you! We’ll see how nice I am the next time you need my help.

Liam paused his original response and chewed on the inside of his cheek. Deleting his original message, he relented in the face of Avril’s claims. It’d take a herculean effort of revisionism to deny what she’d just said as true, and he didn’t try to attempt it.

Yeah, you’re right. My bad. Only slightly sarcastically did he type out the rest of his message. Thank you for your benevolence, O’ Great One. I wouldn’t be sitting where I am right now without your help.

Try not to forget it, she soon replied. There should be a Shrine of Avril in your bedroom that you pray to every night.

Would that make me your chosen one? he asked, one corner of his mouth stretching upward. You did pick me for Anna, after all.

That’s right, and it was pure divine providence. Your goddess decided you were the right man for the job, and she’s been right so far. So, just keep obeying her commands as she leads you to your promised land.

I’ll try not to doubt you too often, Liam promised, thumbs stopping before hitting send. Although he’d regretfully given up on his chances at sharing a shower with Tess this morning, that didn’t mean his libido had ebbed any. Lascivious thoughts pulsed through his bloodstream, which prompted him to add another part to his message.

It’d help if I could get a reminder or two of your divinity every now and then, too.

Is that right? I’ve got myself one of those kinds of faithful, huh? Woe is me.

Hey, you picked me, remember? You’ve got to live with your choices, divinity or not.

Okay, fine, Avril texted back. And what is it you’d ask of your benevolent deity, my lousy chosen one?

What indeed? Liam lowered his phone, staring blankly ahead as he mused over the request he should make.

While his relationships with Tess and Anna were unorthodox, his relationship with Avril certainly stood atop the gold medal podium of strangeness. As far as he knew, she wasn’t weighed down by the types of baggage that either Anna or Tess carried. She was outgoing; she was witty; she was staggeringly beautiful. He still vividly remembered his first sight of her, when he’d expected Anna to open the door to their apartment, not a bemused, sexy redhead ready to enact her scheme upon him.

As far as he was aware, Avril was unrestrained by any unusual circumstances that might keep her from dating whoever she wanted. She didn’t have to worry about an overbearing father pushing her toward an arranged marriage or if it was proper for a professor to be intimate with someone half her age. Knowing Avril, even had she been in such a situation, she wouldn’t have let it worry her.

An inferno didn’t glance behind it to see the consequences left in its wake. Instead, it maintained its single-minded focus to expand and explore.

If I’m going to make this shrine of yours, I need something to put on it so it’s obviously yours. I could use a picture or two to print out and place on it.

Unlike him, Avril wasted no time in firing off a response.

Just what kind of worship are you going to get up to at this shrine of mine? I’ve said it before, but I’ll say it again: Tess must have been blind for thinking you were a sweet, innocent boy.

Maybe I was until I got roped into building shrines for a seductress, he retorted.

So, it’s my fault again, is it?

For this one thing, at least? Absolutely.

He needed to wait a bit for the sultry redhead’s next response. While waiting, the boisterous hum of a hairdryer from one floor up perked up his ears. Even though things hadn’t entirely worked out as he’d hoped they might, excitement burgeoned within him as he waited for Avril’s picture and Tess’s arrival downstairs. He’d found enough enjoyment in flirting with Avril to fully forgive her for distracting him.

In short order, she ensured that he’d never complain about it again.

A message, accompanied by an image, flashed on his screen.

Well, we both know there’s no going back after you’ve had a taste. And you’ve had more than just a taste. So, you’d better keep on being devout until your dying days.

His amusement toward her reply vanished barely half a second after he finished reading her demand. After reading her response, his eyes drifted and then focused on the image accompanying it. The inferno had once again caught up to him, and it seared every thought in his mind but one.

Wow.

In the divine gift that he’d received, Avril had sprawled her beautiful body across her bed—or he assumed it was, though knowing her, it might just be Anna’s. Staring up at her phone while on her back, she’d pulled up her shirt and bra before snapping the provocative picture. Her hand rested on her collarbone, and she wore a playful smile—a knowingly confident one.

Because every inch of her body was as titillating as the last. From the way her eyes glittered like purest emeralds to the meager smattering of mostly faded freckles crossing over the bridge of her nose like a caravan of pilgrims trudging up and down a hilltop. From the luscious fullness of her lips to the scintillating fineness of her auburn hair, which framed her heart-shaped face. He knew all of this from firsthand experience. Not enough experience, and his body urgently yearned to better familiarize itself with just how soft and supple a woman she was.

And not just above her shoulders. Liam’s hot gaze raked over her agonizingly full breasts and her flat, toned stomach. Her areolae and enticingly pink nipples stood out prominently from her creamy skin, and he instantly relived several blissful memories of how it’d felt to feel and kiss and swirl his tongue across them just a few days ago.

She was just too unbelievably sexy, and she dared him to find a single speck of imperfection upon her. He tried. And he failed. And lust reigned uncontested within him as he stared at the arousing image, directing his blood flow into his groin.

It was why it took him so long to furnish a response to her gift. If they’d been there together in person, he knew she’d have teased him relentlessly for his gawking. She didn’t get that chance this time, but they both knew she’d have other opportunities.

He regained his senses through a single long inhale. Not only that, but he no longer heard Tess’s hairdryer running upstairs. His time was running short, and so he hastily tapped out a reply.

I guess I’ll keep on being faithful for at least a day or two longer.

Don’t pretend your jaw didn’t fall into your lap, Avril texted back. I know you’d be begging for a chance to kiss them again if you were on top of me right now.

Liam winced as the mental image of such a chance further swelled an already problematic hard-on building beneath his pants. How in the world would he calm himself down before Tess came downstairs in a matter of minutes?

Certainly not by continuing to engage in some rather reckless flirting with Avril, which, naturally, was precisely what he did. Even halfway across the city from each other, she’d still managed to infect him with her boldness.

Who’d be begging? I remember you making certain promises to me after the last time on your couch because of how well I did.

I haven’t forgotten, but I never specified when you’d get your reward.

Yes, you did. You said it’d be in a little while.

A little while for a goddess and a little while for a horny freshman could carry two very different meanings.

That seems unfair. I’m not going to be here for too much longer. Christmas is right around the corner, too.

Unfair is unfair. Besides, I’ve already decided what your Christmas gift from me will be, and it’s not that. So, if you want to make “a little while” into your version of that phrase, you’d better be a good and devout boy. I’ll be judging you carefully tomorrow, especially.

Are you a goddess or Santa Claus? It sounds more like I’m being weighed for the Naughty or Nice list.

I’m co-opting it all. Except for the part where you sit on my lap. I’m reversing that.

Another flare of desire raced through his veins. In what was bizarrely dismaying, he finally began to hear footsteps coming down the stairs. Soft as they were, they might as well have been cannon fire in his ears. They had the same effect, and his heart rate skyrocketed.

Tomorrow, then. I’m looking forward to it.

Even though he hadn’t said he needed to go, Avril seemed to pick up on the subtext. Since she’d already known he was over at Tess’s place, he imagined she was clever enough to figure it all out.

Tomorrow. Don’t be late.

Liam read her final message, closed his texts, and shoved his phone into his pocket. Just moments later, he heard the last footsteps on the stairs. Glancing over his shoulder, he was just in time to see a graceful, if somewhat still groggy, angel flow into the room.


Chapter Three

A Day to Themselves

Immediately upon spotting him, that angel smiled, knuckling at a little remaining sleep in her eye. Ravishingly beautiful even on her worst day, today was far from it. Freshly out of the shower, stopping only long enough to mostly dry her hair and throw on some clothes for the day, Tess didn’t show the slightest amount of surprise or consternation toward finding a much younger man waiting for her arrival on her living room couch. If anything, her smile, which initially spread languidly, only grew with each passing second.

“Good morning, Liam,” she said. “Or is it afternoon?”

“I think we still have fifteen or twenty minutes until you’d need to change your greeting over,” he replied, heart fluttering wildly in his chest.

She was so beautiful, and he finally no longer needed to hide the effect she had upon him whenever he held her in his sight. Those many years were behind him, and no matter how things ended up going between them, that was one thing that couldn’t be undone.

Tess didn’t seem to mind him drinking his fill of her. Leaning against the wide entryway that connected her hallway to the living room, she kept on smiling beatifically. And so, Liam kept on indulging in every inch of her perfection.

She had such enthrallingly pure blue eyes, so darkly hued that he sometimes worried about drowning in him. Compared to Avril’s fair skin, Tess’s complexion was vibrant and warm, practically effused with the same kind of light present at dawn. Her recently cut bright brown hair dangled its ends ticklishly at her shoulders. Slightly damp, their usual slight natural waviness had been briefly brought under control.

“I guess building a snowman by the igloo isn’t in the cards today?” he asked as he lowered his gaze.

“I would rather avoid the outdoors as much as possible today,” Tess said. “I used up all my love of the cold yesterday.”

Liam nodded, not minding one bit if the plan for today involved her front and back doors staying shut until tomorrow afternoon. If she wanted to enjoy the warmth and coziness of her home all day, which she’d clearly dressed for, he’d merrily go along with it without complaint.

She’d come downstairs dressed in sky-blue nylon running shorts and a creamy, loose-fitting shirt—excitingly so. Outside of a few rare memories that he’d collected when they’d been at their neighborhood pool at the same time, it was as revealing an outfit as he’d seen her in. Gleefully, unlike those times, he recognized that he wouldn’t need to share the sight with anyone else.

Tess was nearly as busty as Avril, and the steep V-neck of her shirt displayed ample cleavage. He also realized from a pair of gentle protrusions under it that she wasn’t wearing a bra. Every morsel of her beguilingly sexy body deserved an almost endless stream of extolling. However, if there happened to be one part of her figure that could effortlessly unravel him, it was a part he couldn’t currently see.

Based on her smile, he believed she knew that.

Thankfully, as a manifested angel, she didn’t let him languish for too long.

“I’m still a bit sleepy, so I’m going to brew some coffee to help me wake up,” she said, stifling a yawn and again wiping her eyes with the back of her wrist. “I’ll be right back.”

She nearly forced him to revise his assessment of her benevolence when she began to lean away as if she intended to step back into the hallway and deny him what was a privilege he desperately hoped to be granted. However, after this feint, she reoriented the direction of her lean and instead entered the room.

Walking past the back of the couch on her way to the entry to the adjoined kitchen, she flashed him a sleepy yet playful look as she passed behind him, which he would never have dreamed of receiving from her just a few days ago. Everything about his current situation felt like that, starting with his just being here at the present hour. But the sight he absorbed as she walked by, during which he used every available second to quench his eternal thirst for her captivating body, was anything but a dream.

Placed into a room of men with weak constitutions, Tess could prove fatal just by sauntering by. Especially now, with her newfound enjoyment of wearing leggings and other form-fitting clothes. Liam, thankfully, had a heart that could handle the frenzy that the sight of Tess’s long, shapely legs and utterly magnificent butt caused. Barely.

At least when she returned, he now had a good excuse behind why he was as stiff as a board. That was another boon to their newfound relationship. He no longer had to hide the sight of his rampant arousal around her.

She wasn’t gone very long. She must have prepped her coffeemaker after he and Anna had departed, knowing she’d need a pick-me-up after her second bout of sleep. Staying where he was, he soon heard liquid drizzling into a cup. Just a bit later, one stunningly beautiful professor took her place on the couch beside him.

“Good morning,” she repeated sleepily, holding her cup in both hands. Both steam and a potent aroma of nuttiness rolled off it in waves.

“Good morning,” he said, swallowing dryly. Even now, even after all that they’d done together, he still struggled to keep his cool around her.

Her next set of actions didn’t do much to relieve that ingrained tension.

Before taking the first sip of her drink, her gaze descended upon his body. In her absence, Liam had eschewed looking for a blanket or pillow to place on his lap. He’d also eschewed trying to calm his libido down or shift how he was sitting to obfuscate just how turned on he was. Now that he was allowed to let his desire for her show itself, he didn’t want her ever to forget how strongly she affected him.

Tess’s gaze lingered on his conspicuous arousal, which only sustained it due to her attention. Once her eyes wandered back to his, she followed one provocative decision with another.

Leaning toward him, her lips brushed against his before he realized that was her aim. Fleeting as it was, she’d still managed to steal every ounce of breath from him by the time she pulled away. Lightly smacking her lips together as if tasting something, she raised an eyebrow.

“Syrup? Did you make pancakes?”

“Oh, uh, yeah. I hope that was okay.”

“Of course it was,” Tess said, allowing her coffee table to achieve its purpose when she placed her cup on one of its coasters. “I said as much in my note.”

“Right.” He didn’t say anything more because Tess was already leaning back toward him, eyes gleaming suggestively. Apparently, something other than coffee had managed to evaporate her drowsiness.

She kissed him again, long enough for him to properly kiss her back. As she pressed her lips into his, she inhaled deeply, as if the lingering hints of syrup on his lips were pure ambrosia. Eyes shut tight, Tess intensified their kiss, even working her tongue into his mouth.

Liam’s cock throbbed as their tongues tangled, passion spilling through them as their combined lust banished the final few remnants of Tess’s languor. When she finally pulled back, she was wide awake.

“That was pleasant,” Tess whispered, a hint of a blush creeping up her cheeks. “I haven’t had a kiss like that to wake me up in years.”

Upon hearing those words, effused with pride and a need for a longer taste of the gorgeous woman, he replied with a counterattack. Hurrying after Tess’s lips before they could get too far away, her eyes widened as he compelled their bodies back together. Caught in the same kind of stupor as she’d inflicted upon him with her first kiss, Liam’s fervor left her defenseless.

Their lips remained intertwined for over a minute, their bodies thrumming with shared passion. Hand finding her side, it slipped under her billowy shirt, where it found her smooth side still warm after her shower. As he leaned further into their kiss, his hand began to climb, tracing her marvelous figure on its way toward her breasts.

As he began to close his eyes and rely solely on his sense of touch, he felt a firm hand on his chest. It pushed back against his advance, which would have eventually seen Tess on her back while they made out.

Liam’s eyes opened, and Tess pulled back from their kiss. Face flushed with heat, she swallowed.

“I know that I initiated things here, but I was hoping we could pace ourselves today. I don’t want to get us too riled up too quickly.”

“Oh, sure,” he said, aggression dampened. A moment later, he pulled his hand out from beneath her shirt. However, as it returned to his side, Tess nabbed his wrist.

“I promise to make sure your patience is well rewarded before the day is up.” Smiling softly at him, she lifted his hand to her lips, pressing a kiss against two of his fingers.

Like a reactor burning too hot, Liam’s body vehemently protested her proposed delay. However, with the aid of her promise, he was eventually able to push it back to a safe temperature. He shouldn’t be surprised that she wanted to pace things, especially after a conversation they’d shared just yesterday.

Tess wasn’t just looking for hookups whenever her lust flared. The recently divorced woman had explained her wishes for their relationship, untitled as it might remain, and it involved more than just chasing physical satisfaction in the other’s arms. He’d promised he didn’t just want that either, which was the sterling truth of the matter. As enticing as her body was, he wanted far more than just a physical relationship. And this was his first chance to prove it.

“We do have all day,” he agreed, heart fluttering to re-realize as much. He had the whole day to spend with Tess. Alone.

She smiled beatifically in response. “Just the two of us. From sunup to sundown.”

And more, Liam quietly hoped, though he knew now wasn’t the time to share his aims.

“If we’re not going to build a snowman—”

“Absolutely not,” Tess interrupted, making a face.

“—then what do you have in mind for our midday activity?”

Tess’s smile grew. “I’m glad you asked.” She reached for her coffee mug on the table.

Wait. No, she didn’t. Instead of picking up her drink, her hand stretched beyond it. The steam rising from the cup wavered as her arm stretched by it, almost seeming like it was pouting over not having been selected.

Tess didn’t pick up the TV remote either. The object she picked up didn’t even belong to her; it was his. He’d left it here yesterday, following a brief lesson for Tess and Anna’s benefit.

“How about a game?” Tess asked, scooping up and then extending his deck of playing cards toward him.


Chapter Four

Stakes

As she offered him his deck of cards, Liam joined Tess in smiling. Accepting the dark cards marked in gold filigree, he instinctively began shuffling them. The playing cards danced effortlessly within his hands, a staccato of card stock vibrating noisily but soothingly—at least to his ears—as he reordered them again and again.

“Did you have a game in mind?”

Before answering his question, Tess beamed at him. “It’s such a radical change.”

“What is?”

“You—specifically, your confidence. Every time you pick up a deck of cards, it’s like you’re a whole new person.”

Heat singed his ears, and he shrugged. “It’s just something I know I’m proficient at. That helps.”

“I think you’re quite proficient at a number of things,” Tess said, separating her coffee mug from its coaster. She hid a gleam of mischief behind the steam emanating from the dark liquid as she brought it to her lips. “I benefited from one such thing very recently.”

Liam’s heart rammed into his ribs as if someone had fired it out of a cannon, and the cards in his grasp slipped free. A splatter of numbers and royal faces tumbled onto his lap, the couch, and the floor.

“I see,” Tess said, sipping her drink. “So, that’s how I can disrupt your expertise. I’ll keep that in mind.”

Trying his best to survive Tess’s provocative stare, he hastily gathered the cards he’d spilled. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d fumbled a shuffle like that. Of course, he also couldn’t remember—because it’d never happened before—what it felt like for Tess to shamelessly flirt with him while he was shuffling cards.

It was like she was a whole new person now. For years, he’d given her the precise form of worship that Avril had teasingly demanded from him a little while ago. Staring up at her as though she dwelled upon the highest peak of the most divine mountain, he’d only observed her in the most refined light. Almost more of an aspect of perfection than a real person. Seeing her make provocative remarks behind a flirtatious smile forced him to reassess his whole worldview of her.

And it only enhanced his desire for her.

He quietly hoped she’d continue making such remarks all the time, not just when she wanted to throw him off his game. If the delightful gleam in her eyes meant anything, he suspected he would get his wish.

“So, what game do you have in mind?” he asked thirty seconds later, having properly shuffled the deck, free of further unbalancing sneak attacks.

“War.”

Liam’s eyebrow shot up. “Really?”

“Yes, really,” Tess said, smiling the whole time. “I know what’ll happen if I play a trick-taking game against you—you’ll decimate me. So, we’re going to play a game that’s purely based on luck. Oh, and I’ll be shuffling from here on out so you can’t cheat your way to victory.”

“I wouldn’t cheat,” he protested, which in turn caused Tess to shake her head immediately.

“Oh, yes, you would. Because I want to add something additional to our game: stakes.”

Badump, badump. “Of what variety?” he asked, struggling to hear her reply over the pounding of his heart.

“Of the kind that a very horny young man will be pleased to have as part of the game,” Tess announced. “I’ll explain once it becomes relevant.”

Bringing her legs up onto the couch, Tess turned and scooted away from him, leaving her previous location as the site for their match. As she did so, she glanced toward the television, where the analysts were still chatting about offseason trades. Currently, they were grading how well their city’s team, the Bandits, had done. They ended up receiving a “B” from the pundits on this particular show.

“I suspect Avril would be chewing through one of my pillows if she were here now,” Tess remarked, chuckling as she finished settling into her new spot on the couch.

Liam briefly diverted his attention toward the sports show. “Is she a big Bandits fan?” He certainly wouldn’t have guessed it, though he’d pretty much accept any unusual tidbit of knowledge that he learned about the chaotic redhead at this point.

“It varies from year to year, but she normally is very invested in the team,” Tess said, again smiling. She gestured toward him. “Anyway, are you ready to play?”

“Are you going to share what the stakes you mentioned are?”

“No, I’m still going to wait until they require an explanation.”

Attempting to discern her thoughts with a long stare, a stone wall of polite “you’ll see when you see” rebuffed his efforts. She didn’t give away anything as he began to place one card after the other in front of them. One to her, one to him. Twenty-six for each player. War was a simple game. It also tended to be a very long game.

Because of that simplicity, Liam knew there were likely only two junctures where her “stakes” would become relevant. When they encountered the game’s moniker, where the two of them turned over the same card and entered a war, or at the end of the game, once one of them had won.

For the sake of his sanity, he hoped it would be the former.

“Ready?” Tess asked, reaching for the first facedown card of her deck once he’d distributed all fifty-two cards.

“As I’ll ever be,” he replied.

She turned over a nine. He turned over a king.

As the victor, Liam collected both and placed them on the bottom of his deck. They’d keep doing just that—and only that, eschewing when a war happened—until one of them had all fifty-two cards in their deck.

Liam’s next card was a three, which Tess took with an ace. She grumbled about wasting her ace for such a small prize as she scooped them both up and added them to her deck.

“Are you excited for tomorrow?” she asked, looking up from their game. Liam did the same; it wasn’t as if War required an excess of attention to play. There was a reason it was most popular with children, who could sit around chatting while mindlessly flipping over cards.

Pretty much what they were doing now.

“Yeah, I guess,” he said, shrugging. “I’m not much of a shopper, usually.”

“I’m sure Avril will pick up any slack you leave.”

“I can imagine.”

Tess smiled, removed one of his sevens with a jack, and sipped more coffee. “The good news for you is that she isn’t the type to window shop for a whole afternoon. The bad news is that she has no patience for torpor or indecision while shopping, so it’d be best to know what you want to get—and where you could find it—before you arrive.”

“I’ve got some solid ideas about what I plan to get already,” he disclosed.

“Ideas, plural?” Tess noted questioningly.

He nodded. “I’m going to get something for everybody I know who’ll be here on Christmas Eve, at least. You, Anna, Avril.”

“You needn’t go to that trouble,” Tess said. “When I first set this up, I hadn’t intended for there to be gift-giving. I haven’t purchased gifts for anyone.”

“Yeah, but you’re the one hosting everything,” he said. “Besides, if not now, then when? It’s Christmas. I want to get presents for people. I don’t mind.”

Tess pursed her lips, staring at him for a short time and pausing their game. “Well, all right. Though, if you really intend to get a present for everyone who will be here, you need to get one more present than three, just so no one is left out.”

Liam knew who she was referring to immediately. “Victoria?”

Tess nodded and smiled. “Victoria.”

“I feel like she’d glare at me even harder if I brought her a present.”

“Oh, she absolutely would,” Tess said, making no defense for her colleague and close friend. “I admit to thinking it would be somewhat amusing if that transpired, so I’m a little biased toward the idea.”

“Now, you’re sounding like Avril.”

It was Tess’s turn to shrug, and she flipped over her card, resuming the game. “It’ll just be the five of us, just like at Anna and Avril’s the other night. As I said, I didn’t really intend for there to be any gift-giving, but I’m realizing a bit too late that this was a foolish assumption on my part. With those of you coming over who are, I should have expected differently.”

“For radically different reasons,” he pointed out.

“Indeed. I do hope Avril will show some… restraint this year. She can tend to be rather… shameless with her gifts, especially toward Victoria. I hope she’ll spare her, and Anna too, from too much embarrassment because of your presence.”

“I’ll try and keep her from getting anything too, uh, shameless,” Liam said, imagination already brimming with ideas about the kinds of embarrassing gifts Avril could pull out of her hat on Christmas Eve if left to her own devices. No one would be safe, least of all him.

“Good luck if you do,” Tess said. As they flipped over the next cards in their decks, they finally hit a match—two fives. “Ah! And here we are. War.”

He and Tess each pulled a card from the top of their deck, placing it beside their respective fives. This one remained facedown. The next card they drew, which would be revealed, would determine the winner of this particular war. That person would collect all six cards.

“Pause before we see who wins,” Tess said, stalling his fingertips where they rested on the card he planned to flip over. “Now, I can explain the stakes I mentioned earlier.”

“Sure, go ahead,” he replied, feeling a few butterflies already dancing in his stomach. From the moment she’d announced that he, unabashedly a “horny young man” where she was concerned, would enjoy it, he’d mulled over what kind of stakes she’d secretly slid into their game. That it occurred when they entered a war, which would happen pretty frequently, rather than just when their long match ended, further excited him.

Just what manner of idea would a woman like Tess Williams come up with in this situation? He felt like he’d gotten a taste of what she was capable of in the igloo yesterday, when she’d challenged him to hold out for as long as he could—just five minutes to receive the reward of cumming down her throat—while giving him the best blowjob of his life. If this was anything like that, he was in for a treat.

“It’s a simple reward,” Tess said, the color gathering in her cheeks betraying her mild embarrassment as she explained things. “Whenever one of us wins a war, they’ll get to pillage a bit. In this case, that means receiving one free minute to touch the loser wherever they want, but with one caveat.” She held up her finger. “No removing clothes—yours or theirs.”

Liam was certain the blood in his veins must have resembled lava by now. Throat dry, he urgently wished he’d gotten himself a glass of cold water while Tess was brewing her coffee. Swallowing so he could slick his throat with a touch of moisture, he nodded.

“Does kissing count as touching?”

“Yes, it does. So does licking, biting, and so on.”

His eyes dropped. How could they not? Tess’s decision to wear a very loose-fitting shirt suddenly made a great deal more sense. It wouldn’t need to be removed for him to take every opportunity to explore her marvelous body.

“Oh, and I guess there is one more thing. The loser also can’t be made to leave the couch. They have to stay on it the whole time.”

“Okay, I can work with that.”

Tess followed his earlier lead and swallowed, anticipation burbling in her azure eyes. Another newer sight that he voraciously indulged in. She was kind, considerate, intelligent. In his very biased view, she was divine. Whether he was extolling her irresistible beauty, her unfaltering generosity, or her brilliant acumen, he could stand at his podium and rattle on for hours. He’d felt this way about her for years.

The extraordinary events of the past few days had forced him to add a few more positive descriptors to his internal notes on Tess. In his endless stream of fantasies about how things would go once they were intimate, he’d failed to account for the possibility that she might not just wait around for him to make every move. Even if she was as generous, kind, and considerate as an angel, that didn’t mean she couldn’t also be as debaucherous as the devil when the opportunity arose.

“I hope so,” she whispered huskily, reaching out and revealing the card on top of her deck.

They had all day to be alone together.


Chapter Five

Many Minutes

The Four of Spades he turned over was not the revolutionary he’d needed to depose Tess’s Queen of Hearts. Yet, even suffering such a robust defeat, he didn’t feel even a speck of dismay. Immediately after turning over his card and seeing that he’d lost the first war, his eyes shot from the ground floor to the penthouse suite. A pleased, alluring smile sat on the face of the gorgeous woman who could now collect the first set of spoils from their game.

Before she did so, however, she leaned to one side and dug her phone out of her pocket. Liam used that free time to indulge in how utterly sublime her long legs were. And to begin planning where he might be interested in running his fingers once he achieved victory in one of the many wars in their future.

Tess set her phone on the coffee table, tapping on its screen until a familiar image appeared.

“You really like keeping things orderly, don’t you?” Liam noted teasingly as she set up her phone’s timer for precisely one minute.

“I suppose I do,” she replied, glancing at him with a coy smile. “Maybe it’s the professor in me.”

“So long as you don’t shout ‘pencils down’ at the end of one of our games, Professor Williams.”

“That’s not the kind of test I’m interested in having you do for me, so you don’t need to worry.”

A shot of pure adrenaline kicked his heart into overdrive, and Tess, spotting his response, expanded her smile. She tapped a finger beside her phone.

“Are you ready for me to begin my minute?”

“Yeah,” he answered, voice slightly hoarser than it’d been just a few seconds ago.

In his peripherals, he saw Tess initiate the countdown timer on her phone.

0:59

She waited. Instead of hurrying to close the gap between them, to take advantage of the free rein she had over him for the next minute, Tess remained seated on her couch cushion. Still smiling, still causing his heart to pound raucously inside his chest, she just looked at him, making no overt movements.

Liam swallowed, trying to control the anxious lump of coal burning in the pit of his stomach. Tess’s smile subtly grew, but still, she didn’t approach him. It was the kind of torture he might have expected Avril to submit him to, but never Tess.

0:52

Liam blinked after checking the timer on her phone with a sideways glance. Had it really only been eight seconds since the game had begun? Suddenly, it was like he was in elementary school again, staring at the clock above the door, begging for the final few minutes of the school day to skip ahead so that he might hear the benevolent bell free him from his desk. This was just too cruel.

Tess’s cruelty didn’t abate until only thirty seconds remained on her minute. Only then, only after burning away half of the time she’d earned with her victory, did she shift. Standing up to avoid disrupting their decks by crawling over them to reach him, she languidly stretched her arms above her head. In any other circumstance, his eyes would have latched onto the swell of her breasts the gesture resulted in. But in this one, his focus remained affixed to the cruel—playful but cruel—gleam in her beautiful blue eyes.

0:21

Tess walked up to his side, and Liam was powerless to do anything. Left sitting on the couch, he could only look up at this woman, who he’d so ignorantly believed was the kindest angel of them all.

0:16

Tess glanced toward her phone. She waited another five seconds before she brought her attention back around. Looking down at him, eyes sparkling mischievously, smile taunting him mercilessly, he forced himself to ignore his body’s nearly overwhelming desire to yank her onto his lap and break the rules of their game.

As her timer ticked down to just ten seconds left, she finally touched him. Cupping his cheek in her hand, she infused it with the warmth spilling out of her palm.

0:08

Her hand leaned his head back a few extra inches.

0:06

Tess lowered her lips to his, stopping just centimeters before they would have brushed together. Liam clenched his body with an iron will before he propelled himself up to force the contact she was dangling—literally—above him. If she was testing him to see if he could keep his cool, he’d pass with flying colors.

There will be more wars—a ton more of them, he told his disobedient body. Keep it together.

0:04

Those centimeters disappeared. Lightly, lovingly, intoxicatingly, Tess placed her soft lips against his. Eyes alight with mirth, she cupped his other cheek, holding him still as their lips worked in tandem. Tess closed her eyes, sighing softly, breathing him in. Electrifying sensations left his mouth feeling almost numb. Wildfire raced through his veins. It was that easy for Tess. She only needed seconds to arouse him.

At least in this instance, seconds were all he got. A wretched, horrid chirp opened Tess’s eyes.

She started to pull back, but Liam arched upward to add another handful of seconds to their experience. Tess smiled against his lips and placed one of her hands on his shoulder. That pressure kept his butt on the couch as she pulled back, breaking their too-brief kiss.

He frowned immediately. In response, Tess stifled a giggle behind the back of her hand.

“That was so mean,” he complained.

“This is bound to be a long game,” she replied, unapologetic. “We should pace ourselves accordingly. After all, we have all day together.”

Liam responded to what had apparently become the day’s mantra with only a grunt. After silencing her phone’s incessant whine, Tess returned to her spot on the couch. Pulling one leg up, she rested her chin on her knee, eyes vivid and enthralling as ever as she looked at him.

“If you want to do things differently, you’ll just have to win the next war.”

“I will, and I will,” he said, pushing the cards she’d won toward her stack.

Beaming with amusement, Tess collected her winnings and stuck them at the bottom of her deck. It didn’t take long for the next war to pop up before them.

Liam lost it. In fact, he lost three more after that second defeat. Apparently, Tess was playing the role of Genghis Khan in this game of War, which left him to take up the part of all the warlord’s victims.

“It seems that luck is on my side today,” Tess cooed into his ear after claiming her fifth straight victory, peppering his jawline with small kisses.

Mercifully, she hadn’t tormented him with the same inaction from her first victory again. However, she’d continued “pacing” things. After one win, she’d spent the whole time kissing the back of his hand to the top of his shoulder. After another, she’d made him lie back while she used the entire minute to skim her soft fingertips over his abdomen. On this fifth defeat in a row, she’d progressed a bit further.

Sitting sideways on his lap, she’d wrapped her arms around his neck, pressed her breasts into his chest, and began laying down a scorching barrage of fleeting kisses over his face. However, when he’d instinctively brought his hands to her lower back, she’d eyed him, paused, and wasted ten precious seconds waiting for him to remove his hands.

“You have to follow the rules,” she’d whispered seconds ago, after which she’d resumed kissing his jawline.

“I’m trying my hardest to,” he promised, struggling not to grimace because of how poorly his luck had so far gone.

“I can tell,” Tess whispered teasingly, wiggling her butt—that heavenly, painfully perfect butt—over one of the harder sources of his body.

“You’re so cruel,” he complained, swallowing dryly.

“You should blame your bad luck, not me,” she said, brushing her lips over his. About fifteen seconds remained for this particular reward. “Though, can what’s happening right now really be considered ‘bad’ luck?”

“I still want to win at some point. If you make it to six in a row, I’m going to start thinking you’re cheating, somehow.”

“At War?” Tess pulled her lips away as her phone signaled their minute was up. However, she didn’t climb off his lap just yet, instead keeping herself close so she could shower a dubious look upon him. “And how, pray tell, does one cheat at such a game?”

“I have no idea, but I’m going to start thinking you’ve found out how to if I don’t start winning some of these wars.”

Tess smiled, and it was a treasured thing. Even with his string of frustrating defeats jabbing him in the side, he still smiled right back. Here, right now, nothing could be as perfect as this—no matter how many wars he lost in a row. Time spent with Tess like this was a treasure he’d never believed he might hold in his hands—or have sit in his lap. Today, no matter how many defeats he suffered, was already one of the most incredible days he’d ever lived.

And, as she kept on saying, they had all day to spend together. Many hours, many opportunities, and many more memories to make.

So, he could handle one or two more losses. But maybe not three.

Tess’s laughter spilled through her house like sonorous music when he said as much as she started to pick herself up off his lap. It kept her there, beaming at him, for a little while longer.


Chapter Six

Real War

Liam realized something dastardly. Whether it was an intentional design flaw in the rules or an unintended one, he didn’t know. He knew he wasn’t to ask Tess about it, however. Not until after he took advantage of it, anyway.

He did finally win a war—the seventh of their game. It wasn’t this one where his devilish idea sprouted, but that didn’t mean he didn’t have plenty of other ideas in mind. Stopping his losing streak at six straight losses, he almost pumped his fist through the air after finally tasting victory’s sweet nectar. Tess teased him with a toothless smile and directed him with a nod toward her phone after he stood up.

“Don’t forget to start the timer.”

With the tables turned, he considered his vector of attack. He didn’t just want to imitate her deliberately leisurely pace, if that would even work on her as effectively as it had him. His body, blood boiling in his veins due to the teasing he’d undergone, wouldn’t be able to bear it if he wasted the first four or five opportunities to put his hands on her with just a few kisses here, a few touches there.

Liam moved over to Tess’s side. Batting her eyelashes at him while he mulled his options, he eventually decided his course. Diverting his gaze away from the painfully beautiful woman in his reach for just a second, he began the countdown.

Similarly, as she’d done to him a couple of wins ago, he placed a hand on her shoulder and pushed her back. Reclining her against the pillows sitting against the couch’s arm, she stared unblinkingly up at him through her marvelously blue eyes. Her lips enticingly parted as he climbed on top of her.

Dropping one knee on the cushion between her thighs, he hovered above the recently divorced professor, finally capable of releasing some of his pent-up lust upon her voluptuous body. While he wouldn’t in future rounds, for this one, he did end up wasting a few seconds just looking at her. Marveling. At her, at this situation, at all that had led him to this wonderful moment in his life.

“You’re so beautiful,” he whispered, laying his heart bare for her.

Tess breathed in deep, eyes shimmering affectionately. Smiling radiantly, she threw her arms above her head, which dragged the hem of her loose-fitting shirt up enough to expose her navel. It was as clear of a request as she could make. Well, minus the stiff points jutting up under the fabric of her shirt.

Liam kissed her once, just so he could rememorize the taste and softness of her lips—and the coffee she’d imbibed. Afterward, knowing he didn’t have as much time as he’d have liked, he hurried his mouth down to her shirt’s fabric. Nipping it between his teeth, he dragged it up another handful of inches.

He let his hands do the rest, and it was only a few seconds later that he bared her delectable breasts for his judgment.

“Damn, they’re perfect,” he whispered, eyes as large as saucers as he took the sight of them in. He’d already seen them like this once before, but that didn’t cool the sordid lust scalding his body by even a single degree. With her beneath him, gravity slightly compressed her heavy, smooth breasts. It made them even more enticing a sight to behold.

And Tess had to go and say something so sexy that he heard it whispered again in his dreams that night.

“And they’re all yours,” she purred huskily, eyes glittering with hopefulness for his impending touch.

Far more merciful to her than she’d been to him, he didn’t make her wait until later rounds. His hands swept up her sides, tracing her curvaceous figure until he drew them in, turned his palms upward, and “caught” her breasts in either hand. As he skimmed his fingers like a scalp massager around the sides of her breasts, he allowed himself a single glance toward her phone.

0:24

“I have such a love-hate relationship with this game,” he complained while coaxing a soft sigh out of Tess when he drew forefingers in and began lightly gliding them around her areolae.

“I think the short time we have makes it more exciting,” Tess responded, eyes shut as she hummed pleasurably due to his adept touch. If there was one part of himself that he knew he could use to its fullest potential, his hands were it. At this point, both Tess and Avril could support his claims.

“That would be the ‘love’ part of my relationship with the game, yeah,” Liam said, bringing his right thumb and forefinger together around a pert, enticing bud.

“I won’t always have things be like this,” Tess promised, sighing again and shivering alongside it when he gently pinched it.

“If you like doing things like this, I’m willing to keep doing them.” He pinched again, then, with just five more seconds left, dropped his mouth to kiss her other nipple. Quickly afterward, he began swirling his tongue around it, leaving a wet, warm moat over her areola.

“I’m, ah, glad you’re willing to bear with me.”

Her phone cried out, and Liam regretfully pulled his mouth and hands away from the voluptuous body beneath it. Reaching with his hand, he silenced her phone’s cries. He climbed off Tess after that, helping her sit back up, inwardly wailing as her shirt fell back down to her waist, hiding away her perfect breasts.

“I’m sure you’ll see more of them,” she said, all smiles. “Much more.”

“Much more” needed to wait a little longer. Tess seized the subsequent two wars, leaving Liam’s sole victory to feel like a statistical anomaly on a line graph—an error that shouldn’t be there. Blessedly, Tess moved away from simply teasing him.

Immediately straddling him after stopping him at just a single victory, the two of them made out with such unrestrained lust crackling between them that they didn’t hear Tess’s phone crying foul for their actions until nearly twenty seconds after it started going off.

“Oops,” he’d said breathlessly as she, chest heaving, pulled away with an equally unapologetic expression.

After her following win, with Liam’s deck size cut down to single digits, he started to wonder if he’d even get one more win before he lost the game entirely. Tess then reminded him that “losing” was a relative term.

Air rushed into his lungs as Tess ran her hand over the erection he’d been sporting for the better part of an hour. He tensed from head to toe as she pressed her palm against his pants, pinning his cock against his body. The heat spilling off it nearly seared his skin.

Tess smiled and leaned forward until their noses nearly touched, but that was as far as she went for the rest of that minute. She held his eyes captive with hers, all while remeasuring the size of his manhood with her slender hand. She left him in a state of throbbing torture, practically ready to shatter into a million different pieces when she pulled back. It was the first time one of their minutes felt too long.

He could barely muster enough self-control to resume their card game, much less condemn her for torturing him like that. He was fortunate that the game of War didn’t require any skill, or she’d have taken every single win from then on.

In under a minute, they hit another War, which his King of Spades easily won. Finding his attempts to swallow the lump of lust clogging his throat ineffective, he realized he desperately needed a drink of cool water to save him from outright combustion.

“Sure,” Tess said moments after he let her know his wishes. Her eyes gleamed with the satisfaction of a general who’d bloodlessly taken an enemy city. “Take all the time you need. I’ll be here.”

Nodding stiltedly, Liam hurried into the adjoining kitchen. With Tess out of sight, Liam took a few moments to rein in his laborious heartbeat. Obtaining a tall glass from one of her cabinets, he moved to the dispenser built into her stainless-steel refrigerator door.

Once it was only half-filled with sparkling cold water, he drew it away and guzzled every drop. It helped… kind of. For his next refill, he let the water fill to centimeters of the glass’s brim. Not because he’d been paying attention but because he hadn’t. Quickly, realizing his cup was about to overflow, he pulled it away from the dispenser.

An idea, his own opportunity at a bit of deviousness, had lodged itself in his brain while he’d filled his cup.

Setting the filled glass down on the nearby countertop, he stuck his hand back into the cabinet where he’d obtained his glass. Calling upon its sibling for a different duty, he tapped a button on the fridge dispenser before pressing this new glass against the touch sensor that would trigger it.

The fridge gurgled and rumbled, and within seconds, dozens of ice cubes spilled into the glass. They were quite neat for ice cubes, actually pretty spot on for the latter part of their name. Each of the near-perfect cubes had the diameter of a quarter, and Liam ended their charge into the second glass once he’d obtained about thirty of them—far more than he’d probably need. Picking up his original cup and sipping a little off the top, he headed back to the living room—and Tess.

As far as he could judge, she didn’t make anything of the oddity of him returning with two cups, one water, one ice. It could just be that he intended to chew on some ice, after all.

He set the glasses beside her coffee mug, putting forth the best poker face he could manage in his current state of lustful disarray. He remained standing, hovering near the beautiful woman whose body was his prize. She smiled and nodded toward her phone.

“Your minute starts whenever you’re ready.”

Nodding, Liam took one more deep breath. As soon as he was ready, he tapped the timer on her phone.

Immediately, he copied his decision from his previous victory, though far more swiftly. Pushing Tess back onto the pillows near the arm of the couch, he pulled her shirt up before three seconds had passed on her phone. Tess’s smile grew as he bared her immaculate breasts.

Liam wondered how long she could hold that expression, given what was to come.

Once the flimsy, loose fabric of her shirt was bunched up above her breasts, Liam tore his gaze away from them before he wasted ten to twenty seconds greedily ogling them. His attention shifted until they met with Tess’s lovely eyes. They were nearly as dangerous as her seductive body.

So he covered them.

Tess had just enough time to respond. Her eyes widened in the second between when she realized what he was doing and when he completed it. His hand covered Tess’s eyes, stealing her sight, robbing her of the chance to anticipate what was to come.

That didn’t mean he’d cut off her ability to reveal her excitement. Betrayed by her pulse, which rapidly sped up in her neck, Tess swallowed but said nothing. She remained perfectly still, save for the slight increase in the heave of her breasts.

If only he’d had more time, then he might have indulged in the pride that her response imbued him with.
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He saw the countdown as he spun his attention away from Tess’s provocative body, knowing he’d end up trapped if he didn’t. Tying together celerity and surreptitiousness, Liam reached his unaccounted-for hand toward the table.

He’d thought about pausing the timer, though just briefly. Obviously, no matter how effective his ploy ended up being, Tess would still know if he went well past the minute he was allowed. So, he gave up on seeing if he could get away with that underhanded tactic. He’d just have to make do with the time that he had.

Instead of pausing the timer on her phone, he reached for one of the objects beside it. One of his glasses. The one filled with ice.

He scooped out one of the nearly perfect cubes as stealthily as possible, doing his best to keep it from clinking against its brethren or the rim of the glass. He didn’t want to give Tess even an iota of forewarning of what he was up to. This was his blitzkrieg moment, and he couldn’t have her anticipating his assault.

With the slick cube of ice pinched between his thumb and forefinger, feeling the heat in his fingertips already starting to melt two of its sides, he hurried it toward one of two vital strategic goals he had in mind for this operation.

He placed it upon Tess’s right breast first. It landed just underneath her nipple, precisely where he’d intended. The beautiful woman’s response was everything he’d hoped it might be.

A sudden intake of air morphed her pleasant smile into one of abject shock. At the same moment, her back arched up from the couch as the sudden sensation—one of absolute cold—he’d supplied landed near one of her most sensitive areas.

Liam grinned victoriously. It didn’t matter that she couldn’t even see him doing it.

“Liam!” she exclaimed, trying to wiggle her eyes free to see what he’d just done.

“Hey, no moving,” he said. “My minute isn’t up yet.”

Tess opened her mouth to protest, but her jaw quivered dangerously in response to him beginning to circle her nipple with the cube of ice. She remained so tense that he could see every muscle in her abdomen flexing.

“We didn’t say anything about using props,” Tess said once she’d regained her voice. However, she’d stopped trying to escape the hand over her eyes.

“Right,” Liam said, still grinning triumphantly. “We didn’t say they were against the rules.”

“That’s cruel.”

“It’s not. I’m playing fair.”

“I don’t, ah, think this is fair—at all,” she complained, shivering as he properly pressed his shiver-inducing weapon into her nipple for the first time. He left it and the areola around it dripping wet when he pulled it away, though that was only for a moment.

The ice cube returned, intent on thrusting chilling sensations into Tess’s breast. Verbal complaints notwithstanding, Tess’s body betrayed her yet again. He’d recently come to know the difference between squirming due to discomfort and squirming due to pleasure, and her shivering movements fell firmly into the latter’s camp. What little worries he’d had that his scheme might backfire faded away.

Which meant he could now focus on reaping the reward during the precious slice of time granted to him.

When there were just thirty seconds left to him, wanting to ensure he didn’t leave her other nipple underappreciated, he shifted the ice cube over to her other breast. With it now under siege, Tess’s pleasured twinges didn’t relent. And Liam wasn’t done yet.

After leaving her first nipple coated in cold water, the unprotected spire was too delicious for Liam to keep his lips away from. Bending forward, his warm lips met its chilly hardness as he collected it between his lips.

“Liammm,” Tess hissed, teeth chattering as she sharply inhaled.

Keeping the ice cube swirling around her other rock-hard point, Liam sucked on the cold nipple between his lips. A throaty purr escaped Tess’s throat, and she arched toward the warmth spilling off his lips. Liam pushed his face into her tantalizing breast, rolling the hardness of her nipple with his tongue. Glancing to his left, he was just in time to see Tess’s knees rise as she pulled her legs in, toes curling.

The ice cube dripped water on her other breast. The body heat in his fingers and her breasts had swiftly melted a chunk of it, and Liam, still operating with cruel impunity, shifted its remains to the valley between her breasts. As Tess yelped, Liam released it, allowing it to slide from between her breasts down to her navel, where it continued to melt. Next, he sent his fingers back to Tess’s wet breast. He collected the water on it, swirling it around the deliciously large orb.

Sucking on one nipple, skimming his fingers around another, Tess’s libido crackled within the room with each hastened breath she took. Liam yearned to go further, and he forgot all about the game they were playing—or the time limit.

Unfortunately, Tess’s phone, the soulless mechanical monster it was, didn’t.

It chimed just as Liam removed his lips from Tess’s nipple, intent on leaving a blazing trail down her midriff until he reached her shorts—and then he’d see how much further she’d let him get.

Fuck!

That poignant thought shouted through his mind as he grimaced and glared at her chirping phone. Buying himself a few moments to hide his abject frustration over being stopped again, he eventually removed his hand from Tess’s eyes. What he saw within their radiant blue depths hammered his soul with a memory he’d never forget.

Tess sat up as he removed himself from her voluptuous body. Hands skimming up her sides and then over her breasts, Liam nearly cried out in anguish as she grabbed her shirt and then pulled it down. Before she sat up, she slipped a hand under her shirt to retrieve the ice cube melting on her stomach.

Twin storms crackled within her eyes, quelling any verbal complaint he might have made about the game. In that moment, they were more luminous, more incensed with lust, than any look he’d ever seen from her. And it kept him as silent as the stone awaiting the storm’s battering.

Leaning over, eyes never leaving him, she silenced her phone’s chirping.

She beckoned toward their cards at the same time as she plopped the remaining half of his weapon into her mouth and began sucking on it.

“I hope you’ll know that this means war.”


Chapter Seven

Just Desserts

Tess’s body remained as blatantly aroused as his did as he sat back down, their next round of War immediately getting underway. No matter how loose-fitting a shirt she had on, her sizeable, perfectly gravity-defying breasts couldn’t be hidden. Nor could the rigid, jutting points that currently pushed against the flimsy fabric covering them.

They’d still be wet and cold if he won the next war quickly enough, after which he’d earn another minute to keep them from warming or drying. He had plenty of ice, after all.

He didn’t realize his munitions supply could easily fall into enemy hands until he lost the next war a few minutes later.

“You didn’t think I might fight ice with ice?” Tess asked after claiming yet another victory. She’d picked up the glass of ice cubes from the coffee table and begun swirling her finger around its rim, all the while staring bemusedly at him. “You’ve filled this with dozens of cubes. I’d almost think you wanted me to use them against you.”

“Admittedly, I wasn’t really thinking too far ahead,” Liam said, watching Tess’s finger trace the rim.

“You really should in the future because I could be particularly cruel right now if I were so inclined,” she pointed out. “I could tug at your waistband and then upend this whole glass of ice to cool you off for my revenge.”

“I would, uh, really like it if you didn’t.”

She didn’t immediately respond, which put his alert level around DEFCON 3.

“It would totally ruin my image of you as this super considerate and forgiving angel,” he hastily added.

After holding him hostage for a few more moments, Tess smiled and allowed him to breathe slightly more easily as she placed the glass back on the coffee table.

“I see. I wouldn’t want to ruin this apparent image I’ve cultivated all at once.” The storm in her eyes flashed. “But I think you should consider knocking me down a peg or two from that high, high pedestal you’ve set me on. I don’t think an angel would lust over her much younger neighbor in quite the same way I’ve been doing these past few days. A professor of ethics, no less.”

Liam’s heart skipped a beat, which revoked some of his fears about ensuing vengeance. An overwhelming smile broke out over his face, and Tess blushed slightly in the face of its intensity.

“You’re going to make me do so many things I shouldn’t be doing,” she sighed, shaking her head but smiling back all the same.

She stood a moment later, eyeing him. Walking toward him, she didn’t stop at his side. In fact, she didn’t stop until she’d traced the very steps he’d taken just a few minutes earlier, the ones that led to her kitchen. Listening intently, he heard the suctioning release of a refrigerator door opening a few seconds after she disappeared from his sight.

“Liam,” she called from within.

“…Yeah?” he asked, anticipation slightly stumbling his response.

“Would you like to surrender in our card game? I know it’s War and all, so you could fight your way back—and we could be playing it for another hour or more—but…”

As she intentionally trailed off, an obvious ploy to increase his intrigue toward her offer, Liam glanced toward the remaining size of his deck. In the single digits still, she might manage to seize total victory in just a few more turns. Or, as was totally possible in the game of War, he might win ten turns in a row and put them back to evenly sized decks.

Just what was the gorgeous professor up to? And what was she doing in her kitchen?

He decided he wanted to find out. This one time, he didn’t mind throwing in the towel.

“Sure,” he called out. “I officially surrender. You are the victor of War. Now, can I get up and come see what you’re doing in there?”

“Absolutely not. The loser has to do what the victor tells him to do, especially when it’s an unconditional surrender like this one is.”

“I could have put conditions on my surrender?” he asked, glancing over his shoulder. Her voice sounded much nearer than when she’d first called his name, but she kept herself out of his sight.

“Yes, and you should remember that for the future. Negotiation is an important skill set to develop.”

I’ll keep that in mind, Liam told himself. “Okay, so what can I do?”

“You can put the cards away, put them on the table, and then close your eyes.” There was a brief pause before her voice added, “And quickly.”

That final addition was enough to keep him from questioning her commands. The yearning within him urged him to act now and think later. With haste, he gathered up the cards on the cushion, thrust them back into their holder, and deposited them onto the coffee table. He stopped long enough to grab his water and take a long, hydrating swig.

“Okay,” he said, closing his eyes, “it’s all done.”

He had no idea what she was up to, but it was as if he could sense she’d just peeked around the corner to see if he was telling the truth.

“And your eyes are shut? All the way?”

“Yes, all the way.”

“Keep them that way.”

“I will,” he promised.

Her soft footsteps elicited a crescendo of excitement within his veins. Half of those urges begged him to open his eyes and see what she was up to. The other half, which proved slightly more ferocious in its fight, ordered him to keep his eyes shut.

He didn’t feel the couch shift after Tess’s footsteps ended practically right in front of him, which meant she was still standing. Looking, deciding, or testing him to see if he would keep his eyes shut? Or maybe she was just enjoying how much he squirmed in his seat, awaiting some manner of discovery about her intentions.

“Keep those eyes closed, Liam,” Tess said, confirming that she was, indeed, directly in front of him.

“I promised I would, and I will,” he replied.

“Okay, because the fun will end if you open them before I say you can.”

Eschewing welding them shut, there would be no other way to close his eyes tighter than he now did. Liam could feel his heartbeat in his throat, pounding away like an overly forceful bass drum. Every part of him burned with unbridled anticipation, so much so that he felt molten, like he was sitting in the chamber at the heart of a volcano. He lamented each second that went by without something happening.

So alert was he that his ears perked up as he heard Tess shift. One soft thud on the rug under her coffee table, then two more quickly behind it. Had she dropped to her knees? And what else had she just placed on the ground? What was it she’d obtained from her refrigerator, or was that just a ruse, and he was about to feel ice agonize his throbbing member?

“Lift your hips a little,” Tess purred, voice coming from below, which supported his theory that she’d lowered herself to her knees. A second confirmation arrived seconds later when her fingers began trailing up his thighs toward his waistband.

Doing as was requested of him, Liam separated from her couch by a few needed inches. As Tess’s fingertips found his waistband, he immediately added his to their apparent intentions. Moments later, their tugging work saw his cock sprung free.

The volcano rumbled.

Behind his eyelids, he imagined Tess licking her lips, eyeing it hungrily. It nearly broke his willpower, and he hung on from opening his eyes to see if his hopes were reality by just a thread of restraint.

“Good,” Tess said, leaving him uncertain if she was complimenting what she saw or his continued discipline.

Her fingertips glossed along his thighs, toward the center of the heat blazing through his body, only to halt inches away from it. Liam instinctively tensed, and his breath clogged inside his lungs.

“Just a little longer,” Tess said. “Lift your hips again.”

When he did so, she slipped her fingertips skimmed down and quickly removed his pants and boxers entirely. Afterward, after spreading his knees apart, he felt her scoot between them.

“All right now,” she whispered, returning her fingertips to their dangerous proximity to his shaft. “Keep those eyes shut tight until I say you can open them. I don’t want to have to end things.”

He could only offer a short nod; his nearly unbearable anticipation locked down the rest of his body. He was on the brink of outright immolation, rapidly hitting temperatures that he couldn’t survive. Thankfully, the gorgeous woman of his dreams finally began to walk the path to his desperately needed release.

Her hands initiated a pincer attack upon his throbbing manhood, sliding the final few inches to the base of his shaft in perfect unison. Liam exhaled, relieved beyond imagination, as her nails lightly contacted his erection. Swiftly enough, the soft pads of her fingertips skimmed around his shaft, with her right hand soon wrapping itself around his nearly incandescent manhood.

“It’s hot,” Tess whispered. “I should cool it down.”

Liam winced, expecting he’d feel the strange mix of agony and bliss that came from an ice cube contacting his cock in seconds. Instead, Tess started softly. He felt strands of her brunette hair tickle his thighs, and then he felt a cool current of air whisk against the tip of his cock. At the same time, Tess began to pump her right hand slowly.

She didn’t forget to use her left. With just her fingertips contacting his painfully hard erection, she swirled it around his glans, attacking him at three different points but only drip-feeding him the pleasure he was starving for. The tenseness clamping his body in irons only tightened because of it.

“I don’t think you’re cooling down any,” Tess said after a few minutes of this slow, aggravating torture.

“Really?” he croaked hoarsely. “I can’t imagine why.”

“I’ll have to change things up a bit. Let’s see if this cools you down any.”

Liam swallowed audibly as Tess removed her left hand from his cock. She didn’t give him too much mercy, however, keeping her right hand in motion while she presumably reached for an ice cube, or whatever it was she’d obtained in the kitchen. Eyes kept shut, he had no sense of what was to come, or even when it was to come.

“You’re so tense,” Tess said, mirth infecting her voice. “I promise you’ll enjoy this. And only a little longer before you can open your eyes.”

“I really hope so.”

“I promise,” she repeated.

He heard something, then. Something barely audible over his heart’s thrashing yet capable of seizing every morsel of his scattered focus. It was a far cry from the clink of ice cubes jostling for room inside a tall glass. Instead, it was almost but not quite a sloshing sound, but it was just too faint for him to place the familiarity that triggered within his mind.

It ended, and he didn’t have more than a couple of seconds to mull over what it’d been before another sound, this one far louder and more distinct, erupted within Tess’s living room.

SHRRRR.

The immediately familiar sound preceded the jolt that struck his body as something cool and soft splattered upon the tip of his cock. A few bits of what Tess had just poured on his throbbing manhood landed on his thighs, just as chilly and lightweight as the rest. Liam shivered as the chilly sensation clashed with his burning-hot body.

Tess held his cock still, her hand remaining wrapped around its base. As the chilliness raced through his body, Liam balled his hands into fists by his sides. Just seconds later, Tess gave him a reason to groan.

Soft, warm, and eager for a taste, he felt Tess’s tongue sweep over the tip of his cock. Some of the weight sitting on it, though there was hardly any to notice, disappeared. Tess subtly smacked her lips, and even behind his shuttered eyelids, he could envision her grinning at him.

“Okay, Liam,” she cooed. “You may open your eyes.”

A few delirious heartbeats later, he did just that.

He’d guessed right on almost all accounts. On her knees in front of him, looking up at him through a smoldering expression of lust and levity, she held a long canister, decorated red and blue, in her left hand. Her forefinger rested lightly against its nozzle, not currently triggering it. While she’d cleaned up some of its first white spurt with her seductive lick, much of the whipped cream she’d dispensed on his cock remained. Some of it sat smeared upon her utterly enticing lips, which curved gently into a provocative smile.

“I knew it,” he said, cock twitching excitedly, which jostled and sent some of the whipped cream that remained on its tip falling. Some of the cream landed at a lower location on his shaft, some splattered on his thighs, and some landed on the top of the hand holding him still.

“I would hope so,” Tess said, chuckling. “It’s a very distinct sound and feeling.”

“It’s the first time I’ve ever felt it where it currently is.”

“But maybe not the last,” Tess said, licking her lips.

Hopeful anticipation surged through him. “I really, really hope not.”

“So, I should continue?” the seductive woman asked, batting coquettish eyelashes. “Things will get a bit messy.”

“I can live with that.”

Tess smiled and gave the canister of whipped cream another few shakes. Naturally, that drew his attention toward it. Feint successful, Tess thrust her mouth forward and scooped more of the initial spurt off the top of his cock. Holding him still with her right hand, she turned her head and, making lustful eyes at him the entire time, began a rapid but utterly rapturous show of cleaning every drop of whipped cream in sight.

He groaned when she nestled the first third of his cock between her snug lips, tongue lashing against his manhood with its aim to steal every sweet drop of cream it could. Grinning upon removing her mouth a few seconds later, she used her hand to flatten his cock between his legs. Then, giving the whipped cream a few final shakes, she sprayed a wall of white upon the upper length of his shaft.

Her tongue returned, cleaning him off with maddening languidness. It only skimmed over his cock, teasing him to the point of utter madness. It was all that Liam could do to keep himself steady—and his hand from attempting to push her head down further. His desires thrummed like cannon fire in his ears.

“Did you like how I deepthroated you yesterday?” Tess eventually asked, peppering his inner thigh with kisses while turning her eyes upward again. She’d set the whipped cream down on the couch on the other side of that same thigh, intentionally leaning it against his body, which kept him tense due to how chilly the metal surface was against his skin.

What kind of a question was that? Anyone would fall into incoherent bliss upon experiencing what he had yesterday.

Liam nodded immediately. “It was the best thing I’ve ever experienced.”

“So, should I attempt and top yesterday?”

Swallowing dryly, he said, “I think it’s only fair.”

Tess moved her sultry lips closer toward the base of his shaft. She ended the slow pumping of her hand.

“Only fair? I won our game of War. I believe that means I get to decide what’s fair or not.”

Licking his lips, Liam spent all the saved-up audaciousness dwelling within him with his following words. “I know… but I also know you loved sucking me off yesterday.”

Tess’s eyes drew in the light from the room around them as she moved her lips within a few meager inches of his cock. Her breath was hot, her body practically emanating the lust running rampant within it. All because he was exactly right.

“Perhaps,” Tess whispered, voice husky and profoundly arousing. “Or it could be that it’s just been so long since I did something as… sordid as that, and the novelty of it will soon wear off.”

Their eyes remained locked, hearts thudding inside their respective bodies like two armies marching toward the battlefield where they would square off. Tess waited for his reply, her lips poised to make him the happiest man on Earth if he could summon the right words.

“That could never happen, at least not for me. But maybe it will happen to you.”

Tess’s eyebrows briefly united, confusion her initial assessment of his response.

But he wasn’t done speaking yet.

“Maybe,” he said again. “You’ll just need to keep doing things like this with me every day so we can find out if it ever will.”

As sudden as the first beams of light lancing over the horizon at dawn, Tess’s beaming smile shone upon her beautiful face. It was a look she hadn’t shown a man in decades, and one he desperately hoped he’d see more and more often as their taboo relationship developed.

“So, let me make sure I have this right,” she said, voice dripping with an almost delirious potency of lust. “You think that I ought to provide you sexual favors every single day, all so I can determine if I enjoy satisfying you?”

“And for the cuddling and pillow talk afterward,” Liam added, remembering explicitly how Tess had made it clear that it wasn’t just the sex she wanted if they were to engage in trying out a forbidden relationship together.

Even if it might not appear that way right now.

“Hmm.” Tess pursed her lips, tongue moving about against her cheek. “Well, you were right about one thing.” She moved her face back from his cock, but Liam saw enough delight within Tess’s beautiful eyes for him to tamp down any trepidation he might have otherwise experienced.

“Which is?” he asked.

Tess smiled as she picked up the whipped cream canister and held it, nozzle down, above his cock. One noisy gush later, and she’d reapplied a healthy amount along the top of his cock.

Tess set the bottle down on the coffee table behind her, which clearly signaled that the dessert they’d had in lieu of an appetizer had finally ended. Afterward, staring up at him salaciously, she torched him from head to toe with her following pronouncement.

“I did absolutely love deepthroating you yesterday.”

She stole his ability to speak, and she didn’t give it back until his cock sat within the depths of her sultry throat, constricted by such unfathomable bliss that he could barely see straight.

The debaucherous angel who dwelled on Earth began by licking him clean again. This time, however, she didn’t just lick off the whipped cream. As her tongue cleared the path, much like the snowplows had the highways and main streets over the past couple of days, her sultry lips followed. Pure, unadulterated bliss came with that.

As her lips contacted his glans, tongue continuing to swirl around it and find every speck of whipped cream, she pushed her head down further. Inch by inch, she progressed with her lewd goal of nestling his cock into her throat. A third, then half, then two-thirds. She removed her hand from the base of his cock, no longer needing it to keep it stable.

Her cheeks flared as she bobbed her head a few times, sucking greedily on what she had in her mouth. A deep, guttural groan fled between his clenched teeth, and Tess rubbed his thigh with one of her hands.

I’m not done yet, it seemed to be saying.

Lower. Lower. All the way. Liam bashed his head on the couch behind him as he looked up toward the ceiling, all because of a rapturous feeling as Tess pushed her nose into his groin, his cock disappearing between her lips.

As sweltering heat and deep-rooted bliss collided within his cock, he blinked rapidly but forced his attention back onto the brunette head of the sexy professor deepthroating him.

“Fuck,” he groaned, trying but failing to find something more evocative in his lexicon.

Tess grinned as she pulled back, dragging her tongue along the underside of his cock. Planting a flurry of kisses on his cock, she wasted no more time than that before she buried him in her throat a second time. Liam was left with no recourse but to hold on for dear life as she began deepthroating him mercilessly.

During yesterday’s thrilling developments, he’d needed to deal with the discomfort of lying on his back on hard-packed snow, as well as some slight anxiety that Anna might reappear and end the bliss that he was experiencing. There’d also been the five-minute timer Tess had set up to test him, to which he’d just barely achieved success.

Today, he didn’t need to worry about any of that. And while he still didn’t intend to blow his load until she obliterated his self-control and forced him into his climax, it meant he could focus on the complete rapture that Tess gifted him with her soft lips and bobbing head.

For the first minute or so, that was all he could focus on. As Tess reintroduced him to the depths of her tight throat again and again, Liam fought against an already nearly overwhelming tide of pleasure. All the foreplay, all the sensual looks, and especially the bedroom eyes Tess bombarded him with left him as close to a shuddering mess of a man as he could be without emptying his balls entirely. She was his joy and his ruin, and he could barely control his body’s quakes. Even less so when Tess began fondling his balls, which immediately forced another pleasurable moan out of him.

“Is it that good?” Tess asked, pausing her goal of completely undoing him long enough to tease him. Her eyes gleamed mirthfully, but Liam spotted an unprovided desire within them. Thoughts of Avril swiftly followed. Specifically about one of her so-called “lessons.”

Liam inhaled deeply, buying a few more seconds to collect himself. Right, he told himself. Time for some more practice, I guess.

He then told Tess what he hoped would be exactly what would fulfill that unmet need within her lovely, smoldering eyes.

“It’s so fucking good,” he groaned, fists trembling at his sides as Tess shoved his cock back into her throat a second later. “I’m addicted.”

Granting him another minute of unparalleled bliss, Tess removed her mouth from his cock with a noisy pop. With both her hands on his shaft, she stroked him while sucking just on his cock’s tip. Her hands adroitly rotated around his length while she worked him closer and closer to his climax, making sure to gloss their silky-smooth touch over every part of his sensitive flesh. All the while, her eyes remained tilted up toward his, awaiting further confessions of his pleasure.

“It’s so good,” he repeated, searching for the right words, searching for a level of eloquence that would let him explain how amazing Tess was.

“As good or better than yesterday?” Tess asked, planting a long, sultry kiss on the tip of his cock.

“At least as good,” he panted, cock throbbing between her warm hands. “It’s fantastic.”

“I’m enjoying it too,” Tess purred sensually, removing her upper hand from his shaft so that her tongue could sweep along new ground. “Your looks, your words, your taste.”

“Then… then we should do this as much as we can, shouldn’t we?”

“Should we?”

Liam nodded emphatically, licking dry lips. He really should have gulped down the entirety of his water when he’d had the chance.

“Yes. Every day.”

“Every day?” Tess smiled, eyes glittering amusedly. “You want me to suck you off every single day?”

“Well, we could do it more than that if you really like the taste that much. You seem to really like my cock.”

Tess grinned at his rare instance of bravado. “Careful, Liam, or I might actually take you up on your offer. You might be a young, virile man, but I could drain you dry if I wanted.”

His cock throbbed eagerly at the thought of it, and Tess certainly noticed. Her grin grew until she was positively beaming at him.

“You want me that badly?” she asked.

“More than I’ve ever wanted anything in my life.”

Or anyone.

Tess didn’t reply right away. Her expression remained jubilant, but her eyes searched his. How long he’d wanted her, how much he wanted her, the feelings of love and adoration and desire that overflowed within him whenever he laid eyes on her—all of it was on display.

Tess breathed in subtlety, swallowing. During that brief act, Liam thought he might have seen a glimmer of what he felt for her reflected in her eyes toward him.

“I see,” Tess whispered, biting her lower lip. “Let’s see just how insatiable you are, then. Every single drop, Liam. I won’t let you stand up until I have it all. Let me see what wanting me more than anything in your life really means.”

She resumed her efforts to claim his first climax before he could respond. She’d made her decree, after all. He was a prisoner to his own bold claims, and the price for his freedom was every ounce of cum inside his body.

No prisoner had ever been happier.

Tess’s sultry lips slipped down his cock like a curtain of warm silk. She didn’t come up for air again. On the other hand, Liam needed every gulp of oxygen his lungs could find.

Ecstasy dominated his mind, and he hissed wordless pleasure countless times over the next several minutes. Instinct opened one of his fists, which he shoved into Tess’s shirt. Her soft, voluptuous breast awaited him, as did a purr of delight from its owner.

The woman of his dreams did everything she could to make him gush down her throat. Each fall of her tight lips eroded a bit more of his willpower, and with her hand continuing to fondle his balls, she forced his body to openly revolt against his futile attempts to hold out. Tess knew. If not from the exuberant twitches manifesting in his cock, then from the chattering of his teeth as he fought back against the onslaught of pleasure building inside him.

Cum for me, her gaze whispered seductively. Her long, curling eyelashes fluttered as she deepthroated him. She was so tight, so warm, so wet.

It was too fucking much.

His first climax that day erupted out of him with enough force to batter Tess’s throat so powerfully that her eyes widened. He’d just managed to groan that he’d reached his limit before the bliss overwhelmed him, and Tess had made sure he was deep in her throat when he slammed into it.

The subsequent geysers were nearly as forceful, and he probably could have sprayed his seed all over Tess’s face even if she’d put herself on the other side of the coffee table behind her. But not today. Today, just like she’d promised, she’d swallow every drop in him.

Head leaning back against the couch, Liam’s whole body vibrated with unfading rapture after he finished pouring his seed into Tess’s stomach. She kept sucking for more, which sent tremors through his cock and thighs and ensured that he remained hard. The realization of what awaited him for the remainder of the day, and that Tess was quite serious about her intentions, left Liam jittery with excitement—and maybe a touch of worry.

Just how much could he cum?

By the time the sun dropped low at around five-thirty that afternoon, he’d found that answer. They both had.


Chapter Eight

Staying Over

Liam received a ten-minute respite after his first climax before Tess put his recovery rate to the test. He drank a whole hell of a lot of water during that interim, realizing that he needed to treat this more like a sports competition than a pleasure-filled vacation.

Not that there wasn’t a wild excess of pleasure.

During the second time she made him cum, she climbed onto the couch beside him and leaned over to suck him off. The new angles and sensations made short work of him, even with him slightly less sensitive due to having cum so recently. It also helped that he was able to set a hand on the top of her head, bobbing it faster and faster until he jolted as if a lightning bolt had struck him and spent himself inside her mouth.

She hadn’t let him cum down her throat that time. Instead, sitting back on her knees beside him, she let him watch her swallow his cum in one long quiver of her throat.

“Not bad… so far,” she’d purred voraciously.

Lunchtime offered him a more extended break before his third climax. However, Tess proved she was deathly serious about her earlier statement when, as he tried to stand up and join her in the kitchen, she planted a firm hand on his chest.

“No standing up,” she said. “I’ll make us lunch.”

And that was how he loitered the next forty-five minutes on Tess’s couch, chatting intermittently with her while she toiled away in the kitchen. After its delivery and consumption, which was carefully done given that she wouldn’t let him put his pants back on either, Tess gave him barely half an hour to digest his food before she set her lustful sight upon him.

“Ready for round three?” she asked, twirling her finger to inform him that she wanted him to change from sitting to lying on her couch.

He didn’t need to answer, not with his cock already fully erect as he shifted to the position she wanted from him. Grinning at him, the lusty professor crawled her lips up his thighs until she could begin repeating her earlier work.

Obviously, Liam was a mortal man, which meant he had to have limits. In his limited sexual experiments on his stamina before today, after three or four instances of masturbation in a single day, he was usually a little chafed and no longer all that interested in testing for one more.

Today, this was not an issue.

Tess wasn’t just an expert at deepthroating. She could undo him with the soft roughness of her tongue gliding up and down his shaft; she could undo him with the brisk, warm kisses that covered every inch of his cock; she could undo him with the husky looks and glossy touch of her hand as she lathered him in bliss.

And the fact this was a marathon, not a sprint, meant she could do all those things and more while he was incarcerated on her couch.

His third climax left him breathless, unable to do more than lift his head and stare at the seductive, gleeful smile of the woman who’d unknowingly become the first woman ever to make him cum that many times in a single day. But he left that trophy ungiven until he saw just how many times she could make him cum today. They hit the fourth round another thirty minutes later. Afterward, noting his reduced amount of semen, Tess suggested a longer break, one involving a movie and cuddling, before they went for round five.

She even let him put his pants back on.

“Congratulations, by the way,” she whispered, leaning her head on his shoulder while they watched a recently released spy thriller that she’d thrown on. It was already getting dark out, and they’d shut off the lights when they’d put the movie on. “You’ve already officially outstripped any other man I’ve been with. Now, you can just work on extending your lead.”

Liam’s heart fluttered, and he realized that now was the best possible time to try and achieve the goal that he’d set for himself earlier today. Running his arm around Tess’s lower back, he pulled her closer. The beautiful, apparently potentially insatiable woman hummed, pleased by his touch.

“It’s a good start, but there are a lot of other first places I’m after.”

Tess subtly shifted her gaze from the movie to him. “Such as?”

A hint of a blush spread throughout his face, and that insidious part of him that he was slowly eroding—the part that worried and fretted that things might not work out how he hoped—tried to hold him back. It warned that today had already pushed their relationship ahead leaps and bounds and that trying to take too much ground too quickly might backfire spectacularly.

Don’t get greedy, it said. Play it safe. The woman of your dreams is leaning against you. She’s already made you see stars four times today, and she wants to do it again in a bit. Don’t ruin this.

Liam set his jaw. Today wasn’t the day where he’d stop short. It wasn’t the day he’d give up before the finish line.

Stuffing his worries back into the crevasse they’d slithered out of, he, too, turned away from the movie. In the dark, his and Tess’s eyes met. Audacious, decisive statements flowed from his lips—and he would never be able to take them back.

“I want to give you what you’ve given me,” he said. “I want to make you orgasm more than you ever have in a single day.” No. That wasn’t enough. “I want to break every record you can think of.” Closer. But still not quite there. “I want to be the person who’s given you more orgasms than anyone else.”

There it was. A goal that couldn’t be fulfilled over a single winter break, no matter how debaucherous—and it seemed like it would be very debaucherous—it ended up being. Even if her marriage had disintegrated in all but name years ago, there were still many years before that. Liam couldn’t put half a dozen nice words together for Douglas, but surely, he wasn’t so impotent as to leave one of the most attractive women on Earth unattended. One who had already shown consistent joy in satisfying her partner.

If Liam were to outdo her former husband, who at the very least likely had a massive head start in terms of frequency of opportunities, then he’d need months or years himself. Especially since they were facing a wretched separation in two weeks when he had to head back to college. They hadn’t discussed much further than the holiday break yet, and he’d mostly just tried not to think about the impending end of this joyous dream he was living.

But now he’d brought it to the forefront of both their minds; he saw it in the way Tess’s expression slightly shifted. She was as deep in thought as he was.

“That last one is a very long-term goal,” she eventually pointed out.

“I know.” What else was he to say? It was true.

“Maybe even the first one is. I wasn’t particularly saintly—or should I say ‘angelic’—in my college years.”

“I’m still determined to do it.”

“I can see that,” Tess said, remaining close to him. “I can hear it in your voice.”

He nodded, swallowing as subtly as he could. He didn’t want Tess to realize just how nervous he was. “Good.”

Tess kept looking at him, kept remaining close. She licked her lips, and the sound of explosions emanating from the TV during the film’s climax went completely unnoticed by them both.

“Seventeen times is my most, I think. It could be eighteen. That was a long time ago. I was on my back for hours. Well, minus the time I spent on all fours.”

Liam stiffened immediately. Just moments later, Tess’s searching hand discovered that change. Slipping its way between his pants and stomach, fingertips flushed with heat contacted the precum oozing out of his cock.

“I could barely walk by the time it was all over,” Tess purred, eyes dilating with excitement. “Are you saying you would do that to me, Liam? If I let you have your way with me?”

Her hand wrapped around his manhood, which practically pulsated as though there was a drum inside of it. As she shifted even closer, the lighter ends of her brunette hair tickled his neck.

“Every day,” he managed to croak, throat as dry as a desert.

“Every day? Is this on top of your requirement that I pleasure you with my mouth every day, as well? It sounds like we’ll be quite busy. Almost untenably so.”

“Almost,” he agreed, which caused Tess’s teasing smile to expand.

“But not impossible to work around,” she said, finishing his statement.

“That’s right.”

“Even though you’ll be leaving for your spring semester soon?” She smiled to let him know she wasn’t just saying that to rain on his hopes. “Isn’t it such a shame that you don’t go to Bellmore? See? It’s coming back to bite you.”

On his first day back for winter break, the gorgeous professor had more than intimated her wish that he’d chosen to attend Bellmore over Perrymont. Back then, she’d been upset that she’d never have him in one of her classes. Now, there was almost certainly an additional reason, far more lascivious than its predecessor, in play.

“If I did, would I be allowed to get this close to you on campus?”

Dangerous desires flared within the lovely professor’s eyes. “That would be incredibly inappropriate of me as your professor. But then, is it any worse than what I’m already considering allowing to exist between us? It’s rather difficult to maintain an air of reputability after I’ve let you see how depraved I can be these past few days.”

Liam grinned, earning another tap on his nose. “So, you are considering it?”

Tess chewed on her lip, forcing him to shiver as she began stroking him under his pants. It seemed number five wouldn’t even wait until the movie finished playing.

“Maybe we could find a way to work something out,” Tess said, which allowed Liam to stand on the moon. However, she soon dragged him back to her couch—to the here and now. It was a good thing he did, as the gorgeous woman’s expression soon turned sour.

“Oh, fuck,” she hissed, sighing loudly. The languid motions of her hand came to a halt. “Anna. I forgot. Somehow, I keep forgetting—and I’m the one who introduced the two of you. I’m completely ruining any chance for you two to hit it off—and don’t try and act like I’m not.” She eyed him seriously. “I’m well aware at this point that we’re past one or two lustful acts, especially given what we’re now entertaining.”

Liam had been prepared to hear Anna’s name come up again eventually. He’d been preparing since he started walking back from delivering her to Avril outside the neighborhood. The conversation he and the Royce heiress had shared in Tess’s guestroom would also prove an immense aid.

“You’re not ruining anything,” Liam said, selecting his words carefully. He needed to walk a fine line, one where he could convince Tess that he and Anna were almost guaranteed to just end up as friends, but where he didn’t betray Anna by admitting that they’d all but agreed to that fact behind Tess and Avril’s backs almost a week ago. “Our talk yesterday put some things in perspective between us. With what she’s going through, we discussed where the future might take us—what she really needs. And well, it’s not a guy who’s looking to put his lips against her neck when they’re hanging out or watching a movie together. I know that might not be what you asked of me, but I think it’s really what she needs.

“To that end, the romantic side of our relationship is progressing at a pretty glacial pace. And I’m not comfortable trying to push it to go any faster unless Anna explicitly tells me that that’s what she wants, which might not ever happen. The last thing I want to do right now is give her even more reasons to cry.”

There’d barely been a speck of deceit in what he’d just said, and Tess sighed, though its timbre drastically differed from its predecessor. She shook her head, though one corner of her mouth tilted upward as she admired him proudly.

“Why couldn’t I have met you twenty years ago, hmm? I wouldn’t have to worry about anything but where we’d have our next date if you had.”

“Sorry,” he said. “But I’m here now, at least.”

“You’re right.” As suddenly as it’d stopped, Tess’s hand resumed its gentle stroking beneath his pants. “You’re right about quite a few things. You should be rewarded for your show of maturity, I think.”

“I feel, ah, the same way,” Liam replied, cock twitching as it refamiliarized itself with Tess’s silky fingertips.

“I still think we should have a few more discussions about things,” Tess said. “About Anna, about… us. I want to make sure we always remain on the same page.”

“Me too. Communication—just like we talked about.”

“Precisely. But not right now.” Tess licked her lips. “Right now, I want to feel you back inside my throat.”

She felt him twitch again, and an enticing look rooted itself in her eyes. She surged into motion by beginning to remove his pants, only for Liam to stop her with a single word.

“Wait.”

His cock lurched inside his pants, openly rebelling against him for keeping Tess’s sultry lips away, even if just for another minute or two. Obeying his requested delay, Tess raised an inquiring eyebrow.

“There’s one more thing I wanted to talk about tonight.”

“Oh?” Curiosity replaced lasciviousness within her dark, azure eyes. “What is it?”

“It’s about where I want to sleep tonight.”

Tess’s eyes widened. Dark as it was, he couldn’t fully read the emotions on display in her expression. “Did you have somewhere other than your bed in mind?”

“Yes.” Come on. Say it. You’ve said damn near everything else, so don’t wuss out at the finish line. “I, uh, I was hoping to spend the night here instead.”

As expected, his sudden request brought a long swathe of silence into Tess’s home. Tess’s home. And no one else’s home for a number of months.

If she’d refused his request, he would have understood. If she’d removed her hand from his cock and let him know that she was no longer in the mood for anything raunchy, he would have understood. Really, he’d understand any response she provided.

Perhaps, except, agreement.

“Okay, you can do that.”

His mood soared. “Really?!” He almost couldn’t believe his ears. “I mean, um, great!”

“With one unpleasant caveat, unfortunately. I’d like you to stay in the guestroom.”

His jubilance plummeted.

“Is that okay?” Tess asked a few moments later.

“Could I ask… why?”

Tess smiled, mixing warmth and patience into a soothing tonic. “Of course. That’s what communication is. There’s never any topic that we can’t at least broach. The answer to this one is—unfortunately—that I’m not quite ready to share my bed with someone else. It’s been almost two years since I let someone sleep beside me… or do the other things that commonly happen when two individuals share a bed. I need a bit more time before I’m ready for that next step.”

Everything she’d said was reasonable, and even if it hadn’t been, it was her house, her bed, and her body. And so, he went to war with the despondency dwelling in his chest, viciously battering it away. Once he’d triumphed, he responded to Tess with a nod.

“Okay. I won’t try and rush you. I promise.”

“I appreciate that.” She nuzzled against him, hand speeding up slightly. “I also think you should be saved up and ready for when you climb into my bed. But until that time, I promise to make our days together as enjoyable as possible.” Her lips pressed against his ear. “We can go build that snowman you mentioned earlier this morning, bake a pie or two, maybe top it with whipped cream, and see if the igloo is still good at keeping the two of us warm.”

When. Not if. When. Liam shivered from dual sources of delight, but Tess wasn’t finished yet.

“And if you’re willing, I have a few suggestions that might help you reach the first of those goals you so boldly announced. You could practice on me every day.”

“I wouldn’t think a professor would want to keep teaching during her holiday,” he whispered, biting his lip as his cock twitched between her fingers.

“If it’s you, I’m willing,” Tess said. “If it’s you, I’m willing to do a lot I wouldn’t do with anyone else. You’re already a bit past being a diamond in the rough, but I still think a bit more polish could make you shine even brighter.”

Two teachers. First Avril, now Tess. Somehow, by some miraculous set of circumstances, he’d unwittingly enrolled himself into a very different type of schooling than the one he’d be heading back to in a couple of weeks.

“I’ll be your best student ever.”

“You already are,” Tess whispered huskily. “I do not doubt that the gap will keep widening from here. Now, time for number five.”

Liam helped Tess free his cock from his pants. He didn’t have much left to give her, but she still greedily took it all. She could have it. Today, tomorrow, forever after. He’d provide her with everything he had.

Five was what they decided was his limit. After that, she granted him his freedom from her couch. At some point, after all, he needed to head home and grab the things he needed for a sleepover. Given that he seldom saw his bed again for the rest of winter break, it ended up being less that he slept over and more that he now had another home.


Chapter Nine

Dangerous Driving

For reasons completely unknown, which certainly had nothing to do with the fact that he’d climaxed five times the previous day, Liam slept in. When he eventually awoke, it was due to the sensation of something soft and slightly warm tickling one of his cheeks. A soft murmur coaxed its way into his ears, and slowly, draped in one of the most satisfactory nights of sleep he’d ever experienced, those two things managed to rouse him.

It was bright in the room, though not because the lights were on. As it had the past few days, the pale morning light reflecting off the snow piled outside blasted through the meager defenses that all but the darkest of curtains could offer. However, it was slightly darker directly above Liam’s face, which he realized once he opened his eyes.

“Good morning,” the source of the loveliest sight he’d ever viewed softly said. “You slept in.”

Brunette tresses—they were what saved him from the penetrating light that filled the rest of the room. They fell in a wavy curtain to one side of his face, a few strands tickling his cheek after their owner sat on the bed beside him, then leaned over to wake him. He was thrilled when he finally did manage to open his eyes.

Eyes like glittering iolite hovered only about a foot above his face, suffused with boundless tenderness and warmth. They belonged to the woman of his dreams, and they reflected at least some of the true depths of his feelings for her back at him. More than yesterday. With any luck, change in that direction would become a trend.

“Good… morning,” Liam said, fitting a yawn between his reply. “You said I slept in? How much?” He could have rolled over, grabbed his phone from the nearby nightstand, and discovered that answer for himself, but that would mean he would have to remove his eyes from the marvelous sight smiling down at him.

“Quite a bit. I would let you rest, but it’s getting close to when you’re supposed to go and meet Avril.”

Ploddingly, his thoughts congealed. One day until Christmas Eve. Tess’s party. Presents. Shopping with Avril.

“Right!” The bevy of reminders proved sufficient in removing the final gelatinous tethers of torpor still clinging to him. “I need to shower and get ready.”

“Yes, you do,” Tess said, smiling but still lowering her lips onto his. It was like kissing pure sunlight, and it pushed him past just alertness—he felt wholeheartedly rejuvenated after the kiss ended.

“You know, you still haven’t given me any hints about what I should get you.”

“Truly?” Tess said, amusement scrawling itself over her face. “I happen to feel that you gave me quite a lot yesterday. More of that will outdo any ‘present’ I might ask for.”

Underneath the covers, Liam’s body remembered precisely what it’d given her. A full night’s rest—apparently more than that—had fully recharged his libido. Similarly, the past few days had done wonders for his audaciousness.

“So, let me make sure I understand you right,” he said, grinning. “After I give Anna, Avril, and Victoria their presents, when they wonder why there isn’t a fourth present of mine lying around anywhere, you want me to tell them I didn’t get you, the person I’ve known and lived beside for years, a present because of… which reasons, exactly?”

A rapid onset of color surged into Tess’s face. “That… is a very valid point.” Her lips pursed thoughtfully for a few moments. “I did see a set of candles with little wax cactuses in them. But they’re a bit expensive.”

“I’ll get them for you,” Liam immediately said. “I’ve got plenty of money to spend for the holidays.”

Tess smiled and brushed her lips against his again. “Thank you, Liam. Vanilla is my favorite scent, by the way.”

“Not whipped cream?”

Their third kiss lasted longer than the first two combined, lust crackling between them.

“No, not whipped cream,” she said, poking him in the ribs. “If such a candle even exists.”

“I’m sure it does, somewhere.”

Tess finally sat back up. “I’ll just stick with my vanilla scents, or pinewood if they’re out, thank you.” Her gaze trailblazed down his body until it found where his earlier surge of arousal had raised the covers. “And I’ll ensure I properly pay you back once everyone else heads home. For the party, just in case Victoria intends to follow my initial goal of a present-less party, I won’t give any gifts.”

“Do I get to make a request, or will it be a surprise?” Liam asked, pushing himself up to a seated position with his elbows.

“A surprise. I suspect you’ll enjoy it.”

Liam nodded, wholeheartedly believing the same thing. Still, he wasn’t sure he’d be able to wait the thirty-something hours until the party.

“What about today? If you’re right about how Avril shops, then I won’t be gone all that long.”

Tess’s mirth curved her luscious lips. “You’re welcome to keep making yourself at home here once you get back. And I’m sure we’ll find ways to make the twenty-third nearly as memorable as the twenty-fourth. But, for that to happen, you need to get out of bed. Avril won’t want to be kept waiting.”

“Sure,” Liam said, though his mind remained on a single track. “So… do you want to join me for my shower?”

Tess kept smiling as she stood and began making her way out of the bedroom. “I’ll make you breakfast. I’ll see you in a little while.”

Hopes dashed against the rocks, Liam’s consolation prize was the long, shapely legs and fantastic butt he admired as Tess, wearing nothing but a satin white bridesmaid robe, departed.

He spent just twenty minutes, half that time spent basking in memories from the day before in the shower, away from Tess. Afterward, having thrown on most of the layers he’d wear as he braved the elements on his march out of the neighborhood in a little while, pancakes—a devious reminder of the syrupy kiss he and Tess had shared yesterday, he suspected, and all that had transpired afterward—and a tall glass of orange juice waited downstairs for him.

After quickly scarfing them down, Tess didn’t let him leave until they’d replicated yesterday’s make-out session. He was stiff as iron underneath his heavy sweatpants when their lips parted. Still kissing, they gravitated toward her front door.

“I’ll see you soon,” Tess whispered once they reached the barrier between indoor heat and outdoor chill.

“Absolutely,” Liam promised.

As he opened the door, Tess, still quite scantily dressed, shivered as freezing cold air slithered up her long, bared legs. The gorgeous woman shivered and held herself with her arms. Liam hid a smile. He may have opened the door a bit more than was needed to see such a sight.

His penance, which he’d have had to suffer regardless, was an arduous journey through his winter wonderland—a hellscape for someone who dared to do more than admire it from inside the warmth of their home—of a neighborhood. Not much had changed since he’d walked this path with Anna yesterday. The snowplows still hadn’t come to rescue their streets from the blizzard’s aftermath, which meant Liam had to hoof it on foot out of his neighborhood.

Last time, he’d had a companion to chat with and, eventually, to engage in a brief but enjoyable snowball fight. For this trek, he had only thoughts and the piercingly chilly wind as accompaniment. And naturally, the latter ensured that it dominated the former.

I just hope she’s there when I arrive, Liam thought. While shoveling buttery pancakes and sticky syrup down his gullet at Tess’s, he’d spared a few meager seconds to text Avril about their plans to meet up. She’d let him know she’d gotten on her way when he was halfway through the pancake stack Tess had placed before him.

If he’d timed things right, he should arrive after her. After trudging his way to the base of the hill that led him out of his neighborhood and connected to a primary road that had received clearing from the plows, he could do nothing but hope.

Eighty-six, eighty-seven, eighty-eight…

Liam found a brief respite from focusing on how damnably cold it was outside by counting—and stepping into—the very prints in the snow he’d created yesterday. Anna’s were beside his, though they eventually separated and grew erratic in size and spacing. Through them, he could see the history of their snowball fight inscribed upon the snow.

The chunks of snow missing near their footprints, snow that had become their ammunition. The long gouges in the white wonderland during their dodging and weaving tactics. And its eventual return to uniformity as they neared the hill’s crest following his surrender. Liam wore a smile of fond reminiscence as he left his neighborhood.

Blessedly, he had one reason to keep wearing it as he did.

Among the two or so dozen vehicles in sight, all but one was in motion, carrying their drivers swiftly toward their destinations. One of them, however, a familiar blue Audi RS7, sat on the side of the road, quite close to where he’d seen it just twenty-four hours ago.

As relief flooded him, so did a desire to escape the cold. Hurrying toward it, its owner just looked up from her phone as he reached it. Reaching for the passenger door’s handle, he saw through her tinted windows as Avril thrust one of her hands toward the locking mechanism on her door. Her attempted cruelty was half a second too slow.

“You’re literally the worst,” he loudly complained as the door swung open, granting him a prime opportunity to glare at the car’s owner.

“Not true,” the woman inside unapologetically said, smirking. “I could have given you the wrong time and shown up ten minutes from now.”

“I should just climb in, shoes covered in snow and all,” he fired back.

Eyes as pure as genuine emeralds widened. “Don’t you dare!”

“You’d deserve it if I did,” he said, turning and entering her car back first. He whacked his shoes together, letting the snow clinging to them reconnect with the other several thousand tons of snow outside Avril Knight’s car. Once he did pull his legs inside, shutting the door and indulging in the heat blasting from the vents in front of him, he eyed the sexiest redhead he knew.

A catlike grin awaited him, and the car remained parked as its driver let him thoroughly examine her.

“Are we shopping today, or are we robbing these stores?” Liam asked, raising an eyebrow as his eyes rose and fell across Avril’s chosen outfit.

“I haven’t decided yet,” Avril said, shrugging.

Black was the color of the day for Anna’s sultry, scheming, and far too sexy roommate. Black boots led to black leggings, which led to a black, nearly skintight jacket whose plunging zipper had been dragged almost as low as it could. The only splotch of color she wore was an orange beanie, but he barely noticed it. His eyes couldn’t rise far enough up her body to focus on it. He wasn’t nearly celibate enough to keep from indulging in what she’d intentionally put on display. For him. For his arrival. Unless there was a third passenger for their shopping trip that he didn’t know about yet.

Avril Knight had the body of a supermodel. In fact, that was precisely what he’d assumed she must be when they’d met for the first time a week ago. She had height, she had fair, smooth skin, and she had hourglass curves that accentuated her simply inconsiderate degree of voluptuousness. She was shaped to seduce, and her long eyelashes, shimmering eyes, and coquettish, full lips completed her physical appeal.

Her phenomenal beauty was like a stun grenade to anyone who got too close, and he’d certainly spent his fair share of time quite close to her. She was simply too effortlessly sexy to ignore. Especially dressed in tight-fitting clothes, her magnificent breasts straining so firmly against her slim jacket’s dark fabric. He couldn’t even tell if she was wearing a bra underneath it. His body’s immediate hope was that he might find out.

“Done drinking from the oasis?” Avril asked, laying her hands, which her jacket covered to the beginning of her thumbs, on top of her steering wheel. Her breasts swelled as the movement pressed them together. That was the other thing about Avril.

She damn well knew how erotic a figure she cut, and she wasn’t shy about flaunting it, in private, in public, even in front of her roommate and professors while they all played cards together.

“I’m good,” he said, fighting off a tinge of redness from staking its claim on his face. “I’ve forgiven you for trying to lock me out of your car.”

“Oh, thank goodness,” Avril said, sighing her relief. “What would I ever do if you were mad at me?”

“Not get a Christmas gift, for one thing.”

Avril’s lips formed a crooked smile. “If you do that, you’ll look like an ass when I give you my present tomorrow. And after I put so much effort into making it.”

“Making it?”

Avril whistled toward the roof of her car, then finally shifted it out of park. Checking her mirrors, she soon belabored her vehicle back onto the road. Their thirty-minute drive toward the mall finally began.

“Making it?” Liam repeated, eyeing her suspiciously.

“Don’t you worry about it,” the maverick redhead said. “You’ll find out in just one more day.”

He kept staring at her. “It’s not going to explode with glitter when I open it or anything, is it?”

“And have Tess ban me from her home forever for the mess? No, no, you’re free from any glittery explosions. This year.”

“What about what you’re getting everyone else?” he said, hoping he might deduce if she was operating with a theme of any sort. It was a long shot, but they had a long enough drive ahead of them for him to whittle away a few minutes interrogating her.

“You’ll find out that, too. Just don’t cave to Tess or Anna and let them know what I’m getting them, or I’ll kick you in the shin.”

“Oh, yeah. Tess really, really wants you to avoid getting Victoria anything that would embarrass her.”

Avril grinned. “So, she mentioned the lingerie I got her last year?”

An image of Victoria Moreno, a woman who caused conflicting emotions in him, in revealing lingerie delayed Liam’s reply. On one hand, she was as amiable as an icicle to the throat. On the other, she was so jaw-droppingly voluptuous that her presence had managed to distract her from Tess while they’d stood in the same room together—something he hadn’t believed was even possible at the time.

“No,” he said once he rediscovered his voice. “She didn’t mention any specifics, just that you have a habit of getting Victoria gifts that, uh, exasperate her.”

“Not exactly a hard task, given that exasperated, vexed, and irked are her default set of emotions, don’t you think?” Avril said. “You know how it is.”

“I do, but, you know, still. Let’s leave the tormenting for New Year's Eve, maybe?”

“Thinking ahead, I see,” Avril said, grinning at him as they sat in front of an annoyingly lengthy red light. “So have I. Don’t make any plans for the thirty-first, Liam.”

How she said it, voice utterly dripping with guile, threw a lurch into his heartbeat. The last time she’d made plans, he’d ended up getting to show off his card skills in front of four of the most stunning women on the planet. That night, largely due to Avril’s slyness, had officially started the path to Tess understanding his feelings for her, as well.

“What are you planning?”

“You’ll find out when I’m good and ready to share. All of you will.”

The light turned green, and Avril kept grinning at him as she sent them forward. She didn’t spare even a glance toward the road as her foot pressed on the gas pedal. Not nearly so carefree or reckless, Liam’s eyes swiftly deviated toward the road, though it was a straight shot for almost half a mile before the next stoplight—and there weren’t any cars ahead of them. So, adrenaline rushing like rapids through his veins, he locked eyes with Avril.

“What if I want a sneak peek? If anyone should get it, I feel like I should.”

“And why is that?” The car hummed as it smoothly accelerated. Twenty-five miles per hour, thirty, thirty-five.

“We’re basically co-conspirators, aren’t we?”

Forty, then forty-five. Liam’s heart pounded at least three times that number.

“Sure, but then, I don’t recall you ever texting me last night, letting me know how things went between you and Tess. So, you started the trend of keeping the other person in the dark, now, didn’t you?”

Fifty. Fifty-five. The electronic speedometer on her dashboard inched its way ever higher, and the engine hummed smoothly, not the least bit concerned by the reckless game its driver was playing. Comparatively, Liam felt sweat gathering under his palms, and it took all his willpower not to wrench his focus back to the road. Its driver seemed utterly unperturbed.

“So, if I tell you how yesterday went, we’ll be back on even ground? And I’ll get to know about your New Year’s Eve plans?”

“Even ground?” Avril’s grin broadened. “When were we ever on that?”

Sixty. Sixty-five.

In his peripherals, he saw them zoom through the light he’d spotted at the beginning of their recklessness. He almost sagged with relief that it still held green. But would the next? He knew if he glanced ahead of them to check, Avril would “win.” It was an instinct coursing through his veins, mingling with the adrenaline and surmounting anxiety that things were about to end in disaster at any second.

“You know what I mean,” he hastily said. “Do you agree to what I just offered or not?!”

On the final word, fright cracked his voice. As if she needed to think about his offer, Avril pursed her lips. Liam could barely hear anything over the pounding of blood in his ears. The road couldn’t keep going straight forever.

Seventy… sixty-five. Sixty-five.

Avril’s verdant eyes, alight with amusement and clearly relishing in his panic, finally shifted toward where they should have always been. Just five seconds later, she smoothly decelerated as the light a few hundred feet ahead of them shifted orange.

Liam spent the rest of the day wondering if she would have sent them racing through it if he hadn’t made the offer he had.

Queasily, he found himself ultimately believing that she would have.


Chapter Ten

Reaffirmation

As Liam spilled the steamy details about how he’d spent yesterday with Tess, Avril listened attentively. He did his best to be a neutral storyteller and not embellish things or turn into a grinning fool as he regaled her with the tale of the greatest day of his life. He mostly kept it together. Mostly. Everything about yesterday felt almost too miraculous to believe, like the distant haze of an oasis in a desert. However, now that he could share the events with another person, it gave them a certain tangibility. He wasn’t fantasizing; he was recounting history.

“Five times,” Avril said once he finished detailing his exploits. “She really tried to suck the soul out of you, didn’t she?”

Heat burgeoned across his face. That was the other thing he’d experienced throughout his tale: embarrassment. Though, he’d experienced less of it than he might have thought he would while sharing yesterday’s sordid details.

“Maybe,” he said, shrugging bashfully, which felt ridiculous after everything that had just spilled out of his mouth. “I wouldn’t have been upset if she’d wanted to try for six.”

His final remark earned him some side-eye. “Uh-huh. Okay, Mister Buckets of Cum. Just keep it in your pants while we’re in the mall.”

On their right, that very complex, an enormous span of concrete, tinted windows, and sliding doors appeared. Avril clicked her tongue on the roof of her mouth as she led them into its equally enormous parking lot.

“A lot more people here than I figured there’d be,” Liam said, eyeing the hundreds of vehicles already crowding it.

“The plows put in overdrive to clear the snow. Not even a blizzard’s allowed to keep us late-shoppers from splurging on the final two days before Christmas.”

She was quite right about the effort the snowplows must have put in. As they searched for the best spot to park, they passed six-foot tall battlements of snow all around them, shoved just far enough out of the way that the mall could resume what was the third most lucrative day of business nationwide.

“So, it sounds like I underestimated Tess a little bit,” Avril said, scanning for a good spot to park.

His eyebrows knit together. “How do you mean?”

She glanced at him. “I was over here assuming she’d want to take it nice and slow, dip her toes into the water, you know, see if it’s nice and warm before she wades in. Instead, it turns out she’s fed up with sitting on her towel and wants to get fucking wet.”

While guiding them toward the front parking spots of their current column, her eyes lit up as a middle-aged couple rushed out of the mall and through the parking lot toward their vehicle. Coming to a halt, she waited patiently for them to heave their newly purchased gifts and themselves into their car and grant her their spot. Avril spun her attention back to him while she waited.

“Want to bet if you’ll have fucked her or not before you head back to college?” Avril continued. “Far as I can tell, the brakes she pumped on you last night are barely even a speedbump. No woman who likes giving head that much is going to ice you for all that long. She clearly wants as much steamy romance as you can give her, and apparently, you’re just a regular old fire hydrant over here. You don’t even have to escalate things all that much going forward; I bet she’ll do it for you.”

Liam absorbed Avril’s words thoughtfully. Immediately, they were a soothing balm to any surviving concerns he might have had, though he was riding on such a high that he couldn’t currently locate any. Still, there was one element in Avril’s pronouncement that he wanted to avoid.

“I don’t want to let that happen,” he announced. “I don’t intend to settle in and rest on my laurels. I’m not looking to be a spectator.”

Definitely not. Even if he did still stumble from time to time, even if anxiety, trepidation, and panic still stung him far too often, he wanted to keep forging ahead. He wanted to keep changing. For himself, yes, but for Tess, too. Her passionless, loveless relationship was in the past. He wanted her present and future to have nothing in common with those miserable years behind her.

After a couple more minutes, time that the couple they were waiting on spent warming their car up, they finally pulled out. A few moments later, Avril guided her car into the newly available slot. Once she nestled them into it and put her car into park, a gaze rife with unconcealed interest regarded him.

“Big words for someone who so easily turns as red as a tomato,” she said, though there wasn’t any bite in her prodding. “But… I bet Tess would want to go down on you right then and there if you said something like that to her. Want to know how I know?”

After shifting her car into park, her hand slid to his wrist. From there, it collected his hand and carried it over to her right breast.

Determined to keep his cool, or to at least foil her blatant attempt to prove her words prophetic, he didn’t react. It was a herculean feat, especially as the seductive redhead moved his hand around until he was palming her deliciously large breast over her jacket.

Watching him intently, Avril used her other hand to play with the zipper only an inch away from his pinky. As it danced ever nearer to dropping as far as it could but never fully did, he stilled his gaze before it broke from hers and feasted on her marvelous body.

“Because I’d go down on you for saying something like that, and she and I have a few more things in common than I’d initially believed,” she said without waiting for his reply. She smirked. “But I bet I give better head than she does.”

Liam stiffened quickly, but Avril hadn’t yet looked down to see the consequences of her licentious proclamation. If he’d worried if his libido would be reduced after everything he’d experienced yesterday, he no longer needed to. Instead, he had other worries—though calling them worries was perhaps a bridge too far.

“I don’t think that’s possible,” he said, stymieing a shiver as Avril placed her hand over his and pressed his palm deeper into her heavy breast. He could just feel the beginnings of a protrusion at the center of it. Memories of it in his mouth as she’d “taught” him some lessons about satisfying a woman crowded his mind.

“How would you know?” the college senior said. “I haven’t sucked you off before. You don’t have anything with which to make a comparison.”

“Same to you,” he retorted. “You haven’t seen what Tess can do, either.”

“Not yet, I haven’t,” Avril said, in such a way that it was impossible to tell if she was joking or not. “Maybe that’s what I want for Christmas from my sex-starved professor. Maybe I’m going to steal her away from you. Yeah, why not? Why should I keep teaching you how to satisfy a woman when I already know how? I could just cut you out, no more middleman.”

“No more man at all if you did that,” Liam pointed out.

“And what a shame that would be.”

As had been the case since he’d first laid eyes on Avril Knight, the overt flirtatiousness she exuded was practically infectious. He’d stumbled into saunas with less palpable heat than he felt while sitting close to the college senior.

“It would be,” he said, giving her breast a gentle but firm squeeze. “Tess really liked swallowing.”

“I’m sure we could find something better tasting to slake her thirst,” Avril riposted. “Maybe I’ll get her a milkshake machine, and she can just shove her head under it and gulp down creamy liquid to her heart’s content.”

“She likes whipped cream a lot, too.”

“So I’ve heard.”

Avril patted his hand, a clear sign that he was to release her. Reluctantly, he obeyed. As his hand retreated, Avril glided her fingertips over his forearm.

“But then, where’s the challenge in proving what’s already proven? I already know I could effortlessly seduce Tess. But helping her horny, wide-eyed neighbor land her hook, line, and sinker? Now, there’s a challenge worthy of my efforts.”

Liam rolled his eyes, which earned him an immediate jab to the side. There were two critical parts of the story he hadn’t shared with Avril. Firstly, he’d avoided detailing his and Tess’s conversation about Anna, choosing to gloss over it just in case she didn’t take it well. Given what Anna had explained to him about her best friend’s doggedness when it came to her love life, he knew it was for the best to avoid cueing her into their agreement.

The other part he’d omitted, however, he now shared.

“You might not be needed anymore,” he said.

Instantly, Avril’s peacocking expression tightened into scrutiny. “Huh? Sorry, I must have misheard you just now.”

He shook his head, hiding his smile as best he could. “You didn’t. Now that we’ve got things going, Tess is eager to give me a few helpful hints on how to satisfy her—so I can earn those achievements I told her I’m after. She said so herself.”

“Oh, is that so?” Avril grumbled.

“It is.”

Liam could already fathom that Avril hadn’t spent much of her life wondering if a man was no longer interested in her. It wasn’t precisely true here, and she was bound to realize that after a moment or two spent on the backfoot. Regardless, seeing her consternation flit across her attractive features was a rare opportunity, and one he greedily snatched.

The maverick beauty poked her tongue into the inside of her cheek, doming it. Seconds later, her cunning reignited within the emerald gleam of her eyes.

“You can do that if you want,” she said, shrugging. “But then you’ll lose any chance of surprising her since she’ll know everything you’re learning. All you’re doing at that point is proving that you’re attentive, which is different than being proactive.”

“I’m not that hopeless. I know how to self-teach.”

“Pretty ineffective if you ask me. Studying alone versus utilizing another professor’s personal tutoring.”

It was his turn to shrug. “Maybe. Though, I don’t think most professors would threaten to steal their pupil’s spot in the other professor’s classroom like you did.”

Avril opened her mouth, yet in a rare turn of events, she didn’t have a witty retort preloaded. As she floundered momentarily, Liam took advantage of her vulnerability.

“Of course, it’s not like I’m looking to lose my secret weapon,” he said, holding his hands up. “So long as she stays on my side. It’s really only if I’m worried about her swooping in and causing trouble that I’d have to reconsider things between us. I’m sure you understand, Professor Knight.”

He might have somewhat undercut his Machiavellianism by grinning as he uttered that final sentence, but he couldn’t help it. It’d plainly been a joke from the outset, but imagining Avril trying to seduce Tess—well, it was half-ridiculous and half-arousing.

In response, the gorgeous woman beside him sighed stridently. “Fine, fineee, I won’t cuck you.”

“Promise? Because I am kind of worried about it now that you’ve made me realize it was a possibility.

“Yes, I promise.” Avril rolled her eyes. “Happy?”

“I’m relieved beyond belief,” he answered, miming wiping sweat from his brow.

Snorting, Avril finally shut down her car’s engine. “I’ll see about what lesson I think you need to learn today while we do our shopping,” she said, finally glancing down and noticing the erection under his pants. “Mister Fire Hydrant.”


Chapter Eleven

Centurion

They worked swiftly to escape the cold’s torment once they emerged from Avril’s car. Given that the seductive redhead had traded functionality for fashion, her teeth spent most of their sprint into the mall chattering noisily. She’d shoved her hands into two side pockets on her jacket, head hunched forward, shivering the whole while. Even after they’d stampeded through the sliding doors and left the wintry afternoon behind, she continued shaking.

Instinct dictated Liam’s following action. Stepping closer to her, he opened his arms. Avril spent only a moment in hesitation, during which a glimmer of something difficult to judge kernelled within her eyes, but he lost sight of it as she hastily stepped into his embrace.

As she pressed herself into his warmth, thrusting her hands under his coat to find his body warmth, his arms circled her narrow back. Accepting the chill clinging to her curvaceous body as the price for their closeness, his heart rate spiked as she turned her head and laid her cheek against his chest.

They spent several minutes mingling like this, warming each other without saying anything. Eventually, Avril shifted, though it wasn’t to escape his embrace. She pulled off her beanie, stowing it away in her jacket pocket. Naturally, just moments later, Liam’s gaze dropped to the crown of her head, where long, fine strands of auburn hair drew his lips downward. The contact chilled his lips, but he didn’t mind. And for kissing it as softly as he did, he earned a pleased hum—and a little more.

“I see you aren’t too shy for public displays of affection,” Avril whispered, pulling back enough to look up into his eyes. “I wouldn’t have guessed it.”

Only then did he remember where they were.

At least two dozen people could see his and Avril’s intimate embrace, and about a third of that number were actively gawking in their direction as they walked by. This realization scorched his face like someone had tossed a burning lump of coal into his mouth. He knew what would be waiting for him once he brought his attention back to the beautiful woman in his arms.

Avril’s buoyant grin was a speck less teasing than he’d expected it might be. Still pinned against him, she surprised him with a sudden upward thrust. Her lips connected with his, albeit briefly—but enough.

Butterflies danced frenetically inside his gut.

“It’s all good, lover boy,” she said. “You’re welcome to pretend I’m Tess and fawn over me all afternoon. It can be practice for you. In fact, this is now officially a date! So, prepare to hold all my bags.”

“Oh, great,” he said, trying to rein in the roiling emotions her lips had activated within him. “I knew there was a catch to all this.”

“With me, there always is,” she warned, eyes flashing gleefully. A second later, they finally separated. “Now, let’s get to it. Forward… march!”

As Liam obeyed the slashing gesture of her hand as it decreed the direction they would head, he continued to find it difficult to restrain the turbulent emotions that his embrace with Avril had created. Emotions that he wasn’t sure he should allow himself to feel.

When it came to his physical attraction to her, he in no way, shape, or form blamed himself for reacting as he did. He wasn’t about to self-flagellate himself for the way his body responded to her overtly flirtatious nature and nearly unparalleled beauty. He dared anyone alive to keep their cool when she had her arms wrapped around them.

Eventually, his arousal would calm down, and then she would inevitably do something to spike it again. Rinse, repeat. There might be something else, namely, release, in between those two words, but that could still sort of be written off as more of her “lessons” on romance. Sort of.

The idea that they would continue engaging in lewd activities so he could be equipped to wow and surprise Tess in the bedroom was a flimsy excuse, at best—and they both knew it. Still, he couldn’t quite be rid of a few specks of trepidation that he might falter or fail somehow without her guidance. That was part of why he was reticent to suggest that they ought to consider maybe cooling off how… lively things often got between them.

What Liam didn’t know, at least not precisely, was why Avril was willing to continue their prurient lessons. He found himself desperate to know but uncertain how to broach the topic so soon after their conversation in her car.

Right now, as they walked toward their first destination in the sprawling three-story mall, was she also feeling the aftereffects of their embrace as potently as he did? Or was this all par for the course for her, a woman who had to have gained her self-purported excellence in all things debauched from somewhere?

“Here we are,” Avril announced, drawing him away from the maelstrom of questions whipping about his mind. “Tess wants those cactus candles, right?”

The shop, Scents for Senses, she’d stopped them at was dedicated entirely to the sale of candles. On both walls of the narrow but deep store, candles by the dozens waited for a chance to pique the interest of a shopper. A display case filled with more of them as long as a limousine cleaved through the middle of the store, providing two narrow lanes for shoppers to be bombarded on all sides by every variety of vanilla, citrus, rose, and sandalwood. Thankfully, the only other shopper in this specific store was currently checking out. Given how many hundreds of people they’d passed on their way to it, he expected at least one or two of their stops to be flush with bodies.

“Yeah, that’s right,” Liam said. “I want to get her a few.”

“A few?” Avril raised an eyebrow. “Spending big, are we?”

He’d never shopped for candles before, so Avril’s response didn’t quite sink in until a minute later when she pointed out the candles that Tess was interested in. Inside each glass cylinder, he found a miniaturized but expertly crafted family of cacti, one with multiple arms that were as classic as they came, one short, bulbous, and round, and one of middling size that was a far lighter shade of green than the others. Moments later, he found the price tags.

Forty-eight bucks a pop? Really?

It wasn’t an issue, not really. Thanks to a family connection, he’d spent each summer since he’d turned sixteen working as a teller for a local bank. He’d put in plenty of hours there this past summer, and while he wasn’t about to wow Annabelle Royce with how much spending money he had in his account, splurging two to three hundred dollars today wouldn’t leave him wincing… too much.

“Yeah, it’s fine,” he said, though it didn’t stop him from silently marveling at how expensive a candle could be. “I can get three.”

Avril whistled appreciatively. “Wow. You really do have it bad for her.”

As warmth scalded his face, Avril grinned and picked up two candles from the shelf they sat on. She left him to pick up the third, heading toward the cashier at the deepest end of the store. When he caught up with her, placing the third candle with its siblings and beginning to reach for his wallet, Avril chuckled.

“Baby, please, come on. Put it away. I’m buying.”

His brow furrowed. “What, no. I’ve got the money.”

Avril smiled and completely ignored him. “Just these three things,” she said to the cashier, a frizzy-haired woman who smiled, nodded, and began scanning the candles.

“What are you doing, Avril?” he asked quietly, frowning.

Her verdant eyes swiveled back to him. “Who do you think you’re shopping with here? If you’re with me, I’ve got it covered. Tess didn’t let you know about that?”

“No, she didn’t, but—”

“Well, that’s on her for not prepping you.” As the cashier finished scanning the third candle, Avril pulled her clutch out of one of the zippered pockets on her jacket. Seconds later, she’d handed over an Amex Black Card—the fabled Centurion—to the cashier, whose expression flickered with recognition. Liam’s did, too. He also remembered how amused Tess had seemed once when he’d suggested that it would be Anna who was the most used to exclusive clubs among the roommates.

It wasn’t a card you signed up for; it was a card you received strictly by invitation.

“I don’t want you to spend your money on my gifts,” he still protested.

“And that’s so admirable and sweet of you,” Avril said, reaccepting and returning her card to its clutch once the sale went through. “But this isn’t technically my money, and I have a yearly spending quota to meet.”

Once it was offered, she took the bag the three candles were stowed within, which she then handed to him. As they walked out of the store, she flashed him a maverick smile.

“Listen, I need a partner-in-crime. I’m here to spend at least a couple thousand dollars on some ridiculous and completely unnecessary gifts for Anna, Tess, and Victoria. So, hop on board and help me get it done here in the next couple of hours. If you do…”

She trailed off, though her eyes completed the sentence her mouth had begun. As it dropped to his waistline, the butterflies in his belly, which he’d only recently quelled, renewed their rebellion.

“Well, I did say it was a date we’re on. And if it’s a good one, I don’t mind continuing what we started in my car.” Her eyes glowed lustily. “I wouldn’t mind that at all.”

His body wouldn’t mind that either. It was only a specific section of his mind that cautioned him from nodding like a puppy thrilled to go on a walk. Every other part of him desperately wanted to see how far he could get on this “date” of theirs. The former part questioned him intently.

Just how much did he want this to be a real date?


Chapter Twelve

A Complete Bastard

They needed a shopping cart. Or a forklift. Or for Avril to relax with her rampant spending spree. Of those three options, Liam favored his chances of getting his hands on one of the first two before the last one occurred. Avril was a woman on a mission, and that mission really was to spend two or three thousand dollars.

After the candle shop, revealing the efficiency that Tess had warned him about, Avril led them to several other stores within this quadrant of the mall. There, she picked up a suite of lavish, expensive gifts, ranging from ludicrously expensive smartwatches to fashionable winter clothes to decadent chocolate. Before today, he hadn’t known that a two-pound box of chocolate could go for almost a hundred and thirty dollars.

He did now, and Avril bought three boxes.

Laden with upwards of forty to fifty pounds of items in the dozen bags he’d yet accrued in his role as her “manservant,” which she’d already called him twice, she didn’t seem close to stopping. He couldn’t help but feel that Tess or Anna, considerate as they usually were, should have given him a warning about the test of stamina that he now underwent.

“Don’t drag your feet,” Avril called, flashing a smile over her shoulder. “Your stuffed animal shop is right there.”

Walking on the second story of the mall after a brief escalator ride, Liam’s attention shifted in the direction she pointed, which brought him to a neon blue flashing sign aptly named Plush Planet. Anna’s requested gift would hopefully reside inside.

It didn’t take more than a few moments inside the store to realize that he’d need Avril’s help to find it. There’d been a lot of candles in the first store they’d stopped at. Here, there were more stuffed animals than there were Ewoks on Endor.

“Good lord,” he muttered under his breath as the sheer horde of blue, red, green, and yellow stuffed animals crammed into the relatively squat store nearly overwhelmed his senses. Shelf upon shelf, bin after bin, there were so many that a minor earthquake might prove lethal if the customers inside were buried under a thousand pounds of terrycloth and cotton. There was even a spiderweb array of rope strung up along the ceiling, where dozens of colorful plush bears, tigers, and dogs waited for a chance to rain down upon unsuspecting customers if such an event occurred.

Next to him, Avril grinned and elbowed him. While he’d been gawking at the sheer volume of stuffed animals before him, her discerning eye had already saved them from spending an eternity searching within the store. She pointed toward a line of shelves about midway through the store on their left.

Following her gesture, he spotted several slanted shelves built into the wall that were claimed by four types of large—about two feet tall, which was bigger than he’d imagined that they’d be—stuffed animals. Cats, elephants, sloths, and puppies.

“Which one did Anna tell you she wanted?”

“Uh, the sloth. Sam. Sammy. One of those two.”

“Very good!” Avril grinned, which informed him that she’d already known the answer to her question.

They—well, he left the physical act to her, as he didn’t have many hands left for picking things up from shelves—nabbed one of the grey sloths. It seemed to be one of the more popular variants, given how few remained on the shelves. Afterward, they made for the checkout counter. They ended up in a line behind a few other shoppers, which gave Liam time to settle a few things in his mind.

Regardless of Avril’s generosity, though it might just be boasting instead, he still wanted to purchase his gifts for everyone. Yeah, she was clearly wealthy enough to splurge in a way he clearly couldn’t, and he could have readily accepted her generosity without any qualms. Except that he couldn’t. Maybe it was all because of a dose of dumb pride, but he still felt the way he felt.

However, he wasn’t interested in arguing with someone as stubborn as Avril. So, while they waited for the line to disappear, he brewed a new tactic. One that let her have her way here today. Tomorrow would be a very different story.

A few minutes later, Avril flashed the Centurion and purchased Anna’s Hugimal. As they exited the store, leaving a thousand other stuffed animals still available for the other last-second shoppers, they stopped long enough for her to add it—and the five or so pounds it weighed—to one of their bags.

“Don’t worry, we’re almost through,” she said. “Do you have any ideas about what you want to get Victoria? Oh, and me? I know you’re going to get me the most thoughtful gift you can.”

For Avril, he’d had an idea since around this time yesterday. In fact, they’d passed the store where he could get Avril her gifts just a few minutes ago. Upon spotting it, he’d waited until they’d left it behind so as not to create suspicion and then bought himself some alone time with a fake restroom visit. There, he’d begun to send Anna a rather unusual text, which bordered on creepy. Realizing that at the final second, he’d added a bit more context.

Hey, do you happen to know what size shirts Avril wears? I want to get her a shirt and a hat.

He’d felt his phone buzz in his pocket while standing in line at Plush Planet a few minutes ago, but he hadn’t yet found a chance to look at it.

“I already know you’re getting, yes,” he said. “Will you let me buy that one, at least, or are you going to buy your own Christmas gift?”

“Again, it’s not my money,” she pointed out. “When you want to sneak off, which I can tell you want to do, and get it, just let me know.” She patted the part of her jacket where her clutch, and the Centurion within it, waited. “You can borrow her when you go.”

“If I do that, you can check your account on your phone and see from what store I got your present—and the price.”

“So, you don’t trust me not to look?” Avril asked, affecting an innocent tone and batting her eyelashes.

“Not in the slightest.”

She dropped the veneer of innocence by grinning. “Fine, fine. You can get my gift with your own money. It’ll be our secret.” A lascivious look gleamed in her verdant eyes. “One of a few.”

Again, the butterflies danced.

Their search for a gift he could get for Victoria led them to a store specializing in home gardening. Upon seeing it, Avril gasped and pounded the bottom of her fist on her palm.

“Right, Victoria loves gardening. Come on, here’s the best place to get her something.”

Her gift was a home bonsai kit. Avril assured him she would love it.

“She might actually smile once for you when she opens it.”

Somehow, he doubted that. He also worried that she might, in fact, hate home gardening, and Avril was leading him toward calamity for her own amusement. Only the fact that he’d recently learned that Victoria was an ecology professor somewhat soothed those worries. Somewhat. He’d finally realized that “somewhats” and “sort ofs” were the only variety of repose he possible around Avril. Even things that seemed like utter certainties left a kernel of doubt in him when she was involved.

“All that’s left is for you to run off and get your secret gift for me,” Avril said. “And then we can get out of here.”

His arms, which had long since lost their enjoyment at hoisting around a dozen bags filled to the brim with recklessly purchased gifts, celebrated. Nodding, he left behind most of the bags with Avril, though he brought a few so he could hide what he planned to get her in one of them. Retracing his steps, he dug his phone out of his pocket.

He had two messages waiting for him, not one, which had arrived just a minute apart.

The first was from Anna, who supplied that Avril typically required a medium size shirt. Which made sense to him. No matter how ridiculously fit she was, he could think of two prominent reasons why she’d find small and extra small t-shirts somewhat challenging to slip into.

The second message was from Tess.

The plows are finally starting to get to our neighborhood! That should mean no one needs to walk it out to get here.

Great news, he fired back in a quick text while still walking to his destination. He paused, glanced over his shoulder, and confirmed that a troublesome redhead wasn’t trailing him. I’ll let Avril know. We’re about to finish up.

Seconds later, before he could even put his phone back into his pocket, it vibrated again.

Did she get anything too crazy?

No, but she sure got a lot of gifts for you all.

Oh, no. I should have mentioned that and tried to get you to rein her in on quantity, too.

Stowing his phone away, he arrived at a store rife with sports paraphernalia and headed inside. Less than five minutes later, with a women’s Bandits jersey—the name of the team’s star closer on the back—and a ballcap hidden away at the bottom of one of the bags he’d brought along with him, he began making his way back to where he’d left Avril.

He wasn’t fond of the scene awaiting him when he did.

Avril, sitting on a bench near the home gardening store, all the bags he’d left behind gathered around her feet like a huddle of baby penguins, was also surrounded by a group of three men.

It wasn’t like he—or she, obviously—hadn’t noticed the attention she drew throughout their time in the mall. Everywhere they went, attention flocked to her. She was the brightest flame wherever she went, and there were moths everywhere.

Men, young or old, single or in groups, and even some who were clearly with their girlfriends or wives, all twisted their necks to keep her in their sightlines for as long as they could. From the front or the side or behind, Avril Knight was a nearly unparalleled specimen. Used to this kind of attention, she’d seemed wholly unaffected by it—and no one had so far dared do anything more than look.

She’d even crudely, grinning the whole time, joked a little while ago about how many of the guys here would have killed to see her put herself up for sale as a Christmas gift.

She wasn’t grinning now. In fact, arms folded and wielding a rarely seen scowl, she looked uncharacteristically irate as the leading individual of the three men gesticulated and yammered on about a topic Liam couldn’t yet overhear.

Her response to their presence was more than enough to accelerate his walking pace. Once he entered her peripherals, Avril’s gaze latched onto him. Something harder and more jagged than relief but close enough to it that it was what Liam thought of appeared on her face.

“There you are,” she said, transitioning from that unusual expression to one of barely polite geniality. Standing, she briskly waved the three men to move aside, though they didn’t do much more than take a single step back. “Come meet some underclassman I go to Bellmore with.”

As she called out to him, the attention of the three men—all Bellmore attendees, apparently—universally swapped to him. It didn’t take much to understand the type of men they were, but they all did their best to make it as overabundantly clear as they could.

Through their expressions, he saw haughtiness, disinterest, and even derision. Without any more interaction than a look his way, he could tell they’d already written him off. Possibly just because they suspected that he didn’t attend Bellmore like they did. Or maybe because they’d just realized that Avril wasn’t here alone.

“This is Cliff, Elijah, and Trent,” Avril continued, eyes alight with blatant scorn. “They’re juniors at Bellmore.”

Emphasis on the final name or not, Liam would have wholly focused on it. Even though he usually heard it accompanied by a last name, he’d heard it enough times to know who Avril now disdainfully introduced him to.

Trent Alden. The man whom Anna’s father wanted her to marry.

For a first impression, he did little to convince Liam that Tess and Avril were in the wrong for showering as much vitriol upon his name as they had whenever he became the topic of conversation. The blond-haired scion to Alden Electronics barely withheld his contempt as he peered down his nose at Liam alongside his two friends. It was the expression of someone who barely registered him as worth the few seconds he spent looking at him. If arrogance was a scent of cologne, then Trent Alden drenched himself in its pungency every morning.

“Hi, I’m Liam,” he said, keeping his own opinions better controlled behind a polite but barely pronounced smile. “Nice to meet you all.”

“Did you get what you needed to?” Avril butted in, denying Trent or the other two a chance to reply to him.

“Yep, I did,” he said, understanding what she wanted. “We’re all good to go now.”

“Great.” Avril scooped up some of the bags around her feet, handing over a few but holding onto a few more herself. She barely glanced at Trent and the others as she said, “Then we’re off. Ciao.”

Only Liam was positioned to see the utter look of disgust on Avril’s face when Trent didn’t stay silent as she tried to break their two groups back into two.

“Hold on, Avril,” he said, though his focus remained on Liam. “What’s your last name? Do you go to Bellmore?”

“It’s Carr, and no, I don’t.”

He saw it immediately; his estimation in all three of their eyes plummeted even further. They didn’t recognize his family name, and he didn’t attend the elite college they did. Which meant he was barely even a person to them. The haughty superiority rolling off them was practically palpable.

“Where do you go, then? The community college?”

Really? Bellmore or community college? Those are the only two options?

Holding back his distaste toward Trent and the other two, he shook his head. “Nope, I got to Perrymont.”

One of his lackeys—that was the only way Liam could see them—barely hid his scoff. In response, Liam barely held back an eye-roll. It wasn’t worth it. The more he engaged, the longer he and Avril would have to suffer in their presence. The more that their foulness would sit over their memories of what was otherwise a rather productive shopping spree.

Trent’s attention shifted to Avril, who was doing a worse job restraining her contempt with each passing second. “Really? You’re slumming it with some nobody from Perrymont? That’s sad.”

“Oh, shut the fuck up, Trent,” Avril replied, disgust transforming her fine, full lips into a scornful scowl. “Can you not be a complete douchebag for five whole minutes? Fucking hell, you’re such a pain in the ass every time I see you.”

While his cohorts’ eyes widened in shock, Trent took the outpouring of venom surprisingly well. Folding his arms but otherwise not physically changing, he stared into the emerald incandescence blazing out from Avril’s eyes.

“And you’re always so vulgar. I’d say I’m surprised, but it clearly runs in the family if your brother is any indication. Just goes to show that money can’t make manners. I’m just glad you can’t seem to rub off on Anna any. Her father should have separated you two a long time ago.”

The deepest layer of hell would have felt chilly compared to the inferno of vehement hate Liam felt while standing next to Avril. He should do something, say something, deescalate things before Avril began immolating the ground underneath her feet while they stood on the second story. Before he could figure out how to do that, she unloaded a howitzer of loathing upon Trent Alden.

“Keep running your mouth and find out who gets separated from whom, Alden. I haven’t even started throwing my weight around but fuck around a bit more and see if you don’t find out. Want to see what damage I can do to you—to all three of you? Go ahead and do anything other than fucking turn around and slink away. I. Dare. You.”

As if a shell had exploded directly in front of them during what they’d perceived would be a heroic forward charge into No Man’s Land, the three men stood there, stunned, astonished, stupefied. In the face of the hate seething around Avril, they were speechless. The threat, at least to them, was clear. For Liam, he was still several pieces of context away from a clear picture of why they looked so utterly terrified.

Maybe on his own, Trent might have recovered enough to avoid complete and total capitulation. His two cronies, however, ensured that they were heavy enough anchors to keep that from happening.

“Come on, Trent, let’s just get out of here,” one of them whispered, shaking him by the shoulder.

The Alden Electronics scion started like his cohort’s hand was made from dry ice, but the consequences were set. Like a sponge, he absorbed his friends’ yearning to get off the battlefield before Avril potentially proved if she was capable of accomplishing her threat. He spared a glance back toward Avril, nearly blanched when he saw her still overflowing with nothing short of raw hate, and then he nodded to his companions.

“Yeah, let’s find something better to do than waste our time here.”

They didn’t say goodbye. They didn’t even look back over their shoulders as they beat a hasty retreat, which stopped them from seeing Avril flipping them off. Some of the other shoppers, people who’d been too distant to eavesdrop but close enough to see that there was no love lost between sides, did.

“Avril,” Liam whispered, glancing at the gawkers, one of whom, a mother, scowled and tried to keep her young daughter from seeing Avril’s improper display. “We should go too.”

The fury hadn’t fully evaporated as her attention swung to him. He didn’t blanch like Trent nearly had, but it was the first time someone had ever thrust such overwhelming vitriol toward him. Even if it wasn’t for him, he still felt a twinge of hesitancy about what her response would be.

Thankfully, the wrath clouding her eyes dissipated enough for her to realize why he’d suggested what he had. Looking around, she spotted numerous onlookers staring at them.

“Repugnant pieces of shit,” she growled under her breath, hurling one more hateful look toward the distant retreating forms of Trent and his two friends.

She was good to go after that.

They didn’t speak much as they headed for the nearest escalator, nor as they took it back to the first floor. While Avril didn’t appear so rabid and ready to ball up her fists to take a swing by the time they stepped off it, she remained a powder keg he didn’t intend to tap. Because of that, the new horde of gawkers they marched by on their way to the entrance that they’d entered probably assumed she was royally pissed at him. He imagined they left quite a bit of gossip in their wake as Avril stormed out of the mall.

When they reintroduced their bodies to the cold, he was surprised that steam didn’t start burning off her head. She didn’t bother to put down the bags in her hands and throw her beanie back on, either. It wasn’t until they’d reached her car that she finally seemed to remember how cold it was. And based on her earlier shivering after they’d made it inside, she was particularly susceptible to it.

It'd also gotten colder. Even though it was only around four-thirty, the winter solstice was just two days behind them. Already, there was less than an hour left of sunlight in the day, and it’d gotten cloudy while they were shopping. Even hoofing it as they did, even if her blood was still pounding with fury, it took its toll on her.

“F-Fuck,” she hissed through chattering teeth, digging through her jacket pockets for her car’s fob. Once she found it, her lights flashed as she unlocked the doors.

Once they’d filled her back seats with chocolate, candle wax, electronics, and, unbeknownst to her, a Bandits jersey and hat, they quickly climbed into their seats up front. With the doors shut, the car’s heating hummed vigorously as Avril turned it to max settings. Teeth chattering, she rubbed her arms and seemed unable to stop shivering.

“Here,” he said, slipping out of his coat and passing it over to her. Neither of them had thrown on their seatbelts yet, and they wouldn’t be going anywhere until both vehicle and operator were a little warmer.

Draping it on her as if it were a blanket, Avril dipped her chin and continued shivering for the next few minutes. It was the only noise either of them made. He wasn’t sure if he should bring up what had gone down in the mall or not. Even after replaying the events in his head twice, he remained uncertain.

“I fucking hate that piece of shit,” Avril said. Still minorly afflicted with cold-induced quakes, she pierced him with an emerald stare.

“I definitely can see why, now,” he replied.

“Good. Now, make sure he never gets his grubby hands on Anna.”

“I’m going to do everything I can.” It was an easy promise to make; it’d been the truth even before he’d come across the arrogant, sneering man. “You scared them all witless.”

“Like they h-had fucking wits to lose,” Avril hissed, rubbing herself even faster under his coat. “I hope they break their necks on the escalator.”

While Liam wasn’t quite as ready to wish death upon them, he didn’t try to convince Avril to forgive and forget. It was plainly evident that there was a lot of bad blood between them, and he didn’t know more than a little bit about their history. While he suspected that the majority of it likely related to Anna, some of it clearly didn’t.

“I do have some good news to give. The snowplows made it into my neighborhood about an hour ago. That should mean the party tomorrow is easier to get to.”

Avril’s shivering slowly diminished. “Yeah, that’s good.” She pursed her lips. “Actually, that’s great. You have any wrapping paper at your house?”

“Yeah, plenty.” It was an assumption made because of years of history. His parents used every inch of wrapping paper on the roll, or it was saved and reused the following year.

“Cool. That’s where we’re going, then. I don’t want Anna to get any chances to sneak a peek at what I’ve gotten her.”

“Sure,” he said. “You can even leave the presents there if you want.”

Avril nodded, appearing to finally smother the last embers of the rage that running into Trent Alden had stoked. After returning his coat and pulling out of their parking spot, they began a journey that would lead to Avril’s first look inside his home—she’d seen it before, he’d soon be told, during a few visits she’d made to Tess’s house over the years.

It’d also lead to a new first experience for him, as well.


Chapter Thirteen

A Gift a Day Early

About halfway through their ride, Avril was still amid the arduous process of resetting her personality to its default. The scowls were less frequent, less vicious, and the vitriol swirling in her eyes less poisonous. During that time, Liam remembered something important. Something that caused him to shove a hand into his pocket.

Hey, so Avril wants to wrap all these gifts and stow them at my place. So, I don’t think I’ll be able to come over for a little while longer.

As soon as he sent the text, he noticed Avril’s side-eye upon him.

“Texting Tess?” After a moment, she smirked. “Try saying that five times really quick.”

“Yeah. I was letting her know that we’ll be wrapping up gifts for a while at my place.”

“Meaning that you won’t get to go snuggle your face up against her tits until later,” Avril deduced, cracking a knowing smile. “Poor baby.”

Heat scorched his ears, but he merely shrugged. “They’re really nice, so yeah.”

Avril snorted and turned down the music she’d set to play once they’d gotten away from the mall. “Please, you’ve got a nicer set to marvel at in this very car.”

As they’d both anticipated, mention of that “nicer set” drew his gaze toward them. With the car warm enough thanks to the diligent stream of heat flooding from its vents, Avril was no longer a shivering mess. If anything, her jacket, light as it was, might be too much clothing in their current temperature. He’d tossed his coat into her backseat a few minutes ago, and wouldn’t it like a friend to keep it company?

“I don’t know if I can make that comparison fairly,” he said. “Recency bias and all that.”

“Oh, I’m sure,” Avril retorted with a snort. “I bet you’ve already completely forgotten about the lesson I gave you on my couch.”

There were plenty of lessons he’d forgotten in his life. If asked to list all ten amendments in the Bill of Rights, he’d probably struggle to get more than seven or eight of them right. If asked about the five beaches on D-Day and their placement from west to east, he’d be in trouble. He didn’t remember Brave New World as well as his sophomore English teacher would likely have hoped. The list went on and on.

But the gift he’d received a few days ago on that couch, the sights and sensations he’d experienced—no, he would never forget anything about it.

Deep down, he knew he wanted another one like it. Selfishly, inappropriately, indiscreetly.

“Well, I am just going to Perrymont, after all. I guess I need multiple lessons before the knowledge sticks.”

His callback to Trent’s sneering dismissal garnered a potent eye roll from the beautiful woman. “We’ll see if you can earn it,” she ultimately declared, flashing a quick smirk. “Our date’s not over yet.”

Liam’s libido-controlled heart leaped, and he struggled to take his eyes off Avril’s impressive chest for much of the ride home. It certainly didn’t help when, at every stop sign or light, she’d played with her jacket’s zipper, though she never dragged it down all the way. That teasing didn’t end until they neared his neighborhood, though he ended up distracted by Tess’s reply to his original text.

Okay. You’re both welcome to come over at anytime, of course. We could have dinner.

Thanks, Tess. You’re the best.

“Dinner?” Avril said, grinning as he passed over the news. “With two sexy-as-sin women? You lucky dog.”

As they reached the spot where Avril had picked him up, they found that the aforementioned snowplows had indeed been busy in his neighborhood. While yards and sidewalks remained mostly buried, undoubtedly to Gary’s dismay, with the latter piled under even more snow than they’d been a couple of hours ago, there was finally a sighting of road pavement again.

Carefully, Avril sent them heading down the long hill into his neighborhood. There wasn’t too much ice to endanger them, and in just a few minutes, Avril guided her car into the open spot on his driveway beside his. She didn’t shut her car off, though. Instead, sitting in its warmth, she peered toward his not-so-distant-but-very-distant-for-someone-who-couldn’t-stand-the-cold doorway. After a few seconds, she pulled her mouth to one side.

“How about a deal?” she said, leveling a verdant stare upon him.

“Is it one where I carry in all of your presents while you sprint inside and get to stay out of the cold?” he asked, more than capable of reading her thoughts. It was a nice change to the norm, getting to be the mind reader rather than the read-ee.

“It absolutely fucking is,” Avril said. “I’ll give you something good if you do.”

A rare but poignantly teasing smile split his face. “For a rich girl, you’re starting to accrue a lot of debt.”

Avril’s face pinched together. “Come again?”

“You already owe me something good, remember?”

There was little about that day that he didn’t remember, least of all this. A promise, one where she’d treat him right after he’d treated her breasts so nicely.

“Oh, and you still haven’t told me about what you’re planning for New Year’s Eve.”

Her response was a flat stare. “You know, no one likes a guy who remembers things his girlfriend doesn’t want him to remember.”

“Are you my girlfriend now?” he asked, raising an eyebrow. “I thought that was supposed to be Anna.”

Her stare became a glare. “You’re enjoying being smug far too much. It’s a bad look for you.”

Unable to help it, he grinned. “I don’t get to do it very often around you. I’ve got to make the most of the times when I can.”

“Yeah, yeah,” she said. “I’m good for all my debts, so let me add one more. You bring in the presents and spare me from shivering in the cold anymore tonight, and I’ll let you be as hands-on as you want while I’m in your house. It’s a free period study hall.”

Elated, Liam still forced his expression to remain neutral. “And you tell me about New Year’s Eve.”

“And I’ll give you a few hints about New Year’s Eve.”

A brief enough silence followed, in which the two of them jostled for control in the depths of the other’s eyes. Liam knew he could have gotten more, though probably only scraps, not the handfuls of gemstones that he really wanted. Ultimately, he decided that he’d won enough prizes in the current round of negotiations for him to be content.

“Okay,” he said. “But you’re carrying some presents on the first trip.”

She huffed at him but spun around as she unbuckled herself and grabbed a few bags. Liam first grabbed his coat to throw it on, then decided to let Avril have one final gift. Handing it over to her, he further armed her for her singular foray into the gelid evening.

She still had him take a head start. Once he’d emerged from her passenger seat, breath puffing out in white plumes while carrying about half of the bags comfortably, he jogged over the walkway and up the steps to his porch. Only once he’d reached it, placing a few bags beside him to nab his keys and unlock his front door, did Avril flee her car’s warmth. He’d only just opened it when she, dashing after him, caught up. They hastily stepped inside, and he deposited his bags beside her. Thankfully, he only needed one more trip, about twenty-five more seconds spent shivering, to get the rest.

For the price of his chilly shivers, he intended to make sure the reward ended up being well worth it.

More than a dozen bags sat in his entryway after he made it safely indoors, elbowing the door shut and keeping the winter chill where it belonged—far, far away from them. Most of the bags were brimming with the gifts that Avril had purchased. Although he hadn’t been keeping track, he was sure she’d reached her spending objective. However, he was now more focused on one bag among the many. In no way did he intend to let Avril dig through any of the bags until he’d stowed his gifts to her safely away.

Nevertheless, there was a gift that he was currently more interested in, and it stood beside the forest of colorful, glossy laminate. She wasn’t shivering nearly as much as when they’d hurried into the mall a few hours ago. That didn’t mean she’d taken off his coat yet, however.

That would be his imminent responsibility.

“A picture will last longer,” Avril said, noticing his focus on her.

“I might take some tonight.”

An electrifying, verdant font of desire flourished within the gorgeous redhead’s eyes. Flourished and persisted. It wasn’t there and then gone in a flash. It wasn’t a brief but quickly stowed away shimmer. It was a burgeoning expansion. Growth. Change. Lingering.

“We’ll see how good you are at wrapping presents,” Avril replied.

“And unwrapping?”

“I’m pretty sure that’s tomorrow.”

Liam moved forward. He passed through the forest of shopping bags without any issue, arriving at the beatific vision of a woman on the other side. She waited for him, eyes continuing to shine anticipatorily. He didn’t stop until only inches separated them. Avril’s luscious mouth curved.

“I know you’ve heard about opening one a day in advance,” he said, parched for a prolonged taste of that mouth.

Leaning forward, inch by inch, Avril shaved away the scant distance remaining between them. She started to rise on her toes, lips gliding toward his. Yet, just as she brushed her magnificent breasts against his chest, she suddenly deviated like a biplane pulling off a midair twist.

Breezing by him, she bent toward the nearest shopping bag and started rooting through it. Jason immediately frowned and began to tell her off. The last thing he intended to let her do was spoil his surprise for her.

That was definitely the only thing she was doing. Her only goal.

It most certainly wasn’t.

As he started growling at her to move away from the bags, it was impossible for him not to stare, not to feel the blood rush into his groin, not to gulp. Thoughts and witty responses voided his mind, replaced by a powerful urge at his core, which spread like electricity surging through a telephone pole to his hands.

If a comparison had to be made, he’d have given Tess the slight edge. Slight. Not enough for it to matter in the current set of thrilling circumstances playing out before him.

With Avril’s lithe body bent over as she finished digging through the first of their copious amounts of bags, she twisted her upper half and began diving through the next. Shifting half a step to the right a moment later, she brought her phenomenal butt several inches closer to his groin. Humming to herself as if she’d forgotten all about him, she kept rifling away.

On the other end of the spectrum, Liam was as still as stone. Her leggings were as dark as night and far too eager to show off every titillating inch of her lower half. Stirred awake by the sight of how those enviably tight leggings adhered to her spectacularly well-built physique, his cock swelled beneath his pants. And then Avril had to go and “innocently” wiggle her butt as she shifted once more, beginning to search through a third bag.

Liam’s body only needed to move about half a step to align himself directly behind Avril’s bent-over form. She’d done most of the work, though she’d left him enough that he would have to commit to it if he wanted what they both knew he wanted.

After he set himself up behind the salacious, sensual senior, his hands took the lead. Gliding them along her hips, tasting the contours of her gorgeous body, his fingers dug in firmly. Avril didn’t respond to his touch, continuing to delve away inside the shopping bags.

The message was clear. This wasn’t enough to distract her.

With his grip on her hips in place, he pulled her back. There wasn’t much distance between his throbbing manhood and her shapely backside, and Avril didn’t resist. His hardness met her softness, and his cock immediately twitched because of it. The devious redhead immediately wiggled her butt again, dialing his lust up to such a feverish temperature that some of the moisture in his mouth evaporated.

Finally, Avril removed her focus from the bags. She turned her head enough for him to see one of her eyes, which scintillated spiritedly. The catlike curl of a grin shaped her lips.

“May I help you, sir?” she asked innocently.

“I’m just taking my payment,” he responded, directing her butt to shift again with his tight grip on her hips. It was pure bliss that pulsed through his cock because of it.

“Oh, right. I’d almost forgotten about that.”

Liam almost snorted. “Sure you hav—”

Suddenly, Avril pushed back harder, and his cock, with some difficulty because of her leggings’ tightness, nestled itself between her ass. It was enough to shut him up for a little while, especially as she straightened herself. It wasn’t just her butt but her whole body that she pressed backward. With one sweep of her hand, she shifted her hair to the front of one shoulder. He wasn’t so delirious from lust to not understand what that meant.

Delirium was precisely what ensnared them. Avril grinded against him frenetically, and his hands rocketed up her body in response. Her hourglass figure ensured he was never disappointed when he stopped to experience what her body had to offer. Her sides, her stomach, her spectacular breasts—even with her jacket still in the way, every touch delighted him.

As she pressed her body back and as his hands climbed, his lips lurched forward. She’d exposed one side of her throat to him for a reason, and he zealously claimed it with a libido-infused assault.

“Give me a big, nasty mark,” Avril purred as his lips seared her neck, beginning to kiss, bite, and suck in every compatible sequence. “Make me have to work to keep it hidden tomorrow.”

Her sultry words fueled the inferno rumbling to life within him. Attacking the silky stretch of skin that she’d made available, he sucked as hard as he could.

“Harder!” Avril hissed, quivering with a sudden burst of pleasure. “Use some teeth!”

As he did so, furious hisses of bliss escaped her lips. She grinded against him even more fervently, fighting off a series of ramping quakes.

He’d found her weak spot. She’d led him to it.

“Fuck, Liam, keep at it just like that!” Avril moaned, bending her neck to give him better access to a spot a little lower on her throat. Seconds later, she snatched his wrists and brought them to the front of her thighs. After their deliverance, she threw her hands over her shoulders, running them through his hair.

Soon, he removed one of his hands from where she’d delivered them, though only briefly. It skimmed up her jacket until it found her breasts. Shifting between them, he finally achieved a goal that he’d had since he’d first laid eyes on her hours ago. The metallic scrape that accompanied the vigorous act of yanking it down proved as pure as music. His eyes stole a hasty look at the spillage of Avril’s immaculate breasts as he yanked the zipper as far down—to the bottom of her breasts—as it could go.

With his hand, he then slipped it through the gap and confirmed that she was indeed wearing a bra underneath. It would be one more article of clothing that he’d make sure he’d removed before the night was up. But not now, though he did indulge in a deep squeeze of a breast before he pulled his hand out and laid it upon her midriff.

Soon, it again changed perches. As it dropped, his other hand lifted. They didn’t reconvene, however. The hand he raised barely moved more than a handful of inches, while the one he dropped whisked itself from Avril’s voluptuous breasts down to her leggings’ form-fitting waistband.

“As hands-on as I want to be, right?” he whispered into Avril’s ear. Their bodies shivered together, and it was impossible to decide which one of them was responsible for the dozens that followed.

“It’ll be a good lesson for you,” she replied huskily, licking her lips while staring over her shoulder at him with enough heat to evaporate one of the Great Lakes.

Given that he barely had a puddle of patience left, there was practically no time lapse between her permission and the beginning of his attempt to make Avril cum.

He felt the heat burst through her leggings as he pressed two of the fingers from the hand he’d raised against her pussy. The thin fabric, reinforced as it was by some fleece, left barely a centimeter or two of distance between their skin as he rapidly rubbed his fingers against her body. A throaty, guttural moan fled Avril’s lips, and she made it easy for him to resume sucking tightly against her throat.

Her entire body betrayed the notion of a poised, sensual teacher. The walls crumbled just moments after she’d acted as if this were just another of his “lessons.” It wasn’t, and they both knew it.

That part of their relationship might survive the night, but it would no longer be the only part of it. Tonight was about burgeoning passion and evolving intimacy. There’d be no going back from it.

“Fuckkk meee,” Avril hissed as he massaged her pussy and sucked on her throat. She’d shut her eyes tight, and her breathing flared like a geyser sputtering toward eruption.

All this before he’d even slipped his other hand into her leggings.

“Want to see how well I paid attention to you the other night?” he asked, breathing incendiary passion against her neck as he played with her waistband. “If I pass this test, I’ll get to move on to more advanced tutoring, right?”

Fighting further urges to mewl pleasurably, Avril solidified her defenses long enough to feign self-control. “That’s right. I haven’t even started to teach you the more advanced stuff. You’ve got to have the basics down before that can happen.”

“How many?” he asked, which drew Avril’s eyebrows together in confusion. So, he elaborated. “How many times do I have to make you cum before I’ll have passed?”

Her eyes flashed hotly, and a wickedly delighted grin blossomed beneath it. “We’ll say three is your passing grade.”

She should have picked a higher number.

Because if he had proven anything over the past week, it was that he knew how to use his hands. Tess would be able to attest to that. Hell, Avril should have already been able to attest to that.

“Okay,” he said, lifting the hand he intended to send under her leggings to her lips. He didn’t need to say more. After all, he’d already received this particular lesson.

Wetter was better.

Avril took three of his fingers into her mouth, swirling her tongue around them, suckling softly. It was hellishly erotic, and Liam’s cock twitched under his pants. Maybe next time, it wouldn’t be his fingers that she coated in saliva before he penetrated her.

After finishing her work, Avril pulled her head back. He relented slightly in his massage over her leggings, all so that he could slip his newly wetted fingers between her leggings’ waistband and her smooth but sizzling hot skin. Every inch lower that his fingertips dropped, the heat ramped up. Soon enough, so did her slickness.

She was sopping wet when he found her opening, which almost made his preparation feel redundant. Nevertheless, it was now time for him to see how irreparably sensitive she was.

“Ahhh,” she hissed as his fingertips glossed over her clit, miniature shudders wracking her beautiful form.

With two fingers separated from the rest, he plied her open with soft, sweeping caresses up and down her slit. She breathed more and more raggedly while he teased her, yearning for him to pick up the pace. But not yet. He didn’t yet curl in his fingers to prove he had what it took to sever the last few tethers of self-control her body possessed.

“Don’t be a jackass,” Avril growled, though he neutralized her glare by resuming the act of painting a vicious splotch of color on her neck with his teeth.

A little longer, and then he ended his torturous flitting about. Once he’d primed her for swift and total undoing, he shifted gears. Curling his finger as he started what had initially seemed to just be another lap along her opening, he stole Avril’s breath away as it finally penetrated her tight pussy.

A series of barely restrained moans clashed against her clenched teeth as his finger delved deeper into her torrid body. With some flexibility and shifting from them both, he pushed his finger up to the knuckle inside her.

From head to toe, Avril was as taut as he’d ever felt her. Her whole body oozed bliss, and her laborious breathing, especially as he began to move his finger around her insides, was an unparalleled delight.

“Get another one in there,” she pleaded, quaking rapidly as he pressed his finger’s pad against her warm walls.

She gasped as he let her have her way, bending at the waist like a reed lashed by vicious winds. Liam didn’t let her get away.

Splaying a hand against her breasts, he kept her pinned against him. Swirling his fingers around inside of her, finding her sensitive areas, her favored pressure, the tempo that would hurtle her toward euphoric madness; he utilized every morsel of knowledge and experience that he’d accrued recently. Much of it from her. It was a trend he knew they’d both want to keep going.

“You’re so fucking tight, Avril,” he whispered against her throat. “I’ve only got two fingers in you so far.”

“You can get a, unghhh, third in there whenever you want,” Avril hissed. “It’ll fit just fine.”

His eyes scraped over her throat. The hickey he’d left on her neck was like an oasis of vibrant color on a pale salt flat. The splotchy spray of red and purple gathered on her silky-smooth skin imbued him with pride. And a desire for uniformity.

“Move your hair over,” he ordered while finger-fucking the voluptuous woman. “I want to get the other side.”

In what would be a rare instance where she didn’t have any issue obeying him, Avril swept her hair toward the front of her other shoulder. Granting him complete access to her seductive body, her eagerness inflamed his self-confidence.

“You’re so damn sexy like this,” he cooed right before beginning to mark the other side of her throat.

Avril’s reply faltered in her throat for one simple reason. She’d reached the precipice of her first climax.

With her sensitive neck under assault, her sexy ass grinding against his cock, and her tight pussy practically begging for him to keep fingering it until she outright collapsed, Avril must have realized that she should have given him a more challenging test.

Because it took him all of about ten minutes to pass this one.

The first of her climaxes arrived only ten seconds after he’d begun sucking on the other side of her throat. All the rapturous sensations plunged into her body proved too much for the sexy schemer to stave off. Deep inside of her, as her climax coursed through her, Liam felt and heard every change.

The way she tensed, tightening around his fingers. The way she faltered while grinding against him, overcome by euphoric shivers. The stilted inhale right at the brink of it, the growing number of smaller quakes, and most of all, the loss of stability in her knees. The only thing missing was a flurry of colorful swears and pleas for him to keep going.

Those would come at numbers two and three.

As her climax besieged her, Liam noticed every one of those things. As pleasure spilled through her body like water gushing through a hose, if not for his stability, she would have likely collapsed to her knees. Although he kept her standing, he’d already planned far enough ahead to know that he wouldn’t stop her from bending forward. Removing his hand from her chest, he let Avril halfway topple. He went even a step further than allowing it to happen, in fact. As she nearly collapsed, he followed, hunching over top of her, keeping her from being able to fix her posture.

He gave her just a matter of seconds to indulge in her climax. She’d earned a fleeting repose, but no more. Once that reprieve ended, he shoved his third finger into her tight sex.

“Oh, fuck meee!” Avril hissed, bucking under him like an animal trying to escape his grasp. However, they both knew she wanted anything but for him to let her go.

The second climax arrived only a few minutes later. This one wracked her as severely as the first, but he no longer helped her stay up. Intentionally.

As she climaxed, Liam let her fall to her hands and knees. He went down with her, fingers still thrumming spiritedly deep inside of her, lips and teeth marking her neck with unassailable proof that she’d given her body to him tonight.

“Don’t you fucking slow down even for a second!” Avril moaned, arms trembling due to his weight on her back. “God, fuck, fuckkk! It’s so fucking good!”

Grinning, he moved his lips to the back of her neck. Each moan while she teetered on the brink, every delicious shudder that wracked her stunning figure, and every stilted gasp bolstered his confidence. It wasn’t just Tess anymore. Avril, too, had submitted to his skillful touch. In just the past three days, he’d brought two of the most beautiful women on the planet to their knees.

Grasping her ass with his free hand, he claimed his price for what he gave her. Her body, her passion, all of which allowed her to experience a third blissful climax.

Three fingers pumping away inside of her led her to it. Avril shut her eyes tight and hissed with pleasure. She came so hard the third time that she balled her hands into fists and shrieked his name.

“LIAMMM!!!”

There it was. The most raucous climax that he’d ever given any woman. And an understanding between them that there was so, so much more to come.

Tonight, even.


Chapter Fourteen

A Second Deal

Avril didn’t stop panting for over a minute. She’d rolled onto her back, thrown a forearm over her eyes as if the lights in his entryway were too much, and gasped for air as if she’d just made it ashore after nearly drowning. Her breasts heaved alluringly, but Liam resisted the urge to reach for them. Avril needed a minute, which he was willing to provide. Meanwhile, he could bask in the newfound self-confidence that her current delirious state granted him.

After her third climax, he’d kept pumping in her, considering going for some extra credit on his assignment. Only Avril’s plea for a breather had caused him to gently slow down and then remove his fingers from her tight sex so that she could fully roll over. Sitting cross-legged beside her, his heart likely sprinted just as briskly as hers did. The one difference between them was that his lust hadn’t yet been sated.

When Avril removed her arm, still breathing heavily, she turned her head and stared directly at him. The marks on her throat were vibrant and mottled, and it’d be at least a week or two before they vanished. Until that time, assuming he didn’t get any more chances to add some longevity to them, they’d be reminders of the sordidness that had enraptured them both on the twenty-third of December.

“You got cocky there at the end,” Avril noted, eyes gleaming pure emerald, auburn hair spilling onto the floor around her head.

“Hard not to be,” he said, shrugging unrepentantly. “When I can make you look like you do now.”

“And just how do I look right now?” she fired back.

“Like a woman who’s gotten addicted to a drink that she only thought she’d try once or twice.”

The invisible bridge between their gazes remained locked in place. Avril’s breasts continued to rise, though her breathing had mostly receded to its usual cadence. He wanted to fuck them. The urge spilled through his veins, reigniting his desires for her—desires that never truly cooled. Perhaps it was now the same within her.

“You’ve got some talent, I’ll give you that,” Avril admitted. “That doesn’t mean you’re some spectacular superstar just yet, though.”

“Yet,” he agreed. “But I’m sure you’ll make sure I get there. Right?”

The pause lasted only a few moments, but he wouldn’t have been surprised if it’d gone on far longer. They already had a deal, and it involved Tess and Anna. She’d help him become the kind of man who could forever satisfy the former if he “dated” the latter. In reality, he’d technically taken his rewards without fulfilling his part of the bargain. There was guilt in him for that, just as there was now guilt within him for lusting over Avril as strongly as he did.

Regardless, he didn’t rescind the new deal now hovering between them. On the surface, it might not even seem like it was a new deal. Wasn’t this just a reiteration of the one that already existed?

No. That deal had been about Tess and Anna. The purpose, the price.

Tess and Anna had nothing to do with the coalescent emotions crowding around them now. It had plenty to do with the jokingly proclaimed “date” they’d gone on at the mall. It had plenty to do with the passion pumping through their veins after he’d delivered her three sensational orgasms. And it would probably have a lot to do with the titjob he knew he’d get from her when he asked for it in a little while. Maybe they weren’t yet ready to fully admit the truth of these things, but they were true, nonetheless.

Avril swallowed once, took a deep breath, and then smiled. Soft, endearing, suffused less with seductiveness than affection.

“Well, duh. I have to look after my little protégé, or who knows what kind of inept job you’ll make of everything. Can’t have you bungling everything, or it could reflect badly on me. So, yeah, it’s a deal. I’m not going anywhere.”

Liam grinned, heart jubilant. “I don’t mind that. You do look pretty sexy sprawled out on my floor.”

Avril snorted and finally shoved herself up to a seated position. “You’re just lucky I let you know where I’m weak. I didn’t want you to spend thirty minutes fumbling around in the dark.”

“You’re lucky I didn’t spend thirty minutes going after you. Based on how hard you were cumming each time, you’d still be twitching in your afterglow if I had.”

Avril rolled her eyes. “Yeah, sure. Whatever keeps your ego inflated. Excellence is defined by consistency, not the night all your stars align.”

“Okay. Then just make sure I have consistent opportunities to prove this wasn’t a fluke.”

“Don’t you think I’ve already done that?” Avril stood, and he followed a moment later. “I mean, I keep throwing you bones. Don’t get all smug just because you can catch them between your teeth.”

“It’s not really a bone I’m focusing on currently.”

Shaking her head at him for his horrendous wordplay, her eyes still ended up on the pronounced proof of his continuing arousal. And lingered. And lingered.

“And just what does that have to do with me?”

“I’d like it to have something to do with your sexy tits,” he said, earning a smirk from the gorgeous redhead who owned them.

“Have you ever even gotten a tit fuck before?”

That caught him up, unfortunately. “Well… no. So, you could be the first.”

“I will be the first,” she corrected, lifting her beautifully verdant eyes to his. “And it’ll be better than what anyone else, even Tess, could ever give to you. Just wait and see.” Grinning, she gestured toward the bags behind her. “But you’ll be no good to help me wrap these after I wring you dry, so we’re going to do this first.”

Impatience permeated him, mind, body, and soul. Like a sprinter at a starting block, he was charged with urgency for the race to begin. It was only the faith that Avril would ensure he received an experience as good as she promised that kept him docile. For that opportunity, he could wait just a bit longer for his turn to experience body-writhing release.


Chapter Fifteen

Big Sis Avril

He took the bag that held her presents with him when he went upstairs, scoffing at her condemnation for not trusting her more. From there, he headed somewhere he’d not gone since he and Tess had gathered up his Christmas lights and ornaments. Hopefully, their luck was a bit better than his and Tess’s had ended up. Otherwise, he’d start assuming that his attic could summon blizzards.

At the very least, it wouldn’t take nearly as long or require them to suffer in the cold for several hours. He hoped. With Avril, he could never be quite sure about what she had in store for him.

Because of that, he checked over his shoulder as he reached his attic. He wouldn’t have put it past her to attempt to follow him, identify where he was stashing her gifts, and then later find a way to escape his sight and steal a peek. As far as he could tell, she remained downstairs, in the process of moving the rest of the gifts that she’d purchased into his living room.

Pulling down the ladder to his attic, he took every precaution, moving as quietly up it as he could. Once there, he quickly removed the shirt and hat from their bag, laid them out neatly, and obtained the nearby long plastic tub that held roll after roll of wrapping paper. Angling one end up, he dragged it along behind him and carefully removed it from the attic. After sealing it back up, he repeated the process on the stairs.

“You weren’t kidding,” Avril said, sitting cross-legged among the shopping bags as he dragged the tub into his living room. Next to her sat the scissors, scotch tape, and Sharpie that he’d informed her could be found in a drawer within his kitchen. He set his shopping bag down with the others, then maneuvered the tub to Avril’s side. “Waste naught, lose naught.”

“There are stickers in here for the paper that doesn’t have a spot for writing, too,” he informed her, sitting on the other side of the tub. Popping the lid off, he slid it out of the way.

In unison, he and Avril scanned the copious, flashy, colorful rolls of wrapping paper between them. There were at least twenty rolls available, some more used than others. He couldn’t remember the last time his parents had gone shopping for more, so the youngest roll might be several years old.

“Santa, snowflakes, trains—we’ve got ‘em all,” Avril said, rooting around within the tub with a smile. “Should we theme things or just go wild?”

“We could theme things,” he said, following her hands as she pulled out five or six favorites. “Just don’t give Victoria all the ice and snow-related ones.”

“You know me so well,” Avril said, grinning. Snatching two more rolls that earned her favor, she slid the tub away. “But not well enough. Clearly, I’d play against her type and make sure she gets only the most colorful, childlike wrapping paper on her presents.”

She beckoned toward one, which, when pulled out, depicted the 1960s movie versions of Rudolph, Santa, the elves, and the Abominable Snowman across its colorful blue and teal background.

“Like this one. And that one.”

Her next gesture drew his attention to a mostly depleted roll, which housed surprisingly lifelike and detailed renditions of various dinosaurs. All save for the bright red Christmas caps that each one was wearing.

“That one’s old,” he said, capable of remembering when he’d first seen this wrapping paper used. He’d been seven years old, and he, like most boys that age, had been knee-deep in a dinosaur phase.

“Makes it even more perfect for Victoria,” Avril chuckled.

Over the course of the next five minutes, they decided who would get what wrapping paper. Not that they weren’t all festive, but Victoria certainly ended up with the most blatantly childlike options. And, well, he’d already forgotten about impeding Avril from having her way at the severe college professor’s expense.

Soon after, when they began grabbing presents from the horde of bags, it became apparent which of them was better at measuring how much paper they needed and cutting straight lines.

“Shut up,” Avril grumbled, though he hadn’t said anything—yet.

For her myriad of talents and endless self-confidence, Avril’s skill at arts and crafts—at least, this part of it—lagged severely behind his. She wasn’t great at cutting a straight line with the scissors, but where she really fumbled things was determining how much wrapping paper each gift would need. Too much, not enough—she hit both sides of the spectrum regularly. Her preemptive attempt at stifling his teasing had come about when they were wrapping up the expensive chocolate that she’d gotten for the other three women. Even though they were all identical, even on the final one, she still couldn’t seem to correctly eyeball how much wrapping paper she needed.

“Nobody likes a perfectly wrapped gift,” Liam said, withholding a smile that he knew would birth a dark glare in the beautiful but currently inept woman sitting next to him. “They’ve got character.”

“Oh, fuck off with your character bullshit,” the redhead grumbled, scrunching her nose up. “Just make them look nice. I’ll do the stickers and names.”

His forthcoming efforts were reasonable enough for a general uniformity for the remainder of the presents, though the handful that Avril had wrapped would undoubtedly stand out as… unique. About halfway through the process, she huffed at her work and suggested that he should rewrap them.

“I don’t think we have enough paper from these rolls to get away with that,” he noted.

At about three-quarters of the way through the process, they both realized that the shortage he’d foreseen would arrive sooner than expected. With about thirty presents already wrapped, they’d created a veritable mountain of glossy gift wrap. About ten more still needed hidden under dinosaurs and reindeer, though that might not be possible.

If there was any saving grace to their problem, it was that Avril hadn’t purchased anything too large. No gargantuan TVs, no five-foot long skis, no behemoth standing mirrors. On that front, they were fortunate.

However, they eventually starved four of the nine rolls dry. Three more had enough for a present or two if they were on the smaller side. With just five more to go, they scraped by without needing to reach back into the tub and find another roll.

He wondered what his parents would make of it when they checked on their Christmas supplies next year and found them so dwindled.

When Liam finally set the scissors and tape down, he checked his phone. They’d been at it for over an hour, and a message he hadn’t felt vibrate his phone waited for his response.

How’s it going over there?

Tess had sent the text about twenty minutes ago, and Liam hastily tapped in his response while Avril continued scribbling names on the final few presents.

We’re almost to the end. If I end up shopping with her next year, I’m going to need backup.

How many are there?

His initial count brought him to forty-two, including his three presents for Tess, Anna, and Victoria, which were in there somewhere. He supposed that, at the very least, Avril hadn’t gone full Dursleys. There were three people she’d be giving gifts to from this pile, not one obese, spoiled kid.

Forty-two, counting mine. So, I hope you all are ready.

I see that the concept of restraint continues to exist outside of Avril’s lexicon, Tess replied. Do you two think you’ll be coming over for a late dinner in a little bit? I haven’t started on anything yet.

“Oh, absolutely fucking not,” Avril scoffed moments later, after he’d posed the question to her. “This, this, this.” She pointed to three separate heinous splotches of discoloration on her neck. “There’s no way I can go over for even a quick visit tonight.”

“So, what should I say?”

“I still haven’t finished making your gift. Just tell her I have to head out of here in a little.”

“Okay,” he said, still wondering what she had in store for him as he typed out such a reply.

He’d wondered about it throughout the whole day. While he’d kept himself from feeling any envy about the slew of presents that the other three would receive tomorrow, he had no idea what Avril was planning with her “homemade” gift for him. Knowing her, it’d be something risqué or designed to give him the same experience she’d given Victoria last year. Hopefully, she’d at least diminish the collateral damage that it would cause to Anna and the others.

“Besides,” Avril purred, finally scrawling onto the final gift the names of its giver and recipient. “We’re not done here yet.”

As she popped the Sharpie’s cap back on, placed it on the present, and shoved both over his hardwood floor to join the rest of the pile, she threw her arms over her head. As she stretched, her magnificent breasts strained against the tight fabric of her jacket. She’d never lifted the zipper after he’d drawn it to the bottom in his entryway, and he’d be lying if he claimed not to have indulged in numerous peeks of her creamy flesh while they’d toiled away.

Yet, he hadn’t gotten many chances to wield the free rein over her body that was part of their deal since they’d sat down together over an hour ago. Instead of her sublime body, he’d replaced it with the texture of shiny laminate paper and sticky tape. It’d been anything but a worthwhile replacement.

“You didn’t forget, did you?” the seductress asked as she finished stretching.

“No, I didn’t,” he answered, unable to remove his eyes from her full breasts.

Avril grinned and dropped to all fours. Slowly, swaying like a many-bending river, she crawled toward him. The libido that he’d stowed away so they could complete their gift-wrapping session sprang to life—literally.

“I didn’t forget about the New Year’s Eve thing either,” he added. “You owe me a couple of things.”

“And you’ll get them before I leave,” Avril said, eyes smoldering huskily. “Like I said, I’m good for my promises.”

She reached him, placing a hand on his knee. Rising out of her bewitching crawl, she pressed her breasts against his chest, reintroducing him to their voluptuous sensation. Her lips traveled even further ahead, gently but firmly reintroducing themselves. As their make-out session ramped up in intensity, the ravishing redhead moved her hand from his knee to his groin.

“Do you think Tess is annoyed that I’m still keeping you over here with me?” she asked, feeling his rapidly growing size over his pants. “Because I do. I bet she misses this big cock already. I bet she’ll want another taste once you make it there. But not until after I make you cum all over my tits.”

A brutal tonic of shame and arousal sloshed about inside his chest, and it wasn’t immediately clear which ingredient was stronger. Even though there wasn’t anything truly solidified about where he and Tess stood as a couple—if they even were a couple—he knew she likely wouldn’t wear a smile if she learned about what he and Avril were doing right now. What they’d been doing.

There was also his faux relationship with Anna, which was a whole other dynamic that his intimacy with Avril could potentially disastrously affect. He wondered if Avril was experiencing any of the same trepidations that he’d frequently experienced of late.

He didn’t wonder if for very long. The answer of which emotion currently reigned supreme resolved itself as Avril redoubled their impassioned kiss.

He was too charged with lust, too susceptible to Avril’s aggressive advances, and maybe too weak-willed to separate their bodies long enough for them to have a protracted conversation about such matters. This wasn’t a relationship like the one he and Tess had recently entered. Communication wasn’t the groundwork for its continued growth.

Instead, sheer, unbridled lust was the primary component.

As potent waves of desire submerged his worries, he leaned back, drawing Avril with him to the ground. She continued rubbing his cock, and he continued delighting in the feeling of her breasts as they remained mashed against his chest. She continued making out with him, and he continued indulging in the reality that he lived in—one where not one but two jaw-droppingly beautiful women desired him.

But it had to end. So it could get even better. As Avril yanked her lips away from his, her gleaming green eyes reminded him of that.

On her hands and knees, she crawled backward. Craning his head up, she winked and licked her lips. Within moments, she’d maneuvered her mouth above his groin and removed her hand from it. He found out the reason only seconds later.

Avril dropped her sultry, blazing-hot mouth to the pronounced erection under his pants, breathing as if she were trying to fog a mirror. The heat sunk into the fabric, causing his cock to twitch. Seconds later, she set her mouth against it. Even with the sturdy cotton in the way, she was able to tighten her snug lips around the tip of his cock. He soon felt her begin licking the fabric, and the moistness gathering on it also began to seep through.

For all that it lacked in straightforward pleasure, the lewdness of the act more than made up for it. While it was hardly equal to the debaucherous satisfaction that he’d experienced from Tess’s blowjobs, or even Avril’s handjob, which had started this whole insane streak of endless pleasure, Liam felt undulating jolts of excitement lance through his thighs and into his stomach. His cock throbbed needily from the foreplay, and the sheen of seductive playfulness in Avril’s eyes sent his heart careening into a dead sprint.

He also knew that he’d need to change his pants and boxers before he went over to see Tess. He’d probably want to hydrate a lot after this, too.

As neither of those things was any concern of hers, Avril didn’t rush. When she’d promised him that no one would ever outdo what she was going to do to him, she’d apparently meant it. There was no time limit for this, no countdown on a phone. All that Avril Knight was interested in was proving that he would never be able to experience what she could give him anywhere else. No matter how long it took.

As her taunting foreplay continued, she removed her lips from his pants. Where they’d been, a damp splotch remained—and beneath it, his cock twitched impatiently for less oblique contact from her sultry lips. He’d have to keep on waiting. Avril began dropping her lips along the outline of his cock, pressing her lips firmly against it over and over. Meanwhile, her fingers flitted under his shirt. Sweltering heat burgeoned everywhere she touched him.

“Don’t cream your pants before I get your cock between my tits,” she said teasingly, skimming her soft fingers over his abdomen.

“I’m not even close to doing something like that,” he retorted. “I already told you where I’m going to cum.”

“That you did,” she purred, plastering one final inhumanly hot kiss against the base of his shaft. “Well, let’s get to it, then.”

With his legs flat under her body, she’d straddled him at about his knees. Rising again, her hands crossed in front of her sensual body and gripped the hem of her jacket. In one smooth, clearly commonly practiced motion, Avril pulled it over her head.

An oasis of peerlessly alluring skin was his first gift of the night. With her jacket, snug as it’d fitted to her fit body, no longer impeding his sight, his eyes could run a gauntlet any man would have been happy to take part in.

She really should have been a supermodel, if only for her captivating body to make sense. Desire stole his breath, just as her hourglass figure would soon steal his hands. There wasn’t an ounce of fat to be found on her flat stomach, a single blemish along her enviously curvaceous figure, nor any mistake that Avril’s confidence in her looks was wholly deserved. She probably had a fan club on campus.

After tossing her jacket aside, her eyes glinted with a mixture of amusement and delight upon noticing how enraptured he was by her body. Compared to their previous encounters, more of the latter seemed on display than the former.

“Remember these?” she asked, sweeping her lithe fingers along her body until they cupped her breasts. Restrained by a cobalt bra, their fullness gouged him with an impatient need to see them again.

“I remember,” he said, failing at that moment to come up with any clever reminder of how satisfied he’d left her when she’d given him a lesson on how to handle them.

Avril beamed at him. “Transfixed, are we? That’s all right. It won’t be a problem for this bit of fun we’re about to have. You can just lie right there and realize that you’re the luckiest man alive whenever you want.”

Her hands disappeared behind her slender back, and it took no more than a second before her bra shifted, now unclipped. Provocatively, Avril leaned forward a little, letting it slide off excruciatingly slowly. What was seconds felt like an eternity, and his cock thrashed about for its chance to be revealed.

A little larger. Avril’s breasts were a little larger than Tess’s. Barely. Nothing that merited mention. He certainly wasn’t about to mention it now and let her preen about it, but he’d finally seen enough of them to make his judgment. Of course, whether or not he mentioned this realization, he doubted it would stop her from strutting and crowing about how nice they were.

They were shapely and heavy—he knew that firsthand—but completely disregarded gravity’s downward pull. They were practically mirrors of the other, and their pink, nubile points were precisely at each breast’s center. Hadn’t he wanted to take some pictures earlier?

Remembering that as he did, while Avril flicked her bra away in the same direction as her dispensed jacket, he dug his hand into his pocket and pulled his phone out. When she saw what she was up to, Avril adroitly snatched his phone from his grasp.

“And what’s this about?” she asked, dangling it over him. “Not trying to fit in a text to Tess while I’m over here stripping on top of you, are you?”

He shook his head. “Trying to get what I’m due, actually.”

It took Avril a moment before realization flooded her expression. Another jubilant, maverick grin followed.

“Okay, then.” She extended his phone back to her. “Snap away.”

Christmas kept coming early for Liam this year. Leaning up on one elbow so he could get some decent angles, he immortalized image after image of the sexy woman straddling him. Everyone else could have the chocolates, smartwatches, and fashionable sweaters. He wouldn’t care one bit if he ended up without a single wrapped gift in front of him. As far as he was concerned, the album soon to sit on his phone of Avril’s ravishingly beautiful body was worth more than all those gifts combined.

She posed for him with a consummate acumen to ensure that every image he looked at later would drive him mad. Some with her arms above her head, staring hungrily down at him. Some with her breasts hidden behind an arm, much like the one that Tess had sent him a couple of days ago, a coquettish smolder emanating from the verdant depths of her eyes. Even a couple where she grabbed his arm and brought his grasp to one of her breasts, up to her throat, or even up to her lips, where she tasted his fingers between her sultry, full lips.

Liam’s arousal left him utterly incandescent. If he’d launched himself into the snow outside, he would have melted right through it in seconds or less. His growing album of the sexy redhead couldn’t have gone any better.

Until it did. Until Avril reminded him that while he might have the talent and some of the skill, he still lacked imagination.

“Give her here,” she said, gesticulating toward his phone. “I’ll give you a few selfies.”

Hastily, he delivered his phone into her hands. A few more poses followed, ranging from a shot from above while Avril bit her lip to one where the object she bit was her own nipple—all while staring lustfully at his camera’s lens. That one was the last of them and quite possibly the lewdest.

“Now, promise you’ll only use these for the worst of reasons,” the beautiful woman said, grinning as she placed his phone on the ground a little out of the way. “In fact, you have to text me afterward if you ever do. I know Tess will have you running on empty if she gets her way, but once you’re back to college, I’m sure you’ll miss us both.”

He would. Damnit, he would. Attending a college in another city had suddenly become an utter nightmare.

Liam hastily shook himself out of worrying about that right now. Tonight was anything but a nightmare, and he didn’t want to ruin it with a depressive episode about the distance that he would soon put between himself and Tess and Avril.

“I will,” he promised. “Prepare to have your phone blown up in a couple of weeks.”

Avril’s smile broadened. “I’m sure you’ll get chances to receive new content if you play your cards right.”

Something in the way she smiled tagged the perceptive part of his brain. “Literally or figuratively?” he asked.

The college senior merely shrugged. “You’ll just have to wait and find out.”

“Until New Year’s Eve?”

The twinkle in her eye gave it away. “And there’s your hint about it. But ask that question again tomorrow night for further details. Right now, you ought to stay in the present.” She licked her lips, then dropped her gaze to his groin. “They say no one realizes they’re living in the good ole days until they’re years behind you. Somehow, I don’t think you have to worry about that.”

Her hands moved with a singular purpose to his waistband. Liam could feel his heart pounding inside his throat, and as her fingertips grasped his pants, every droplet of anticipation within him halted its maddening sprint through his veins on a dime. Was he finally going to receive the blissful release he’d yearned for since he’d laid eyes on Avril in her car long hours ago? Likely even before that. Since he’d known that he’d spend time alone with the sexy, uninhibited woman.

While not as smoothly done as the removal of her jacket and bra, in part because her stupefied partner didn’t lift his hips as soon as he should have, Avril answered his internal question by tugging the clothes in her grasp away from their assigned locations. A few seconds deep into his stupor after she’d begun wiggling them down, his mind restarted itself, and he provided the necessary aid—just lifting his butt off the ground by a few inches—for Avril to provide his cock its chance to breathe fresh air.

It sprang up like the freshly installed mast of a sailing ship when she did, minus the horde of ropes needed to lift it. Engorged, throbbing, and the source of the restless sensitivity gouging his body, Liam held his breath as Avril examined it. For several agonizing seconds, that was all she did.

That was only part of her attempt to drive him mad with lust and impatience, which was a vile tonic to drink in concert.

After completing her examination, Avril flashed him a wicked grin and then dropped her mouth toward his throbbing member. Only… the horrible, evil, monstrous woman didn’t complete the journey. When her lips were close enough for him to feel the heat emanating from them, she suddenly paused their descent.

Her eyes, emerald as a wicked witch’s cruel magic, shifted toward his. A curling grin proved that she knew precisely how vile of an act she was committing, stopping like this and making him suffer even longer.

“What’s the rule, again?”

Liam’s brow furrowed, but only for a few moments. Realization dawned with the forcefulness of an asteroid crashing down upon him. He’d already announced the rule a little while ago, just in his own mind.

“Wetter is better,” he croaked in a voice ravaged by the lust kindling inside of him.

After she finished torturing him with her smile, Avril released a long line of saliva between her lips. Perfectly lined up, the lubricant landed on the roof of the tall tower jutting up from his groin. If it’d sizzled and evaporated, he wouldn’t have been surprised. His cock felt that overwhelmingly hot.

However, it remained. And with the soon-to-follow blessed contact of Avril’s silky fingers, she began to smear it along his length. He nearly audibly exhaled in relief, only holding it back because he worried that Avril might renew her torturously lethargic foreplay if he let her know how close to the brink of madness he already was.

With her glossy touch and several following barrages of spit, Liam could quiver with bliss as the sexy redhead covered his throbbing length in a saturated sheen. By the time she’d thoroughly soaked him, rather than just spreading her saliva, she’d started punching him in his very soul with long, focused strokes of her hand.

“Do I even need to use my tits?” she mused aloud. “It seems like I could make you blast all that sticky cum you have saved up with just a few more minutes alone with my hand.”

He glared at her, upon which she grinned. Blowing him a kiss, she “pleaded” for forgiveness by then properly kissing the tip of his cock.

“I’m just teasing,” she said, swirling her tongue around his opening. “You can even take a few more pictures afterward as an apology.”

Gulping at the prospect, Liam shivered as Avril pushed her head—just to prove that she could, he was certain—downward. In one smooth, rapturous motion, she fully deepthroated him. After a few moments of letting his cock sit inside of her throat, eyes glinting as she stared up at him, she removed him from her mouth entirely.

See? her eyes seemed to say. I’m as good as Tess ever was.

After her show of prowess, she finally shifted forward. Showing off her flexibility as she arched her back, she positioned his cock in between her buxom breasts. Afterward, she used her hands to press her breasts toward the throbbing pole between them.

Avril’s magnificent breasts were large enough to hide everything but his glans as she smushed her breasts together around his cock. Still watching his reaction, she smirked and added one more strand of saliva to the mix.

“Nice and snug?” she asked.

He could only nod. Swaddled in the silkiness of her tits, he could barely stop himself from twitching with excitement. Satisfied with his response, Avril properly began to fuck him with her tits.

She’d riled him up to the degree that he needed to shut his eyes as she began to move her body. With little concern for speed at the outset, Avril made a show of every sensual motion. With purposeful torpor, she slipped his cock between the confines of her breasts. Every few seconds, she’d bob her body up and down, and his slippery cock would quiver with delight. During this whole first phase, whenever he could manage to open his eyes, she found her gaze tethered to his.

He was entirely at her mercy, which he knew she didn’t have much of. Pinned in more ways than one by her captivating form, there was nothing he could do but be a spectator. All the power was in her hands, and in between her enticing breasts.

With him on his back, he couldn’t even easily reach her breasts, which denied him any chances to pinch her nipples or run his fingers over her sultry lips. He was a captive for as long as his cock remained cocooned between her breasts, and he knew her well enough by now to know that she planned to milk this opportunity to its utmost.

“It’s a nearly perfect fit,” Avril cooed, dribbling some spit on her breasts as she lowered her body down. It quickly trailed down their slopes and mixed in with his cock. “And fuck, you’re running red-hot on me, aren’t you?”

“Whose fault is that?” Liam shut his eyes again, thighs flexing as his pleasure battered him nearly senseless.

“Mine, of course. I know how to take responsibility for my crimes. I’m the reason you’re so fucking big right now, and I’m the reason you’re shaking like a little leaf.” She grinned and finally sped up a little. “But you’re the one who’s getting locked up, not me.”

She pressed her breasts in tighter, dropping her attention long enough for her to wrap her lips around his glans. For thirty seconds of unbridled bliss, she dialed her speed to a vigorous sprint. During that time, Liam failed to produce any response more coherent than a groan.

“You’re sure you held out for five minutes with Tess the other day?” she asked after it ended, popping his cock out from between her lips with a noisy plop. “I think I’d only need two or three.”

“We’ll… see… next time,” he panted, trying to recapture his self-control. “I still think she’s probably better than you at giving head.”

“Rude!” she playfully gasped. “I could just stop if you want, and then you could run a house over and leap into Tess’s waiting arms. It’s fine with me if you want to end our lessons.”

He didn’t think it would be fine by her, actually. Not anymore. And because he knew she was supremely confident in her skill, he was more than willing to call her bluff.

“I’m just not sure how much more you have left to teach me,” he said. “Tess was just so good at giving head, and I bet she’s really good at everything else.”

Avril glared at him, but that was all. If anything, rather than slowing or outright stopping, Avril’s pace accelerated slightly. The sounds of her breasts slapping against his body soon reverberated through the room. He’d guessed correctly.

“Please, what the fuck do you know? Before Tess, who’d have even sucked you off before? Some high school girlfriend who barely knew what a cock looked like, I bet. Of course, Tess would seem miles ahead of that.”

“Definitely,” he agreed, hiding a smirk of his own. “She was miles ahead.”

“You’re so biased, too.” Avril delayed her following response long enough to pour more saliva onto her breasts and his cock. “Tess this, Tess that. Yeah, we all get it. You have a mommy complex.”

“I do not!” he protested, though his voice cracked as the pleasure ramping up inside of him rattled him.

“Oh, yes, you fucking do,” Avril continued, pumping his cock faster and faster. “We can all tell. Even Tess.”

As his body tightened like he was restrained on all sides by chains, he teetered on the brink of erupting. Yet… no! Not yet. He definitely couldn’t cum while Avril was prodding him like this, or she’d never run out of ammunition on the subject of his “tastes.”

“Sounds to me like you’re projecting. If anyone’s into that kind of stuff, I bet it’d be you.”

“Yeah, and?” Avril said, grinning unabashedly. “Maybe I am, maybe I’m not. All I know is I’m not some prudish freshman who can’t even admit what they’re into.”

Her tongue twirled around his cock as her breasts mashed his cock between them. Each passing moment dragged away more of his capacity to resist. Without letting even a morsel of shame roam across her beautiful features, she decided to finish him off. It was a lesson, alright. One that let him know that he hadn’t even begun to see the depths that Avril Knight was capable of.

“I’ll be your older sister if you want me to,” she purred seductively. “So, go on, Liam. Cum all over your big sister’s naughty tits.”

That was exactly what he did. He shattered like a porcelain pot dropped from the top of the Eiffel Tower. For several moments, he hurtled toward an inescapable doom. An infinitesimal moment later, he lay on the stonework in a thousand jagged pieces.

He erupted with so much force that the first sticky blast of cum impacted Avril’s throat with the speed of a dart hurtling toward a dartboard. It splattered against her slender neck, and her eyes glittered with the sheer seductiveness emanating from them. He had several more blasts to come.

The second rope of white leaped to her right breast, landing near her collarbone. The third, as Avril redirected him, hit her left but immediately began sliding down her slick breasts toward her nipple. The third and fourth spurts arced up to the upper slopes of her breasts, as well.

Liam would appreciate the sight of her covered in his cum in a minute or two. For now, as his fifth salvo, one finally starting to ebb in terms of forcefulness, erupted out of his cock, he was nothing but a speck swaddled in bliss’s almighty throes. It left him lightheaded and seeing splotches of red as he closed his eyes. His heart pounded with the same ferocity that he’d expect a beachgoer to experience upon seeing a shark’s fin rapidly approaching them.

She’d throttled every sense but euphoria and adrenaline out of his body. Her body had done most of the work, yet he was forced to admit that her words had also played a pivotal role.

With them, she’d reminded him that he was still new to these waters that she’d begun introducing him to on that fateful day they’d met. He was still the novice, and she was still the master. He had plenty still to learn.

“Get your pictures before I start dripping all over you and your floor.”

Avril’s voice dragged him back to reality, and he opened his eyes. Leaning over him still, though his cock, softened and spent, no longer sat nestled between her tits, Avril’s eyes shone with glee at the euphoria scrawled across his expression.

“That’s what I fucking thought,” she boasted, sticking her tongue out at him.

Still weak as a newborn, Liam managed to hold onto his phone long enough to immortalize the sight of a post-titjob Avril Knight. Unforgettable a sight as it was, he still gladly filled his phone up with the debaucherous images. A few more, ones where Avril swept his cum off her tits, tasted, and swallowed it in front of him, robbed him of his saliva.

“Come on,” she said, beckoning at him. “Don’t be sore about it. You know you want to swaddle me in praise.”

Although his body had utterly capitulated to her erotic assault, his mind still had a few vestiges of resistance left. “It was the best titjob I’ve ever had. No question.”

She glared at him. “It was the only titjob that you’ve ever had.”

“That is also true.”

Snorting, Avril flicked him on the cock. Thanks to the lewd images that he’d collected, it was already halfway stiff again. The sultry redhead’s glare morphed into a devilish smirk—and was that a slight gleam of approbation within her eyes?

“You really do recover quickly. Interesting. I’ll make sure to file that info away for later usage.”

“It helps when I’ve got one of the sexiest women alive hovering over me with her enormous tits covered in my cum,” he said, deciding he didn’t just want to play things sarcastically.

Grinning, Avril rewarded him by going down and kissing his cock. “It certainly does. Now, give me your phone.”

Furrowing his brow, he wondered if she planned to take a few more selfies. However, upon handing it over, she instead spent about twenty seconds tapping away on his screen.

“Here you go,” she said, turning his screen toward him.

A contact showed on it. Not a new one, but an updated one. Below one of the sexier images that his phone now carried read a changed name, which she informed him that he was not allowed to change.

Big Sis Avril.


Chapter Sixteen

The Eve

Like the day prior, Liam didn’t sleep in his bed. He remained a stranger to Tess’s bed, but that was hardly worth crying over. Because after he and Avril had parted, the latter escaping into the night before her professor could see the damage he’d done to her neck, he’d spent every other second of that evening indulging in time well spent one house over. Dinner, cuddling on the couch, falling off the couch onto her floor, where neither of them had stood up again until they’d both received their share of climaxes. What was there to complain about?

Upon awakening the following day, Liam dragged his hand over his face, then yawned with his arms and legs stretched out in every direction. As was becoming the norm, he relived the deliriously wonderful events of the previous day as his sluggishness faded. Avril, Tess, not his bed. Liam was nothing but smiles when he exited his recently acquired second bedroom. He had no reason to stop smiling either, as he and Tess soon bumped into each other in the hallway.

“Good morning,” she said, speeding up his awakening with a radiant smile. “You’re up a bit earlier than yesterday.”

“Just excited for today,” he admitted, which was nothing but the complete truth.

While he enjoyed it when Christmas came around as much as the next person, it’d been several years since he’d found himself bouncing off the walls in excitement for the big day. Even though this year’s big day was Christmas Eve, the point still stood. Anticipation zoomed through his body, battering away lethargy as it delivered impatience directly into his bloodstream. The following six or seven hours would pass like molasses, he expected.

But first, he had somewhere he needed to be.

“The bank?” Tess said, raising an eyebrow thirty minutes later when he informed her he’d be heading out for a little bit. After their brief hallway chat, she’d headed downstairs while he’d made for a quick, steamy shower. Now, they stood in her kitchen, where baking supplies cluttered her counter space.

“Yep. I’ll be back after that. Is there anything I could pick up for you while I’m out?”

“No, I don’t think I’m lacking anything,” Tess said, looking over her supplies. “But thank you for the offer.”

“Sure, just text me if you think of anything while I’m out.”

Smiling beatifically, Tess nodded. “I will.”

However, before he could depart, she stepped away from her cooking supplies and utensils. Her deep blue eyes sparkled wondrously as the distance between them closed.

“See you soon,” Tess said moments before softly kissing him.

“Yeah,” Liam said, heart going on a rampage in his chest. “I’ll be back as soon as I’m done.”

That kiss replayed his mind for most of his drive to his bank. It’d been brief, chaste, and unmemorable compared to some of the more lascivious make-out sessions they’d shared over the past several days. Yet, it stayed with him, the rumbling in his heart urging him to dwell on it.

Around the time that he pulled up to the ATM attached to his bank, he realized why that was.

It’d been the first time he’d experienced a kiss quite like that. It was nothing all that special; millions of men and women received one just like it every single day when they kissed their partner goodbye every day. There were men and women who’d given and received such kisses thousands of times with their current spouses. It was so ordinary that it didn’t incur a second thought from those individuals.

For him, that was why it was special.

It was his first mundane, ordinary, pedestrian goodbye kiss from Tess. And for there to be a thousandth one of them, there had to have been this first one.

Joy burbled through Liam as he inserted his debit card and tapped away at the ATM’s touchscreen. As numerous twenty-dollar bills flooded out of its mouth, he collected them and stuffed them into his wallet. Upon checking his phone and finding it devoid of any last-minute requests, he made the trek back home—to his home.

In short enough order, he wrapped Avril’s final gift, placing it with the other two, which he’d wrapped as a single gift after she’d left his place last night. Afterward, several hours before she, Anna, and Victoria were slotted to arrive, he attempted to make his way back over to Tess’s, where he planned to make himself as useful as he could as her kitchen underling.

The sight of a few neighbors out and about on their lawns hindered his plans.

The blizzard no longer locked up their neighborhood, and it was not currently so dark that no one looking outside of their windows would fail to spot him rushing toward the home of a recently divorced professor. Even if they had, which they might have yesterday, he wouldn’t expect them to overthink it. He hardly had that kind of reputation; neither of them did.

Nevertheless, it gave him a bit of pause for the first time, realizing that particular trouble might come up if he was seen heading into her house—and then not coming out of it again—too often.

He paced a while as he waited for an opportunity to sneak over, only for him to realize, fool that he was, that he had as good an excuse to head over today as he ever would. So long as he brought the appropriate items.

Presents. It wasn’t as though any distant neighbors would know that they weren’t for Tess, and since his home situation was well known in the neighborhood, why would it be odd for him to have been invited over for a Christmas Eve party by one of the kindest individuals on the block?

Finally realizing these things, he grabbed Avril’s gifts, eschewing bringing over the other three women’s gifts until a little later, and marched his ass back over to the finest ass in the city.

The balmy smile he received upon his return made quick work of the cold that he’d accrued during the walk over. Slow as the rest of the afternoon progressed, he had no complaints about who he was allowed to spend it with. And during a few ebbs in her preparation, or when they completed a task and had some time to spare before the next undertaking, reignited lust led their lips back together.

“You’re going to be able to keep this under control once the others are here, right?” Tess cooed, rubbing his erection over his pants. “You never seem to be fully sated for very long.”

“That’s on you,” he replied, urgently quivering as she felt him up. “But I can be good… for a little while.”

He hoped.

Days ago, at the Avril-sponsored card night at her and Anna’s apartment, he’d been understandably wowed by the presence of four of the most beautiful women on the planet in one enclosed space. He didn’t think he’d be any more desensitized to their alluring looks tonight than he’d been then. Especially now that he was physically intimate with two of them.

Aware of at least some of his musings, Tess smiled and kissed him. “You just need to keep it up until the party ends. After that, I’ll give you one more present once they’re all gone.”

“Interesting choice of words,” he noted.

“Yes, I heard it the moment after they left my mouth,” Tess said. She glanced at the part of him currently “kept up,” momentarily mulling over some options. Based on how she chewed on her lower lip, Liam speculated that she was considering if it would only be her gaze that lowered itself.

The trill of one of their phones receiving a message stalled that decision. The contents on it crushed it.

“Victoria is on her way over to help with the prep,” Tess said, staring at her phone. “Her neighborhood finally cleared its roads about an hour ago, so she wants to get out of her house. She’s been cooped up there for days.”

There was an apology in her voice, but Liam shook his head.

“It’s all good. Tonight, right? After everyone’s gone?”

The dimming spark within Tess’s eyes relit. She beamed at him. “After everyone is gone.”


Chapter Seventeen

Thawing

If Liam had polled a hundred straight men on if a chance to see Victoria Moreno was worth the risk—the guarantee, even—of her icy glare, he would have fully expected to receive one hundred affirmative responses. The idea of finding an anomalous “no” mixed into the results seemed as far-fetched as a blind man earning a pilot’s license.

Yet, given the circumstances, Liam found himself in a very unusual situation where he might have needed a few moments to consider a few things before answering. Starting with his knowledge that Victoria staunchly opposed the scheme that Tess and Avril had put into motion to pair him and Anna up. Based on his judgment of the strikingly beautiful woman, which only pulled from two meetings, one of which had been infinitesimally short, Victoria was a principled and scrupulous person.

So, pretty much the opposite of Avril.

On the day that all five of them had gathered to play cards, he’d also learned that she and Avril’s older brother had been engaged years ago, though Victoria had broken things off after “wising up”—how Avril had put it—to her brother’s immaturity. Those were the broad strokes that he knew about, plus one more.

It was Victoria and Avril, whose tight-knit bond—also Avril’s words—had survived the romantic drama that had ensued from the above-mentioned event, who were why the group of four had become so close. Avril and Anna were best friends, and Tess and Victoria seemed to have a similar relationship, alongside being colleagues at Bellmore. Still, it was through Avril and Victoria’s persisting friendship that they’d all come to know one another.

Even if he still didn’t quite know how their friendship—the two women were as unalike as brimstone and clear skies—had gotten so strong. But he did know that Victoria and Tess were quite close, the former having helped in the aftermath of the latter’s divorce. They apparently had a weekly movie night, as well, which was when they’d met. And while she might not be as close to Anna, they seemed on good enough terms that Victoria had been made aware of Avril and Tess’s “Find Anna a Man” plan.

Comparatively, Liam was secretly in an intimate—if somewhat undefined—relationship with Avril. Liam was secretly in an intimate—and growing more defined by the day—relationship with Tess. And to top it all off, Liam was pretending to be interested in dating Anna.

In essence, he was uniquely qualified to earn Victoria’s enmity threefold. He had already collected it regarding his faux relationship with Anna. And deep down, he knew he wouldn’t be able to hold onto the rest of his secrets forever.

Briefly, he considered heading back to his house to avoid that risk until later, when Avril and Anna would also be here. Quickly enough, he scowled at that downright cowardly idea. He was Tess’s next-door neighbor, not her. Finding him here, helping some with Tess’s preparation for the ensuing party, shouldn’t surprise anyone.

Which was exactly how she found him once she arrived. With the early prep in the kitchen completed, he and Tess had shifted to some final decorations. Although the outdoor decorations remained mostly suffocated under the blizzard’s plentiful remnants, and she’d already put up and decorated her Christmas tree, as well as some nameless stockings hanging from her mantle, there were a few more things they could do. Such as adding some snow globes, garland, and a few other festive decorations to the first-floor rooms and hallways. However, at the tail end of their decorating, Tess had suddenly excused herself and departed upstairs. It wasn’t long before Liam learned why.

“Don’t forget about this,” Tess said, coming down the stairs with an iconic decoration, yet one he’d never seen used for its more contemporary purpose.

That was about to change.

“Where do you want to hang it?” Liam asked, eyes fixed upon the rustic mistletoe decoration she carried with her.

“The traditional location is right at the entryway,” she said, nodding right by him toward her front door. “That way, everyone who enters the threshold and passes under it can obtain its supposed good luck.”

“Who are we to argue with tradition?” he said, all smiles.

“Indeed,” Tess replied, answering his smile with one of her own.

With the help of a stepladder obtained from her garage, it took only a few minutes for Tess to obey ancient tradition. Soon enough, Tess had ensured that Victoria, Anna, and Avril would all experience good luck upon entering her household. Or so the ancient Greeks, Romans, and Celts had believed.

As she climbed down from the stepladder, they both kept looking up at it. Seconds later, and in perfect unison, their gazes met.

“Should we test if it works?” Liam asked, more than happy to stare into the deep azure pools of her eyes for all eternity.

Raising an eyebrow, Tess smiled. “Are you worried you haven’t been experiencing good luck recently?”

Over the past several days, as his self-confidence had flourished, so had his willingness to try his luck at a bit of banter. Repartee might not be an innate gift of his, but he was willing to try and add it to his arsenal. Grinning, he shrugged.

“Definitely not. But what if it can improve it, even just a little? How could I pass that up?”

“I didn’t realize you were the superstitious sort, Liam,” Tess said, folding her arms beneath her breasts. Today, she’d opted for a simpler look, just some form-fitting jeans and a snug white sweater with some bright red Christmas-themed icons running across it, of course. Regardless, it was no less capable of inciting pure chaos within his bloodstream than any of her other outfits.

Precisely the event occurring within his veins right now. And precisely what encouraged him to speak the following words.

“Okay, I admit it, I’m not. I’m just looking for another excuse to kiss you.”

Tess’s smile shone as brightly as the North Star. “That’s all you had to say, Liam. It’s all you need ever to say.”

“I’ll… keep that in mind,” he said, swallowing.

“Please do,” the beautiful brunette said, stepping closer to him. “A professor’s favorite kind of student is the one who doesn’t make them repeat themselves. It means we can keep the lesson going, giving us more time to teach new things.”

Starstruck, Liam knew he swallowed again, though the blood pounding in his ears drowned out the noise. All he knew of was the closing gap between Tess’s luscious lips and his.

“I will,” he repeated hoarsely. “Promise.”

“Good.” Tess lifted her arms, wrapping them behind his neck as she continued eradicating the space between their bodies. “Very good.”

Her lips tasted slightly cinnamon-y, primarily due to the cinnamon-spiced gingerbread cookies currently chilling in her refrigerator. In a couple more hours, they’d finally go into the oven for a quick bake, where they’d then be ready for the party. Right now, Liam received a special preview of what they might taste like, and he eagerly indulged in every second of it. He wasn’t the only one.

As their soft kiss spiraled into something slightly more bawdry, Tess tightened her clasped arms, yanking his mouth against hers. Their tongues clashed and roiled within the other’s mouth, vying for control like two floods battering into each other, each wanting to shove the other in the same way it had been going. Lust heated their skin, and Liam’s hands did what they always wanted to do when Tess was close.

The gorgeous brunette purred in the back of her throat as his hands sank into her shapely butt. His fingertips greedily coveted her sublime body, and plans to scoop her off her feet and introduce her back to the nearest wall raced up his arms. Tess seemed to intuit his goals and even support them. He felt her rise onto her toes in preparation for his lifting maneuver.

Only for the oak wood two feet to the side of them to rattle scant microseconds before he would have had her in his arms. In fact, he’d already begun to pick her up, only for the horrendous rapping sound to paralyze them both mid-motion.

Their lips rapidly parted, though their eyes spent brief seconds conveying their shared dismay. Tess broke that contact first, unclasping her arms around his neck. Grimacing, Liam’s hands followed suit. The two of them hastily stepped back from one another, straightening their clothes and smothering their flushed expressions.

Another knock impacted Tess’s door. There was no doubt who it was. Liam became that anomalous individual—the one who didn’t want to see Victoria. At least, not yet, damnit!

Smiling apologetically at him, Tess cleared her throat, exhaled deeply, and reached for her door handle. Obviously, it wouldn’t do to let her waiting friend suffer the cold for too long. Undoubtedly, she’d bring some of it in with her when she saw Liam standing with her.


Chapter Eighteen

Shared Disdain

As Tess opened her door, the cold gleefully stuck its icy tendrils through the opening. Neither of them was dressed for it, though why should they be? The party was in Tess’s house, and he lived thirty yards to the right. That wasn’t the case for the other three attendees, the first of whom had now arrived.

The time he’d spent calming himself down before Tess opened the door immediately proved purposeless. He realized that just he’d have to get used to being constantly aroused for the rest of the day. His and Tess’s afterparty couldn’t come quickly enough.

Victoria had come to her colleague’s Christmas party in a semi-formal outfit, juxtaposing Tess’s comfier one. The olive-complexioned, incredibly buxom woman wore a heavy beige winter coat over a ribbed black turtleneck jumper. As must be the case for any outfit she blessed her voluptuous figure with, it clung tightly. So did the leather pants she wore, which coveted her long legs down to her ankle-high boots, which added enough height for her to stand as his equal. She completed her look by doing up her sleek black hair and donning a pair of hooped earrings.

Victoria might be allergic to outward showings of merriment, but she knew how to accentuate her ravishing, elegant figure. Every time he’d seen her, she’d been dressed to kill. This being the third such instance, it was enough for him to recognize it as a trend.

“Hi, Victoria, come on in,” Tess said, smiling at her friend. “There’s not too much left to do, but we can knock out the final bits of preparation.”

“Okay,” Victoria said, stepping inside so that Tess could shut the door. As she removed and hung her coat, which diminished the coverage between his eyes and her gorgeous body, she glanced toward him. “Good afternoon, Liam.”

If she’d been surprised or annoyed to see him already here, she didn’t show it. Compared to the last time that they’d encountered one another—the first time that they’d met—inside Tess’s home, where he’d spotted something akin to severe displeasure in her expression. He now knew it wasn’t that she hated him for some unknown reason but that she’d known about—and objected to—Tess and Avril’s plan to push him and Anna together.

Since then, they’d only encountered one another once more, at Anna and Avril’s place when they’d all played cards. If not quite cordial with one another, things had at least been courteous. He’d learned a bit more about her, including the details of her once-engagement to Avril’s brother and her career as the other of Bellmore’s unfairly beautiful faculty members.

“Hi,” he said. “Good to see you again.”

Finishing hanging her coat, her attention subtly shifted toward him for the second time since her entry. It wasn’t an idle gesture but one carrying a spark of specific intent. It was difficult to parse due to the ever-present severity of her expression, but he could just make it out. For a moment, a streak of anxiety danced along his spine, and he wondered if she’d somehow realized what he and Tess had been doing a few moments before her knock.

Victoria had eyes as pure and poignant as glittering ice. She could paralyze with a single skewering look, which her natural expression leaned toward. He couldn’t envision what she would look like if she smiled or grinned. He’d seen when she spoke that her teeth were sparkling white, accentuated by her exotic complexion and raven hair, but he just couldn’t form an image of her without her acute, cool expression in place.

“I heard that you went shopping with Avril yesterday,” Victoria said, providing the necessary context for relief to soothe his trepidation. “Did she purchase anything designed to annoy any of us?”

Glancing at Tess, she shook her head, which most likely meant that it was Avril herself who had revealed their outing yesterday to Victoria. Knowing her, it was a form of psychological warfare.

“Ah, no, I don’t think so. I mean, no, she didn’t.” He hurriedly followed up with his second response upon noticing Victoria’s full lips curve downward into the beginnings of a frown after his initial statement. “We were together pretty much the whole time, and there wasn’t anything risqué or, um, strange that she bought.”

His words did little to diminish Victoria’s apparent worry. “But you weren’t together the entire time,” she said, highlighting that part of his statement.

Geez, Avril, just how long have you been torturing people with your gifts?

He saw her face cackling unapologetically in his mind’s eye.

“Well… no. I split off from her for a little bit when I went to buy her gifts. But I wasn’t gone very long, and she was right where I’d left her when I returned. Busy glaring daggers at Trent Alden, too.”

Why did you just say that? a voice in his head sighed.

The response from Tess was immediate and glowering. She’d watched the two of them converse with mild amusement etched upon her face, perhaps waiting for the right time to rescue him from Victoria’s stern focus. However, his potential rescuer vanished the very microsecond he uttered Trent’s name.

Scowling, she thrust herself into their conversation. “You met Trent Alden yesterday?!”

“Uh… yeah, briefly.” Idiot, he told himself.

“Why didn’t you bring that up last night?!”

“Last night?”

Victoria’s query washed over them like ice water trickling down their napes. Tess’s eyes widened as she realized her folly, which Victoria’s acute focus must have surely noticed. However, she was quick to sew up her defenses.

“Yes, last night. He and Avril decided to use his house to wrap and store all her presents, and I invited them over for dinner after they got done. But it ended up just being me and Liam because Avril went home after they finished gift-wrapping everything.”

She didn’t elaborate any further, and the two women locked gazes for a few of the tensest seconds that Liam had ever experienced. Blessedly, it was Victoria who broke the deadlock.

“So, you ran across Trent at the mall yesterday?” she asked, reorienting her attention toward him.

“More… he happened upon Avril while she was waiting for me to get back from getting her present,” he explained. “I saw him and two of his friends standing around Avril when I got back. It wasn’t a very long conversation.”

To little avail, he hoped that he’d downplayed events enough to avoid further interrogation. Unfortunately, nothing short of a miracle could have saved him from that fate.

“What exactly transpired, Liam?” Tess asked, though it was closer to a demand.

“Nothing much, really.” He shrugged. “He and Avril hurled insults back and forth briefly, and then both sides went their separate ways.”

“What about with you? Avril didn’t mention you and Anna to taunt Trent in any way, did she?”

“What, no. Really, it wasn’t anything like that,” he said, holding his hands up. “Once they realized that I went to Perrymont, I basically stopped being a person in their eyes. As far as they were concerned, I was just Avril’s pack mule or something.”

Tess’s expression remained pinched with vehement disdain, but her slew of questions finally abated. “That sounds like him. Ass.”

“Tess,” Victoria said, in that slightly chiding sort of way.

“Is he not?” she fired back.

Victoria deftly dodged answering by returning her attention to him. “So, as far as Trent is concerned, you and Anna don’t have any connection?”

“That should be the case. I can’t think of any reason why it wouldn’t be.”

“All right.” She moved her focus back over to Tess. “There, you see? There is nothing to worry about.”

Tess, however, remained mired in anxiety. “You’re certain, Liam? Avril can let her emotions lead her by the nose when she gets fired up, and nothing I’ve seen is as effective at doing so as when she and Trent are verbally stabbing one another.”

“I promise,” he said, enunciating the word as clearly as possible. “Anna only got mentioned at the tail end of things, and it wasn’t in any relation to me. I was already completely forgotten about by then.”

Even before Tess could, Victoria stepped back into the fray. “How was Anna mentioned?”

It didn’t take the gift of prophecy to realize where things were headed, nor that he shouldn’t have tacked on that last part if he’d wanted to end their current topic of conversation. Still, he wasn’t here to downplay things for Trent Alden’s sake, of all people, who it’d taken less than thirty seconds to realize was a complete douchebag. He’d initially wondered if the hatred Avril and Tess felt toward him was slightly overblown. In record time, Trent had ensured that he wouldn’t ever wonder about that again.

“Just that Avril’s a bad influence on her,” he said, wading into things with the tepidness of a freezing man entering a scalding hot spring. Too quick could be disastrous. And Trent wasn’t here. Neither was Avril. The only person around who might collect any burns was him. “And that Anna’s father should have separated them a long time ago.”

Tess’s nostrils flared with blatant outrage, but it was Victoria’s much more restrained response that captured his attention—and imagination. He didn’t know how she felt about Trent, though she’d have left him flabbergasted if she’d ended up championing him.

Though it was vastly more subtle than Tess’s irate response, it was still along the same lines. It was a bit like comparing two injuries. A hand grenade caused one, while the other was the result of a single but still deadly stab wound. Her pale, icy eyes narrowed, and her jaw flexed only once—but once was enough—in anger. This was the only part of his interrogation where she’d shown such emotion.

He’d wondered a few times if Victoria and Avril’s relationship was as strong as the latter had suggested. This was his confirmation. At the very least, Victoria didn’t take kindly to hearing that someone had badmouthed her almost sister-in-law.

“And that is all?” Victoria asked, returning to her usual calm, disaffected stare after that momentary blip. “Avril isn’t usually the type to let someone have the final parting shot.”

“Oh, she definitely didn’t. She ran all three of them off when she promised to make their lives hell if they didn’t scurry away. And they did, even Trent.”

“Never to return is too likely much to hope for,” Tess said under her breath, still wearing her flagrant disdain nearly as openly as Avril had following the actual event.

“But yeah, that was pretty much it. We left immediately afterward, then we went to my house and wrapped up all the presents.”

Decoupling from him and Tess briefly, Victoria peered into the living room. “Those two cannot be it,” she noted, only seeing Avril’s gifts, which he’d brought over a little while ago.

“No, those are, um, my gifts for Avril. All the others are still at my house. Avril texted me this morning and told me to keep them there until she arrived.”

Victoria’s gaze returned to him. “I see. You and I can go and get them.”

He didn’t figure that she’d misheard him, nor that he’d misheard her. Thus, it was simply that Victoria didn’t care what Avril wanted. As far as she was concerned, they were going to get all the presents and move them over well before she arrived.

Liam didn’t argue, and Tess, although wearing a mildly consternated expression as Victoria waited for him to grab his shoes and coat, didn’t try to invite herself along with them. In short order, dressed to make a few trips between houses in the chilly afternoon, he and Victoria began what would undoubtedly be a unique stretch of alone time.

Their very first instance of it. The start of an unusual trend of it, in fact.


Chapter Nineteen

Uptight, Icy Bitch

While Victoria might be dressed for success when it came to rapidly increasing a man’s heart rate, she was not as ready to tromp through a mountain of snow, even if his foot traffic over the past few days had created a semi-suitable pathway between his and Tess’s front doors, which she spent a few moments noticing as they stepped outside. Leather and snow, which would quickly enough become water, did not mesh. And although she didn’t know it yet, they would be making several trips.

After examining the path he’d cleaved through the snow, her eyes shifted toward the actual way that she would be taking. Liam’s did, too. He planned to walk it with her, after all.

Stepping down from the porch, they first—Victoria showing no signs of surprise or displeasure that he’d decided to accompany her on her more roundabout journey—deviated away from his home. Walking along Tess’s walkway, which he, Tess, and Anna had endeavored to clear the day after the blizzard, they soon reached her similarly cleared driveway. After that, they headed to the street, where they let the professional work of the city’s snowplows keep Victoria’s long legs unmolested by any snow. Before long, they’d walked up his driveway and along the path to his door. A few seconds later, Victoria, like Avril had yesterday, entered his home for the first time. There’d be about seven more entries and departures before the day was up.

“They’re all in here,” Liam said, gesturing toward his living room after he and Victoria knocked off the meager amounts of snow that had collected on their shoes. They’d be doing that fourteen more times.

In short order, Victoria found a reason to sigh.

“It’s like a disease. She just can’t help herself.”

Stowing his smile away, lest it provoke Victoria’s ire, he couldn’t disagree.

After their licentious conduct last night, he and Avril had placed each recipient’s gifts into their own quadrant in his living room. Meanwhile, his small pile of presents, reduced to just three after he’d removed Avril’s gifts and because he’d gently placed Tess’s candles inside of a single shoebox before wrapping it, sat within the room like a tiny island next to three vibrantly colored glaciers.

Walking toward that smallest pile, Victoria picked up one of them—and by no accident. After all, at the location where the names of the gift giver and the recipient went, his name was etched in the former’s slot.

Without saying anything, even without raising an eyebrow, she merely looked over her shoulder at him.

His immediate response, much like a child caught in their parent’s study when they knew they weren’t supposed to go in there, was to shrug. “I didn’t want to leave anyone out. It would have felt weird to get everyone but you a gift.”

Withholding any outward judgment of his statement, Victoria’s sharp, icy eyes shifted toward Tess and Anna’s individual presents. “Everyone else but gets one, but Avril gets two from you?”

“Sort of. I bought her two relatively inexpensive things and put them together in one gift, and the small one will make sense once it’s opened.”

Victoria placed his gift for her back among the pile. “I don’t see Avril’s gifts for you anywhere. Did she take them home with her?”

He shook his head. “No, she didn’t get me anything yesterday. She told me that she was making me my gift, even.”

“I would be wary of that.”

“Believe me, I know.”

“Hopefully, it won’t bring with it much collateral damage,” Victoria said, almost certainly referring to Anna—and echoing a thought that he’d already had.

“Hopefully, but I wouldn’t be surprised if it did, somehow.” He shrugged again. “Maybe she’s learned a lesson after what happened a few days ago.”

“With Anna’s uncharacteristically foolish decision to flee her apartment in a blizzard, you mean.”

So, she’d heard about that, too. This, he realized, was something he should assume going forward. Although he hadn’t had many interactions with Victoria, she was close to the other three women. It should come as no surprise that she was kept abreast of these types of things.

“Yeah, that.” Liam stepped up beside her and hoisted several of the presents in the nearest of the three bigger piles—hers, in fact. “I think it’ll all be okay. She might love pushing people’s buttons, but I don’t think she’d ever do anything meanspirited to Anna.”

Victoria joined him, and together, they hefted roughly half her pile. “That is very true. They are incredibly close.”

“As close as the two of you are?”

The question, which squirmed through the bars, found his caution napping. It couldn’t be recalled, not after he’d blurted it out like that. He could only wait for Victoria’s response and hope she didn’t take offense to his prying.

Appearing unruffled by his sudden delve into her and Avril’s relationship, Victoria, gift-laden, began heading for his door. Liam hurried after her, shifting the gifts in his arms enough to free up a hand and open it for them.

“There are similarities and differences, as there are in all relationships,” Victoria finally said midway through their return to Tess’s house. “In disposition, Anna and I have several similarities. And Avril loves to constantly test the waters, even with those she’s close to. Especially with those she is close to, I should say.”

Relieved that she hadn’t seen him as prying, Liam nodded. “I definitely saw it a little like opposites attract when I met them both.”

“It’s not quite the same between us, however,” Victoria said, apparently willing to indulge his curiosity with more than a surface-level response. “Avril and I met when I was in grad school, and she was just about to begin middle school.” Now, she paused, turning her naturally sharp attention toward him. “How aware of our history has Avril made you? And don’t pretend that she didn’t gossip after I departed the other day. I’m sure you had questions, and that she had answers.”

They reached Tess’s front door, where they delayed continuing their conversation as they deposited their first load of gifts near Tess’s Christmas tree. Its owner came out of the kitchen to check up on them, and they spent a minute warming up. Soon after, they returned to his home for the next round of presents.

“I know about you and her brother,” Liam explained during the second trip. “And I know that Avril thinks you made the right call when you ended things. Other than that, I don’t have all that many specifics.”

“And are you seeking the specifics now?” she bluntly asked when they reached his doorway.

“I don’t want to pry if it’s a sensitive subject or anything,” he hastily said, which did little to alleviate the calm focus of the beautiful professor walking beside him. “But… yes. I am curious about it, at least.”

“All right.” They entered his living room and collected the rest of her presents. “How did Avril describe my relationship with Casey—her brother?”

Back into the cold they went. Compared to Avril, in what Liam could only think of as entirely fitting, Victoria seemed completely immune to the chilly afternoon. If anyone among the five of them ought to have that right, it was her.

“A really, really bad match,” he said. “In her… colorful sort of way.”

Victoria held him in her gaze, clearly waiting for those colorful details. Not let off the hook, Liam paraphrased Avril’s description of the two then-twenty-somethings.

“She said you leaped from eighteen to thirty in terms of maturity, while her brother has spent the past fifteen years acting like he’s still twenty.”

If Victoria took any slight from the possibly apt description of herself, she didn’t show it. However, she did quibble with one aspect of it. “Avril didn’t meet me until I was in my twenties, so she wouldn’t know what I was like at eighteen. The rest, however, is mostly valid. Especially concerning Casey’s maturity, or lack thereof.”

“She definitely emphasized that part most of all. I’m pretty sure she said you ended things once you ‘wised up’ about her brother, even.”

“She’s remarked in that same way directly to me,” Victoria revealed. This time, their return to Tess’s didn’t silence their conversation. Which meant, as she came to check on them again, clearly antsy about how things would go between them, she was privy to the same details.

“You’re discussing Casey?” Tess said, brow furrowed at this unusual topic to have popped up between relative strangers.

“Yes, Liam already knew about him—and me.”

“Oh.” The surprise swiftly melted away, however. “Avril.”

All Victoria needed to do then was nod. Liam heavily suspected that it wasn’t the first time that a conversation almost exactly like it had occurred. Just the mention or understanding of Avril’s involvement was enough to fill in the blanks. Once they were back outside, Victoria continued to expound about her past relationship with Avril and her brother.

“There’s not much else I’ll disagree with, as I was the one to break off our engagement. But for an explanation as to why Avril and I remain close to one another, which I would imagine is what you’re most interested in, it’s not so far off what I suspect you’re going through with her.”

Something tells me that isn’t the case, Liam couldn’t help but think, but the last thing he would do was correct her. Especially because, in the ways she next espoused, she was right.

“She and her brother are rather similar, though they thankfully diverge at a few important junctures. They’re both adventurous and boisterous, and there is something magnetic about their self-confidence, which seems so endless at times that it is as if they expect the world will simply adhere to their whims. If I were to view it more dangerously, I might describe it as intoxicating.”

They reentered his home, and Liam noticed that Victoria awaited his agreement or denial. He responded by half-shrugging and half-nodding. He knew what she was talking about, even if she didn’t know how heavily he had imbibed Avril’s alluring nature.

“When I began dating Casey, I was twenty-two years old. Two years later, we were engaged. Six months after that, we weren’t. During most of those two and a half years, I spent a great deal of time with him and his family. For certain reasons beyond the scope of what I’m willing to divulge, I didn’t have much contact with my family at that time in my life. Casey and his family were more than happy to invite me into their home, and that magnetism I spoke of is manifold when surrounded by the extravagancies and leisure that the Knights experience daily.”

“Like Christmas parties where you open a dozen presents from just one gift giver?” Liam provided.

However, Victoria, allowing him to espy the slightest flicker of amusement within her eyes, shook her head. They began working on scooping up Anna’s gifts next.

“More like visiting Bora Bora, Maldives, and Saint Lucia—and all over a single summer. And while there, being treated like absolute royalty. Few people ever attribute vainness to their self-descriptions. Fewer have ever experienced what it’s like to live without any monetary restraints. Avril might sell me as though I was completely immune to the vices of extravagance, but I am still human. If not swept off my feet at the beginning of my relationship with Casey, I was at least staggered by the lifestyle that they lived. I could count the number of times I’d gone on vacation to any beach on one hand before I began dating him. By the time I ended our engagement, I’d need my hands, your hands, and Tess’s hands to make the count.”

Liam did his best to resist the flood of images of Victoria lounging on more and more exotic beaches, swapping between bikinis designed to accentuate her dangerously alluring figure. His best wasn’t quite good enough, largely because of the excitement she’d interrupted between him and Tess on her arrival. Swallowing, his struggle for calmness, which resulted in a brief silence on his end, drew Victoria’s attention.

I know what you’re thinking about, her piercingly pale blue gaze seemed to say. However, besides that one revelation, he failed to parse any other tells from her neutral expression. Thankfully, she let him off the hook by continuing her story.

“I have no siblings, and Avril has no sisters. As outlined already, I enjoyed being around her for the same reasons I initially enjoyed being around her brother—and I suppose she must have enjoyed being around me, for reasons unknown. We ended up bonding. Enough so that our friendship survived me breaking off my engagement with her brother. Believe me when I say this, Liam. For all her antics, Avril is less thoughtless and far, far less puerile than Casey is.” Making it back to Tess’s, she stopped them at the door. “She is a good friend to have, and I value our relationship very highly.”

There was something there, something not yet spoken aloud. Detect its existence as he could, he couldn’t identify its nature. Surely, surely, Avril hadn’t intimated or shared anything about his and her relationship with Victoria, close as sisters or not.

“Yeah, I totally agree,” he said, careful about the potential landmines around his feet. “I feel the same way about her and Anna.”

No metallic click, no all-encompassing dread, no eruptive fountain of soil and metal fragmentation. Holding him hostage with her piercing eyes for one moment longer, Victoria, seemingly satisfied by his answer, released him from it. The two made it inside, delivered this batch of presents, and then they were back out the door.

It was on the next trip back that she finally noticed the mistletoe hanging above the door.

The response was brief but notable. Her eyes flicked up toward it in the same way that someone who’d just noticed a fly buzzing about in their peripherals did, where it lingered. As was typical in the gorgeous but composed woman, he couldn’t tell what she thought of the festive object hovering over their heads. Only ten minutes of semi-alone time later, he’d already figured out that he’d need a Victoria translator—Avril or Tess—if he wanted to have any chance of intuiting her internal monologue.

By comparison, his own thoughts were a mess of fretting and overthinking things, which he hastily worked to soothe. It was a simple and familiar enough thing to find at this time of the year. There was no reason to think that Victoria could deduce what he and Tess had been doing before she arrived just off a hung mistletoe.

Right?

His half-hearted attempt at calming his paranoid thoughts utterly failed. However, seconds later, Victoria’s gaze dropped away from the famous decoration. She headed into the living room and put down the presents, and Liam followed. She did not comment on it, and Liam didn’t dare broach the topic.

“There is a reason I’ve shared so much context about my relationship with Avril,” Victoria announced a short while later. The mountain of gifts in his house had been reduced to almost nothing. Only a few more presents, including his gift for Tess, which he intended to carry very, very carefully, were all that remained. This would be their last time in his house, meaning it would likely be their last time alone today.

With that knowledge floating in his mind, he left those gifts on the ground, instead facing the buxom, beautiful professor. “I’m listening.”

“Late last night, Avril drunkenly called me. You, Liam, were the topic of conversation that she broached.”

Her revelation practically gouged a chunk of flesh from his side, and it was by the skin of his teeth that he didn’t wince painfully. What did you do, Avril?!

“Specifically, in between her mild slurring and a few haphazard tangents, she quite plainly emphasized that I needed to stop—and I quote—‘being an uptight, icy bitch’ toward you.”

Now, that was enough to induce the wince he’d barely managed to hold at bay. Meanwhile, opposite him, Victoria appeared entirely serene.

“Wow, um, I’m really sorry,” he rushed to say, unsure how else to respond. What else should he say? That he hadn’t badmouthed her in any way, as a defense against her assuming that he was the cause for last night’s outburst, or that Avril probably didn’t mean what she’d said? Both options soured on his tongue.

“That’s not all,” Victoria said, offering him no respite from the churning in his belly. “She also informed me that I would need to get used to you being around, as you and Anna ‘are getting along great.’ In all our time together, I’ve experienced most of Avril’s many flavors. However, this was unusually close to being an ultimatum, which I had not experienced from her before.”

Victoria’s hand went up before he could workshop a response. Her pale, sharp eyes choked his lungs anyway, and he remained as silent as a forgotten country route next to a highway.

“It was perplexing, to say the least. She knows how I am, and she knows how I felt about Anna’s situation, so it seemed to have come out of nowhere.”

Liam could feel his heart thudding in his throat. He’d been prepared for today to be one of the best days of his life. Now, it appeared that it might teeter on the brink of utter annihilation.

“With what you mentioned about your outing yesterday, about your running into Trent, and about how he reacted toward you, it has helped clear things up. She utterly loathes him; she hates anyone who sneers down at people over social or economic status in the way that he always has. And given your ongoing relationship with Anna, I can see how that hostile meeting, a few too many drinks later that night, and our phone call are all connected.”

Relief, the greatest salve in existence, flooded his body. He couldn’t even stop himself from breathing a sigh of relief, which prompted Victoria to raise a single eyebrow.

“Sorry, sorry,” he said, collecting himself before he was the one to reveal his and Avril’s secrets accidentally. “And I’m sorry she called you and said that stuff. She shouldn’t be taking out her frustrations on her friends.”

“She apologized over the phone this morning, so it is already water under the bridge,” the dark-haired professor said. “Nor am I holding any grudge against you for her having said what she said. I promise that. Yet, it has stuck with me through today. That is why I wanted to speak with you about the things that we have. I wanted to share enough of my history before I ask you—as I am doing now—to discuss something that I’ve been opposed to since I was first told about it.”

Liam didn’t need the luxury of multiple guesses to figure out the topic she wanted them to pivot to.

“Me and Anna.”

Victoria nodded. “I don’t dislike you, Liam. I’m not angry with you, annoyed by the choices you’ve made, or trying to control your actions. But I do want to speak my piece, if you’ll let me do so.”

Slowly, albeit not unworriedly, he nodded. If Avril had stood here in her place, he was certain she would have launched into her spiel without even so much as a sarcastic “by your leave.” However, he could believe that the unfathomably beautiful woman standing before him would have accepted it if he’d shaken his head and declined to hear her out. It would have thoroughly pumped the brakes on any chances of them seeing eye to eye, which was why he ultimately didn’t deny her from speaking her piece.

Yet… he did want to have at least a decent relationship with her, seeing as he knew he’d likely have to get used to seeing her around, the same as she would him. And from what he could tell, respect was a prominent proponent of the molecules that made up Victoria Moreno.

“Thank you,” she said, following his acquiescent nod. “I’ll keep things concise. Simply stated, I do not like the manner in which Avril and Tess have handled Anna’s situation. I am not as close to Anna as they are, but we are friends, so I am not completely in the dark about her family situation. Regardless, I feel that it is wrong of them to push for what is effectively an opposing parallel to her father’s wishes—pushing her to date you rather than Trent Alden.”

That was concise. Straightforward, direct, and that was all. Afterward, Victoria waited patiently for his response. He didn’t make her wait very long, and he did his best to return her directness.

“I get where you’re coming from,” he said, already mostly aware of her point of view, which Tess and Avril had shared with him a few days ago. “I had a lot of hesitance when Tess first pitched things to me. I didn’t know Anna, I didn’t know Trent, and getting involved in a family dispute really wasn’t something I wanted to do. To be frank, I’ve still got some worries about how things might end up. Though, now that I’ve met Trent, it’s a little less. He was pretty awful.”

“Yes, he is,” Victoria agreed. “I don’t know you well, but I know Tess and Avril think highly of you. My opinion has nothing to say about your character. I am sure you are everything they tout you to be, and I am fully aware that Trent is a despicable human being.”

In the face of her compliment, he smiled meekly. Given the unusual nature of his relationships with all three other women who were part of this conversation, he didn’t know if he could earnestly accept her compliment. He definitely couldn’t share those secrets with her.

But what if he could? Rather, what if he could share one of them?

It was as if a weight sitting on his shoulders, forcing him to keep them uncomfortably hunched so that it didn’t send him sprawling to the ground, lightened. Possibly, he could even lift it off altogether. Secrets sucked. He’d come to understand that over the past couple of weeks. Their oppressiveness, especially in the quantity and severity that he’d accrued them, never entirely dissipated. He had more of them now than he’d ever had. At the very least, he was unaccustomed to secrets of such magnitude.

When he’d implied to Tess that he and Anna were focused more on being friends than dating partners, he’d fretted that she might respond negatively to it. Instead, her acceptance had offered him no small amount of relief. Perhaps there was more he could unshoulder here. He wouldn’t share everything, and he would be indirect, not wanting to betray Anna’s trust, but this could potentially kill two birds with one stone.

“And Anna knows that too,” he said, deciding to launch that stone. “She is not helpless, and I would even say she’s been pretty underestimated. Tess and Avril might have put our meeting into motion, but Anna and I are our own people. We’ve had lots of conversations about lots of things, and Anna’s shared a lot about how she feels about her situation with me. Some of that stuff makes its way to Tess or Avril, but some of it doesn’t. Some of that stuff is just between us, and it’ll probably stay that way. Ultimately, it’s not anyone else’s business but ours.”

After unburdening things in the manner that he felt comfortable doing, he emulated her patient silence. It was up to her inferences now. He hoped that she could parse his meaning; he really did. He didn’t know what would happen if she could, how she would react, but just the act of opening up a little had soothed some of the tension he felt deep within. He didn’t dare to hope that a time would come when he could sit all four women down and share every one of his secrets. That catharsis was likely far beyond what reality would grant him. This meager opening of the faucet would have to be enough.

Victoria’s piercing gaze grew no softer during or after he’d said his piece. That didn’t unnerve him; he hadn’t expected her to suddenly thaw into a balmy oasis before his eyes. She was who she was, just as she’d explained. And he’d hardly given the most effusive and direct explanation, anyhow. A few more moments languidly trickled by before Victoria’s contemplation ended.

“Everything you have said is true, or at least I hope it is. As I said, I am not trying to enforce my will upon you or Anna. You are right; you are both adults. Your business is yours, and I hope it will stay that way.”

He nodded. “Thank you for understanding, Victoria. I appreciate it.”

“As I appreciate you for having this conversation with me,” she replied. An uncharacteristic but not unwelcome sliver of a smile curved one corner of her mouth upward. “Even if you did basically end it by telling me to mind my own business.”

Liam’s face heated. It wasn’t something he could deny. But hey, it’d earned him a smile from the rather severe professor. He suspected that that put him in rare company. Her students likely wouldn’t have believed it if he’d found a way to tell them. Avril, who’d complained about how boring Victoria’s lectures were during their game night together, was among them.

“Probably not something you’re all that used to, huh?”

Her slight smile didn’t disappear. “Avril’s one of the few who would tell me off so directly. Tess, sometimes, though she’s usually more diplomatic about things. That’s about it.”

“That’s pretty good company to be in,” he pointed out.

“I suppose.” Her head tilted incrementally, a moment of rumination breezing across her poised, beautiful face. “All things as they are, I suspect most men your age would covet the position you’re in.”

Unknowingly, she’d just uttered one of the most accurate statements of all time.

“Why just ‘my age?’” he asked, raising an eyebrow. “I don’t think there’s an expiration year on how fortunate of a situation I’m in. Someone twice my age would be just as thrilled to take my place.”

“Fair,” Victoria conceded. “However, if someone in their mid to late thirties were in your position, the manner of our conversation involving their relationship with Anna would have gone very differently.”

So, I shouldn’t bring up my relationship with Tess. Got it.

Not that he’d ever actually considered bringing that topic up in his and Victoria’s brief time alone, in the same vein that he hadn’t ever seriously considered defenestrating himself when he’d climbed the Empire State Building back in the eighth grade. What he was considering, however, were the ways in which he might keep his and Victoria’s conversation going. He wasn’t quite ready for the sight of her amusement, mild as it might be, to end.

“They’d have to pry my spot here from my cold, dead hands,” he promised. “I wouldn’t give it up for anything.”

Victoria folded her arms beneath her breasts, and it necessitated a herculean effort for him to prevent his eyes from breaking away from her gaze for a quick peek. That sweater of hers was so damn snug, and her body was just so phenomenally attractive; it was unfair. In an hour or two, once Avril and Anna arrived, the house next door would be rife with unfairness.

“Yes, I can’t imagine why,” she said drolly. “You’re really taking one for the team by attending Tess’s party. Such a sacrifice, being the only man in attendance.”

His smile, somewhat sheepish as it might be, was far less restrained than hers. “If someone’s got to do it, it might as well be me.”

Victoria rolled her eyes, but her small showing of mirth persisted; it might have even grown. Liam gleefully sustained his mild flirtatiousness for so long as it remained.

“Besides, it’s not the kind of job that just anybody could take up. There’s a lot of hardship that comes with it, and you need a pretty versatile skillset to manage.”

“Is that so? Just what hardships are you seeing that I don’t?”

“Well, you’ve got to be able to survive Avril Knight, for one thing.”

Victoria snorted, and his smile became a grin.

“All right. I will concede that point. But no others.”

“What about having to survive all those icy glares of yours?”

“I have not glared at you a single time today.”

He sent a dubious look her way, but she remained adamant.

“My natural resting expression might be somewhat solemn, but that does not mean I have been glaring at you.”

“If you say so—”

“I do,” she interrupted. “I have not glared at you once today. There is a difference.”

Deciding to concede this particular theatre of war, he held his hands up placatingly. “I’ll just have to pay more attention to the subtle differences, I guess.”

“Or spend less time enthralled by my chest,” Victoria said, having decided that she wouldn’t allow him to withdraw from the battlefield gracefully. Far from it. Instead, she’d dropped a battalion of paratroops at his rear, who now cut off his escape route. She wanted to turn this into a slaughter.

As rapidly as if he really was in such a dire situation, a skeletal hand of panic clutched his heart. Floundering, stammering, and face as scarlet as a stop sign, he was as diffident in that moment as he’d ever been. On the other skew of things, poised to obliterate his faltering defenses, Victoria instead spared him.

“You can relax,” she said, amusement shimmering subtly within her eyes. “I’m not scolding you for it.”

His face burned vermillion. If someone had hosed him down, steam would have erupted off his body.

“Still,” he said, fumbling for the right words. “I feel like it’s a bad look. So, I’m sorry.”

“It’s a normal look—to look,” she assured him. “There’s a difference between looking and leering, and I know the difference. I have a hundred or more examples of both types, and everything in between, every semester.”

“I don’t know if that makes me feel any better,” he admitted. “I think I’d have preferred it if you did glare at me over this.”

“If I did, you wouldn’t be able to tell the difference. We’ve already identified that you can’t tell what is and what is not my glaring face.”

“Okay, okay,” he said, eyes locked—very intentionally—with hers. He sure as hell wouldn’t let them deviate now or ever again. Okay… no. Even as he made that silent oath, he knew he’d end up breaking it. He’d never been built for celibacy. Certainly not now, addicted as he was to the experiences that he’d shared with Tess and Avril.

“I would suggest that you be careful about where your eyes wander once Avril arrives,” Victoria said.

Confusion, and a shard of anxiety, knit together his eyebrows. “Avril? Not Anna?”

“Avril,” Victoria confirmed. “Neither Anna, Tess, nor I will expect you to keep your eyes locked straight ahead for the whole evening. Even if we did want that level of restraint from you, it would be ridiculous for us to have those expectations. When you look, and we both know it is when you look, it’s Avril who will torment you if she notices. You should remember that because of what she tried to get you to do last weekend.”

She almost certainly addressed the ranking of the four women Avril had tried to coax out of him at their card night. There was a non-zero chance she would bring it up again… or something along those lines. And so, Victoria’s words rang true.

“I’m not exactly known for being sly,” Liam admitted. “Case in point, this conversation.”

“No, you’re pretty open about where your attention is pointed,” Victoria agreed, giving him renewed reasons to feel heat burgeon in his face. “The exception being when you have a deck of cards in your hand. For how effortlessly you tricked us all there, it’s a curious juxtaposition of personality.”

“I guess I’m only Hyde when I’m playing cards,” he said, shrugging.

“For the best. Because I did want to glare at you after you revealed how you’d taken advantage of us so easily.”

“Well, the cat’s out of the bag, so I doubt I could pull it off like that again. Not that I’d want to. I like playing cards normally. It was just that one instance where I wanted to…”

“Show off?” Victoria offered, lifting an eyebrow.

“Yeah,” he admitted, which resulted in another opportunity to see Victoria’s slender smile. It renewed his desire to see if he could cause it to curve just a little bit higher before it vanished again. “After all, it’s not every day you get to do something like that in front of four stunning women.”

“Perhaps not,” the most voluptuous of those four beauties said. “Then again, you’re about to have a Christmas party with all four of them less than a week later, so your luck has yet held.”

And one week later is New Year’s Eve, Liam thought, realizing that there’d be a third such opportunity forthcoming. If Avril remained good to her word, tonight was when she would reveal what she was scheming for that day.

“I hope it keeps holding,” he said. “This is way better than spending winter break on my own.”

“Yes, I had noticed that,” Victoria said, diverting her attention toward the room around them. “Are your parents away?”

“They’re in Denmark.”

That wasn’t quite enough of an answer for her. At her behest, he spent the next few minutes explaining his family situation.

“I see,” she said after he completed his explanation. For several moments, Victoria didn’t say anything more than that. During that time, a fog settled over the paleness of her eyes, and her expression nominally softened. For her, it was a drastic change.

Before she broke the unusual silence, she nodded toward the gifts that were still due for transport to Tess’s living room. Gingerly, they collected them, with Liam remaining ginger when it came to holding Tess’s gift.

“We’ve tarried a bit,” the gorgeous but solemn woman said. “Let’s drop these off and see if Tess needs anything from us before Avril and Anna arrive.”

“Okay. Sure.”

The contents of her thoughts remained unshared as the two of them briskly took one more roundabout path back to Tess’s front door. Whatever they were, even before they deposited the final presents, she’d already buried them deep away underneath her usual cool demeanor. For nearly the next hour, during which there wasn’t much in the way of help that Tess required, he spent much of it wondering about what it was that had disrupted her poise.

He wouldn’t receive an answer to that question until the following year.


Chapter Twenty

One on Each Side

When Anna and Avril arrived, having carpooled in the latter’s vehicle, it was nearly four-thirty. Mild cloud coverage had slinked in by then, robbing them of the hour or so of sunlight they were supposed to have left. With a few efforts that Tess had made while he and Avril were shopping the day before, she’d freed at least some of her lights from their snowy burial. Resplendent blues, reds, and golds shone brightly wherever they could, and they weren’t alone. Over the past few days, including just a little while ago, many in the neighborhood had endeavored to ensure that when Christmas Eve turned to Christmas Day, the dark would have to look elsewhere for a place to settle. Chief among them was Gary, who had managed to salvage most of his house adornments, even if his yard ornaments remained almost totally buried.

As captivating a sight as all those houses might have been, right now, there was something else that fully captured Liam’s attention.

An impact upon a small object, which had reconnected an electrical circuit, which had allowed a sonorous sound to toll throughout the house. Immediately, it called Liam up from the couch, where he’d spent the past fifteen minutes relaxing, and shoved him toward the front door. He made it there quicker than usual, though he stopped with his hand just inches away from the doorknob. Instead of pointing forward, his eyes lifted to the object hovering a few feet above his head.

The doorbell rang again. Tess’s voice called his name from the kitchen, asking if he could get the door. She and Victoria were both there, hidden from sight as they completed the final toils required for the evening—at least in food-related issues.

“Yeah, I got it,” he called, still staring at the mistletoe. Well, maybe Avril wouldn’t notice it.

As if. Avril Knight was a step away from being prescient regarding such matters. It was as if the universe notified her whenever an opportunity to sow chaos and embarrassment entered her sphere of influence. Honestly, her parents should have named her Eris.

Because the second the door opened, revealing the two breathtaking women standing on the other side, only Anna smiled and greeted him. With her paranormal awareness intact, Avril immediately homed in on the mistletoe above him. A mischievous, nearly villainous grin followed.

Therefore, he only had a few moments to examine their outfits for the evening. That was all the time needed for his heart to bolt from a steady rhythm to a frantic sprint.

Similarly to Tess and Victoria, each woman had claimed dominion over two disparate concepts. To no one’s surprise, that meant Avril had gone casual, and Anna had selected formal.

Casual indeed. Avril had shown up in grey leggings, perfect for outlining her firm, lithe legs, a green cropped sweater, where white reindeer frolicked around the torso, and her typical auburn ponytail. He could see a few inches of her midriff, and a chance arrived for more than a peek as she stretched her arms over her head—intentionally, he knew—as she stepped inside. Completing her outfit, she’d elected to put her hair up in a ponytail and wear a headband. An antlered headband. A few bells clung to each one, and they jingled as she stepped forward.

Oh. And there was one more thing. She had on a scarf. And as their eyes met, Avril swiftly invited him to reminisce about last night with the grin she struck him with.

Just a couple of steps behind, in utter disharmony with her roommate’s getup, Anna looked ready to attend an extravagant dinner party. She’d given an exquisite red sweater dress a blessed opportunity to adhere to her curvaceous body, and he saw more of her skin now than he ever had. The sweater dress’s shoulder-less nature saw to that, as did the glimpse of her breasts that it provided. It only made it three-quarters of the way to her knees, as well.

Already, within seconds of Avril and Anna’s arrival, he knew there would be no way for him to heed Victoria’s earlier advice. Avril would have every opportunity to take as many potshots against him as she wanted to. He’d lost the war in the opening salvo.

Avril knew it as well as he did. Her Cheshire grin remained plastered as she entered Tess’s house. He wasn’t fast enough to withdraw a step, which allowed her to hook her arm into his and rob him of any chance to retreat. After that, her eyes lazily, as if they’d only just found the verdant object hanging overhead, tilted upward.

“Hey, Anna, get a look,” she cooed. “Someone was waiting to ambush us.”

Anna’s eyes, an unusual but strikingly beautiful mint green, innocently obeyed the directive given to them. As soon as they alighted upon the mistletoe, rosy hues collected under her fair skin. As was her vexatious roommate’s objective, of course.

Anna was as classically beautiful as they came. She cut an elegant profile, with high cheekbones set into a fair complexion, refined and unblemished—and the most alluring set of lips that Liam had ever laid eyes on. Her raven-black tresses cascaded in waves to her slender shoulders tonight, though they slipped away as she angled her attention upward.

Somewhat similar to Victoria, Anna did not often smile. However, while Victoria put forth an impassive show of hazardous ice and chill, Anna was warm and polite, like a fireplace whose warmth you were just outside of the optimal range. In a sense, she smiled readily and often. Yet, even from their first meeting, he’d sensed that her real smile was locked away behind several layers of protective politeness. And he’d been right, as he’d recently gained the privilege of being one of the few to see her smile joyously—and what a sight it had been.

Unfortunately, he’d also seen the puffy redness and tiny sniffles that followed a long spill of tears. Her father had caused those, and much like Trent Alden, who he could now confirm he would never like, he was already confident that he’d never have much in the way of kind words to espouse about Arnold Royce.

Today, the threat of tears was low, though the price for that safety came in the form of an astronomically high likelihood of embarrassment. And already was the first dose delivered.

Staring up at the mistletoe, blushing lightly, the heiress to Royce Railroads had lost her footing even before she’d finished stepping into Tess’s home. Interestingly, she was the only one of the two carrying gifts. Given how snug Avril’s outfit was, he didn’t think she was hiding her “homemade” gift to him anywhere under her clothes. Unless he was about to get Polar Express’d in a little while when she handed him one of the bells on her antlers.

“Come on, you know what that is, how it works,” the mischievous redhead said, grinning. Meanwhile, she held his arm tightly, breasts pressing into it. That part of things, Liam didn’t mind so much.

Even had she wanted to mimic Avril’s ploy and take up his other arm, Anna's gift-laden arms prevented such an opportunity. However, to no one’s surprise, a slender frown framed her beautiful features as Avril teased her.

“We’ve just arrived, Avril,” she huffed. “Can you not start this immediately?”

“I am who I am,” Avril said unapologetically, not knowing she’d just stolen a line from Victoria. “Besides, it’s Christmas Eve. We’re at the one little slice of the year where mistletoes come out. Try being a little festive and frolicky for once. Liam went to all this work to set up an ambush for the two of us.”

At that point, Liam felt forced to step in and defend himself against her accusations.

“No, I didn’t, and no, no one has to kiss me,” he said, throwing a glare at the gorgeous woman still at his side.

“If not us, then who?” Avril asked, adopting an innocent expression, complete with fluttering eyelashes. Before he could answer, she exaggeratedly gasped. “Victoria?! Wow.” Her gaze swiveled to Anna. “Guess you waited too long to pounce, Anna. He’s gone and grabbed himself a sexy professor instead.”

As his face immolated crimson, Avril grinned remorselessly. It had nothing to do with Victoria. It had everything to do with her final words, and the truth in them. She’d at least spared him by making it seem like what she’d said was entirely about Victoria.

“I’m not looking to pounce anywhere,” Anna said, face pinched toward her best friend. “That’s your thing.”

“And I already have pounced on him,” Avril said, intent on ensuring that Liam discovered what it was like to have grey hairs by the time he was twenty. “See?” She nodded with her eyes toward her arms, which remained wrapped around his. “He’s not getting away from me.”

Anna’s frown remained solely affixed to Avril, so at least he was spared from being considered a co-conspirator in her plot. However, that didn’t mean he was safe from collateral damage. Because just a moment later, Anna dropped some unexpected artillery fire on Avril, and he didn’t escape unscathed.

“If he’s already received a kiss from Victoria, I don’t see why yours would have any effect.”

Liam withheld his shock as best he could. Avril didn’t. Yet, after a rapid recovery in the face of Anna’s repartee, she grinned as if both impressed and pleased.

“That’s true, and that’s why I need your help, bestie. You get the right cheek; I’ll get the left. Otherwise, we’ll get bad luck from dodging the mistletoe.”

She waited only a few seconds before audibly sighing.

“Oh, come onnn, Anna. It’s a kiss on the cheek under a mistletoe, not your first time letting a guy fu—”

“Okay!” Anna snapped, face swathed in crimson. “Just… please, stop talking.”

Avril maneuvered one hand in front of her lips, and then she zipped them shut.

Finally, once the severity of scarlet on her face had slightly diminished, Anna’s gaze flicked toward him. As the cool green hues of her eyes washed over him, they shared little of her thoughts or intentions. That was how it was with Anna. Polite, poised, well-guarded. There’d been only a couple of instances where he’d seen the genuine individual underneath all the prim formality. Nevertheless, they’d made their mark on him.

The deal they’d struck in that parking lot a week ago today was one secret he didn’t regret having made. Not even a little. He hoped it wouldn’t eventually blow up in their faces, and he hoped Tess and Avril wouldn’t be too furious about their deception if or when they found out about it, but he still wouldn’t regret making that promise with her even if that was how things played out. This was one choice that he’d made that he wholeheartedly believed had been the right one to make.

With her still caught in the door’s threshold, the chilly winter remained free to act as belligerently as it liked. A sudden burst of icy wind engaged in a surprise assault through the open door, resulting in Avril, again not dressed for the current weather, shivering fiercely and opening her mouth to complain at Anna to hurry up and come inside.

But she already had. The beautiful, dark-haired heiress let the rush of wind imbue her with motion. Stepping inside, face slightly flushing with color, she stepped into place next to his unclaimed arm. Still clutching her presents, one of which was likely to be his, she didn’t have the option to wrap her arms around him as her troublemaking roommate had, but her change in position had made her intentions clear.

His peripherals expanded just far enough for him to see Avril’s shock renew itself upon her face, though a brilliant grin pursued it. After that, he was too busy staring into Anna’s eyes, attempting to parse her thoughts.

“You sure?” he mouthed, having turned his head so that Avril couldn’t see his lips move.

By the barest dip of her chin, Anna nodded. Her face remained rosy, as it would even after the deed was done. Hesitance scribed its mark all over her lovely face, but a kernel of courage glimmered within her eyes. It might also be that she was simply fed up with how easily Avril thought she could tease her, and she wanted to silence any further prodding that might come her way tonight with this one act.

But that wasn’t right. That couldn’t be right. This was more akin to handing a pyromaniac a new lighter. It wouldn’t shut the valve but open it further. Giving into one of Avril’s demands paved the road for more of her ploys, not less. Of all people, Anna had to know that.

The clearing of a throat on his left demanded that he shift his head back so that Avril could time their planned tag team attack properly. As his eyes broke from Anna’s gaze, he earned a rare opportunity. A smile, soft but beyond lovely, framed Anna’s face.

Moments later, in almost perfect synchronization, the two gorgeous women began to lean in. For a few more, it almost felt like a game of chicken, with each woman slowly eradicating the centimeters between their luscious lips and his warm face. As keeping his face still was somewhat of a requirement, he could only make out the lovely faces drifting toward him from the corners of his eyes.

Anna’s refined, delicate features on his left, Avril’s sultry, sensual features on his right. For those few seconds, stretched out like a yard’s worth of bubble gum, Liam forgot how to breathe.

Warm, soft, tender, fleeting, unforgettable.

That was his experience. He was pretty certain he could have sold it for a billion dollars.

Not for ten, Liam decided, remaining as still as he could, even as the unadulterated glee of the experience rippled through him from his cheeks to the soles of his feet.

“Lucky boy,” Avril whispered against his ear, lips brushing against them as she removed her lips from his singed skin.

Anna, on the other hand, didn’t say anything. She kept looking at him, the soft, rolling green of her eyes too far a journey for him to discover what sat at their end. Not yet, anyway.

“Alright, now please close this fucking door,” Avril announced, shivering as another gust of malevolent wind barged into the house. She finally let go of his arm so she could wrap her arms around herself. “I’m dressed to look hot, not to explore the Arctic with Robert Peary.”

“What do you think?” Liam asked Anna, not even bothering to whisper. “Should we make her suffer? Payback sounds okay to me.”

“Ass,” Avril harumphed, elbowing him in the arm.

“No, I don’t want to affect Tess’s heating bill any,” Anna said.

“Oh, yeah? That’s what’s important here?” Avril grumbled.

“That’s fair,” Liam said, finally stepping back. Both ladies aligned themselves to the movement, and there was finally enough space for him to shut the door.

“But you do have to come see the igloo we built,” Anna said moments after the door thudded shut.

Before Avril could vehemently deny any such excursion back into the cold, Tess and Victoria finally departed the kitchen and stepped into the hallway. Greetings followed. The five of them were now all here.

The party could begin.


Chapter Twenty-One

Making Merry

As soon as Anna spotted the three separate mountains of presents sitting around—there certainly wasn’t enough room for them to be under—Tess’s Christmas tree, she sighed. In response, Liam hid a smile. Apparently, she’d been the last to know about the vast quantity of wrapping paper that she, Tess, and Victoria would be required to shred through in a couple of hours.

Beside him, Avril didn’t seem in the least bit annoyed that he and Victoria had transported her presents from his house to Tess’s before she’d arrived. If anything, she was probably thrilled by it, as it freed her of any responsibility to brave the cold while transporting them herself.

If it wouldn’t have just ended up being me who did it, he inwardly noted. A glance toward Victoria caused a new idea to gleam within his mind. Perhaps the woman who knew Avril best had surmised that and gone out of her way to help him for that very reason.

“You got me two presents?” Avril said, nudging him with her elbow while Anna placed three of the four presents she’d brought with her among the three gift mountains. The last one, which was probably his, didn’t have a designated area, seeing as he didn’t have any other gifts currently in the house. Eventually, Anna placed it slightly to the right of Avril’s pile, which now numbered three gifts.

“That’s right,” Liam said, glancing at the gorgeous redhead. He could still feel the echo of warmth that her kiss had left on his cheek. “You’ll have to open them in the order I say, though.”

“Interesting.” She grinned and nodded at the smaller of the two presents, which sat atop the larger one like a plover resting on a crocodile’s back. “One of them sure is tiny. What, did you get me a wallet?”

“You’ll find out when you find out. And no touching until then.”

She harumphed but kept grinning. “Fine. Then I guess I won’t be in any hurry to go back to my car and get your gift.”

Liam resisted an urge to roll his eyes. “Oh, that? I’d just assumed you’d forgotten about me.”

A look of hurt and a gasp ensued. “Wow. And after I worked so hard to handmake your present.”

“Is that what you did?” Anna said, glancing over her shoulder as she finished dividing her presents. “I didn’t realize that you knew how to handmake a cin—”

“Hush!” Avril threw a finger to her lips, and the two women locked eyes, an unheard dialogue flurrying between them. “You’ll ruin it.”

Anna sighed again, but Avril got her way. Liam would remain in the dark about whatever it was that Avril had made for him until the time came when she hauled it out of her car and set it on the ground in front of him.

“Well,” Tess said, drawing the attention of her four guests, “until we spend half our evening wading through all the gifts that Avril has brought, there are snacks and drinks in the kitchen. Dinner will be at six.”

“Sounds good; I’m famished,” Avril said, grinning as she marched immediately toward the scents of cinnamon, cardamom, and nutmeg wafting in from the kitchen.

What followed was the usual Yuletide party small talk, with a bit more. Surprising no one, Avril made sure to add a bit of her brand of spice whenever the opportunity arose. No one was quite safe. If it wasn’t a comment asking if Victoria had “some kind of date” after the party due to her sharp outfit, then it was an attempt to drag him into proclaiming whose sweater he preferred, hers or Tess’s. She had a relentless energy about her, but she also knew when to steer the conversation toward something mundane or less provocative. In a series of ebbs and flows, she guided the party along, keeping things lively and jubilant.

She’d also recommended that they throw on a Christmas movie on the TV for background noise, which was why Ralphie’s friend Flick was currently having his tongue pried away from the schoolyard flagpole by a crew of firefighters.

“Yo!” Avril said, finding him leaning against the threshold between the kitchen and living room. He’d recently grabbed a cinnamon gingerbread star, and he munched on it while waiting for the inevitable call for dinner.

“Hey,” he said, shifting his focus from the holiday classic to the gorgeous redhead. It wasn’t a hard trade-off to make.

“You know,” she said, keeping her voice low so the three women conversing in the kitchen couldn’t eavesdrop. “You’ve kind of fucked up a little bit so far.”

Brow knitting together, he glanced into the kitchen. He found the women standing there gathered near the over, no longer needing to do anything but wait for the ham casserole to emerge from it in just eleven more minutes.

“What do you mean?” For his part in the proceedings, he’d engaged in small talk with all the women, even Victoria. He’d been on his best behavior around the four gorgeous women, trying to avoid letting Victoria’s words of prophecy come true too many times.

Avril smirked, plucking the thoughts from his head far easier than the firemen had gotten Flick’s tongue away from that flagpole. Having positioned herself on his left, she was invisible to the other three women, even as she leaned against him, making him into her supporting post.

“You’re in the playground of all playgrounds, here. Look at how Anna’s dressed up tonight or even Victoria, not that she’s ever anything but perfectly dressed.” She tilted her head, dropping her temple against his shoulder for a quick bump. “Not to mention yours truly and our cozy party thrower. You’ve got a slice of every titillating variety in this house right now.”

His brow remained pinched, which led Avril to sigh loudly.

“Everyone’s seen A Christmas Story a thousand times. Nobody has experienced a Christmas party like the one you’re midway through. So, why the hell are your eyes pointed toward the first one of those right now? You’re wasting precious time.”

He opened his mouth to respond, but he delayed it long enough to ensure the other three women remained tied up in their conversation.

“I mean, yeah, you’re right,” he said guardedly, still unsure of just what Avril was hoping for from him.

“I know I am. It’s pretty much what I do. Right alongside helping you not whittle away this ripe opportunity. So, listen up.”

Hooking her arm into his, Avril decided that they should have a bit more privacy before she informed him of just what he needed to “listen up” to. Guiding them both further into the living room, only then did she continue.

“You need to drop the wallflower routine,” she said, prodding him on the chest. “Especially with Anna. Do you not see why she’s dressed up like this?”

“Because you pressured her into it?”

Avril’s mouth opened… but then just as quickly closed. His cheeky response earned him a long glare.

“Okay, a little bit,” she conceded. “But just like with you”—she jabbed him again—“I can only shove you all so far. She’s in a fine fucking dress, and everyone here has complimented her on it—except for one person. Can you guess who that might be?”

“Yes… I can.”

“I even did all that work for you when I set us up to kiss you at the same time,” she growled, threatening him with another jab, though he leaned back and avoided it. Her squint tightened on him because of his dodge.

“Yeah? That was just ‘work,’ was it?”

Swapping from a glare to a smirk, Avril folded her arms under her breasts. “I can toil and play at the same time. Multitasking is an art form.”

Liam’s eyes did precisely what she’d wanted them to do. He knew it; she knew it. Dropping his eyes to the alluring outline of her breasts under the cropped sweater she had on, he didn’t dare lift them—he knew the magnitude of irritating smugness waiting for him once he did.

“Atta boy,” Avril said, pushing her chest just a few inches forward. More than enough to make her wishes clear.

Even with the other three women just a handful of steps from clearing the wall that kept him and Avril out of sight, and even with dinner just minutes away, Liam’s hands still raised from his sides. Even with his heart raucous with trepidation, and even with his fingers trembling ever so slightly, they kept going.

Watching him intently, Avril nodded as his hands slipped under her sweater. There, they warmed themselves on her smooth, flat stomach, eventually rising even higher. She could probably feel his pulse through his palms, a raging staccato that could have given even the most diligent woodpecker a run for its money.

She certainly felt it as his hands found her bra and as they glided over it and what lay underneath. His hands settled upon the two marvelous hilltops, and Avril awarded him with an approving look.

“There, now that’s what I’m talking about,” she said, delight shimmering in her emerald eyes. “More of that, please.”

“Something tells me that I couldn’t get away with this with anyone else,” he pointed out.

“Really now?” Avril asked, leaning into his touch. In response, Liam tightened his grip. “You don’t think Tess would let you go even further than this if you had the guts to draw her off somewhere alone for a little while? Really?”

It was his turn to open his mouth to respond, only to clamp it shut a moment later. Of course not. Not a chance. Probably not. Maybe?

In a few brief moments, his mind progressed along those lines. During his silent advancement of opinion, it was free real estate for Avril to keep smirking.

“Weren’t even thinking about trying, were you?” she rightfully deduced. “You’re just hopeless sometimes.”

“You don’t have to… rub it in,” he grumbled under his breath.

“Yeah, but I have more fun when I do, sooo…”

Making a face at the attractive but wildly cocky redhead, he let go of her breasts. Before she could respond, he thrust his hands to her back and then down. Barely a second passed before they found a new place to call home. As his hands sank into the thin fabric of her leggings, the bells of her fuzzy antlers jingled noisily. Before the surprise of his sudden assault could wear off, he grasped her phenomenal butt tightly and drove his lips into hers.

Passionate heat tumbled between those lips and, in a matter of moments, their tongues. For the next several seconds, that was all either of them thought about. When it ended, because not even Avril was that confident that they would remain undiscovered forever, her face was only a few shades less stark red than his was.

Which he counted as a win.

“There?” he asked, not yet releasing her butt. “Like that?”

“Something like that, yeah,” the seductive woman said. “Let me know how it goes with Tess when you try it on her.”

Swallowing, he slowly nodded. Just like that, he’d found himself locked into a goal for the evening. Avril planned to give him at least one more.

“And Anna. Don’t you let her leave here tonight without having heard how beautiful you think she looks in that dress. I mean it.”

“Alright, alright,” he promised. “I’ll make sure I do so.”

“Good. Now, about Victoria—”

“No, not a chance.”

Avril grinned and popped onto her toes, cursorily smacking her lips against his before she entirely escaped his grasp.

“Oh, come on. It would be hysterical to see how she takes it.”

“Not. A. Chance,” he repeated. “We just kind of got on… not awful terms, and I don’t want to give her a new reason to glare at me like she likes to glare at you.”

“But those are the best kind of glares. She looks really fucking hot when she’s murdering you with her eyes.”

Snorting, Liam was about to let Avril know that she could keep that fetish all to herself, only for two sets of eyes, one unendingly blue, another minty viridescent, popped around the corner.

“There you two are,” Tess said. “Dinner’s ready.”

“Nice!” Avril said, locking eyes with him one final time before she breezed by him, hands clasped behind her back, and marched toward the dining room table.

Anna followed. That left only one set of eyes on him.

“Coming?” Tess asked.

“Yeah,” Liam said, beginning to head her way.

The beautiful brunette didn’t uproot herself as he approached. Liam wasn’t sure why. Maybe it was the look in his eyes. Maybe it was because she wanted to pause the TV once he departed. Or maybe she just wanted to let him walk in front of her.

Whatever it was, it allowed Liam to get nearly as close to her as he’d just been to Avril. His heartbeat remained in a constant uproar within him, as did a timorous wish to put things off until later—after dinner. Surely, he had a litany of chances still in front of him.

Surely.

“You look gorgeous,” he said, finding nothing but perfection no matter where he looked.

Two tiny ember motes emerged within her lovely face. Avril was right. This wasn’t the time to be faint-hearted. Not now. He wanted to fan those embers, not see them diminish.

Swiftly checking to ensure that Avril and Anna had cleared out of the kitchen and already made it to the dining room, Tess’s focus snapped back to him. Briefly, her smile had faded, replaced by a mild but visible apprehension. Now, however, it shone.

“Thank you, Liam. You look very handsome, too.”

Closer he came. Before, a person could have sidled between them, assuming they could suck in their belly and hold their arms over their head while they did it. Now, maybe a cat could bend its liquid body between them without making contact. Maybe not.

Responding to his sudden closeness, Tess neither balked nor backed away. It really did kind of suck that Avril was always right. Well, if that was the price that he had to pay for an opportunity like this, then he supposed he’d just have to deal with it.

“Don’t take too long,” Tess whispered, staring at his lips in the same way he did hers. “We have to be quick.”

It was quick, too damn quick. The soft bliss of Tess’s lips was his sustenance, but he didn’t get to feel their warmth for nearly as long as he’d have liked. They probably could have bought another five or six seconds at least, but Tess Williams wasn’t as bold as Avril Knight—and to be frank, neither was he. So, when their fleeting kiss ended, their eyes glowing as they absorbed the desire left crackling in the space between their faces, neither pressed ahead and stole a second kiss.

Not yet, anyway. There was still a lot of partying left on this finest of Christmas Eves.


Chapter Twenty-Two

Gift Giving

Dinner was pleasant, delicious, and relatively swift. Balmy conversation topics carried them through the forty-five minutes that they spent at the table, with Avril only tossing in a handful of disruptions throughout. Liam figured it was because she was biding her time until they grouped up in the living room to open presents, which they’d all decided was next on the agenda. So, once Anna finished her final bite of succulent ham casserole, placing her silverware neatly on the edge of her plate, Avril grinned and expedited the cleanup process.

“If only she had this motivation in the classroom,” Victoria remarked to Tess while watching her student speedily transport dishes from the dining room table to the kitchen sink.

“It’s just your class that drains all vigor from my body, Auntie,” Avril sang from the kitchen.

While Avril attempted to incite an actual glare from Victoria, Liam also helped clear the table. Anna and Tess, the latter commiserating with her fellow professor by patting her on the shoulder, headed into the kitchen and began cleaning the deposited dishes and silverware.

Just ten minutes later, everything was spick and span in the dining room and kitchen. Rinsed dishes sat in the dishwasher, awaiting a more dogged effort to remove any vestiges of food clinging to them. Not far away, the cooking pans had been thoroughly scrubbed clean, and they were now drying on a towel on Tess’s counter. With every post-dinner goal accomplished, there was only one location for all five of them to head.

“Oh, almost forgot!” Avril said, skidding to a stop in front of all of them. A second later, she pivoted, snatched her car keys, and hurried outside.

The three remaining women all glanced at him, aware of the reason behind Avril’s sudden departure.

The gorgeous redhead, now shivering, returned less than a minute later. By that time, they were in the process of pushing the three large hillsides of presents to where their owners had decided to sit. Tess and Anna had selected the couch, and Victoria had claimed the armchair near it. With the coffee table in the way, there wasn’t much room to pile up the veritable trove of presents that Avril had gotten for all three women, so Tess and Anna each claimed a corner cushion on the couch.

However, he didn’t have so many presents to worry about—just one from Anna and, presumably, one from Avril. Once they’d divvied up the presents to where they needed to be, Liam, sole present in hand, saw Tess beckoning him to join her and Anna on the couch, nestled between them.

He wasn’t the only one to notice the invitation. Having zoomed back inside before the cold nipped at her heels any longer, the scheming redhead slammed the brakes on his chance of getting a comfortable spot between the two gorgeous women.

“Nope, you’ve got to sit on the floor,” she said. Furthermore, she had her arms behind her back, using her body as a shield for whatever she’d gotten from her car.

“Why?”

“Because. You’ve got to.”

Resisting an urge to sigh or roll his eyes, Liam accepted his fate. Flumping onto the ground near the TV and electric fireplace beneath it, the latter of which simmered at low heat, he waited for Avril to reveal the present behind her back. Meanwhile, Tess dropped the TV’s volume by over half, letting it linger as minor background noise. Afterward, they all waited on Avril to decide where she’d sit—and for the inevitable reveal of the gift behind her back.

She also chose the ground. Only a few feet away from him, in fact. Purely because it seemed like she didn’t want to move her presents away from Tess’s tree. However, her path to them was exaggeratedly roundabout.

She went behind the couch, keeping the object behind her concealed from all of them as she sidled to her right, slowly looping around the room like a satellite in orbit. She really didn’t want any of them to see the gift that she was hiding behind her back before she was ready to place it in front of him, which she finally did after almost thirty seconds of sidling.

The suspense was not worth the wait. Or the confusion.

Because the item that Avril placed on the ground in front of him, setting it on the edge of Tess’s living room rug, could only be a single thing. He knew it, and a quick glance up from the item sitting on the ground in front of him showed that Tess and Victoria, sharing the same befuddled expressions, also knew it. Only Anna, who had implied earlier that she’d known what Avril had gotten him, didn’t look surprised. Instead, she sighed softly and shook her head.

Liam’s attention dropped from the three women to the object before him.

It was a hammer. Messily wrapped as it was, the outlined object within was impossible to dispute. It had to be a hammer.

“Hey, no touching! I’ll let you know when you can open it!”

Avril’s orders snapped him out of a bizarre fugue state, during which he’d stretched his hand toward the hammer, intending to check that his eyes weren’t playing tricks on him. Withdrawing his extended limb, he’d half-expected his vision to clear up, revealing that he’d somehow mistakenly seen the outline hammer underneath the bright blue and white wrapping paper clinging to it.

That didn’t happen. He was just as sure of what was in front of him as he’d been a moment ago.

Avril had gotten him a hammer. What the hell?

“Alright, so who wants to go first?” Avril asked, eyes drifting toward the three women, who all had far more typical gifts—though they didn’t know it yet and were probably wondering if they’d find construction equipment waiting for them, too—inside their gift piles. “Maybe you three should even out the distribution a little before Liam and I rip into our presents.”

It was the sensible suggestion, which, at this point, made it all the stranger that it’d come from Avril’s mouth. But no, Liam could guess why. He knew better than to think that he would open his present anytime soon. Whatever payoff there was that he couldn’t fathom in her gift, he knew she was going to make him wait to find out. So, at the very least, there’d be twenty to thirty minutes of normalcy before that occurred.

With no one arguing against Avril’s suggestion, the telltale sounds of wrapping paper as it was ripped open soon drowned out the TV. Amusedly, and something that Avril would quickly enough call out, Anna even opened her presents politely.

Quickly after they’d started, they realized they’d forgotten to snag a trash bag for the shredded wrapping paper. Volunteering to get one, Liam disappeared into the kitchen briefly. Upon his return, dropping off the bag between Victoria and Tess, he found Avril already chortling at how pristine Anna’s opened wrapping paper remained.

It was a trend that continued. With the aid of her nails, she slid them through the tape binding the festive paper together. Rarely did she cause any rips in her paper, and never did she tear into her gifts. With the efficiency of an engineer, Anna deconstructed each gift’s wrapping paper, mostly ignoring Avril’s jibes over it.

Swiftly enough, the three women could also let their guards down about receiving hard hats or screwdrivers among their respective gift hoards. They found perfectly fitting sweaters, smart mugs for keeping coffee warm, heated eye massagers, and more. While there were plenty of gifts that all three women received, with Avril coordinating things so that they would generally open shared items in concert, there were just as many that were unique, especially in the clothes department. While Tess received a sleek winter coat, Victoria’s comparable gift was a long-sleeved jumper that would fall midway down her thighs. And so on and so forth.

Upon opening the ridiculously expensive chocolate, even Victoria seemed enticed. Apparently, it was a familiar favorite among the women.

“Okay, now we’re all pretty even,” Avril announced once the number of unopened presents in front of the three other women had plummeted to just three each. Those included his and Anna’s gifts to Tess and Victoria, which, at Avril’s insistence, had been made off-limits until near the end.

“So, maybe you should both open one,” Tess suggested.

“Yeah, sure,” Avril said, turning her attention to him. “Let’s see what Anna got us both.”

“Sure,” he said. He only had two presents to open, so there was only so much more stalling that Avril could manage after he opened Anna’s gift.

So did the gift giver, who only watched as Avril leaped ahead of the process by beginning to open her roommate’s gift. Compared to the size of his gift from Anna, hers was far bulkier. Soon enough, with Avril wasting no time ripping through the verdant paper covering it, they all found out why.

At first, it appeared to be some sort of dark blanket. That wasn’t too far from the truth of what it was. Examining it while sitting next to him, they both saw the flaps in its sherpa-lined sides. Within short order, Anna provided Avril with confirmation of a correctly made guess that she’d just made. It was a blanket, though it was meant to be situated onto a chair’s back, after which the flaps could be clasped shut thanks to some metallic snap fasteners. From there, like four wings furling in, it could fold over the wearer’s shoulders and the legs.

Grinning, Avril, even without a chair to make proper use of it, swaddled herself in its warmth. “I’m still not letting you turn the heating down any, but thanks, Annabelle. It’s super warm.”

“You’re welcome, Avril,” the yin to her yang replied.

The eyes examining Avril and her newest way to stave off the cold soon shifted. Once that occurred, Liam smiled toothlessly and picked up Anna’s gift. While he couldn’t be as confident about it as he was Avril’s gift, he had a good idea of what he’d find within. They’d traded Christmas wishes on their way out of his neighborhood just the other day, after all. Far more compact than her gift to Avril and still in its box, as far as he could tell, Liam soon separated paper from cardboard.

“Thanks, Anna, I really appreciate it,” he said, smiling as Avril leaned over to see what she’d gotten him.

“How romantic,” she scoffed lightheartedly.

“It’s exactly what I asked for,” he said, coming to Anna’s defense as he finished unwrapping the wireless phone charger. It was a bit more than that, as the box proclaimed it to also serve as an alarm clock, which the image depicted beneath those words further supported. He turned his focus back to the individual responsible for the gift. “So, thanks, Anna.”

“You’re welcome,” Anna said, smiling politely.

“God, you two and your obsession with functionality,” Avril said, shaking her head.

“Says the woman who got me a hammer?” was his riposte.

“You don’t know what I got you,” she retorted, raising her chin. “You don’t have any idea.”

What are you up to? Liam demanded with his eyes.

Avril’s verdant gaze gleamed mirthfully as she grinned. You’ll find out soon enough.

“How about you open Liam’s present to you, Anna?” Tess soon suggested.

“Okay.”

With her usual equilibrium, Anna picked up what had proven to be the most challenging thing that Liam had wrapped yesterday. It hadn’t come with a box, and he hadn’t found any available boxes large enough to shove Sam into for a day last night. So, rather than mummifying the poor thing, he’d looked up a video on how to wrap stuffed animals and followed along as best he could. What Anna lifted into her lap somewhat resembled almost resembled a shopping bag, the bottom flat, the top tapered and sealed with an inordinate amount of tape.

“Did you wrap this?” she asked.

“Sure as hell wasn’t me,” Avril grunted, finally willing to admit that she had a single failing in life.

“Yeah, I did,” he confirmed.

With it now in her lap, it hid most of her torso from view. As she began to work on opening it in her usual efficient manner, Tess and Victoria each leaned in a little, sharing a dose of curiosity toward what he’d gotten Anna for Christmas.

Starting at the top of the wrapping paper, she soon showed them. Within a matter of seconds, she gave Sam the Sloth his first chance at oxygen in almost twenty-four hours. Before long, she’d freed him entirely, hefting the weighted plush as Tess took the wrapping paper, compressed it, and shoved it into the trash bag with the rest.

“Thank you, Liam,” Anna said, blushing slightly due to the attention on her and the stuffed animal held in her arms.

For once, Avril didn’t have a witty comment to toss into the ring. Neither Tess nor Victoria, each wearing differing expressions of intrigue, stepped up and filled the silence. So, that left it up to him.

“I’m glad you like it. They were really popular, as far as I could tell. And I hope it helps.”

“Helps?” Tess asked, looking between them both.

Liam almost winced, realizing that he might have just put his foot in his mouth, but Anna swooped in and saved him from his concern.

“I’ve been having difficulty sleeping recently,” she explained. “But I’ve discovered that holding onto something when I’m in bed has been helpful for me, and I’ve heard many people say these are particularly helpful.”

“Oh, I see,” Tess said, mild concern mottling her lovely expression. “I hope it will help, then. I’m sorry you’ve been struggling to sleep.”

“You know, I’m only a room over,” Avril chimed in. “And I’m easily as cuddly as Sammy here.”

Anna smiled but shook her head. “I need something that won’t kick me in the shin or elbow me in the side while I try to sleep.”

“I don’t do that!”

An unexpected voice supported Anna’s claim. “Yes, you do. You steal the covers when you do, too.”

Glaring at Victoria for her remarks, Avril folded her arms and grumbled under her breath. All the while, Anna kept holding onto Sam. In fact, he didn’t leave her lap for the rest of her time on the couch.

“Am I next?” Tess asked, next in line, if they were moving down the line sequentially.

“If you want to be,” Liam said, stymieing Avril before she could devise some ploy that would embarrass him or Tess.

For one obvious reason—glass—he’d treated the box that held her candles as though he were holding the Ark of the Covenant. He’d warned Tess to be just as careful once it’d ended up in her pile.

Gingerly picking it up, Tess placed the wrapped shoebox on her coffee table. While not quite on Anna’s level, her nails soon vivisected tape from the gift wrap. Once she’d found the box’s lid, she lifted it. This time around, it was Victoria and Anna who leaned in curiously.

Tess hadn’t expected three candles; he could tell that much immediately. Her eyes widened ever so slightly as she spotted her gifts, which he’d elected to leave unwrapped, ignoring Avril when she’d suggested that he really ought to make it a little harder on Tess.

Tess’s surprise faded. Lifting her head, she smiled warmly at him as she began removing the three identical candles from their makeshift manger. Watching her expression closely, he felt a rousing collision of relief and elation within his chest as her smile grew as she finished placing all three families of cacti on the table. Removing one’s lid and then lifting it for a smell, she beamed at him a moment later.

“They’re wonderful. Thank you.”

A moment after that, however, she seemed to realize something concerning.

“They weren’t too expensive, were they? I remember them being pretty costly.”

“Rather expensive,” Victoria agreed. Her attention also sat upon him. Unlike Tess, her thoughts remained an impenetrable wall of ice. Liam’s gut churned because of it.

“Getting one felt kind of underdone,” he explained, resisting the urge to glance at Avril. He hadn’t really explained that she’d paid for them at the mall, and he didn’t really want to. Not yet, anyway.

“Yeah, and they weren’t that expensive,” Avril said, for once coming to his aid rather than igniting further fires under his heels.

“And what would you know about what is and isn’t expensive?” Victoria said, gesticulating at the piles of presents around most of them.

“If you want to return your gifts and give that money to Liam, no one’s stopping you. You can even do it with your present from him, which you still need to open.”

Deftly, she’d saved him from further scrutiny, at least for now. As the room's attention fell upon a flatter box than the shoebox where he’d stowed Tess’s gifts, the costliness of the candles was, for now, forgotten. “For now” seemed to be the operative words.

From Tess, he could tell from the way she remained looking at him that she’d want to discuss this later. From Victoria, who was currently busy engaging in a brief staring contest with Avril, he could tell that his gift to Tess had stoked some semblance of curiosity, if not suspicion, within her.

Whichever it was, it couldn’t be good. However, it was an issue for later. Victoria picked up his present. Soon enough, she’d discovered what it was. Soon enough, everyone else had too. Soon enough, her piercing gaze returned to him.

“Thank you, Liam. I haven’t ever tended to a bonsai tree before.”

She did not smile as Avril had suggested she might at the mall yesterday. That, of course, led Avril to huff and fold her arms. In response, Victoria again locked eyes with the annoyed redhead. Naturally, a mildly annoyed Avril stared back.

With the mood beginning to feel like it was deteriorating, Liam sent a pleading look toward Tess and Anna.

“You’re next, Avril,” Tess said, identifying the best way to rectify that slow slide. “You’ve also got some gifts from Liam to open.”

“Guess I do,” she replied, dropping her attention to his presents to her. “Shall I?”

Liam held his hands out. “I don’t know what good a present is if you can’t see what it is, so yeah. You can open the bigger one first.”

He almost worried that she would intentionally do the opposite. With the smaller gift still riding atop the larger one, it would have been easy for her to scoop it up and tear into the copious amount of wrapping paper that he’d cocooned it in before anyone could stop her.

Thankfully, at least this once, Avril played along. Tilting the larger gift, she let the smaller one slide off its back and land softly on her knee. Unlike her predecessors, Avril intentionally shredded the wrapping paper as if she were in a cartoon, sending bits and pieces of brightly colored paper flying in every direction. Tess sighed, but Avril didn’t stop. Not until she—and the rest of them—discovered what he’d gotten her for Christmas.

For whatever reason, it fully rejuvenated the cheer within the room.

“A Bandit’s cap, huh?” Avril said, grinning at the embroidered headshot of a stylized leather duster-wearing bandit with a crimson bandanna covering most of his face and a ten-gallon hat shading his eyes. “And just who let you in on my secret?”

“Tess mentioned that you like them—sometimes. So, I guess I’m hoping this is one of the years where you do.”

Still grinning from ear to ear as she removed her antlered headband so she could don the ballcap, ponytail spilling out of the gap in the back, Avril said, “So far, it is. We’ll see how I feel come next September and October.”

It wasn’t long before her exuberant smile received new fuel, as she soon pulled out the folded Bandit’s shirt, which he’d put beneath the hat when he’d wrapped them together, of the carnage of colorful wrapping paper. In a very Avril-like manner, it wasn’t just because of the gift.

“You think I’m a medium?!” she gasped, splaying a hand over her breasts—her impressive, enticing, and entirely at-fault breasts.

“That was me,” Anna said, coming to his rescue. “He asked what size he should get, and I advised him to get you a medium.”

“Okay. It just sucks that MLB likes to have their women’s tees be as tight as Victoria’s pants.”

As Victoria scowled at her, Avril lashed the shirt through the air, which undid its neat folding. Turning it about so she could see whose name was on the back, her mouth pulled to one side.

“Vargas, huh?” she said knowingly. “That’s a safe pick.”

Liam shrugged. “Admittedly, I don’t know too much about the current team. I just know he’s one of the team’s stars.”

“He’s alright,” Avril replied, smirking. “Thinks he’s worth more money than he actually is, though. Twenty-four million a year for four years for a thirty-seven-year-old closer? Dude’s got a screw loose if he thinks he’s going to get that contract.”

“Okay, okay, let’s not go too far down the rabbit hole,” Tess said.

“Agreed,” Victoria said.

Even Anna nodded, which caused Liam to figure that Avril had broached this topic before, or at least ones like it.

Their combined efforts to douse the conversation from spilling into a longer diatribe didn’t harm Avril’s good mood. Refolding the shirt, she draped it over her knee. And then she scooped up her final gift from him.

Curiosity shone bright and brilliant in her eyes. That same curiosity traversed its way into the eyes of the other women to some degree as she lifted the tiny, mostly flat square of wrapping paper. Letting it sit on her palm like a tiny kitten, she did what a good pet owner would not do and tossed it into the air a few times. It landed softly back on her palm each time.

“Well, this is curious,” she announced, eyeing him. “Why would you hide this one but not the others? I’m assuming it’s got something to do with the Bandits, too, yeah?”

“Maybe. Maybe not.”

Flashing her pearly white teeth, she tossed it one final time. “Only one way to find out?”

“That’s right. Just be careful you don’t rip what’s in there, though.”

As soon as it landed, Avril went to work. Plying at one of the corners, she discovered he’d triple-wrapped whatever he’d hidden within. Her following efforts were far more enthusiastic than deft. As bits of colorful paper fluttered to the ground like ash after a volcanic eruption, he now heard Anna sigh.

Finishing up her mince job, Avril had created the wallet she’d asked him if he’d gotten her out of the wrapping paper. It was somewhat fitting, given what dwelled inside. Sticking two fingers into the long slit that she’d made, she separated them so she could peer inside. Her smirk turned off like someone had hit a light switch.

Confusion, an altogether unusual emotion on her beautiful features, swooped in to replace it. As soon as she pinched her fingers together, withdrew the objects within, and showed everyone else what she’d already seen, it transmitted to the other women.

“Cash?”

It was Tess who voiced the question for the four confused women. Compared to the ballcap and shirt he’d gotten her, a folded wad of twenties seemed a strange final present for him to give to the maverick redhead. And why in the world would someone give Avril Knight, who had so cavalierly flashed how flush with spending money she was yesterday, money?

She was the only one among them who had a chance of figuring that out. Staring at the folded twenty-dollar bills—twelve of them—understanding gradually coalesced within her eyes. Once it had, her lovely verdant eyes restored to their impressive brilliance, she stuck her tongue against the inside of one cheek.

“Okay, I see how it is,” she snorted.

“I’m glad you do. Now, stick those with your other gifts. I’m not allowing any returned gifts this year.”

“Cheeky boy.”

He shrugged unapologetically, which reignited Avril’s enticing smirk. If it’d just been the two of them in the room, he wondered how things might have gone—what would have happened next.

However, they were anything but alone. It was Tess who again spoke for the group. Clearing her throat insistently, she reminded him and Avril that there were others in the room.

“I feel as though a few of us are missing some context behind this specific gift,” she pointed out. “Would either of you care to bring us into the fold?”

He and Avril shared a look, after which the latter nodded. “Sure, I can do that. Sooo, I wasn’t going to bring this up, but I guess I’ve gotta.” She turned her attention back to him, where it remained as she detailed the rest. “I actually paid for everything on our little shopping extravaganza. At first, Liam argued about it, but he ultimately let me have my way. Which I get now is because he must have concocted this little scheme of his while we were still at the mall. Am I right?”

“Pretty much,” he admitted. “Arguing with you is like telling a river to flow the other way.”

“Isn’t that the truth,” Victoria said.

“Quiet in the peanut gallery!” Avril said, thrusting a finger at the usually taciturn professor. With her other hand, she fluttered the cash between her fingers. “I knew I shouldn’t have left the receipts in the bags.”

“I’m capable of keeping up with the price tags of five items, especially when three of them were the same thing, Miss Bellmore.”

At the reminder of some other events that had occurred yesterday, Avril scrunched her nose distastefully, though it wasn’t enough to diminish her amusement at the scheme he’d pulled off.

“I am so not going to be sorry about what I got you,” she said.

“This hammer, you mean?”

“Why don’t you open it and find out?”

For a third and final time, Tess reminded them that it wasn’t just the two of them here. “We have a few more presents over here to open before… whatever antics you have planned can play out. I have a feeling that it’ll be for the best if you open Avril’s gift to you last, Liam.”

It was a hard point to argue, especially with the maverick malevolence that Avril now perforated him with. So, agreeing to Tess’s suggestion, he waited for the rest of them to open their gifts before he touched the final one sitting in front of him.

Anna’s gifts for her college professors were the following gifts to be unwrapped. For the stern and severe ecology professor, a harvest basket for use in her home garden once spring came back around. For the tender but firm ethics professor, a two-pound bag of high-quality coffee beans.

“And won’t that go great with your new self-heating mug!” Avril cheerily pointed out.

“It seems it will,” Tess replied. “Thank you, Anna.”

“You’re welcome,” the polite heiress said.

Clearing her throat, Avril beckoned at him. “All right, now get to unwrapping. It’s time for the main event.”

Is that what this is? he wondered.

The gift before him had long ago caused him to wonder what she was up to. At first, he’d figured that she’d gotten him the “worst” gift possible, just to juxtapose the treasure trove of high-quality presents that everyone else had received. Now, he was beginning to consider if her gift’s function had a specific purpose that she planned to spring on him once he sheared off its wrapping paper.

“Well?” the scheming redhead said, folding her arms. “We’re all waiting.”

They were. Glancing around, he saw that he’d monopolized the room’s attention. With that realization, another landed in his lap. He could mull over what Avril was planning for all of eternity. He could probably figure it out, too. But did that ultimately matter much? Whether he devised her scheme or not, everyone here knew she’d still make him vault over her hurdles. So, he supposed that it was simply best to continue playing along ad nauseam.

Picking up the hammer, he dug his finger into the section where tape bound the colorful wrapping paper together. In short order, a few rips here, a few tears there, he’d revealed its wooden haft. He glanced at Avril, finding her watching him smugly.

Seconds later, he sent the cocoon of wrapping paper fluttering to the floor. And… to no one’s surprise, he held a hammer. After that, they all looked at Avril for what would come next.

“Ohhh,” the gorgeous troublemaker said, bopping herself on her forehead with her palm., causing the bells on her headband to jingle. “I knew I’d forgotten something. Your other gift.”

Shocker, Liam thought, and he suspected he wasn’t alone in that droll internal response.

Unaware or not caring about the flatness of his stare, Avril leaped to her feet with a grin. “Anna, want to come help me out?”

“I very much do not.”

Sighing loudly, Avril glared at her unwilling roommate for several seconds. It had little effect. Alongside Victoria, Anna was one of the few individuals who might possess immunity to the redhead’s insistences.

“Fine, fine! You all wait here. I’ll be right back.”

Scampering toward the front door, it wasn’t long before they all heard it open and close.

Tess spoke first. “I think I’ll get some of these gifts into the kitchen, where they belong. Victoria, will you help me?”

This time around, the request for assistance earned its desired response. As the two women stood, grabbed as many of Tess’s presents as they could currently haul, and disappeared into the kitchen, Liam and Anna found themselves briefly alone in the living room. Naturally, that led their eyes to one another.

Now’s the time, if there ever was one, Liam realized, remembering Avril’s earlier command of him.

“So, is this how it always is?” he led with, nodding in the direction that Avril had taken a few moments ago.

“Without fail,” Anna answered, sighing softly. “Ever since we were kids, she’s been this… extravagant about things. She never does anything without fully committing.”

“There’s something admirable about that,” Liam admitted honestly. “It’d tire me out if I had to do what she does every day, though.”

“It tires me out by association.”

“Sometimes, I can tell. But I can also tell that you two are about as close as two friends can be.”

Anna slightly blushed, but she didn’t object to his observation. “You’re right. At the end of the day, I am always happy to have her in my life. I think you will be, too. She thinks very highly of you.”

Now, it was Liam’s turn to fight away the crimson scourge. The last thing he wanted to do was give Anna any cause to be suspicious about his relationship with Avril. He fully meant what he’d said about their bond, but that didn’t mean he wanted to test it by accidentally revealing just how highly Avril seemed to think of him. Knowing as he did about Anna’s discerning eye for such things, he rapidly forged ahead to his final goal amid their brief time alone, clumsy as it might be for him to blurt it out.

“I really like your dress, by the way. You look great in it.”

Her response was… odd, to say the least. Anna blinked rapidly, treating his compliment like a flashbang. Her rapidly arriving blush matched the hue of her dress, and she immediately glanced—as if expecting to find Avril standing at the room’s threshold like a horror villain—toward the hallway. Once she found her fears unfounded, she sighed relievedly.

“Th-Thank you, Liam,” Anna hastily said, clearing her throat as she sought to soothe the warmth swimming in her fair face. “I’m glad you like it.”

“I really do,” he said, almost feeling as though he ought to apologize for how his compliment had affected her. “I’m glad you decided to wear it.”

“Well… I didn’t decide to wear it. Not really. I was tricked into it.”

Liam knew what she was about to say, so he said it for her. “Avril.”

There it was. His “Oh, Avril” moment. Just like Tess had experienced when he and Victoria had been transporting presents.

Even though it wasn’t a question, Anna still affirmed his statement with a nod. Honestly, based on his earlier conversation with her troublemaking roommate, he should have expected this outcome.

“She insisted that everyone was dressing up for this. She’d even laid out her own dress on her bed as proof that she was being honest. I… fell for it, and when we emerged from our rooms a little later, she was dressed like she is now.”

“And I’m guessing that she then insisted that there wasn’t any time for you to change, or else you’d be late?”

“That is what she did,” Anna confirmed, sighing. “So, here I am, completely overdressed.”

Liam silently commiserated with her troubles, which they knew wouldn’t end anytime soon. Thinking momentarily about the best possible reply, he decided to stick to his guns and complete the mission that Avril had laid out for him.

“Well, I won’t thank her for tricking you into wearing something you didn’t want to wear, but I did mean what I said about how nice you look. So, I do get to benefit from one of Avril’s schemes, though probably not this one.” He lifted the hammer sitting in front of him.

The softspoken, beautiful heiress’s next blush was several magnitudes less than its predecessor, like the aftershocks of the original earthquake. However, that meant that he could focus on another part of her. As traces of elation glimmered in her eyes, Liam smiled. It quickly found a friend on the face of one of the loveliest women he knew.

The sound of the front door opening heralded an end to their time alone, but Avril’s response reached his ears a few seconds before Avril’s return.

“Thank you, Liam. I’m very happy you like it.”

Tess and Victoria timed their returns a few moments before Avril reappeared, clearly interested in what the troublemaking senior had just lugged inside.

Lugged indeed, Liam thought, planting a palm on his face as Avril grunted with exertion as she reentered the living room.

“Avril, what in the world are you doing with that?” Tess asked, sighing on behalf of the entire room.

“Not getting any help from my best friend, that’s what,” she complained while hauling an unwrapped object into the room. The shivering wracking her body probably didn’t help matters, either.

“I told you several times that I wouldn’t help you carry that in,” Anna retorted, the only one among them who’d known what had been sitting in the back of Avril’s car for the past couple of hours.

“And I doubt she’s likely to help you carry it out,” Tess said, pointing back the way Avril had come. “I don’t know what you think is going to happen here, but it’s not happening in my house.”

What Avril believed was about to happen was as obvious as the gift she’d first placed before him. She’d given him a hammer. Now, lugging in an entire cinder block, it became plain as day what she wanted him to use it for.

To everyone save for the maverick herself, it was understandable why Tess wouldn’t want Avril’s scheme to be completed in her home.

“Oh, come on. It’s not like it's glass or anything. It’ll be easy to clean up. Just throw a towel down.”

“Absolutely not, and don’t you even think about setting that down,” Tess ordered, detecting the beginning of Avril’s motion to place it on her rug.

“Don’t be an Annabelle,” the redhead complained, arms quivering slightly due to the fatigue of carrying the forty-pound object for a prolonged time. It might weigh even more than that, Liam judged, letting Tess and Avril talk while he examined it.

Its shape and coloration were typical for what it was, but it had a couple of oddities. For one, it was completely solid, lacking the standard two or three holes most had, which would undoubtedly have reduced its weight considerably. The second oddity, which was much more intriguing, was the fissures marring its slate gray body.

Intentionally put there, I bet, Liam mused. Although he and his older brother weren’t particularly close, Charlie’s love of all things Asian culture had seeped across the ocean a few times. This, Liam realized, reminded him of a Japanese art style, kintsugi, where a piece of pottery would be broken and then repaired in such a way, often with gold or silver powder, that the cracks remained visible.

He heavily doubted that this was explicitly what Avril was alluding to with the fractures all over the cinder block’s body, but he thought that he’d figured out enough of her scheme to throw his voice into the fray.

“I think it’ll be okay, Tess,” he said, drawing all eyes to him. “It won’t make much of a mess if we put a towel down.”

Tess’s brow remained knit together as she looked between him and Avril. Eventually, she focused on the block. It didn’t take long for her to reach his conclusion, or at least understand why he’d thrown his support behind Avril’s goal.

Sighing loudly, Tess began departing the room just after having returned to it. “I’ll get a beach towel. But this all gets cleaned up. I don’t want to step on a tiny piece of cement a week from now.”

“Please, hurry,” Avril grunted, arms shaking more frantically, though she looked pleased that things were back on schedule.

Tess continued departing the room at a very natural speed.

“Want me to hold that?” Liam asked, offering a morsel of kindness to the beautiful redhead.

“No, you stay right there,” Victoria said. “She can hold it for another minute or so.”

“Evil!” Avril cried.

Victoria didn’t so much as blink, and Anna turned her head away as a smile broke across her lips.

“It really seems like you know how to unite everyone against you,” Liam pointed out to the struggling troublemaker. “At the card night, now here.”

“Let this be a lesson. They might all act nice and polite, but they’re the real villains around here.”

“You reap what you sow,” Victoria cut in. “And you sow quite often.”

“Yeah, so you can all have a bit of vibrancy in your drab lives every once in a while. You’re welcome.”

The buxom professor raised an eyebrow. “I didn’t say thank you.”

“Nor did I,” Anna said, still appearing to hold a minor grudge toward Avril’s earlier trickery.

Sighing theatrically, Tess’s return saved Avril from her somewhat fitting physical penance, at least in Victoria and Anna’s eyes. Throwing a beach towel across the rug a foot in front of Liam, Tess needlessly motioned Avril toward it. She was already on her way, hauling the heavy block toward its center, where her arms quavered like cobwebs hit by a leaf blower as she gently placed it down.

Wincing and weakly rubbing her arms afterward, Avril meekly nodded at him.

“I was going to be more theatrical about all this, but the three villainesses here have exhausted me. You know what to do.”

Hiding his smile before it joined Anna’s, Liam scooped up his hammer, shifted himself to a kneeling position beside the cinder block, and stared down at it.

“Try and show off a little and get to it in as few hits as possible,” Avril added.

“I’ll do my best,” he promised.

Scanning the fissured cinder block, its sealing probably wouldn’t stand up to more than a mild strike. He was thankful to Avril for at least sparing his arm the rebounding soreness of needing to batter away at a cinder block with nothing more than a handheld hammer. Otherwise, they might have all been here a while as he pounded the thing into debris and dust, which would cause those two things to end up everywhere, towel or not.

The real question wasn’t how hard he should hit the thing, but where. Knowing Avril, it was just as likely that she’d hidden whatever he was supposed to uncover inside near one of the ends as the center. Chewing on his tongue, he mulled over his first strike.

While doing so, one of the onlookers decided to give him a bit of illegal—or so he knew Avril would have called it—advice. His attention flicked up toward Anna, of all people, who was subtly miming a very specific motion with one of her hands. For a few seconds, his comprehension fumbled the ball. During her fourth gesture, however, her guidance finally sunk in.

Smarter than I am, he thought, smiling as his attention returned to the cinder block.

The first time he contacted it, he didn’t use the hammer. Instead, he grabbed ahold of its rough, tactile surface with his free hand and, with mild exertion, changed its position from flat on its side to standing like a tower.

All the credit should have gone to Anna, but as he swapped its position, he saw all three other women respond. Tess and Victoria wore approving looks, or at least what he assumed was an approving look from the latter woman. Avril, on the other hand, frowned as she realized that he’d literally upended her challenge.

The hammer went up. Solidifying his grip, surging energy into the muscles in his arm, he brought the hammer down.

Fat shards of cement burst away in all directions, scattering across the towel, bouncing off his shin, and colliding with Tess’s coffee table. The clang of the hammer meeting sand and cement pealed through the room as the cinder block detonated from the force delivered to its structurally unstable body. While its outer chunks sprayed across and beyond the towel’s edges, the inside pieces mostly collapsed inward, tumbling onto the towel. And throughout the brief but spectacular demolition job, Liam’s eyes scanned for an oddity—something that wasn’t gray cement.

Barring a sudden onset of complete colorblindness, it would have been impossible to miss. Even then, the shape would have led his eyes to it.

Avril had buried a rubber band ball inside of the cinder block. Fortunately for her, he’d turned the cinder block onto the side where it was far from where his hammer had struck. On the other hand, his blow had done away with enough of its protection that almost half of it jutted out of the sand and cement around it.

Reaching toward it, he brushed aside some debris resting on it. Grabbing hold of the sphere of at least a few hundred brightly colored rubber bands, wanting only to have needed a single blow to get at it, he began trying to wriggle it out of the third of a cinder block that still maintained its form.

What remained clung greedily to its charge, attempting to force him to at least double the number of blows he’d needed to vanquish it, but to no avail. Within a few more seconds, he’d gotten a good enough grip on the ball to gradually yank it free of its cement prison.

“There we are,” he announced happily, palming it from beneath as he extended it toward one unhappy-looking maverick.

“I made that way too easy for you,” she groused as she stared at the obliterated remains of sand and cement.

“I think it went perfectly,” Anna said.

“Perfectly?!” her roommate complained. “He only needed to hit it one time. That’s hardly a show for us.”

“I enjoyed it,” Tess said, joining Anna’s side. “As much as I’ll enjoy you cleaning all this up, I’m sure.”

Avril sighed loudly, and Liam grinned, tossing the ball before catching it.

“Better luck next time.”

Hurling her attention his way, Avril’s competitive spirit immediately reignited. “Oh, and there will be a next time. Many of them.”

“Wouldn’t have it any other way,” he said, halfheartedly sighing for effect. “So, now what?”

“I’m sure you can figure that out,” she said, smirking.

“I’m sure I can,” he said, sighing properly this time.

While he spent the next ten minutes unwinding a couple hundred rubber bands from the ball, Tess forced Avril to clean up the mess that she’d enabled him to make, watching over her like a prison warden. Most of the larger chunks could be easily located and carried to the trash bin in the garage, while the smaller bits could be vacuumed. Along with the remnants of the cinder block went all the wrapping paper refuse, which ended up dumped into the recycling bin beside it.

Anna and Victoria spent those ten minutes hauling away their respective presents to their vehicles outside. While that happened, the gorgeous brunette, still overseeing Avril’s vacuuming with a single vigilant eye, offered him a bit of attention.

He’d stripped away over a hundred rubber bands by that point, leaving them in a rainbow-hued clump on the ground beside him. The six-inch diameter ball had lost a couple of inches by that point, though he’d yet to find what he was supposed to be looking for deep in its guts. Assuming there was anything there at all. He could easily envision a world in which Avril forced him to remove hundreds of rubber bands purposelessly, only to pull the item he’d been supposed to find out from behind her back and wave it in front of his face.

“Oops,” she’d say, grinning unabashedly. “Guess I forgot to stick this in there.”

Yet, what it might be, either locked under another hundred or so rubber bands or stowed elsewhere, he had no idea.

If it was within his grasp, then it had to be awfully small. Even her cleverness couldn’t overcome the laws of chemistry. There was only so much matter that she could hide away under all these rubber bands.

At the end of the ten minutes, everyone else had finished their tasks. Everyone returned to the living room just in time to spot… something underneath the almost endless supply of rubber bands that Avril had seen fit to tire out his fingers with.

Liam squinted at the corner of some object as it peeked out from the severely diminished ball. Running his thumb over the edge, he realized it was metal but nothing else. Looking up at Avril, she offered him no shortcuts on unveiling what it was.

Twenty more rubber bands later, they could all plainly see that it was a metal cube he’d been meant to find. Shortly thereafter, he managed to tug it out of the last clump of rubber bands still around it. As they collapsed on the ground with the rest—Tess would never run out of rubber bands again—Liam, along with three equally curious women, stared at the metal cube.

It was a little smaller than a clementine, weighed barely more than a silver dollar, and didn’t seem to have any distinguishing colors or markings. It was just a silver-hued metal cube.

Yeah, right, Liam thought, figuring that Avril would have started crowing at him for wasting his time already if that was all it was.

Rolling it about on his palm, he carefully examined all its sides. In short order, he located a slight indentation on one of them, which keyed him into its purpose.

He stared flatly at Avril.

“Another container? Really?”

“I wonder what you’ll find inside,” she smirked.

A die. He’d already surmised it. The object within was going to be an oversized gambling die. And then he was going to be forced to roll it, and then depending on what number he rolled, some other time waster awaited him. He might not reach the end of all this before midnight tolled.

Swallowing a sigh, he pressed his thumb upon the indented side. It clicked, sinking a couple of centimeters, and upon the removal of his thumb, sprang open.

Pinching it between his thumb and forefinger, he dumped its secretive contents onto his palm.

It was a fortune cookie. Not a die.


Chapter Twenty-Three

New Year’s Eve Plans

Liam and the rest of the room stared confusedly at the item sitting on his palm. What had started with a lazily wrapped hammer had led him to… this? He’d smashed a cinder block and undone enough rubber bands that his fingers mildly throbbed… for this?

Another container, he realized, exhaling tiredly.

“Well, go on!” Avril said, grinning. “Pop her open.”

“My Christmas gift is a fortune?” he said, ignoring her order.

“You’ll see if you open it up.”

“So long as you promise that this is the last thing that I have to open tonight.”

“It is, it is,” she said, waving a dismissive hand at his complaints. “Now open it up!”

Clicking his teeth and inwardly promising that he’d throw the halves of the cookie at her if she were lying, he cracked it open. Inside, he finally found something that made sense to see inside its container. Pulling off one of the broken halves, a paper tassel jutted from the remaining half. Tugging it out carefully, he straightened the bent paper and let his eyes do the rest.

There weren’t many words on it, but they were enough. Yesterday, she’d promised to reveal her New Year’s Eve plans to him at their party. And here they were.

Tess cleared her throat, and Liam remembered he wasn’t the only curious individual in the room. He quickly shared its contents by reading the few words on it out loud.

“Ashgrove Casino is open for business December 31st, 9:00 pm. Formal attire is required.”

Anna was the first to respond.

“I didn’t realize our apartment complex had a casino somewhere,” she said, casting a look at her exultant roommate.

“You just don’t get out as much as you ought to. It’s been there all along.”

“Mmm.”

All four members of Avril’s audience waited for further elucidation. Finally, after what felt like an eternity of jumping through hoops to arrive here, she provided the necessary details.

“This is my final present for all of you,” she said, sweeping her hands out theatrically. “I said I wanted an actual night where we got dressed up, had nice drinks, played cards—like Vegas. And here it is. You’re all welcome!”

“It sounds more like a gift to yourself,” Victoria noted.

“Little of Column A, little of Column B,” she replied, smirking. “But it’s really for you, Liam. You can thank me later.”

Wisely, he didn’t bother to ask why she’d singled him out as the gift’s primary beneficiary. They both knew the answer, and he didn’t need her announcing in front of everyone else that it was because he’d get to be “surrounded by four sexy, dressed-up women the whole night.” He did ask a secondary question, however.

“Am I going to be the dealer again?”

“Nope, I am.”

That raised a few eyebrows.

“So, we can expect even more cheating than last time,” Victoria drolly stated.

Avril gasped, affronted. “I run a respectable casino, Miss Moreno. There shall be no chicanery in my establishment.”

Liam wondered how many people believed her. Personally, he was on the fence. He could absolutely see all this as an attempt at a bit of vengeance against him. After all, she’d been as shocked as the rest when he’d revealed how he’d manipulated things last week. While she’d seemed impressed by it all, everyone who knew Avril Knight knew that she liked to be the one pulling off the schemes, not the victim of one. This could be just such an opportunity.

Or maybe she just didn’t want him to have another chance at deciding who won or lost, not that he would have dealt a false game if given another shot at it. He’d gotten to show off what he could do last week. There really wasn’t any merit in him doing it again. Once was enough. He didn’t want them to think of him as duplicitous.

“When you say formal attire, how formal do you mean, Avril?” Tess asked.

“If you don’t think you could play the role of a Bond girl at a high-class casino, then you haven’t gone formal enough.”

Somewhat surprisingly, none of the women objected to her stipulation. Not even Victoria. Based on some slight shifting of her mouth, Tess even seemed to have a few ideas ruminating about in her mind. Liam, however, had a question of his own.

“Seeing as how I don’t think I could pass as a ‘Bond girl,’ does that mean I’m supposed to wear a tuxedo?”

“Eh, I don’t really like tuxes that much. Find some color, a silk shirt or something.”

“Guess I’ll be clothes shopping this week,” Liam said, closet somewhat devoid of formal attire—that formal, anyway. A part of him was surprised that Avril hadn’t dropped an outfit that suited her tastes on his lap as a final present.

At least he’d have something to wear if he ever did land that visit to Vegas with his uncle.

“Get to it. Underdressed people get sent home to pick out another outfit.” As sudden as a bolt of lightning, a spark of ingenuity zapped through her verdant eyes. “Actually, why don’t you let Anna help you pick something out? You two can go shopping together this week. She’s got good enough taste.”

Surprisingly, Anna neither sighed nor frowned as Avril volunteered her services.

“If you’re okay with that, I’d be happy to find a day to do so,” she said.

“Sure,” he replied. “I’d be happy to have your help.”

First with Avril, now with Anna. If things kept proceeding as they had, he’d have gotten a shopping experience with all four women before he went back to school.

“So, where is this happening?” Tess asked. “The clubhouse?”

Avril nodded. “I’ve got it rented out for the whole evening. We can stay for as long as we like. I’ve got everything all planned out, so you all just need to bring your lovely selves and your glittery evening gowns.” Pausing, her emerald eyes rapidly relocated to the most buxom among them. “And you are all coming, right? I’m running a game for four players, so I need all of you to show up.”

Victoria’s icy blues and Avril’s vivid greens briefly clashed. Coolness met obstinance in a battle that the almost-sisters-in-law must have fought before. As used to getting her way as Avril might be, Victoria seemed to be the one woman she might not be able to bend to her will—who might just tell her no straight to her face. Even Anna had elected to go behind her back rather than confront her over her dating situation.

Of course, in this situation, he was somewhat biased toward Avril continuing to get her way. Given how stylishly she dressed in casual circumstances, the idea of seeing Victoria in formal dress wasn’t one that he wanted to go back to college without having experienced at least once.

“I can attend,” the gorgeous brunette said in her usual calm, collected way.

That was enough for Avril. As she sped her attention along to the rest of them, no one else made her wait as long before confirming their availability.

“Then the reservations are officially made. No being late!”

The rest of the party passed without too much more in the way of surprises and excitement. With dinner, the opening of their presents, and the reveal of their plans in one week’s time now behind them, they settled in for some final relaxation before the party’s end. Even Avril aligned herself to this diminished energy, turning her temperature down to a mild simmer for the rest of the evening.

A few more worthwhile opportunities still dropped into his lap before the party’s official termination. Thanks to Tess, he got to try that ridiculously expensive chocolate, which he found delicious but still too pricey for him ever to consider it as anything but a once-in-a-year treat. Later, he ended up “bumping into” Avril in the hallway, where she grinned and pressed her lips to his neck, acting like she planned to imitate what he’d done to her the night prior. Just afterward, his blood still boiling from the tingling sensation her lips had left on his lips, they’d joined the other women in the living room, the lights shut off, to watch Elf. He finally ended up sharing the couch with Tess and Anna, one on each side of him. Thus, he became the responsible party for the enormous bowl of popcorn that they shared.

Short as it was, at around halfway through the movie, Liam felt a burr of impatience under his heel. His closeness to Tess exacerbated the problem, a continual reminder that the best part of his night—of his whole year—could only occur once everyone else headed home.

In order to bear that impatience, he opted to be productive. He wasn’t sure what Tess had in store for the two of them once Avril, Anna, and Victoria headed home. Rather than delving into meaningless guesswork, his thoughts drifted in a new direction. A more proactive one.

He had every faith that Tess would ensure that tonight was one that he would never forget. But what about her end of things? When all was said and done, how would she remember tonight?

If things played out as she expected, he didn’t know if he could give her the best night of her life. Even if he was coming around to Avril’s way of thinking, he was still getting used to acting decisively.

Why not tonight, then? he asked himself.

Just before the credits rolled, he decided that an Avril-style pivot was in order. A plan coalesced within his mind, and he felt his heart beat a little faster as he further solidified its details. He could already see the amusement that the sultry redhead would shower him in when she heard about it, whether it succeeded or not.

The movie ended, the lights came back on, and the party moved toward its completion. In the final hour that all five of them remained, Avril finally let herself be dragged to the igloo.

“Oh, yeah, I love it,” she remarked upon seeing it up close, shivering all the while. “It’s so beautiful. Can I go back inside now?”

Anna didn’t let her off the hook so easily, which is how the three college students ended up spending a few minutes inside it. Long enough for Avril to warm herself a little. Once it was time to head back inside, Anna, who needed to tread carefully given her outfit, departed first. Even though he hadn’t planned to go second, a slender hand still planted itself on his chest.

“So, this is the place, huh?” Avril whispered, eyes vibrant even in the darkness. She fingered the ends of her scarf, which had never once come off through the evening—for good reason.

Smirking lightly, he nodded. “That’s right. Best blowjob I’ve ever had.”

“Yet. Best blowjob you’ve had yet.”

“That’s fair. I guess Tess might want to give me another one sometime.”

“Oh, you’re sooo funny.”

“I’m being completely serious.”

“Are you two coming?” Anna asked outside the igloo, stalling Avril’s guaranteed rebuttal.

Grinning, Avril flicked him on the chest and swished her hips seductively as she began crawling out. By the time Liam exited the igloo, however, she’d already booked it back inside.

As he and Anna walked after her, he glanced only once toward the igloo before making it back into the warmth of Tess’s home.

See you soon, he promised it.


Chapter Twenty-Four

And Then There Were Three

Astonishingly, Avril was the first among them to mention the prospect of heading home. At only a little after nine, she broached the topic with Anna, who responded by wearing said astonishment openly. Near enough to overhear her, Tess raised an eyebrow.

“I hope this doesn’t mean that you’ve found my party to be a bit too boring for your tastes,” she said, walking over.

“Nope, I loved it.” Avril falsified a yawn, batting at it with her hand. “Just, I’ve got to be up early tomorrow, and I’ll be cranky if I have to spend all day with my family on just a few hours of sleep. Crankier, really.”

Beside her, at this reminder of familial gatherings on Christmas morning, Anna’s mood plummeted. Avril wasn’t alone in not looking forward to tomorrow’s choice of company, and Liam couldn’t blame her. He still vividly remembered Anna’s tear-stained face following a phone call she’d received from her father.

“Well, I’m glad you both could attend,” Tess said, equally aware of Anna’s barely concealed dismay. “You’re both welcome here any time. If we don’t see each other before then, I’ll see you both next week.”

“And you’ll get to see Liam sooner than that,” Avril said, rubbing Anna’s back as a form of stress relief. “Pick him out something handsome, alright?”

Steadying herself with a deep breath, Anna nodded and looked his way. “I’ll be available throughout most of the week. So, whatever fits your schedule.”

“It’s the same for me, so I’m sure we’ll find a good day for it.”

She nodded once more. The whole party shifted toward the front door as Anna and Avril collected their things and prepared to depart. Near the entrance, hugs and goodbyes were plentifully shared. Almost shockingly, Avril didn’t mention the mistletoe hanging over them.

“I’ll see you soon,” he told Anna once their brief embrace ended.

“Yes,” she said, smiling and backing away.

“Make sure you bring your A game,” Avril said as she threw her arms around him in a friendly hug.

To everyone else, it must have seemed she was referring to next week’s visit to the “Ashgrove Casino.” Liam wasn’t so sure. She might have been referring to his shopping trip with Anna and her hopes that he could accomplish something there. Or it might have had something to do with Tess, now that he only needed to wait for Victoria to depart before their night could evolve into one of intimacy.

It could have been one, two, or even all three. He never knew with Avril Knight. What he did know, however, was that he’d bring his best for all three.


Chapter Twenty-Five

His Gift

Once Avril’s car vanished into the night, all that remained between Liam and his time alone with Tess stood in the guise of a tall, buxom, olive-complexioned professor. When they’d seen Avril and Anna off, he’d quietly hoped she might also decide to head home. Unfortunately, she didn’t seem ready to hit the road just yet.

At the same time, while he didn’t think it’d be that odd if he stuck around a little longer himself, he had no way of knowing how long was too long. The last thing he wanted was for Victoria to wonder why he was so intent on being the last of Tess’s guests to depart. It was only a little past nine, so he figured he had some breathing room before that became something he needed to consider. However, he still decided that now would be the perfect time to build a safeguard or two against Victoria’s discerning suspicion.

“I think I’ll head out too,” he said about ten minutes after the three of them had returned to the living room. The conversation had reached a brief lull, and he figured that this was the most natural time for a college student to leave the college professors to their evening chatter.

Tess immediately recognized his ploy. Her radiant blue eyes gleamed with approval as she nodded and stood.

“All right. Let me see you out.”

At the door, they were both on their best behavior. Victoria had stayed in the living room after wishing him a good night, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t get up and check on them if they ended up twining their lips together before it was entirely safe.

“I’ll text you once she’s gone,” Tess whispered, warming him before his departure with a smile.

“I’ll have my phone in my hands the whole time,” he replied, staring at her soft lips.

Tess’s smile shifted. So did the distance between their mouths.

The kiss was quicker than either one of them would have liked, though a second followed before he managed to get a hand on her door handle and let himself out.

Okay, so maybe not their best behavior.

“Have a wonderful rest of your Christmas Eve, Liam,” Tess said, loudly enough that Victoria should be able to overhear her easily. What her friend couldn’t see was the simmering desire within her eyes. “Thanks for coming.”

“Thanks for the invite,” he said, beaming at the woman of his adoration. “It was a great party.”

He barely noticed the frigid nighttime temperatures that battered him the moment he stepped outside. If need be, he could have survived on her doorstep until she sent him that promised text. The heat swelling inside of him, of lust, affection, and excitement, could have staved off another blizzard.

But barring wearing the shell of a snowman, it’d be difficult to avoid Victoria’s detection if he remained here. So, indulging in a few more moments trading excited looks with one of the most beautiful women alive, he eventually tore his gaze away and set it upon the house one over. He just needed to bear his impatience a little longer. If Tess could do it, then so could he.

It helped that he found a surprise sitting just a few steps behind his front door.

He knew who’d put it there and when she’d found the time to. If he’d remembered to lock his door after his and Victoria’s final visit to his home earlier that afternoon, he wondered if he would have found it sitting on his porch instead.

Shutting the door behind him, he approached the solitary object standing before him. In fitting with the theme of the day, this, too, was a container.

A glass one. A glass jar. A pretty large glass jar. Rife with brightly colored fortune cookies—red, green, or blue—inside it.

So, even more containers, Liam thought, sighing.

And one outside, resting with obvious intent upon the jar’s black lid.

What are you up to, Avril? Liam wondered, approaching the jar of fortune cookies sitting on his entry rug. Squatting down next to it, he picked up the lonely fortune cookie that had been separated from his friends. Looking it over, other than the fact that it’d been precluded from possessing one of the three colors its siblings had, he didn’t spot anything out of the ordinary. It looked like a fortune cookie, just like the last one he’d opened.

He didn’t crack it open just yet. Scooping up the jar, he hugged it to his body and headed into his living room. He and the jar shared his couch, though he’d much rather have had its creator here, if only so he could grill her on her final Christmas Eve scheme. Without any way to recall her that wouldn’t bring Anna along with her, he focused on the jar.

He’d never been all that good at the “guess how many jellybeans there are inside” game, but he guessed that there were at least a hundred fortune cookies inside of the jar. During his casual observation, he spied far more red ones than blue or green, enough so that maybe more than half the jar was made up of red ones. For the blue and green cookies, their numbers seemed relatively equal.

Of course, not that he understood what any of the colors meant. They might not mean anything at all. Far be it for him to assume that this was all as it seemed, which was already filled with odd circumstances. It’d be just like Avril to plop this down on him, knowing that he’d feel obligated to search through the jar, and have it end up that only a single fortune cookie had her true purpose within.

And that one will send me to a locker at the post office, where there’ll be a note and a key. And that’ll send me to an airport parking lot, where I have to find which abandoned junker’s trunk the key opens.

Liam paused his internal monologue before it kept going and going. Not because he thought he was going too far down the rabbit hole, but because he could totally see the devious woman pulling all of that off and more.

But with one obvious fortune cookie designed to be opened before the rest still sitting in his palm, he decided to follow Avril’s wishes at least one step further.

Cracking it open, he freed its fortune and spread it for a quick read. His mouth worked its way from side to side as he read and then reread its contents.

Tonight, you can open one of the red fortune cookies. Text me what it says, as well as its number. Do NOT open another fortune cookie!

At least the instructions were clear, even if he still had no idea what this was all about. Not knowing just how many of these Avril planned for him to crack open tonight, he didn’t think he’d eat any of them just yet. After setting the note and the broken halves of the cookie on his coffee table, he clutched the jar’s lid. Twisting it open, he dropped the lid onto the couch beside him.

Sticking his hand into the crowd of crescent-bent cookies, he rooted around for a little while, electing to delve toward the bottom of the jar for the one that he’d open. The fortune that he’d just read hadn’t specified anything about picking up one of the ones on the top, so he assumed that any of the red ones were free game. In just a few seconds, his hand emerged from the jar, a single red fortune cookie in tow.

Popping it open as quickly as the last, he removed its fortune and set its colored remains next to its blander sibling. Next, though he wasn’t aware of it just yet, he read his final fortune cookie of the night.

You get a picture of me in my favorite sports bra and runner’s shorts.

#018

Liam blinked once, then repeated the action. He turned the fortune over just to ensure there weren’t words scribbled on the back. There were not. Just fourteen words and a single number beneath them.

His eyes crept back to the jar, to the dozens of other fortune cookies within. Were they all like this, or had he lucked out and found a good one? Probably not. The statistical probability of him finding one of the only “good ones” if most were duds was pretty low, though he couldn’t be sure without opening at least a few more.

For now, he should assume that this, finally, was the Christmas present that Avril had promised him—scores of fortune cookies, which might all contain fortunes like the one that he’d just opened.

He needed a glass of water.

After obtaining it and resolving his parched thirst, he ended up back on the couch and staring at the jar of potential delights, which he held in his lap. Nearby, he could still see the original fortune that he’d opened. Its emphasis that he was not too open any more fortune cookies after the first remained plainly visible.

But how would she know? whispered a voice in his head. Take a few more peeks, make sure that it’s all on the up and up. Another red one, one or two blue and green ones. Figure out just what’s going on. Like she’d actually get mad if you did. She probably expects you to.

She was probably expecting him to experience this very conflict. At this point, Liam just assumed that everything went as the Machiavellian redhead planned. She couldn’t just give him a nice box of chocolates and call it a year. Instead, she had to throttle him with this intrigue and temptation. And who knew how long he’d have to bear it? With how many fortune cookies there were, depending on what the “rules” for opening them were, he might just be finishing up the jar by next Christmas.

This was his white elephant. He understood that much.

He also hadn’t texted her just yet. Still holding the fortune he’d obtained from the red cookie, he had one hand free if he wanted to wrestle his phone out of his pocket and let her know what it had promised him as a gift.

Yet, he held off. He knew how long of a drive it was from here to Avril and Anna’s apartment. They were still a little bit out from their home, and the last thing he wanted was for Anna to end up seeing the salacious message pop up on Avril’s phone somehow. If there were any ways to ruin what had so far been a splendid day, that would do it.

Which left Liam hoisting two unbearable burdens of patience, not just one. He had to wait for Victoria to leave Tess’s house, just as he now needed to wait for Anna and Avril to reach their apartment. He expected the latter to be accomplished first, though he could always be proven wrong by a flash on his phone’s screen because Tess had texted him.

Tossing out the broken shells of the two fortune cookies he’d opened, he kept both fortunes by the jar, which he resealed. Throwing on some television, he did his best not to count the minutes. The best he could do was to count every other minute.

About ten of those later, he still hadn’t received a message from Tess. But he was certain Avril and Anna must have made it home by then. Phone in one hand, fortune in the other, he puttered away another five minutes before his anxiety released him and allowed him to stop worrying about Anna seeing his message.

You have to send me a picture of you in your favorite sports bra and runner’s shorts. #018

Dryness prickled his throat as he typed the words and sent them over. He immediately dropped his phone on the cushion beside him and went to get another glass of water.

During his return a minute later, he was just in time to see his phone’s screen light up.

Tess or Avril?

Speeding over to it, he hastily tapped it back to life. A message from Big Sis Avril sat on his screen.

It’ll be there shortly. I’m about to shower, too, so I’ll be nice and clean for it.

Before you do, Liam hastily typed, what’s the deal with these fortunes?

Thankfully, she hadn’t set her phone down, and he got his response within a matter of seconds. Not that it was much of an answer.

You’re clever, so I’m sure you’ll figure it out. There’s just one rule that you have to follow. No opening one unless I say so. I’ll give you the color you can open then, too.

Liam tossed himself back onto his couch, staring at her message. His fingers thudded back into motion.

You sure love your games, don’t you?

Duh, was the almost immediate reply. But don’t act like you don’t love that I love my games. Or that you’re not benefitting like crazy from them.

My hair’s turning gray because of you, he let her know.

An eighteen-year-old silver fox, huh? Well, we’ll see if you can pull it off.

Yeah, yeah.

See you soon! was her final message before hopping into the shower. Or… I guess you’ll be the one seeing me soon. Lucky boy.

Liam’s face heated up slightly as he set his phone back at his side.

Back to waiting, I guess, he thought with a sigh.

The following span of tedious waiting and wasting away lasted twice as long as the first. It’d already crept past ten, and still, his phone remained as dark as a block of coal from Santa Claus. He felt like a kid counting the seconds until he fell asleep on Christmas Eve. Only, falling asleep and waking up on Christmas morning was the furthest thing from what he wanted.

At the very least, he didn’t need to worry much about that. He was more likely to spontaneously combust than he was to let drowsiness drag his eyelids down. He wanted Avril to hurry up and send him that picture that he’d won from the fortune cookie. He needed Tess to let him know that he was good to come back over.

A dismal thought wormed its detestable way into his mind, and he wasn’t quick enough to salt it before it nestled in. What if Tess was the tired one? A long day of prep, a long party, an hour or two alone catching up with a close friend? The more he thought about it, the more those all sounded like the ingredients of fatigue to him.

His trepidation led him to his front door. Braving the cold, he peered out through it into the darkness toward Tess’s driveway, which was still swathed in vibrant, colorful Christmas lights. Victoria’s car was still there, which meant Victoria was still there. How much longer would it still be there? Another hour? Until tomorrow morning?! If there was one time in his life when he didn’t like envisioning the idea of two gorgeous women having a sleepover together, it was tonight.

Shutting the door, he dragged himself back to the couch. Two minutes needed to go by before he realized he’d received a text while away. His phone’s backup text alert buzzed, and his eyes plummeted like a pair of skydivers launching themselves out of their planes in tandem.

Merry Christmas, it read. You can make this your phone’s screensaver if you want.

The accompanying image provided Liam with enough enthusiasm to briefly forget some of his worries. And just one more reminder of how lucky he was to be trading these kinds of messages with Avril. It was almost enough for him to forgive her for all the hoops she’d made him jump through today to get to this point.

Hair still wet after emerging from the shower, with a few beads of water dripping down her collarbone onto her alluringly full cleavage, she’d wholly fulfilled the promise that she’d placed on fortune number eighteen. Avril displayed her undeniably spectacular body provocatively, wearing a royal blue sports bra and a pair of bright orange runner’s shorts. The former fit so snugly that her breasts seemed ready to burst out of it, especially with her bending forward to intentionally fill the picture she’d taken with a plentiful amount of cleavage. The latter kissed her upper thighs, barely falling more than a handful of inches down the fair skin of her thighs. Her emerald eyes gleamed seductively, communicating a mistake he’d made tonight that was as booming as an air siren.

I should have found more ways to be alone with you tonight, he told her once he was done ogling the gorgeous sight that she’d sent him.

Yeah, you should have, Avril mercilessly replied. I’d have grinded all over you if you’d just pulled me off to the side. Didn’t even need to say a word. Just needed to grab my arm and pull me off somewhere cozy and private.

The blood in his veins surged with heat and fervor as he envisioned just such an opportunity. Frustration, too, knowing that he hadn’t done so tonight.

I’ll remember that for next time, he promised the sexy redhead.

See that you do. And don’t get content and stop there. You ought to be thinking about what other fun you could make happen. Don’t just leave it all for “next time.”

I won’t. It was a promise to himself as much as her.

And to Tess, who he’d see tonight or tomorrow—it no longer mattered which. Whichever it ended up being, he intended to roll out his proposal front and center. No hesitance, no trepidation, no next time. Even if she ended up shooting him down, even if his proposal resulted in nothing but abject failure, so long as he actually went through with it, then he’d chalk it up as a win.

It was time for him to start chasing what he wanted. And he knew tonight what he’d known for years.

He wanted Tess Williams.

His phone lit up. It wasn’t a follow-up message from Avril.

It was Tess. She wanted to let him know that Victoria had headed home and that he could come over anytime.

There was no time like the present.


Chapter Twenty-Six

Switzerland

The taillights at the end of his street, pumping red as they reached a stop sign, might very well have belonged to Victoria’s vehicle. If they were, that meant that Tess had barely waited any time at all after seeing her friend off before she’d contacted him. Whether or not that was true, her car was gone from Tess’s driveway, meaning the coast was clear. Still, he decided that he liked that reality, so he elected to believe that it was Victoria’s car driving away. They just needed to hope she hadn’t left anything behind, only to realize it halfway through her drive home and reverse course.

He hadn’t taken anything off his person during his time home, not even his shoes. So, he wasted no time tromping through the snow, kicking it up like flak in a war zone as he raced to Tess’s porch. Hastily kicking the snow off his shoes, he knocked once, shivered in the frosty night air, and plunged himself into the warmth of Tess’s home.

“Welcome back,” the owner of an unfairly brilliant smile said, stepping into the hallway just as he shut the door behind him. “It’s just you and me now.”

“Am I a trade-up from Victoria?” he asked, returning her smile.

Folding her arms, she pretended to think over his question for a few moments before providing him with her findings. “I can see certain benefits to trading her out for you.”

The first of those benefits arrived as the two of them brought their lips together as soon as he reached her. Brief but marvelous, the tender longing burgeoning within them both did more to warm him up than an hour of sitting by her fireplace. Her eyes shone with light plucked from the stars as they broke the kiss.

“I had started to get a little impatient by the end of it,” the gorgeous brunette admitted. “I may have hurried her away a little sooner than she wanted.”

“You’re telling me,” Liam said, shivering with delight as he wrapped his arms around the woman of his dreams. “I was over there counting the minutes like they were landmines.”

“Well, that’s all behind us,” Tess said, nuzzling her cheek against his chest. “I’ll say it again: it’s just you and me now.”

Grinning, Liam tightened his embrace around her shapely body. He breathed in the soft scent of cinnamon lingering in her hair. It and her decorations were all that remained of the party.

“Yep. It’s a Christmas miracle.”

“Speaking of,” Tess whispered, placing a hand on his stomach, though it didn’t linger there long. With each new word she spoke, it fell a matter of inches. “Would you like to finally have your Christmas present? You won’t have to suffer nearly as long to get it as you did with Avril’s gift, I promise.”

His blood surged south, and Tess hummed contentedly as she felt how quickly his arousal formed against her stomach.

“That’s a yes?” she asked, eyes shimmering with delight and anticipation as she turned them up toward his face.

Time seemed to slow as he peered into those peerless azure pools. His heart swelled with joy to know that she appeared to have looked forward to their time together as much as he had. There wasn’t a doubt in his mind that she had something wonderful and unforgettable planned for their first Christmas together. Unless she planned to race him to a stupor with her lips again, it probably would be Christmas well before their fun ended.

Our first Christmas, Liam thought, realizing how he was now thinking about their relationship. No longer did everything feel like a strange, outlandish hope. Fantasy was solidifying into reality. Hopes were shifting into plans.

And he had a plan for tonight. One that might very well conflict with what Tess had in mind. He’d already fortified his courage. The worst she could do was shake her head and decline his proposal. Even then, she might still suggest they follow through with whatever she had planned.

Regardless, Liam wanted this first Christmas of theirs to be remarkable, unique, memorable. And his way of making it memorable for her was by finally removing himself from the passenger seat and putting himself behind the wheel.

“Actually, I had a thought or two during the party. About tonight,” he clarified.

“Oh?” Curiosity glimmered in her eyes. “I’m listening.”

Swallowing the last lump of hesitance as it attempted to claw its way up to and clamp itself on his tongue, Liam shared his proposal.

“I’ve been thinking about some of what we talked about a few days ago. About my staying over, and the ‘caveat’ that comes with it.”

“I remember that conversation,” Tess confirmed as she softly tapped her fingertips upon his lower stomach. She didn’t seem wary or worried, which Liam could only take as a positive sign. “Go on.”

“Well, I don’t want to try and change your mind on that. Your house, your rules. Letting me stay over like you have is already a dream come true.”

“I’m happy to keep fulfilling that dream,” the beautiful brunette whispered, dropping her hand a little lower.

Liam shivered slightly, cock twitching with excitement as her soft hand lightly pressed against it. Swallowing, this time to clear the dryness in his throat, he seized a protracted breath. Now came the plunge.

“I’m not trying to get you to let me sleep in your bed tonight,” he promised. “I am trying to get you to sleep outside your bed tonight, though.”

Tess raised an eyebrow. “So, you want me to swap to the guest bedroom for a night? Presumably, with you still in it?”

“No.”

Curiosity further elevated that eyebrow. “No?”

“No,” he repeated. “In fact, if you go along with what I want, neither of us will sleep in a bed tonight.”

“So, not over at your house,” Tess noted. Pursing her lips thoughtfully, she began massaging his manhood over his pants. “Then… a campout in the living room?”

Realizing what it was about subjecting others to guessing games that Avril loved, Liam shook his head. “Nope, not there either.”

Tess eyed him in a very Victoria-esque manner. “The garage? I hope you’re not trying to get me to sleep in my garage—or my car.”

“Neither of those places,” he promised.

“All right, Liam, my curiosity is sufficiently piqued,” the stunning woman said, caressing his cock quicker. “Now, are you going to let me know what you’re scheming, or am I going to have to torture it out of you?”

His body immediately, raucously, voted for Option B. Through sheer force of will, which he hadn’t been sure he possessed, he smothered his libido before it caused him to nod agreeably to Tess’s offer.

“I’m kind of surprised you didn’t guess it,” Liam teased. “You did help build it, after all.”

Quick as that, understanding finally dawned on the lovely face opposite his. For no real purpose other than his satisfaction, he pretended that she still needed him to say it properly.

“The place I want to camp tonight is in the igloo that you, me, and Anna built. Right in your backyard.”

She liked the idea. She liked it enough to entertain saying yes. He saw those two truths within the slight curl of approval that framed her lusciously full lips. However, she didn’t assent to his proposal right away.

“That’s an interesting place to pick. Any reason why?”

“I’ve never slept in an igloo before.”

“Nor have I.”

“So, I think it’d be something to check off the bucket list for us both. We can test if it stays warm all night.”

“And if it doesn’t?”

Liam met her inquisitive but flirty look with one of unrestrained desire. “We could warm each other up.”

“I suppose we could,” Tess said, smile effused with such beauty that it seared itself into his mind. “Sleeping in an igloo together, maybe keeping each other warm? That’s all you have in mind for us tonight?”

“Not quite,” he said, maybe a bit too quickly, though he could no longer restrain his eagerness. Now that she hadn’t immediately shut him down, hope’s roaring firestorm raged inside him. “Since it’s not technically part of your house, I think it might have its own rules.”

“My backyard isn’t part of my house?” Tess inquired, lifting a bemused eyebrow. “I don’t believe that sounds right.”

“Anna and I helped build it, so it definitely falls under a special ordinance.”

“Does it? I must not be caught up with the modern legislation on igloo ownership.”

“Yeah, the courts are still ruminating over how it works. But for now, the igloo’s more like… neutral ground. Like Switzerland.”

Tess kept on smiling, which was all the fuel that Liam needed to keep on pressing his case. They both knew how desperate he was for her to agree to what he was proposing—and they both knew why. It all depended on whether Tess was willing to take the next step in their relationship. Which, apparently, now involved a trip to Switzerland.

“Switzerland,” she repeated, eyeing him amusedly.

He confirmed it with a nod.

Tess’s smile remained as radiant and jovial as he might have ever seen it. That alone was enough to keep his hopes alive. Nevertheless, the anxiety he felt while waiting for her response doubled its rate.

“Okay, Liam,” the gorgeous woman eventually said. “We’ll call it Switzerland.”

His heart soared into his throat, yet it froze there as Tess lifted a single digit.

“But are you sure you want to spend tonight in Switzerland? If you do, then I’ll come along—and we’ll see where the night takes us. However, if we do go there, then that means you won’t get to find out what my plans for tonight entail. I won’t give you any hints, either. You won’t get to find out what tonight might have been if I was in charge.”

Already having steeled himself for such a tradeoff, it still didn’t feel great as he forced himself to nod. He understood. This was what he wanted.

Tess smiled once more. Though she’d told him a couple of days ago that she was no angel, she then totally undermined her stance with what she said next.

“Until I next decide that I want to see them through. Which might be in a day or two… or it might have to wait until next Christmas. Who knows?”

Elation caused Liam to grin. “Personally, I’m hoping for ‘in a day or two,’ not next Christmas.”

Leaning forward, Tess placed her lips against his. The soft warmth effused within her lips met the thrumming fire he felt within his. Their lips shared the burden of heat, mouths moving in tandem.

“I know you are,” the beautiful brunette professor said as she pulled back. “Now… to Switzerland?”

Liam had never nodded faster in his life.

“To Switzerland.”


Chapter Twenty-Seven

Igloo Rendezvous

Though he practically chomped at the bit to see them squeeze into the igloo, it was another thirty minutes before they climbed inside—and stayed there. Several trips to and from it occurred during that half hour, with them gathering the supplies needed for the prolonged stay inside that they were planning to share. More towels, which would cover every inch of snow on the ground inside of it, a bed sheet to go on top of them, and pillows and blankets—a lot of blankets—soon filled the space. Tess also brought a portable camping light, plenty of water, and her recently obtained box of chocolates, which was already only about sixty percent full.

She also changed into some silk pajamas right before their final trip to Switzerland, which had become its official name. Thanks to Tess having one of the finest butts that he’d ever laid eyes on, the comfortably fitting nightwear further immolated his body with desire. Over top of them, to keep them from getting soaked with snow, she threw on a coat, some sweatpants, and snow boots. In short enough order, they’d find themselves discarded to a corner of Switzerland.

“Are we forgetting anything else?” Tess mused as they stood by her backdoor, about to take their final planned plunge into the frosty night.

“If we have, it’s not too long of a journey to make it back to civilization,” he pointed out.

“I’ll be sending you to get whatever’s been forgotten if I think of something,” the gorgeous, shapely woman said.

“Deal.”

Sniffling and blowing into their hands, the two of them sought the promised warmth of Switzerland just a minute later. Eyeing Tess, who had yet to strip out of her winterwear, he scooted over beside her, which earned him a brilliant smile. Laying her chilly brunette tresses and cheek on his shoulder, the two of them waited serenely for their body heat to gradually bolster Switzerland’s temperature, which had been plenty chilly when they arrived, to a habitable one.

About fifteen minutes later, it’d grown warm enough that Tess was willing to expunge herself from her bulky clothes. As she did so, Liam watched hungrily as she discarded her coat, sweats, and boots near Switzerland’s entrance. The seafoam green pajama pants had no recourse but to cling to her stunning hips and butt, which presented itself in all its magnificence as Tess shoved the clothes that she’d just discarded into a clump. Two spaghetti straps were all that kept her correspondingly colored top firm against her breasts. Comfortable as her outfit choice looked, she must have had a more appropriate set of pajamas—warmer and with more body coverage—in her monstrous closet.

This was an intentional pick, and Liam’s excitement burbled within him as he realized it. If she were to stay warm throughout the night, she’d need plenty of help from the heavy blankets that they’d carefully transported inside. It might even be too much for them. Undoubtedly, he’d need to help some, too.

After finishing piling up her winterwear, Tess glanced over her shoulder. She found him as she would continue to find him for years to come, practically entranced by her staggering beauty. Her smile reformed because of it, and she granted him a few more moments of ogling her butt before rotating around.

Thanks to the light of her portable lamp, the relatively cozy space was well-lit. Certainly, it was well enough lit for him to see the inviting gleam in Tess’s eyes as she began to crawl toward him. As it would for much of the rest of the night, Liam’s heart rate thrummed in triple digits.

“So, we’re here,” Tess said as she languidly approached. “Now what?”

Once she was in arm’s reach, he answered by reaching toward her. The captivating brunette smiled and let him direct her onto his lap. Once she was settled, the marvelous feeling of her butt pressing against him adding a few more beats per minute to his heart rate, Liam took a deep breath.

He was determined not to rush things, though he knew that once they got started, it’d be impossible for him to wrangle his body into obeying any further hindrances. Surely, Tess also knew that. She knew how long he’d waited for an opportunity like this.

“I hope you enjoyed the party,” Tess said, lifting her arms so that he could wrap his around her curvaceous body. Leaning back into him, she rested the back of her head on his shoulder, radiant blue eyes peering up at him. “Even the more troublesome parts.”

“It was all worth it in the end,” Liam said, primarily referring to this wondrous scenario unfurling before him.

“I’m sure it has,” Tess hummed, turning her head enough to kiss the side of his jaw. “It sounds like New Year’s Eve will bring you even more excitement. Avril’s troublemaking habit seems to be benefitting you quite a bit.”

You have no idea.

“She has me jumping through a lot of hoops to get there, but seeing you in whatever dress you pick out will be worth any amount of trouble.”

“I already have a few ideas,” Tess said, shimmying a little. He’d been hard practically from the moment she sat on his lap, and the twitches her actions incited with her phenomenal butt were anything but subtle but subtle. “Unlike you, I won’t have to go shopping.”

“Maybe I could have a sneak peek at some of those ideas?” Liam slowly shifted his hands up Tess’s stomach.

Again, she moved her arms, paving a clear path for him to cup the underside of her full breasts.

“I’d normally say yes, but I think you might enjoy the surprise of it.” Another shift of her seductive body caused his cock to twitch needily. “Maybe you can see me in the dresses that I don’t pick.”

“No matter which one you pick, I know you’ll look fantastic,” Liam whispered, softly sinking his fingers into her breasts.

Tess beamed and bit her lower lip. Her next shift was the first of many, like a mixer’s dough hook as it began to pick up speed. Grinding her butt against his cock, Liam breathlessly appreciated her reward for his compliment.

“I’ll make sure I don’t leave you unimpressed,” Tess promised, seizing a heady breath as his hands grew more forceful. Already, two stiff points were beginning to jut through the silk covering them. “I haven’t had too many chances to wear one of my evening gowns over the past few years. I’m excited for it.” She turned her head enough to stare directly into his eyes. “I’m excited to see how you like it.”

“I know I’ll love it,” he assured her, speeding up his fondling. Tess purred approvingly and kept up her own tempo.

They continued working the other’s body into a lather of lust and anticipation. Liam dropped his mouth to her neck, kissing her gently curling brunette hair for a while, though Tess soon swept it aside so that he could thrust fierce desire into her silky skin. Meanwhile, she’d reached her arms back and clutched the sides of his shirt for stability as she maneuvered her sinful butt against his throbbing cock.

It was nearly enough to leave them both out of breath.

“I’ve got a lot of competition,” Tess said, picking the conversation back up where they’d left it.

“You’re way too beautiful to have competition,” he whispered against her neck, which resulted in her laughing throatily.

“I appreciate the compliment, even if we both know it’s a lie. And don’t heap another one on top.” She smiled as his mouth, already on its way to doing just that, closed itself. “If you start pretending like Victoria and the others aren’t all incredibly beautiful, then I won’t know if you’re telling the truth when you say that I’m also that beautiful.”

“I didn’t say they weren’t attractive,” he pointed out, lifting his hands so Tess could feel their heat against her collarbone.

“You’d be completely insane if you did,” Tess said, eyes shimmering with awareness of his plan.

“My sanity is intact, I promise.” So was his recently discovered daringness.

Vacationing for a few moments on her soft, warm skin, his hands lurched into motion. Fingertips as a vanguard, he slipped them under her top. Tess’s pulse accelerated rapidly as he plunged his hands into proper contact with her firm, voluptuous breasts. He kissed it, feeling the pounding excitement racing through her veins.

“So it is,” Tess whispered, sighing pleasurably as his fingertips brushed over her pert nipples.

As he worked his hands across her full breasts for the next few minutes, she shut her eyes. In response, he worked his lips up and down the side of her neck. Her gyrating hips began to match the rhythm of his hands as he kneaded her breasts. Other than a few soft sighs that fled her lips, neither of them said anything as their shared desire flourished.

Every time Liam’s heart battered his ribs as if it were hoping to escape his chest entirely, he felt the pulse all the way in his fingertips. Heat spilled through his veins, scouring every iota of cold in his body. This was what he’d wanted for so, so long! Like a thrown object slowing as it reached the apex of its climb, it felt as inevitable as gravity that he’d finally get to have Tess.

As soon as he leaned into her just a bit more, she would sense he was ready for her to leave his lap. She wouldn’t need to move far, just enough for her to get on all fours. Within seconds, he’d have her pants down, followed by his. And then… a moment that he’d dreamed of for years would become his reality.

There was just one problem.

He now knew he wanted her to hear him say what he wanted. Obeying the trance of lust was all well and good—on another night. Tonight, for their first time together, he wanted her verbal confirmation as much as he did her physical confirmation.

“Tess,” he whispered hoarsely, nerves high but hopes higher.

“Yes?” she asked, though she must have known just by the hoarseness of his voice what he was about to say. Her eyes remained shut, and a slender smile of bliss sat upon her face.

“I want you.”

Her eyes crept open.

Beautiful. Wonderful. Exquisite.

“I know,” she whispered amorously. Their bodies continued to move in rhythm, though Liam barely felt the sensations flooding his fingertips and cock. His attention belonged solely to Tess’s voice, her captivating eyes, the lusciousness of her lips. And to the one answer that could transform his and Tess’s relationship forever.

It arrived just another moment later.

“I want you too,” Tess told him.

His Christmas miracle had come true.


Chapter Twenty-Eight

Not A Silent Night

There was one more wonderful reveal still to come. As Tess moved off his lap and stood, hands clutching and then drawing her top over her fine figure, she looked over her shoulder at him as she tossed it aside. He was far too preoccupied with the smooth river of skin that she’d just revealed to notice immediately. However, his eyes eventually raised enough to see the pride sparkling within the oasis of blue glancing at him. Tess nodded toward his erection with those wondrously beautiful eyes and smiled.

“By the way, it is a safe day, so you can cum inside if you want.”

The dumb nod he used to show that he’d heard her practically creaked like a door on rusty hinges. Tess’s smile only grew, and she wiggled her hips enticingly.

“Whenever you’re ready,” she purred contentedly.

He’d been ready from the moment he’d laid eyes on her. Shifting up to his knees, his lips soon scorched her lower back. He marked every smooth area that his mouth could find, inciting a delighted shiver from its owner. Wrapping his arms briefly around her waist, he continued pillaging his way across her back.

Willing to let him decide when and how to remove her snug pajama pants, Tess dropped her hands down her body. Reaching where he had her held, she began gently swirling her fingertips over the backs of his hands. Whenever his lips swept over her spine to the other half of her lower back, she quivered ever so slightly.

Only a minute or two into things, Liam could no longer rein in his hands’ urges. Letting them pull back, his fingers hooked into her pants’ waistband by her curvaceous hips. Seconds later, with Tess making no attempt to delay him, he revealed the sexiest ass that he’d ever laid eyes on.

It was damn near perfect, though he already knew that. Soft now, if flexed, Tess’s amazingly shapely butt could be as firm as it wanted to be. Jogging and Tess’s newfound interest in the gym had ensured that. Liam had already earned an invitation to join her on the former once summer arrived. If she didn’t mind it, he’d happily join her for the latter, too.

Her current workout partner might mind, though.

“You’re so fucking sexy,” Liam announced, staring covetously at her butt. “I have to be the luckiest guy on the planet.”

Beaming over her shoulder, Tess nodded. “You won’t hear any argument from me. I’m feeling rather fortunate myself.”

Grinning in response, Liam lowered his lips to the enticing slopes of Tess’s butt. His hands pressed wherever his mouth couldn’t be, and he willingly tethered his attention to the fantastic shape and feel of one of her most enviable assets.

Pun intended.

“You know, if you like my butt so much, you could have had a few more opportunities during the party to feel it.”

“Don’t say that,” he groaned, partially because of the needling regret that her words shoved into his arms but also because it echoed a sentiment too similar to what Avril had already slapped him with.

“Well, it’s true. Just remember it for next time.”

“From now on, I promise that I’ll be all over you at every party of yours,” he said, digging his fingers deep into her body.

Tess responded by firming her butt, repelling his fingers’ exploration. He glared up at her. She grinned back.

“Including the New Year’s Eve one,” he growled.

“I wouldn’t have it any other way,” she purred, the lust burning within her eyes as vibrant as an azure firestorm.

Standing up, Liam let Tess step out of the pajamas pooled around her feet. Kicking them away, Tess cleared her throat and pointedly looked him over.

Understanding the unsubtle sign of impatience, Liam hurriedly pursued her to nakedness. The entire time, Tess watched approvingly, especially once he sprang his cock, completely erect and voraciously twitching, free. A hunger just as potent as he felt emanated from Tess’s gaze.

Just as she’d told him on her couch, it’d been a long time since she’d last experienced what was about to transpire. However, with each second that passed, they grew a bit closer to ending that drought.

“I’d suggest putting my hands on a wall for you, but I don’t think the igloo could handle it—or that I’d like the snow melting between my fingertips while you fuck me,” Tess said, smiling as he discarded the last elements of his clothing.

“It’ll be hard for me to hold you in the air against it for the same reasons,” he noted, causing her eyes to crackle excitedly.

“I’m sure we’ll get a chance to do something like this outside of dear Switzerland quite soon. Until then, we’ll just have to work around our unusual setting.”

“I couldn’t have said it better myself,” he agreed.

Standing on the precipice of something that, once begun, could not be undone, an ephemeral blanket of silence fell upon Switzerland and its two lustful inhabitants. He stared at her, admiring her endless font of beauty. She was shaped so perfectly, so resplendently, and now she was about to let him have every part of her. There was nothing but admiration, desire, and love for her in him.

Cutting the silence down, Tess stole a sharp breath. On her exhale, she smiled affectionately. The last barrier between their bodies vanished when Tess opened her arms and beckoned him toward her.

They’d be fortunate if their lust, which saw their bodies colliding seconds after her gesture, didn’t melt the entire igloo down around them. They’d make a sauna if it did, their incandescent bodies melting even the sturdiest block of ice that dared get too close to them.

But Liam didn’t think about that. He was far too focused on the taste of Tess’s lips, the cinnamon scent clinging to her hair, and how quickly he could wrap his hands around her waist and pin her breasts against his chest. As far as he could tell, Tess was only concerned with those things, too, with a single alteration. His hands found her hips at the same moment that hers found his cock.

Sensitive as it’d become ever since she’d begun gyrating on his lap, her soft, warm touch left him nearly breathless, which Tess more than took advantage of. Keeping her lips pressed firmly against his, she didn’t allow him even a moment to grab some air. Her fingers worked along his shaft, imbuing him with even more arousal. Her eyes flashed with mischievous delight as he fought to regain his composure.

It was not to be.

Tess had no interest in any repose between the clash of their lips and the torturously adroit glide of her fingers. Liam found himself losing a step before her lustful advance as she began to swirl her fingertips upon the tip of his cock. Precum oozed out, which she used to slick his cock in preparation for his entry into her tight sex. While desire smoldered in her eyes, the shadows created by the one source of light in Switzerland coveted the right side of her face.

Focus up! Liam’s body roared at him, determined to regain the upper hand. With his hands already where they were, there was one simple way to do such a thing. Assuming she had him entirely on the back foot, Tess gasped when he counterattacked.

His hands sank into her butt with an endless appetite for her stunning body. With her attention elsewhere, she’d stopped flexing it, which granted his covetous hands all the room they needed to invade.

“Liam!” she gasped as he dug his hands into her sexy ass.

He wasn’t done yet.

His arms strained at the same time that his thighs flexed. He didn’t stop shoving his hands into Tess’s butt. Naturally, something had to give. And it was Tess’s contact with the ground.

Scooped into the air, another gasp followed the first. Immediately, she released his cock so that she could wrap her arms around the back of his neck just in case he wasn’t up for the task of holding her up.

He was. It was more difficult than he would ever admit, though that was entirely on him. Right then and there, he didn’t just promise to visit the gym with Tess in the summer. The second he returned to campus, he intended to ensure that he could carry Tess like this without so much as a tremble in his arms by the time spring break arrived—because he knew exactly where he wanted to spend it. He needed to be able to fuck her like this, after all.

In the air, arms around his neck, legs similarly wrapped around his lower back, Tess shook her head at him, though that didn’t stop her from delivering another lusty kiss before she admonished him.

“What if you’d dropped me?” she huffed.

“I’d never drop you.”

Rolling her eyes, she still nuzzled her breasts against his chest when they resumed making out. Her firm nipples thrust anticipation by the bucketful into him, and she rubbed his cock against her slippery opening at the same time. Pressed between both their bodies, it trembled urgently.

“You’ve shown off your muscles,” Tess said, bringing her lips to his ear. In a breathy, salacious whisper, she incentivized him to put her down. “Now, I think we’ve both waited long enough. I want you to fuck me, Liam. Right here, right now.”

She went down, though perhaps not how she’d expected. He didn’t set her down on her feet. Instead, shifting one hand from her butt to the middle of her back, he bent forward, calling upon every iota of strength and fortitude in his body to ensure that he didn’t quiver or lose control of the slow but steady motion. As her hair spilled in lustrous waves toward the blankets they’d piled but not yet spread across the hard ground, her eyes flashed with fleeting worry. It vanished once he gently delivered her to the ground, letting the thick blankets caress her as he did.

While her eyes had rippled with alarm during the “fall,” excitement ousted it afterward. She hastily detached her limbs from his body. Staring up at him with nothing short of a ferocious degree of lust, she nodded. And then she spread her legs.

One hand holding it at the root, Liam’s cock found her opening. Another rested on one of her thighs, though he hardly needed to worry about her closing her legs. Tess wanted this as badly as he did.

He marveled at that, at all of this, for only a moment. The time for fantasizing was past. Now was the time that he finally made love to Tess Williams.

She was tight but inviting when he entered her. As his cock breached her opening, delving in a few inches, Tess sucked in a sharp breath. Alarm briefly ripped his eyes from where they were now connected, though the gorgeous brunette professor hurriedly shook her head.

“I’m good—I’m more than good. Keep going, Liam. Let me feel every inch of you inside of me.”

“Yes,” he responded hoarsely, currently lacking the mental capacity to respond in a witty or provocative manner. Avril would have chided him for that. Returning his attention to the task at hand, he resumed his forward progress.

Tess quivered as if the cold had found her, though her body was a hairsbreadth away from incandescent. She was so dazzlingly beautiful, especially right now. As Liam further penetrated her, her writhing intensified. Clamping one hand over her mouth as she shut her eyes tight, she continued beckoning him forward with the other.

“Ungh, you’re big,” she moaned through the tiny gaps in her fingers as he obeyed her command.

Pride swelled his head even as pleasure swelled his cock. Deeper and deeper, slowly, steadily. Abject bliss throttled his cock as it filled Tess up, and he suffered his own fit of shivered delight because of it.

“You’re so beautiful,” he whispered, grunting as the final inch of his cock disappeared inside of her. Connected. Wonderfully connected. As he released a long-withheld breath, he marveled at the situation that they shared.

“Wait until you see what I look like when I’m soaked in sweat and panting for air,” the gorgeous woman beneath him said, placing a hand over his heart. For the final few moments before they ended up cavorting raucously inside an igloo, she smiled affectionately at him. But, like all good things, it had to come to an end.

Thankfully, it led to something even better.

“Now, why don’t you go ahead and make me that woman?”

Liam drew himself back in response. Tess’s expression gleamed with anticipation as three-quarters of his length withdrew from her tight cunt. When it returned a second later, delivered with a robust thrust, the throatiest moan that he’d ever heard struck every wall of the igloo above them.

Pure bliss smashed into them both as he drove his cock back to the hilt inside of her. They shared a moment of it, reconnected in the most profound physical way. But only a moment. Liam’s body wouldn’t allow any further delays. It was time to fuck Tess senseless, and then for him to cum deep inside of her.

To those ends, each thrust sought to outdo its predecessors. Slamming himself into her with feverish energy, Tess responded in the precise manner that he’d hoped. One hand snatched the blankets underneath her for stability while the other flexed open and shut, unable to decide whether it wanted to stay as a fist or not.

“Fuckkk!” she hissed, hips rising to give him even better access to fuck her. “That’s perfect, Liam!”

He’d known for a while now that Tess preferred a rougher stroke. He was determined to provide her exactly that kind of lovemaking, no matter how strained it might leave him afterward. He wouldn’t leave even a speck of stamina inside of his body if it meant that she walked away from this completely satisfied.

Thus, he clutched her hips and pulled her toward him each time that he rowdily thrust his cock back into her slick pussy. Her body instinctively did everything it could to help, and her walls tightened each time they felt him plunge into her.

Now, he just needed to keep himself from cumming too soon.

“Oh, fuck, oh, it’s wonderful!” Tess moaned, writhing beneath him as he pumped away. “You’re doing it just right, Liam! I love it! Ahhh, it’s amazing!”

She did have a request to make, though. Eyes fluttering between shut tight and briefly cracked open, she clutched one of his wrists. Yanking his hand up to her throat, he didn’t need any further notice of what she desired.

As soon as he tightened his grip on the sides of her neck, her moans intensified, her teeth chattered together, and her walls further clamped down on his cock.

While it might be the first time in years that she’d let someone have her spectacular body in such a way, Tess knew precisely how she wanted to be fucked. She just so happened to have a man inside of her who wanted nothing more than to fulfill that desire.

Hammering away at the gorgeous woman’s resistance, Liam and Tess had instinctually found a rough but persistent rhythm. Explosive pleasure scored their bodies, guaranteeing that they’d both be as sore as either of them could remember once they were finished. It didn’t deter either of them. If anything, the prospect of fucking to the brink of oblivion only increased their fervor.

He just needed to make it there alongside her. Every thrust conspired against his willpower, just as every squeeze of Tess’s pussy tried to wring him out right then and there. Bliss and steadiness didn’t go together, and he struggled against the rising tide of euphoria threatening to drown him.

As if she could sense his waning stalwartness, Tess pressed a quavering hand against his chest. Their eyes locked, and she nodded desperately.

“A little longer,” she promised, shivering wildly. That sweat that she’d mentioned had started to collect on their bodies. The temperature inside the igloo must have lurched up at least a few degrees.

“Anything for you,” Liam promised hoarsely, fighting every urge to spill himself inside of her.

Biting her lower lip, Tess showered him with undulating gratitude and lust as her climax rapidly advanced upon her lithe body. Holding out for as long as he could, Liam ensured he didn’t miss it when it arrived. He was the first person in years to get to see Tess orgasm. It was a sight, sound, and feeling he would never forget.

“Liam, I’m going to cum!” Tess cried, beginning to quake throughout her entire body as if tiny, unseen detonations peppered her skin. She scrabbled for something to grab onto. Finding the blankets under her unsuitable, she grabbed hold of his wrists for dear life. And then her pussy tightened around his cock as he buried it in her, and her eyes flashed with her climax’s heavenly arrival.

The magnificence of it reverbed throughout all of Switzerland, muffled by its study walls of hard-packed snow. If not, anyone within a block who was outside at this time of night might have heard Tess’s passionate clamor. Her whole body writhed under him as her voice crackled with lust. The oxygen she pulled in barely spent a moment in her lungs, thrust back into the world in a hoarse but grateful barrage of moans as Tess came from a man for the first time in years.

“Thank you so much, Liam,” she whispered, panting wildly. Releasing the wrist of the hand on her throat, she covered her eyes with the back of one hand.

Further down her lewd body, her breasts heaved attractively, and he couldn’t resist. He’d slowed down slightly following her climax, giving her a few seconds to catch her breath, but now he was back on the attack—and after his release. A salty tang greeted his lips as he gathered them around one of her stiff nipples. A gasp from above brought his eyes upward.

Tess shivered as he began to suck on her nipple, and her eyes flashed enthusiastically as she unhid them. Running a hand through his hair, she began gyrating her hips in the hopes of guiding him back to a quicker pace.

“Now, it’s your turn,” she whispered huskily. “Cum whenever you’re ready, Liam. You can pour out every drop.”

The enthralling opportunity silenced him, as did the nipple still between his teeth, but he did manage to nod. Tess pulled his hand away from her thigh and slipped their fingers together. Holding on tightly, already nearly at the brink, Liam picked up the pace.

Raucous and unchecked, their lovemaking again spilled into a frenzied pace. Tess beamed at him while her body undid the final few vestiges of resistance that he could muster. As if it were the last time they’d shared this igloo together, when she’d pulled out a timer for him, he wanted to survive for as long as he could. Even though it practically put his balls in a vise, he held out. He didn’t want there to be a single doubt in Tess’s mind that he could bring her the pleasure that she craved, that she deserved.

“Cum for me, Liam,” Tess cooed between breathy pants. Her body flowed adroitly each time he pumped into her, and her eyes shone with delight and affection. “Fill me up. Please, Liam.”

Six thuds later, their bodies clapping together, the blankets underneath stained with sweat and their love juices, he bottomed out inside of her and fulfilled her request.

Erupting so fiercely that a deep, guttural groan lodged itself in his throat, unable to escape properly, Liam shook as if the invisible hand of a giant was using him as a rattle. His seed gushed into Tess’s cunt, and the deepest ache that he’d ever felt in his balls vanished instantly. Sheer, unrivaled bliss replaced it.

The groan finally ripped free of his throat, and the momentousness of the moment, the pleasure, and what it held for the future thrummed through his veins. Finally. Finally. Finally.

While he was still inside her, coming down from the high of all highs as Tess ran her fingers through his hair, Christmas Eve ticked over to Christmas Day.


Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chasing Records

The two of them remained coupled together long after their physical bliss ebbed. Laying together on the blankets, the top layer of which was now rather stained with the exertions of their lovemaking, they held each other close. Satisfied smiles framed their faces, and one or both of their lips pushed for a brief kiss every handful of seconds. Once their lungs could properly fill themselves with enough oxygen to reduce their racing hearts, Tess was the first to speak.

“I think that qualifies as a Christmas gift for us both.” She ran her fingertips over his arm, which she currently used as a pillow. Laying on their sides to face one another, joy affixed itself like starlight within her eyes.

“That was the plan,” Liam informed her, enraptured by the tenderness in her expression. “I wanted to make sure you enjoyed things.”

“You’ve succeeded at your plans repeatedly since you got home,” Tess pointed out. “First at cards, now at this. Is there anything you can’t accomplish?”

Grinning, he kissed her again. “Guess we’ll see how I do on New Year’s Eve.”

“Good. I don’t want you to go easy on me.”

“Did it seem like that was what I was doing a few minutes ago?” he asked, glancing at the marks his hand had left on the sides of her neck. The coloration was slightly off compared to the rest of her soft skin, though not so much that it was too noticeable—and it was healing quickly enough. It certainly wouldn’t require her to copy Avril and start wearing a scarf.

“No, not at all.” Tess grinned back, and not even the dawn several hours away could shine so brightly. “I’m glad you were willing to be as rough as you were. I might not always want it like that, but this time… it was precisely what I needed.”

“Just keep letting me know what it is what you need, and I’ll keep doing my best to give it to you.”

“Those should be my words, I think.” Tilting her head, she laid a warm kiss on his forearm. “I’m supposed to be the experienced one here.”

“I promise to be an attentive student, so you can teach me all you want, Professor Williams,” Liam said, hiding his mirth as she rolled her eyes.

“Should I start giving you letter grades, then?”

“Maybe don’t go that far, but my ears are always open if you want to whisper some advice into them. I want to be the best I can be for you.”

Lighthearted as things currently were, he spoke those words earnestly. If there was one thing that he knew he did need, it was more experience. His enthusiasm and vigor, combined with how Tess had wanted him to fuck her, had helped immensely this time around, but that didn’t outright transform him into an expert on sex. In this arena, he wanted to excel.

“Your zeal is noted,” Tess said, beaming as she leaned forward to kiss him again. “I’ll be sure to do my part in making sure we’re both up to the other’s standards.”

“Good. Because I still haven’t forgotten my promise to you.”

By the way her eyebrows knit together, she had. Deciding to tease her a little, Liam playfully frowned.

“Oh, don’t be cross with me, Liam,” Tess said, prodding him on the chest. “I did just get fucked rather hard for the first time in years. A thing like that can temporarily affect a person’s memory.”

Sighing exaggeratedly, he cleared his throat. “Well, since you’ve forgotten, I’ll just have to say it again. I’m intending on being the guy who’s made you cum more than anyone else. I won’t settle for anything less.”

Tess blinked. Afterward, she grinned.

“Well, if you’re that keen on accomplishing that goal, why not try and chip away at it a little more tonight? Learning by doing is a valid teaching method, after all, so it could be two birds with one—stone!”

She ended up yelping the final word of her impish suggestion, as he’d already begun the process of rolling her over onto all fours. Lasciviousness gleaming in her eyes, Tess wiggled her butt and gave him another opportunity to accrue some experience. Two more of her climaxes added themselves to the tally before he erupted deep inside of her for the second time.


Chapter Thirty

The Wall That Remains

Liam and Tess awoke at roughly the same time on Christmas Day. That was to say, they woke up halfway through the day. Though to be fair, they’d spent the first few hours of it tied up in further amorous activities, so it’d really just been a trade of time, not a loss. Upon waking up, the matter of transporting most of what they’d carried into Switzerland last night became their main priority. Christmas itself was a pale, chilly day, and tens of thousands were probably enjoying that the snow had yet to melt on the festive day.

For the two individuals who had camped out in an igloo, who were in disarray and in desperate need of showers, traversing from Switzerland’s mouth to Tess’s backdoor left them grumbling at the cold’s apathy for their situation. Liam bit the bullet by volunteering to make the return trips, where he grabbed blankets, sheets, and towels, many of which now needed washing. He also collected the portable lamp, lugging it inside and returning it to Tess’s garage while she started the laundry.

Afterward, Tess posed a simple enough question, one which was impossible to say no to.

“Would you like to shower with me?”

They did more than just that while under the steamy deluge of water. Kissing, feeling, and soaping her slippery skin, their lips never spent more than a minute apart. Her breasts were gloriously soft as he washed them, with Tess doing the same at his stiff cock. Soon enough, she had him shivering with pleasure as he exploded all over her thighs.

“To be young,” Tess whispered into his throat, kissing it as they added another round of soaping their bodies to their protracted shower.

Emerged, dried, and dressed, Liam finally picked his phone up for the first time since he’d left it on Tess’s coffee table right before they made for Switzerland. A bevy of messages, all a variation of wishing him a Merry Christmas, decided how he would spend the next fifteen minutes. Sitting on the couch, he replied to each with a similar degree of festiveness.

Parents, his brother, aunts, uncles, cousins, several friends—he knocked them all out quickly enough. Anna and Avril had also sent him their well wishes, which he replied to. Expectedly, Anna’s was quite cordial, while Avril’s was flirtatious, though surprisingly unaccompanied by any salacious image. He did think back to the fortune cookies last night while typing his response to her. He remained in the dark about a few parts of her gift, though he brushed his musings aside when Tess joined him on the couch.

The remainder of Christmas Day was as joyous and loving an affair as it could be for a lovestruck young man who got to spend the entire day alone with the person of his long-held affection. A late breakfast pushed their lunch later, which in turn pushed their dinner, but Liam didn’t mind one bit. Every second spent with Tess was as wonderful as the last.

Especially the three separate slices of the day in which they ended up rolling about on the floor, pressed against her door, and, as precarious as it was, fucking on her staircase.

“You’re incorrigible,” Tess said after that third bout of lovemaking, which had come at the end of their day. They’d already been on their way to sleep upstairs when her shapely butt had drawn his hands to it. To no one’s surprise, it had led to another raucous undertaking of feverish lovemaking.

He shrugged unapologetically. “You’ve got to stop enticing me if you don’t want more.”

“Enticing you? All I was doing was walking up the stairs.”

“In a really sexy manner.”

“In my normal manner.”

“Yeah, which happens to be a really sexy manner.”

Snorting and rolling her eyes, Tess’s lips couldn’t keep the amusement away from their corners. “Well, I’ll just try and figure out a way to walk in an unsexy manner so we can both climb a staircase together without you needing to have your way with me.”

“Good luck,” he said, grinning.

Sighing and shaking her head at him, she completed her journey to the top of the steps, glancing “warily” over her shoulder with every other step. Joining her, the two of them remained rooted in place, each of their backs to the respective paths to their bedrooms.

Uncertainty and something akin to guilt kernelled in Tess’s eyes, spreading gradually but steadily into the rest of her expression. Liam could figure out why. He also knew—he’d thought about it a few times today—how he intended to respond.

“Goodnight, Tess,” he said, stealing a kiss. Yet, as his lips sought to pull back, Tess suddenly wrapped her arms around his neck, elongating their kiss, which burned with fiery passion before it ended. As far as apologies went, which it was one, even though there was nothing that Liam believed the most wonderful woman in the world needed to apologize to him about, it was certainly in the highest echelon.

“We’ll have a wonderful time tomorrow,” Tess said, though her uncertainty remained.

“No doubt about it. Sleep well. Maybe come wake me up if you wake up before I do.”

The worry ebbed, replaced by a broad smile. Tess knew he understood, and she knew he was okay with the wall that remained. He wouldn’t ever try to hop over it or undermine its foundations. When she was ready, he would be ready. That was all it needed to be.

“I’ll see you once I open my eyes,” she promised.

Heart practically erupting with joy, he nodded. “Good!”


Chapter Thirty-One

One Door Over

An offer arrived midway through Tess’s arousing rousing of him. She had woken up before him and, adorned in a seductive negligee, had snuck into the guestroom where he slumbered. Within about a minute, her lips, working his cock to rigidity, had brought him to consciousness. Given that and another shared shower that followed, he didn’t see Anna’s invitation until a little after ten.

If you’re available to, I’m available to go shopping for something that you can wear on New Year’s Eve.

“No time like the present,” Tess said when he informed her about the offer. “Anna has a good fashion sense, so I’m certain she’ll help you find a good look.”

“And I’ll make sure I keep it hidden from you until New Year’s Eve,” he said, turning around her plans on her.

“Oh? So, then, I shouldn’t be in one of my honorable mentions when you get back here?”

Face heating up at the prospect, he crossed his arms in front of his chest. “No, you absolutely should!”

“I’ll think about it,” was as far as Tess would go for the remainder of his time at her place.

Having made the plans for noon, Liam left for Mercer’s Gentleman Shoppe half an hour before then. About halfway through his drive, he realized he’d forgotten to check their prices. Or if they did rentals for non-tuxedos.

My poor bank account, Liam thought, exhaling as he pulled into the parking lot in front of a whitewashed stone building with massive glass windows, behind which mannequins wearing men’s luxury clothing showed off their wares. Above its double doors, imprinted in gold letters, Mercer’s Gentleman Shoppe, 1874 congratulated the business for having made it just one year away from having existed for a century and a half.

“If this were next year, maybe there’d be a big sale to celebrate,” he grumbled as he climbed out of his car.

His dismay slightly diminished as a young woman in the SUV next to him exited it at the same time. It was as Anna as could be that she’d beaten him here, probably by five to ten minutes. The beautiful woman immediately joined him on the sidewalk, smiling brightly.

“Good afternoon, Liam.”

“Hey, good afternoon.”

His gorgeous fake girlfriend had worn a white ribbed sweater and jeans. Other than her purse, which hung from a shoulder, she was dressed rather casually, at least for her typical style. It was almost a more Avril-esque outfit that she’d picked for today, though Avril would have found a way to show off some more midriff or a shoulder, even if it did mean that she suffered the cold’s abuse.

“Did you have a good Christmas yesterday?” she inquired, eyelashes fluttering as a brisk wind battered them.

“Yeah, it was great,” he said, going no further into details. While Anna had let him know a while ago that she didn’t want to stand in the way of him and Tess potentially pursuing romance, that had just been based on her hunch that they each secretly shared an interest in the other. Correct or not, he didn’t plan to confide in her about the relationship that he now had with Tess.

“How about yours?”

Anna’s smile slightly waned. “It was fine. Avril and I got together with a few friends late in the evening. That was fun.”

Though the specifics were vastly different, he knew her lack of details came from a similar place as his did. Knowing what he did about her family circumstances, he just hoped that her time spent with them yesterday really had just been “fine,” and not some unmitigated disaster that had left her in tears.

“Well, I’m excited to see what you think looks good on me,” he said, wanting to redirect them toward the here and now. “I don’t have much taste for this kind of clothing.”

“A lot will look good on you, so it’ll just be up to what you like most,” Anna assured him quickly. Almost as quickly behind, a surge of color spilled into her fair face. “Erm, I mean, I think you’ll have a lot of good options to choose from.”

Liam blinked. Outside of a few rare instances that Avril had instigated, Anna didn’t usually end up flustered. He’d certainly never heard her use a filler word before. That was his thing.

“Thanks,” he elected to say, smiling. “I hope so, given the company I’ll be in. I wouldn’t want to drag the room’s elegance down with my plain old self.”

It was halfway between a jest and the truth, though Anna, in her rare off-balanced state, didn’t seem to realize that.

“I’m certain that won’t be the case.”

Another chilly gust of wind raked its unpleasant nails across their faces, and they both shivered. It hadn’t relented by the time he and Anna hurriedly found the coverage and warmth inside the clothing shop. Once there, a middle-aged tailor—or a clerk dressed like a tailor—immediately approached and greeted them.

He also greeted Anna by name.

Eyebrow raised at that, he learned from her a little later that the men of her family almost always bought their suits and other formalwear here. His worries about the expensiveness of his outfit further intensified because of it.

“You don’t have to pay,” Anna said, almost sounding concerned that he’d even broached the topic.

This conversation started while he and Anna had some alone time in an enormous back room, where all the options that she and the tailor—he’d mostly chimed in with nods of agreement—had decided would look good on him had been gathered. They’d seemed like old hands at the task, gliding through the store without any of the hesitance that he felt whenever they’d added another linen button-down or blazer to the possibilities. The arrival of another customer had just called the tailor away, leaving him and Anna to discuss their current topic of conversation. Apparently, a contentious one.

“Don’t make me do to you what I did to Avril,” Liam said.

“I’m serious, Liam. This is my gift to you.”

“Christmas is three hundred and sixty-four days away, Anna.”

“It’s still the season of giving.”

Huh. Liam’s retort lingered on his tongue. He hadn’t been anticipating this level of stubbornness from Anna, of all people.

“Besides,” she said, continuing her assault, “I have a massive discount due to how often my family uses Mercer’s. So, please let me get you an outfit or two.”

He sighed and chose the path of peace. “An outfit.” That was as far as he’d willingly budge.

“Very well. A single outfit.”

“And don’t tell Avril.”

Anna dipped her chin. “I promise not to inform Avril.”

Less than an hour later, he now owned that outfit. He wasn’t taking it home yet, however, as the alterations had not yet been made. Instead, he’d been informed by the tailor after he’d changed back into his original clothes that he could return for a final fitting in two days. While he was doing that, Anna and the tailor had seemingly discussed the price out in the central area of the store, which kept him from hearing just how much everything cost or how much Anna’s proclaimed discount was worth. He knew she’d done it intentionally, though he elected not to belabor the point as they regrouped and began to depart.

Began, but did not complete, for the new arrival that had initially pulled the tailor away briefly appeared. A balding man with a few liver spots on his head, recognition had flashed in his eyes when he’d seen the two of them. Liam didn’t bother to wonder if maybe it was him who the man had recognized.

So had a blessedly brief but dull conversation between Anna and the man passed. Like at the mall with Trent and his cohorts, Liam was nearly invisible to the man outside of a single hello. Mention of Anna’s parents came up, which naturally led to Anna inquiring about the man’s family. Once the usual “they’re doing well” and “Christmas was pleasant” tittle-tattle passed, the tailor, standing patiently nearby, caught the man’s eye.

Excusing himself, only then did he seem to remember that Anna, a woman, was only in a men’s clothing store because she had male accompaniment. His scrutiny fell heavily upon Liam, though he’d already excused himself, and his feet slowly dragged him toward the waiting tailor. However, Liam remained aware of the glances that the man sent over his shoulder, even while he discussed his fitting with the tailor.

“Are you ready?” Anna asked, distracting him from the older man’s attention. The polite, controlled demeanor she’d effortlessly donned while speaking to the man had just as easily slid off, replaced by earnest geniality. How fortunate he was to be one of the few who could see this side of her.

More than ready. “Yeah.” He paused, conflicted. Unanimously, his mind, body, and heart wanted to return to Tess, to the warmth, affection, and raunchier activities that awaited him when he did. However, the barest shred of decency kicked him in the shin.

He was fortunate to be one of the few who got to see her like this, just as she likely felt fortunate to have an additional person with whom she could feel this way.

And she just bought you an expensive-ass outfit, he self-scolded.

“So, I’m a little hungry,” he said, which was true. “If you’re still free for a bit longer, would you want to get a bite to eat somewhere? And I’ll pay there.”

Anna’s smile lit up the whole store. “I am free. I was just about to check if you were also free.”

“Yeah? Were you also thinking lunch?”

She nodded, growing mildly abashed. “I was also wondering if you might want to go ice skating again. The location we skated at last time is only about ten minutes from here.”

“Just you and me?” he asked, partially expecting her to reveal that she’d already tried—and possibly failed—to invite Avril along.

The surge of vermillion on her face revealed her answer before she provided it. “If that’s agreeable to you, yes. I could ask if Avril wants to come along if you’d like, though.”

“No, that’s all right. I’m happy to go ice skating with you again. It’ll save my wallet a bit, too, since I’m also buying our entry tickets.”

Unquenchable jubilation flashed within her minty green eyes. “Great!”


Chapter Thirty-Two

Unseen No More

OpenSky Center, where they’d skated last time, didn’t have many post-Christmas Day skaters on either of its three rinks when he and Anna arrived. A few children skated with their mom on the covered rink while a few pre-teens passed around a hockey puck on the rink made explicitly for it. The largest of the rinks, practically a horse track in size, only had half a dozen skaters on it. Three pairs, soon to be four.

Soon to be three, actually. By the time he and Anna finished their lunch in the rental building, which had its own café and so-so lunch options to pick from, paid their admission fee, and he collected his skates, one of the pairs had departed. Anna had brought her skates along, revealing that she’d always intended to see if he wanted to go ice skating after they visited the tailor, or potentially go along by herself if he’d declined. It was no surprise. Anyone who knew her knew she wasn’t the spontaneous type. That was the one who hadn’t received an invite.

Which he did find curious as they donned their skates and stepped onto the largest rink’s ice.

It’s not like they’re attached at the hip, he reminded himself at the same time as he also reminded himself of the lessons he’d been taught the last time he’d been here. As their blades touched the ice, Anna waited patiently for him to rediscover his footing. Within a matter of steps, he could at least keep pace with her, and the two of them began taking advantage of the vast swathe of ice available to them.

The other two pairs on the ice were clearly couples, though he and Anna were the youngest set by at least a decade. And not actually a couple, he reminded himself.

“So, do you have the inside scoop on Avril’s game of choice for New Year’s Eve?” Liam asked, diverting his attention away from the distant couples back to the beautiful woman skating alongside him.

“Afraid not,” Anna admitted. “I have seen her practicing shuffling and dealing on our kitchen table, but she’s refused to let me know anything.”

Liam smiled. “Actually, if you’ve seen any of that, you might have an idea about what she’s planning to have us play. Has she been consistent with how many cards she’s been dealing to each ‘player?’”

Anna’s unfairly pouty lips pursed thoughtfully. Compared to him, she was an effortless breeze gliding over the ice. If she’d shut her eyes and started skating backward, she still probably could have maintained her graceful technique as they did laps around the rink.

“Yes, I believe she has been,” Anna said. “She’s been dealing two cards face down to every ‘player,’ and then three cards face up in the center of the table. That’s always been how she starts, so far as I can recollect.”

That made things easy. As he grinned and prepared to spill his knowledge, some form of perverse karma decided to cause the front of his right skate to hit a patch of uneven ice. Floundering and flapping his arms like a lame baby duck cast out of the nest before it was ready, Anna swiftly extended a steadying hand that helped him remain upright.

“Uh, thanks,” he said, blushing slightly as the nearest other couple on the rink looked his way.

“Falling happens,” Anna said, smiling comfortingly.

“Hopefully, just almost falling today,” he said, slowing down. Anna followed suit. “But back to Avril, she’s going with the classic: Texas Hold’em. If you’ve ever seen a professional game of poker on TV, it was probably that. It’s pretty easy to learn, but unlike Blackjack, you’re playing against the other players, not the dealer. Best hand wins.”

At Anna’s behest, the two spent the next leg of their skating time talking about what might be the world’s most famous casino card game. He filled her in on all the terminology, really only needing to mention things once before she learned them. She’d proved her acumen quickly when he’d taught her the rules of Blackjack back at her apartment, and it proved itself again here.

When he started discussing strategies and tips, she aptly listened, now skating backward so she could still look at him. As he’d assumed, she remained as graceful on the ice no matter how she was skating.

Comparatively, he wasn’t as quick to acclimatize to skating as she was to cards. He remained mildly unstable whenever he tried to pick up any real speed, wobbling occasionally, though he staved off any falls. Anna kept her speed matched to his, appearing unperturbed at his mild pace. He briefly considered what Avril had claimed when he’d come skating with the two of them: that Anna could pull off all manner of impressive maneuvers, though she’d never do so with others around. The other pairs didn’t seem in any hurry to vacate the rink, so he supposed that he’d just have to keep on imagining what those maneuvers might be—if she would have even agreed to show off a little had it just been the two of them.

“So, depending on how serious the game is, folding immediately is fairly necessary for success?” Anna asked while he outlined a few golden rules in the game.

“Yeah, it’ll happen a fair bit in a high-stakes game. For raising, it’s usually a matter of position---where you are in the betting order. There are only about sixteen starting hands that you’d want to play through no matter what position you’re in, but there are a hundred and sixty-nine possible starting hands in the game. Knowing when to fold is one of the most important skills to learn.”

Anna began to nod, smiling as she attentively absorbed the information he doled out. Yet, midway through tilting her head, her posture froze, her eyes widened, and only years of instinct developed on the ice kept her from staggering and potentially falling.

The change was so severe and sudden that Liam didn’t know what quite to make of it at first. It was as though he’d blinked, and in that infinitesimal time frame, someone had replaced Anna with a doppelganger—one doing an abysmal job of mimicking her current joviality. Maybe it was over a pay dispute or something.

But no. The Anna in front of him was the Anna who he’d been with for the past two hours. So, what could have shattered her pleasant mood so completely?

She was staring right at it, and he only needed to follow the direction of her gaze to understand immediately—and to feel his good mood also go the way of the dodo bird.

Wearing the delight that he’d stolen from Anna, Trent Alden leaned against the rink’s wall not thirty feet from them.

“What the hell?” Liam muttered under his breath, face contorting into a deep frown.

Anna, however, remained ghostly silent. Their momentum thankfully carried them away from the scion of Alden Electronics, and he didn’t pursue them. He just kept staring at Anna where he was, wearing a smug look.

Once they were a bit further away from the black hole of Anna’s joy, she found her voice.

“Liam,” she whispered, though they were far enough away that she shouldn’t need to worry about Trent eavesdropping. “Let’s get our things and go, please. Liam.”

He’d started to glance over his shoulder toward Trent again when she called his name a second time, more forcefully than he’d ever heard her voice. It was enough to curtail his look. Bringing his focus back to Anna, whose expression hadn’t mended in the slightest, he nodded.

“Sure, let’s do that.”

Thankfully, Trent had posted himself at a location relatively far from where he and Anna had left their shoes and her purse. Skating around the rink as if nothing was wrong, they suddenly stopped off at the nearest gate to their things and began an overtly rapid attempt to get out of their skates.

Unsurprisingly, as soon as he realized it, Trent started wrapping around the rink toward them.

“You can just go ahead and go if you want to,” Liam told Anna as they swapped into their shoes. He still had to return his skates, but Anna could potentially get to the parking lot and leave without having to share a conversation with the odious man making his way toward them if she hurried.

“I’m fine,” Anna said tightly, sounding anything but fine.

How had he known they—or she, really—was here? He didn’t believe for a second that this was a simple happenstance, which he could already imagine Trent was about to claim it was. Barring something heinously creepy, such as her father tracking her phone and letting Trent or his father know where she was, the only two who might have overheard their plans were the tailor back at Mercer’s and the older man she’d run into.

He wasn’t wealthy enough to know just how things worked in Anna’s echelon of wealth, but maybe it was some self-serving attempt to curry favor with the Royces and the Aldens. Who fucking knew?

What he did know was that the last thing he wanted to let Anna be subjected to was Trent Alden. He’d seen how he was the other day. And the sheer creepiness of appearing here bordered on stalking, as far as he was concerned.

Skates off and shoes on, they’d begun to head back to return his skates when Trent reached them. Anna, either from a lifetime of instruction on manners or perhaps simply because she didn’t want to feel like she was fleeing, stopped and faced Trent once he entered polite speaking distance. He’d already called out to her, so any hope of feigning ignorance of his interest in speaking to her had collapsed like a tower of wet cards.

“Hello, Trent,” she said, smiling politely, though there were a few more jagged edges to it than usual. “I didn’t realize you skated.”

“I’ve been taking it up,” the blond-haired successor to Alden Electronics said.

What a bald-faced lie, Liam thought, clenching his jaw.

Arrogance, and now a fair degree of smugness, still rolled off his body in waves, though there was a pungent waft of cologne that outdid it. He was all smiles, oblivious or uninterested in Anna’s clear discomfort about his presence. The same could be said about his awareness of Liam’s presence—again.

Does he not recognize me? Somehow, the idea that Trent had literally forgotten about him, even though they’d met just three days ago, seemed laughably plausible. He was the exact type of person who discarded his memories of anyone he sneered down at moments after they vanished from his conceited gaze.

“That’s nice,” Anna said. “I don’t see your skates, though.”

“That’s because I saw you when I was heading in, so I haven’t gotten some yet.”

“I see. Well, I hope you have a great deal of fun skating here. It’s a wonderful rink.”

“As do I.” Affixing her with a squirm-inducing smile, he nodded toward the building they’d been heading toward. “I am still getting the hang of skating, though. I was hoping you might stick around and give me some tips.”

“I’m sorry,” Anna said, sounding not at all like she was, “but we’ve been here a while, so we were on our final circuit when you arrived. Maybe we’ll run across one another again here sometime.”

At that moment, he and Anna possessed telepathy. Because the words “hopefully not” rumbled through their minds simultaneously.

“You couldn’t stick around a little longer? I did just arrive, so it almost feels like it was fated for us to run into each other like this.”

Good God, Liam thought, resisting an urge to pinch the bridge of his nose. He knew what was to come next.

“I’m sorry, but we’ve skated enough for today. Maybe another time.”

“If your friend here is done and wants to head out, let him,” Trent said obstinately. “I know how much you love skating, so I’m sure it wouldn’t be all bad if you spent a little longer on the ice. I’d be thrilled if you’d offer me some of your expertise.”

So, he did at least have the capacity to know that Liam was here with them. He still hadn’t looked at him, though.

That was about to change. Liam might be pretty far from hotheaded, but seeing Anna’s distress urged him into action. His own disdain for Trent Alden certainly didn’t help.

“We’ve got plans—and places to be. It just didn’t work out this time.”

Annoyance pinched Trent’s expression as though he found his voice grating. His gaze, and Anna’s, swiveled toward him, though Liam focused on judging Trent’s. At first, vexation, but not recognition. A few seconds later, however, that, too, changed.

“You!” he hissed, eyebrows knit together with shock, then further irritation. “Your Avril’s stooge.”

“Liam, actually,” he said, blood boiling because of the remark. “Now, have a good time skating. But Anna and I are heading out.”

Whether he heard or understood what Liam had just said, he didn’t show it. As if enough pieces had formed in his mind for him to realize that Liam wasn’t just some random nobody whom he could meet once and then forget about forever, he latched his gaze back upon Anna, turmoil flashing in it.

“Anna, who is this person?” he demanded.

“He just told you, Trent,” she answered, unaware they’d already met. “His name is Liam.”

Trent’s tumultuous expression remained, and Liam took no small pleasure in it.

“Yes, but who is he? Why is some guy from Perrymont spending so much time with you and Avril?”

“Pardon?” Anna asked, though her attention had shifted to him.

“Avril and I bumped into Trent at the mall on the twenty-third,” he explained. “It was a super brief meeting.”

“Oh.” Anna frowned, though it was no longer because of Trent’s presence. Not all of it, at least.

“I should have mentioned it,” he continued. “I’m sorry.”

“That’s… all right,” she said, returning her attention to Trent. She was just in time to see him cross his arms and glare loathingly at Liam.

“Who the hell are you?” he demanded. “I’ve never heard of you, so why do you keep popping up around Anna and Avril? What are you, some kind of pity project?”

“Trent!” Anna shouted objectionably. It was the first time he’d ever heard her voice raised in such a way.

Sorry, Anna, he thought, already aware of the trouble that he was likely to cause her. As mild as he usually felt that he was, even he had a limit for sneering douchebags.

“No,” Liam growled, trading volume for sharpness. At least for that part, Victoria would have been proud. “I’m her boyfriend. Now fuck off.”


Chapter Thirty-Three

Decision Point

All things considered, Anna didn’t seem as mad at him as he might have expected. It was possible she stewed in her car more than he realized. He didn’t know. Even though they were headed to the same location, they drove there separately.

Back at OpenSky Center, she’d only grabbed him by his arm and pulled him away after he’d dropped his bombshell onto Trent. A bombshell, indeed. The jackass had seemed somewhere in between staggered and literally shell-shocked as Anna hurried them both away, returned his skates, and then calmly but firmly informed him that they were going to his house.

“Right now.”

If there’d ever been any thought of disputing her demand, it’d evaporated as though it were the hottest day in the most scorching summer.

Along the way, Liam had inevitably suffered from a churning gut and copious regret. What the hell had he just done? The whole point of his pretending to be Anna’s boyfriend was to make her life easier, not more difficult. He’d let his damn pride seize his tongue back there with Trent, and now he might have just made everything so much worse for Anna.

An apology leaped from his lips within seconds after he and Anna pulled into his driveway and climbed out of their cars.

“I’m not upset,” she said, holding a hand up. “I’m just… concerned about how things are going to end up now.”

“I know,” he said, feeling utterly dismal about his actions. “I really fucked up back there.”

“Do you want to take it back?”

Liam’s expression shifted from contrite to confused. “Take it back?”

“I could just say that you lied or that we broke up afterward. I’ve already ignored two calls from my father, so it’s safe to assume that the news has reached him.”

The boulder of guilt in the pit of his stomach sank lower. Doubly so as he saw the sorrow milling about in Anna’s eyes.

“Would that make things better for you if I did?” That was all he was concerned with now, undoing his blunder as best as he could.

“No, I don’t believe so.”

Something began to vibrate in her purse—a third phone call from Arnold Royce, perhaps. Like the first two, Anna ignored it. Her attention remained solely his to hold, her soft green eyes shimmering with emotion.

“Then I don’t want either of those things to happen,” he said, resolve made. “However, I can best help you out; that’s what I want to do. I still hope that we’re friends and that I can do that.”

“We are still friends,” Anna confirmed. “And… I suppose we’re still pretending to date. Or pretending to be a couple, now.”

Liam winced. “Yeah. I’m sorry.”

Anna took a deep breath. Her hand lifted. “No more apologies. Please. You haven’t done anything wrong.”

Liam would continue to feel the opposite for quite some time, but he heeded Anna’s request. No more apologies. At least, no more open apologies.

After a brief silence, Anna glanced one house over from his. Lips coming together worriedly, she began reaching for her phone.

“I think it would be best if we come clean to Tess and Avril. At this point, I believe it’ll do far more harm than good if we keep what just transpired from them—and the nature of our original deal. I want their help, not to keep deceiving them. Are you all right with that, Liam?”

Though his worries multiplied astronomically, he forced himself to nod. Anna finished fishing out her phone and made a call. Not to her father. To her best friend.

The person that Liam was most worried about not taking things well.


Chapter Thirty-Four

Dibs

Strangely, Avril took things rather well. Or at least… silently. By the time he and Anna finished explaining everything, she’d said only a handful of words, asked only two questions. For most of their talk, she’d sat on the couch next to Tess, arms folded while he and Anna—mostly Anna—explained everything. Comparatively, Tess had been far more involved in asking for additional details.

Blessedly, Tess wasn’t upset to find out that he and Anna had been pretending to date the whole time. She wasn’t even particularly surprised. The conversation that they’d had in private some days ago had more or less already suggested that he and Anna were more interested in friendship than romance. While she hadn’t seemed overjoyed to hear the details of their deception and how long ago it had started, she didn’t admonish either of them for what they’d done. Instead, she actually apologized.

“I am sorry that you felt that you needed to do such a thing to begin with,” Tess told Anna. All four of them stood inside her house, pretty much right where they’d been just two days ago. “I didn’t realize how much pressure I was putting on you. I’ll help you any way I can, of course.”

“Thank you,” Anna said, relief flooding her features. Its flow reversed as she glanced toward her unusually taciturn roommate. “And you, Avril? How do you feel about all of this?”

Avril’s gaze slid to him. Liam had no idea as to how she was about to respond. He just hoped that if she were livid with his deception, she wouldn’t take it out on Anna.

“Nah, I’m not mad,” she said, continuing to stare directly at him.

Funny way of showing it, he thought.

“You pulled one over on me, and I’m a good sport. I’m not pissed over something like that.”

Liam provided a speck of a nod as his way of sharing that he understood that she was speaking to him more than Anna. Afterward, Avril’s emerald stare reaffixed to Anna.

“But I do want to get something straight. So, you two are now pretending to date. Because that blond cocksucker and your dad now know about it.”

“That’s right,” Anna hesitantly explained. “Liam and I talked it over, and for right now, that’s what we’re opting for.”

“But you’re not actually dating?”

“W-Well, no. We’ve never been actually dating.” Confusion etched itself upon Anna’s face. Liam and Tess wore similar expressions. It was an odd thing to highlight.

“All right,” the redhead said. “Good.”

“Good?”

But Anna didn’t get an answer. Avril hopped to her feet. At first, it seemed as though she were about to stomp out of the house, which would have put serious strain on her proclamation that she wasn’t upset.

She didn’t head for the door. Her goal was several steps closer.

Liam’s confused look never had a chance to end before Avril reached him.

Before, in perfect view of Anna and Tess, she shoved her lips against his.

He heard a gasp, but he couldn’t tell from which of the two other women it might have come from. Hell, it could have been his. All he knew for the brief seconds her lips mashed against his was three hundred million volts of shock. His own personal lightning bolt, delivered by a sultry redhead’s soft lips.

Avril yanked her lips away from his. Her eyes glinted with some unknown stratagem, but he was far too stupefied to possess even a single chance of understanding why she’d just done what she did.

And then, she turned around to the other two stunned individuals in the room. She had only a single word to explain her insane actions.

“Dibs.”

END BOOK 2
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