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Chapter One

In the Interim

By all accounts, Liam Carr returned to Perrymont as something of a local hero, at least as far as his roommate Grant and a few other friends were concerned. After all, he came bearing gifts. And not your ordinary, anticipated, “here are some belated Christmas gifts” gifts. He didn’t return to his dormitory in early January with anything at all like that, though Grant surely would have been over the moon if he’d shown up with one of those boxes of mystery-flavored ramen he was always getting. His roommate had an insatiable urge to try every flavor known to man before he turned twenty-one.

Instead of some cheap ramen, done away with in a few afternoons by Grant’s voracious appetite, he came with gifts that would stay memorable and meaningful for years to come. He came with brand new laptops, capable of going the distance to their graduations. He came with four front-row tickets to a Lakers game, which nearly caused Grant to start foaming at the mouth. He didn’t blame him.

For the woman behind these lavish gifts, they were nothing out of the ordinary, but to normal people, which he and his roommates were, you didn’t expect to come back from winter break and receive such crazy gifts from a friend you’d known for only six months. And so, they stared in open perplexment at the stack of high-end laptops he set down in front of them. It didn’t get any better when he told each of them to take one: they were theirs.

He received the expected response. It was as if he’d become an oil baron overnight. Naturally, even while their eyes shone as he doled out lavish gifts in his and Grant’s dorm, the demand was immediate and expected: spill the details.

He spoke the truth… mostly. He told them about making friends with a pair of women who attended Bellmore, the premier school for the children of magnates and moguls. He told them how he came to meet the duo, that it involved his next-door neighbor, who herself was a professor at the prestigious college. However, he lied a little here, claiming the meeting was just by chance, that they’d simply been visiting her when he’d made it home, and that polite introductions had followed—and nothing more.

Lastly, he told them about the New Year’s Eve party he’d attended, which the gift-giver had put together, and the insane prize room from which he’d obtained these laptops and tickets. When grilled on the topic, he passed out info on the other expensive prizes that had been up for grabs. However, he didn’t mention how the evening’s hostess, Avril Knight, had gotten him to spend some of the “points” he’d accrued over the night via his excellence at Texas Hold’em on a Rolex.

A Rolex he’d later discovered was worth a hundred grand. It was still at his house; he didn’t dare bring it with him to school. Hell, he hadn’t even taken it out of its glass container yet, all because he hoped Avril would let him return the gift. She’d continuously refused.

What the hell am I supposed to do with this? he remembered thinking, holding the container in his hands while sitting on his bed. He now owned a watch that cost multiple times more than his car. Avril didn’t seem to appreciate how stunned that left him.

And there were other things he left out, of course.

There was the fact that he was more than just a friend to both Bellmore women. After being worn down a bit by his friends’ barrage of questions, he did admit that he was now dating one of them, Annabelle Royce. Sharing that truth would make the future easier, given that they were outwardly dating, if only to keep a repulsive individual known as Trent Alden, who Anna’s father was attempting to match her with, far away from her. It was likely that Anna would eventually visit him here, so better to share that tidbit now than then.

“As in Royce Railroads?” one of his friends asked, eyebrows to the moon.

“The one and only,” Liam admitted.

“So, you go back home for a few weeks, and now you’re kicking it with heiresses, getting laptops and Lakers’ tickets like they’re candy corn on Halloween?” Grant said. “How’s that fair?”

“I could take them back and return them if you think it’s too much.”

A collective “Hell no!” followed. At their behest, Liam shared a few more details about his winter break. Given the circumstances of his return, it made sense that the focus sat wholly on him. He tried to spread it around a little, checking with everyone how their breaks had gone.

“I got a matching sweater from my girlfriend,” one of his friends grunted wryly. “So, definitely in the same ballpark as what you’ve been getting from yours.”

“Hey, it wasn’t Anna who got all this,” he said, forgetting that she’d insisted on paying for a tailored outfit for Avril’s New Year’s Eve party. “It’s her roommate who’s the big spender.”

“And is she single?” Grant butted in, tearing away his gaze from the Lakers’ tickets, which had immediately drawn his attention away from the laptops. He’d traced his thumb over them as if they were made of pure gold, eyes wide like the moon.

“Dunno,” Liam said, which was sort of a lie but sort of the truth. How exactly did Avril view their relationship? Officially, what were they to one another? It was a question he hadn’t yet properly asked.

Grant clicked his teeth together. “Well, find out for us, why don’t you?”

Liam jokingly promised he would, but he then redirected the conversation to the gifts themselves, not the givers.

Nodding at the laptops, one of which was his, he said, “Let’s get them all up and running.”

During that time, Grant, who’d gotten a new laptop the past summer, had floated the idea of selling the new one. Liam had simply shrugged and let his friends know that the gifts were theirs to do with as they wished. A couple of weeks later, Grant had a nice little boost to his bank account, which he used to splurge on merchandise when he, Liam, and two others sat courtside at that Lakers’ game.

That was the only weekend where he didn’t make plans with at least one of the three stunning women in his life. And honestly, it was a trade he made reluctantly.

Your dick can survive one week without getting sucked, Avril had texted him when he’d complained to her while in the car driving to the game.

I’ll expect it to be extra sucked the next time I see you, he’d fired back.

We’ll see, big boy.

At the time, he hadn’t realized it’d be at least one week more before he saw the fiery, flirtatious redhead. For just a day later, he’d received a request from his girlfriend—the official one.

Would it be alright if I came to see you next weekend?

That was how he’d ended up standing with chattering teeth outside his dorm on a frosty Saturday afternoon, waiting for a familiar black SUV to pull into view. After a couple weeks of brisk but survivable temperatures, he’d gotten used to wearing a lighter jacket. After coming down from his dorm and getting pummeled in the face by a wintry fist a few minutes ago, he’d immediately headed back inside and swapped into something heavier.

When the blizzard had buried them back in his hometown, he’d heard from Grant that Perrymont had dodged it. As such, he didn’t have to worry about standing in snow. Just hard, pale ground and rigid blades of grass stricken blue by frost.

Liam would take that small silver lining, however. He wanted to show Anna around, which was still possible, if a bit less pleasant, so long as it only remained freezing cold. The forecast had promised clear skies, and at least that had come through. So, after getting a message from her saying she was close, he’d tromped down to the front of his dorm to wait. The plan he’d put together saw them ending things with a visit to his dorm, not beginning there.

It was only a few minutes before he saw Anna’s vehicle reach the stop sign at the nearby intersection. He stayed where he was, waiting for her turn on the crescent-shaped roadway that saw brand new freshmen getting dropped off by teary-eyed parents every fall. As soon as she did so, he moved away from the lamppost he’d been loitering by and headed toward it.

Approaching the barrier between the sidewalk and the street to wait for her, Liam spent his final few seconds of alone time reviewing the itinerary he’d come up with. If it’d been Avril who’d come to visit, he wouldn’t have bothered, but Anna was a woman he knew appreciated preparation. And so, as she pulled up directly adjacent to him, he removed one hand from his coat pocket and tossed her a wave and a smile.

“You can leave it running,” he said, fighting off a shiver as the driver-side door opened.

Nodding, one of the most unreasonably beautiful women on the face of the planet left her SUV humming as she climbed out of it. It’d only be a few minutes before they were both back inside of it, driving to their destination.

“Hi, Liam,” Anna said, warming even the chilliest part of him with her radiant smile.

“Hi, Anna,” he said back.

Clearly aware that the temperatures had dropped, she’d made the long drive over in a pair of warm leggings, a long-sleeved shirt, and a puffy winter coat, all being black. Only a pair of light brown, low-heeled boots mixed things up within her ensemble. As for her sleek, lustrous black hair, she’d put it up into a ponytail.

“You look beautiful,” Liam said, which grew her smile. She had a luscious mouth that could torment the abstinent, and Liam immediately felt warmed by it.

His words also added a hint of a blush to her fair skin, which caused her green eyes, bright and alluring to a fault, to stand out even further. That was Annabelle Royce in a nutshell. No matter which part of her caught your eye, there was no losing out. She was as beautiful as a portrait, sincere, generous, and altogether a pleasure to be around. Even had they just stayed friends, he would have still been thrilled each time she asked him to spend time with her.

However, that wasn’t what they were anymore. And the fact that their relationship was no longer just an act or a means to an end meant that there were more than just “hellos” between them when they met up.

This time around, he initiated things. As he leaned in, he hadn’t intended it to be anything more than a chaste peck on the lips. And yet, as his chilled lips met a pair that had spent the past two hours kept warm by her vehicle’s vents, he found no reason to pull back. Nor, it appeared, did Anna.

Their mouths moved in tandem, equal in their yearning for the other. Liam experienced bliss in those incredibly soft, luscious lips. A racing heart, too.

Anna shut her eyes, and he followed suit. For about ten seconds, they greeted one another in this way. It hadn’t been all that long since they’d last seen each other, yet they kissed as if it’d been an entire season.

When their first kiss of the day ended, the hue of Anna’s face had shifted a few shades closer to vermillion. Yet, she only let Liam examine her face for a second. Her lips returned to his right after. This second kiss was half as long yet just as passionate. Anna was breathing a little heavily when it ended.

“Ready to get going?” he asked, grinning like a lovelorn fool. Kissing Annabelle Royce had that effect on him. How could it not? God, her lips were so soft, so full. And he was only the second person on the planet to have experienced them firsthand. “If you don’t mind, can I drive? I want to keep the surprise of where we’re heading a little longer.”

Anna nodded, then beckoned for him to take the wheel. As she moved around to the passenger seat, Liam shivered with excitement. It didn’t matter how cold it might get today. If he started getting too chilly, he knew he had someone nearby who could help him warm up.


Chapter Two

Café on Ice

If it’d been warmer, Liam would have taken her on a walk. Perrymont’s campus had some great outdoor views, even in the winter, and a robust set of walking paths through that scenery. He might still recommend they go for a walk, but he doubted they could spend a whole afternoon outdoors—not without ending up sniffling like a pair of wheezing vacuums. And his dorm was the final place to visit, not the first. He’d put plenty of thought into where he would take Anna on their date. Even a little research.

Which was how he knew about the Café on Ice.

It was a well-regarded café, so it wasn’t just the gimmick that had caused him to take Anna there. Still, pretty much the second he’d found out about it, it’d leaped up his list of options. Primarily because, based on the café’s online pictures, it had a small ice-skating rink behind it. You ordered your drink, put on skates—the place rented them out if you didn’t have any—and then stepped onto a diminutive rink shaped like an infinity symbol. When your drink was ready, you could pick it up from a spot on the ice, like runners in a marathon pausing by the sidewalk to get some water from spectators.

Because who didn’t love drinking something warm while skating?

At the very least, he thought—he hoped—Anna would find it charming. Furthermore, to keep up the ruse for as long as he could, he’d invoked the aid of a devil of mischief. That was how Liam, but not Anna, knew that her skates were in the back of her vehicle. She’d know pretty soon.

Along the way, they passed the time with a banal conversation about how each of their semesters had gone so far. Around halfway to the café, Liam guided the conversation toward their upcoming—though still unfortunately distant—exotic spring break trip.

“No, I don’t mind where we end up going,” Anna confirmed once he floated the question.

“What about Avril? She’s claiming to be impartial about it all, but—”

“But we both know her well enough to find that suspicious,” Anna said with a smile. “However, in this one instance, I think she might be telling the truth. She hasn’t tried to sway me toward casting my votes anywhere in particular.”

“If it weren’t you, I’d think you might be lying to me—that you were in on it with her.”

“No such attempts like that have happened either,” she confirmed. “She really is leaving it up to us. So, to you.”

“After me, you should have the most sway on where we go,” he protested. “If you, Victoria, and Tess all formed a coalition, I think you could outvote me.”

“A coalition against our resident card shark,” Anna said, amused. “That didn’t work out so well for us last time.”

Liam shrugged. “What can I say?”

“Nothing,” Anna said. “If you apologize for how badly you thrashed us, I’ll know you’re lying. If you act humble, I’ll know you’re lying.”

Liam ended up grinning as he led Anna’s vehicle into the parking lot of Café on Ice. Immediately, any interest toward what beach they’d end up on in a few months vanished. Leaning forward while he parked them, Anna read the icy blue and pink sign planted above the quaint building. Next, she leaned to look out her window. Peeking out from behind both sides of the building was the infinity-shaped rink.

“Shall we?” Liam asked, shifting the SUV into park. “Our last time skating together got ruined.”

By an asshole, he finished in his mind.

Anna eyed him, though she certainly didn’t deny the truth of his statement. Even if it had, in a way, led to their relationship becoming what it was now, he suspected that neither of them looked back on that particular day—one where a rightfully titled asshole had basically stalked Anna to her favorite ice-skating rink—too fondly.

Today was a chance to put a pleasant memory between then and now.

“I’m going to sound awful,” Anna said, “but I’m really picky about my skates. I… don’t think I’ll enjoy using this place’s skates.”

“Don’t worry,” Liam said, grinning anew, “you won’t have to.”

About thirty seconds later, as Liam popped open the trunk of Anna’s SUV and moved aside the neatly folded blanket covering her skates, he felt the dryness of her look even before he found it with his eyes.

“Avril.”

Liam simply nodded at what had never been a question.

Collecting her white ice skates, of a quality far, far above what they could have rented inside, they found the café itself unsurprisingly cramped in terms of space. There were about six tables available for those who wanted to escape the cold or who, for some reason, hadn’t come here with any intention of skating. After placing their orders and getting him a pair of skates from a friendly server, they headed back outside through a glass door.

Upon seeing the rink, even with its relative diminutiveness, Anna immediately smiled. Liam stole a bit of her joy and smiled beside her. After they slid on their skates at a bench near the rink’s entrance, dropping their shoes off at the same daycare as everyone else, they joined the other skaters on the ice. This was hardly a place to show off skills. With the path really only being wide enough for maybe four skaters to skate side by side, and with the entire concept wrapped around drinking something hot while skating, none of them were skating particularly quickly. It was pretty much all couples or groups, each enjoying conversation, warm cappuccinos, and a bit of lazy skating.

“I’ll eventually get you to show me your real skills,” Liam said as his blades touched the ice. Using a rope fence for support, he soon pushed away and began skating with Anna, who glided over the ice with effortless grace. This was as much her habitat as the ocean was a dolphin’s.

“Maybe,” Anna said, a step from how she usually replied when someone—usually Avril—tried to goad her into showing off.

“You did promise,” he reminded her, which caused her to nod softly.

They made their first sweep around the infinity calmly. The only “dangerous” spot was where the looping rink pinched together in the middle. But with only a few skaters on the ice right now, all of whom seemed steadier than him, there wasn’t even any congestion, much less a danger of collision.

“It’s only fair,” he said, glancing at the area where they could collect their drinks once they were ready. It was basically a fast-food drive-thru, complete with a glass window that could slide out of the way once the server was ready to hand out their drinks. “I mean, I’ve shown you everything I know how to do with cards. That was my secret talent.”

“Somehow, I doubt you’ve exposed all your secrets in that arena,” Anna said, turning and beginning to skate backward as they moved into their second loop. Even at their lazy pace, she was still better in reverse than he was going forward.

“Maybe,” he imitated, which caused Anna to smile. “Could be that I’m expecting at least Avril to come for my title on spring break.”

“I’d say Victoria, too. Even if I somehow ended up with more points than her, she’s the next best, right? You said it yourself. She seemed to want to win very badly.”

“I don’t think any of you were bad.”

“Just not as good as you,” Anna said, finishing his statement for him.

Grinning, Liam shrugged. “Maybe.”

They were just beginning their third loop of the rink, passing by the bench where their shoes sat, when the server opened the window and called out their names. With a lifted hand, Anna signaled that she’d heard the call, and the server left the drinks on a small stone shelf just inside the open window. Once they made it all around, they collected their respective cappuccinos and warmed their hands around two pillars of Styrofoam heat. Eventually, they began carefully sipping—well, he did, wary of the act of skating and drinking at the same time—their drinks. Anna, naturally, showed no difficulty in combining the two.

On their fourth loop, Anna’s shoulder brushed against his. He’d grown a little silent while focusing as he did on keeping either type of spill—of him or his drink—from happening. But he didn’t miss the brief contact—an unquestionably intentional meeting between their coats.

Careful that his grip was firm, Liam released one of his hands from his drink—and then he finally lowered the warm object from where it’d been hovering inches away from his mouth since he’d placed it there. The act helped relieve the tense hunch on his shoulders. Freed of its purpose, his hand dropped to his side, where it then searched for something else to hold.

It only took a few seconds for a pair of recently warmed hands to connect.

“Thank you for bringing me here,” Anna said, voice quiet but charged with meaningful appreciation. “Embarrassing as it is, this is still a little novel to me. Dates, I mean.”

Liam smiled and squeezed her hand affirmingly. “I’m glad to have found this place. And we’ll keep going on dates until it stops being novel. We’ll make it so, so ordinary.”

Blushing slightly, Anna’s eyes sang their contentment when she looked at him. Her mouth—her everlastingly luscious mouth—framed a smile. He could survive a single blow, but not two. Not from weapons as powerful as these.

Feeling as if there were no better time than the present, Liam leaned over. Briefly overcoming his mediocrity as an ice skater, he managed to kiss Anna while avoiding going off course. Instead, after initiating the kiss, he only needed to stay attached to a far more skillful skater. She didn’t need to see ahead to keep them flowing around the symbolic rink.

After their kiss ended, they spent about twice as long staring into one another’s eyes. In the dead of winter, on an ice-skating rink, there was somehow no place warmer in all the world. Fiji, Maldives, and Maui had nothing on the space between them.


Chapter Three

She Can

They made it back to his dormitory a little before it started getting dark. Which, given that it was still the dead of winter, meant it wasn’t all that late. Yet, they still headed back. Because Anna had requested it, much to Liam’s surprise. After skating for a while, then dropping by Perrymont’s famous bookstore—a brick tortoise of a building, dating its foundations to the early nineteen hundreds—he’d figured they’d spend a while longer checking out the campus’s places of interest.

Apparently not. A touch on Liam’s arm while in the bookstore had drawn his attention. A quiet but meaningful request had taken care of the rest. They’d made for the cashier, then been back in her car five minutes later.

Now, they were in Liam’s dorm, which was pleasantly empty. Kicking on the lights, it lit up a column of a room, split between the living room and a kitchenette. The first part had carpet, while the second had vinyl, so it might have looked like a multi-colored domino from an aerial view. Right before the carpet ebbed into vinyl, there was a door on either side of the wall.

“My bedroom is on the right,” Liam said, nodding. His door was shut, while Grant, as usual, left his open whenever he went out. It was a small but noteworthy commendation of their friendship. He’d heard horror stories about thieving roommates, or even just snoopy ones, but he and Grant had gotten along great throughout the months they’d lived together.

“Do you want anything?” Liam asked, gesturing toward the kitchenette. “It’s pretty well stocked. Kind of standard college dorm stuff, but I’ve been trying to cook a little more since I got back.”

“No, I’m alright,” Anna said, shaking her head. Emerging from her winter coat, she looked for a place to hang it.

“Just anywhere,” Liam said. There weren’t any hooks on the walls, and their dorm didn’t come with a shared closet, so Anna laid her coat neatly over the arm of the living room couch. After that, she stood in place. For a moment. Only a moment.

Their eyes met. Like a tottering steam engine getting going, Liam felt his excitement begin to build.

His room wasn’t anything worth writing home about. Not compared to Anna’s bedroom back at her and Avril’s apartment. It was still a fine enough living space. It was a little wider than the space behind them, and he and Grant each had their own adjoining bathroom. A full bathroom, even.

As he suspected nine out of ten students on campus did, he’d pushed his bed into the far corner of the room, near the single window. Grant hated that there were streetlights outside their windows, complaining of difficulty sleeping without things being pitch black. Even though he wasn’t supposed to, he’d sneaked in light-resistant curtains and stuck them over his blinds.

Liam had a desk filling up the space on the other wall, so he sat with his back to his bed whenever he studied or—as was becoming ever more common—texted Anna, Avril, or Tess when he should be studying. Two of those three seemed to have an instinctual awareness of when he ought to get back to it. One of them, however, didn’t mind if she was a bad influence on his GPA, though it leveled out. He’d always been a good student; he usually finished his work before he started flirting with the three beautiful women in his life.

Most of the time.

“How’s it stack up?” Liam asked, waffling by the doorway. Should he shut it or leave it open? What if Grant came back? “To Bellmore’s dorms, I mean.”

Anna looked around the tidy space. He also had a full wardrobe in the room, which had been a total pain to squeeze through his narrow bedroom door. At least he lived on the first floor, though that came with a different problem. While he and Grant got along incredibly well, they were united in their hate of their upstairs neighbors. Early on, it’d been like living under Welsh clog dancers. Fortunately, one of the two heel-stompers had dropped out early on, and the one that had stayed behind usually didn’t stay up as late as his roommate had.

“They’re somewhat larger, but not by too much,” Anna said. “The biggest difference is the lack of a laundry room.”

“That sounds pretty nice,” Liam admitted. “So, you’d say the average student there does their own laundry.”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” Anna said, striding deeper into his room. “I did my laundry, though.”

“I wouldn’t imagine it otherwise. I can see a four-year-old Annabelle Royce on her tiptoes atop a stool, dumping her tiny clothes into the wash before dropping in a detergent pod and setting the cycle.”

“You’ve been talking with Avril too much, then. I wasn’t always so… adult.”

For some reason, she blushed. Also, her gaze drifted toward his door. It was still open; his hand was resting on it while he mulled his options, in fact.

“Are you going to close that?”

“If you tell me how old you were when you started handling your own laundry.”

Mouth tugging askew, she pulled out the wheeled chair by his desk and sat down. Eventually, still blushing, she admitted, “Eleven.”

“Ah, so I was off by seven whole years,” he said, swinging his bedroom door closed.

“Yes, you were.”

Grinning, he walked over to her, not his bed. He sat on the ground next to her, legs crossed. Anna eyed him curiously, then surprised him by swinging her feet toward him. Setting her socks on his calves, she looked down at him from on high.

“How old were you?” she asked.

Liam shrugged. “Thirteen or fourteen.”

“So, not too much older than when I began.”

“Yeah, but my parents made me do it to help me start building good habits for adulthood. I bet you just started doing it of your own volition.”

Anna didn’t answer, so he knew he was right. Between her, Avril, and Tess, she was by far the easiest to tease. Especially compared to Avril. Teasing Avril Knight was making a declaration of war; peace was no longer an option when you made the opening salvo. With Anna, her infinite well of patience, when combined with how easily she blushed, made her an attractive target.

Smiling, Liam lifted his hands to Anna’s calves. She tensed slightly but didn’t withdraw her legs. Why else but for this would she have placed herself in such a position? He began rubbing her calves along the outside, feeling the muscles beneath her black leggings. While she might not be part of Avril, Tess, and Victoria’s jogging troop, it was noticeable from an incredible distance that she cared for her figure. Hopefully, people would soon start thinking the same thing about him.

He’d been working out regularly since getting back to Perrymont. Spring break snuck closer every day, and he wanted to impress when he took his shirt off, not earn looks of disinterest or apathy. He hadn’t been in bad shape during winter break, but there was always room for improvement.

“I did start doing it on my own, yes,” Anna admitted. “I like doing laundry. It’s cathartic.”

“It is?” he asked, raising an eyebrow. He brought his hands up behind her knees, then leaned in and kissed her knee through the leggings’ fabric.

Anna blushed again. “I think so, at least.”

“I don’t mind laundry. Hate doing dishes, though. Grant and I made a pact to handle our own dishes immediately after use so they don’t pile up.”

“And just like that, you’re both more mature than my roommate—a woman years older than you.”

Liam ended up smiling as he kissed her other knee. His fingers explored her legs while they chatted, climbing nearly to her thighs a handful of times.

“So, if we were to poll your current living place, about how many people there do their own laundry?”

“She’s gotten better at household chores,” Anna said, coming to Avril’s defense. “It’s really just the dishes, and usually when she cooks. She hates cleaning up after herself.”

“Leaves the mess for others, huh?”

Anna nodded, then tensed anew as Liam shifted her legs apart so he could begin kissing the inside of her knee. Her face had been a bastion of expanding crimson for a while, and he didn’t intend to let that change anytime soon.

With his hands resting on the back of her legs, they climbed like two elevators racing toward the top—in a race, yet incapable of rushing. His palms moved up her calves, under her knees, and then sought to feel Anna’s thighs. She swallowed when it became apparent that his hands weren’t planning to stop, but she still raised herself enough for his hands to squeeze between her thighs and the chair.

His arms extended as his hands journeyed up Anna’s legs. She didn’t stop him. So, he kept going. His hands skimmed against the underside of her thighs, tracing the dark leggings. She had a gorgeous figure. Unexplored, but that was rapidly changing.

Finally, his hands found the alluring shape of her butt. His fingertips pressed into it, and then Anna lifted herself a little more. She was no longer technically sitting. Rather, she sort of squatted, which allowed Liam’s hands to go farther than he might have assumed they would. His hands got underneath Anna’s butt. His fingers closed in like netting pulled taut from above.

It was wonderful. If Anna needed any proof of how happy he was, she found it in how wide-eyed he’d unknowingly become. Intent, focused, ecstatic. She still blushed furiously, but she let him hold her in his hands for several seconds.

As soon as he withdrew his hands, drawing them back like ropes dragged across the ground, he shifted onto his knees. Raising himself, as Anna came back down, she leaned forward. Their lips met. A passionate kiss followed.

“Should we move to your bed?” Anna asked in a tiny whisper.

Like she was somehow worried that he might say no. Yeah, the day that happened, he needed to be tossed into a horror movie’s rendition of a 1930s asylum. Straitjacket and all.

“We should,” he said, body thrumming with unconcealable anticipation.

Anna noticed, and she beamed because of it. As he stood up, she did the same. They kissed again, and then, arms wrapped around one another, they practically toppled onto his bed like twin trees knocked down simultaneously.

The springs on his bed bounced them into the air a few inches, and Anna somehow ended up on top of him. They continued kissing, and Anna laid her hands against the sides of his head. She arched into the kiss, leaving them both breathless and slightly dizzy when it ended.

Anna stared down at him, eyes sparkling like veins of newly uncovered teal quartz. Her lips, full and sensual, trembled with a need that she couldn’t quite speak aloud. Somehow, Liam read her thoughts.

“Let’s swap positions,” he whispered. He lifted a hand, stopping Anna, who had begun to obey immediately. “But first, take off your shirt.”

Her eyes widened, and if there was a hue of redder than crimson, Anna’s face discovered it. Yet, that didn’t stop her from nodding. Her fingertips grabbed hold of the fabric at the hem. Anna breathed in deeply, steadying herself slightly. She was trembling, and Liam started to misread it for anxiety, not anticipation.

That ended when Anna swiftly removed her shirt and revealed a rather sexy lace bra.

He sensed Avril’s hand in this. But… maybe not. He remembered where things had been heading on New Year’s Eve, and that had been in a public—in a way—place. An intimate, arousing place. Now, with his door closed and his roommate away, it was just the two of them. So, maybe this was all Anna.

All of Anna was more than enough to turn him on completely. Less than all. Even while still wearing a bra and leggings, she’d already set him from simmering to sizzling.

She hovered over him, gripping her shirt in one hand. That almost distracted him from her sheer beauty. Even now, she couldn’t do what most women would do and just toss an unnecessary article of clothing to the floor.

Anna’s curvaceous hips led up to her narrow waist and ticklish sides, though he wouldn’t learn about that weakness until later. Her figure flowed like a current of air dipping from a hilltop to a valley, and it carried him along with it. His eyes traveled along her enticing figure, rising to a pair of heavenly peaks. Large, round, and entirely unexplored.

Anna’s lace bra had wavy frills running along the bottom and across the angular cuts that showed off her cleavage. It pushed her breasts slightly upward, causing them to look as if they might spill out if a bit more upward force was provided.

An intriguing option, though Liam held back his hands until he could rediscover his voice. This was probably the first time Anna had ever shown off her body like this. They both knew the plan was for him to do more than just look.

“Should I take off my bra?” Anna asked uncertainly.

“Depends on how far you want things to go,” Liam said, reining in his lust, which would have had him flipping her onto her back this very moment. While he might be relatively inexperienced, all things considered, he was the one person in the room who’d done stuff like this before. It was his job to see to Anna’s comfort and care. He understood that.

After a moment more, Anna nodded. Drawing in a deep breath, she began reaching around her back to move her hair out of the way. Liam quietly reveled in that simple act. What it led to.

Anna unhooked her bra, and Liam held his breath. Black straps loosened their perches on her slender shoulders. Biting her lip, half in arousal, half in nervousness, Anna freed her breasts from her bra.

Liam liked his dorm. He liked his roommate. He even liked Perrymont. But the fact that he lived a city over from the perfectly round, perfectly perky, perfectly large pair of breasts that Anna revealed to him, yeah, that absolutely sucked.

In the same size category as Avril’s, maybe even slightly more prominent, but with slightly smaller areolae, Liam tried not to stare too intensely. But it was hard, especially when they bounced slightly as Anna undid her bra, which freed them from its upward push. All in all, Liam was instantly besotted by the sight. But he was also amused.

“You can put those wherever you want, Anna,” he said, nodding toward the articles of clothing in her grasp, one in each hand.

Anna quickly looked around for a place to drop off her clothes. She actually got up. Liam tried to hide his amusement as, topless, she moved over to his desk and then neatly laid her clothes over the back of his chair. She must have found him grinning from ear to ear when she turned around, for she blushed furiously.

“It’s fine,” he promised, sitting up. “Hit the lights, then come back to me, Anna.”

She did. The room turned dark. The outdoor lights that Grant hated so much slithered between the gaps in his blinds. It’d be a little while before their night vision adjusted. For now, the light they had was just enough for him to see Anna and for Anna to see him.

After bathing his room in darkness, she returned to him. He stood up at the last possible second, kissed her, then spun them both. Still kissing her, he gently lowered her onto her back on his bed. He followed, positioning himself above her.

“My turn to be on top,” he said, moving his lips to her jawline. She shivered under his touch, then nodded.

“I don’t mind,” she whispered. Even in the dark, he felt as though he could see the purity of her eyes. In her eyes, as well. That gave him pause.

Right. You’ve got a little bit more you need to say.

“If I do anything you’re uncomfortable with, even a little, say so, okay? I won’t take off any more of your clothes, and I’m going to be pretty gentle. I really want this to be a good experience for you.”

His sheets rustled softly as Anna nodded. “I’ll speak up if any of that happens.”

“Hopefully, it won’t,” he said, kissing her one final time. After that, his mouth would be busy elsewhere.

She had sensitive breasts. That might even be underselling things. Based on how aroused she’d gotten when he’d been touching her through her dress on New Year’s Eve, he suspected that she’d either end up hating or loving—obsessively so—what he was about to do to her. That was why he started so slowly.

He began by placing his hands on her sides. She tensed, drawing in a sharp inhale, but otherwise remained quiet. He didn’t pick up his hands, instead shifting along her fair skin toward the round bases of her breasts. His fingertips detected her pulse through that contact; her heart was racing.

Inches before his fingers would have met the beginning of her breasts, he realized something. It almost caused him to groan. Here he was, thinking he was starting to get good at this sort of thing, yet he’d outright skipped an important step. Well, better late than never. He assumed.

“You look so beautiful, Anna,” he whispered.

A whisper no louder than two strands of silk sliding across one another reached his ears. “Thank you.”

He set his hands on Anna’s breasts with all the tenderness he could muster. For a brief moment, even though she was anything but icy to the touch, his mind turned to igloos. Probably best to keep that thought to himself, even from the igloo maker herself.

At half the speed he would have used with Avril or Tess, Liam swept his hands around Anna’s breasts. Instead of shrinking from his touch, Anna arched into it. She’d shut her eyes and just relied on what she felt. Liam did everything he could to ensure it was holistically pleasurable from start to finish.

In an act that would have her father fuming if he ever found out, Liam began to knead Anna’s breasts. It was time to confirm things. Were they as sensitive as he thought, or had the situation influenced how strongly she’d reacted on New Year’s Eve?

The latter probably had played a part in it, but the former was quickly confirmed. With a gentle but skilled touch developed through a suite of experiences over winter break, Liam began to chip away at Anna’s defenses. As would be the case, they were more sand than sandstone.

Anna drew in a sharp breath as his fingertips skimmed over her breasts. As they gave before the pressure of his fingertips, and as he began to draw invisible script across them.

He’d learned quite a bit from Avril and Tess. He was still learning. However, to someone with Anna’s experience, he was miles beyond what she was probably expecting. Unless she’d been getting reports from Avril. Which, for a smorgasbord’s worth of reasons, he doubted.

For the first few minutes, he stayed away from her nipples. An early lesson, that. Yeah, they naturally grabbed attention, and yeah, they were usually big pleasure points. But they weren’t the only ones. He’d get there eventually.

“Everything good?” he asked, knowing that it was.

“Y-Yes,” Anna said, fidgeting as he lowered his mouth and breathed cool air around her left areola, but not on it. “It’s really good.”

“Can I use more than my hands?”

“If—if you think it’s a good idea.”

“I think we’ll both enjoy it.”

Anna swallowed and nodded, hands balling up into fists by her sides as he transferred his left hand to her right breast. Now, with ten fingers on a single beautiful mound, he began massaging it with smooth, circular motions. Anna immediately whimpered pleasurably. He kept at it for minutes, even though he’d gotten her okay to use his mouth. He made sure to cover every place his fingertips could find. He even moved his fingers around her areola a few times.

“Mind your breathing,” he whispered, momentarily feeling like a yoga instructor. “It feels good, right?”

“It does.”

Grinning jubilantly, Liam finally brought his lips to Anna’s breast. The same one his warm fingers lathered. He pressed his fingertips in a little deeper, upping the tempo. He could see her better now; his vision had adjusted to the darkness. Anna immediately clenched her jaw, but the beginnings of a moan eked like smoke between her soft lips.

He almost diverted his mouth to kiss those lips, but he forced himself to stay the course. His mouth dropped to the upper half of her areola, where he pressed a generous kiss against it. He felt her nipple, stiff with arousal, against his lower lip. Leaving a wet mark—the first of many—upon her breast, he worked his way around her nipple, dragging his lips over her skin as he did so. A dry area, a kiss. A dry area, a kiss. Around and around the stiff, pert protrusion he went.

Anna did not mind her breathing. Rather, it seemed that she couldn’t. A fuller moan fluttered out of her lips, and she arched into the next kiss he laid upon her sensitive body. As a reward, Liam decided to run his tongue over her nipple. Underneath him, Anna brought her knees together, fidgeting with an air of desperation.

“Should I keep at it?” Liam asked, kissing the final untouched area around her nipple.

“Yes. Please.”

It was practically a prayer, and it practically set him on fire. He rubbed his tongue over her nipple a second time, then a third. Pursing his lips, he finally took it between his teeth, then began to suck.

“Ohhh!” Anna cried, shuddering like a flimsy curtain battered by a storm.

Liam sucked a little harder. Anna moaned a little louder. He kept massaging her breast, pushing his fingertips into her breasts while he made those circular motions. He sucked a little harder, then gently tested her preferences with a single bite.

Anna hissed and climaxed right then and there.

She gasped for air in a surprisingly husky whine. Her fists began to shake, tapping against her thighs. She raised her knees until they bumped into him and could go no further. Her eyes, which had opened briefly, snapped shut. The waves of euphoria washed over her, and her miniaturized convulsions caused his bed’s springs to growl at the lovers on top of it.

Liam ignored it. Instead, he focused on the mesmerizing sounds and shifts in Anna’s body. Sounds and shifts he’d caused. She could climax just from her breasts. Oh, the ideas that rushed into his head were many and varied.

However, he slowed things down for now, focused on the present. He reduced the intensity of his massage and removed his mouth from Anna’s breast. He lifted his head, focusing on her as she came down from her climax. The first one she’d ever gotten from a guy?

It was probably not a great look to feel too prideful about that. She’d lived an unpleasantly restrictive life. Yet, at the very least, he allowed himself to feel good about what he’d accomplished.

“How was that?” he asked once she opened her eyes.

A lurid, satisfied shine to them, Anna smiled. Liam’s heart skipped a full beat.

“It was amazing,” she whispered, blushing as only Anna could do. “Umm…”

“More?” he asked, smiling.

“If it’s not too much trouble.”

“Trouble?” He almost laughed. “If you’ll let me keep at it, I’ll do this for the rest of the time you’re here.”

“But… I should do stuff for you.”

Another skip.

“Right now,” he said, mostly speaking the truth, “I want to keep doing this. If you’ll let me.”

She seemed unconvinced, even a bit concerned. Liam thought momentarily, then moved his mouth beside Anna’s ear.

“Let me earn something from you. If you think I’ve managed to do a good job, you can think of a reward for me. But don’t go easy on me, alright? Don’t let me slip up and get lazy.”

Anna stayed silent for a moment, but the tiny hairs on her neck had stood up when he’d breathed those warm words against her skin.

“Okay. That’ll be our new deal.”

Beaming at her, he started massaging her breast again. His mouth wasn’t so quick to return to her nipple. Instead, he began kissing up and down her neck, then sucking on it. She was also sensitive there, especially when he sucked hard.

Over an hour and a half later, he’d nearly kissed every spot of her unclothed body. Fourteen times. She’d climaxed fourteen times, and he never even removed her leggings. Even with a little break at the thirty-minute mark, during which he’d recommended she hydrate while he checked to ensure Grant hadn’t made his way back to their dorm, he had her at fourteen times. Just from her breasts.

Over the course of that hour and a half, he learned her preferences. He also discovered that she wasn’t particularly picky. In a way, it was probably a good thing that he’d had his encounters with Avril and Tess first. If not, if this night had happened first, he might have thought he didn’t need to improve all that much.

I’m going to keep getting better, Liam promised himself. Then, adding a “for you” at the end, he promised it to Anna with another whisper in her ear. She was hard-pressed to catch her breath at that time, so all she could manage was a nod.

He absolutely loved the sight of her breasts as they heaved, the sounds she made when she couldn’t resist her next dive into euphoria, and the feeling of her body, even as it collected a bit of sweat. Mostly hers, but a little was his. Their bodies were nearly scorching to the touch before long, after all.

“I’m so happy to be doing this with you,” Liam said, kissing Anna, then finding her tongue eager to meet his. That kiss lasted for a good minute, so he didn’t get a reply for a while.

But when he did, it set his soul ablaze with desire and affection.

“I wouldn’t want to do it with anyone else.”


Chapter Four

Thawing

Whenever Liam returned home during the first half of his spring semester, he rarely spent much time at home. Realistically, what man in his situation would have? Even with it once again empty of his parents, this time due to a backpacking trip from Sweden to Italy that they’d started just a few days ago, he’d much rather be just one house over. If not there, enraptured in bliss with Tess Williams, he’d much rather visit his “girlfriend”… or his girlfriend’s roommate.

It was more than a little dizzying, that. The gluttony of options available to him. Three jaw-droppingly stunning women were always happy when he came into their sights. A feeling that was assuredly mutual.

Yet today, he wasn’t with any of them. He wasn’t snuggling on a couch with the woman of his dreams, sharing breathier and breathier kisses with a dark-haired heiress, or experiencing the most profound form of carnal bliss imaginable with a devilishly seductive redhead. Today, unbeknownst to any of them, he was making further work on a rather momentous life decision—a change. There’d been a lot of changes in his life these past couple of months.

And unfortunately, this one’s taking the longest to accomplish, Liam thought, rubbing his eyes. He’d seen enough small print for today, and thankfully, the woman sitting at the same kitchen island as him recognized how he was feeling.

“That should be enough for today,” said a woman with an undisputedly calm and collected voice. It was her natural disposition, as immutable as the cold void of space. Okay, it wasn’t that emotionless. She wasn’t that emotionless. More and more, Liam was starting to detect the very subtle cues that Victoria Moreno commonly used.

This wasn’t necessarily because he’d become more perceptive, absorbing some of Anna’s perceptiveness through osmosis, but solely because of the amount of time he’d spent with Victoria lately. Alone, even. However, it was certainly nothing like his time alone with her fellow professor. Not for lack of desire for such a parallel, though he also hadn’t tried to make anything happen between them.

How could he? It’d be like expecting an astronaut to fly to the moon in a sailboat. An impossible miracle.

But then… what do you call your situations with Tess, Anna, and Avril? a particularly bold part of him asked. It’d become a recent tenant within his mind, and it spoke up more and more often. Often, he let it have its way. But not now, not here. Victoria Moreno wasn’t someone to trifle with.

Trifle with? that same voice snorted. She’s not a goddess. You won’t end up incurring divine wrath if you flirt with her a little.

Well… he might, and well, she might be.

Victoria Moreno possessed all the requirements necessary to be worshipped by ancient civilizations, revered both as a goddess of beauty and rulership. She was tall, curvaceous—oh, but she was curvaceous—and carried herself with the poise of such a deity. Constantly in control of her emotions, nothing seemed able to disrupt her mood. Outside of some subtle cues that he’d—with the occasional insight from Avril, who knew her better than just about anyone—started noticing, she really was statuesque.

Formed by a sculptor who loved women with height, severe intensity, and unraveling voluptuousness.

She had smooth olive skin, and he believed she had Spanish or Portuguese roots based on her last name. But Liam wasn’t certain; in fact, he didn’t know much about her past. Other than the eyebrow-raising fact that she’d been engaged to Avril’s older brother for a time, only to break it off after recognizing that he was in no hurry to mature. Surprisingly, even Avril praised Victoria for making that choice, basically calling her older brother unworthy of such a woman. But who was?

Alongside her height, luscious figure, and unflappable calm, she had a pair of eyes so startingly blue that they seemed formed from the same stuff as the wintry sky hovering above her roof. Piercing, intimidating, shiver-inducing—Liam could go on. When it came to her many, many weapons, those eyes of hers, always so unfalteringly intense, were the best at stealing his breath.

So long as his gaze could reach those eyes.

That, in and of itself, was a challenge, akin to summiting a mountain. And there were mountains to climb to reach her eyes. Right now, they were snug and comfortable beneath a sweater that a less busty woman might have worn loosely. Realistically, that was probably how it was sold: a loose sweater.

It wasn’t when Victoria wore it.

The sweater had only a single sleeve, and Liam silently thanked whoever had designed it for this omission. The khaki-colored top bared her right shoulder and arm but then decided it should also bare Victoria’s midriff. Everywhere else, it clung to her without remorse, shaping itself around her stunning figure.

She’s as fit as you are, Tess, Liam thought, though that was hardly surprising. It was Victoria who had pulled Tess into being a workout partner following the latter’s divorce. No, before that, he reminded himself. The divorce had only gone through a little over two months ago. But Tess and her unpleasant—and unworthy, as Liam saw it—husband had been separated for far longer.

Victoria didn’t seem to realize that he wasn’t helping put away some of the papers she’d pulled out of a fashionable beige briefcase a little while ago—more of a handbag than a 1950s-style briefcase. Fashionable. He’d left out that word when thinking of her a few moments ago. There were just so many to keep track of when it came to Victoria. As if she wouldn’t settle with just being incredibly attractive, composed, intelligent, and diligent. She also had to have a killer fashion sense.

“Would you like something to drink?”

“Huh?”

For a moment, Liam couldn’t comprehend the question. So, he replied with the dullness of a rusted knife trying to saw open a coconut. Something that he’d never done but which he might end up getting to try his hand at in a couple of months.

“Would you like something to drink?” Victoria asked again, patient with him.

“Oh! Yeah, sure. Thank you.”

After finishing putting away the papers, she stood and headed toward the nearby refrigerator. Liam’s eyes greedily pursued. Instead of questioning where he should look at Victoria to avoid feeling a surge of desire, the questions should be about where he could look. Did an option even exist?

From behind, she was no less attractive than from the front. She had dark brown hair, only a few shades lighter than Anna’s black hair, and it gathered in a spiraling crown behind her head today. A couple lengths were allowed to go free, and one landed on the shoulder of her sweater. Another was allowed to caress her uncovered shoulder, which was the luckiest of the lot.

Down his eyes went. Her hourglass figure, which the sweater still clung to so merrily. Her shapely butt, hugged by a pair of tight jeans. Her long legs, which strode with a sure gait toward her destination.

Where. Should. He. Look?

Anywhere, everywhere, that bolder voice of his announced gleefully. For as long as you can.

Again, Liam didn’t let it have his way. He turned his eyes upward, admiring the ceiling. When that failed to keep him excited for even a second, he swept his gaze around the rest of her kitchen. It was enormous, as was the island he sat at. Lazily swiveling in his stool, he tried to focus on the décor.

Being a professor at Bellmore, one of the most prestigious colleges in the country, paid well. Tess could support that idea. Both women, unmarried, possessed beautiful homes. And among his handful of secrets about Victoria, he knew she enjoyed gardening. Once spring finally bloomed, he suspected that her home would flourish with color.

For now, it had to make do with indoor plants, including the bonsai tree he’d gotten for her at Christmas time, pretty much solely because Avril had suggested it to him. At the time, he’d been worried that it’d be some sort of insider joke, him the butt of it. However, no, Victoria had accepted the gift graciously.

But there it is, Liam thought as he glanced toward the end of the L-hook that her kitchen counters made around the room. Tended and taken care of by an expert hand.

“I’ve got all the regular brands of soda, water, lemonade, wine.”

Liam blinked, then slowly turned his gaze back to the stunningly beautiful woman he shared the room with. Everything but the final word had been expected. Was that… a joke? From Victoria?

“Sure, I’ll take a glass of wine,” Liam said, daring himself to call her bluff.

Victoria’s expression didn’t budge one way or the other. And then, moving from the refrigerator to one of her cabinets, she dug out a tall bottle and two wine glasses. Not long after, she’d filled them both.

Liam just sat where he was, blinking like someone who’d just had a flashbang go off in front of his face. A short time later, carrying over two glasses of swaying red liquid, Victoria returned to her seat. After that, she placed one of the filled glasses before him.

It was like looking directly at a dare. Was she testing him? Was it related to what they’d spent the past forty-five minutes doing? Surely, not… right?

Victoria eyed him, fingers pinching the stem of her wine glass. But not lifting it. She seemed to be waiting for him. Expectantly, anticipatorily? He didn’t know. But he did know this: it was his move.

Yet… it didn’t feel that way. She was the exact type of woman to make any man second guess his courage, his actions, even his very thoughts. To make them back down.

The old Liam would have shrunk from the challenge—if that was what it actually was, strange as this all was—immediately. He would have hemmed and hawed, then looked the other way, shrugged, and probably found Victoria smirking—if she had such a smirk in her repertoire—when he looked back at her.

But he wasn’t that Liam any longer. Some old vestiges might still stick to him, bits of muck that weren’t so easily scrubbed away, but that was all they were—vestiges. The effect they could have on him grew less and less with each passing day, each wonderful new experience.

And well, perhaps this was his chance to experience another one. He vividly remembered the short but thrilling embrace they’d shared on New Year’s Eve and the conversation that had enabled him to get her phone number. Without that moment, he might not have worked up the courage to ask for it. Without having asked for it, he couldn’t be here right now, enjoying the sight of her in that snug, shoulder-less sweater.

So, a choice was made. Consequences be damned.

Liam lifted the glass, stared briefly into the swirling red liquid filling it, then took a sizeable drink. He tried to savor it in his mouth before swallowing. It had a ripe taste of blackberry or plum, and… he didn’t really know. Like women had been for him a few months ago, he didn’t know much about wine.

“It’s good,” he said after finishing his drink.

“It’s quite expensive,” Victoria said, raising her glass. The rim touched her lush lips, and she took a slightly deeper drink than he did. Liam’s eyes watched her throat expand, then constrict as she swallowed two full gulps. The unfairly beautiful woman set the glass back down on her kitchen island.

“Non-alcoholic, too.”

Liam pulled his mouth to the side. Of course. He should have known better. The last person to break a rule would be Victoria. He set down his glass, then flicked the glass stem. It made a pinging noise.

“Were you considering letting me drink a couple of glasses, then see if I acted like I was tipsy?”

“The thought did cross my mind,” Victoria said, smiling softly, “but I changed tact after seeing how hesitant you looked.”

He just grunted and took another drink. “Well, now that I know, I don’t have to pace myself. I’ll down the whole bottle, expensive or not.”

Victoria raised a delicate eyebrow. “And just how long were you intending to stay here and drink with me?”

He shrugged. “Until you kick me out, I guess. There’s nowhere else I’m in a hurry to get to.”

Aware as she was of Avril’s interest in him, Victoria’s eyebrow stayed raised. “Nowhere?”

“Nowhere,” he repeated. “Here seems like the perfect place to spend an afternoon.”

As Victoria didn’t weigh in on his statement in either direction, Liam elected to take her silence as permission to linger. He picked up his glass and took another drink. This time, he waited for her to make the next move.

Sipping her wine, the gorgeous woman examined him with an inscrutable expression. She let the silence go on longer than he had, clearly comfortable in it. He’d have expected nothing less; she was a professor, after all. Control and poise were part of the job, though he was sure she’d have had them both in spades, even if she’d been a garbage collector.

Probably wouldn’t have this house, though, Liam thought idly, waiting for Victoria to disrupt the silence settling in her kitchen.

“We’re coming ever closer to our trip,” she eventually said.

“Yeah, we are,” he agreed. “Have you thrown any more points toward where we ought to go?”

Fiji, Tahiti, Maldives, Bora Bora, the Bahamas—all five were dream destinations. Liam had never visited any of them. His parents had always been bigger on winter vacations than summers spent on a beach. But with spring break approaching and a scheming woman with far too much money to burn enabling them to visit one of those places, he’d soon turn a dream experience into reality. However, that was the cherry on top, not the actual dessert. The four women he’d be going on this vacation with were the real reason he couldn’t wait for spring break.

“I’ve placed pretty much all the points I had left on Fiji,” Victoria said. “It’s been that way since last week.”

“You want to go there that badly?”

“It’s the only place of the five that I’ve never visited.”

It was Liam’s turn to arch an eyebrow. “All while you were dating or engaged to Avril’s brother?”

The second he blurted out the question, he winced. That wasn’t a topic he expected she wanted to talk about.

“That’s right,” Victoria said, seeming unaffected by the reminder of her former fiancé. “I enjoyed all four, and going back wouldn’t be so bad, but I’m in favor of a new location, a new experience.”

Liam nodded, relieved that he hadn’t accidentally landed on a sore spot with his blundering tongue. “That makes sense.”

“Though the choice is ultimately going to be yours,” the composed woman said. “You have enough points to pick where we go.”

“Do I?” he asked, shrugging.

Victoria looked at him flatly, so he shrugged a second time. They both knew she was right; this was just a repeat of his conversation with Anna. Having performed far better than anyone else at Avril’s “casino” on New Year’s Eve, he’d come away with nearly as many points as the other three players combined. Even after spending almost half of them on gifts, with a hundred and thirty points remaining, he remained far ahead of anyone else.

He really wasn’t sure where he wanted to go, so he’d deliberately dragged his feet when it came to spending those points. That way, he could see where everyone else wanted to go and vote with the majority.

But so far, there wasn’t a majority. Victoria wanted to visit Fiji, while Tess and Anna had stuck a smattering of points to pretty much every location. For whatever reason, the Bahamas was the only one without a point to its name yet. With thirty-five points—all of Victoria’s remaining points plus some from Tess and Anna—behind it, Fiji was currently in the lead, though Maldives and Bora Bora weren’t far behind. If he was so inclined, twenty points here, twenty points there, and Fiji would suddenly find itself struggling to keep up.

And Victoria didn’t have any points left to spend.

“I still haven’t put too much thought into it, but I probably should, shouldn’t I?” he said.

“You probably should,” Victoria agreed. “Avril said she’d end voting at the end of February. That doesn’t leave you much time left.”

“Good point. I’ll definitely give it a little thought.”

It was precisely what he was doing right now, in fact. Most notably, a potentially risky idea flapped like a flag in a storm inside his head. It was impossible to avoid noticing. And the more he looked at it, the more fascinated he became.

“Care to convince me why I should pick Fiji over the rest?” he added. “Seems like the perfect time to sway my opinion, no? While I drink this non-alcoholic wine.”

He made a show of taking a long drink, which left only a little red in his glass. Victoria shook her head but smiled slightly as she stood up, returned to the counter, and collected the wine bottle. As soon as she sat back down, she leaned in and refilled his glass. All the while, her sharp blue eyes remained on him. They were still totally unreadable.

“While it’s not quite the ideal time to visit, Fiji has numerous islands to pick from. I’m sure Avril would pick only the very best for us, once she knows if that’s where we’ll be heading. There’s sun, crystalline waters, as many activities as you can imagine. Shows like Survivor have been filmed on one set of islands, and there’s bound to be a lot of days spent on the various beaches.”

Victoria finished refilling his glass, but she didn’t lean all the way back to where she’d been before. Liam appreciated her for that, and for her guile. The gorgeous woman knew what she was doing, mentioning something as mundane as beachgoing as her final point. It summoned images—several of them. Liam’s blood warmed.

“All the places are beaches, though, aren’t they? Kind of what they’re all famous for. Some of the world's most famous and well-regarded beaches, the whole lot.”

“That’s true.” Victoria paused, expression seeming to waver in a way he’d never seen from her. Before he could consider what that meant, she continued. “But the excitement to be on those beaches plays a large role in what outfits a woman will bring along.”

His blood warmed? No, it was practically sweltering.

Liam needed another drink to cool himself down, but he didn’t dare break eye contact with the busty—fuck, she was so busty—woman sitting across from him. Like a pitcher on a hot streak, he didn’t dare change a single thing.

Really, a baseball metaphor? he thought. You have been spending too much time with Avril.

“You’d pick something subpar to bring along if we went somewhere other than Fiji?” Liam asked, though he had his doubts that she could look anything other than phenomenal—or that she had any subpar outfits in her closet. She was far too fashionable for that.

Victoria merely shrugged. “Not necessarily. But I might not be as certain to go out and pick up some new ones if we went somewhere else.”

Liam swallowed, noticing how close their knees had come. No, not sweltering. Boiling. How was it so hot in this kitchen all of a sudden?

That dangerous idea churned inside his head, a storm ready to become a full-fledged tempest. He couldn’t keep hold of it for much longer; it was going to shatter the prison of self-control he’d wrapped it up in, then batter at his insides until he relented to its wishes.

“By comparison, what do your old outfits look like?” he asked.

“I suppose you’d find out if we end up going to Tahiti or one of the other places.”

After answering him, Victoria’s discerning eyes remained locked with his. She didn’t seem annoyed or bothered by his question, however. As good a sign as any… he hoped.

A little more. A little further. Just like on New Year’s Eve.

New Year’s Day, actually. That had been when he’d obtained her number. The new year. So far, it’d been as wonderful as anything he could imagine. Was it wrong of him to consider if he could make it even more so?

“If I found out before then, maybe I’d be more interested in seeing some new outfits. That might make me put some points to us going to Fiji.”

“What might make you put some points to going to Fiji?” Victoria asked calmly.

How far was too far? He wasn’t in a relationship with her, not even close. And… he wasn’t sure how Tess or Avril would take learning that he’d gone and asked Victoria to model for him in some of her bikinis. In person. Perhaps that was the critical part. The way to convince Victoria to give him something of what he wanted, yet not push the envelope too far too fast.

And oh, he wanted this. Badly enough that he could feel his heart in his throat, sweat gathering on his palms.

“You said you’ve been to all these other places, right?” he said, speaking with a form of confidence—restrained but steady—that surprised him. “So, you probably have lots of pictures. Anything you’d be wearing in them would count as old outfits, wouldn’t they? So, you could show me all of those.”

“All of those?” Victoria said.

“Or as many as you want…” Liam trailed off, daring to breathe in a little more of the tempest whirling through his veins. “We could go even further, attach a way for you to guarantee we go to Fiji. I could rate each outfit on how much I like it, from one to five. And that’ll be the same number of points I put into us going to Fiji. So, the more pictures you send, and the more I like them, the more likely we end up on its beaches.”

Silence. Yet not an unpleasant silence. One of the most attractive women on the planet continued to hold his gaze. Very little changed in that regard. Victoria blinked, long eyelashes coming down. When she opened her eyes, she leaned back, picked up her wine, and brought it to her lips. She continued looking at him over the rim of the glass, throat constricting as she drank it deeply—more than deeply. The entire glass’s contents vanished.

Non-alcoholic or not, Liam sensed that this meant something.

After setting down her glass, Victoria thrilled him with a subtle nod. Immediately afterward, he had to hold himself down to the stool he sat on. An urge to pump a fist in the air nearly overcame his self-control.

“What kind of criteria are you looking for in these pictures… that I may send your way?”

Not “may,” Liam thought, heart pounding like an uproarious amphitheater amid an unending shower of applause. They both knew better than that.

“The normal kind,” he said, deciding that he could occasionally benefit from being a little coy. “It sounds like you vacationed a lot in your past. So, I’m sure you have plenty of pictures, right?”

“I have a few albums,” the stunning woman said.

“Great. Pick from them. Whenever you text me one, I’ll rate it, and that’s how many points toward Fiji I’ll add.”

“When will you add them?”

“As soon as is reasonably possible. So, probably at the end of each week.”

“And you’ll add them all at once?”

“I will.”

Contractual specifics set, Liam and Victoria continued staring into one another’s eyes. Instead of feeling nervous and anxious, he felt the exact opposite. Rather than wilting under her gaze, he bloomed with excitement and confidence. Winter faded before the sudden and spontaneous arrival of spring.

The arm that she’d leaned against her island countertop shifted back. It didn’t go to refill either wine glass. Instead, Victoria’s hand moved purposefully toward a slim rectangular shape that stood out against her right thigh. Liam’s breath stilled within his lungs, and he didn’t dare blink as Victoria pulled out her phone.

Her kitchen was well-lit, both by embedded bulbs and natural light, but he saw when its screen popped with illumination. That was all he could see. Victoria kept him from being able to see a thing as her thumb began swiping through what he assumed was a photo album.

Get your phone out, idiot, a voice snapped at him.

Liam hastened to do so, which caused Victoria to glance up from her phone. Her smile was slight enough to have tricked a leveling tool into believing nothing about her mouth had changed. Yet Liam was certain it had moved a little, and he swallowed dryly.

Victoria’s piercing blue eyes returned to her phone, and she spent minutes lazily swiping through her phone. If he’d had the choice, he’d have picked being waterboarded over this torturous waiting. He knew she was subjecting him to it purposefully. She hardly needed to find the perfect picture; any picture of her was guaranteed to take his breath away.

He almost started to wonder if she was just swiping through a single album repeatedly so that she could see if he could become so tense with anticipation that his head popped like an Airhead commercial. If she kept him waiting any longer, he felt certain that he might start rattling, at the very least. His blood was sprinting like the devil was on its heels through his veins.

At long last, Victoria showed a change in her expression. A glint of approval?

She tapped her phone’s screen a handful of times. Mere microseconds after the final tap, his phone buzzed in his hand.

Avoiding looking at the message on his phone immediately required a degree of willpower that he hadn’t known he had. Like a strongman grunting under the sheer exertion of hefting a boulder and placing it on its stand at an event, Liam practically felt himself come undone. A handful of seconds passed by. He managed to stay still.

He waited until Victoria raised an eyebrow—she’d been doing that a lot today, though she’d yet to seem annoyed by his curious decisions—at him. And then, breathing in with the expectation of losing his breath shortly thereafter, he opened the message on his phone.

He didn’t try to date the picture, figure out which beach she was on, or anything like that. He just looked at her, in all her stunning sexiness.

In this picture, Victoria, with toes in the sand while waves lapped at the beach behind her, wore a black bikini with a high waist. Two straps crisscrossed across her lower stomach, coveting the right to squeeze tightly around her sides as they wrapped around to the back. Her top had similar straps, these crossing just below the base of her neck. And a black, transparent mesh covered the plentiful degree of cleavage on display.

Her hair was shorter than he’d seen before, barely reaching her shoulders. She was also smiling, though it was still reserved in her typical fashion. Mere seconds before the photo, one hand had reached up to move a pair of wide sunglasses down to the end of her nose, revealing marvelous blue eyes.

The words sounded off in his mind like machine gun fire. Beautiful, stunning, sexy, captivating, gorgeous…

“Delicious,” Liam said. Said without meaning to! He froze like a deer in headlights, feeling a surge of panic. How had that word, among all the options, slipped out of his thoughts and became a word spoken aloud? Whispered, yes, but Victoria was barely two feet away from him.

He winced visibly, cursed his stupidity—things had been going so well!—then slowly lifted his gaze from a picture of Victoria to the real deal.

Yep, her eyebrow was still raised. So, however, were the corners of her lips.

“Delicious?” she said, smiling as if wondering if she’d heard him right. “I can’t say I’ve heard that one before.”

Liam felt heat scour his face. “Erm…”

“Any other words you’d like to toss out? Scrumptious, delectable?”

She was teasing him. She was teasing him. Victoria Moreno, smiling, teasing… flirting.

Maybe that was a leap too far, but her amusement wasn’t a momentary blip between emotionless stares. It remained on her face, stayed around long enough for Liam to identify it and then enjoy the sight of it.

He didn’t backtrack, not by apologizing or saying he’d misspoke. The old him would have. The old him wouldn’t have a picture of Victoria in a bikini on his phone. And a hope to get even more.

“Delectable is an okay one,” he said, trying to play things off coolly. Less like his stiff self, more like he was comfortable with making such compliments. Among all the skills he’d been developing with help from Avril and Tess, confident flirting was the one he still struggled with from time to time.

“Mouthwatering, then?” Victoria asked, picking up the bottle of wine. She refilled her glass, then brought it back to her lips.

“Luscious,” he said, then returned to her picture. His heart was racing. “Elegant would work too. Maybe bewitching?”

“I’d hardly try to convince you that I’m not all of those things,” Victoria said with a smile.

Liam nodded, then remembered that there was at least one word he was supposed to share with her. He chewed on the inside of his cheek. He wanted to be honest, but he also wanted to suggest there was room for improvement. Not in her—she was pretty much perfect all the time—but she’d been to a lot of beaches back in the day. So, there had to be more revealing pictures. There had to be bikinis that showed off more of her delicious figure.

“I’ll give it a three out of five,” he declared.

“Middling? That’s the best I can get for that… delicious picture? What happened to all those compliments you were just heaping upon my shoulders?”

“They’re still there,” he said, nodding at each of her shoulders. The bared one again enflamed his desires. Where was he supposed to look?!

“But…” Victoria said, setting him up to continue.

“But those descriptions belong to you no matter what you’re wearing. If you sent me a picture of you wearing a trash bag on the beach, that’d still be the case.”

“Then what am I being judged on, exactly? I’m afraid I don’t quite understand the criteria.”

Yes, you do, Liam thought, heart pounding excitedly in his chest.

“The outfits themselves,” he said, shrugging as if it were obvious. “That’s what we were talking about, wasn’t it? How you’ve been there, done that, worn this. And since this was the first picture you’ve sent me, I figured you’d throw me one you thought was average. If I gave it a five, you’d know you could get a five for almost anything.”

Victoria’s smile remained. She sipped more wine. “Perhaps.”

“Oh, it’s a certainty,” he said, smiling back at her. Was her heart going anywhere nearly as quickly as his? It was impossible to tell. She was so unflappably composed.

“Perhaps,” Victoria repeated, adding some emphasis. “And I won’t be sending you another picture just yet, so who knows if your theory is correct.”

“It’ll be proven right soon enough,” he said, confident.

A momentary lull in the conversation followed, and they both filled the silence by drinking more wine. Liam was starting to get used to the taste, maybe even like it. Or perhaps he was just in such a good mood that he wouldn’t have minded sewer water.

“So, what should we do next?” Liam eventually asked after an appropriate amount of silence had gone by.

“What should we do next?”

He nodded. “Like I said, I’ve got nowhere else to be. Want to watch a movie together? I know you’re into them. You and Tess get together every week to watch something.”

Victoria stayed silent for a few seconds. Her discerning eyes seemed to bore into him, though he had no such talent when it came to reading her body language. He could only try and look relaxed—which he wasn’t—and confident—which he sort of was—about her ensuing answer.

“You remember that?” she asked, which felt to Liam like a pivot. Or a time waster, so she could keep trying to piece together his intentions.

“How couldn’t I? I’d just made the long drive home, and then I met you—the woman who hated me immediately.”

“I didn’t hate you. I strongly disliked what Tess and Avril hoped to use you for.”

“Yeah, but I didn’t know about any of that then, so I just thought you really, really hated me. I spent the rest of the night wondering what I’d done.”

“You didn’t do anything wrong. You ended up doing something very right.”

By “something right,” she was, strangely, referring to his choice to join Anna in deceiving Tess and Avril about the nature of their relationship. In doing so, when everything came out following an unpleasant encounter with one of the worst people Liam had ever met, Victoria’s opinion of him greatly improved.

“I just did what I thought was right at the time,” he admitted.

Another short stint of silence followed. Victoria’s eyes drifted by him, heading toward her living room. He’d only seen it in passing, never spent any time in it. They always came here, though “always” was a bit of a stretch. This was only the third time he’d visited her home. However, this was the longest he’d stayed over at her house. And he was pushing to stay a little longer. A lot longer.

“Alright, we can watch a movie or two,” Victoria said, collecting her wine glass and the bottle. “But I’m selecting them, so you might regret having ‘nowhere else to be.’”

Picking up his glass, following Victoria as she led him toward a leather couch shaped like an L, he knew there’d be no room for regret anywhere within his body.


Chapter Five

Valentine’s Day…+3

Valentine’s Day fell on a Wednesday this year. The furthest possible day between Liam’s weekend visits back home. So, while everyone else on campus with a girlfriend went out to dinner, found somewhere cozy to whisper into the other’s ear, or rushed off to the nearest place to fuck, Liam had to settle for long-distance conversations.

Not that he really minded… too much. He FaceTimed three women that night, and he received pictures from four! Even Victoria sent him something on Valentine’s Day—another picture of herself—the third in total. No caption or message wished him a happy Valentine’s Day beneath it, but Liam knew the woman wasn’t anywhere near oblivious enough to have forgotten what day it was. Excitement. There it was again, proliferating through him like bubbles rising to the surface of a boiling pot.

He spoke with Anna first, just after his final class of the day. Hanging out in his dorm room as chilly rain misted outside, he spent almost an hour talking to her. She wandered outdoors while talking to him, probably near her apartment. Intentionally away from a specific set of prying ears, he suspected.

In doing so, that put her in public, which naturally kept the suggestiveness of their call limited. Still, even with that restriction in place, he managed to leave Anna blushing more than a handful of times. She only tried to shush him once or twice, and their call ended with her whispering about how excited she was to see him on the coming weekend. That was the plan. They hadn’t celebrated early. Instead, they’d celebrate on the 17th and 18th.

“Goodbye, beautiful,” he said, grinning from ear to ear as she blushed one final time before ending the call.

About an hour later, while he was in the process of an incredibly sordid phone call with Tess, an image appeared at the top of his screen. Opening it while he and Tess made promises for the coming weekend, he found the first topless image of Anna that she’d ever sent him. His eyes nearly bulged out of his head upon opening it.

Finally, this being after when Victoria had sent him her picture—he’d given it four points, pretty much solely because she was on her knees in the sand, skin wet, hair clinging to her neck and shoulders—he and Avril echoed the kind of call he’d shared with Tess. One that went on for hours, departing Valentine’s Day and heading into the wane hours of the next morning.

“You can open a red one tonight,” Avril purred, stretching languidly on her bed. She wore some barely-there lingerie, and he could see the outline of an areola as she stretched.

“Just one?”

“Don’t get greedy,” she said, then snorted as if it were already too late for that. It was. “I know I’m not the only beautiful babe on your ticket tonight. I bet Tess blew your phone up with sexy pictures.”

“She might have,” Liam said, shrugging. Yet, he smiled a moment later.

There was something relieving about the fact that it was no longer even an open secret between the two women that he was intimate with them both. They’d shared him during the first hours of the new year, so there was no longer any secret to keep. Instead, there was a core memory for Liam to grin at whenever—and it was often—he reminisced about it. He treasured that night, from start to finish, as much as any in his life.

Although it’d been the only threeway to take place, they now had a group text—Avril’s creation, of course—where the texts within were pretty risqué. It was mostly Avril showing off pictures of herself in new outfits, commonly lingerie, then asking for opinions, but Tess did participate a little. So did he. And last week, Tess had done the same thing, showing off a deep blue minidress that clung to her curvaceous body in a heavenly way.

Perhaps there’d be another chance for the three of them in the future. It seemed less implausible by the day.

“So, you get one,” Avril repeated. Her auburn hair was bound in a bun behind her head, and she stifled a yawn.

“Tired of me already?” he asked.

Her verdant eyes flashed with amusement as she rolled them. “Hardly. I was up before the crack of dawn today… erm, yesterday.” She tapped her phone and confirmed that it was nearly half past one.

“How come?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know?” the beautiful woman answered cryptically. Strangely so. He didn’t have any clue. He knew she loved to sleep in. Enough so that she had some attendance trouble with a couple of classes at eleven in the morning because of it, but he didn’t know why she’d be up so early on Valentine’s Day.

“Fine, keep your secrets,” he said. “I don’t care.”

“Yes, you do.”

He put his phone down, then ignored her outcry. Standing up, he opened his room’s closet and picked up his most secretive possession. Returning to his bed, he peeked over his phone’s camera so Avril could see he was back.

“I’m just doing what you told me to do,” he said, tapping the lid of the large jar on his lap. He then leaned it into the frame of his phone’s camera. The many, many fortune cookies inside, each one either red, blue, or green, jostled about and clinked against the glass and one another.

“Someone’s impatient,” Avril said with a snort.

“Don’t want you falling asleep on me like a bootleg Sleeping Beauty,” he retorted.

Not much truly got a rise out of Avril, but this did.

“Who’s a fucking bootleg Sleeping Beauty?!”

His phone actually shook as she shouted at him.

Ignoring her… but grinning in view of the camera, Liam twisted off the top of the jar. A flurry of curses pelted him from his phone, but he ignored those too. Looking downward, he observed a sea of fortune cookies. As of the beginning of the month, he finally thought he knew the purpose of each color—the type of “fortune” each one offered.

The red ones carried promises of pictures or—rarely—videos. And the higher the number, which he believed ranged from one to fifty, the racier the gift. When he’d opened number eighteen, it had promised him a picture of Avril in her favorite sports bra and runner’s shorts. That’d been the first one he’d ever opened. When he’d opened number forty-nine, which had caused Avril to wonder if he’d cheated by opening a bunch more than he was supposed to, he’d come into possession of a video of her masturbating with a vibrator.

Much like a favorite movie to a cinephile, he regularly rewatched that video.

The one rule with opening these fortune cookies was pretty simple: he opened one only when Avril said he could. So, it being Avril, that meant he never knew when she’d decide it was time for him to open another.

Two Mondays back, he’d been in class when his phone had vibrated in his pocket. Entirely out of the blue, she’d told him he could open another red cookie—this one, number six, had earned him a full-body picture of her in a minidress that took the first word very seriously.

The green ones, which seemed to be the least represented in the jar of probably a hundred fortune cookies, didn’t seem to be anything sexual. However, he’d only opened one, and it had involved a vague promise of an “outdoor activity.” That had turned into an afternoon spent sledding with her and Anna.

Lastly, there were the blue ones. He’d also only opened a single one of these. She’d sent him permission to open one following Anna’s return from her visit in January. He still wondered if she’d done it because of how happy Anna might have seemed when she returned to their shared apartment or if it was because she wanted to ensure he did everything he could to see her the following weekend.

There’s a blindfolded blowjob in your future. Number fifty-four. So, if it was anything like the red fortune cookies, it was low on the total scale of what the blue ones might provide.

Reminiscing fondly on that particular memory, Liam cracked open the fortune cookie. He separated the two pieces and focused on the one with a tongue of paper sticking out from it. Prying it free easily enough, he soon read it out loud to Avril.

“‘There’s a picture of me post-shower in your future,’ it says,” he announced. “Number thirty-three.”

“Ugh, that one… now?” The woman yawned again.

“I’ll take it tomorrow if I have to,” he said, leaning over to see her rubbing at her eyes. “Sleeping Beauty.”

Avril squished her face together, then yawned a third time. “Thanks, babe. I’ll send it before you wake up, I bet. I’ll be up again soon.”

“Why? What’s got you waking up this early?”

“Wouldn’t. You. Like. To. Know.”

She blew him a kiss, and then their conversation tapered off. Eventually, he let her head to bed; she clearly needed sleep. He’d never seen her quite so exhausted, and he was interested enough to consider texting Anna about it. However, the angle of approach gave him pause.

Even though it felt more and more like an open secret between roommates, he wasn’t sure if it would be wise to mention to Anna that he’d been talking to Avril so late at night. On Valentine’s Day, no less.

Ultimately, he didn’t message anyone else that night. Instead, he looked over the bountiful gifts that each woman had sent him. Even though he didn’t see any of them in the flesh, this Valentine’s Day still became the best that he’d ever had.


Chapter Six

An Angel (Not)

Liam scowled for the first time in weeks when it began to drizzle while he was still on the highway on the 17th. Rather than making the drive last night, he’d decided to get up relatively early on this brisk Saturday and leave then. He had hoped to make it home a little before noon. That would still be the case, but he still frowned as the first patter of a pitiful but long-lasting sprinkle forced him to turn on his wipers.

He supposed he should count his blessings—it was just rain, not a flurry of snow. Winter still had February in its clutches, but Liam’s hopes rested with March. He’d be out of the country when April struck, yet there were still some things he wanted to indulge in stateside before then. Outdoor activities, including one that had been promised at the end of last year. He needed it to be marginally warm for him to get the opportunity.

After letting the rain burden his thoughts for a few minutes, he forced himself to unshoulder his annoyance. Today’s opportunities could survive a bit of dismal rain. He doubted he’d spend much of this chilly Saturday experiencing the outdoors, anyhow.

The experiences Liam had in mind were far warmer, far more intimate. Regardless of the rain, the long drive, or the semi-truck that veered in front of him and forced him to slam his brakes, today, February 17th, had every chance to become the best day of the year.

So far.

After escaping the highway, Liam didn’t beeline it home. Instead, mingling with the busy midday traffic, he battled toward a local shopping center. Given that Valentine’s Day was three days behind them, he didn’t need to fight to seize one of the six parking spots in front of Chocolate Bliss. Further benefits were found within the cozy store, as just about every remaining box shaped like a heart and coated in shiny plastic was on sale.

Liam spent half of what he would have last weekend when he selected three boxes to bring home. Yet, midway through checkout, his eyes drifted back to the shelves, where a memory of Christmas Eve also dwelled. A lonely heart-shaped box of assorted chocolates languished in solitude—the rest of its siblings had all found a home before it could. The crimson covering gleamed in the light, showing no signs of damage to the packaging, and a white sash draped across it like it was a beauty contestant.

So, a few minutes later, as Liam returned to his car, he carried a stack of four boxes of chocolate, not three. It might not be the ridiculously expensive brand that Avril had gotten everyone last year, but it was still pretty nice chocolate. He just hoped that everyone’s palettes hadn’t become too used to the finest stuff on the market.

Three of those chocolate gifts would find themselves impatiently waiting for tomorrow, lingering in his house until he could bring them to their recipients. Only the fourth—a mix of milk and white chocolate; he knew Tess’s preferences—would get to present itself to its intended recipient today.

When Liam made it into his neighborhood, a flood of memories lifted the corners of his mouth. Nothing short of a hurricane could have dampened his mood now. He descended the hill into the neighborhood, eyeing the length of sidewalk—now visible—where he and Anna had engaged in a brief snowball fight. Afterward, he’d trudged back through the snow to Tess’s waiting arms. Today he got to make that trip a little quicker.

As soon as he laid eyes on the house beside his, his smile expanded into an overjoyed grin. He’d seen it only a week ago, yet it felt like an eternity since he’d last visited. The meager rain shower threw a sepia tone over it, but it was still enough to make his excitement nearly unbearable.

Pulling into his empty driveway, Liam texted Tess that he’d made it home. After that, he hurried four boxes of chocolate indoors, then separated Tess’s from the rest in his kitchen. His phone buzzed with a message that Tess was waiting for him, so he gleefully tossed himself back into the chilly rain.

Keeping the chocolate’s packaging safe under his jacket, he forced himself to walk from his front door to the one next to it. Even though he knew the door would be unlocked for him, he nonetheless rang the doorbell. It allowed the rain to dampen his head and shoulders for a few seconds more, but he didn’t mind. When it opened, every trouble or complaint in his mind vanished into the void.

His first taste of the woman he loved was a smile containing equal parts amusement and bemusement. Eyes of endlessly deep blue, obtained from the depths of the ocean just moments before the sunlight could no longer penetrate any deeper, took him in, held him captive. They had since he’d first seen them years ago. Now, however, they didn’t just shine with kindness and sincerity.

“Hello, Liam,” Tess said, displaying a luscious smile. “Would you like to come in?”

“Yes,” he responded, then strode into the actual home he’d been living in when he came back to town for the past month and a half.

Once he was inside, Tess swung her door closed. Their gazes reconnected briefly, but then Tess dropped her attention to the pronounced outline of a massive heart sticking out beneath his thin jacket. A fine eyebrow elevated itself above its sibling.

Before Liam could reveal his belated Valentine’s Day gift, he needed to reset his mind. It was how it always was. It was as if he turned into a long-forgotten backup phone every time he made it back to Tess. Battery drained, he needed to be plugged into the wall before he could work as intended. Even if it’d only been a few days since he’d last seen her in the flesh, he still went through the same ritual.

First, he admired her.

She was a pair of feathery wings, a glowing halo, and a golden harp away from being able to claim she was an angel. Even at the height of winter, when sunlight was challenging to find, her skin glowed healthily. She had hair that was slightly brighter still, a light brunette that now flirted with gold due to some recent highlights that she’d gotten at the start of the month near the wavy ends, which were finally beginning to extend beyond her shoulders. What would she look like after a week of beachgoing in April? Victoria wasn’t the only one who he was impatiently waiting to see in a bikini.

Stunningly beautiful, she was still full-figured and unraveling in her voluptuousness. That was doubly true as his gaze dropped lower. She had an attractively thin waist and flat stomach, which she’d developed to dizzying allure last year—and he silently thanked Victoria very, very much for having invited Tess to become her workout partner. Below that, she had the shapeliest butt that Liam had ever looked at, caressed, or spanked. God, he’d spanked it!

Beyond her physical perfection, she had the sincerity, kindness, and compassion required of an angel, and she’d been capable of fixing his troubles with just a smile since pretty much the day they’d met. Indeed, the day she’d taken up residence next door still felt reminiscent of an angel’s descent from the heavens. The memory of that day was permanently etched into his soul.

Most of his memories of her suffused him with warmth. The older ones filled him with precious joy. The new ones did too, though they were tinged with far more eroticism than he would have ever imagined three months ago.

He knew far more about Tess’s curvaceous body than he’d ever dreamed he might. She wore a pair of black leggings—she knew how much he loved seeing her in them—and a simple loose shirt today, which made it plain that she didn’t intend to leave her house. That was just fine. Wherever she was, that was where he wanted to be. He admired her. For several long seconds. Until Tess folded her arms beneath her breasts and re-raised her eyebrow.

Second, he worked the moisture back into his mouth. Third, he cleared his throat. Finally, he rediscovered his voice.

“Happy Valentine’s Day… plus three,” he said, removing and revealing the box of chocolates beneath his jacket.

There’d hardly been any doubt as to what was beneath, but Tess beamed at him all the same. His heart soared into his throat. She teased him when he called her an angel, but he couldn’t help it. She was just… divine.

And sinful, too. If there was a reason behind her falling to Earth, it had to be related to how insatiable she could become. And though Valentine’s Day might be in the rearview mirror, the typical activities of the day stared him right in the face.

“Thank you,” Tess said, accepting the box with one hand. The other climbed to his cheek, where it emblazoned his face with warmth. Leaning in, eyes glowing with affection, Tess kissed him.

He needed to go through his resetting process all over again.

Once their lips parted, Tess pushed a few errant strands of hair behind her ear. She hadn’t stopped smiling since he’d arrived and appeared in no hurry to stop now. After she nodded over her shoulder, Liam silently followed—his eyes were far too glued to the shapely outline of her butt for him to make conversation—her into her living room.

He blinked, finding an oddity capable—somehow—of disconnecting his attention from Tess’s glorious backside.

“Are we fine dining at one in the afternoon?” he asked, nodding toward a curious object sitting on her coffee table. A large silver dome, like the kind that servants removed before serving their aristocratic masters at dinner, announced its presence loudly as they entered the room.

“Oh, there’s no food underneath that,” Tess said, smiling over her shoulder.

“Where’d you even get it?”

“If you ask, Avril will succeed,” Tess answered as she sat on her couch. She placed the chocolates beside the platter but otherwise didn’t disturb it.

Someone has a flair for the dramatic today, Liam thought, joining her on the couch. Yet, he was certainly curious about whatever was hidden beneath. If it wasn’t food, then what? He’d only got her chocolates, so in terms of pageantry, he’d already been outdone.

“We have all day together,” Tess began, to which Liam happily nodded.

Yes, they did. He’d be away most of tomorrow, splitting time with Avril and Anna. Knowing the way the former’s mind worked, there’d probably end up being some overlap. Hopefully, he and Anna would come out relatively unscathed.

But for today, he had nowhere else to go. Today, even if it were three days too late, he would experience a romantic holiday with the woman he’d desired for as long as he’d known her. It was enough to make a man insane with glee. Indeed, Liam felt himself struggling not to vibrate with anticipation.

“Once I knew you were coming home around this time, I decided to set up a few things. After all, we can’t spend the whole day in my bed—”

“Well, we possibly could,” Liam interjected.

Smiling, Tess leaned over and kissed him again. He felt breathless by the time her warm, soft lips pulled back.

“We’ve got all day for you to up your count,” Tess purred, which immediately caused Liam to inhale excitedly. Tess rubbed his cheek with her thumb, then bit her lower lip. “I’m sure you’ll make good progress on that goal you so boldly stated last year.”

Heart racing, he wordlessly nodded.

“Before that, though, I had some preamble in mind.” Tess’s eyes glittered as she reached toward the circular ring mounted atop the silver dome. “There’ll be a late lunch, dinner later, some movies, and so on. But before any of that, I figured we could share your chocolates over a game.”

Finally, she removed the silver dome. As she set it aside on the ground, Liam squinted at the object on the coffee table. Everything was already set up, but that wasn’t what he reacted to. Really, it was just what was sitting in front of him.

“You want to play chess?” he asked, staring at the wooden pieces set up into opposing armies on their side of the board. They looked vastly higher quality—walnut, though he didn’t know it—than any chess set he’d ever seen. The pieces, especially, he’d find were much heavier than he was used to dealing with.

“I’ve long since disabused myself of the notion that I’ll win if we play a card game,” Tess said lightly. “So, the logical next step would be board games. You do know how to play, don’t you?”

“Yes,” he grunted.

“Good. Then it should be easy for us to keep track of everything while other things go on.”

Tess’s emphasis caused his ears to perk up, and he tapped his fingers on his thighs. “Other things?”

“You don’t really think we’d just play a board game, do you? How boring do you think I am?”

“I think you’re the exact opposite of boring,” he hastily said.

Tess smiled. “Right answer.” Kissing him again, Tess pushed into him. This one lasted long enough for Liam to guide one of his hands up to Tess’s left breast. Massaging it through the shirt, he confirmed that no bra was beneath. It was more fuel for a bonfire already set to burn for the entire day.

“So, what other things will we do while playing?” Liam asked, realizing he needed to grab a glass of water before they started. Already, his throat felt parched.

“Feed each other chocolate, for one,” Tess said. “Whenever a pawn is taken off the board, the person who lost it has to feed the other player a piece of chocolate.”

“What about when the other pieces are taken off the board?”

“When both bishops are taken off the board, that player takes off everything above their waist,” Tess said, eyes glinting lustfully—or maybe that was just the reflection of his eyes that he was seeing. “When both knights are removed, everything below comes off. For the rooks, queen, and king, some different activities will occur. So, this game doesn’t end when a king is checkmated. Keep that in mind. We’re going until one side is completely wiped out, barring a few pawns, perhaps.”

Liam’s tongue pressed into the gap between his cheek and his bottom left row of teeth as he examined the chessboard. He’d played, though he’d never been all that into the game. Cards were his area of expertise, as Tess had noted. Here, even without him being certain about how good she was, he felt like he might be in a bit of trouble.

Of course, if that trouble offered him a chance to rip Tess’s shirt off—much less the activities she kept purposefully secretive— it was worth the risk. Hell, was it really a risk in the first place? If he did end up with all his clothes off, he doubted Tess would be able to tease him for too long. After all, he knew her secret. She wasn’t truly an angel. She simply couldn’t be. She loved the feeling of his cock as it pumped deep inside of her far too much for that to be the case.

Having forgotten his need for refreshments, Liam cracked his knuckles. “Let’s play.”

Barely a minute later, Tess tore open her box of chocolates. It came with eighteen truffles, nine white and nine brown, so two more than could feasibly be consumed in a single round of chess. He wasn’t a massive fan of white chocolate, so he was glad that, as the white player, Tess hadn’t placed any color-coordinated rules on their unique game.

After dispensing the wrapping, she passed the box over to him. Wearing a smile, Tess watched as he removed the lid, then selected the first chocolate of the afternoon that he would feed her. It wouldn’t be the last, as Tess had struck hard and fast, with barely any hesitation behind her moves. That was probably a bad sign for his chances.

Lifting a milk chocolate truffle from the golden foil under it, he held it between his thumb and forefinger. Tess leaned toward him, smiling victoriously before opening her mouth.

Finding it difficult to grumble about this turn of events, Liam fed one of the most beautiful women alive a piece of chocolate. Gently inserting it into her mouth, he laid it on her tongue. As soon as that occurred, Tess’s sensuous lips gathered together—with his fingers still in her mouth.

Liam’s arm shook as she began to suck on chocolate and fingers alike. She allowed him a moment of bliss, but only a moment. Withdrawing her mouth after that moment ended, his damp fingers, pads slightly marked with chocolate, escaped the warm confines of her mouth. A third mental reset followed, during which Tess overtly suckled on the chocolate sphere rolling around on her tongue.

The focus on their game—it was his turn—vanished. Liam swallowed the lump in his throat, staring as he was stared at. His and Tess’s eyes connected for some twenty seconds, with neither willing nor able to break it. Only once her throat quivered, once the chocolate that had melted within the warmth of her mouth flowed down her throat, did Tess nod at the board.

“It’s your go.”

She stopped him from moving his next piece. Her hand caught his wrist—the same hand that had a bit of chocolate smeared on the ends of his thumb and forefinger—before he could stain her chess pieces. They were wooden, not plastic, so he assumed they were expensive. That was probably another reason to be worried. He also should have known better than to reach for the pieces with his fingertips still wet and chocolatey. He’d never have done such a thing with a deck of cards. Pretzels, grapes, hard candy—those were the only snacks he’d consider when playing cards.

Yet, before he could apologize for his near faux pas, Tess stole his ability to speak. Instead of letting go of his wrist, she tugged it over. Back to her lips, but without any chocolate to deliver. Not much, at least.

Liam’s cock throbbed as Tess sucked on his fingers. Her eyes reclaimed his full focus, unblinking and charged with carnal electricity. Trembling as she slathered warmth and wetness across his fingers, Liam swallowed audibly. Smiling at him with her eyes, the gorgeous woman he loved didn’t stop suckling on his fingers until he nearly came undone.

With that, he finally knew with total certainty that Tess couldn’t be an angel. Still, he’d probably keep calling her one. It seemed to turn her on.


Chapter Seven

Her Expertise

Liam lost two more pawns—and experienced two more deliberately unraveling experiences between Tess’s succulent lips—before he finally moved one of his knights into a space patrolled by a black pawn. Each time, Tess sucked on his fingers as much as the chocolate they delivered, though, for the sake of her chess pieces, she had gone and grabbed some wipes from her kitchen, which were used afterward. When Liam finally took one of her pieces off the board, he almost felt eager to lose his knights and bishops. The heat spilling through him felt sweltering.

“Any preference?” Tess asked, sounding appropriately amused by how the game was so far progressing.

She was definitely taking advantage of how much of a novice he was. While he might not be too knowledgeable of the game, he could tell she was intentionally avoiding taking his more valuable pieces; he’d even caught a blunder where she could have already grabbed one of his knights but obviously avoided doing so.

“Milk chocolate, please.”

After selecting one such truffle, Tess went a bit further than just pinching it between her thumb and forefinger. Holding the chocolate sphere with her left hand, she delicately deposited it on the ends of two extended fingers of her right. Balancing it carefully, a smiling Tess lifted it toward his mouth.

“Say ‘ah?’”

He stared at her flatly, then pointedly avoided making that sound as he dipped his mouth toward her fingers and the chocolate. Opening his jaw farther than was generally comfortable, he fit both into his mouth. Tess held his stare as he brought his lips together around the midway point of her slender fingers. Chocolate rubbed against the roof of his mouth, but his tongue briefly tasted only the knuckles of Tess’s fingers. The erotic moment kept his heart pounding, his blood sprinting, and his face warm.

“Will you, or will I?” Tess asked, ending her trifecta of questions.

It took Liam a moment to comprehend, but once he did, he slid his mouth back from Tess’s fingers. With a sheen of saliva left behind on her fingers, he finally tasted the chocolate he'd gotten her after he finished pulling back. It was quite good. Utterly incomparable to the salacious sight of Tess Williams as she licked off the chocolate on her fingertips, but still good enough for him to enjoy savoring it.

After adequately wiping off her fingertips, the game continued. So did Tess’s dominance over him.

He traded poorly throughout the game, losing his first knight only a couple of moves later. He winced when it happened, then finally realized that she was probably toying with him—that she was more than just capable when it came to chess. Much as he had at Anna and Avril’s apartment during winter break, she got away with controlling how events unfolded. Instead of striking aggressively at his more valuable pieces, she seemed just fine decimating his frontline forces.

It also allowed her to make small talk in between her merciless offensive.

“Have your classes been going well?” she asked after removing another of his pawns. He’d been so focused on the other side of her board, where she’d just opened space for one of her rooks. And so, her knight sallied forth and took his pawn—and he realized dismally that he had no real way of trading back. His pawn structure, a common chess term he didn’t know about, was in shambles.

“All my grades are good, yeah,” he replied. Compared to most card games, where he could juggle things with his eyes closed, he wasn’t much of a conversationalist right now, focused intently on finding a way to trade a few pieces. She couldn’t blame him. It was her suggestion of these extra stakes that had caused him to invest his brainpower toward the game, not the woman sitting next to him.

“I heard you took Anna ice-skating when she visited?”

“Erm, yeah,” Liam said. That was enough to bring his attention back to her. Slightly pensively, he awaited her response. Would she be bothered by that?

“Do you think she had a good time?”

“I do.”

Freeing him of his burdens with a smile, Tess leaned over and kissed him gently. At the same time, she placed her knight into a position near the middle of the board to start harrying the pieces he had in the area.

“Keep it up,” Tess said knowingly, their lips hovering only centimeters apart. The heat there was nearly molten. “She deserves it.”

Blood roaring past his eardrums, Liam nodded dumbly, then received another thrilling kiss. This one grew more passionate, involving clashing tongues and hands on the other person’s body. Tess’s eyes smoldered lustfully throughout it all. Afterward, her dominance on the chessboard resumed.

Liam felt the same emotion but also plenty of relief. While the situation with Avril and Tess wasn’t entirely wrapped up in a neat little bow, it felt stable enough. Of the two, he was most worried that Avril might try to upend the unique status quo there. It felt slightly more a matter of when than if. Because of that, he knew better than to get too comfortable with the relationship he shared with both women.

And so, he was relieved that Tess seemed just as equitable about him and Anna. She knew the younger woman’s background, the pressure placed upon her by her father, and, very likely, her feelings toward Liam. This permission removed an enormous weight from Liam’s shoulders.

Unfortunately, a new one replaced it only about a minute later.

“That’s your first rook,” Tess noted, smiling as she collected and placed it in her P.O.W. camp. The one on her side of the chess board was far more inhabited than his.

“Yeah, but your first knight,” he fired back. At least it’d been a trade. At least.

“In a normal game of chess, a rook is almost always valued higher—that’s why I set up our rules as I did.”

Liam grunted sourly, then searched for a way to even things up. Naturally, given how Tess had maneuvered him around by the nose throughout the game, he found it difficult to see any way toward victory.

But is victory what I should be going for? he finally realized. This game didn’t end when the king was taken. Tess had clearly thought this through a bit better than he had. So far, she’d toyed with him. Rather than creating a scenario where he was screwed no matter which decision he made, she’d pummeled his pawns for a while.

I’m not going to win. Not if we played ten of these games in a row. Not if we played a hundred.

But winning and winning weren’t necessarily the same for this specific game.

When he deliberately set up his bishop to be taken by Tess’s bishop, a pawn in position to make a trade if she did so, Tess smiled. An approving smile. He’d figured it out. The way to win wasn’t to try and win.

Without hesitation, she made the trade—and so did he. Two bishops fled the board. The time when their clothes would begin coming off drew nearer.


Chapter Eight

Total Permission

With Liam finally understanding how to proceed, he updated his strategy to include bolder moves. So did Tess. Naturally, this led to more turns where pieces got knocked out of contention. Trades that he’d feared now became attractive options, though he still worried that he might lose all his pieces before he could take a swing at her king, queen, and rooks. He was already a fair bit behind when he altered his strategy, and becoming more aggressive didn’t suddenly make him a match for a clearly talented player.

Nevertheless, when the moment arrived where he could doom his final bishop for one of her rooks, he took it. While he wasn’t sure, he thought Tess had made a bad move or two just to set this situation up. Well, if she wanted to give him a crack at finding out what he could obtain if he managed to take out both her rooks, removing the top half of his outfit was a price worth the payment.

“You recall what this means?” Tess asked, wagging his second bishop between her fingers as she plucked it off the board.

“I do,” Liam said. Part of him was thrilled to finally get out of his jacket, which he should have done long ago. He’d been actively hot for most of the game, and it wasn’t like there’d been a reason to keep the jacket on. The loss of his bishops caused him to take off everything on his upper half, so why keep on the jacket?

Dumbness, of course. The strip poker-esque rules had somehow gotten his brain to want to avoid taking anything already on him off. At least he hadn’t come over in a stuffy coat. He’d have suffered heatstroke from that.

As he removed his jacket, he briefly lost sight of Tess. However, even as the thin fabric he pulled up over his head shrouded him in darkness, he could feel her eyes boring holes into him. Her desire thrilled him, physically and mentally. Just knowing that she was anticipating the moment he took his clothes off left him feeling woozy. But it was more than just anticipation. She’d outright designed a game where it was all but guaranteed to happen.

She wanted his clothing off, perhaps as badly as he wanted hers off.

Wow.

After his jacket came off, Tess’s eyes locked onto the shirt he’d been wearing beneath it. Wearing a smile, two of her fingers gestured in an upward fashion.

So she commanded, so he obeyed. Leaving his jacket on his lap for the time being, he next gripped his shirt. A moment of indecision stalled him, primarily out of a silly worry that she wouldn’t be nearly as impressed when his shirt came off as he would be when hers did—if he could even manage to take her final bishop—but he kicked it from his thoughts. How many times had she seen him naked since winter break? A lot. And she didn’t seem tired of the sight just yet.

His shirt came off, climbing past his head. He shrugged his shoulders, dropped it onto his lap, and met Tess’s eyes. With relief and glee, he watched the older woman’s attention trail approvingly across his body.

While forty-five days might not be enough to create more than some initial changes in his musculature, he had about as many more before spring break. So, at the halfway mark as he was, and knowing the results he’d been making since he started working out more seriously, he didn’t let himself complain that he wasn’t rippling with lean muscles just yet. He hadn’t been in bad shape when he’d started. Just… not where he wanted to be.

Partly because he’d promised himself he’d manage to fuck Tess entirely in the air at some point. He wondered how close he was to that goal.

That thought flew the coop before he could do more than glance at it. Warm, soft lips marked his shoulder, which snapped him back to reality. Eyes gleaming, Tess had decided it was time for yet another pause from their game. With his torso bared, her lips worked across his body. Letting her have her fill, Liam breathed in deeply, then ran his hands up her sides.

“You’re looking more handsome by the day,” Tess whispered, lips buzzing over his chest on its way to his nipple, which she playfully sucked on for a few moments.

“I can’t be the odd one out when we’re on the beach,” he said, leaning back, which proved the right thing to do. As he settled back on her couch, Tess climbed on top of him. Not just a pause then, but a full-blown intermission.

“Are you planning to turn us all on when we see you take off your shirt?” Tess asked, moving her mouth down to his ribs.

He blushed slightly but didn’t deny it. “Knowing who I’ll be vacationing with, it’s hard not to want that.”

Tess chuckled, further dislodging any worry that she might be jealous or disapproving of his relationships with Avril and Anna. No, he should have never worried about that to begin with. She wasn’t the type of woman to hold a grudge or issue. Their conversations about the importance of communication were more than enough proof of that.

Because we’re in a relationship, Liam thought blissfully. Me and Tess.

“Of the places Avril has selected, all are very romantic,” Tess pointed out. Her hands finally came into the mix, nails lightly skimming over his waist. If he’d lost his other knight at this point, would they have gone a little lower? A certain throbbing pillar in that area believed so.

“Is there one in particular you would like to go to?”

Keeping her mouth against his body, Tess shook her head, which caused strands of her hair to tickle his skin. “I’m fine with wherever. I know Victoria very much wishes to visit Fiji, as it’s the only place she hasn’t been to before. Excluding the Bahamas, all the places would be new for me.”

“You and Anna have both given me the same answers, you know.”

“Is that a problem? Where do you want to go?”

Liam stayed silent for a moment, and Tess surely knew why. Because his answer was the same as theirs.

“I’m probably going to bet my points toward Fiji, then,” he eventually said. “That okay with you?”

“They’re your points.”

“Yeah, but—” Shrugging, Liam cut himself off.

An eyebrow raised as two glimmeringly pure blue eyes looked up from their work. “But?”

“Well, I wouldn’t want you to end up disappointed with where we go?”

Grinning beatifically, Tess laughed. “I couldn’t be disappointed, no matter where we go. As I already said, all the places in the running are very romantic.”

Liam shivered delightedly as Tess lowered her hand. It didn’t infiltrate his pants as he might have liked, but it did ruminate around the sturdy object wishing for a chance to show itself off. Soon. Probably very soon. So long as this intermission didn’t persist too much longer.

“Then Fiji it will be,” Liam said a few minutes later, sitting up. His chest was riddled with kiss marks, wet and warm all over. Just before removing herself from above him, Tess laid her ear on his heart. Silently, she’d listened to its turmoil, which she was responsible for, for a good thirty seconds.

“I’m sure Victoria will be overjoyed to hear it,” Tess said with a smile.

“Actually,” he said, waffling for a moment. Was it wise to share the deal he’d made with Victoria? Even ignoring if it might upset her, it could potentially lead to a line of questioning that shone a light on the one secret he truly wanted to keep from her.

Yeah, you need to share it, his conscience ultimately stated. The situation with Victoria, while nowhere near as intimate as things were with Anna and Avril, had surprised him. He’d gotten swept up in a tide of desire for an incredibly attractive woman, and even now, he was probably more shocked at how things had gone than elated—though he very much was elated. Nevertheless, she and Tess were more than just colleagues. So, if Tess disapproved of his actions, he’d cancel the deal with Victoria and still put his points toward Fiji.

After seizing a deep breath, uncertain if he was about to ruin any chances of their game continuing, he explained the deal he and Victoria had made.

Tess was… surprised, not incensed, not frustrated, not disappointed. At least, that was how it looked from where Liam was sitting. At first, she’d listened solemnly as he’d mentioned getting a bit in over his head with the suggestion of how Victoria could convince him to vote for Fiji. And then, with her wearing a hint of an expectant smile, he’d explained that she’d agreed to it, not shut him down.

And then her jaw had slightly dropped.

“Hold on, she… said yes?” Tess asked, blinking as if a squirrel had walked up to her and started explaining its political leanings.

Slowly, Liam nodded.

“My goodness,” Tess said, totally flummoxed.

So, they sat in silence for several seconds. Liam’s heart had a new reason to race. An unpleasant one.

“I can’t believe she agreed,” Tess said, massaging her chin. Her gaze seemed distant, staring off toward the place over his shoulder. “Wow. There’s my surprise of the new year.”

“I didn’t think things would work out, either,” he admitted, which redrew her focus to him. Tess narrowed her eyes at him, but not unkindly. The sliver of a smile tugging up one corner of her mouth provided additional evidence that she wasn’t livid with him.

“I’m starting to suspect that Avril and I have spoiled you too much. You’ve gotten far too comfortable getting everything you could ever want from the women in our circle.”

Liam blushed appropriately, understanding that it was a very light admonishment. “The wine got to me, I guess.”

“The non-alcoholic wine?” Tess snorted, folding her arms beneath her breasts. Still, her smile grew. “I think we both know the wine had very little to do with it. How a woman can exude such ludicrous degrees of severity and standoffishness yet make any man around her drool like a waterfall is beyond me. Even if she is unquestionably attractive, still! Don’t you men have any sense of self-preservation?”

“I do,” he said in his defense. “But, non-alcoholic or not, she did offer me some wine. She wasn’t really acting all that severely and standoffish at the time. That was also pretty shocking. Compared to how things started”—he nodded toward the very space in Tess’s living room where he’d been first introduced to Victoria Moreno a couple of months ago—“it’s definitely made my head spin.”

“It’s an infectious feeling, I assure you,” Tess said, again growing thoughtful. Not angry. Still not angry. It was such a relief.

“I’ll cancel our deal if you want me to,” Liam said. A part of him had expected Victoria to be the one to do that after she’d returned to her senses. He’d been anticipating a text or call almost every hour since they’d set it up.

“Would you?” Tess asked, examining him.

“Of course,” he said immediately. “You’re the most important person in my life.”

Oh. That just got said out loud.

It was one of many prisoners within Liam’s heart, most of which pertained to just how strongly his feelings for Tess were. His feelings went far, far beyond just standard affection or lust. Love. He loved her. He’d been afraid to announce it openly for a while now, even if he’d, as she’d stated, started getting too comfortable having his way.

This was probably proof that her assessment was right on the money.

Somehow, that specific configuration of words escaped his mouth; they just wandered on out. He couldn’t rein them back in. They were now a memory in Tess’s mind.

Once more, rather than any number of negative or even neutral responses, Tess set his heart at ease. She beamed at him, then seized him by the wrist and pulled him into another deep, passionate kiss. From sheer relief, he nearly melted into her because of it.

“I think I can say the same thing about you,” she whispered, and his heart nearly somersaulted over the moon. “And flabbergasted as I might be about you and Victoria’s deal, I’m glad you were willing to confide in me. I’m glad I can be in your confidence this time.”

Liam resisted an urge to abashedly scratch at the back of his head and smile toothlessly. He knew she was referring to the last secret he’d kept from her, the one involving him and Anna only pretending to be a couple. She hadn’t been upset when he and Anna, following a confrontation with Trent Alden had pushed them into a corner, had finally spilled the beans, either. So far, telling the truth had yet to put him in the doghouse.

Of course, she had gotten a little upset when Avril had kissed him, then declared her interest in him. So, not every surprising reveal ended up going this route. Just most of them.

“You’re the only one I’ve shared it with,” he admitted. “Probably the only one I will. I can’t see Avril using this info for good.”

“I think that’s for the best because of what you’ve said—which is absolutely true—and so you can stay in Victoria’s good graces. We should also keep your sharing of this with me quiet.”

Liam nodded. That had been the very next item on his agenda, and for precisely the reason Tess had just brought up. He didn’t want to fall out of Victoria’s confidence, and spreading news around the group that he’d somehow convinced her to show him a few pictures of her in bikinis seemed the quickest way to collapse their budding relationship. Especially if Avril found out.

“So,” Tess said, smiling evenly, “so long as you show me the pictures you’ve been sent, I won’t tell anyone.”

Liam blinked. Tess kept smiling. Eventually, the ball of fuzz between his ears managed to remember that it was a brain and that brains could comprehend even statements as unexpected as the one he’d just heard.

“Huh?!”

“Give me,” Tess said, beckoning toward him with her hand. “I want to see what Victoria has sent you. I feel that’s a fair payment for my silence and forgiveness in this matter.”

“I’m in need of forgiveness?”

“Aren’t you?” Tess asked, still holding her hand out.

Flushing crimson, Liam slowly began maneuvering to pull his phone from his pocket. At the same time, citing that “he wouldn’t need these for a while,” Tess removed his jacket and shirt from his lap and placed them over her side’s couch arm. Immediately after, her hand returned to its position, fingers wiggling as she awaited the feeling of his phone in her palm.

After bringing up his messages with Victoria, he hesitantly handed it over. They hadn’t talked about that other thing since she’d sent him the first picture of her. So long as Tess didn’t start scrolling past the photos, he ought to be safe from her finding out about it.

Intentionally—he was confident of it—Tess leaned away from him after obtaining his phone. Holding it up, she prevented him from seeing what she saw. He frowned, but she either didn’t notice or didn’t react. Instead, she spent well over a minute examining the three pictures Victoria had sent him.

“You even got one on Valentine’s Day, I see,” Tess noted, eyes glued to his screen. “We really are spoiling you.”

Liam elected to stay quiet, knowing he could really only agree with her. Tess, Anna, and Avril had already formed the greatest triumvirate since the Roman era. With Victoria somewhat added in, even if it was just a few pictures from her past, he knew how good he had things.

“What about this first picture?” Tess eventually asked, finally raising her gaze from his phone. “You didn’t give it a rating.”

“Oh, that one got a three. I, uh, gave her that rating when I was still at her house.”

“Yes, that reminds me: what exactly were you doing at her house in the first place? I don’t think I should keep letting that fact be glossed over.”

Even though his heart launched into his throat, Liam kept his gaze steady. “I wanted to get some advice from her.”

He could tell it wasn’t enough to soothe Tess’s curiosity, but nothing like suspicion appeared in the look she leveled at him. After a moment, realizing he didn’t plan to elaborate, Tess finally handed back his phone.

“I have to say, if those pictures can only earn up to a three out of five, you’ve set some unattainable goals when it comes to a woman’s beauty,” Tess teased. “I don’t know if any woman could be good enough for you.”

“It’s not that,” he said, slipping his phone back into its vault. “In any normal situation, every picture would be a five out of five. If that were the case, I’d be out of points in no time.”

“Don’t you have more than a hundred points to spend?” Tess asked. “Even if she wanted to wrap up all those points, you’d still be guaranteed over twenty pictures of my colleague.”

Liam merely shrugged. Although he hadn’t done any math when setting things up with Victoria afterward, he had done it later. He was sure Victoria was just as aware of how many pictures of her he might have at the end of the month, assuming she did want to guarantee they went to Fiji. However, she’d only sent three pictures so far, and there were only two weeks left until Avril closed the voting. As things currently were, it was possible he wouldn’t get anywhere close to twenty photos.

However, he still had one more reveal up his sleeve. His plan for tomorrow would lower his potential ceiling, yet he hoped it would raise the floor. If things worked out, he’d at least hit double digits before Avril closed the voting.

“I guess it just felt like it’d be kind of dumb if I gave every picture a five,” he said, hoping Tess would agree. “They obviously are, but still.”

“I suppose,” Tess said. “Still, don’t be the kind of man who never gives out his highest marks. Men who always couch a critique into a compliment, worry about giving too many compliments, or are worried about ‘spoiling’ their partner are no good. Don’t ever forget that.”

Liam nodded but still asked, “Does that sound like me?”

“No, it doesn’t.” Tess smiled, then leaned over and gently kissed his shoulder. “But then, you’re sort of going through a lot of development very quickly. I just don’t want you to build up any bad habits.”

“I’ll try not to,” he promised, shivering as Tess’s mouth moved to the side of his neck, where it began to suck. “You’ll give me a few tips on chess one of these days too, right?”

“Sure,” Tess promised, eyes alight with mirth as she pulled away. Her gaze shifted back to the board. “We still need to finish this game, though. You have more clothes on than I like.”

“The feeling’s mutual.”

Tess grinned, then moved a hand toward one of her pieces. Only, it stalled midway along its journey.

“Actually, why don’t we break for lunch? We got a little sidetracked, so I’m starting to get hungry. We can resume things once we’ve finished.”

So was he, but he was far, far hungrier for a chance to see her remove her shirt. He just needed to get one more bishop off the board. Yet, he could tell her question wasn’t really a question. Rather than argue over it, he assented with a nod. Moments later, they’d gotten up—but he still wasn’t allowed to put his shirt back on—and began heading for her kitchen. A light lunch would follow.

The chessboard and its surviving pieces would have to wait a little longer for the culmination of their game. His ultimate defeat was all but a certainty, but he still hoped to intersperse a few triumphs of his own before it arrived.


Chapter Nine

Basic Necessities

Five minutes after coming to the kitchen, Liam could no longer resist. Honestly, he’d held out longer than he would have expected. The provocative shape of Tess’s body just proved too overwhelming. She knew that as well as he did. So, when he ended up behind her, pressing into her alluring body, she didn’t do more than sigh—and she only did it once.

“I’m making us something to eat,” she reminded him, even as she pressed her butt slightly back. The additional pressure caused his cock to throb happily. When she wiggled her hips a few seconds later, Liam inhaled deeply.

He set her hands on her thighs, then slowly drew them up toward the fantastic shape and softness of her butt. His fingertips buzzed with anticipation as they climbed the fabric of her leggings, then found their favorite paradise. As she hadn’t flexed any, his fingers sank deep into her provocative butt. How had he gone so long in life without experiencing something like this? The addictiveness of it left him woozy.

“I’m not stopping you,” he pointed out. “But I haven’t gotten to do this since I got here. Because of your cruel chess game.”

Tess chuckled, gripping her counter as he felt her up. Technically, he had stopped her from preparing their lunch, as she’d stopped plucking grapes off the vine and piling them into a single large bowl. Chocolate and grapes. A good combo, even though they’d left the box containing the former in her living room.

“You’re not having fun with it?” Tess asked, batting her eyelashes as she glanced over her shoulder.

“I’m having a little more of it here and now.”

Shrugging, Tess wiggled her hips again. Liam’s cock felt like it was made of stone, but he knew she wouldn’t let him pull it out just yet. Not until their game prompted him to. Which meant he was also delaying his much-needed salvation.

His hands won out, but his cock suffered for the delay.

Eventually, even with him still pressed against her, Tess resumed filling up the bowl. Not satisfied with just feeling up her phenomenal ass, Liam’s hands sought higher ground. Sending them beneath her shirt’s loose hem, his fingertips glided over the high waist of her leggings. The fabric clung tightly to her curvaceous waist, but he still got a few fingers in between. Tess glanced at him, and he knew she’d stop him if he tried pulling her leggings down, but that wasn’t his goal.

He stopped at just skimming the backs of his fingers against her smooth, soft skin. And a few tugs at the waistband, acting as though he might be thinking about trying to remove them. Oh, and he did send about half of his right hand into her leggings, resting it on her hip. That last one obtained a warning look.

So, he again sent his hands higher. Still under her shirt, his fingers slowly but excitedly climbed her stomach and sides, feeling the curving hourglass of her gorgeous body. The goal was obvious, so when Tess didn’t stop him, instead placing the bowl filled with grapes under her sink faucet, he knew he had permission. It might not last forever, so he didn’t delay.

Victoria’s might be larger, but they were only a fantasy within his mind. Their shape, softness, and heft were unknown to him. Tess’s, however, had come to be anything but that.

She breathed in as his hands, warm from all the time they’d spent on her body, reached the underside of her magnificent breasts. Cupping his hands as if he intended to scoop something up, which he very much did, he slightly lifted her breasts. He admired their weight and softness, then spread his fingers out. He couldn’t fully cover her breasts, but he could still give it his all.

His all happened to be everything he did want to give Tess, so it worked out. Her breasts absorbed the soft imprints of his fingers, giving wherever he applied gentle pressure, and his palms brushed against hardened nipples.

“Your shoulders are a little tense,” he whispered against the shell of Tess’s left ear.

“I wonder why,” the gorgeous woman retorted, though she forced herself to return to a relaxed state. She finished washing off the grapes, then placed the bowl on the counter. “If I’m going to make us those wraps, I need to slide over a bit.”

Liam nodded, though he didn’t remove his hands from her breasts. When she realized his intention to stay with her, Tess shook her head but didn’t complain. Linked together, they sidled toward a litany of ingredients farther down her counter. Those that had needed earlier prep had already gotten it, including the sauce. Opening the bag with enormous circular tortillas inside, she glanced at him.

“I like mine heated. You?”

“Sure.”

So, with them bending as one, Tess obtained the appropriately shaped pan for the task, set it on her stove, then set it to the lowest possible temperature. After lathering a sauce mixed from salsa, sour cream, and taco seasoning on its surface, she fit it in place on the pan, then began piling on the ingredients—cooked chicken, sliced tomatoes, sliced avocados, cheddar cheese, and iceberg lettuce.

Throughout that time, being no help at all to the actual meal she was preparing, Liam continued kneading her breasts. While they weren’t anywhere as sensitive as Anna’s were, Tess still sighed pleasantly at his touch. He’d gotten good at this. He allowed himself to wear that medal with pride.

“Okay, okay, I think you’ve had enough. For now.” Tess added that last part before he could, sensing that he’d do so if she didn’t. With some reluctance, Liam removed himself from Tess’s glorious body. He didn’t move very far away, though.

Tess didn’t seem to mind.

They ate standing up, using her counter as their table. Bodies barely a foot apart, they stared at one another in silence. Liam felt somewhere between drunk and delirious while staring into those deep blue eyes. Their sparkle, the affection pouring out of them, the quiet promises shifting behind them like smaller waves in the shadow of a larger one; it was almost too much for his racing heart. Eventually, Tess smiled, probably aware of how strongly she affected him just by looking into his eyes. Next, she started up a new conversation. Rather, an old one.

“So, we’re going to be going to Fiji.” It was an observation, not a question, but Liam nodded in confirmation all the same. “Phone, please.”

It was a request, yet Tess’s free hand was already reaching for his thigh, which instinctively caused him to tense. Tess renewed her smile, even more knowing than the last, as she moved her hand around to his pocket rather than the location they both knew he’d rather it have gone.

Once she had his phone in hand, she typed in the password he gave her, then began searching for something. Try as he might to peek over the top of his phone and get a good look at what she was up to this time, he couldn’t see much. It looked like she’d opened his search engine.

“Hmm. It seems we’ll be visiting when Fiji is transitioning out of its wet season. The temperatures rise—70s and 80s—and the skies get clearer.” Tess lifted her gaze, reconnecting with him. “We’ll have plenty of time to lounge on the beach. Lucky you.”

“I feel the same way,” he replied, accepting his phone as Tess handed it back. “It’s been too long since I saw you in a bikini.”

“Unless you’ve somehow convinced one of the others to wear one for you, in the flesh, I’m the only one you’ve seen in swimwear, no?”

Liam nodded. “Just you. You were still married the last time I saw you in a bikini. Up at the pool.”

“I won’t be this time.”

His blood simmered excitedly, thoughts of Tess’s phenomenal figure in a barely concealed state flooding him with dopamine. Too long. The wait until spring break was simply too long. Even if he could visit her every weekend, even if he slept in the same bed as her when he was around, it was too piecemeal for his liking. He wanted more. Needed it. Needed it like he needed food, water, and oxygen.

Tess had become one more necessity for his continued good health. Without her, he’d wither. So, during the week he’d be with her on an exotic set of islands, he planned to get enough of her for him to survive until summer break. When he’d be home for months. More, assuming everything worked out as he hoped it would.

The giddiness of that thought nearly overwhelmed him. Wanting another taste of the gorgeous woman, Liam set down his half-eaten wrap and leaned his mouth toward the only set of luscious lips that could satiate his needs. However, a fingertip on his lips hampered the effort.

“Finish up,” Tess said, eyes glinting knowingly—and agreeably, Liam thought. Nevertheless, she held him at bay, finger resting on his lips, soft as satin. “We still have a game to finish. The real prizes are still up for grabs.”


Chapter Ten

Her Other Expertise

Lunch consumed, check. Plates washed off, check. Back on the couch, check. The reality that Liam was going to lose this chess game, also check. Check was the right word for it. Had they been playing with regular rules, she could have announced “check” a dozen times by now. She’d probably have also added a “mate” to one of those.

“Are you ready to take those off?” Tess asked teasingly, moving her surviving bishop. She was setting things up to take his surviving knight. In a standard game, that might not have worried him too much. Here, it did. He needed that piece. It, his surviving rook, and his queen were the only powerful pieces he had left. He needed them to survive long enough for him to at least take out a couple more of her pieces.

Because he knew he wasn’t going to win. He’d made that determination well before he and Tess settled back on her couch after lunch. Winning was beyond his capabilities. However, Tess had created a game with many more minor forms of victory nested within the overarching goal of victory. And so, Liam had made a decision.

He would inflict as much damage as he could before she neutralized him. At the very least, he’d get either her queen or king. Even if he had to play like a kamikaze pilot to get it.

Of course, an apparent expert like Tess quickly noticed his hard veer into recklessness. One corner of her mouth lifted after he moved his queen out into a far more forward position than was probably safe. And yet…

Tess went after his knight, continuing to play toward the goal of removing it. She knew what she was up to. However, she elected not to punish him. She chose not to play optimally. Part of him felt frustrated that he needed such a concession. He supposed, because of how often they now played card games, he’d gotten a bit used to winning. He didn’t need help claiming victory there. That was his arena. He was the one who offered pity points and openings, not the one receiving them.

After a second, he smothered that part of him, focusing solely on his game plan. That queen or king would join the prison camp—smaller than hers or not—that he’d built up on his side of the board. Whatever prize came with it, he’d claim it gladly. Even if it did allow Tess to claim far more prizes in the end.

His knight left the board, and then he ended up in the nude. Wearing a contented look, Tess watched him escape the last of his clothes. It grew more contended as she saw his cock stand up to attention, clearly eager for what it assumed would occur if he could just get that damned king of hers—that was the piece he’d decided he could take a shot at getting.

“It’s not too chilly in my home, is it?” Tess asked, looking but not yet touching.

Snorting, he plopped back down on the couch after folding his pants. “I’m fine. If anything, I’m still a little warm.”

“I don’t think you’ll be cooling down anytime soon. So long as you can manage to get my king like you’re trying to.”

In response, he simply grunted. It didn’t surprise him that she knew which of her pieces he was focusing on. She’d left him an avenue to get something. But how much would it cost him?

Everything, naturally. With his queen, he took her king. She immediately took his queen with one of her rooks, then knocked off his king a couple of turns later. With precisely a single non-pawn remaining, Liam fought for one more victory—a trade of his final rook for her final knight. He couldn’t rightly let her win while still fully clothed, after all. Not with him sitting buck naked next to her.

He was certain she allowed him to take it. It would have been easy to maneuver his rook into an impossible position. It was the final concession he accepted, though he didn’t have much of a choice. She set things up so that he could have her knight, sure, but her queen would close out the game—they didn’t need to keep going until she removed his final few pawns—afterward.

It was worth it.

Tess smiled as he threw his rook to its doom. Before removing her top, she slid her queen over and scooped up his rook.

“Shall we end the game here?”

Liam nodded.

Setting his rook with the rest of his captured army, Tess directed a satisfied look at the mostly empty chessboard. A moment of admiration for her plan? Possibly, but it didn’t last. Instead, she turned her gaze upward. Smiling, Tess reached for her shirt and removed it.

Due to his immense focus on winning something, his erection had calmed down during the rest of the game. Chess really wasn’t that sexy of a game, unfortunately. But the aftermath, well, Tess Williams could make just about anything arousing.

As her shirt came off, Liam breathed in. She did it smoothly but not hurriedly, entrancing him with the sight of her smooth, perfect skin. His eyes followed the wake of her rising shirt like a raging crowd shoving their bodies against a wall of shields held by an unmotivated squadron of riot police. Revealing her breasts, Liam’s yearning thrummed through him like that same crowd, but if it had broken the line and now spilled out onto the courthouse steps. Overwhelmed, Liam held the breath he’d drawn in.

Finally removing her shirt, Tess witnessed his desire in full force. His rigid cock, the heat bursting off his skin, the intensity of his eyes. A barely controlled man sat opposite her. It caused her to smile.

“I’m glad Victoria hasn’t managed to dull your interest in me.”

It was as ludicrous a statement as promising marshmallows would fall from the sky when it next rained.

“You’re joking, right?”

“Only a little,” Tess teased, hefting her immaculate breasts from beneath. “Mine aren’t quite as nice.”

“They’re perfect,” he growled, imbuing the words with more gravel than was probably necessary. He knew Tess was joking, but he felt obligated to immediately shut down her attempt at self-deprecation.

Tess chuckled and moved her hands away from her breasts. Even without her lifting them slightly, they remained attractively resistant to gravity. Yes. Perfect. It was the right word for them. For her.

“When you say it with such fervor, I suppose it must be true,” Tess said. “I couldn’t argue with you, not with how you’re looking at me right now.”

He wanted to ravish her. Right now, right here. Pull her on top of his lap, kiss her, taste her. Remove her leggings, fit his cock to her tight opening, and then feel her walls clench around him as she climaxed again and again.

Wisely, Tess held up a finger before his yearning could overwhelm his short-term memory. There were prizes to be doled out. One for him, three for her. God, he hoped the king came with the best reward.

“You might be thinking now is the time where I reveal what each of us has won,” Tess began, which very plainly stated that he should expect the opposite. Letting the silence hover for a moment, Tess grinned.

And then she slid off the couch.

Momentarily befuddled, Liam didn’t return to his senses until Tess had positioned herself on her knees between his legs. Deep blue eyes, only a little higher than the tip of his cock, stared up at him.

“One more time,” she whispered huskily, “you should get out your phone.”

He stared at her, transfixed. “My… phone?”

Patiently, Tess nodded. “And then open your camera app. And then set it to begin recording.”

Eyes widening in a rush, Liam fumbled to do so. He’d left it in his pocket when he’d removed his pants, but it was still within arm’s length. After hurriedly retrieving his phone, he rushed to complete the other two parts of Tess’s suggestion. Throughout his panicked hurry, Tess waited quietly, wearing that smile of hers that had become so common. Blessedly common. And as it so often was, it was just for him.

“Ready?” Tess asked once he’d finished fiddling with his device.

“Yeah,” he answered breathlessly.

“Try and keep it steady. This is your reward, and I don’t have to give you another chance at getting a good recording.”

“But you might?”

Tess’s eyes gleamed lustfully. “I might.”

She moved her mouth toward his cock, which stood up like a stone pillar in a field. Pulsing with anticipation, Liam held his breath as Tess tilted her head while bringing her silken lips toward his pronounced manhood. Yet, she paused. Her eyes drifted up to his face.

“You need to start recording, honey.”

Oh.

Releasing his pent-up breath, Liam blushed and finally tapped the recording button on his phone. Smiling once more, Tess returned her focus to his cock. The warm air of her nostrils as she brought her mouth in close caused Liam to clench his thighs. Patting them softly with both hands, Tess helped him relax—a little.

She then undid that effort by beginning to glide her lips across the edge of his cock, starting at the midway point, then trailing high, then low, seemingly in no hurry to decide which end she should visit first. While Liam’s mind strained for her to pick her path, he knew from multiple previous experiences that Tess would ensure the journey was worth the destination. She’d never once let him go unsatisfied.

Warm, wet lips continued gliding across his cock. One side, the other, underneath, even above. Pressing his cock down with two fingers near the base, Tess ran her lips over his glans, then down to her fingers. It was as if she were measuring his dimensions with her lips. It was both thrilling and maddening.

Liam noticed when Tess turned her eyes up toward him. Wearing a pleased expression, she breathed a warm exhale on her way down to his balls, then gently pulled at the skin with her lips. Her hand slid into the area, then, with dexterous motions, she began fondling his balls. An almost unbearable tightness began to spread throughout him.

“Happy Valentine’s Day,” Tess whispered, planting a moist kiss on the side of his shaft.

“Best one I’ve ever had,” he mumbled, focusing on controlling his breathing. His cock pulsed as Tess wrapped her hand around his cock and gave it a few gentle pumps.

Tess smiled and ran her tongue up the underside of his shaft. “We can hope it falls on a weekend next year so we can actually do things like this on the proper day.” She kissed his cock’s tip, then swirled her tongue around its opening. “I haven’t had a truly good Valentine’s Day in years. But I think you could finally change that.”

Thrilling. Maddening. Liam made his promise with a nod, briefly shutting his eyes because of Tess’s adroit touch.

“And let there be many more after it,” he said, half a prayer.

When he opened his eyes, Tess was beaming at him. “So many, many more,” she agreed.

God, but he loved her. Every moment shared with her became a star on the vast tapestry of night, each gleaming as brightly as Sirius did. Whatever darkness there was, it found itself crowded out by brilliance with each new day he spent with Tess Williams. Thrilling. Maddening.

A moment later, Tess opted to overfocus on the latter.

“Okay, I think that’s enough. Go ahead and stop recording.”

For a moment, Liam felt mystified. In the next, horrified. “What?”

Fortunately, Tess’s brand of teasing didn’t go as far as Avril’s usually did. Appearing amused as she absorbed his moment of panic, she tapped him tenderly on the thigh.

“End the recording. And when I give you a nod, you can start the next one.”

His fright receded, though his confusion remained. However, when Tess didn’t elaborate further, waiting on him with his cock still held in her grasp, Liam forced his thumb to end his current recording.

“Ready?” Tess asked, plainly enjoying his befuddlement.

“I… think so.”

Tess smiled, shifted, and then nodded.

Liam gasped euphorically as Tess parted her full, moist lips and accepted his cock into her mouth. Down she went, a deep, overwhelming plunge that caused his cock to reach the entrance to her throat. Even though Liam knew she could have kept going, making his entire cock disappear between her lips, she paused. Her eyes lifted.

Oh, fuck, right!

Liam began recording again.

Smiling, Tess lifted her mouth in a single smooth motion, tongue twirling around the underside of his cock as she lifted her head. His cock went free, and they both saw it as it glistened with saliva and precum, the latter of which had long ago started emerging. Tess’s tongue licked it up while she continued to meet his eyes.

“Don’t cum too quickly,” she whispered, warm breath tickling his cock.

He didn’t have the time to respond. Tess took him back into her mouth, sliding him against her slick, warm lips in a smooth motion. Again, she didn’t begin deepthroating him, but he didn’t mind one bit. She sucked, she twirled her tongue, and she forced delirium upon him. All while continuing to hold him captive with her riveting blue eyes.

For the first time since he’d pulled out his phone, Liam finally thought to check if his phone was getting a decent angle of the lewd proceedings. Fighting to free his gaze, he managed to glance at his screen. He only had about three-fourths of Tess in frame. He wouldn’t be winning any awards for his camera work, that was for sure.

Adjusting things to get a better view of an incredible sight—Tess Williams, brilliant, beautiful, professional, sucking his cock while making bedroom eyes at him—Liam at least assured that the second video would be watchable. By him alone, but it’d undoubtedly hit double-digit views very soon.

Assuming he could stay steady throughout.

That was the challenge Tess seemed to be undertaking. Suctioning her lips together whenever she bobbed her head, she created the ideal vacuum to undermine Liam’s composure. Her tongue worked in tandem with those efforts, a blissful brush pressed tight against his sensitive cock. She maneuvered her head with effortless skill, shifting her attention to yet unattended areas of his cock. Like a lonely icicle facing off against a hair dryer, Liam’s self-control rapidly thawed.

And this still wasn’t even her best effort. He still vividly remembered how quickly he’d come undone in the igloo that had once stood in her backyard. She’d challenged him to last just five minutes, and he had, albeit barely. Of course, he was a bit better at clenching his thighs and keeping himself from erupting nowadays. A bit better.

Liam’s gaze drifted toward the top of his screen. 3:27, it read. Not quite five minutes yet. He was determined to do so again, even if there wasn’t any sort of timer in place for this wondrous event.

At around the four-minute mark, Tess drew back her lips. They stayed around his glans for a moment, snug and warm. Right before she finally disconnected her eyes from his, a telling gleam flashed through them. Liam instinctively prepared himself for the longest plunge that Tess could provide.

He was right to do so. Setting her hand against his balls, renewing her fondling of them, but also as an act of stability for his cock, Tess dropped her mouth. Liam’s cock met her throat, and then, as if finally given a ticket at the counter, was allowed to pass to the other side.

“Fuck, yes,” he murmured, shrouded in a moment of rapturous bliss. The tightness of Tess’s throat, while familiar, proved just as phenomenal as ever. It pressed against his cock in a way that lips never could, leaving him slightly lightheaded. Tess didn’t allow him much time to recover.

With his cock trapped, Tess purred approvingly. The vibrations further unwound him. She was too damn good at this. The best. She knew it, but he still let the compliment pour out from his mouth.

She rewarded him with the full suite of her talents. His cock barely got any fresh air during the next few minutes. Glistening with saliva, pulsing with pleasure, growing hotter by the second, Tess pumped it into her throat with deep, practiced motions. Euphoria gathered at the gates like an army. It wouldn’t be long before their pillaging began.

The lewd sounds that Tess made didn’t help him hold out. He heard the sound of her overcoming her gagging reflex each time she bobbed her head. It should have been her, yet he was the one who ended up gasping for air. His hips instinctively bucked when Tess brought her mouth back down.

It was somehow sloppy and messy, yet skillful and neat. Tess was in control. She never let it get away from her. She knew what she was doing, and Liam benefited endlessly because of that gleeful fact.

He loved her so much. Every part of him sang with glee when he was around her. Not only when she sent him to his zenith, as she did now. But certainly, now, he was a puppet on her string.

“You’re so fucking wonderful,” he gasped, setting a hand on top of her head. It was an entirely needless gesture; Tess had already found the perfect rhythm to lurch him over the edge. But she hummed appreciatively, nonetheless. With one hand playing with his balls, the other on his thigh, she had everything exactly where it needed to be. He wasn’t going to make it to the next minute.

Liam checked his phone one last time. 7:03. Yet, that wasn’t what he focused on. Instead, even though the real thing was right there, it was simply seeing the smaller version of Tess on his phone committing such a salacious act that caused him to break.

He was recording a mature, gorgeous professor as she deepthroated him. She’d done it before, but this somehow hit him harder than he would have thought. This realization led to astonishment, which led to euphoria.

Too much of it.

“Ohhh, Tess,” he gasped, rushing the words out before his cum rushed out. “I’m going to cum!”

She kept deepthroating him. It was as clear a sign as any.

She felt him tense, sensed the impending deluge. Thrusting him in deep, lips against the root of his cock, she held her mouth in place. Her hand’s ministrations on his balls continued, adding the final feather to the pile of stones that broke the scale.

Liam’s hips bucked, trying to rise. Tess used her weight to keep him pinned to the couch. That was how he climaxed. Barely keeping Tess in the frame of his camera, he erupted like a geyser. He had saved up over the past five days.

Throttled by pleasure, Liam painted Tess’s throat white. Deep, powerful spurts saw to that. With each pulsation of his cock, Liam descended deeper into a dizzyingly fierce sense of euphoria. His head practically lolled to one side as his seed gushed out. Every part of him felt dissociated, overcome by the truly unraveling sensation that accompanied one of Tess’s blowjobs.

How he loved her.

While he came down from his high, Tess held him within her throat. She’d stay like that for many seconds more. Her eyes, once more turned upward, saw every sign of euphoria that her skill had inflicted upon him. And more.

If Liam had been in a more perceptive state, he might have noticed something significant about the way she looked at him. A perfect match to the way he looked at her.


Chapter Eleven

His Prize

Liam needed almost half as long as he’d lasted—seven minutes and thirty-four seconds—to recover. While he did so, Tess licked him clean. Holding his cock loosely in her hand, she provided the necessary motions to unburden his cock of cum, which she collected with her tongue. She wasn’t done with him yet. Fortunately, Liam’s recovery time was pretty good, so she wouldn’t have to worry about him resting on her couch for too long.

She still had her prizes to claim, after all. Actually, as he would learn once he could finally think straight again, he still had his prize to claim.

After his clean-up, Tess retrieved glasses of water for them both. Dropping herself on the couch beside him, breasts pressing into him, Liam realized that he’d completely failed to take advantage of her topless state while she’d sucked him off. Clicking his teeth together, annoyed at himself, he started making up for lost time.

Chuckling, Tess gave him about a minute to indulge in his fun before catching his wrists. Smiling as she held them at bay, she said, “There’ll be plenty of time for that. Let me see your phone again, please.”

Once she had it in hand, Tess opened the most recent recording. Liam’s recovery accelerated. Were they going to watch it together?

The answer—this time—ended up being no. Instead, Tess rapidly scrolled toward the end, then began looking for when exactly he’d climaxed. He’d let the recording go on for another fifteen seconds before ending it. So, the recording’s time of 7:49 was technically wrong. Apparently. Tess informed him of this fact after confirming just when he’d begun unloading his cum into her throat.

“So, it’s seven-thirty-four.” Her eyes gleamed. “Not too bad. And it’s certainly a beatable time, so there can—and should—be a bit of back and forth.” She smiled. “I’ll end up with the best time down the road, of course.”

Liam nodded dumbly, unsure if she was complimenting him or herself. His confusion grew when Tess pulled out her phone.

“Here. Post the number—and only that number.”

He didn’t accept her phone, but he did glance at the screen. Tess’s messages were open. Specifically, the group channel between him, her, and Avril was open.

Liam’s eyes widened into a pair of saucers.

“You can choose not to,” Tess said, still proffering her phone. “But this is your prize. You took my king, so you can begin… something competitive.”

Tess loved her timers. Understanding dawned on him. He hadn’t realized that the recording wasn’t the only part of it. The timer at the top had always been a key element of his prize, even if he hadn’t realized it. He did now. He almost felt winded by it, yet what his mind couldn’t handle, his body could. His cock started to stiffen up, aware of what Tess was setting into motion.

“You sure?”

Tess nodded. “But only the timer. Nothing else. No sharing that video, not via text or in person. Understood?”

“Yeah,” Liam said. He finally took Tess’s phone. With slightly trembling fingers, he typed in just three numbers and one symbol. Staring at it for a moment, heart racing, he hit send.

7:34

His phone buzzed. So did someone else’s.

The first recorded time entered their group message. Far, far from the last.


Chapter Twelve

Her Love

After allowing him to send that message through her phone, Tess didn’t let either of them check to see if Avril responded for the next several hours. Ultimately, Liam couldn’t mind too much. After all, the prizes Tess claimed more than distracted him from waiting to see how Avril would reply. Would she even understand what that message meant?

It was an answer he’d end up waiting on far longer than he would have expected. In the throes of passion with Tess, who pulled him up to her bedroom for the entire course of their Valentine’s Day lovemaking, thoughts of Avril’s anticipated response fled to the back of his mind. With the woman of his dreams urging him on, Liam pushed his sexual stamina to their limits.

The final round of this raucous string of lovemaking began with Tess wiggling her hips seductively at him as he sat in a heap on her floor—they’d ended up moving off her bed pretty quickly, all things considered. He’d thought himself drained by the three rounds they’d already gone before then, unable to get up from the ground, much less reviving his cock’s stiffness.

A stupid thought. The sight of Tess, covered in sweat, blue eyes burning salaciously, beckoning him to rise, had revived him as surely as a shot of adrenaline. Climbing to his feet, gelatinous muscles wobbling dangerously, he’d aligned his cock to her tight, cum-soaked pussy and fucked her from behind until they both collapsed under the weight of their final shared orgasm of the night.

And that, at long last, was enough for them both.

“I feel thoroughly satisfied,” Tess whispered. They’d both rolled onto their sides, facing one another as they lay on her bed, which had a serious need for a change in sheets. Just as the two of them desperately needed showers. And some serious hydration. Even as Liam smiled in response, he felt how cracked and dry his throat felt. The water in him was now outside, sticking to his skin, much of it dried. Too much. It left him feeling physically exhausted and feeling a little gross.

It was barely a blip on his radar, however. The emotional joy within him was practically bursting.

“For a Valentine’s Day that isn’t on Valentine’s Day,” Tess continued, reaching out a hand to cup his cheek, “it might just be my favorite.”

“Until next year’s,” Liam said.

“Which might also be on a weekday,” Tess said, chuckling. “I’ll have to get used to these alternative Valentine’s Days. For a little while, at least.”

The urge to confide in Tess nearly overwhelmed all the hard work he’d been putting in to keep things about his future a secret. Just to see how her eyes might light up, he nearly broke his silence. Yet, it was too premature, not the gleeful surprise he envisioned. So, through great effort, he kept his secret concealed.

“Maybe we’ll get lucky, and it’ll be on a weekend day. So it can be proper.”

“I don’t mind, either way,” Tess said, leaning forward to kiss his lips. Both of theirs were dry and slightly cracked. They’d gone too long—how many hours had it been since she’d pulled him into her bedroom?—without taking a break. “Our relationship is hardly proper, anyhow. So, I’m prepared for more unique… situations.”

Liam stared into her eyes, wondering what exactly she was referring to. The two of them, or was it about Avril, or might it even be about what he’d revealed earlier about Victoria? Any of them, all the above? He couldn’t quite tell, and Tess changed the subject before he could think to ask her.

“It’s nice being with someone with your libido and stamina,” she said, kissing him again. “Your willingness to learn, too. It’s oddly thrilling, teaching… this.”

Liam grinned from ear to ear. “I’m happy to be in your class, Professor Williams.”

Snorting, Tess rolled him onto his back, then climbed atop him. Apparently, she still had some reserves of stamina to call upon. Liam wasn’t sure if he did. But that was fine. He still had over a month left before Fiji. More time to learn, more time to work out, more time to impress.

Hovering her mouth over his, Tess’s eyes swirled with mischievous lust and earnest affection. Her teeth gleamed white as she broke into a broad smile, and then they kissed again. Romantic elation blossomed in a room that had gone so many years without. Like the winter defrosting into spring, joy bloomed. And Liam didn’t ever intend to let winter back in.

“You’re my one and only star pupil,” Tess whispered, moving her mouth to his neck. “There, happy?”

“Endlessly,” he whispered back, taking hold of one of her wrists. He maneuvered her warm palm to his warmer chest, and Tess spread her fingers. The rapid drumbeat she felt beneath his ribs was the only sound in the room for several seconds.

Nuzzling her cheek against his, Tess kissed his neck, her smile unseen but felt on his skin. Her joy. And her love.

Physically exhausted though they might be, their emotional highs persisted for the rest of the night. They removed dirty sheets, and then, for no sensible reason, both went downstairs and put them into the laundry together. As they showered, allowing weary muscles and sweat-stained skin to receive the relief of warm water and cleansing soap, he loved her. As they shared a very late dinner of whatever could be thrown together without much effort, during which Liam briefly saw that Avril hadn’t yet responded in the group chat, he loved her. As they threw on the new sheets, eyeing one another across the bed, he loved her. And as they climbed under the covers together, where their hands and mouths relinked for a long while, yes, he still loved her.

They didn’t separate by more than a few feet for that entire time. Never once did they lose sight of each other. As if invisible tethers bound them, they stayed near one another. Neither addressed it; they just accepted it as a new law of the universe. Like gravity, you didn’t try to oppose its existence. You just let it be.

Liam Carr and Tess Williams let their love be. It didn’t need to be mentioned tonight. They both felt it. It lasted right up until two thoroughly exhausted souls closed their eyes for some much-needed sleep and recovery.

It was still there when their eyes opened the next morning.


Chapter Thirteen

Wrong Yet Again

Have a wonderful time with Anna and Avril,” Tess said, holding him in a loving embrace as he prepared to depart her home. It was a little later than he might have intended to head out, but he’d been exhausted. They’d both been exhausted. It’d been nearly ten-thirty when Tess had awoken, and she’d thankfully roused him. Even if he remained slightly sleepy, it was for the best. The second of his Valentine’s Days was waiting for him. Anna was waiting for him.

“She still hasn’t replied,” Liam noted. He’d rechecked his phone upon waking up and multiple other times while he’d rushed through getting dressed and ready to depart. Breakfast had come in the form of two of Tess’s protein bars.

“She knows she’ll have you today, so I wasn’t expecting her to,” Tess said. “In Avril’s typical fashion, she’ll make her attack when it’s least expected. Probably when she has you in a defenseless state later tonight.”

Try as he might to dodge it, a blush slapped itself onto his face. Reacting to a simple callout of his relationship with Avril felt silly. He’d fucked both women at the same time; they knew about each other. It wasn’t a secret, and Tess had escalated things yesterday. Yet, this was still kind of the first time that Tess had so openly addressed that he and Avril were sleeping together.

“You know what you can do though, don’t you?” Tess asked, not addressing his red face.

“What’s that?”

Tess smiled and set her lips to his right ear. “See to it that she’s in a defenseless state all night, instead.”

His ears burned like a lit fireplace, but Tess didn’t relent. She hovered there, waiting for his response.

“Any… professor-ly advice for how I could go about doing that?”

“She has her weak spots, doesn’t she?”

Liam swallowed, then nodded. “Her neck.”

“Then attack it. Again, and again, and again.”

Tess’s voice grew breathier and more sensual with each “again.” He trembled, heart racing. He felt like an indecisive double agent in a spy thriller. It was as if he were trading state secrets with a femme fatale by sharing what he knew about Avril’s weaknesses. As if he knew that Tess herself would eventually make use of this knowledge.

God, he hoped she would.

“I need to go, or I’m not going to be able to,” Liam whispered, and it was an admittance to himself as much as it was to Tess.

Beaming, Tess withdrew her mouth from his ear. “If it was just Avril, I might be tempted to give her a taste of her own medicine. But Anna deserves her time with you too. I’ll see you again next weekend, Liam.”

For more.

Nodding, he kissed Tess goodbye, then escaped like Odysseus fleeing Calypso. Probably with far more regret in his heart than Homer’s hero, though.

Avril wasn’t home when he reached her and Anna’s shared apartment in Ashgrove Apartments. As Anna would explain it, they’d decided to vacate the place during the other’s allotted time with him. It was a sensible enough decision, though it further delayed any chance of him figuring out how Avril would respond to the text in the group chat. At this point, he was sure she’d concocted something big for her response. Her reprisal, more like.

“So, do you want to stay here?” he asked, handing over her box of chocolates with a smile. He’d been thinking of giving them their separate boxes at the same time, but Avril’s absence squashed that hope. And he’d already given Victora hers.

The buxom professor had seemed surprised to see him, even though he’d messaged her before getting on the road that he would. She must have missed it or something. Standing in the cold, he’d knocked on her door, then waited, then accepted the slight widening of her eyes as an acceptable payment for the box’s expense.

“Liam?” she’d asked, then noticed the heart-shaped box under his arm. With it apparent that she hadn’t been expecting him, least of all with a gift like that, he’d momentarily fretted that she might appear displeased. Instead of leaping to assumptions, she’d merely lifted her eyes back to his and awaited an explanation.

After he’d given it, Victoria Moreno had been willing to accept a platonic, heart-shaped box of chocolates from the young man who’d fucked her colleague yesterday and who would—hopefully, Avril’s antics notwithstanding—fuck the sister of the man she’d nearly married later that day.

“I’m afraid I didn’t think to get you any gift,” Victoria had said, examining the box’s contents. This one consisted of white and dark chocolate, which he believed she liked. He remembered her indulging in both at last year’s Christmas Eve party.

“It’s okay; I didn’t expect anything in return. Happy belated Valentine’s Day, Victoria.”

“Do you want to come in?”

But he’d shook his head, even though he would have gleefully spent another few hours with Victoria any other day. “I slept in a little too much, so I’m pressed for time.”

“A busy day ahead?”

“Hopefully,” he’d said, smiling.

Victoria had spent a handful of seconds examining him in her inscrutable way, then had ultimately wished him goodbye. The last he’d seen of her, right before she finished shutting her door as he jogged back to his car, which he’d left running, she was staring down at the chocolates he’d given her.

But now he was here, with Anna, so he gave her his full attention. And waited for her answer.

“At least for a little while,” Anna said. “I don’t mind if we go out, but I wanted to cook us lunch.”

“Is that what I’m smelling?” Liam asked, finally focusing on the herbaceous scents wafting from the direction of the kitchen.

Anna blushed. “Erm, no, that was my trial run. I got up early this morning and made sure I had everything correct. Avril ate that portion a little before she left.”

It was a very Annabelle Royce measure, to go through with a trial run like that. And it seemed, assuming all had gone well, that Avril had profited from it.

“Well, the old scents smell delicious, so I’m sure I’m in for a treat when the real deal is in front of me.”

Breaking out into a smile, Anna nodded and guided him to get comfortable in the living room. Unlike Tess had yesterday, she wouldn’t let him into the kitchen while she cooked. It was clear she wanted to make sure that lunch came out perfectly, and he wouldn’t begrudge her for banning him from potentially distracting her—possibly in the way he had Tess yesterday—while she cooked. So, while he waited, Liam lounged about in the living room, listening to a skillet sizzle, smelling the compelling aromas of garlic and smoked paprika as they were added to Anna’s dish.

Again, he checked to see if Avril had replied to him or the group text. She hadn’t. Wherever she was, whatever she was doing, he had no idea. The silence was starting to get to him, he realized. Like the quiet on a battlefield, where you were so used to hearing gunfire and artillery pieces booming in the distance, it seemed to herald that some dangerous tactic was in the works.

Don’t get unnerved; that’s how she’ll get you, he told himself.

Shaking away thoughts of Avril, he focused on relaxing. Soon, he’d receive a homecooked meal from Anna. He had no reason to throw a spoiling spice—worry—into the mix. What was coming would be fantastic. He was sure of it.

And yet he still ended up leaving the couch, pacing an apartment that, while upscale to ninety-nine percent of the population, was in no way the kind of place he would have imagined the daughters of muti-millionaires would elect to live. Of course, he didn’t know all that many children of multi-millionaires, so maybe his sample size was too small.

He knew a few; his upbringing had been anything but middle-class. With a pair of accomplished dentists as parents, he’d rubbed shoulders with the upper crust far more than he’d experienced what it was like to live a median-style American lifestyle. He’d lived his entire life in an affluent neighborhood, not a house in sight likely to go for less than a million dollars on the market. He’d received a nice car at sixteen, had never wanted for much of anything, and was used to winter vacations in lavish ski resorts, overlooking mountain peaks buried in snow when he woke up every morning.

He was hardly capable of claiming that the spoon in his mouth wasn’t a silver one. That wasn’t to say his parents had let him grow up spoiled and pampered, or at least unappreciative of what he had, so he felt fine in avoiding lumping himself in with people like Trent Alden and his ilk. But the living spaces he was used to were like this, where the furniture and amenities were top of the line.

He wondered who had suggested this apartment as their living space. Anna, who wanted a reasonable apartment, not an extravagant penthouse suite, or Avril, who…

Liam rubbed his jaw, trying to envision why Avril would have picked this place. He struggled to come up with an idea that fit. From their Christmas shopping experience and the ridiculously expensive prizes at her New Year’s Eve party, he knew Avril wasn’t gun-shy about flaunting her wealth. So… he supposed that it must have been Anna who’d gotten them this place, then convinced her best friend to lower her standards. That made the most sense.

Somehow, it did, but it didn’t.

“Could I bother you for a second?” Liam soon asked Anna, breaking his intention to let her cook peacefully. The nagging thought hadn’t abated, and he’d eventually felt compelled to swing his head into the kitchen in search of the answer.

Anna looked up from her work, minty green eyes wavering as she emerged from her focused trance. Liam felt a little bad about that; he hoped he didn’t cause her to make any mistakes because his curiosity had gotten the better of him. Fortunately, she was staring at a timer counting down on the oven, so at least she seemed to be waiting on the next step, not in the middle of something intensive.

“Of course, what is it?”

“This apartment: which of you was the one to find and suggest it?”

Without missing a beat at the randomness of his inquiry, Anna said, “Avril did. Why do you ask?”

“It was just one of those brain worms, I guess. I started thinking about it, and then I couldn’t get it out of my head. What made her pick this place?”

“She wanted to find a spacious place, but not overly so. She…” Anna briefly paused, appearing to chew on something difficult. “Well, I think she’d be fine if I said this. She didn’t want us to end up in a place where there was more than what we needed. It’s something about her family home that she strongly dislikes, and when I found out, I was happy to look at places like this one. Originally, when she finally seemed adamant about getting a place of her own and invited me along, I assumed she’d pick out only… extravagant living spaces. She very quickly proved me wrong.”

Huh, Liam thought. Wrong about Avril yet again.

It seemed to be a habit that he just couldn’t break. Whenever he assumed something about her, especially when he tried to box her into the classical rich-girl archetype, it seemed to turn out wrong. He realized that was the feeling he’d been experiencing in the living room. His subconscious had caught onto the trend, even if his conscious mind hadn’t yet.

“Avril’s family, what are they like? I… heard a little about them from Victoria on Christmas Eve. I got the sense that it’s probably a strained relationship.”

Anna fought another silent battle with herself, but this one didn’t work out in his favor. “I’m afraid I shouldn’t say too much. Not unlike my own, it’s caused her a lot of grief over the years, but at least I have my mother. If you’re genuinely interested, you should bring it up with Avril… eventually.

“Eventually,” he repeated, understanding her insinuation. “Not today.”

Anna nodded, and the timer on the oven moved into its final minute. “That’d be for the best, given what day it is—what day we’re acting like it is.”

Accepting the wisdom in Anna’s words, Liam nodded and retreated to the living room. Only for Anna to join him on the couch about ten minutes later, informing him that there’d be about a twenty-minute wait before she’d need to return to the kitchen.

Twenty minutes well spent, in which Anna allowed their passion to reach its own simmering point. If not for the literal timer hanging over their heads, things might have progressed past just making out and touching one another over the clothes. Indeed, Anna seemed more aggressive today than he’d ever seen her, and he didn’t even need to lift her onto his lap for her to end up there.

As his mouth worked its way across her neck, he inhaled the soft citrus scent of Anna’s perfume. He absorbed the racing of her pulse as his lips traveled over it, then lingered right above her collarbone. The quickening of Anna’s quiet breathing informed him that he’d made the right choice.

“Liam,” the beautiful heiress sighed, leaning into his touch. She gripped his shirt for steadiness, fingertips wound tight through the fabric. Her dark hair curtained much of his sight, so he instead relied on his sensation of touch. Based on every subtle—and a few that weren’t so subtle—move she made on his lap, she seemed pleased with his attention.

“You feel so nice, smell so nice, too,” he whispered, gently guiding the hand he’d set on her waist higher.

“Thank you,” his girlfriend—the one he was allowed to present to the world—whispered. She placed her hand on the back of his before it reached the soft curvature of her breast. Rather than slowing him down or stopping him, she helped his hand make its much-desired journey.

Feeling one of Anna’s wonderful breasts through her pleated top, he could feel the hardness of its nipple through the fabric of it and her bra. Because of how sensitive her breasts were, Anna practically seemed to ache for his touch, for his attention. They remembered what had transpired in his dorm room and craved another instance of the bliss they’d finally realized they could experience. As such, more seemed inevitable, yet her oven decided now was the time to interrupt their licentious fun.

A blaring set of beeps practically launched Anna up from his lap, her eyes widening as if she were coming to consciousness in an unexpected location. Drowsiness dispelled, she took a step toward its whine but stopped herself. Glancing at him, she wore a visibly pained expression, and one of her hands rested over her breasts.

“I’m sorry. We’ll… continue this in a bit?”

“That’s a silly question,” he said, rising and giving Anna a gentle but motivating pat on her butt, then a quick and relatively chaste kiss on her luscious lips. “Only the excitement about trying your cooking is enough for me to stay away from you. For a little while longer.”

Blushing fiercely, Anna’s beautiful eyes shone with relief that he wasn’t upset about the abruptness of their separation. She smiled warmly and hurried back to the oven’s side, finally silencing its incessant cries.

Just a little longer, he told his grumbling body. Both parts. The hunger in his belly and the lust in his groin.


Chapter Fourteen

Swapping Roles

It was only about ten minutes later that Liam sat down to eat. Herbaceous scents wafted off the steaming hot paella sitting in a skillet, which in turn sat on a wooden cutting board at the center of the kitchen table. He inhaled them readily, stomach growling audibly as he held back from beginning to make his plate. He didn’t want to disrupt Anna’s energy and focus—two things that currently seemed honed razor-sharp.

He'd gotten his first look at the paella when Anna had placed it on the kitchen table after finishing putting it together in the kitchen. Removing the oven mitts she’d used to quickly transport it from stovetop to cutting board, she’d held him at bay for another five minutes—a cooling off period for the food—before finally letting him take his seat. Now, however, it was finally time to dig in.

Wielding a large wooden spoon, Anna began lifting the myriad ingredients from the center of the skillet. Vibrant, juicy-looking tomatoes joined verdant leaves of spinach and zucchini slices, all of which swam in a sea of golden-brown rice. Steam poured off the first scoop that Anna deposited onto his plate. Seven or eight more heaps laid themselves across his plate before she returned it to him.

Those scents of garlic and saffron, the ones he’d smelled when he’d first arrived over an hour ago, transformed a rumble in his stomach into a full-blown earthquake. He knew he was in for a treat if the taste matched the aroma. Before proving that, he forced himself to wait for Anna to fill her plate and sit down. In the meantime, he also remembered his manners.

“It smells fantastic,” he said, beaming at Anna, who, in turn, finally loosened the intense focus on her face. It came out like steam escaping through the cracks of a pot’s lid, and she sighed relievedly. Afterward, the warmth in her smile sent his heart sprinting, but it only lasted until she finally sat down. Then, realizing that the next step was to taste her meal, anxiety creased her expression into a great many lines.

“It’ll taste delicious too, I’m sure,” he said, though he didn’t expect to see any relief appear on her lovely face until he’d proven that by taking the first bite… and then a few more.

Indeed, Anna didn’t even lift her utensils until he’d lifted his notably flat, wide spoon and weighed it down with a healthy first bite. Blowing softly on it, he took his first bite.

The potent flavors immediately thrilled his tongue, and he savored the way the taste spread over his tongue. His tastebuds decided then and there that he’d be a fool if he ever refused an offer to stay over and eat Anan’s cooking.

“It’s great,” Liam confirmed after swallowing the first bite. Already, his spoon was in the process of collecting a second. “Where’d you learn to cook so well?”

Anna blushed and shrugged uncharacteristically. “My mother. She loves paella and taught me how to cook it when I was younger. I’m sure mine’s not as good as hers.”

Liam grinned and took a second bite, savoring it as gleefully as the last. “I’ve no point of comparison, so until proven otherwise, yours is the best. It’s delicious.”

“Thank you,” Anna said, directing her pleased smile toward her own plate. After taking her first bite, she remained in a good mood, so she must have been satisfied with how it’d come out.

“Would you be up for giving me some cooking advice from time to time?” he asked before his third bite. “You have so many skills you’re good at, and I’m starting to feel like I’m not bringing enough to the table.”

“That’s not true,” Anna responded quickly, too quickly for her to realize he’d been joking. When she did, her face flushed with heat.

“It’s kind of true,” Liam said, beckoning toward the paella. “I literally failed to bring anything to the table, in fact. You did all the work. Maybe let me be your assistant next time?”

“Okay. I’m sorry for not thinking about that this time. I’m used to Avril’s style of cooking. Which isn’t bad,” she hastily added, “but… she’s a little too chaotic in the kitchen for me.”

“I’m imagining flour and spices forming a cloud around her.”

“You’re imagining correctly.” Anna sighed sufferingly. “It’s like seeing the Tasmanian Devil host a cooking show. The music is blaring; she’s dancing, and there’s a mess all over the counter and floors.”

“I commiserate for you, as always,” Liam said, withholding his amusement at the description Anna had provided.

While they ate, Liam never stopped enjoying the meal. Sometimes, a first bite would put its best foot forward, only for the next few to begin to drain away the enjoyment. When a person was hungry enough, they’d eat anything. But as they filled up, they might realize that the aftertaste wasn’t all that good.

That wasn’t the case here, and Liam continued complimenting Anna, wanting her to be sure he loved what she’d cooked. Because he did, and she ought to take pride in her talents, of which she had so many.

Throughout their lunch, his eyes drifted toward a single object in the kitchen. It had taken up space there for quite some time and would stay there for at least another two weeks. Anna, noticing his attention’s shift, followed his gaze.

“Only two weeks left,” Anna said. “Avril’s decided she won’t cut things off right on March 1st but after the following Sunday.”

Liam nodded, staring at the whiteboard mounted on a tripod in the corner of the room. Five named locations presented themselves upon it, each with a number next to it. With thirty-five points to its name, Fiji remained in the lead, but Bora, Bora and Maldives weren’t far behind. In the corner, it also stated how many points each of them had left. Liam stood at the peak with a hundred and thirty points left. Anna was next in line, having sixty-five.

“I’m going to start putting my points up soon,” Liam said. “Before I do that, now that you’ve given me such a delicious lunch, are you sure you don’t want to nudge me in any particular direction?”

He knew what her response would be, and in fact, he needed her to stay in character. After all, he had a plan to enact later today.

As expected, Anna shook her head. “Wherever you want to put your points, I’ll be happy. Any of the places on this list are fine by me.”

“Okay, then I will. I’m going to add some tonight, then again next week, and then some right before everything’s settled. I know Avril will appreciate me keeping things close for the entire time.”

“I’m sure she will,” Anna agreed.

After finishing his plate, Liam opted for a second, smaller helping. For once, that meant he finished after Anna, who usually ate at a refined, controlled pace. However, he thought she was eating a little quicker than usual today. Out of anticipation for what came after lunch, perhaps?

He didn’t keep her waiting for too long, finishing his second helping a few minutes after she finished her one and only. And then they took on the task of cleaning up together and storing leftovers. Once inside its Tupperware, Anna directed him to put the paella beside the one with Avril’s leftovers. It’d be paella for the two women for a couple of days at least, so it was a good thing it’d turned out so well.

After storing things and adequately cleaning the skillet and their plates, he and Anna reconvened in her living room. Back to the couch, where a noisy blare had interrupted things last time.

Sitting straight-backed, yet with hands fidgeting as they rested on her knees, Anna watched him. In his estimation, she didn’t look nearly as nervous as the last time it had just been the two of them. Rather, eagerness, quiet but simmering behind her beautiful eyes and in the subtle shifts of her luscious mouth, was what he saw.

Naturally, that created a buffet of positive emotions within him. After some slight consideration, resolve was the first one he picked out for his plate. Like last time, he would ensure that Anna’s wishful hopes weren’t misplaced. Again, her satisfaction would be his top priority. And so—

“I want to give you your reward,” Anna said, firing a shot across his bow mere moments before he would have tried to lean her back on the couch and resume what had started earlier. It caused him to pull back, blinking like he’d stared for too long at the sun.

“My reward?” he asked.

Anna folded her arms. Clearly, she was a little bothered that he didn’t understand. Momentarily confused, Liam finally rewound time enough to recall the deal they’d made in his dorm room.

“Right, my reward,” he said. “I remember now. You think I’ve done enough to earn one? I’d figured I’d need to do a little more after you tilted the scales with that delicious lunch.”

For reasons unknown, Anna didn’t seem amused by his joke. Instead, she drew her lips to a flat line—well, as flat as their alluring shape could flatten.

“Do you think I’ll do a bad job?”

“N-No,” he stammered, undergoing emotional whiplash due to how rapidly he’d been forced onto the defensive. He’d been seconds away from suggesting she let him reintroduce his lips to her breasts. “I was just on the same train of thought, but for you. So, I’d forgotten our deal.” He knew that wasn’t enough, so he added, “I’m more than happy to, um, accept whatever reward you have in mind.”

Smooth, his inner voice admonished.

Rome wasn’t built in a day, he fired back. It wasn’t as though he’d metamorphized from caterpillar to butterfly, all at once an entirely new creature. There was still plenty of awkwardness and hesitance for him to contend with internally.

Tess wasn’t here to smile at his fumbled words, then kiss him. Avril wasn’t here to mercilessly tease him, then kiss him.

Anna was here, and although she neither smiled nor teased him, she did lean forward and kiss him.

Liam’s eyes widened, but then he got his head in the game and simply accepted the wonderful set of lips so eager to bring him some satisfaction. As their kiss evolved into something more passionate, Liam began to push against Anna, trying to lay her back on the couch. Yet, he received a firm denial. Keeping herself upright, Anna shook her head while their lips were still linked. And then she began to push him back.

Okay, Liam thought, allowing his girlfriend to press him back.

Their kiss ended once the back of his head met the arm of her couch. Staring silently at him for a moment, Anna inhaled deeply, then moved her gaze down his body. It stopped halfway through its journey, focusing on his groin, not his legs, which he’d angled off the couch to give Anna some room to work with.

He witnessed her hesitance, her anxiety, both spooling up like cotton candy gathering around a stick at a county fair. If she ended up backing down, overwhelmed and unable to continue, he wouldn’t have held it against her. A little disappointed, maybe, but that would be all. Nothing worth crying over, just a blip in a weekend that had otherwise been phenomenal.

Collecting her cotton candy, Anna stared at it, considered what she wanted to do with it, and then threw it into the nearest trashcan. No more did she hesitate. Liam’s heart skipped a beat.

Leaning forward, Anna’s fingertips gathered around the fast-growing pronouncement under his pants. First went his belt. Her fingers opened the buckle, and Liam shifted with excitement. While he wasn’t dressed to the nines, he hadn’t been certain where today would lead, so he’d met in the middle regarding fashion and comfort.

Anna undid his pants’ button next. She paused, face flush with heat, staring at the shape of his cock beneath. Only for a moment.

The zipper came down, voicing its metallic pleasure in a clean staccato, Liam shifted, and together they worked his cock out into the open.

Anna’s eyes widened as—he assumed—she looked at the first real cock that she’d ever seen. Images in a health book didn’t count, and he somehow couldn’t imagine Anna watching porn. It was strangely intriguing, not quite arousing, not quite discomforting. He almost tripped over himself and asked her for her “thoughts” on his manhood. Fortunately, he had the necessary self-discipline to remain quiet. At least for a little longer. Just enough to let Anna shake out of her stupor.

“Are you ready?” Anna whispered, ripping her eyes away from his cock long enough to meet his gaze.

Are you? Liam thought. He almost voiced it aloud, but he impeded that urge. It’d feel too much like circling aimlessly. His cock was out, and his girlfriend was asking if he was ready. Worrying about her reservations too much would just get in the way. Anna was in control, and Anna was an adult. She could make her own decisions.

Still, he said, “I am if you are.”

Anna nodded. That was enough.

Compared to Tess or Avril, who usually had their hands in his pants even before he could get his cock out, Anna’s approached his stiff manhood slowly. Not quite warily, but certainly hesitantly. Uncertainty scrunched up Anna’s features as her hand carefully grasped his cock. Her first sight, now her first touch.

“Let me know if I should change anything,” Anna said, biting her lower lip. “I want to do a good job. I’m… I’m not going to get upset if there’s some criticism.”

Finally, even though the previous sequence of events had practically bludgeoned him over the head with it, Liam realized that he should be voicing his thoughts, sharing his experience, not lying here like a corpse on the morgue’s slab.

In this scenario, he wasn’t him. He was Avril. And Anna was him, as he’d been on this same couch on the day he’d met the vivacious redhead. The responsibility of ensuring that they both had a good time fell on his shoulders. Finally understanding, Liam shouldered the weight.

“Generally, the rule of thumb is ‘wetter is better.’ Lubricant goes a long way. Think back to what I was doing in my dorm to your nipples.”

Anna blushed but didn’t blanch. Nodding, she nevertheless frowned. “I… don’t have any lubricant on me.” Her gaze directed itself toward the hallway. “Maybe…”

Even though she trailed off, Liam knew what she was thinking. “Maybe Avril has some in her room.”

“You don’t actually need that kind of lubricant,” Liam said. “Salvia can, um, do the job just as well.”

Wading through the part of him that felt this was all terribly awkward with some difficulty, Liam quietly shoved it down. Was this how Avril had felt about him on that first day? He didn’t let himself think about it, lest he end up as the embarrassed one in the room.

“Oh. Y-Yes, of course.”

Anna’s gaze fell onto his cock, but then she stilled. A moment later, her gaze flicked back up to him. “How… how should I apply it?”

Thank God Avril isn’t here to see this, Liam thought. A thousand years of hellish torture wouldn’t compare to the humiliation of seeing her cackle at them both for how awkward they were being. How dawdling and uncertain things were. Anna had been holding onto his cock for almost thirty seconds, so they were still in the troubleshooting phase.

“Well, I guess there are three usual ways. Spitting onto your hand, then smearing it on. Or cutting out the middleman and doing it directly onto my cock. Or…” Liam forced himself to clear his throat and continue with the third option, which was by far the most attractive of the three—but also the one he didn’t expect to happen here today. “The final way involves putting your mouth around my cock and adding on the saliva that way.”

Anna bit her lip again, mint-colored eyes shifting back to his cock. A minute, now. The warmth of his cock had spread into her soft hand, yet his balls ached for more—for actual pleasure, not just the dream of it.

We’re getting there, he growled inwardly.

“Now that you’ve explained it, it seems obvious,” Anna said.

“Well, I’ve found that logic isn’t allowed too much time to breathe in situations like these. Something else usually takes over, and it doesn’t like to share.”

Anna nodded as if his advice was sagely, then licked her lips. Taking a deep breath, she widened his eyes when she began lowering her luscious mouth toward the tip of his cock.

No way, he thought.

He thought correctly. On this day, Annabelle Royce didn’t take his cock between those gorgeous lips of hers. That event was still a bit out, parked behind numerous other building blocks necessary for their relationship to progress to that salacious point.

But she did bring them close. Within five or six inches, in fact. Brushing back her delicate, fine black hair with her available hand, her eyes glimmered with curiosity and hopefulness as she set her mouth in place. Her lips gathered, and then, just a moment later, a long line of saliva bridged the gap between his cock and her lips. It would have to do. At the very least, Anna’s aim was true, so her saliva went precisely where it needed to go.

Liam breathed in as Anna’s saliva cooled the tip of his cock. Once it had all gathered there, spreading out and beginning a slow descent down his glans, Anna’s hand finally displaced itself from the root of his cock. Climbing up his sensitive yet unmoistened skin, she began to resolve the latter.

Drawing in an excited breath, he watched Anna gather her fingers around her saliva, then begin drawing it down his shaft, spreading it as best she could. Yet, she frowned a moment later.

“That’s not enough, is it?” she asked.

“The more the merrier, honestly,” he replied. “Even if it makes things a little messier.”

Nodding, Anna returned her lips to the same point. This time, Liam felt the heat of her nostrils’ exhalations against his cock, and it twitched. Rapidly, the awkwardness in the room had been supplanted by lecherous anticipation.

There was something incontrovertibly arousing about watching Annabelle Royce slather his cock in her saliva. She took his advice seriously. Mouth hovering over his cock, she delivered batch after batch to his cock, then spread it around. Now, the pleasure started up, spreading through his cock like wildfire.

The squelching sounds started, too. With Anna taking his words very seriously, she worked to drench his cock long before she started actively focusing on jerking him off. Nevertheless, with how much lubricant covered it, it was impossible for the lewd noise not to fill the living room.

Anna blushed, but she didn’t stop. The loud sounds seemed more galvanizing to her efforts than anything. He hoped she was finding them erotic and pleasant.

“I think that’s enough,” he whispered, cock twitching for more effort to be given toward its ultimate release. It was soaked, as was Anna’s hand. No half-measures here.

“Okay,” Anna whispered, still blushing furiously.

A novel idea. One he hoped would keep things from returning to awkwardness sprouted within Liam’s mind. One he quite liked the more he examined it.

“Will you lay down with me?” he asked.

Anna frowned uncertainly.

“Just stretch out with me—kind of on me, I guess. You can keep stroking me off, but I’ll get to start kissing you again. A win-win for us both.”

After looking up and down across his body, possibly doing some measuring, as she wasn’t quite as tall as Tess or Avril, much less Victoria, Anna nodded. She didn’t let go of his cock, almost as if she worried he’d take it away if she did so, as she stretched out on the couch, in between him and the back of the sofa. Lying on his left arm, she made herself comfortable, and then he hooked his arm around to her back, nestling her in a little closer.

“You look beautiful,” Liam whispered, staring into Anna’s eyes, which were close enough now that he could fully marvel at their bright hue. “Thank you,” Anna replied, craning her lips toward his.

He met her halfway. As their lips tangled, warmth and desire collided in a mesmerizing kiss that would last for minutes before either of them came up for air. Long before that, Anna began stroking his cock.

Liam felt it in his gut. He felt his desire, physical and emotional, coiled deep within his core, receive stockpiles of the former, like an army on the battlefront receiving new armaments, with each slow but steady pump of Annabelle’s hand. He shut his eyes, absorbing each wonderful dose of pleasure that she provided him with. It was addicting. Not quite in the same way as it usually was with Tess or Avril, but he still couldn’t get enough of it.

He and Anna were so alike, at least in this. There was something comforting—maybe familiar, perhaps—about the hesitance, the uncertainty, the unfamiliarity. These things she now felt were what he’d felt with Tess and Avril. With them, he was playing catchup, undergoing the rapid transformation necessary to play at their level.

With Anna, it was almost like he could relax a little. He could simply allow things to progress at a natural pace. He could let some of his old self rise to the top. Not too much, as he genuinely did like how he’d changed over these past few incredible months, but there was a comfort to it. Like rediscovering a type of candy you’d loved as a kid but forgotten about because of the years it’d been since you’d last seen or tasted it. And discovering that it still tasted just as good as it once had.

They breathed heavily when their lips finally disentangled, though they didn’t separate very far, just far enough back for both contestants to catch a breather before the next round. Anna’s eyes gleamed passionately, and she directed them toward his cock.

“It feels good?”

“It feels amazing,” he promised. “If you want to go a little faster, you can. It just depends on how quickly you want me to cum.”

Anna bit her lip, seemingly weighing the pros and cons of achieving that goal. After a few moments, her hand sped up. The pleasure within his cock ramped up, as did the noisiness of her hand gliding along his slick shaft.

Liam inhaled deeply, like a freediver preparing for the next plunge under the waves, then thrust his mouth back to hers. Turning slightly, he managed to get his other arm around her. Embracing her deeply, they experienced the shared heat of their bodies. It only grew closer to scalding temperatures as Anna edged him toward his zenith.

“Ah, just like that,” he whispered, feeling his cock throb urgently. He shut his eyes, mouth wavering as he fought the urge to explode quicker than he intended.

He heard Anna’s breathing grow louder. When he opened his eyes, he saw the hopefulness in them. The excitement. That was when the last shreds of worry in the back of her mind went up in flames, tossed into the incinerator.

There was no faking his euphoria, not that he would have tried. Anna could tell that he was close, that she’d done a good job.

“Cum for me, Liam,” Anna whispered. Hearing her say such words almost shocked him, but it wasn’t as if she was that sheltered. She knew what was coming. This had been her goal from the beginning.

“Let me, ah, roll back onto my back so I don’t make a mess of your clothes and the couch,” he grunted, fighting for every second. Pleasure coiled around his thighs like a pair of boa constrictors. He could barely hear anything over the sound of his roaring heart thundering in his ears.

Anna nodded, realizing she needed to move a little, allowing him to shift onto his back. From there, her hand pumped him to blissful oblivion. Shutting his eyes tight, Liam shoved his mouth into the bend of Anna’s neck and began kissing it. He let her know he was cumming with a whisper into her skin.

“I’m cumming, Anna, fuck, fuck!”

She tilted her gaze with him at the exact right moment, a split-second before he climaxed. She saw every sight worth seeing.

At the end of her hand’s next climb, when it was still around his glans, just beginning to pump downward again, Liam erupted.

The pleasure punched through him like a thunderbolt, and he arched his hips up as his climax overwhelmed him. The first geyser of cum launched itself up almost two feet into the air, stopped only by gravity. Yet, before it could come down and splatter itself upon his stomach—thank God he’d moved his shirt, he didn’t have a replacement—another was following in its wake. It was nearly as forceful, though the third and fourth were calmer, though hardly any neater.

The deep ache in his balls stowed itself away with the copious amount of cum spurting out of his cock. A mess, indeed. A blissful, life-altering mess.

Tess. Avril. Anna. He’d made all three of them climax. Now, they’d all done the same to him.


Chapter Fifteen

Sharing

In a serious break from character, Anna made no moves to start cleaning things up after the mess they’d made. The mess she’d made him make. Cuddling with him for minutes, she stared at the incredible mess with wide eyes. Liam didn’t mind. Kissing the top of Anna’s head, he happily held the beautiful woman in his arms for as long as she liked.

“You… look like you could go again,” Anna noted, staring at his cock, which was only semi-flaccid at this point. “Or should we wait? I know men need breaks afterward.”

Liam’s heart, which had only just returned to a normal pace, suddenly lurched back into a sprint. He’d figured this would be a one-and-done situation, at least for the day. Even now, a part of him still saw Anna as prim and proper, not the kind of woman who looked at a cock covered in cum and then asked when the next round could begin.

“I’m pretty quick when it comes to recovering, so you could probably revive me without too much difficulty. If that’s what you want.”

Shifting, Anna turned her brilliant eyes up. “Is that what you want?”

With her perceptiveness, she could surely feel his heart’s thunderous answer, yet she awaited his verbal response all the same.

“I’d never say no to another round, not after how good you made me feel,” he said, which caused Anna to adorn a small smile. “Just ensure I have enough time for you. I want to spend some time with your breasts again.”

Blushing fiercely, Anna nodded. “There’s time for it. At least an hour or two.”

“I hope it’s two,” he whispered, kissing her as her hand began a second round of blissful activity.

He came twice when all was said and done, and Anna hit double digits. After making more of a mess of him with her soft, slick hand, they spent a decent amount of time cleaning him up. Left in a state where Anna needed to grab him some help for the cleanup, Liam stared at the ceiling while he waited. What was it about this apartment that earned him such luck? Ever since he’d first visited, his entire world had pivoted into a dreamland.

A certain redhead would claim that she was wholly responsible, and he supposed he’d be hard-pressed to deny it. Still, it almost felt supernatural, or at least fantastical, how far he’d come from that day he’d first sat down on this very couch.

And he still had much further to go. More he wanted to do, see, experience. Soon, Fiji. And then summer break. And then, and then, and then. How would this all look in a year? The hopefulness he felt within the deepest part of his soul, not laden with anxiety or worry, left him feeling giddy.

Anna soon returned, and they cleaned him up well enough for him to sit and stand. Once his mess was solved, he grabbed Anna by the hand and pulled her to her bedroom.

“Hey, Sammy,” he said, nodding at the grey sloth he’d purchased for Anna for Christmas. As he’d discovered, it was more of a sleep aid than anything else, though its results had been mixed. Stress kept Anna awake in bed for far longer than she would like. Stress about her situation. Stress caused by her father.

Determined to exhaust her thoroughly so she might fall asleep quickly once she returned to this bed tonight, Liam reintroduced his hands and mouth to Anna’s sensitive breasts. After her first gasping climax, with her permission, he sent a few wet fingers toward her sex. That sped things up, though he didn’t intend to rush anything. If they had an hour or two, he intended to use that time fully.

Nevertheless, under dual assault, Anna’s lusty cries grew in intensity and frequency, as did her euphoric writhing. Rushing her hands through his hair as he sucked on one of her pert nipples, she cried out his name, bucking her hips up as the pleasure rippling through her overcame all coherent thought.

Afterward, Liam allowed her to catch her breath, admiring the heat emanating from her body into his face.

“Again?” he asked.

“Please,” Anna croaked, face flushed.

Unlike Tess and Avril, Anna had a breaking point. A point where her body, not used to what was happening to it, reached overstimulation. Even with some tiny breaks allowing her to catch her breath, she finally gasped a request for relief, not further stimulation.

It then became his turn to care for her. First, he checked if she felt alright, then nodded once she explained that she simply needed to stop here. Nodding understandably, Liam spent the next few minutes cuddling with Anna, whispering about how wonderful the day had so far been. Eventually, once Anna revealed that her throat was particularly parched, they straightened their clothes and headed toward the kitchen.

It ended up lining up with Avril’s arrival fortuitously, as the two of them were in the process of hydrating after well over an hour spent in Anna’s bedroom when she finally arrived. Both their ears perked up when they heard someone unlock the front door, then open it. He and Anna shared a look.

Close. They’d been close to being discovered. Anna’s blush revealed that she was very aware of this fact. That Avril had nearly returned at a time when she would have heard muffled cries of pleasure coming from the other side of Anna’s door.

Close still meant safe, for the most part.

“I’ll go say hello, buy you another minute or two,” Liam whispered, kissing the corner of Anna’s mouth. He nodded toward the glass of water in her hand. “Finish that up.”

She nodded and let him go into the living room, where the woman who somehow mixed altruism and self-interest with effortless ease stood in all her ravishing beauty.

Among all the women he knew, even among the four gorgeous women who would soon be traveling to Fiji with him, the woman financing that trip wielded her sex appeal with the most ease. Victoria and Tess were hardly lacking in that department, and he knew his jaw would hit the sand when he saw them in their bikinis on the beach, but Avril Knight had to wear that crown. She was magnetic, and she pulled that off effortlessly, too. That was part of why he had to give her his vote, in fact.

Avril appeared perpetually ready for a photoshoot, risqué more often than not. The sexy redhead, a handful of years older than him, could simply exist and demand attention. She was tall and lovely, phenomenally curvaceous, shaped to enthrall anyone who laid eyes on her. It wasn’t fair. But when had Avril Knight ever been concerned with fairness?

On top of her eternal beauty, she exuded playful confidence as her default, to such degrees that it nearly qualified as an active pheromone. Indeed, she made him want to draw in close right now. Any curl of her lips stole hearts; any batting of her long eyelashes, behind which emeralds gleamed, could weaken knees. A simple stretch could still a hundred breaths, and earning her attention felt almost euphoric.

“Hey,” Avril said, giving him her attention, a curl of the lips, and batted eyelashes. “Where’s my roommate? You haven’t handcuffed her anywhere, have you?”

When it came to defense, there was none. So, Tess was right. The only way to survive Avril’s smoldering beauty was with offense. There was no other recourse outside of fleeing. And leaving Avril’s side was about the last thing he wanted to do.

“She’s in the kitchen, unrestrained,” he said, adding that last part when the curl of Avril’s lips increased. “I’m sure she’ll be right behind me.”

“Hmm, I’m sure,” Avril said, eyeing him. She couldn’t know just how much they’d done, yet her brilliant green gaze implied that she could ballpark what had happened while she was away. That was another part of her that disrupted his cool; it always felt like she knew more than she was letting on. He’d made the grave mistake of underestimating her intelligence in the past. It would never happen again.

“She will be,” he repeated, stepping closer to Avril. Close enough to see the faded freckles spackled across the bridge of her nose. Liam had an eventual plan to count them all. Probably with a kiss in between each tally.

Acting as though he meant to kiss her, he deviated at the final moment and picked up a box of chocolates from the nearby chair. “Happy Valentine’s Day,” he said, handing it to her.

“Someone’s feeling themselves,” Avril chortled, though she accepted his gift readily. After looking over it and noticing Anna’s box on the coffee table, Avril smirked. “Did you get a good discount for the three?”

“Four, actually,” Liam said, feeling like he’d found the high ground needed for an opening salvo.

“Four? Who—Victoria?”

“That’s right.”

Avril looked him up and down as if she saw an entirely different person in front of her. “So greedy.”

“Because I bought everyone gifts?”

“Because you want to feel Victoria’s big tits against you,” Avril retorted, prodding him in the ribs. “I bet you got a long hug for this gift, huh? Well, I won’t hold it against you. They’re impossible to resist.”

Liam blushed. Just like that, his high ground collapsed into a mudslide, depositing him into Avril’s sights. And as always, she showed no mercy.

“They’re even nicer when you hold them in your hands. So bouncy, so absorbent.”

Knowing that he needed to find some way to retreat, Liam glanced toward the kitchen, hoping that Anna would emerge from it, as an allied army did at the last possible moment in a movie. But she didn’t, and his hopeful look kept him from reacting in time to Avril’s next assault. The one that crushed him.

Shifting into him, tossing her box of chocolates back into the chair it’d come from, arms wrapping around his neck, Avril thrust her mouth against his. Liam fell back a step, but Avril stayed with him, pressing her big tits into his chest as her tongue swept into his mouth and robbed him of the capacity to think. This battle was hers. Knowing this, Liam clutched her shapely ass and changed his mind. He’d like Anna to stay away a little longer.

Fortunately, their kiss ended before a gasp could interrupt it. Eyes glimmering triumphantly, Avril released him, then swatted away his hands when he didn’t immediately do the same. Grinning, she tapped his lips with her forefinger.

“Prepare for far, far more of that when we get to our destination,” she whispered, only to raise her voice before he could reply. “If my roommate will come out here and say her goodbyes, so we can get going!”

That, finally, caused Anna to emerge from the kitchen. She seemed mostly recomposed, though who knew what Avril made of her as she joined them in the living room. Avril didn’t say, which was almost worse than her making a bold statement or two.

“Did he like your paella?” Avril asked.

Anna nodded. “Very much. Thank you for trying it earlier.”

“We’ve got leftovers aplenty, I bet.” Avril nodded at him. “Help us clear some of ‘em out tonight, alright?”

“Sure,” he said.

Avril nodded again, this time at Anna. “Okay, now give your boyfriend a lovey-dovey kiss before I steal him away for the next few hours.”

There it was. Anna blushed, though she also glared at her best friend for the remark. Naturally, Avril seemed unperturbed.

“Come on, I know you wanna. I know you want to, too,” Avril said, flicking Liam on the arm. “It’s gotta become natural, eventually. I’m not going to cover my eyes or leave the room every time you two want to lock lips. We’re all adults here, aren’t we?”

Neither of them replied, so Avril kept filling the silence.

“Have you two forgotten how to kiss? But I’m sure it was happening plenty while I was gone. Is it like when you say a word too many times in a row and start to feel like it’s not a real word anymore? Here, look.”

And then Avril grabbed him by the arm, pulled him forward, and propelled her lips toward him.

For his part, Liam froze, trapped in one of the few unpleasant memories he’d experienced in the past few months. The last time this had occurred, it had nearly spiraled into a disaster. The last time this had occurred, Tess had done the impossible, lecturing Avril into feeling apologetic. Her selfishness had inflicted pain upon Anna. In response, Avril had promised to do better, be a better friend.

So, what the hell was she doing?

Something about now was different. Deep down, Liam understood that. This wasn’t last time. Avril wasn’t the type of woman to act callous, not when it came to Anna. So, even as Liam’s eyes widened out of shock, he felt like there must be more to what was happening here. This wasn’t just a replay of events.

Starting with Avril’s destination. Acting as though she’d been planning to kiss him on the lips, the devious woman deviated at the last possible second. Her lips brushed against his, yet ultimately landed on his cheek, kissing it in an almost—for Avril—chaste manner.

That, of course, meant that they could both expect a devilish smile to take root when she pulled her mouth back. Only for her to shock them a second time. After releasing him and pulling back, Avril folded her arms, no smile to be found.

“See?” she said, looking at her best friend. Expectantly, anticipatorily. “Simple. Easy as that.”

In response, Anna pushed Avril. Not hard, not filled with fury, but with enough insistence to back her up a step. Glaring at her best friend for a moment more, Anna turned to Liam. Expectantly, anticipatorily.

Liam swallowed, staring into Anna’s stunning eyes. Behind her, Avril now took up that devilish smile. She gestured for him to hurry things up.

Mystified though he was, Liam went with the flow. Reuniting with Anna’s lips, he breathed her in. This kiss lasted far longer than he anticipated, with Anna unknowingly mimicking Avril when she wrapped her arms around his neck. A good ten to fifteen seconds passed before it finally ended, and Anna, arms still around his neck, threw a “there, are you happy?” glare at her best friend, who had shifted around them to get a better view of the action.

One corner of Avril’s mouth remained raised as she answered Anna’s stare with a nod. It didn’t seem to soothe Anna’s… annoyance? Liam wasn’t sure what was going on in her head. This was a far cry from how she’d acted the last time Avril had kissed him in front of her.

He supposed it was a good thing, all things considered. How couldn’t he see this as a good thing? Barring any unforeseen consequences, he’d just felt the lips of two of the most beautiful women alive back-to-back. It was like a dream, fantastical. Those same thoughts reemerged within his mind.

“Stop kissing him in front of me,” Anna said, tightening her stare.

Avril rubbed her arms, acting as if she’d been waiting out in the cold the entire time he’d been here. “It was just a peck on the cheek. Can’t I have one more before I’m thrust back into the cold? For warmth?”

“It’s not that cold out today,” Anna said, refusing to relent before Avril’s playful pouting.

“To me it is,” Avril grumbled.

With a roll of the eyes, Anna finally released him. Yet, Avril didn’t step into the vacant space. Was that meaningful? Anna wasn’t livid with Avril for kissing him in front of her, but Avril was willing to obey Anna and not kiss him again. Was that the new order of things?

Liam remained unbalanced by the whole situation. It had stopped being a secret that he was involved with both women long ago, though it was rarely addressed—and certainly not when they were all together. He’d expected that to be the way of things. Yeah, Avril was okay with being flirtatious and forward, but Anna wasn’t.

And yet, Anna’s glare was already fading. As if, outside of Avril being so cavalier about kissing him, she wasn’t all that upset. Which seemed to suggest that the women had reached some sort of understanding about displaying their affection in front of one another.

If that was the case, this change felt more like a colossal leap than a small step.

I guess it makes sense, he thought, only to correct himself a moment later. No, no, it didn’t. It still didn’t make sense. Instead, it was somewhat—and somewhat was doing a lot of heavy lifting in the phrase—understandable.

Anna and Avril lived together. They saw each other and presumably talked to one another every day. They were best friends, after all. Meanwhile, he was away most of the week, only getting a handful of hours with them at a time. There wasn’t any way for him to stay fully abreast of what happened in this apartment while he was a city over.

But man, I wish I’d been a fly on the wall for that chat. If it did happen.

It might have. It might not have. Was it Avril who’d broached the subject? How? And how had Anna first taken it? Liam felt himself beginning to spiral, consumed by curiosity.

“Ready to go, Liam?” Avril asked.

He started, snapping back to reality. Anna and Avril looked at him, and he realized that although he’d heard Avril’s question, he’d stayed silent for a few too many seconds following it.

“Uh, yeah, I’m ready. Where are we going?”

“Like I’d ever tell you that,” the beautiful redhead said, spinning about. “Now, come on.” As she departed, him in tow, she glanced toward Anna. “We’ll be back around six or seven. You can kiss him again then.”

But until then, he’s all mine, her smile seemed to imply.


Chapter Sixteen

Endless Sweets

Where they ended up, Liam would never have guessed. Not because it was some bizarre location, which he had been prepared for, or because it was ridiculously upscale, which he’d also been prepared for. Instead, it was because the place Avril parked them in front of was closed. It was always closed on Sundays at this time. Everyone knew that.

As was always the case, the rules didn’t seem to apply to Avril Knight.

Climbing out of her car, she began boldly walking toward a set of glass doors that ought to have barred her entry. Yet, before Liam did the same, she proved that assumption wrong. Inserting a key into the doors, she swung it open and headed inside.

How? he wondered, knowing he’d only find an answer if he pursued her inside. So, he did.

Carver’s Ice Cream was a small store, the kind that didn’t attract much attention at a glance. It was one of a line of brick stores in this lot, all conjoined, all built well before his time. It was fortunate enough to have one of the corner spots, which allowed it more chances to show off than those pinched in the middle, but its exterior still hardly stood out. Maroon and white pinstripe awnings covered its doors, which shared their sight in and out of the store with numerous massive windows. An oval sign planted into the brickwork hung above these doors. Carver’s, it pronounced proudly. The other stores in the line did similar things to catch the eye. In a city with a hundred different ice cream shops just like it, it didn’t stand out much.

Word of mouth was the reason that Liam knew anything about Carver’s. It was the reason everyone knew about Carver’s. It was the hook in everyone’s mouths, which salivated when any mention of a visit came up.

Because, damn, the ice cream they sold was good.

Good enough for the family-owned and operated business to close early on Sundays. Typically. Not today, it seemed.

Yet, following in Avril’s wake—a familiar enough experience in his time knowing her—he entered an empty store. Indeed, Avril needed to throw on the store’s lights for illumination, as it’d already started getting dark by the time they pulled in. It felt surprising that she knew where those lights even were, but at this point, he just assumed that Avril was magnetically drawn toward whatever would keep him confounded.

As some of the lights flashed on, specifically those deeper in the store, so as not to make anyone passing by think Carver’s had spontaneously reopened on a Sunday, their reflections gleamed off retro-style tiles, alternating between white and maroon. However, they didn’t illuminate any workers. It was just the two of them, alone in a store that had closed over an hour ago.

Arms behind her back, Avril walked up to a deep black—like licorice, which could be found among the various candies sitting in wooden slots on nearby shelving—counter, then pushed through the café door that blocked access to the employee’s side. Scooping a maroon apron off a standing rack, Avril threw it on as she moved behind the counter, then leaned on it.

“So, dear customer, what would you like to try first?”

“Some honesty,” Liam grunted, approaching the counter. He was used to Avril’s antics, so he recovered pretty quickly. Somehow, she’d set all this up with nary an issue. He knew it was true.

“Know the owners,” Avril said, wearing a catlike grin. “Got the okay.”

“Of course you did.” Liam glanced down. The top of the counter was glass, allowing customers to peer at the three-dozen flavors of ice cream—by far the most typical reason to visit, even if their soft serve options were also excellent—available. “So, we’ll be cleaning up after we’re done here, or I will?”

“We’ll do a little, but the morning shift will give it all a once-over before opening, of course. Let’s just not drop any scoopers on the ground, yeah?”

“I’m sure they’ll be thrilled about that,” Liam said.

“I don’t think they’ll mind too much,” Avril said, reaching into one of her leggings’ pockets. Pulling out her phone, she pried off her case and removed the five one-hundred-dollar bills she’d pinned between the two. Sidestepping, she dropped them into a currently empty tip jar on the counter.

She waited for him to comment, but he just grunted again. At this point, he understood that five hundred dollars from her was the equivalent of a normal person depositing a fiver. He had a watch in a glass case that proved that.

“Now, make your first pick,” Avril said, gesturing at the many flavors available to him. “Feel free to mix and match. I’ve got…” She paused, glancing over her shoulder. “Cake cones, waffle cones, cute paper cups. Yeah, all the ones you’d expect.”

Taking a moment to judge his appetite, Liam decided he’d be down to indulge in some of Carver’s famed ice cream. After lunch, he’d gotten fairly active, burning off those calories in his favorite way. Today was a day to splurge, he supposed.

“Start me off with two scoops of vanilla,” he said, anticipating Avril’s response. “In a cup.”

It was as flat as he’d expected. “Vanilla, come on.”

“You saying it’s not good?”

“It’s good, but I wanted to throw together something less basic as my first order,” Avril grumbled.

“Customer’s always right,” he said, which caused her to roll her eyes.

She didn't need to sidle over to obtain the vanilla ice cream. It was already there, right in the middle of the counter. After grabbing a shallow but wide cup from the stack behind her and an ice cream scoop, she slid open the glass door on her side of the counter. Eyeing him sourly, she reached in and removed the top from the carton of vanilla ice cream, then began digging out his first scoop.

“Do I need to pay?” he asked, smiling at her sourness. It always seemed to be that way with them. The one with the upper hand grinned, while the one on the back foot glared.

“You’ll pay, don’t worry,” she said, dropping his first scoop into the round cup.

Even though he didn’t doubt it, his grin expanded nonetheless. After she added the second scoop and stuck a tiny plastic spoon into it, Liam received his first taste of Carver’s in a while. Since… last summer, he believed.

The line was usually out the door on the weekends, and he didn’t have the time to wait around for ice cream, delicious or not, when he was back in town. So, yeah, it’d probably been eight or nine months since he’d last been able to get any. They did sell smaller cartons, which could be found in coolers near the door. Perhaps he could bring a couple back with him. He wondered if Grant and the others had ever heard of Carver’s.

“It’s super good,” Liam said after taking a bite. The creamy ice cream melted on his tongue, the robust vanilla flavor disseminating like fast-moving propaganda over his taste buds. They thanked him for the treat, so it was only right for him to thank the woman responsible for setting all this up. “Thanks for bringing me along. What led you to do all this, anyway?”

“Think I didn’t know you’d bring chocolates or something?” Avril asked, packing a cake cone with a scoop of strawberry cheesecake ice cream.

Now, who’s being basic? Liam wondered, though he didn’t interject.

“I figured you’d bring something like that along. And so, in order to maintain the proper power dynamic in our relationship, I knew I’d have to do something like this.”

“And just what is the proper power dynamic in our relationship?”

Avril batted her eyelashes, then took a meaningfully slow lick of her ice cream. “Hasn’t it always been obvious? You’re the cute, naïve little brother; I’m the capable, beautiful big sister.”

Liam rolled his eyes, then thrust himself across the counter long enough to steal a taste of Avril’s ice cream. It was rich and sweet, as expected. Carver’s didn’t make mistakes when it came to its flavors.

“Hey, back off!” she said, flicking at him, but he’d already retreated to his side of the border. “You’ve got yours!”

“Didn’t know we needed to be stingy with our ice cream. After you left such a big tip, I figured we could go through as much as we like.”

“We can, yeah, but keep your grubby tongue off my ice cream.”

“Grubby tongue? Since when?”

“Since always,” Avril said, holding her cone away from him as if he’d leap after it again.

“Sorry, I didn’t realize that. I can keep it quarantined from now on. I guess your lusty moans whenever I’m running it up your throat had me thinking otherwise.”

Avril wasn’t the type of woman to blush unless he pulled out all the stops. Like he had a moment ago, she rolled her eyes.

“Like you could keep it to yourself, even if I told you to. You like the taste of my skin too much.”

“More than this ice cream, you think?” Liam asked, depositing another mouthful onto his tongue.

“You tell me.”

He grinned and pointedly didn’t tell her. The two of them locked eyes, saying nothing. As if they were waiting for the clock tower’s toll at high noon.

Avril had yet to bring up the message that Tess had dropped into their shared group text. While he didn’t think this was a response to it, as she made it sound like it hadn’t been a last-minute thing but a plan long since laid, he kept waiting for her to mention it. Perhaps that was it, though.

She was waiting for him to bring up the fact that she was staying mum about the text. If he cracked and mentioned it before she did, she’d “win.” That was a very Avril way of looking at things, and he grew increasingly confident that this was the route she was going.

So, did he let the topic languish, or did he let her marionette him into doing what he knew she wanted him to do?

“Know what you’ll want next?” Avril asked, taking a long lick of her ice cream.

Liam decided to keep any mention of the text in the chamber. For now. “Sure, but you’ll have to let me come behind the counter.”

“Can’t do that, you don’t work her.”

“Neither do you.”

“I do, temporarily. I even got a rundown on Friday. So, I’m in the know—more than you, anyway.”

“Then you’ll have to come over to the customer side, I guess.”

Avril eyed him, which was hardly a bad thing. Every moment her attention was on him, he got to look back at one of the most beautiful beings on the planet. From her vibrant green eyes to the red strands of hair framing her lovely face, if Carver’s could have somehow convinced her to take a summer job at their store, the line probably would have doubled or tripled.

“For a little bit,” she said. “I’m still ‘working,’ so I need to stay behind the counter, in case my customer decides he wants to try a bolder flavor than just vanilla.”

“You’re really trying to get a good tip, aren’t you?” Liam asked, grinning.

“Please, I want much more than just the tip.”

He could hear her voice saying that phrase in his mind. It, or something like it, seemed as predetermined as the sunrise. It was so expected, in fact, that when it didn’t come, it left Liam mildly mystified.

Setting her cone down, she eyed him as she moved through the swinging door and returned to his side of the store. Because of how tightly she’d tied it, the apron contoured to her phenomenal figure, and Liam didn’t fail to admire it. A smirk appeared on Avril’s lips.

“Alright, I’m here,” she said once she stood beside him. “Now what?”

Now what, indeed? Liam rapidly considered his options, then picked the one he felt would provide him with the most entertainment yet might also potentially catch Avril off guard.

“Here you go,” he said, then handed her his ice cream.

Almost instinctually, playing her part as an employee well, Avril accepted it, then stared down at two scoops of mostly uneaten vanilla ice cream confusedly. When her verdant eyes came back up, she found him smirking.

“What?” she grunted.

“There’s something wrong with my ice cream.”

“No, there isn’t.”

“Is too.”

Avril glared at him. “There is not. You were just making stupid faces with every bite.”

“Was not, and there is, too,” he said firmly. “Go on, take a bite. I’ll prove that it tastes weird.”

Suspicion sat around Avril like a shroud of smoke. He could see the cogs turning in her mind, wondering what game he was playing. It was rather fulfilling, being on this side of things, knowing what she didn’t, waiting for her to waltz into his trap.

He even had contingencies for if she tried to shove the ice cream back into his hand. However, they proved unneeded.

“Fine, but if it tastes anything but amazing, I’m gonna make you add a twenty from your wallet to that tip jar.”

“Fine,” he said. It was an expense worth the prize.

Still looking at him suspiciously, Avril collected a healthy amount of ice cream onto his spoon, then brought it to her lips. It paused there, her scrutinizing stare narrowing, but Liam didn’t give anything away. So, a moment later, Avril took a bite of delicious ice cream. She savored it, let it melt on her tongue, and then swallowed it.

“It tastes as good as it always does,” Avril announced.

“No,” he said adamantly, “it tastes weird. Take another bite.”

“You’re on a short lease, whatever it is you’re doing,” Avril grunted, though she ultimately let him continue having his way. The scene from moments ago replayed itself.

Avril deepened her voice once she’d swallowed this bite. “It. Taste. Good. Yum. Yum. Nothing. Wrong.”

“You’re just not getting it,” Liam sighed, throwing his hands up. Grabbing his ice cream and spoon from Avril’s grasp, he scooped up a third bite, then extended it toward her.

“You haven’t gone looney on me, have you?” Avril demanded, folding her arms. “What kind of bit is this?”

“Not ‘bit,’ take a bite, Miss Cavewoman,” he said, grinning.

Rolling her eyes harder than he’d ever seen her do, Avril leaned forward, mouth open, and accepted the third bite of ice cream.

That was when Liam struck.

Before it could melt on her tongue, even before she could fully pull away, he struck. He’d intentionally held the spoon back, forcing Avril to lean toward him to collect the ice cream on his spoon.

Scheming 101. Distract, befuddle, strike.

His mouth pressed into hers before she knew what was happening. Like she’d done to him earlier at her apartment, he came in for a kiss when she wasn’t prepared to defend herself. However, he didn’t redirect at the last second. Not one bit. He did the opposite.

While her eyes widened, his tongue pushed into her mouth. He pushed it into the ice cream on her tongue like a determined driver trying to make it out of their neighborhood following a blizzard. It chilled his tongue, but that, too, was a price worth paying.

Avril’s defenses came up sluggishly. That gave him all the time in the world to deepen the kiss, to maneuver them both so that he could press her back against the counter, and to absorb the shock emanating from her eyes. He wasn’t sure what was more satisfying, the taste of ice cream mixed with Avril Knight, the surprise his tactic had evoked, or what came after. Because Avril did regain her composure, and as she was not the type to stay on the defense, after regathering her routing forces, she came back with a charge of her own.

Swinging her arms around his neck, she pulled him into her mouth. Sticking his spoon into his ice cream, he extended the container to his side, then set his free hand on Avril’s hip as he leaned into her. The heat of their tongues rapidly melted the cream in her mouth, and then she had full use of her tongue again. Coiling it around his, holding him to her lips, she didn’t release him until they were both equally out of breath. It was messy, passionate, and satisfying—a perfect summation of his feelings about Avril.

Avril’s eyes shone like a pair of emeralds that had infiltrated the stars as their mouths parted. Like Anna, she didn’t unwrap her arms right away. That kept their mouths close, nearly touching, their breath hot against the other’s face. They each trembled with desire, worked up enough that it felt inevitable that things would escalate.

It didn’t. Again, Avril’s non-response surprised him. She didn’t order him to strip; she didn’t invite him to strip her. He got a few more quick kisses, and then she let go of him.

“You’d better drop that twenty in that tip jar, sir,” she whispered, grinning.

That part, the grin, confused him even more. If she’d been upset about something, unusual as it might be to see her upset about something, he would have at least understood why she didn’t stay with him. Yet, as she moved back around to the other side of the counter, clearing her throat and pointing at the tip jar, he was mired in confusion.

“I’d hoped you’d stay over on my side a little longer,” Liam eventually said once five hundred and twenty dollars now awaited the morning crew, deciding to say it straight up. “For a lot longer, potentially.”

“I’m at work,” Avril said, leaning over the counter with a smile. “We can’t fuck while I’m at work. You’ll get me fired!”

So, she’d really brought him here only for the ice cream? Accepting that was like trying to swallow a brick. It felt so off from the woman he knew, enough that it shouldn’t be possible unless he’d fallen into an alternate universe when he wasn’t looking.

“But we can make out?”

“Sure,” Avril said. “We can do that plenty. That’s normal workplace behavior.”

Is it? he thought dubiously. While it might be slightly more acceptable to employers, most probably didn’t like seeing their employees lock lips for prolonged lengths of time during their shifts.

“But no sex?” Liam asked, trying to wrap his head around this new angle of Avril’s scheme.

He’d graduated from Scheming 101. He’d forgotten that Avril had graduated from far more advanced courses.

“No sex,” Avril confirmed. “Can’t be doing that, not while I’m on my shift.”

“And… when does your shift end?”

“When I take off this apron, lock things up, and we head back to my apartment for some leftover paella.”

“I… see.” But he didn’t see, not really. The storm clouds weren’t parting, allowing him to glimpse the clear blue sky. “I was hoping to see you in only that apron. Is that also forbidden?”

Avril pursed her lips, briefly thoughtful. “Maybe the top half can come off. A compromise for you, so you don’t keep pouting.”

“I’m not—!”

He cut himself off. He might be pouting; it was hard to read his current suite of emotions. After learning about these unpleasant stipulations, he didn’t know what kind of expression he now made.

“Admittance is the first step,” Avril teased, picking up her cone and cleaning up its sides before it started dripping onto the counter.

“Whatever,” he said, grabbing another bite of his ice cream. “So, no sex tonight. Kind of unexpected, coming from you.”

“I live to be unexpected,” Avril grinned. “Besides, we both know your dick got plenty wet yesterday. I bet you could use a day of recovery.”

“I’ve got a whole week of it coming after tonight,” he growled in response. But he also clutched what Avril had just let slip. Even though she’d acted like she knew what he and Anna had gotten up to, she was seriously underestimating her best friend. After all, his dick had gotten “plenty wet” more recently than yesterday.

Plenty is correct, Liam thought, fondly remembering what Anna had done to lubricate his cock only a couple of hours ago.

“So, you are mad about that message Tess put in our group text!” he accused, letting the fact that he’d been the one to send that message stay unstated. “Why are you taking it out on me?”

“Mad? Who’s mad?” Avril began finishing up her single scoop of ice cream. Meanwhile, Liam had pretty much forgotten about his. “Why would I be mad? I was the one who helped you land that sexy, sexy professor, remember? Things are going great, I’d say.”

“Except right now, where you’re cutting me off from getting to fuck your sexy ass.”

“You can’t go a single weekend without churning my insides, Liam?” Avril asked, batting her eyelashes. “Are you that addicted to me?”

He could have denied it, but what was the point? The lie would be as unbelievable as an adrenaline junkie proclaiming that his new favorite sport was mini golf. Such a lie would get him nowhere. So, instead, Liam finally pursued an answer to that question he’d been wondering about for the past few weeks.

“I figured my girlfriend would want me to ‘churn her insides’ on Valentine’s Day. I’m wrong about that?”

Mid-lick, Avril’s tongue—her whole body, save for a single eyebrow—paused. That eyebrow arched, then held there.

“Girlfriend? I think you’re mixing me up with someone else. I thought she was your girlfriend.”

Liam held her gaze and asked, “Well, then what are we?”

Another part of Avril came free. Her smile could have rejuvenated a man on the brink of death. It wasn’t teasing, it wasn’t playful, it was just pure, undiluted radiance.

“You’ve become so, so conniving. I remember when I had to pave the path for all our conversations. And now look at you!”

“I want an answer,” Liam said firmly. “We can talk about it first, obviously.”

“What’s to talk about?” Avril said lightly, night to his day. “I’m your big sis. And your talented, beautiful teacher, who needs to be the angel on your shoulder so very often.”

The devil, you mean, Liam thought.

“The giver of gifts, the granter of vacations,” Avril continued, counting off on each finger. “The Sultan of Swat, the King of Crash, the Colossus of Clout.”

Liam’s brow creased. “Yeah?”

Anna’s expression immediately transformed into a dull stare. “You’re killin’ me, Liam.”

She paused, obviously waiting for him to make some sort of connection. When he didn’t, Avril hurled her hands into the air and scoffed loudly.

“Come on!” she griped. “Those are iconic lines, Liam! From The Sandlot! Please tell me you’ve seen it.”

“I’ve heard of it.”

“Ugh,” Avril groaned. “I don’t think I’ve ever been more disappointed in you than right now.”

“Harsh,” he replied. “I’ve seen Field of Dreams, at least.”

“If you hadn’t, I’d have to dump you on the spot.”

“So, we are dating?”

“Duh,” Avril snorted, rolling her eyes. “Even if you’ve just gut-punched me over your lack of culture, I still like you… well enough.”

“Sweeping me off my feet with such a compliment,” he said drolly, and Avril turned groan into grin.

“The best someone who hasn’t seen The Sandlot is gonna get from me, frankly. At least I know now that you need to watch it on our flight. No joining the Mile High Club until you do. That’s for me or Tess, in case you’re wondering.”

Liam opened his mouth to say something, then let the words die on his lips. That, of course, was because he hadn’t yet really thought about the plane ride itself. How far was the trip to Fiji? Eight hours? Ten? How would he spend that time?

Apparently, some of it was now called for, as it’d just been decided that he needed to watch a thirty-year-old baseball during the trip. But the other many, many hours?

“Would you like a napkin for your drool, sir?” a husky voice called from the other side of the counter.

Snapping himself back to the present, Liam found Avril smirking at him. He blushed and grunted that he didn’t. Which did little to curtail her amusement.

“You’re still so innocent,” Avril said, leaning her arms on the counter, then her chin on her arms. “It’s like you’re frolicking in this beautiful, peaceful meadow, unaware of how much-depraved sex is happening just over the nearby hill.”

“Seeing as how I’m involved in that depraved sex, I don’t agree.”

“But you weren’t thinking about fucking me and Tess on the plane, way, way up in the clouds?” she pressed, already knowing the answer.

“It’s still a month and a half out,” he said.

“So, when did you think you’d start planning to make it happen?”

Liam shrugged, and so Avril’s smirk remained.

“What about our next threeway?” Avril added, tilting her cheek onto her left arm, staring at him pointedly with gorgeous eyes. “When have you decided to plan that one for?” She flicked a finger up before he could say anything. “Wait, don’t tell me. You haven’t been working toward getting another one.”

“How does someone ‘work’ toward getting a threeway?”

“Same way he works toward getting anything like that,” Avril said. “By bringing it up, by working it into the conversation. By being active about it.”

Steps behind. He always was. Each time he felt like he was making progress, Avril had to flick him on the forehead and shake her head, amused at him for thinking he’d risen to the same level as her. In this, much like yesterday, he was barely competent at chess, while Avril could play multiple masterful games simultaneously.

“Would you be up for—”

He let the question die on his lips, watching Avril exaggeratedly nod up and down from practically the first word.

“Okay, so there’s one yes,” he said.

“And now it’s up to you to get Tess to agree. I bet it won’t be so hard. Especially if it’s something you suggest we could do during our exotic getaway.”

“Yeah… I’ll bring it up,” he said.

“Nervous about doing so?” Avril asked. “Think she’ll get mad at you over wanting to see two beautiful women worshipping your cock at the same time?”

The image alone caused some blood flow to redirect itself into his groin, so Liam knew the reality would at least live up to the one prior event. That one had shocked him, and he’d spent much of the unforgettable experience in awe that it was even happening in the first place. This would be different. Avril was making it clear that she wouldn’t do the legwork this time around.

He needed to check with Tess about her willingness to engage in another threesome. According to Avril, he should have already done it.

Would it shock her if she learned about my deal with Victoria? he wondered. He felt it’d at least earn him a visual reaction, though he knew he could only fantasize about how it would look. He intended to keep his word to Victoria, even if it meant that Avril continued thinking he was still several steps behind her.

“Don’t you worry about it,” he said, poking her forearm. “But if you don’t hurry up and get out of your clothes, I’m going to start thinking you’re stalling.”

Snorting, Avril shoved herself away from the counter. Within seconds, she’d escaped the apron’s loop behind her neck. As the apron bent in half, falling to her waist, the gorgeous redhead began undoing the buttons of her cardigan. It hit the counter not long after, leaving Avril in only a plain white tee.

And the bra underneath. If she didn’t remove that too, he’d complain.

Without looking the slightest bit hesitant, Avril removed her shirt, revealing the smooth, fair skin beneath. He suspected it’d be a little cool to the touch right now, as Avril’s resilience to the cold was near the worst he’d ever seen. Standing behind a refrigerated counter, he almost expected her to begin shivering before long.

Dumping her shirt beside her cardigan, she was left standing in nothing above the waist but a light gray sports bra. It sat so snug against her large breasts that Liam couldn’t help but stare. Avril smiled as she began to remove it.

He asked her to stop.

“You want my bra to stay on?” Avril asked, cocking an eyebrow.

“No, I just want to be the one to take it off,” he said.

“Customers aren’t allowed on this side of the counter,” Avril repeated.

“Make an exception just this once?” Liam asked. “For your boyfriend?”

Avril narrowed her eyes, but he continued to hold his expression. With a mighty sigh, the gorgeous woman across the counter relented.

“Fine, you can come back here. However!” She suddenly grabbed a new ice cream scoop, then gestured with it toward his groin. “All pants will stay as they are on this side of the counter. No cocks will become visible, or else they get scooped off.” Avril made an upward arcing swish with the metal tool.

“That sounds incredibly painful,” Liam said, already walking around toward the swinging doors that would let him reach Avril—his other girlfriend. His heart skipped a beat, but he wasn’t sure if it was from that realization or imagining how it might feel to be castrated by a blunt ice cream scoop.

“It’s supposed to,” Avril said, waving the metal implement at him as he finally stepped across the line.

Holding his hands up as if Avril were leveling a much more dangerous weapon at him, he made a show of slowly edging toward her. In response, she made a show of warding him away with her blunt implement. A sidle, then a jab, a sidle, then a jab. They repeated the process until he found a safe place behind the voluptuous redhead.

A “safe” place, anyway. This was hardly a good place to relax, as evidenced by Avril subtly pushing her hips back. It took Liam’s resilience not to grab hold of her curvaceous figure and pull her the rest of the way back.

Wait… why wasn’t he doing that?

Idiot, he thought, then followed through with his desire. If ever there was a time to put his hands all over Avril, it was right now. Grabbing her hips, he pulled her back the rest of the way. Her heavenly butt found his hardening cock, and glancing over her shoulder at him, eyebrow lifted by amusement, she swirled her hips gently.

“Careful,” the beautiful woman warned, lifting the ice cream scoop. “No pants, no service.”

“I’m just admiring one of your many enviable aspects,” Liam said, grinding his cock into her butt. It sent a thrill through him, spreading like electricity racing down powerlines after the fix to a power outage. God, he wanted to fuck her right now. But when didn’t he?

“What other ones are out and about?” Avril asked, batting falsely innocent eyelashes.

“Funny you should use that choice of words,” he responded, pressing deeper into her. At the same time, his hands began their excited climb up the deep curves of her body—and he did find her skin slightly cool to the touch. He almost made a joke about it, but he found his tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth. Her figure was sublime, and his hands ached to linger and explore more of her sides. He didn’t let them. Not this time, at least.

“Funny?” Avril purred as his hands edged closer to the fabric of her sports bra. “Intentional.”

Grinning, Liam leaned forward and kissed the back of her neck through her vibrant hair. His fingertips buzzed with anticipation as they climbed the final few inches of creamy, smooth skin before they met fabric. There, they settled, but only briefly. Like the end of an arduous climb up a cliff face, they took a rest right before the summit. Summits.

Slipping his fingertips between her bra and skin, Liam cleared his throat when Avril didn’t react. More loudly, he did it a second time when she remained inactive.

“Oh, sorry,” she said, wearing a cheeky smile as she glanced back at him. “I thought you had it covered.”

Her arms went up afterward, bending at the elbow as she set her hands behind her head as if he were intending to throw handcuffs around her wrists. Damnit, now he had to push through that fantasy. Unbeknownst to them both, it was one that he would eventually make good on.

Once Avril had dropped the top half of her apron and bumped her butt against his cock for good measure, Liam finally started to let her breasts escape their snug confines. He made sure to take his sweet, sweet time, and he even got a shiver out of her.

“Cold?” he whispered.

“Yes, freezing. We’re in an ice cream shop, silly boy.”

“Yeah, but I’m feeling plenty warm,” he replied, lifting the bra higher. Her breasts escaped, though his visibility was poor for that specific delight. It was a price he paid, as it allowed him to set his lips on the newly revealed skin of her back. Kissing it multiple times, he carried her bra up past her shoulders, then her head, all the way up to the crook of her arms.

Before Avril could make another wisecrack, he let go, letting her decide where to put the thing. He focused on getting his hands where they desperately wished to go. His warm palms pressed into Avril’s sides; his fingertips landed on the sides of her large breasts. The contact thrilled him with another thunderbolt of desire. The anticipation burbled at the cauldron's edge, about to spill over.

“Should I put my apron back on?” Avril asked teasingly.

“Go ahead, then turn around and let me have a good look. Maybe a few pictures?”

“Maybe,” Avril cooed. Depositing her bra with the rest of her clothes, she reached down to collect her apron. Slowly. Intentionally slowly.

Liam moved a little less slowly. He didn’t rush; he had the self-control to resist charging ahead. He also had the experience—more and more with each coming weekend. Especially with these beautiful breasts.

As Avril slowly began to grip the fallen half of her apron, Liam slid his fingers beneath her breasts. Even with all his familiarity, their heft always caught him slightly off guard. Combined, they must have weighed five or six pounds, and he lifted them slightly with his hands. It almost felt like a necessity, some undisputable urge, as though he couldn’t start to explore before reminding himself of just how much there was to explore.

Liam's hands arced upward like a sunshade rising to dampen sunlight rushing through a window. They followed the perfectly curving slope of Avril’s full breasts, then skimmed across the front. Over two stiffened nipples, which he knew she would also say was solely because of the coldness behind the counter, then up to the gradual end of her breasts. Up a little higher, fingertips gliding over her collarbone, then the base of her neck. Then back down, with Liam kissing her shoulder blade as he resettled his hands beneath her breasts.

“You love my titties,” Avril chuckled.

“I love your titties,” Liam confirmed, feeling no abashment at all to admit it.

And she loved it when he touched them. As evidenced by how she’d paused when his hands had started their journey. Slow had become frozen, and the apron would have to wait a little longer before it could cover her stomach and breasts.

On their next journey, he circled his fingertips in gentle motions as they made their climb. Avril drew in an appreciative breath, pushing her whole body into him. Not as sensitive as Anna, but still sensitive. He was happy about that. He didn’t ever want her to feel bored or impatient when he touched her.

Making their way toward her areolae, he stayed soft and pleasant. Circling her pert nipples over and over, he resisted the need to pinch them too quickly. Rather than a breath, this attention received a tremble. Avril’s breasts rose with each deep breath she took, and she indulged even longer in the continual bliss he provided. The heat, too, which his fingertips spread with each circular pass.

“Say when,” Liam whispered, taking full advantage of one of the rare times when he was wholly in control.

More often than not, he would have expected Avril to bite her tongue and resist. But that was apparently the last thing she wanted to do right now.

“When,” she whispered breathily.

Liam closed the loop of his fingertips. Centimeter by centimeter, until they met the base of Avril’s stiff nipples, he brought them together.

They were also a little chilly, though that would also soon change. Bringing his forefingers and thumbs together in unison, he lightly pinched both of Avril’s nipples. She inhaled again, remaining perfectly still, awaiting his decisions. That, in and of itself, aroused him.

He chose to keep things light, which he knew was her typical preference. Not only that, but he needed to keep himself in check. He didn’t think she was hoping he’d break her one rule, so if things got too energetic, it might be unpleasant for them both when she had to rein him in. Though, he could check. What was the harm?

“That rule about pants, it’s concrete?” he asked, gently rolling her nipples between his fingers.

“Mmm, very,” Avril whispered. “It’s gotta last the night.”

“Okay,” he said, unable to entirely hide his disappointment.

Looking over her shoulder, Avril smirked playfully. “Are you no longer in a good mood?”

“I’m fine, I’ll be fine.” Refocusing on what he could have, he kept playing with Avril’s nipples. And she started grinding against him, which didn’t help him stay coolheaded. Two aroused bodies pressed upon one another, and it felt almost impossible that they didn’t rip more clothes off.

Instead, the opposite occurred. Of Liam’s own doing, in fact.

“It’s not going to stop once you have that apron back on,” Liam said. “My hands will fit underneath just fine.”

“Oh, will they?”

He nodded. “Let me prove it.”

Remotivated into action, Avril finally lifted the apron. Liam didn’t let go of her breasts, nor did he stop titillating them. The gentle gyrations continued as the apron’s fabric covered the backs of his hands. Avril bent her neck forward, then refitted the apron into the proper place.

As promised, his hands didn’t stop playing with her breasts.

“Can you make me my next order?” he asked, pulling on her right nipple. Avril hissed between her teeth, then glared at him. He responded by rolling it, which caused her luscious lips to tremble.

“What do you want?” she asked, voice sounding a little fractured, a little less composed.

“They’ve got butter pecan?” He knew they did.

Avril looked around but didn’t find it in any of the tubs within arm’s reach. “I’ll have to look for it.”

“Should I let go?”

“You want that ice cream, don’t you?”

“I suppose,” Liam sighed, finally releasing Avril, who raised an eyebrow but started moving away, searching for the correct tub. She found it near the end of the counter.

She made sure he enjoyed the following sight, bending forward exaggeratedly as she rolled up a ball of butter pecan ice cream in its tub. From heel to head, she was just so dangerously sexy. In the way her long legs traveled to a shapely ass, in the way her gorgeous eyes glowed as she glanced over at him, and in the way her luscious mouth framed a coy smile.

As she “worked,” the apron fell away slightly, giving him more and more of her right breast’s side to look at. He could still see its nubile peak pushing through the fabric. Gathering up a healthy ball of ice cream, she finally stood back up. She deposited just the one scoop into a nearby cup. Her hand extended it toward him.

Like a fish that desperately wanted to see where its hook led it, he glided toward her. He absentmindedly took the ice cream from her, but neither expected him to slow down. Not until his mouth took hers and their chests pressed together did his momentum lessen. And it only lessened. Avril tried to hold her ground, but she couldn’t. Propelled back a step, she gripped the counter with one hand to keep from being forced back another.

She grinned throughout the passionate kiss, throwing her arm around the back of his head, the attached hand rushing through his hair, further pushing his lips into hers. Mere seconds after he’d received it, he discarded his ice cream on the nearest section of the counter. He’d decided he wanted to hold onto something else.

His hands hurried to cup Avril’s phenomenal ass, feeling as his hands sank into its ampleness. Desire overcame any sign of hesitation, and he lifted Avril off the ground. Her eyes glowed like viridian flames when her feet left the floor, and she wrapped her legs around his waist. With her mouth above his, she pressed down, their kiss spiraling into one of uncontrollable lust.

“Don’t,” she breathed huskily, drawing in a breath after each word, “make a mess.”

Growling in response, he searched for the right place to place the seductive redhead. If they’d been on the other side of the counter, he would have had any number of tables to choose from. Back here, his options were far more limited—and crowded. But there was one area of the back counter where he could fit Avril’s fine ass.

Carrying her to it, he set her down, shifting his hands from her butt to her breasts. One went under the apron, while another stayed over it.

By the time they were through there, his ice cream was halfway melted. His original cup of vanilla was practically a puddle.

“Hold up,” Avril whispered breathlessly, grabbing him by his shirt. They’d finally pulled their lips apart, and he’d been in the process of giving her some space. No longer, it seemed.

Skewering him with a smoldering look, Avril’s left hand moved to her right breast. Hooking her middle finger underneath the apron, she pulled it toward the center of her chest. As she settled it into the valley between the pair, one incredibly perfect, alluringly heavy breast re-revealed itself.

Liam’s heart pounded, but he still kept a calm expression—somehow—as he met Avril’s verdant gaze. “And what am I supposed to do with that?”

“Whatever feels natural,” Avril purred huskily.

His mouth, warm and wet, worked its way around the expansive territory for the next several minutes. He didn’t leave an inch unexplored, and Avril’s cooing whispers thanked him. His tongue eventually met her areola, then her nipple, and then he had it in his mouth, sucking, biting, pulling. All three elicited hisses of pleasure from the gorgeous redhead.

“More, ahhh, just like that,” she gasped, holding him close. “Fuck, Liam, I ought to take you out more. You turn it up when we’re someplace new.”

“Wait until I have you on a warm beach in April,” he replied, brimming with pride from her compliments. She didn’t usually toss them out so straightforwardly, so he felt he could trust that she was truthful with this one.

“I’m counting down the days,” Avril purred, kissing the top of his head.

“There’s still plenty for us to do until then,” he remarked, hoping she’d intuit his meaning.

“Like sucking you off as quickly as I can? Is that what you have in mind?”

“It’s been on my mind a lot, yeah,” he admitted, rolling his tongue over Avril’s nipple. “During winter break, you hyped yourself up a lot. You’re not afraid of some competition, are you?”

Snorting, Avril flicked him on the crown of his head. “Obviously, I’m going to play along. You’ll get your heap of blowjobs from me—starting next weekend. Based on that time, I bet Tess didn’t try all that hard. She wanted to set a time that could be easily beaten, didn’t she?”

“Maybe.” Liam shrugged, then a glint of light caught his eye.

“I’m sure she could have done better,” Avril said. “I’m sure she’s not that much worse at sucking your cock than I am.”

“Says the woman who won’t suck it today, so we can see,” Liam remarked, eyes drifting toward the object that had created that glint. It was the ice cream scoop that Avril had used to get him his most recent scoop of ice cream. She’d set it down over here, apparently. He hadn’t even noticed.

“What, do you think I’ll be practicing over the week, somehow?” Chuckling, she kissed his head again. “Just wait your one week, baby. Then you can cum in my throat until you can’t cum anymore.”

“I’ll hold you to that,” Liam said, kissing the highest spot of her areola. At the same time, he freed her other breast, imitating what she’d done a few minutes before. Avril didn’t stop him, probably expecting that he’d move his mouth over to that underappreciated breast.

He would. Just not yet. First, he had some chill to add, and a little flavor too.

In an odd gesture, he extended his left arm to the side, naturally drawing Avril’s attention. His right chose to be a little more subtle. Collecting the ice cream scoop, he carried it to Avril’s newly exposed breast before she could react.

And then she really reacted.

Sharply inhaling when the cold implement met her stiff nipple, she straightened her spine. Once she’d seen what he was doing, she glared at him.

“A little warning goes a long way, Liam.”

“So does no warning,” he said, smiling.

“Rude boy.”

Still smiling, he rubbed the sloping back of the scoop over Avril’s nipple. It hadn’t been out so long that the ice cream on the back had started melting too much, so it smeared on relatively thickly.

“You know, you’d better extra wash that one when we’re done here,” Avril said. “I won’t be letting anyone think they could get a taste of me so easily. I cost way more than a scoop of ice cream, Carver’s or not.”

Liam snorted and focused on adding a bit of butter pecan to her areola. Once he was through, he set the scoop down, then moved his mouth from one breast to the other.

“I’m just making sure I can actually get a taste of this flavor. You distracted me from getting to take even one bite of what you made for me.”

“Oops,” Avril said, not a hint of sorriness in her voice.

Extending his tongue once his mouth grew near, he enjoyed the ice cream’s vivid flavoring. A little less than he enjoyed licking it off Avril’s breast, but enough to consider it as one of the cartons he took home with him.

“Now, there’s only the one rule, right?” he asked.

“That’s right,” Avril confirmed again.

“Okay.”

He had her nipple in his mouth under a minute later, after a labor-intensive yet delicious time spent cleaning off all the ice cream. Even then, he could still taste the rich buttery flavor on her skin. But he wanted more—he had more to give to the woman who’d set all this up for him.

Unfortunately, unlike her roommate, Avril was confident that breast play alone couldn’t bring her to orgasm. And so, since that was what he wanted, he’d need to allow his adroit fingers to ensure her moans reached the breathy volume he was after. That wouldn’t break the one rule, after all. And he’d checked—doublechecked, even.

Yet, he didn’t rush to do so. So, his hands stayed above her waist. Mostly. A few reminders of how wonderful her ass was were pretty much mandatory. As though he could forget. As though anything about Avril was forgettable.

Arching forward, she gave him the best access to her breasts—he might have only a single mouth, but his fingers were quick to take up the task of playing with whichever his lips didn’t currently attend to—that she could. And as he’d hoped, the volume of her moans intensified.

“Anna doesn’t know what she’s missing out on,” Avril whispered, stroking his hair as he pressed her toward the cliff’s edge. “Her boyfriend is pretty good at playing with tits.”

Thankfully, Liam had a nipple between his mouth, so it wasn’t strange when he didn’t reply. Still, thoughts of both women, side by side, each of them hoping he would spend more time on their bodies than the other, simmered within his mind. Their eyes shining, their beautiful breasts heaving as he swapped back and forth between them, their hair spilling out around them as they writhed beneath his passionate attention.

Liam drew in a sharp breath, then focused on the present, not an unlikely fantasy. More improbable than the chances of Tess agreeing to join in on such a thing. The combination of Avril and Tess was possible, potentially even probable. Yet, Avril and Anna continued to dominate his thoughts throughout the remainder of the night.

“They’re staying on,” he noted once he finally pulled his mouth away from her breast, then wettened his fingertips. Avril had eyed him then but ultimately agreed to let him slip his fingers underneath her leggings. From there, he got to show off. With fingers and mouth working in tandem, the established rule that neither could resist the other’s offense received another sheet of evidence for the folder.

When Avril eventually climaxed, shivering and gripping him tightly, her beautiful voice lost its usual tenor. He couldn’t help but compare her breathy moans to Anna’s. The yearning within him, for both women, couldn’t be extinguished. His dreams later that night ensured that he woke up thinking about them tomorrow, as well.

But the present beckoned, and once Avril had steadied herself, he backed off and let her climb down from the counter. On slightly wobbly legs, she exhaled a long breath.

“You’re maybe getting a little too good at that. You look so cocky right now.”

“Apt choice of words,” he retorted, nodding toward the erection he’d been sporting for almost half an hour. “With no relief in sight.”

Rolling her eyes, Avril kissed him, then fixed up her apron. “I guess I’ll keep this, seeing as what it leads you to do when I wear it.”

“So long as you’re wearing it the same way you are now.”

“Is that even a question?” Avril asked, breezing by him. “Now, let’s try a little bit of ice cream, then get out of here. You’ve got to get home safely, no? Then start waiting for me to suck you dry next week.”

“Don’t remind me,” Liam grunted.

They spent a little more time in one another’s arms before they got back to sampling ice cream flavors. At the end of their time at Carver’s, washing everything up before their departure, Liam had decided to bring home a carton of butter pecan—he’d gone back to it and gotten a proper taste test—and simple chocolate. However, Avril’s offer to pose with them would ensure he remembered them by their sight, not their taste.

Because that offer, which he accepted instantaneously, caused Avril to hold them up in front of her naked breasts while Liam snapped some photos. And then some without them in the way. And then some with the apron back on. And then some with the apron revealing one breast, then the other, then both.

Liam ended the night with a phone loaded up with new pictures. And yet he still hoped for more. He just couldn’t announce that thought on the drive back to Avril and Anna’s apartment, as those photos might not be of Avril. It all hinged on how successful his final plan of the night ended up being.


Chapter Seventeen

Playing with Ice and Fire

When they made it back to Ashgrove, Liam stuffed his cartons of ice cream in the freezer. He wasn’t in any true hurry to depart; it was already dark out, so what was the point? Instead of rushing to drive back to a dorm that wasn’t home to two beautiful women, he enjoyed the time he spent with Avril and Anna, including those promised leftovers. Anna didn’t ask too many questions about how things had gone at Carver’s, which Liam was thankful for. The less he needed to bend the truth, the better his conscience felt. Even if he now believed that Anna was more or less aware of how intimate his relationship with Avril was.

It was an odd wrinkle in everything, and Liam wasn’t sure what, if anything, he ought to do about it.

“By the way, don’t forget about that,” Avril said, pointing her spoon at the board near the kitchen table.

“I haven’t,” he said, which was the understatement of the year. “I’m going to be spending a fair number of my points before I go.”

“Oh? Consider my interest piqued. Where does our decider want to go? He’s finally figured it out?”

“You’ll see,” he said, which caused her to puff a cheek out. He didn’t speed up how quickly he finished his plate, even if he aligned more with Avril’s impatience than he let on. He was curious how she’d respond to the ploy he was about to enact, even if he couldn’t let her in on precisely what he was after.

After finishing his dinner, then intentionally delaying things by helping Anna clear the plates and get everything cleaned up in the kitchen, he found Avril waiting for him near the mounted whiteboard, twirling the lone marker between her fingers. Eyebrow arching, as if she expected he’d ultimately underwhelm her with whatever ploy he was working, she tossed it to him. After catching it, popping off the top, and using his body to shield Avril’s sight, which earned him a snort, he started with the points he owed to Victoria’s ideal destination.

Fiji’s thirty-five became forty-seven—twelve points for the small collection of pictures he’d received over the week. But then his eyes focused on the other destinations, which now seriously lagged behind Victoria’s preferred location. He had points to burn, a lot of them. And for his plan to bear fruit, he needed to make a splash tonight; there were only two more weekends of this.

So, Bora, Bora jumped from twenty-five to forty, and then Maldives rocketed up from twenty to forty. Hot on the heels of the place Victoria wanted to visit, both. But more importantly, and the main key to all this, it reduced his remaining points to spend from a hundred and thirty down to eighty-three.

Let’s hope this pays off in the way I’m hoping, Liam thought, wishing he had a little more confidence in how things would work out.

After he finally put down the marker, Avril shooed him out of the way, then examined his decisions. As a consolation prize to any possible fallout that might come from all this, he accepted a confused head tilt from the beautiful redhead. Eyebrows knitting together, she looked at his changes for a while.

“So, what’s going on here?” she eventually asked, side-eyeing him.

“I’ve decided I’ll spend all my points before it’s over,” he said. “And I figured you’d appreciate it if I kept things tight ‘til the end.”

“Yeah, I do, but why just twelve for Fiji, not ten or fifteen?” Avril said. “It’d have left you with a nice eighty or eighty-five.”

“My ways are mysterious and unknowable,” Liam said, dodging giving any real reason why. It was the best he could come up with.

Fortunately, his pronouncement caused Avril to snort and look away from the whiteboard. In this one instance, it worked out for him to be underestimated. Because if she knew the real reason behind that specific number, he was confident he would have gotten far, far more than a bemused expression.

He spent a little more time with Avril and Anna but eventually needed to get back on the road. Once again, he hated that his dorm—his whole school—was so far from their apartment. Alas, it was a problem he’d need to contend with for at least a little longer. So, after bidding both women goodbye, he collected his ice cream, which he then stuck in his trunk, not wanting his gifts transitioning into puddles along the drive, and made for Perrymont.

About an hour and a half later, not long before he escaped the highway, he pulled over and grabbed some much-needed gas for his car. Puffing crystallized air, he shivered in the cold while filling his tank. Checking his phone, he found only a single message—the one that Avril sent out to the whole group, an image of the whiteboard attached—at the end of each Sunday. Only a single message. Nothing yet from Victoria.

He fidgeted in the cold and his uncertainty until the pump clicked, ending the flow of gasoline into his car. Throughout the rest of the drive home, he never felt his phone buzz. Once back in his dorm, he chatted with Grant for a little while and offered him free rein to try the ice cream he deposited into their freezer.

Still nothing. At around nine-thirty, he finally got a text, though it was from Tess. Like was increasingly common every night, they spent a while texting back and forth. Tess taught an early Monday class, so she didn’t usually stay up too late on Sundays, so he bid her goodnight about an hour later.

And… still nothing. Liam checked his phone like a prepubescent who was waiting for any sign of life from their secret crush, and he only realized what he was doing at nearly eleven.

Ugh, he thought in self-derision.

Leaving his phone on his nightstand, he forced himself to leave some of his stress behind—the rest he conquered with a long, hot shower. Cooling down emotionally and physically afterward, he got ready for bed, then came back to a little bit of back-and-forth texting with Anna and Avril.

Tess, Anna, Avril—he ought to be counting his blessings to spend his evenings regularly chatting with them all. Even still, he couldn’t help but reintroduce some of the anxiousness he’d lost in the shower while lying in bed. How ridiculous was that? Maybe Victoria didn’t check her phone that late on Sundays. Perhaps she also had an early class on Mondays. They didn’t text frequently enough for him to know her schedule.

At eleven-twenty, his phone shook. Anticipating a reply from Anna about the sleep app she’d recently started trying out, he nearly fumbled the phone out of his hands when he saw a V at the start of the name above the message, not an A.

I see you’ve made some unorthodox additions to the board, the text read.

And there Liam was, adrenaline spiking over such a dry response. Maybe it was good that Avril wasn’t keyed into his scheme. If she could see him now, growing frantic the moment he finally got Victoria’s response, she’d have broken into hysterics.

Chill out, he told himself, forcing a blanket of calm onto his nervous excitement. This likely spared him from rapidly firing out some uninspired response. Rereading her message, keeping his cool, he decided what course he’d take.

Avril sent out that update a while ago. It’s kind of late now, isn’t it?

I only made it back home a little while ago. I was on a date.

Intentional or not, ridiculous for him to feel this way or not, her response was a dagger to his heart. He was certain he made some sort of pained expression too. But after his initial reaction, as well as responding to Anna’s newest text, he tried again to let go of his tension.

How did it go? he eventually asked.

When not on a date, Victoria turned out to be a pretty punctual texter, so he didn’t need to wait long for her reply.

It went alright. I don’t think there’ll be a second one, though.

Liam blinked, and now the pendulum swung in the opposite direction. Rather than anxiety, he felt relief. Rather than grief, he almost felt overjoyed. Ridiculous. He was simply ridiculous.

How come? He was almost shocked when her response included a proper answer to his question. Other than during a rare event last Christmas Eve, he was used to seeing Victoria as a very reserved, closed-off person. She was the human version of an airtight vault, so she didn’t swing open the hatch very often. In her following message, he’d really just expected a pretty vague claim that things simply didn’t work out. Instead, she gifted him a rather open explanation.

He ended up just being a little uninteresting, unfortunately, she explained. He’s one of the newer, younger professors at Bellmore, and it’d been evident for months that he’d probably eventually work up the courage to ask me out. But it didn’t seem his courage went any further than that. The night was pleasant enough, and the food at the place we went to was excellent, but we mainly discussed work, which I’m alright with as an opener—I like career-minded men. However, once that topic fizzled, nothing worked to reignite the conversation. I’m still uncertain about what hobbies and interests he has, or if there’s anything outside of work that he’s passionate about. He seemed indecisive and a little timid. He was friendly enough and pleasant, but there wasn’t any chemistry to grab hold of.

It had to be the longest text she’d ever sent to him, and that made it as precious as gold. Not to mention the fact that, selfishly, Liam was kind of thrilled to hear that there hadn’t been any chemistry between Victoria and this other guy. Again, ridiculous. Now, also selfish.

I’m sorry to hear that, he typed out. Would I be off the mark if I assumed you’ve had more than a few dates that turned out like that?

Because you are so intimidating, Liam thought, though he didn’t bother adding that to the message. It was pretty easily inferred.

You wouldn’t be. It’s the most common variety of my “bad” dates, which, because of Avril’s prodding, you would know has been going on for a while.

He did. In the final round of their poker tournament, Avril had, in very Avril fashion, introduced a new rule. One where a player could avoid going broke by answering a question. And shockingly, when asked how long it’d been since she’d had sex, Victoria had answered.

Six years. Six whole years. For a woman of her nearly unparalleled allure, it was clearly by choice. Though, as he found out through the rest of their conversation, there had been chances for it. Just… no one had measured up, apparently.

Liam continued reading Victoria’s extended response.

The other, which is thankfully less frequent, because it is far, far worse, involves the exact opposite occurring. A man who’s only eager to compliment my outfit because he’s hoping I’ll start stripping out of it while we’re waiting for our appetizers. I usually prefer to pay for my dinner. I don’t when I accidentally stumble into a date with one of those types.

So, either too timid and bland or way too forward and gross?

Unfortunately, came Victoria’s reply. She added a second part, which further highlighted just how unusually open she was being with him. Nuance seems to get lost somewhere between balking at looking me in the eyes and drooling at the chance to ogle my breasts. It’s either a frozen zero or a searing hot ten. A simmering six or seven would do them all much better, but finding that seems to be like happening upon a unicorn in Times Square.

Liam chewed on her words, realizing that Victoria was clearly frustrated with how her evening had gone—with how many evenings had gone. If this had been a Saturday night, not a Sunday one, he wondered if these words would have been for Tess, not him. But Tess was asleep, and he was awake. So, he was given the chance to learn more about Victoria over a few minutes than he had since that one conversation they’d shared on Christmas Eve.

“Now, what do I say to all that, though?” Liam asked himself, crowding his mouth to the left. Now, he also wished that Tess was still up so he could get some advice on how to proceed.

Sorry to hear that this guy missed the mark, he arrived at, feeling slightly like he should have a little more to say. Small consolation being that he wasn’t one of the worst sorts, I suppose.

A small enough one, yes, Victoria replied. And then she tacked on a curious addition. If Avril were the one listening to my complaining, she’d claim it was no surprise I struck out, that I’ve always had terrible taste in men.

Because of her brother? That was ages ago, though.

Yes, Victoria wrote. I’m just “paying my dues” for having ever been so blind as to become ensnared by Casey’s less-than-adequate charms. At this point, it could be that she’s right, and I’ve stumbled into an ancient Greek story, forever doomed to wade through the boring and the brazen.

It’s been that bad for a long time? he asked.

Relatively speaking, yes, though not as long as Avril might claim. These bad dates have only somewhat recently strung themselves together. A year ago, specifically, after I finally lifted a self-restriction on my dating life. I got my PhD at twenty-eight and decided I wanted to be taken seriously—no romance until I was established and happy with my career. It was a silly thing to do, probably an overreaction to how close I was to ruining my life by marrying Casey Knight. As such, I’ve only somewhat recently reentered the dating pool, yet I’m already finding myself wanting to head back to my chair.

Given that he was already very much a betting man, Liam gathered that the odds were good that Victoria wasn’t in bed, fighting yawns. Instead, he envisioned her in her kitchen, regularly refilling her glass with a variety of wine that was not of the non-alcoholic variety. He didn’t think she was drunk, but if she was, he was impressed, as her texting hadn’t slipped even a little.

That can’t be right, he eventually wrote. Even Helen of Troy herself would be jealous of you, so you’re bound to sift your way to a diamond eventually.

Liam, Victoria wrote, and he could almost feel a rare appearance of sarcasm emanating from his screen. Aphrodite forced Helen of Troy to fall for a man who is rather often depicted as fair beyond belief but also hedonistic and cowardly. A pause of only a few seconds delayed further lamenting. Her next text arrived, and it almost sounded self-pitying. If anything, I see some parallels between us there, given how I nearly married my own Paris. If that’s the case, I’m in the sad and miserable post-Iliad part of my life.

There hasn’t been a war over you yet, Liam noted. So, can’t be.

A silver lining, that, Victoria responded. There was another brief pause before her following response. Thank you for listening to me as I grouse about something so meaningless as a single boring date.

It clearly wasn’t just one bad date, and Liam silently commiserated for a woman who really was capable of the upheaval of a Greek heroine of famed beauty and allure. Her reality and his expectations couldn’t have been more distant. How exactly could someone of Victoria Moreno’s caliber not be picking the plumpest grapes from the vine? It felt as absurd as… well, as absurd as Tess Williams marrying the unpleasant man she’d ended up with. So, he supposed he had a real-life example of her woes. Quality didn’t always guarantee quality, it seemed.

I’m sorry it was a boring date, he texted. It’s kind of crazy that the other guy would fumble things so badly. He really couldn’t tell that you weren’t very interested in talking about his work the whole time?

Unfortunately, no. I tried to inquire about his interests, if he’d done anything interesting over winter break, or if he had made any plans for the upcoming spring break, but they were brief stints of wind in the doldrums.

That’s a shame, Liam said, though a noticeable part of him knew he wasn’t quite so torn up about it as he was acting. He at least had the decency to feel a little ashamed about his internal response.

Yes, but we’ve gone very far from why I messaged you. I apologize for that.

No apologies needed, he said. The next time you report in, I hope the news will be on the greener side of the river.

Unlikely, she immediately said. Now, back to my original message, I see that you spent a lot of points on Bora, Bora and Maldives.

And also the twelve that I owed to Fiji, he chimed in.

And the twelve points for Fiji, Victoria agreed. Why have you spent so many points on those other two locations, though? Have you decided you want to visit them more than Fiji?

I wouldn’t say that, Liam said, feeling an uptick in his heart rate. Nervousness? He felt a little silly about experiencing that, especially with a hundred miles between him and the severe but beautiful professor. Like he’d been caught doing something wrong, only for his mother to avoid calling him out on it, waiting for him to admit it himself.

But I’ve got so many points, and they’re going to expire in two weeks, one way or another. So, I’ve decided to spend all of them by that time. Bora, Bora and Maldives were just the closest behind Fiji, so spending the extra points there felt right.

You couldn’t have piled them all into Fiji?

It wouldn’t be all that dramatic if I did. This way, things seem kind of close. It’s a race between three different places.

But you will ultimately elect to keep Fiji in the lead?

Realizing that his palms were becoming mildly sweaty, Liam wiped them on his comforter before replying. This was where his plan would either soar to the moon… or hurtle into the ocean, never to be seen again.

That’s kind of up to you, isn’t it? You’re in control of whether we go to Fiji, whether it’s close or not.

It was probably no more than a minute before her next response. Yet, it stretched into an almost unbearable eternity. Lying in bed, waiting for her response, he nearly felt queasy. But this wasn’t all that brazen, right? It was a simmer. And she’d said a simmer would work out far better.

I suppose I am, and I do want to go to Fiji.

Without realizing that he’d been holding his breath for the back half of that minute, Liam exhaled a relieved breath. He also finally responded to Anna’s most recent message, which had come in a few minutes ago. For his response to Victoria, even if his instincts yearned for him to tread carefully, he decided to move that dial just a centimeter or two toward a higher temperature.

So do I. I’ve got eighty-three points left. They’re yours to claim, so long as you really want them.

With how you’ve been rating the pictures you’ve already received, that would mean twenty-five to thirty more.

Forcing his tense fingertips to type out his message, he sent, If they’re like the ones you’ve sent before, then yeah.

He wasn’t going to back down. Not this time. Not with the prize dangling in front of him. Twenty-five to thirty more pictures of Victoria Moreno in killer bikinis on the beaches of years past? All so she could guarantee which location they’d be at when he saw her in killer bikinis on a beach in two months? Nervous about his boldness backfiring or not, he had to see if those wings of his were wax or not. He just had to.

It was a very Greek-oriented night, he also realized.

Your criteria happen to be rather strict, Victoria replied.

It has to be, or I’d be fawning over every picture you sent, giving them all five points. Your worst vastly outdoes most people’s best. Helen of Troy, remember?

Between now and Victoria’s following message, he was confident she was capable enough to identify the tipping point that existed as of today. He had eighty-three points remaining. Fiji had a seven-point lead over the two destinations tied for second. If she wanted to guarantee that they went to Fiji, she only needed to obtain thirty-nine of his remaining points. At that moment, even if he piled the remaining forty-four points into one of the two second-place spots, they couldn’t catch up to Fiji. So, to lock up her preferred location, she only needed to send him half the number of pictures she’d mentioned.

Assuming Tess or Anna didn’t spend their final few points to screw her over, which would probably shell-shock them both, it was a guaranteed route to victory. Victoria was rather fortunate that Avril wasn’t one of the participants in her voting game. It freed her from worrying about an additional angle to her dilemma.

You haven’t shared anything about our deal with Avril, have you? Victoria asked.

No, nothing, he replied, fully understanding why she might worry about such a thing. There were hints of Avril Knight all over his plan, deep in its veins. It was just that, rather than being her hand at work, it was more her spirit. She doesn’t know anything about it. I got a funny look from her when I only put twelve points to Fiji, but I didn’t let anything slip. Nor will I. I promise.

All right, good, Victoria replied. I felt that I needed to double-check.

I understand, was all that he replied with.

Another brief silence followed, so Liam busied himself responding to Anna’s newest text. Afterward, she wished him a good night, and Avril had seemingly fallen asleep even before Victoria’s first text. That left him and the gorgeous, dark-haired professor, miles apart or not, alone. And at least one of them was wide awake and hopeful.

So I might better understand what you prefer from these pictures, the more displayed skin, the better, correct?

The cavalier nature of her question punched Liam in the gut, eliminating what little chance of dozing off there might have been before it. His face burned as he read her message, yet he didn’t turn back the dial. He kept the stove’s heat where it was—where she’d now set it.

It’s pretty unlikely ever to lower the score, he responded, heart zooming as he quickly replied.

Are you primarily interested in pictures of me in swimwear? Would an evening dress potentially do?

I won’t put any stipulations on outfits, no, Liam said, though he recalled that this had started through the veneer of comparing old bikinis to potential new ones—ones he would get to see if they visited Fiji. I’m sure I’ll be stunned, regardless.

Stunned into giving me three points, Victoria retorted dryly.

I know there’ll be a few in there that I can’t resist giving five to, he texted back. You just haven’t sent them over yet.

What a loaded word: “yet.” In the context of their current discussion, especially so. So full of his hopes, as quickly popped as a balloon floating into a maze formed of needles. In her next response, Victoria allowed it to stay aloft in the air.

We shall see. Perhaps you’ve just raised your bar too high, on account of living beside such a beautiful woman, then pretending to date another beautiful woman. And also, lest I forget, apparently earning the attraction of another gorgeous woman.

If only you knew, Liam thought, wondering if just the revelation that he’d kissed all three of those women in the past twenty-four hours might cause Victoria’s jaw to drop. If anything could truly flabbergast her, upset her immaculate poise, maybe that could do it.

If you were someone else, I might believe that, he sent back, but I don’t believe for a second that you’re worried about anything like that.

Am I not allowed my illogical worries?

Not that one.

You’re harsher than I’d judged initially, Victoria responded. Bolder, too.

Like a light appearing at the end of the tunnel, Liam saw the reply he needed to send. If there was any chance in the universe that he might get to do more than just admire Victoria in all her immaculate, incredible beauty in Fiji, it was predicated on him not backing down here. Of the two types of men that Victoria had complained about, he’d never be the “hey, let’s hurry up and fuck” type. He had much more in common with the faceless, nameless man that had bored her tonight.

He'd had much more in common with the faceless, nameless man that had bored her tonight. Without a shadow of a doubt, he knew Victoria Moreno wasn’t currently bored. Not by him, not by their conversation. And so, brimming with confidence that what he typed out was the right thing to say, he sent his reply.

It’s all in my goal of trying to be a little more nuanced, that’s all.

Victoria’s dress, the one she wore tonight, the one she sent his way less than a minute later, hit all the marks they’d just discussed. It was an evening dress, and it was plentiful in the skin that it displayed.

He’d also been right. She was in her kitchen, right where she’d been when they’d first made this deal. Even with midnight on the horizon, her lights kept the room well-lit, so Liam didn’t need to worry about missing out on a single detail of what had to be one of the most beautiful women on the planet.

Taken from a slightly high angle, the selfie he received showed that Victoria had elected to wear a deep blue dress tonight, with only two hard-working spaghetti straps holding it up. It was a corset dress, clenching tightly around her hourglass of a figure. Though he couldn’t see past her navel in this specific picture, taken while Victoria was still sitting down, he imagined it hugged her wide hips and gorgeous ass tightly.

But even without that half of her visible, there was so much to work with. Her eyes, like always, belonged to the most beautiful of blizzards. Pure, indomitable, enough to captivate without accessories or even a single spoken word. There was no off switch to the way her eyes pierced him. The hints of makeup on her olive skin, a pair of dangling diamond earrings, the lustrous curve and bounce of her dark hair, which she’d seemingly let down since being let down by her date.

Really, though, how the hell had this guy sat in the first camp—the boring group—when Victoria was dressed like this?

There was enough cleavage on display to set Liam’s heart racing, his blood boiling. The dress dropped low enough for the most immaculate set of breasts that Liam had ever seen to fully hint—more than that, even—at just how much there’d be to admire if those straps slid off those smooth, soft shoulders. A pair of breasts capable of stiffening the cock of someone in his bed over a hundred miles away in mere moments. A pair of breasts worth being smothered to death by. If that were how you died, you’d nod, smile, and welcome the sweet bliss that preceded the eternal end.

I’d appreciate a nuanced rating, then, Victoria sent. She waited, in fact, only sending that message twenty or seconds after the arrival of the image. As if she knew he’d be stunned long enough for him to fail to notice that she hadn’t seen an accompanying message.

Twenty seconds before sending her request, then another twenty more before Liam felt coolheaded enough not to howl like a wolf at the moon. Settling himself… somewhat, he tapped out his response.

Is this your favorite dress?

It’s among the evening dresses I think highly of, but I wouldn’t call it my favorite.

Okay, he said, I still give it a four.

Only a four? You’re not helping set my worries about your too-high standards at ease.

Well, he replied, heart in total frenzy within his chest, you’ve only given me a look at half of you. If I can see how the rest of the dress looks against your body, then maybe I could reevaluate my decision.

A few minutes passed without a reply, yet Liam didn’t feel half as frantic now as he had during the last briefer delay. With some certainty, he felt like he knew what was happening in Victoria’s kitchen. She was putting her glass in the dishwasher, the wine bottle back into its cupboard, and then exiting the room entirely. He didn’t know for sure, but he felt like a woman of Victoria’s style had to have a standing mirror.

He was proven right. He quite liked being right, aware of and expecting good things, not fretting over what might go wrong. He could tell why Avril liked to instigate things. If you started something, you usually had a better grasp on how things might go than everyone else.

The following picture of Victora Moreno showed her in a side profile, her image reflected in the tall standing mirror in her bedroom. It was his first peek into that room, and it’d be a while longer before he saw it in the flesh, but he wasn’t focused on any of that. Right now, he was focused on the gorgeous curves that she possessed, the way in which her dress tightened around her hips, accentuating that there really was nowhere safe to look at on her body. With her height, there was so much of her legs to dream about. Hidden beneath deep blue fabric, but ready for display once April arrived. Why did March have to come after February? Why couldn’t it be April?

Instead of lamenting the unfairness that was his wait for spring break, Liam chose to focus on the here and now. Here, now, he was in awe of Victoria’s beauty, of the conversation they were having. Where it had started, where it had led. And it still had some places to go.

Wow, you look ready to star in a spy thriller, Liam replied. Alright, I guess I have to give it one more point.

Just one? Victoria responded immediately.

Yeah, that makes it a total of five.

It’s a second picture, though.

Of the same dress, Liam fired back.

That seems strict.

Does it, Professor Moreno? Liam asked, not really stopping to think if this was the right tact. If a student were to let you see half of their paper, get it graded, then offer up the second half but also want it to enable them to get over a hundred percent, would you allow that?

If I had a student who looked like this in this dress, I might allow it, Victoria responded.

Liam chuckled at the surprisingly pithy retort. Uncharacteristic though it might be, possibly enabled by a little too much alcohol though it might be, he hoped for more like it.

I can go up to two points for this second image, but no higher. Just wouldn’t feel right. You look incredible. Six points for one dress. That’s fair, isn’t it?

It’s acceptable, Victoria texted. However, I’m still considering these as two separate pictures, so you’ve still yet to give one of my pictures a rating of five.

That’s fair. But it’s just a matter of time, I’m sure.

We’ll see, Victoria said.

There wasn’t much more excitement for the remainder of the night, though it didn’t end for another half an hour. Their messages grew slightly less charged, slightly more like the conversations she was used to having on her dates. It was of her volition, so Liam respected that and turned the stove’s heat down to almost nothing. Any disappointment he might have felt, he curtailed that too. The last thing he intended to do after such a fantastic day was end his day by pouting.

After having boldly flirted with someone under half her age, he didn’t know where Victoria now sat. While that new professor had been described as young, he doubted that a woman like Victoria commonly sent pictures to people the age of her students. Or ever, really. For her to change things up as she had, swapping from photos of the past to one of the present, well, that had to mean something substantial.

Whether she was still in her dress or had slipped out of it, Liam had no way of knowing that either. But Victoria eventually called an end to their late-night texting. She wished him goodnight, and he responded with the same—even though he knew it’d be well over an hour before the butterflies in his stomach calmed down enough for him to fall asleep. When he did, he was caught between awe of how the night had gone and worry about how Victoria might feel about things once she woke up the next morning, possibly nursing a slight headache.

If she was, it was impossible to tell in the picture he woke up to.  Standing on a beautiful beach, wearing a tropical bikini whose bottoms were hidden by a multi-colored skirt that fell a long way down only one long, alluring leg, Victoria ensured she dominated his morning thoughts.


Chapter Eighteen

Rich of Royces

There was only so much that Liam could take before exploding, and Avril Knight knew that. Possibly as well as any woman on the planet. Only Tess Williams might know it better, and if that were true, the gap was actively narrowing.

She’d ambushed him, as well. After coming over early in the day, he’d found her alone in her apartment, as Anna was out having lunch with her mother. But that had been almost an hour ago. Since arriving, they’d hung out in the living room, lazing about while watching a show she liked. That should have been what tipped Liam off, kept him wary. When Avril was involved, the lack of an explosion was, in its own curious way, proof that one was coming.

Because, leaning into him, batting her eyelashes, and acting as though it was too much trouble for her to get up, she’d asked him to grab her something to drink from the fridge. And like the freshly hatched baby turtle waddling toward the ocean, he hadn’t thought of looking over his shoulder as he got up and headed for the kitchen.

Thinking he’d open the fridge, he instead ended up spun around by the shoulder and then pushed against it. Before he could utter a single word, she’d shoved something against his chest—a digital stopwatch, of all things—then dropped to her knees.

Once his cock was out in the open, expectant eyes had stared up at him. Just below them, moist lips waiting for him to shrug off his stunned state.

“Oh,” he’d said, finally catching on.

She had him hard well before the stopwatch ticked past the thirty-second mark. Even though Tess hadn’t started having him record her until she’d handled some preamble, Avril didn’t opt into that route—well, maybe she didn’t even know about it being an option. Liam was in no state to shout for a misstart, bring the runners back to their blocks, then have them go again.

In typical Avril fashion, she both excelled and showed off. It wasn’t enough for her to twirl her tongue around his glans, then down his length; she needed to send shivers down his spine with her nails, which she lightly scraped up and down the underside of his shaft. It wasn’t enough for her to pepper his cock with soft, wet kisses; she went all the way down to his balls and marked that territory as part of her knightly fiefdom too.

But more than anything, she wasn’t in a hurry. In fact, if she could have hit a time of 7:33, he was certain she would have. This was Avril’s response to Tess’s text, almost precisely one week after it had been sent.

Instead, she spent the first four and a half minutes unraveling him, then the final three pacing herself, even going so far as to turn his wrist so she could see the timer’s count. He wasn’t deep into her throat until the final minute, and by then, practically coming apart at the seams from his own personal earthquake, he was easy prey. At a time of 7:21—or so Avril claimed, he was too busy groaning and pouring his cum down her throat to pay attention to any of that—he climaxed.

Grinning like the villainess she was after cleaning him up, she proudly abandoned him, weak at the knees and heart pounding, and sought her phone, then sent the new time to beat into the group text. Only, unlike last time, the other competitor—a woman Liam was beginning to understand was far more competitive than he’d ever have believed three months ago—soon sent her congratulations.

Well done. I wonder if that will still be the time to beat twenty-four hours from now.

It wasn’t too much of a challenge, Avril replied, which, once Liam was back with her in the living room and could see both messages over her shoulder, caused him to scowl at her. So, it won’t bother me if it is. I was just playing around.

“Thanks,” he grunted, flicking near her ear as he headed to the restroom to clean himself up.

A grin and a blown kiss pursued him as he headed down the hall.

By the time he made it back, Tess and Avril had shared a few more competitive remarks, which led him to believe that, long-term, he ought to expect to be “The Price is Righted” by both women. Neither seemed in any hurry to set a time that would be difficult for the other to beat. He supposed he should be happy about that, though he wondered how things would go once one failed to beat the other’s time. Would they admit it in the group text, or would he be sworn to secrecy, then “subjected” to blowjob after blowjob until it could be beaten?

He supposed he’d eventually find out.

“You can open up a red one once you make it home,” Avril announced once he returned to the couch with her.

“Only a red one?”

“You get to cum down my throat, then I give you an additional reward, and then you moan about it not being enough?” Avril said, raising an eyebrow.

“Yeah, and?”

Rolling her eyes, she reiterated, “A red one. But if you can hold out tomorrow, when Tess is sucking you off in her kitchen, maybe I’ll let you bring your Christmas gift along for spring break.”

“Don’t try to weaponize me against her,” he said, poking her thigh. “I’m going to be fair and impartial”—at that, Avril snorted loudly—“and I won’t be bought. Besides, I doubt customs will let me bring a massive glass jar full of fortune cookies on the trip.”

To that, Avril merely shrugged. “You’ve got all your passport stuff good to go, by the way? Ready to fly far, far away?”

“I always am,” Liam said. “With how much my parents liked traveling, with where my brother lives, it’s always up to date. Honestly, I might have left the country more than anyone going on this trip.”

Avril curled one corner of her mouth thoughtfully. “How many have you been to?”

After a relatively brisk trip down memory lane, he said, “Twenty-two, I think… if I count ones that we actually visited, not just flyovers or ones we stopped in. I’m sure there’s one or two places I’m forgetting about, though.”

“Then you might have me beat. I’d have to think about how many I’ve visited. I’m probably not too far behind, but I’ve been to mostly tropical destinations. But you mentioned that your parents like cold places.” After he nodded, she made a face. Any mention of the cold was enough to cause a response from her. Moments later, however, she grinned. “We’ll both have upped the count by one here in about a month.”

“I’m looking forward to it. I appreciate you handling everything too. I’d say I should pay for my expenses, but—”

“But you’d look really silly if you tried it,” Avril completed. “Everyone else knows how it is; a Knight has to pay for her peasants, after all.”

Rolling his eyes back at her, he began to respond, only to be cut off by the sound of the front door being unlocked.

One beautiful woman with raven-black hair walked in. And right behind her, another beautiful woman with raven-black hair followed. Upon seeing him, both brightened the room with their lovely smiles. Just one would have been enough.

“Hi, Liam,” Anna said, entering the living room.

“Hello, you two,” Evelyn Royce said, setting down her handbag as she did the same.

If there was a woman capable of matching Victoria in style, Anna’s gorgeous mother was it. Today, she reinforced that belief.

Wearing a creamy, figure-hugging sweater dress that fell midway down her thighs, which she matched with black knee-high boots, she could have silenced a furious political debate if she happened to walk in the middle of it. Possessing an arousing figure, as well those same alluringly pouty lips that she’d granted to her daughter, her eyes, a shade of light blue that edged toward being considered grey, were nevertheless full of warmth.

So, the exact opposite of what he’d received when he’d met the other of Anna’s parents.

It was something Liam was eternally grateful for. Even before meeting her for the first time a couple of months ago, he’d heard she was kind and reasonable. Nevertheless, he’d still fretted right up to when he’d finally been introduced to Anna’s lovely mother. It had come after his disastrous encounter with her father—an ambush, in all but name. That hateful man had made it clear that he disapproved of him and Anna dating, and Liam knew why: business. Ridiculous as it was in this modern era, Arnold Royce seemed to see his daughter solely as a bargaining chip for his own gains.

Blessedly, Evelyn Royce didn’t support her husband’s selfish plans. Not when it came to her only child, at least. Upon meeting her, that had become abundantly clear. She wanted Anna to experience a proper relationship or two, enjoy herself, and enjoy being with someone. In fact, during a moment of alone time between them, she’d been the one to suggest that he invite Anna over to Perrymont. So, she was a big part of the reason that he’d found out about Café on Ice, then taken Anna there, then brought her back to his dorm.

He wasn’t sure how she might feel about what had happened in said dorm room, aware as she seemed to be about her daughter’s inexperience. But based on his early impressions of her, he doubted she’d be shocked and appalled by it. She wouldn’t ruin his life over it, at least, whereas Arnold might. He’d blatantly implied that he didn’t intend to let Liam and Anna stay together for long. So far, nothing had come of that threat, though Evelyn might also be to thank for that. She’d said she’d work on soothing her husband’s wrath, and maybe she’d been successful.

One could hope. Liam didn’t exactly want to deal with Arnold again. He imagined that Anna’s feelings were a little more complex, but he’d only ever seen her in a neutral or bad mood when her father’s name came up. He wanted her to be free of his selfish insistences for as long as possible.

“Two beauties come in through my door; how lucky am I!” Avril grinned. “I only thought there’d be one.”

“Surprise,” Evelyn said, smiling back. “It’s been a while since I’ve seen either of you, so hearing that you’d both be here, I figured I could be efficient about it. How are you both doing?”

“Better now,” Avril said.

“Very well, nice to see you,” Liam said, smiling first at Evelyn, then at Anna. “Glad to be back.”

Anna blushed but beamed at him. As always, a week away from these women—specifically, Avril and Anna, though the surprise visit from Evelyn was hardly disappointing—was a trial he suffered through as best he could.

“Are you planning to stay over for a little while?” Avril asked Evelyn.

“If I’m welcome, I suppose I might,” Evelyn replied.

“You’re always welcome here,” Anna said.

“Then I shall stay,” Evelyn said, smiling.

Inhabiting some sort of idyllic fantasy, Liam found himself surrounded by three sublimely beautiful women. Sharing the couch with Avril and Anna, Liam couldn’t understate how fortunate he felt. As unrealistic as it might feel to him, this was his normal, his expected. When he came over to this apartment, he knew he’d be welcomed in. If only one were here, he’d probably engage in a blissful act. If they were both here, he could spend time with two incredible, gorgeous women.

It was crazy, and yet it was now the norm.

“How goes the preparation for your all’s trip?” Evelyn asked, one attractive leg folded over the other. “It’s getting closer and closer.”

“Everything’s good to go,” Avril said. “The Sunday after this one is the final day for voting; then, we’ll finally all know where Liam wants us to go. And then we wait one more painful month.”

Liam blinked, surprised to hear his name come up. He realized quickly that he hadn’t fully realized that Evelyn knew he’d be going on the trip. But after his name drop, she didn’t appear in the least bit surprised or perturbed. Nor about the fact that he had the ability, somehow, to decide where they’d be going.

“It’ll probably be Fiji,” Liam said. “Only one person was willing to throw out where she wanted to go.”

“Victoria,” Avril added. “It’s the only place she’s never been. Me neither, actually. So, I’m all for it.”

Evelyn nodded. “I’ve never been there, either. But I hear it’s as beautiful a place on Earth as one can find. I really should visit it myself, one of these days.”

“There’s room on the plane for one more,” Avril noted, to which Anna furrowed her brow. Liam felt the same, though he imagined his consternation was from a slightly different place. Namely, Evelyn’s presence would add a layer of difficulty to his time with the other women visiting the islands.

Evelyn, for her good graces, only laughed and shook her head. “I don’t think a mother should go to a romantic, tropical getaway at the same time her daughter and boyfriend are visiting. No, I think both her parents should be at least a thousand miles away during that.”

Anna blushed again, and Liam commiserated for her. It seemed that when her mother and Avril mixed, a little more of the latter’s brand of playfulness imbued them both.

“I’ll find some other tropical beach to lay out on during that time,” Evelyn said. “What are the other places that you all were considering?”

“Maldives, Bora, Bora, Tahiti, and the Bahamas,” Anna answered.

Pursing that luscious mouth of hers thoughtfully, Evelyn tapped her nails on her knee. “Maybe Bora, Bora. We’d be in the same ocean, but they’re at least a thousand miles apart, right?”

“Probably,” Avril said. “When I checked the time in the air for everywhere, it was only about a nine-hour flight to Bora, Bora. We’ll be up in the clouds for eleven or so for Fiji. Plenty of time for a certain someone to shore up his lacking knowledge of baseball pop culture.”

Evelyn arched an eyebrow at the same time that Liam rolled his eyes. “Speaking of, it’ll be right after opening day when you all depart. How do you think things will go? I heard about the troubles with Vargas.”

Avril waved a flippant hand through the air, yet curiously, Anna’s response—one of slight alarm—was the one that piqued Liam’s interest. That was all it would do because he had no way of figuring out why she’d reacted in such a way. Unless she just really didn’t want to get Avril going about baseball.

“It’ll be fine; he can whine and moan all he wants, but he’s still going to have to play. The arbitration panel was just the other day, and he didn’t get his way. Boohoo for him; he either plays under the salary offered this year or loses his nineteen million. I hope he does, the whiny jackass.”

“I hope it will work out,” Evelyn said diplomatically. “I know it’s been quite the headache. It’s all that’s been talked about over the past few weeks.”

“You have no idea,” Avril groaned. “But whatever, I’m gonna be on a beach soon enough, sipping something fruity, looking absolutely stunning.”

“Cheers to that,” Evelyn said, raising an invisible champagne glass.

The upcoming vacation remained the primary topic of conversation for the remainder of Evelyn’s time there. Promises to share pictures to decide which idyllic destination was more idyllic were established, clad in the smiles shared between Avril and Evelyn. Throughout things, Liam couldn’t help but feel that there was something he was failing to recognize. It itched at his brain for a good twenty minutes, keeping him as a partial listener as everyone else chatted, before it finally dawned on him.

Did Anna’s father know he was going on this trip with his daughter?

The question dropped on his head like an anvil, causing him to lose what little focus to the conversation he had left. Did he? Surely… not. With how against their relationship he was, if he knew that precisely one man—the ill-desired boyfriend of his daughter—was going to one of the most romantic places in the world with her, her best friend, and some other women, there’d have been some consequence. He wouldn’t just sit idly by and let such a thing happen, right?

Glancing about, no one seemed to have noticed how withdrawn he’d suddenly become from the conversation. And they all kept chatting about the beach, the sun, and their plans—the ones safe to mention in front of Anna’s mother—like nothing was the matter.

Gotta be, Liam told himself. There’s no way.

But it couldn’t hurt to ask.

About an hour and a half after her arrival, Evelyn checked her phone and realized she’d tarried a bit longer than she’d perhaps meant to. Showering the apartment’s inhabitants with one final warm smile before she headed back into a brisk, pale afternoon, Anna’s wonderful mother departed. Then, at long last, Liam could finally ask the question that had been weighing down his thoughts for over an hour.

“No, hell no,” Avril said, chuckling. “We don’t need to deal with that ugly nonsense.”

Near her, Anna nodded. “Only my mother knows that you’ll be coming. I’m completely fine with it staying that way.”

Finally, Liam could bend his neck, sending that anvil crashing onto the floor. At least this time, he wouldn’t have to deal with Arnold Royce.


Chapter Nineteen

Anything

What a word: anything. By its very nature, it encompassed everything in existence. But most of the time, it still came with restrictions. You can do anything, be anything you want to be, have anything. Before most kids left grade school, they understood the limitations of that word, that “anything” didn’t really mean anything. Because they, like everyone else, lived in a world filled with restrictions. Gravity, time, responsibilities, and, for more people than not, wealth.

Nevertheless, the word anything was still capable of eliciting excitement—some anticipation, some hope, at the very least. There might always be an unspoken qualifier or two in there, but it was still a word that was used for a purpose. To remove a lot of other restrictions. You can have anything you want. In a store filled with candy, when you usually could only get one or two things, six or seven might now be allowed. At a county fair, all the cotton candy you could stomach, all the face paint that could fit onto your skin, and all rides you could think of riding—and that was when all that cotton candy you’d scarfed down might impose one of its restrictions on you. Hopefully, not while you were stuck to a wall on the spinning gravity ride.

In Tess William’s living room, “anything” still had restrictions and limitations. Regardless of all that, Liam’s heart raced like whitewater rapids after she offered it to him.

“If you can beat me at chess, you can have anything you want.”

He’d done what Avril had suggested; he’d worked up his courage and brought up the topic of a potential future threeway. Not out of the blue, not right the second he’d embraced her inside her home, but he’d still eventually done it.

And now he knew the way to get it. Rather, he knew of two ways.

He imagined that the first would be a little easier to accomplish.

“I’m not against it,” she’d said, wearing a slight smile after he’d finally brought it up. “So long as it’s treated like a special thing, not a beck and call sort of event. I’d been wondering when you’d finally bring it up. I knew it’d have to happen eventually.”

“Special, like visiting a romantic island chain in a month?”

Her smile had almost imperceptibly grown. “Perhaps.” A pause, then the part about chess. “But if you want to seize destiny in your own hands, there’s another way. You can have anything you want if you can beat me at chess. One free voucher, to be expended at your leisure.”

That was when his heart turned into the Lava Falls. But Tess wasn’t even done yet.

“Each time you beat me.”

That was the part that left him mentally unsteady, wobbling as if he’d gotten drunk off just five additional words.

“I guess I’m going to have to start watching a bunch of chess videos in my free time,” he said.

“If you want to beat me, you’ll need to do more than that,” Tess said, smiling carnivorously. “It’s the only way you’ll be able to claim your prize. If I’m honest, you’ve got a lot of work to do if you want this prize. And I promise you this: I won’t ever throw a match.”

He didn’t doubt it. Indeed, he was more and more confident that Tess had a competitive streak a mile wide. But assuming Liam could eventually take a handful of wins off her, he was happy she was the way she was.

“I wouldn’t want you to,” Liam said. “There’s no victory without any challenge.”

Based on the width of her grin, he knew he’d said the right thing. The kiss that followed swept him into bliss, as did what followed it. When Tess, her soft, moist lips wrapping around his cock, did indeed end Avril’s current lead before twenty-four hours had passed.

7:03.

That was just the start of the day; Tess merely wanted to start with that lascivious activity, keeping Avril’s reign short-lived. Of course, this time also wouldn’t make it a whole week; Avril would drop the time just below the seven-minute mark the following weekend. Closer and closer toward when Fiji would become locked in as the place where he would spend a week vacationing with four indisputably sexy women.


Chapter Twenty

A New Mentor

Following the pictures of her in her dress, he and Victoria started communicating regularly. Furthermore, by the end of that week, he owed her twenty-three points. However, he wanted to keep things a little more dramatic—for the others, not for her. So, he brought up waiting to spend them until the last possible second. And to his mild surprise, she’d agreed to it. So, he didn’t spend any points on the final true week of February. That meant that his sixty remaining points remained Victoria’s to earn.

She didn’t need to, though. She was sixteen points away from all but guaranteeing that they visited Fiji. That number, unfortunately, dropped on the Sunday that he didn’t spend any points. With what she had left, in support of her friend, Tess tossed her final five points to Fiji. So, sixteen became just eleven—and one possible wrinkle, Tess unexpectedly throwing her points toward another location, was gone.

That didn’t appear to be on the mind of a woman who was far too intelligent to be unaware of all this.

On Monday morning, he awoke to another enviable gift from Victoria’s beach-laden past. Eleven became eight. That afternoon, she sent him another, and he’d felt compelled by how revealing it was to give it four points, even if it did potentially become the second or third final picture that she’d send him. Eight became four.

You look utterly stunning, he’d texted her after the first.

For the second, a black bikini with shimmering crystals that linked together the straps around her waist and to her shoulders, he’d asked if she’d be willing to bring that one to this year’s trip. The ample amount of her breasts’ sides that it displayed certainly helped thrust it toward becoming one of his favorites.

I could, Victoria replied. It’s not the most comfortable to wear, but it does look nice, doesn’t it?

So nice, he agreed.

The next day, he starved. While he and Victoria chatted a fair bit, no additional pictures graced his screen. There’d been two days the previous week when she hadn’t sent him anything, so it wasn’t quite like clockwork. That said, he still fretted a little bit. Especially when, the next day, on what would have usually been the final day of February, if not for it being the leap year, she didn’t send anything either.

Will I sound like I’m begging if I bring it up? Liam wondered, tapping his pen against his chin while sitting in class. Because of his secretive goal for the fall, he’d been relatively good about staying focused in class this semester, but right now, thoughts of the most voluptuous woman he knew crowded out his attention toward Narrative and Narrative Theory, one of his two chosen English classes for the semester. Usually, it was a class he didn’t need to work hard to pay attention to, thanks to the professor’s enthusiasm.

Today, nothing could have drawn him out of his contemplation.

He let the rest of the day pass by, only chatting intermittently with Victoria. At the day’s end, he decided to bring it up tomorrow, assuming he didn’t wake up to another wonderful picture of the past.

He didn’t. So, in between classes on February 29th, as he had with Tess and the threesome not long ago, he brought it up.

You haven’t reached the end of your albums, have you? he asked, munching on a sub he’d gotten from an on-campus food truck. Apparently, the city believed that March had already arrived, as a sudden influx of warm weather had swept in overnight. Liam wasn’t complaining. A hundred miles away, he knew that Avril wouldn’t be, either.

Assuming mid-fifties isn’t still too cold for her, he thought, chuckling as he imagined her still swaddling herself in winterwear but surrounded by people in far lighter outfits.

He was about halfway done with his sandwich when Victoria responded.

I spent far too much time on too many beaches to have run out, she assured him. It’s only been two days since I sent you two, one of which you quite liked.

Shifting his mouth from side to side, Liam considered how best to reply. He didn’t yet feel like he knew Victoria well enough to discern the tone in her response, and texting obviously added an additional layer of difficulty to wade through. But remembering how this had all come to be, he chose the bolder route again.

Two whole days, he sent. It’ll be three soon. That’s a long time to go without. In just three days, people can die from dehydration.

Victoria’s reply, which came in a couple of minutes later, thrust Liam’s brain into overdrive. It gave him some pause, some curiosity, and a wish that Victoria could be only a tiny bit easier to read.

Yes, you do sound rather thirsty right now.

Was it a rebuke, revealing she believed he was pressing too far, or had Victoria’s lips ever so slightly curled upward when she’d seen his message? If this had been Tess or Avril, he would have been confident they were flirting back. With Victoria, he could only hope that was the case. Maybe things were a little in his favor, and even if the idea of betting on such odds left him a little queasy, Liam didn’t intend to retreat.

Like I said, it’s been almost three days. That’s a long time.

And then he waited, trying but failing to swallow his anxiousness entirely. He’d forgotten to keep working on his sub, so it sat on his thigh, sullen about that fact.

I’m currently administering an exam, Victoria replied a minute later. You’ll have to go “without” for a little longer.

Liam had never been so thrilled in his life to be told he needed to be patient. Relief poured itself over him like warm honey, soothing the tension that had locked up his muscles. It’d have been easy to accept Victoria’s promise of later, then wait cheerily until that time arrived. Yet, optimism pressed him forward.

Could I see? he asked.

My exam hall and students? Victoria soon asked. There’ll be a lot of bowed heads to look at.

Maybe Bellmore was a little more elite than Perrymont, but he doubted their professors were doing anything different when pencils were bubbling in answers on an exam sheet. They were sitting at their desk, more often than not. Able to text much younger men at their leisure.

I was thinking of what was on the other side of your phone, actually, he said. How does Professor Moreno look when she’s teaching?

I’m not doing very much teaching right now, she replied. But it wasn’t a no.

Which makes it a good time to snap a picture or two, Liam pressed, remaining hopeful that Victoria was more amused than bothered by his insistences.

Still, he could practically hear her sighing on the other end of her phone. He probably would have backed off if she’d pushed back in this reply. Thankfully, that wasn’t an issue he needed to worry about. A short time later, he got his first look at Victoria in a professional setting. He very much hoped that it wouldn’t be the last.

The selfie showed him another up-close reminder of how vividly blue Victoria’s eyes were. Taken from a slightly low angle, the gorgeous professor stared into her phone’s camera, almost making him feel as if she knew exactly where he was—like she could see him through the image. He commiserated with any troublemakers in her classroom; her severe gaze would be enough to freeze them solid. She’d propped an elbow on her desk, tilting her head to lean it against her hand. From that powerful stare to her soft, luscious mouth, everything about her was positively stunning.

He couldn’t see too much below her face, though she was wearing an off-white turtleneck with a somewhat unique collar, the fabric folding over itself in a diagonal fashion around her throat. Even if he couldn’t see anything below that point, like everything else she wore, he imagined it clung tightly to her alluring figure.

Wow, he soon responded. Have to give it four points.

That receives four points? Victoria replied.

How couldn’t it? If I had a professor who looked like you, I don’t think I’d ever miss a single class.

You had better not be missing classes, not with what you want to do, Victoria texted back. Another message followed in its wake. But thank you for the compliment. I’ll see what I can send once my classroom is empty.

With that simple remark, Liam’s heart skyrocketed into his throat. Breaking out into the stupidest grin of his life, he didn’t even notice as a couple of students passing by threw him odd looks. He was as far from caring about that as an Eskimo caring about a hurricane. And so he grinned. Like an idiot. One extraordinarily happy idiot.

Not for one second did he think that Victoria had slipped up, unaware of what those four points he’d given to her selfie meant. That she didn’t need to send a single picture more, that they were all but officially Fiji-bound. He knew she knew, and so he knew she wanted to keep sending him pictures. He also now figured it was the right time to ask for a different kind of favor, one he’d been mulling over asking for a few days now.

Okay, he sent. By the way, would you happen to be any good at chess?

Chess? I’m competent. Why?

Last weekend, I learned that Tess is really good at chess, and pretty competitive about it. I got smoked. She said I was free to challenge her again anytime, but I know I need a lot of help if I’m going to make things close.

After sending the message, he settled back on the bench. Excluding the date that he’d given her, everything else was truthful—and if Victoria knew Tess nearly half as well as he believed she did, nothing about what he’d just typed out should raise any red flags. She knew the two of them were close; that was it. She’d also probably know how competitive Tess could get.

That sounds like her, Victoria eventually responded. She becomes a hawk among baby birds when it comes to chess—a little like you do when it comes to cards.

Guilty as charged. But you all can get lucky against me. I know there’s not much luck in chess. So, I’m looking for a teacher.

I could help you, yes, Victoria said, and Liam’s elation spiked yet again. How new to the game are you?

I know the pieces and how they move, and that’s about it. I’m no expert. Probably far from being considered competent.

Alright. Tess is very good, so don’t expect a rapid turnaround. You’d need to be very serious about improving to have a chance of beating her.

I’ll study under you diligently, Professor, Liam texted, having already decided that March, even if it wasn’t even here yet, was off to a spectacular start. Can I come over this weekend, for my first session?

He needed to wait a little longer before Victoria’s next reply. Finally remembering his half-eaten sub, he scooped it up and ravenously finished it. After balling up the wrapper and disposing of it, he received his much-anticipated response.

Sure, this Saturday works for me. You should also download the official chess app too. We can practice through that as well. Learn your openings. For white, consider the London System. When playing black, watch a few videos on either the Caro-Kann or the King’s Indian Defense. They’re all beginner-friendly openings.

I’ll start downloading it right now, he responded.

For a little longer, before Liam finally needed to get a move on to his next class and Victoria needed to call the end of her students’ exam, they chatted about how much he knew about chess. Based on her questions, Victoria was probably telling the truth about being an experienced player. Based on his answers, or lack thereof, he’d obviously been truthful about his lack of experience.

Once he’d downloaded the app, she also tasked him with some beginner puzzles and lessons in his free time. When those proved pretty easy, she recommended he keep climbing through them. And he did.

But before that, while in his next class, he decided to text the other professor at Bellmore he knew. Because he realized, finally, that he’d very rarely flirted with Tess during the afternoon. He’d never asked for a picture of her while she was on campus, either. And deep down, it felt wrong for him to have obtained one from Victoria before Tess. Unfortunately, he couldn’t rectify that, but he could finally fix his screwup.

Hey, are you in class?

I’m teaching a class, yes, soon came the beautiful professor’s mirthful reply. Because of this, he needed to wait a little longer in between each reply. Are you?

No, they won’t let me teach. I asked, but they said I can’t.

And what class has stymied your wishes?

A psych class. Self-Theories.

A shame. Perhaps the professor will change their mind the next time you request control of their classroom. I’ve had a few days where I’d happily let a student take over so I could go do something else.

Chuckling, Liam gave said professor a little bit of his attention, jotting down some notes before sending Tess his follow-up.

Just a little bit ago, I had something of an epiphany, he said.

Oh? About?

About the fact that I’ve never asked for a picture of you while you were at Bellmore. My phone doesn’t have any official photos of Professor Williams.

I suppose you haven’t, and I suppose you don’t. And for someone who clearly has a professor fixation, that’s rather shocking.

Harsh! he replied. Now that he was surrounded by peers in a classroom setting, he tried a little harder to keep his facial expressions under control.

But unfortunately accurate, Tess teased. Once my class lets out, I can let you see what your Professor Williams looks like when at work.

His Professor Williams. There was no preventing the impending jubilant smile, so he hastily ducked down and hid it in the crook of his elbow.

Also, I’ve nabbed myself a chess teacher. Your fellow professor, someone I bet you’ve played against a ton.

I have played against Victoria a lot, Tess said. I’ve won against her a lot too. Far, far more than she’s won against me.

But she has won against you, Liam pointed out. And she probably knows your style of play really well.

True, but I think we both know that sheer competency isn’t the only reason you’ve gone and asked “Professor Williams” to teach you. How have her recent pictures been?

Blushing slightly, Liam admitted that they’d been very nice, as always.

As I said, a fixation. Though, maybe it’s just a Bellmore fixation, given your relationships with Avril and Anna.

His blush increased. Don’t worry, with my disdain toward a few people on that campus, it probably averages out in the end. Well, maybe not. I really, really like you.

And I really, really like you too, Liam. Good luck with your new lessons; I hope they’ll eventually pay off so you can earn your “anything.”

There was just about nothing in this world that Liam wanted more.


Chapter Twenty-One

Five Points

The picture that Tess sent him an hour later kept the rest of his day bright. So did their flirting, which persisted well into that evening—and included a suggestive picture that couldn’t have been taken while she was in her classroom. The same could be said for his texting of Avril and Anna, and to a lesser extent Victoria. He might have been regularly hitting the gym since he got back on campus, but his thumbs were really receiving a workout today.

The day after, Victoria blessed him with another picture from her treasure vault, suggesting that she intended to go above and beyond the point value she needed to obtain. Yesterday hadn’t been a mistake. The potential possibilities behind her choosing to chase more points thrilled him.

They also played quite a few chess matches. Late in the evening, an hour went to play, discussion, and suggestions for what he should look at next. Unsurprisingly, as a teacher, Victoria was detail-oriented. She covered every topic she considered essential to its fullest, which meant Liam read some rather lengthy messages after each of their games. In-person, he imagined it’d be a little easier to consume her explanations, especially with a tactile chess board and pieces to work with. She left him with a couple of recommended videos—he assumed she’d looked them up in her spare time, and he was incredibly grateful to her for doing so—to watch later, detailing the benefits of each video, as well as if the channel owner had other videos worth investigating.

At the night's end, he wasn’t sure if he would take to chess as quickly as Anna had to Texas Hold’em, but he knew he had all the tools necessary to succeed. It was on him. If he could learn at a good pace, then put it all into practice when he faced Tess down the road. He needed to beat her. At least once. Hopefully, far more than once, though.

These things all continued into Friday. With just two days left before the end of their vacation voting, he owed Victoria forty-seven points. Assuming she didn’t close the valve for these final two days, she was guaranteed to sail past fifty.

The real question was: how far past fifty did Victoria want to reach?

Seemingly, the answer was pretty far.

She surpassed fifty at noon on Friday. While Liam counted the seconds before his final class of the day, which would allow him to start making his way back to the same city as all these deliriously beautiful women he’d been texting all week, Victoria decided that now was the time she wanted to surpass fifty.

While he studied in his dorm, prepping for the no-longer-so-distant midterms on the horizon, his phone’s screen flashed with life. In it, he received another enviable glimpse into Victoria’s past. Based on his knowledge of events, she was around Avril’s current age in most of these photos. That’d been about a decade ago, which meant he could actually ballpark her current age—not that he intended to bring that up at any point.

In this picture, she was sitting on the edge of a pool, legs in the crystal blue waters. Her hair was bound in a ponytail, and a bronze bikini covered her olive skin. Some of it, at least. As was always the case with the most buxom woman he knew, there was so much to salivate over on display.

At the precise moment that the picture had been taken, she’d seemingly just noticed the presence of the person over her shoulder, glancing in that direction. A slender smile sat on her lips, and he felt a bit frustrated that it was probably Avril’s brother who had been allowed to take this picture. A lot of them, probably, as she’d been on her vacationing spree when dating, then engaged to Casey Knight.

But that was a decade ago, he reminded himself. She won’t be engaged to anyone when she’s on a beach with you.

None of the women would, even if one of their fathers, despicable as he was, had done his best to change that fact.

That’s another easy four, he typed out. You make it look effortless every time.

Given that the scale goes up to five, apparently not, Victoria responded. You’ve yet to find anything worthy of that point value.

Knowing that he wouldn’t get any studying done while this conversation was in progress, Liam pushed away from his desk and left his room. Grant was in one of his classes, so he was alone in the dorm. Deciding to pop open his fridge, he started making himself something to eat.

If I believed you’d sent me the absolute best of what you have, I would’ve given any number of those previous pictures a five, Liam typed out. In the back of his mind, a part of him, small but familiar, gaped at how easy it was for him to type such a message now—and to a beautiful professor at a prestigious university, of all things. It most likely helped that he’d done far more with another beautiful university professor—the same university, in fact. And that he outright had her blessing to have the deal he did with her colleague.

You believe I’ve been holding out? Victoria replied.

While deciding he’d have a smoothie for lunch, Liam glanced at her question. Just don’t get too far ahead of yourself, he reminded himself. After grabbing the needed ingredients from his fridge, collecting some protein powder, and setting everything up by his blender, he chose the following words carefully.

If you really wanted to guarantee that I had no choice but to give you five points, I know you have some pictures on your phone that could do it.

His blender was at full throttle when he got her reply. Glancing over, hand on the lid, thumb still on the button, he read a response that made his blood move quicker than the liquid contents inside the blender.

Some of those aren’t appropriate to send to a college freshman.

It took all his willpower to keep his hands where they were, his mind aching to set them back on his phone. It knew exactly what he needed to say back. The seconds he spent finishing the blend, then pouring it into a glass were torturous. He couldn’t handle waiting long enough to take a drink, however.

So, then some of them are, he pointed out, feeling anything but calm about what he’d just typed out, though protected from Victoria learning this thanks to him being a hundred miles away. He wasn’t sure if he’d have been able to say those words aloud.

Victoria’s reply was succinct but bristling with possibilities.

Some.

Laying a hand on his heart, which pounded far more than it did after he got done in the gym, Liam took a steadying drink of his smoothie. It continued, changing from a single drink to him gulping the whole thing down. His heart was no calmer afterward than before.

Well, there’s the answer, then. We’ve got until Sunday night before the voting ends.

Yes, we do, Victoria replied.

Hands shaking slightly, he managed to ask, I’ll still see you on Saturday, right? For my first in-person chess lesson?

Yes, you will, Victoria confirmed.

But he would see her again before Saturday. Later that night, while cuddling with Tess on her living room couch, he received a vibration from his phone. However, he failed to notice it. Not just for a few minutes either, but for an entire hour. He only discovered the message when he and Tess separated from one another following the end of their movie.

While she carried away a now empty pizza box and the hand towels they’d used for its grease, he focused on folding up the blanket they’d shared. Only then did his hand find its way into his pocket. Only then did he find a waiting attachment from the incredibly voluptuous professor.

She nearly stopped his heart. It lurched so powerfully that he almost lost control of his faculties. As if it wanted to peek out of his mouth and see the world, which it could, as his jaw had dropped open, it leaped. His phone nearly escaped his fingers, falling to the floor. His breath stopped flowing in or out of his lungs; he needed to survive on what he had. And for his final reaction, and the most expected of the lot, his cock immediately stiffened.

Victoria didn’t have a top on. Lying on her back in a dark environment, his gaze could run up from her navel to her lips freely. Almost freely.

She didn’t have a top on, but something was covering her breasts. The arm that wasn’t needed to take the revealing picture. Having laid her forearm over her enormous breasts, it stopped him from seeing them wholly bared. It was the only thing preventing such a profound occurrence. Yet, somehow, it made the picture he gaped at just as arousing. Perhaps more so. His imagination was more than eager to fill in the blanks.

It also called his attention to one interesting realization. By virtue of the darkness surrounding her, his insight into where this picture had been taken was somewhat limited. Not only that… but when it had been taken was also up for debate. There wasn’t anything that explicitly revealed either of these things. He could make out sheets beneath the glorious curves of Victoria’s sides but not much else.

The differences between early-twenties Victoria and early-thirties Victoria were all but invisible. He had more than a dozen pictures that proved that. This picture could have been taken in a beach house a decade ago, or it could have been taken only an hour ago in Victoria’s current bed. That inconclusiveness made the image even more enticing, he found.

Before Tess returned, Liam hastily typed out the only possible response. In the entirety of the English language, which consisted of hundreds of thousands of words, there were only two that he could use.

Five points.

A little later, just before he and Tess went upstairs and shared a rather lustful shower, which the new picture on his phone in no way provoked, he received Victoria’s final message of the night.

It had better be. I’ll see you for your first lesson tomorrow.


Chapter Twenty-Two

The Right Moves

While no one could have matched his excitement when it was time for him to head to Victoria’s home, there was someone who could do it in mirthfulness. Wearing a teasing smile that chased him around her home as he went through his morning routine, Tess made more than a few jokes about how “bright-eyed and bushy-tailed” he looked.

“You know,” he growled as he tied his shoes, “this is how everyone else says I look whenever I’m thinking about you.”

His remark led to Tess’s beaming smile, which led to a long delay in her entryway, which led to him being about ten minutes late to his first in-person chess lesson. Fortunately, given that he’d been punctual at all other times he’d visited Victoria’s home, she didn’t seem upset by his tardiness. Even still, he knew that he was stepping into her class, not just her home, and that it wouldn’t be a good idea to make a habit of being late.

Upon opening her door, nothing about how she looked at him would have implied that he’d received such a salacious picture from her the previous night. She still had that same remarkable, collected expression, that same timeless beauty, that same even-handed welcome for him as he entered her home.

Today, the temperatures had skimmed into the sixties, allowing Victoria to wear cutoff jeans, which displayed her long, toned legs. She complemented this selection with a loose-fitting shirt, which a front knot bound together right beneath her cleavage, which was also readily displayed thanks to the top’s deep V. With how much fabric went into that knot, it also allowed him to view plenty of her sides and stomach.

All in all, Liam was glad winter was finally moving away, to be replaced by a much more temperate spring.

“I’ve set up the board out back,” Victoria said, stopping him from removing his shoes. “It’s a nice day out.”

He could agree with that, and he walked behind Victoria, taking a few glimpses at her beguiling figure as she led him into her backyard. It was his first time doing more than looking at it through a window, as there’d been no real reason ever to visit. With that now changing, he swept his gaze across Victoria’s impressively large backyard.

About sixty percent of that backyard belonged to her swimming pool. Unfortunately, it was covered by a necessary tarp, as it hadn’t yet reached temperatures where anyone would consider removing it. On the other side of the smooth, white-colored granite pathways surrounding it, he saw a long stretch of dirt waiting for spring’s proper arrival. Yet even now, Victoria’s garden wasn’t completely barren. He didn’t know much about regular gardening, much less the variety of plants that could survive the winter, but some plants and bushes were buried in the soil on the far side of her pool.

“Right over here,” Victoria said, beckoning toward a patio table to their right. There, dead in the middle, sat a large chess set. Even from a distance, Liam could tell they were neither plastic nor wooden. As he got closer, he could tell they were metal. One set was coppery—maybe just copper—while the other was silver.

The pieces were also different than a usual board, with the pawns represented by Greek hoplites, the knights depicting properly mounted knights, the bishops some sort of high-ranking tactician, the queen a crowned woman with a flowing dress, and the king a crowned man with a cloak and scepter. Only the rooks stayed in their usual form, though they were likewise far more detailed than he was used to.

Likewise, the board had a lot of extra craftsmanship and detail. Curving legs raised it off the table, and it had filigree running along those, the corners, and the outsides of the board itself. Lastly, both sides of the board had pullouts, where each piece could be stored in its own little bed when a game wasn’t underway. Unique pieces, high-quality material, extra details—it had to be expensive.

“So, you really like chess too,” he noted as Victoria walked to one side of the board, then sat in a cushioned chair.

“Tess bought this for my birthday last year,” Victoria revealed. “I’m not sure which of us is happier whenever it gets brought out for one of our matches, so do with that information as you will.”

“So, a gift for she and me,” Liam chuckled, sitting down on the other side of the table.

“More or less,” Victoria said. “It’s used often, at least. Every time she comes over, she finds a reason for us to play.”

“Who usually wins?” he inquired, even though he’d already heard how things usually went.

“The person who purchases chess boards like this one,” Victoria said dryly. “She has her classic wooden set, which is actually more expensive than mine because it's walnut, but I can tell she’s hoping to get one like this—themed and all—as a gift at some point.”

“How much does a set like this usually cost?”

“A hundred to two hundred dollars. Some are exorbitantly more.”

Well, I guess you can’t put a price tag on happiness, Liam thought, admiring the board and its pieces slightly differently than before.

“Are you going to get her one?” he asked.

“Perhaps for her birthday in the coming summer. Her set is very nice, but I know she wants a metal or stone one. I’ve looked at a few, including one that was a metal and marble mix. The pieces aren’t themed like this one, though.”

Realizing she could simply show him, she plucked her phone out of her pocket. After a few seconds, she showed off a gorgeous chess set. One army was alabaster white, the other onyx black. Both had gold secondary colors. The board was pure marble, shiny enough to reflect every piece above it. The cost for this set came out to a hundred and eighty-five dollars.

“Want me to investigate what she might be interested in?” he offered.

“If you can, I would appreciate that.”

Promising that he would, in short order, their first match—in person, anyway—soon got underway. Virtual or real life, the result remained the same. He lost. Badly. Trounced, one might say. Victoria didn’t fool around, either.  She was efficiently brutal, suffocatingly so. And Tess was better than her? Enough so that Tess felt comfortable proclaiming it?

I’m never going to get that prize, Liam thought. It’s dangled up way too high.

After his decimation, Victoria had them rebuild the board, and then, impressively, she walked him step by step through every single move that either of them had made in the game. With each move, she discussed options she might have made on his side of things, then how she felt during each of his moves. As a slight gut punch, though he knew she was only being honest, she felt he’d completely lost the match before his eighth turn.

After that, Victoria started talking about some concepts that he’d already begun to learn a little bit about. Material count, how to get all his pieces active on the board, spacing. She spent a lot of time on his pawns, discussing the importance of structuring them based on his preferred opening. With how immobile they were and how that could affect both the opponent and the owner’s ability to operate with their other pieces, they naturally determined a large part of a player’s strategic options.

Initially, it was a lot to take in, but once she started showing off the various “major pawn formations,” things started clicking a little better. She’d show one, then discuss its strengths and weaknesses. Some were more offensive, others defensive, and he also learned about the concept of tension, which involved mutually aggressive pawn formations—and how they’d typically result in more stable formations following certain exchanges.

Unfortunately, there was a lot more to it than even all that, though it made sense, or else every other person on the planet would be a grandmaster. They hadn’t played another proper match since the first one, and he now realized that she’d let him play one so that he wouldn’t get bored and wonder when they’d play. Nevertheless, he didn’t mind. He even felt that his understanding of some of what she was detailing was improving by the minute.

And many minutes were going by. They were about an hour into things when Victoria asked if he wanted something to drink.

“Lemonade?” she offered, cutting him off before he could make any mention of wine.

“Sure, thanks,” he said, holding back a smile.

Compared to his last visit, he didn’t worry about where to look as Victoria headed back inside her house. With those long legs on display, her shorts clinging tightly to her shapely butt, he knew exactly where to look, and he wasn’t apologetic about it. He stared, and he enjoyed the sight of Victoria Moreno from behind. Besides, by now, he’d seen far, far more.

When she returned with two tall glasses of lemonade in hand, he likewise enjoyed the sight of her bending forward to place it on the table before him. The act of leaning forward put her cleavage in full view of her younger guest, and there was no hiding where he was staring this time around. Victoria didn’t comment on the obvious ogling, returning to her seat a few seconds later.

“Drink up,” she said, voice dispassionate. And yet, then she added a little more. “You look thirsty.”

Liam swallowed, then met her gaze, holding back an urge to shiver against a winter that never thawed, no matter what month it was. “I really am.”

He took a particularly long drink, needing that time to cool his thoughts. His fingertips felt warm enough to leave steam where they met the cool glass, ice clinking about as he brought it to his lips. Yet, Victoria imitated him after he’d set his glass down, and then Liam was lost in the allure of seeing her throat move as she took a slightly less full drink from her glass.

Fuck me, it’s practically July back here, he thought, feeling far warmer now than he ever had on a day in March.

It was almost as if some unknown force—or one that was known and growing in size and influence underneath his side of the table—compelled him to speak up, even before her soft lips separated from the rim of her glass.

“So, are we going to play for any stakes?”

“Stakes?” Victoria asked, holding her glass just beneath her mouth. God, that mouth. And those eyes. And that all of her.

“Yeah, for extra motivation to improve,” he said, hoping he sounded more relaxed than he felt. By several orders of magnitude.

“You need extra motivation?” Victoria inquired, raising one fine eyebrow. “I thought you had that in your goal to beat Tess someday.”

“Yeah, but that goal is apparently way, way off. So, it’s a long-term one. Distant and difficult to fully see.”

“And I’m easier to… see?” Victoria asked, that eyebrow staying raised. “Regarding beating me?”

Liam felt like a juggler who’d intentionally started to feign difficulty keeping his balls in the air but accidentally lost complete control of his situation. Flailing about, doing his best to keep up the act, even though he was seconds away from everything tumbling down onto his head.

“We’ll be playing a lot of games together,” Liam began, to which that eyebrow seemed to ask, “Oh, will we?”

Clearing his throat, he resisted the urge to buy more time by grabbing his lemonade. “And you said she usually wins, so I figured I might have a slightly better chance against you… eventually.”

Victoria neither confirmed nor denied his supposition. So, he continued to flounder, lacking a hand to right him or push him over.

“So, yeah, we could set up some stakes for our matches,” he said. “Are you interested?”

Last night, he would have been certain she would have agreed. Right now, he felt like she might pick herself up, her lemonade, and probably even his, then guide him back to his car and away from her home. Her piercing stare just wouldn’t quit it. It couldn’t quit it; it was her one available setting. Severe yet sexy. It made for a sharp edge to hold onto, and yet Liam wanted to do anything but let go.

Victoria lowered her lemonade onto the table. Her gaze dropped to the thirty-two finely wrought pieces on the chess board. It stayed there briefly, but it eventually rose.

“In the event of your victory, what would you be hoping to obtain this time?”

Instead of relief, Liam felt even more anxiety. Because his brain wasn’t in charge of any part of this conversation, even if it did try to usher his lust for Victoria Moreno into something slightly coherent. And now came the part where he needed to prepare for Victoria to show him the door.

“Since tomorrow’s the last day for our previous deal, I figured we could replace that with this.”

Victoria’s immovable expression stayed solid. “So, you’d want a picture from one of my past vacations each time you win?”

Just. Say. It. Facing off against his self-doubt, his stomach churned. He felt like he was on an all-day drive, only an hour or two from his destination, but thoroughly cramped and exhausted. And then he just happened to spot a random motel, and now he wanted to stop off there and just call it a day. As they were now, he felt like she might go for this much.

But that wasn’t enough. And so, reminding himself repeatedly about the picture he’d found on his phone last night, and what it meant, and that he ought to keep his courage for just a few moments longer, Liam forced the words from his mouth. They were the kind that could never be drawn back in.

“Specifically, one of the ones you think would get five points.”

Something unfathomable happened, then. Something that no one would believe. Even if he’d somehow been recording her at the time, Avril and the others probably would have said he’d deepfaked the whole thing. But he swore it was real.

Victoria’s stoic expression, as permanent in its composure as always, cracked. One corner of her luscious mouth shifted, and something within her icy eyes almost seemed to catch alight, like a distant flicker of flame visible within a blizzard. A spark. Yet, it was barely anything, especially the change in her mouth. Barely a movement at all, maybe only a centimeter or two of a shift, but when a marble statue changed its expression, when that legendary composure somehow changed, it was as obvious as a sunrise.

Did she know that she’d done it? How aware was she of her body’s infinitesimal betrayal? Did she detect it, or was she oblivious to her immediate response?

Even as those questions gnawed at the deepest part of his soul, Liam was far too busy holding his breath to focus on figuring them out. A second went by. Another. Then another. Adrenaline rocketed through his veins, demanding movement out of him, yet he gripped the arms of her chair as tightly as he could, refusing to move before he got her answer.

“Effectively,” Victoria said calmly, voice refusing to follow her expression’s coup, “you’re asking for quite a lot. That, then, would mean that I, even if I’m expected to win almost every time we play, should be allowed to also ask for a lot.”

“That sounds reasonable to me,” Liam said, dizzy in the face of a possible triumph, like a wide receiver catching the game-ending touchdown on the thirty-yard line, not a safety or corner in sight. He just needed to waltz into the endzone, not trip over himself. Nothing but an act of God could rob him of his victory.

“Have you ever put any time into gardening?” Victoria asked, glancing past him.

“No, not really, but I’m not against it,” Liam said, perhaps a little too hastily. He’d have probably said he wasn’t against anything so long as it kept them inching toward finalizing this deal.

“Obviously, I do.” Victoria nodded toward the garden area she was looking at. Liam knew it was there, so he didn’t bother looking in its direction. He vastly preferred where his eyes already were. “And once we return from Fiji, I plan to begin plotting a more appropriate selection of flowers and vegetables.”

Even though it’d been confirmed in his head numerous times, Liam still trembled with excitement when Victoria plainly stated that she knew she already had enough points to ensure they visited Fiji. And that she’d probably known while sending him the most recent pictures, including last night’s wonderful gift.

“So, if I lose a match, I stay over and help with your gardening?” Liam asked, finding zero complaints about a deal that would “force” him to linger at Victoria’s home.

“No. If you lose a match, one of your free afternoons becomes mine. Summer break won’t be that far away, and you’ll be back in town for it, won’t you? And looking to stay?”

Liam nodded immediately, though he wasn’t sure how Tess and the others would feel about Victoria potentially monopolizing so many of his summer afternoons.

“No, that’s too much,” Victoria said, tapping her fingers on the table. “You’re going to lose dozens of matches to me. There aren’t enough days in your summer break. This is better. When we meet here for your in-person practice, winning even one match against me counts as your victory. If you can’t, and I win every match we play on a given day, I stockpile one day that you owe to me.”

“That seems really heavily in my favor,” Liam noted.

“Does it?” Victoria asked, a glimmer of a smile moving her mouth. “Would you like to start right now and see if you can win a single match?”

“Absolutely,” Liam said, not so foolish as to think the odds were good for him today but hopeful that a fluke—just one, that was all he now needed—might occur.

After taking one more sip of her lemonade, his most recently made teacher proceeded to utterly obliterate his ass over the course of the next fifteen matches they played that afternoon. And that was how Liam would soon find himself helping Victoria uproot her winter plants right before they left for Fiji.


Chapter Twenty-Three

One More Skill

When he’d left Tess’s home several hours ago, she’d been teasing him relentlessly. When he arrived back, not much changed. He let her know when he was leaving Victoria’s place, and it was only starting to get dark when he made it back to his driveway. Waiting, as always, for it to appear safe to slip through Tess’s front door, she picked up right where she’d left off once he found her in her kitchen.

“Did you have an amply good time, Liam?” she asked, wearing a knowing smirk.

He had the decency to feel some heat in his face, though not much. Given that the beautiful brunette standing in front of him was wearing a revealing sports bra, with its zipper pulled down intentionally low, he knew she was looking forward to when he brought his attention to her ample assets. However, he underestimated the full scope of her plan.

“I got completely destroyed in every match, and now I owe Victoria an afternoon of helping her in her garden,” Liam said, sighing loudly. “If you’re really that much better than her, then I have my work cut out for me. It’s going to be forever before I can get my reward from you.”

“That just means you have more time to think about what it is you’ll want.”

“I already know what I want,” he said, approaching Tess purposefully.

“I think I know too,” the gorgeous brunette purred. Yet, right when he entered arm’s reach, she reached behind her back, picked something up off the counter, and tossed it into the air.

Blinking rapidly, Liam cupped his hands together and caught the unexpected object. First, he looked at it. Then he looked at the woman who’d put it there.

Tess smiled at him. “Chess is a wonderful game at broadening the mind, and I’m sure we’ll play plenty of cards on our trip, but there is one other thing that’s guaranteed to happen on a tropical beach.”

“Shouldn’t this be sunscreen then, not massage oil?” Liam asked, nodding at the clear bottle of coconut massage oil resting in his grasp.

“If you’re good with one, you’ll be good with the other,” Tess said. “That is, assuming you want to be the one everyone hopes to be rubbed down by each day.”

His heart spoke for him, skipping a beat before transitioning into an outright dash. Wordlessly, he nodded, thriving on the fantasies coming alive within his mind.

Tess’s voice grew huskier with each word, the dark depths of her blue eyes pulling him in. “Everyone already thinks you’re good with your hands—at least, I do. So, here’s your chance to prove it yet again, and in a way I’m sure will be greatly appreciated.”

“You’re the best,” Liam whispered, a thought made unintentionally manifest.

Tess’s smile widened, and she leaned in to briefly kiss him. “The fact that you think so can be our secret.” She kissed him again, longer, deeper. “Even if it’s a pretty poorly kept one.”

Nodding again, Liam was more than willing to let Tess take him by the hand. He was more than willing to head up her stairs, then deviate to her guestroom, where he found the covers removed, replaced by a few bath towels. He was more than willing to get involved when Tess asked for his help in undressing herself.

“Do you know anything about massages?” she asked, standing so beautifully naked, exquisite from head to toe, that she needed to ask the question again before he registered it.

“Uh, not too much,” he admitted. “I’m guessing that even pressure, circular motions, and not rushing things are pretty important.”

“Just like good foreplay,” Tess said, smiling as she nodded. “Good massage oil, which is what I’ve bought, really tips the scale, too. Candles for aromatherapy, lighting, and even music can also help, but we won’t worry about those just yet.”

“So, you were a bartender back in school, but you also occasionally moonlighted as a masseuse?” Liam asked.

“No, but I had a close friend who became a masseuse, and I let her practice on me plenty,” Tess said. Before he could reply, she leaned in and set her lips against his ear. “It is my hope that I’ll soon be dating a great masseuse.”

Stiffening in all the right places, Liam maneuvered his mouth into the crook of Tess’s neck. She leaned into him, letting him kiss her deeply.

“Between beating you at chess, learning this, and keeping up my card skills, I’m not going to have much free time, am I?”

“I think they’ll all have worthy payoffs,” Tess cooed, running her hand over his growing erection. “Can’t you guess what’ll happen after you're done practicing spreading that oil all over my body?”

“I can,” Liam whispered in a voice cracked with lust.

Pulling back, eyes alight with the same emotion, Tess climbed onto towels sitting on the bed. Electing to start on her back, she positioned herself so that the top of her head aligned with the edge of the bed. Crooking one finger, she guided him into place directly above her head. Staring up at him, she smiled anew.

“Normally, I like to start on my stomach, where you could work on my back and shoulders. But for this, let’s start from the top—my neck—then work all the way down. I remember this stuff pretty well, so we’ll go step by step.”

“Okay,” Liam said, struggling to keep his eyes from wandering lower than her face and neck. Ample, indeed.

“You’ll be using a lot of oil, so don’t worry about using too much. The towels are here for a reason; things will get messy.” She grinned. “Slippery.”

Nodding, Liam set the massage oil on the bed’s nightstand. It had a typical pump top, and he added a plentiful amount to his palm at Tess's instruction.

“Now, spread it well on your hands and fingers. It’ll help warm things up. You can do it over my body; it’ll be fine if some oil falls onto me. Better than on my flooring. I forgot to put towels around the bed for you to stand on.”

Moving in close, hands hovering above Tess’s sublime body, Liam obeyed every morsel of advice she provided. After he finished warming the oil and his, he spent a little longer than was necessary admiring the ridiculously voluptuous woman who was waiting for him to touch every part of her. She allowed him to do so, and once his thirst was slaked, Tess offered him a few suggestions of how to begin.

Starting gently, he placed his hands near the base of her neck. At her beckoning, he used long, gentle strokes to spread the oil over it and her shoulders—Swedish strokes, as they were known. Part of it revolved around keeping his fingers straight and together, not bending them in too much or separating them in a way that might feel unpleasant.

“With every finger but your thumb, you can eventually start to give my neck more pressure, especially higher up,” Tess explained. “You can find the tension, then loosen the muscles—and it’s a good idea for me to lift my head a little for that. When you want to use your thumbs, you can make long, circular motions starting at my neck, then work down to my shoulders.”

He’d traded one gorgeous teacher for another. It’d certainly been a productive day, on numerous fronts. Of the two, he preferred this lesson a little more; he certainly didn’t have to worry about losing quite as much as he had earlier. He also had a more tangible reward to look forward to, and far sooner.

“Good,” Tess murmured, shutting her eyes as she talked him through things. Eventually, she had him bring his hands down to her collarbone and chest. There, his whole hands got involved, kneading the area above her breasts with more circular motions. At Tess’s quick advice, he avoided massaging her collarbone itself, or any bones going forward, places where it’d obviously feel uncomfortable, not pleasant. He ventured back to her neck a few times, with her offering different ways for him to relieve its tension, including how to glide two fingers down the side of her neck after she turned her head to one side.

“Are your fingers feeling alright?” she asked around when he’d gotten about all the advice—the first time receiving it, at least—she had to share about massaging the neck, shoulders, and upper chest area.

“Yeah, they’re fine,” he said, working the gaps above her collarbone.

“And you’re not starting to get bored?”

“No, not even a little,” he answered truthfully. He glanced down at the rest of her body, which wasn’t yet glistening with massage oil. He really didn’t want to stop, but maybe he wasn’t doing as well as he’d been thinking.

Tess sighed, though it sounded joyful, not disappointed. “It’s so wonderful to have someone like you around, Liam. You have no idea how rare you are.”

“Would you explain that to me?” he asked, delighted by the compliment but still confused.

Opening her eyes, she made a face. “‘My fingers are getting tired,’ ‘it’s been twenty minutes, can we move on to having sex?’ You have no idea how often women are used to hearing those sentences. At least one is a little more forgivable than the other, especially if the masseuse is inexperienced. But I suppose you’re already used to using your hands a lot. However, if they do get tired, don’t feel ashamed to bring it up. This is your first time giving a real massage.”

“I’ll let you know,” he promised.

“More oil would be nice, and then you can move to my arms—and then my breasts afterward. But first…” Curling in her finger, she led him to bring his mouth down to hers. Kissing her upside down, their lips remained locked, and his fingers understandably lost a bit of their rhythm.

And then more oil, more teaching, more practice on ramping up the pressure and hitting the right spots—and then he could move to one of the spots he’d really wanted to ensure he got to.

“I have a feeling you’re going to excel at this part,” Tess said, staring up at him with a knowing look.

“I’ve got a little more practice here than I do with the other places,” he agreed, grinning excitably.

“Well, I’ll let the expert show off his skills, then,” Tess said. “But also, I have a little more good news for you. Coconut oil is safe for consumption.”

The second she enunciated that final word, Liam’s gaze snapped to the large breasts waiting for his touch. Ones that would soon glisten. The oil’s scent was already all over the room, so what was a taste or two? Tess hadn’t brought up that fact for no reason.

Heaping more oil onto his hands, he started above her breasts. Working his hands as he’d been instructed, he saw Tess smile and close her eyes again. His fingertips, kept spread straight, pressed into her skin, then met her breasts. He retreated his hands, then sent them a little farther forward on their next approach, like a surf slowly creeping farther and farther up a beach.

Slowly, steadily, he spread the strongly smelling oil across her gorgeous breasts. Their softness, how they so easily absorbed his touch, made him yearn to speed up. Something about them made him want to turn off his brain, lose concentration, and turn primal. Fortunately, he had the experience needed to abstain from that poor choice. He kept at his massage, working with technique and patience to keep Tess’s smile around indefinitely.

Her smile seemed to welcome him to explore as much as he wanted, a right only he possessed. He seized full advantage of Tess’s quiet bliss, and after covering her breasts in oil, he started to rely more on the type of tactics that he knew would make it more difficult for her to stay mute.

Running his fingers down the outsides of her breasts, then gently sweeping them underneath, he listened to Tess’s breathing as it spiked in speed and volume. Sloping his hands back and forth for a few more circuits, his fingertips shifted toward her soaked areolae, where two stiffened points presided at the top of each large mound.

Taking his sweet, sweet time, now not the only one possibly fighting a battle with their own impatience, he alternated how much pressure he provided, usually working up the scale from gentle to moderately intense, then back down. Not one area of Tess’s breasts went untouched, and eventually, he couldn’t resist bringing his fingers together around her slippery nipples.

His fingers? His mouth, too.

With her eyes still closed, she only knew his mouth was hovering above her left nipple when he exhaled hot air upon it. Tess immediately breathed in deeply, then slightly arched up. In response, Liam brought his mouth down.

While coconut wasn’t necessarily his favorite flavor, it hardly mattered in the slightest. He adored the taste, texture, and scents crowding around his mouth and nose. He adored that he could so freely do things like this with the woman he’d loved for years. He adored that she moaned when he began to apply some pressure to her nipple with a soft bite.

He spent as much time on her breasts as Tess let him, which was quite a while, as it would turn out. He had the foresight to work across her sides and stomach on occasion, but could anyone blame him for losing slight focus on the purpose of this massage? Both of them did. Forgot that he was supposed to be learning new skills, not practicing already developed ones.

Tess moaned and squirmed beneath his attention, eventually gasping for him to send at least one of his hands lower. That was when he thought she wanted him to massage her stomach.

“Lower!” she hissed, and he realized where she wanted his slippery touch.

The heat between her legs was intense, and his oiled-up fingertips found her ready and willing for him to leap to the part where he made her climax over and over. Shifting his feet so he could more comfortably attend to her breasts and her soaked pussy, Liam let his adroit fingertips earn him even more euphoric moans, each imbued with gratitude and affection from the woman of his dreams.

Running his fingers across her clit, slipping one inside, then two, then three, he brought Tess to her shuddering zenith, then allowed her a slight reprieve. The look in her eyes, deep oceanic blue made radiant by desire, begged him to go again. Again. Again.

“Fuck, Liammm!” Tess eventually hissed, body trembling as she enjoyed the swirling pulsations of her fourth climax. Reaching with one hand, she grabbed him by the back of his neck, then briefly moved his mouth away from her breasts. Kissing him passionately, she began to quiver again as his fingers returned to work.

When their mouths separated, Tess’s hand didn’t let go. With their noses practically touching, he could stare deep into her eyes—and find the exact emotions he’d dreamed of seeing year after year.

“Liam,” Tess whispered breathily.

“Yes?” he asked, heart racing.

“I feel that we’ve lost focus on the, ahhh, purpose of this lesson.”

“And that’s a bad thing?”

“No, no, it’s not,” Tess moaned, and he felt her slick walls tighten around his intruding fingers. “Just… hold me to actually giving you the rest of your lesson tomorrow, alright? Also, make me pick a lubricant next time I want your fingers inside of me mid-massage. Coconut oil isn’t necessarily substantiated as a viable replacement for sex.”

“So, what are we going to do for the rest of this night?” he asked, already fully aware of the answer.

“Get your pants off, Liam,” the beautiful professor ordered.

They were off quicker than he could remember removing them, even before Tess shifted around on the bed and spread her legs. He even had time to escape his shirt.

Deep inside of her, feeling every powerful thrust, Tess’s moans grew ever louder. Their slippery bodies left Liam no choice—what a terrible thing—but to let himself become slick with oil as he pounded Tess’s insides. As such, they made a total mess of the towels beneath them. He was on top of her for the first of his climaxes, and she locked him in place with long, supple legs. Cumming intensely inside of her, she lustily called for him to keep pouring out everything he had.

Without practically any break at all, feeling rejuvenated in almost record time, Tess put him on his back for the second round. Pulling his hands up to her slippery tits, she rode him until he could barely see straight. She was approaching double digits before he hit his second climax, leaving them both gasping for air—and something of a break. They didn’t leave the room they were in, even if both their muscles could have benefited from some hydration. It was like a spell sat on the room, compelling them to stay, to gasp for air, then get back to fucking with reckless abandon.

By the time they eventually staggered out of the room, both looking haggard and barely capable of standing, he’d poured himself into her two more times. The hardwood did not get to avoid the mess that came about when he finally unplugged his cock from her pussy. And with how exhausted they were, how in need of a shower their oily bodies were, it became a problem for the next hour.

Eventually, it got cleaned up. Shortly after, some incredibly stained towels found their way to the washer. Two fatigued bodies found some quick sustenance from Tess’s fridge, then curled up on her couch for the rest of the night. Without much more to say, as everything felt like it’d been said with their bodies upstairs, they drifted off to sleep while petting one. Each spent their final thoughts thinking about how lucky they were to have ended up in the house beside the other.


Chapter Twenty-Four

Fiji-Bound

Even though it’d been decided days ago, formality beckoned. More accurately, Avril beckoned. Even though he’d tried to text over his points, she wouldn’t allow it. “It’s the final day; now get your ass over here,” she’d commanded. So, having slept as best as one could while sitting on a couch all night, Liam groaned and informed Tess that he needed to leave.

“Why not wait?” she suggested. “See if Avril will get all of us to gather later today. If she wants to stand on ceremony, that seems like the best way to handle it.”

Seizing that idea with some glee, as it meant he could lounge about in Tess’s cozy home for a while longer, he checked with Avril. She went for it, and soon, every individual, even Anna, for some reason, was included in a group message calling them over at four.

“It’s only ten-thirty,” Tess noted, stretching her arms over her head. Like him, she still looked tired. Their reckless fucking last night had accrued them a cost of fatigue, which a single night of sleep couldn’t fully pay off.

Liam grinned. “So, we’ve got plenty of time for you to finish my lesson—and then we can play some chess.”

“Do you think I’ll be sloppy and mess up, thoroughly fucked into exhaustion as you’ve left me?”

“You might,” he said, though he had an ulterior motive. Now that he also needed to defeat Victoria, he realized he could also reverse his strategy. Tess would know Victoria’s preferred playstyle and openings, after all.

It’s like I’ve become a secret student of two competing dojos, he thought. However, instead of hoping that one sensei would eventually fight the other, wowing him in the process, he’d much rather see what they looked like when using their lips and hands to grapple for control over the other, not leg sweeps and palm thrusts.

While eating brunch, Liam spent a lot of time considering if such a dream was possible. Anything meant anything, sure, but she’d clearly been intimating another threesome with Avril when she’d set forth his prize.

At the same time, he kind of felt like Tess was in his corner, that she was willing to help him make progress in his relationship with her colleague. Having experienced what that felt like already, receiving Avril’s help in improving his chances with Tess, the familiarities were clearly there.

The question was: would Tess accept a threeway with Victoria, or did she actively hope it might happen?

Putting the cart ahead of the horse, he reminded himself, shifting his focus toward the woman who he wasn’t in an active sexual relationship with. Before he started marking the calendar date for when he’d get to have both professors at the same time, he ought to be sure that things between him and Victoria wouldn’t stall out or outright end.

He needed to have a little more patience, he ultimately decided. And he still had no chance of winning against either woman at chess, as Tess so happily showed him following brunch and the completion of his first proper massage lesson—in which they both resisted every urge in their bodies when he had his oiled-up hands on her thighs and hips.

Two days in a row, he’d experienced what it must feel like for a toddler to enter a bounce house full of overly competitive adults. Neither woman seemed interested in softening their punches, and he suffered a barrage of nearly as many losses today as he had yesterday.

“If one thing’s for certain,” Liam eventually remarked, “it’s that my scorecard is sure going to end up looking pretty uniform. And I’m going to be excellent at writing the letter L.”

“You’re not too bad, actually,” Tess said. “You’ve honestly already improved a fair bit.”

“From drowning straight away to floundering a bit, then drowning?” he asked, eyebrow raised.

Mirth filled Tess’s smile. “Kind of.”

Fortunately, he was able to convince her to offer him some guidance. Fortunately, having experienced so much defeat when learning cards from his uncle, he didn’t end up in a bad mental place when he got stomped. So, he was able to pick up some more knowledge from Tess before they decided that now was the right time to head over to Anna and Avril’s apartment.

With the possibility that he might drive back to campus from there, they took separate cars. When they arrived, they found that Victoria had beaten them over. And so, things could kick off right away.

“Cheers!” Avril called out a little while later, champagne glass rising above her shoulders.

Liam and the others did the same, then everyone downed their glasses. As confirmed by the dark-haired professor who’d been asked to bring it over, the champagne was non-alcoholic. So, he’d be safe to drive home afterward. So would Tess and Victoria, too, because Avril quickly began offering refills. After all, it wasn’t her bottle, so there wasn’t any reason to be stingy.

Not that Avril Knight knows what that word even means, Liam thought.

After his drink, his eyes shifted toward Victoria. To his surprise, he found her already glancing at him. He smiled, aware that she was probably also thinking about the last time he’d sampled one of her non-alcoholic beverages.

As of about five minutes ago, just before Avril had called for a toast, he’d spent the last of his points. The redheaded schemer had stared at him as if he’d utterly flubbed his stated goal of creating drama when he placed fifty-six points to Fiji. Thanks to that massive influx, it’d sailed by a hundred total points, most of them coming from him. So, it wasn’t even close when all was said and done.

And well, that was Victoria Moreno’s fault, as she well knew.

However, some small part of him wilted, now aware that the only guarantee he’d see another picture of her past vacations revolved around him defeating her in a chess match. A task that was going to be quite an uphill battle. Not to mention—

“What are you frowning about?” Avril asked, elbowing his ribs as she slid in next to him. “You’ve just decided where you’ll spend your upcoming spring break, at one of the most romantic places in the world, sun and beaches and beautiful women in skimpy bikinis as far as the eye can see. You ought to be grinning from ear to ear.”

Opening his mouth, a typical remark to one of Avril’s jibes forming on his lips, Liam noticed something. An absence of something, in fact. The other conversations in the room had all dried up. Upon noticing this, Liam shifted his attention from the slyly grinning redhead beside him to the other three stunning women in the room. Anna and Tess were clearly looking his way, and even Victoria seemed curious about his forthcoming answer. She just hid it a little better, bringing the rim of her refilled glass to her luscious mouth to cover her interest.

Circling his attention back to Avril, he made sure to answer loud enough for the whole room to hear. His heart was only slightly racing while he did so.

“Yeah, you’re right. For a whole week, I’m going to be the luckiest guy on the planet.”

“Eight, actually,” Avril said, “if we count the time in the air.”

“An eleven-hour flight isn’t exactly what I’d call vacation time,” Tess said. “Especially with the time zone change.”

“We’ll be flying in style, at least,” Avril said. “In-flight entertainment, good drinks, comfy seats.” She waved a flippant hand through the air. “And we can sleep on the flight; it’ll be fine. We can just leave at a time when we’ll arrive at Fiji early, having slept along the way.”

Curiously, Victoria and Anna shared a look, though nothing seemed to come of it. The rest of the celebration passed by relatively uneventfully. Compared to the last time they’d all gathered in this apartment to celebrate something, nothing like what had happened then found a way to recur. Based on a furtive look from Tess, then a wide grin when Avril caught him doing the same in her direction a little while later, Liam was certain he couldn’t be the only one reminiscing about that night.

By the time it was sensible for him to get headed back to Perrymont, he bid four fond goodbyes. One of those went to a redheaded mischief-maker, who cruelly whispered into his ear about what he would have been allowed to do with her if he could have found a way to stay over. Another went to a dark-haired woman with far too much politeness and grace to ever suggest something so uninhibited but who might be interested in trying one or two of the things that her roommate had whispered into his ear. Another went to a woman as abundant in style and elegance as anyone he’d ever met, even when she was naked but for an arm over her breasts. Damn, he hoped for more.

Surprisingly, but not in the way he’d been thinking, he got it. Avril had gotten her chance to whisper those words in his ear after grinning and pulling him into a hug. Naturally, that had rolled over into him also hugging Anna goodbye. By then, Liam had figured he was safe to hug Tess goodbye, even if it would mean noticing Avril’s sly smirk in his peripherals.

Three out of four wasn’t a bad score, not for this kind of exam. Not expecting Victoria to even rise from her chair when he’d offered her his goodbye, she’d left him startled when she not only got up but then gave him a brief opportunity to feel her voluptuous body against his.

“She’s happy to be going to Fiji, finally,” Avril teased.

“That’s true,” Victoria whispered as their embrace ended, and he was confident he was the only one who’d heard her.

And lastly, he said goodbye to a woman with eyes like endless depths, which seemed to glow as he grew nearer to her. Hopefully, Anna wasn’t paying too much attention, though she’d long ago noticed that there appeared to be a shared interest between him and Tess. If she did, her mood didn’t seem any different after his warm hug with the next-door neighbor he loved ended.

“Next time we’re all together, we’ll probably be boarding a plane,” he pointed out.

“One month away,” Avril said, grinning.

“And then we’re off to Fiji,” Tess said.

One month away. And then Fiji. Yet there was so, so much that could occur within a month: development, refinement, even a shocking reveal or two.


Chapter Twenty-Five

The Rhythm of March

In the month of March, Liam experienced very little time that wasn’t well spent. During the week, he focused on excelling in his midterms, keeping up his gym regimen, and using his laptop and phone to get as much experience in chess as was humanly possible. His YouTube recommendations certainly took a drastic turn toward educational chess content, if anything else.

Was chess sexier than cards? He didn’t really think so, but he wasn’t trying to attract new attention. He wasn’t about to bring out his chess set, sit down in the nearest park, and hope that a beautiful woman or two admired him for his brilliant tactics and positional play. He already knew two beautiful women, and they appreciated chess. They’d also gated certain opportunities that he desperately sought behind the game. So, chess became the new love of his life.

On the physical side, he finally noticed some changes to his body. Since about mid-February, he’d already found himself able to get in more reps, which had led to some increases in how much weight he worked with. But now, as he crept through the third month in a row where he’d stayed diligent and focused on another of his goals, he started to see changes in his definition. His muscles looked fuller and visibly more defined, and he could again increase his workload.

And then, of course, he continued to spend an excessive amount of time texting the four gorgeous women he’d see in bikinis and sundresses a month from now—and then three weeks from now, and then two weeks from now. With the weather also continuing to improve, Liam’s anticipation grew ever more palpable.

He could tell he wasn’t alone in experiencing that increasing excitement. Anna was the most obviously different, and they spent numerous hours discussing Fiji, what kinds of things there were to do there, how beautiful the sights were. Not far behind her, Tess seemed thrilled about what she described as her “first major vacation since… well, you know.”

And he knew. He cared very deeply about ensuring that the trip went well. Especially for Tess. Enough so that Avril got a little tired of him asking—and her not answering—questions about what she had planned for them once they reached the island paradise.

You’ll find the fuck out, just like everyone else, she told him. Let your beautiful big sis handle all the details. You just keep counting down the days.

Finally, Victoria was the least outwardly excited person that their trip was approaching, but Liam knew by now that her outward coolness didn’t always match her inward anticipation. She was totally excited, possibly even overjoyed. He just couldn’t prove it before a jury of his peers. But he knew it. And he knew she knew he knew it. He also knew she’d bought a few new outfits for the trip—he was sure she’d been telling the truth about that. She’d always intended to keep her word. He knew she was that kind of person.

Unfortunately, that internal excitement didn’t lead to more pictures. Their deal was through, replaced by one with a greater reward but a much steeper hill to climb. Victoria did not grant him any freebies, not in winning, not by sending him any more pictures of her past.

If you’d still wanted more of those, you should have thought about that when you created the new deal, she let him know one night, right after he’d inquired if there was any possibility of remaking that component of their deal. You knew when the original one would be coming to an end.

Yeah, but I got a little excited about the new one, so I wasn’t thinking straight.

I could tell, the dark-haired professor, merciless as always, said. But I cannot see a good reason to remake that portion of our deal.

Because you like showing off how attractive you are and receiving my compliments? he’d thrown out. It’d been like driving out into the ocean and trying to catch a marlin with a toy fishing rod.

If you wish to see another glimpse of me in a bikini before April, you’ll just have to improve your chess skills quickly, she’d replied.

However, if he could scrape a single win against her before the trip, he wouldn’t ask for another picture of her in a bikini. Instead, he had an idea that built off the last picture that he’d received from her. One that he hoped would continue building their relationship in the right direction, which would, in turn, make Fiji even more unforgettable than it already was going to be.

So far, his hopes had yet to materialize. Over the past two Saturdays, she’d kept up her dominance. At least, thanks to her instruction, some from Tess, and plenty of self-study, he was becoming more aware of the mistakes he was making, even before they reviewed things. And that was one small glimmer of hope in an otherwise dark fog.

If Victoria had wanted to keep him from ever beating her, she could have tried much, much harder to keep him at his current skill level. That, in and of itself, was meaningful. And so, he stayed hopeful about his final two chances for a rematch before their trip.

They were leaving on the 31st, a Sunday. If he couldn’t bring her down this coming Saturday, he’d have one final chance—the day before they all gathered onto a plane and headed toward paradise. From the breadcrumbs that Avril had handed him, the plan was to arrive at the airport and depart at almost midnight. Because of time zones and everything, they’d actually end up arriving on March 2nd, not the 1st, but Liam already knew how all that worked. South Korea was three hours behind Fiji, and he was used to losing a day during the flight over and then getting one back on the return trip. They’d get their full week in Fiji; he knew that much.

What bothered him was how elusive Avril was about the flight, where they should meet up, and when. At first, after she’d reminded him that he could just carpool with Tess, he’d let it go. But after asking Tess, he’d gotten the same odd brand of elusiveness. He couldn’t comprehend why. Like everyone else, he was okay with Avril covering the trip expenses. This time, he didn’t intend to argue over it. But maybe Avril had convinced everyone to hold back the details, in case he tried to replay his Christmas antics?

When his parents learned of his planned trip, they were surprised but completely okay with it. They knew he knew how to travel safely, and he’d already mentioned Anna a few times. A group FaceTime call had allowed them to meet his “girlfriend,” and if anyone could make a good first impression, it was Annabelle Royce. It had also probably helped that they’d been slightly stunned when he’d revealed that he was dating the heiress to Royce Railroads.

And yes, they’d reminded him of the time they’d acted as a sponsor in that long-ago marathon that Royce Railroads had held.

During that call, among being wholly pleased to make Anna’s acquaintance, they’d offered to help pay for his part of the trip. Anna had explained it was unnecessary without too much trouble, promising everything was already handled. However, as the trees behind his apple, they’d immediately offered to send him enough money to pay Avril back for the trip’s expenses. He’d worn a somewhat amused smile during that part of their chat, aware of the obvious similarities at play.

Rather than explain how things would go if he tried to do that, he simply nodded and agreed. Once the trip was over, he’d merely reveal that Avril had evaded his attempts to pay her back, then give them back their funds.

Besides that, as well as a few check-ins as the day edged nearer, his parents didn’t seem concerned about him taking this trip. He had plenty of experience with travel, and Anna had made a terrific impression on them. He’d also only had to lie once.

They knew Tess was also going on the trip; it wasn’t something he kept from them, as the story of how he and Anna had met revolved around Tess’s introduction—a relative truth, all things considered. They left Anna’s family problems out of the story, though she volunteered her mom’s contact info in case they wanted to check in on things—and they probably did, then found nothing to worry about because Liam never heard about it. As Tess had never been anything other than a saint as a next-door neighbor, they seemed pleased that an older adult would be there. So, all was well and good.

Victoria was the only person that wasn’t brought up. He didn’t think that hearing about a second professor would suddenly toll the alarm bells. Still, he just decided that he didn’t want to get into explaining how Victoria connected to Avril. It was simply easier to bring up his responsible, respectful girlfriend, her adventurous best friend and roommate, and the saintly professor that the whole neighborhood adored and leave it at that.

Thus, he had the blessing of just about every person whose opinion he felt he needed to consider. As to the individuals who would have fought bitterly in opposition, Arnold Royce, Trent Alden, and… probably ninety to ninety-five percent of the male population on Earth, they didn’t need to know about his involvement in the trip to Fiji.

So, they didn’t get to. Not before, during, or after. This was his trip. This was their trip. He was going to go to Fiji with four of the most stunning women on the planet. And he was going to enjoy every riveting moment of his spring break.


Chapter Twenty-Six

One More Secret

From the moment he’d made his secretive plans at the end of winter break, he’d known it’d be challenging to keep Tess, Anna, and Avril in the dark. He’d never doubted Victoria’s clandestine abilities—she had his complete trust, in fact—but he’d realized that a months-long secret was challenging to keep from three women, all of whom he was intimate with. He couldn’t exactly keep them at arm’s length.

As it happened, with whom it happened, and with how it happened, he realized that he was kind of glad when Anna became aware of the secret.

It’d been such a simple remark too. One made by his mom just moments before they said their goodbyes to Anna when they’d been “officially” introduced.

“I hope you both have a great rest of your day,” she’d said. “And I’m glad to now know the real reason why he wants to transfer to Bellmore.”

In their affable way, with goodbyes from the pair who’d be back to trekking through beautiful vistas in Stavanger, Norway right afterward, his parents had departed. Not so for their youngest son, who found a measure of shock and surprise in his partner’s eyes.

Once he’d put down his phone, he shrugged and smiled toothlessly. “Surprise, I guess?”

“You’re transferring to Bellmore?” Anna asked in a voice so small that it could have been mistaken for a phantom breeze.

“Erm, hoping too, at least. I’ve been going through the process of figuring out if it’s viable for a little while.”

Anna just blinked, her beautiful, jade-hued eyes still wide from the news.

“So, if I get in for my sophomore year, think you’ll treat me well as my upperclassman?” he asked, hoping that shock led to excitement, not betrayal. He hadn’t meant for it to be this kind of surprise.

One second, two seconds, and three. On the third, Anna snapped back to reality, and then he witnessed one of the brightest and most beautiful smiles she’d ever displayed. That led to a long, deep embrace, during which the anxiety he’d briefly clutched ebbed out of his fingertips.

“Who else knows?” she soon asked. “Do you need any advice for the actual transferring process? How far into it are you?”

“Just Victoria. She’s been helping me get everything prepped and in order,” he said. “But yeah, any advice would be welcome. I think my chances are pretty good, so long as I know what I want to major in before the application process arrives. It’s not for a little while, so there’s not a huge rush. I just need to keep my grades good, do well on my midterms, all that normal stuff. It does help to have a professor there in my camp.”

Realizing something, Anna tilted her head slightly. “You were hoping for this surprise to last… how long? You obviously weren’t expecting this to come out as it did, were you?”

“As far as I can get it,” he admitted. “I guess Avril will have graduated by then, but I was sort of hoping I could surprise you and Tess on campus.”

“It would make for quite the surprise,” Anna said, another smile bubbling on her lips. Her excitement, so genuine and pure, was infectious. He hoped it would work similarly for the other two women, especially once they realized that it would no longer just be weekends when he could spend time with them.

“Hopefully.”

“Your secret is safe with me,” Anna said, splaying a hand on her chest.

“Just like yours was safe with me,” Liam said. That reference earned him a slightly more conspiratorial grin from Annabelle Royce. And since they were over at her place, and Avril wasn’t around, they decided to celebrate in the most appropriate way that a girlfriend and boyfriend might when the former discovered that she could count on the latter to carry her books to class for her in the upcoming fall semester.

And while Annabelle Royce had never shown up late to one of her classes, for the upcoming fall semester, that streak had suddenly become a little less safe.


Chapter Twenty-Seven

A is for Avril

How Liam had thought March 23rd, the penultimate Saturday before the trip, would go, and how it ended up going, could not have been further apart. He had thought his early afternoon would be devoured by another fruitless attempt at beating an emotionless, merciless chess aficionado in her backyard. Instead, his early afternoon belonged to a vivacious redhead, belting out the song on her radio while the lowered top of her Porsche 911 Turbo allowed the wind to batter them as they zoomed toward the city center.

She’d started by picking him up. That, even, had left him caught off guard.

Because Avril Knight owned an Audi RS7. And that, as he found out, was still true. However, again, underestimating her family’s wealth, he hadn’t realized that certain cars were for certain seasons. And spring was blooming around them, which meant a luxury sports car with the top down was the way to go.

Another epiphany had struck him while he stared at her, smiling and beckoning him toward this new vehicle. It wasn’t that new. He’d seen it before, in fact. He’d seen a whole fleet of cars, and not just once. Every single time he went into Avril’s bedroom, he saw this exact car—and many others.

“Avril…” he’d asked, mouth askew. “How many cars do you own?”

“Me, personally? Eight. Kind of. One’s sort of up in the air. But the answer’s pretty much eight.”

After dwelling in the internal version of her bedroom he’d constructed in his head before asking this question, Liam realized that the number matched. She owned eight cars. Why was that shocking—learning that she owned so many cars? It shouldn’t be. Not by this point.

Yet even with this new revelation, he still underestimated her. He still hadn’t fully grasped the secret he’d failed to discover. For all these months, he was the only member of their group still in the dark. And he only became aware of it because Avril had finally decided to bludgeon him over the head with it.

It, in this scenario, was a stadium.

They pulled into a parking lot that was mostly empty but could hold thousands of cars—and would get to prove it in just four days. However, what reason was there for visiting four days early? Opening Day wasn’t yet here, so the only people who were here ought to be those prepping things for the start of the Bandits’ season. So, why were they here? What were they going to do?

Go inside, of course. Like that had ever been in question.

Avril parked them close to one of the stadium’s entrances, then removed her sunglasses and left them behind. Stretching her arms above her head, Liam couldn’t help but run his eyes down her voluptuous body. When she’d picked him up, he’d stared then, too.

Today, with a curious length of duct tape covering the name, she was wearing the jersey he’d gifted her on Christmas Eve. The hat had made the trip too, though Avril only now threw it on, sliding her auburn ponytail out of the gap in its back. She wasn’t wearing much else. Some rather short shorts completed her ensemble. She looked ready for game day.

So did the stadium, from whose towering walls hung numerous banners, heavy enough that the wind couldn’t move them much. Each one celebrated a particularly successful season in the team’s history. Several celebrated divisional accomplishments, but a handful proudly reminded people of the seven times the Bandits had brought home the Commissioner’s Trophy, which still seemed like an odd name for the trophy you got for winning the World Series.

“Let’s go, babe,” Avril said, hopping out of her vehicle. Liam obediently, if uncertainly, followed.

The gate she’d put them near was one of the few unsealed gates, and a security guard, an older woman with frizzy but still vibrantly red hair, manned its post. And Liam Carr, naturally, was appropriately dense and gullible enough—as if every redheaded person in the world were related—to wonder if she was Avril’s aunt and if Avril had used that connection to get them in before Opening Day had arrived.

He just couldn’t help but underestimate her. It was a kink in his genetic makeup, at this point.

“Hey, Rose,” Avril said, tossing her a flippant wave.

“Hello, Miss Knight,” the security guardswoman said, smiling welcomingly.

Well, there went his aunt and niece theory. Unless Avril belonged to a family where elderly respect was swapped on its head, and the younger family members received respectful titles. She could have. He’d have believed that.

“Things looking good inside?” Avril asked, leaning her weight on one of her long, attractive legs and peering down the tunnel Rose guarded. “Little less hectic today?”

“I think so. But you know how it is; everyone’s in a tizzy until the jets zoom overhead and the first pitch is thrown.”

Avril nodded sagely, then glanced at him. “Rose, Liam. Liam, Rose.” She directed her attention back at the security guard. “Well, have a good one, Rose. Want me to dig something out from the concessions on our return trip?”

“Chex Mix?” Rose asked, to which Avril threw a thumbs up over her shoulder as she headed into the tunnel. As she walked along a path that could have been made for giants, the cement archway above her head some fifteen to twenty feet high, Liam spent a few moments in total stupor. From Rose, he received a look of curiosity. From Avril, once she glanced over her shoulder and saw that he wasn’t following behind, he earned a “have you figured it out yet” smirk.

The realization hit him like a freight train.


Chapter Twenty-Eight

B is for…

Come onnn,” Avril said, giving him no time to process what he’d finally realized. She kept walking, nonchalant in the face of the earth-shattering revelation that had come down on him like a thunderbolt. Only to avoid further perplexment from Rose did Liam, head spinning like a top, order his feet to head forward. His pace was sluggish, like he’d been physically mugged and was limping out of an alleyway.

Avril was waiting for him at the end of the tunnel, loitering with a knowing grin on her face. Meanwhile, he stumbled up to her, still reeling from the hammer blow to the senses he’d just experienced. Like a decade-old phone, the additional task of walking to her delayed his processing power substantially. He ended up staring at the ground, needing to limit his visuals. All so he could finally comprehend something that had been so damn obvious.

“So,” Avril asked, verdant eyes aglow with amusement as she spoke, “what have we learned?”

Liam slowly lifted his head. Climbing long, fit legs, shapely hips, a jersey that clung to her hourglass figure with glee, even if she couldn’t stand the player whose name was covered up by tape on its back, a pair of immaculate breasts, a slender throat, and a luscious but cruelly smirking mouth, he finally met her eyes.

He let her hear what she wanted to hear.

“That I don’t pay enough attention to baseball,” he said glumly. “Miss Knight.”

“No arguments there,” she said. “You like ‘em when they’re bigger than what we throw out in this sport.” She playfully gestured with her hands, which lifted her breasts. “Softball might be more your sport. Even that might not be big enough for your tastes.”

He rolled his eyes but had no retort. How couldn’t he have figured this out before now?

The evidence pummeled him. From every side, it struck him. Mercilessly, laughing at his ignorance, his dull, unperceptive mind. Holy. Shit. He could have started to suspect it on the very first day they’d met.

“You offered her tickets because you can offer anyone tickets,” Liam groaned, pinching the bridge of his nose.

“Huh?” Avril said.

“Tara—the woman working at the rink. On the first day we met, we went ice skating. You two went back and forth.”

“Oh, yeah,” Avril said, grinning wider. “I wasn’t even working to hide it from you yet. You could have put two and two together and saved yourself so much embarrassment. I’m glad you didn’t, though. The past couple of months have been sooo funny.”

He almost went down on his knees and curled up into a ball. The realization—this stupid realization—it recontextualized so many situations, so many things he’d said and done, how she’d reacted.

“I fucking bought you a jersey for a team that you own. I basically paid you to buy you a jersey.”

“Actually, with how the merchandising rights are currently set up, if it’s sold outside of the stadium, the money gets distributed evenly amongst the teams. So, you really only paid my family a little bit for this jersey. But it looks nice on me, no?”

She made a show of lifting her arms over her head, drawing Liam’s gaze across her alluring figure. Alluring, frustrating, and apparently just as good at him, if not better, at getting others to keep a secret.

“Everyone else knew,” he groaned.

“Well, duh. People I haven’t even met know me. It’s Avril Knight, Liam.” Clearing her throat, she mimicked a masculine broadcaster’s voice. “‘Will the Knights continue to keep the Bandits in order?’ ‘With how much they’re spending this year, the Knights sure are emptying their castle’s coffers.’ ‘Here’s this photo of owner Rory Knight and Manager Bill Stoors shaking hands at the stadium. The Knights clearly have a lot of faith in this bandit leader.’”

Through gritted teeth, he said, “I. Don’t. Watch. Baseball. News.” Liam knew that wasn’t enough of an excuse. Not by a long shot.

“It was just so fucking funny, though,” Avril said, shaking her head. “Once we realized that you didn’t know who I was. I just had to get them to go along with it so we could all see how long it’d take you. A part of me knows I could have kept it going for longer, but you’re going to be on one of my family’s private jets in a week, and it just kind of felt like the right time to spill the tea—right before the start of the season and everything.”

“A private jet?!”

“Yeah-huh,” Avril said. “Anna and Victoria are pretty conscientious about the environment, so I had to convince them we should use it. There isn’t any first-class flying to Fiji from the States, but that’s not what won them over. My brother is going on a trip to Europe, but so is my grandpa. Instead of them piling into the 7500 together, Casey was going to try and use the 6500. Shockingly, he does not care about emissions, or anything other than himself. So, I got Victoria on board by bringing up that the plane would be used one way or another, so why not us instead? From there, I managed to bring Anna over eventually.”

Not a private jet. Multiple private jets. Because… because…

“Your grandfather owns the Bandits,” Liam said, planting his face into his palm. It’d been established, yet he still felt the need to say it at least once. “Which makes you a—”

“A billionaire,” Avril said. “Well, the granddaughter of one, anyway. The only granddaughter, too. That brings with it a lot of perks. Perks that you’ve unknowingly been benefitting from for a while now.”

“Oh, God,” he grunted, assailed by an endless stream of those times. One stood out above the rest, causing him to snatch his hand away from his face and meet Avril’s gaze. “That’s why Trent and his lackeys were so terrified of you. When you threatened them.”

Avril grinned, reveling in that memory. “Oh, yeah, they were. They are. You’re well off, Liam, but you’re not rich. That fair?”

“I… suppose?” he said.

“See, a millionaire’s kid, if he were in your shoes right now, he’d probably have given me an even more humorous response than you did. Eyes boggling out of his head more, jaw dropping further, body trembling like he’s in one of those mall massage chairs. Because a millionaire’s kid actually understands what the difference between a million and a billion dollars is. Do you, Liam?”

He shrugged. “No, I guess not. A lot of money, I suppose.”

“Well,” Avril said, sounding more earnest than joking, “it’s about a billion dollars, so, yeah, a lot of money. Most people don’t seem to have put much thought into how much a billionaire has. What it allows them to do, to buy, to circumvent. Anna’s family, they have a Cessna. A Citation CJ3, I think. One of the newer variants, too, so I bet it goes for five or six million. It can probably carry a handful of people, is probably around fifty feet long, and might be pretty fast.

“When we go on this trip next weekend, we’ll be flying in the smaller of my family’s private jets. A Bombardier Global, the 6500. It can seat seventeen, is about a hundred feet long, has a kitchen, private suite, and shower, and costs about fifty million dollars. Oh, and it can make the trip to Fiji, allowing us to sleep comfortably during it. Arnold Royce would fall into the Pacific about halfway through the trip if he tried to tail us. So, Evelyn can’t even use the family jet for her trip to Bora, Bora. She’ll have to rent one that can.”

Avril twirled a finger, then pointed it down, sending it into an imitation of a spiraling plane heading toward the ocean. Her fingers spread apart in an explosion once it had hit the invisible surface.

“Millionaires, and the shitty, little, bastard children of millionaires,” Avril said, clearly referring to Trent and his cohorts, “know the difference. They know my family flies in jets worth more than their net worth. As Victoria might say, it’s a whole different ecosystem. Like comparing… I don’t know, a stag beetle and a termite.” She waved a dismissive hand through the air, giving up on making a comparison that might have made Victoria proud. “It’s just a lot. Like comparing normal airline pilots to astronauts. It’s just a different breed—a different world. Sharks and oversized minnows,” she announced, clapping her hands together. “There we go. We got there.”

Liam noticed something during her detailed explanation, which kind of tapered off slightly at the end. It was an odd thing to see, a specific emotion. Like those sharks and minnows, it swam beneath the surface, visible only at particular points. While he didn’t panic after seeing it, as he might have had it been a shark fin, it certainly perplexed him.

Avril seemed nervous, which was already rather uncharacteristic of her. That wasn’t quite the emotion he expected from someone who was, in detail, explaining how exorbitantly rich she was. Especially with that person being Avril.

“Alright,” he said, nodding. “I think I get all that. Is there… anything else?” He wasn’t sure how to broach what he knew he’d seen, so he figured that a simple question was the best way to allow Avril a chance to keep going—to explain what was unsettling her.

“Yeah, there is,” Avril said. She sucked one cheek in, glancing around. It was just them. They hadn’t made it that far into the stadium’s guts, just to the inner ring, which in four days would be swarming with people using the restrooms, buying things from the concessions, or seeking their seats. “My grandfather’s a billionaire. Ostensibly, so am I.”

“Sure,” he said.

“And you know that now.”

“…Yeah.”

“But you’re not going to start acting any differently around me, right? Weird, different, whatever. Got it?”

Liam borrowed a few moments of silence by scratching the back of his head. “I… wasn’t planning to. That’s what you want, isn’t it?”

“Fuck. No.” Avril released a long sigh. “Seriously, Liam. Same old deal between us. Nothing’s changing, right?”

“Is this that big of a worry?” he asked, earnest but slightly perplexed.

“It is,” Avril confirmed. “People get weird when they realize they’re talking with a billionaire, and it can go either way. They can turn into total grifters, or they can turn up all tight and puckered all of a sudden, as if they’re afraid I’ll snap my fingers and get them tossed under a guillotine. It’s happened before.”

Liam took a moment to compile his thoughts. His response felt natural and honest.

“I already knew you were super rich—you’ve proven that over and over, honestly. I’ve got a watch in a glass case that proves that. Like you said, I’m not from one of those millionaire families. The difference between a family with hundreds of millions and a few billion—that’s not something I can fully appreciate. I can tell you honestly, I’ve never been on anyone’s private jet before.”

Avril snorted but seemed to cheer up a little. “Mine’s going to ruin all others for you. Kind of like how my tight pussy ruined—”

“Yeah, yeah,” he said, cutting her off with a gesture. “You’re definitely still the same Avril Knight I know.”

She grinned. “The one and only, baby. Don’t ever forget it, either.”

Liam promised he wouldn’t. “Oh, and I have money to repay you for the flight too, if you really want me to keep treating you the exact same. Afraid it’s based on what I figured a normal flight would cost me, not one on your super jet.”

Snorting again, Avril shoved away from the wall she’d been leaning on. “You can keep hold of whatever you’ve got. It’s basically spending change to a Knight.” Her eyes glinted as she started walking. “Buy me something nice when we’re on the islands. But for now, come on. You’re going to fuck me in a private viewing box.”

Liam’s jaw might have dropped again, but his feet didn’t hesitate. Not this time.


Chapter Twenty-Nine

Accomplishment

As far as Liam could tell, they took the long route. Rather than staying in the stadium’s bowels, she led him forward as if they were planning to sit near the railing behind the home team’s dugout. For a little while, they walked in the shade. But then they emerged into the sunlight, stepping back into the bright light of a warm afternoon. Liam knew that everyone, from Avril to the groundskeepers he could see working on the field, hoped the weather would stay like this for the next four days.

Avril stopped by the railing and breathed in the clean air, the freshly cut grass. She observed the groundskeepers as they worked; one was checking the grass in rightfield, another was examining the pitching mound. Avril smiled as she looked over the stadium, face flush with excitement. It was obvious how much this place meant to her. Pride shimmered in the stare she cast across the field.

Regardless of his seemingly endless ignorance, he had been to a few games before. Yeah, he’d been much younger, but he had sat in the seats arrayed out in force behind them, watched pitcher and batter duel for victory, and saw the Bandits both win and lose.

That probably meant that he and Avril had been in this stadium at the same time. But he’d been among the regular seats, while she’d probably been inside the owner’s private box. The thought hung onto him, and he envisioned himself watching the game with his parents, hotdog and drink in hand. Meanwhile, Avril, a few years older than him, was kicking her legs in a cushioned seat far above him, far more invested in who won or lost than he’d ever have been.

The thought brought a smile to his lips. It might have taken about a decade, but the two of them had finally come to know one another.

Drawing in a deep breath, Avril exhaled loudly. Spinning around, she pointed out the route they’d climb to reach a higher section of the stadium. Once there, they’d head back into its guts, then take even more steps to reach the upper deck, where the private boxes loomed over the seats beneath them.

Unsurprisingly, it ended up resembling a private lounge in a high-class club. In fact, there was a bar inside, though no one currently attended to it.

“Welcome in,” Avril said, sweeping out a hand as they stepped onto the plush carpet covering the suite’s floor. “Now, think carefully about where we’re going to fuck.”

Liam only rewarded Avril’s comment with half of a sideways glance. For now, he stayed focused on the lush room he’d been allowed into. Paraphernalia decorated the walls in force, including a case of presumably historically significant baseball bats, and historical moments were captured in the dozens of pictures hanging on the walls. Celebrating World Series wins, showing the team, the management, the owner. Even before he’d ever met the man, he knew what Rory Knight looked like, including what he looked like twenty or thirty years ago.

There was plenty of seating inside the indoor part of the suite: mahogany tables, comfortable chairs, and stools at the bar. There was a bathroom on the west side of the suite, several TVs set into the walls, and an open path to the outdoor but shaded seating, where those with Rory Knight’s favor could gather to see the entire stadium in uproar as the game played out. Thousands of fans, the players out in the field, the jumbotron, and team sponsors hanging over centerfield—all were visible from this veritable throne of the modern age.

“Well?” Avril asked, leaning against one of the tables. “Any initial thoughts?”

“You’re spoiled rotten,” he remarked, knowing that wasn’t the topic she’d been asking about.

“Please,” Avril said dismissively. “Other than the TVs, some new pictures, and the booze, this room hasn’t seen any updates in a decade. Thanks to my grandfather’s never-evolving tastes, it's practically retro in here.”

“Yeah, so behind the times,” Liam said, rolling his eyes. “I’m already ready to leave.”

“That’d be a shame,” Avril said, voice husky.

He tried to keep his cool. Outwardly, at least. As she stared at him, waiting for him to make his “decision,” blood rushed into his groin. He walked to the glass, gazing out at the seats on the ledge outside, then gazing past them. Then, back to the glass.

He glanced over his shoulder. “Why are your clothes still on, Avril?” he asked.

Avril Knight grinned and flicked her hat toward the nearest cushioned chair. “Thank God. I was starting to get a rash from wearing this asshole’s name on my back, even if it’s covered up.”

After pushing herself away from the table, she escaped the unintentionally bad Christmas gift he’d gotten her. As soon as it came off, revealing the smooth, enticing skin beneath, Avril balled it up and threw it at him. Catching it out of the air, Liam tossed it with her hat. By the time he’d done that, Avril had already escaped her bra. Like its predecessor, she also tossed it to him. He was only half as attentive in catching it, then depositing it by his gifts, far too busy staring at her voluptuous body.

“Just to make sure, this isn’t a really, really bad idea, right?” He glanced over toward the door, which neither of them had shut.

“It’ll be fine,” Avril said, grin widening. “I doubt you can make me moan loud enough for them to hear me down on the field.”

Grunting, Liam headed toward her. She waited for him, topless, beautiful, breasts so full and buoyant. He’d find a way to prove the latter in Fiji. For now, he focused on relieving what little pressure gravity could place upon them.

His hands started at her curvaceous hips, then rushed up her smooth, flat stomach, then hefted her heavy breasts. Indulging in their softness, he met Avril’s emerald eyes. Before she could mouth off again, he shoved his lips into hers. While they made out, Avril rushed one hand through his hair, then used it to keep him pressing hard against her.

His zeal was enough to force her to give up a bit of ground. Stepping back, Avril purred as their lips battled for dominance. His hands mixed force with skill as they kneaded her breasts, far improved compared to how he’d been when they’d first met. Avril retreated another step. Spinning them slowly, Liam directed her toward the glass paneling separating the lounge from the viewing box.

Soon, she ran out of the room to maneuver, stuck between him and the glass. Her eyes sang with excitement as he ended their kiss, then brought three of his fingers to her lips. Without uttering a word, she opened her mouth wide. She spent the next thirty seconds sucking on them, eyes brimming with lust. Once they were suitably moistened, he sent them rushing back down her gorgeous body and to work.

“When did you get so good?” Avril whispered seductively, kissing him near his ear. “Barely need any prompting anymore.”

“Means you can spend more time moaning loudly,” he said, which caused her to giggle affectionately.

“I hope so. Make my voice haunt these halls, Liam. Show me what you can do.”

Within minutes, she was using him as a crutch, gasping pleasurably as his fingers flooded her senses. Hooking an arm over his shoulder, she pinned herself to him, kissing his neck passionately. That eventually evolved into biting and sucking, which left a small mark, which would cause Victoria to raise an eyebrow when she saw him later in the afternoon.

Cause and effect. What could be done about it?

The effect of his current cause brought the first of a long, long line of moans to Avril’s lips. Her body tensed; her breath stilted. His fingers worked deep inside of her, bringing her toward her first climax. His thumb worked gently over her clit. She was thoroughly soaked by the first time she hissed his name and shuddered against him.

“Fuck, that felt so good,” she murmured, nuzzling against his neck.

“Ready for the next part?” he asked, blood thrumming through his cock. She’d felt it a few times, aware of how hard he’d become. “What you asked me to do to you?”

“What I demanded you do to me,” Avril corrected with a grin. “Let’s get me fully naked, and then you can pick me up? Turn me around? Take me outside?”

“That’s just a list,” he remarked, which kept Avril grinning as she escaped her shoes, socks, and shorts. With nothing left to separate them once he brought his cock out, he used Avril as a practice run for the goal he’d set for himself and Tess.

The muscles he’d developed over the past few months proved up to the task, at least initially. The voluptuous, beautiful Avril Knight left her feet. He took care to line things up nicely, their eyes meeting once he had.

“Fuck me good, Liam. Let your naughty Big Sis feel every strong, hard pump.”

Once he buried himself in her, they shared a moment of bliss, kissing deeply as it smothered them. With strong, languid thrusts, he stretched Avril’s tight cunt. She purred happily, wrapping her legs around his waist. He felt her calves flex, press into his lower back. She felt his hands dig into her phenomenal ass, the cool glass against her warm back, the large cock diving into her with each thrust.

Pleasure spilled through his body, and a vivacious redhead seized the opportunity to claim control. Thrusting her tongue into his mouth, Avril ran her nails over his shoulder, then squeezed. Urging him voicelessly: faster, harder, more.

He could only oblige, body crackling with desire. Pure electricity spun itself through his veins, building, building, building. Ecstasy was on its way for them both. The glass behind Avril whined as their pace increased.

“Don’t, ah, worry,” she said. “It’s thick glass. It can take it.”

“Has it ever taken this before?”

Avril shrugged. “Not with me, anyway. You’re the first. Congrats.”

Liam beamed at her, affection momentarily overwhelming his lust. But only for a moment. Once he was done staring lovingly into her eyes, he kissed her neck, eliciting even louder moans once he started biting and sucking. She’d definitely need to wear a turtleneck or scarf tomorrow. But maybe not. By this point, would Anna really be shocked and appalled if she saw a hickey or two on her roommate’s neck?

That thought caused him to spend a little more time than he might have sucking on Avril’s neck. Based on her euphoric hisses and the way her legs tightened around him, she appreciated it plenty.

And he appreciated his muscles and stamina for allowing him to achieve his goal. The emotional payoff of knowing he could keep Avril in the air for at least one full round nearly equaled the physical. Almost. It still ebbed slightly behind, for his body reveled in the growing coursing through it.

“Keep going, Liam,” Avril moaned, beaming as she experienced the same. “I’m almost there. A little more, baby.”

Her urging absolved him of the fatigue he was beginning to accrue. It broke away like a shelf of ice falling away from a glacier.

“Fuck, Avril, I couldn’t stop if I wanted to,” he promised.

“Good. Good! Ah, fuck!” She dug her nails into his shoulder, gripping him in every way she could. Her fluttering eyelashes preempted the rapid, slight convulsions of her pussy. His cock felt that resistance and, yearning to deliver its gift deep inside of her, refused to slow or speed up the pace. A lesson he’d learned months ago: find the right pace, then stick to it. Her blissful moans promoted the correctness of his choice. At the same time, the dizzying pleasure he felt was too good, too much. Avril’s moans were too much.

“Yesss!” she cried climactically, and they’d better hope no one was walking the upper decks nearby or checking the seats beneath them.

Soon afterward, he erupted deep inside of her, swept away by the euphoria shearing through him. It was an endless experience, and he knew Avril would try to one-up their shared experience next time. He loved her for it, for that unerring determination to keep things exciting and fresh. With any luck, and he felt like he needed less by the day, she felt the same about him.

Conjoined, sharing the fruit of his efforts, they breathed heavily. Liam’s muscles wobbled dangerously, and he needed to rely on the thick glass—glass that seriously needed wiping down before they left, or the next person here would find the sweaty imprint of Avril’s back against it—to keep them both standing. It was enough.

“Carry me to the bathroom?” Avril asked once they’d reclaimed their breath. “I have a feeling that a lot is going to pour out of me once you take your cock out.”

Glancing at the carpet, Liam understood why. After recuperating a little longer, he did so. And she was right. Fortunately, the suite had a closet full of cleaning supplies, which they used to cover up their lascivious activities against the window. And the ones that took place in the bathroom, which was where he spun her around and fucked her from behind. And out on the balcony, where she needed to keep herself hunched down while she rode him on one of the seats, doubly kissed by her lips and the wind. Most likely, no one saw them.

Most likely.


Chapter Thirty

Gathering Knights

Including covering their tracks, then just relaxing in some incredibly comfortable seats, they spent almost two full hours in the owner’s box. Two full hours, in which someone could have happened upon them inside the suite, found Liam buried to the hilt inside of Avril Knight, her body shivering with pleasure.

Two minutes was what they had left to spare.

Because upon finally recuperating enough and deciding to depart, they bumped into two members of Avril’s family just fifty steps out from completing their journey to the owner’s box. And that probably would not have helped Liam to make a good impression on one of them. With the other, he’d been doomed from the start. After all, the man’s younger sister had gotten her grandpa to give her the family’s spare private jet.

Clearly, based on the sound of his voice as it echoed toward him and Avril, full of complaints and attempts to change Rory Knight’s mind, he remained unenthusiastic about the apparent favoritism that Avril had received.

They shared a look. Avril smirked, winked, and motioned for him to head toward the voices, not away from them. After fucking her three times in the family suite, it was apparently time for him to meet her brother and her grandfather.

Casey Knight was just about everything Liam might have expected, based on the descriptions of his personality that he’d been given. He was tall and lanky, had a few tattoos visible on his forearms, and messy red hair. His face was pinched with displeasure as his grandfather staved off his complaints, refusing to budge on who got to use the second private jet. Beside him, Avril smiled.

If not for that obvious character flaw, Liam recognized that, like Avril, he wasn’t left wanting for good genes. He could see how a younger Victoria, not yet as wise and aware, could be charmed by him. Yet, a decade later, he could just as plainly see why she’d broken it off. The complaints didn’t end, the sighing and the whining and the abrasive pleading. If he was Victoria’s age, he was in or near his mid-thirties. But here he was, pestering his wealthy grandfather to change his mind, sounding like an eleven-year-old who didn’t want to suffer through dressing up and attending the funeral of a distant relative he barely remembered.

As if anyone could suffer in a private jet. Liam didn’t know anything about them, but he imagined that the 7500—the jet Rory and Casey would be using—was probably nicer and larger than the 6500 variant.

Compared to his grousing grandson, Rory Knight was well into his seventies, yet clearly hadn’t let age slow him down. He was the shortest of the four people meeting in the hallway, back slightly stooped but otherwise thin and relatively fit. He wasn’t dressed to the nines, wearing a minimalist outfit of pleated pants and a blazer over a white tee. Balding, his hair had turned entirely white, both the wisps on his head and the stubble on his face. He looked pretty fed up with his grandson, beginning to snap at him to be quiet, only to still his tongue. Finally, one of them had noticed Liam and Avril.

Green eyes twinkling, the man smiled at Avril, hastening his step. Avril did the same. Liam brought up the rear, wondering how this meeting would go, especially as Casey finally noticed him and his sister. Much like his first meeting with Trent Alden, he barely received a glance. All of Casey’s ire jammed itself in a funnel toward his sister.

But he stopped complaining. At least for a few seconds.

“Avril, you didn’t say you’d be swinging by,” Rory Knight said. Unlike his grandchildren, his voice had a slight inflection, a small tinge of an Irish accent in it. “How long have you been here?”

“Not too long, Grandpa,” Avril said, all smiles as she accepted a hug from the shorter man. “I’m just wowing my guest, who, until a little while ago, didn’t have a clue about our family.”

Just throw me out into the deep end, thanks, Liam thought.

“Really?” Rory asked, looking toward Liam. “No idea?”

“No idea,” he admitted. “She got to see me flounder about in the dark for three months.”

“Three glorious, glorious months,” Avril agreed. “This is Liam Carr, by the way; he’s Anna’s boyfriend. Liam, meet the king codger himself, Rory Knight, and”—she glanced dismissively at her brother—“the village jester, Casey.”

Casey sneered at his sister, a loaded response on his tongue, but Rory spoke before he could.

“Ah, so you’re the one that has the Royces and Aldens in such a tizzy,” he said, extending his hand for a firm handshake. “Good on you. Annabelle’s sweet as a button. Wear that privilege proudly.”

“She’s great,” Liam agreed, glancing at Avril. “They both are, in their very distinct ways.”

Rory chuckled and nodded. At almost the same time, Avril’s gaze fell from his face. Momentarily, an unusual panic flashed over her expression. Moving slightly, she bumped into him, which turned his right side slightly away from the two male members of the Knight family.

“No sense for baseball, but plenty of sense when it comes to women,” Avril remarked, smirking. “Makes him a good match for Anna, I guess.”

“I’ve heard you're attending college pretty far away?” Rory said. “Long drives to and from each weekend?”

Liam nodded. “I’m currently at Perrymont.”

“Currently?” Rory raised an eyebrow.

“For as long as my grades stay good enough for my scholarship,” he lied, knowing he didn’t want another accidental reveal of his transfer plans to come up. At the rate he was going, he wouldn’t have anyone left to surprise in the fall.

“If you study anything like Anna does, that won’t be a problem,” Rory said, chuckling. “Is that what she’s doing now?”

“Almost certainly,” Avril said. “She won’t be satisfied until she sees the words in her textbooks on the back of her eyelids when she closes her eyes. So, I got to spill the secret to Liam on my lonesome. She was pushing me to finally reveal things, so I relented.”

“I can only imagine,” Rory said. “I assume you just finished showing off your secret, given the direction you’re coming from?”

“Yep, he got the full tour of the suite. Even got to imagine what it was like to sit in the best seat in the house.”

“No need for imagining. If you ever want to come to a game, Liam, the box is open. I’m sure Avril will bring you and Anna along for at least a game or two.”

Avril immediately nodded.

Liam blinked, but he supposed such generosity shouldn’t surprise him. “Thank you, that’s very kind.”

“But it’ll have to be after your all’s trip, yes?” Rory noted. “That’s just next week, isn’t it?”

“Leaving Sunday night,” Avril confirmed.

Finally, refusing to be silent even a moment longer, Casey hurled his voice into the ring. “Yeah, about that, Avril. I know you could just rent a jet and—”

“Not a chance,” Avril cut in. “My group’s using the jet in a week, just like Grandpa said we could. You’re going to have to deal with it—and stop bothering him about it, too. I could hear your whiny complaints bouncing off the walls as I left the suite.”

Casey scowled venomously at his sister. “That isn’t fair. My trip’s been planned for months.”

“So has mine,” Avril shot back. “The destination wasn’t, but the trip’s been around since winter break. Suck it up. You don’t get to invite any bimbos on the plane with you; we all know that’s why you’re pissed about it. Grandpa’s not going to let you slut up his plane, so you’re throwing a hissy fit.”

Casey flushed with heat. For some reason, that was the moment he decided to mention a woman who was about as far from being a “bimbo” as one could be. “I can’t believe you’re taking Victoria with you. It’s ridiculous; you just love to twist the knife.”

“Why not? I’ve gone to plenty of places with her. She’s always wanted to go to Fiji. Now she can. I’m sure she’ll be happy about it. More so since I’m the only Knight who’ll also be there.”

A moment before Casey could snap back, his grandfather loudly cleared his throat. Both grandchildren grew silent and still. Avril was even willing to look slightly abashed. Casey didn’t even put on an act of seeming chastised.

“I’d say this isn’t the norm,” Rory said, addressing Liam, “but I’d be lying. I hope you won’t think too much less of our family, seeing them act so churlishly.”

“Every family argues,” Liam said. “I overheard my dormmate and his sister getting into a shouting match on the phone over something silly—a missing jacket or something—just last week.”

“That they do, unfortunately. That they do.” Softening his sternness, he nodded. “I hope you and Avril enjoy the rest of your time here, then the trip you have planned. Come, Casey.”

“Bye, Grandpa,” Avril said, giving him a side hug before he passed, which served to hide her hickey from the two men.

Casey, however, didn’t follow in Rory’s wake. It was clear he still had more to say. And just as he was about to say it, all while glaring daggers at his younger sister, a voice barked at him from farther down the hall.

“If you want to find yourself flying on any plane next weekend, you won’t ignore my words, Casey.”

Face shadowing darkly, though embarrassment finally appeared on his expression, Casey shoved himself past Avril and hurried after his irate grandfather. At that moment, he understood Avril’s earlier words. Rory Knight was the only true billionaire of the family. He clearly had complete control over what he owned, and his grandchildren weren’t free to run amok quite as much as they might have wished. One liked to run a little more amok than the other, based on how the conversation had gone.

That meant Liam was left standing in the hall with the responsible Knight grandchild. Billionaires really were a different breed.

“Hate him,” Avril grimaced, watching until the curve of the stone hallway blocked Casey and Rory from view. “God, how miserable would Victoria be if she’d somehow married that jackass?”

“Probably very,” Liam thought, aware that he’d probably feel the need—that burr in his conscience—to mention that he’d finally met the person who’d almost become Victoria’s worse half once he saw her in a little while. The much, much worse half.

“Well, come on,” Avril said. “Talk about a mood killer. Blech.”

“I could try and fix that on the ride home,” he offered.

Avril swept her gaze toward him, then looked again at his neck. “That much is obvious. Come on, Boyfriend. If I have to introduce you to my family as Anna’s boyfriend, I get to have some fun with you on the car ride home.”

“Deal,” Liam said, though Avril quickly but playfully reminded him that it was a demand, not a deal.


Chapter Thirty-One

Sim, Portugal

Well before Liam could begin to detail his brief encounter with two other members of the Knight dynasty, Victoria noticed what Avril’s family had not. It wasn’t the most obvious hickey out there, but her crystal blue eyes snapped to it almost the second she opened her door. Outside of that, nothing. No mention of it, no inquiry about who’d given it to him. She let him in, and he came in. She led him out back, and he followed.

By now, it was all pretty rote. Playing against one another, chatting while he did his best but inevitably crumbled in the mid- or late-game, having something to drink, maybe something to snack on. The only difference between then and now was how late he’d arrived. It was already about when he’d usually start thinking about departing. Fortunately, sunset had stretched out a little as spring arrived, so it was still bright, warm, and pleasant at four o'clock.

He was a little hungry, though. He’d worked his muscles in a way he hoped would also become rote.

Actually, there was one more difference than just his later arrival. His intentions. During his previous visits, he’d focused more on learning than winning. It was the right thing to do. Instead of praying for a fluke, he worked to improve his chances for the next week, and the next week, and the one after that.

Although he had one more chance the following Saturday, he’d decided he wouldn’t put all his hopes in that singular basket. Better to have two, one for each arm.

As he settled into his chair, his pieces already set up, Liam supposed that meeting Casey Knight might have been a gift, not a horror. Unintentionally, he now had something that might distract Victoria from the game, without hopefully ruining her interest in it. But she’d talked about him before, and it’d been so long ago, so he didn’t think it’d ruin her day. While it was clear that Casey was still wrapped up in the past, he didn’t think the same was true about Victoria.

“So, you know now, right?”

“Hmm? Know what?”

Victoria stared at him flatly, then moved her king’s pawn into the center of the board.

“Yeah, I finally found out,” Liam admitted, mimicking her. “I can’t believe all of you let her keep me in the dark like that for so long. It’s going to cause me trust issues.”

“You could have easily googled her name once,” Victoria said. “It’s not exactly a state secret.” She moved out her first knight, and the bishop sitting beside it would depart on her next turn.

“I’m not really in a habit of searching up people online. That seems kind of creepy.”

More moves took place. Victoria and he both got their knights and bishops out early, and she castled her king. Compared to where he’d been a couple of weeks ago, he could actually see the reasoning behind these moves. Freeing pieces, connecting rooks, getting the queen out of her opening position, it all flowed through his mind, no longer as overwhelming as it’d once been. Victoria had never put up a turn timer; she let him take as long as he wanted, within reason. But here, he felt capable enough to have worked within the restraints of a timer. He wasn’t floundering, flailing about. He was playing chess. At a level below Victoria, yes, but at least he was in the same building.

He didn’t plan to fall to the Scholar’s Mate ever again, checkmated in just four turns by white, at least.

“Well, you know all of our secrets now,” Victoria said. “So, you’re safe from any more jaw-dropping reveals. None of us are billionaires-to-be, I should think.”

“Is the plan for Avril to take over once her grandfather retires?” Liam asked. He hadn’t had much time to ask Avril on the car ride back to his place; they’d been a little preoccupied.

“I think that’s what he wants, and I know Avril adores the team, the sport, all of it. But she has at least a decade or two before she needs to worry about that.”

Around the time they reached move ten, Victoria finally struck, and Liam riposted. Pieces began to fly off the board, and maintaining space and maneuverability became key.

“No chance it goes to her parents?”

“I think not,” Victoria said, barely batting an eye at the question. “They’re undeserving, and Rory knows that. Every venture they’ve attempted, they’ve botched.”

“Is it the same for her brother? I met him today.”

Victoria’s fingertips had connected around her queen, which she’d intended to use as a weapon in the center of the board. A mention of Casey Knight, however, delayed that action.

“He was at the stadium?”

“With Rory Knight himself. I met them both. He was… holding a grudge over Avril getting to use their extra jet. It was a brief run-in, not the best first impression. I liked Avril’s grandfather, though.”

Victoria made her move, but Liam wasn’t so quick to retort. Her eyes betrayed nothing, but her lips seemed slightly thinned. “I assure you, there’s very little to go uphill with when it comes to Casey. You’ve seen him as he truly is. Anything more cleaned up that he displays, it’s a veneer.”

Liam nodded, then made his next move. “I’m squarely in camps Avril and Victoria already, so I don’t think I’m going to spend much time around him—or worry about him at all, really.”

“We have camps, do we?”

“The kind I want to spend all summer at, yeah,” Liam said.

Victoria rolled her eyes. “I’m sure you’ll have that opportunity. My gardening camp is waiting, after all.”

He hit her with a dazzling smile as a response. And then he took one of her bishops with his queen. She frowned, then tore her attention away from his face.

“I can’t wait,” Liam said, feeling galvanized by the misstep that had allowed him to take that bishop—and without outright losing his queen in the process. Chess was a battleground, the ultimate game of stratagem. But not all warfare took place on the board, so Liam didn’t allow himself to feel too regretful for his mind games. “I can’t wait for Fiji, either. Just one week away.”

“Yes, it is,” Victoria agreed, working to fix the vulnerability in her board state. “Are you planning to sleep on the trip, like Avril has suggested? I’m sure the chairs on her jet are comfortable enough for it.”

“It seems like the sensible thing to do,” Liam said. “But I know I have to watch some mandatory education before I’m allowed to do that.”

Victoria arched an eyebrow, and he explained how he’d failed to recognize Avril’s The Sandlot quotes.

“Really?” she said once he was through, squinting at him. “Geez, you are young.”

“A few years younger than she is,” he protested.

“My younger cousins watched that movie religiously growing up,” Victoria said, taking another pause—he didn’t call her out for stalling, but there was a chance it was her goal—from their match. “Many of them dreamed of being the next Benny ‘The Jet’ Rodrigeuz. Every trip we took through Alentejo, visiting relatives living in other municipalities, it’d be playing on this ugly block of a portable TV, stuck between the sides of the front two seats so we could watch.”

“Where’s that?” Liam asked. “Alentejo?”

“Portugal,” Victoria said. “Where much of my family is from. I lived there until I was seven, and then we still made trips back every summer. Long, long road trips, visiting every grandparent, aunt, uncle, and cousin. For not a very big country, I sure spent a lot of time in the car whenever I was there.”

“So, it is Portugal,” Liam said, announcing his thought as though he’d won a prize by finally figuring it out.

Victoria’s raised eyebrow led him to reveal that he’d been wondering for a while now where she was originally from.

“Sim, Portugal, a terra da minha família,” Victoria said, revealing a mild accent when she spoke Portuguese. “Not my land, however. I... don’t return very much. Not anymore.”

“A bad break with family?” Liam asked softly.

“With some elements of my family, yes. My mother, especially.” The game remained paused, and Victoria glanced toward her garden. For a few moments, she was no longer her usual inscrutable self, and Liam could practically peer into the past and see the time when she and her mother had gardened together. “My parents and brother moved back to Portugal when I was nineteen to tend to my ailing grandmother. I... refused to go. I had a scholarship to a good school, and I wanted to complete that, but my mother wished for me to ask for an extended leave. I didn’t. It has been a wound of fifteen years, worsened by my grandmother’s death six months later. I’m not certain if it will ever wholly mend.”

“I hope it does,” Liam said, unsure of what else there was to say.

“So do I,” Victoria said. Shaking her head, the dismal thoughts gathering over her head dispersed. “If you end up watching The Sandlot, I’ll join you. I haven’t watched it in a long time. I wonder if I’ll still be able to quote the movie fully. I could, once. From beginning to end.”

Propping his mouth up with a smile, he nodded enthusiastically. The game resumed. Unfortunately, having recovered her focus, Liam proved unable to close out the game, even if it was the closest to victory that he’d come. It might have made seeing his king put into checkmate even worse than usual, being so close.

Over the next three games, he continued to taste defeat. For a little while, it seemed likely that it’d be the only thing he tasted tonight. Victoria changed that with an offer to cook them some dinner.

“Yeah, if it’s not a hassle,” he immediately replied.

“It’s not,” she assured him. “We can pick up play again while we eat out here. It’s a beautiful afternoon, and I think it’ll stay beautiful into the evening.”

Nodding along, Liam shoved himself up and offered his immediate services to whatever Victoria intended to make. He felt like he earned a little bit of approval by doing so. And then a little more once she discovered he wasn’t completely useless in the kitchen.

Thank you, Tess! Liam thought, working to dice a few onions for the dish.


Chapter Thirty-Two

Frenetic

The dinner was good. Maybe not quite at the level of one of Tess’s dinners, but he thought it unwise to make that comparison outside of his mind. Chess and cooking; apparently, Tess was allowed to lock down any hobby that started with the letter C. Nevertheless, he thoroughly enjoyed eating dinner with Victoria. Especially because he had a massive appetite after three rounds of passionate lovemaking with her almost sister-in-law.

It was the only good taste allowed in his mouth. Defeat was the other thing he consumed—a lot of it. After seven chess matches in a row—three before dinner, two during, two after—that she’d so far claimed victory in, Liam gritted his teeth. He’d been so close, and now it seemed like the natural order had restored itself.

He sat with his hands clasped before his mouth, staring at the chessboard. She’d trounced him again. He hung around longer, knew the openings, even had a few good moves in the mid-game, but he still couldn’t seem to bring her down once they transitioned past move fifteen or twenty. Were his plans too ambitious, not ambitious enough? Was he too obvious about them, not committing hard enough? He really couldn’t tell.

“You’re staring rather intensely,” Victoria noted, sipping from her wine glass—she’d gotten herself the real stuff, and he’d just stuck with water. Maintaining this “intense focus” really upped his thirst, and he’d nearly drained a whole pitcher’s worth in the past hour. There was nearly more ice than liquid left in it, where it sat on the table.

“I just really want to win,” he grunted.

“I can see that,” Victoria said, brilliant eyes sparkling with a hint of mirth. “That badly?”

His eyes lifted, meeting hers. “Yes.”

Victoria didn’t respond. She only took another sip of her wine, longer than the last, and let him have the time to review. Afterward, they leaped into their eighth game of the day, which was now evolving into a crisp, balmy evening.

He got to play white, which meant he could go first. So, as he’d done twice already, he went for the Ruy Lopez opening. Having mostly played the London when going up against Victoria, he’d yet to show he knew this one. Maybe it was the wrong avenue for him to take against a more experienced player, but he’d read, watched, and been told repeatedly it was worth adding to his repertoire. It was aggressive, so it should grant him some tactical options, and maybe he could catch her off guard, which he felt he needed to accomplish in one of these games.

Most importantly, he’d secretly practiced this opening with Tess. She’d admitted that she didn’t use it often, so hopefully, Victoria wouldn’t be too practiced against it.

Drawing in a deep breath, Liam advanced his king’s pawn two spaces.

Victoria did the same thing, causing them to butt heads in the center of the board.

Liam freed his rightmost knight.

Victoria did the same thing.

His freed bishop flew across the board, ending up directly diagonal to her freed knight.

Victoria pushed her corner pawn up one space, threatening his bishop.

The last time this had occurred, he’d backed his bishop up, saving it for the time being—and then Victoria had freed her other knight.

He didn’t do that this time. His bishop slid over and struck down her knight. Her queen’s pawn moved over and equalized the total number of pieces on the board. He moved his queen’s pawn up by two spaces. The original pawn that Victoria had moved forward took his pawn.

Liam’s queen zoomed forward and captured it. Victoria’s queen did the same to his queen. And then Liam’s freed knight took her queen. And Victoria moved her leftmost bishop forward two diagonal spaces, cleaning up a straight line that had momentarily existed in the board.

Liam’s heart pounded; his fingers felt uncharacteristically tense. There’d been almost no downtime between their moves; everything progressed rapidly, like someone was fast-forwarding through their least favorite part of a movie. Yet, this had felt nothing like that. The adrenaline coursing through him left him almost winded from the pressure he felt on his chest.

They’d each taken only seven moves, and he already felt staggered by the frenetic pace of it all. He hadn’t even freed his other knight or castled his king, which he knew he needed to do next.

“It’s your turn, Liam,” Victoria whispered, drawing his attention back to the present—and the future. His next move, her next move, his next move, her next move.

He wanted to win.


Chapter Thirty-Three

A Matter of Inches

Liam almost didn’t believe it. Mouth hanging, he almost knuckled his eyes, then looked again, sure that he must have made a mistake in announcing that one word—that one word he’d been hoping he’d finally be able to say. But if he had, Victoria didn’t call him on it. She didn’t say anything. She merely nodded, placed her forefinger on the top of her king, then knocked it over.

For a little bit, Liam just sat there, absorbing the meaning of that act. If he’d been a little more focused on the future, he might have spent that time reliving how he’d made it here. That might have improved his chances of further wins, not just this one-off. Hindsight was twenty-twenty, and putting his brainpower toward examining his victory didn’t happen.

“Congratulations,” Victoria said, extending her hand across the board.

Blinking, Liam returned to the present. Staring at Victoria’s hand momentarily, he pulled himself out of his stupor and shook it. During and immediately after, he examined her reaction.

Per usual, he was left without much to hang onto. Victoria appeared neither frustrated nor amused by his achievement—one win among seventy or eighty losses, a smattering of draws, and three or four times that if they included their online matches. He could only guess at her emotions and thoughts on this unexpected turn of events.

“Maybe we should put a chalkboard or whiteboard somewhere so we can physically mark down how many times each of us has won,” Liam said lightly. He mimicked making a single tally mark, then placed his invisible piece of chalk on the table, its singular duty done.

Victoria shook her head, allowing the briefest of smiles to flit across her face. “If we did that, my wrist might get sore from tallying all our previous matches. How about we just do it with numbers? I can get us a board.”

He’d been mostly joking, but he didn’t mind her running with his idea. Hopefully, it wouldn’t take another month before he could update his half of the board.

“Do we still have time to play another match or two?” Liam asked, checking the sky. It was transitioning into soft, warm oranges, especially when he looked westward. “We’ve got next week too.”

“Don’t you want to claim your prize?”

“I do,” Liam said. He wanted it so badly. “But what if I win another match? That’ll mean I get two pictures.”

Staring at him for a moment, Victoria lurched into motion and began rebuilding her side of the board. Liam did the same, unable to hide a mirthful smile. They were all so competitive. Even Anna, in her own way.

In what must have been the shock of the century, Liam did not win another chess match. He got four more chances, which translated into four more vicious defeats. And they were undoubtedly vicious. Victoria played these games more relentlessly than earlier, and his defensive tactics proved too brittle and inflexible to stave her advances off.

It felt a bit like getting an unexpected punch in on a far better fighter, who then rubbed their thumb across the bruise, nodded, and proceeded to spend the rest of the fight pummeling you like a punching bag. But he’d gotten that one blow in, and that was all that mattered. His goal had been met, meaning he could collect his prize.

Victoria surely didn’t forget about that, even if she got to work out any “stress” that her unexpected defeat might have caused. If it had, Liam felt it was probably mainly about the loss itself, not what would be coming about because of it. And that left him in a good mood, even after four successive defeats.

“Are you comfortable stopping here?” Victoria asked, following that fourth crushing defeat. “Or would you like to keep trying your luck?”

“I think I used all my luck up, unfortunately,” he said, reaching across to offer her one final handshake on the night.

Next, he needed to outline the minor change he had in mind for his prize—and pray, pray, and pray that she was willing.

After laying their pieces to bed inside the board, he and Victoria shared a long look. She spoke up before he’d finished deciding on how he wanted to approach the alteration he wanted.

“Shall I send the picture tonight or tomorrow?”

“As soon as it’s ready,” Liam answered, possibly a little too quickly, too animated.

Victoria showed no signs of minding. “As soon as it’s ready?” she asked. “These were taken years ago, so they're all ‘ready.’”

“Well, I wanted to talk about that, actually,” Liam said, fingers moving anxiously in his lap. “For the second five-point picture, I was hoping to do something a little different.”

“Oh?” She still maintained her usual unreadable composure. “How?”

Those piercing blue eyes of hers seemed to bore into him, even if the fine eyebrows above them hadn’t knitted together into a frown. He wondered if she’d ever had a student with enough gumption to stand before her, suffering beneath that icy gaze, and request some extra credit—and if so, had it worked out for them?

Well, he was asking for far more than a chance to bump his grade up a little. Maybe there’d be a day where he could even try his luck at extra credit. It’d be months or years out, though. Right now, he needed to keep his courage a little longer. He needed to believe she’d say yes.

Liam realized he’d undoubtedly become far more optimistic than he’d once been. He doubted most people would dare to hope for the things he was hoping for.

“I was thinking that you could replicate the first picture,” he said, spying no change in her expression as he spoke. “A comparison between then and now.”

He still didn’t know if the original picture was from then. But he was more than willing to pretend that it was. He’d happily act as though he was oblivious to the likelihood that Victoria had recently pulled off her top and bra, laid on her bed, covered a narrow part of her amazing breasts with one forearm, and snapped a picture for him. He could happily pretend if it meant he had a better chance of getting this second picture.

“That’s all you want?” Victoria asked, tilting her head ever so slightly. A first sign of emotion, curiosity, maybe slightly veering toward confusion. Compared to some of the others that his request might have caused, he’d take it.

No, idiot! Liam’s mind shouted. It’s more than that!

It was. It was! Victoria hadn’t so much as balked at his request for a current picture of her topless. In his mind, that sealed his suspicion about the previous picture, but he didn’t spend his time marveling at what that might mean. He stayed on track, chugging along like a determined steam engine with a schedule to keep.

“Maybe with your arm slightly lower this time?” he asked, clutching his hands beneath the table. How pronounced must the veins in his neck be right now? He felt as tense as iron.

Victoria examined him wordlessly, and he took that with a spoonful of optimism, too. It wasn’t an immediate no. Which meant she was thinking about it. Which meant he had a chance.

“By how much?” she eventually asked.

As he assumed Benny “The Jet” Rodriguez always did, Liam swung for the fences. “Four or five inches?”

“No.”

“Three or four?”

Victoria didn’t deign to respond.

“Just one or two?” he asked. That was Negotiating 101, right? Ask for more than you knew you could get, then what you did want would seem more reasonable when you asked for it.

Victoria’s silence began to erode his hopes as surely as time, wind, and waves eroded an ocean cliff. He did his best to mimic that cliff, staying unchanging as stone for as long as possible. He hoped she didn’t see how disappointed he’d be if she shook her head, even if that was ridiculous. At worst, he’d get another scandalously arousing image of Victoria’s stunning body. He was pretty much at the bottom of a list of people who were allowed to feel miserable.

“I’ll see how the picture turns out,” Victoria said.

“Okay,” Liam said, unable to resist beaming at her. “I’ll be looking forward to it.”

“Yes, I can tell,” Victoria said, one corner of her mouth rising slightly. “Keep practicing hard. Next week, I intend to claim another day you’ll have to help me in my garden.”

“Next week, I’m planning to get another picture of you,” he fired back, overwhelmingly happy. “Right before I get to see the real thing in Fiji.”

Victoria allowed her eyebrows to rise. “Is that how things are going to go?”

“Well, yeah,” he said, not realizing how his previous statement could be taken. Not just that he’d see her on Fiji’s beautiful beaches, wearing those promised bikinis, but that he meant to see her as she’d looked in her most recent picture—and the one she would be working on making for him later tonight. “That’s the main reason we’re going to Fiji.”

“It is, is it?” Victoria asked, amusement subtle but present in her voice. “I suspect this week will be tough on you, then. The final week before a long-awaited trip always seems to stretch into an eternity.”

“It’s the same for you?” he asked. “You’ve wanted to go to Fiji far longer than I have.”

“I suppose it is,” Victoria said. “We’ll just have to survive a little longer.”

Liam nodded. He knew very well that the gift he’d receive later tonight would manage to tide him over for that week yet also increase his impatience for next Sunday. Eight days remained until then, and then an unparalleled paradise, a week unmatchable in his entire life, would surely follow.

But he had some more paradise to obtain while still in the States.

He received it precisely one minute before midnight, which caused Liam to wonder if Victoria was slightly crueler than he’d believed. Even though he’d spent his evening with Tess and could never complain about that, he found himself checking his phone regularly. Each time, the lack of an attached picture from Victoria Moreno prickled him with distress, as if he’d just realized he was sitting on something hard and sharp. He must have physically fidgeted enough for it to attract notice, for Tess eventually asked him if something was wrong.

“Just a little antsy,” he said, knowing it was safe to reveal the truth. “I won a match against Victoria earlier, so I’m expecting another picture.”

“You won a match against her?” the gorgeous brunette professor said. “So soon, too. How much time have you been putting into chess?”

“A couple hours a day, maybe?” he said, though that might be underselling things. Grant and his other friends back at Perrymont had made joke after joke about him spending more time on his phone watching chess videos and playing online than a sex addict would on porn sites. Of course, if they’d known why he’d suddenly become so invested in the game, he doubted they would have done anything other than nod in agreement.

“That’s a lot of chess,” Tess remarked.

“You and Victoria are both really good at chess. If I’m going to beat you anytime soon, then I’ve got to put the work in.”

Smiling, Tess leaned into him and kissed his cheek. “Well, just don’t get burned out. However, if Victoria’s also rewarding you when you win against her, which I believe you’ve just said she is, that might not be an issue. The thrill of victory, pictures, and a chance at anything you want from me? Worth more than prize money, isn’t it?”

“The only tournament I’m interested in would only have three players participating,” he agreed. Appreciating his enthusiasm, Tess helped distract him from the lack of a nearly nude professor on his phone for almost half an hour. Nothing too exciting, at least not compared to what he and Avril had done earlier in the day, but more than sufficient in bringing his focus back to this house.

Humorously, he was playing an online chess match when Victoria finally sent over the picture. Beside him, Tess slept soundly, having kissed him goodnight a while ago. Still too charged with the hope that he was right about receiving his reward tonight, Liam had sought any way to distract himself from counting the seconds.

When it arrived, he was closing in his sixth win in a row, a nice little streak to cap off the day. He’d never given up in a match—of anything—so quickly, leaving the app mere milliseconds after he saw her message pop up.

11:59.

She’d really made him wait until the last possible minute.

But of course, she could have asked him one simple question had he complained. Was it worth the wait?

Undoubtedly.

For this one, she wasn’t lying down. The image contained the sight of Victoria Moreno’s incredible body, cutting off right as it reached her neck. He saw a little of her hip and the jeans that clung tightly to them. The same ones she’d been wearing when he was over at her house a little while ago.

Her dangerous curves, olive skin, the unmistakable work Victoria put in to keep her figure so stunning, he noticed all those things. He didn’t focus on them, however. Not initially, at least. He couldn’t. The choice she’d made didn’t allow it.

With her right forearm, she covered the same breast. The only thing covering her left was the hand of the same arm. Technically, she’d refused his request. He’d asked her to move her arm a little lower. Instead, she’d made her slight adjustment by moving up.

He could see the beginnings of her left breast’s areola underneath her pinky. It was slightly darker than her skin, taunting him that there was more to see. There was more to see. Victoria had chosen to grant him that gift.

Her fingertips covered only a small part of her breast, which looked so full and heavy, so in need of attention—a massage or two, at least. He’d been learning from Tess when he was here and squeezed a few videos and articles about them into his already busy schedule. He’d find a way to get in a bit more practice, a bit more knowledge, before the trip to Fiji. He needed to be ready when—not if, but when—his dream of putting his hands on Victoria’s enormous tits came true.

Her fingertips did not cover all of her nipple, however. A slight gap between her ring and pinky fingers allowed him to peek through and spot another form of paradise. One that set his mouth to desert settings, parching him with just that tiny peek. An intentional one. Absolutely intentionally. He’d never been so thirsty in his life.

His cock woke up immediately, growing rigid in nearly record time. All of him did. He’d been trying to distract himself from worrying moments ago. Now, he couldn’t even fathom what would be able to put him asleep, barring a face mask and a heap of sedative gases flowing into his lungs.

Satisfactory? Victoria’s message asked.

I would have given it six points, he replied, more than ready to heap on the praise. Fuck, he couldn’t help but imagine what she’d been thinking when she’d taken this picture, if she’d tried out a few, then ultimately selected this one from the lot. If she’d been hoping he’d notice and reply to this one quicker than he had the previous one.

High praise.

I’m just being honest, Liam typed out. You look so stunning.

My breasts look stunning, you mean. I’m not in this picture.

Aren’t your breasts, torso, and arms part of you? he asked.

A rather large part, Victoria replied. As is evident by how little my arm can keep hidden.

Liam grinned at the rare appearance of one of her jokes, yes, but also at the plain fact that she hadn’t tried all that hard to keep everything hidden. Yeah, she’d picked that picture for a reason.

It hit him on the side of his head, the mistake he’d made. He’d gone and forgotten the compliment he should have led with.

Oh, yeah. You look delicious too.

My breasts look delicious, but my food can’t get the same compliment? Victoria asked, catching him off guard with a second joke in a row.

It was totally delicious. That’s why I ate everything on my plate.

But it didn’t get the compliment then, Victoria said, and he didn’t quite realize she was teasing him. Victoria Moreno, teasing someone. Avril would have thought that hell had frozen over. Only now, after I’ve brought it up as a complaint. Even though it’s the one you’ve been allowed to test the deliciousness of.

Fortunately, Tess kept her room cool, and the AC purred quietly through the vents set in the ceiling. She liked heavy covers, however, which meant that Liam’s body temperature soared. Carefully, doing his best not to wake Tess, he removed the covers, then decided to relocate altogether.

He ended up downstairs, grabbing a drink of water in the kitchen as he typed out a response that could backfire. He was going past simmering now, and he hoped Victoria could forgive him. Instead, he hoped she wanted him to do so.

Well, my imagination has convinced me that you have the tastiest breasts imaginable, so that’s why. Are you going to tell my silly, over-the-top thoughts that they were wrong about your delicious breasts?

Reality rarely exceeds imagination, Victoria said, yet Liam could feel the rhythm in their replies syncing up.

Rarely, but in this situation? he hastily typed out, leaning against Tess’s countertop, staring at his phone excitedly.

In this instance, it’s possible, Victoria replied. Doused in oil, a match flickering before him, he felt on the cusp of being set ablaze.

I knew it. It’s why I’ve been calling you delicious for so long.

Yes, that’s why you’ve used that specific compliment so much. It certainly wasn’t a flubbed compliment, which you’ve now maneuvered into feigning as deliberate.

Guilty as charged though he might be, he’d never admit it. The worst-kept secret in existence would go with him to the grave. I just knew it fit, that’s all. A perfect fit for a perfect woman.

Your compliments have certainly escalated tonight, Victoria replied.

I wonder why? he almost typed out. However, he decided to go a different route.

Just ensuring you’re aware of how marvelously beautiful and wonderful you are.

Were you thinking that I might be lacking self-confidence, Liam?

No, no way, he sent back. If you can casually tell me that you’re going to destroy me in chess over and over, then you’re not lacking in that department. Or any department, Professor. Besides, the last person who ought to be humble is you. Not after the absolute gift you just sent me.

It wasn’t a gift, Victoria reminded him. It was a prize. You took it when you defeated me earlier today.

Part of him knew she was reminding him of this because he shouldn’t start begging for freebies. Simultaneously, he knew she was reinforcing his confidence.

To the victor go the spoils, huh? Liam said.

That was what happened, yes, Victoria said.

Her simple reply sent a surge of primal desire racing through his veins. What would a woman of her height and voluptuousness look like in a cavewoman’s outfit, barely wearing anything at all? It was a somewhat odd thought, yet he envisioned it all the same. And some of the bikinis he expected to see her in weren’t so far away from that level of exposure. Some might be more revealing.

I just need to improve so I can win against you more often. With spoils like these, I’m going to end up addicted.

My garden will be all the better tended as you try your hardest to get enough supply to become addicted, Victoria replied. Punching down isn’t great practice, and Tess and I have started playing again on Thursdays. Between that and some online play, I will be closing my weaknesses. You’ll have to earn your wins, every single one.

That’s how I want it, he said, even though he really wouldn’t have minded if she wanted to be a bit more generous. It makes it taste even better.

You and your tastebuds, Victoria remarked.

I’m a connoisseur of fine tastes. Even the ones I can only imagine the taste of.

Victoria’s final response of the evening arrived shortly thereafter. Even if that disappointed him, the message itself did everything it needed to do. He became hopelessly addicted to the taste he’d imagined, desperately hoping that the wait for Fiji—for the chances that Fiji would bring—wouldn’t be as painful as Victoria had said it might be.

May your imagination get as close to the taste of reality as it can. Have a good night, Liam.


Chapter Thirty-Four

The Best Outcome

As she’d implied, a week could feel far longer than it should. After an amazing Sunday spent with the women he loved, Liam’s final week of midterms awaited him. He only had three exams to worry about, and he hadn’t gotten so consumed in everything else as to forget to study. Between that, further chess and massage-related self-education, and plenty of time spent texting four beautiful women, he was plenty busy.

Yet, by Wednesday, after finishing his second-to-last midterm, the final one set for early afternoon on Friday, he found his patience whittled away to a fine point. Unfortunately, his mind used that point to stab him repetitively. How much time had gone by? Fifteen minutes?! That was it?! It was still Wednesday! Damnit!

It was like unfurling a new rug yet finding it was infinite, never running out of fabric. It just kept opening and opening, spilling more and more across the floor. A tongue that could keep unrolling itself for all eternity.

It made him a little testy, which Grant pointed out when Liam snapped at him over a simple matter—had a pair of his shorts ended up mixed with Liam’s in the dryer? Yes, the answer was, and sorry, his reply to his roommate was.

“It’s fine; midterms are stressful. We’re almost through it.”

“Yeah,” Liam said, forcing himself to nod. He wasn’t worried about his test results, even if it would have been sensible for him to worry a little. Those results needed to be good. If he was going to prove attractive enough to get Bellmore’s interest, he needed to do well—more than well. He had a few advantages in his pocket, including Victoria’s promise to speak on his behalf, but he didn’t come from a family of upper-echelon elites. He came from a family of… lower-echelon elites? Or was Avril in the upper echelon, and people like Anna and Trent were in the lower echelon?

Wherever his social standing fell, he knew he couldn’t heap a sudden mountain of financial burdens on his parents. Either he got enough of a scholarship to Bellmore to generally keep things about the same as they were in Perrymont, or he knew he couldn’t ask his parents to support the transfer.

Thursday lumbered into existence like a sloth yawning in the canopy. With absolutely nothing imperative for him to accomplish today, Liam found this day the hardest to survive. Fortunately, he, Grant, and some others decided to go out and enjoy themselves. Grant was heading home later today, as he’d finished his final midterm just a couple of hours ago.

Unfortunately, that left Liam alone in his dorm in the evening. Suffering, waiting, suffering, waiting—that was the gist of it. None of the shows he liked, even the ones with new episodes, seemed appealing. He didn’t want to do or play anything, not even chess. He had the aid of the four women a hundred miles away but not the precise aid he wished for.

“Oh, you’re such a needy baby,” Avril laughed while they FaceTimed one another. “You’ll already be back with us this time tomorrow night. You can’t survive six more hours tonight without seeing my tits?”

“If you’re going to taunt me over it, I can call someone else,” Liam retorted dryly.

“Keep it together a little longer,” the woman wearing a deep blue sports bra said. “I’ll—”

Her attention snapped toward her left. Dismally, Liam knew why that must be.

“Hey, Anna, welcome back,” Avril said, fluttering her fingers toward the beautiful woman he couldn’t see. “Earlier than I thought. You and your mom decide not to have dessert?”

“No,” Liam heard from off-screen, though Avril soon tilted her phone’s camera so that he could see Anna as she entered the living room. “She had to go early. We’re going to have lunch on Saturday, and—” Anna started, noticing him on Avril’s screen. “Oh, hi, Liam.”

Her smile caused him to smile, even if it meant an end to what he’d been hoping for from Avril. Especially when Avril called Anna over, making space for her on the couch. In short order, he had two gorgeous sets of eyes to stare into, two beautiful mouths to see in motion, and two unfathomably attractive women to spend his evening with. Nevertheless, one part of him whined incessantly.

“Liam’s depressed,” Avril said to Anna. “He’s all alone in his dorm and can’t stand it one more minute.”

Before he could defend himself, he watched as Anna’s expression came together sympathetically. It almost made him feel bad for having complained, even though he hadn’t complained like Avril was saying, and it hadn’t been to Anna that he’d done it.

“Grant’s gone?” she asked.

“Yeah, he left earlier today. Avril’s just making it sound worse than it is. I’m… listless. A little bored.”

“A little lonely, too,” Avril chimed in.

He didn’t deny it, which caused Anna to give him the same reaction as before.

“I hope we can help a little,” Anna said.

That, of course, was the beginning of her—of him, too—falling into Avril’s trap. She really could just come up with them on the spot. Until a minute ago, she’d been thinking that it’d just be the two of them, Anna off enjoying her mother’s company for a while longer. Yet, quick as a blink, she’d already adapted. A master improvisational schemer. That was what she was. She should stick that on a business card and hand it to villains everywhere.

“We can absolutely help out our poor, poor Liam,” Avril said, nodding sagely. “He just needs some company, that’s all. From two beautiful, generous women. That’s all it takes. Liam doesn’t ask for much. He definitely hasn’t developed a taste for the finer things—and getting lots of it.”

“Thanks,” Liam said flatly.

“But how best to do that?” Avril posed the question, then tapped her lower lip. “I doubt he wants to hear us prattle on about our day for the next hour or two. Me neither, honestly.” She imitated a yawn, hand covering her mouth.

Anna’s eyebrows furrowed as she glanced at her best friend. From his side, Liam was a little busy being impressed by how good Avril was at keeping them both in the shot. They’d pushed their shoulders up against each other, but he was used to FaceTime calls with his parents, in which he’d see two-thirds of one of them, then maybe a fourth of the other—and which one of them was which would alternate regularly. Avril didn’t seem to have that issue.

“I can tell you have something in mind,” Anna said warily.

“Duh, I’m always good at creating a good time.” Avril glanced toward him, and he saw her scheme coming alight like a floodlight powering on, dimmer at first, then brighter, then brighter. However, her primary attention ultimately rested on the woman in the room with her. “Before you came in, I was about to get out of this sports bra. He was practically pleading for me to do it, even.”

“Avril!” Anna whispered frantically, almost as if she were hoping he wouldn’t hear what her roommate had so blatantly announced. Unfortunately for her, he’d heard it all as clearly as if they’d been having this conversation on either side of him. These weren’t the Skype calls of the early 2010s. There weren’t any hiccups in the audio or the video, which was how Liam saw Anna’s fervent blush.

“Don’t be so prudish,” Avril continued. “Guy is alone, guy is horny, hot girl is on the other end of the call. You have to know how it goes. Surely, you aren’t always dressed when you two are FaceTiming.”

Liam knew Anna was doomed. She wasn’t a great liar, not when she was this worked up. And if Avril knew how to do anything, she knew how to lather up her best friend.

“I—what, no—it’s—”

“Anna, sweet Anna, your face is as red as the stop signs we both know you’ve never even once thought about running.” Avril patted the back of her roommate’s hand. “Now, details! Spill. Give them here.”

“I’m not talking about that stuff!” Anna huffed, blanching because she knew she was making it that much more obvious.

Anna had let him see her topless over the phone a few times, and each time had been wonderful. Once, even, she’d let him guide her through playing with her breasts—all the way to the finish. The camerawork had gotten a bit spotty at the end, but the audio had made for an unforgettable memory.

“Okay, fine, don’t talk about it. No words, but actions. You take off your top, I’ll take off mine, and we can fulfill one of Liam’s most secret but desired fantasies.”

A good boyfriend would have stepped in, much as he had before, and helped Anna out. It was hard to do, fending off Avril when she had momentum. Which she usually had. He ought to have announced that Avril needed to knock it off, that he wasn’t hoping—even if it meant lying—for what Avril was recommending, and that would be that.

But would Anna go for it? He kind of wanted to find out. Just this once, he let himself stay as a spectator. He’d make it up to Anna, apologize, especially if things turned sour or sullen.

Avril didn’t let up, even as Anna’s frantic defense faltered. Especially as it faltered, in fact. She mentioned how they’d seen the other topless so many times, which made Liam slightly jealous. She mentioned how it didn’t have to be a regular thing, just this one time. She also mentioned how they’d showered together once or twice, back when one of their showers hadn’t worked right. He kind of wished Avril had explained why, even with just one working shower, they needed to shower together. In his mind, he imagined Avril as oversleeping, needing a shower, and begging for Anna to let her hop in. He definitely couldn’t see it going the other way.

“Why do you do this to me?” Anna sighed.

“I’m doing it for you,” Avril said. “For both of us, actually. It’s only fair for me to make it obvious that I’m benefiting. In a few days, we’ll be hanging out in one of the most romantic places on Earth. Do we really need to keep pretending around one another? It’s been three months. Every time one of us wants a kiss, are we going to have to distract the other one with some dumb ‘look toward the sky, it’s Superman’ ploy? Then we sneak in the fastest locking of lips in the west? Or… the east, I guess. Go far enough west, and it becomes the east.” Holding out her hands, Avril shrugged. “Doesn’t sound all that fun to me, not anymore. Three months was enough, thanks.”

Anna didn’t reply, which they all knew meant she didn’t have a strong rebuttal.

“Just try it out, see if it feels alright,” Avril finished. “You know Liam will love it. We could make him so, so happy, fix all his complaining. It’s not like we’re going to start making out for him. He’s not that deserving of a good time.”

Anna buried her face in her hands and stayed like that for several seconds. Avril took that time to glance at him and blow a soft kiss. He felt a little bad for not using that moment to finally relieve Anna of the pressures that Avril had just put upon her.

“Just this once,” Anna muttered into her hands.

Holy shit, Liam thought.

“Holy shit,” Avril said, sounding amused and surprised. “Hey, there we go, Anna! I knew you had it in you. I’m so impressed.”

“Please, don’t be,” Anna said, finally removing her face from her hands. She was as scarlet as he could remember seeing her.

“Sooo, should I go first?”

“At the same time, and don’t say anything as I undress,” Anna growled.

Holding her hands up in surrender, Avril nodded. Then Anna began to go forward with a suggestion that Liam could never have seen her going along with even just a few weeks before. He knew he’d be a hypocrite if he pretended to be anything but excited. Unstoppably excited.

Having just come in, Anna had a bit more to take off. Staying good to her nod, Avril waited until Anna had removed her cardigan and, after a moment, did the same to the cropped tee she’d been wearing under it. Setting both down outside of Liam’s view, Annabelle Royce, in nothing more than a bra, waited for Avril to give the go-ahead.

Liam’s decency finally surged past the linked arms of his lust and craving, as it probably should have done minutes ago. Before he let things reach the point of no return, he rediscovered his voice.

“Everything’s okay for you, Anna?” he asked. “If you don’t want to keep going, neither of us will get mad at you.”

Instead of scowling or sighing at him, Avril waited for her best friend to answer him. They both gave her as much time as she needed.

“I’m alright,” she said, turning her soft, beautiful eyes toward him. “This’ll make you really happy?”

“As long as it isn’t making you unhappy.”

One more deep breath, the kind that preluded a plunge off a cliff into the waters far below, followed. Anna nodded. She started reaching around behind her back. Keeping perfect pace, Avril brought her hands to the underside of her sports bra.

A hook was undone, and a pair of shoulders budged forward. Just inches to the right, a pair of hands lifted spandex. By a second or two, he got to see Avril’s breasts first. However, Anna had entirely escaped her bra before Avril managed to get hers over her head and then toss it out of frame.

Just like that, Liam fulfilled a fantasy that he’d thought about several times but never once had imagined to be capable of occurring. As usual, Avril had been right on target. She had the mayor’s key when it came to coming in and peeking at his taboo fantasies.

“Now’s the wrong time to be stunned speechless, Liam,” Avril said, smiling from ear to ear. “Compliments, let’s have them.”

He fumbled for something appropriate to say, but what was appropriate about this situation? He wasn’t usually as coarse in his compliments to Anna as he was to her roommate, so he tried his best to straddle a fine line. It was hard to be eloquent when he was as awed and aroused as these two women had just made him.

“You both look amazing,” he said. He cut off the “um” that he wanted to lead off with next, forcing himself to treat what was happening as standard and pedestrian, not like it had his head spinning. “I can’t believe how lucky I am. It’s… gone from a bleh kind of night to one of the best.”

“That was quick,” Avril teased. “We’ve barely done anything yet.”

Anna, however, appeared slightly relieved to hear his words. He wouldn’t call her comfortable, not while her shoulders were so tense, but she seemed to relax slightly. Hopefully, if the plan wasn’t now to immediately redress herself, Liam could keep chipping away at that tension.

“Admire away,” Avril said. “Not every day you get this lucky. Like you just said.”

Anna blushed but didn’t do anything to cover herself up. So, trying to be quick, just so the silence didn’t linger, he made the comparisons necessary for any man in his position to do.

They were both pretty fair-skinned, and he knew full well how soft and smooth they both were. Avril had a slightly more curvaceous hourglass figure, wider hips, and a shapelier butt. Anna wasn’t notably far behind, which he also knew via plenty of touch, but that wasn’t what they both knew he was focusing on.

Anna had the larger bust. He’d suspected it for a while, aware that Anna possibly only came in second place to Victoria, but this was the confirmation he needed. Anna’s breasts were bigger. Again, he was working with pretty slim margins, but he finally knew the order. Victoria, Anna, Avril, Tess.

As if she’d decided to use that key of hers again, Avril the Infiltrator smirked. “What are you thinking about, Liam? Your eyes have been moving back and forth for a little bit.”

He blushed, which transmitted itself across a hundred miles and caused Anna to blush. They all knew what he’d been thinking.

“Anna’s a little bustier than me,” Avril said, swaying a little, which caused her breasts to jiggle. By bumping into Anna’s shoulder, she caused a lesser response from the larger pair of breasts on his screen. “It’s true, I won’t deny it. She complains if she wears my bras.”

“Avril, that was when we were in high school,” Anna huffed.

“Another benefit of being stupid rich,” Avril said, ignoring her best friend. “We can actually get properly fitting bras. You have no idea what a struggle it is. Custom-made is the only answer to our struggle. Store shopping is such a fucking pain.”

Liam saw Anna open her mouth, but she ultimately ended up closing it and nodding. At least in that, they seemed to agree.

“Unlike you, who can just throw on whatever boxers or briefs you find in a package, then call it a day,” Avril added.

“It’s not that easy,” he retorted. “They still need to fit and feel good.”

“Not even close to the same level of challenge,” Avril said with an air of finality.

Even though he rolled his eyes, Liam didn’t dispute things further. Next to Avril, Anna’s face was beginning to return to its natural hue. The fact that Avril hadn’t kept escalating things after their clothes came off had undoubtedly helped. And they were having a pretty normal conversation, at least by Avril’s standards. That all seemed to help Anna relax. A little bit.

It was also possible that his physical absence in the room helped too. If he’d been there, he wasn’t sure if she’d have let Avril coax her into this situation. But with him on the phone, she could leave or ask to end the call if she changed her mind or grew uncomfortable. That was all a little easier than asking him to leave or her hurrying to her bedroom while he was still sitting on her couch.

Whatever it was, he was happy that she didn’t seem too bothered by her choice. This was undoubtedly another type of leap forward in their relationship, in all their relationships. That was undeniable, and Liam was sure tonight wouldn’t be forgotten. As Avril had said, they’d all be heading to one of the world’s most romantic destinations in just a few more days.

“Bet you wish you were here even more now,” Avril teased, tilting her screen to provide a little more focus on her and Anna’s breasts.

Thankfully, Liam had already expected such a comment, so his reply was preloaded.

“I always wish I was there with you.” He paused, then added, “Anna.”

“Alright,” Avril said, flipping him off by laying her middle finger over one of her nipples. “Don’t be thankful to the one of us who made this gift happen.”

“I’m thankful for that,” Liam said. “I just know by now that giving you too much credit is dangerous. It makes you…”

“Insufferable?” Anna offered, which earned her a scowl from the topless woman beside her.

“Difficult to deal with,” Liam said, going with a more diplomatic answer. But still grinning at Anna’s remark.

“Just once, it’d be nice if you two could be considerate enough to heap some praise onto my shoulders,” Avril complained. “I work hard, you know? You two are sometimes difficult to work with, too, just in a different way.”

“In a way in which we’re not constantly oiled up and ready to follow you down the slip ‘n slide?” Liam asked.

“Exactly,” Avril said, ignoring the touch of sarcasm in his question. “It’s hard for me to come down to your level. Just feels like regression. Yours especially, Anna dear.”

“And it’s challenging for me to always rise to a place where you’ll be satisfied with my… forwardness,” Anna said. The roommates, best friends for years, brought their gazes together. “I tried being quicker about things, but I found it didn’t work for me. It quickly becomes more stressful than exciting.”

Avril held her best friend’s eyes, letting her speak uninterrupted. Listening. Actively listening.

“I’m happy with the pace that Liam and I have set, the progress we’ve been making. Even once we’re in Fiji, I hope you won’t try to pressure me too much. I know it’s going to be a romantic trip. I know that’s its purpose. I don’t plan to just sit on my hands while there. Our… relationships with him are different, at different places, and I hope you can understand and accept that.”

“Alright,” Avril said, dipping her head in understanding. “I just don’t want you to leave Fiji thinking that the trip wasn’t as special as it could have been.”

“I’ll be doing my part to help ensure that won’t be the case,” Liam reminded Avril, reentering the conversation. “I’ve been thinking about Fiji a lot, so I have some stuff planned on my end.” He briefly swallowed, aware that this was officially his first time admitting he was dating them both. “For you both.”

Avril grinned, and Anna smiled. That was the best outcome that Liam could have imagined. His tension, the tension he hadn’t even realized he was carrying, so focused on how Anna was feeling, melted away. They’d finally broached the topic, not just glanced at it.

And at least right now, it seemed that everything was alright. Understood, accepted.

The best outcome.


Chapter Thirty-Five

Ready for Takeoff

Thursday ended up being pretty damn good, all things taken into account. The hour-long chat with the topless beauties certainly helped, as did the pictures they both sent him once they’d separated. Naturally, Avril went a little further, giving him an audio file of what she did a little later into the evening.

On Friday, Liam completed his final midterm. After exiting the exam hall, he stretched. He felt pretty good about how he’d done and could check just how well in a few days. However, he probably wouldn’t remember to do so because he would be in Fiji with four dreamy women in a few days. The last thing he’d be thinking about was his test results. A single look at any one of them in a bikini would ensure that.

He drove back home, possibly more excited during this drive than any before it. He could feel his palpable excitement thrumming into the fingers gripping the steering wheel, racing up his arms. He quickly ceded control of his speed to cruise control, not trusting himself to drive at a safe speed. It was almost all-consuming, his need to make it back to Tess, Anna, Avril, and even Victoria.

On Saturday, he helped the last of those with her gardening. After she finished mopping the grounds around her pool with him in chess, of course. Over the course of about an hour, they cleared out the old, paving the way for the new to arrive once they made it back from Fiji. As he owed her a few days already and expected to owe her more and more as time passed, Liam asked about what they’d be planting.

Victoria discussed her plans, the flowers she wanted to purchase soon, both old favorites and a few new ones. She was clinical and detailed, clearly having put plenty of thought into how she wanted her spring garden to look. She also mentioned the possibility of her helping Tess with her garden, and Liam leaped to the occasion and volunteered to help then, too, if he could.

“We’ll ensure it’s on a weekend,” Victoria promised.

Thanks to his activities at Victoria’s, then being invited out to dinner with Avril, then returning his second home and practicing his massage technique one final time before the trip, Saturday remained engaging enough for it to feel quick. Finding sleep wasn’t as easy, but he gladly spent more time with Tess, then texted the others until he was finally tired enough to saunter into his dreams.

It passed over to the day of the trip, though that didn’t mean much—not when he woke up, anyway. With the plan to make it to the airport at 11:00 pm with Tess, so the plane—which waited on Avril’s pleasure—could get wheels up around midnight, there was plenty of time in between.

“Everything’s packed?” Tess asked at around one, right before she shunted him out of her bedroom and completed her final bit of suitcase stuffing. Although disappointed to be denied a glimpse of her plans, he understood fully that it meant there was a surprise or two for him to expect once those wheels that had gone up came back down.

“I’ve got everything I think I need for a beach holiday with billionaires,” he said.

“Just the one,” Tess reminded him. “You and I fit into the same socio-economic group. We wouldn’t live right next to each other otherwise.”

Liam nodded. He’d packed it all. Clothes, including a couple of nicer sets, which the outfit he’d worn to the New Year's Eve party was among, options for shoes, the electronics, and toiletries he wanted to bring along. He had his beach gear too, and he’d even located the snorkeling gear that his parents had used maybe only once or twice since they’d gotten it. He knew it was guaranteed to happen at least once on the trip, and although he expected plenty of availability for that type of stuff in Fiji, he wasn’t packed all that heavy, so why not bring it along? It could finally end up in a place where it might see usage.

“Kind of nice that we don’t have to worry about lines or luggage,” Liam said. Avril had made sure they knew they could pile it all in, regardless of whatever they wanted to bring along. However, she was speaking to four pretty responsible people, so Liam didn’t expect to see a comical number of suitcases loaded into her jet’s carry space at midnight.

“Incredibly nice,” Tess agreed. “Compared to Avril, Anna, and Victoria, this will be one of my only times on a private jet. Even if we plan to sleep through most of the trip, the first hour or so might be fun.”

Liam nodded again. From what he’d been told, the ride should be rather smooth. This wasn’t a light, flimsy aircraft, but the kind that the wealthiest people used for comfort and speed. He wasn’t worried about himself, but Anna, who had her issues when it came to falling asleep. According to Avril, her jet came with a special chaise, which would be laid down and turned into a bed. Hopefully, that would allow Anna to sleep at least a little bit during the flight.

There was also a private suite near the plane’s rear, which had a couch. He wasn’t sure who would claim that, but he knew he wouldn’t need it. Because of his visits to his brother in South Korea, he had some practice at sleeping on long flights.

“Are you excited?” Tess asked a little later.

“How couldn’t I be?” He was practically overflowing with it, to a degree where he might start shaking in anticipation at some point today. “I’m about to go on an exotic getaway with you.”

“Not just me,” Tess reminded him. “America might be called the land of opportunity, but it seems that Fiji will be it for you.”

Liam’s face slightly reddened, but he met Tess’s eyes. Their brilliant depths gleamed without worry, hesitation, or regret.

“I’m hoping it will be,” he said. “This is your first vacation since… you know. I’ve got every intention to make it unforgettable.”

“I don’t doubt it will be,” Tess said, leaning in to kiss him. “Also, I have good news for you. Victoria is bringing along her chess set. So, you can watch us play, maybe even on the plane ride over, and then you can try and beat us before the vacation ends. Hopefully, you’ll at least make a pass or two at taking me down. Compared to how many recent matches you and Victoria have had, we’ve barely played.”

“We played a few matches last night. You stomped me. Like always.”

Tess smiled, her face still near his, vibrant lengths of brunette hair tickling his skin. “Confidence is half of the battle, Liam, you know that. You have to expect to win, even against insurmountable odds. Otherwise, your success might stall.”

Heart racing, Liam felt drawn in by gravity. “I’ll try and keep that in mind.”

Smiling, Tess let him kiss her, wrapping her arms around him. It was a constant flow of euphoria, being with her. Loving her, holding her, just having her nearby. He never wanted that to end, so he took every lesson she provided as if it were gospel.

At around five, Avril texted him. The message was concise and to the point.

Don’t forget to bring the jar.

You really want me to lug that along? It’s glass, so I don’t know if I can bury it in my suitcase.

Just stick it in a duffel bag or something. I’m sure Tess has an extra one if you don’t. It’s not like it's contraband.

So, Tess is allowed to find out about it?

Why wouldn’t she be? We’re comparing times as we suck you off every week. What’s she going to do when she finds out I gave you a secret Christmas gift, fold her arms and pout?

Sighing, he caught Tess’s attention. A little while later, after retrieving the fortune cookie jar that he’d received on his doorstep three months ago, Tess held it in her lap.

“This is a surprising amount of effort, and I’m not sure the reward is worth it. She could have simplified and streamlined this kind of gift in so many ways.”

“Simple and streamlined, the Avril Knight motto?”

“Touche.” Tess looked at the myriad fortune cookies, colored red, green, and blue, for a little longer, then set the jar aside. “I’d like to send a message back to Miss Knight.”

“What’s that?” he asked, expecting her to reach for her phone. Which she did. But then she handed it to him.

“Oh. Oh!”

Lips curling into a captivating smile, Tess began to work his cock free. Recently, the competitive women had decided to make only a single attempt a week. That kept the current time to beat, currently sitting at 6:39, Avril’s most recent time, from spiraling too low too quickly. Technically, no one had made an attempt yet this week, which officially restarted on Sundays. And since their plane wasn’t set for take-off until midnight, Tess was the only one who’d get to make an attempt this week.

With his toes pulling in and his body burning up, Tess brought the time down to 6:26; they were still clearly pacing things, trying not to leap too far ahead. After he finished pouring his seed down her throat, gasping for air as he leaned his head back and stared at the ceiling, Tess took back her phone. It was the first time she’d used it, not his, for the recording. Regardless, she texted it to him seconds later, in case he ever wanted to review that match of willpower.

Chess seemed a whole lot easier, in retrospect.

“You have a deck of cards in your suitcase?” she asked once he’d reined in his breathing.

“Yeah, of course,” he said, heart still pounding.

“So do I. So, I imagine, does every woman going on this trip. So, don’t forget about that. I’m sure you could wrangle us into a game that favors you.”

With her uttering those words, and so sinfully seductive in the way she delivered them, Liam’s pulse didn’t come back down for another few minutes.

“It’s been on my mind,” he promised. “Some new games, some old games. If I get tired of you and Victoria flogging me, I know how to get in a win or two.”

Beaming, Tess whispered into his ear that she couldn’t wait to see him in action. Several minutes. His pulse didn’t smooth out for several minutes.

At the planned time, following a later dinner, they finally got on the road, heading for the private airport that held the personally owned jets of numerous incredibly wealthy individuals. Along the way, he caught Tess smiling to herself a few times. He was sure he ended up doing the same thing.

Every moment of the following week was remarkable, even the drive over. Before leaving, they’d confirmed via a group text that everyone was good to go. Now, they all just needed to meet outside of Avril’s plane. Everything else was covered, handled, resolved. They were good to go until they touched down in Fiji and went through customs.

After about forty-five minutes on the road, passing thousands of cars that weren’t heading toward their own private jet, a category of drivers Liam and Tess had been among right up until this very night, they reached the airport. After parking, he and Tess gathered their things and went through an eerily ghostlike passenger terminal. They still had shops, cafes, and so on, and a couple were still manned at this time of the night, but it was still slightly unnerving. After all, they didn’t see any other passengers.

Not until they linked up with Anna, who’d already handed her baggage—and her best friend—over to the plane’s captain, who’d met them outside the terminal. She’d elected to stay behind so that Tess and Liam, who weren’t used to this kind of flying, and Victoria, who might have forgotten a thing or two, wouldn’t be left in the lurch.

Victoria arrived shortly after, and the four of them progressed through security in about a minute. No bags were checked, and his fortune cookie jar, which sat inside a drawstring bag over his shoulder, didn’t receive a glance. They didn’t end up staying in any of the plush lounges that the airport offered, which looked like the exact kind of place where high-life socialites would gather to relax before boarding their private jets. As they skipped that step, it was simply a matter of allowing both their luggage and their selves to be loaded onto a shuttle, and then they were on their way to Avril’s plane.

Briefly, Liam wondered what the driver thought of their party. He was the only guy, and he was clearly younger than at least two of the women in their group. But then again, what did he know about what went on in private airports? Based on what Avril had said, her brother only wanted to use this plane so he could bring along a bunch of women. Maybe this was the norm, though he doubted he gave off a billionaire’s aura.

Parked on the runway, the Bombardier Global 6500 awaited them. Its door was already down, but Liam focused on the exterior a little longer. Even in the darkness, he saw it. Past the plane’s exceptionally long wings and its sleek body, it was right there. A Bandits logo, smack dab on the plane’s rudder. Maybe Rory Knight wasn’t quite the subtle minimalist Liam had made him out to be. He was proud of his team, at least.

After handing off some of their luggage, that which they didn’t want to bring onto the plane with them, to their driver and one other man who’d been waiting by the plane’s cargo hold, Tess climbed inside first, Victoria following, and then him—at Anna’s motioning. Stepping out of the darkness, Liam climbed aboard his first private jet.

As was so often the case, Avril was correct. It’d be hard to downgrade. Climbing aboard, being greeted by captain, copilot, and Avril Knight herself, he looked down a straight line of obvious expense. It began with a kitchen filled with state-of-the-art appliances and a couple of seats, where the wait staff, if Avril had elected to have any for this trip, could make them meals and drinks, then relax when not needed. A door could close this cabin from the rest of the plane should its passengers want privacy from the staff and pilots.

Much more of the plane belonged to the galley, the place where he and four gorgeous women would spend many of the next eleven hours. It was by far the cleanest plane he’d ever stepped into, both by sight and smell. He was accustomed to flying in business class when he and his parents made the long trip to South Korea, so he wasn’t immediately found weeping on the floor and kissing the clean carpet, but it was still a step up from his prior experiences.

The walking space was more expansive than he’d expected, and there were eight comfortable-looking seats—Avril had gone on and on about their comfort—in this first area. He spotted the plane's chaise near the open doorway leading to the private suite on the far side of the cabin. On the other side of the aisle from it were four cabin chairs facing inward toward a square table, which a single pillar rising out of the floor supported. That was where he initially figured he’d end up watching The Sandlot; he’d even rented it on his laptop. However, Avril, swiveling in a nearby chair like a James Bond villain, popped up to her feet, tapped him on his shoulder, and pointed past him. Glancing back the way he’d come, he spotted a flatscreen buried in the wall beside the entryway he’d passed.

“Did you forget?” she asked.

“No, I even have a viewing buddy,” he said, loud enough for Victoria, who’d nearly reached the private suite, to overhear. “Victoria and I are going to watch it together.”

“Oh, then you all can set up in the private suite for it,” Avril said, pointing past the tallest woman in the group. “It’ll be on soon enough. Maybe I’ll join you.”

“Maybe I will too,” Tess said. “What are we talking about?”

“Liam’s never seen The Sandlot,” Victoria said. “Avril intends to fix that during this flight.”

Chuckling mirthfully, Tess reconfirmed the possibility of her joining them.

“How about you, Anna?”

As Anna gave a noncommittal answer, Liam noticed that there was actually a sixth passenger on the plane. Sitting in one of the four chairs by the table, he spotted a familiar stuffed figure. Sammy the Sloth was also coming along, ready to go international. Hopefully, the squishy stuffed animal would help Anna get some much-needed sleep during the flight.

It would be around five in the morning when they touched down, following an eleven-hour flight. When that happened, he hoped they’d all be rested enough to go out and enjoy Fiji's pleasures, sights, and sounds right away.

As everyone found their seats, which proved as comfortable as Avril had sworn them to be, the pilot announced that they’d be ready to take off in fifteen minutes. Everyone looked around, meeting eyes that brimmed with excitement and anticipation. It wasn’t just him. It was all of them. Even Victoria. Every single one of them was ready to be Fiji-bound.

END BOOK 4
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