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Chapter One

After everything I’d been through during my semester at Stillwell University, I’d begun to believe that nothing had the power to shock me.

I was wrong.

Samantha Lowry lay naked beneath the covers, my blanket pulled up to her chin. She peered at me over the edge, her fingers trembling where they gripped the fabric. The words she’d just spoken to me hung in the air, like smoke that refused to dissipate.

I didn’t have sex with Jessamyn Fawkes, she’d said, her tone echoing in my skull.

My parents did.

“Babygirl,” I said, aghast. “Your parents?”

Samantha bit down on her bottom lip. “That’s right,” she whispered.

I leaned back against the headboard. On the floor above ours, I could hear the faint bassline of a song being played—up there was the penthouse suite, where the rest of the women who’d come to share my heart over the last few months were still celebrating Samantha Lowry and I’s victory over the national leadership of the Delta Rho sorority. Jessamyn Fawkes—the same Jessamyn who Samantha had just dropped this startling revelation about—had been at the head of a motion to have Samantha removed as president of the sorority in Stillwell because of her ‘unconventional relationship’ with me, Yukiko and Marcie. Other women filled my periphery as well—my realtor Maria Alvarez, the policewoman Tasha Davis and a pair of cheerleaders named Heather and Eva for starters—but it was these three women who wore my rings. Who each called themselves my fiancée, and who were going to make the commitment to become my wives.

I didn’t feel the slightest bit guilty about that, and neither did any of them. It was the national leadership we’d had to convince. And we’d won the day.

The two of us had come down here with the rest of the harem’s permission in order to do a little one-on-one celebrating. It had been assumed that once Samantha and I were finished, we’d come back up and join the others with the party already in full swing.

Only now, I knew Samantha and I would be down here a while.

“I don’t understand, babygirl,” I said, putting my hand on top of hers. “I can’t even wrap my head around that.”

Samantha’s lips formed a tight line. “It’s even harder for me, Daddy,” she said, glancing away with a sigh. “It’s… it’s kind of a long story. One I probably should have told you a long time ago. But how do you even explain something like that? It’s so embarrassing for that to be the reason you went no contact with your parents!”

Now that, I could understand. “Babygirl, I’m right here,” I promised her, pulling her to me beneath the covers. Her body felt warm and fine against mine, and the way she melted in my arms made me feel like I’d just come home after a long day. “If this is something you don’t want to talk about, I understand. Nobody’s going to force you to do anything you’re not comfortable with. That’s not what any of this is about.”

“I know,” she said with a smile. “I want to, Daddy. Just promise me you won’t laugh, alright? I don’t think I could take that. Not when I’m being this vulnerable.”

I nodded. None of my women would have ever dared laugh at my struggles. “Scout’s honor,” I promised, snaking an arm around her waist.

Samantha smirked. “Pretty sure Marcie told me you were never a Boy Scout, Daddy.”

“No, but I’m still pretty handy in a pinch,” I said, letting her head rest against my shoulder. “Especially when a pretty girl gets herself in trouble.”

Both of us had plenty of experience with that.

I felt Samantha stiffen in my arms for a moment as she gathered her thoughts. Then she relaxed, peered up at me through her lashes, and began her tale.

“My whole life, I knew my parents were… different,” she said, her jaw clenching the slightest bit on that last word. “Other kid’s moms and dads got into fights, or needed to take breaks from each other—you know, girl’s nights or drinking with the guys. Mine never did. It was like they were always on each other’s exact wavelength.”

I nodded. “That sounds pretty special,” I ventured.

“It was,” she said, her expression turning bittersweet. “And it wasn’t. Mom and dad… they were always so affectionate with each other. Holding hands, kissing like crazy—sometimes to the point that it got a little embarrassing. The other parents weren’t all over each other at PTA meetings and stuff like that.”

“That’s not the worst thing in the world, I suppose,” I mused. “But I’m sure it was awkward being their kid. Especially when you were younger.”

Samantha gave me a look like there was way more to it than that. “They were always throwing parties, too,” she said, some of the color draining from her face as she spoke. “Sometimes for reasons that made sense: Christmas, the Fourth of July, the Kentucky Derby.”

“WrestleMania,” I joked.

Samantha gave me a playful punch on the shoulder. “Hey, my brothers were super into that stuff,” she said. “But a lot of times, it seemed like they were just celebrating for no reason. At least as far as I could tell.”

That last part interested me, but not as much as something earlier she’d said. “Your brothers?”

Samantha’s cheeks colored cutely. “I’ve got two brothers and one sister,” she said, perhaps realizing she should have told me that a lot earlier, too. “It doesn’t really matter, though—they’re all grown up and out of the house. I’m the baby of the family.”

“The babygirl,” I said, holding her a little tighter.

The spots of color became a full blush. “Something like that, Daddy. Anyway, as I got a little bit older, I started noticing things. Other people’s parents weren’t as lovey-dovey as mine—but they also didn’t run off on ‘adventures’ several times a year and leave their kids with Grandma and Grandpa. Other people’s parents showed up at dance recitals and Little League games, and took their kids to Disney World. Ours were lucky to give us a card on our birthdays.”

I caught myself frowning. “I thought you went to Europe all the time when you were kids?” I asked. “Didn’t you mention something like that back in the deli?”

Samantha didn’t deny it. “Yes, but there were… reasons for that. Ones that, frankly, put such a damper on the whole thing that I’m kind of grossed out thinking about all those ‘family’ trips we took when I was little.”

I had a feeling I knew what she was about to tell me. But I’d let her get there in her own good time.

“So I knew that something was up, but I didn’t know what,” Samantha said, her gaze growing faraway. “And then I met Chloe.”

All at once I knew she was no longer looking at the wall of the bedroom. Her eyes stared not through distance but through time, aimed back at the past like a pair of spotlights. Even now, after everything she’d presumably been through, the mention of that name caused the corner of her mouth to curl in a way that made her look more like Marcie than the Queen Bee of the sorority. Like an excited girl.

“Chloe?” I asked.

Oh yes. I could tell this was someone important to Samantha, indeed. “She was my friend,” Samantha said, lacing her fingers through mine. “I met her at my youth group—yes, I used to go to youth group, don’t look at me like that—”

“I’m just amazed you walked through the door of a church without bursting into flames, babygirl,” I chuckled.

“Oh, stop!” Samantha slapped my shoulder with a giggle, pressing her face against my chest. “I used to play that kind of thing up, but you know my reputation is totally mostly exaggerated, right, Daddy? I’m nowhere near as much of a party girl as the other Delta Rho girls used to believe.”

“Oh, I know that,” I said. “You work way too hard for that, babygirl. But you do like to have fun.”

“Work hard, play hard,” she said, echoing something Marcie told me all the way back when she was rushing for Delta Rho in the first place. “But sometimes I’m more of a dork than I let on. At least I was most definitely a dork when I met Chloe. God, she was so much cooler than me!”

“I have a hard time believing that, babygirl,” I told her.

“She was,” Samantha insisted. “You have no idea how much influence a friend can have on you during a time like that, Daddy. She got me into all these cool bands I’d never heard of. When our church took us all to Six Flags one weekend over the summer, I got to sit right next to her in the back row on El Toro—which is, like, the sickest rollercoaster ever.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” I told her. “That good?”

She flashed an impish smile. “I’ll have to take you sometime,” she giggled. “I freaking love rollercoasters. They’re totally my secret nerd interest. That and DDR, which Chloe also taught me how to play. That stands for—”

“I know what DDR stands for, babygirl,” I said. “Something tells me that this Chloe was older than you, right?”

Samantha nodded, a touch of sadness cutting through her smile. “I was one of the participants at youth group. She was one of the leaders. She must have been about the same age I am now—which is totally weird when I think about it at twenty-two, but didn’t seem like it at the time. At the time, I just felt like the luckiest teenager in the world. My parents…”

She trailed off.

“My parents liked her, too,” she whispered. “A lot.” She marshalled her courage and continued. When she spoke again, it all came out in a rush. “I was on an overnight trip: we had this swim meet in upstate New York, and my dad took the whole team up along with the coach. Chloe was there, too, which I just thought was like the coolest thing in the world but should have been a total red flag, you know? Even now, I feel like it was somehow my fault that it happened, like I should have been way more vigilant or something—”

“Babygirl!” I gave her knee a squeeze beneath the covers.

Samantha’s mouth snapped shut.

“Whatever happened is not your fault,” I told her. “Christ, babygirl, you were just a kid. Even as an adult, you’re not responsible for what your parents do. That goes double when you’re not even out of the house and on your own yet.”

Slowly, Samantha nodded. “Thanks. Anyway, it was late, and one of the other girls on the swim team dared me to sneak out to the lobby and steal one of those candy bars they keep in the little store near the front desk. When I did, I saw… them. Dad, and Chloe. Together.”

“Together?”

Samantha blanched. “Making out in the lobby,” she whispered, shaking her head. “It was the most awful thing I’d ever seen. The most fucked up part, even now, is how my father wasn’t even trying to hide it. Like he was proud he managed to put the moves on his daughter’s friend.” Her disgust gradually turned to anger. “All that time, I thought Chloe was doing all those things for me. And really, she was only hanging out with me because it gave her and my dad opportunities to sneak off together.”

“Jesus,” I whispered. “Babygirl, that’s awful. What did he even say?”

A mirthless little laugh spilled from Samantha. “Nothing. He didn’t see me. I snuck back to my hotel room and hid under the blankets. Even the other girls on the team couldn’t coax me out. I totally whiffed all of my heats the next day—not that Dad even noticed.” She paused, sighing at the memory. “And when we got back, I broke down and told my mom everything. That Dad was cheating on her. That they were going to have to get a divorce.” She looked me square in the eyes. “That’s when they sat me down and had the talk.”

“The talk,” I repeated flatly.

My tone must have told her what I thought of that. “Yeah, I could tell they’d definitely already had it with each of my siblings before me,” she said. “They were practiced. Of course, they didn’t call themselves polyamorous. An earlier generation probably would have referred to them as swingers or something like that. But they explained everything to me: they had an open relationship. Both of them. And suddenly, so, so many things about my life that had never made sense had an explanation.”

For a long moment, both of us were silent. I held Samantha close, just letting her feel my body against hers. Letting her know she was both loved and supported.

“That’s a heavy thing to lay on you,” I said at last. “Did they at least apologize for the Chloe thing?”

“After what happened, Dad had to stop seeing her,” Samantha said. “She… looking back, I can tell she tried to stay my friend anyway, but it wasn’t going to work. There was no way I could ever look at her the same way after something like that.”

“I don’t blame you,” I rumbled.

“I was so stupid,” Samantha said, her eyes going watery. “I used to think they put everyone’s keys in a bowl at the beginning of their parties because it was fun for all the mommies and daddies to drive each other home. And it probably was fun for them, just not in the way I always thought it was.”

I paused, thinking. On the one hand, the way Samantha’s parents had treated her was messed up in the extreme. Sleeping with her friend — even a friend of legal age, who probably went to the same college that Samantha attended now — didn’t sit right with me in the slightest.

And yet, at the same time, we had an unconventional relationship of our own.

It left me feeling conflicted in the extreme.

And soon, I’d learn that Samantha harbored similar concerns.

“We were never close-knit to begin with,” she explained. “But that little talk pretty much pushed us as far away from each other as a daughter and her parents can be. My brothers were the same way—I found out from them later that that was pretty much the reason they both bailed on the family the second they turned eighteen. My sister was more accepting; she’s still close with them now, I guess.”

I filed that information away just in case I needed it later: Brothers absent, sister still speaks to the parents. “Are they invited to the wedding?”

Samantha thought it over for a second. “No. I don’t want to open that can of worms.”

I nodded. “Then we won’t.”

The squeeze Samantha’s fingers gave my thigh told me she was glad I agreed. “Anyway, I leaned way more towards my brothers than my sister. Once I found out the truth about my parents, I just wanted to get out of the house as soon as possible. Stillwell was a chance to do that. And joining Delta Rho… well, it felt like finally lifting my head out of a deep pool of water after nearly drowning down at the bottom.”

The mention of a pool of water made me think of the one out in the forest. I wanted to go back there—and I’d heard rumblings about some kind of pre-graduation event the sorority was planning to throw out at their ritual site—but any questions I had about that could wait for later.

Right now, I needed to support Samantha.

“And then you met Jessamyn,” I said.

Samantha got quiet. “Yeah,” she said. “I did. Um, Daddy?”

I’d suspected there might be some awkwardness with this part. “Yes, babygirl?”

Samantha pulled away a bit, sitting up straighter beneath the blankets. “You told me once that you never wanted to hear me talk about any of my other romantic entanglements. And really, there aren’t all that many of them. But…” She nibbled the inside of her cheek. “Can we make an exception to that where Jessamyn is concerned?”

I thought it over—for about two seconds. “I told you I didn’t want to hear about any other men,” I said, the slightest edge in my tone. “You can speak frankly about Jessamyn Fawkes, babygirl. Whatever happened between the two of you, you don’t need to hide that from me. I’m a big enough man to handle it.”

An almost impish grin spread across the coed’s face. “You most certainly are,” she purred.

I appreciated the compliment.

Samantha cleared her throat. “I never had a full-on relationship with Jessamyn,” she explained, looking wistful. “But that was her choice, not mine. She was head of our chapter then, and everyone already knew she wouldn’t be stopping there—that she was pretty much a lock to ascend to the national leadership. So hooking up with someone like me would have been a huge scandal.”

“It didn’t stop you and Marcie, though.”

“That’s different,” Samantha said without hesitation. “That’s you.”

Something else occurred to me. “Were you…?” I hesitated. “I’m not really up with the whole lingo of all this, but were you ‘out’ at the time that you were Jessamyn Fawkes’s second-in-command? I mean, ‘out’ the way that Yukiko is now, but wasn’t when I first met her?”

That brought a smile out of Samantha. “It’s so funny you brought up that thing about my parents and putting rainbow flags all over my Instagram,” she chuckled. “Kiki’s folks would shit a brick if she did something like that on social media, but mine would be so cool with it. They’d even be proud.” Her smile faded. “I can already see the little heart emojis they’d leave on the post. Not because they actually care, mind you. But because me being publicly not-straight would make them feel ever so slightly better about all the crazy stuff they’re doing.”

“Like you’re a trendy accessory instead of a person,” I muttered. “I’ve known a couple people like that.”

“So have I,” Samantha said with a snicker. “And the answer is yes. Everyone in Delta Rho knew by that point. I wasn’t exactly shy about it.” The snicker turned to a grin. “I knew that about myself since, like, Shego from Kim Possible.”

I’d never watched that, but I’d take her word for it.

“I wanted her so fucking bad,” Samantha said, nibbling her bottom lip. “So of course, in the grand tradition of college students everywhere, I did absolutely stupid shit to try and win her affection. You have to understand, I was crushing hard on this girl. I hate her now, of course—thinking about everything I did back then makes me want to go back in time and shake myself for being such an idiot—but when it was happening? It was like Marcie’s crush on me times ten.” She hesitated. “I was so full of hormones and stupid fantasies that I let my guard down. I did the dumbest possible thing I could have done.”

“Showed up outside her window with a boombox at two am?” I guessed.

“Worse,” Samantha whispered. “Way worse.”

I waited.


Chapter Two

The coed chewed over her words for a moment, then glanced at me as if she’d just realized something. “Before I go any further, I have to tell you something about Jessamyn,” she said, taking my hand in both of hers. “I don’t know how you’re going to take this, knowing her like you do now, but it’s the truth. She used to be a great fucking person.”

I paused, absorbing that. “I’m sure she has her good qualities—”

Samantha looked at me like she was about to remind me of my promise not to laugh. “I’m serious. I’ve never seen a member of Delta Rho bend over backwards to help a pledge in need like Jessamyn. She was a wonderful human being: kind, funny, intelligent, loyal! She was a light in the darkness, Daddy. A light in my darkness. After dealing with the freaking snake pit my parents turned our house into, living in Stillwell and spending every day with Jessamyn was like… like…”

She let out a sob. All my protective instincts went off at once.

“I’m here, babygirl,” I growled, pulling her into my arms. “I’m not mad. What was it like?”

Samantha let out a shudder before she spoke. “Like escaping a cult,” she whispered. “Like Jessamyn was the one who got me out—like she’d deprogrammed me from all my parents' bullshit. I thought… I thought she couldn’t be corrupted, Daddy. That the darkness could never touch her. Maybe we wouldn’t be together, not like that, but at least she’d eventually become the leader of Delta Rho and I could carry those memories of her around with me for the rest of my life.”

I could see from her face how badly she’d wished for that.

Unfortunately, both of us already knew how this story had ended.

“Then spring break happened,” Samantha said, her eyes once again no longer focused on the present. “My parents were pushing hard for me to come with them to the Hamptons: they’ve got this stupid beach house they’re super proud of. I was going to tell them no, that there was no way I wanted to spend so much as an entire day in their company, let alone a week, but then Jessamyn heard about it.” She sniffed hugely. “She wanted to go, and I thought that if we went on the trip together, that maybe stuff would finally happen between us. And she told me—”

Samantha bit down on the words. I could feel the hurt radiating from her, as if it all had happened yesterday.

“She told me I didn’t have to be afraid of Mom and Dad,” she said, like she was staring at a ghost as she spoke. “That they were just a couple of weird middle-aged swingers, and we’d spend the whole week giggling behind our backs together at how ridiculous they were being.” Her face was ashen. “I wish I’d told her about Chloe. If I’d known what was going to happen, I never would have let her come. I would have fucking handcuffed us both to that ugly armoire in the Delta Rho house for the whole week and let Kiki and Laks take turns bringing us water…”

I didn’t know about water, but it certainly felt like there was ice forming in my gut.

“Babygirl, I know what must have happened,” I said in a low voice. “If you don’t want to go there, I completely understand—”

Samantha was already shaking her head. “No, I need to say this,” she whispered, her eyes shut tight. “Someone who isn’t Yukiko needs to know about this. Besides, I don’t want there to be any secrets between us. Not now, and not ever. And I need you to know what awful things my parents are capable of.”

My hand went to her lower back. Upstairs, a sudden thump shook the ceiling, followed immediately by laughter. Either Marcie had gotten a little too tipsy and fallen off of her chair, or Maria Alvarez and Tasha were challenging the cheerleader twins to some kind of crazy party game.

Samantha rested her head on my shoulder, letting out a long sigh.

“So, she came with me to the Hamptons,” she said, already sounding defeated. “And at first, everything was great. We jogged on the boardwalk, we went waterskiing, we snuck into the wine cabinet and got trashed while watching old rom coms. Jessamyn was super nice and polite whenever my parents were around, but in private she rolled her eyes with me and said they gave off super creepy vibes.” She shook her head. “My dumb ass actually started to relax, Daddy. Like whatever spell I’d gone running off to Stillwell to get out from underneath of had finally been broken.”

I nodded, waiting for the other shoe to drop.

“But over the course of the week, it was like… it was like they got inside her head.” Samantha’s voice was filled with horror, as if her parents weren’t human beings at all but a pair of vampires—or alien body-snatchers. “The laughing, the flirting, pouring her wine at dinner, all of it whittled down her resistance. By day three, she was spending more time with them than she was with me. They spoiled the hell out of her, going for the hard sell, and she—I guess she liked the attention. She started telling me I had them all wrong. That they might have been awful parents back when I was a teenager, but they were better now. That they’d changed.”

My jaw dropped open. “And she believed that?”

Samantha nodded.

“That’s horrible, babygirl,” I growled, shaking my head.

I understood—though I wished I didn’t. Sitting at the center of all that attention could feel as good as any drug, and be almost as addictive. Especially for a young woman like Jessamyn, stunned by both the luxury and the oh-so-chill nature of Samantha’s parents.

I could see a vein pulsing in the coed’s neck. “It’s like those awful stories where the school bully has sex with someone’s girlfriend,” she said, sniffing back tears. “Except the bully was my fucking parents. It happened while I was sleeping—I passed out early one night, because I’d eaten something at dinner that didn’t agree with me. I woke up sometime after midnight, thirsty like I’d been wandering through the desert all day, and went down to the kitchen for a glass of water.” She blanched, as if reliving the memory in her mind’s eye. “There were these big glass doors in the kitchen that opened up onto the patio with the hot tub,” she whispered. “When I looked, they were in there. With Jessamyn.”

I couldn’t stop my gasp. “Both of them?”

She nodded like someone was tugging a string tied to her forehead.

The words shouldn’t have left my lips, but I couldn’t stop them. “Were they—?”

“It was explicit,” Samantha said, sucking her teeth. “Believe me, there was no doubt what they were doing, Daddy. I looked, and I saw Jessamyn, and then she looked through the glass doors and saw me. Her eyes…”

She shuddered, and I could feel goosebumps underneath my fingers where I held her.

“There was no light in her eyes, Daddy. I’m sure you’ll tell me it was whatever stomach bug I got at dinner, but I swear it’s true. I saw it. She was grinning, her tongue sticking out like she was having the time of her life, but her eyes? Her eyes were empty.”

Jesus. It sounded like a horror movie. “What happened then?”

Somehow, Samantha found the strength to snicker. “I threw up all over the kitchen floor. Upchucked all over the linoleum. It wasn’t pretty, but it sure as hell spoiled their little tryst.”

I could imagine.

“It wasn’t like Chloe,” she said, her voice going all faraway again. “They were sorry about Jessamyn—so fucking sorry. They didn’t mean for it to happen, they’d just all gotten too drunk and made a terrible mistake, they’d promised each other after what happened with Chloe that they’d never do anything with anyone who was even a friend of a friend of one of their sons or daughters ever again.” She looked up at me, her eyes burning with so much anger I got a chill down my spine. “They promised me they’d go to therapy. Mom even said something about my dad maybe having a sex addiction, which pretty much made me hurl chunks all over the guest house a second time.” She shook her head. “They told me they finally understood how they were hurting me. How they’d been hurting me my whole life. And they promised to do anything to make it right. All I had to do was say what.”

She paused, her bottom lip sticking out.

“You know what I told them, Daddy? When they basically got on their knees and begged me to sign a blank check for their forgiveness?”

I was already nodding. “I think I do,” I said, holding the coed’s hip. “Pretty sure it’s more or less exactly what I told Daniel when he demanded I change who I was going to marry.”

The smile that spread across Samantha’s face held not a trace of warmth. “I told them I never wanted to see them again. And I meant it,” she said. “I called an Uber in the morning, went home and got my things before they all came back, and moved into the dorms at Stillwell. The only silver lining is that they didn’t fight me on it. I’ve been no contact with them ever since.”

I whistled through my teeth. “And Jessamyn?”

“You know, it’s funny,” Samantha said, in a tone that let me know it wasn’t funny at all. “I was upset at my parents for what they did. It’s fucking shameful that they couldn’t keep their hands out of their baby daughter’s best friend’s pants. They didn’t just do it once, but twice.”

She shook her head, like she could admonish them from a distance.

“But with them, it was like I was almost more tired than angry? Like, I’d just confirmed that they were never really going to change, no matter what they promised. But I’d expected all that.” Her hand went to her chin. “Jessamyn was supposed to be better. She was supposed to be a light, and she stepped off the path and into the darkness. Worse, she enjoyed it. My parents barely even had to corrupt her.”

“Your folks betrayed you,” I murmured. “But you were already used to that.”

“Exactly. I already didn’t trust them. But during that trip, Jessamyn destroyed any trust I’d ever had for her. Along with my respect.” Samantha shivered in my arms, underscoring the point. “The thought of hooking up with that woman fills me with nothing but revulsion now.”

“I had no idea about any of this,” I told her. “I can’t believe I got it so wrong.”

Samantha gave me a sympathetic smile. “It’s not your fault,” she told me, chuckling slightly. “If I’d seen the way Jessamyn and I looked at each other—talked to each other—I’d probably have come to the same conclusion. I’d have thought she was my ex-girlfriend, too.” She laughed. “You were mostly right.”

Mostly. But the story was far more complicated than that.

“No wonder you didn’t want to have anything to do with her,” I muttered, rubbing my stubble. “After a thing like that, I’m surprised you could even look at her in a little Zoom window, babygirl.”

She gave my hand a squeeze. “It was tough,” she admitted. “But I knew I could do it with you by my side, Daddy. You… you’re not like Jessamyn. And you’re not like my parents.” She hesitated. “We’re not like them.”

Ah. So here it was.

I’d been thinking about this from almost the start of Samantha’s story. It bothered me that her family’s journey into unconventional relationships—while different in many, many ways from mine—struck several of the same notes as my own. And that considering what Samantha had been through, it had to be more than a little ironic that she’d ended up falling into an arrangement where she shared me with multiple other women.

How did she feel about that?

“You’re not like them,” I assured the coed. “Is that something that troubles you, babygirl?”

Samantha’s expression told me she wished it weren’t. “I’d be lying if I said the thought never crossed my mind,” she admitted. “We’re not swingers. What we have is different—it’s real, and while it’s the last thing I ever thought I would agree to after growing up the way I did, I don’t regret jumping into this feet first. I never will.”

“Me either.”

She smiled. “I love you, and I love Kiki, and I love Marcie. I’m even starting to like those crazy-ass cheerleaders who keep trying to prove they’re the dirtiest girls on the planet.” She paused, her gaze traveling to the ceiling. “I love that you trust Yukiko enough that you gave her the space she needed to explore her sexuality. I love that you wouldn’t dare touch her mother without her permission, because you know it’s something she’s not comfortable with. I love that you respect our boundaries.”

“I won’t touch Jessamyn, either,” I told her. “Hell, I don’t know if I’m going to have much time to go chasing skirts after graduation. You girls run me ragged enough as it is…”

Samantha’s mouth formed a little ‘o’. “That’s it,” she whispered.

I cocked an eyebrow. “Hmm?”

“That’s the difference,” she insisted, her blue eyes flashing. “Jack, my parents would never have said a thing like that. The people they hook up with—they’re not even really people to them. Just notches on their bedpost.” She looked at me, her gaze filling with love and devotion. “They look at people like Chloe and Jessamyn like they’re conquests. You look at girls like me, Kiki and Marcie like we could be your wives.”

That was a pretty big difference. Not to mention a good one.

“Also, we’re not polyamorous,” I said, frowning at the term. “I mean, it probably looks like that from the outside—otherwise Daniel wouldn’t have made that joke about the Mormons. But it’s not like that at all. I’m just…”

“In love with all of us,” Samantha finished for me. “Believe me, I know. I wouldn’t sign up for a relationship like this otherwise. When Yukiko first approached me about sharing you..."

This was a conversation I'd never heard before. I couldn't help but prick up my ears.

"I almost slugged her," Samantha confessed with a smirk. "I mean, let you go out with both of us at the same time? For a second it was like my mom was standing in the room with me again, explaining in oh so reasonable terms why monogamy was an outdated institution. But Kiki’s an amazing girl, and she’s so patient, and when she laid her whole plan out on the table like that, I couldn't help but be a little smitten with the idea."

"Yukiko's like that," I said.

"She is," Samantha agreed. "But that's not why I did it."

Hmm?

The coed rolled onto her side, the blanket falling down her shoulder. Though it left her topless against me, she made no move to cover herself back up—if anything, the way she was looking at me implied she might be just about ready for another round.

"You want to know the real reason, Daddy? Why I was willing to accept joining a freaking harem after everything I'd been through?"

I had a feeling I already knew the answer. But everything inside of me wanted to hear the words come from Samantha's lips.

Which she pouted like a model as she peered up at me through her lashes. "It was you, obviously," she whispered, pressing her face against my chest. "After that night you and I shared at the sorority house—and on the balcony of your apartment—I knew there was no way I could ever let you go. When I saw how good you and Kiki were together, I knew that you and her were going to get serious, fast. I didn't want to be left out in the cold."

“I would never have left you out in the cold, babygirl,” I promised. “Not after everything you did for me.”

She nodded. “Sure. But I never would have forced you to choose.”

And that, more than anything else, might be why this arrangement worked in the first place.

More laughter came from upstairs. I wondered if the girls were gossiping over how long Samantha and I were down here—more likely than not, they were swapping dirty jokes about it. Maria and Tasha in particular could sling some good ones.

“So your parents aren’t coming to the wedding,” I summarized. “And we shouldn’t expect them to be terribly present in our lives.”

Samantha was already shaking her head. “But they want to be,” she said, her hand gripping mine a little tighter. “Part of the reason I want you to know about all of this is that I think they’re going to come out of the woodwork. Once they find out that I’m getting married—and that the marriage isn’t exactly a ‘traditional’ one—they’re going to figure they’ve got an in to get me to forgive them. They’re going to swoop in, all smiles and promises, insisting they’ve changed and they can make everything right. I’d expect compliments and gifts, Daddy.”

“I don’t need the second,” I told Samantha. “I’ve got more than enough of the first.”

“I wouldn’t even put it past my mom to shoot her shot with you.”

My jaw dropped open. “You what now?”

The look on my face must have been something special indeed. Samantha nearly fell off the bed with laughter.

“I’m already losing the moral high ground by joining a harem,” she said, waving away the numerous comments she expected to get from her extended family. “From her perspective, getting you into bed would be about the best thing she could possibly do. It would prove that you’re not special, after all—that you’re no different from them.” She buried her face in my chest, holding me tight. “But I know that’s not true, Daddy.”

“You’re goddamned right it’s not.”

Something about my anger surprised me. It was as if I felt Samantha’s offense on her behalf, reflecting her hurt the way the moon reflects the sun’s light. Except she was usually my moon, instead of the other way around.

“Babygirl,” I growled. “Your parents could offer me a million dollars and my own private island and I wouldn’t stay in the same room with them any longer than it took to get you out of there with me. I don’t need anything they’ve got to offer me.”

Samantha’s eyes went all wide and doe-like in that special way that made my chest tighten. “You promise me that, Daddy?”

It was the easiest promise I’d ever made. “Absolutely, babygirl,” I growled, grabbing a handful of Samantha’s ass as if to underscore how little I needed anything that wasn’t either in this bed with me or waiting upstairs. “I promised Kiki I wouldn’t let her mother take our relationship past flirting. I swear to you I won’t do a thing with your mom.” I could feel my jaw clenching. “Maybe, maybe if they spend a few weeks groveling for your forgiveness, I could stand to be in the same room with them for more than five minutes. But right now, I don’t see that happening.”

“My parents aren’t exactly grovelers,” Samantha sighed. “Honestly, I’m not worried about you, Daddy. I just want you to know where I’m coming from. Why what we have together is so special to me.”

I nodded to show I understood. Staying away from Samantha’s parents was going to be the easiest thing in the world. Even later, once I’d met them in all their sleazy, ultra-rich glory, I’d be able to say that I never spent so much as a single moment considering joining the ‘club’ that Chloe and Jessamyn were a part of. Neither did any of my women.

No, Sam’s parents had a different bag of tricks waiting to be opened in my presence.

But that storm cloud was way off on the horizon, so distant I couldn’t even see it yet.

Back in the present moment, something else had just occurred to me. Something about Samantha’s living situation. “You’ve been totally on your own since then?” I asked. “Not just socially, but… you know, financially?”

The coed hesitated. “Are you talking about student loans?”

“That and the dorms,” I said. “Unless Delta Rho pays its president a stipend…”

Her look told me they didn’t. “When Mom and Dad realized I really wasn’t coming home, they tried to pay off my tuition,” she explained. “I refused their check and returned the money to their account. They tried a couple more times after that, but I wouldn’t budge.” She shuddered. “I don’t want a penny of their money. I don’t want anything that belongs to them in my life.”

Now it was my turn to hesitate. “Those must be some pretty hefty loans, babygirl. Would you mind telling me how much it’s cost you to independently fund your classes at Stillwell for the last three years?”

Samantha gave me an odd look. Then she named a figure.

It wasn’t quite as high as I expected, but still enough to make a frugal man wince.

I nodded. “Alright,” I said. “Consider it dealt with.”

I don’t think I’d ever seen my babygirl as shocked as I did at that moment. “What!?”

“We’re getting married, babygirl,” I told her, running my fingers along the curve of her hip. “I know the rest of the world would probably call you my mistress instead of my spouse, but I most certainly do not see it that way. You’re going to be my wife. And I’m not the kind of man who has separate finances from his wife.”

Samantha’s mouth opened and closed like a fish. “Daddy, that’s… wow.” A gust of wind blew against the bedroom window and rattled the shutters, as if the room were just as shocked by my generosity as the woman in my arms. “I mean, I’m not trying to pry, but that’s a lot of money we’re talking about. Are you sure…?”

“Babygirl, I have had to solve so many problems over the last few weeks,” I said. “Dealing with Elizabeth Baines, the national leadership, the jerks at Stillwell… I’ve had to bend over backwards to get those obstacles out of our path.”

“I know that,” the coed whispered.

I smiled. “This one is easy,” I told her. “All I have to do is write a check. And seeing as this wristwatch and that car outside are about the only things I’ve ever splurged on in the last fifteen years, it won’t even be that big of a drop in the bucket. Give me your Fannie Mae or whatever the loan info is, and I’ll get a payoff amount and send them the money today.”

Tears sprang to Samantha’s eyes. “Thank you,” she whispered, sitting up straighter. The covers that had been bunched up around her waist slipped even lower, exposing one bare thigh and half of the ‘v’-shaped valley between her legs. “Thank you so much, Daddy. That’s… that’s absurdly generous…”

“No it’s not,” I rumbled. “It’s an investment in your future, babygirl.”

Then I pulled her to me and kissed her.

“I am always going to take care of you,” I promised. “You and those other two girls. Because the three of you are my world.” My hand slid between her legs. “And you, specifically, are my babygirl.”

Samantha let out a groan, her eyelids fluttering. “Oh fuck, Daddy, I love it when you do that,” she purred, arching her hips into my touch. “You make my princess parts tingle…”

She was starting to sound like Heather and Eva a little. Well, if the newest additions to our harem were going to push the other girls into even deeper acts of depravity, I supposed I couldn’t complain.

After all, they were only responding to my desires.

My lips grazed Samantha’s neck, kissing her as her pulse raced against my mouth. “What do you say we give the girls upstairs one more show before we go back? An encore?”

“Once more with feeling,” the blonde coed panted, igniting beneath my fingers. “Absolutely, Daddy! Keep touching me right there—I’m going to get you warmed up…”

And as she twisted, my fingers still inside her, lowering her mouth to what was already rising to full hardness beneath the blankets, I prepared for a second performance that no amount of laughter or alt-pop could drown out.

We had more celebrating to do today.


Chapter Three

By the time Samantha and I made it back to the penthouse, the party had calmed down somewhat. Alt-pop still thrummed gently from Yukiko’s favorite Spotify playlist, but the speakers had been turned down to a reasonable volume. My women were scattered around the room: Yukiko lounging on the couch with a plate of cookies and a glass of sparkling cider listening to Marcie and Lakshmi tell a story, while Heather and Eva both crouched like gargoyles around my dining room table having a dirty joke competition with Maria and Tasha. The atmosphere was chill rather than frenzied, much like Samantha and I now that we’d spent a few rounds burning off each other’s sexual energy.

As the door clicked behind me, the whole room stilled. “Honey, I’m home,” I joked.

Laughter spilled from the living room.

“We were wondering when you were going to show up, tiger,” Maria purred. “You two owe me five bucks each, by the way.”

I glanced from Maria to the cheerleader twins. “You placed a bet on when Samantha and I would come back?”

The Latina grinned. “You’d better believe it. These two locas thought you’d be pounding Miss Queen Bee all afternoon, but I knew you couldn’t stay away from me for too long.” She gave me a little kiss on the cheek, then a squeeze on my behind. “Figured you’d come back in an hour or two. From the sounds you two were making down there, it would have been a real feat to keep up that kind of pace for much longer…”

Heather gasped theatrically. “We could hear you!” she teased, her eyes shining with lust. “It was like someone was watching a porn movie downstairs!”

“Except it was real,” Eva added on cue. “It made me so wet, sir. Wanna see how you made me soak my panties?”

Samantha rolled her eyes. “I’d give Daddy a half-hour at least before you two try and seduce him.” Her lips pursed, a little of the old mean Samantha Lowry rising to the fore. “Maybe you should use the time to dye your hair. Daddy’s had his fingers tangled in enough blondes today, but maybe he could get it up for a couple of slutty enough redheads.”

She meant it as a joke, but neither cheerleader took it that way. “You mean it?” Heather asked, cocking her head to the side. “Would you fuck us harder if we were gingers, sir?”

“I mean, we already have no souls,” Eva added, biting her lip. “Since you own them and all.”

Yukiko rose from the couch, setting her drink to the side, and embraced Samantha. “Welcome back,” she said, waving the cheerleaders away with a gesture. “How did everything go?”

“Uh, we heard how everything went,” Maria snorted. “The girlies had it right: it was like listening to your roommate watch Pornhub through a wall. Except these two you want to see come back flushed and grinning…”

Both Samantha and Yukiko knew that wasn’t what she meant. Kiki wanted to know how the conversation about Samantha’s parents had gone.

Samantha squeezed my hand before answering, her voice steady if a little nervous. “It was fine,” she said, glancing up at me for support. “I feel… lighter now that all that shit’s out in the open.” She grinned. “And Daddy was perfect, as always. He held me.”

“Oh, he held you,” Tasha chuckled. “Was that what being held sounds like, Jack? These college girls must have some new way of doing it I haven’t heard of.”

Yukiko chuckled, even as her shoulders sagged with relief. “Good. I wasn’t worried, exactly, but I’m really glad Jack heard you out.” She turned to me. “You okay with everything?”

“I’m in no hurry to be in the same room with Mr. and Mrs. Lowry any time soon,” I growled, “but I’m not mad at Samantha at all. We’re totally solid.”

Marcie blinked. “I must have missed something,” she said.

“I’ll tell you all about it later,” Samantha promised her bestie.

Just then, Lakshmi came out of the kitchen. She held another plate of cookies, so warm that I could have sworn I saw steam billowing off of them. They were even iced. Where the hell had the coeds managed to get frosting on such short notice?

“Stress baking,” Lakshmi explained as she set the plate on the table. Multiple women crowded around, grabbing a few for themselves as they thanked Laks and Marcie. “Marcie’s been helping me with it. It’s my reaction to just about everything. Especially, you know, learning that your mother apparently sabotaged your position in your own sorority.”

Right. And we’d done something almost as bad—we’d accused her of being the traitor who’d leaked inside information about Delta Rho to Jessamyn Fawkes. That hadn’t been my proudest moment, even if everything had worked out alright in the end.

It was time to make that right.

I cleared my throat. “Listen, before you all dig into those baked goods, there’s something I want to say.”

The room quieted down. I think they all knew what was coming, because the coeds who’d been the most eager to nail Lakshmi to the metaphorical cross earlier were giving each other guilty little looks. They felt bad about it, and so did I.

I nodded toward Lakshmi. “Lakshmi, I… we all owe you an apology.”

She blinked, stepping closer. “For what?”

“For accusing you of being a traitor,” I said, sliding an arm around Yukiko’s waist. “It was the only thing that made sense at the time, but we still jumped to conclusions. Instead of just talking to you, we set up this whole plan like we knew you were the one who was going to stab the whole sorority in the back. I’m sorry.”

Yukiko nodded. “We’re all sorry. We should have trusted you. You’ve earned that.”

“I… I never really believed it,” Marcie said, a blush spreading across her cheeks. “But I still went along with it, when I should have been defending you. I’m sorry, too.”

“We were all stressed out because of Jessamyn,” Samantha added. “But that’s no excuse. You deserved the benefit of the doubt, and we didn’t give it to you.”

The rest of the group muttered out their apologies as well.

Lakshmi was already shaking her head. Her dark eyes watered just a bit as her gaze settled on me, obviously touched. “I… I appreciate that,” she said. “I won’t lie—I was shocked by the accusations that were hurled at me when I arrived at your apartment. Especially when I was trying to protect the sorority, not harm it.” She paused. “But under the circumstances, what other option did you have? This Sidonie woman told you to your face that I was the one leaking information to Miss Fawkes, no?”

I nodded. “She did.”

Lakshmi stood up a little straighter. “If she’d implicated another coed at Delta Rho, I might have believed such a thing myself. It didn’t appear that there were any other options.” Her gaze traveled to the carpet, her voice growing hushed. “After all, who would have thought it wasn’t a student but the parent of a student betraying the sorority?”

That gave us all pause.

“Have you talked to them yet?” Marcie asked.

Lakshmi shook her head. “What would I even say? ‘Hey, just checking in—which one of you tried to get the president of my sorority expelled?’ They’d never tell me. From their perspective, they probably thought they were doing the right thing.”

“It’s hard for me to believe that,” I grunted.

Lakshmi met my eye. “My parents are conservative,” she said, not shying away from it. “I believe you were once told that they make Mr. and Mrs. Tanaka look like free-spirited hippies by comparison?”

I couldn’t help but crack a smile at that. Neither could Lakshmi.

“I might have heard something along those lines,” I said. “Obviously I’d protect the identity of whichever sister told me about a thing like that.”

“It’s true,” Lakshmi said. “They’ve always been more than a little controlling—pushing me down the path they believe to be best.” She paused, her lips forming a tight little line. “When I helped Samantha and Yukiko plan the sorority’s counterattack against Elizabeth Baines, I read some of the letters she wrote to the campus. Some of them were very unkind. If the one my mother and father received was anything like those, I can only imagine what conclusions they drew from her lies…”

“It sounds like you want to forgive them,” I guessed. “But Laks, this is a serious breach of your trust. Whoever it was—your mother or your father—they were basically stealing your identity.”

“That’s fucked up,” Samantha added.

Lakshmi didn’t try to argue it. “I’m… going to need to set some boundaries with them,” she whispered. “Some firm ones, to be sure.”

Marcie took the coed’s hand. “We’ll be here for you if you need it,” she promised. “All the Delta Rho sisters. We’re your family, Laks.”

She smiled at Marcie, then looked back at me. Something flickered in her dark eyes—something that told me maybe everything that had happened to her recently wasn’t all that bad, after all. Maybe it was just the kick in the pants she needed to leave her parents’ clutches and start making her own decisions. Even if they were crazy ones.

Even if they involved entangling herself with a man who already had three fiancées.

“I appreciate you all,” Lakshmi said, looking around. “You are true sisters. And, perhaps…”

She trailed off, letting the thought go unsaid. I had a pretty good idea of what she was thinning, but I didn’t push her. I figured I’d let Lakshmi come to us in her own time.

She’d been through a lot lately. But she was fierce, loyal and beautiful.

I definitely wouldn’t have minded giving her a more personal apology.

The tension eased after that. The sorority fell into gossip and teasing, while Maria and Tasha pressed Samantha for more details about our downstairs rendezvous. We all ate another batch of Lakshmi and Marcie’s cookies, which were freaking delicious, and washed it down with plenty of cider and booze. Everybody got a little tipsy, with the notable exception of Yukiko. “Want to keep my mind sharp,” was all she said when I inquired why.

I’d find out soon enough.

As afternoon turned to evening, the group began to disperse. Heather and Eva left first, though neither of them really wanted to go, making all sorts of dirty promises if I’d ‘drop in’ to their dorm in the next couple of days. Tasha bowed out not too long after, citing an early patrol shift, and Maria followed shortly after that saying something about showing some condos in the area. Both of them gave me long, lingering kisses that left no doubt as to what kind of celebration they wanted from me the next time they had me all to themselves.

In short order it was just me, my fiancées-to-be, and Lakshmi.


Chapter Four

The coed lingered for so long I wondered if she might bring up the possibility of joining us on a more permanent basis. But Lakshmi evidently hadn’t come to that decision just yet. Maybe she was still adjusting to the whole ‘we needed to apologize for accusing you of treason’ thing.

Or maybe it wasn’t just her parents who had a conservative mindset.

“I really should get going,” she said, downing one final gingerbread man from Marcie’s tray. “I have to help some of the pledges with that thing we talked about, Kiki.”

That thing? I glanced over at my fiancée, but she was stone-faced.

“Of course,” Yukiko said, looking sad to see her go. “We have some plans to make as well. Our wedding is right around the corner.”

“The wedding,” Lakshmi said with a swoon. “It still blows my mind that the four of you are really going to go through with this. It’s so… so…”

“Unorthodox?” Yukiko suggested.

“Fucking crazy?” Samantha added with a smile.

Lakshmi stuck a finger in the air, finally finding the word. “Romantic,” she said, grinning. “Like one of the old stories. A sultan who loves his mistresses so much that he can’t bear to see them in lower status, and elevates them all to the rank of wife.”

Marcie did a double take. “You’ve got a funny idea of romance,” she said.

“It’s the ancient version,” Lakshmi chuckled, hands on her hips. “And it’s classic for a reason. I can’t wait to watch the four of you tie the knot. Knots, I guess.”

“It’s not going to be huge,” Yukiko warned. “We’re doing this in a hurry—it’s going to take place just a few days after Jack’s graduation, before we head back to Boston.” She looked at me and grinned. “None of us can stand waiting any longer.”

“Not huge,” I agreed. “But it will be nice. I know it’s what I call you, Kiki, but all three of you girls are princesses. You deserve a fairy tale wedding.”

“I’d settle for a Vegas chapel and a guy dressed as Elvis,” Marcie said, laughing. “As long as it meant I got to be with you for the rest of my life, Uncle Jack.”

“It’s funny,” Samantha mused. “If you’d asked me about my dream wedding a year ago, I would have used words like lavish and Gilded Age and Instagram-worthy. I was definitely that kind of girl.” She looked around at each of her fellow brides in turn. “But it doesn’t really matter, does it? I mean, people are totally going to freak out when I post it all over social media, but not because of the dresses or the flowers or the cake. But because of what we are.”

“Three girls with one guy,” Marcie said, nodding. “Yeah.”

Samantha shrugged. “So whatever. Let’s just have fun with it. Right, Daddy?”

I held up my hands. “Whatever makes you girls happy,” I said, grinning. “Personally, I’d be satisfied taking a quick trip to the courthouse and throwing a big party after. That’s what…”

I trailed off.

Samantha perked up. “That’s what, Daddy?”

Shit. I took a moment to compose myself.

I rubbed the back of my neck. “That’s what me and Lauren did,” I said sheepishly. “I was still climbing up the ranks at my old company back then, and we didn’t have a lot of money at the time. My first wedding was pretty simple.” I shook my head. “But Lauren was never really a Disney princess kind of girl.”

“No?” Yukiko asked.

I couldn’t help but laugh. “She was a lot more at home riding in an ATV than in Prince Charming’s carriage,” I said, thinking of our big old house back in Montana. “She married me in a flannel shirt, blue jeans and a pair of women’s cowboy boots, if that tells you what the vibe was like. We didn’t want a big ceremony—just each other.”

“Honestly? That sounds romantic as fuck,” Samantha said.

“You miss her,” Yukiko whispered. “Don’t you?”

There was no sense in denying it. “I don’t know what she’d think about all this,” I said, gesturing around the penthouse at the three women I was planning to marry. “She was an open-minded girl, but monogamy was pretty much at the top of her list of desired qualities in a romantic partner. We never even had a threesome, so it’s hard to imagine her going along with something this unconventional.” My voice caught; thickening with emotion. “But I know one thing for damned sure.”

“What’s that?” Marcie whispered.

I blinked back a tear. “She would’ve loved you girls,” I said.

Samantha sniffed hugely. “Shit, Daddy! I’m gonna cry…”

“I mean it. All three of you. Ten minutes with her and I know you’d all be laughing and joking like you’d known each other for ten years. She was that kind of woman.”

Both Marcie and Samantha teared up. Yukiko came over and threw her arms around me. “In that case, I know she would want you to be happy,” she said, resting her head against my chest. She looked like she was blinking back tears, too. “Maybe she’d be a little surprised to see you now, sure. But I can’t imagine she’d be angry.”

“The only thing she’d be angry about is that it took you fifteen years,” Marcie added.

“Wherever she is,” I said, running a finger down Yukiko’s cheek, “you can bet she’s laughing her ass off about all this. It took me two whole weeks to work up the courage to ask her out, you know that? Two weeks of staring at her from the same table at that campus bar while she played pool. She practically had to grab me and drag me over to her to ask for a date.” I shook my head. “And now I’m juggling more women than I know what to do with.”

Yukiko swallowed hard. “I want to go there someday,” she whispered.

I started. “To Montana?”

She nodded. “I want to… to shoot beer cans and ride an ATV,” she said, her hands going to my hips. “I want to sleep under the stars, the way you used to. I want to know what life was like for you back then.” Suddenly she stiffened. “Don’t get me wrong, I don’t want to replace any of those memories. I would never…”

“It’s alright,” I said, laughing. “I get it. I would love to take you there someday, princess. Hell, I’d take all of you, if you want to go.”

“Count me in,” Marcie said without hesitation.

Samantha pursed her lips. “I bet I’d look good in a little Kacey Musgraves cowgirl outfit,” she said, glancing down as if she were already picturing the skintight boots and the flannel. “I’m in.”

“Please,” Yukiko chuckled. “You’re much more of a Miranda Lambert.”

Samantha rolled her eyes. “Whatever. I’ll totally go off-roading with you, Daddy. I’m down for whatever adventures you want to take us on.”

All at once, we remembered Lakshmi was still in the penthouse. The poor girl was blushing like I’d never seen, like she was on the verge of begging to go with us. And maybe I wouldn’t have minded that.

“I really should go,” she said, sounding like she already regretted it. “See you soon.”

She came over and embraced me, just quickly enough that it could be considered friendly instead of something more. I wondered again if she was ready to take that next step—to join the group for real. The idea appealed to me, definitely.

Then she was gone, leaving just the four of us in the penthouse: me, Yukiko, Samantha and Marcie.

Everyone was silent for a moment after she left. Then Samantha let out a chuckle.

“Oh, that girl is down bad, Daddy,” she purred, licking her lips. “I’m shocked she didn’t fake like she was going out the front door and head straight into the bedroom!”

“She’s got a lot on her mind right now,” Marcie said.

“That’s exactly why she needs to get laid,” Samantha said with a smirk. “You know Daddy has a way of making all your troubles seem like they don’t really matter.”

The penthouse felt quieter and more intimate with just the brides-to-be. Yukiko turned down the music, and we all migrated to the couches, bringing the remnants of the cookies and sparkling cider along for the ride. Outside a light snow began to fall as the afternoon slowly turned to evening, flakes falling over the Stillwell skyline.

Yukiko took a sip of her drink and leaned back against the cushions. “What a day,” she whispered, running through the events with the national leadership in her mind. “I am so glad we made it through all that. And I’m really happy Jack knows the truth about you and Jessamyn Fawkes, Samantha.”

Samantha acknowledged this with a slightly awkward nod. “Yeah, he’s thrilled to know my parents are polyamorous wackjobs. Anyway—wedding planning?”

Yukiko nodded, her expression thoughtful. “There is so much to do, and not a lot of time to do it. The venue, the dresses—the invite list, for God’s sake. It’s so complicated, it almost makes me want to take Jack’s courthouse idea and update it for the 2020’s…”

“Nothing too crazy,” Samantha said. “We don’t need some over the top spectacle.”

“Keeping it low key’s a good idea,” Marcie agreed. “As low-key as it can possibly be with three brides, anyway.”

“But we can’t just wing it, either,” Yukiko insisted.

I glanced over at Samantha, recalling our conversation from downstairs. “We should knock out the guest list now. Your parents aren’t invited, right? You still sure about that?”

Samantha hesitated, then shrugged. “Yeah. I don’t want to drag all their mess into our special day. I’m not worried they’re going to try anything—they’re not monsters. Just narcissists.”

“Who can be pretty monstrous sometimes,” Marcie said. “Narcissists being what they are.”

Samantha smiled at her. “Don’t I know it? But no, we haven’t been close for a long time. I warned Daddy about some of the stuff they might try after the ceremony, but they’re not going to blow their stack if they don’t get an invite.”

Marcie swallowed hard. “I want to invite my parents,” she whispered. “Even if Dad doesn’t like what I’m doing, he’s got to come. Right?”

Yukiko made a face. “I can’t imagine he’d dare miss it,” she said. “If he did, I’m sure he’d regret it for the rest of his life.”

It wasn’t a direct answer, but it was a diplomatic one. Kiki was good at those.

Samantha brought up the venue, then Yukiko mentioned catering. The momentum began to build, and I could already see the wheels turning behind my fiancée’s eyes. Yukiko was a natural planner—to her, sketching out an event like this was like a fish swimming through water. She was in her element.

But as she began to speak, I noticed a subtle shift within her. Her gaze lingered on Marcie, becoming thoughtful.

“Actually,” she said, her tone casual but deliberate, “I’ve been thinking. I’ve been so busy with finals and my parents and all this Delta Rho stuff. I don’t really have the time to plan all this out.”

Huh? That was about the last thing I expected to hear from Kiki. She lived for this.

Marcie looked confused, too. “What?”

“I mean, you’ve been reading all those bridal magazines, right?” The Asian coed scooted across the couch, taking Marcie’s hands in hers. “I could really use someone to take the lead on planning all the parts of this we haven’t figured out yet. All the fun stuff: the decorations, the music, the invitations. You’ve got such a great eye for details, and I know you’d knock it out of the park. I can help you with the big decisions if you need it, but… I could really use your help on this.”

Suddenly it clicked. You slick little bitch, I thought, looking at Yukiko with a whole new level of respect. My bride-to-be was no dummy: she knew whose name was going to be at the top of those invitations we sent out to the wedding. Even with Samantha and Marcie there, sharing equally, people were going to look at Yukiko as the main wife. The decision maker. The prime mover.

By delegating the wedding, she was pulling Marcie in, making her feel more like an equal than a subordinate. She didn’t feel right hogging the lion’s share of the spotlight—and I suspected, if she was really being honest with herself, that Yukiko really cared about the details of our nuptials about as much as Lauren had back when we drove to the courthouse. Yukiko wanted the life, wanted her man.

She was more than willing to let Marcie have this.

Samantha caught on immediately, her grin widening. “That is perfect,” she purred. “Marcie, you’re a natural at this. Remember how you helped organize that canned food drive in Pike’s Point? It was flawless.”

Marcie’s mouth opened and closed like a fish. “You… you two really think I can do this?”

They shared a look. “We know so,” Yukiko said, like it was already done. “Sam can handle the venue, and I’ve already got the officiant on standby. Jack can obviously act as a sounding board for anyone’s ideas.” She grinned. “But you’ve got this. I want you to put your touch on it, Marcie.”

Marcie beamed, tears forming in her eyes. “I’d… I’d love that, Kiki. Thanks.”

And that’s how you keep the peace with three wives in the picture, I thought. God damn, I cannot wait to be married to these women.

We dove in, brainstorming. Yukiko pulled out a spiral notebook, gave it a good, long look, then handed it over to Marcie, letting her fill it with ideas. In short order she had several columns outlined—everything from catering (Gabrielle’s, naturally) to a decent florist in Stillwell to a few options for places where my brides could get their dresses.

“Maria and I have the venue covered,” was all Samantha said when asked. “Don’t worry, Daddy, you’ve got the best realtor in the city scouting out locations. We’ll find somewhere perfect.”

I nodded. “And I think you said something about the officiant?” I asked Yukiko.

The coed gave a secretive smile. “That’s right. It wasn’t easy to track down someone willing to put their stamp on a wedding as… unorthodox as this one. But Reverend McCleary has plenty of experience with non-traditional ceremonies.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Reverend, huh? Sounds good.” I remembered Daniel insisting his ‘little girl’ get married in a real church, with a real priest. “I can have a talk with him before the ceremony if you want—just to make sure he understands everything.”

Yukiko started to chuckle. “It’s a she,” she said. “Reverend Kate McCleary. And she said she’d be happy to meet with you. I don’t think she’s handled anything quite like we’ve proposed to her before, but I don’t think we’ll have any problems.”

A lady priest for my harem wedding. Priestess, I mentally corrected.

Well, why not? We were already breaking all the other rules.

“She’s chill, huh? I guess she has to be, to sign up for something like this.”

Yukiko snorted, which should have warned me. “She’s… something,” the coed chuckled. “Just remember that beggars can’t be choosers, alright, Jack? There aren’t exactly dozens of ordained ministers lining up to officiate a wedding with three brides and one groom.”

“I’m sure it’ll work out,” I said. But now I was starting to wonder just how my meeting with this Reverend McCleary was going to go.

As the night wound down, I found myself getting excited. This wasn’t just words on a page—this was real. In a remarkably short amount of time, I was going to be walking down the aisle with these three women. Changing all of our lives forever.

Becoming one.

It was a crazy thing to think about.

Yukiko herself made the suggestion. “You should tap Jack for this,” she said, pointing at one of the action items on Marcie’s list. “He’d be a great help.”

Marcie glanced over at me, her eyes widening. With everything that had been happening over the last few days, the two of us had had precious little time to spend together. We’d been caught up in the group dynamic, without a lot of one-on-one time.

A little change from that sounded perfect.

Marcie looked like she was thinking the same thing. “Would you help me out with all this, Uncle Jack?” she asked, pursing her lips.

I pulled her to me and kissed her. “For you, sweetheart? I’ll clear my schedule. I’d be honored.”

She smiled up at me, her eyes soft. “This is going to be amazing,” she whispered, her tone filled with awe. “All of us, married? It’s so crazy. But it feels right.”

It felt right to me, too. The future felt bright.

“It does,” I agreed. “In fact…”

I rose from the couch, Marcie’s hand still in mine.

“Why don’t we continue the planning in the bedroom?” I asked, giving the coed an impish smile. “I’m sure Kiki and Samantha don’t mind.”

“Us?” Yukiko had already picked up exactly what I was putting down. “No, of course. At least some aspect of this should be a surprise.”

“Go have fun,” Samantha whispered, as much for Marcie as for me. “Love you, Daddy.”

“We’ll come in later,” Yukiko said, lifting her glass. “Girl talk.”

As I led Marcie into the bedroom, her to-do list clasped loosely in her hand, I had a funny realization. Samantha was wrong. Or at least her boasts to Heather and Eva were.

She really hadn’t fucked me completely empty.

Because tonight, Marcie was going to command my full attention.


Chapter Five

The invites were beautiful. That wasn’t the problem.

They went into the mail the day after Marcie and I got them from the printer, as we couldn’t afford to waste time. With the wedding scheduled more or less right after my graduation from Stillwell, we needed to collect our RSVP’s and tackle the final preparations with the venue as soon as possible. Marcie was a trooper—just like Yukiko told her, she turned out to be far better at wedding planning than she realized—but there were limits to what she could do. Even Maria Alvarez had to balance the challenges of her job with helping secure the venue.

I probably should have seen the issue coming. If I’d kept a closer eye on the preparations, I might have been able to intercept a couple of the invitations before they went out in their unedited form. But probably I wouldn’t have done anything.

Because I was proud of those invitations, damn it. Proud of my Marcie.

A day or two after I dropped the sack of postage-paid envelopes off at the post office, a number of citizens in and around Stillwell found a gorgeous bit of cardstock waiting in their mailboxes. In terms so clever and euphemistic they might have been describing ordinary nuptials, they invited the reader to the imminent wedding of Jackson Avery and Yukiko Tanaka at the Virago Hotel in Downtown Pike’s Point, followed by a catered reception handled by Gabrielle’s. Marcie and Samantha were mentioned in the invites, of course, but the trio had been united on this point—my marriage to Kiki had to be legal. Completely above board.

Reverend McCleary, I’d been assured, would be more than happy to privately handle the joining ceremony with my other two wives. And they’d be standing right next to us at the altar—Marcie was Samantha’s Maid of Honor, after all, with Yukiko taking pride of place among the bridal party.

But this was, unfortunately, the way the ‘official’ ceremony had to look.

Mr. Jackson Avery and Miss Yukiko Tanaka.

Which was where the problem came in.

Because one of those invitations ended up in Boston, at Ramsey Engineering.

Somewhere in between all the coeds in Delta Rho RSVP-ing yes and us getting our response cards from the Tanakas (both would be attending, to mine and Kiki’s surprise), that invitation reached my boss’s place of business. Probably it should have gone to his home — which might have taken him longer to respond to — but his secretary pounced on it like a fox in a henhouse. Later, I’d found out she called Daniel to tell him within an hour of the invitation’s arrival.

To say he didn’t take it well was a major understatement.

I was at lunch when the avalanche started. Not at Gabrielle’s, which we’d been visiting so often that I didn’t even need to give my name to the Matre’d any longer, but at an upscale Mexican place a few blocks away from campus that Maria Alvarez liked to take clients to when she was on the verge of sealing a deal.

“El Cielito Lindo,” Maria told me over the phone. “Best margaritas in the city, Jack. Some real Jimmy Buffet shit.”

She’d been right. But I couldn’t help but notice that while there were five of us at our table that afternoon: me, Kiki, Samantha, Marcie and Maria herself, we only had four margarita glasses.

Yukiko had abstained. Just like she’d steadfastly avoided the booze last night.

Which implied some news I was really hoping she’d share with us in the near future.

“They can’t all be bridesmaids,” Maria was saying. The straw of her drink hung just close enough to her bottom lip to make me think how something else would look next to her mouth. “Can they?”

“There’s no theoretical upper limit,” Yukiko murmured. “But the bounds of good taste kind of implore us to keep it at least somewhat reasonable. We’re going to be turning enough heads with this ceremony.”

“Anybody who wants to be part of the bridal party should be allowed,” Marcie said firmly. “Especially anybody who’s… you know…”

“Been with Daddy,” Samantha purred. “Yeah, definitely.”

“Anybody who’s been in Jack’s bedroom deserves to be at his wedding, in other words,” Maria added with a knowing smirk. “Given that includes me, I definitely think that’s the metric we ought to go by.”

Marcie gave the group a strange look. “So, do we mean everybody who’s been with Jack now?” she asked. “Or everybody before the wedding?”

Huh? I glanced from face to face, expecting laughter, but there was none.

“I wasn’t aware those two numbers were likely to be different,” I murmured.

“They’re not,” Yukiko snapped. Except if that were the case, then why did my beautiful fiancée look like she was on the verge of laughter? “Nobody’s talking about anything like that, Jack. Forget these two—” she gestured at her fellow sorority sisters, “—said anything.”

Interesting. I nodded, but filed the information away for later all the same. What were the women of Delta Rho planning?

Instead of tackling that, I decided to brush up against a different subject. “Couldn’t help but notice you’re not drinking today,” I said mildly, putting my hand on Yukiko’s.

She froze for a moment. Then blushed as deep as I’d ever seen from her.

“Yeah. I’m just not feeling it today,” she whispered, unable to meet my eye. An impish little grin—almost un-Yukiko-like in its lack of pragmatism—flickered across her face. “Actually, I’ve been feeling a little under the weather lately. Nauseous.”

Every head at the table turned to her. Samantha’s eyes nearly fell out of her head.

“You’ve been sick?” the blonde coed gasped.

Yukiko nibbled her bottom lip. “Just a little bit,” she said, looking at me like she must have looked at her parents when she brought home straight A’s on her report card. “In the morning, in particular…”

Gasps spilled from the women.

“Kiki,” Samantha groaned, leaning over and pulling the coed into a hug. “Girl, oh my God—”

“Nothing is confirmed yet,” Yukiko hastened to add, tears springing to her eyes. “I haven’t taken a test or anything like that. But I’m pretty sure what it’s going to say.”

I could hardly believe my ears.

“Kiki,” I grunted, my voice practically crackling with emotion. “Princess, I’m so proud of you…”

The resistance in Yukiko finally broke. She started sobbing as she threw herself into my arms, happy tears spilling down her cheeks. I held her tight, bathed in the glow of the moment, my heart swelling like it might burst. The table erupted—Samantha clapping her bestie on the back, Marcie cheering, Maria raising what was left of her margarita in a toast.

“Sounds like it’s celebration drinks all around,” the Latina purred. “Except for you, chica. We should get you some sopapillas, though—you’re eating for two now…”

“We don’t know that,” Yukiko said through her tears, though her smile told me she knew her body better than any of us. “I still need to take a test. I was planning on grabbing one later tonight—”

“I’ll go with you,” Samantha said. “Oh my God, Kiki, you’re gonna be a mom!”

Yukiko pulled back from me just enough to wipe her eyes. “I said it’s not confirmed,” she protested, though even a blind man couldn’t have missed the way her hand strayed subconsciously to her taut little tummy. “But… yeah. I’d like that. As excited as I am, I don’t really wanna take that test alone.”

“You won’t have to,” Marcie insisted. “You won’t have to do anything alone, Kiki.”

Yukiko blushed. “Thank you. I am so, so happy. Not just because of Jack, but because of all of you.”

Maria chuckled knowingly. “Damn, tiger, you work fast. She’s not even down the aisle yet and she’s already got a little Jack or Jackie in her tummy? You bad boy!”

“Like this wasn’t exactly what she wanted,” Samantha said with a roll of the eyes.

I grinned, pulling Yukiko closer. “What can I say? When you’ve got a princess like this, you don’t waste time. Although it might throw off the timetables on those spreadsheets of yours…”

“Fuck the spreadsheets,” Yukiko laughed. “But seriously, I’m being careful. No drinking until I know for sure. Doctor’s orders.”

Marcie frowned in confusion. “You haven’t seen a doctor, though?”

Yukiko took a sip of her water. “What, psychologists don’t count?”

My eyebrows shot to my hairline. I knew Yukiko wasn’t in therapy—I wouldn’t have had the slightest problem with it if she was, but I knew her schedule almost as well as I knew my own. Which meant there could be only one therapist she was talking about.

“Sweetheart,” I said, putting a hand on her knee. “Are you telling me Miss Tanaka already knows about this?”

The blush Kiki gave me put her earlier one to shame. “I… I might have run off in the middle of a phone call with her the other day to throw up. Mom’s not dumb—she knows that two and two makes four. She interrogated me about what I’d eaten, and when she confirmed I didn’t have food poisoning she started asking me all kinds of embarrassing questions.”

“‘When was your last period?’” Maria said, doing a passable job of imitating Yukiko’s mom despite never having met her in the flesh. “Have you been having unprotected sex with that awful man who’s stealing you away from me?”

Yukiko nearly doubled over with laughter. “She’s really not like that,” the coed insisted. “But she might be the only person in the world more excited to find out the results of that pregnancy test than Jack and me. You know how she is about grandbabies.”

I did. Which was part of the reason Yukiko wanted to start a family so quickly—they’d win the Tanaka clan over her to cause faster than anything else.

The rest of the reason was just how badly she wanted to have kids with me.

Samantha leaned in, her eyes sparkling with mischief. “You gave Marcie the wedding planning,” she said, nudging the younger coed with an elbow as she spoke. “Any chance you could put your sorority president in charge of the baby shower?”

“Ha!” Maria looked amused. “There’s gonna be heavy competition for that honor.”

“It’s way too early to think about that,” Yukiko protested.

Samantha shook her head. “Never too early to get cute baby clothes and nursery supplies,” she insisted. “Delta Rho would love to celebrate you, Kiki. Champagne toast for the sorority, sparkling cider for you.”

“As long as there’s no rituals,” Yukiko teased. “If it’s a girl, you’re not putting her name in the Book of Rho until she’s good and ready.”

Rituals? I couldn’t imagine Samantha would do such a thing. But her grin told me maybe she would.

“Please, it’ll be Auntie Samantha’s bedtime reading,” the coed giggled, her eyes already glowing at the thought of helping Yukiko take care of our family. “‘Once upon a time, a handsome knight came riding into a faraway kingdom on his luxury horse to save a whole castle of damsels from an evil witch…’”

Just then, the waitress arrived with the drinks Maria ordered. The Latina rose from her seat, her margarita in hand, and looked around the table.

“To the next generation of badasses,” she purred, holding up her glass. “May your kid have her mother’s looks and her father’s brains, Kiki.”

“I’d prefer her to have her mom’s brains, too,” I added.

Everyone laughed. We clinked our margaritas together—sparkling lime water for Yukiko—and drank, filled with good cheer.

“Hear hear,” Maria said, taking a sip of her drink. “That would be fine with me.”

I leaned over and draped an arm over Yukiko’s shoulder, basking in her closeness, and lowered my voice. “After this, Princess, let’s go to the pharmacy together. Then I’ll take you back to the penthouse and we can find out at the same time if that night on the couch did the job.”

She nodded, still smiling. “I’d love that,” she whispered, her other hand on her stomach. “I’m so nervous. I can’t wait!”

Neither could I.

“So Yukiko’s first to the post,” Samantha chuckled, giving the table a lusty look as she sipped her drink. “Which one of us is going to take the plunge and be the first girl to give Yukiko’s son or daughter a playmate?”

Maria arched an eyebrow. “Are you applying for the position?”

Samantha nearly spit out her drink. “Me? Hell no. No, I’m not ready for kids yet. I’ll let you girls handle that and see if I get baby fever once I hold a couple of Jack’s little ones in my arms.”

That brought a laugh out of Maria. “I wouldn’t mind taking the plunge,” she said.

All three of my wives-to-be started at that.

“Really?” Marcie asked, her eyes going wide.

Maria shrugged. “You haven’t seen how much property a pregnant realtor can move,” she chuckled, flashing her pearly whites. “A little baby bump’s like a cheat code. Couples take one look at it and they start picking out what color they want to paint the nursery…”

Samantha cackled. Marcie looked like she couldn’t decide whether Maria was joking or not. And Yukiko—

Her hand strayed between my legs.

Oh yeah. Yukiko definitely liked the idea of other women carrying my children.

“If you’re serious,” the Asian coed said in her most businesslike tone, “then I would be more than happy to clear some space on Jack’s calendar that lines up with your ovulation schedule.”

This time it was Maria who nearly spit out her drink. “Ovulation? Girl, I just meant  letting your man finish inside me a lot and letting nature take its course.”

My phone buzzed in my jacket pocket.

“I’m just saying, you shouldn’t leave it to chance.” Yukiko’s eyes shone feverishly; between my legs, the heel of her hand pressed against my bulge like she was thinking of taking me out of my pants right there in the restaurant. “And both of you really deserve to have that hot, primal sex that only happens on your most fertile days—”

“Are you going to get that?” Marcie asked.

With an apologetic smile to Kiki (because I was really enjoying this, both the dirty talk and her hand), I reached into my pocket and pulled out my phone. A familiar name glared at me from the top of the screen.

Daniel.

My boss.

The giggles died off as I stared at it. Yukiko’s hand left my bulge and tightened on my knee.

“Daddy?” Samantha whispered.

I flipped the phone face down on the table. “Telemarketer,” I lied, trying to recapture some of the moment. “Just some bullshit—”

“You should answer it,” Yukiko whispered, her brow furrowing. “It might be important.”

Marcie straightened up. “If it’s my dad, I can take it.”

I was already shaking my head. “I’ve got this,” I said, rising from my seat. Yukiko’s hand left me with no small amount of frustration, the coed’s frown deepening. “I’ll take it outside. Be right back.”

I could tell that most of the girls wanted me to put the call on speaker and take it right there at the table. But I wouldn’t do that. For one thing, if I had Marcie present, I felt certain she’d try to plead her case to her father directly, and I couldn’t anticipate how he might react to that.

And if things got really heated, there was the possibility that Samantha or Maria might berate him. I pictured my FWB realtor unleashing a stream of angry, rapid-fire Spanish at my confused boss and smiled. Wouldn’t that be something?

A blast of chilly air washed over me as I stepped out of the restaurant. It really was starting to get cold outside; the girls and I were bound for a winter wedding. As I held the phone to my ear and answered the call, I couldn’t help but wonder if we’d get snow.

“I’m here,” I said, stepping to the side as a jogger raced down the pavement. “Is that you, boss?”

“Jack.” Daniel sounded angry, like he hadn’t gotten over our last meeting. “Took you long enough. Thinking of letting me go to voicemail?”

“I’m at lunch,” I said. “Marcie’s here, by the way. She wanted to talk to you.”

“Better that she doesn’t,” Daniel said. Then he paused. “Is this some kind of joke?”

I didn’t like his tone. “Is what a joke?”

Another pause. Then I could hear what sounded like papers being shuffled. “I was going to let you come to your senses,” my mentor said. “I thought once you calmed down a bit, you’d realize how ridiculously stubborn you were being and decide not to throw your future away. But this invitation? Jackson Avery and Yukiko Tanaka?”

Oh. Oh.

“It’s a legal thing,” I explained. “Marcie and Samantha will be there, too—the woman Marcie found to do the ceremony is willing to wed all four of us. It’s just that legally—”

“I don’t care if my daughter is there!” Daniel snapped. “I care that she’s not going to be your fucking wife, Jack! That you’re not going to make an honest woman out of my girl.”

I bit back a harsh reply. “We already had this conversation, boss.”

“Then we need to have it again. I must not have made myself clear the first time.”

“Hard to do that when you’re busy throwing sucker punches,” I snapped.

I probably shouldn’t have said that. But damn it, it felt good.

Daniel must have recognized that, too. “Fucking hell,” he said after a moment. I could feel him shaking his head, the way he did whenever he had to deal with a really frustrating client. Not for the first time, I wondered where he was—I pictured him behind a big desk in a business hotel suite, all made up like a facsimile of his office in Boston. That sounded about like what he’d do if he intended to stay in town for a while.

“We need to meet,” my mentor said presently. “Face to face. No… no swinging.”

The double entendre wasn’t lost on me. “I’m not a swinger,” I said, my tone more acid than I’d intended. “That’s something you and all the other people standing in my way fail to understand. I love Marcie. Just like I love Yukiko and Samantha.”

“Of course you do,” Daniel rumbled through the phone. “What man wouldn’t love having a bunch of women half his age jumping his bones?”

I’d heard just about enough of this. “Yeah, there’s sex,” I snapped, my voice so loud that a woman walking by heard it and did a double take. “I have plenty of sex, Daniel. But that’s not all this is about—and I think you know that, even though you refuse to admit it.”

“Then what’s it about?”

“Love,” I said. “The future. My family.” I let out a little laugh against the wind. “Which is apparently going to be a hell of a lot bigger than I ever expected, seeing as one of my three wives to be might already be pregnant.”

The pause on the other end of the line was deafening in its silence.

When Daniel spoke, his voice was ice. “Jack. Is my Marcie—?”

“Relax,” I said, wishing I hadn’t said anything. “It’s Yukiko. You don’t have to worry about being a grandpa just yet.” I couldn’t help but twist the knife a little. “Though I doubt it’s gonna be long after the wedding that Marcie calls you up with the news. If she’s still speaking to you, that is.”

I could tell that caught him off guard. “Is that a threat?”

“Not from me,” I said. “Kiki tried to warn you, though, boss. What’s more important to you—Marcie’s last name, or whether she has a relationship with you or not?”

He didn’t have a good answer for that, I could tell. “That’s not your decision,” he said after a moment. “I’ll talk to my daughter when I’m good and ready, Jack.”

“Time’s slipping away,” I said, digging the knife in a little further. “Speaking of which, I’m assuming you want to meet me somewhere?”

Hell. Part of me was enjoying this.

I loved Daniel—the man was practically my father, and no matter what happened between us I would always cherish the years he’d spent helping me put my life back together after what happened with Lauren. But our relationship had always been one of mentor and student, with no question as to which one of us was higher on the totem pole.

I’d always done what I was told where Uncle Ramsey was concerned.

But now, I wasn’t. And it shocked him.

“Yeah,” Daniel said after a few moments. “I’m at the Plaza Hotel, Jack. You know where that is?”

I did—the Plaza was probably the nicest hotel in Stillwell, which wasn’t saying much compared to the accommodations my boss could have found in Boston. But all of a sudden, I wasn’t much interested in swapping war stories at a hotel bar.

“We’re not meeting at your hotel,” I said with a chuckle.

A thunderous silence came from the other end of the line. “Excuse me—?”

“Last time we talked, you tried to beat the shit out of me,” I said, leaving it unsaid that I’d given just as well as I’d gotten. “This time I’m picking the ground. You come and meet me if you want to talk this out, not the other way around.”

For a second, I thought he was going to hang up on me. Then he grunted. “Where?”

Where, indeed? Where in Stillwell could I be certain of having the upper hand?

I thought of the penthouse. Casually letting Daniel know I’d bought the whole top floor of my condo building was a pretty big flex, and would have intimidated him for sure.

But then I thought about Yukiko sitting on my couch holding a pregnancy test.

And knew I didn’t want to taint anything surrounding that moment with the arguments Daniel was likely to come up with.

Besides, an even better idea had just occurred to me. “Meet me where this all began,” I said.

I could feel Daniel’s confusion. “You want us to go back to Boston?”

I laughed. “Not that far back, boss. The Delta Rho house. It’s on campus. You do know where that is, right?”

Of course he did. His daughter had pledged the sorority. He’d probably had Mona run background checks on every member of the chapter before he’d let her set foot in the place.

Too bad it hadn’t helped protect her from Trevor Baines.

“A sorority house?” Disdain dripped from Daniel’s tone. “Really?”

“I’ll get all the coeds out,” I told him. “Give me an hour. It’ll just be you and me.” I paused, thinking. “Unless you would like Marcie to be there?”

“No,” he grunted. “That won’t be necessary. And don’t bring that girl of yours, either.”

There could be only one person he meant. “Yukiko?”

“You should get that woman to sell timeshares,” my mentor grumbled. “Put me in a room with her long enough, I might actually be convinced to sign off on this crazy scheme. For a little while, at least.” He paused. “Besides, I saw the look in your eyes when I pushed her by mistake that one time. I don’t want there to be any risk of that happening twice.”

Neither did I. “It’s a date, then,” I said. “See you soon, boss.”

He hung up.

And I headed back inside to tell the girls the good news.


Chapter Six

Getting the Delta Rho house to empty out was a taller order than I realized.

For one thing, everyone wanted to come to the meeting with me. Marcie insisted; Yukiko did a hell of a lot more than just insist, practically demanding she be allowed to ‘plead our case’ to my mentor. Maybe Daniel was right—perhaps I should have let Yukiko put her spreadsheet fetish to good use to change my boss’s mind.

But something told me if there were coeds lounging around when Daniel got there, he’d walk right back out the door. So that was a no go.

I’d figured an hour would be more than enough time, but I ended up having to cut it close. Samantha made a flurry of phone calls to grease the wheels, while Maria offered to take the rest of the girls back to my penthouse with her.

“We’ll hit the pharmacy on the way there,” the Latina added with a grin in Yukiko’s direction. “But we’ll wait for you to get home before we do anything, querido. I’m sure Kiki wants you to be there when she finds out for sure.”

She did. “You be careful,” my fiancée said as she kissed me goodbye.

“I’m always careful,” I said.

“I’m serious. If you come back with another black eye, Jackson Avery, I’m going to be very cross with you!”

She almost sounded like Sidonie when she talked like that. I wondered what Stillwell’s ethics coordinator was up to today—and whether news of the Delta Rho house’s clear-out had already filtered up to the administration—but I had little time to worry about it. I had a meeting to get to.

Maybe the most important one of my life.

“Love you, princess,” I told Kiki, planting a kiss on her forehead. “Whatever happens with this wedding, you and I are going to be alright. We’re solid. All of us.”

Yukiko scoffed. “Of course we are,” she said, glancing at Samantha and Marcie. “Go handle him, Jack. Try and make him see reason.”

“We’ll take care of Kiki,” Samantha said. She’d been looking differently at Yukiko ever since the announcement about her potential pregnancy. It was almost as if the slender, dark-haired coed had transformed into a kind of fertility goddess in her eyes. Something like awe filled Samantha’s features whenever she looked at her, and I couldn’t help but wonder if she’d really be able to keep to that ‘no kids yet’ pledge for any real length of time.

I was still thinking about it when I got behind the wheel of my car and drove to the Delta Rho house, alone.

The drive to campus was short, but anxiety lengthened each moment to the snapping point. I passed nearly empty streets and parked in the spot directly in front of the Delta Rho house, right where I’d first pulled up in the middle of a party all those months ago. Back then, I thought I was just getting Marcie out of a rough situation. Little did I know I’d end up saving her life.

And my own.

Samantha had been good as her word; the sorority house was empty. The place looked downright strange without a bunch of flashy, fashionable coeds ordering each other around and sharing gossip. I was used to it being full of either pledges or partygoers: sometimes both.

As I looked around, the memories came flooding back. Yukiko standing like a soldier, going from five-foot nothing to a miniature giant as she pushed her way through the crowd. Marcie, half-drugged and terrified on an unmade bed, with Trevor Baines and his accomplice leering over her. And Samantha Lowry…

I didn’t know her name that night. She’d just been my babygirl. And whenever I thought about her since, those were still the words etched across my heart.

That night had changed my life forever. It hadn’t just woken me up—it brought me back from the dead, turning fifteen years of gray monochrome to Technicolor in a single instant. No matter how old I got or how many adventures I took my wives on, I would never, ever forget that night.

I was so lost in thought I didn’t hear the front door open behind me.

“If these walls could talk,” Daniel said. “Hell, I’m not sure I’d want to hear it.”

I turned. My mentor stood in the doorway, dressed in a thick jacket. The shift from the bitter cold outside to the warmth of the sorority house fogged his reading glasses; he wiped them with the back of his hand as he hung his coat on a nearby rack.

As he did, he slipped a manila envelope from one of the pockets. He removed a sheet of paper from inside of it: a cursory glance revealed it was a Xerox of my wedding invitation. He must have had one of the company reps fax it to him in Stillwell. Probably Mona.

As if he could read my mind, Daniel gave me a stern look. “You turned Isringhausen against me, didn’t you?”

I have to admit—it was about the last question I expected him to lead with. I wasn’t prepared for it, and so the look on my face must have told him the truth.

He rubbed the back of his neck, his eyes flickering around the Delta Rho house like he was gathering evidence. Or maybe checking his corners for hidden assailants. “I figured. Mona likes to give me advice, and usually I don’t have a problem with it. But the way she went after me to get me to stop from testifying against the girl who runs this sorority… it was different. Like she was desperate for me to call it off.”

“You would have made a fool of yourself,” I said quietly.

Daniel shrugged. “What did you promise her? Never mind, I don’t want to know. I guess I have no room to judge—I’m the one who hired the bloodless bitch. I guess if you swim with sharks long enough, one of them is inevitably going to bite you.”

“It’s not like that,” I said, shaking my head. “I didn’t have to convince Mona of anything.” I gave him a smile, like we were back in his office discussing my transfer to Stillwell. “You’re the one who needs all the convincing, Uncle Ramsey.”

He harrumphed me. “So this is where the magic happens?” he asked instead, stepping past me. His gaze traveled to the second-floor landing, beyond which were the suite of bedrooms the sorority sisters had converted to their chapter’s sleeping quarters and personal space. “Was that where that bastard took my little girl?”

I grit my teeth at the memory. “It was,” I said, my hand balling into a fist. “If you could have seen her that night, Daniel—”

“I’m glad I didn’t,” he said, meaning it. “Because I would’ve killed that boy.”

“I nearly did.”

He let out a noise like he wouldn’t have blamed me.

I turned. “You want something to drink?” I asked. “There’s booze in the kitchen. The couches are a little scuffed down here, but they’re plenty comfortable…”

“No thanks,” he said, glaring at me. It took a second to realize he was thinking about what I’d probably done with his daughter on one of those couches. I hadn’t—I hadn’t actually had sex inside of the sorority house with any woman who wasn’t Samantha Lowry—but that hardly mattered. “This won’t take long. And I’m driving back after.”

“To the hotel?”

“To Boston.” My mentor sighed. “Jack, is this real?”

He held up the faxed copy of my wedding invitation and fanned it in front of me. For a second I felt like I was being served with legal papers.

“No, it’s a copy,” I said, feeling cheeky. “The real one’s a lot nicer.”

“Don’t joke with me.”

I ignored that. “Your daughter is the one who handled the lettering and the cardstock, by the way—you ought to be proud of her for how much she’s stepped up with the wedding planning.”

His expression turned sour. “I don’t care about the tasteful thickness of your wedding invitation, jackass. I care about the names at the top.” He pointed. “Yukiko Tanaka. Not Marcella Ramsey.”

“That’s right.”

He snorted. “And what’s gonna happen to those other girls, Jack? My Marcie and this Lowry girl who runs the sorority? What do they do when the bubble pops and they realize the man they’ve shacked up with is only actually married to a Japanese girl, and they’ve got about as much legal right to his time as my goddamned secretary does?”

I had to stay calm. If things got heated, the fists might fly a second time. That would be about as bad as it could get.

And I’d promised Kiki I wouldn’t come home with a black eye this time.

He wasn’t done. “And the girl’s pregnant? Really, Jack?”

I bit back a sigh. I really shouldn’t have told him that.

“We don’t know that for sure,” I said, holding up my hands. “But it’s a distinct possibility. Yukiko… you heard her, that day she unveiled her spreadsheets and told you about the plan she’s got for her life. Now that we’re tying the knot, she doesn’t want to waste time. If our first kid’s born eight months after the wedding instead of nine, she figures no one’s going to complain.”

Daniel grit his teeth. “And what happens when Miss Tanaka has a change of heart?”

“What!?” It was clear from my face that I didn't understand.

“Right now she’s all about this life, Jack,” my mentor said, still waving the invitation. “I can’t even really say I blame her—it must all seem so glamorous. A rich bachelor, driving her off into the sunset in his sports car, who wouldn’t love that? And the two of you are even having a little fun along the way—letting her get all that college experience. That ‘I kissed a girl and I liked it’ shit.” He stepped closer. “But people change when kids are involved, Jack. What happens when your new bride’s spending her evenings nursing a kid instead of clubbing and she decides she wants to close that open relationship of yours?”

The idea was so audacious I almost couldn’t believe he was suggesting it.

A finger traveled down my spine: the scenario he outlined reminded me of Samantha’s story about her parents, two people who’d never let their children get in the way of their selfish desires. Samantha was afraid she was more like them than she realized.

Fortunately for us all, I knew we were nothing like them.

“That’s not going to happen,” I said, chuckling. “And you know that’s not going to happen, Daniel. You’ve met the girl—talked with her. Yukiko is not the kind of woman who  changes her mind. Not about something that important.” I glanced over at the door, an idea taking root in my head. “Why don’t you come and have dinner with us tonight? If you saw the way she and Marcie are together, I think you’d feel a hell of a lot better about the whole thing—”

“I don’t need to see it,” he growled. “Sure, okay, she’s probably ride or die. She does seem shockingly comfortable with this whole arrangement. But what about my Marcie?”

“What about her?”

“Let’s say you get Marcie pregnant,” Daniel said, his jaw clenching, “and she looks in my grandchild’s eyes and realizes she’s made a terrible, terrible mistake? Comes to you crying, begging you to make an honest woman out of her now that she’s the mother of your child. You going to do that for her, Jack? Untangle the fucking knot you’ve made of her life?”

I was already laughing. “I really think you just need to spend a single afternoon with these girls,” I said. “My kids are all going to have three women who love them very, very much. They’re ready for this, Daniel. They’re not shaking in their boots at the thought of what might happen to them in the future. They’re looking forward to it.” Something clicked inside my head. “The only person who’s not ready is you, boss.”

Daniel snorted. “Ready to watch you get married to another woman, more like.”

“That’s not what this is,” I told my boss. “They’re all going to be there.”

“As what?” Daniel laughed, and not kindly. “Special guests!?”

“Brides,” I said, meeting his gaze. “All three of them.”

He stared at me for a long moment. His nostrils flared.

“You’re serious about this,” he muttered. “You’re really serious.”

“I can’t believe you can even ask that,” I said, pushing down my anger. “Daniel—Uncle Ramsey—I have explained this to you. Legally, Yukiko is taking my last name. That’s because she wants to be the public-facing wife: the one whose picture’s on the company website, the one who gives talks about ‘leaning in’ or whatever to eager-eyed college grads. The one who helps me build this company into the juggernaut it’s going to need to become in the next couple of decades if we’re going to beat out our competition.”

“But—”

“Marcie doesn’t want it,” I said, cutting him off. “And she’s not right for it. God damn it, Daniel, you told me that yourself! Those words came out of your mouth, the day you pulled me into your office and told me I was going out to Stillwell to finish my degree! You wanted her to take over the family business, but it’s not what’s in her heart. She wants to help people—she wants to be a teacher, Daniel. And she wants a family.” I paused to let all that sink in. “I can give her those things. You know I can. I will take care of her. I’ll make her happy; I can promise you that.”

For a second, I dared to believe I’d gotten through to him. Daniel leaned back, rubbing his temples, his eyes shut tight as if in prayer.

“Jack,” he whispered. “I’ve known you your whole life. Since Lauren.”

Shit. Here we go, I thought.

“I helped you through that. I was there when you picked up the pieces; I mentored you closer than any employee I’ve ever had. I was happy to do it. And there’s a reason for that. You’re the most brilliant engineer I’ve ever worked with—but you are an idiot sometimes when it comes to your personal life.”

“Ouch,” I said, mock hurt.

“You gave me a lot over the last fifteen years,” he said. “But I’ve given you a lot, too, Jack. You’re like a fucking son to me—you know that. And… Jesus, if you’d come to me halfway through the semester and told me you and Marcie had fallen for each other and wanted to get married, yeah, I’d have been shocked as hell.” Somehow, he managed to laugh. “You probably think I would’ve chased after you with a shotgun.”

That’s what I’d thought, the night Marcie and I fell into each other’s arms after confronting Elizabeth Baines. I remember the conflicting thoughts as the coed bounced up and down in my lap: I have wanted this for so long and didn’t even know it warring with I’m inside my boss’s daughter and he’s going to kill me. It was as terrifying as it was intoxicating.

“But I would’ve given you my blessing,” Daniel said. “Even with the age gap. That’s the kind of thing I would’ve come to love, once I got over my shock. You and my Marcie, carrying my company into the next generation.”

“That’s still what we’re doing,” I told him. “Just… with extra steps.”

His smile faded. “No. It’s a fantasy. One legal wife and two mistresses? Two concubines? That’s not a family. That’s a mid-life crisis, no matter what PR spin Mona might give it.”

“They’re not mistresses,” I protested. “Marcie is my fiancée, just like Yukiko. Just like Samantha. The paperwork’s the only thing that’s different—”

“The paperwork is the only thing that matters!” Daniel roared. “Marcie deserves better than that, Jack! You can build this little Wonderland here in Stillwell where all these girls are happy and playing homemaker together, but there’s a real world out there! And it’s cold, and it’s brutal, and all people are going to see is your last name on that Tanaka girl’s driver’s license. On your mortgage. On the company letterhead.” He shook his head at the last one. “That’s not going to happen.”

I matched his scowl with one of my own. “So I guess you didn’t really come here to have a heart-to-heart at all, did you?” I asked. “You just wanted to argue with me again. I guess I’m glad you at least didn’t try to punch me this time…”

I expected another clever little insult. But Daniel had something different in mind.

“Actually,” he said, giving me a look like we were sitting across the boardroom table from each other, “I did come here to settle this.”

Something about his tone chilled me. “If you think you’re going to threaten me, you should look at where that got Lizzie Baines—”

He held up a hand. “That’s not what I mean. In fact, Jack…”

He reached over and opened the manila folder.

And I saw what was inside.

“...I brought you a peace offering.”


Chapter Seven

My heart skipped a beat.

When Daniel pulled that manila envelope out of his jacket, I’d only had eyes for the Xeroxed copy of my wedding invitation he’d stashed inside. Anything else I hadn’t paid attention to—and now I realized what a mistake that was.

Because inside, waiting for me, lay the most absurd piece of paperwork I’d ever seen.

The name Ramsey Engineering was emblazoned at the top. But it wasn’t the only one.

“Take a look, Jack,” Daniel said, his tone filled with something almost like relief.

I did. My eyes scanned the page, skipping over most of the complicated legalese to get to the gist of the matter. When I reached the bottom, I went right back to the top and read it again, as if to assure myself that what I was looking at was actually real.

It was real. Holy shit.

“Boss…” My jaw dropped open. “Jesus, Daniel, how did you do this!?”

Daniel gave me the kind of smile I’d only seen from him a handful of times in his entire career. Usually it only emerged when it was time to pop the champagne.

“It’s been in the works for a long, long time, son,” he said, clapping me on the back. “You think I’ve just been practicing my golf swing these last few years, Jack? This is my grand finale at Ramsey Engineering. My final act.” He laughed. “You know I had to go out on a truly spectacular one.”

It really, really was.

These papers—Xeroxed like my invitation; the real documents were probably being guarded like Fort Knox back at headquarters—listed Ramsey Engineering, along with two other firms. One was a fancy outfit in Northern Virginia, just outside of the Capital Beltway; the other was out west in Silicon Valley. Neither were our direct competitors, but we ran in the same circles, and I’d definitely already identified them as rivals that Yukiko and I would need to make plans to deal with once we took over the business.

Except we weren’t going to need to do anything of the sort.

Because once these documents were signed, the three firms were going to merge.

Of course it was a merger in name only. Even I could see that, and my ability to parse legalese was far from perfect. What Daniel Ramsey was really doing was a corporate takeover with nicer language. We were buying those firms; bringing them into the fold.

“It took a lot of doing,” he confessed. “A lot of moving the right people—with the right loyalties—into the right places. But it’s all set up, Jack. It’s ready. It cost me an arm, a leg and about two years of never getting a good night’s sleep from trying to juggle all the moving pieces, but it’s done and dusted. It’s my legacy.” His eyes went watery. “And yours.”

I couldn’t believe it. I had to totally revise my business plan. All the moves Yukiko and I were going to make, they wouldn’t be necessary. We’d already done them.

Daniel had already done them.

The implications were staggering. These few sheets of paper represented ten years of work in the real world—ten years of me going into battle with these other firms, all while Yukiko stood next to me and my other wives stood behind me. And the possibilities were endless. The firm would have the resources to do whatever I could dream up, to become whatever I wanted…

And suddenly I understood.

Ice filled my gut. “This is a bribe,” I whispered.

Daniel’s good cheer didn’t evaporate. “Bribe? Hell, Jack, this is a miracle. You of all people know how absolutely insane it is for this piece of paper to exist. You know it better than anyone else, even the other employees at Ramsey Engineering. This is the future.”

It was. And all I had to do was say yes. To change my mind.

To tell the woman who was almost certainly pregnant with my child that she wouldn’t be my head wife.

“Daniel,” I said, shaking my head. “I can’t do this…”

“Don’t give me that,” Daniel said. He still didn’t look upset—more like a man playing chess who’s realized his opponent’s been checkmated while the poor bastard’s still looking for the square he can move his king to for safety. “What did you just tell me, Jack? You’ve got to make that girl your wife so the two of you can go conquer the world together?” He slapped the paper. “I already did. You’re set for life, Jack. With these two firms under us, no one else in the market can compete. And with you at the helm, well…” His grin widened. “It’s a golden age, son. We’re the next Apple. The next SpaceX. The next whatever the hell we want to be.”

The bitch of it was, he wasn’t wrong. This was everything I could have ever dreamed of professionally, handed to me on a silver platter. All the struggle Yukiko and I were going to have to go through while building our family could be avoided—the late nights, the conflicts over the office, the inevitable (but loving) tiffs over dates and childcare and the parts where we passed out on the couch together after a long day. It could all be set aside, replaced with smooth sailing and easy success.

I wouldn’t need to start over. And I wouldn’t need to struggle. I could spend the next twenty years enjoying the fruits of my labor, sitting back and knocking other pieces off the board as my women and I built our family. Ramsey Engineering would be untouchable, or close enough that it wouldn’t matter.

Forget the grandkids for a second. Just this would bring the Tanaka clan running back to us, begging for a second chance to make things right with their wayward daughter. Even Samantha’s folks would sit up and take notice, though the choice of whether to extend that olive branch would be up to my babygirl.

I’d have the resources to innovate, to break into new markets, to leave a legacy that wouldn’t just fade away with my retirement but be spoken of for generations.

It would be perfect.

And all it would cost me was breaking Yukiko’s heart.

And letting someone else make the most important decision of my entire life.

I looked at Daniel. Like Samantha back at the penthouse, I wasn’t really looking at him but through him, my gaze aimed backwards into the past. I saw the last fifteen years like a film reel unspooling in my head: Daniel pulling me out of the wreckage of Lauren’s death, mentoring me in Boston, building me up into the workhorse who’d earned the title of heir apparent a hundred times over. He was more of a father to me than my own father, who’d died long before Lauren and I had ever tied the knot.

I loved him. I knew this was what he wanted; what he’d dreamed of in his old age. A life of safety and security where things made sense. His face was open and smiling like all of this was already a done deal—like he’d pull a pen out of his jacket and get me to sign on the dotted line in the next few minutes, then give Marcie the good news.

I looked at the past. Really looked at it.

And then, with a sigh, I turned and looked at the future.

“Daniel,” I said, choosing my words slowly and carefully. “This is incredible. This is the greatest thing you’ve ever done for me—and both of us know that’s saying something.”

His shoulders relaxed a fraction. “It’s going to be okay, Jack. There’ll be tears, sure, but the girls won’t take long to come around. This isn’t just what’s best for you. It’s what’s best for them, too. That Tanaka girl’s smart as a whip; she’ll see that. She’ll understand. Just like you understand.”

“I do,” I said. “But it’s not enough.”

His smile froze on his face. “What?”

“It’s not,” I repeated.

Daniel was speechless longer than I’d ever seen. For a second, I thought he actually might just pass out on the carpet. In which case I’d have to drag him to that couch after all.

“It’s not fair, I know,” I said. “Anybody else in my position would gladly cut their right hand off if it meant they got to use their left to sign that contract. What you’re offering is more than I could have ever expected. It’s more than I deserve.”

“You’re goddamned right it is,” he managed to gasp.

“But it’s not enough,” I said, firmer this time. “Because Yukiko’s not some accessory I want to drape across my arm when I’m out on the town. She’s my partner. She’s going to stand beside me—not behind me, and most certainly not beneath me—while we turn this thing we’ve built into an empire. And Marcie is not going to be forced to take that role from her friend and sorority sister when I know damn well it’s not what she wants to do with her life.”

Daniel’s jaw clenched. “You’ve lost your mind,” he said flatly.

“You’re right,” I told him. “I did lose my mind. I lost it the day I looked down at that table in the morgue and saw the love of my life lying on a slab instead of in my arms.” Tears spilled down my face; Daniel saw, but I couldn’t control them. “I lost it the moment I slipped her wedding ring back on her finger before they closed her coffin and I knew I would never, ever see her face again.”

Something shifted in Daniel. Maybe he realized he’d pushed me a little too far. “Jack, I wasn’t trying to—”

“You could give me every company on this planet,” I said, my nails digging into my palms so hard it hurt. “Every dollar that’s ever been minted, every bar of gold that’s ever been mined out of the ground. And I would trade every single bit of it to hear that woman tell me she loved me one last time.”

I’d shamed him. He wasn’t crying, but he looked pretty close to it.

“I lost my mind and it took me twenty years and a whole house full of sorority girls to get it back,” I told him. “You might think that’s funny, but I don’t. I’m never going to make that mistake again. Nothing is going to come between me and those women’s happiness.”

Silence stretched between us, thick and heavy. Outside, a light snow had begun to fall, soft flakes drifting past the sorority house’s windows.

Daniel stared at me, the triumph draining from his face along with his goodwill. Something else formed underneath it, as cold as the flakes falling from the sky. “You’re throwing away the best thing that will ever happen to you,” he said.

“No,” I said. “I’m protecting the best thing that ever happened to me.”

“Marcie deserves—”

I’d heard more than enough. “Marcie deserves a father who loves her enough to respect her choices,” I said. “You know, if it wasn’t so heartbreaking, it would almost be funny. You’ve been trying so hard to get me to change my mind, like this is something I’m forcing those women to do—like they all want to be in Yukiko’s shoes and they’d gladly stab her in the back for the opportunity to be closest to me.” I shook my head. “You still don’t get it. You think I’m some kind of cult leader.” I took a step closer. “This is what Marcie wants. This is what your daughter wants, Daniel.”

He believed it. For the first time since he’d learned about the harem, he believed it.

“In that case,” he said at last, “my daughter’s an even bigger fool than you.”

And he tore the contract in two.

The effect was muted somewhat, seeing as it was a photocopy of the contract and not the real thing. But I still got the drift.

“This is the biggest mistake of your life,” he said. “Consider yourself fired, Jack. Effective immediately.”

I won’t lie; hearing that hurt. It hurt a lot.

But I’d watched them put Lauren in the ground.

Next to losing her, losing Ramsey Engineering was nothing at all.

Daniel stared at me, something like regret filling his features. I could tell there was a part of him—maybe even a big part—that wanted to take back what he’d just said. Wanted to be my mentor and father figure again, instead of this man I couldn’t stop from butting heads with.

But a bigger part of him wanted me to give in.

To give Marcie what he thought she deserved.

“Well? You have anything to say for yourself?” he demanded.

If he’d expected me to grovel, he was sorely mistaken. I let out a sigh, giving him a baleful look as I stepped past him and headed for the door.

But not before turning around. “I hope you’ll still come to the wedding,” I told him, meaning it. “Marcie wants you there. It’ll break her heart if you’re not.”

The regret flashed across his face. “Put her at the top of this invite and I will,” he said, looking almost desperate as he shoved the paper in my face. “Marry her, Jack. Marry her and I’ll… damn it, we can fix this…”

“Good luck with the merger, boss,” I told him. “I’ll tell Marcie you said hi.”

He was silent for a long moment.

Then he grabbed his coat and headed out into the snow without another word. Leaving me alone in the sorority house, pondering what had just happened.

Fired. Effective immediately.

And yet he hadn’t been able to commit, had he? Daniel couldn’t help but hold out that olive branch, not after everything we’d been through together.

Maybe he didn’t feel as right about this as he said. Maybe he’d blink.

Either way, I really did pray he’d show up for the wedding.

The drive back to the penthouse was a blur, the McLaren’s headlights cutting through the thickening snow. I climbed the stairs of the condo building slowly, the weight of what I’d done settling on my shoulders.

It wasn’t as if Yukiko and the others didn’t know this was a possibility.

But there’d been something inside of me that honestly believed Daniel would change his mind. That he couldn’t be so callous as to throw away nearly twenty years of work over a name on a piece of paper.

How on Earth was I going to explain this?

That worst case scenario we talked about? What could never happen to us? Well, it just happened to us…

I opened the door. A warm scent rolled over me as I stepped into the penthouse, so sweet it made my mouth water. Did Lakshmi leave us another plate of cookies? Or had my girls decided to bake a whole other batch?

It turned out to be the second. I could hear the girls laughing and joking with each other from the kitchen, along with the sounds of the stand mixer running full-tilt. A Christmas movie—the one with Chevy Chase—played at a low volume from the big TV. Tasha and Maria were sitting on the couch, a plate of frosted gingerbread men and a couple mugs of coffee on the table in front of them.

It only vaguely shocked me to see the whole gang here. They must have heard about Yukiko, I told myself. They all want to be here to hopefully hear the good news.

Both of them glanced up as the door shut behind me. “Hey, Jack,” Tasha said, her smile growing at the sight of me. “How’d the confrontation go?”

“No injuries this time,” Maria added.

I sighed. “No physical wounds, in any case,” I told the pair, glancing at the entrance into the kitchen. “I assume everybody else is in there fixing a second batch of those cookies and making a big old mess?”

Both of them chuckled at that. “All except Kiki,” Tasha said, gesturing at the bathroom. “She ran off a few minutes ago—said something about not being able to wait anymore…?”

Oh. Oh.

Suddenly my conflict with my boss was the last thing on my mind.

The stand mixer stopped. A moment later bodies filled the doorway: Samantha in the lead with Marcie next to her, both with patches of flour on their faces. Heather and Eva loomed behind them, the obvious instigators of whatever tomfoolery they’d been doing in between batches of baking. Even Lakshmi was with them, having come back to the penthouse, which would have made my heart jump into my throat under any other circumstances.

“Hey!” Samantha brightened. “You got here just in time, Daddy!”

“What happened?” Marcie asked with a grimace. “Did it go okay…?”

I opened my mouth to tell them all the bad news about my job.

But before I could, Yukiko came out of the bathroom, tears streaming down her face.

Carrying a little white stick.


Chapter Eight

“Jack, I’m pregnant!”


Chapter Nine

There are certain moments in a man’s life when his entire world rocks on its axis. Where later on, once the dust has settled and he’s had time to think about it, he finds he can neatly divide his life into two sections: that which came before and that which came after. The moment that everything changed, for better or for worse.

Up until I heard those words come from Yukiko’s mouth, I’d had two of those dividing moments in my life. My worse was the moment I got the phone call that Lauren had been in an accident. And my better was that night Samantha Lowry came back with me to my apartment and woke me up from a fifteen-year work coma.

But this? This wasn’t better.

It was best.

The penthouse exploded.

Samantha let out a scream they probably heard all the way in Boston, launching herself at Yukiko so hard that both girls nearly toppled. Next to the space where she’d been standing, Marcie let out a squeal and clapped her hands over her mouth, tears already spilling down her cheeks. Tasha and Maria were off the couch; Heather and Eva looked ready to do a pregnancy-themed cheerleading routine in my fiancée’s honor.

Even Lakshmi looked amazed. Amazed and maybe a little jealous, too.

Yukiko stood in the middle of it all, the little white stick clutched in her trembling hands. I looked at it, and I looked at her. She’d never been so beautiful before.

Pregnant.

My princess was pregnant.

I crossed the room in three steps. Samantha moved out of the way just in time; I grabbed Yukiko by the waist, hauled her off her feet and pulled her into my arms. Her hands gripped my shoulders; she buried her face against my chest, sobbing with joy. I tilted her chin to me, then kissed her, hard.

Everyone cheered.

My chest hurt from how happy I was. Honestly, I felt more than a little dizzy—if the moment weren’t so perfect, I’d have carried Yukiko over to the couch and sat down with her. Instead, I broke the kiss and put my forehead against hers for a moment, radiating love.

“You’re sure?” I asked, my thumbs wiping away her tears.

She laughed. “I took the whole box,” she admitted. “Three tests. All positive. I am so pregnant.”

Every single thing I’d been worried about five minutes ago went straight to the back burner. This was the only thing that mattered now.

“Jack, we’re going to have a baby,” Yukiko sobbed. “A baby!”

“I know, princess,” I said, clearing my throat from the emotion. “We are.”

I kissed her again—slower this time, and deeper. She melted against me, the fingers clutching the positive test tangled in my shirt as the love and devotion she felt for me boiled over into lust. By the time I broke the kiss she was gasping, so happy it was unbelievable.

Samantha came in for a sideways tackle, throwing her arms around us both. “Kiki, I'm so freaking happy for you!” the president of Delta Rho cried, her own eyes wet with tears. “You are going to be the best mommy ever!”

“And the hottest,” Maria smirked. “Felicidades, Yukiko!”

Marcie squeezed in beside us, giving Yukiko a peck on the cheek before a much longer kiss with me. “I can’t believe it,” she whispered, her voice cracking. “I’m gonna be Aunt Marcie! Oh, I’m going to spoil that kid so bad, Kiki!”

“I’m sure you’ll have one of your own soon enough,” Tasha chuckled. “That kid’s gonna have a lot of love in his life. Three moms and one very proud Daddy.”

“Him?” Heather and Eva shared a look, the former speaking. “What if it’s a girl?”

“If she is, she’s a shoe-in for Delta Rho,” Eva added. “Not to mention the cheer team. We’ll have her doing cartwheels by the time she learns how to walk…”

Yukiko laughed at the thought. “I don’t know,” she said, her hand traveling to her stomach. “Logically, I know there’s no possible way to know for sure… but I’m just feeling like it’s a boy?”

“We’ll find out soon enough,” I promised her. “Whichever it is, I don’t care. I’m gonna love the hell out of that kid and so are you.”

When I finally set Yukiko back down, the energy in the room hadn’t come close to evaporating. “We should celebrate,” Heather suggested, a teasing lilt in her voice. “Like, right now.”

Lakshmi’s eyes widened, her gaze flickering unconsciously to the bedroom door. She knew exactly what such a celebration would entail—and if it happened right in front of her, she was going to have a decision to make.

“I’m gonna crack the champagne,” Maria announced, already heading for the kitchen. “A moment like this deserves a toast. Don’t worry, mami, I’ve got some sparkling cider with your name on it…”

Yukiko blinked away her tears, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. “How did the meeting with Daniel go?” she asked.

Damn.

“Not great,” I said, my hands going to her waist. “In fact, I’m afraid the father of your child has just found himself unemployed.”

It almost sounded like a joke, but the punchline wasn’t funny.

Yukiko nodded slowly, taking it in. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Marcie’s reaction to her dad’s decision—she was crying, though doing her best not to let it show.

“He didn’t budge?” she asked. “When he told you he wanted to meet, I really thought the two of you were going to be able to hammer out an agreement.”

I swallowed hard. “No, he had a different trick in mind.” I glanced around the room, looking at all the women surrounding us. “You sure you want to hear about this now?”

My heart skipped against my breastbone. To tell Yukiko about all this during the happiest moment of her life felt like tossing dirt on the world’s most beautiful flower. Was she hurt by the news? Did I need to apologize?

But slowly, Kiki smiled.

“Of course I do,” she said, giving my hand a squeeze. “We knew this was a possibility, Jack. It doesn’t change anything.” Her hand cupped my cheek, her gaze filling with love. “I’m not scared, if that’s what you’re worried about. I know there is nothing in the world that’s going to stop you from taking care of this little guy. Or me.”

Relief flooded me. “I love you, Kiki,” I said, leading her to the couch. “C’mere.”

Once we were seated, everyone wanted to join us. Samantha curled up on my other side, putting her head against my shoulder and lacing her fingers through Yukiko’s. Marcie tucked herself against Kiki’s side, hugging her tight, her gaze on me. Heather and Eva sat cross-legged in front of the couch (they seemed to have a knack for that), each perfectly prim and proper yet giving off the impression that they’d rip each other’s clothes off and come crawling to me on all fours at a moment’s notice.

Tasha plopped down in the easy chair and muted Christmas Vacation. “Tell us everything,” she said.”

“But first,” Maria added as she came back from the kitchen, “the toast.”

She’d filled every glass in the penthouse with champagne, all save for Yukiko’s. That got the cider, which Yukiko gave the world’s tiniest sip to verify its contents.

“To la familia,” Maria said, raising her glass. “However big it gets, and whatever form it might take.”

“To sisterhood,” Lakshmi chimed in, to the surprise of everyone in attendance.

Yukiko smiled. “To the future,” she added, nodding.

“To us,” I growled.

We all drank.

It was even more delicious than I expected. The bubbly liquid burned on the way down, filling my chest with warmth. Some of my worries about relating this story melted away along with it.

“Here, querido, you look like you could use another.” Maria refilled my glass before I could even ask. “Now, tell us all about Marcie’s papa. What kind of bullshit excuse did he come up with this time?”

Marcie blanched. “He’s not a bad person,” she whispered. “If he could just spend a little time with us. See how Sam, Kiki and I all get along. I really think it’d change his mind.”

“I told him the same thing,” I said, sipping my drink. “But it didn’t help.”

Everyone looked at me. And for the first time, I noticed Lakshmi leaning against the wall next to the bedroom door with a look on her face like she wished she’d made a different decision in the bathroom that night with me and Yukiko.

Yukiko’s nudge brought me back to my senses. “Tell us the whole thing,” she said, her eyes focused. I could tell she was going to be listening for anything she could leverage as a weakness to get Daniel to change his mind—by the time I finished, she’d probably be able to recite the story word for word. “What happened at the Delta Rho house?”

I paused, gathering my thoughts. Then I told them everything.

I went over the whole meeting between me and Daniel: the ultimatum, the surprise reveal of the merger, the firing. Yukiko went white as a sheet when I told her about the contract, but the way she held my hand and rested her head against me told me she would have made the same choice.

I didn’t mean to let slip the part about Lauren, but it just came out. By the time I finished giving the group a facsimile of my speech to Daniel about losing my mind, there wasn’t a dry eye in the penthouse. Even Lakshmi looked a little teary.

“...then I headed home,” I told them, finishing up. “I don’t regret it, but I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t a little worried about not having that paycheck. Or the company health plan.”

The silence stretched out.

“Maybe I should call him,” I mused, weakening the slightest little bit. “I mean, hell—I’m going to be a dad. I’ve got to start thinking about things bigger than me—”

My mouth snapped shut.

Because Samantha was giggling up a storm.

“You did it,” she said, the giggles turning into a full-on laughing fit. From anyone else it would have come off as slightly unhinged: with her, it sounded like a delight. “You actually did it, Daddy. You cut the strings.”

I what?

“Babygirl, I didn’t do anything,” I protested. “Daniel did. I’m not… I have money, obviously. Enough that none of us are going to end up in the poorhouse. But as of this afternoon, I am very much unemployed.”

Yukiko grinned. “No,” she insisted. “You’re a free agent now, Jack.”

A free agent. I’d never thought about it like that before.

“Please,” Samantha said, rolling her eyes. “Like you’d ever let yourself take a break.”

“We’ll build a new firm,” Marcie said, sounding totally certain of it. “It’ll be great. Even Dad will have to admit he made a mistake.”

“Or you could always try a new career,” Maria remarked with a lewd glance. “If you put some of that mojo you’ve got with these coeds to work selling houses, you could knock it out of the park. Especially when you’ve got the most talented realtor on the East Coast to show you how it’s done.”

“Either way, you’ll land on your feet,” Tasha chimed in. “Bet.”

“We’ll be your cheerleaders!” Eva said.

“Literally,” added Heather with a naughty smile.

The room filled with laughter. Tears sprang unbidden to my eyes, so happy that I had to blink them away. “I love you,” I said, holding Yukiko closer. “All of you.”

The ones I was marrying and the ones I wasn’t. Just because we hadn’t reached that level of closeness didn’t mean there weren’t feelings involved.

Who was it who’d insisted I’d have more than three wives eventually? Samantha?

“And I am so proud of you, princess,” I told Yukiko, holding her close. “I’m always proud of you, but I can’t remember the last time I was as happy as I am right now. Even Daniel can’t ruin this.” I glanced around the room. “Maria’s right. We should celebrate.”

Samantha and Yukiko shared a look. They knew something I didn’t.

I watched the subtle dance on their faces as they decided without words who ought to be the one to tell me. At Yukiko’s prodding, Samantha took the lead. “This actually isn’t the only surprise, Daddy,” the coed said, snuggling a little closer to me. “There’s something else we’ve been keeping from you. That, uh, Delta Rho’s been waiting to show you.”

I blinked. Suddenly all the times Samantha had had to shush her fellow sorority girls over the last few days made sense. What were they planning?

“We do this thing every year,” Samantha explained. “The sisterhood. It’s kind of an end-of-semester ritual. For the original founders, it was a way to ensure peace and prosperity over the coming year—along with a bountiful harvest or something like that. For us, it’s more like a chance to blow off steam. To let our hair down and party.”

My brows shot skyward. “There’s a graduation party?”

Everyone in the room who was currently in Delta Rho nodded. Maria and Tasha didn’t, but the looks on their faces told me they’d been briefed about this a hell of a lot sooner than I had.

“I’m surprised I didn’t see any signs of it at the sorority house,” I mused, thinking about how empty the place had been during my meeting with Daniel. “Samantha must have had the other sisters working harder to hide it than they did to put it up in the first place…”

Marcie laughed. “Jack, it’s not at the Delta Rho house.”

The answer hit me like a slap in the face.

“It’s at the hot springs,” Samantha finished for her bestie. “It’s a private function.”

“Very private,” the cheerleaders drawled in unison.

The hot springs. The same hot springs that shouldn’t technically exist—that felt like pure magic when you were submerged in its waters. Where Samantha and Yukiko invited me to name my favorite parts of their bodies, and then let me come all over what I’d chosen as I climaxed.

I’d been looking forward to going back there ever since.

“The whole sorority is going to be there?” I asked.

The room filled with knowing looks.

“Everyone is invited,” Samantha said quickly. “And… you are too, Daddy.”

“Anyone who isn’t comfortable with that is totally free to decline,” Marcie added hastily. “There wouldn’t be any negative consequences or loss of face. We wouldn’t do that to any of the sisters.”

I nodded. The whole damned sorority was invited. “How many declined?” I asked.

Samantha nibbled her bottom lip. “Nobody did, Daddy.”

Oh wow.

“I’ll be there, but I’m not going in the water,” Yukiko told me. “Just for safety’s sake: hot tubs aren’t kosher for pregnant women. I’ll just sit on the edge and stick my legs in.”

“Which definitely won’t look like an open invitation,” Heather giggled. “Since she’s going to be naked.”

“Naked?”

“The original Delta Rho rituals were all done in the nude,” Marcie explained. “The sisters had weird beliefs about magic and the Book of Rho. We don’t force anybody to do that kind of stuff, but it’s still clothing optional.”

Uh huh. And I bet as many coeds kept their clothes on as declined the invitation in the first place.

“We’re invited, too,” Maria said, jerking a thumb at her and Tasha. “Guests of honor, since we all helped the sorority out so much this semester.”

“And because I threatened to drop by with a couple of squad cars if we didn’t get to join in,” Tasha said with a huge grin. “I wouldn’t have done it, mind you. But it’s fun reminding people every now and then what you’re capable of.”

“You could consider it your bachelor party,” Yukiko said, smiling in that special way that was innocent and filthy at the same time. “The wedding’s just a couple days after graduation, and there’s not going to be time for anyone coming in from Boston to throw something together.” One of her legs rubbed against my thigh. “You know I’m not going to be mad if you have a good time.”

“Once more with feeling,” Samantha giggled. “Before your three ‘ball and chains’ lock you down, Daddy.”

“Not that he looks like he minds being locked down,” Maria said, taking a sip of her drink. “I never thought all that much about the whole multiple wives thing, but seeing the way you three get along makes me wonder.” She chuckled knowingly. “You might be the first guy in history to get a blowjob and eight hours of sleep every night after having a baby, tiger.”

“I don’t know about that,” I said, even as I thought it over. “I’ll do my fair share.”

“We can worry about all that later,” Yukiko reminded me. “Divvying up the household chores and the childcare can wait. I’ll handle it.”

“I’m sure you’ll have a spreadsheet,” I teased.

Yukiko didn’t deny it. “I’m a practical girl,” she said. Then she looked down at her pregnant belly, and the half-dozen women she shared me with. “Or at least I used to be.”

The cheerleaders grinned. “You are coming tonight, right?” Heather asked.

“We’ve got plans,” Eva chimed in, glancing at her virtual twin. “Fun plans.”

“Sexy plans.”

I had no doubt that they did. Just like I had no doubt that they were going to have some serious competition in that department. My girls knew how to please like no one else.

Something else had just occurred to me, though. “All this is happening tonight?”

A chorus of grins greeted me.

“I mean… yeah?” Samantha shared a look with Yukiko. “The whole thing with your boss complicated things, but we were always planning to do this right before graduation. Even if you weren’t here, we’d be doing this tonight.”

“And you being here makes it so much better,” Yukiko agreed.

Before I could say anything else, my pregnant fiancée slid from my arms. Yukiko rose to her full height, taking my hand with a smirk and pulling me from the clutch of coeds.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

Yukiko looked at me like it couldn’t have been more obvious. “The bedroom,” she said, casting her fellow Jack addicts a knowing glance. “If I’m going to be on the sidelines tonight, I want a little one-on-one time before I hand you over to the group. Besides, I think both of us need a nap.”

I tried to protest, only for a yawn to rip out of me and prove her right. It really had been an exhausting few days. And with this ritual on the horizon, I could tell I was going to need my strength.

“Just a nap?” I asked as she pulled me away.

Yukiko pursed her lips and cocked an eyebrow. “Obviously not,” she whispered, pulling me to her and guiding my hands to her hips. “When have I ever curled up next to you in bed and not taken advantage, Jack? Just because you’ve already gotten the job done doesn’t mean we can’t start practicing for the next one.”

Laughter greeted Yukiko’s words.

“You tell ‘em,” Maria chuckled, looking like she wanted to be the next to get a little practice in. “Get some rest, you two. We’ll make sure to wake you up before we head out.

Yukiko gave my hand a squeeze. "You heard her. Take your pregnant fiancée to bed, tiger."

And sweeping her into my arms, I did just that.


Chapter Ten

It snowed the whole drive up to the lake.

Thick flakes fell onto the windshield of my McLaren, each settling for an instant before being brushed away by the wipers. My headlights cut through the gloom of the mountain road, illuminating the tire strapped to the back of Samantha Lowry's Jeep. As much as she'd wanted to ride with me, only a few of Delta Rho's coeds had cars, and so we'd needed to form a caravan in order to get everyone into the woods.

And what a caravan.

I don't think there'd ever been a more attractive group of people in these woods. Coeds hung from car windows despite the snow, laughing and giggling and catching flakes on their tongues. Music spilled from every car, loud enough that I could hear it even with the windows up.

The atmosphere in my automobile was a bit more muted, but only just. My McLaren ordinarily seated five—we'd managed to fit five coeds into the car, plus yours truly in the driver's seat. Yukiko had pride of place in the passenger seat, of course, but the back was stuffed full. Marcie and Lakshmi both had the window seats, while Heather and Eva were practically in each other's laps behind the center console.

Samantha's Jeep—the lead vehicle in the caravan—weaved a bit to avoid a patch of ice on the road. I jerked the McLaren's wheel, dodging it on instinct, and glanced into the rearview mirror just in time to see Maria's luxury SUV doing the same behind me. She was driving; Tasha Davis sat in the passenger seat, fiddling with the stereo with a huge grin on her face while a pack of coeds grooved in the back.

Another half-dozen cars stretched out behind us, containing nearly the entire roster of Delta Rho's coeds. In the end, only two members of the sorority bowed out—one got cold feet at the last minute (which Samantha assured me the girl wouldn't be penalized for) while the other came down with a nasty stomach bug and was forced to remain in her dorm.

Until we pulled up to the Delta Rho house to lead the caravan, the only place I'd ever seen the whole sorority at the same time was at Marcie's initiation ritual. It still shocked me sometimes just how big this organization was.

When I turned back to the road, Yukiko still had her head turned around the other way. "That was a big patch of ice," she said, glancing over at me with worry in her gorgeous brown eyes. "Maybe we should slow down."

"You'd have to call Samantha and ask her," I said, smiling at the thought. "She sets the pace, we all follow in her wake. Sounds about right for the chapter, huh?"

Yukiko thought it over, then gave me a little smirk. "Not anymore she doesn't," she said, taking my hand.

"Hmm?"

"I mean, literally, yes, I'd have to call her," my fiancée chuckled. "But Samantha's not the power player at Delta Rho any longer, Jack. She's the president, and the queen bee, but she's not the one directing the future of this place any longer."

I thought I knew what she was getting at. "You're talking about me?"

She nodded. "Samantha is nominally in charge," she said with a smirk. "But Samantha does everything you tell her to now, Jack. If not before, then most definitely after this business with Jessamyn Fawkes. That girl's down bad for you."

"She ought to be. We're getting married."

Yukiko sighed and stretched. "I'm just saying, this is your kingdom now," she whispered, leaning against the headrest and peering at me through her eyelashes. "You should enjoy it. These women worship you, Jack. They think the world of you." Her eyes sparkled. "Now is not the time for humility, is what I'm trying to tell you."

I caught the eyes of my passengers in the rear view mirror. Marcie grinned at me like she couldn't wait for the evening's ritual to begin; across from her, Lakshmi swallowed like she couldn't really believe she was doing this. Both tried to keep their eyes off the cheerleader twins—the pair weren't exactly being subtle about how much they wanted me, and there was only so much nibbling and pawing a man could take before his attention would be forced to drift from the road.

"Humility," I muttered. "Kiki, I'm about to go strip my clothes off and jump into a hot spring with a bunch of women half my age. There is nothing humble about that."

"We'll strip our clothes off now," Heather suggested. “Beat the rush.”

"Make all those other coeds jealous," Eva added with a lewd smile.

Yukiko turned towards the backseat. "Behave, you two," she chided, pursing her lips. "It won't be long before we get there and you can let your freak flag fly."

Heather snickered. "Already thinking like a mommy," the coed purred, running her nails down her bare thighs. Damn it, why did those two need to wear their cheerleading outfits when it was this cold outside? "What are you going to do to us if we don't, Kiki? Send us to bed without dessert?"

Yukiko rolled with it. "If you don't knock it off," she growled, reaching over and squeezing my bulge, "I will drain this man so thoroughly before he gets in that hot spring that even your whole fucked up daddy-daughter thing won't be enough to get him to fuck you."

Her eyes told the pair she was 100% serious about it, too.

"Sheesh," Heather muttered. "Sounds like somebody's pregnancy hormones are already kicking in..."

Kiki made a show of rolling her eyes. "You'd better keep these two on a tight leash, my future husband. Although I suspect they'd like that."

Suddenly Eva smiled. "Kiki, you know we're only brats so that Daddy will punish us for it, right?" She leaned forward and gave Yukiko a quick little peck on the forehead. "We love you, girl. Can't wait to watch you queen it up on your throne tonight."

"While the rest of us debauch ourselves for the King," Heather added, licking her lips. "Who already looks like he wants to throw me over his lap and spank him..."

Yukiko was looking like she was enjoying the thought.

"Hey, can you cut it out?" Marcie asked. "You girls are totally freaking Lakshmi out."

Were they? It shamed me a bit to confess I hadn't been watching the coed in the backseat. Blame her quiet, unassuming nature, I suppose. Lakshmi's silhouette shifted as Marcie spoke, one of her hands traveling to the back of my headrest.

"I'm... I'm fine," Lakshmi murmured. She let out a little laugh. "Believe me, I know what the rest of you do with Mr. Avery. For God's sake, two of the women in this car are about to marry him." I watched her glance over, starlight illuminating her face as she watched the cheerleaders.

"And something tells me the other two would do just about anything to get a pair of those rings..."

There was little doubt on that score. Heather and Eva certainly were shameless—more so than anybody else in our group, they weren't just tempted but almost obsessed with proving they were the dirtiest girls in the harem.

But right now, I was checking on Lakshmi.

Yukiko was, too. "Are you okay back there?" she asked, her expression brimming with concern. "Don't take anything those two say too seriously. Nobody's going to make you do anything you don't want to do. Not tonight, not ever."

Even in the shadows, I could see Lakshmi smile. "I appreciate that, Kiki." Her shoulders rose and fell slowly in a sigh. "Trust me. Whatever happens tonight, I know I'm exactly where I'm meant to be."

I would have liked to have heard a little bit more about what she meant by that. But just then, Samantha's Jeep cut through the line of trees and into the parking lot, spraying gravel as her car roared a little too fast across the clearing.

It was hard to see where the woods ended and the hot springs began. Delta Rho liked it that way. The springs were the sorority's greatest secret, tucked deep in the mountains where random travelers were unlikely to stumble up on it. It shouldn't have existed—as I'd pointed out to both Samantha and Yukiko, there was only one other hot spring in New England and its temperature was nowhere near as high as this one—but I'd felt its waters once before, and I was looking forward to another dip almost as much as I was looking forward to seeing most of Delta Rho in the buff.

All jokes about witches and covens aside, I knew there was nothing magical about Samantha Lowry and her lieutenants.

But that spring?

There was definitely something witchy about it. Something connected to the original women who'd founded this sorority, who'd been the first to inscribe their names in the Book of Rho. The sisters didn't like to talk about it much—for them, the rituals were just for fun, and if everyone's luck and test scores went up a little bit afterwards, those were just the laws of probability at work.

But deep down, I think they knew. Or at least they suspected.

The last time I'd been here, it was just with Samantha and Yukiko. They'd wanted to show the place to me themselves—and play a little sex game with me in the supposedly enchanted waters. It was amazing, and I'd carry the memory of Kiki and Sam preening and talking dirty as I unloaded across their faces in my mental spank bank for the rest of my life.

But tonight was different.

Tonight was the end of the semester. A ritual blowout conducted by the queen bee herself: a celebration of sisterhood, friendship and the joy of another semester done and dusted.

A night that, even without a man involved, I'd heard involved quite a bit of debauchery.

How much worse would it be with me here?

Or, to put it another way: how much better?

Samantha led the pack in a Delta Rho letter sweatshirt and a skirt so short it left little to the imagination. Everyone was dressed a little inappropriately for the weather, as all of us knew it wouldn't be long before we reached the warmth of that secret spring.

Yukiko walked beside me, one hand in mine and the other on the flat little belly both of us knew would have a slight swell in it before too long.

Marcie—gorgeous Marcie, so innocent and pretty it seemed almost impossible for her to be taking part in a ritual so depraved—walked right behind me, conversing in low tones with both Lakshmi and the cheerleader twins. God only knew what thoughts Heather and Eva were putting in her head. I hoped I got to hear all about it later.

All the way in the back, past the rest of the sorority, the two members of my harem who were beyond college age held down the rear. Maria carried a case of champagne tucked under one athletic arm, supporting it with the other, while Tasha scanned the trees with a flashlight, her cop's instincts compelling her to check for any signs of trouble.

I doubted she'd find any tonight. Sure, there were people left in Stillwell who wished less than the best for me. But there was just something special about this place tonight. Something that made me giddy.

Whatever it was, it was infecting the coeds, too. I'd never seen them look so bubbly and giggly, not even at the initiation. It was like they'd already cracked open the champagne and were looking forward to seconds.

The narrow path wound through the woods, covered in snow. Right at the point where I noticed some of the coeds beginning to seriously shiver, it opened up and the temperature rose. There it is, I thought, relaxing as the worst of the cold was soothed away.

It was just like I remembered.

Plumes of steam rose from the pool into the night sky, the water bubbling and frothing against the stone walls. Even by starlight I could see the way the bottom sloped downwards on either side, meeting in the pool's center in a deep 'V' shape that represented a crack stretching deep into the earth. The water came from way below the mountain, heated by geothermal currents.

Or magic, depending on who you talked to.

A circle of tiki torches surrounded the pool, unlit. Their arrival surprised me, but Samantha must have ordered some sisters to come out and place them in advance—at a gesture from their president, a handful of sorority girls broke away from the pack with lighters and began setting them ablaze. Soon the surface of the pool sparkled with reflected flame.

"It's so nice out here," one coed said to another. "I thought I was going to freeze on the walk over!"

"You shouldn't have dressed like such a slut, then," someone else teased. With a start, I realized it was Marcie, of all people. Words like that almost never came out of her mouth.

The first girl opened her mouth to retort, only to get cut off. "Who cares?" Heather purred, stepping to the edge of the pool. "We're all going to be naked in a few minutes anyway."

Lakshmi nearly jumped out of her skin. "Naked?"

Marcie and Yukiko both turned. "Um, yeah?" Marcie said. “We talked about this back at the penthouse. It’s part of the ritual.”

Spots of color rose to the coed's cheeks. "I must not have been paying attention,” she whispered, dropping her voice low enough that most of the other coeds couldn’t hear. “I'm wearing a bathing suit under this," she said, gesturing to her sari. "I thought this was a pool party, not a skinny dip! Is that… is that okay?”

"That's totally fine," Yukiko said, preempting the half-dozen coeds who'd no doubt already locked and loaded their teasing. "Nobody here tonight is going to do anything they don't want to do, Laks. You can wear your one-piece if that's what you feel comfortable with. And if anybody gets cold feet, they can always hang out with me."

"Kiki can't get in because she's preggers," a coed giggled.

"Knocked up with Jackson Avery's lovechild."

"God, I'm so jealous!"

"We'll be married soon enough," I assured the sorority sisters, wrapping an arm around Yukiko's waist. "You, me, Samantha and Marcie."

One of the girls next Heather shook her head. "Fuck, that still blows my mind," she murmured, clearly jealous as hell of the arrangement. "Not the whole three-girls, one-guy thing, necessarily. But that one of them is Samantha fucking Lowry. Can you believe she of all people agreed to share a man…?"

"Did someone say my name?" Samantha called from the front. All the tiki torches had been lit, and in their flickering flames she looked a little bit like the gameshow host from that old reality show about people getting voted off the island. "My ears are burning!"

"Holy shit." That was Maria, who'd just set down the case of bubbly and was staring into the pool, shocked. "Is... is this real?"

"This shouldn't exist," Tasha said flatly. The officer leaned down and stuck a hand in the water, her eyes widening. "We're way too far north for hot springs. This water should be ice cold..."

"Well, it's not," Samantha said with a giggle. "Alright you lazy bitches, let's get started!"

Samantha raised her arms and the chatter died.


Chapter Eleven

"Sisters of Delta Rho," Samantha intoned, slipping into the authoritative voice I'd heard the blonde coed use back at the initiation ceremony. "We have officially weathered another semester. This one has been more challenging than most, for many reasons—”

"Like some jerk trying to get you removed as president," Marcie said. "Can we give Samantha a freaking round of applause for pushing through that, by the way? I think any of us would have broken down and cried in her shoes."

Maybe not Yukiko, I thought. But most of the coeds? Sure.

Either way, the group was more than happy to salute their leader. Drunk on the chilly air or the pool's magic or maybe a few surreptitious sips of liquor some of the bolder girls had smuggled along for the ride, they whooped and cheered and jumped up and down like members of some feral, uncivilized tribe.

A tribe with only one man, I reminded myself.

Samantha let the cheering go on for just long enough, then gestured for silence. "Tonight, we gather at our most sacred site—the pool where the Book of Rho was signed for the first time by the founding sisters of our covenant. This space has played host to decades of sisters, all of them marking their transition from one season to another. For many, it was also where they celebrated their graduation."

A few cheers greeted this pronouncement.

"Yes, we have a few of them here tonight," Samantha added with a grin. "Those of you who have been in the sisterhood for four long years know better than anyone that what we have just finished is no ordinary semester. I could not be prouder of the way this sorority has grown and changed over the last few months. The bonds we've forged are stronger than ever—and our burdens are lighter because we carry them together."

Eager coeds nodded along with her words. They liked the speech, but mostly they just wanted to get into the pool already.

Samantha must have felt it, too. "Sisters," she intoned. "Form a circle."

The group coalesced around the edge of the pool, hands linked in a human chain. I tried to stand outside of the group, but Yukiko and Marcie grabbed me from either side and flanked me, adding my link to the chain with my hands tucked into theirs.

"Tonight, we honor our ancestors," Samantha said, her voice seeming almost to deepen as it echoed over the water. "And renew our power. Will my Vice President please bring forth the Book of Rho?"

That would be Lakshmi, who was already in motion. The coed carried the Book of Rho against her chest, the oversized tome flattening her breasts as she walked to the front of the group. She slipped on a rocky outcropping near the water, stumbled, then righted herself before she could fall.

“Here is the Book of Rho,” Lakshmi said, her voice taking on the cadence of a ritual. “Who here has their name inscribed among its pages?”

“We do,” the sisters chorused in unison.

Even with the jokes and the fun, those two simple words sent a chill down my spine.

Samantha’s smirk turned triumphant. “Good. Lakshmi, light the sacred fire.”

I gave a start. The sacred fire?

Lakshmi had evidently prepared for this part. With a swiftness that shocked me, the coed moved a short distance away and came back with a final tiki torch, so carefully hidden behind a rock that I wondered whether a couple of sisters had come by and stashed it beforehand. This one was much more ornate than the rest, covered in arcane symbols and little bits of paper with the Delta Rho symbols written across them. A lighter and a quick flick of the wrist set the thing ablaze, the flame burning within a little glass box with an open top to let the smoke rise into the air.

“As we move forward into the future, we must leave behind the past,” Samantha said, her voice firm and commanding. “We will cherish the memories we have made with our fellow sisters. We will hold fast to the bonds of sisterhood we have shared.” A smile cut through her serious manner. “And we will cling tightly to the very good friends we have made this semester.”

Every girl who’d hooked up with me since I came to Stillwell chuckled at that one.

“But not all of these things should be taken with us,” Samantha said, sliding back into her authoritative mode. “The useless, the hurtful—the traumatic—these things should be left behind. Should be forgotten, dispensed of… and discarded.”

That last word hit the group like a thunderclap.

“What sisters have something they would like to discard?” Samantha asked, her gaze raking the crowd. “Cast what has harmed you this semester into the fire—leave it in the past, and join us in the ritual pool with a glad heart!”

I was beginning to understand the contours of this ritual. It wasn’t all that different from writing a letter to your ex-girlfriend or someone who’d hurt you, then burning it. Except something told me there might be a little bit of Delta Rho magic involved in this. Even if not, I got the distinct impression that whatever each sister confessed, the others would do their best to ensure it was no longer a problem going forward.

The fact that half the coeds were giggling and already drunk undercut the ‘seriousness’ of the ritual somewhat. But only a little.

Up front, Samantha and my other fiancées looked as serious as ever.

“We’ll begin in order of seniority,” Samantha said. “As I must remain outside of the pool until the ritual is complete, that means we start with the chapter’s Vice President. Lakshmi, would you—"

“I would like to go last,” Lakshmi whispered, blanching. “Or next to last, president.”

Samantha’s eyes widened. I could tell she hadn’t expected this request. And that, while it was somewhat out of order, such a boon wasn’t beyond her ability to grant.

“Alright,” the coed said after a moment. “Sure. Yukiko Tanaka, please step forward.”

Yukiko did. She let go of my hand and the hand of the woman beside her and entered the circle, the sisters forming smoothly around her. As she stepped in front of the torch, Samantha handed her a small piece of paper that had been folded into a six-pointed star.

Yukiko looked into the flame, and then back at me. “I discard my guilt,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper but completely audible in that clearing. “My parents’ divorce is not my fault. I will no longer blame myself for my father’s mistakes.”

She touched the paper star to the flame. Some of the sisters must have soaked the damn thing in gasoline before tucking it away for the drive, because the instant it made contact with the center of the torch it went off like a tiny firework. Sisters oohed and ahhed over it, while Yukiko herself stepped away with a satisfied smile. When her gaze met mine from the other side of the smoke, I could have sworn there was less worry in it than there’d been a minute ago.

It’s not magic, I told myself. It’s just catharsis.

The ritual let the members of Delta Rho publicly get over what had bothered them the most throughout the year. No wonder they were all looking forward to it so much.

I expected Yukiko to rejoin the circle now that her part was done, but I was in for a surprise. She reached the edge of the group and stepped between two of the coeds, tugging her skirt free of her waist as she walked.

I gasped. Beneath that pencil skirt, Yukiko was totally bare.

Several coeds whistled as my fiancée reached the edge of the pool. She found a small rocky outcropping near the drop off and settled in, the warm water bubbling around her thighs as she let her legs dangle in the pool. The sigh she let out was pleasure itself.

“Oh, that feels good,” she chuckled, splashing a bit. “Can’t wait for you all to join me!”

“That almost sounds like a challenge,” Samantha said. “Alright, who’s next?”

One by one, the ritual unfolded. Each of the sisters of Delta Rho stepped forward in turn, confessing some unwelcome memory of the semester we’d just completed. Each of them were handed one of the little six-pointed paper stars by their president before their discarding, and each watched it go up in flames with a cheer.

Then they stripped off their clothes and jumped into the pool.

A handful had Lakshmi’s sense of modesty and had slipped on bikinis or other swimwear underneath their clothing. But most were completely naked beneath their letter sweatshirts and sorority attire. The pool was warm enough that they didn’t need clothing—and tonight, all of them wanted to show off.

The cheerleader twins discarded their inhibitions (which I don’t think they’d ever had many of in the first place) and stripped naked before jumping into the pool together. Several of the girls already had bottles of champagne and were passing them around, filling their bellies with cold bubbles while warm ones frothed all around them. It looked like one hell of a fun time, and I couldn’t wait to join them.

But first, it was Marcie’s turn.

The circle had only a few coeds remaining in it as she took her place at the center. Her hand shook the slightest bit as she took the little star from her mentor’s hand. “You can do this,” Samantha whispered—something she’d hadn’t done for any of the others.

Taking strength from it, Marcie nodded.

“You know what I’m going to say,” she muttered, looking down into the flame. It took me a second to realize she wasn’t talking to Samantha, but to me. “I discard that night at the sorority house. I discard everything Trevor Baines ever did to me, or tried to do to me.”

She turned around, tears in her eyes.

“But I’m not sorry it happened,” she said, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. “Because if it didn’t, Jack would have never met Samantha. And he and I would still just be friends.” She smiled. “So fuck it. Here’s to the future, right?”

She tossed the little star into the flames.

It was still smoldering when she jumped into the pool, naked and laughing.

I watched her splash her way over to Yukiko and give the coed a hug. It was then that I noticed just how many sorority sisters were in the pool—and how few remained outside of it. Besides Samantha, only Lakshmi was left to discard her memory. Tasha and Maria filled the rest of the circle, which was now more like a square with a person at each corner.

“You ready?” Samantha asked her vice president.

Lakshmi swallowed hard. “As I’ll ever be,” she whispered, holding out a hand.

Samantha handed her the star.

I watched Lakshmi hold it over the torch for a long moment, the paper just out of reach of the flickering flames. They danced in her dark eyes, her expression unreadable.

“I discard…”

She glanced over her shoulder at me, her lip curling in a smirk.

“...my anger.”

Samantha’s brows shot skyward. I could feel my own doing the same.

“I was accused of doing something I did not do,” she said, addressing the torchlight directly. “But I understand why my sisters would believe me to be the culprit. I would have accused me as well. I forgive them.” She paused, letting her words sink in. “But I will not forgive Jackson Avery.”

What!?

Lakshmi stuck the edge of her tongue from the side of her mouth.

“Not until he earns it.”

And with that, the gorgeous coed tossed her sari and joined her sisters in the pool.

Samantha watched her go, clearly on the verge of laughter. “Sounds like you and her are about to have a very fun night, Daddy,” she snickered.

Lakshmi broke the surface of the water, droplets streaming from her long brown braid. As she turned and looked at me, her dark eyes flashing, I knew Samantha wasn’t exaggerating. If anything, she might have been underselling it a bit.

It’s on, I thought, grinning.

That left me with only Samantha to finish the ritual.

I glanced over at Maria and Tasha, then back to the blonde. “It’s all on you now, babygirl,” I said, gesturing with my chin at the sorority girls splashing in the water. “Are you ready to discard something from this semester so we can get this party started?”

Samantha’s piercing blue eyes met mine. She smiled.

And I knew what she was going to say before the words left her mouth.

“I discard my fear,” she said, a single tear rolling down her cheek as she pulled her own star out of her pocket. “I am not like them. I am nothing like them, and I never will be.”

Most of the sisters had no idea who she was talking about. Hell, pretty much all of them were already splashing in the pool. But I knew.

That was what really mattered.

I knew she meant her parents.

“That’s right, babygirl,” I whispered as Samantha’s worries went up in smoke.

I’d thought she might mention that terrible night Trevor Baines tried to light my car on fire. Or the way we’d all cringed and tried to explain ourselves that first time Marcie showed up at my apartment and caught her, Yukiko and I together without most of our clothes on. Discarding Jessamyn Fawkes and her machinations seemed a distinct possibility.

But I should have known. None of those things bothered her like this.

And I hoped it wouldn’t bother her any more.

Her burning done, Samantha shed her sweatshirt with a wink. She dove into the pool headfirst, surfacing with a gasp, water beading on her bare breasts.

“God damn,” Tasha groaned behind me. “This is so hot. Makes me wish I’d joined a sorority back in college…”

Maria grinned wickedly. “Do you have any rituals you’d like to complete, boo? Anything you want to discard?” She nudged her bestie. “Anything you wanna confess, officer?”

Tasha laughed. “I confess to breaking my own rules,” she said, giving me an up-and-down look nearly as frank as it was adorable. “I was never supposed to go out with someone involved in an active case. But how could I not?”

The tip of Maria’s tongue worked its way around her pouty lip. “I confess to mixing business with pleasure,” she laughed. “Either way, I always close the deal.”

And both women ran to the edge of the pool and jumped.

All at once, I was by myself. The torch fluttered in the wind, the thin plume of smoke forgotten as it rose slowly into the night. Beyond its light, sorority girls splashed and drank and gossiped. The atmosphere grew heavier with each passing moment, and I knew why.

They were waiting for the guest of honor to join them.

Well, I told myself with a smirk. Better not keep them waiting…

I took my clothes off and jumped in the pool.


Chapter Twelve

It felt like coming home in more ways than one.

First of all, I hadn’t realized how much I’d missed the pool until I hit the water. The warmth enveloped me instantly, banishing away the chill of the winter air as the heat seeped into my muscles. Just like the first time, it felt like a full-body massage—like knots I didn’t even realize I had were being worked out of my shoulders and back, like aches and pains I’d been carrying for ages were fading away as I rocketed back from the depths of the crack to the surface. By the time I felt the crisp night air on my face, I felt like a new man.

Oh, and there was the second thing.

The whole “being surrounded by naked women half my age” thing.

Cheers rang in my ears as I waded out of the deep end, my legs kicking through the warm water until they could touch the pool’s bottom. The party was already in full swing: those members of Delta Rho who weren’t already tipsy were getting that way, passing bottles among themselves like they had a limitless supply. Which, considering how magical the atmosphere felt, might not be all that far from the truth.

In the glow of the torches, each sorority sister looked like a painting. Shadows danced across their silhouettes, laughter bubbling from them like the water of the hot spring as they celebrated the end of the semester.

The more I looked at them, the more convinced I became that there really was something to this whole ritual thing. The sisterhood had been in a good mood before they’d arrived, but now, they were positively ecstatic. Feverish.

As I watched, one girl grabbed another and began making out, hot and heavy. The coeds around them cheered, champagne foam splashing across bare breasts as two more of Delta Rho’s sisters joined in on the fun.

Jesus, I thought, swelling beneath the water. What’s gotten into these girls?

It was as if some Greek gods were hiding just over the nearest hill, using their powers to push the sorority into a bacchanalia of debauchery. Or maybe the spirits of Delta Rho’s founders haunted this place—the sisters I’d begun to believe were maybe doing a little more than just playing at witchcraft.

Good girls didn’t do things like this. They didn’t pose like this, preen like this, make out naked in a pool while soaking each other in expensive champagne like slave girls preparing each other’s bodies for their sultan. Even Delta Rho, where sorority girls were expected to let their hair down and party just as hard as they worked, couldn’t be this crazy, could it?

I was still wondering if I was hallucinating the whole thing when Samantha came up and grabbed me from behind.

“Daddy,” the coed groaned, her bare breasts pressing against my back. “You’re finally here!”

Even with the water splashing around I could tell her nipples were as hard as diamonds—she’d probably never been this turned on before, which was saying something after everything we’d been through. But it was true.

And that wasn’t the half of it.

Something told me there wasn’t a single person in this pool who wasn’t hornier than they’d ever been in their entire lives—and that you probably couldn’t get within a half mile of this place without soaking your panties or sporting a king-size hard-on. There was just an aura coming from the ritual. From the water.

From Delta Rho.

“Babygirl,” I growled. Clouds of smoke rose into the air as a half-dozen sisters lit up simultaneously. All around us, sorority girls gasped and kissed and drank and smoked and rubbed each other, the drugs only augmenting the high everyone already had from the ritual. “Something strange is going on. This place is out of control—”

Her mouth met mine, opening as her fingers tangled in my hair. “Fuck control,” the president of the sorority gasped, grinding her body against mine with a hunger that made my heart jump. “Tonight’s not about being good, Daddy. It’s letting loose the animal within. Awoooo!”

My pulse skipped a beat. Samantha tossed her head back and let out a wolf’s howl, echoing over the forest. A moment later, the rest of Delta Rho responded, whooping and howling like they’d all gone feral.

I’d barely had time to recover when Samantha grabbed my hand and guided it to my throat. “This is the only control I want tonight,” she growled, her blue eyes burning with lust. “You holding onto my throat while you fuck your babygirl, Daddy. Fuck me hard.”

I was already carrying her to the side of the pool, my fingers wrapped around her slender neck.

“Fuck me like you own me,” she giggled, squirming in my grip. “Because you totally fucking do—”

Her words were cut off by a scream of lust as I pushed Samantha up against the wall and entered her roughly. My cock bottomed out inside of her with one smooth stroke, ramming her back walls as her tight, wet little sorority pussy stretched to accommodate my girth.

“Daddy’s home,” I growled against her ear. “Fucking take it, you beautiful babygirl!”

Samantha’s mouth opened as wide as an opera singer’s as I thrust between her legs. She gasped as I pulled all the way back, leaving only the tip of my cock inside of her, then thrust forward like a battering ram, claiming her sweet body as my prize. She clung to me for dear life, her nails digging into my bare shoulders as she threw herself onto me.

“Oh fuck, Daddy!” she screamed, so loud that people in the next county over could hear. “Yeah, pound my tight little twat! Fuck, ohmygod fuck you’re so fucking big and hard…!”

Samantha knew exactly what she was doing. All around the pool, sisters caught wind of her cries and quieted down, their debauchery turning to knowing chuckles as they listened to their leader get pounded. Their lust didn’t diminish—if anything, they were even more turned on, each of them even hotter and wetter than the water bubbling around us.

I gripped the blonde coed’s ass with my free hand, using it as leverage to pound into her with relentless strokes. The other squeezed her throat, applying gentle pressure that nevertheless reminded Samantha just how strong the man fucking her really was. I hadn’t been showing off the night I nearly beat those frat boys to a pulp in front of her.

She knew I would never hurt her.

But the knowledge that I could made her pussy boil over so hot that she couldn’t think straight.

“You’ve got something about being watched, don’t you, babygirl?” I grunted, dropping my voice as I fucked her absolutely stupid. “My balcony. That one time in traffic. Right fucking now. You like knowing your sorority sisters are watching you take this dick like a good girl, aren’t you? Like my good girl.”

Samantha pulled my thumb into her mouth and sucked on it like a pacifier. Her eyes rolled back into her head, only the whites showing. A high-pitched keening wail escaped her throat, like a kettle left on the boiler too long.

I liked that sound. But there was something I liked even more.

I pulled the thumb from between her lips, savoring her whine of frustration. At the same time I slowed my thrusts, going deeper than deep but hitting a rhythm just slow enough to keep her on the edge rather than sending her over.

She threw her head back, her golden locks fanning over the stone like a broken halo, her back arching like a bow as she tried and failed to ride me harder.

“Ah ah,” I teased. I fucking loved this—and I loved that every girl Samantha Lowry liked to boss around was here to hear it. “Use your words, babygirl. I know you can.”

“Fuck!” Samantha’s groan was submission itself. “Ohmigawd I love you so fucking much, Daddy! Holy shit, how are you so good at this?”

I couldn’t help but grin. “Because it’s who I am,” I told her. “Who’s fucking you right now, babygirl?”

Samantha looked at me like she’d won a jackpot. “My Daddy’s fucking me,” she groaned, meeting me stroke for stroke. “You’re going to be my husband, and I love that so much. But being my Daddy is so, so much more important.” Something shifted inside of her, and the next words came rushing out of Samantha like water from a broken dam. “You could leave me tomorrow, tell me you never want to see me again in your whole life,” she babbled, riding the edge. “And it wouldn’t matter. You’d still be my Daddy, and I’d still be your babygirl…!”

Coeds gasped, their whispers (and not a few moans) adding to the soundtrack of our hard, primal fucking. Outside of the handful of girls I was already involved with, they’d never seen their leader like this.

So submissive. So in love. So perfect.

“I’m gonna cum inside you,” I growled, going from teasing-slow to caveman-trying-to-break-through-a-wall in a single instant. “Come for me, babygirl. I want to feel you unravel while I fill you up!”

Samantha’s body shook like a leaf beneath mine. It took everything she had to match me, to impale her tight pussy on my prick with every thrust. The world blurred around us as we both reached our peaks, the spot where the two of us joined turning into a brilliant sun of bliss.

“Yeah, that’s it,” Samantha panted, only the whites of her eyes showing. “God damn, Daddy, fuck… fill me up… breed my tight little pussy…!”

I wasn’t sure if Samantha was just talking dirty or if seeing Yukiko had actually changed her mind about starting a family right after the wedding. But either way, it didn’t matter.

My cock hit that special spot deep inside of her like a freight train, sending her over the edge. A moment later I was right there with her, pumping her full of hot cream as her body shuddered with bliss. I buried my face between her tits and sucked on her nipples as both of us rode out our climax, my teasing tongue and the way she ground her hips prolonged the pleasure until a lesser man would have been spent.

Cheers erupted across the pool as Samantha kissed me, her lips tasting like expensive champagne and salt. “Holy shit,” she panted, clinging to me bonelessly. “There is no better way to end a fucking semester! Jesus, that was so hot…!”

Before I could respond, I felt a tap on my shoulder. When I turned, still buried hilt-deep inside of Samantha Lowry’s pussy, I found Marcie standing next to me.

“Mind if I cut in, Samantha?” the younger coed whispered. She turned the full force of her gaze on me, full of softness and love and that sweet hotness she’d burned with that night she climbed into my lap in the front seat of my car while Elizabeth Baines raged uselessly in her McMansion, and I felt my heart melt.

Samantha giggled. “Go right ahead, gorgeous,” she purred, sliding off of me with a wet sound. “In fact, you stay right there. Let’s give your ‘Uncle’ a show…”

Before I could stop either of them, Marcie leaned over and kissed her mentor. Samantha chuckled knowingly as she pulled the younger coed to her, her hands roaming all over Marcie’s body as the two of them made out hot and heavy barely two feet in front of me. The other sorority girls wolf-whistled with no less brio than when they’d howled at the moon, and I was pretty sure I heard Maria blurt something in lightly accented Spanish.

By the time Samantha broke the kiss, Marcie was practically trembling with desire. “God, she is so freaking adorable,” Samantha said, squeezing Marcie’s perky tits together. “I can’t believe it took this long for the two of you to hook up, Daddy! The two of you make such a hot couple…”

“I had to work through some things,” I told the pair. “So did Marcie.”

The younger coed nodded. “I love you, Uncle Jack,” she whispered, grabbing my chest with both hands.

Then she blushed.

“I’ll stop calling you that if you want me to,” she blurted, glancing around at the other coeds like she’d made a major faux pas. “I know you’re not really my uncle or anything like that. It’s just…”

She trailed off. “Just what, angel?”

A tremor shot through Marcie. She liked being called that. Liked it the way Samantha liked being called ‘babygirl’ and Yukiko relished being my ‘princess’.

Even in the flickering torchlight, I could see her blush. “It makes me feel safe,” she confessed, handing over the words with no less gravity than she’d shown when she’d discarded her worst memory of the semester. “It makes me feel like… like you’re always going to protect me. Like I don’t have anything to worry about…”

I turned to her, lifting her easily, and slid into her slow and deep.

“You,” I said over her squeal of pleasure, “will never have anything to worry about, angel.” Marcie trembled with every thrust, gasping as I filled her tight collegiate pussy to the brim and then some. “You’re mine. And I’m your Uncle Jack...”

Everything was slower and softer with Marcie. She clung to me as I entered her again and again, her softness and sweetness a perfect contrast to Samantha’s open-throated debauchery. I licked the salty droplets from her breasts as I filled her, nibbling at her neck and beside her ear until she couldn’t stand it any longer.

“She’s so pretty like this,” Samantha giggled. The coed hadn’t gone anywhere after getting off, and her orgasm had loosened her up to the point that she looked like she wanted to have some fun. “God, I’m so jealous!”

Several coeds let out yells that let me know they were jealous, too. I swore I could see several of them together in the water, getting each other ready for me. Even more of them stared at me with that special intense concentration, their arms moving slowly and then fast under the water. Dirty girls, I thought.

“Jack!” Marcie pressed herself against me, the scent of her shampoo filling my nostrils as she buried her face against my shoulder. “Oh fuck, Jack… would you… would you do something for me?”

I had a pretty good idea what Marcie was about to ask. It was just a question of whether she’d have time—every thrust between her legs was tighter and hotter than the one before, and the friction was so incredible that I could feel her walls throwing sparks.

Marcie was about to shatter like a plate-glass window—but not just yet.

“What’s that, angel?” I grunted, nearing my own peak.

Marcie shifted against me, lifting her hips to an angle that made my blood run hot. “Get me pregnant,” she panted, dropping her voice so low that only I, her and Samantha could hear. “I want it, Jack. I want Yukiko’s kid to have a little half-brother or half-sister to play with…”

Fuck. Oh fuck.

“You sure, angel?” I growled, pumping inside her like a bellows. What was Marcie’s birth control situation like right now? Hell, it was so hard to keep track with so many women in my orbit. I didn’t even know whether this was possible—

Marcie rocked her hips on me, and I nearly came apart right then and there.

“Please, Uncle Jack,” Marcie begged. “We’ll figure the rest of it out. My Dad, my degree… I know you and I’ll get through it, no matter what happens. I’m ready. Please, please let me help you and Kiki start a family?”

There wasn’t a red-blooded man born who could turn down a woman when she made a request like that. I locked in, driving hard, grabbing her hips with both hands to go deep as we moved like two perfect pieces of clockwork.

Marcie’s cry rose and rose until she crumbled. With a final yell she came apart, burying her face against my chest as the muscles of her pussy spasmed around my cock. They were still clenching and gripping when I shot, my cock jerking against her inner walls as I flooded her innermost channel with seed.

You would have thought I’d have been done after something like that, especially at my age. And it was true that even at my most turned-on, I was forced to be the kind of guy who held my load whenever there were more than two or three women in the bed with me, lest some of them leave without being completely satisfied. Two was normally close to my limit—three would have left me too drained to continue.

Normally.

But tonight, with the sorority’s ritual echoing in my ears, I felt like I could fuck my way through the entire roster and still get hard enough for seconds.

It didn’t take long for my resolve to be tested. No sooner had I let Marcie sink into the warm embrace of her mentor than I found myself flanked on both sides by a pair of nearly identical cheerleaders: Heather and Eva. They attacked me like a pack of velociraptors, their hands and mouths going everywhere as they giggled.

“Hi Boss,” Heather moaned, her voice husky as she reached beneath the water and stroked me. “You ready for your two dirtiest girls to get you off?”

“I don’t want your babies,” Eva chuckled, her words picking up almost exactly where her near-twin’s ended. “I want you to fuck me in the ass, boss!”

“And I want to lick it clean,” Heather added without missing a beat. “Fuck us like sluts, sir!”

I should have held back—if for no other reason than the other coeds could hear these two and looked utterly shocked by how depraved they were—but it was like their words unlocked something inside of me. Suddenly it felt like I hadn’t gotten laid in weeks, despite having just unloaded inside two of the three women who were about to become my wives. Under that moonlight, with that glow surrounding me, I might have lost my mind.

Just a little.

The next thing I knew, I had both cheerleaders at the edge of the pool. A crowd of coeds cheered me on as I fucked both of them—my cock plunging deep inside of Eva’s tightest, most forbidden opening while my tongue devoured Heather’s tight, dripping slit. The two of them moved with a synchronization that was frankly a little eerie, two perfect porn stars in a movie that only I and my sorority guests were ever going to see.

Heather shuddered as she ground her pussy against my face, her legs shaking. “Mommy will never find out about any of this,” she groaned, spinning filthy fantasies even as my cock disappeared in her bestie’s backdoor. “We promise! We’re gonna be so perfect and dirty for you that you won’t even need Mommy to take care of you anymore…”

The splashes around us grew frantic as the rest of Delta Rho gave themselves over to their lust. By the time I buried myself hilt-deep inside of Eva’s ass and let go, half the sorority was matching me stroke for stroke with their fingers between their legs.

And when I pulled out of her and slammed my cock all the way down Eva’s throat, I swore I could see all of them sucking on those same digits.


Chapter Thirteen

The night blurred into a haze of bodies and pleasure. Maria came next, begging me to fill her culo the way I’d just filled Eva’s. She rode me hard and fast at the edge of the pool, using all those toned muscles she spent so much time working on at the gym, and when she came all over me, she let out a string of Spanish so filthy-hot it could melt a glacier. She pulled off me with a naughty grin and a bunch of papis, giving her round ass a hard slap as she moved to the side to let Tasha in to play.

Tasha grabbed me as soon as Maria slipped away, tackling me like a suspect she’d cornered down an alley with no exit. “Hey there, Jack,” she chuckled, thrusting her big mocha tits in my face. “You having fun?”

I showed her just how much fun I was having by fucking her doggy-style: her wrists pinned together like she was wearing a pair of invisible handcuffs, her back arched like a cat’s as I made her round ass bounce with every thrust. She came growling my name, her burning cheek cool against the stone at the edge of the pool, her tits flattened against the side.

Somehow, I was still hard. I’d lost track of how many times I’d had an orgasm—and how many I’d given the women of Delta Rho. I felt like an animal: a tiger loose from his cage, a shark scouring the waters of his home turf in search of sweet young things to devour. How many times had I heard Maria call me a tiger?

How many times had I really lived up to it?

There were new girls in the haze as well. At some point I found myself with a brunette I barely knew, her body completely out of the water as she wrapped herself around me and just let her body get fucked. Two blondes who definitely weren’t Heather and Eva shared my dick, making out with its length between them before passing it down each of their throats. The magic, the ritual, the booze or the weed smoke—whatever it was, it amplified every sensation, until every thrust felt like an orgasm and every climax felt like a tiny piece of something larger, greater, something that I could only touch briefly during moments of pure bliss.

What the sorority girls occasionally lacked in skill they more than made up for in eagerness. Blondes, brunettes, redheads: by the time I felt the surge of insane strength brought on by the ritual beginning to ebb, I had the distinct feeling I’d gotten to third base with all of them at the very least. Most of them looked the same; their frenzies had cooled, though more than a few of Delta Rho’s finest were still making out or sharing smoke or going down on each other at the edges of the pool. The fun was still happening, but we’d passed the peak of the fever. We were winding down.

Which bothered me more than a little. Because there was one woman I’d yet to find in the middle of the orgy.

In the end, though, she found me.

I don’t know how she snuck up on me. At one point I was wading through the water towards a clutch of coeds like a shark about to devour some unwary surfers, and the next she was there. Lakshmi. No longer shy, no longer conflicted. No longer angry.

Just determined. Ready. Here.

Steam swirled around her like a veil as she closed the distance between us. “There you are,” she whispered, laughter in her voice. “I was wondering if the two of us were going to find each other.”

God damn, she was a vision. Her skin glowed in the light from the torches and the water, beads of sweat mixed with the salty droplets of the pool all over her deep brown skin. Her long hair was pinned up in a sleek bun, practically dry despite the debauchery happening all around her. Her breasts were heavy, each topped with a chocolate-dark nipple, but so perky they didn’t even dip close to the surface of the water.

Looking at her, I had a thought: how had I overlooked this woman for so long? How did I not start chasing after her that very first night at the Delta Rho house?

It didn’t matter. I could make up for lost time.

“I’m ready,” Lakshmi whispered, taking me by the hand. “If you’ll have me, Jack. Am I welcome in your group?”

“Very welcome,” I assured her. “Where are you taking me?”

Where turned out to be a rocky outcropping at the far end of the pool. The walls narrowed here into a tiny strait, connecting this spring to a second one that was both smaller and deeper than the one the sorority girls used for their rituals. The bottom of the pool rose almost to the surface here, forming a seat barely six inches beneath the bubbling foam.

Lakshmi climbed onto it, then pulled me up with her.

A hush fell over the world as I kissed her, slow and deep. My mouth traveled lower, pausing at her breasts to sample the incredible firmness of what was undoubtedly her best feature, then going all the way down. A thin strip of pubic hair fringed Lakshmi’s pussy—she writhed as my mouth touched it, like she was ticklish down there. How cute.

“I’ve wanted this,” she moaned, her accent thickening with pleasure. “Wanted you. Even when you thought I was a traitor, I…”

“I know you’re not a traitor,” I growled, looking up from between her legs. “You’re a jewel, Lakshmi. It’s time you got treated like it.”

She shuddered as she felt my words against the opening of the most sensitive part of her anatomy. “I’ll settle for being part of your harem,” she said with a faint smile. “Take me, Jack.”

So I did.

Things were different with Lakshmi. Where I’d been a beast with the other coeds, possessed with a fever that made me feel like a frat boy high off his ass, I took my time with my newest conquest. My mouth moved over her like a breeze, teasing with slow, gentle licks before devouring her pussy the way she deserved. Lakshmi spread her legs and lifted her ass, the foam lapping at her hips and back as she gave herself over to her pleasure.

She tasted incredible.

What was even more incredible was the way my cock somehow managed to  harden against the stone. Even after banging my way through an entire sorority, the taste of Lakshmi was enough to bring me to full mast. Honey dripped from her slit, and the little moans that spilled from her were sweeter than any music I’d ever set pumping from my sports car’s sound system.

In fact…

In fact, the more I listened to Lakshmi’s moans, the more I began to pick up a note I’d only heard twice in my life. First with Lauren—so long it felt like a lifetime ago—and then with Marcie.

Surprise.

Lakshmi was surprised by her own pleasure.

Which told me she’d either never done this before, or the person she’d done it with was supremely bad at it. But considering how conservative her upbringing had been, I’d have laid every dollar in my wallet on the former.

Her fingers tangled in my hair, her tits heaving as her moans took on a lower, deeper timbre. “Oh Jack,” she panted, grinding herself against my face as hard as she dared. “Oh gods, please, don’t you dare stop…!”

Her worries were unfounded. I didn’t stop. I buried myself even deeper between Lakshmi’s thighs as she hit the point of no return and passed it.

She came with a sharp, startled cry, as if she’d never expected the pleasure to be this intense. Her thighs clamped around me, trembling, as a flood of honey dripped from her slit. I kept right on with my tongue, teasing and taunting her through the bliss until she nearly came apart beneath me a second time. She writhed beneath me, far more than just ticklish, her back arching off the stone as her fingers tugged on my hair. It was too much—she was too sensitive—but I just couldn’t let her go.

It was so much fun watching her innocence shatter.

As she came down from her peak I kissed my way back up the trail I’d taken down, reaching her mouth and letting her taste her own juices. She moaned against me, clinging to me with huge shuddering sobs like a piece of driftwood after she’d been swept out to sea.

“Jack,” she whimpered, her big doe eyes gleaming in the moonlight. “That was… I’ve never…”

Guess I won’t have to clean out my wallet after all, I thought, glad I’d won the bet with myself.

“I know, sweetheart,” I grunted, brushing a sweaty lock of hair out of her face. “I couldn’t be more honored to be your first. You want me to slow down a little?”

She pulled me down for a hot, hungry kiss. “Hell no!” she chuckled, sounding truly loose and free for the first time since I’d met the girl. “I’ve watched you deflowering girls all night, Mr. Avery. I’m going to be very upset if you don’t discard your scruples and do your whorish best with me…”

I felt like I’d heard those words somewhere before—in a book or something, maybe. But the thought disintegrated as Lakshmi smothered my mouth with hers, her tongue pushing past my lips as her hands pushed me onto my back in the shallow water.

All at once I was staring up at the stars. Lakshmi mounted me, biting down on her bottom lip, while beyond her I could see the party winding down in the rest of the pool. Coeds were still drinking and smoking, but the atmosphere had gone from feral to chill—they were hanging out and having fun, not attacking each other with lust.

Hell of a night, I thought. Fuck, what a way to celebrate graduation. I kind of wish I’d done this when I was in my twenties. How much more energy would I have had back then?

I was still thinking about it when a shadow fell over my face.

Someone had just settled down at the edge of the pool.

For a moment, I was convinced Tasha’s worries hadn’t been as unfounded as they appeared. But the figure wasn’t one of Liz Baines’s flunkies or a monitor from Stillwell—it was a woman. Yukiko.

Grinning like she’d never been so happy in her life.

God, I thought as I grabbed my cock and pushed the head between Lakshmi’s thighs, it is nice to be engaged to a bisexual girl who gets off on watching me fuck other women.

I locked eyes with her as Lakshmi impaled herself—oh so slowly—on my prick.

Yukiko met my gaze with a smirk, her hand on her taut little tummy. She nodded.

Oh yeah.

That look meant ‘I want to hear dirty talk about this night in the bedroom for the next year and a half.’

Then I was inside of Lakshmi, and she kind of commanded my attention for a while.

The sex was slow and sweet—a perfect first time, and a near-perfect capstone on my wild night of debauchery. We alternated between cowgirl and reverse missionary, pulling Laks in for long, slow kisses before letting her rock back on her heels and bounce up and down on me to her heart’s content. When I started reaching between her thighs and swirling around her clit with my thumb in time with each stroke, I knew I’d found the cheat code to send her into the stratosphere.

A few minutes later, Lakshmi tossed her head back, howling with no less vigor than Samantha as her orgasm hit her like a tidal wave. A final cheer rose from the coeds in the pool as they watched their vice president getting off with the man they’d all shared—the man who’d come to dominate the center of their sorority universe.

God, what a night.

I held Lakshmi for a while after and whispered sweet words to her, welcoming her to the group. I sensed I was probably going to have yet another set of conservative parents to deal with in the near future—but as Lakshmi’s mom had already proven herself to be a traitor willing to jeopardize her own daughter’s position in Delta Rho, I kind of figured she wasn’t going to have all that much to do with them going forward regardless.

Once she was back in the water (wading over to Marcie and Samantha to give them the good news), I went to check on Yukiko.

“Hey, princess,” I said, cupping her chin as I sat down beside her. “Hell of a show, huh?”

She kissed me, hard.

“That was intense,” Yukiko murmured, nibbling my bottom lip. “Hell, just watching it I think I came three or four times. I can’t imagine what it was like for you!”

“It was wild,” I confessed. “I don’t know that this sorority’s ever going to look at old Jackson Avery in quite the same way again.” I cocked an eyebrow, striking an ironic pose. “Do you think they’ll still respect me in the morning?”

That brought laughter out of Yukiko—genuine, merry laughter. “I think they’re going to respect you even more than ever,” she purred, her lips moving to my chest. “I certainly do.”

She kept on kissing. And kept on.

Oh wow.

“Fuck,” Yukiko whimpered, her lips leaving my cock with a wet little pop. “I taste like twelve different women on you right now. Holy shit…”

“I’d say I was thinking of you the whole time,” I chuckled. “But I kinda lost myself in there, Kiki. You ever feel both less and more than human at the same time?”

She peered up at me, smirking. “Maybe a little,” she said. “And don’t give me that bullshit. I know you think about other women—you’re with Marcie and Sam just as much as you’re with me, even if half the sorority teases them about me being your favorite princess or whatever.”

“Uh huh.”

She ran her tongue over my balls. “I like tasting other women on my man,” she purred, letting out a little sigh like she was the one who’d just banged an entire sorority instead of me. “I like sharing you. I love this life you and I have built together. And Jack?”

“Hmm?” It was kind of hard to think with her doing that thing with her mouth.

Kiki cocked an eyebrow. “This is only the beginning, sweetheart. You and I… we’re going to build an empire.” Her hand strayed to her stomach, her fingers tracing the contours of what would be there sooner than either of us realized. “Right now I’m your princess, just like Samantha is your babygirl and Marcie is your sweet little niece. But I’m not stopping there. I’m going to be an empress.”

I gripped a fistful of her hair. “Woe betide anyone who stands in our way.”

Yukiko grinned. “You’re goddamned right.”

As my gorgeous fiancée sucked the cock that had fucked its way through an entire sorority, I looked up at the sky. The night was cold and clear, brimming with energy. I thought about the promises I’d made to my women, the promises I’d already kept, and the ones that were yet to come.

And mostly, I thought about how fucking great Yukiko’s mouth felt.

Yeah, I was a lucky man. I’d pretty much won life.

And tomorrow, I’d be walking the stage to seal the deal with my diploma.


Chapter Fourteen

I shouldn’t have been nervous. But shouldn’t and weren’t were two different words.

The morning of my graduation dawned clear and cold over Stillwell. It was the kind of day that I’d normally have spent in a leisurely fashion, taking coffee on the balcony with my wives-to-be, except we didn’t have time for it.

I still got a morning quickie in the shower from Samantha, though. My babygirl wasn’t about to let me go to my graduation ceremony without emptying my balls.

Once I got my uniform sorted, we headed downstairs to the lobby, where the whole gang was already waiting. The convoy we made as we drove to the college was smaller than the one that took Delta Rho out to that pool in the woods, but the logistics were no less complicated. At one point Yukiko had to raise her voice and just start ordering random people into Maria’s SUV and Marcie’s zippy little electric Volkswagen—we’d be late if we tried to stick to the original schedule.

Everyone wanted to be close to me, of course. It made staying organized a challenge.

We wound up with Yukiko riding shotgun in my McLaren with Samantha and the cheerleader twins in the backseat. There were no shortage of dirty jokes from those two as we cut across town, but for once I wasn’t reacting to them. I had a lot on my mind.

Graduation. It was today.

I wished I could have been happier about it. It was the culmination of everything I’d worked for this semester—although it had to be said that I hadn’t had to work very hard to get the passing grades that carried me over the finish line. Academics had turned out to be the easy part of life at Stillwell. It was everything that was complicated.

Complicated like my future.

The conversation with Daniel kept replaying in my head, especially as I drove past the sorority house where the two of us had had our most recent confrontation. There were a lot of things I might have expected to be on graduation day—engaged to be married was the one my mentor had hoped for the most—but being unemployed wasn’t one of them.

Don’t get me wrong, I wasn’t worried. No matter what happened, I knew that what Kiki, Samantha and Marcie had with me was as solid as the rock beneath that hot spring the Delta Rho girls cherished so much. It was something else that kept bothering me.

For the first time in nearly twenty years, I had no idea what I should do next.

It must have shown on my face. At the next intersection, Yukiko leaned over and put her hand on top of mine. “You nervous?” she asked, shooting me a smirk. “You shouldn’t be.”

“I’m gonna stick out like a sore thumb in that crowd,” I said with a chuckle. “Only guy walking the stage in a cap and gown who looks like he should be handing out diplomas instead of receiving one.”

“As if,” Samantha said from the backseat. “Everybody knows what you’ve done for this school, Daddy. They’re gonna cheer so freaking hard for you when you walk across that stage!”

“And if they don’t, we’ll kick their asses!” Heather and Eva added in unison.

Yukiko cocked an eyebrow. “In that outfit?”

She had a point. All of my girls had dressed to the nines for the occasion, but Heather and Eva might have gone a little overboard with their matching wardrobe. Someone must have warned them about showing off ‘too much skin’ at the graduation ceremony, because both of them white outfits that covered them from their calves all the way to the collarbone.

The thing was, both dresses were so skintight that anyone with two brain cells to rub together could picture exactly what both of them looked like naked. The effect was… distracting, to say the least.

Yukiko leaned over and put her head on my shoulder. “It’s not graduation that’s got you worked up like this, is it?” she guessed.

“Smart girl,” I admitted.

“I try.”

I glanced at the rearview mirror and saw Maria’s SUV right behind us, packed with coeds. “It’s not getting the diploma I’m thinking about,” I said, gripping the steering wheel a little harder. “It’s what comes after.”

Yukiko let out a little laugh. “We get married after,” she purred, squeezing my hand. “Then we do whatever you want. We travel, we start a new company… we get you really into stock car racing and you go win the Indianapolis 500. The sky’s the limit.”

“I know,” I told her. “Also, I don’t think I’d expect myself to become a NASCAR champion any time soon. I do wish the future was a little bit more certain, though.”

Samantha’s hand gripped the headrest. “I still think Daniel’s going to come around,” she said. “Marcie does, too.”

“Marcie’s a hopeful girl,” I said with a faint smile. “I do hope Daniel comes to the wedding, though. It’s gonna break that poor girl’s heart if he doesn’t.”

“If he’s that much of a bastard, then it’s better that he’s not in her life,” Samantha said. “Don’t worry, Daddy—if he breaks her heart, we’ll be here to put it back together. All three of us.”

The auditorium was at the center of campus, in the same arena the school’s basketball team used for their games. Today it was decked out in school colors, with banners hanging from the rafters and folding chairs lined up in neat little rows in front of the stage. The place was already packed by the time we found spots in the parking deck and got inside—thank God for assigned seating.

And thank God for Sidonie Weaver and all the favors she owed me. Between her pull and Samantha’s clout, we’d been able to reserve nearly an entire row to ourselves right up front: more than enough space for all of the women in my orbit to sit together. It was dead center in the middle of the audience, right where no one would miss us. My girls strode to the front together, united in their adoration for me and their excitement about the day.

Everyone saw. How could they not?

Heads turned as we filed in. Not just because there were eight of the most beautiful women in Stillwell, dressed in outfits that ranged from elegant to downright sinful—but because all eight of them were so clearly there with me. Not even a blind man could have missed the way my wives clung to me, the way Maria kept shooting knowing little glances at me, the way Heather and Eva clearly had to restrain themselves in order to keep their hands off of me. More than a few parents who’d come to support their kid’s graduation stared at me in envy—the husbands and the wives.

We were most of the way to our seats when Yukiko paused beside me. “Oh,” she whispered, her face going pale. “Shit, I must already have pregnancy brain. I totally forgot to tell you!”

“Tell me what?” I asked.

“I… brought a guest with me to the graduation,” Yukiko said, looking a little nervous. “She asked to be here. I hope it’s alright…”

I was going to ask who when I realized I already knew. Standing near our row of seats was a slender female figure, her features so close to her daughter’s that she looked more like Yukiko’s older sister than her mother. I hadn’t seen her since the restaurant.

“Mr. Avery,” Miss Tanaka said, taking my hand. “Thank you for inviting me.”

I didn’t know I had until that very moment. “It’s wonderful to see you,” I said, turning on the charm. “Kiki and I were just talking about you.”

A warm (yet slightly predatory) smile spread across the woman’s face. “Kiki,” she repeated, as if she weren’t sure whether she liked the nickname or not. “Yes, of course. You weren’t expecting me, were you, Mr. Avery?”

She had me pegged so well I couldn’t deny it. “It’s a surprise, but a welcome one.”

Yui turned her gaze on Yukiko. “My daughter has been a little scatterbrained lately,” she said, her knowing smile telling me she already knew exactly why. “Seeing as you intend to marry her, and that this occasion is essential towards establishing your future together, I requested to attend. I will remain out of the way of your…” Her gaze went over my shoulder, to the women trailing behind me. “...guests?”

Ah. Now that was a little awkward, no matter how you sliced it.

“I would love for you to have dinner with us after this,” I told Miss Tanaka. “You, me, your daughter, and the, ah, other two women involved in what we’ve been discussing. I think if we could all sit down together, maybe for just an evening, it could smooth things over considerably.”

It was more or less the same offer I’d made to Daniel. He’d been too stubborn to take it, of course. I hoped Yukiko’s mother was the source of some of her daughter’s pragmatism.

I was right.

“That would be fine,” she said, barely giving Samantha and Marcie a glance before returning her attention to me and her daughter. “I was hoping for an opportunity to speak with you once the celebrations are finished in any case. There are… certain matters pertaining to my daughter’s wedding we need to discuss.”

Probably involving Mr. Tanaka, I thought.

“I’d be happy to,” I told her, meaning it.

She smiled. “But we need not worry about this today. This is about you, no?”

Yukiko leaned over and gave her mom a kiss on the cheek. “Thank you for being here, okaasan. It means a great deal to me that you would… accept this.”

From the way she pursed her lips, I thought accept might be too strong a word. But Miss Tanaka was definitely a hell of a lot farther down the path than Marcie’s father.

“I will tolerate a great deal for my daughter’s happiness,” she said, giving Yukiko’s stomach a significant glance. “After all, I put up with your father for how many years?”

Both of them had a good laugh over that. “Let me get you to your seat,” Yukiko said.

Once her mother was seated and sufficiently pacified, Yukiko took the seat to my immediate left. Samantha graciously gave Marcie the one on my right (“I got to ride over with him, it’s only fair”) and settled down next to her little just outside of my reach. The rest of the girls flanked us on either side, giggling excitedly about the proceedings to come.

The stares didn’t stop. Despite everything, I felt myself getting a little hot under the collar. Was someone going to say something?

But when Yukiko took my hand and Marcie leaned against me with that special, soft little sigh she only made when she felt completely safe, I realized it didn’t matter.

I wasn’t the odd one out.

I was the luckiest son of a bitch in the entire building.

“Thank you again for organizing all this,” I told Yukiko. “You look great, by the way.”

Yukiko gave me a strange look, her eyes narrowing above her smile. “No problem at all,” she said, looking me up and down. “Why do I feel like I’ve heard those words before?”

“Because you have. That night at the charity gala.”

Her eyes widened in recognition. “Oh my gosh, yes. That night you taught me how to play blackjack…”

“You got pretty good at it eventually,” I told her.

“Only because you were such a patient teacher,” she said, her eyes going glassy as she cast her gaze back into the past. “Although I seem to remember you were more interested in finding out what I had on under my dress than winning those charity chips…”

“Hey, I was a perfect gentleman,” I shot back. “That crazy backcountry drive was you and Maria’s idea.”

“Uh huh,” Yukiko said. “And I bet you were so upset when we proposed that threesome…”

I hadn’t been. It was one of the best nights of my life, in fact.

“God, even back then I knew I wanted you. That I wanted this.” Yukiko’s hand squeezed mine, hard, her eyes alight with love and devotion. “I couldn’t be happier that that night worked out the way it did, Jack.” She paused, letting out a laugh that was more like a snort. “Do you remember what I asked you in the car on the drive back?”

I did. “You said you knew I was hooking up with other women, but you wanted to try being something more real for the rest of the semester,” I said, picturing the coed that night in my passenger seat parked outside of the sorority house. “That if both of us were still clicking like we did that first night when I graduated, that you hoped I’d take things to the next level.”

Yukiko grinned from ear to ear. “And now I’m pregnant with your baby and wearing your ring,” she purred, shaking her head like she was the one who couldn’t believe how lucky she was. “How’s that for taking it to the next level, Jack?”

Marcie blushed deeply. “I was so jealous when I found out about you two,” she confessed, snuggling in a little closer. “I don’t even think I really realized it—I was still walking around with two huge crushes, trying to pretend they didn’t exist.”

“I remember that,” I told the coed. “Except I seem to remember you being pretty angry that you had to hear about the two of us from Samantha, instead of me.”

Marcie’s mouth opened in mock-surprise. Before she could come up with a response, the lights dimmed. The conversations that had been going all around us quieted down as the atmosphere grew hushed, all eyes converging on the stage.

“It’s starting,” Yukiko whispered.

“Here we go,” I heard Maria giggle from down the line. “Remember to be good, girls. Especially you two crazy bitches on the end…”

Functionaries from high up on the Stillwell organization chart came out on stage to begin the ceremony. It was the usual bullshit—speeches, a little bit of pomp and circumstance, a lot of hyping up the campus and its legacy. I found myself unable to concentrate on it. These speeches were meant for the young people around me, getting ready to go out and make their mark on the world, not an old guy like me.

Besides, I had plenty of distractions. Yukiko was as good as any future CEO’s wife could be expected to be, but the way she gently stroked my knee all throughout the boring commencement speech made me wish I could take her into the bathroom and ‘thank’ her again for the wonderful gift she was growing for me inside of her womb. Marcie kept winking at me, and every time I glanced down the aisle I could see some girl trying to get my attention. Maria with her tongue bulging her cheek, Tasha winking lewdly. Hell, even Lakshmi got in on the act a little. I couldn’t help but wonder how much of this Yukiko’s mother saw—and what she might think of it.

We were in our own little world, surrounded by a sea of black gowns and anxious parents. We didn’t make a scene, thank God, but it was a very near thing.

Then they started calling the names. Last names, listed alphabetically—I’d never been so glad to have the name Avery—which meant I didn’t have long to wait. There were only a half-dozen people ahead of me in line.

My heart jumped into my throat. Sweat broke out on my palms.

Come on, Avery, I told myself. You reprogrammed a satellite in real-time with half of SpaceX watching you do it. Walking across a stage in front of a bunch of college kids is nothing.

It was just the moment. The heaviness of it. I could feel it in my chest; feel the weight that it represented. Once I had that diploma in my hand, there’d be nothing tying me to Stillwell except for the women I loved. Once we tied the knot, we could cast off and sail for unknown waters.

Couldn’t we?

Was that what was freaking me out? The thought of my harem trying to stay united in Boston, under Daniel’s watchful eye? No, it couldn’t be.

So why couldn’t I get my damn heart rate under control?

It’s the end of one chapter, I thought, seeking a calm that wouldn’t come. And the beginning of another. It doesn’t matter if Daniel accepts you. It doesn’t matter if you’re going back to Boston or not. These women need you. They’re your family.

Your family’s about to get a hell of a lot bigger.

Yukiko frowned. “Jack? Are you alright—?”

“Jackson Avery!”

Shit! That was my name!

I was out of my seat in a blink, all smiles and calm. “Just a case of the jitters,” I murmured to my fiancée as I rose. “Nothing to worry about.”

Yukiko didn’t look fully convinced, but she let me go. The explosive cheers of my Delta Rho girls followed me as I made my way to the stage, every step feeling like an instant and a hundred years all at once.

A spotlight hit me as I walked the stage, hotter than I expected. I didn’t look out at the crowd as I walked—I decided to save that for the big moment. The Dean waited for me at the end of the stage, my diploma in his hands. A stack of pre-signed ones waited behind him, alphabetized for the rest of the students graduating that day.

When I reached him, he gave me a bland handshake. “Congratulations,” he said, with zero indication that a student almost as old as he was looked out of the ordinary in the slightest. “Here’s your diploma.”

I took it and turned. A flashbulb went off from somewhere in the crowd—Yukiko’s mom snapping a picture, no doubt—and my row jumped to their feet. The roar was so loud that people in neighboring aisles winced. I felt certain no one else was going to top it today.

Tears filled my eyes. Samantha, Yukiko and Marcie were hugging, smiles on their faces like I’d just scored the winning touchdown at the Super Bowl. Maria was practically jumping up and down, her tits bouncing in her top as she congratulated me in Spanish, while Heather and Eva were actually doing a little cheer routine right there in the aisle.

The rest of the auditorium stared. A few were scandalized, but most were chuckling, and more than a few looked downright envious. A wife two rows over stared at Maria’s bouncing cleavage like she was having a bisexual realization about herself in real time, while a suburban Dad who’d probably come to cheer his daughter on nearly fell out of his seat as he watched Heather and Eva’s asses in their skintight dresses.

Let ‘em be jealous, I thought. I knew just how lucky I was.

“Stairs are right there,” the dean muttered, gesturing to them.

Oh. Yeah, I’d been on stage too long, hadn’t I?

I made my way back down, grinning. My heart still felt like it was going to burst right out of my chest, but I could see my girls waiting for me a short distance away. Samantha had her hands spread wide like she wanted to leap into my arms, and Yukiko had tears in her eyes as she waited to tell me how proud she was of me. Even her mother looked a little swayed.

The tears didn’t stop. My vision blurred.

And the ground tilted underneath me.

I took another step, but suddenly the floor wasn’t where I expected it to be. My heel slipped as I lurched forward, momentum carrying me where my muscles failed. A wave of dizziness washed over me, and I could suddenly feel my pulse in my temples. It was like a freaking giant’s fist had hold of my skull and was slowly crushing it.

The looks of glee on my women’s faces turned to confusion.

Then, slowly, horror.

“Daddy?” Samantha whispered.

I took another step—and toppled.

“Daddy!!!”

Samantha was out of her seat and off like a bullet. The polished floor of the auditorium—a basketball court, a little piece of my mind whispered, I’m standing right where you’d shoot a free throw—came up to meet me, slamming into my side with more force than I expected. I tried to rise; couldn’t. Couldn’t get air.

Sweat broke out on every pore of my body.

Up on stage, the dean faltered. The person who’d been walking across the stage slowed, then stopped, confusion filling their features as the attention shifted away from the front of the auditorium. Feedback crackled from the microphones. Someone was yelling, only I couldn’t figure out who.

Samantha’s face filled my view. “Daddy? Jack? Oh my God oh my god ohmigawd—”

“Someone call an ambulance!” That had to be Yukiko. She was roaring like a general—taking charge the same way she had that night we’d saved Marcie together. A five-foot-nothing general in high heels…

“Not… right…” I managed to gasp. “My chest… something’s wrong…”

“Jack?” Marcie was over me, tears streaming down her cheeks. “Stay with me, Jack! It’s okay, I’m right here…!”

They were. But I couldn’t feel it.

My vision narrowed to a long tunnel. I could still see things: Samantha babbling, Maria shoving people out of the way with surprising strength, Tasha swallowing her fear with a cop’s practiced competence as she knelt down to check my pulse. I caught a glimpse of Yukiko out of the corner of my eye, her head in her hands and her mother holding her tight as she let out a scream almost as bad as the one when I’d heard about Lauren fifteen years ago.

Then it all blurred. The lights were too bright, the crowd too noisy. My chest tightened like someone was putting the screws to it, darkness encroaching on the edges of my vision.

“Jack?” Tasha’s voice reached me from a long distance, like I was standing at the bottom of a well. “Look at me. It’s okay, just stay calm. Everybody stay back! Clear a space—the paramedics are on their way…”

“Don’t leave us,” Samantha sobbed. “Daddy, please…!”

I tried to tell her that I would never leave her or any of my women. That everything was going to be alright, and all of them were being silly, worrying about a little thing like this. But the words didn’t come.

Oh fuck, I thought. Holy shit, that hurts…

The lights above me brightened until my vision went white.

Then nothing.

The voices of my women followed me down into the darkness.

END OF PART ELEVEN
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Augmenting: The Magic Glasses

The Magic Glasses 


When he finds a pair of glasses capable of changing reality to suit the user's whim, Stephen turns his shy girlfriend into an uninhibited bimbo, then changes every woman he meets into his wet, fertile playthings! 

Return of The Magic Glasses 


When he finds a mysterious package waiting for him on his steps, Spencer has no idea his life is about to change forever! Inside is a pair of MasterTech glasses, a secret prototype able to change the world to suit the user's whim, given to him by the company's founder because of his love of turning women into submissive hypnotized playthings! Soon Spencer is changing everyone from his next-door neighbor to his teachers to the naughty cougar across the street into his harem of uninhibited bimbos, fulfilling all his darkest erotic fantasies - but how many women can Spencer keep under his control? 

Tales of the Magic Glasses 


With the MasterTech glasses out in the wild, available to anyone with a credit card and an internet connection, people from all walks of life are discovering the joy and the power of dominating women and turning them into their twisted sexual fantasies! Whether they're taking the sexy cougar next door for a ride, getting revenge on their bratty cheerleader ex or even fulfilling their fertile, taboo fantasies, the protagonists of these five HOT erotic stories have one thing in common...they love using hypnosis to control their women's every desire! 

Family of the Magic Glasses 


Frustrated Randall has always dreamed of having the power to hypnotize and dominate the women in his life, but has never had the chance to become the alpha male stud he was always born to be. But because of his love of hypnosis and his naughty desires about the women he's known all his life, Randall has been chosen to beta-test MasterTech's latest invention - a program that turns the phones and tablets the women around him use into portable hypnosis machines! 

Cheat Code 

Cheat Code: Volume One 

Ordinary guy Parker has always dreamed of being the hero, saving the world and getting the girl. But in his humdrum life, exerting those fantasies of control and dominance over the women in his life seems like nothing more than a pipe dream. Until he finds a strange prototype video game console buried under years of dust - and soon discovers its cheat codes work in the real world! 

Soon everyone is giving Parker the respect and devotion he deserves - from the geeky goddess who frequents his store to the bratty waitress who makes fun of him for being a nerd. Parker even buys a new house, then turns the realtor into his submissive bimbo fantasy! But when a second player enters the game, is it the end of Parker's erotic adventures...or just the beginning? 


Roommate Control 

Roommate Control: A Novel 

For most guys, sharing a townhouse on campus with two hot babes would be too much to handle, but Craig doesn't think of it that way. Even though he's fantasized about both bubbly cheerleaderCasey and buxom science nerd Alexa, he doesn't consider them anything other than friends - it's not like they would go out with an average dude like him, anyway. 

But when Casey asks him to hypnotize her, everything changes. Soon this not-so-innocent maneater is ditching her football boyfriend, hanging out around the house, and wearing practically nothing whenever she's around Craig. And when she convinces Alexa to try out the same hypnotic relaxation techniques, Craig finds himself inside of his perfect mind control fantasy! 

But his roommates are harboring a dark secret: one that will test their bonds and strain them to the breaking point. It's up to Craig to use the power of hypnosis to heal the rift between his naughty roommates - and turn the house into his hypno harem! 

Collecting the five-volume Roommate Control series into a 125-page erotic novel, Roommate Control has the scenarios, the submission and the heat to keep you turning pages long into the night! 


Roommate Corruption 

Roommate Corruption: An Erotic Hypnosis Novella 

Things have been going well for Craig. Ever since he decided to use his knowledge of hypnosis to turn his roommate on, his life has become a non-stop sexual thrill ride. Alexa is busty, nerdy, and willing to do anything to please him. 

But Craig wants more than a girlfriend - he wants a companion. Someone who loves hypnosis the way he does, who wants nothing more than to help him turn their house into a harem of wet, submissive babes. When Alexa agrees to be hypnotized to spice things up in the bedroom, it gives Craig the perfect opportunity to slip a few triggers into her mind. Soon Craig and Alexa are inviting all their friends over, playing hypnotic party games, and turning all the women in their lives into slutty, bimbo whores! 

But Alexa is in constant turmoil: the battle between the good girl she used to be and the naughty, hypnosis-loving mistress she's become is tearing her mind apart! Will Craig give up his dream of having a perfect, corrupted hypnotic partner to share his dominance with? Or will he push hypnosis to new, shocking limits? 

Roommate Corruption is a stand-alone novella that also functions as a sequel to Roommate Control. It can be read on its own, or as a companion to the previous series. 


The Demon Prince 

Owning the Bully: The Demon Prince Part One 

Vance has a list. 

On it are the names of five girls - the five members of the Demons, the hottest and most exclusive social clique on campus. A cross between a sorority and a secret society, they rule the school with an iron fist. Those who cross them get destroyed: socially ruined, embarrassing secrets posted online, expelled. 

Vance wishes he knew what he did to piss them off. Ever since he got to college, they've been making his life a living hell - dubbing him "Virgin Vance" and making sure no girl on campus will go out with him. He's on the verge of dropping out when a chance encounter with a mysterious figure leaves him with a power he doesn't understand - the ability to influence minds! With his new abilities, he'll turn the Demons from his tormentors into his bimbo sluts, one after the other: but when it's one guy against the five most dangerous girls on campus, can Vance truly prevail? 


Free Use Bimbos 

Free Use Bimbos: The Complete Series 

The plague changed everything. 

Thirty years ago, it tore through America, stealing the most important thing women had: their fertility. With the population dropping to unsustainable levels, the government enacted a controversial plan called the AFTER Act to restore the population. 

Kate was an ordinary girl: until she came of age and began the AFTER Act's breeding program. Given chemical treatments that turbo-boost her fertility, decrease her inhibitions and turn her into a gorgeous blonde bimbo, its her patriotic duty to let every fertile man take her whenever and wherever they want! Kate was afraid, but with the bimbo chemicals singing in her bloodstream, all she can think about is being used by powerful men day and night! 

Desmond is Kate's boyfriend - or at least he was, until a few days ago. Des loves Kate, and she loves him, and both want to try and keep their relationship going, even though it's considered forbidden by the government. But overnight, Desmond's school has been transformed into a harem of fertile bimbos, begging for the seed of the most virile men - and Desmond's is the most powerful of all! 

Can these two keep their relationship alive in a world where women's fertility is a winner take all competition? Will Kate end up Desmond's girlfriend, or the queen of his bimbo harem? 

Compiling all three of the Free Use Bimbos stories into one erotic novella, this bundle follows Kate and Des's ups and downs as they go from boyfriend and girlfriend to king and queen of their school's bimbo breeding program, and contains every conceivable combination of mf, ff, and mff scenes!
  


The Corrupter 

The Corrupter: The Complete Twisted Hypnotic Fantasy 

Neil has always had a special gift: the ability to enter the minds of those around him, to stoke their emotions and convince them of things without really trying. He's used these abilities in the past to corrupt good girls into naughty sluts, but he's now decided to use these powers to prove the Theory: a series of questions concerning what can and can't be done through hypnosis. Whether he's turning a goody two-shoes church girl into a nasty nymphomaniac, talking the star of the college volleyball squad to drop out in favor of a career in porn, or convincing a powerful female CEO to embrace a life of drug abuse and prostitution, Neil pushes the limits of hypnosis and the human psyche - creating three truly twisted tales that will stay with you long after the last page! 
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