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Chapter One

For such a small town, Stillwell had a surprisingly nice hospital.

The beeping of the heart monitor pulled me slowly back to full consciousness. I rolled over, still mostly asleep, reaching out for the alarm I felt certain had to be on the table next to the bed. A groggy noise left my throat as I fished around.

That thing’s annoying as hell, I thought blearily. Although that’s probably the point. Still, Yukiko should pick something a little gentler to wake us up with...

My hand went right through the spot the alarm clock should be.

And I realized I was not at home.

I opened my eyes, still praying I was going to see the bedroom ceiling at the penthouse. A bare stretch of white tile loomed above me. A TV on the wall played a twenty-four hour news channel—on mute, mercifully.

Hospital, I thought, my heart jumping into my throat. I’m in the hospital. What the hell happened—?

It all came rushing back.

The auditorium. My graduation ceremony. Walking across the stage with my diploma in my hand while eight different women cheered like I’d just been handed the keys to the damned city. The heart monitor beside me went crazy as the memories unspooled like a reel of film, showing scenes I’d go back and change if I could.

The ground giving way beneath me as I toppled from the stage. Samantha clinging to me, screaming the D-word, her cries swallowed by the crowd as they realized what was happening in the middle of the ceremony. Yukiko—

God, Yukiko.

The way she’d screamed… I’d only heard it one other time in my life. I was in the hospital then, too: except I hadn’t been the patient but the guy driving frantically over to see the patient. When they came out and told my Lauren was gone, I…

Suddenly I was glad Kiki’s mom showed up to the ceremony. Having to go through what just happened to me alone might have broken her.

I tried to sit up and immediately regretted it. The room spun on its axis, wobbling like a Tilt-A-Whirl at a fairground, and it took everything I had not to lean over and throw up all over the floor. I closed my eyes tight, and when I opened them, I noticed someone had left a pan next to the cot—presumably for just that purpose.

As the dizziness passed, I took a look around. Yeah, this was definitely a hospital. From the looks of it, they’d put me in a pretty nice wing of it, too.

My clothes were gone, one of those flimsy little paper gowns with nothing to hide your ass in their place. There was a needle in my arm, attached to an IV bag full of clear fluid. The heart monitor’s beeping was starting to slow down, but a bunch of other indicators on the gadgets around me still looked like they weren’t sure whether or not I was okay. God only knew what they were supposed to be tracking.

My heart, I thought, ice forming in the pit of my stomach. I must’ve had a heart attack.

It didn’t make any sense, though. It certainly wasn’t impossible for a forty-one year old man to have a cardiac emergency, but I’d been in the best shape of my life for several years now. The Jackson Avery who’d spent too much time playing video games and eating fast food was fifteen years in the rear-view mirror, buried beneath a life that—until I came to Stillwell as part of this absurd scheme to finish my degree—focused on work and success to the detriment of everything else. It didn’t quite add up.

Maybe a doctor could tell me what happened. Speaking of which, where the hell were they?

And where were my women?

Jesus, they must think I’m dead, I told myself, shaking my head. I hope they’re okay.

Yukiko took it hardest from what I remembered, but everyone had been there. Everyone had seen me fall. The three women I intended to marry in a few days had pride of place, but the other women who shared my heart watched it happen, too. My realtor, Maria Alvarez, police officer Tasha Davis, the cheerleader ‘twins’ Heather and Eva. And Lakshmi, who’d only joined our group the previous night at Delta Rho’s sacred hot springs.

I couldn’t get the sound of Samantha’s voice cracking as she begged her ‘Daddy’ not to go out of my head, or the sound of Marcie’s sobs. I needed to go to them, to let them know I was alright. They had to be losing their minds.

My first attempt to get out of bed provoked nothing but another wave of that horrible dizziness. I was just starting to shake it off, my knuckles white against the restraining bars on the sides of the cot, when I heard a voice:

“I wouldn’t recommend that, Mr. Avery.”

I looked up. My first thought was that Stillwell had sent some kid from the student administration to check up on me—some male counterpart to my ethics contact Sidonie Weaver. But the white coat and the glossy name badge hanging from a lanyard around his neck marked him as a doctor, for all that he was probably a year older than Samantha Lowry. Maybe he was a med student.

Whoever he was, he sounded like he knew what he was talking about. “You were in a considerable amount of distress when you arrived,” he said, stepping into the room. “We gave you a sedative, along with some other medication. I don’t think you’ll be up for walking around just yet.”

A sedative? I wasn’t aware they gave people having heart attacks those.

Before I could ask the question, it was immediately replaced with a bigger one. Because as the doctor entered the room, another figure stepped inside and quietly closed the door behind her. One who radiated even more calm and authority than the man who was supposed to be in charge.

Yui Tanaka.

Yukiko’s mother.

“Where…” My voice came out hoarse; I cleared my throat. “Where are my girls?”

A look of confusion flickered across the doctor’s face. “Girls? I wasn’t aware the patient had children in the waiting room…”

“He doesn’t,” Miss Tanaka said. Her expression was unreadable. “Everyone is fine, Jack.”

The young doctor—or med student, resident, whatever the hell he was—turned to stare at Miss Tanaka for a moment. I could have been imagining it, but I thought he looked intimidated as all hell.

He tried to push through it. “You had an accident, Mr. Avery,” he explained, slipping back into his air of concerned professionalism. “At this year’s graduation ceremony for Stillwell University. Can you tell me what year it is? And the current President of the United States?”

I bit back a sigh. “It’s December of 2029,” I said. “The President is Gideon Chase. Look, how long have I been sitting here?”

“You were brought here via ambulance approximately four hours ago,” the doctor said blandly.

Four hours!? My girls had been waiting for four goddamned hours?

I tried to picture it and couldn’t. “I need to see them,” I blurted.

The doctor held up his hands. “Right now, you need to rest, Mr. Avery. We still need to run a few tests to determine exactly what happened to you—”

A hand came down on his shoulder.

The interruption came from Miss Tanaka. She gave the young man a smile even more predatory than the one she’d deployed back at the graduation ceremony, her fingers squeezing just enough to show me which one of them was really in control of this situation. “Thank you, Dr. Lamb,” she said, her tone as clipped as one of my mentor’s secretaries when escorting a difficult client out of the boardroom. “I believe I can take it from here.”

Dr. Lamb—I found it a little hard to believe a kid so young was a real doctor—looked like he wanted to protest. He opened his mouth to argue, only to be silenced by the look in Yukiko’s mother’s eyes. Whatever it was he saw there, he didn’t want to risk incurring its wrath.

“Certainly, Dr. Tanaka,” the young man, relief in his tone as she relaxed her grip. He turned to me: “I’ll  continue my rounds, then. But I’ll be nearby if you need anything, Mr. Avery.”

I felt certain I wouldn’t. “Thanks,” I said.

He practically sprinted out of the room.

Miss Tanaka and I watched him go, the door swinging quietly shut behind him. Neither of us said anything for a long moment. Then both of us began to chuckle.

“That was impressive,” I said, admiring her almost despite myself. “You sent that poor boy scurrying.”

“He’s alright,” Yui said with a shrug. “Got a lot of learning to do.”

“What’d you say to him to get you to let you in my room?”

A smile spread across Yukiko’s mother’s face. “I told him I was your personal physician,” she said, putting her hands on her hips. “Which is true—you just haven’t agreed to it yet.”

What? Yukiko’s mother wanted to be my doctor?

“I wasn’t aware psychotherapists could practice general medicine,” I said.

Miss Tanaka cocked an eyebrow. “I did go to medical school,” she snapped, pursing her lips as she walked to the foot of my bed. “I can even read a chart. Want to know what yours says?”

I nodded.

“Your EKG came back clean,” she said without preamble. “No signs of cardiac distress, no blockages, no arrhythmias. Which I can tell greatly surprised the staff here at Stillwell General—they were all convinced when you came in that you were having a heart attack.”

I remembered the pain as I lay on the auditorium floor. The feeling like a giant had me in his grip and was slowly crushing my chest in his fingers.

“So did I,” I said.

“Your bloodwork came back normal as well,” Miss Tanaka said, setting the chart back in its holder. “In fact, by every measurable standard, Mr. Avery, you are perfectly healthy. Which is good, as I would accept nothing less for my daughter.”

Some of the tension drained out of me. It wasn’t a heart attack. Thank God.

My relief was quickly replaced by confusion. “Then what the hell happened to me up on that stage?”

Yukiko’s mother looked me up and down. I could see the wheels turning behind her eyes when she did that—it made her look more than a little bit like her daughter. I’d seen her make that exact same expression when she was hitting her flow state, planning how to get us out of a jam or making a spreadsheet of our possible future together.

There was a chair beside my bed, right next to the window. Miss Tanaka took a seat, crossing one leg over the other beneath her pencil skirt. For the first time since she’d entered the room, I noticed how frazzled she looked—she was holding onto her professionalism with admirable grace, but I could tell that the events at the auditorium had rattled her almost as badly as her daughter.

It wouldn’t be long before I’d find out why.

Miss Tanaka’s lips formed a tight little line. “I know things started off a bit frosty between us, Jack. That’s only natural: I’m your bride-to-be’s mother, and you’re the man who wants to take my daughter away from me. And you are not…”

She paused.

“…not what I pictured when I imagined my daughter’s wedding,” she admitted, shaking her head slightly. “Unlike Ryuichi, your ethnicity does not bother me, although the gap in your ages gave me pause at first.” She went quiet for a moment, gathering her thoughts. “I have come to accept this. I’m even a bit glad for it—God knows Yukiko needs a man with a firm grasp on himself, who can keep her safe.”

“I will,” I promised. “And I need her just as much as she needs me.”

She smiled, though it was wistful. “But I will not lie to you,” she said with a sigh. “I do wish my daughter was the only woman you intended to marry, Mr. Avery.”

All this seemed beside the point. I was glad Miss Tanaka had started warming to me, but right now what I really wanted was to know what caused me to collapse at the graduation. And I wanted to see my girls.

“What I’m saying is: I’m working on it,” Miss Tanaka said. “I want what’s best for my daughter, Mr. Avery. Which means I want to help you. I want to get to the bottom of this.” Her manner grew more intense. “But you must not lie to me. Do you understand? I cannot help you if you practice deception.”

I still didn’t understand. “I’m not going to lie to you, Miss Tanaka,” I said, meaning it.

The smile she flashed was more genuine this time. “Good. Then tell me: when was the last time you had a panic attack?”

It was about the last question I’d expected. The words hit me like a punch to the gut.

“I don’t—”

Miss Tanaka held up a finger. “No lies,” she said, like she already knew.

Hell, maybe she did. Sometimes it seemed like she had some kind of low-level telepathy.

“They… they started when I was in college,” I said, feeling sheepish. “I was at a party, and I was probably high on something, and I was walking back to my dorm when all of a sudden it felt like I was looking at myself from way up in the sky.” Sweat broke out on the back of my neck just thinking about it. “It was like… did you ever play one of those old role-playing games where you click the guy to make him walk around?”

“No,” Yukiko’s mother said without hesitation. “But I believe I know what you mean.”

“They were pretty awful,” I said. “Scared the shit out of me the first few times it happened, too. I thought I had a brain tumor or something.”

Miss Tanaka nodded. “Did you seek counseling? Get medication?”

I was already shaking my head. “They stopped right around the time I started dating Lauren,” I said, unable to stop from noticing the way Yukiko’s mother stiffened at the mention of my first wife. “The last one was…”

I trailed off. Oh no.

My throat went dry. “The last one was after Lauren’s funeral,” I said, my gut filling with acid at the memory. “It was right before Daniel Ramsey—Marcie’s father, my boss—called me and asked me to come help him in Boston. Said he couldn’t run the business without me.” I smiled at the memory. “I knew what he was really doing. He wanted to get me out of there and out of my grief. And it worked. For a while.”

Miss Tanaka nodded slowly. “I see.”

Protest welled up within me. “But they were never like that,” I said, sitting up straighter. “They were the kind of thing where I had to go lie down for a little while in a dark room. Not… not passing out on stage…”

“No, that was a very severe panic attack,” Yukiko’s mother said. “Just about as bad as one can be. About a nine-point-three out of ten, I’d say.”

I didn’t want to accept it. “That doesn’t make any sense,” I said, shaking my head. “I understood why I had panic attacks back then. I was stressed with school, and then after Lauren my whole world was shattered in two. But right now?”

“Mmh hmm,” Miss Tanaka murmured.

“Right now, my life is going great,” I said, as if that dispelled everything Yukiko’s mother was trying to say. “Better than great. I’ve got my diploma, I’m getting married, I’m happier than I’ve ever been. My life is pretty much perfect—”

“You were fired from your job less than a week ago,” Yukiko’s mother said.

I blinked. “You know about that?”

“My daughter tells me everything,” Miss Tanaka said, sounding mock-offended. “Well, perhaps not everything—I had to discover the existence of your other two brides on my own. But she mentioned your… I suppose you would call it a confrontation with Mr. Ramsey.”

I was already shaking my head. “Your daughter isn’t worried about that,” I told her. “Neither am I.”

She chuckled. “Neither am I, in truth,” she said, leaning forward. “I’ve seen some of my daughter’s plans, Mr. Avery. Heard them from her own mouth. You’re going to be a very busy man—both professionally and personally.” She paused, licking her lips. “I believe I asked you once before if I could call you Jack. I forgot until just now.”

“That’s totally fine,” I said.

A faint smile played at her lips. “I told you at the time that it was too early for you to refer to me as Mom,” she said, glancing at the ceiling. “It may not be too early any longer.”

Even with everything else going on, that left me stunned. “I’d… I’d like that.”

She nodded. “Jack, panic attacks are not rational. They’re your body’s way of telling you you’ve exceeded your capacity to process stress. It’s not exactly the same, but I treat a number of patients with various addictions in my practice. Everyone expects negative events to be triggers for relapses: an accident, or a financial hardship. What very few people expect is that positive events can be relapse triggers, as well.”

I felt my brow furrowing. “You think I had a panic attack because my life is too good?”

She chuckled. “I’m saying that somewhere, underneath all the happiness you’re experiencing, there’s an untapped reservoir of fear and anxiety you’ve been suppressing. It’s been building for some time—possibly since you first arrived in Stillwell.”

I wanted to argue with her. To tell her I had everything under control.

But I couldn’t. Because she was right, damn her.

The more I thought about it, the more I could feel it. The more I realized I’d been able to feel it for some time now—the little struggles to get my heart rate under control, the unexplained moments of dizziness while I went about my business in Stillwell. I was struggling and trying not to show it.

Yui put her hand on top of mine. “Do you think,” she added, her voice taking on a slightly knowing tone, “that in between the attempted arson, the stock car racing, the fistfights and trying to out-fuck an entire college sorority, you might have exceeded your upper limit for stress?”

I couldn’t help it—I laughed. When you put it like that…

Well, it sounded faintly ridiculous. More like a soap opera than a man’s life.

“You do make it sound like I’ve been pushing myself a little too hard,” I admitted.

“A little?” Miss Tanaka cocked an eyebrow in the exact same way Yukiko did. Seeing it made me want her here with me so badly I nearly jumped out of the bed. “Jack, my daughter has told me about everything that’s happened to you and those women from Delta Rho this semester. Everything.”

I swallowed hard. Not the hot springs, I hope.

“Any one of those events would be a major source of stress—particularly for a man your age. Add them all together in the course of a single semester and it’s a miracle this hasn’t happened yet.”

She had a point. As much as I didn’t want to admit it, I wasn’t twenty any longer. I’d been living a fast life for a full semester now, partying harder than I ever had my first go-round at college.

“Okay,” I said, absorbing all of this. “This is good, then, right? I mean, you can prescribe me some Xanax or something like that. I take a pill, I don’t have to worry about passing out when I’m with Yukiko…”

She was already shaking her head.

“I won’t prescribe an addictive substance,” she said, as if I should have known that already. “I would like to offer an… alternative treatment, Jack.”

Something told me I wasn’t going to like this.

“I would like to offer my services as your therapist.”

My brows shot all the way to the ceiling. “You want me to be one of your patients?”

“I believe it would be helpful for you to have someone to talk to,” she said, making it sound like the most obvious thing ever instead of a completely insane idea. “And mutually beneficial. You clearly need someone to help you process everything you’ve been through. And I…” She paused, glancing away. “It’s like I already told you, Jack. I want the best for my daughter.”

The strongest man, in other words. Only a guy who had his shit together could handle Yukiko.

Except that wasn’t it, was it?

No. The way Miss Tanaka—Yui—looked at me told me there was something else. Something that went beyond mere professional courtesy.

If I was going to agree to this crazy thing, then I needed to know what that was.

I cleared my throat. “Look, Miss Tanaka—”

“Yui,” she corrected gently. “I won’t make you call me Dr. Tanaka, Jack. Not even when I have you on a couch in my office.”

I tried not to think too much about that. “Listen, this is one hell of a generous offer,” I said. “I’m just not sure it’s a good idea.”

The corner of her mouth curled in a smirk. “No? Why?”

She already knows, I realized.

“Well, to put it plainly,” I said anyway, “I don’t think your daughter would be very happy to discover I’ve signed up for psychotherapy sessions with her mother. And with everything that’s going on with your divorce, I can’t help but wonder what people would think—”

“How much of your attack do you remember?” Yui cut in.

The question caught me off-guard. “I… most of it, I think. I was conscious almost until the paramedics got there. Why?”

Yui paused for a long moment. Her hand still gripped mine, but now the other held the little bar next to my hospital bed. I could see it shaking, ever so slightly.

“Did you see my daughter?” Her voice was ashen. “Did you see her face when she thought you were about to die, Jack? Did you hear her?”

Jesus. So that horrible scream was real.  “I did,” I managed. “God help me, I did.”

It flashed in my mind’s eye. Yukiko with her face buried in her mother’s shoulder, sobbing and screaming like I’d never seen or heard before. My fiancee, normally the most pragmatic member of my harem, shrieking in raw, primal terror as she begged for somebody, anybody, to save her man’s life.

I don’t think I’d ever forget it.

And from the look on her face, neither would Yui.

“I never want to see my daughter like that again,” she whispered. “Never. I would do anything to spare her from that kind of pain—anything in this world. I am her mother, and that…”

She shuddered.

“Both of us love her with all our hearts,” she said, looking me in the eye. “So we’re going to work together, you and I, hmm? So that she never has to suffer. So that she never has to hurt.”

I could understand that. And I thought I understood Yui a little better than I had before.

What she’d seen at that auditorium rattled her deeply. This was a mother who’d watched her daughter shatter in a way she’d never expected, and would do whatever it took to keep that from happening again. Any parent worth their salt would do that.

I just didn’t know how I felt about it.

I’d have to take Yukiko’s temperature as soon as I could. She’d warned me about her mother for a reason—but she’d been talking about romance, not therapy. And I didn’t think Yui Tanaka was interested in me that way; not really. If I’d been single, maybe, but not with her daughter in the picture.

But that didn’t change the fact that it was weird. And with Yui going through a divorce—a divorce where infidelity had occurred—treating the man who was about to become her daughter’s husband was going to look all kinds of strange.

I almost told her no right off the bat. But then I saw something in her eyes I recognized.

God, I thought. She looks so much like her daughter.

She was looking at me the same way Kiki looked at me when there was a problem that needed solving. Like no matter what happened, she had the unshakeable conviction that the two of us could get through it together. That we could take on anything.

Slowly, I nodded. “Alright. On one condition.”

Yui cocked an eyebrow. “Name it.”

“I have to get permission from your daughter first,” I told her. “If she says no, we don’t do it. I’m not signing up for anything Yukiko’s not comfortable with.” Something else occurred to me. “And whatever we say in those sessions stays in those sessions. No mother-daughter gossip sessions about your new son-in-law.”

“That would be a violation of doctor-patient confidentiality,” Yui said with a serene smile. “Are those your only two conditions, Jack?”

I tried to think if there was some snare in her words. But if there was, I couldn’t find it.

“Yes.”

Yui rose, smoothing her pencil skirt. “Very well—I agree.” Her smile turned almost impish. “And for the record, I have already discussed this with my daughter. I would not have proposed the idea to you if I had not already secured her permission.”

Of course not. I felt almost foolish, now.

“She wants what’s best for you,” Yui whispered. “And I want what’s best for her. Lucky for you, those two things happen to be the same.”

Lucky me, I thought. Therapy sessions with my wife’s mother. What a world…

But if it stopped what had happened at the auditorium from happening again, I’d do it.

Surely we could be professional about the whole thing.

Yui glanced over at the door. “Now that that’s handled, there are some people who have been waiting very patiently to see you.” She paused, her smirk widening. “Well, some of them have been patient. Those two little blondes who follow you around are practically feral—I don’t know how you stand it…”

I wasn’t interested in arguing about that. “They’re here?” I blurted.

Yui nodded. “They haven’t left since you arrived,” she said, walking to the door. “Shall I go get them?”

I thought it over. For about two seconds.

“Absolutely,” I said, glancing around. “Shit, are my clothes anywhere?”

Yui waved a hand. “Don’t worry about that—you look fine,” she insisted. She paused in front of the door, then glanced over her shoulder at me. “Oh, and Jack?”

I looked up.

“You are going to have to tell them about the panic attacks at some point,” she said. “You do know that, right?”

I did. Slowly, I nodded.

“I will,” I promised her. “Soon. But right now, watching me fall from that stage was pretty much the scariest thing that’s ever happened to some of those young women. I’m going to let them recover from that before I give them anything else to worry about.”

Yui nodded in approval. “My daughter is very glad that you’re alive,” she added. “When she comes in here, she’s likely to be… emotional. Possibly hysterical.”

“I wasn’t aware therapists were still allowed to use that word.”

Yui smiled. “They’re not. Try not to let her or the others jump all over you. You are still recovering from a nasty shock.”

I laughed. “No promises there,” I said. “You’ve met those girls.”

Yui’s expression turned unreadable. “Yes,” she whispered. “I have.”

Then she stepped out into the hallway, closing the door behind her.

I didn’t have long to wait. A minute or two later, I heard footsteps making their way rapidly down the hallway. Excited voices reached my ears—familiar voices, voice I hadn’t realized I’d missed so much until I heard them again.

“Girls?” I asked. “Kiki? Sam? Marcie? I’m in here—”

The door burst open.

And all was right with the world.




Chapter Two

The hospital room was not designed to accommodate this many visitors. My women didn’t care.

The door opened so hard it slammed against the opposite wall. I barely noticed the sound—I was fixed on Samantha, at the head of the pack, racing to me the way she’d raced across the auditorium when I fell. Her blonde hair was a messy halo around her face, and her makeup was smudged from crying, but she was smiling through the tears.

“Daddy!” she cried, launching herself at the cot.

The warning Yukiko’s mother gave me dissolved. As Samantha reached the bed I pulled her to me, rolling onto my back as she threw her arms around my neck. For a few seconds, I was dizzy for an entirely different reason than the drugs—she clung to me so tightly I could barely get air.

Whatever. Worth it.

“Thank God you’re okay,” she babbled, burying her face in my chest. “I was so scared! I thought you… when you went down, we all thought you were…”

“Not today,” I managed, my hand going to her lower back. God damn, it felt good to have her in my arms again. Just the feeling of her against me, solid and real, banished most of the worries I’d been carrying in the back of my brain. “I’m alright, babygirl. I’m okay. I’m right here.”

She brought my hand to her cheek. “You’re goddamned right you are,” she sobbed. “If you ever scare me like that again, Daddy, I’ll—”

She didn’t get the chance to finish her sentence. Behind her, the rest of the group filed into the room.

Yukiko was right behind Samantha, looking like she’d been visited by all three ghosts of Christmas in the same night. Even at a glance, I knew spent the last four hours in a hospital waiting room sobbing her eyes out, picturing what it would be like to raise her baby without a father.

But when she met my gaze and saw for her own eyes that I was alive and kicking, it was like the sun coming out from behind a thundercloud.

She kept her composure right up until she made it to the bed. Then she broke down, throwing her arms around my shoulders and climbing in right next to Samantha. I didn’t mind the extra weight one bit.

“Jack,” my fiancée whispered, the word crackling with both the horror and the relief of the last few hours. “You’re alive...”

Seeing her that like that nearly made me break into tears. I cupped her chin and pulled her close, letting Samantha slide to my side as she gave her fellow wife-to-be space. “I’m so sorry I scared you like that, princess,” I told her, holding her against me. “I hope you can forgive me?”

Yukiko laughed, tears spilling down her cheeks. “A thousand times over,” she whimpered, her body trembling as the adrenaline crash of her relief tore through her. “Jack, I’d forgive you if you killed somebody. This is… of course I’m not upset at you! I’m just so, so glad that you’re still here...”

So was I.

“Uncle Jack?”

I glanced over Yukiko’s shoulder. Marcie stood next to the bed, her eyes red and swollen from crying and her nose as a red as Rudolph’s when all the reindeer finally accept him. A bunch of tissues stuck out from the pocket in the front of her button-down, spilling all over the floor as she climbed onto the hospital bed next to my other two fiancees. I let her do it; damn the consequences.

Marcie didn’t say much for a second—just burrowed in next to me like a girl who’d had a terrible nightmare. Then she looked up from my side, a fresh wave of tears staining the blanket. “You’re okay,” she whispered, sounding like she hardly dared to believe it. “They said you were going to be alright, but when you passed out at the graduation… Jesus, I thought it was all over…”

“Not just yet,” I said, managing to smile. “Like any of you three would let me go. If I’d passed on, Yukiko would show up at the Pearly Gates with an impeccably argued treatise on why I should be returned to the land of the living.”

Yukiko couldn’t help but laugh at the absurdity of the idea. “I’d argue those angels down,” she agreed.

“And while she’s doing that, Marcie and me would break in and spring you out,” Samantha chuckled. “I’m sure heaven’s nice, Daddy, but does it really compare to having the three of us snuggled up next to you?”

“I don’t know,” I said, wrapping my arm around all three of them. “I’m gonna need at least thirty or forty more years with you girls to decide for sure.”

The others filled in more slowly, as if they’d agreed in advance to let my fiancées get first crack at the welcoming committee. Maria Alvarez stood near the door with Tasha Davis, both of them holding it together better than my future brides—but not much more. Maria’s typically perfect makeup (always on point in case she needed to show off a house on short notice) was smudged, and I couldn’t help but notice Tasha’s eyes had that same faraway cast they got sometimes when she’d come off a particularly difficult shift.

“Que chingados, tiger,” Maria said when I caught her eye. She still had that sultry quality that never took things too seriously, but underneath it her voice cracked with emotion. “I know that ceremony was boring as fuck, but did you have to spice it up like that?”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “I’m sure nobody’s gonna forget it,” I told her. Then: “Hey, Tash?”

Tasha was still staring off into space. At the sound of my voice, she gave a start. “Nngh?”

“Back from the dead,” I said, gesturing at myself. “‘Apollo was astonished’, huh?”

It took a second for the words to sink in. Then Tasha snorted, rolling her eyes so hard I wondered if it hurt. “Yeah, I definitely think you’re mad,” the officer said with a smirk, shaking off her stupor. “And you didn’t go through a wormhole, jackass—you passed out in the middle of your graduation ceremony.”

I felt Samantha frown against me. “I know what all those words mean, but I have no idea what you two are talking about.”

Yukiko nudged her. “It’s a Rush thing. You really haven’t sat down and listened to those records yet?”

Samantha stared at her. “Um, I’ve been a little busy?”

Tasha was shaking her head. “I’ve seen a lot of scary shit on the job, but usually it’s strangers, you know? There’s some distance there.” She shuddered. “Having to perform first aid on you is something I definitely never want to do again if I can help it.”

“Well, you were a huge help,” I said, meaning it. “Your quick thinking might have saved my life today, Tasha. Thank you.”

A tear formed in the corner of her eye. “S’all part of the job,” she muttered. But I could tell she was touched, all the same.

Heather and Eva lingered at the foot of my bed. More than anyone else I’d expected them to throw themselves on top of me and make all sorts of filthy promises, but the two near-twins looked… subdued. I wondered if I wasn’t the only one the paramedics had given a sedative to in the last few hours.

“We’re really glad you’re okay, sir,” Heather said softly.

“Really, really glad,” Eva echoed.

The room was quiet for a moment. Then Maria snickered.

“Look at those two,” the Latina said, shaking her head. “I think you scared them straight, querido.”

Heather gave her a look, then came over and took my hand. “Some things are more important than proving which one of Jack’s girls is the dirtiest,” she said, her tone vaguely chiding.

“Yeah,” Eva added on beat. “And we are definitely not straight!”

Everyone giggled a bit at that. It helped relieve some of the lingering tension in the room, which was still there whether I liked it or not. I was in a hospital bed, after all.

I was about to say something else when I noticed a final figure, lingering near the doorway like she wasn’t sure whether she’d earned the right to be here yet. Lakshmi wrung her hands as she watched the rest of us, her dark eyes wide with concern.

“Lakshmi,” I said, catching her eye. “What are you doing out there, honey? Come in.”

She hesitated for a moment, then a smile spread across her face. She stepped inside and closed the door behind her, crossing the room to stand with Maria and Tasha. “I’m relieved to see you’re alright,” she said, her tone formal but filled with comfort and empathy. “Everyone has been quite worried about you. I don’t think the other people in that waiting room will ever forget this crew…”

Yukiko sat up against me. “Have they told you what happened?” she asked, her voice crackling with worry. “The tests—I know they did a bunch of tests on you. But they wouldn’t tell us anything.”

“We’re marrying you in like five days but we’re still not technically your wives,” Samantha grumbled. “You’d think they could have at least made an exception for Kiki, if they couldn’t do it for Marcie and me…”

“Was it a heart attack?” Marcie asked.

The whole room stiffened when she said it.

“No, of course not,” I said, watching as everyone relaxed. “It…”

How much should I tell them?

Yui’s words from earlier echoed in my head: You’re going to have to tell them about the panic attacks at some point. You know that, right?

I knew that. Of course I did.

But now? Here?

Looking at their faces, I knew I couldn’t do that. Not with Samantha, Marcie and Yukiko all clinging to me like they were still afraid I might disappear at any moment. That was too much of a burden to lay on their shoulders. They’d been through enough.

Soon, I promised myself. Once they’ve had time to calm down.

“The doctors aren’t sure yet,” I said. Technically, it wasn’t even a lie—that Dr. Lamb guy didn’t know jack shit about what happened to me. “But my heart tests came back clean. No blockages, no signs of a cardiac event, anything like that. I’m okay.”

Everyone looked relieved to hear it. “Great,” Maria whispered, sharing a look with Tasha.

Yukiko shook her head, frowning. “Did they do an MRI?” she asked, the wheels turning behind her eyes. “Blood work? People don’t just collapse like that for no reason…”

“They’re doing everything they can,” I assured her. My touch calmed Yukiko down somewhat, but I could tell she was still disturbed. I mean, who wouldn’t be, with what she’d just gone through? “If there’s something physically wrong with me, I’m sure they’ll find it. I’m in good hands.”

“Sure.” Yukiko glanced to the side, her gaze traveling to the window. “My mom’s hands.”

I froze. “She mentioned she talked to you,” I said mildly.

For a second, I thought Yukiko was upset. Then she relaxed with a sigh, shaking her head. “She did. Mom’s speciality is fixing people’s heads, but she knows plenty about the other stuff, too. “If I let her have her way, she’d be your personal physician—like you really are a sultan with your own court.”

She wants to be a hell of a lot more than that, I thought. She wants to fix my head, too.

“I’m glad she came in first to make sure you were okay,” Yukiko admitted in a small voice. “We all wanted to see you, but I think mom knew it wouldn’t be good if you were too out of it.”

If I were sitting there unconscious with a bunch of tubes coming out of me, I thought. I understood that. I’d seen a parent lying in a hospital bed like that before, and it took me a long time to get over it.

“Your mom knows her stuff,” I suggested, keeping my voice low. “She said the two of you talked about the, er, other thing, too?”

“Other thing?” Marcie asked, cocking an eyebrow.

Yukiko’s gaze silenced any gossip. “We’ll talk about it later,” she said, sounding weary all of a sudden. “But yes. I’m okay with all that, as long as there are boundaries in place.” The corner of her mouth curled in a smirk. “Did you tell her yes? I thought you’d figure it would be too weird.”

“There’s been a lot of weird in my life lately,” I told the coed with a smile. “So far, weird’s been good.”

Yukiko straightened up. “Well, you’re going to rest,” she declared, her voice taking on that tone that meant she’d slipped into planning mode. “Whatever happened, we’re going to give you time to recover from it. The wedding isn’t for another week, and I do not want you exerting yourself until then.”

A hush settled over the room. Suddenly, everyone looked a little awkward.

“Exerting himself how?” Heather blurted.

“Yeah, like—are BJ’s okay?” Eva purred. “Can we still do cowgirl, or…?”

Yukiko looked at the group like they’d all lost their minds. “This is Jack’s health we’re talking about,” she blurted, her eyes as wide as a painting’s. “Surely you girls can refrain from dick for one freaking week?”

Samantha nibbled her bottom lip. “I don’t know if I can keep my hands off Daddy for that long,” she admitted, giving her fellow wife-to-be a sheepish look. “I mean, if it’s doctor’s orders, I totally understand, but…”

Yukiko’s mouth formed a little ‘o’ of surprise. “You’re incorrigible!” she gasped.

Maria looked like she was about to double over with laughter. “In that case, I’m a little incorrigible, too,” she said, glancing around the room. “I mean, I don’t wanna hurt you, papi, but I thought you were gonna die, you know? It doesn’t have to be a full cardio workout or anything like that, but I…”

She trailed off.

“But what?” Yukiko asked, still shocked by my women’s reactions.

Maria sucked her lips into her mouth, gathering her courage, then spoke. “I love you,” she whispered, meeting my gaze. “I fucking love you, querido. I thought this was just gonna be a really hot fling we had while you were in town, you and me and all these other girls. But I’ve caught major feelings. And when I saw you fall off that stage…”

Tears sprang to the realtor’s eyes.

“I don’t want this to end,” she said, clasping her hands beneath her breasts. “You go on and get married—give those three the honeymoon they deserve. But wherever you four end up settling down, I know there’s gonna be a real estate market.” She nibbled her bottom lip. “And wherever that is, I plan on taking it over. Make all those other house-selling bitches quake in their boots.”

“Me too,” Tasha said. “I was already looking into transfers to Boston PD before all this, back when I figured that’s where you were heading after this semester. But now…” She wiped her eyes with the heel of her hand. “Fuck it. If I can’t get on the force where you four are, I’ll become a security guard or something.”

“Or an EMT,” Marcie suggested. “You sure sprang into action when Jack fell. You did a really good job. I bet you could still help a lot of people that way.”

I could tell Tasha hadn’t thought about that. “Maybe,” she said, nodding. “But I’m in, too. Me and Maria, we’ve talked about this. Neither of us is going anywhere.”

“Somebody’s gotta keep the kids in line,” Maria added.

Samantha giggled. “You two are, like, five years older than us,” she insisted. “If that.”

“I was mostly talking about those two,” Maria said, glancing over at the cheerleaders.

“Look, let’s not put the cart before the horse,” I said. When Yukiko made a face, I calmed her down with a gesture. “I’m not going to do anything dangerous, princess. I’ve got to get out of here before we can even think of anything like that.” I glanced around the room. “But I will, er, check with my physician before they discharge me. We’ll make double sure I’ve got a clean bill of health before I get back to the penthouse.”

“As long as they understand just how much physical activity we’re talking about,” Yukiko said, mollified. “And no discharges until then,” she added, glancing at each of my women in turn.

“Not even BJs?” Heather asked.

“What if he just jerks off on my face?” Eva suggested, looking like she was about to get on her knees and open her mouth. “If he starts feeling dizzy again, he can slow down or stop...”

Maria cackled. “I guess we found out how long a near-death experience can put these two on mute.”

“Speaking of discharges,” Samantha said, making a face at the word, “when do you get out of here, Daddy? Did they mention how long they want to keep you? Is it overnight?”

Good question. “I’m not sure yet,” I admitted. “The doctor said something about more tests, but Kiki’s mom—” I stopped myself, noting the way Yukiko’s expression momentarily tautened at the mention of Yui. “Dr. Tanaka seemed pretty confident that I’m okay. I’d guess they’ll probably keep me on observation tonight, then let me go home tomorrow as long as nothing funny happens.”

As it turned out, my guess would turn out to be exactly right. Dr. Lamb came back and confirmed it a few minutes later.

“I would say early tomorrow, just to be on the safe side, Mr. Avery,” he said, gawking at all the women with me in the room. “Uh, this is quite a few visitors. I’m not sure all of you are supposed to be in here…”

Samantha sat up, her eyes flashing. “I’m not going anywhere,” she insisted. “You want me to leave, you’re going to have to throw me out.”

“Ditto,” Marcie chimed in.

The young man blanched. “Uh… there’s no need to be hasty,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck. “But you really can’t have—” he glanced around, counting faces, “—eight other people in here.”

Maria and Tasha shared a look. “We should probably let you rest,” the realtor said, though the reluctance in her voice was obvious even to Dr. Lamb. “Is it cool if we crash at the penthouse, querido? It’s closer, and I can drive everybody back in the morning.”

“No,” I blurted, stunning everyone. “I mean, yes, that’s fine, Maria. You have a key, right?”

She smiled. “Of course I do. But you don’t want us to go, do you?”

I thought of the room when I’d first woken up. The lonesome beeping of the heart machine, the way I’d barely known which way was up. And then I thought about the three women nuzzling like me like the only right place in the world for them was at my side.

Before I could say anything, Yukiko gave me an understanding smile. “I’ll stay. Sam and Marcie, too. The rest of you should go home and get some sleep. We’ll call or text if there’s any news.”

Maria nodded. “We’ll be back here first thing in the morning,” she said, gesturing at the cheerleaders. “Up, you two. You’re coming home with me.”

Both of them looked like they’d rather have stayed kneeling all night, but they got to their feet and complied. Dr. Lamb’s face, already ruddy with shock, deepened to an even darker shade of red.

Maria turned to Lakshmi. “You too, girlie? Or you need to run home to your own place?”

Lakshmi looked at me, then shrugged. “I have no particular desire to deal with my parents right now,” she said. “Staying with the rest of you sounds… fun. Almost like a slumber party.”

“Oh hell yes.” Heather liked the sound of that. “Pillow fights, spin the bottle…”

“Which we’ll send Jack pictures of,” Eva giggled. “Don’t worry, we won’t do anything other than kissing. No orgasms until we get to give you yours, sir. That’s a promise.”

Dr. Lamb choked on air. “I’m going to, ah… check the nurse’s station…”

And he was gone.

Maria watched him go, shaking her head. “Can’t believe they let a kid practice medicine,” she tut-tutted. Then she came over and gave me a kiss. “We’ll be back tomorrow, querido. You’ll be okay with these three?”

I nodded. “Thanks.”

“And we’ll bring food,” Tasha added. “Hospital food is hot garbage.”

I wasn’t hungry, but I thanked them anyway. “I appreciate it. And those other things you two said.”

Maria kept her composure, but her eyes watered. “I meant it, tiger,” she whispered. “You’re my man.”

She and Tasha left, taking the cheerleader twins with them. Lakshmi lingered a few moments longer, giving me a kiss so long and deep that my wives-to-be looked a little jealous, then raced off to catch up with the rest of the group.

A silence settled over the room. It was just us now: me and my three fiancées. Kiki, Sam, Marcie.

Samantha slid off her shoes and set them on the windowsill, then settled back down beside me. There was very little room left on the bed with the three of them on me, but somehow we made it work. “I’m not leaving,” the blonde declared, as haughty as the queen bee of Delta Rho had ever sounded. “I wasn’t kidding, Daddy. They’re going to have to get security and drag me out of here.”

“Sam,” Yukiko started, but Marcie was already perking up.

“Me either,” she insisted, looking at Yukiko with a surprising firmness. “Jack needs us, Kiki.”

Her lips formed a tight little line. Then she smiled. “I don’t want to leave, either,” she whispered, snuggling in closer to me. “I’m tempted to never let you out of my sight again, Mr. Avery.”

“I’d gladly stay there, princess.”

Yukiko blushed in that special way that happened whenever I really leaned on the p-word. “Let me go talk to the nurses,” she said, glancing at the door. “I’m sure they can make an exception for us. Maybe get us a cot to sleep on or something.”

“We can’t sleep right here?” Marcie asked.

Samantha chuckled. “It would be pretty uncomfortable for Daddy to be like this all night,” she said. “And if I wake up in the middle of the night with something hard pushing against my ass, I might not be able to remember the promise I made about not raising Daddy’s heart rate until he gets that clean bill of health…”

“Your mother might be able to help,” I suggested.

Kiki’s eyes widened. “That’s a great idea. I’ll go check and see if she’s still here,” she said, giving me a quick kiss. “Be right back.”

Yukiko left. Samantha and Marcie snuggled in on either side of me, while the TV continued showing headlines with the sound off. Every third or fourth shot was of a grinning blonde pop star in a wedding dress, her long-delayed nuptials apparently having finally happened this weekend. That’ll be me soon, I thought. Only I’ll have three women smiling like that.

I was drifting when I heard Samantha’s voice. “You’re really okay, Daddy? You promise?”

I glanced over to see her nibbling her bottom lip. Her fingers traced gentle circles across my chest through the thin paper hospital gown.

I thought about Yui—Miss Tanaka—and her promise. About panic attacks, and things I’d thought I’d left fifteen years in the past that were coming back to haunt me. And about the two women lying beside me.

“I’m going to be alright, babygirl,” I told her. “Promise.”

A single tear trailed from the corner of her eye. “This was epically bad timing,” she admitted with a laugh. “I just got finished telling you about Chloe, and Jessamyn, and all the times I thought I had a sure thing only to have it snatched away from me.” She looked more vulnerable than I’d seen since that conversation, and it made my chest hurt a little bit—in a good way. “For a second, when you collapsed, I was like, ‘this is it. This is the moment I lose him, just like I lost them.’”

Jesus. I hadn’t even thought of it like that. “Babygirl—”

She smiled. “But you’re still here,” she said, giving my bicep a squeeze. “And in a few days, I am going to marry you. And then I’m going to march down to the courthouse and legally change my name to Samantha Avery, since I don’t get to be your legal wife.” She didn’t look upset about that at all. “But I will be your wife, Daddy. And I’ll be something way more important.”

“My babygirl,” I growled, holding her closer. “Always.”

Marcie pressed against my other side. “This isn’t my dad’s fault, is it?” she asked.

What!?

Marcie saw the look on my face. “I just thought—my Dad fired you. He threw a bunch of stress into your life out of nowhere, on top of everything else that happened. If there’s something that sent you over the edge—I mean, I know you didn’t have a heart attack, but still…”

I hadn’t even looked at it that way. Part of me couldn’t help but wonder if Daniel had heard what happened yet. What was I talking about—of course he had. Mona probably faxed him ten minutes after I collapsed.

I wondered if it would change anything. If my mentor maybe blamed himself for it.

But one thing was clear. “No,” I told Marcie. “This isn’t your father’s fault. It’s not anyone’s fault.”

Marcie nodded against my shoulder. “Okay. Thanks, Jack. I love you.”

I put my free arm around her shoulder. “Love you too, babygirl,” I said, prompting both women to giggle. “Well, it’s true. You’re kind of both babygirl to me.”

“Marcie’s had the title longer,” Samantha yawned. “But I’ve had it deeper.”

“So far,” Marcie teased.

The door opened and Yukiko entered, her mother in tow. Yui looked less stressed than before, and from the look on her face as she followed her daughter into the room, I knew she had good news for us.

“I spoke with Dr. Lamb,” she said, her relishing tone letting us know how much fun that had been for her. “He’s agreed to let all three of you stay overnight with Jack. I’ve talked the nurses into bringing in cots, but they only have two of them. You’ll have to work the arrangements out yourselves.”

“We’ll figure it out,” Yukiko said.

She shared a look with Samantha and Marcie. Slowly, both blonde girls nodded.

I guess Yukiko gets the bed, I thought, chuckling internally. She’s not giving up everything just because she’s going to be head wife.

“Thank you so much, Miss Tanaka,” Samantha said politely. “We appreciate this.”

Yukiko’s mother met Samantha’s gaze. She looked over at the other young woman laying in bed beside me, her daughter standing beside her with my child in her belly… and something shifted in her.

It wasn’t acceptance. I couldn’t hope for that much. But maybe, seeing the love and devotion that emanated from these girls, she was a little bit less upset about the whole arrangement than she’d been.

“You’re welcome, dear,” Yui said, inclining her head slightly. “And you as well, Miss Ramsey. Both of you will take good care of my daughter, won’t you?”

“Of course we will,” Samantha said. “I love your daughter, Miss Tanaka. We all do. I’m… well, if it’s not too much, I want to say I’m looking forward to all of us being married to Jack.”

A faint smile spread across Yui’s face. “You should say that to Ryuichi the next time you see him,” she said, her expression turning impish. “It would be fun to watch my ex-husband spontaneously burst into flames.”

Samantha laughed. “I’ll try to,” she promised.

Yui nodded. “I’ll be back tomorrow,” she said, giving her daughter a final glance. “In the meantime, you have my number. If anything happens—”

“I’ll call you immediately,” Yukiko said, nodding.

Yui made a face. “Even if nothing happens,” she said, rustling her daughter’s hair. “Even if you just want to talk. I’m here. Okay?”

“I will, Mom.”

“Good. Rest well, Jack. I’ll talk to you soon.” Her gaze lingered on Yukiko for a long moment, as if she wanted to say more. Then she turned and strode out of the room, leaving me with my women.

The nurses brought the cots, just like they’d promised, along with some blankets and a couple of pillows. None were terribly comfortable, but none of my future wives were in any mood to complain. Under the circumstances, just being in the same room with a conscious Jackson Avery felt like a gift from God.

I ought to know. Because it felt like a gift from God just to have them near me.

All three of them stayed in bed about as long as they could. We watched the coverage of the pop star’s wedding: Samantha made dirty jokes about celebrity exes, while Marcie oohed and ahhed and wished she’d stolen this or that design for our ceremony. I drifted in and out a bit, still a little groggy.

Eventually, Sam and Marcie kissed me and went to their cots. Leaving just Kiki and me in bed.

The slender coed lay curled up beside me, the blanket over both of our bodies. Her fingers were laced through mine, her elbow resting on my stomach and her face pressed against my shoulder.

Samantha flicked off the lights. Marcie turned on a white noise app on her phone and turned up the volume.

I lay there like that for a few minutes, until I realized Yukiko was watching me.

“Princess?” I whispered. I could hear Samantha snoring gently beneath the hum of the white noise app, and Marcie probably wasn’t close behind. Which meant this conversation was private. “Everything alright?”

She nodded. “Can I ask you something, Jack?”

My stomach tightened a little. “You can ask me anything, princess,” I whispered. Then I smiled. “It would make you a pretty big hypocrite if you broke the rules you made the rest of the harem follow, though…”

Yukiko wasn’t asking for sex, and we both knew it. “I’m not going to push you,” she whispered, her voice as empathetic as could be. “You are entitled to your privacy, and I would never violate it.” She licked her lips, working up her courage. “What I mean is, you don’t have to tell me what’s going on if you don’t want to. But there is something else going on, isn’t there?”

I swallowed hard. “Yes,” I admitted.

“And you know what it is?”

I thought about Lauren. “I do,” I told her, squeezing her hand tighter.

Yukiko nodded, slowly. She held it together well, but I could see the tears sparkling in the dim light.

“Jack, are you going to die?” she asked, her voice cracking mid-whisper.

Oh Jesus. Jesus. She thought I had Lou Gehrig’s disease or something. That Dr. Lamb had handed me a death sentence before her mother brought the whole gang in, and I was holding it together so I wouldn’t spoil the wedding. Like I was too afraid to admit it.

“Look at me,” I told her.

She did.

“I’m not going to die,” I promised Kiki. “It’s not like that at all.”

She went boneless against me. “Thank God,” she murmured against my chest. “Oh thank God, Jack.”

“I’ll explain soon,” I told her. “Once everything’s calmed down a bit. Once everybody’s not bursting into tears just at the sight of me. I just don’t want to worry everyone right now.”

Yukiko was already nodding. “Marcie,” she said. “And Samantha. The stuff with Marcie’s dad, with Sam’s parents… I get it, Jack. They should be focused on the wedding, not walking around worrying.”

“And so should you, princess,” I said, wiping away one of her tears. “I’m going to be fine, Kiki. I wouldn’t say that if it wasn’t true. I love you.”

“I love you, too,” she whispered. “So, so much. If it wouldn’t make me a rotten hypocrite, I’d climb on top of you right now and show you how fucking much. You know that, right?”

I knew. But I couldn’t help but be a little bad with her. “With your pussy, or with something else?”

Yukiko’s mouth dropped open. “With whatever you wanted, of course,” she purred, pressing in closer. “God, I’m going to have such a hard time falling asleep. Now I’m frazzled and turned on.”

My hand was already moving. “I can take care of one of those,” I growled.

Yukiko gasped, her eyelids fluttering as my fingers slid between her thighs. “Jack, I promised—”

“You promised not to get me all hot and bothered,” I said, rolling onto my side. One arm wrapped around Yukiko’s shoulders, holding her possessively against me, while the other slipped beneath the fabric of her panties. She was bare under there—she must have been anticipating a celebration after I got my diploma. “I didn’t make any promises about you, princess.”

“Jack,” she whispered. “I… oh fuck…”

“You’d better stay quiet,” I said with a smirk. “You wouldn’t want to wake your fellow wives up, would you?”

Yukiko was a good girl. She buried her face against me and stayed as quiet as she could, her moans swallowed by my chest as my fingers pumped in and out of her. My thumb swirled around her clit, teasing her sensitive nub as my digits stabbed deep to hit that special spot deep inside of her only I knew about.

It didn’t take long to drive her to the edge. The fact that we had to stay quiet made it hotter; before I knew it I felt her mouth opening against my chest, a shallow, ragged whisper of bliss pouring from her as the walls of her channel clenched around my fingers. Yukiko’s nails dug into my shoulders as she came, her body trembling with bliss as she rode out the throes of the orgasm she so desperately needed.

As she came down from her peak she gave me a long, sloppy kiss. “That was so amazing,” she said, slurring her words from pleasure and exhaustion. “Jack, I love you so much…”

Yukiko stretched against me, her eyes closing.

In mid-word, she was out like a light, snoring in moments.

I couldn’t help but chuckle. Poor girl tired herself out, I thought, brushing away a lock of her hair with the hand not coated in her juices. Rest well, princess. I know you’ll make that up to me later.

I knew there would be a later.

And that made being in the hospital a little less terrifying.

I closed my eyes, surrounded by the three women who loved me most in the world.

And nodded off with Yukiko in my arms.


Chapter Three

I woke to the sound of an argument in progress.

“We don’t know if he’s got a clean bill of health yet. I’m just saying, it wouldn’t kill Tasha and Maria to bring over something a little healthy—”

“Kiki, Daddy almost died yesterday. Let the man have his fucking steak and eggs. They’re hitting up Gabrielle’s, and we both know it’s his favorite—”

“Keep your voice down. Jack needs his rest.”

A laugh. “Oh, like you kept your voice down last night when you thought Marcie and I were asleep…?”

I opened my eyes. All three of my fiancées stood clustered by the window, the cot Samantha slept on last night pushed into a corner of the room. Marcie had her cell phone in her hand and what looked like a long conversation on the screen, and she kept frowning between Samantha and Yukiko like she wanted to step into their argument but wasn’t sure which side to take.

Breakfast, I realized. Tasha and Maria promised to bring me something to eat in the morning.

“Hey there,” I said, sitting up in bed.

All three of them jumped like they’d been caught with their hands in a cookie jar.

“Good morning, Daddy!” Samantha was at my side in an instant, her bedside manner impeccable. “Did you sleep well? Can I get you anything? Coffee, water, a snuggle from your babygirl?”

“I’ll take all three,” I said. “In reverse order.”

Grinning, Samantha climbed into bed and threw her arms around me.

“Breakfast will be here soon,” Marcie said, glancing down at her phone. “Tash and Maria just need to know our orders. We were talking about that when you woke up.”

“I heard. And something about you and Samantha pretending to sleep?”

Samantha blushed deeply in my grasp. “We might have heard something when we were drifting off,” she admitted, flashing an awkward grin. “I’m not mad, Daddy. But it is funny that Kiki let you get her off when she was such a Puritan about the rest of us.”

“She’s just looking out for me,” I grunted. “And she needed it. If you’d have been keyed-up and unable to relax like that, babygirl, I would’ve done the same for you.”

Samantha nodded. “I bet she slept good after that,” she giggled, glancing over her shoulder.

“Like a stone,” Yukiko admitted. “You have no idea how badly I needed that, Sam. But you’re right. It was hypocritical of me—”

“I’m just teasing,” Samantha said with a laugh. “Besides, it was Daddy’s idea, not yours.” She nuzzled in closer, her lips grazing my stubble. “Although the next time I can’t sleep, I definitely know who’s bed I’m going to be crawling into…”

“I won’t mind that one bit,” I promised her. “Although once I’m cleared for physical activity again, it’s gonna be a hell of a lot more than my fingers that help send you off to Dreamland, babygirl.”

Samantha bit down on her bottom lip. “Can’t wait.”

Marcie came around to the other side of the bed. “You’re looking good, Jack,” she whispered, planting a kiss on my cheek. “You feeling okay? Dizzy, nauseous, anything like that?”

“Just a little stiff,” I said, provoking chuckles from all three girls. “From being in bed so long, I mean.”

“Hopefully we’ll get you out of here today,” Yukiko said. “Lakshmi’s already got a fresh set of clothes laid out for you at the penthouse after you get a shave and a shower.”

Samantha pursed her lips. “I kind of like the idea of Daddy with a beard,” she shrugged. “A nice rough beard, pushed up against something super smooth between your babygirl’s legs…”

“He’s gonna be even stiffer if you keep on like that,” Marcie laughed.

I was already rubbing my cheek. “A beard, huh?”

Samantha slid out of my arms. “Just think about it, Daddy. I’ll be right back with your coffee.”

With that, the blonde sashayed out of the room. I watched her go, then turned my attention to Kiki and Marcie. “You were saying something about breakfast?”

Marcie blanched. “Yeah, from Gabrielle’s?”

I glanced over at Yukiko. “Steak and eggs is a little too complicated to eat in a hospital bed. How about one of those smoked salmon bagels they do with the spicy little green things on it?”

“Capers,” Yukiko said, her smile growing wider. “Sounds good. Make it two—I’ll do the same thing.”

Marcie tapped the order into the phone. A moment later, a new text came in. “They’ll be here soon,” she informed us both.

When the door opened a few seconds later, I assumed it was Samantha coming back with a cup of coffee and a bottle of water. So it was more than a little surprising to see Dr. Lamb. He looked considerably less out of sorts than he did yesterday—not having Yukiko’s mother around probably helped with that—and when he glanced from me to the three women in the room with me, there was no trace of the shock that had been written across his features the last time I’d seen him.

Maybe he’d just mentally braced himself this time to deal with my love life.

“Good morning, Mr. Avery,” he said, glancing at my chart. “How are you feeling today? Pain level on a scale of one to ten?”

I thought about it. “One point five, maybe,” I said. “And that’s just from being cooped up in bed, I think.”

He nodded. “Good.”

“Is he ready to get out of here?” Yukiko asked. “We’ll take good care of him, Dr. Lamb. We promise.”

“We’ll make sure he gets his rest,” Marcie added.

He looked the slightest bit flustered by that, but quickly recovered. “Well, your overnight monitoring looks good.” He came over and scrutinized the bank of machines by my bed. “Heart rate and blood pressure stable, pulse oxygenation perfectly fine. There’s nothing that concerns me.” He tapped the plastic badge hanging from his neck in a nervous tic. “I’m going to recommend outpatient follow-up. You should have a stress test at some point in the next few weeks, just to verify there’s no cardiac issues.”

“We’ll schedule it,” Yukiko promised. “As soon as possible.”

Samantha entered with a cup of coffee and a bottle of Dasani. When she saw Dr. Lamb she swallowed whatever dirty joke she’d been about to make and came over with the coffee before standing with the other girls.

Dr. Lamb glanced at her, then continued. “I also understand you’re going to be seeing your primary care physician—in this case, Dr. Tanaka—in the near future. Knowing all that, Mr. Avery, I don’t see any reason to keep you here.”

My heart jumped into my throat. “I can go home?”

Funny, how I thought of the penthouse as home, rather than Boston.

“Yes,” Dr. Lamb said. “As soon as we get the discharge papers signed, you can go.”

Cheers filled the room. “Fuck yes,” Samantha whispered, gripping my shoulder. “Daddy, I’m so happy—”

Dr. Lamb held up a finger. “Couple of things you need to know before I let you go,” he said.

We waited.

He cleared his throat. “I’m saying you’re healthy enough to go home,” he explained. “But until you pass that stress test and get a clean bill of health, I’d say all the standard caveats apply.”

“Standard?” I asked.

He smiled. “No heavy lifting,” he said. “Make sure you get plenty of hydration and rest. And, for the next few days at least, no strenuous activity…”

He trailed off. All three of my fiancées were suddenly very interested in what was going on at their feet.

A slight flush crept up the young doctor’s neck. “Nothing that’s gonna stress you out,” he blurted, ignoring the implications of what he’d just told my women. “I’ll have a nurse come by shortly with the discharge papers. We’ll get you out of here soon, Mr. Avery.”

“Thanks,” I said.

Once he was gone, my women shared a look. “That poor young man,” Yukiko said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “Every time he talks to us, we find a whole new way to traumatize him.”

“Hey, it’s good practice,” Samantha said breezily. “If he’s going to be a doctor, he’s got to be able to deal with the nitty-gritty without flinching. Speaking of which…”

“What?” Yukiko asked, her tone wary.

Samantha stuck her tongue in her cheek. “I think we should schedule that stress test sooner, rather than later,” she said, barely able to hold back a fit of giggles. “And until Daddy gets a one hundred percent clean bill of health, we should have a conversation about how we handle things. Set some ground rules.” She gave Yukiko a significant glance. “Make sure everyone’s on the same page.”

“Yeah,” Yukiko agreed. “We’ll hammer things out when we get home. Does that sound okay?”

“Shouldn’t it be Jack who decides?” Marcie asked, looking at me.

Good question. The truth was, I felt pretty certain I was clear to go back to, er, strenuous activity. My conversation with Yui had left me fairly certain I knew my fall was caused by a panic attack, and now that I knew what the signs of one looked like, I could find a place to sit down and relax if I felt another one coming on. So I wasn’t all that worried about it.

But my women were.

“I am the one who’s going to decide,” I told Marcie. “But that doesn’t mean I don’t want your input.”

“Speaking of which,” Samantha said as a nurse entered the room, “you should text Maria. Let her know what’s going on. Maybe they can meet us at the penthouse instead of the hospital?”

Shit. Now I wished I’d gone with the steak and eggs after all.

“Great idea,” I said, swinging my legs over the bed. “Tell them to meet me at home. We’ll eat, and then we’ll have a discussion about the next few days.” I winced as Yukiko’s mother’s words echoed in my head. “There’s something else I’ve got to tell you all about as well.”

Yukiko already knew about this, but it was news to Samantha and Marcie. Both of them did a double take, looking at me with surprise.

“Everything’s okay?” Samantha asked. “Daddy?”

The nurse gave her a shocked glance when the D-word left her lips, but she didn’t even notice.

“It’s all good, babygirl,” I told her. “Just a band-aid I wanna rip off. Works better if everyone’s around to hear it—that way, I only have to do it once.”

Marcie took my hand. “Whatever it is, Uncle Jack, we’re here for you,” she promised.

I knew they were.

An hour later, we made it to the penthouse. Samantha insisted on driving, and did a perfect job handling my McLaren despite my concerns about putting a wild twenty-two year-old behind the wheel of a luxury sports car. The parking lot was almost completely full when we arrived—Maria’s titanic SUV was parked right up front, with several cars I recognized from the ritual at the hot springs surrounding it.

“Looks like the gang’s all here,” I whistled as Samantha maneuvered us into one of the few remaining spaces. “What, did Maria call the whole damned sorority?”

Samantha’s lips formed a tight little line. “Daddy, the whole school saw you fall off of that stage,” she said, glancing over from the driver’s seat. “They just want to see for themselves that you’re okay. You scared them something awful.”

That was fair, I guess.

But even I wasn’t ready for the virtual mob that greeted me when we reached the penthouse.

I expected the whole harem to be in attendance, and they were: Maria, Tasha, Lakshmi, the cheerleader twins. But what I hadn’t figured was how many other members of Delta Rho were going to be there. Some of them were obviously just using it as an excuse to check on their president’s squeeze—but more than a few of the faces I recognized, though only through the haze that was in my head during that crazy ‘ritual’ celebration.

I’m pretty sure I’ve had sex with just about every woman in this room, I realized. For a guy who’s body count when he got married was two, Lauren included, that was pretty goddamned impressive.

Maria and Tasha came prepared. They hadn’t just ordered me breakfast—they must have placed the deluxe catering package from Gabrielle’s. Nearly everyone in the room had a bagel or a scone, along with a mimosa. A few looked to be on their third or fourth, from the way they giggled.

“Jack!” Maria threw her arms around me, her perfume smelling of cinnamon and spice. “I see the jailbreak went perfectly, querido. You feeling okay?”

“Never better,” I said. I tried to keep my hand from going to her ass in front of the crowd and failed. If you’d ever had a handful of Maria Alvarez’s ass beneath your palm, you’d understand. “I heard there’s food?”

The realtor chuckled. “Let me get you some, tiger. Have a seat—I know you’re supposed to be taking it easy…”

As she walked away (putting that special little wiggle in her hips just for me), I let the girls lead me to the couch. Tasha met me on the way there, planting a kiss on my lips that made every coed in the room a little jealous. “Good to see you on your feet, babe,” she said—and this time it was my ass getting squeezed. “Knew they couldn’t keep you in there for long.”

I managed to make it to the couch without getting too dizzy. It had evidently become the hottest piece of real estate in the whole condo—coeds traded glances, engaging in wordless dominance games over who got to sit near the man of the hour.

Unluckily for them, there were two girls in the room who didn’t play those games. Heather and Eva.

Both of them came running across the room when they saw me. They slid across the last few feet of carpet, like baseball players stealing home plate, and ended up on their knees in front of me.

“We missed you so much, sir!” Heather giggled, cocking her head to the side with a manic smile.

“Did you really not cum at all yesterday?” Eva asked the instant her near-twin’s sentence ended. “You must need to get off so bad right now, sir!”

“Girls.” Yukiko’s tone was a warning. “Jack is supposed to be taking it easy.”

They shared a look. “I hate thinking of our boss’s balls being all full,” Heather simpered. “Can’t he just jerk off on us while you’re feeding him? At least let him do that much!”

“I’ll stick out my titties, and Heather will turn around and put her ass in the air,” Eva chimed in. “And if you start to get dizzy from looking at us, you can just close your eyes and pretend Elizabeth Baines is in the room or something!”

I couldn’t believe these two. Actually, most of the time I could, and that probably meant that my time at Stillwell had corrupted me even worse than I knew. “Not until I get a clean bill of health,” I told the pair. “Besides, you two are way too dirty for me to handle right now. You know that nasty stuff you do for your boss would make my old heart thump right out of my chest.”

Both of them grinned at that. “We are pretty filthy,” Heather said

“Total sluts,” Eva agreed, giving her bestie a high five. “Okay, I guess we’ll wait!”

Lakshmi hung back, but at a glance from me, she came forward and gave me what looked like her culture’s equivalent of a curtsy. “I missed you,” she said, beaming at me.

“I was only gone for one night,” I told her with a chuckle.

Lakshmi wasn’t kidding. “One night too many,” she whispered. “Welcome home.”

It really was home, wasn’t it? Fuck, that blew my mind. I loved this place.

I loved these women.

Maria materialized at my side, one of the smoked salmon bagels we’d talked about and a glass in her hand. “It’s just orange juice,” she whispered with a wink. “Kiki didn’t want me giving you a mimosa. Let me know if you want another cup of coffee and I’ll get it for you, okay, querido?”

“Will do,” I promised. “Thanks.”

She grinned. “Any time, tiger.”

“Alright, everyone!” Yukiko’s voice cut through the chatter, silencing conversations as the rest of Delta Rho fell silent. “Thank you all so much for coming. As you can see, Jack is okay. His doctor is suggesting he take it easy for the next few days, but he’s in no imminent danger. He’s going to be fine.”

Someone raised a toast to that. Once it was done, Yukiko continued.

“There are… a lot of people here,” she said, smiling at the sorority. “And while we appreciate the wonderful show of support you’ve made by coming to see us today, what Jack really needs right now is a shower and a day or two of rest.”

This went over a little bit less smoothly. But I could tell that most people understood.

Maria stepped forward. “Everyone go ahead and get yourself a refill—get yourself some food for the road if you want, too,” she said. Seeing someone a few years older than them made Delta Rho’s coeds automatically grant Maria a little bit of extra authority. “Those of you in the harem, stick around for a bit so we can do some planning. The rest of you, thank you so much for being here, but Jack’s gonna need a little space right now.”

Maria’s words were met with understanding nods. After a few quick well-wishes (punctuated by a bunch of kisses from the women of Delta Rho), my women managed to herd the larger portion of the crew out of the penthouse. Maria brought me that extra cup of coffee and another bagel. By the time I’d finished both, the place was down to just me, my three fiancées, Maria, Tasha, the cheerleader twins and Lakshmi.

Immediately the place felt more intimate. More like home.

“That’s better,” Yukiko said once we had the penthouse to ourselves. “Everybody sit down?”

They did. In short order I was surrounded by my women, more or less arranged in order: Yukiko, Samantha and Marcie on the couch with me, Maria and Tasha sitting across, the cheerleaders sitting cross-legged on the floor in front of the coffee table. Lakshmi leaned against the entrance to the kitchen, claiming she’d rather stand even when Yukiko suggested she sit.

“Good. Everyone got a drink? Snack?” A smile spread across my fiancée’s face. “Great. It is so freaking good to be home.”

“You’re telling me,” Samantha said, shaking her head. “What happened at the graduation was awful. It feels almost like a bad dream now.”

“Except it wasn’t,” Marcie chimed in. “Was it, Jack?”

I shook my head. No. It definitely wasn’t.

Yukiko swallowed audibly. “Are you ready, Jack? For what we talked about?”

Telling the group, in other words. Was I ready for that?

I guess I was going to have to be. I nodded.

Yukiko took my hand. “Jack has something he needs to tell all of us. Something important.” Her eyes met mine, filled with love and devotion, then traveled across the room. “We’re going to listen, and then we’re going to discuss whatever it is he’s going to say.” She smiled. “And whatever it is, we’re going to be right here.”

“Damn straight,” Samantha agreed. “You’ve more than earned that, Daddy.”

“What’s the big secret?” Marcie asked, pursing her lips.

Suddenly all eyes in the room were on me.

Shit. Here we go, I thought.

I cleared my throat. “I, uh, I had a conversation with Dr. Lamb,” I told the group. “And then I had a much longer conversation with Dr. Tanaka—Yukiko’s mother.”

I paused long enough to let them know it was okay to comment. “I heard about that,” Tasha said, her expression telling me she wasn’t quite sure what to think of it. “You’re letting your fiancée’s mom treat you?”

I nodded. “She has a theory about why I collapsed at the graduation. After hearing it, I’m pretty much sure it’s the truth. The stress test will tell us for sure, but I’m about as certain as Kiki was before taking that pregnancy test.”

Yukiko smiled at the memory. Her hand strayed to her belly—still flat, but not for long.

“¿Es tu corazón?” Maria asked. “Was it your heart, Jack?”

“No.” I definitely wanted to clear that up. “No, my heart’s fine. Everything’s fine, at least physically.” I paused, building up my courage. “I had a panic attack.”

The room went silent. I’d never in my life wished so hard I was a telepath, so I could know what the women around me were thinking.

No one seemed to want to be the first to speak. Then Tasha leaned forward.

“Like… like an anxiety attack? You’re telling me anxiety made you fall like that?”

“We’re not trying to be rude, querido,” Maria chimed in. “But what happened to you was crazy! A panic attack could do all that?”

“A severe one, yes,” I said without hesitation. “It wasn’t the first one I’ve had. But until yesterday, I thought I was never going to go through that again. I hadn’t had one in fifteen years.”

I looked around. My women looked confused, concerned—but not upset. There was no hint of judgement on their faces. Please let there not be, I told myself. I don’t know if I could handle that.

They’d stood with me through some crazy stuff. But there was no telling how they might react.

“It started in college,” I explained, glancing from woman to woman. “At first, I thought I was going crazy—that I had a tumor, or some kind of horrible wasting disease. Then I met Lauren, and they pretty much stopped.” I swallowed hard. “Until her funeral.”

“Fifteen years ago,” Yukiko whispered, the realization hitting her like a thunderclap. “Oh, Jack—”

“It was right before Marcie’s father called me and shipped me off to Boston,” I said. “That was the worst one of my life. Until yesterday.” I sniffed, shaking my head. “I’d almost forgotten about them. Hell, I did forget about them. I thought I was past the whole thing. The grief, the trauma, the pain. But this semester…” I trailed off. “I guess something about this semester triggered me. Set off another one of the damned things.”

There it was. I’d laid it all out there, told the truth. Now I just needed to see how they took it.

“A panic attack,” Samantha repeated flatly. “You had a panic attack?”

I could feel my brows furrowing together. “Yes, babygirl. I’ve been pretty stressed out lately—”

Samantha started to laugh.

For a second, my blood turned to ice in my veins. Then I realized she wasn’t being mean—this wasn’t the laughter of someone playing a cruel prank, or trying to make someone else feel small. It was more like the laugh of someone who’d just figured out the answer to a particularly tricky Wordle on the last guess.

“Stress,” the blonde repeated. “Oh my God, Daddy. That’s all we have to worry about?”

The weight in my chest eased a fraction. “Babygirl, this is serious—”

“Of course it’s serious!” Samantha leaned in closer, her blue eyes sparkling with understanding. “Daddy, this semester has been the craziest five months of my life! And I’ve just been along for the ride—I haven’t been steering the ship like you have!” She let out a laugh. “You’ve had to deal with Trevor, Elizabeth Baines, Jessamyn, getting fired by Marcie’s dad, everything with Delta Rho and Stillwell University—oh, and at some point you found the time to plan a wedding to three women and start an entire harem!” One of her hands came down on my thigh, giving it a squeeze. “No wonder you’re so freaking stressed!”

I looked around the room. Everyone else was smiling, chuckling, accepting. These women didn’t look freaked out by my panic attacks—they certainly weren’t judging me.

I had nothing to worry about. I never had.

“Yukiko’s mother said something like that,” I admitted, rubbing the back of my neck. “Except the phrase ‘out-fuck an entire sorority’ might have been somewhere in there?”

Laughter greeted those words. My relief was immeasurable.

“Sounds like she’s got your number,” Tasha said. “So what can we do to help, Jack?”

Huh? “Help?”

“With the panic attacks.” Yukiko put her hand on my other knee, the very picture of a devoted wife. “Are there signs you know one is coming on? Can you warn us beforehand, and we can get you somewhere quieter?”

“Or at least get a chair under you,” Lakshmi said.

“I…” Suddenly I could hardly speak. “I’m sorry. This just isn’t at all what I expected you to say…”

Yukiko understood. “We love you, Jack,” the coed said, putting her head against my shoulder. “The issue being mental doesn’t make it any less real than if it were physical. If you were having fainting spells because of low blood pressure, or because you had some sort of heart issue, would anyone judge you for that?”

“Of course not,” Samantha said. “Daddy, were you really worried we’d think less of you?”

I had to blink back tears. “I just… I have to be strong for you girls,” I said, clearing my throat. “I’m supposed to be steady, stable as a rock. I just thought… if there was something weak about me, you couldn’t help but look at me different…”

For a moment, the room was silent.

Then Marcie climbed into my lap.

She threw her arms around me and kissed me, hard. God, that was sweet.

“I do look at you differently, Uncle Jack,” she said, breaking the kiss. “Like you’re a person. And there’s nothing weak about you!”

“Nothing at all,” Yukiko insisted. “You take such good care of us, Jack. All of us.”

“And we’ll take care of you,” Marcie added.

“Because we’re your wives,” Samantha insisted. “And I’m your babygirl.”

I nodded. “I love all of you. I love this life we’ve built together. I want you to know—I wouldn’t change a goddamn thing. Not a bit of it.”

Maria smiled from across the coffee table. “Not even the panic attacks?”

I shook my head. “Not even that,” I said. “It’s forcing me to deal with things I should’ve dealt with fifteen years ago. Yukiko’s mom is going to be helping me with that—she’s offered to do some therapy, to help me work through my shit and develop better coping mechanisms.”

“Mom’s good at that,” Yukiko said. “And yes, I did agree to this. Nobody’d better dare joke about it.”

“Not in front of me,” Samantha agreed.

“It’s going to make me stronger,” I realized. “And it’s going to bring us closer. And having all of you here, supporting me…” My voice caught. “That makes a difference. A big difference.”

“Of course we’re here, Daddy,” Samantha whispered. “There’s nowhere else we’d rather be.”

“Nowhere on Earth,” Heather chuckled.

“Or any other planet,” Eva added. “Though Maria might suggest Uranus—”

Maria rolled her eyes. “We’re here for you, querido. All of us.”

“We love you,” Lakshmi said simply. “And for the record, Jack, you are not the only person I know who has panic attacks. They’re nothing to be ashamed of.”

There were nods and murmurs of agreement all around the room.

“So,” Yukiko said, switching back to planning mode. “We’re still full-steam ahead on the wedding. But we’re going to let Jack relax between now and then.” She glanced at the other two wives. “We can do that and still stick to the schedule. There might have to be a compromise here and there, but everything will be fine.”

“Compromise,” Marcie snorted. “Let’s just go out in the parking lot and do it. Why wait?”

“Because it will be beautiful, sweetheart,” Maria insisted. “And all of us are looking forward to celebrating your wedding. All four of you.”

“Although,” Tasha said carefully, “we should probably talk about this whole ‘strenuous activity’ thing.”

Yukiko nodded. “I’ll schedule the stress test for as soon as we can get it,” she said. “I’ll see if Mom can pull some strings—get it taken care of in the next day or two, so there’s plenty of time before the wedding.”

“Time to fuck Jack’s brains out, you mean,” Maria said with a smirk. “Which we should not be doing until we know for sure he’s alright.”

“Maria!” Marcie looked scandalized.

“Oh, come on,” the realtor said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “I’ve heard some of the things you say when you’re underneath of ‘Uncle Jack’, chica. You’re far from innocent.”

“And let’s be real,” Heather added. “Going from eight women to zero?”

“That’s stressful too,” Eva chimed in on cue. “Which is why you should really at least let him jerk off all over us—”

“Actually,” Yukiko said, “you have a point.”

The room fell silent. Everyone looked stunned.

“She has a point about the jerking off thing?” Maria asked, going goggle-eyed.

“Not like that,” my fiancee said with a laugh. “But total abstinence is probably a lot to ask for. Not just for us, but for Jack.”

“Total abstinence,” Samantha chuckled. “Like you didn’t get finger-banged so hard last night you saw stars—”

“The doctor said no strenuous activity,” Yukiko said, cutting her off. “But not no activity at all.”

Eva blinked. “So what? Gentle sex?”

“Eww, making love?” Heather looked scandalized. “Without, like, any choking?”

“Is that even a thing?”

Maria was grinning. “It’s absolutely a thing. Slow, sensual, intimate. Us doing the work, letting Jack lie back—yeah, I could get with that.”

“Am I allowed to agree with her?” I asked.

A chorus of laughs greeted me.

“Okay, new rule,” Yukiko amended. “Until the stress test, Jack does not exert himself. At all. If anything happens, with any of the women in this room, we’re the ones who take point. We set the pace.” She glanced at me. “And the second Jack looks dizzy or stressed, or tells us he feels something coming on, we stop.”

“If he stops every time he feel something coming, he’s never going to finish,” Heather protested.

“That’s not what she means,” Lakshmi snapped. “And it’s a very good idea, for the record. Very sensible.”

“Thank you,” Yukiko said, looking at the Indian coed like she might have just found a kindred spirit. “And I think...”

She paused, looking at Samantha and Marcie.

“After the last couple of days, I think the three of us should test the new rule. We’re the ones who are about to marry him.”

“Oh, so you get first dibs?” Heather asked.

“Quiet! Of course she does.” Tasha snorted. “They’re gonna be his wives.”

“Well, we wanna be his mistresses,” Heather said.

“His whores, more like,” Eva giggled.

“Everyone else can have a turn if it goes alright,” Yukiko explained. “And if Jack’s feeling up to it. But right now…” Her voice cracked suddenly, and everyone saw just how tightly my pregnant fiancee had been holding herself together over the last forty-eight hours. “We need to spend some time with Jack. Alone. Just to reconnect, and to thank him for being alive.”

Slowly, everyone else started to nod. They got it.

“Alright.” Maria stood up, brushing off her skintight yoga pants. “You heard the head wife, girls. Let’s give the happy couples some privacy.” She paused. “The happy quad?”

“Tetrad,” Lakshmi suggested.

“We’ll brainstorm it,” Tasha said. “Call us if you need anything, alright? We’ll swing by soon.”

“I will,” I told them. “Thanks.”

One by one, they all said their goodbyes—Maria and Tasha together, the twins with obvious reluctance, Lakshmi with grace and understanding and a longer-than usual side conversation with Yukiko. Those two are starting to get along, I realized. Two natural planners—Christ. If I put them to work at the engineering firm, they’d transform the place in six months.

I just had to get there first.

Once we were alone, Yukiko took my hand. “Come on, Jack,” she said softly. “You’re gonna take a shower.”

“Take all the time you need,” Marcie added.

“And then, when you’re done…” Yukiko’s cheeks burned with heat. “We’ll be waiting for you.”

Oh. Oh.

I couldn’t wait.

I took her hand and let her lead me, Samantha and Marcie following close behind.




Chapter Four

Maria was right about the importance of good shower pressure. After everything that had happened over the last forty-eight hours, that hyper-powered rainforest shower head in my penthouse felt like a greater luxury than my McLaren.

Steam billowed around my legs as I washed away the last of my stay at hospital, luxuriating in the feeling of soap against my skin and the scratching of the scouring pad against my chest. I was sure they’d all wanted to, but none of my women had suggested hopping in the shower with me—all of them were giving me the time I needed to shake off those sickbed blues and become the best version of myself. I appreciated that.

I scrubbed down, trimmed things up downstairs, then spent a few moments just letting the spray hit me right in the face, blasting my sinuses. God, I needed this, I thought, running my fingers through my hair. I could practically feel my wives-to-be getting anxious in the bedroom, but they understood. They knew this would be worth the wait.

Cutting the shower off, I wrapped a towel around my waist and checked myself out in the mirror. My facial hair was in that transitionary period I’d never been much of a fan of—too long for stubble, but not long enough yet to be considered a proper beard. I grabbed my electric razor and started to remove it, only to slow down as I made the first stroke down my cheek.

Hell, I thought, grinning. Samantha said she liked it, didn’t she?

Maybe not a full beard. That seemed a little extreme. But a goatee?

I tried it. I shaved down both cheeks with the electric, then went in with a razor to get it super smooth. I kept the goatee square, aligned with the angle of my jaw, and shaved everything around it down to the skin.

When I rinsed my face off and took another look in the mirror, I liked what I saw. It still needed to grow in a bit, but the shortness didn’t bother me the way it would have as a full beard. Streaks of gray cut through the brown—a lot more gray than there’d been even three or four years ago—but I didn’t mind. It made me look distinguished. A silver fox.

I look like a CEO, I thought, wiping away the last of the shaving cream with a towel. My babygirl was right. I do look better with a little facial hair.

I’d have to thank her for the suggestion. Probably by putting this rough goatee somewhere smooth, the way she’d suggested back at the hospital.

I wrapped another clean towel around my waist—and hesitated. Was I dizzy? My heart was pounding, but it was always pounding when I knew my girls were waiting for me on the other side of a door. Was this just garden-variety excitement, or was I about to have another attack?

I closed my eyes for a second. The feeling faded.

You’re fine, old man, I chided myself. Remember, lie back and let them do all the work. They need this even more than you do.

I was no dummy. Yes, I was looking forward to having sex with Yukiko, Samantha and Marcie.

But I knew this was more about them than me. Even with the assurances about my health, all three of my fiancees had seen me collapse and go unconscious in front of them. They were scared. They needed to know I was okay. They needed to—what was the word Kiki used? Reconnect?

Exactly. So I was going to do my best, and when all three of them passed out beside me, they’d be nowhere near as worried about Jackson Avery as they’d been a few hours ago.

I opened the door slowly. Faint light spilled from the crack in the doorway—someone, probably Marcie, had lit candles in the master bedroom. Scented ones, too: the place smelled of sandalwood and cedar, like a fancy study. My heart rate jumped again, but this time I wasn’t worried about an attack.

They’d been talking when I entered—now they fell silent. I stood in the doorway just looking at them, feeling like the luckiest son of a bitch who’d ever lived. My women. Soon, my wives.

The mattress was designed to hold my entire harem with room to spare. With just the three of them, it almost looked too large. Yukiko was sitting up against the headboard with Sam and Marcie between her, wearing nothing but that same one of my white dress shirts she’d had on when she greeted me on the balcony a few days ago. This time it was unbuttoned all the way down to her cleavage, the lower hem dangling around her bare thighs.

Samantha lay beside her in a little black lace teddy with a pair of matching silk stockings. She had neither bra nor panties on underneath of it, leaving absolutely nothing to the imagination. She rolled to the side as she saw me, letting it ride up her hip with a smile.

And Marcie… wow.

If you’d told me this was what she’d planned to wear for me on her wedding night, I’d have believed it. I’d always thought of her as the most innocent of my women—I couldn’t help it, when I’d spent so much time being her protector and co-conspirator back at her Dad’s engineering firm. But there was nothing innocent about the corset cinched tight around her waist, thrusting her tits forward like an offering that threatened to spill out of her top if she leaned forward too much. Or the postage stamp-sized thong covering her swollen mound, already soaked through with her juices.

If I was going to be the one letting her do all the work, then Marcie was clearly going to let some of her wild side out tonight. Her look didn’t say wife, it said whore: a very expensive one who was going to ride me like a woman possessed while she begged ‘Uncle’ Jack to unload raw inside her tight little pussy.

Fuck. My cock stiffened to full mast against the towel at the sight of them.

The moment lengthened. My wives waited for me to say something, but my brain had turned to static.

“Hey,” I blurted, the word thick with amazement.

All three of them giggled, the tension breaking.

“I’d say Daddy likes what he sees,” Samantha whispered, running her nails down her side. “Especially you, Marcie. I don’t think I’ve ever seen Daddy look at a woman like that before!”

Marcie swallowed hard, nervous but clearly aroused. “Tonight’s… tonight’s special,” she said, biting her bottom lip as she shifted across the blankets. “I wanted to be good for you, Uncle Jack.” She glanced down at her getup. “Did I do okay?”

I nodded. “Yeah,” I growled. “You did more than okay, babygirl.”

Tonight, there was no competition between Samantha and Marcie. Both of them were more than okay with being my babygirl for the evening.

Yukiko smiled, soft and warm. “Come here,” she whispered, patting the bed. “Lie down.”

I crossed the room, suddenly keenly aware of how much my little Jack was bulging against that towel. I let it drop as I climbed into bed, enveloped by the loving embraces and gentle sighs of the three women who loved me most in the world. The mattress felt almost sinfully soft beneath me after that hard hospital bed.

The feeling of three sets of hands on me all at once nearly overloaded my senses. As I settled against the pillows, Yukiko, Samantha and Marcie were on me: not aggressive, not pushing, just enjoying the feeling of being next to me and exploring my body. There was something almost too intimate about it, their gentleness nearly bringing tears to my eyes.

“I’m so glad you’re here, Daddy,” Samantha murmured against my ear. Her nails traced circles on my chest as Yukiko kissed the other side of my neck, slow and sweet. “You are so fucking beautiful. Did you know that?”

Beautiful? That was a word I used with them, not the other way around.

And yet, with that look in my babygirl’s eyes, nothing else seemed to fit.

“You really are,” Marcie murmured. The coed knelt between my legs, staring up at me as my other two almost-wives flanked me with kisses and gropes. “We were so scared, Uncle Jack. When you fell, I…”

“You don’t have to talk about that, babygirl,” I said.

She shook her head. She wanted to. “I spent so long not seeing what was right in front of me,” Marcie said. “It took me so much time to realize how badly I wanted you, and then I thought it was all going to end right when it was getting good. Right when I finally had what I wanted…”

“I’m right here,” I told her, reaching down to cup her face. “I’m not going anywhere.”

“You’d better not,” Yukiko murmured. “And I wasn’t kidding, Jack. If you start feeling dizzy or out of sorts, you let us know immediately—”

I pulled her to me and kissed her, leaving her gasping. “I will,” I told her. “But I still think you’re being cautious over nothing. I’m fine, princess.”

Yukiko grinned. “Well, in that case, just relax and enjoy this,” she purred, her hand straying lower. “Let your harem girls welcome you home, my King…”

Oh. Oh fuck. Yukiko’s fingers had just found my cock.

And she was paying me back for what I’d done to her with my fingers last night. With interest.

Just the feeling of her hand was amazing, when it came with the sensation of three gorgeous female bodies on top of me. I kissed Samantha, then Yukiko, each of them nibbling and licking and teasing me until I couldn’t fucking stand it anymore.

The energy shifted in the room. My women sensed they’d gotten me ready enough. More than ready.

Samantha had apparently been chosen to take point. Maybe it would have been Yukiko if she hadn’t already gotten a sneak preview the other night, but it was my babygirl who shifted first, going up onto her elbows as she smoothly mounted me. She’d already slid her teddy up to her hips, exposing her bare thighs. A single narrow strip of blonde pubic hair stretched above her mound, cut so close it was nearly invisible.

“Daddy,” she purred, holding me tight as she lowered herself onto me. “I have a confession to make.”

Something told me I was going to like this. “What’s that, babygirl?”

Samantha glanced over her shoulder. “Marcie said she was afraid she’d lost you before she could really appreciate you,” the coed purred, her piercing blue eyes returning to mine. “She spent those four hours in the waiting room crying her eyes out thinking about it. But do you know what I thought about, Daddy? What I couldn’t get out of my head, that whole time I was wondering if you were really okay?”

“I can’t imagine, babygirl,” I grunted. “I—”

Whatever I’d been about to say was cut off with a groan of bliss. I was inside Samantha.

It felt so fucking amazing.

Samantha giggled, her lashes fluttering as she trembled for a moment, taking me all the way to the base. She leaned in close, dropping her voice to a whisper. “That night on the balcony,” she panted, her voice already tight with pleasure. “When you took me in front of all of Stillwell, without anybody else able to see.” She grinned, working her hips in a slow, almost intolerably blissful circle. “I loved that, Daddy. All I could think was that I was never going to get that again.” Her eyes closed, her face a mask of pleasure. “The way you feel inside me is like nothing else in the whole world, Daddy. God damn, you make me feel so precious…”

Risking Yukiko’s ire, I grabbed Samantha with both hands and impaled her on me harder. “You are precious,” I growled, forgetting everything in the world save for her for a moment. “You’re my babygirl. Fuck, you feel so good…”

“Not as good as you do,” Samantha groaned, rocking back on her heels. “You’re so hard, and I’m so fucking soft… ugh, Daddy, oh my God…!”

Suddenly Samantha cried out, her hips slamming down on me as hard as she possibly could. Everything between her legs clenched, growing tighter and wetter than before, and I knew my babygirl had just gone over the edge. My hand went to her throat, clutching it loose but possessively as she rode out the throes of her orgasm.

“Oh my God, I didn’t know I was gonna do that,” Samantha giggled as she came down from her peak. “Is that even a thing with girls? I couldn’t hold back…”

“You shouldn’t hold back,” Yukiko groaned beside me. “You looked gorgeous on top of him, Sam. Did that feel as good as it looked?”

A broad smile spread across Samantha’s face. “Fuck yes,” she panted. “I want to keep going, Daddy, but I’m going to give these other two a turn. Are you still doing alright?”

Was I dizzy, in other words. Or feeling a panic attack coming on in any other way.

“I’m great,” I whispered. “Never better.”

With a knowing chuckle, Samantha slid off of me and curled up against my right side. “Alright, you two,” she said, pressing her tits against me and kissing my bottom lip. “Blow Daddy’s mind.”

Hmm? What had these three planned?

As one, Yukiko and Marcie moved to my thighs. “Remember,” Yukiko whispered, her eyes shining with lust. “If you start feeling weird, let me know.”

“I wouldn’t—”

Whatever I’d been about to say fell right out of the back of my head. Yukiko and Marcie—both of them—leaned down and started kissing my cock. The dual sensation was incredible, the feeling of two mouths kissing with me between them so sweet it nearly made me go off like a geyser all over their faces.

But it was the love behind it that really got to me. There was no haste, no rush, none of the frantic energy of some of our earlier encounters. My women acted like we had literally all the time in the world to make me feel good, and they proved it with every kiss and lick and tease.

We might not have been married yet, but there was no doubt in my mind these women were my wives.

This wasn’t fucking. It wasn’t just ‘sex’ or ‘making love’. It felt sacred.

Yukiko took my hand as she worked her tongue around the underside of my shaft, hitting every sensitive spot while Marcie buried her face in my balls. She gripped it tight, as if she could psychically transmit all of the love and affection she felt for me through touch as she and Marcie gave me the blowjob of a lifetime.

As if she even needed to tell me.

Yukiko took me all the way down her throat, gagging gently around my length, then pulled back with a wet pop and guided my cock between Marcie’s lips. Watching both of them worship me with their mouths, each of them tasting Samantha’s honey as they did so, was such a turn-on that it didn’t take long to feel my balls tighten.

Yukiko noticed. “My mouth or Marcie’s?” she asked with a knowing smile. “Dealer’s choice, Jack.”

I’ve never been so glad I taught you how to play blackjack, I thought.

“Faces,” I grunted, feeling like a king. “Both of you…”

They shared a look. “You heard the man,” Kiki giggled, wrapping her fingers around my base. “Coat us, Jack. Make us pretty.”

“Please,” Marcie begged, her sheer eagerness hotter than any dirty talk the cheerleaders could think of. “Cum for me, Uncle Jack? Me and Kiki. Shoot all over our faces...”

My hips shot from the bed as I did just that.

All three women let out cheers as I went off like a volcano, spurting thick, hot ropes of seed. Yukiko and Marcie opened their mouths as semen frothed from the head of my cock, the former making a face like an anime girl having an orgasm and the latter just concentrating on getting as much of me on her face as possible.

Neither of them needed to worry. After the hospital I was so pent up that I had plenty for everyone.

When I opened my eyes, both women were drenched with my load. Thick gobs of it covered Yukiko’s face, forcing her to keep one eye closed as she smiled, while more dribbled down Marcie’s chin into that fabulous cleavage created by her corset. The two leaned in and kissed, sloppy and loving, and my dick jerked and spurted a final bit of spunk.

“You still doing okay, Jack?” Yukiko wiped her face with her fingers, savoring the taste of my load. “I mean, you look great. And that performance on our faces was about as healthy as it gets...”

I thought it over. “I’m still good,” I promised. “I can keep going.”

I thought Kiki was about to mount me. But she had something else in mind.

“Good,” she said, nibbling her bottom lip. “Marcie, show ‘Uncle’ Jack how much you love him. Welcome him home, sweetness.”

Marcie moved shyly, even though we’d done this so many times before. “You’re sure you’re okay?” she asked, looking nervous despite her getup. “You’re not too tired?”

I pulled her down for a kiss. “Never too tired for you, babygirl.”

I reached for her hair, only for Yukiko to playfully slap my hand away. “Let her handle it, Jack. You just lay there and feel.”

“Feel good,” Samantha added. She’d just joined Yukiko, moving to Marcie’s other shoulder. “Hey, Marcie? You missed a spot…”

And the President of Delta Rho leaned in licked my cum off of Marcie’s face.

Marcie gasped, then grabbed Samantha and kissed her. Hard.

“Fuck,” Yukiko whispered, speaking for all of us as the pair broke the kiss. “That is so hot.”

Samantha grinned. “I could not be happier to be Jack’s wife along with you, Marcie,” she told the younger coed. “Now ride him, babygirl. I want to watch Jack cum inside you.”

“Yeah,” Yukiko agreed, her face flushed. “Oh hell yeah.”

Still nibbling her bottom lip, Marcie sank onto me with a soft gasp. “Oh, Uncle Jack,” she whimpered.

Even her sluttiest getup couldn’t hide how sweet Marcie was. God knew she was willing to do just about anything for me, even dress like a high-class call girl—but the way she rode me made my heart ache in a whole different way. She moved carefully, gently, like she wanted to go so much harder but was afraid she might break me from going too fast.

The corner of my mouth curled in a smirk. “You won’t hurt me, angel,” I said, taking her hips. This time, Yukiko didn’t stop me. “I promise.”

She smiled. “Okay,” she groaned, her eyes rolling back. “Fuck, I think I’ve got a little of whatever Samantha’s got. I can’t… Jack, I’m so close…!”

Yukiko and Samantha both leaned in. The Asian coed kissed Marcie, cupping her chin, while Samantha’s hands went to the younger girl’s corset, unlacing the top knot. Her perky tits spilled out, which Samantha massaged and squeezed as her bestie moaned wildly into Yukiko’s mouth.

“Do it for me, babygirl,” I groaned, unable to tear my eyes away from the sight of this gorgeous goddess and her two depraved worshippers. “Come all over that cock. I want to feel you clenching around me when I shoot inside you—”

“Uncle Ja-a-ack!” Marcie screamed. “Yes, yes, YES—!”

She came with a cry, her body trembling as the pleasure sent her right over the edge. Yukiko and Samantha didn’t stop, the blonde sucking on Marcie’s tits while Kiki slid her hand between Marcie’s thighs to torture her clit, rubbing it all the way through her climax to milk every last bit of bliss out of her.

I lasted one more thrust, then let go. My cock jerked against Marcie’s inner walls as I had my second orgasm, flooding her womb with my seed. The world went white behind my eyelids, fireworks exploding in my head as my fingers dug into the coed’s hips.

It was perfect.

Marcie collapsed onto my chest, and immediately Samantha and Yukiko were right there with her, all pressed against me and giving me their love.

“Welcome home, Jack,” Marcie managed, her voice rough with lust. “We love you so much.”

I loved them, too. To feel such a connection with one woman was the kind of thing that could sustain a man for a lifetime—to have it with three felt like almost too much luck.

After a minute or two, the other two coed slid to the side. Yukiko snuggled up next to me, pulling me against her side and draping my arm beneath her breasts.

“It’s okay if you’re done,” she whispered, her dark eyes flashing. “But if you’re not, I really need you right now, Jack.”

I was already stiffening against her. “I can do one more, princess,” I growled into her ear.

Yukiko settled back onto me. One of her legs lifted gently, and her hand slid between her thighs to grab my stiffening member and point the crown at the entrance of her pussy. Honey dripped from her slit as she pressed herself down, impaling herself on me from the side with a slowness that drove both of us crazy.

Then I was inside of her, all the way in, and nothing could have been better.

Yukiko was cautious. She did the work, moving her hips in slow, deep undulations that buried me deep inside of her before pulling back and doing it again. The pace was so slow I grit my teeth, but the friction, the heat… it was better than the best. Better than anything.

As she moved harder, faster, Yukiko grabbed my hair and pulled me in for a rough kiss. “Don’t you ever leave me,” she growled, sounding as fierce as any mama bear who’d ever lived.

“Never,” I promised, thrusting as hard as I dared. “I’m never leaving you, princess. Not any of these women, either,” My hand snaked around her waist and went flat against her belly. “And not our baby.”

At the mention of the baby, Yukiko lost control. She kept riding me, slowly and steadily, but tears were streaming down her face and she kept trembling against me as we kissed. This wasn’t about getting off any longer—it was about connection. About us.

About assuring my head wife that I would never, ever abandon her.

“You’re going to be such a great father,” Yukiko whimpered, her voice telling me she was right on the edge. “Such a good husband. You’re the fucking perfect husband for me, Jack.” She let out a sob, the agony of that terrible moment at the graduation finally melting away. “And I’m going to spend the rest of my life making you so freaking happy…”

“You already do,” I assured her. “Now cum for me, princess. Because I’m about to cum inside of you…”

In the end, we both hit our peaks at the same time. Yukiko shattered against me, her lips opening wide against mine as she groaned my name into my mouth. The love I felt from this woman eclipsed the goddamned sun. The devotion she gave me as I emptied my balls inside of her for the final time that night would have shamed if I hadn’t earned it a hundred times over.

Everything slowed down after that. The next thing I knew I was under the covers, tangled in a ball of arms and legs and giggling mouths. The three women I loved most in the world surrounded me, naked and satisfied, and I wouldn’t have it any other way.

None of us spoke for a bit. “Thank you,” I finally said, draping my arm over Yukiko’s side.

“Thank you,” Samantha chuckled. “You kidding me?”

“I’m serious,” I said. “Thank you for loving me. For accepting me. I know it’s not easy, when I’ve got this—”

My mouth snapped shut. Yukiko was glaring at me like she might slap me.

“Don’t you dare finish that fucking sentence,” she said, shaking her head. “You have nothing to apologize for, Jack. Nothing. You’re not weak, okay? This doesn’t make you less of a man. It makes you more of one.”

“It makes you real,” Marcie whispered. “We’re going to help you through this, Jack.”

“Not like you have a choice,” Samantha snickered. “You’re ours, Daddy. Forever.”

I held them close, feeling more at peace than I had in days. Maybe ever.

“I love you girls,” I said, meaning it with every molecule in my body.

“We love you, too,” they said as one.

I believed it. Just like I believed that whatever happened with my attacks, things would work out fine.

Because with these women by my side, I could do anything.


Chapter Five

“Have a seat wherever you’re comfortable,” Dr. Tanaka—Yui—said. “The couch, one of the chairs, it doesn’t really matter. Just not in mine, please.”

I looked around the room, wondering for the hundredth time since I’d made the drive over from Stillwell what the hell I’d gotten myself into. Yui’s therapy space looked every bit as professional as the woman herself—sporting a charcoal blazer, a pencil skirt and a pair of red-bottomed heels that would have made her own daughter jealous—but the place filled me with a deep sense of unease all the same.

“Is this some kind of test?” I asked.

Yui blinked. “Test?”

I gestured at the couch, which did indeed look comfortable. “If I pick the couch, it means I’ve got a certain kind of personality,” I guessed, my finger moving to one of the plush chairs a short distance away. “And if I pick the chair instead, it says something completely different about me?”

Yui snickered. “I’m not Freud, Jack. Sometimes a cigar is just a cigar.”

“I don’t smoke,” I muttered, rubbing the back of my neck. “I’ll have to take your word for it.”

Three days had passed since my panic attack at the graduation ceremony. In the intervening time, I’d hopped on a treadmill and aced my stress test, passing it with flying colors. No cardiac issues, no underlying problems. My women had been thrilled—both because I was healthy and because it meant they no longer had to keep treating me like I was breakable every time they hopped into bed with me.

We’d spent the better part of a night celebrating that, in fact, and my body was still feeling the ache.

Not that I’d ever dare complain. But Maria wasn’t kidding when she compared sex with her to cardio. Part of having a harem of women half my age was dealing with just how athletic they all were.

A good thing, then, that I was in the best shape of my life.

Well… physically, at least.

Yui was here to help with the mental stuff. Which was why I’d driven an hour and a half out of Stillwell to her office out in the suburbs, here for the first of what she’d implied would be many therapy sessions. Yukiko had texted me twice on the drive over—once to tell me how much she loved me and how proud she was of me for doing this, and again to wish me good luck in dealing with her Mom. Tasha, Maria and Samantha had all sent messages of encouragement, too.

The cheerleader twins, of course, had their minds on more important things. They’d been peppering me with questions all morning: did I prefer thongs or lace panties, would I rather cum on Eva’s boobs or butt the next time I saw them, would I rather tie Heather up with one of my business ties or handcuff her to the bed? I ignored most of it, which must have drove them crazy because they started punctuating their questions with some dirty selfies that were hotter than ghost pepper chili. They’d get over it after a good spanking, regardless.

The message I kept closest to my heart, though, was Marcie’s. It was just six words long, and every one of them was worth its weight in gold.

I believe in you, Uncle Jack.

Marcie’s belief in me was what I was thinking of as I eased myself onto the couch, feeling more than a little bit like a schoolboy who’d been pulled into the principal’s office. Hers and everyone else’s.

I was going to need that belief.

Because I was about to spend the next hour talking about my feelings, my anxieties and my dead wife.

With my fiancée's mother.

It’s only weird if you make it weird, I told myself. Kiki already signed off on this. It’s for your own good, Jack. No more attacks. Definitely not before the wedding.

So I told myself. But that was hard to hold onto with Dr. Tanaka smiling at me like a particularly sluggish fly who’d just stumbled into her spiderweb.

Yui settled into the armchair which was obviously hers, crossing her legs and picking up her notepad. No tablet or laptop for her—this woman was all-analog. I liked that.

“It’s good to see you,” she said, her tone warm but professional. “How are you feeling today, Jack?”

“Good,” I said without thinking. Then I remembered the promise I’d made Yukiko’s mother back at the hospital: no lies, no deception. “Actually, I’m nervous as hell. I’ve never done this before.”

“Many patients are nervous during their first few sessions,” Yui said sagely. “There’s nothing unusual about that. The prospect of digging into your past, into the issues that have plagued you your whole life, can be extremely intimidating.” She smiled. “That’s totally normal, in other words. And before we go any further, Jack, there’s something I need you to keep in mind.”

I waited.

Yui leaned forward a bit. “You are safe inside these walls,” she said, gesturing with her chin at the borders of her office. “You will never receive judgement for anything you say during a session. There is no topic that you cannot broach with me, no matter how intense, frightening or taboo it might be. Do you understand?”

I did, but I wasn’t sure if I believed it. “This is a safe space,” I said. “Even for the man who’s going to be marrying your daughter in a couple of days?”

Yui gave me a look I would soon come to know very well. “Especially for you,” she said, tapping her notepad. “And whatever we discuss here stays here. Doctor-patient confidentiality is something I take very seriously.” She winked. “That includes my daughter, Jack. She won’t hear any of this.”

“She told me you two talked about that.”

“My daughter is a practical girl,” Yui said with a knowing smile. “She’s very supportive of this process, and she’s seen enough of my career to understand the importance of privacy. In fact, she’s let me know she would not want to know the content of these sessions, even if I would give them to her.” Yui spread her hands. “She respects you that much, Jack. She trusts you.”

I knew she did.

“With that in mind, let’s start with a quick pulse check before we dive in.” She made a note on her pad, making no effort to hide it from me. After a second, I realized why—she didn’t write her notes in English. Those were Japanese characters. “How have things been since you left the hospital? Any incidents?”

I shook my head. “I’ve been fine. I passed the stress test with no issue. Dr. Lamb seemed surprised.”

“I’m not,” Yui said. “There’s nothing wrong with your heart, Jack. The issue is your head.”

That should have stung. Somehow, coming from her, it didn’t. “Then let’s fix it.”

Yui nodded and scribbled another bit of kanji on the pad.

Suddenly I was feeling… rebellious. “That stuff you said about saying anything I want. About not being judged. Did you mean that?”

Yui’s expression remained as calm as a still pool, but something told me I wasn’t the first patient to immediately jump to being confrontational. It must have been common among a certain type of man. “Of course,” she said. “Why? Is there something you’d like to tell me, Jack?”

I crossed my arms over my chest. “You say you won’t judge me, but that’s a lie,” I said, looking her in the eye. “Because you don’t approve of what I’m doing with your daughter.”

Yui stared at me. Then she set her pad to the side.

“Jack—“

“I’m not talking about marrying her,” I cut in, letting some of my feelings out. “Her Dad’s still mad as hell that she’s tying the knot with a white guy old enough to be her father, but I can tell you’ve come around on all that. It’s the rest of it.” I leaned back in my seat. “Samantha. Marcie. All the other women.”

Yui met my gaze evenly. “It doesn’t matter whether I approve or not,” she said flatly. “What matters is whether this arrangement works for my daughter and makes her happy. At first, I did not believe that was possible. Since seeing it, I’ve realized it does.” She paused. “Would you like my honest opinion, Jack? Should we rip the band-aid off here and now and be done with it?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Let’s.”

She leaned back in her chair, making a steeple of her fingers. “I think my daughter is brilliant and pragmatic, and she’s chosen a man—and a life—that suits her perfectly.”

My mouth dropped open. But Yui wasn’t done.

“I think Samantha Lowry is far more emotionally intelligent than she wants people to believe. I believe—no, I can tell—that she’s endured some sort of trauma in her past, and that both her ‘mean girl’ persona and the one she adopts with her sorority sisters is a shield intended to protect her from future traumas. I believe you’re the first man to break through that shield and make her feel like she can safely be herself, which is why she is so devoted to you.” She paused, smirking. “I believe your relationship with her is extremely sexual—I would guess the most sexual of all of them—but what Samantha Lowry truly gets from her relationship with you is something that has nothing to do with sex. It’s far more important to her than that.”

My jaw was on the floor. “Amazing. Did you psychoanalyze every woman in my harem, Yui?”

“Of course I did,” Yui scoffed. “What kind of mother would I be if I did not?” She met my gaze, a new challenge in them. “Marcella Ramsey is a sweet girl who has found something with you she never had with her own father: safety and unconditional love.”

“Okay, you’re wrong about that one,” I snapped, raising a hand. “Daniel loves that girl.”

“I have no doubt he does,” Yui replied smoothly. “But he’s virtually abandoned her, Jack. He’s trying to threaten the job of the man she loves and has chosen to spend her life with, all so he can manipulate her into changing a decision she made with her heart. What part of that sounds unconditional to you?”

I blinked. This was not at all what I’d expected from Yukiko’s mother.

“I believe,” Yui continued, her tone softening, “that you are a good man, Jackson Avery. And I think you are taking on an enormous amount of responsibility. Three wives and a whole harem of women who depend on you for guidance, support and love? That’s a lot for any man. Especially one who has a baby on the way.”

She had me there. “Everybody’s going to want to help take care of that baby,” I protested.

“I certainly hope so,” Yui said with a smirk. “I don’t care how many children you have with the others, but you will give my daughter those grandbabies. As many as she wants, regardless of other factors.”

I couldn’t help but laugh at that. “Yui, as long as we’re being honest with each other, I might as well just come out and say it. It will be no trouble at all to get your daughter pregnant as many times as she wants to be.”

If I thought to scandalize Yui, I was wrong. “Good. I plan to spoil those brats rotten.” She paused, her expression turning serious. “But before you start a new family, Jack, we need you to process what happened to your first one.”

Ah. There it was.

“Lauren,” I said, the word tasting like ashes in my mouth. “We have to talk about Lauren.”

“Eventually, yes.” The band-aid fully ripped off now, Yui picked her notepad up and slipped back into professional mode. “But first, I want to understand these panic attacks. They occurred long before what happened with Lauren, am I right?”

I nodded, grateful to have something else to focus on. “Yeah. I was… huh, probably twenty when they first started? I had the first one during a party. They came out of nowhere—I never figured out why.”

Yui nodded. “You mentioned seeing yourself from a great height,” she said, writing in her pad. “Like a character in a video game?”

I flinched a bit at the memory. “Yeah. Like I wasn’t me any more—like I was watching me. It made me feel like a robot. Like I wasn’t real.”

“Depersonalization,” Yui said, putting a name to it. “It’s a very common comorbidity with panic attacks. How often did this happen to you?”

“Once a week, maybe?” I tried to remember—I didn’t like thinking all that much about that part of my life these days. “They got worse when I was stressed, or when I was… er…”

“No judgement here,” Yui reminded me. I think she already knew what I was about to say.

I made a face. “When I was smoking,” I admitted. “Weed. Which I haven’t done in over fifteen years, if you’re worried I’m some kind of stoner.”

“I wasn’t concerned,” she assured me. “Many people use cannabis to relieve symptoms of anxiety. But in some people, it can worsen their negative emotions. Fear, stress, paranoia.”

“I’m definitely that second kind of dude,” I said. “Glad I stopped. I should’ve never started in the first place.”

“Probably not,” Yui agreed. “You said they stopped when you met Lauren?”

I nodded. “Pretty much overnight,” I said. The mention of my wife’s name held less of a sting than it had a few moments ago. “It was like… like she grounded me, you know? When I was around her, I didn’t have to worry if I was real. If I was a person, or just a robot somebody was piloting.”

“Not a single one while you and her were together?” Yui asked, leaning forward. “Even if there were only one or two, the circumstances of them might be important.”

I thought it over, trying to remember if I’d ever had an attack with Lauren. “No,” I finally decided. “No, none. She…” I paused, licking my lips. “Look, how much do you really want to hear about my first wife?”

Yui looked a little perplexed by that statement. “I want to hear everything, of course,” she insisted.

“It’s just that I’m marrying your daughter. She’s about to become my wife, so I don’t know how much you want to hear about the girl who used to have the job. How great she was at it.”

A strange smile spread across Yui’s face. “Jack, I’m not jealous of the dead,” Yui said in a soft voice. “I know how much my daughter means to you. She’s not threatened by Lauren’s memory, and neither am I. You have my word on that.” She sat up a little straighter, clearing her throat as she went from my mother-in-law to my therapist. “The more detail you can give me, the better. Usually I worry about getting too little information from my patients, rather than too much.”

“Alright,” I said.

Yui was quiet for a moment, writing. “The attacks were gone until Lauren died,” she said gently. “And then they came back?”

I swallowed hard. Even with all that time in my rear-view mirror, those memories sometimes still had the power to hurt. “Just the one. Right after her funeral. I held it together until the end, and then…”

I couldn’t finish.

“And then?” Yui prompted.

I sighed. “It was bad.”

“Worse than the one at graduation?”

I had to think about it for a second. “Yes and no,” I said at last. “The one at graduation was so strong I honestly thought I was having a heart attack. But the one after the funeral…”

“Go on,” Yui said after a moment.

“After we buried her, the whole family met at mine and Lauren’s house,” I said, the image of it filling my mind’s eye. “I don’t know if you’d call it a reception, really—more like a wake. I was listening to Lauren’s mother saying something about her, and I looked around and it hit me—I was never going to see that woman walk through my living room again. I was never going to hear her humming Emmylou Harris while she folded the laundry in the next room. I’d never scrub the hardwood in the foyer down because she left her muddy boots by the door.” My voice grew thick. “I would’ve scrubbed a mountain of mud if it meant hearing her voice again.”

Yui looked sympathetic, but professional. “And that’s when the attack hit?”

“Yeah,” I said. “The big one.”

I didn’t need to go into it. Yui could tick the symptoms off on her fingers, I was sure. It was like the graduation, just longer and slower. Honestly, it probably would have been a mercy if I’d passed out the way I did on the floor of the auditorium. I could have been unconscious through some of the suffering.

Yui’s voice cut through my thoughts. “This was also the last attack you had until recently,” she said. “Do I have that right?”

I nodded. “That’s right.”

“So what happened?” Yui asked. “What changed?”

Somehow I managed to snicker. “Daniel Ramsey happened. He was there when I had the attack—even if he hadn’t been, he knew how bad things were for me after Lauren died. I needed to get out of that house and away from my grief. He offered me a job in Boston a few days later—said the firm needed me.” I smiled faintly. “He was right about that, by the way. God damn they needed so much work.”

I thought I was feeling a little better after that, but then Yui hit me. “So you’re saying you ran from your grief?” she asked.

Huh? “What? No,” I said. “That’s not true.”

“You said yourself. You needed to get away from your grief. You went to Boston, and from the sounds of it, you buried yourself in your work.” She set down her pen and looked me in the eye. “Jack, do you see the pattern?”

I didn’t. “What pattern?”

“Some people numb themselves to their trauma through alcohol or drugs,” Yui explained. “Or other vices—gambling, food, an addiction to shopping. You, however, deal with your issues by making yourself too busy to ever properly process them.”

I could feel my brows furrowing together. “I can see that if we’re talking about my job,” I told Yui. “I absolutely did bury myself in work for fifteen years. But I woke up. Those girls woke me up, Yui. I’m not that man any more.”

“No, you’re not,” Yui agreed. “You’ve replaced your job with your relationships.”

I blinked.

“You take care of three women, intimately,” she explained. “It’s far more than sex—their problems are your problems, their struggles are your own. And from what I understand, you have something like five other women who cycle in and out of what you and my daughter have going on. This… this laundry list of issues you’ve had to tackle this semester is all because of these relationships.”

“I love those girls,” I said, my hackles rising. “Taking care of them is not a chore, Yui.”

She held up a hand. “I never said it was,” she continued in a gentler tone. “But Jack: you’re so busy being strong for everyone else that you never deal with your own pain. Your body is like a car that’s been driving with it’s ‘check engine light’ on for thousands of miles, the underlying problem just getting worse and worse under the surface. And if you don’t deal with it, eventually your body will force you to stop.

I opened my mouth to retort. Only to realize she was right.

“Okay,” I said. I put a hand to my forehead; sweat beaded on my brow. “So what do I do? I’m a car with a busted engine, two broken taillights and a bloody hook hanging from the driver’s side door handle. How do I fix that?”

Yui smirked at that last part; she must have known that urban legend, too. “You start by being honest with yourself,” she said in a calm voice. “Tell me, Jack. Did you ever properly grieve Lauren?”

The question hit me like a slap in the face.

“I…”

I wanted to tell her she was wrong. That I’d been grieving that woman for fifteen damn years.

Except, had I? Really?

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “I cried for her. A lot. I dragged one of our couches out behind the house and filled it with bullets, thinking it would make me feel better.” I smiled bitterly. “It didn’t.”

“That doesn’t surprise me.”

“But Daniel needed me,” I said, shaking my head. “The firm needed me. There was an opportunity there, a chance to get past all of it. I couldn’t just sit there and fall apart—”

“Why not?”

I stared at her, stunned. “Excuse me?”

“Why couldn’t you fall apart?” Yui asked, raising her voice just a touch. “Your wife died, Jack. People fall apart when that happens! It’s not strange or abnormal—it’s the most natural thing in the world. You think people would have judged you if you’d taken some time off? Gone to therapy? Bought an RV and roamed around the country for half a year, processing your loss instead of running from it?”

I’d never thought about it that way before. “I… I couldn’t,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m not that kind of man, Yui. I know this is hard to swallow because you see me with Yukiko and the others, but I’m… I wasn’t a very open person before I came to Stillwell. Most of the people who knew me at Ramsey Engineering didn’t even know about Lauren—at least not if they came on after I stopped wearing my ring. I didn’t want to drown in that sorry, Yui. I wanted to be useful. Lauren would have wanted me to be useful.”

Yui’s gaze traveled to the floor. “Let me tell you something, Jack.”

I waited.

“I…” She hesitated, then plunged forward. “I do not like my husband.”

Huh? Where was this coming from? I was tempted to remind Yui which one of us was the therapist and which was the patient, but I sensed that wouldn’t get us anywhere.

“Ryuichi has hurt me greatly,” she said, her jaw flexing. “I may have been able to find it my heart to forgive that, but he has hurt my daughter greatly as well, and that I cannot forgive. He is an adulterer, a philanderer, and a poor excuse for a parent. I am ashamed that I ever honored such a man with children.”

“Wow. You really don’t hold back.”

“I do not wish my husband well,” Yui said, her gaze focusing on me. “But even as much as I detest him, Jack, I would not wish for him to treat himself the the way that you have. Treading water for fifteen years. Never sinking beneath the surface, but never swimming to safety. Just existing, instead of living. Do you understand that?”

Suddenly it felt like someone was cutting onions in here. “I think I do.”

“I would not want him to prioritize being useful over being human,” she said, making the words as kindly as she could. “And I certainly believe the man who is going to wed my daughter deserves better than that.”

The dam inside me burst. I’d told myself a half-dozen times on the drive over here that the last thing I wanted was to burst into tears in front of my fiancee’s mother. But as Yui and I stared at each other, and I felt the weight of her understanding settle over me like a superhero’s cape, my vision blurred. My eyes burned as tears dripped down my cheeks, despite me trying to blink them back.

“Do you think you deserve better than that, Jack?” Yui asked. “Honestly. No lies, no deception.”

I nodded through the tears. “Tell me what to do,” I whispered, wiping my eyes with the back of my hand. “Tell me how to handle this without sinking, Yui. Because I am so scared of letting those girls down.”

Yui shook her head, smiling. “You will take my hand,” she whispered. “And I will not let go.”

Something about that comforted me in ways words couldn’t describe. Miss Tanaka and I hadn’t always gotten along, it was true, but in that moment she was truly her daughter’s mother. When I looked into her eyes, I saw everything that had made my Yukiko who she was. My Kiki.

My princess.

“Do you trust me, Jack?” Yui asked. “Do you trust that I won’t let you drown?”

I swallowed hard. “Yeah. I do.”

“Good. Because you’re really not going to like what happens next.”

Somehow I managed to laugh. “You bring out the pocket watch and hypnotize me?”

Yui scoffed. “No. You are not a candidate for hypnotherapy, believe me. It would never work.”

I’d take her word for it.

“What we do next, Jack, is the work that should have been done fifteen years ago. We talk about Lauren. We talk about your grief, your loss, and your guilt. We talk about why you think it’s more important for you to be useful than to be happy.” She paused, resting her elbows on her knees as she leaned in closer. “And we make sure you’re equipped to handle the life you’re building with my daughter and those other two young women. They deserve that—and so do you.”

I nodded, not trusting my voice.

Yui leaned back in her chair. “It will be a process,” she warned. “There will be bumps in the road. You and I might well wind up screaming at each other a time or two before it’s over.” Her expression told me she wouldn’t mind that one bit. “But Jack, you are worth the effort. My daughter wouldn’t be madly in love with you if you weren’t.”

She was right about that, too. I thought about my girls, and what they deserved. What I deserved.

“I’m ready,” I told her. “Put me in, coach.”

Yui chuckled. “Good.” She picked up her pen and grinned at me. “Then let’s get started, Jack.”

An hour later, I stumbled out of Yui’s office like a man who’d gone ten rounds with Mike Tyson. Emotionally.

It was… intense. Even so, we’d barely scratched the surface—most of what we’d talked about had been baseline stuff: my family, my childhood, my marriage to Lauren. Even that had been freaking exhausting. Yui had a knack for asking probing questions, teasing out patterns in my life I hadn’t realized I’d been conforming to and making me realize things I hadn’t wanted to see.

I felt wrung out as I made my way back to the McLaren. When I sat down, I noticed I had a text message waiting for me on my phone from a few minutes ago:

How’d everything go? Are you okay?

It was Yukiko. I smiled.

I’m good, I wrote back. Your mom’s great at what she does.

A pause. The three dots danced at the bottom of the screen.

She didn’t brainwash you, did she?

I laughed. If she did, my trigger phrase is probably ‘babygirl’, I wrote back.

Yukiko reacted with a laughing emoji, followed by one of a spiral I hadn’t seen before.

It was hard, I wrote. But I think it’s going to be worth it.

And that was no lie. Not at all.

I know it will, Yukiko wrote back. I’m so proud of you, Jack.

I was in the middle of coming up with a reply when my princess sent another text.

Samantha says if you’re feeling stressed after your therapy she’s got some ideas on how you can unwind, she wrote, adding a couple of emojis whose meaning couldn’t be missed. They involve her mouth and very little clothing.

I shook my head. Fuck, I was a lucky man.

You’re cool with that? I asked.

The three dots were only up for a moment. As long as I get to watch, Yukiko sent back, punctuating it with an emoji of a kiss.

Deal, I texted. Be home soon.

Love you, Yukiko wrote. We’ll be waiting.

I started the car and headed home, already looking forward to some quality time with my brides.

And, weirdly?

I was also looking forward to my next session with Yukiko’s mother.

Because something told me this therapy was going to do me a world of good.


Chapter Six

“Are you sitting down?”

I wasn’t. In fact, I almost didn’t answer the phone. I hadn’t heard it ring in my jacket pocket—only the gentle vibration of it against my chest alerted me to the fact that someone wanted to speak to me. Even seeing Maria’s name, I’d nearly let it go to voicemail—for, you see, I was in the middle of the most terrifying activity a man can undertake at this time of year.

Christmas shopping.

I’d never been huge on the holidays. Fifteen years of working for Daniel Ramsey had taught me to treat the twenty-fifth of December pretty much like any other day—even before that, Lauren had never been much of a ‘stockings and mistletoe’ kind of girl. Our celebrations had been small, our gifts simple.

None of my wives-to-be really wanted to change that. With the wedding right around the corner, all three of them had signaled that they were fine with forgoing the usual Yuletide rituals. We were each other’s present this year—and our future together was brighter than the lights on any Christmas tree.

But I had girlfriends, too.

And when Marcie had suggested the two of us ‘get away’ for a little bit by taking a trip over to the Pike’s Point Mall and picking up a few gifts for the women who’d done so much for my life this year, I’d taken it as a fun excursion. I liked spending time with her—and, being honest, I wanted to pick her brain a little bit.

Because Marcie had been acting differently ever since my accident.

Not different in a bad way, mind you. Ever since that night she dressed up for me in that corset and stockings, it was like something had been loosened inside of her—something she’d been holding onto so tightly it made her mental knuckles go white. There was an ease and a looseness to her that hadn’t been there before, like we’d gone through the worst and now she knew everything was looking up.

Mostly, I wondered if she’d finally come to terms with the possibility of her Dad missing the wedding.

I hadn’t had time to ask, though. The mall was packed, way beyond what either of us had expected, which pushed us away from conversation and towards shouting at each other over the crowd about which store we wanted to go to next.

“Maria?” A shopper carrying a stack of romance novels pushed past me without a word of apology. If I’d thought the bookstore might be the place to get a little peace and quiet during this trip, I was wrong. “Hang on, sweetheart, let me step away for a second. It’s super crowded in here...”

The back section of the store was devoted to movies, DVD boxsets of old TV shows and vinyl records. Not many people were browsing around this section of the store—and when I looked, I found a couple of chairs around a little coffee table they must have forgotten to remove during their last remodel. I sat, Marcie taking the chair across from mine, and cleared my throat.

“I’m here, Maria. What did you say?”

“I asked if you were sitting down,” she said. Even through the phone, I could tell I wasn’t going to like this. Her voice held a tightness to it that told me there a crisis brewing on the horizon. “Something’s happened. Something very much not good.”

Shit. I frowned as something new reached my ear. “Are those sirens, Maria?” I asked, already certain I was right. It sounded like fire trucks—or ambulances. “Where are you right now, sweetheart?”

“I’m at the fucking Virago,” Maria said. “They called me twenty minutes ago.”

The Virago? A picture of it snapped into my mind unbidden—a stately hotel tucked away in the middle of downtown Stillwell, a little past its prime but with a bit of that old Hollywood glamor left in its art deco designs. I’d liked the place as soon as Marcie showed it to me.

It and the Plaza were pretty much the only two hotels in a town Stillwell’s size capable of hosting a wedding—and with Daniel ensconced at the Plaza, I didn’t feel like opening that can of worms.

They were supposed to be in the middle of wedding preparations. Yukiko, Sam, Marcie and I were all getting married there in—I checked the date on my wristwatch—three days.

Just around the corner.

And if I was hearing sirens in the background, then there was only a couple things that could mean.

“What’s happened?” I asked, sitting up straighter. “A fire?”

A mirthless laugh echoed from the other end of the line. “Honestly, a fire might be better than what happened,” Maria said. “It was a burst pipe.”

“A pipe?” I asked. I glanced over at Marcie, who was leaning in to listen too. She frowned in confusion.

“Apparently the plumbing in that place hasn’t been taken care of in a long time,” Maria continued. “They’ve missed a bunch of their scheduled maintenance checks—which they also didn’t bother telling me about until after it was already too late. From what I hear, the water main in the basement went off like a Roman candle.”

Jesus, I thought. “Was anybody hurt?”

“No, thank God,” Maria said quickly. “No injuries. But Jack… the ballroom. It’s flooded.”

My brows shot to my hairline. “That ballroom’s where we’re supposed to be getting married.”

Half the decorations had already been put up. Samantha had her squad of loyal Delta Rho sorority sisters on the job, and they’d been glad to do it—as long as they all got invites.

And now it was flooded?

Maybe it wasn’t as bad as it sounded. “When you say flooded, what do you mean, exactly?” I asked. “Like the carpet’s a little damp, or…?”

If I’d been hoping for something simple, I was about to be disappointed. “It’s knee-deep, querido,” Maria said, her voice caught somewhere between panic and despair. “The fire department cut off the water so there’s nothing else coming in, but what’s already there is about as bad as it gets.” She paused, like she wasn’t sure whether to throw in more. “The first responders found black mold in the basement, too.”

“Oh, gross!” Marcie gasped. “That’s terrible!”

“Querido, I am so sorry,” Maria said. She was holding it together well, probably thanks to all her experience as a realtor, but she still sounded like she was on the verge of tears. “I should have done my due diligence before booking the venue. Your wedding is in four freaking days, tiger. What the hell are we going to do now—?”

What the hell were we going to do? The thought chilled me. Yukiko, Samantha—even Marcie, sitting right beside me—this was going to be a major blow to all of them, regardless of how little they really cared about the venue. Because this was supposed to be a celebration. Everyone needed to be there.

“Maria,” I said, keeping my voice steady. My jaw dropped open as I processed what I’d just heard. Next to me, Marcie looked like she’d been hit with a taser—the hair on her arms was standing straight up.

As I spoke, I reached inward, feeling for the knot of anxiety I felt certain would already be waiting for me. The panic attack lurking in the shadows. “Maria. This is…”

I felt for the anxiety, praying I could smother it in time.

And found nothing lurking inside of me.

Nothing but calm.

“This is going to be fine,” I finished.

There was silence on the other end of the line. “What!?”

“I said, it’s going to be fine,” I repeated, glancing over at Marcie. She looked just as surprised as Maria sounded. “We’re going to be fine. We’ll figure something out. We always do.”

I heard Maria let out a shaky sigh. “Querido, I’m not gonna lie. I’ve been climbing up the walls the last few minutes thinking about having to give you this news. You’ve been working so hard to keep stress out of your life, and here I am dropping it on you three days before the wedding like a freaking bomb—”

“I know,” I said. Honestly, I was a little shocked, too. Maybe Yui’s therapy was already paying off. “It’s bad news, I get that. This isn’t what any of us expected, especially not this close to the wedding. But we’re not going to let this ruin things.”

“The ballroom is trashed, papi,” Maria said, her voice dropping to a whisper. “If you’re thinking we can maybe run some heaters in here and salvage it before you’re supposed to be tying the knot with Kiki and Sam and Marcie, I’ve got to tell you it’s not gonna happen.”

“Okay,” I said. Then I smiled. “Yukiko once told me she wouldn’t mind if we got married in the parking lot next to the condo if that’s how we had to do it. Maybe she’ll end up getting her wish.”

Marcie let out a surprised laugh. I could almost hear Maria’s stress melting on the other end of the line. “You kidding, tiger?”

“Mostly,” I said, rising from my chair. I didn’t need to be sitting down any longer—we had work to do. “Look, how quickly can you get in touch with everybody and get them to the penthouse? We need to have a brainstorming session about this. Someone will be able to come up with a good idea. Something we can do last-minute to fix this.”

Kiki, I told myself. That girl’s backup plans have backup plans. She’ll have this settled in a jiffy.

I didn’t know it at the time, but I was wrong. Yukiko would not be the one who solved our wedding crisis. In fact, the answer was going to be clear even before I took her temperature on the matter.

But at the moment, all I was focused on was getting home. “Marcie and I will head back now,” I said, glancing around the bookstore. It’s about forty minutes from here to there, so you’ll probably beat us there.”

“No worries, I’ve got a key,” Maria said. “So do Kiki and Sam. Oh, and I’ll make sure they already know the deal. Nobody’ll be blowing your phone up while you drive, querido. We’ll keep our ideas ready for you when you walk in the door.”

Good, I thought. “Thank you, Maria. Listen—I am not upset with you. It is not your fault that some ninety year-old pipe burst in the basement of our wedding venue. Don’t beat yourself up over it. Okay?”

“Okay,” Maria agreed. Her voice was still shaky, but there was some relief in it now. Until she heard that, I knew she had been planning to beat herself up over it. “Thanks for keeping your cool, querido. I guess that therapy’s really working out for you, huh?”

“I guess so,” I agreed. Then I dropped my voice to a husky whisper. “But if you still feel like you need to be punished later, Maria, your papi will be happy to help you make up for being such a bad girl.”

The silence on the end of the line was almost deafening.

“You promise?” she asked.

I’d never wished so hard that cordless phones would come back into style. I could almost imagine Maria wrapping her finger around the line, preening for me next to a phone booth outside of the hotel.

“You want to test me?” I growled.

I could feel her shiver from all the way across town. “I’ll be a good girl and get your wives for you, papi,” the realtor purred, her voice smoke and sex. “Fuck, I think those cheerleaders are rubbing off on all of us. The thought of you pulling these yoga pants down and spanking me sounds so hot right now…”

That’s because you just heard me handle a crisis without flinching, I thought. If there’s one thing I know about you, Maria Alvarez, it’s that nothing turns you on more than a man who knows how to handle things. How to handle you.

“Business first, then pleasure,” I said, grinning. “I think I heard my realtor say that once?”

I heard her laugh. “You did, tiger,” Maria giggled. “See you soon, querido. Drive safe.”

I packed Marcie into the McLaren and beat feet back to Stillwell. Both of us were quiet for the first few minutes of the drive—me with my eyes on the road, thinking things through, Marcie in the passenger seat tapping the armrest like she was trying to work out the time signatures in a prog rock song. Every few seconds I could feel her eyes on me, like she wanted to say something but wanted me to go first.

Finally she cracked. “You’re really not stressed?” she asked, sounding like she could hardly believe it.

I laughed. “I mean, of course I’m stressed,” I told Marcie. “It’s three days until the wedding and our venue’s been totally destroyed. The next seventy-two hours are going to be insane.” I smiled at her. “But I’m okay. Really.”

Her eyes went big. “Yeah?”

“Don’t get me wrong, it’s not ideal,” I said, my gaze going back to the road. “But I’m not panicking. Whatever happens, we’re getting married, babygirl—even if we have to do it in my living room.”

Marcie’s expression softened. “I don’t care where it is, Uncle Jack,” she insisted, meaning it. “I’m on the same page as you. I just want to make sure that it still happens, no matter what.”

“Oh, we’re definitely not pushing it back,” I chuckled. “Your other two fellow brides would never stand for it. And we already sent out all those invitations…”

Which we’ll need to amend, I realized. I made a mental note to get either Heather or Eva on that.

“Are you okay?” I asked, giving her thigh a squeeze. “I’ve noticed you’ve been a little different lately, babygirl. What’s on your mind?”

Marcie’s smile faded. “I’ve just been thinking,” she said, glancing to the side. “About my family.”

“Your dad?”

She nodded. “I don’t think he’s coming, Uncle Jack. I think he’s really going to let me walk down the aisle alone.”

I glanced over at her, letting her feel the full force of my attention for a moment. “Babygirl, you will never be alone,” I promised her. “If your dad’s too big of a fool to put his daughter over his pride, there’s no shortage of people who would be more than willing to take your arm as you make that step.”

“I know,” Marcie said. “And I appreciate that. I just wish he could see that, too.”

“So do I,” I agreed.

There was silence in the car for a moment. “But I’m over it,” Marcie said, swallowing hard. “I turned a corner, Uncle Jack. If Dad doesn’t make it to the wedding… then it’s his loss. Not ours. Not mine.”

I could see she wasn’t fully around that corner. The tears in her eyes were proof of that.

But Marcie looked a hell of a lot more at peace with the idea than she’d been a week ago.

I just wished it was something she didn’t have to make peace with in the first place.

“You’re absolutely right, babygirl,” I told her. “I know that, and Kiki and Sam know that, too.” I let out a chuckle. “So do your fellow pledges.”

“Full sisters now,” Marcie murmured. “They all signed their names in the Book of Rho, they did the end-of-semester ritual at the hot springs…”

Marcie trailed off. The engine hummed as I pulled off the highway, the lights of Stillwell in the distance. It wouldn’t be long before we were with the whole harem again.

Suddenly Marcie lit up. “Wait a second!”

Hmm? I glanced over at her. “What’s wrong, babygirl?”

“I know what we can do, Uncle Jack!” Marcie’s voice brimmed with excitement, her hand practically trembling on the armrest. “I know somewhere we could fit a hundred or so people in three days. We wouldn’t even need to make a reservation!”

“Marcie, sweetheart, what are you talking about—”

“The hot springs,” Marcie laughed. “Think about it. It’s beautiful out there. Even if you take all the Delta Rho stuff out of the equation it’s, like, a freaking postcard.”

“An outdoor wedding in the middle of December?”

Marcie laughed. “You’ve been to the hot springs twice, Jack. You know how warm it is up there. Everybody’ll be freezing on the walk from the parking lot, but by the time they get settled in they’ll be down to shirts and flip-flops. Or bikinis.”

I tried not to let the thought of that guide my decision making. “Babygirl,” I said, more than a little humbled by the suggestion. “That is the sorority’s special place. It’s a secret—”

“That’s why it’s perfect,” Marcie insisted. “It’s where everything changed for us, for me. I’m not talking about the sex, Uncle Jack—I’m talking about the sorority. The whole community thing. The ‘found family’ thing.”

Suddenly I understood. If Marcie couldn’t have her dad at her wedding, she could at least have the family members she’d chosen for herself. Her fellow sisters of Delta Rho.

And there was that magic to consider. Was the secret spring really magical, linked to the original witches of Delta Rho? Or was that all just a superstition, a lucky rabbit’s foot a whole group of college girls got together to rub once or twice a year?

I wasn’t sure. But either way, Delta Rho’s ‘magic’ had done me a world of good so far.

Maybe it could get me and my women over the finish line.

I considered it. The springs were special. None of us would be able to think of anything but sex the whole time we were there, but that might not necessarily be a terrible thing. As President of the sorority, Samantha would have to give her permission, but Marcie could probably bring her around…”

And Marcie was right. We didn’t need any permits. Just a few generators, some canopies, and enough chairs for everyone to sit comfortably.

But was it right?

“It wouldn’t exactly be traditional,” I mused.

Marcie snorted. “Since when have we been traditional?” she asked. “Come on, you know this is the answer. Kiki and Sam are totally going to agree with me when we get to the penthouse.”

I couldn’t argue with that. And the more I thought about it, the more I liked the idea. It felt right.

It felt like us.

“Alright, babygirl,” I said, chuckling. “Tell you what—when we get home, you can pitch it to the others. Let’s see what they think.”

Marcie beamed. “They’re gonna love it,” she said.

I thought so, too. We could salvage this wedding.

Hell, maybe it would be even better than before.


Chapter Seven

Marcie’s pitch went off without a single hiccup.

In fact, she barely even had to make one at all. Pretty much as soon as she started laying out the idea she and I had put together in the car, the rest of the room started to go along with it. And by the time she’d finished listing off the reasons she’d given me as to why Delta Rho’s hot springs were not just a decent but a superior replacement for the now-flooded Virago ballroom, both Yukiko and Samantha were smiling as big as Christmas morning.

“The hot springs,” Yukiko whispered. “Of course!” She grabbed her laptop and started typing, already working on a battle plan. “It’ll be tricky, but we can make that work.”

“We will make it work,” Samantha added, throwing her arms around her bestie. “Marcie, you’re a freaking genius! Yes, I totally give you and the rest of the harem permission to use the hot springs for this.”

“Are you sure?” Marcie asked. Even she hadn’t expected it to be this easy. “I mean, that place is sacred, right? It’s important to the history of the sorority. I thought you’d try and argue me out of it…”

Samantha was already shaking her head. “Are you kidding me? The hot springs beat the hell out of some stuffy old ballroom. Which was filled with mold, I might add!” She took Marcie’s hand, grinning. “I love you so freaking much right now. And I love Jack, Marcie. Of course I’m going to let him get married there!”

“He’s earned the right,” Lakshmi agreed, echoing the general sentiment of the room. “If it weren’t for Jackson Avery, we’d have no president right now. We very likely wouldn’t have a Delta Rho at all.” She turned to me, nodding. “Normally I would try to argue this. But not this semester. And not with you.”

The rest of the harem fell all over themselves to agree. In the end, things slotted into place faster and with a greater ease than I could have imagined. Maria immediately started working her realtor connections to secure everything we’d need: canopies, chairs, generators and portable heaters for those who’d be forced to sit outside the limits of the hot springs’ warmth. Tasha—ever the pragmatic police officer—volunteered to handle security and logistics, while the cheerleader twins offered to ‘update’ our invitations by personally contacting everyone who’d received an invite to inform them of the event’s new location.

Samantha and Yukiko made them both promise not to do anything too crazy, but I got the impression that more than a few people on the guest list would get a very interesting call in the next couple of days.

Three days, to be precise. Because my wedding was in four, which meant we had to have everything settled before then.

And we did.

But it was a fucking marathon.

The penthouse became command central—the nexus for all the hastily revised preparations. Yukiko ran the ship from my kitchen table like the general I’d known she was ever since that first night at Delta Rho: sending e-mails and updating spreadsheets and generally just keeping all our plates spinning. It was a lot, especially for a woman in the first trimester of pregnancy, but Yukiko wouldn’t have had it any other way. “It’s not a burden,” she told me on the second day, while I downed my third cup of coffee before rushing off to meet the baker with Marcie. “Jack, this is a joy. I’m so happy that I can help this crazy wedding happen.” She’d grinned. “Besides, it’s perfect practice for when I start helping you run your company.”

She had me there. Pregnancy didn’t slow her down one bit—if anything, she had even more energy. The hormones were kicking in, too—I couldn’t get out of the penthouse without being covered in kisses, and more than once she’d penciled in an fifteen minutes in her spreadsheets to take me into the penthouse bedroom and make us both see stars.

Samantha, meanwhile, turned her greatest resource to her advantage: the women of Delta Rho. The mobilization we’d done to counter Elizabeth Baines’s lies was nothing compared to this—if anything, that was all a dry run for having to set up and schedule a whole wedding in three days. Every sister who wasn’t already involved with me got into the effort, descending on the hot springs like a swarm of extremely determined (and fashionable) bees. In no time at all they had the dimensions of the ceremony blocked out, the space for the altar and the aisle cleared, and the infrastructure for the generators and canopies set up.

At the end of Day One I drove over with Samantha herself to check it out, and both of us burst into tears. The care and commitment this sorority showed me never failed to shock me, but it had never quite humbled me like that before.

The hot springs had always been a marvel—a spot that simply shouldn’t be, a tiny piece of Caribbean paradise somehow transplanted to the middle of the New England wilderness. Even before Delta Rho got involved with it, it was easy to see how such a place could be considered magical.

And it was still magic. But now, it was becoming something else entirely.

The most shocking thing was that no one questioned it. I would have expected at least one of Delta Rho’s sisters to dissent, to protest that using their sacred space like this on behalf of a man was tantamount to betraying the ideals of the sorority’s original founders. I braced myself for it on both Day One and Day Two, my mental rolodex of excuses already prepared.

When no complaints came, I found a minute to ask Samantha why she thought that was.

She’d snickered. “Honestly, Daddy? These girls love you. They’re not going to question it.” Her grin had turned fierce. “And they’re not doing it for you—at least not just for you, that is.”

My hand had strayed to her lower back. “Why are they doing it, then?”

For a moment, Samantha was the queen bee of the sorority once more. “For me, Daddy. Obviously.”

I hadn’t been able to argue with that.

What was happening up at the hot spring was almost too much of a miracle for me to hope for. But even as that one unfolded across the wilderness, a different miracle was occurring in my own backyard.

Orchestrated by the most unlikely of organizers.

I’d never pegged Heather and Eva for cracker-jack administrative assistants. Honestly, it was hard to think about anything other than sex when it came to those two. But the way they threw themselves into their commitment to my wives and I was nothing short of amazing. Most wedding coordinators would have pulled their hair out at the prospect of updating one hundred-plus invitations on such short notice, but not them. In the span of a single day, they’d tracked down every single guest who’d originally received an invitation to the event at the Virago Hotel and made sure they had updated information.

Well, mostly.

I’d been copied in on a few of the messages they sent out, and they were certainly, ah, memorable.

Hey! One read—sent to Yukiko’s father of all people. Jack and Kiki’s wedding venue flooded (super long story!) but DON’T WORRY! The wedding is still on! It’s going to be happening at a SECRET LOCATION that’s WAY COOLER than the old one. You’ll get a text the morning of with the location. See you there!

P.S. Wear something comfortable under your cute clothes. You WILL get wet!

I tried to stop it—but by some miracle, I got outvoted.

“You’re going to give people the wrong idea,” I’d protested, bringing the issue up in front of Yukiko. Both the cheerleader twins had been in the penthouse with her, making sure the ‘pregnant princess’ stayed fed and hydrated while she ran the show in between updating invitations. “‘You will get wet?’ That’s about as unsubtle an innuendo as I can think of.”

“Innuendo?” It should have been impossible for a girl as dirty as Heather to sound innocent, but somehow the cheerleader managed it. “I wasn’t making an innuendo, sir! The hot springs are right there. People might want to dip their toes in!”

Yukiko spent the whole conversation trying not to burst out laughing. “You sent this to my father,” she kept repeating, giggling through her fingers. “Oh my God, my mother was right. He’s going to burst into flames before he even makes it to the wedding…!”

In the end, I’d managed to get them to promise to tone the rest of the invites down, but I don’t think it mattered. People were going to be thinking about sex anyway—it was hard not to, with one groom and three brides attending the ceremony.

Not to mention the world’s hottest collection of bridesmaids.

I didn’t get to see the dress shopping personally—I’d been barred from that—but I did get to sneak a peek or two at the bridesmaid outfits. They were conservative enough that none of the more easily scandalized guests would throw a fit, but half the women in attendance could have worn potato sacks and still turned heads. Maria, in particular, fit so snugly into her dress that it clung to her like her skintight workout gear, making her look like she was gearing up for a very different kind of celebration.

Sure, some people were going to be shocked. But there were limits to what you could do in three days.

Besides, if given the choice, I’d rather my women look too good rather than not good enough.

For the full first day, it seemed like the preparations would never come together. And then, somehow, they did. Maria and Tasha got Samantha’s crew of coeds setting up generators and heaters, Marcie made sure everything we’d already set up for our original wedding—like the cake and the catering—could be moved over smoothly, and the twins made sure we didn’t lose any attendees. The few conservative family members who’d expressed concern got a personal call from Lakshmi, assuring them everything would be tasteful and appropriate. I had the privilege of listening to a few of them, and if that girl didn’t have a bright future in public relations I’d eat my hat.

“We should hire her,” Yukiko suggested late on the second day. “For the new firm.”

“Maybe,” I said.

Yukiko gave me a long, lingering look. “You don’t think Daniel will cave, do you?” she asked.

I shrugged. “I haven’t talked to him since the tumble,” I told her. “To be perfectly honest with you, I have no idea what Daniel is thinking. I don’t even know if he’s going to come to the wedding or not.”

His secretary had sent a polite reply to Heather and Eva, neither a definitive yes or no.

Yukiko took my hand. “Whatever happens, you have us. And we have you.”

We’d penciled in another one of those fifteen-minute breaks right after that.

Then it was Day Three, and I glanced at the clock to discover that almost the last seventy-two hours had passed in what felt like the blink of an eye. Everything that could be done had been done. After lunch, I drove Yukiko over to the hot springs to meet with the other two brides to check out the finished product.

There were hardly any cars on the gravel parking lot when we arrived. The walk through the woods was surprisingly quiet: so much so that at first, I doubted whether anyone was there to meet us at all.

Then, as we walked, I heard the giggling of my two other wives to be. We reached the final hill and walked to the top, seeing our new wedding venue in all its glory for the very first time.

We stood there in silence, stunned, just soaking it in.

Yukiko spoke first. Tears streamed down her face; she could barely find the words. “Jack,” she whispered, squeezing my hand like I’d just brought her to a fairy tale kingdom. “It’s perfect. Oh my God, it’s absolutely perfect…”

Everything had been set up next to the hot springs, close enough to it to feel the warmth and see the beauty of the surrounding countryside. The main pavilion stood proud and sturdy, hung with white fabric that billowed gently in the wind. A line of tiny Greek characters—the symbols for Delta and Rho—were writ in gold thread around the fringe, a little gift from the sorority sisters and an acknowledgement of this place’s history. A line of red carpet led from the pavilion across the field, flanked on both sides by rows of folding chairs, all arranged on a slight incline to ensure no one got anything other than the best seat in the house.

Flowers covered the altar, picked out by Marcie and arranged by the sorority. Viewed from a distance it looked peaceful and serene, a place of potential. A place where something amazing would happen.

It really was perfect.

No, it wasn’t a stately ballroom. It wasn’t some beautiful Italian villa or a Scottish castle, which was the level of luxury my brides truly deserved. But it was perfect for us.

Because when you looked at it, one thing stood out as plain as day.

Every bit of this had been put together with love.

Samantha and Marcie were standing near the pavilion. When they saw us, they came running. “What do you think, Daddy?” Samantha asked, throwing her arms around my shoulders. Her hair was already up in preparation for her bridal morning, and she looked comfy in a pair of blue jeans and one of her puffy Delta Rho letter sweatshirts. “Isn’t it freaking beautiful?”

“It’s amazing,” I said, the realization of how much effort had gone into every piece of this washing over me in a wave. “It’s better than the Virago ever could have been.”

She beamed. “Thank Marcie,” she said, rustling her bestie’s hair. “She thought of it.” Then Samantha’s expression went serious. “I’ve never been so glad this place is here, Daddy. It’s meant so, so much to me over the years. And now… well, now we’re all going to remember it forever!”

I knew exactly what she meant. I’d already become the new Jackson Avery by the first time I set foot in the pool, but it was undeniable that something had happened to me that first night Samantha and Kiki decided to show me the sorority’s greatest secret. And whatever that thing was, I’d kicked it into overdrive the night of the end-of-semester ritual.

As I looked out over the pool, I realized I could stop asking myself if this place was magical. It didn’t matter.

Because whether it was or not, it was magical for me.

“This feels right,” I said, the certainty settling in my chest. “This is where we’re supposed to be…”

Samantha’s phone buzzed against me.

“Shit! Hang on a second, Daddy.” The coed turned away, tugging the slender phone from her jeans pocket. “I really, really need to see this…”

Huh? What was she so keyed up about? A last-minute piece of wedding preparation, maybe?

It was then I noticed the concerned look on Yukiko’s face. “What did he say, Sam?”

Samantha read the screen, the glow reflecting on her face. She scanned the message to the end, then went back up and read it again. Then she let out a sigh and slumped against me, boneless with relief.

“Thank fuck,” she whispered, letting out a laugh. “It’s good news, Kiki. Really good.”

“What’s the news?” I asked.

“I should have told you before,” Samantha said. “But I didn’t want to jinx it. I had to find out first.”

She handed me the phone. It was open to Samantha’s text messages, the main one from someone named Ryan. I wasn’t sure who that was—but when I read the text, everything became clear:

Mom and Dad are in Budapest, it said. Just confirmed it on Life360. You’re safe, sis. Love you.

I read that last part again. You’re safe, sis.

“This is one of your brothers?” I asked.

Samantha nodded, tucking the phone away. “The middle one,” she said, the tension draining from her body. “I… I couldn’t live with not knowing, Jack. The thought that my parents might show up at the wedding, that they might try to ruin everything—it was eating me alive!”

“We didn’t invite your parents,” I said. “They’re not welcome.”

“Of course we didn’t,” Samantha said. “But that doesn’t mean they wouldn’t try to gate crash.” She let out a shaky laugh. “They have this awful way of showing up when you least expect them. And you know what they’re capable of.”

Chloe, I thought. Jessamyn. Yes, I most certainly did.

“But they’re not coming,” Samantha whispered. “I know that now. They’re half the freaking world away. They’re really going to leave me be and let me get married without any of their bullshit.” She patted her pocket. “This, Daddy, means I won’t be looking over my shoulder all day tomorrow. It means I’m going to get to enjoy my wedding and focus on me for a change.”

“Babygirl,” I growled. “I am so sorry you had to worry about that.”

Samantha shook her head. “I know you would have protected me,” she said. “I know that, Daddy. But you shouldn’t have to. I reached out to Ryan and asked him to keep tabs on them—he’s got access to their location sharing. I don’t even want to go into how my older brother has that, but he does, and he’s been checking in with me every day this week.” She pulled back, looking up at me with those beautiful blue eyes. “They’re in Hungary. Probably at some sleazy bar, telling the European girls they ‘love their vibe’.” She laughed. “They can’t possibly make it back in time for tomorrow.”

“Good,” I said firmly. “Tomorrow’s not about your family, babygirl. It’s about ours finally starting.”

“Our family,” Samantha murmured. “Yeah, I like that. Thank you for understanding, Daddy.”

“Always.”

We stood there for a moment, just holding each other. Honestly, I could have stayed there all night, warmed by the hot steam and staring up at the stars.

But we weren’t quite done yet. There were still a few last-minute things to make sure were in place.

We headed back and took care of them, popping open a fridge filled with leftovers from El Cielito Lindo n the middle of it. But that evening, after everyone had eaten their fill and the women of my harem filed away with their final tasks, I found myself alone in the penthouse.

It was a weird feeling, being by myself. I wasn’t used to it.

I’d spent a long time by myself. But over the last few months, I’d gotten so used to having my women around—their jokes, their flirting, the million and one ways they just made my life better in every single way—that not being in the same house with at least one of them felt like I was missing a limb.

I wish Kiki, Sam and Marcie could have stayed, I told myself, feeling a spike of anxiety.

Of course they couldn’t. It was tradition that the groom not see his bride until the wedding, and that went triple when there were three brides for him to see. But I still couldn’t help wishing.

I made myself a cup of coffee, decaf this time, and went out on the balcony. Night was falling over Stillwell, though there was no snow this time around. I sat looking up into the sky as the stars came out, thinking about life.

“I’m getting married tomorrow,” I whispered, taking a sip of coffee.

Tomorrow, I was going to stand in front of everyone I’d met over the last five months and pledge my life to the three most remarkable women I’d ever met. I was going to marry them—one legally, the other two in front of God and in my heart—and promise to love, honor and keep them. To build a future with the three of them that worked for all of us and made us happy.

Was I ready for that?

I think I am, I told myself.

No, things weren’t perfect. But if people waited for everything to be perfect before getting married, every wedding planner in the country would go out of business. I still had concerns about my career, my therapy sessions with Yui weren’t done, and my future remained uncertain in several ways.

But I was getting there. This whole semester was pushing me along the path.

I’d been tested in ways I’d never expected. Pushed to my limits—first by Trevor Baines and then by his sadistic mother. I’d juggled more women than I thought possible for one man to hook up with and built the sort of life I’d always wanted but been too blind and timid to take for myself.

And through it all, I’d come back stronger.

I thought of texting Yui. Not so much because I felt anxious, although there was definitely more than a little of that in my gut. But mostly just to talk. To share my feelings with someone I knew would appreciate hearing about them.

But in the end, I decided not to. Miss Tanaka deserved to spend this night with her daughter, helping her prepare for her journey into marriage, not counseling the man who was about to be her husband.

I finished the coffee, went back inside, and put the cup in the sink.

“Last night of freedom, Jack,” I chuckled, running the water. “Maybe I should live it up.”

Nah. I’d done plenty of that. Tonight, I was going to do something else. Rest.

God knows I needed it—

Someone knocked on the door.

I frowned. Who the hell could that be? Everyone had gone home for the night, leaving me alone for my final night of bachelorhood. Who’d knock on my door now, at all times?

Three possibilities occurred to me: good, bad, neutral.

The good: Daniel Ramsey, here to apologize and bury the hatchet.

The bad: Elizabeth Baines, with one last nasty surprise for me.

The neutral: Someone from the Virago, maybe, with insurance paperwork…?

Bracing myself, I opened the door. Only to find none of the three waiting for me.

It was Maria and Tasha, both standing in the hallway wearing identical grins. Like the fox who just got put in charge of the henhouse, I couldn’t help but think.

“Good evening, tiger,” Maria purred, her eyes sparkling with mischief.

“Hey,” I said, glancing from one woman to the other. “Is everything alright?”

Tasha grinned. “Oh, things are just great, Jack. We’re just here to take you to your bachelor party.”

My what!?

My shock must have shown on my face. “You don’t think we’d let you get married without one, do you?” Maria asked, like it was the most obvious thing in the world. “The girls all fought like cats to get put on bachelor party duty. But in the end, Tasha and me shouted them all down.”

“They’ve got nothing on us,” the cop said, leaning with her hip against my doorframe.

I blinked, my mouth opening and closing on air. “I kind of thought I already had my bachelor party,” I admitted. “The hot springs…”

The pair shared a look. “Nah, this is the real deal,” Tasha said. “Tonight’s your last night as a single man, Jack. The hot springs was fun—this is tradition.”

“Tradition,” I repeated. “Okay. What did you two have in mind?”

Both of their grins widened. “It’s a surprise,” Maria said.

Of course it was.

“But you’re gonna love it,” the Latina added. “You trust me, don’t you, tiger?”

I hesitated—for all of two seconds. “Let me grab my coat.”

“That’s the spirit,” Tasha said.

“Tonight’s going to be a night you never forget, querido,” Maria said, nibbling her bottom lip.

As I followed them down the hallway, I knew Maria was absolutely right.

I just wasn’t sure if that was a warning or a promise.


Chapter Eight

“For the record, I’ve never been a huge fan of surprises,” I said as Maria’s SUV pulled out of the condo parking lot. “You two want to tell me where it is we’re going?”

“Not a chance,” Maria said, her hands gripping the wheel. “Just relax, querido! This is gonna be fun.”

“Uh huh. Maybe a hint?”

Tasha glanced back at me and chuckled. “You’ll see,” was all she said.

With Maria driving and Tasha in the passenger seat, I had the row behind them all to myself. There was another row, too, behind that one—along with two more seats along the sides. I’d never been inside of Maria’s SUV before, but I’d seen her drive it plenty of times and I knew it was a beast of a vehicle. But I had no idea just how roomy the interior really was until now.

“This thing must have cost you a fortune,” I said, glancing around the vehicle. “Leather seats, premium sound system…”

“I went all out,” Maria agreed. “Not hard to do when the thing’s a business expense. Real estate is all about presentation, querido. When a client pulls up to a million-dollar house, they want to see a successful, well-put-together woman ready to show them around the place. Why do you think I hit the gym so hard?”

“Because you eat like a frat boy who’s done too many bong hits,” Tasha chuckled. “I’ve seen you tuck away tapas at El Cielito, Maria. You’d be as big as one of those million-dollar houses if you didn’t punish yourself with all those lunges and squats.”

“Those squats make my ass look amazing,” Maria teased. “Jack certainly appreciates it.”

“Yeah, well,” Maria said, glancing at me in the rear view mirror. “Chasing perps burns calories, too.”

“I chase plata, Tash,” the realtor said with a smirk. “Dinero. Money. And success, too.”

Tasha gave her a look. “Not men?”

Maria shrugged. “With one exception,” she admitted, patting the steering wheel. “But the only guy who’s ever gotten this girl to chase him instead of the other way around is currently sitting in my backseat, wondering what the hell he’s gotten himself into.” She grinned in the rearview mirror. “A damn good time is the answer to that, by the way, Jack.”

“Hey, what do you want to listen to?” Tasha was already fishing her phone out of her pocket and opening up the Bluetooth. “Maria’s sound system is killer. We should crank some tunes.” She glanced at Maria. “What’s a good soundtrack for the night before a guy gets married?”

“‘Jailhouse Rock’,” Maria suggested with a snicker. “No, go on and play that Lizard band you and Jack went to see. I like that one about the iron lung. Wait, no, I still haven’t listened to the new Rosalia!”

“You know I’m going to guess where this bachelor party is eventually, right?” I said, wondering if they’d just tell me. “The farther we drive, the more I’m narrowing down the possibilities.”

I thought I had their number, but Maria just started chuckling. “Nice try, tiger,” she said. “We’re not taking you to your bachelor party just yet.”

“What?”

“You’ve gotta unlock it, first,” Tasha said mysteriously. “With three keys.”

Three… keys? Now this was starting to sound like a video game.

“Okay, and where do I get these keys?” I asked.

“From the scavenger hunt,” Tasha said simply.

My brows shot skyward. “The sca… there’s a scavenger hunt?”

“Yep,” Maria grinned, taking a right turn at the next intersection. “We’re going to be taking you all around town, tiger. Places that tell the story of your semester in our wonderful city. And at each one, there’s gonna be a little item to find. A key.”

“Not an actual key,” Tasha added. “Not the kind that goes in a lock. Just… an important thing.”

“And once you’ve found all three,” Maria chuckled. “We’ll take you to your destination.”

“Which is?”

Both of them laughed. “A surprise,” they chorused.

“It was worth a shot,” I said. “Alright, I’m game.” I felt intrigued almost despite myself. This wasn’t at all what I expected, but there was something exciting about the idea. I liked the thought of going on a quest with these two women.

Especially one with a prize at the end.

“So where’s our first stop?” I asked.

Maria’s eyes met mine in the rearview mirror. “You tell me, querido.”

Huh?

“Oh shit,” the Latina blurted. “I forgot the riddle! Read the riddle, Tasha.”

“You’ve got to solve the riddle,” Tasha said, her tone telling me this part was a little extra even for her. “The cheerleaders wrote them, so they’re kinda… weird. But the answer is the place where the first key is.”

Weird, huh? “Lay it on me,” I said.

Tasha pulled a piece of paper out of her pocket and read it. “You were supposed to be watching movies here,” she said, doing a reasonable facsimile of Heather’s voice. “But MOSTLY you were just watching Marcie.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “That’s the first riddle?”

“I don’t think the point is for them to break your brain, tiger,” Maria chuckled. “The point’s to have a little fun.”

“Where to, Jack?” Tasha asked.

I already knew the answer. I just wondered whether we were even going to be able to get in.

“Professor Kovarsky’s class,” I said. “At Stillwell. Is that building even open right now…?”

“Only one way to find out,” Maria laughed. “Tash, crank the tunes. We’re on the hunt!”

Maria jerked the wheel to the side, changing direction as we headed toward the center of campus. At this time of night, it was practically deserted. Finals were over, and most students had either gone home for winter break or hunkered down from the cold. Other than members of the custodial staff and an occasional workaholic professor burning the midnight oil, we didn’t see anyone on the streets.

We got the spot closest to the building and went inside. It was unlocked, to my surprise—probably for cleaning—and we made our way through the corridors in near silence.

“I hope we’re not trespassing right now,” I muttered. “Gonna be a hell of a bachelor party if we all get arrested the night before my wedding.”

“Like Tasha wouldn’t talk them out of it,” Maria insisted. “Which one of these is the classroom where you had the film thing, Jack?”

It was all the way at the end. The door was unlocked, so I went right inside, followed by Maria and Tasha.

The classroom looked different at night. Deep shadows covered everything, as the only light came from a streetlight shining through a nearby window. I bumped my shin as I made my way past the spot where I used to sit, glancing over at what had been Marcie’s desk and ignoring the one that had belonged to Darryl, aka Cargo Pants. The less said about him the better.

“Can’t believe you sat in here and talked about movies,” Tasha said, shaking her head. “With Marcie.”

“She’s the one who picked the class,” I said, smiling at the memory. “All my other classes at Stillwell were engineering-based. I needed an elective, and Marcie was already signed up, so she decided I could probably use the company.”

“She was right,” Maria said simply.

I nodded. “Yeah she was.”

If my ‘key’ was located on either of those desks, I couldn’t find it. I was about to ask Tasha and Maria for a clue when I noticed something on the larger desk at the back of the room—the one that had been occupied by Professor Kovarsky during her lectures.

A beam of light from the streetlamp illuminated the desktop. Sitting directly in its center was a stapled document—an essay, with “Marcella Ramsey” as the name at the top. She’d gotten a B+.

“I remember this,” I said, picking it up. “This is the essay Marcie wrote about the Blair Witch Project.”

Maria went cross-eyed. “A college film professor made you watch Blair Witch!?”

“It made sense at the time,” I said with a chuckle. “Would this be the item I’m supposed to find…?”

It was—and it wasn’t. When I picked up the essay, I found a folded note lying underneath. The handwriting was Marcie’s, and as I started to read it, the air seemed to fill with dust.

Dear Uncle Jack, it began.

This semester meant everything to me. Not just because I got to be with you—although that’s still so amazing I can hardly believe it—but because I finally figured out who I am and what I want.

I want you, Uncle Jack. I want Samantha and Yukiko, too. I want this family. This life.

Thank you for helping me deal with Trevor and his Mom. I will never, ever stop being grateful for that. You showed me how to stand up to bullies, and I’m a stronger, braver person because of you. I know tomorrow is going to be awesome, and I hope you’re having fun tonight. Give Tasha and Maria the essay I wrote for Kovarsky’s class—it’s one of the keys you need to get to your bachelor party. It reminds me of the girl I used to be, before you helped me become the woman I am now.

I love you so much, Uncle Jack. I literally cannot wait to be your wife.

~Marcie

Wow. Wow.

“You okay over there, tiger?” Maria asked. “Getting a little misty-eyed?”

I turned. “I take it back,” I said, handing the Latina the essay. “I’m starting to like surprises.”

“And that would be the first key,” Tasha said with a smile. “You ready for the next riddle, Jack?”

If it was anything like the first, it wasn’t much of a riddle at all. But after reading that letter from Marcie, I was more than ready to solve it.

Three keys, three brides, I thought. I wonder if each one is a gift from them.

I was starting to suspect it would be.

Tasha cleared her throat. “Alright,” she said, taking a little slip of paper from her pocket. “This is where the Queen Bee tried to sting you,” she recited, smiling more than she had the first time. “Except you totally ended up stinging HER instead.”

I opened my mouth to protest that we needed to drive all the way back to my apartment. Then I realized that wasn’t the answer to the riddle. Yes, I’d ‘stung’ Samantha on my balcony the first night we met, although I doubted many girls had ever enjoyed a ‘stinger’ as much as she’d enjoyed mine. But this was where she’d stung me.

Where she tried to get the upper hand…

It snapped into place. “Gabrielle’s,” I said, my suspicion hardening to a certainty. “The smoking patio out back, next to the canal walk.”

Where Samantha had once tried (for all of ten seconds) to blackmail me, back when she hadn’t fully accepted her feelings for me yet. I’d forgiven her for that, of course, but a cleverer man might say that the memory still stung on occasion.

We hopped in the SUV before anyone could catch us. Maria pronounced the new Rosalia “a little overrated” on the drive over to Gabrielle’s, but I liked it well enough.

The patio behind Gabrielle’s was empty—and fortunately, the little gate connecting it to the canal walk was short enough to hop over. The restaurant itself had been closed for hours, the patio door locked and bolted. Maria and Tasha waited on the canal walk itself while I scrambled onto the patio to look for the key.

The memory of what we’d said to each other on that patio made me wince. Not because I was angry about it—Samantha had made it up to me a thousand times over since then—but because it reminded me of what life had been like before the relationships with my women were fully solid. Samantha and I were different people then—we had an undeniable connection, and the sex was insane, but we hadn’t yet figured out how to turn the whole ‘daddy’ and ‘babygirl’ thing into something permanent.

I found the next key waiting for me on one of the patio tables, right where Samantha and I had been standing. It was an envelope, weighed down with a little rock.

I opened it, a pleasant knot already forming in my stomach, and read Samantha’s letter.

Daddy, it said.

I’ve been thinking about what to write to you ever since Tasha and Maria came up with this scavenger hunt idea. When they told me they were going to put my ‘key’ on the patio at Gabrielle’s, I knew there was something I needed to say right off the bat.

That day was a huge mistake. I knew those words were wrong the second they left my mouth, Daddy, and I still do. The only thing I can say is that I was so scared back then. Scared of losing control. Scared of being something other than the boss bitch of Stillwell’s hottest sorority. Scared of letting you—the man I’d been looking for my entire fucking life—slip through my fingers.

I’m not that person anymore. You did that, Daddy. You changed me.

And I can never thank you enough for it.

I’ve already said all the gushy stuff a thousand times over—you know it by heart. I’m your babygirl, you’re my Daddy, that’s never going to change. So what I wanted to tell you tonight, on the eve of our wedding, is that there’s one other way you changed me.

And I’m ready to show you that I mean it.

You, and Kiki, and Marcie are my REAL family. I joke about a lot of things, but I’m serious about our future. And when you see my key, I think you’ll understand that.

I love you. Forever, always.

~Your babygirl

My heart threatened to beat out of my chest as I flipped to the next page.

It wasn’t what I expected. It was a… receipt?

A receipt from Stillwell Campus Clinic. Dated three days ago. Twenty-dollar co-pay.

The billing reason said it all.

‘Removal of contraceptive implant.’

My jaw dropped open. That very first night Samantha and I were together, she told me I didn’t have to worry about getting her pregnant. She lifted her arm and showed me the little scar where she’d gotten one of those fancy implants—the ones that regulate your hormones while also functioning as birth control.

She got it taken out, I realized, the thought hitting me like a truck.

I turned. “Samantha,” I whispered, amazed. “She…”

Both women were grinning.

“She wanted you to know before the wedding,” Maria said, giving me a hug. “So that when all four of your are out on your honeymoon, you know…” She let out a knowing chuckle. “You’re rolling the dice, querido.”

I was stunned. Humbled. Samantha wants to have my baby.

She’d been so adamant about not wanting to start a family yet. She was more than willing to leave that to Kiki and Marcie—to be sweet Aunt Samantha who spoiled all the kids rotten, for a few years at least.

But now… she wanted to take the plunge. She trusted me enough to give me a child.

God. What a gift. What an incredible gift.

I handed the receipt to Tasha and carefully folded Samantha’s letter away with Marcie’s. Both were now among my absolute most prized possessions.

“One more to go,” Maria said. “Then the party. You ready for your riddle, tiger?”

I wiped my eyes with the back of my hand. “Something tells me I don’t need it,” I said. “It’s close by, right?”

Tasha and Maria shared a shocked look. “How the fuck did you know…?”

“Go ahead and tell me anyway,” I said. “I want to hear it.”

It was even worse than the others. “Eva and I really wish we’d gotten to see you here,” Tasha read off the final slip. “I bet you look so handsome on your knees…”

I nodded, already understanding. “Let’s take a walk,” I told the pair. “Down to that little pier near the middle of the canal path.”

Where I’d proposed to my three wives.

When we reached the railing, I saw it immediately. Fastened to the metal bars on the little railing to keep people from plunging into the drink was a padlock, like the ones couples attach to bridges when they’re in love. A little metal box dangled from it, attached to the railing by the lock.

“This is for you, tiger,” Maria said, pressing a small brass key into my palm. “Ironic, no?”

“Use a key to get a key,” Tasha said. “Go get ‘em, Jack. I’m freezing out here.”

The padlock felt like a block of ice as I fit the key into the lock and turned. I tucked it in my pocket and turned my attention to the little box, turning the latch that could be moved now that the padlock wasn’t sitting in the way.

I opened it.

And found myself staring a piece of jewelry I’d thought I’d forgotten.

It was a little gold chain with a charm on it bearing the Delta Rho logo. I’d seen it once before—on the bare hip of my fiancee, Yukiko, when she caught me with Heather and Eva shortly after adding the pair to my harem. I remember loving that look on her, but I hadn’t seen her adorn herself with it since that night.

Inside the box was another note.

Jack, it began.

Tomorrow, I will become Mrs. Jackson Avery. Legally, officially, in every way that the rest of the world cares about. And I love that. I truly do.

But the truth is simpler. In my heart, I’ve been yours since the night you saved Marcie.

You are the greatest thing to ever happen to me, Jackson Avery. I love our life, I love the women you’re going to marry alongside of me, and most of all I love this little creature growing inside of me that I can feel more and more every day. Every time I think of our family, I bawl like a baby. And not just because of the pregnancy hormones.

You saw me wearing this once before. I was trying it on then; I didn’t realize you were home with Heather and Eva at the time. I wish it could have been a total surprise, but I can’t say I regret seeing the way you looked at me when you watched me wearing it, Jack. I can already tell that it’s your favorite.

That’s why this is the final key, but I don’t want you to give it to Tasha or Maria. I want you to keep it. On our wedding night, I want you to put it on me.

I am never going to take it off.

I love you. To write out how much I love you would take more than this letter—I’d need an entire ream of paper and my tiniest handwriting. And even that wouldn’t be enough. Thank you for helping me stand up to my father. Thank you for trusting me enough to give me the space to figure out my sexuality. Thank you for never loving your bisexual fiancee even the tiniest bit less because she’s bisexual. Thank you thank you thank you thank you thank you Jack.

I can’t wait to spend the rest of my life making you happy.

~Your princess, Yukiko

I closed the box with the greatest of care and slipped the gold chain with its charm into my jacket pocket. “Kiki told me not to give either of you this,” I said, my voice husky with emotion.

Both of them understood. “That’s fine,” Maria assured me. “It’s enough that you have it, Jack.”

“That’s three keys,” Tasha said. “You ready for your last riddle?”

I snorted. “There’s another riddle?”

“Yeah, but this is the easiest one of all,” she replied with a snicker. “I think you’ll get it.”

I waited.

Both women shared a glance. “‘Back to where it all began’,” Tasha said. No slip of paper this time.

I blinked. And instantly, I knew just what she was talking about.

Not Boston, I said, thinking of my confrontation with Daniel Ramsey. Where my new life started. Where I became the man I am today.

I laughed, shaking my head. “Alright, then,” I told the pair. “Let’s go. Drive me to the Delta Rho house. Let’s see what this surprise is that you’ve all been planning.”

From the look on Maria’s face, I was going to love this. “Hell yes,” she purred, taking my hand. “I can’t wait, tiger.”

Tasha glanced at my pocket. “Hey. Those three girls—they really love you, Jack. This wasn’t just some cheesy scavenger hunt to them. They wanted you to know how much you mean to them.”

I nodded. “It showed,” I said, thinking of what I’d learned. Marcie’s decision to put our family first no matter what. Samantha, willing and eager at last to have my babies. Yukiko, pledging her eternal devotion and wearing jewelry that belonged on a sultan’s harem girl to prove it, just for me.

I’d have been the luckiest son of a bitch on Earth to marry one of these women.

Three was something else entirely.

“C’mon, Jack,” Tasha said. “The best is yet to come.”

She was right about that.

Really, really right.




Chapter Nine

The Delta Rho house was dark when we pulled into the parking lot.

I suppose I shouldn’t have been surprised. Everything was dark around this part of campus—midnight had passed an hour ago, and the only people still out on the streets at this time of night were either crazy or in serious need of a hangover cure. The sorority house’s windows stared at me like eyes, baleful and empty.

“You’re sure they got the memo?” I asked from the backseat.

There’d been a change in Maria and Tasha since I found my third and final key. They’d been having fun during the scavenger hunt—but now that that was over, both of them took on an intensity that intimidated me a little. Whatever else was going to happen tonight, I could tell that both of these women were really, really excited to show me my surprise.

“Oh, trust me,” Maria giggled. “They know. They’re just waiting for the signal.”

The signal?

Tasha was already reaching for her phone. “Give me just a second,” she said, shifting her braids from one shoulder to the other. Her fingers flew across the screen, and I watched her hit send on what looked to me like a group text.

I waited.

For a few seconds, nothing happened.

And then the sorority house lit up like a goddamned Christmas tree.

Light spilled from the windows in deep hues of red and violet. Music started thumping from inside—not Yukiko’s alt-pop playlist but something with a bass line so heavy I could hear it from all the way out in the street. The front door opened and a figure filled the doorway, their silhouette posing like the girl on a lingerie magazine.

Oh wow.

That was either Heather or Eva.

“What… what is this?” I asked.

Maria and Tasha shared a knowing look. “It’s your bachelor party, tiger,” the Latina purred, her breasts flattening against the headrest as she turned around to face the backseat. “You didn’t think we were going to let you go and get married to those three girls without a proper send-off, did you?”

“The scavenger hunt was the sweet part,” Tasha said with a grin. “Those notes—Maria and I got to take a look at them when we were placing the clues around Stillwell, and I don’t mind telling you that both of us cried like babies when we read those.

“Super emotional,” Maria agreed. “But this is the fun part, querido!”

I climbed out of the SUV, following Maria and Tasha into the sorority house. They ushered me through the front door and into the main common room I recognized from so many campus events—except I didn’t recognize it, because it had been more or less completely transformed. The coeds had rearranged all the furniture, removing the chairs and putting all the couches in a rough square around the center of the room, forming what looked like a makeshift stage. The red and violet lights I’d seen from the parking lot were set up around the perimeter, casting everything in a dimness that felt erotically charged.

And in the center of it all, on a riser in the middle of the room, a pole stretched to the ceiling.

“Oh no,” I laughed, the realization washing over me. “You didn’t.”

“Oh, we absolutely did.” A voice said.

I turned. Lakshmi stood at the top of the stairs leading to the sorority house’s second story, wearing a smile and very little else. A purple veil hung over her mouth, made of an almost translucent purple fabric that looked practically invisible in the reddish light. The rest of her getup was made out of the same stuff. It probably looked just on the edge of decency under normal lights, but in here, the coed was practically walking down the stairs naked.

“You…” I began.

Lakshmi reached the bottom of the stairs and took my hand. “Come sit down,” she said, gesturing at one of the plush couches. “Relax. Can I bring you a drink, sir?”

Something about the way Lakshmi called me sir made me want to bend her over that couch instead of sitting on it. “I can’t believe it,” I said, looking at the stage. “This is a strip club.”

“Technically,” Maria said, “it’s a sorority house that’s been converted into a strip club. And everything will be put back by the morning.” She nibbled her bottom lip, her eyebrows wiggling. “Tonight, though, papi? The club’s hosting a private event.” She gave me a gentle push, speeding me along. “For one very important customer.”

Me, in other words.

“Look, this is fantastic,” I managed. “But—”

“No buts!” Tasha’s voice cut through my protest before it could begin. “We planned this together, Jack. Us and the girls you’re gonna marry tomorrow. They know everything that’s going to happen tonight.”

“They do?” I blurted.

Of course they did. Yukiko would want to know every dirty detail after the fact.

I glanced over at Lakshmi, who was batting her eyelashes at me. “Did my wives pick the outfits, too?”

“In some cases,” Maria purred. “In others, they trusted us to make our own decisions.” She waved me towards the couch, so eager she almost seemed anxious. “Sit down already, querido! Tash and me will be right back. Get yourself comfortable.”

I had some inkling of what they had planned. I let Lakshmi lead me to the couch and plopped down on it, settling into the cushions. Lakshmi gestured for my coat and I gave it to her.

“Whiskey, Jack?” the coed asked, tossing the garment over her shoulder.

I thought about it. “Sure, but just the one,” I told her. “I don’t need to show up at the hot springs hungover tomorrow.”

“I’ll bring some water, too,” she promised, giving me a wink. “Be right back.”

With that, Lakshmi sashayed away. I watched her go, my gaze fixed on her ass. Good God, I’d never realized the girl had cake like that.

I’d only been sitting a few seconds when the lights dimmed and the music quieted. Figures slipped out from one of the backrooms, using the darkness to climb onto the stage without me being able to see who they were. I could guess, though.

“Ladies and gentlemen!” Eva’s voice rang out, coming both from in front of me and from the speakers in the corners of the room. “Tomorrow, we are gathering to celebrate the marriage of Jackson Avery!”

Cheers filled the room.

“But tonight, we’re celebrating his last night of freedom,” the cheerleader giggled. “Not that any man’s ever been so eager to give his freedom away. Tomorrow, he becomes a married man. Times three.”

“But tonight,” a figure next to Eva chimed in, clearly Heather, “he’s all ours...!”

The lights came back on, flooding the room in that sexy red beam.

And I finally saw my ‘surprise’.

My women were all on stage. Not my wives, who were probably getting a good night’s sleep to prepare for the wedding, but the rest of the women who’d stolen my heart and shared my bed over the course of the semester. Maria stood front and center, her mocha curves poured into a lacy black lingerie set that fit her like a second skin—a push-up bra that hugged her already full breasts until they spilled over the top, along with a pair of matching panties so tight they clung to the contours of her swollen mound. Her dark hair ran in rich ringlets down her shoulders, so different from it looked just a few minutes ago that I couldn’t help but wonder how she’d pulled off the change so quickly.

Next to her, Tasha grinned wickedly. For a moment I thought she’d chosen to change into her police uniform—then I saw the generic “POLICE” sticker where her badge ought to be and realized this was one of those slutty cop costumes college girls picked up at Halloween stores. The handcuffs were real, though—and the fishnet stockings that ran all the way up her legs to the micro-shorts covering her ass were definitely not regulation.

Heather and Eva wore their cheerleading uniforms—from the previous year. They were a half-size too small, which neither girl minded in the slightest, and they’d taken a pair of shears to the original design until their clingy garments looked more like someone’s wet dream of an all-American cheerleader than the real thing. Eva did a high kick when I caught sight of her, revealing that neither of them were wearing a stitch beneath their skirts. Both girls swayed like they were connected to the same brain, their blonde pigtails bouncing in unison as they leered at me.

And Lakshmi—

Lakshmi wasn’t on stage.

Lakshmi was bringing me my drink.

She sauntered over like the sultan’s favorite harem girl, her see-through ensemble revealing every curve of her flawless body as she set the whiskey and the water bottle down next to me. She peered up at me when she bent over, the material stretching over her ass to show off her round booty and her soft pussy.

“Here you go, sir,” she purred. “If there’s anything at all I can bring you, Jack, just tell me what it is.” She ran a manicured hand down her side. “I’ll deliver it to you right away.”

It wasn’t often that I found myself speechless. This was one of those times.

Maria was the first to break formation, hopping off the stage and crossing over to the couch with an extra bounce in her step. She slid into my lap like she was born to sit there, draping an arm over my shoulders like a girl trying to convince a customer to come into the back for a private dance.

“Hi there, papi,” her voice pitched a little higher than usual. “You come here often, handsome?”

My hand went to her lower back. “Tonight’s my first time, actually,” I murmured.

She smirked. “Good.” Her tits brushed my chest as she leaned in and pressed her lips to my ear. “We have a special rule here tonight at the Delta Rho Club, papi.”

“What’s that?”

“Tonight, you’re not only allowed to touch the dancers—” Maria grabbed the hand not on her lower back and slid it between her tits, “—but encouraged to. In fact, we insist.”

Fuck. Oh yes.

I grabbed a handful of her breast and tugged it free of her top. Her nipple was already as hard as a diamond, the chestnut nub aching for my touch as goosebumps broke out on her tits. As I groaned, she arched her back and slid my other hand to her ass, inviting me to squeeze and manhandle her all I wanted.

Which I did.

I buried my face in Maria’s tits, kissing and sucking. The Latina let out a groan of pleasure as I found her nipple and pulled it into my mouth. Her hips rocked back and forth on my knee, humping me through her panties like a needy little slut.

“Fuck, papi!” Maria gasped. “You’re making me so fucking wet! I can’t keep my fucking hands off you, querido. You feel the way I’m grinding my pussy against you, baby?”

My hand went to her throat. “What’s a sweet little thing like you doing in a place like this?” I growled, running a finger across her jaw.

She grinned. “Waiting for you. You ready for a private dance, papi?”

I was about to tell her yes when another figure stepped in. Tasha joined us seamlessly, unhooking the handcuffs from her belt as she reached us. She leaned in, her cleavage right in my face as the music pulsed, and shot Maria a look like she’d just stumbled upon a crime in process.

“Stop right there,” Tasha growled, putting a hand on Maria’s shoulder. “Jackson Avery?”

It was role-play, and I was more than happy to join in. “Yes, officer?”

Tasha’s grinned from ear to ear. “I’m afraid you’re under arrest, Mr. Avery,” the policewoman purred, striking a pose. “For being too goddamn sexy for your own good.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “Officer, I’m a first-time offender,” I protested, Maria’s kisses traveling from my chest to my neck as she writhed in my lap with a dance no paid stripper would dare give a customer. “Don’t slap the cuffs on me!”

Tasha hesitated. She leaned in close and whispered something in Maria’s ear; the Latina glanced over at her with a wicked look and nodded.

She came to a decision. “I’m not cuffing you,” she said, licking her lips. “These are for this dirty little slut right here…!”

She grabbed Maria’s wrists and pinned them behind her back. The Latina groaned in mingled pain and pleasure, the deep sound shifting to a sharp cry as the metal of Tasha’s cuffs bit into her wrist.

“Chingada!” Maria yelped. “That’s so fucking tight…”

She leaned down, adjusting on my knee. While she did, my gaze turned to the stage, where the rest of my ‘surprise’ was unfolding. Lakshmi, Heather and Eva had taken the stage, moving around the pole and showing off their best moves. Heather and Eva gyrated around the metal, lifting their legs to straddle it in ways that showed off their bare pussies beneath their skirts, while Lakshmi moved like a fertility goddess, her nearly-transparent outfit sparkling in the light.

Then my focus was back on Maria.

The Latina had regained her balance and was rocking back and forth in my lap. Pinning her wrists with the cuffs had robbed her of most of her dexterity, so she made up for it with sheer need and desperation. She ground her ass and pussy onto my rock-hard cock, getting me as worked up as she could with her naughty moves.

“You like that, papi?” she purred, flipping around in my lap so she faced the stage. “Fuck I can tell you like it. You’re fucking throbbing right now…”

With her back facing me, the hands Tasha had cuffed together were practically in my lap. Maria felt around for my belt without seeing it, unlatching it and unbuttoning my pants as she bounced up and down in my lap.

Tasha stopped in the middle of her dance to help her bestie out. She tugged my boxers down, freeing my stiff cock and watching as Maria wrapped her fingers around it and gave it a few hard strokes—still in handcuffs. Then the Latina shifted, rocking forward on her hips and sliding her panties to the side.

Fuck. She was feral. I could smell her horny pussy—the scent filled my nostrils, ripping away any self-control I might have been clinging to.

She glanced over her shoulder and grinned. “Fuck me, papi,” she groaned, biting her bottom lip. “I don’t care if you pay me or not. Fuck me in front of all these stripper sluts, sit. I need your cock in me right fucking now—!”

On the last word, she rocked back and impaled herself on me. I thrust up into her, bottoming out in her tight, slick channel with a groan. Both my hands went to her hips, gripping it for leverage as we started to fuck.

Even a blind man couldn’t have missed it. Maria’s breasts bounced fully out of her top as she rode me, clinging to the hem of my shirt as best as she could with her hands in cuffs. Every thrust inside of her heavenly pussy felt better than the one before, and left my cock dripping with more of her sweet honey.

“Hell yeah!” came a shout from the stage. Both Heather and Eva grabbed pom-poms out of nowhere and started an impromptu cheer routine, doing moves that would have gotten them kicked out of one of Stillwell’s football games. “Fill her up! Fill her up!”

Maria let out a groan that was almost a laugh as she heard it. The rest of the women in the room started egging us on, cheering for us as Maria’s pussy clenched around my cock. Everywhere I looked was a gorgeous woman, naked or nearly so, dancing and preening and telling me how hard they wanted me to cum inside of Maria.

A few more thrusts, and I was done.

I grabbed Maria’s hips hard enough to bruise and slammed into her with one final, brutal thrust. My cock curved inside of her, hitting that special spot deep inside her channel as fireworks exploded behind my eyes. A roar tore from me as I came inside her, pumping burst after burst of thick, hot seed deep into her core.

Maria’s nails dug into her palms as she came. By the time we were down from our peaks her thighs were slick with arousal, her pussy so full that my seed dripped from her tight, shaved slit. She slid off me with a satisfied sigh, doing a little wiggle as she made her way over to Tasha.

“Get me out of these fucking things,” she whispered, grinning.

Tasha cocked an eyebrow. “You don’t like them?”

The Latina laughed. “They were hot as fuck when papi was pounding my brains out,” she said, giving me a lewd look over her shoulder. “But now my fucking fingers are going numb!”

Tasha pulled a key out from between her tits. “I can do that,” she growled, sliding a hand between the dark-haired beauty’s thighs. “But first, I’ve got to do a check. Make sure you’re not smuggling contraband…”

Maria’s eyelashes fluttered as Tasha’s fingers slid inside of her. They came back dripping with pearly white seed, so sticky it formed little strings between the digits.

“Oh my,” Tasha groaned. She pulled the fingers into her mouth and licked my come from them, then took Maria by the back of her head and pulled her in for a sloppy kiss. Her other hand fit the key to the realtor’s handcuffs, freeing her while the two of them shared my seed between them.

It was one of the hottest, dirtiest things I’d ever seen.

And the night was about to get even crazier.

Heather and Eva hopped off the stage, evidently chosen via whatever order they’d decided on ahead of time to attend to me next. They tossed their pom-poms to the floor and climbed onto either side of the couch, kissing me and guiding my hands under their skirts.

“Daddy’s been such a bad, bad man,” Heather murmured, her gaze traveling to my still-hard cock, shining with Maria’s juices. She hiked up her skirt, her voice dripping with faked innocence as she straddled my face. “Mommy never dresses up like this for you, does she? But your girls will do anything to make Daddy happy.”

“Anything,” Eva chimed in, kneeling between my legs and lowering her mouth to my prick.

Whatever words I’d been about to say were swallowed up by Eva’s hot little mouth. Warm, wet friction enveloped my cock as the cheerleader wrapped her lips around my girth, working up and down as she swirled her tongue around to slurp up Maria’s pussy juice. Meanwhile Heather ground her soaking, shaved pussy against my goatee, panting and sighing and saying more filthy shit as she trembled against me.

I’ll be damned, I thought. Samantha was right. My rough goatee did feel perfect against a smooth, shaved little pussy.

They kept on right up until the point where the rest of the room began to fade away. Then suddenly Eva’s mouth left me with a wet little pop, and her near-twin slid off my face to join her in bending over the back of the couch.

Both of them wiggled their pert little asses. “Fuck us, Daddy,” the cheerleaders begged, spanking each other and spreading their holes. “Fuck us harder than you’d ever dare fuck Mommy! Use us, punish us, make us squeal for you—!”

“Damn, those two are intense,” Maria murmured, dancing beside Tasha. “You and me are going to have to step our game up, Tash!”

I moved from one girl to the other, plunging into both from behind. I moved like a man possessed, the whisky burning in my gut, my hands treating both of them like whores as I pounded them hard and fast in doggy-style. Heather groaned with excitement like she was going down the big hill of a roller coaster as I pulled back and slammed myself all the way inside her, while Eva let out a rapid-fire string of dirty talk (“Daddy’s cock looks so good stretching you out, sis!” “Mommy could never take every inch of that big, thick dick!”) that left me feeling so depraved I knew I was going to need to take a shower after we were done.

The pair traded places once, twice, spurring each other on. At one point Heather slapped Eva full in the face while I was fucking her, her eyes burning with lust as she spit in the mouth of her virtual twin. The sight of it made me jerk inside of her, and both girls knew almost at once that I was near the peak.

“Cum on our asses, Daddy,” Heather insisted, hiking her skirt up all the way to her back. “Mark your dirty little sluts!”

“We won’t clean it up,” Eva promised. “Your cum’s my favorite thing to wear, Daddy—do you think Mommy will see it…?”

I couldn’t take it any longer. After one more hard thrust inside of both their pussies, I pulled out and sprayed ropes of cum across their asses. Both girls high-fived as it dripped down their thighs, grinning like they’d just won the lottery.

I plopped back down on the couch, nearly spent. But not quite all the way.

Because Lakshmi was making her way across the room to me.

From all of my previous interactions with her (including serving me at this very bachelor party) I expected her to be shy, sweet and submissive. So it shocked the hell out of me when she pushed me against the back of the couch and straddled me, her eyes locking onto mine with an intensity that scared me a little.

“I see these women have done an insufficient job of draining your balls, sir,” she said. “Let me ride you until the job is sufficiently completed…”

She sounded more than a little like Princess Jasmine, if she’d let Jafar finish the job of corrupting her into the queen of his filthy, hypnotic harem. When I told her so, she laughed.

“God, was I the only girl who wished that would happen to me?” she teased, running her fingers through my hair. “Being bad is so much more interesting than being a sweet little goody-goody princess. Don’t you think so?”

Before I could respond, she smothered my mouth with her own. I had no idea if there was a slit in her gown or she’d somehow managed to slide things to the side, but when she slammed her hips down my cock buried itself inside of her walls all the way down to the hilt.

She rode me hard and fast, like she wanted to break me in half. Her ass slapped against my thighs on every thrust, and her dark nipples bobbed in front of my eyes like delicious treats just out of reach.

“You like that, sir?” Sweat stood out on Lakshmi’s forehead. “You like being pinned down and milked dry by your gorgeous little slave girl?”

My hands went to her hips. “Fuck yes,” I growled. “You’re making me feel so good…”

“So much better than being a princess,” Lakshmi chuckled. “I’d much rather be your whore, sir!”

As we reached the peak, the rest of the girls gathered around. Eva knelt down beneath us and worked her tongue around my balls as Lakshmi rode me, while Maria curled up beside me and slid her tongue into my ear as my cock jerked and thickened and prepared to shoot deep inside the coed’s sweet pussy. Lakshmi’s hands at my wrists pinned them to the back of the couch, holding my arms wide like a bird about to take flight.

Her nails dug deeper, harder, and then she was cumming all over my cock.

She was as good as her word. Her pussy milked me like a fist, gripping so tight that the world blurred. As the rest of my harem let out cries of encouragement—sounding to my ears like runners crossing the finish line of a marathon—I freed my hands from Lakshmi’s grip and placed one around her neck, pinning her to me as I fucked her right through her orgasm with hard, driving strokes.

“Cum in me,” she begged. “Jack, oh my God…!”

A handful of heartbeats later and Lakshmi got her wish. After everything I’d been through that night you might have thought I could generate nothing but a puff of air, but somehow I managed to flood her womb like I hadn’t gotten off in days. She really did milk me dry—gripping me tight until there was nothing left, my balls empty and my heart completely full.

We collapsed on the couch in a heap. The music kept playing, lights moving back and forth across the stage, but my women weren’t dancing. They were all high as hell—on a drug called Jackson Avery.

Finally, Maria managed to roll over and run a finger down my chest. “Ready for another dance, tiger?”

I grinned. “Well. If the club’s only going to be open one night, we might as well make the most of it…”


Chapter Ten

The morning of my big day, I woke up alone.

It had been so long since that happened that for a moment I was confused, almost disoriented. I reached out, still half-asleep, and tried to put my arm around the waist of a Yukiko who wasn’t in my bed. I turned, snorting, and went to hug Marcie. Nothing but cold sheets.

For a few seconds, panic filled my gut. Where were my women? Why weren’t they here—

The wedding, I thought, my eyes shooting open.

It was today.

At long last.

The panic dissolved as I sat up in bed. I still felt anxious, but it wasn’t the sort that heralded one of my attacks—it was the kind you felt before an even you’d been looking forward to for a very, very long time. Excitement thrummed through me, and I took a moment to just drink it all in as I looked around the room.

I think I’m more excited about this wedding than the first one.

A year ago, I would have found that thought almost intolerably disrespectful to Lauren. Now, though, I understood. Wherever she was, I knew my first wife was smiling down at me. She’d wanted something like this for me after I lost her—and if she was mad about anything, it was that it took me fifteen years of dragging myself through life to remember how to love again.

“I bet you’d tell me I overdid it,” I chuckled, glancing up at the ceiling. “You can’t really blame me for wanting to make up for lost time.”

After all, what else could you call it? I wasn’t marrying one new wife today.

By tonight, I’d have three.

I showered and shaved (deciding at long last to keep the goatee Samantha liked so much) and threw on a button-down and jeans. My real wedding attire was already at the venue, carefully packed and waiting for me. The girls of Delta Rho had made sure of that, the same way they’d handled a thousand other things for us over the last few days. I was going to have a hell of a lot of thanking to do when this was all over.

My phone buzzed as I was finishing my coffee.

Your ride is here, Jack, it said. I didn’t recognize the number. Head downstairs.

My ride? I slipped on my wristwatch—the same Monaco I’d once used to time an erotic game with two of my brides-to-be—and glanced out the window of the penthouse to the parking lot. I didn’t see a car, but if whoever it was had parked right next to the building’s entrance, I wouldn’t have been able to see them.

I knew I wasn’t driving myself to the venue. My McLaren was parked outside the hot springs, already covered in streamers with cans tied to them and a huge “JUST MARRIED” painted on the back. The sorority girls were proud of their handiwork.

But I’d expected one of the girls to swing by. Lakshmi, maybe, or Heather and Eva. This sounded more like they’d hired a car service.

Whatever, I thought. As long as I got there in one piece, I’d be happy.

I made my way downstairs and out of the lobby. The vehicle waiting in the parking lot wasn’t one I’d seen before—and it certainly wasn’t a rental. It was a sleek black sedan, probably even more expensive than Maria’s SUV, and standing next to it was a woman who—while not one of my girls—I instantly recognized.

Yui Tanaka.

Unlike me, she looked like she was already prepared for the reception. She wore an elegant maroon gown, with a puffy jacket over it to keep her safe from the cold. Her boots looked like the most expensive thing on her body—Kiki told me once her Mom had a thing about shoes. Part of why my princess had so many pairs of designer heels was that they were her mom’s go-to Christmas presents.

“Good morning, Jack,” Yui said, flashing the same smile she gave me at the beginning of our therapy sessions. “I volunteered to be your chauffeur this morning. I hope you don’t mind?”

I stood frozen in my tracks for a moment. “Mind?” I blurted. “How could I mind that, Yui?”

Yukiko’s mother grinned. “I told my daughter you would say that,” she purred. “I’m supposed to get some food in you and get you to the wedding venue.” Her grin became a smirk. “And make sure you don’t get cold feet and try to run.”

Like I would ever have done that. “We’re getting food?” I asked, opening the passenger door. “I didn’t realize we had time for that.”

“It’s a tight schedule,” Yui agreed. “But there’s someone you need to speak to before the ceremony.”

There was only one person that could be. Samantha, Yukiko and Marcie had all had conversations with Reverend McCleary—the woman who’d be officiating our triple wedding. Now it was my turn.

They’d all assured me she was perfectly nice… but kind of a character. I wasn’t sure what to expect.

Yui climbed into the driver’s seat with practiced ease and started the engine. We pulled out of the parking lot and down the streets of Stillwell, still frosty with morning dew and practically empty.

“Going to be a cold day for an outdoor wedding,” Yui murmured, her eyes on the road. “But I understand the venue’s natural features will keep us warm?”

“Yeah,” I agreed. My fingers felt tingly—I couldn’t believe this day was finally here. “It’s going to be perfect, Yui.”

“I have no doubt.” She glanced over at me as we slowed at a stoplight. “How are you feeling, Jack? Need a Xanax?”

I laughed. “I thought you wouldn’t prescribe me anything addictive.”

“I’m not prescribing anything,” Yui said wryly. “Just offering you one as a friend.”

I shook my head. “I’m nervous,” I admitted. “But it’s good nervous.”

Yui nodded. “No symptoms?”

I ran through a mental checklist. “I’m definitely not feeling like this is a video game,” I told Yui. “No, I’m not watching myself today, Yui. And I’m not going to have an attack, either. I’m… I’m going to be okay.”

“Good,” Yui said. “Very good. If you do find yourself in need, just find me. I’m here for you today, no different than how I’m here for my daughter.”

I wondered if she’d given Yukiko anything to take the edge off. “I want to thank you, by the way,” I said, watching out the window as we headed past campus towards the canal. “The therapy’s really been helping me out.”

“That’s mostly the patient,” Yui said breezily.

I swallowed. There was something else I had to say. “And thank you for… for showing up,” I said. “I know it can’t be easy, considering…”

“…that my daughter is one of three women marrying you today?” Yui asked.

She’d hit the nail on the head. “Three wives instead of one,” I said. “It’s a lot to accept.”

“It is,” Yui agreed. “But I meant what I told you at the hospital, Jack. I want what’s best for my daughter. And you…” she paused, choosing her next words carefully. “You and those other two girls are what’s best for my her. She’s happy. It’s not at all how I imagined my daughter’s wedding, but what I imagined would not have pleased her the way that this does.”

“Finding a nice Japanese boy studying to be a doctor?” I joked.

Yui laughed. “That was more Ryuichi,” she said. “He is coming, by the way, though I wouldn’t expect him until shortly before the event starts. He is finding all of this… difficult to accept.”

“He’s not the only Dad who’s upset about his daughter,” I muttered.

Yui paused. “You still don’t know for sure if Daniel is coming?”

We didn’t. There’d been no communication from him over the last few days, not even what came filtered through Mona Isringhausen. I knew Marcie had been planning to send him some texts the night before the wedding, maybe even call him, but I didn’t know how that had gone. Or if he’d even replied.

“Nope,” I said. “I hope he makes the right choice, Yui. But even if he doesn’t, Marcie will be okay.”

“I can’t even imagine,” she murmured. “Ryuichi told me he thought of attempting to shame you and Yukiko by refusing to come. I nearly hit him.”

“That bad, huh?”

“I would never have forgiven him if he’d failed to show up today,” Yui said fiercely. “I don’t care if there’s a hundred other women at this wedding. This isn’t about us. It’s about our daughter. Even if I hated what she was doing, I would never abandon her.”

“I hope Daniel comes to the same conclusion,” I said. Then something occurred to me. “Did you see my girls this morning, Yui?”

She nodded. “I checked in on them briefly before driving over. But if there was news regarding Daniel, I’m afraid they weren’t discussing it.”

Damn. I was hoping she might have heard something. “How did they look?” I asked.

Yui’s smile widened. “Spectacular,” she said, pulling us off the road and into the parking lot of Gabrielle’s. “You’re going to be very pleased, Jack. They all look like princesses—ironic, as that is what my daughter tells me is your nickname for her.” She beamed at me. “I daresay they’ve never been so happy in all their lives.”

Relief flooded me. “That’s great,” I said. “I wish I could see them.”

“You will. Soon.” Yui cut the engine. “Shall we?”

Gabrielle’s was closed for the morning for a ‘special event’, but the front door was unlocked. Yui and I walked in to find the chairs upside down on all the tables except for two—a pair that had been pushed together near the center of the dining area and set with juice and pastries, along with a steaming pot of coffee.

Sitting at the table’s head wearing a manic grin and the strangest suit I’d ever seen was the Reverend Kate McCleary.

I wasn’t sure what I’d expected after hearing my women’s impressions, but somehow she managed to be almost exactly what I’d pictured and completely different from what I’d expected. She was in her late fifties or early sixties, with a shock of blonde hair that had long since given up the fight against going white. It stood nearly straight up, surrounded by locks that had been cut close against the side of her head. A large silver cross hung from a chain around her neck, but surrounding it were smaller chains from which dangled a bunch of other arcane symbols: a peace sign, the astrological symbol for Gemini, the logo of the Boston Bruins. Nearly every one of her fingers had a ring on it, and her fingernails were all painted in colors that would have made a rainbow if she’d fanned her hands out on the table.  tattoos showed on her wrists beneath the cuffs of her suit jacket.

That jacket…

The only thing I could think of when I looked at it was that guy who used to be on TV selling books about getting free money from the government. I couldn’t imagine a congregation taking the woman who wore a suit like that seriously—unless they were into Dolly Parton’s “Coat of Many Colors” getting a serious upgrade and moving to one of Jimmy Buffett’s Margaritaville franchises.

And yet, when you put it all together, it kind of… worked?

Like, sure, one look at this woman and I could tell she was clearly insane.

But when her eyes—those had to contacts, I couldn’t imagine someone being born with eyes that naturally blue—locked on mine from across the room, I realized she also had the self-confidence to pull off a getup like that.

“Jack!” Reverend McCleary sprang to her feet, half a danish dangling from her mouth. “The groom at last! Come over here, Mr. Avery! I cannot believe I get to to do this for you today, you legend!”

I glanced over at Yui. “Is this a prank?” I whispered.

Yukiko’s mother looked like she was trying very hard not to laugh.

“It’s nice to meet you, Reverend,” I said, extending a hand as she approached. “The brides have said such nice things about you—”

She stepped right past my hand and pulled me into a hug that was stronger than one of Daniel’s. She smelled like mint and some spice I couldn’t quite place, along with—absurdly—the scent of an old bookstore. She squeezed until I started to wonder if she was going to let me go, then stepped back and took a look at me.

“Oh, honey, we’re way past handshakes,” Reverend McCleary laughed. “Wow, look at you! There’s so much energy here! You are definitely on the right wavelength, Jack. You’re vibrating at the exact same frequency as those three beautiful young women!”

“I… am?” I couldn’t help but frown.

“Of course you are!” She clapped me on the back like she wanted to leave a bruise. “Sit, sit, please! We have so much to talk about before the ceremony!” She glanced over at Yui, her grin widening. “You’re Kiki’s mother, right? So nice to meet you, Miss Tanaka!” She took Yui’s hand in both of hers and pumped it vigorously. “Would you join us?”

All three of us sat. Reverend McCleary poured us both a coffee with both the enthusiasm and the constant motion of a game show host. Her teeth were perfectly white and even, and she never stopped showing them off. I quickly realized what a chatterbox we’d hired.

“Beautiful spread,” the reverend said as she took her seat. “Eat, eat! Break bread with me, Jack.”

With a start, I counted the holes on the platter and realized she’d eaten at least four pastries before we arrived. How does she stay so skinny? I wondered. Maybe she went to the same gym as Maria Alvarez.

I took a lemon danish and settled in.

“I understand most of the preparations have already been settled, Reverend?” I asked.

She snorted. “For pity’s sake, Jack, call me Kate!” She bit down on her bottom lip, looking me up and down with a frankness that would have unnerved me if I hadn’t already guessed she played for the other team. “They told me about you, but—talking about’s not seeing, you know?”

“Jack has had quite an eventful semester,” Yui said, quietly adding cream cheese to a bagel.

“I’ve heard a little bit about that!” Kate leaned back in her chair so far that for a second, I felt certain she was going to prop her feet up on the table. That would have brought the staff of Gabrielle’s in here, private event or no. “Lonely Prince Charming moves to a small town looking for love, finds not one princess but three waiting for him.” She grinned in a way that made her look like a fox. “They don’t make Hallmark movies like that, Jack, but I wish they would!”

“Okay,” I said, nodding along. As strange as I found this woman, her energy was infectious. As was her enthusiasm. What was it Marcie told me when she suggested our alternative venue? We don’t do anything traditional?

“So,” Kate said, putting her elbows on the table. “One groom, and three brides. Three! Do you have any idea how rare that is, Jack? How special!?”

I chose my words carefully. “It’s extremely special to me, Kate,” I said, flinching a bit at using the first name of a woman of the cloth. “All of this is. To them, as well.”

“Have you performed a wedding like this before?” Yui asked.

Kate made guns with her fingers and pointed them at Yui like she’d struck a bulls-eye. “Almost exactly!” she laughed, brimming with enthusiasm. “Almost exactly like this.”

“What does almost mean?” I asked.

“I have fifteen years of experience performing marriage ceremonies,” Kate explained, sounding about as businesslike as she ever got. “I’ve done plenty of polyamorous weddings. Multiple guys, multiple girls, everybody crying and hugging each other—it’s a great time!” She glanced over at Yui, perhaps noting the discomfort on the woman’s face before turning back to me. “But one guy with three wives? No, I haven’t had the pleasure of linking four people in that way before.”

“I’ve never had the pleasure of being linked in that way before,” I said. “So we’re both on new ground.”

Kate looked at me like I’d just stripped off my dress shirt to reveal a technicolor dreamcoat of my own. “You get it!” she grinned, giving me a playful slap on the chest. “Everybody’s probably told you you’re playing with fire, haven’t they? Nothing could be further from the truth, Jack—nothing!” She shot back in her seat before grabbing a cup of coffee and downing half of it in one long, messy gulp. “The universe loves this, Jack. The universe is singing hymns of joy for you and your girls today.”

Yui set her mug to the side. “I was wondering if theology would come into it,” she said. “I was surprised my daughter was able to find someone open-minded enough to perform a wedding like this. I would have thought there’d be some Bible verse that speaks against it…”

Kate grinned like a pool hustler who’d just been challenged to a game by a newbie. “Can I drop a little truth bomb on you, Miss Tanaka? Not trying to scramble the old brain-pan on your daughter’s special day, but I do want both of you to be crystal clear on this before the ceremony begins.”

“Certainly,” Yui said, sharing an uneasy glance with me.

Kate took another sip of her coffee and scooted around the table. “You’re making this a God thing,” she said, gesticulating wildly. “And I get that. Sometimes we think that, because we don’t say the right things or love the right people or even think the wrong thoughts that we don’t deserve a seat at the table.” She picked up a danish. “That we don’t get to break bread at the feast. Observe.”

Slowly—with a daintiness I didn’t think someone on a constant sugar-high could manage—the reverend tore the danish in two. She held it up, as if she’d just revealed some cosmic truth, and set the pieces on a plate.

“Everyone deserves a seat at the table,” she said, her smile turning serious for a moment. “Everyone deserves a ticket to the feast, Miss Tanaka. Turning anyone away—even the meanest, even the least—is an abominable act in the eyes of the ultimate party host. What sort of father lets his kids starve?”

“Some people’s fathers aren’t so great,” Yui whispered. “My daughter will have told you about hers.”

“And he’s gonna be here, too,” Kate said with a shrug. “God, Miss Tanaka, is love. Love will make you leave the ninety-nine behind and go running over field and dale to bring back the one. Love will get you to drag your kid up the mountain, tie him to a stone, and put a knife to his throat before the man upstairs says ‘hey, what the heck are you doing!?’”

Yui’s eyes looked like they were about to fall out of her head. “I won’t argue with you,” she said, her tone guarded. “I’ve already agreed to this for my daughter’s sake. But I do still have reservations.”

“Can’t get a decent seat at a restaurant without ‘em,” Kate chuckled. “Alright, let’s drop the heavy stuff and talk about your special day!”

Both of us leaned forward, glad to be on firmer ground.

“I’ve been working with your delightful fiancees—all three of them, of course, the absolute angels—to craft something truly special. Something that honors your individual relationships with each of them while celebrating the unity of your new family.”

“That sounds great,” I said, nodding at Yui. After a second, she nodded back.

“Beautiful. Here, I brought a visual aid…”

Kate pulled a binder out from under her chair—covered in stickers from various theological conferences and what looked like bootleg Lisa Frank decals—and flipped through it.

“We start with the processional, obvs,” she said, wiggling her fingers. “You at the altar, the three of them walking down the aisle—walking together, hand in hand, because they’re all equals in this union.” She glanced up at me, and for a second there was something hard in her gaze. “That’s right, yeah? No hierarchical bullshit? Three equal wives, none of them tucked away in the attic or hidden in the basement?”

“Absolutely not,” I said, meaning it. “They’ll have told you that legally, I can only marry Yukiko. But that’s just the paperwork.”

“Damned paperwork!” Kate chuckled. “No, I can see you mean what you say, Jack. We do the vows one-on-one, all individual like. You to them, them to you.” Her grin curled. “Since there’s three of them, I’d suggest you keep them on the shorter side. They will be. But each of them will mean every word.”

I nodded. Everything sounded good so far.

“Awesome!” Kate was really getting into it now. “I understand you have rings for all three of them?”

Another nod. “I have them on me,” I told her. “Should I give them to you?”

“No, you hang onto them,” she said, shaking her head. “It’s really important that they’re imbued with your energy, not mine. You keep them near you until the ceremony starts.”

Sure. I could do that. Imbuing energy sounded a little woo-woo, but I guess I’d signed up for it.

Kate must have sensed it. She leaned in close, like someone with a juicy secret. “Jack,” she whispered. “Have you ever heard of handfasting?”

I shook my head.

“Ancient tradition,” she said, rattling off the words. “Could talk about it all day, but we don’t have all day, so I’ll be brief. Your girls already know what to do. Well bind your hands together with ribbon—symbolizing the bonds the four of you are creating. I’m really good at it, and let me just say—I have never done this at a ceremony and not had every eye in the place crying like they just got finished watching Titanic. It’s going to be beautiful, trust me.”

Yui cocked an eyebrow but said nothing.

“And then!” Kate spread her hands. “The kiss. Kisses, plural. One for each bride. Oh, but first, I say the magic words.” She leaned back in her seat, waggling her eyebrows. “I now pronounce you husband and wives. God, isn’t that just so cool?”

“It still sounds surreal,” I murmured, warmth spreading through my chest. “I don’t think I’ll believe it until it actually happens.”

“It’s going to be beautiful,” Kate insisted. “Those girls—and I’m sure you’ve heard this a million times already—are so brave. I know you’re technically the groom, but honestly, they kinda outnumber you three to one. Everybody’s gonna be looking at them, not you.” She grinned. “A celebration of love. You ready?”

I thought about the scavenger hunt and the notes. The moment I got down on my knees and proposed to all three of them right next to the canal. Hell, I thought about all of it, every moment since I’d come to Stillwell.

“Yes,” I said. “I’m ready.”

“All right!” Kate lifted her hand for a high five. After a moment of confusion, I gave it to her. “Let’s kick the tires and light the fires, Jack. Don’t be late! The universe is watching!”

And with that, Reverend McCleary swept out of Gabrielle in a cloud of powdered sugar, leaving Yui and I alone at the table.

Neither of us spoke for a few moments.

“That was…” I started.

Yui laughed. “She’s a lot. But her heart’s in the right place.” Slowly, she nodded. “My daughter chose well.”

“She usually does,” I said mildly.

Yui smiled. “Yes, she does. Shall we?”

The drive to the hot springs felt like Christmas morning when I was a kid. Every second felt like an hour; like a terrible burden between me and the thing I truly wanted. Yui was quiet most of the drive, just letting me think. She could tell I needed a little calm before the storm.

The gravel lot was half-full of cars by the time we arrived. Maria’s SUV was the most prominent, but there were more than a few I recognized: vehicles that had been press-ganged into ferrying coeds from Delta Rho to and from the venue site. The final preparations were well under way, and everyone else was just waiting for the fun to begin.

“This is where I leave you,” Yui said, gesturing for me to get out of the car. “Your clothes are waiting in the pavilion, Jack. You should get ready. And then…”

She trailed off, suddenly wistful.

“Then, you should get a drink and say a little prayer,” she said, cocking her head to the side. “The best part of your life is about to begin. Congratulations.”

“Thank you.” I took her hand and squeezed it. “You raised an incredible woman, Yui.”

Yukiko’s mother sniffed. “Every man and woman who attends this service is going to know how lucky you are, Jack,” she said, a faint smile tugging at her lips. “But very few people are going to realize how lucky those three women are to have you.”

“Liar,” I chuckled. “Everyone knows I’m the lucky one.”

Her lips formed a tight little line. “Take good care of my daughter?”

It was as close to tears as I’d ever seen Yui. I pulled her into a hug, feeling about every emotion in the book all at once. She shuddered against me, stifling a sob, then looked into my eyes.

“I’m going to make that girl the happiest woman in the world,” I promised her. “Mom.”

She laughed, tears trickling down her cheeks. “Damn you,” she said, pretending to be upset about it. “I’m going to have to redo my makeup before the ceremony…”

“I mean it,” I said. “Thank you for letting me call you that.”

She nodded. “You’re my daughter’s husband,” she said. “How could you call me anything else?”

I climbed out of the car and walked the last bit of the path to the hot springs. The winter air was clear and cold, and the gravel crunched beneath my feet with every step. It wasn’t the first time I’d walked this trail—I’d done it twice before we selected this place as our wedding venue and about two dozen times while setting up—but today, it looked different. Felt different.

Today it was sacred in a whole new way.

The hot springs came into view. A dozen or so figures were milling around, mostly girls from Delta Rho who’d come early to help set up. They waved, pelting me with well-wishes and gesturing for me to go to the pavilion. The wedding would be starting soon—in barely two hours by my wristwatch—which meant I should have already been suited up just to be on the safe side.

Time to fix that, I told myself.

I stepped into the pavilion, looking around for my clothes.

Only to find a figure at the center, standing in front of the altar with their back to me.

My heart skipped a beat.

Oh thank God, I thought, relief washing over me. It’s Daniel.

For half a second—one wild, impossible fraction of an instant—I was able to fool myself into believing it was Daniel. That my mentor had swallowed his pride, made the drive from his hotel and was here to give his little girl away—to be part of her special day even if he didn’t approve of who and what she’d chosen.

Then I realized I was wrong.

The figure turned. The man looked a little like Daniel Ramsey, but only a little. He was probably a few years younger—mid-to-late fifties at a glance—with dirty blonde hair and defined, aristocratic features. His suit looked expensive and tailored, his beard was so well trimmed it belonged on a magazine cover, and he carried himself with the kind of casual confidence that came one of two ways: from a lifetime of privilege, or from working your ass off to achieve a position of privilege.

Something about this guy said it was the former, not the latter.

He looked vaguely familiar, but I didn’t recognize him. Not yet.

He smiled when he saw me, and I shivered. It was a perfectly pleasant smile on the outside, but it touched his eyes about as much as Mona’s did when she was raking someone over the coals in an HR meeting. It was the exact opposite of the warm, slightly manic smiles I’d been seeing in the person of Reverend McClearly all morning long.

I don’t like this guy, I thought. What is he doing here?

And why did I feel like his last name was probably Baines?

“Mr. Avery,” he said, his voice as smooth as glass. “I’ve been looking forward to meeting you.”

He extended his hand. I took it automatically, as a friendly gesture. Without thinking.

His grip made Kate’s hug look cozy. He squeezed so hard it was painful, so that I had to grit my teeth and squeeze back to reassert my dominance.

He looked pleased by it. “You don’t recognize me, do you?” he asked.

I didn’t need to. There was only one person this could possibly be—Mr. Whoever Baines, the father of that little shit Trevor and the ex-husband of Elizabeth Baines. He’d probably heard I was the reason his son had to switch schools, and that I’d defeated his wife’s plans every time she’d tried to destroy me and my women.

He’d come to make a scene at my wedding. But he’d fucked up.

Because he had no right to be here.

I opened my mouth to tell him I already knew his whole deal. Then I looked in his eyes.

Really looked.

And froze solid in my tracks.

It was subtle. The color wasn’t the same—not that piercing, brilliant blue I loved so much. These eyes were hard and cold, not warm and filled with understanding. There was no love in them.

But the shape, the intelligence, the spark—that was the same. Exactly the same.

I saw Samantha in this man’s eyes.

Oh no. Oh fuck no.

Somewhere in the distance I could hear coeds stringing up lights, laughing. But the world had gone very, very cold, and even the hot springs couldn’t warm up what was happening inside of me.

“My name is Warren Lowry,” the man said, his smile widening. “Samantha’s father. I understand you’re marrying my little girl today?”

END OF PART TWELVE
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