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Chapter One

“What a wonderful place,” the man said, gripping my hand tight as he looked around the pavilion. “A delightful venue, although it’s a rather unconventional spot for a wedding. Then again, nothing about this event is ordinary, is it, Mr. Avery?”

I forced a smile I didn’t feel, ice water filling my veins. Samantha’s father stood before me—Warren Lowry, the Dad she’d been no-contact with for the last three years. The man whose narcissism and selfishness destroyed her relationship with Jessamyn Fawkes, shredded her friendship with Chloe, and nearly drove her insane.

He was standing right in the middle of the most special place in the world.

On our wedding day.

I grabbed his wrist with my other hand and tugged. It was about the last thing he expected; the sudden motion pulled him off-balance, his eyes widening in shock. For a fraction of a second, he looked like he expected me to punch him in the face.

I hadn’t decided if I was going to yet.

I pulled him into what would have looked to anyone standing outside of the pavilion like a fatherly hug, my voice dropping to a whisper.

“What the hell are you doing here?”

Samantha’s father wasn’t supposed to be in Stillwell. He wasn’t supposed to be in America—barely twenty-four hours ago, we’d gotten a text from Samantha’s brother that both Mr. and Mrs. Lowry had just touched down in Budapest, all the way on the other side of the Atlantic Ocean. Neither of them had been invited to the wedding, and the little flashing icon on the Lowry’s shared Life360 app had been the final confirmation that we wouldn’t need to worry about them crashing the gates.

A pang shot through me as I remembered the look on Samantha’s face when she got the text. She’d been shaking with relief as the news sank in. I hadn’t realized until that moment how badly my babygirl had been terrified that her Mom and Dad would try to ruin her special day, the way they’d ruined so many other good things in her life.

No, I told myself. They did NOT get to do this to Samantha. Not to my babygirl.

Not today.

Warren had the temerity to pretend to be confused. “What do you mean? Why wouldn’t we be here, Jack? It’s our daughter’s wedding.”

We. Oh Christ, it was worse than I thought.

“Her mother’s here, too?” I asked.

“Dawn is taking a walk around the hot springs,” Samantha’s father said, gesturing across the venue with his chin. “She’s a little nervous to see our angel on her big day. Fantastic pool, by the way—I had no idea there were actual hot springs this far north—”

“I’m surprised you didn’t bring Chloe,” I growled.

He stepped back like I’d slapped him in the face, his mouth hanging open. For a moment, the mask fell, and Warren Lowry’s cold smile turned into a frozen, arrogant smirk. It only lasted a moment before his air of casual confidence returned, but that moment told me all I needed to know.

Whatever he might say today, Samantha’s father hadn’t changed one bit.

“I suppose I’m not surprised my daughter told you about my… indiscretions,” he said, smiling like he was talking about occasionally cheating on his diet instead of ruining Samantha’s life. “No parent is perfect, Mr. Avery. I’m well aware that I disappointed Samantha back then. I’m very sorry for it.”

“Not sorry enough that you didn’t do it again with Jessamyn Fawkes.”

His lips peeled back over his teeth. “I see Sam’s been a little chatterbox, as usual.”

“I had dealings with Miss Fawkes. It came up.” I stepped in closer, making myself as physically imposing as I could. “I’m going to make this easy on you, Warren,” I whispered. “Go to the pool, grab your wife, tell her you’re leaving. And then leave.”

He smiled, challenge dancing in his eyes. “Excuse me?”

“You don’t talk to Samantha,” I said through clenched teeth. “You don’t look at Samantha. You leave, right now, and Samantha has no idea that you were ever here.”

He forced out a mirthless little laugh. “And if I don’t?”

“I really hope you do,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest. “Because I don’t want to put a man in the hospital on my wedding day.”

Every protective instinct in me said to do it. As the sounds of coeds cheerfully opening folding chairs and hanging lights reached my ears, I realized I understood the story of Genesis a hell of a lot better than I ever had before. The women of Delta Rho had helped my wives and I build an Eden out here in the New England wilderness. A charmed, magical place where Samantha, Yukiko, Marcie and I could publicly express our love and have our happily ever after.

And this man was the snake.

Who would bring everything to ruin if I didn’t get him out of here this very instant.

But Samantha’s father didn’t look like he was going anywhere. “From what I understand, you’re the one who recently left the hospital, Mr. Avery,” he said, affecting a chummy manner I didn’t believe for a moment. “Are you sure you should exert yourself after such a heavy shock to your system? You’re not worried you might have a panic attack, now are you?”

God damn it. How the hell did Samantha’s father know about that?

He probably stopped by the Baines residence on the way here, I thought, acid filling my stomach. Picked up the whole Jackson Avery dossier and read it on the drive over.

Warren’s expression softened. “I think we got off on the wrong foot, Jack,” he said, clapping me on the shoulder. “Dawn and I aren’t here to fight with you! We’re so excited for your special day! We’re here to—to make amends with Samantha. I know we’ve had our problems in the past, but—”

“She hasn’t spoken to you in three years,” I growled. “And you think you can just waltz in here during her fucking wedding?”

Again that angry, arrogant stare. Like I was a waiter who wouldn’t bring a refill of bread, instead of the man who was about to marry his daughter. “We’re here to apologize, Mr. Avery,” he said. “Dawn and I want to say we’re sorry and make things right. We’ve missed Samantha so much—she’s been on her own for so long. We brought a very generous gift—”

“Keep it,” I snapped. “Keep it and get the hell out.”

A slow, sleazy smile spread across Warren’s face.

“This is a public ceremony, Mr. Avery,” he said, spreading his arms. That was technically a lie, but he continued right on before I could correct him. “My wife and I have every right to be here. More so than most, considering the… unorthodox makeup of the bridal party?”

If he wasn’t such an amoral sleazeball (and hadn’t traumatized Samantha a half-dozen times over), I might have admired Warren Lowry for that. He had the same instincts I did for things like this—that it was better to step on the landmine and blow it up on your own terms than try and tiptoe around it and have it go off in your face.

Unfortunately for him, I’d already heard Samantha’s story. “We are nothing like you, pal.”

“Three wives!” Warren held up three fingers to match, which I couldn’t help but notice he did in the German way rather than the American. Must have been all those Old World trips when Samantha was a kid. “Three beautiful, blushing brides, Jack. Our daughter cut us out of her life because we occasionally pursue unconventional arrangements, and now she’s run straight into the arms of a man who can’t even say she’s the only woman he’s marrying!” He laughed, and this time it was genuine. “I guess it’s true what they say: the apple never falls far from the tree. You can run away from your family, but you can’t outrun your own blood.”

I was already shaking my head. “What we’ve got couldn’t be more different from what you and your wife have,” I said, balling my fists in quiet fury.

“No?” He crossed his arms, leaning forward like he was really looking forward to hearing this. “Tell me why it’s different, Jack. Because, between you and me? I’m being a nice guy about all this, because Samantha is my little girl and I want my wife to be happy. But personally, I think she owes her mother and I an apology.”

Over my dead body, I thought. And hers.

“I don’t have to hunt through my daughter’s Rolodex to find girls for my wife and I to hook up with,” I growled. “And that’s for starters.”

If I expected shame from him, I was disappointed. Warren just chuckled. “It was a mistake to proposition someone so… close to Samantha,” Warren admitted. “All I can say is she was very willing, and we were all very drunk.”

Bile filled the back of my throat. “Well, I’ve never had to get a girl drunk in a hot tub so I could take advantage of her,” I said, staring him down.

Warren did not like that. “Is that what my daughter told you?”

“That’s what you just told me.”

“Wasn’t this Marcella Ramsey girl a pledge in Delta Rho?” Warren grinned like he’d just scored a point. “In fact, I’m fairly certain Samantha was her mentor.” He stepped forward, dropping his voice. “That’s a very inappropriate relationship, Jack.”

I shook my head. It was different, though he never would have admitted that. There was nothing predatory about it—I’d been with Samantha for months before Marcie and I found our way to each other, and she’d been the one to jump into my lap, finally acting on her feelings that magical night on the way back to the condo.

Warren and his wife would have gone after Marcie the way Trevor Baines did.

“Your daughter is nothing like you,” I said. “And neither am I. I don’t smash people’s boundaries. I don’t do things my women are uncomfortable with. I don’t humiliate them by seducing their friends and ruining their relationships.”

“The only thing here that’s humiliating is you thinking you’re different from me.”

I couldn’t help it—I got up in his face. “You know what Samantha didn’t have to tell me?”

His eyes widened. He took a half-step back, the rage in my face frightening him.

“She didn’t have to say it, because she’s probably repressing it as hard as she can, but I’ve got eyes. I’ve met Jessamyn Fawkes, and I looked up that Chloe girl’s social media after Samantha told me that story about you two and her. I’ve seen their photo reels.” My hand came down on Warren’s shoulder, gripping it hard enough to bruise. “I don’t fuck girls who look so much like my daughter that I can pretend they’re her when I’m drunk, you fucking monster.”

All the color drained from Warren’s face. His mouth worked soundlessly, his eyes darting back and forth as he tried to deny it—but the words wouldn’t come.

What did was the anger.

His expression turned to fury, a vein pulsing in his temple as he grabbed me and shoved me backwards. “You little shit!” he growled, all of his carefully-hidden narcissism and entitlement exploding from him in three short words. “You think you know the first goddamned thing about my family? You think you can stand there about to marry three little sluts half your fucking age and lecture me from your high horse?”

I was done with this. I’d tried, I really had, but Samantha’s father had to go.

And if he wouldn’t leave peacefully, I’d send him out on a fucking stretcher.

Forgive me, babygirl, I thought. I’m about to do something very unwise…

“Is everything okay in here?”

Samantha’s father and I both turned. Tasha stood in the doorway, dressed in her bridesmaid’s gown. The sleek maroon fabric hugged her curves, accentuated by a pair of heels so high they made her just as tall as I was.

In the blink of an eye, Warren Lowry was all smiles. Like a mask. Creepy.

Tasha glanced at me, then at Warren. Her eyes narrowed.

Samantha’s father looked her up and down, making no secret of how interested he was in the newcomer. “Well hello there, miss! I was just having a chat with the groom.” He grinned in a way that was almost charming in the right light. “You must be one of the Delta Rho girls?”

I watched Tasha’s expression curdle. Warren looked like he was already picturing introducing Tasha to his wife, telling her how much they liked her ‘vibe’, getting her drunk and suggesting they all take a walk to the far side of the hot springs. It was so sleazy and predatory I couldn’t believe any woman had ever fallen for it.

Warren extended a hand as Tasha approached. She didn’t take it.

“Tasha Davis,” she said. “Officer Tasha Davis, Stillwell PD. I’m both a bridesmaid and head of security for this event.”

Samantha’s father blinked. Sweat broke out on his forehead. “Security? You? My goodness, what a surprise!”

He laughed. Tasha didn’t.

“I wouldn’t think security was necessary.”

“I didn’t think it was, either,” Tasha said simply. “But it sounds like there’s a problem in here?”

“Tash, this is Warren Lowry,” I said. “Samantha’s father.”

Tasha’s eyes went as wide as saucers. “Samantha’s fa… oh Jesus.”

“Her mother’s here, too.”

Tasha’s instincts kicked in. “So, did Samantha’s brother lie to her?” she asked, glaring at Warren. “Or did you trick everybody somehow?”

The rest of the calm expression on Warren’s face evaporated. “Excuse me?”

“Your family’s location app says you’re in Budapest right now.”

He snorted. “I’m not being interrogated here. It’s my daughter’s wedding day.”

Tasha glanced over at me, reading my face, then nodded. “That’s right. And you haven’t been invited to be a part of this day, Mr. Lowry. Neither has your wife.” She glanced back at the coeds assembling rows of chairs in front of the pavilion. “I’m going to have to ask you both to leave.”

Warren dug in his heels. “I’m not going anywhere,” Samantha’s father said. “Samantha is my daughter and I have a right to be here!”

The irony, I thought. Sam’s father wasn’t invited to the wedding, but he was going to have to be dragged from the venue kicking and screaming. Marcie’s father was invited and hadn’t given us the faintest indication he was coming.

Tasha’s lips formed a tight little line. “I can have squad cars here in twenty minutes,” she said, her eyes telling Warren she meant every word she said. “You want to try me, sir?”

Warren sputtered incoherently. “I want to speak to my daughter,” he snapped. “Now.”

Two more figures appeared at the entrance of the pavilion. One was Maria Alvarez, my realtor and harem girl—and the other I could tell at a glance could be no one but Dawn Lowry, Samantha’s mother. She had the same put-together look as her daughter, though she’d clearly had some work done somewhere between forty and now.

Maria was leading Dawn by the elbow of her shirt, her face scrunched with worry. “Querido, this woman says she’s Samantha’s mother?” she said, leading Dawn into the center of the space. “She—oh. Oh shit, it’s true, isn’t it?”

Dawn shrugged off Maria’s arm. “Darling, what’s going on?” she asked, joining her husband. “This… ethnic woman just told me we have to leave our own daughter’s wedding!?”

“Ethnic?” Tasha’s eyebrows shot all the way to her hair. “Oh, you’re kidding me.”

“It’s not the first thing she said, and I’m trying my best to ignore it,” Maria muttered, blowing a lock of hair out of her face. “I’m guessing this is Mr. Lowry, Jack?”

“Stop talking about us like we’re not here!” Warren thundered. “We are Samantha’s goddamned parents! We have rights!”

Several people stopped what they were doing to stare. The happy sounds of jokes and gossip quieted down as everyone noticed what was happening in the pavilion.

Maria narrowed her eyes. “If you think yelling’s going to bring your daughter running to you, you’re wrong,” she said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. Even now, I couldn’t not notice how that gown did amazing things to the Latina’s bust. “Be as loud as you want. She won’t hear you—”

“SAMANTHA!” Dawn shrieked at the top of her lungs, cupping her hands around her mouth like a megaphone. “Samantha, sweetheart, where ARE you!? Mommy and Daddy are here!”

There’s only one man Samantha feels safe enough to call Daddy, I thought. And it’s not the man who raised her.

“Alright, come on,” Tasha said, her tone brooking no nonsense. It almost sounded like she was speaking to children. “That’s enough. Both of you are making a disturbance, which is more than enough reason to eject you from the event. Please come with me—”

She took Mrs. Lowry by the shoulder, intending to escort her out of the pavilion.

And all hell broke loose.

Samantha’s mother let out a bloodcurdling scream. “Get your hands off of me!” she shrieked, making her earlier pleas for her daughter sound almost sedate by comparison. “Warren! Warren, HELP!”

All the fake kindness and civility dropped from Samantha’s father. Warren lunged forward, his face twisting with rage. “Don’t you touch my WIFE—!”

Samantha’s mother pushed Tasha backward a step, still babbling. It was far from the first time she’d been shoved in the line of duty—but she normally wasn’t wearing six inch heels. She wobbled, reflexively grasping at the air as she stumbled backwards and landed on her ass, hitting the floor with a thud.

“What the fuck, lady!?” Maria roared, putting herself between Samantha’s mother and Tasha. “Tash, are you okay—”

Warren’s fist connected with the side of Maria’s head.

She dropped like a stone, making not a single noise as she hit the ground. She lay there, face down, not moving a muscle. She looked dead.

My vision blurred.

Samantha’s father stared at his handiwork, his arms hanging limply at his sides. He looked like a man who’d just snapped out of a trance—like even he couldn’t understand how things had just gone so wrong so quickly. On the floor, Tasha was just starting to realize that Maria wasn’t moving. Wasn’t getting back up.

No swear words in Spanish. No sexy little line about how she liked it rough, but not like that. No crack about how her abuela used to smack her harder than that when she wouldn’t stop talking in church.

Just silence.

The most terrifying silence I’d ever heard.

“I didn’t…” Warren’s voice faltered. “Jesus, I didn’t mean to—I just want to see my daughter—”

I was on him in the blink of an eye.


Chapter Two

What happened next wasn’t my proudest moment.

It certainly wasn’t how I’d expected to spend my wedding day—or any day, for that matter. But when I saw Maria lying there, face down and limp, something snapped inside of me. I kept seeing her springing back up, wailing into Warren with a string of insults, readjusting her perfectly-coiffed hair as she complained about having to re-sit in the makeup chair before the ceremony.

Shrugging off the blow and coming back twice as feisty.

And every time I thought it, it refused to become real.

Because she was still lying there, not moving, like a broken doll.

I tackled Samantha’s father, shoving him to the pavilion floor. He reached up at the last second, already trying to say something smooth and charming, but it was far too late for that. I batted his fist away and slugged him right in the nose.

The crunch was sickening and satisfying at the same time.

Warren let out a groan, clutching his face. “You bastard!” he slurred, the consonants running into each other. “I think you broke my nose—!”

My hands went to his throat.

His words cut off with a gasp as I squeezed. I wasn’t thinking—certainly not about the wedding, or the three women getting themselves ready for the ceremony somewhere (hopefully) far out of earshot. I was running on pure rage. Pure instinct.

I might have killed him. I was angry to do it. But fortunately (or unfortunately, depending on how you looked at it), Warren was not Daniel Ramsey. ‘Fighting fair’ was not in his vocabulary.

He kneed me between the legs, hard, and my fingers left his throat.

Jesus, that hurt!

He sprang up, trying to get out from under me, but I was faster. I grabbed him and shoved him all the way up against one of the pillars holding up the pavilion’s roof, smacking him in the ribs with an elbow before delivering a right hook with my free hand to his jaw. He battered my back and shoulders with his fists, scoring a half-dozen hits that were going to be sore in the morning—but in the moment, I didn’t feel them.

Too much adrenaline.

Someone was screaming at me. Somewhere deep in the recesses of my brain, I could tell that we had company—that the pavilion was practically full, that everyone who’d been helping set up the last few touches on the venue were now gathered around us, trying to break up the fight.

That was a problem. Because I didn’t want the fight to break up.

I wanted to rip the snake right out of the garden and stomp it flat.

“Please…” Warren muttered, blood trickling from both nostrils of his broken nose. “Stop! I’m sorry! No more, please—!”

Hands grabbed at my shoulders.

“Jack! Jack! Jackson Avery!”

The words finally reached me. I turned, glaring at the person who’d dared to interrupt my righteous fury.

And found myself staring into the eyes of Yui Tanaka.

My therapist. And my bride to be’s mother.

“Jack,” she said, relief flooding her gaze. “Snap out of it. Look at me.”

I did. Jesus, I thought dimly. What a mess.

The pavilion was packed. A mass of coeds stood at the entrance, looking like they weren’t sure whether to cheer me on or scream bloody murder. Heather and Eva were at the front, wearing identical little black dresses and expressions like they wanted to jump in and calm the violent groom down by letting him fuck their brains out. Samantha’s mother lay on the floor, screaming and sobbing, a pair of handcuffs around her wrists and Lakshmi standing guard over her.

Maria—

Maria was slumped over in the corner, Tasha crouching over her and pressing an ice pack against the side of her head. The Latina’s eyes were half-open, like her lids didn’t quite want to go up all the way—but when Tasha leaned down and whispered a question to her, I saw her lips weakly moving to form an answer.

Alive. Thank God.

“Jack, calm down,” Yui said, holding up her hands. “In through the nose, out through the mouth. Please. Stop fighting. Stop hitting him.”

“Yui, he—”

Her expression darkened. “I know what he did. But today is your wedding day.”

Slowly, I nodded. “I think I’ll take that Xanax now,” I said.

Samantha’s father looked around as if seeing the crowd for the first time. With a numb little shake, he brushed off the front of his suit, wiping his nose and smearing blood all over his upper lip. He saw it on his hand and hissed, his eyes widening.

“You all saw it,” he said, pointing at me. “This man attacked me! I want him arrested!”

Across the room, Tasha straightened up. She said a few words to Maria, who nodded weakly, then pulled two coeds from Delta Rho over to watch over the realtor. Her face stayed calm and professional as she made her way over to us, but I knew her well enough to see the absolute stormcloud of fury underneath.

“He was defending us,” Tasha said. “Your wife assaulted a police officer, and you’re fucking lucky you didn’t just cop an involuntary manslaughter charge.”

Something about the phrase ‘involuntary manslaughter’ made Warren sit up and take notice. “He hit me first,” he protested.

“No he didn’t,” Tasha said.

“There are cameras in here,” Heather said, pointing. There was indeed a little black security camera blinking in a corner of the pavilion. “We’ve got a record of the whole thing.”

“A video of Jack beating the shit out of Samantha’s dad,” Eva added. “Fuck me, that’s better than porn!”

“You’re under arrest,” Tasha said, relishing the words far more than necessary. “You had a chance to do this quietly, Mr. Lowry. But you had to make it all about you, didn’t you?”

“That’s not happening,” Samantha’s father snapped. “I’m not going anywhere!”

Someone stepped out of the crowd.

If I’d been asked to choose which moment I wanted Ryuichi Tanaka—Yukiko’s father, currently in the middle of a messy divorce with her mother after infidelity with his personal trainer—to come and join the wedding party, now would have been at the absolute bottom of that list.

But here he was.

“What… what has happened?” he asked, his faint Japanese accent sharpening his syllables. “Why is everyone fighting? Why is there blood on the groom?”

Yui turned. “Husband,” she said, pointing at Samantha’s father. “Help Tasha arrest this man.”

He scoffed. “What? What dishonor has the man who wants to steal our daughter brought to us this time…?”

I turned to Ryuichi, letting him feel the full force of my gaze.

“You see her?” I asked, pointing at Maria. My thumb jerked in Warren’s direction. “He did that.”

I watched as Ryuichi took in the sight of the half-comatose Maria. His face darkened like a black shroud, and when he turned back to Warren, there was an anger in him that even his outburst back at the hibachi restaurant couldn’t match.

“You hit a woman?” he demanded.

Warren’s mouth worked soundlessly. “I’m Samantha’s father,” he protested, the words sounding weak even to his own ears. “I came to surprise my daughter!”

“Some surprise,” Ryuichi snorted. “You’re leaving. Now.”

It wasn’t the most shocking thing I’d seen since arriving at the wedding venue, but it was certainly close.

Ryuichi frog-marched Warren to the entrance of the pavilion, past the gawking coeds who were now all looking at me like I’d reenacted an action movie in front of them. Dawn sobbed dramatically as Lakshmi and another coed hauled her to her feet, dragging her along with her husband.

“Here.” Tasha tossed Ryuichi a set of keys. “Those are for the big white SUV in the parking lot. Put them both in there and keep an eye on them. We’ve got a squad car coming to pick them up.” She glanced over at her bestie. “And an ambulance for Maria.”

Ryuichi nodded. “Understood.”

“Thank you,” Yui said.

Ryuichi looked stunned for a moment. “Of course,” he said, as if irritated by the idea she could ever think he wouldn’t help out in a crisis like this.

For a moment, I dared hope this meant the two of us were turning over a new leaf. But just before he pinned Warren’s wrists together again and marched him out of the pavilion, he shot me a withering look.

“We will discuss this incident later,” he said, his eyes narrowing. “This is not how I imagined spending the beginning of my daughter’s wedding.”

“Neither did I,” I agreed. “They showed up uninvited and punched a bridesmaid.”

“You get to tell my daughter about this,” he told Yui, shaking his head. “I would be far too tempted to say ‘I told you so’.”

Yui’s face was a mask of stone.

As soon as Mr. and Mrs. Lowry were on their way to their makeshift squad car, Tasha came over to me. “I was planning on using those handcuffs later for something fun,” she muttered, glancing out the front of the pavilion. “Didn’t think I’d be needing them to cuff the mother of the freaking bride…”

“How is she?” I asked.

Tasha frowned deeply. “She’s got a concussion for sure,” she said, glancing over at Maria. “She’s conscious, but she’s not making a lot of sense.” She glanced out the front of the pavilion. “Pretty sure her skull’s cracked. I’ve seen a lot of people get banged up on the job: tackled to the pavement, shoved against walls while being cuffed, that kind of thing. You get a feel for it.”

My stomach fell. “That sounds bad.”

“It’s certainly not good.” Tasha frowned, looking at the Latina with genuine worry. “It’s not life-threatening, but she needs to get to the hospital. And stay there for at least a day or two.” She grimaced. “She’s gonna miss the wedding.”

I stared at Ryuichi’s back as he led the Lowrys away.

Is there still going to be one?

“The ambulance should be here in ten minutes,” Tasha said. “Squad car should arrive around the same time. We’ll get this cleaned up before most of the guests arrive. I’m going to go make sure the Lowrys don’t try to bolt.”

“You go do that,” I said, barely processing her words. The sight of Maria slumped in the corner, attended to by coeds, broke my heart. Jesus, this was not how I’d expected my wedding day to go. “I’m going to check on Maria.”

“Alright.” Tasha paused, thinking. “Don’t be surprised if she sounds a little off.”

As Tasha went to go take care of Samantha’s parents and help the ambulance crew, I crossed the pavilion and knelt in front of Maria. The Latina’s eyes were half-open, glancing around her in heavy-lidded confusion. One of the coeds kept pouring water into her mouth, which she swallowed more or less mechanically.

I hissed. The ice pack on her head had a pink tinge to the bottom, blood seeping through. Yeah, that did not look good. I was surprised Warren’s punch did all that—she must have hit the ground at precisely the wrong angle to compound the damage.

I’d heard about things like that: people who slipped off a six-inch curb in just the wrong way and broke their necks.

I’d never expected it to almost happen to someone I loved.

Maria smiled when she saw me. “Tiger,” she whispered, relief flooding her features. “You got an Advil? My head is killing me…”

My throat tightened. “Maria, I am so sorry.”

“Not your fault,” she managed, groaning in pain as the coed’s grip on her ice pack shifted slightly. “Bastard sucker punched me. I think he was going for Tasha—I was just standing in the way.” She tried to laugh, but it came out as a kind of cough instead. “Guess I’m not as good at the whole cop thing as she is.”

My heart skipped a beat. “You’re not a cop, Maria,” I said. “You’re a realtor. You sell houses.”

“I know that! I look damn good doing it, too.” For a second, her gaze went unfocused, her face filling with confusion. “Wait, what did I say? Jesus, querido, it feels like someone hit me upside the head with a hammer…”

I took her hand, all my protective instincts activating at once. “We’re going to get you some help, Maria. You’re going to the hospital, okay? Tasha says you’re going to be alright.” I made a snap decision, praying my wives would forgive me. “I’m coming with you. I’m not going anywhere. I’ll be holding your hand in the ambulance the whole time—”

“Fuck no,” Maria gasped. “It’s your wedding day, papi. You can’t let this ruin it.”

“You didn’t do anything. Samantha’s parents did. We’re going to postpone—”

“I said no!”

The words came out sharp, cutting through the fog in her eyes. Suddenly she was Maria again, bright and feisty, looking at me like I was the one with a head injury. “You do not let them take this away from you,” she said, her grip on my hand tightening. I forbid you from postponing, querido. You’re marrying those girls. Today.”

“You’re hurt,” I protested.

Maria shook her head, which made her groan as the ice pack shifted. “I’m fine,” she muttered, though her eyes were already starting to glaze over. “Just… just dizzy. Might not be able to dance with you and the other girls, but I did plenty of that at the bachelor party the other night—”

She tried to sit up straighter and immediately regretted it.

“Okay, fuck,” she whispered, closing her eyes. “Yeah, I’m going to the hospital, aren’t I? I’m gonna have to bow out, querido.”

“Maria—”

“Promise me.” She glanced up at me, her gaze clearing like she was literally fighting through the pain behind her eyes. If anyone could catfight a concussion into temporary submission, it was Maria Alvarez. “Promise me you’re not going to cancel, querido. If you let that hijo de puta ruin this for you and those girls, I’m never gonna let you hear the end of it.” Her eyelids fluttered. “Kiki, Sam and Marcie deserve that. Those girls—they’re my family, tiger, almost as much as you. And Tasha.”

Despite everything, I managed to smile. “You two really get along.”

“She’s my sister from another mister,” Maria chuckled. “Make sure everybody takes lots of pictures, querido. I’m gonna wanna see how hot everyone looked when I’m all better.”

“I promise,” I told her. “And thank you.”

She was quiet for so long I grew worried she’d drifted off. That was bad with a concussion, I remembered. “Maria? Maria!”

“I’m here,” she snickered. “Don’t worry, papi, I’m not tired. Talking’s just hard right now.” She glanced over at one of the coeds. “You. What’s your favorite song on the new Rosalia album?”

The coed glanced at me. “I’ve got her,” she said.

“Good.” I gave Maria’s hand one last squeeze. “I’m going to go get the ambulance,” I told her. “I’ll be right back.”

“Knock ‘em dead, tiger.”

I gave the coed a firm look. “Keep her awake and talking,” I said. “Don’t let her drift off.”

As she nodded, I rose. Yui appeared at my elbow, her hand going to my shoulder. “Come with me,” she said. “Let’s get some air.”

I let her lead me out of the pavilion. Most of the coeds had broken off from the group and were back at work, although they were stringing lights and assembling tables a lot slower than before. All of them stared at me as I made my way down the gravel path.

Tasha stood in the parking lot next to Maria’s white SUV, arms crossed as she glared at the Lowrys through the windshield. Samantha’s mother was crying in the passenger seat, while Mr. Lowry lay in the back, blood still smeared across his upper lip. Neither of them looked like they could figure out how they got into this situation.

Narcissists, I thought. They’re used to the people around them being pushovers. When they run into people like Maria and Tasha who don’t put up with their bullshit, they blow their top…

Ryuichi was nowhere to be seen. I wondered where he’d run off to.

Tasha looked happy to see me. “How’s Maria?”

“Mostly okay,” I said. I told Tasha what the Latina told me about the wedding.

She snickered. “I had a feeling that was going to be her reaction,” Tasha said, putting a hand on her hip. “She really called me her sister from another mister?”

“Yeah, something must have been knocked loose in there,” I said. “What’s the ETA on the ambulance?”

Tasha glanced at her watch. “Should be any minute now. Squad car’s running a little late, but they won’t be too far behind.” She glanced into the SUV. “I’ll have to drive right to the station after the wedding to give a statement—sorry. They’re going to give me time to enjoy the ceremony first, though.” She grinned. “Either way, the charges are serious enough that these two are going to be busy. They won’t be crashing any more weddings today.”

I wondered about that.

“You sure?” I asked.

Tasha glared through the side window. “I was just asking myself that question,” she muttered. “Guy like that’s probably got his lawyers on speed dial.” Then she shook herself. “But Mrs. Lowry attacked an officer of the law, and I’m making sure Mr. Lowry’s facing a first-degree assault charge, even if there’s no way anything other than a misdemeanor will actually stick.” Her eyes met mine. “Even Elizabeth Baines couldn’t get them processed and back here in two hours.”

“And if they do, we won’t let them in,” a voice said.

I turned. Lakshmi, Heather and Eva were making their way across the gravel lot. All three of them had seen the fight, but they’d had very different reactions to it.

Lakshmi looked shaken and worried.

The cheerleader twins clearly wanted to rip my clothes off.

“You think any of the girls who saw that are going to let Samantha’s parents within a hundred yards of the hot spring?” Heather snorted. “Please.”

“We’ll form a human chain if we have to,” Eva chimed in. “‘Red Rover, red rover, don’t send those boomer fucks over…’”

“Good,” I said. They might have meant it as a joke, but on a day where so much had already gone wrong, I was going to take them one hundred percent seriously. “I’m holding you to that.”

“Totally,” Heather whispered, her eyes wide. “You were such a beast, sir!”

Eva chimed in on beat. “Yeah, I know we’re supposed to be worried about Maria and all, but holy shit. You almost killed that guy!” Her eyes shone like she was about to suggest I use them for ‘stress relief’ before the ceremony—in any combination of holes I wanted. “I can’t believe our Daddy beat up Samantha’s dad—”

Yui cleared her throat. Loudly.

Both cheerleaders fell silent. “Anyway, it was super cool,” Heather muttered.

“We wanna talk about it later,” Eva agreed. “In detail.”

It would have been funny under other circumstances.

“We have another issue,” Yukiko’s mother said. “My daughter has no idea what’s been going on—and neither do your other two brides.”

“I’m kind of amazed to hear that,” I admitted. “Considering how loud we were.”

“I’ve kept them safe,” Yui said with pride. “Your brides are sequestered, but they do need to be informed of the… disturbances to the wedding. With your permission, I’ll go to them and explain everything.”

I was already shaking my head. “No.”

Yui started. “You want them to remain ignorant?”

“No, they need to know,” I said, bracing myself. “But I’ll tell them. They need to hear it from me. I don’t want any of this to be a surprise when they walk down the aisle.”

Yui’s expression darkened. “It’s bad luck to see the bride before the wedding.”

“Probably even worse luck when it’s three brides,” Heather added.

“I think we’re past bad luck,” I said. “Yui, can you take me to them?”

Yukiko’s mother looked like she was on the verge of refusing me. I don’t know what I would have done if she’d said no—would I really have been willing to fight with my own therapist on today of all days?

Fortunately for us both, Tasha had other plans.

“What if he didn’t see them?” she asked.

Yui frowned. “What? Close his eyes?”

Tasha shook her head. As everyone watched her, she reached into a carefully concealed compartment in her gown—probably the same one where she’d hidden the handcuffs—and pulled out a long, silky black blindfold.

I blinked. “You’ve been carrying a blindfold and a pair of handcuffs?”

Tasha looked sheepish. “Maria and I were going to have fun with the whole ‘garter’ thing,” she admitted, her cheeks coloring slightly. “We talked about it ahead of time.” She looked sad, like she’d just realized her best friend Maria was going to miss that part. “Looks like they both came in handy for different reasons.”

“A blindfold,” Lakshmi murmured. “Yes, that could work. Jack could tell the girls what happened without him seeing them. No bad luck that way.”

Yui looked sceptical. “Only if you promise not to peek,” she said, sounding serious about it. “I mean it. Not a single glance at your brides.”

“I won’t,” I said. “I didn’t realize you were so superstitious, Yui.”

The woman scoffed. “This is my daughter’s wedding. Of course I’m superstitious.” She hesitated. “And I know Yukiko has been excited for weeks for the moment you finally see her in her wedding dress at the altar. I would never take that from her.”

Something told me that was the real reason. “I won’t look. I promise.”

Yui nodded. “Very well. Give me the blindfold?”

Tasha handed it over. Yui tied it—far tighter than was strictly necessary.

I almost thought of complaining, then remembered how much worse Maria’s head hurt right now and fell silent.

The world went dark. With the fabric double-tied around my eyes, I couldn’t see a thing. My other senses sharpened to compensate: the sounds of the women around me, the feeling of gravel beneath my shoes. The cold.

“Jack.” Yui’s voice was calm and quiet next to my ear. “One other thing.”

I waited.

“How are you feeling right now?” she asked, slipping into her therapist voice. “Truthfully, now. I’ll know if you’re not being honest.”

Of course she wanted to know that. But I was fine.

Was I fine?

I did a quick mental inventory—easier with my eyes closed. Adrenaline still coursed through my bloodstream from my fight with Warren Lowry, and the knot of anxiety in my gut refused to unclench no matter how politely I asked it to.

But I wasn’t on the verge of a panic attack.

This felt awful, sure, but awful in a completely different way.

“I’m okay,” I told Yui. “I’m not going to have an attack.”

“You’re certain? Today of all days, I don’t mind giving you that Xanax you asked for—”

“Save it,” I said. “I've already changed my mind.” The knot in my stomach got tighter. “Samantha’s probably going to need it instead, once she hears about this.”

Yui’s hand gave mine a squeeze. “Come on. Your brides are waiting.”

It was time to let Yukiko, Samantha and Marcie know what was going on.

I just hoped the unwelcome surprise wouldn’t hurt my babygirl too badly.


Chapter Three

“Watch your step,” Yui said, her fingers laced through mine. “The last thing we want is for you to end up tumbling into the hot springs on the way there.”

I shuffled forward hesitantly, the blindfold tight around my temples. Honestly, I wouldn’t have minded a dip after everything that had happened—the waters of Delta Rho’s sacred spring had an uncanny way of soothing away aches and pains, and I had plenty of them after my impromptu fistfight with Samantha’s father. But we didn’t have time. And it would have looked ridiculous.

Babygirl, I’m sorry, I thought, rehearsing my speech. The thing your brother promised you wasn’t going to happen just happened. Your parents are here…

Technically, they were about to be gone. But the fact they’d showed up at all was certain to give Samantha no end of distress.

Gravel turned to grass beneath my feet as Yui led me by the hand. “Where are we going?” I whispered, cocking my head to the side. The sound of the Delta Rho girls laughing and joking as they finished last-minute wedding preparations was faint now, way off to my right. Were we in the woods?

“Told you I kept them sequestered,” Yui said with, faint mirth in her tone. “We’re coming up on it now. It’s a rather large tent the sisters raised up for your brides. Not a camping one—more like the kind generals used to use on the battlefield.”

“Appropriate,” I muttered.

“There’s heating, and carpet. It’s quite cozy, actually.”

“I won’t be able to see it,” I said. “I’ll take your word for it.”

“That’s right,” Yui said. “Don’t you dare peek, Jackson Avery.”

“I couldn’t even if I wanted to,” I said. It was true—the thick silk blocked out even the slightest hint of light.

The sounds of murmured conversation reached my ears as Yui slowed. Underneath, I could hear the faint bassline of one of Yukiko’s favorite songs. Bluetooth speaker, I thought. Even if they had to rough it a little, my girls were making do.

Yui stopped. “We’re at the entrance,” she told me. “You ready?”

I wasn’t. But I didn’t have a choice.

Samantha needed to know the truth.

“Let’s do it.”

I heard the sound of a zipper being tugged. “Daughter?” Yui asked, her voice slightly muffled as she stuck her head inside the tent. “May I speak with you?”

The sound of laughter died down. “Hey, Mom! Yeah—is everything okay?”

My heart felt like it was going to burst. That was Yukiko’s voice, but so bright and happy that it nearly brought tears to my eyes beneath the blindfold. She’d always been my princess, but today was her coronation—and from the way she sounded, each second of it so far had been every bit as magical as she’d always dreamed.

God damn Warren Lowry, I thought. And his wife.

“I know this is highly unusual,” Yui said, tugging me inside behind her. “But something has happened. We need to have an emergency meeting…”

Yui was right—the floor in here was carpeted. Even with my eyes shut tight beneath the silk, I could tell this space felt sacred: it was warm and intimate in here, the air smelling like flowers and perfume and anticipation. Without seeing them I could almost picture my three brides in their chairs while girls fussed over their hair and makeup, sipping on bottled water (with maybe a shot or two for Sam and Marcie) as they got ready for the biggest moment of their lives.

I felt all that in an instant.

And then I felt the whole tent go quiet.

“Daddy?” Samantha asked, confused but delighted.

Yukiko’s voice sharpened. “Mom, he’s not supposed to be here—”

“He cannot see you,” Yui hastened to explain. “I tied the blindfold myself. Believe me, I would not have brought him to you three if it wasn’t necessary.” She paused. “I did not want to interrupt this moment for you.”

“I can’t see anything, I promise,” I told the group. “If you could see how many times I almost fell on the walk over here, you’d know that for sure.”

A wave of giggles filled the room. Some of the tension in the tent dissolved.

“Oh thank God,” Yukiko murmured, her voice filled with relief. “I was going to have Marcie tackle you if you were about to see my dress.”

“I would have done it, too.” That was Marcie, to my left. “Is everything okay, Jack? I mean, it’s great to see you, but…”

She trailed off.

“Girls,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck. “I didn’t just come here to tell you three how much I love you and how proud I am of all of you.”

Samantha snorted. “We know how proud you are, Daddy. What happened?”

What?

“We’ve been waiting for it,” Yukiko said.

“We’ve spent the last half-hour joking about it,” Marcie confessed. I could practically feel her blushing. “We don’t ever get to do anything without some kind of complication.”

“An Elizabeth Baines,” Samantha said. “A Jessamyn Fawkes.”

“Something that comes up at the last minute that we have to deal with,” Yukiko said in a matter-of-fact tone.

“Whatever it is, we’re ready for it,” Marcie said quietly. “We love you, Jack.”

They said they were ready. The fact that they’d been waiting for something to go wrong would have amused me, if only something less devastating had occurred. Like Elizbeth Baines showing up, or a crack in the earth draining the hot springs and freezing our guests. Those, we could have dealt with.

Just do it, I told myself. Rip the band-aid off, Jack. It’s time.

But I waited. I wanted to give Samantha five more seconds of happiness.

“I need to tell you all something,” I said quietly.

They waited.

I turned in the direction I’d heard Samantha’s voice earlier. “Babygirl… your parents are here.”

The room went silent.

It’s funny, what you can sense with your eyes closed. Some silences are warm, some are awkward—and some are the gap between the moment the bomb goes off and the one where the survivors start screaming. The instant between falling off your bicycle, feeling like you’re okay, and looking down to realize your wrist is shattered.

This silence was absolutely that last one.

I heard movement—bodies shifting, fabric rustling—then more silence.

“Babygirl?” I asked, reaching out in Samantha’s direction. “Are you—?”

And then I heard it.

A sound like something very fragile and very precious had just been tossed to the floor and broken into a million pieces.

“Sam?” It wasn’t my babygirl but Marcie, who sounded like she was about to call for the wedding’s second ambulance of the day. “Hey, are you—?”

It was as far as she got.

The sob that erupted from Samantha hurt me to the depths of my soul. It was a full-body heave, the kind of crying that sounds less like a conscious choice than something being ripped out of your chest, leaving jagged wounds behind. The only thing that compared to it was Yukiko’s scream when she thought I’d keeled over and died at my college graduation—and then, I’d had the benefit of being half-conscious.

This time around, I was blind. I couldn’t not hear it in stereo.

“W-w-what!?” Samantha’s voice wobbled just on the edge of comprehensibility, every syllable blubbered through tears. “N…no, that’s not… NO!”

I was there in a heartbeat, tracking her voice, throwing my arms around her. Samantha resisted for a moment, still struggling to comprehend what she’d been told—then she buried her face in my chest and sobbed like I’d never heard her sob before.

The confident, in-control leader of the Delta Rho sorority was a million miles away. In her place, I held a traumatized girl who’d just had her special day ripped to shreds. Whose Eden had just been invaded by a pair of snakes. In that warm, safe tent, surrounded by the people she loved most in the world, Samantha was trembling like she’d just been thrown naked into the middle of a snowstorm.

I would never forgive her parents for this. Even if they spent the next twenty years doing honest penance for hurting their daughter, I’d always hold this moment against them. I’d never be able to find it in my heart not to.

As I held her, weight settled on my left and my right. Yukiko and Marcie were there, too, hugging her tight.

Samantha sniffed hugely. She leaned back, tried to speak, only to make an incoherent noise and bury her face back into the safety of my chest. I felt Yukiko drape an arm over her shoulder as Marcie held her waist, all three of us doing our best to make her feel as safe and supported as possible at a time like this.

Finally, Samantha managed to speak. “They’re in Europe,” she whimpered, her voice shaking. “It’s four thousand, two hundred miles from Budapest to Boston—I googled it! They can’t be here…!”

“Tasha thinks they spoofed the location data,” I said, holding her close. I was careful not to tug too much on the fabric of what she was wearing, lest I accidentally tear part of her wedding outfit. “It’s apparently a thing you can do—feed the app old data to trick it into thinking you’re somewhere you’re not.”

“I can’t—” Samantha broke off, unable to speak for a moment. “I can’t do this, Daddy. I can’t.”

“Babygirl, I’m right here,” I growled, putting a hand on the back of her neck. Her blonde tresses flowed over my fingers—her hair was already done, wedding-ready and probably so beautiful it would make me cry. “They are not going to hurt you. They’re not going to touch you, okay? They’re already on their way out of the venue—”

“It doesn’t matter!” Samantha shrieked, something inside of her tearing. “They’re here! They’re at my wedding!” I felt her shake her head. “They’re poison! I told you, I told you, Kiki, they would do this! They won’t let me have one fucking thing, they’re going to ruin everything they’re going to contaminate my whole fucking life—!”

“Samantha.” Yukiko’s voice was quiet, but shaking with intensity. “Look at me. Please. I know this is the exact thing we didn’t want, but you need to calm down—”

“I can’t do this!” Samantha blurted. “I am not strong enough! I can’t stop them! They’re going to get in here, and they’re going to charm everyone like they did Chloe and Jessamyn and they’re going to steal everything I love—!”

“I broke his nose,” I said.

Samantha let out a strangled little choking sound.

Then went silent.

“Your dad is every bit the creep you said he was, babygirl,” I said, one hand going to Samantha’s lower back. Marcie was already there, rubbing in circles the way you’d try to comfort a frightened animal. “He wouldn’t leave, and when Tasha and I tried to eject him from the venue, he got violent.” The image of Maria lying on the pavilion floor flashed through my head. “I think he was going for me, but Maria got in the way—he hit her pretty hard, and she hit the ground in a way that made it a whole lot worse.”

Yukiko stiffened with panic. “Is Maria okay?”

“She’s going to be alright,” I said. “She’s got a concussion and she’s going to miss the ceremony. But she made me promise not to postpone it.” My hand gripped Samantha a little tighter. “And I told her the show would go on. Because nothing is going to stop me from making you three my wives today. Not Samantha’s parents. Not a medical emergency. Nothing.”

The three were quiet for a moment. I wished I could see their faces.

“You…” Samantha sounded like I’d grown a second head. “You broke his nose?”

“We… tusseled,” I said. “Apparently it was all caught on camera if you want to watch it later. He got in a few hits on me, but your father definitely got the worst of it—”

Samantha kissed me.


Chapter Four

Even without the benefit of eyesight, my body knew exactly what to do. I pulled her into my lap, savoring the little whimper she let out as her hot mouth opened against my own. This close I could feel the tears running down her cheeks, could feel the way she trembled as her tongue slid into my mouth. She wasn’t out of the woods yet—not by a longshot.

But hearing that had given her something. Maybe it let her know her father wasn’t really invincible. That even the man who’d ruined so many of her friendships and relationships couldn’t hurt her when she was surrounded by people who loved her and cared about her this much.

Samantha broke the kiss, gasping. “I can’t believe you did that,” she said, sounding amazed. “I… I really need someone to make a copy of that tape!”

“Consider it done,” Yui murmured from behind me.

I’d almost forgotten she was there. Happens when someone’s quiet and you can’t see them, I guess.

“Your parents are being removed from the venue right now,” I assured Samantha, hoping I could get her comfortable again. “Tasha’s got them both in Maria’s SUV, and there’s a squad car coming to take them to Stillwell PD. There’s an entire wedding party of witnesses ready to testify Warren both swung first and nearly killed Maria before I tackled him. There’s no chance that they make it back in time to ruin this, babygirl.”

Yukiko let out a huge sigh. “Thank God,” she said.

“That’s great news,” Marcie agreed. “I feel terrible for poor Maria, though.”

I expected that same relief from Samantha.

Instead, she went very, very still in my arms.

“That won’t work,” she whispered.

“What?”

I felt her shaking her head. “They’ll find a way,” she murmured. “They always do. Every time I finally feel safe—every time I finally stop looking over my shoulder, that’s when they show up. Ready to make everything about them, like they always do.”

“Babygirl—”

“Daddy. They will get back here in time.”

She sounded absolutely sure of it, which made the hair on the back of my neck stand up. “Dad knows people. Mom knows people. They’ll call in favors, make threats, play the ‘daughter’s wedding day’ victim card as hard as they can. And when they get back here—when, not if—I won’t be ready. I’ll be standing at the altar and I’ll see them and I’ll just…” A sob tore itself from her throat. “I’ll crumble, Daddy. I can’t do it. I can’t be up there! You do it with Kiki and Marcie, and I’ll just… just…”

I knew what she was suggesting. And I hated it more than words could say.

“No. Hell no, babygirl.”

“If I leave, they won’t have any reason to be here,” Samantha said. Her tone was heavy with resignation now—like she’d tied lead weights to her arms and legs. “Nothing else will get ruined. They won’t be able to make it all about them…”

“May I say something?”

It was Yui, standing just behind me. I felt rather than saw all three of my brides turn their faces to her. Whatever was in their expressions gave her permission.

“I’ve dealt with people like your parents before,” she said, quiet and calm. “And I’ve dealt with many, many people who were victims of people like your parents. People who are afraid to answer a call from an unknown number because of who might be on the other side. People who have made boundaries and watched them be stomped on over and over again.” I felt her grimace. “Worst of all, the people who continue to dance to their narcissist’s tune despite knowing how much it’s hurting them to do it. Out of some misplaced sense of love, or duty, or familial piety.”

Samantha sniffed. “That sounds a little like me.”

“It sounds nothing like you.” Yui sounded less like a therapist than a mother—the mother Samantha had deserved to grow up with, rather than the one she got. “Because you are not that person, Samantha Lowry. I once told Jack that you derive something far deeper and far more important than sexual pleasure from being intimate with him. That he is the first person you’ve ever felt safe enough to be your true self with, rather than the masks you wear to keep yourself from being traumatized another time. And it’s true.” She paused. “You’ve made my son-in-law a better man, Samantha. And he’s made you a better woman.”

Samantha was sobbing in my arms. “Th-thank you.”

“You are stronger than your parents ever gave you credit for,” Yui said simply. “I… I know that I am gaining a son today, with this wedding. But it has only just occurred to me that I’m also gaining two daughters.”

My jaw dropped open. I could only imagine what Yukiko’s face looked like.

Yui came over and hugged the blonde. “You can do this,” she said, the sound of a kiss being planted on her forehead reaching my ears. “And you will. Your parents have made it perfectly clear that they will never stop unless you stop them first.”

Samantha stiffened in my arms.

And came to a decision.

“Tell Tasha to stop the cops,” Samantha said. “For now.”

“What!?” Marcie blurted. “Don’t tell me we’re letting them go?”

“Absolutely not,” Samantha snapped. I felt her wipe her eyes with the back of her hand. “But I need to talk to them first. Yui’s right. I have to stop them.”

“Hell no!”

The vehemence in my tone shocked even me. I could feel the room staring at me.

“Babygirl, I don’t want you going anywhere near those two,” I said. “We’ve got the charges; they’re not wriggling out of them. This is your special day, and you’re entitled to enjoy it. You just let me handle this, okay?”

“You’re going to help me handle it, Daddy,” Samantha said, gentle but undeterred. “You think I can do this alone? Because I assure you, I very much fucking cannot. I’m going to need you to hold my hand every step of the way.”

“Babygirl—”

“She’s right,” Yukiko said.

I blinked behind the blindfold. When Kiki took that tone, everyone around her knew she didn’t just have the answer—she had the facts to back it up, too.

I turned towards where she was sitting. “Princess?”

“We kick them out of the wedding,” Yukiko said. “And we kick the can down the road. What happens when we move to Boston and they try to buy an apartment in the same building? What happens when Samantha gets pregnant, and they start making noises about ‘grandparents’s rights’ and visitation?”

“Then I break Warren’s nose all over again,” I grunted. But she made sense.

“Samantha’s been telling herself this horror story for a long, long time,” Yukiko whispered. “One where her parents are this evil, inescapable force—where even on her wedding day, she can’t escape them. Where their shadow falls over everything.”

“They are,” Samantha whispered.

“They’re not,” Yukiko countered. “They’re just a pair of stupid fucking polyamorous narcissists. And they have made a horrible fucking mistake.”

“What’s that?” Marcie asked.

I could feel my princess grinning. “They came to Samantha on a day when she’s surrounded with so many people who love and respect her that they can’t even understand it. You have the power here, Sam, not them.” She embraced her best friend from the side. “Go with Jack. Go tell those bastards to get out of your life, and mean it. And watch them crumble like the fake fucking monsters they always were. I love you, Samantha.”

“I love you, too,” Samantha sobbed. “You and Jack and Marcie.”

I didn’t like it. Actually, I still fucking hated the idea. Warren Lowry and I had already come to blows, and now I was thinking of delivering the thing he’d been asking for to him on a silver platter? My instinct was to get my girls as far away from him as possible. To put a freaking ocean between us and the Lowrys if we could.

But even as I thought it, I could feel Samantha’s fear melting away.

Replaced with pure, unalloyed determination.

In the face of it, I could only raise one small objection. “I’m not supposed to see you before the wedding,” I muttered.

Samantha laughed. “We’ve already broken so many traditions, Daddy. What’s one more?”

“She’s got a point,” Yukiko snickered. “I’m okay with it as long as you and I don’t see each other before the altar. You are not spoiling my dress reveal.” She paused. “Marcie?”

“I’m fine with whatever,” she said with a shrug. “I’d much rather you see Samantha a little early and her actually enjoy her wedding over… the other option.”

“Thanks, Marcie,” Samantha said.

“You don’t have to thank me for anything,” the coed whispered. “I just wish my parents wanted to be here.”

I felt my stomach tighten. “Did you talk to Daniel?”

“I texted him again this morning,” Marcie said, her tone sepulchral. “Still nothing. I guess… shit, I guess they’re really not coming.”

“If they don’t show up, it’s the biggest mistake of their lives,” Yukiko said.

“I’m… I’m okay,” Marcie said. She almost managed to sound convincing. “Today’s not about him, anyway. It’s about us. You and me and Kiki and Sam. Fuck my old family—I’ve got a hell of a lot better one now, right?”

So she said. But I could still hear the longing in her voice. She could deny it all she wanted, but deep down, Marcie had her heart set on her Dad being here.

“He doesn’t deserve you,” Samantha said fiercely. “And my parents don’t deserve me.” She shifted in my lap, turning to Yui. “That thing you said about us being your daughters. Did you… did you mean that?”

“From the bottom of my heart,” Yui said.

“Then that’s more than good enough,” Samantha said. “We chose each other. That’s stronger than blood.”

I could tell Yui wanted to say more, but time was of the essence. “I’ll go tell the police to wait,” she said, already heading for the tent flap. “Take a moment, but you should come as quickly as you can.”

Then she was gone.

For a moment, we all sat there, surrounded by the sacred space the Delta Rho girls had created. I wanted to take the blindfold off, but Yukiko would’ve killed me.

“Are you okay, Sam?” Marcie asked.

A little laugh escaped her. “Obviously I am not,” she said, shaking her head. “But I will be. After I tell Mom and Dad what they finally need to hear.”

“And what’s that, babygirl?”

Samantha took one of my hands in both of hers. “That they lost. That I found someone they can never take away from me—a whole goddamn family of someones. And they are never, ever getting their daughter back. She doesn’t want them.”

“I am so proud of you, babygirl,” I said.

Another laugh. “Don’t be proud yet,” she said. “I’ve got to make it through this without throwing up all over my parents’s shoes first.”

Yukiko snorted. “Honestly? Valid response. Would be epic.”

“Get it on video,” Marcie suggested. “Double feature with Jack kicking your Dad’s ass.”

“Sounds like one hell of a movie night,” I said.

A rustling sound reached my ears.

It was Yui. “The police are waiting,” she said. “They won’t take the Lowrys away until you speak with them.” She hesitated. “Also, the ambulance just left with Miss Alvarez. Officer Davis told me to tell you that she’s already sounding better than she did after the fall.”

That was good news. “Alright, we’re coming. Can you girls get me out of here without me having to see you?”

They could.

We walked a short distance away from the tent, Yui zipping the flap closed behind her as she slipped inside to speak with her daughter. Samantha waited a few beats, her hand in mine, before stopping in the grass.

“Alright, Daddy,” she said. “You can take that off now.”

I did. The morning sunlight was almost too strong after the darkness of the blindfold. I blinked, holding a hand to my brow to shield my eyes, and focused my gaze on Samantha.

Samantha.

She wasn’t in her wedding dress—thank God—but she was still devastating. Jeans and a simple white blouse, her hair done up in shimmering ringlets that must have taken the Delta Rho girls hours to get just right. Her makeup had undoubtedly been gorgeous when I first entered the tent, but now ran down her cheeks in messy streaks. Her eyes were red and swollen from crying.

She looked absolutely wrecked.

And so fucking beautiful that I wanted to throw her over my shoulder and carry her to the altar that very instant.

“Hey, babygirl.”

She smiled, trembling a bit. “Hi, Daddy.”

I pulled her into my arms, holding her tight. “Babygirl, I will never let them hurt you,” I promised. “Not today. Not ever. You understand that?”

Samantha pulled back just enough to look up at me. There were tears in her eyes, making even more of a mess of her mascara, but she no longer looked like she cared. She looked strong. So strong.

“I know,” she whispered, her gaze filled with love and devotion. “And I’ll never let them hurt you, Daddy. I love you.” She shook her head. “I love you so much right now that it hurts.”

“I love you, too. No matter what happens, you’re my babygirl. Forever.”

She glanced in the direction of the parking lot. “Fuck it,” she said, grinning through the tears. “Let’s go show them who’s really boss around here.”

I took her hand, and together we made our way down the gravel path.


Chapter Five

Here we go, I thought. Showtime.

A police cruiser sat idling in the back of the gravel lot with its lights off and its engine still running. Two members of the Stillwell PD stood lounging near the vehicle, chatting amiably with Tasha Davis. Someone—probably one of the sorority sisters—had brought them all coffee in some of the catering company’s disposable paper cups. The pink flowers on the side looked only slightly ridiculous in the officer’s hands.

Tasha saw Samantha and I approach. She exchanged a quick nod with the officers and came to join us.

“We’ve got them in the back of the squad car,” she said, glancing from me to Samantha and back again. “I’ll warn you in advance: Samantha’s father is pissed. The ambulance crew wouldn’t give him anything but Tylenol for his nose—they were too busy seeing to Maria.”

“How is Maria?” I asked. I’d heard what Yui told me, but I wanted it from her.

A relieved little smile spread across the cop’s face. “She’s going to be okay,” she said, nodding like she’d been afraid she wouldn’t. “The paramedics are about ninety-nine percent sure she doesn’t have a cracked skull, just a hell of a knot, but they’re gonna do a CT scan at the hospital just to be sure. She was already making a lot more sense by the time they took her away.”

“I’m surprised you didn’t go with her,” I said.

Tasha blushed. “She wouldn’t let me,” she admitted. “Told me I’d be a bunch of different Spanish swear words if I ‘abandoned Jack and the girls on their special day’.”

“That sounds like Maria, alright,” I said. “She wouldn’t let me go, either.”

“Good,” Tasha agreed. She glanced over at Samantha. “You’re sure you want to talk to these two, Sam?”

Samantha let out a shaky laugh. “Want to? Hell no. But I need to, Tash.”

She nodded. “If anything starts to happen that you’re not comfortable with, just give me a little hand signal, like this.” She lifted her left hand and made a finger gun with it, using her thumb like someone cocking a trigger. “Me and the boys’ll come right over and put them back in the squad car.”

Samantha nodded. “Thank you. I’m ready to speak with them now.”

“I’ll get them.”

As Tasha walked back to the car, I gripped Samantha’s hand and squeezed it. “I’m right here, babygirl. You’ve got this.”

She nodded, a muscle in her jaw flexing. “I know.” She hesitated. “Don’t let me back down, okay? Whatever they say. If I start to sound like… like they’re getting to me, you shout them down.”

If I’d ever doubted that my babygirl attached an almost supernatural level of power to her parents, I stopped doing so right then and there. “They’re not wizards,” I told her, leaning down and putting my lips to her ear. “They’re not hypnotists, either. And Yukiko’s mom told me hypnosis is mostly bullshit, anyway.”

Samantha managed to snicker. “Good. I’d hate for Dr. Tanaka to start ringing a little bell and making you salivate—”

I gripped a firm handful of her ass through her jeans. Samantha gasped, her eyelashes fluttering.

“You make me salivate plenty, babygirl,” I growled. “I’m ravenous for you. Always. And nothing these assholes can say or do will ever change that.”

She beamed up at me, some of her worry fading. “Thanks, Daddy.”

The squad car door opened. Samantha and I approached it as her father climbed out of the backseat, his wife just behind him. Warren’s nose was slightly out of joint, with streaks of dried blood beneath his nostrils. His hands were cuffed in front of him.

But his eyes looked clear. And he was smiling in a way that I did not like.

“Samantha!” He took a step forward, something like genuine warmth in his voice. “Sweetheart, I’m so glad you’re here. Your mother and I have been praying we can talk with you—”

“Stop.” Samantha held up a hand. “Don’t come any closer. Just stay right there.”

He was three paces away, and had obviously been going for a handcuffed embrace. “Honey, I understand you’re upset with us,” he said, his smile faltering for just a moment. But your mother and I do not deserve to be treated this way—”

“Upset!?” Samantha’s face filled with fury. “You think I’m upset?”

Dawn Lowry stepped up, standing beside her man. Like her husband she looked worse for wear, though the only thing on her that could be called injured was the makeup she’d ruined with her crying. She looked like she was on the verge of bursting into tears at any moment.

Something told me tears were Dawn Lowry’s most reliable weapons.

“Sweetheart, this is inhumane,” Samantha’s mother said, holding up her cuffed wrists. “Tell these people to let us go! We only want to be here for your wedding! We’ve missed you so much!”

Samantha turned, pointing a finger at her mom. “You two are supposed to be four thousand miles away,” she said through clenched teeth. “You’re supposed to be on the other side of the goddamned ocean right now! Don’t talk about missing me!”

Warren Lowry had clearly spent some time in the backseat of the squad car thinking through this one. “It was a mistake,” he explained, sounding almost like he believed it. “Honey, it was a glitch. We were in Budapest three days ago—the location sharing app probably didn’t update. You know how unreliable those things are overseas.”

“We didn’t even know you were looking,” Dawn sniffed.

“It’s not important,” Warren said firmly. “What is important is that we’re here.”

Samantha was already shaking her head. “You lied,” she said, each word falling like a stone. “You faked your location so I would think you were on the other side of the world. So that I’d let my guard down. So I wouldn’t take steps to protect myself, the way I would if you were within a day’s driving distance of my wedding.”

“You don’t need to protect yourself from us!” Warren shouted. “Samantha, we’re your parents. We have your best interests at heart—”

“How did you find me?” she asked.

Warren’s words faltered. “We got an invitation to your wedding,” he blurted. “The Tanakas gave us a copy.”

If Yukiko’s mother or father had given this man a copy of their daughter’s wedding invitation, I’d eat not just one but an entire warehouse of hats. I knew that was a lie—and Samantha knew it, too.

But my babygirl could do one better than that.

“The invitations said the Virago Hotel,” Samantha said, her tone going cold. “And no one at the hotel knows about the hot springs. So who told you where to go? Or are you going to claim one of my friends gave up the location of my wedding—?”

Warren raised his voice before she could say more. “I have no idea what you’re talking about—”

“Elizabeth Baines,” I said. “Had to be.”

He hid his reaction well, but I caught his flinch. Bingo.

How the Baines clan found out, I wasn’t sure. But knowing Elizabeth, it probably involved tapping phone lines or tailing one of us with a private investigator.

“Of course,” Samantha said. “You would gravitate right towards the date-rapist’s mother—”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about!” Dawn sobbed, cutting her daughter off. “I just wanted to be here for my daughter’s special day! Is that so wrong?”

“Yes,” I said quietly. “It is.”

She looked like I’d slapped her in the face.

She opened her mouth, her expression like she was about to demand to speak to my manager. I would have liked to have heard what she came up with, but Warren wisely chose that moment to turn on the charm.

“Mr. Avery,” he said, turning to me. “To say we got off on the wrong foot would be a gross understatement. I know now that my daughter has told you everything about our… complicated relationship with her.”

“Including the things that aren’t true!” Dawn sobbed.

“It’s all fucking true,” Samantha growled, gripping my hand tighter. “I’m not the one who lies like they get paid to do it! I don’t—”

Warren cut her off with a chuckle. “Mothers and daughters, huh?”

For a second, he looked like he thought I might agree with that.

“They squabble like cats,” Warren continued. “Everyone thinks they’re going to be different—but I assure you, Mr. Avery, when you are blessed enough to have children of your own, you’re going to make mistakes with them, too. There’s no way around it.”

“For once, I agree with you about something,” I grunted. “But some mistakes are bigger than others. Way bigger.”

Warren heard the word agree and ran with it like a quarterback who can see a clear path to the end-zone. “Precisely! We made mistakes. We know we made mistakes. And we have been trying to make amends with our daughter!”

“I don’t want your amends,” Samantha said. “You don’t get to start fresh with me. Especially not on my fucking wedding day! How could you—”

Dawn sobbed harder, the sound drowning out Samantha’s protest. “We’re different,” she babbled, wringing her hands. “Darling, your father and I are in therapy…”

“Ugh!” Samantha threw her hands in the air, rolling her eyes. “You were in therapy two years ago, after Jessamyn! And Dad was in therapy two years before that because of what he did with—!”

Dawn cut her off before she could say Chloe. “I have worked to forgive your father for that,” she said. “He hurt me, yes, but I’m working with him. I love him! You can work with us too, if you just listen—”

“No, you listen to me for once!” Samantha shrieked. “You have not let me get out a single sentence without interrupting me!”

Both parents fell blessedly, mercifully silent. Because it was true.

A short distance away, the two cops next to the squad car started, and Tasha let me know with her eyes she was ready to intervene whenever I wanted.

“The next time you cut me off in mid-sentence, these officers WILL take you to the fucking police station!” Samantha was shaking now, her eyes watery with tears, her nails digging into my hand so hard they drew blood. “I came out here to talk to you, and if you won’t even let me do that, then there’s no fucking point in us having this conversation!”

Samantha’s mother and father shared a look. For the first time since Warren left the squad car, I saw uncertainty flicker in his eyes.

His daughter had just thrown up a boundary. A hard one.

And even if they could bully her out of enforcing it, both of them knew I would.

“I don’t know if you can change,” Samantha said, sniffing hugely. “But I know that before you can, you have to actually want to change. And neither of you have ever proven you want that. You want my forgiveness so you can feel better about yourselves, and so you can go back to doing exactly what you’ve always done!”

Warren’s expression hardened. “And what exactly have we done that’s so unforgivable?” he snarled.

Oh boy, I thought. Here we go.

“Our marriage is unconventional,” he said, sharing a glance with his wife. “Probably both of us should have done a better job of keeping that under wraps until you were old enough to understand it. You and your siblings.” He swallowed hard, forcing down his pride just enough to pretend to be contrite. “I am sincerely sorry about what happened with your friend on the swim team.”

“Chloe,” Samantha whispered. “Her name is Chloe.”

“Are you going to hold that against us for the rest of our lives?” Dawn sobbed.

“I did a bad thing,” Warren said. “But I stopped. I’ve turned over a new leaf. This man—” he gestured at me, “—isn’t even going to marry you! You didn’t see fit to send us a wedding invitation, but we saw them. ‘The wedding of Jackson Avery and Yukiko Tanaka’—funny, there’s no mention of my daughter in that!”

“You are the last person on the planet who gets to judge me for my life choices.”

“But you’ve had no problem judging me and your mother for your entire adult life!” I almost had to hand it to him—Warren was doing a hell of a job of trying to make it look like Samantha was the one being unreasonable, instead of him. “We’ve been happily married for twenty-five years, while you’re running off to join the harem of some man you’ve barely known for an entire semester—”

“Hey, I think I know this one,” I said.

Warren glared at me. Him getting cut off for once was not something he expected.

“Deny everything,” I said, counting off on my fingers. “Go on the attack. Make it sound like you’re the victim and the person you hurt’s the offender. I think there’s an acronym for that? DAR-something?”

Both of them blanched.

Samantha giggled.

And both of them lit up like fucking fireworks.

I didn’t truly understand until that exact moment. I’d heard the horror stories about Mr. and Mrs. Lowry: the neglect, the swim team affair, the whole ‘corrupting and fucking the one person in Samantha’s life she considered a positive influence’ thing that got her to finally cut contact with them in the first place. But until I saw the way they reacted to their daughter’s unalloyed joy—the sheer rage in them at being laughed at, at Samantha having fun at their expense—I hadn’t realized just how toxic they were.

There’d always been a little part of my brain that (I’m ashamed to admit) wondered if any human beings could be as bad as my babygirl made them out to be.

It didn’t wonder any longer.

I don’t even want to know what would have happened if there weren’t cops standing behind us. Probably Warren and I would have ended up fighting on the grass, handcuffs or no.

But right now, all they could do was stare. Seethe.


Chapter Six

“Three wives,” Warren growled, spitting on the ground. “You’re a disgrace, Samantha. You were always the baby of the family, and now I see how childish you really are. Did you think this would make you feel special? You couldn’t make it without us to foot the bill for your spoiled little lifestyle, so you had to find some sugar daddy who doesn’t even respect you enough to give you his fucking last name?” A vein throbbed in Warren’s forehead as he lost control. “And let me guess—he pays for all of this, doesn’t he?” He jabbed a finger toward me. “The penthouse apartment, that absurd sports car with JUST MARRIED painted on the back, that ridiculous ring on your finger? You’re not a wife, Samantha. You’re a gold-digging joke. Dawn and I at least had the decency to keep our affairs discreet!”

The shock written across Samantha’s face stunned me.

“You… you don’t understand a thing about me,” Samantha said, something inside of her bending the wrong way. “Or Jack—”

“Explain it, then,” Warren growled, going on the offensive. For a moment he was every bit the monster Samantha feared, rising up to his full height like a man about to transform into a wolf. “What’s the big difference between you and me, you spoiled brat? Because from where I’m standing, you’re doing exactly the same thing I am—”

I stepped between them.

“She is nothing like you,” I said quietly. “And she warned you if you interrupted her again, we’d take you out of here in the back of the squad car.”

“He can have that one for free,” Samantha said, squaring up her courage. “But only because I really want to see this next part.”

So did I. Warren Lowry wasn’t throwing punches, but this was no less of a fight. I could see him deploying all the tactics that had served him so well over a lifetime of narcissism: the guilt trips, the gaslighting, the sudden surges of anger that made victims think they were the ones who’d done something wrong—but for all his sound and fury, something strange was starting to happen.

It wasn’t working.

The Lowrys operated in the shadows. Their tools were tears and promises, the “one too many” shot of vodka that clouds the instincts of the sorority girl in the hot tub and the joint insistence that they don’t remember saying or doing those awful things. They thrived behind closed doors, on their home turf, gaslighting and undermining and promising change they both knew would never come.

But out here? In broad daylight, surrounded by people willing to push back?

Yukiko was right. The Lowrys had made a terrible mistake.

They were far, far from their home turf. Out of their element.

And they were just starting to realize it.

“You want to know the difference?” I asked, ticking off the answers on my fingers. “Consent. Communication. Honesty. Love.”

I stepped forward, getting right in his face, dropping my voice to a whisper.

“And there’s something else I could say too, Warren, but I think both of us know Samantha doesn’t need to hear that. Does she?”

The color drained from his face. He knew exactly what I was talking about. I only prayed my babygirl had never made that connection for herself.

“Of course Warren and I love each other!” Dawn protested. “How could you say that?”

“You love yourselves,” Samantha said. She was still reeling from Warren yelling at her—her expression nearly collapsed. “You don’t care about me. You don’t love me.”

Dawn opened her mouth to argue, but Samantha wasn’t close to done.

“You went on vacation without me,” she said, her voice gaining strength as she shook off her fright. “Multiple times. And when you brought us with you, it wasn’t for us.” She let out a bitter laugh. “There’s this deli across the street from Jack’s condo—the Copenhagen. He thought I was excited about it, because I’ve been there and I recognized all the little details on the skyline they’ve got painted on the wall. And I was excited—for like three seconds.” She blanched. “Until I remembered you and Mom dumping us on the nanny so you could go chase Danish tail.”

Warren coughed explosively. “Excuse me—?”

“You missed my recitals,” Samantha said, tears filling her eyes. “Dance, karate, the church choir—none of them mattered to you. You were always too busy with each other. You loved each other sooo much. When what you really loved was the way you enabled each other.”

“Samantha, that’s not—”

“The swim team,” she said—and now there was real steel in her voice. “I didn’t even want to join it! I hated swimming, but you made me sign up for it. It was the one thing you actually went out of your way to be present for. The one time I felt like I was actually your daughter, instead of some accessory you and Mom paraded around at your fucking key parties.”

Warren’s face went carefully neutral. “You were very good at swimming—”

“You were already fucking Chloe,” Samantha said, the words tearing out of her. “Or you were close to fucking her, and you wanted to seal the deal. You pushed me into joining swim team because she was on swim team, and she was eighteen when you met her, and you didn’t give a fuck whether I actually wanted to swim or not because you wanted access to my best friend so you could sleep with her!”

Dawn gasped. “Samantha, that is a terrible thing to say!”

“It’s a terrible thing to live through,” she shot back, her expression filling with disdain. “And that… that’s the truth. I don’t care that you and Dad have sex with other people! It’s not about that! It doesn’t bother me that you’re polyamorous—it never did. You’re right that you handled it about as poorly as two people who call themselves parents possibly could, but that’s not why I don’t ever want to speak to you again.”

She rose to her full height, seeming almost to glow in the late-morning sun.

“It’s because you do not care about me. You never have. I’ve always just been a means to an end to you—Dad didn’t care about my extracurriculars until he could use them to hook up with my friend. Neither of you were the slightest bit interested in Delta Rho until Jessamyn came with me on spring break and you realized you could probably get into her panties.”

The longer she stared at them, the more the anger on her face gave way to a new, more devastating emotion.

Pity.

“I used to have this fantasy,” Samantha said softly, her voice tinged with something like grief. “That one day, I would be enough for you. That you’d snap out of whatever it was that made the two of you view your own pleasure as more important than your own children and realize that I’d been worth loving all along.” She wiped her eyes, smearing her makeup even more than before. “I held onto that for so long. After Chloe. Even after Jessamyn, a little bit.”

Warren started to speak, only for Samantha to raise a hand.

“It’s probably why I’m… the way I am,” she blurted, a flush rising to her cheeks. “Why I’d be so attracted to a man Jack’s age. Why I’d take a look at the kind of arrangement Yukiko proposed months ago and like it, instead of running away screaming.” She shook her head. “I used to think there was something wrong with me.”

“There is nothing wrong with you, babygirl,” I rasped.

“I know,” Samantha said, meaning it. “You want me to believe you’ve changed? I want to believe that. I’ve wanted to believe it my whole life. That if I gave you one more chance—”

Her voice broke.

“But you can’t change. Because changing would require you to actually care about someone other than yourselves, and you just… don’t have the part of your soul that does that. And I don’t think you ever will.”

Samantha looked at them with an expression that was almost tender.

Before it, the Lowrys recoiled.

“And the part that really hurts is, you don’t know what you’re missing. You genuinely don’t understand what you threw away by treating me like an accessory instead of a daughter.”

Warren laughed, cold and mirthless. “You’ve always been so dramatic—”

“Shut up, dad,” she whispered, sounding like it was for his own good.

His mouth snapped shut, his eyes bulging.

Samantha glanced back at the venue, then at me. “In an hour and a half, I’m walking down the aisle with the man I love and the two women I want to share him with. I’m going to marry the three people who love me the most in the world. Who have never, ever seen me as anything other than perfect just the way I am. And you could have been there. You could have been part of this today, if you’d just… been my parents. If you’d just loved me.”

Dawn sniffed hugely. “We do love you—”

“So I’m sorry, but you don’t get to be here,” Samantha said, not even listening. “Even if you somehow make it back to the venue on time, it doesn’t matter. Because even if you manage to be standing there when I say my vows, you will always be on the outside looking in.” She shook her head. “I’m not scared of you—and I’m not mad at you anymore. I’m just done. Done hoping for things to change between us. Done letting you scare me.”

Her eyes watered.

“I will always love you both. And I am so, so sorry that things can’t be different,” she whispered. “And now I think it’s time for Officer Davis to escort both of you off the property.”

Tasha sprang forward, both of the Stillwell PD officers at her side. “You heard her,” she said, her tone filled with more relish than was strictly necessary. “Let’s not make this a big thing. Come along quietly, and there’s no reason for this to get messy.”

Warren met my eyes, giving a start like a man who’d just snapped out of a trance. I don’t think he’d ever felt actual shame in his life until that speech from his daughter.

“You’re making a mistake,” he growled, his hands shaking in the cuffs. “You are going to regret this, Samantha. We’re your family, and this so-called wedding isn’t even legal! You think this will last? You’ll be broke and abandoned before you know it!”

“The only mistake I made,” Samantha said, “was believing you two would do anything other than getting better at hiding what you really are.”

The last few fragments of Warren’s mask dropped away. All that remained behind it was the cold fury of a man who couldn’t believe he’d been insulted. “You ungrateful bitch!” he growled, trying to twist out of the officer’s grip. “I am your father!”

Samantha watched him for a long moment. Then she took my hand, her eyes sparkling like diamonds, and smiled.

“Yes,” she said. “You are. But I have a new Daddy now.”

Warren’s face went purple. Dawn gasped and pretended to faint, which only made it easier for the officers to carry her into the car.

“And I’m his babygirl, not yours,” Samantha said, a smile cutting through her tears. “Funny how he’s given me more love in five months than my real Dad did my whole life. It must sting seeing what you missed out on, doesn’t it?”

The two officers dragged the Lowrys. Suddenly they weren’t playing the concerned parents any longer—they were just two people being escorted from an event where they weren’t welcome.

“You’ll regret this!” Warren roared.

Dawn’s tears looked a trifle more real than before—or maybe she’d just realized that they’d actually lost. “Samantha, please—”

But Samantha had already turned away, her hand in mine.

“Bye, Mom and Dad,” she said, fighting back tears. “Try not to fuck anybody half your age on the drive home!”

I didn’t speak until we were back down the gravel path and into the woods. The sounds of the Lowrys shouting faded away, muffled beneath the slam of a car door, replaced soon enough by the rumble of an engine heading into the distance.

I waited for it to fade completely before turning to Samantha.

“You okay, babygirl?” I asked.

She looked up at me, tears streaming down her face again—but these were different. Samantha wasn’t crying from fear, or anger, or even grief.

They were tears of relief.

“I… I did it, Daddy,” she whispered, sounding amazed. “I stood up to them. And they didn’t… they couldn’t…”

“They lost,” I said, putting a hand on the small of Samantha’s back. “They couldn’t hurt you, babygirl. Samantha, I am so fucking proud of you—”

She pulled me into a tight hug, sobbing against my chest. “I’d make out with you,” she said, sniffing hugely, “but right now I totally feel like I’m going to throw up.”

“That would be the adrenaline,” I told her. “It’ll pass.”

Samantha nodded. “I really won, didn’t I?” she asked. “They’re not coming back?”

I thought it over. “Not today,” I said. “Not when they’ve been embarrassed this badly. There’s nothing a narcissist hates more than that.”

“I really do feel bad for them,” Samantha said. “Isn’t that funny? They wrecked so much of my life, but I still wish they could snap out of it and be my parents again.” She shook her head. “But they’re never going to.”

“No.” I agreed. “They aren’t.”

Samantha brushed a lock of hair out of her face. “Whatever they try to do in the future, we’ll deal with it,” she said. “Thank you for being there with me, Daddy. I could not have done that without you.”

“Yes you could’ve,” I said, meaning it. “But I’m glad you didn’t have to.”

We both stood there for a moment, basking in each other’s presence.

Me, Samantha’s Daddy. Her, Jack’s babygirl.

It didn’t matter who understood it. Who didn’t. Who objected to the whole thing.

She was mine. And I was hers.

And the next person who tried to get between that would end up with a hell of a lot more than a broken nose.

Samantha wiped her face, then glanced down at the makeup smears on her fingers. “Fuck, I’m a mess,” she laughed, her whole body shaking with relief. “It’s going to take the whole sorority to get this fixed in time.”

“You look beautiful exactly as you are,” I growled. “I’d marry you right this second, babygirl, no costume change necessary.”

Samantha took my hand before I could say anything else. "Actually, can I speak to you privately for a minute, Daddy? I... I'm not ready to go back to the tent just yet. I'm not ready for all the people at the wedding to see me. I'm still..."

"Still what, babygirl?"

She shook her head. "Just flustered. Kinda high off the adrenaline. Can you walk with me for a bit?"

I supposed I could. It wasn't like we didn't have time. I worried Yukiko and Marcie might get concerned about how long we were away, but Samantha could soothe their worries when she got back.

Her fingers laced through mine as she led me off the path. We wound through the trees, away from the sounds of the wedding preparations and the lingering echoes of her parents' fury.

The forest closed around us. Trees muffled the noise until it felt so quiet I could hear Samantha's heart beating beside me. The temperature was low this far from the hot springs, but her hand in mine was as warm as a radiator.

Samantha didn't stop until we were twenty or thirty yards off the path, far enough away that no one was going to hear or see us. A big Douglas fir stood a few paces behind her, its branches reaching through the canopy to the late-morning sky. Leaves crunched under our feet.

I cleared my throat, my suspicion hardening to a certainty. "So what did you want to talk about, babygirl?"

Samantha grinned. Then she turned to face me, put her back against the tree trunk, and pulled me to her by my shirt.


Chapter Seven

Her mouth opened against mine, hungry and desperate. My hands went under her shirt, gripping her hips and traveling upwards as our tongues entwined. I shoved her up against the bark, lifting her off the ground and into my arms as her legs wrapped around my hips.

"I don't need to talk," Samantha admitted, gasping as her lips left mine with a wet little pop. "I need you, Daddy. Please, I need you right fucking now—"

I kissed her before she could finish, swallowing the rest of the words. Samantha melted against me, her arms wrapping tighter around my neck as she met my kiss with a frantic urgency that told me exactly how wound up that confrontation left her. She tasted like relief. Like the moment the hurricane passes and leaves you on solid ground, thanking God that you'd survived.

Part of me—a very tiny part—whispered that this was a bad idea, that someone was going to wonder where we'd gone, that Yukiko or Marcie would get jealous that we'd done this. But even as I had the thought, I discarded it. I knew my girls weren't like that. If anything, they were going to be thrilled that Samantha had such a clean break.

They'd be teasing all the dirty details out of Samantha while the three of them got into their wedding gowns. God, I was a lucky son of a bitch.

"I can't believe I did that," she sobbed, looking at me with tears in her brilliant blue eyes. "Thank you, Daddy, thank you so much for standing with me. For stepping in and helping me keep my boundaries. For not letting them win—"

"You were so fucking brave, babygirl," I growled, my teeth at her neck as my hands slid down to her hips. "I am so goddamned proud of you—"

"I know," she gasped, her hips already rising to meet mine. "I know, Daddy, but right now I need to stop talking about it. I just want you. Please, please—I need you to make me feel good. To remind me I'm yours!"

I could do that. Oh, I could absolutely do that.

I reached down and unbuttoned her jeans as we kissed, tugging them down her thighs. She had a plain pair of white cotton panties on underneath—she must have been saving the fancy stuff to put under her wedding dress—and the fabric was absolutely soaked with her juices. Samantha shivered against the cold, goosebumps breaking out on her legs as the denim fell to the forest floor.

"We shouldn't," I panted, the voices getting louder. "Babygirl, it's freezing out here. We should go back to the tent. I'll put the blindfold on and let you get in my lap if you need to—"

"No!" Samantha's voice hitched as her fingers tangled in my shirt. "I can't wait, Daddy. They'll understand. God, Daddy, please—"

The bulge in my pants pressed between her thighs. She ground herself against it like a feral cat, her eyes going glassy as pure biology took over. It didn't matter how cold it was—it wouldn't have mattered if the two of us were standing in the middle of a blizzard. My babygirl needed me now, and nothing else would do.

Besides, while it wasn't my concern, Samantha was right. Yukiko and Marcie would get a kick out of this. They'd understand how badly their fellow wife needed this. They'd even probably tease me about it later.

Either way, the longer we made out, the less reasons I could think of to stop. With Samantha trembling against me and the adrenaline of finally shutting down Warren and Dawn Lowry flowing through my veins, I didn't have it in me to say no.

In fact, I might have needed this every bit as much as she did.

I tugged her panties to the side with my free hand, my kisses trailing lower and lower. Samantha tugged her blouse over her head with a groan, and she neither wanted nor needed a bra under the garment. My lips brushed her nipples as I nibbled my way down, and when I kissed the swell of her cleavage she let out a sound somewhere between a sob and a moan.

"That's it, babygirl," I murmured, working all the way down to her belly. My hands gripped her ass, lifting her higher, sliding her up the tree. "Let it out for me. Let it all out..."

Samantha's hands went to my hair as my face traveled down her stomach. I held her under her ass with both hands, pinning her against the bark, crouching almost to my knees on the forest floor. Her fingers gripped me hard enough that my scalp tingled, but I wouldn't have dared tell her to stop. I could feel her shaking—shivering from arousal, from the cold, from the incredible high of finally ridding herself of the monsters she'd been running from for the last three years. Her whines rose in pitch and volume, her hips rocking as my face finally reached her thighs.

"Oh Daddy," she groaned, her eyes rolling back until only the whites were showing. "I don't deserve that..."

"Hush," I growled. "You deserve everything, babygirl."

She moaned against me as I parted her thighs. One hand grabbed her ass, seizing the panties and tugging them down, revealing her tight, soaked little slit. The scent of it made me feral—and the fact that she'd shaved herself perfectly bare made my cock pulse against the tree.

I groaned as I leaned in and ran my tongue up the length of her slit, tasting her sweet honey. Samantha screamed with bliss, so loud I worried for a second the wedding party would come running, her back arching like a bow off of the tree. It took all my strength to hold her hips steady as I pushed my tongue deeper, going to work.

"Oh God oh God," Samantha sobbed, her thighs trembling like leaves as I licked and sucked and slurped at the core of her entire being. When my tongue found her clit and worked around it in a slow spiral, tears sprang to her eyes. "Daddy, fuck, that's—that's oh my God!"

I pulled back just long enough to look up at her. She was a fucking vision—her makeup a mess, her hair loose from the perfect up-do the Delta Rho girls put it into back at the tent. She was unraveling in the best way possible, and I was there to hold her as she came apart in my arms.

"Babygirl, you did so good," I growled, my voice rough. One hand gripped her inner thigh—I teased her opening with two fingers, watching the way she squirmed as I slowly pushed them inside of her. "Do you have any idea how proud I am of you babygirl? Who's my good girl? Tell me."

"Meeee," Samantha gasped, the word like steam escaping a hot kettle. "I'm your good girl, Daddy...!"

I flexed the fingers inside of Samantha's pussy, pushing them upward to hit that special spot deep inside of her. Her mouth opened wide, her whole body trembling like she'd just been hit by lightning. I held them there, savoring the control I had over her body, then pulled back enough for her brain to start making thoughts again.

"You stood up to them," I growled. "You told them the truth, babygirl. You were so fucking strong."

She was already shaking her head. "I couldn't have done it without you," she babbled, her hand on the back of my head pushing me between her splayed thighs. "You were right there, Daddy, even when I was so scared and I thought they were going to bully me into letting them stay. You stood right beside me and I knew I could do it, because... because... oh fuck—!"

I put my lips over Samantha's clit and hummed, hard, and my babygirl lost her words for a little bit.

A high, keening wail escaped her lips as her hips bucked against my face, grinding down, her free hand gripping me between my shoulder blades as she humped me like she was going to go insane if she didn't get as much of me as possible inside of her right that instant.

As I sucked on the nub at the apex of her pussy, torturing it, I curled those fingers deep inside of her, grinding them hard against that special spot that always made fireworks go off behind her eyes.

At some point, her moans turned back into words.

Well, one word.

"Daddy, Daddy, Daddy—" The repetition was frantic, like the rising action of a panic attack but dedicated to a much better emotion. Her inner walls clenched around my fingers, clamping on them as her clit pulsed against my tongue. "Please, please, oh Daddy please—!"

I knew what she wanted. Don't you dare stop, I told myself. Bring her right over the edge, Jack.

I doubled down like I was sitting at the blackjack table next to Yukiko, fucking Samantha with my fingers as I buried my face as hard and deep as I could against her soft, tight pussy. Samantha hit the brink, shuddering and sobbing, and then she was there.

"Daddy, daddy YES oh my fucking gawwwwd!"

Samantha shattered beneath me. She came with a scream that they probably could hear all the way back at the pavilion, every muscle in her body clenching as one as her orgasm crashed through her. A flood of honey gushed from her slit as her pussy boiled over, her thighs clamping on my head as she ground herself against my face. I stayed there, milking every last drop of bliss from her clit as she sobbed and shook and begged me to never make it stop.

She was still cumming when I slid her back down the tree. I'd taken my cock out of my pants and I pushed it into her still-spasming opening, the swollen, pulsing crown parting her folds.

Samantha's eyes went wide as she realized what I was about to do, and then I was there, burying myself hilt-deep in one hard stroke as her walls welcomed me home. The thrust pinned her against the tree as I rammed her back walls, filling her fuller than full.

"Daddy!" Samantha's voice cracked as I bottomed out inside of her, the word tearing from her as a sob. She clung to me tighter as we fucked, driving into her with deep strokes that scraped her back against the bark.

She didn't care.

She looked at me like I was the only man in the world, like this was the only thing in the world. She buried her face in my chest, tears flowing freely down her cheeks as the bliss of her orgasm burned directly into the pleasure building between her legs as I fucked her brains out, my hips slamming harder and harder as I gave myself over to an animal frenzy.

"I love you," she gasped, her lips against my ear. Even an inch away, she sounded like she was standing at the bottom of a well—I felt nothing except that perfect spot where we joined, the slick, wet heat where the walls of her cunt ground against my cock hard enough to throw sparks. "Daddy, I love you. I love you I love you I love you so fucking much...!"

I grabbed a fistful of her hair and buried myself inside of her as hard as I could. "I love you too, babygirl," I growled, the tree shaking behind us as I fucked her hard enough that she was going to have a hard time staying in a straight line as she walked down the aisle. "So fucking much. You're mine, babygirl. You know that? You know that you belong to Daddy?"

"I'm yours," Samantha gasped, her walls clenching as a second orgasm built in her core. "Always yours, Daddy, Always... oh my God, I'm gonna cum please cum inside me Daddy please fill me up—!"

She came again, harder this time, and when I felt her walls clamp down on me like a fist I knew I was done. I buried myself as deep as I could go, hips grinding against hers, and then it was nothing but bliss as the dam inside me burst. My cock jerked against her inner walls as I shot, pumping what felt like a gallon of cum directly into her eager, waiting pussy. Ragged sobs of bliss tore from Samantha's chest as she felt me fill her, her nails digging into my shoulders hard enough to leave marks through the fabric. I held her through it all, my face pressed against her collar, making her feel warm and safe and owned and loved in that special way that only Daddy and his babygirl could understand.

We held each other like that for a long time, locked together against the tree. I moved, Samantha whimpered, I stayed buried inside her. Our hearts slowly stopped pumping quite as fast, the sound replaced with the quiet noises of the forest once more.

"Babygirl," I said, stroking her hair. "That was..."

She met my gaze, an impish grin spreading across her face.

And my babygirl began to giggle.

It started as a hiccup, then progressed into a full-blown laughing fit. Tears of release streamed down her cheeks as she hugged me, her shoulders shaking with not-silent sobs as birds chirped overhead.

I leaned back, meeting her eye. "Babygirl?" I asked, grinning despite myself.

"We just..." Samantha buried her face in my chest, practically cackling with mirth. "Daddy, we just fucked in the middle of the woods. Like animals. And I'm pretty sure I just screamed loud enough for everyone at the wedding to hear."

I couldn't help it. I started laughing too, my cock still buried inside of her. Samantha's giggles dissolved into snorts as she wiped her face.

"Maybe we'll get lucky and they'll think you got attacked by a bear," I told her.

Samantha snickered. "I did," she agreed. "A bear called Daddy."

Both of us lost it again.

Eventually we managed to get ourselves under control. Everything felt loose and giddy now—the twin highs of dealing with Samantha's parents and finding release inside my babygirl made me feel like I was high as a kite. I pulled out of Samantha and slid her panties back on, my babygirl letting out a little whimper at no longer having me where she wanted me. She watched me pull her jeans back up her thighs with a dazed, soft, loving expression that made my chest hurt.

"You're going to have to tell Yukiko and Marcie about this," I told her, tucking myself back into my pants. "I mean, they're obviously going to notice when you come back to the tent looking like..."

"Like I just got fucked?" Samantha asked with a smile. "Don't worry, Daddy, I'll tell them everything. About my parents... and about everything that came after."

"They won't be mad?"

She was already shaking her head. "Oh, please. They'll both love this. You losing control in the middle of the woods, me looking so hot that you couldn't help from spilling yourself inside your babygirl? They'll be salivating."

The craziest thing about it was, they probably would.

I gave her a kiss on the forehead as I helped her back to the ground. "Are you okay, babygirl?" I asked. "Not just with what just happened, I mean. With... everything."

Samantha nodded, her expression softening. "I really am, Daddy. Thank you again, so much. For everything."

I took her hand and kissed it. "Anytime, babygirl. And now I think we'd better get you back to the tent before they send a search party."

No one bothered us on the way back to the tent. Maybe we'd made less noise than we thought—or maybe people were just more used to the debauchery than I realized.

I could hear the sounds of murmured conversation inside: from the number of voices, I knew they must be nearing the end of their preparations. Lakshmi, Heather and Eva were inside, along with several voices I didn’t recognize. Other Delta Rho sorority girls, undoubtedly, gushing over the brides.

“Okay,” Samantha said. “Yukiko really will never forgive you if you see her dress early. You’d better turn back here, Daddy.”

I nodded. “I’ll see you soon,” I promised, giving her a kiss.

“Yes you will,” she giggled. “I can’t wait to tell Kiki and Marcie what happened. They’re going to freak when they hear I actually stood up to Mom and Dad…”

I turned away as Samantha unzipped the tent, slipping inside. As the voices gathered around my babygirl, peppering her with questions and celebrating her answers and getting her into the makeup chair as quickly as possible, I made my way back through the woods in the direction of the pavilion.

Have fun, babygirl. Do a couple shots. You’ve more than earned them.

We’d dealt with the Lowrys. Maybe not once and for all—but they’d never have the power they once held over my babygirl, not ever again.

And that was one hell of a good feeling.


Chapter Eight

By the time I made it back to the pavilion, the wedding was just about ready.

I emerged from the treeline just as a blast of static rang out over the venue. Two Delta Rho coeds who’d been tuning the sound system threw their hands over their ears as the feedback spiked, followed by a blast of staccato guitar and rapid-fire lyrics about ‘nonagon infinity’ ‘opening the door’. One of the coeds flipped a switch and the static vanished, the loud music replaced with one of the classical pieces Yukiko chose as part of the processional.

Tasha must have gotten her hands on the Spotify playlist, I thought with a chuckle. At least those girls got the kinks worked out early. Imagine if psych rock started playing when my girls walked down the aisle?

Honestly, after the morning I’d had, that would be the least weird thing about the wedding.

A couple people waved at me as I worked my way between the rows. Everyone I saw looked both relieved and a little on edge—like they were glad we’d weathered the big wedding blowup, but weren’t sure whether it was going to truly be smooth sailing from here on out. I tried to look reassuring as I made my way to the pavilion.

Then I reached it.

And froze in my tracks.

I’d been there barely a half-hour ago, when I’d run into Warren Lowry and kicked off this whole mess. But now, in the late morning sun with the final touches in place, seeing it made my heart skip a beat.

It was beautiful.

A lane of ivory stretched down the center aisle, flanked by rows of white chairs. Rose petals had been strewn across both edges, and the lights that hung from the roof of the pavilion, stretching all the way to the poles the coeds had erected near the gravel lot, caught the steam billowing off of the hot springs and fragmented it like a rainbow.

The effect was… well, enchanting. Almost literally.

“This place really is magic,” I muttered, shaking my head.

At the front, under the pavilion’s peaked roof, stood the altar where Reverend McCleary would soon be standing. Where I’d marry Yukiko, Samantha, and Marcie—the first legally, the other two in every way that truly mattered.

At long last. We were going to be a family.

“Hey, Jack,” a voice said. “Isn’t this incredible?”

I glanced over to see Lakshmi standing next to me, her dark hair teased into an up-do and her curves sleeved into her bridesmaid’s dress. She’d been helping out all morning—I’d seen her doing more than almost anyone—and when she looked at the pavilion and all its accompanying furnishings, I saw a real look of pride on her face.

“It came together even better than we anticipated,” she said, beaming. “These girls can really be proud of what they accomplished this morning.” A knowing smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. “And so can Samantha, from what I’ve heard?”

Damn. News really did travel fast among sorority girls. “She dealt with her parents,” I said. “They won’t be giving us any more trouble today.”

Lakshmi nodded. “Tasha asked me to come and find you,” she said, putting a hand on her hip. “She just got word from the hospital a few minutes ago. Maria’s CT scan came back clean: no skull fracture, no internal bleeding. She’s gonna be okay.”

Relief washed over me. “That’s great news.”

“They’re still keeping her overnight for observation,” Lakshmi grimaced. “Standard procedure with a head injury that nasty. Tasha offered to drive back and spring her from hospital custody in time for the wedding, but she declined. She knows it’s for the best.”

I thought about her fighting through her concussion to make me promise not to postpone my wedding vows. “She’s a hell of a woman,” I said. “Make sure the coeds take lots of pictures for her, okay?”

“Oh, we will—and videos,” Lakshmi said. Was that a knowing little smirk I saw when she mentioned the latter? “Maria knew what she was doing when she hired two videographers.”

I blinked. “Come again?”

“One’s a nice older lady who comes highly recommended,” Lakshmi explained, rubbing up against me a bit as she spoke. “And the other is someone Maria’s known for a while who helps her take pictures and videos of houses she’s planning to sell.” Lakshmi paused, lowering her voice. “Apparently, she’s got a side business shooting certain… intimate content.”

“Intimate?”

A blush rose to Lakshimi’s cheeks.  “The kind involving high-definition lenses and very little clothing,” she admitted, her lips compressing as she tried not to laugh. “Apparently the final result is quite artistic? Maria said if she does half as good a job with the afterparty as her usual work, we’re all going to look like movie stars.”

Yeah, but what kind of movie? I couldn’t help but wonder.

“Of course Maria would hire an adult film director to pick up where the normal videographer left off,” I said, chuckling for what felt like the first time since my confrontation with Samantha’s father. “Knowing her, she’ll probably want us all wearing GoPros on the wedding night.”

“It’s not like that,” Lakshmi assured me. “At least I don’t think it’s like that.”

She took my hand, batting those long lashes of hers.

“But would you really mind?” she asked.

I could hardly believe what I was hearing. This was Lakshmi: the most dependable, studious and shy member of my harem. If this event was even bringing her out of her shell, I could only imagine what it was doing to the rest of my girls.

“Would you?” I shot back.

Lakshmi glanced away, nibbling her bottom lip. “You’re only young once,” she said, looking back up at me like she dared me to try and tell her to behave. “And your bachelor party… that was special. That’s something I’m going to remember for the rest of my life.” She paused, a knowing look in her eye. “I’d like to be able to look back on that when I’m old enough to be my own auntie and say ‘God, look how hot I was back then!’”

“I feel the same way,” I admitted. “And I’m a hell of a lot older than you are.”

“You’re not old,” Lakshmi said with a snicker. “Please.”

I smiled. “You’re a lot bolder than you used to be, you know that?”

Lakshmi thought that over for a second. “I am,” she agreed. “You and your women are rubbing off on me, Jack. At least you won’t have to worry about charming my parents.” She blanched. “I still haven’t talked to them since the thing with Jessamyn.”

“Take your time with it,” I suggested. “The girls and I will help you find the right words when you’re ready, if you need us to step in.”

“I just might,” she said. “I better get back. You okay out here?”

I was. “Yeah. I just have one other thing I need to take care of before the ceremony.”

Lakshmi blinked. “Really? Well, you’d better get to it, then. We’re almost out of time.”

“I know,” I said, subconsciously patting my jacket pocket. “It won’t take long.”

Lakshmi squeezed my shoulder and headed back toward the tent, leaving me alone in front of the pavilion. As soon as she was gone I fished my phone out of my pocket, punching in the code and checking my recent calls.

I didn’t have any. Which meant Marcie’s father hadn’t tried to reach out to either of us. Even after she’d called him last night, making one final effort to sway him.

I thought of the way Marcie sounded in the tent. I hadn’t been able to see the look on her face when she talked about her Dad not attending the wedding, but I didn’t really need to. I heard how she felt in her voice.

She was holding it together well—being so strong for me and the others.

But if Daniel didn’t show up today, it was going to leave a wound.

One I doubted Marcie would ever fully recover from.

One more try, I thought, gritting my teeth. There’s got to be something I can do to make the man see reason. For Marcie’s sake…

Then it hit me.

Not just Marcie’s sake. Mine, too.

I wanted him there. Daniel wasn’t just Marcie’s father—he was the closest thing I’d had to a father in the last twenty years. My mentor. My best friend. I didn’t have many social connections after spending my life of being dead inside working for Ramsey Engineering, and his might have been the only face from that part of my life I truly wanted to see staring at me from the front row today.

No matter how he felt about me now, he’d saved my life.

If he hadn’t been there for me when Lauren died, I might have…

Well. I didn’t like thinking about it. But I might never have been able to pull myself back out of that darkness. Working at Ramsey Engineering might have helped me smother my feelings where love and relationships were concerned, but that job was also the lifeline that kept me sane in those days when Lauren’s death was still a ragged wound in my heart.

I owed Daniel Ramsey a lot. Just about everything.

I hit the call button.

It rang once. Twice. Three times. My heart jumped into my throat.

The line clicked. “You’ve reached Daniel Ramsey. Leave a message at the beep.”

Beep.

I took a moment to steady myself. “Daniel? It’s Jack.” The words came out rougher than I’d intended; I sounded like I was on the verge of tears. “Listen, I know you’ve been getting my calls. Marcie’s, too. She’s been texting you about everything and you haven’t been responding…”

My gaze traveled to the front row of seats. Little placards had been glued down to show which chair was whose, and two of them right up front both had DANIEL AND VANESSA RAMSEY on them.

“I know you and I have been over this,” I said, swallowing hard. “Multiple times. I’m not going to try to convince you, Daniel—and I’m sure as hell not going to try and guilt you. I just want you to know that in about an hour and a half, your daughter and I are going to be walking down the aisle. And there’s two seats right up front for you and your wife, if you want them.”

I paused. That was all that really needed to be said—but the more I talked, the more it felt like the dam inside of me was starting to crack. And I hadn’t even realized there was anything I’d been holding back to begin with.

“Marcie wants you to be here,” I said, my voice tight. “She’s being brave, she keeps saying she’s fine, but I know she’s not. And honestly, boss? I’m not alright, either. I want you to be here, Daniel. You were here for me when nobody—literally nobody—else was. You pulled me back from the brink. You…”

I thought about Lauren. How I’d been drowning in grief after her death, staring at the walls in our empty home in Montana like the rest of my life was going to be an endless succession of gray days, cold pillows and screaming in the shower. It was Daniel who’d given me a new lease on life. Who saw me at the funeral and understood how badly I needed someone to tell me I was useful, that I had a purpose, that I still had a goddamn reason to go on living.

“You saved my fucking life,” I blurted, my voice cracking. “When Lauren died, I was sure I would never be happy again. And you… what you gave me wasn’t a goddamned job, Daniel. You gave me my life back. You didn’t hug me, or call me son, because you didn’t have the words for that. But that’s what I was, Daniel. Both of us know I’m the son you never had.”

I sniffed hard, fighting back tears.

“I don’t need you to forgive me,” I blurted, the words coming out faster. “I don’t even really need you to understand me. I’m not asking for my job back, and I’m not asking for you to accept what Marcie and I are doing. I’m just asking for you to be here. Please. Your daughter and I both love you. This… this ceremony will be poorer without you sitting in the front row.”

It really would, I realized.

I knew how badly Marcie needed to smooth things over with Daniel. I hadn’t realized how badly I’d be suppressing the same need until it all came raging out.

“I know there’s a part of you that knows this is wrong. That it isn’t you. That it’s not what you taught me, Daniel,” I said, my voice thick with emotion. “It’s not how a family operates. Not even when they hate each other.”

I prayed he didn’t hate me.

“Look, it’s not too late. I know you’re in town. We’re at the hot springs—I’m sure Marcie told you where it is. I’ll text you directions just in case.” I thumbed the copy-paste Heather and Eva made for all the wedding guests and sent it over in a quick text. “If you can’t make it to the vows, then come to the reception. Hell, show up at the airport tomorrow before our plane leaves. Just please, please don’t let what happened in the fucking Delta Rho house be the last time we talk to each other.”

I glanced at the phone screen, trying to find the right words to end the call.

“I love you, boss. Daniel. Dad. There’s a spot here with your name on it if you want it. I’m waiting. Marcie’s waiting.” I stopped, steadying myself, on the verge of a sob. “You called me a fool, and maybe I am. But I’m asking you anyway, one more time. Because I know that no matter what you say, you love us, too. Me and Marcie.”

I let out a long, shaky sigh. “Everyone’s got a seat at the table, boss. Yours is waiting for you whenever you want it.”

I hung up before he could hear me crying.

I stood there, sobbing into my palm, the cell phone clutched loosely at my side. A tidal wave of emotion washed over me—all the feelings I’d been repressing ever since Daniel threw that first drunken punch in the parking lot of my condo. I’d been so strong for Marcie and all my other women that I’d been pushing it down, not thinking about it—but the truth was clear.

Marcie would be heartbroken if Daniel didn’t show up to this thing.

And so would I.

“God damn it, Jack,” I whispered, swallowing the feeling. “Pull it together…”

“Jack?”

I turned. Yui Tanaka stood a few steps behind me, her arms crossed beneath her breasts. From the look on her face, I knew instantly that she’d heard the whole call.

I tried to hide my eyes. “He’s not coming,” I muttered, waving the phone. “He…”

The next thing I knew, Yukiko’s mother pulled me into a hug.

She held me tight, and I lost it. All the pressures of the day—the fist fight, thinking Maria was dead, standing by my babygirl’s side as she laid down the law with her narcissist parents and hearing Marcie’s voice when she said Daniel hadn’t replied to any of her calls or texts—all of them hit me like a series of sucker punches, breaking through my emotional walls.

“It’s alright,” Yui murmured, patting the space between my shoulder blades. “You’ve had a very busy morning, haven’t you, Jack?”

I pulled back, wiping my eyes. “I would say so,” I said, trying to smile.

“I heard about the Lowrys,” she said, her hands going to my shoulders as she sized me up. Her expression was carefully neutral, but I could see the anger simmering in her eyes at the mention of them. “What they tried to do today was shameful.”

“We dealt with them,” I said. “Samantha dealt with them. You should have seen it, Yui. She was so brave. I’m so proud of her.”

Yui smiled. “Of course she did well. She’s my daughter-in-law.”

I burst out laughing through the tears. “You’re really serious about that, huh?”

“Absolutely.” Yui adjusted my lapel, a gesture so maternal that it made my heart hurt a bit. “You’re my son-in-law. Which makes both of the other women marrying you today my daughters.” Finished, she put that hand on my chest. “Panic check?”

I did a quick mental inventory. “I’m fine. Just… upset.”

Yui nodded. “We never talked about your feelings surrounding Daniel’s refusal to come to the ceremony.”

“He’s a stubborn man,” I said. “We both are. You know what he demanded.”

“I do.” Yui’s expression darkened a touch. “And I know that’s not what you or any of my daughters want.”

“It’s not. I don’t need Daniel to accept it. I just wish he could be here for Marcie.”

Yui nodded. “She’s trying to be courageous about it. But I can see it in her eyes. She keeps checking her phone, praying for a text.”

Guilt twisted in my gut. “I never wanted to take her away from him.”

“No,” Yui agreed gently. “You and Marcie have done all you can do. The rest is up to Daniel—and hopefully, Marcie’s mother.” She thought that over for a second, glancing at the empty seats in the front row. “Ryuichi is a poor excuse for a father figure, otherwise I would say he would gladly fill the role. But whether the Ramseys show up to this event or not, Marcie does have a mother here. So does Samantha. And Yukiko, of course.”

I thought about the Lowrys and their manipulation. Daniel and his stubbornness.

And about the family we choose, rather than the ones we’re born with.

“They’ve got one hell of a mama,” I said, smiling at Yui. “And about fifty sisters each. These girls really worked their asses off to make this event a success.”

“Yes, you’re very lucky,” Yui agreed. “I have to go see your brides now—help them finish getting ready. Give them a few gifts I’ve been waiting to bestow upon them until right before the ceremony.” Her lips compressed. “You should find a place to sit down and relax. You’ve slain enough dragons for one day, Jack. Go somewhere quiet and gather your thoughts before this whole thing starts.”

I chuckled. “Is it that obvious I’m about to lose my mind?”

“Only to your therapist,” Yui said with a smile. “And for the record—I called Daniel Ramsey this morning as well. Only my call was nowhere near as polite as yours.”

I could only imagine what she’d said.

“We’ll see what happens,” Yui assured me. “But no matter what, you and those girls are going to be very, very happy.”

“Thanks… Mom,” I said, some of the awkwardness sliding away from that word.

“You’re welcome. See you soon.”

And with that, she made her way to the tent.

I stood there for a moment, just taking it all in. The events of the morning—the horror and the triumph, the madness and the magic. After everything we’d been through, it seemed impossible that we were finally here at the altar.

But we were. And with the Lowrys sent packing to the police station, this place finally felt as special as it was always meant to be.

I closed my eyes, seeing a peace that was just out of reach. Ninety minutes…

“Jack!”

A voice like a trumpet blast shattered my impromptu meditation.

“There you are, you magnificent bastard!”

I turned, opening my eyes—and found myself staring into my next slice of chaos.

Reverend McCleary had just arrived.


Chapter Nine

“Kate,” I managed, looking the Reverend up and down. “You look…”

My words failed me. How could I possibly describe that outfit?

The suit Kate McCleary had decided to wear to my wedding looked—in the nicest way possible—like a kindergartener had designed it. The jacket was a patchwork of jewel tones: emerald green, sapphire blue, a shade of orange that made my eyes water to look at for more than a second or two. The vest underneath appeared to have been tie-dyed by someone in the midst of either a profound spiritual awakening or a really good Grateful Dead concert. Her pants were only slightly more subdued, and the pair of  wing-tip shoes she cut across the main lawn in looked like they’d been stolen straight off of Willy Wonka’s shoe rack.

On anyone else it would have looked clownish. Beyond ridiculous.

Yet somehow, the insane level of confidence this woman radiated let her almost—almost—pull it off. She truly did not care how goofy she looked.

Maybe there was a lesson in that.

“Magnificent?” Kate did a little turn, grinning from ear to ear. “Resplendant? A walking tribute to the everlasting, ongoing miracle of the cosmos?”

My mouth opened and closed on air. “It’s… remarkable,” I said, just barely managing not to laugh.

“I know! I had it commissioned specifically for your wedding. The tailor cried when I told him what I wanted.” She paused, looking thoughtful. “Tears of joy, obviously.”

“Obviously,” I repeated. I wished I could have been a fly on the wall for that.

Kate bounded up to me, put her hands on my shoulders, and looked me in the eye. “I heard about the altercation,” she said, clicking her tongue and wiggling her eyebrows. “You doing okay, champ?”

Of course she’d heard. The only reason Einstein thought the speed of light was the fastest thing in the universe was because he’d never seen sorority girls spread gossip.

“I’m fine,” I said, nodding. “You should be aware that the Lowrys won’t be attending the ceremony.”

“Good!” Kate clapped her hands together. “Samantha told me a little bit about them, and between you and me: absolutely rancid vibes. Even from the other side of the ocean, I could tell they were definitely vibrating on the wrong frequency.” Before I could respond, she elbowed me in the ribs. “Nothing says ‘true love’ like breaking your future father-in-law’s nose on your wedding day, eh? Very Old Testament of you. I approve!”

I blinked. “You approve?”

She clapped me on the back. “Jack, you gorgeous man! I’ve been officiating weddings for twenty years now. You know how many of them have involved a pre-ceremony fist fight?”

I couldn’t even guess.

She leaned in close, dropping her voice to a gleeful stage whisper. “Not nearly enough of them! Besides, from what I heard, the bastard had it coming.” Her grin turned feral. “I bet your girl was magnificent, telling them off to their faces.”

“She was,” I said. “I don’t think either of us are ever going to forget it.”

“Nor should you! Nothing like dragging the monster under your bride’s bed into the light and discovering it’s just a narcissist in an Armani suit to prepare the two of you for holy matrimony.” She mimed wiping her brow. “And that’s only one set of in-laws! You hit the lottery with those girls, but their parents… whew!”

Ice filled my gut. “The Tanakas are the only ones here,” I said. “Marcie’s father… he…”

“Is going to make whatever decision he makes,” Kate finished for me. “And none of you should be the slightest bit worried about that. This is your day. Well, technically it belongs to those girls over in the tent. You’re just the lucky stud who gets to marry them.”

“I know how lucky I am,” I said, nodding.

“One groom, three brides,” Kate said, making finger guns in the direction of the altar. “You’re not just the luckiest guy at this shindig, Jack, you’re the envy of this entire zip code. Three women who looked at the world’s bullshit and said, ‘Nah, we’re building our own damn kingdom!’” She leaned in, chuckling. “I’ve heard a couple of people refer to this arrangement in a derogatory way as a ‘harem’. But I see that magic pond over there and I know the truth, Jack. These girls aren’t your harem. They’re a coven.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “Isn’t witchcraft, er… evil?”

Kate shrugged. “Look around, Jack. All these smiling girls, all the things they built this semester, all the love—does that look evil to you? Or do you think these girls have been doing something very, very good with all that magic?”

I looked around.

And realized that I couldn’t disagree with Kate in the slightest.

“And speaking of magic…”

Kate reached into the messenger bag she’d brought with her.

Hmm?

“I’ve got a surprise for you,” Kate said, chuckling as she fished around inside. “Technically, two surprises—but one I’m saving for the ceremony. This one I want you to know about ahead of time, even though your wives won’t. Also it’s going to make you cry, and I want a front row seat for that.”

She pulled out a smallish wooden box, rough-hewn, about the size of a paperback book. Someone had burned a design into the lid—four interlocking rings formed into a single knot. Appropriate for the day, I supposed.

I stared at it. “Do I hear something ticking inside of that?”

Kate rolled her eyes. “It’s not that kind of surprise. Open it.”

I did.

Inside were four envelopes. For a moment I had a flash of deja vu—seeing them made me think of the scavenger hunt my wives had prepared for me as a lead-up to my bachelor party, and the letters each of them had left me around town along with their tokens of affection.

But as I checked the writing on each envelope, I had a realization.

These letters weren’t written by my brides.

They were for my brides. And me.

I held up the first one. Written across it in a handwriting I recognized as belonging to Yui Tanaka, my therapist and Yukiko’s mother, it said:

Yukiko, my daughter: read this when the baby is born.

The edges of my vision went blurry.

“What…?” I swallowed hard, trying not to burst into tears yet again today. “Kate, what are these?”

“This,” the Reverend said, her eyebrows waggling, “is a time capsule. One letter for each of your wives—and one for you. Something for you to hold onto and open when the time is right: the people who wrote them decided when that ought to be.” Her tone softened. “They’re messages for the future. Blessings, advice—you know. The good shit.”

I sniffed hugely.

Kate chuckled. “You’re crying! I told you, no one gets through this one without crying. It’s a guaranteed tear-jerker. Wait until you see those girls’s reactions. It’s gonna be freaking beautiful!”

I was already flipping to the other envelopes. Under Yukiko’s was one so thick it barely held what was inside, faintly bulging with paper. Across the front in a handwriting that had to be either Heather or Eva’s was: Samantha—open this when you need to remember what a badass you are!

“Who wrote this one?” I asked. “It’s huge…”

Kate grinned. “I asked around for someone from Delta Rho who might want to write a letter to Samantha,” she said. “Turns out, pretty much the entire sorority wanted to say something. That girl’s parents might not appreciate her, but they certainly do.” She leaned over, peering into the box. “The love I feel radiating off that one—it’s humbling, Jack.” She cocked her head to the side. “The melody coming off of it sounds just like ‘Strawberry Fields Forever’.”

I ignored that bit of weirdness. Underneath Samantha’s letter was Marcie’s. My eyes widened when I saw the handwriting.

“Samantha wrote this?” I blurted.

“She did. She was bawling like a baby when she sealed it, too.” Kate reached over and squeezed my shoulder. “These are good women, Jack.”

I knew that. The message on the front said: Marcie—open this the first time we all have a big fight. When you want to remember why we chose this.

Oh man. ‘Tear-jerker’ didn’t even begin to describe it. I knew that whatever was in this letter was something Marcie would carry in her heart forever.

Still, I hoped it would be a good, long while before she ever had to open it.

Only one envelope remained at the bottom of the box. I had about a dozen guesses as to who might have authored it. One of my other girls, maybe: Maria, or Tasha, or Lakshmi. Maybe someone from the college, like Sidonie or Professor Kovarsky.

A little piece of me even hoped I’d see Daniel’s handwriting staring up at me.

So many guesses. And all of them were wrong.

The envelope was smaller than the others. Professional and neat. No handwritten envelope here—the words were typed across the front, in a tiny, Gothic font:

For Jack. To be opened ONLY in the face of absolute catastrophe.

You’ll know when.

~M. Isringhausen

I nearly dropped the whole thing, box and all.

I stared at the tiny envelope like it might explode at any second. Mona Isringhausen—Daniel’s right-hand woman, the shark who ran Ramsey Engineering’s Human Resources department—had written me a letter. The woman who knew where all the bodies were buried, who’d signed the orders firing me from the company without flinching—and who’d forced Daniel to abandon his case to get Samantha Lowry removed as head of the Stillwell Chapter of Delta Rho in exchange for a sweetheart deal once I became CEO of the firm.

Not that that seemed likely to ever happen.

Mona!? What the hell would Mona Isringhausen give me as a wedding present?

“Do not open that,” Kate said.

I shook my head. “I wasn’t going to.”

“I’m entirely serious.” She looked about as close to it as she ever got. “That woman is… intense. She made me promise about six hundred and sixty-six times that I would make sure you hang onto that letter instead of ripping it open. That you’ll follow her instructions, and only peek when the time is right.”

“How did you even hook up with her?” I asked.

An uneasy look spread across Kate’s face. “She reached out to me,” she admitted. “How she heard about the time capsule project, I have no idea, but she volunteered to write you this letter. Seemed to think you would really, really appreciate it.” She paused. “Do you?”

I thought about it.

“Kate,” I said, tucking the letters back in the box. “You do not need to worry. I am utterly terrified of what might be in that envelope.”

She clapped me on the back, her playful manner reasserting itself. “That’s the spirit!” She took the box back from me and placed it in her messenger bag. “I’m keeping this safe until after the ceremony. Then you’ll get to present it to your new brides, like it was your brilliant idea instead of mine. They’ll think even more of you than they already do—try not to get a big head about it.”

“I’ll try.” I said dryly.

“The second surprise is for the ceremony itself,” she said, patting a pocket in her technicolor suit. “But you’ll see that when the time comes.”

“You’re not going to give me a hint?”

“And ruin the fun? Absolutely not.” She zipped the bag closed with finality. “Now, let’s run through the order of the service real quick, Romeo. I gave your brides the 411 earlier this morning, but you’re going to need a little memory upload so you don’t zig when you ought to zag. The last thing we need is for you to go falling into the hot springs.” She paused. “Although that wouldn’t even be in the top three most outrageous things to happen today.”

“I’m ready,” I told her.

Kate explained the ceremony with the kind of manic energy that made me wonder how many espressos she’d drank after our breakfast meeting at Gabrielle’s. All three women would arrive at the processional at the same time—no ‘hierarchical bullshit’, as Kate liked to say—and they’d walk arm in arm, giving each other away rather than relying on their parents. (With only one set of consenting parents in the building—and Ryuichi was more a ‘maybe’ than a ‘yes’—we’d decided to make do). Even if they’d wanted to participate, Samantha’s parents couldn’t do it from a jail cell.

I tried not to feel smug about that. I only partially succeeded.

After that, the vows: me to them, individually, and them to me. We’d agreed to do Yukiko first, as this was technically her wedding, then Samantha, and finally Marcie. I hated to admit this, but I think Marcie volunteered to be last in the hopes of giving her Dad that much extra time to change his mind and make it to the venue.

Then the handfasting, with the ribbons Kate packed (Delta Rho colors, of course). Then the ring exchange, and the pronouncement.

“And then,” Kate said, her eyes twinkling with mischief, “the grand finale. My favorite part.”

“You tell me to kiss my brides?” I guessed.

She shook her head. “No! The surprise!” She reached into her jacket—which apparently had about seventeen pockets—and pulled out a small drawstring bag. “I’ve been planning this ever since the venue change. You’re going to love it. You and your coven,” she added with a wink.

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

“Kate, what—”

“No no no!” She waggled a finger, practically vibrating with energy. “It’s eastmost peninsula, Jack. A secret to everybody.” She chuckled. “Not a money-making game, either. I’ve seen the young Miss Avery’s business plan—you and her have plenty of time for that after your honeymoon.”

I didn’t know what was stranger—the words coming out of Reverend McCleary’s mouth or the fact that I’d played enough video games in the 80’s to understand them.

“It’ll be perfect,” she assured me. “Trust me.”

I did. But I’d learned over the last little bit that when Reverend Kate McCleary said something was going to be perfect, it usually meant it would be either brilliantly meaningful or absolute chaos.

Or maybe both.

"Alright," I said, deciding to trust her. "I'm in your hands, Reverend."

"Damn right you are!" She tucked the bag back into her pocket. "Now, any questions? Concerns? Last-minute cold feet?"

"No cold feet," I said immediately. “Of course not.”

"Good! Because I am prepared to tackle you if you try to run." She grinned. "Not that I think you’re gonna. You've got the look."

"I do?”

"The 'I'm about to marry the loves of my life and I couldn't be happier' look." Kate's expression softened, just for a moment. "It's a good look on you, Jack. I'm glad you found these girls. All three of them."

My throat tightened. "Me too."

She clapped me on the shoulder. "Alright, I'm going to go make sure the sound system works and terrorize the Delta Rho girls with my outfit. You—" she pointed at me, "—go do whatever grooms do before they get married. Meditate. Panic quietly. Get a drink.”

I wanted to argue. To ask more questions about the second surprise and whether it was really a good idea. More than anything, I wanted more information about Mona. How had she delivered the envelope? Had she given Reverend McCleary any indication as to what was inside?

But Kate was already away in a whirlwind of fabric, her suit glowing in the afternoon sun as she made her way to the sound system.

Leaving me alone with my thoughts.

I walked slowly down the center aisle, letting my hand trail along the backs of the chairs. When I reached the front, I stopped, just taking in the moment.

Talking to her had made everything feel so much more real. The final reminder of the service told me that there was going to be a service—that soon, I’d be married.

Jackson Avery, husband to three incredible women.

Husband.

A title I put down nearly two decades ago expecting to never pick up again.

I glanced up at the sky. “I hope you understand all this,” I whispered, speaking to the one person I knew could hear me no matter where I was. “I know this probably all shocks the hell out of you, honey. I know it’s unconventional, and I know people are gonna judge us for it. Hell, people already are.”

I paused, swallowing hard.

“You know,” I said, in the same tone I’d used when I finally worked up the nerve to talk to the redhead at the college bar twenty years ago, “you should be proud of yourself. You were such a good wife that it’s going to take three women to fill your shoes.”

A single leaf blew across the clearing. It landed on my shoulder like a tiny hand.

“I miss you,” I said, sniffing. “I will never stop missing you, baby. And when I see you again—because I know I will, someday—me and the girls are going to have a hell of a lot of stories to tell you.” I let out a thick, tear-stained laugh. “Something tells me you and them are going to get along like a house on fire.”

The leaf fluttered to the ground, settling at my feet.

I closed my eyes. Felt the weight of everything I’d been through.

Said another silent prayer of thanks to Lauren for everything she’d given me.

And then, as the Delta Rho crew made the final preparations for my wedding, I went off to get that drink.


Chapter Ten

The next seventy minutes passed in what felt like the blink of an eye.

The guests began to arrive, first in a trickle and then in a flood. Delta Rho girls who’d been working on last-minute preparations disappeared into the tent a short distance away from the venue and came back in their finest dresses, ready to celebrate and party. I recognized and gave my greetings to several people from Stillwell: Sidonie Weaver, Professor Kovarsky, half the guys from my engineering classes. It seemed like the whole town had decided to gather out here today, coming together to watch me get hitched to these three beautiful women.

I was on my second glass of champagne when Heather found me.

"Jack!" the cheerleader said, taking my hand. Her bridesmaid's dress was cut way lower than Tasha's, and rode so high up her hips it made her look like she was heading to a cocktail party instead of someone's nuptials. I felt certain Eva looked exactly the same. "We need to talk to you. Kate said there's still about twenty minutes before you need to be at the altar."

I glanced down at my watch. She was right—I had time. "What's up?"

Heather glanced around, making sure no one was within earshot, then leaned in close enough that I could smell the faint tang of Chanel on her neck. "You wouldn't be feeling nervous right now, would you, sir?"

Hmm? "I mean, a little," I admitted. "It's been one hell of a day, sweetheart."

Heather's smile turned wicked. "I could take you somewhere private and suck you off real quick if it would help you relax." She bit her lip, bold as bass. "Also I'm not wearing any panties under this dress and I am freshly shaved, if you need to make a last-minute deposit before you walk down the aisle."

If I'd had champagne in my mouth, I would've spit it out in shock.

Heather didn't hesitate. Her eyes glanced down to my suit pants, where a telltale bulge stiffened against the fabric. "I heard those noises coming from the woods earlier," the cheerleader purred, licking her lips like she was wishing it had been her making those sounds instead of one of my future wives. "I can't fault you for having a little fun before you get tied down to three women, boss. But I do wish you'd let me and Eva take care of you before you walk down the aisle..."

Good Lord. These women were insane.

"That is one hell of an offer," I said, my voice a rasp. "But my brides get first dibs on me today, Heather. I think even Kiki would be a little upset to find you jumped her in line on her own wedding day."

I expected that to be the end of it. But Heather had a shock for me.

"What if I told you it was Kiki's idea?" she asked.

I blinked. What!?

"She wouldn't be upset at all," the blonde said, reaching out to trail her fingers down my forearm. "In fact, she approved it, sir. As soon as Samantha came back and told her all about your fun in the woods."

She had? That... well, that didn't entirely sound unlike Yukiko.

"She knows you've been through hell today, sir," Heather said, her voice turning serious. "Samantha's parents, the stuff with your mentor—it's been a lot. Your princess wants you relaxed and smiling when you stand at the altar and see her dress, not all pent up and pissed off." She grinned as she stepped closer, her grin stretching like the Cheshire Cat's. "So she set up a little... sequestered area. Away from the guests. Just for you."

My brows rose. "She did?"

"It's just a tent," Heather said with a chuckle. "Like the one they're using to get ready. Except you'll be getting ready in a very different way." Emboldened, she leaned in so close her lips brushed my ear. "Eva and I are waiting to blow your mind, sir. Literally. No panties. Freshly shaved. Ready to do whatever you need to take your stress away, before you become Jackson Avery, married man." She tilted her head, studying my face. "What do you say, sir? One last fling as a single guy?"

I should have said no. The wedding was right around the corner, and of all the members of my harem, Heather and Eva were the ones with the biggest knack for getting me into trouble. But if Yukiko herself had given me the green light, it was probably alright. My princess didn't do anything without planning it in triplicate.

"You promise this was Kiki's idea?" I asked.

Heather nodded. "I swear."

She wouldn't have lied to me. Not on a day like today.

And this really did sound fun.

"Alright," I grunted.

Heather did a little fist-pump. "Fuck yeah! Let's go—"

I pulled her close to me, my hand on her hip. "But I need you to understand something first," I said. "You tell your sorority sister this when you get to the tent, too. Both of you should understand."

Her eyes widened. "Yes, boss?"

I cleared my throat, glancing around to make sure we wouldn't be overheard. "This isn't going to be some sweet, loving rendezvous," I whispered, the words a rasp. "We're not making love. I'm using both of you, however I fucking want, so I can stand at that altar with a grin on my face and mean it. You two are stress relief—"

I grabbed a handful of her ass. She nearly jumped.

"—my whores," I growled, watching the word bring a flush to the cheerleader's face. "Nothing more. You understand that?"

Heather's eyes lit up like I'd just given her a winning lottery ticket. "Fuck. Yes." she whimpered, trembling like I'd just slid a finger inside of her. "Oh, we're more than cool with that, boss. That's exactly what we want." She took a step back, preening. "You know we're your dirtiest girls."

I did. That's why I was willing to go along with this.

Heather led me away from the crowd, weaving through clusters of guests until we were on the other side of the hot springs. I didn't see the tent until we were practically on top of it—when I did, I couldn't help but chuckle. It was a duplicate of the one Yukiko, Samantha and Marcie were getting ready in—they must have bought a spare, just to be on the safe side.

Or maybe Yukiko had insisted they get two specifically for just this reason.

"In here, sir," Heather said, opening the flap. I stepped inside.

Technically, I had no basis of comparison. I'd been wearing a blindfold the entire time I was in the bridal tent, so I had only the faintest idea of what the interior looked like. But this was pretty nice. Simple, but comfortable—a table with a lamp that cast a dim, romantic light, a few chairs, one of those big puffy Japanese-style mats on the floor and a cot in the corner. Eva was standing beside this last, one knee on the mattress and fishnet stockings hugging her legs. She wore a tight black bra and a pair of thong panties, a smile, and nothing else.

She grinned when she saw me—the look on my face must have told her just how badly I wanted her. Behind me, I could hear Heather unzipping her dress as she closed the flap behind us.

"There he is," Eva purred. "The man of the hour. How can we serve you, boss?"

I took two steps forward, loosening my tie, my first words of command already coming to my lips. No pleasantries, no chit-chat—just using these two girls exactly the way I wanted.

Before I could speak, something shifted in the shadows.

I turned on a heel, half-expecting some kind of trap. After the day I'd had, it wouldn't have been the most insane thing in the world to fear. But it wasn't an enemy—it was a coed, sitting in one of the folding chairs near the table with one leg crossed over the other.

Lakshmi.

Looking for all the world like she was presiding over a board meeting instead of a threesome.

"Laks?" I blurted. "What are you doing here?"

The Indian woman smiled, leaning back in her seat. "Hello, Jack," she said brightly. "Yukiko asked me to come and supervise."

That made me understand things less, not more. "Supervise?"

"To make sure these two don't keep you away from the actual wedding," she said, her voice dripping with irony. "This was all the princess's idea, but she did insist, I quote, that we: 'put someone responsible nearby so Jack doesn't miss his own vows'." She grinned. "I guess I'm the responsible one."

"You just watch," I said, noting the way her dress clung to her curves. "Is that right?"

Spots of color rose to Lakshmi's cheeks. "That's right."

"Don't worry, sir," Heather purred, stepping beside me and slipping her fingers under my shirt. "We'll make this quick enough that they don't miss you."

"And very satisfying," Eva agreed on beat. "Fuck, I cannot wait for you to use all my holes, boss..."

Heather's fingers were already working at my belt buckle. "We've been thinking about this all day," she confessed, her voice crackling with lust. "How hard you've been working, how fucking badass it was for you to beat the shit out of Samantha's dad. How much we really, really want to be so dirty for you that you don't instantly forget us the second you're married..."

I chuckled at that. "Like I could ever forget you two," I grunted, casually gripping a handful of Heather's ass. "Neither of you need to worry about a thing. As long as you keep being dirtier than the rest of these girls, I'm never going to stop fucking your pretty little brains out..."

A growl escaped me as Eva freed my cock from my pants, taking it out with practiced ease. Heather dropped to her knees in front of me, never breaking eye contact as she ran her tongue along the underside of my crown and worked it from the tip all the way down to the base.

"Fuck," I grunted, tangling my fingers in her blonde hair. "Jesus..."

Heather moaned against me. "He tastes like his babygirl," she giggled, glancing over at her virtual twin. "Fuck, he must have pounded her so hard—"

It was as far as she got.

I thrust forward, past her lips, filling her throat with my cock. She sealed her lips around the head like it was second nature, her tongue swirling around every sensitive spot on my crown, and I nearly let go right then and there. As she sucked me, Eva pressed up against my side, kissing me deep and running her fingers across my chest, her body as warm as an oven as she ground herself against me.

"I can tell he likes that," Eva purred, putting a hand on the back of her bestie's head. "Here, let me help you—"

Oh fuck. Without an ounce of shame, Eva gripped a fistful of Heather's hair and guided her mouth up and down my cock, using her like a living sex toy. The other cheerleader groaned with bliss, her eyelashes fluttering as she gagged around my length. She moved slowly at first, then faster and faster, until I was literally fucking the coed's face.

"Fuck, you two are good at that," I growled, pulling Eva to me and kissing her as I bottomed out inside of her virtual twin's throat. "Do you two practice this shit when I'm not around?"

"Always, sir," Eva groaned. "We're both wearing plugs right now, too. You want to see, boss?"

Oh God. They wore plugs to my wedding? They really were the dirtiest girls in the harem.

I couldn't wait to see. But first, I wanted to fuck Eva's face.

"You two like pretending you're sisters?" I growled, cupping the cheerleader's chin.

She beamed. "Only because we know it makes you hard as fuck, sir," she giggled.

"Get on your knees," I commanded. "Help your sister worship this cock with her pretty little mouth."

Eva wasted no time. She sank to her knees beside Heather, pulling the cheerleader's mouth off of my cock with a wet little pop. A line of spit ran from the underside of my crown to the side of the blonde's lip.

"My turn," Eva whispered.

She opened her mouth and took me deep, her throat convulsing around me as she took me all the way down to the balls. I let out a groan, my head lolling back on my shoulders as the warm wetness of her mouth enveloped me. That felt fucking amazing.

Faintly, I heard a chair go squeak.

When I opened my eyes, Lakshmi had her legs uncrossed. One hand trailed between her thighs, buried beneath her skirt, gently massaging her pussy through her panties. Her eyes burned with lust, flickering back and forth as they tracked the way the cheerleaders bobbed up and down on my cock like a cork.

"Having fun, Jack?" she asked, her voice smooth and teasing.

I looked her up and down. "Are you?"

She grinned.

Heather and Eva were both kissing along the sides of my cock now, making out with my length between them. All at once Heather took me deep, gagging around me while Eva buried her face in my balls and licked at my base. The combination of sensations nearly brought me to the brink—but I wasn't ready to shoot yet.

I wanted way more from these two first.

I pulled Heather off my cock, ignoring her whimper of protest, and hauled both girls to their feet. "Strip," I ordered, my voice rough with need. "Now. Both of you."

They did. Heather hadn't been lying: she didn't have any panties on underneath of her unzipped dress, and both girls were freshly shaved, their pussies smooth and bald and dripping with juice. My mouth watered at the sight of them, so close in appearance they could have been twins.

"On the cot," I decided, gesturing. "Heather, get on the edge. Eva, sit on her face."

Heather grinned as she straddled the rear of the cot and spread her legs in invitation. Eva climbed on top on all fours and lowered her pussy to Heather's face, groaning like she'd just sunk into a warm bath as the coed's lips made contact with Eva's... well, lips.

"Fuck yes," Eva whimpered, squirming atop her throne. "Sir, please fuck her. I want to watch you use her tight little cunt—"

A moment later, Eva got her wish.

I positioned myself between Heather's legs and slammed into her with one brutal thrust, shaking the cot so hard it nearly collapsed. Heather screamed as I pierced her tight, wet heat, hammering her back walls and making her writhe beneath me as she buried her face in her virtual twin's pussy.

I lifted her ankles onto my shoulders and pounded her hard and fast, making good on my promise. There was nothing sweet or loving about what I was doing to her—this was the kind of sex you had with someone you hated. Someone you wanted walking around with bruises the next day.

Both of them fucking loved it.

"Yes," I grunted, bottoming out inside of her. My hands gripped Heather's hips for leverage, my eyes flickering between the sight of my girth disappearing and reappearing from inside her and the sinful vision of Eva writhing atop the other blonde's face like a pornstar. "Fuck yes. Is this what you wanted, you little slut? To relieve my stress? To get fucked so hard you're not going to be able to walk at the fucking reception?"

"Yes yes yes—" Heather's words were muffled by Eva's pussy, but I could hear the desperation in them. "Nggggh that's so good!"

"Her tongue feels so good," Eva whimpered, her legs shaking. "Will you fuck me after she makes me cum, sir? Like you did to Samantha?"

I pulled Eva to me roughly, grabbing her by the jaw and smothering her mouth with my own. She moaned into my mouth, tasting faintly of the tequila they'd both been sneaking throughout the preparations, her tongue tangling with mine.

By the time I pulled back, she looked like she was on the verge of cumming.

"You two are such dirty girls," I growled. "You love doing this, don't you? Being my naughtiest sluts?"

Both of them nodded eagerly. "We do," Eva gasped, her voice shooting up an octave. "We love being your toys, sir."

"Even when you break them," Heather added on queue.

"We'd do anything for you," Eva continued. "No limits, sir. You're the one who calls the shots—"

With a grunt, I pulled out of Heather and pulled her bestie to me. "Good. Lick me clean. I want you to taste her pussy on me. Then I'm going to fuck you."

Eva moaned and went to work, slurping every last drop of Heather's juices up before forming a tight seal around my prick and working her way up and down. Next to her, Heather shamelessly reached between her legs and started rubbing herself, keeping her pussy warm and ready for whatever I wanted to do to it.

I couldn't take it. I flipped Eva over, turned her around, and thrust into her from behind.

Fuck that felt amazing. What was even hotter was the sight of the little jeweled plug winking from the cheerleader's backdoor. Eva's back arched like a bow as I filled her, fucking her just as hard and fast as I'd done to Heather. Before long she was clawing at the sheets, her eyes rolled back in her head, her legs shaking helplessly beneath her.

"Oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck," she mewled. "Sir, sir oh fuck, I'm gonna—!"

"Cum for me," I growled, wrapping my hand around her throat. "Now."

It was all Eva needed to hear.

She obeyed, her whole body going rigid as an orgasm washed over her. I felt her walls clamp down on me like they never wanted to let me go, juice dripping down her thighs as her walls gripped so snugly I could barely move. Good God, I could never get tired of girls this tight.

I almost went over the edge but managed to hold back. Not yet, Jack, I told myself. After what had happened with Samantha, I wasn't sure I could shoot more than once and still make it to the altar on time.

I was going to make this count.

I pulled out and looked at Heather, who was rubbing herself shamelessly, her eyes heavy-lidded with lust. "You want this cock?" I growled.

She nodded like a bobblehead. "Please, sir," she whimpered. "Please fuck me—"

"Turn around," I growled. "I'm taking that ass."

Heather's eyes went wide but she grinned as she went face down ass up on the cot, wiggling her rear. One hand reached between her legs to pluck the plug from her pucker, revealing a tight, hot little hole that glistened with lube. They'd really thought of everything.

I pushed myself into Heather's tightest, most forbidden channel, groaning at the heat and tightness. "Relax for me," I growled. "Take it all."

"Yes, sir," Heather gasped, her eyes rolling back in her head. "Oh fuck, you're so big. If I wasn't so fucking wet I'd never be able to take you—"

I pushed harder, sinking inch by glorious inch. The tightness was incredible, almost overwhelming, and it took everything I had not to explode.

"Oh fuck oh fuck, oh fuck," Heather chanted, her voice going higher and higher. "Jesus fuck you're so goddamned big sir, you're gonna split me in half...!"

Eva popped up beside her. "You can take it," she purred, stroking her bestie's face as I slowly bottomed out inside of her ass. "You're such a good girl for our Daddy, Eva. You take him so much better than Mommy ever could..."

Goddamn, that dirty shit did things to me.

I pounded her, hard, my fingers digging into her hips as I rammed my cock hilt-deep into Heather's ass.

Eva crawled over and positioned herself beneath Heather, lapping at her pussy as my cock thrust in and out of her backdoor. The combination of pain and pleasure was too much for the cheerleader: she screamed with bliss, her hair cascading down her shoulders as her whole body shook like a leaf.

"That's it," I growled, pounding into Heather's ass with deep, brutal strokes. "Take it, babygirl. Take Daddy's cock while your friend eats your pussy. You're such a dirty little slut, aren't you?"

"Yes!" Heather wailed. "I'm your dirty slut, Daddy! I'm—oh God, oh fuck I'm cumming—"

She came with a scream that made me glad the walls of the tent were nice and thick, her ass clenching around me so tight it was almost painful. I kept going, driving into her through the aftershocks, and distantly I heard a soft moan from across the tent.

It was Lakshmi. She'd taken her panties off and was lying with her legs spread across the chair, fingering herself while she watched the show. Her soft pink tongue protruded from one corner of her mouth, her eyes glistening with lust. Oh yeah, she liked this.

"You're not forgetting to keep time, are you?" I teased.

She grinned, her hand still moving. "You've almost got to head out," she purred, groaning with bliss. "Yukiko said I needed to supervise. Not that I needed to be a freaking nun."

Eva lifted her head from between Heather's legs, grinning. "You should let him fuck you," she panted. "We won't tell!"

"Yes you should," Heather agreed on beat, her voice muffled against the blankets. "Come on, Lakshmi. Sir's got plenty left in him. And you know you want to."

Lakshmi bit her lip, her gaze dropping to my cock—still buried in Heather's ass—and I could see the moment she made her decision.

"Alright," she said, standing up and pulling her dress over her head in one smooth motion. "But we need to make this quick. You really are running low on time, Jack. Kiki will kill me if you're late..."

"I'll have to fuck you fast then," I grunted, pulling out of Heather.

I turned to face Lakshmi. She was stunning—all smooth mocha skin and elegant curves, her breasts high and firm, her pussy glistening with arousal. She walked over to the canvas wall of the tent and grabbed fistfuls of it in her hands, steadying herself with it as she looked at me over her shoulder.

"Give me what they've been getting," she said with a naughty smirk. "And finish inside me, Jack. I want your load dripping down my thighs while I watch you getting married, not theirs."

Both cheerleaders stiffened. "Hey, that's no fair!" Eva protested.

"Shut up," Heather giggled, punching her bestie playfully. "You know it's totally hot."

It was.

I crossed the room in a handful of strides and grabbed up Lakshmi's skirt from behind. The crown of my cock pushed into her mound, filling her in one hard stroke, making her legs shake.

"Fuck yes!" the coed groaned, her back arching. "Yes, Jack, fuck me—!"

I did. I fucked her hard and fast, like a man who knew he was racing the clock. This time I didn't hold back, I didn't try to refrain from coming—I just enjoyed what I had, filling Lakshmi from every angle as I rode her the way I rode my McLaren down a country road.

"You know what I love about you, Jack?" Lakshmi gasped, her voice strained. "You want to be a good family man. And you're going to be. You're going to be such a good husband and father for Yukiko, Samantha, and Marcie. The best they could ask for."

"You're goddamned right I am," I growled, my hands gripping her hips.

"But there's always going to be a part of you that's the devilish man who seduced a whole sorority," Lakshmi continued, watching me fuck her, her dark eyes gleaming. "The man who fucks cheerleaders in a tent twenty minutes before his own wedding. And Yukiko loves that about you, Jack. She loves that you're both." She smiled, wicked and sweet and loving. "And so do I."

Her words sent a surge of heat through me and I doubled my efforts, pounding into her with everything I had. Lakshmi moaned and pushed back against me, meeting me thrust for thrust, and I could feel her inner walls starting to flutter around me.

"Cum for me, Lakshmi," I growled. "Cum on my cock."

One more hard thrust and she did, unraveling beneath me. "Jack, please!"

I knew what she wanted.

And I was there.

At long last I hit the peak and soared right into the stratosphere. I shot and shot an amount that should have been frankly impossible after the day I'd had, filling the coed's pussy with thick, hot cream. Lakshmi sobbed and tore at the wall of the tent as I unloaded inside of her, her professional demeanor replaced by something feral and animalistic.

I held her tight against me for several moments after, keeping my prick buried all the way inside of her. I wasn't sure what the situation was with the whole birth control thing, but I honestly didn't care. I liked this girl. Something told me it wouldn't be that long before Miss Majumdar came to me and asked to take on a new last name.

After we were done, Lakshmi grabbed a towel from the table—Yukiko really had thought of everything—and tossed it to me. "You've got five minutes," she said, glancing at her Apple Watch. Dimly, I told myself I'd buy her something nicer once we were more official—I hated those smartwatches. "You'd better get a move on."

"You almost made Jack late!" Heather teased. "You were supposed to be supervising us, and you couldn't keep your hands off him!"

Lakshmi shrugged. "Can you blame me?"

"Not at all," Eva agreed. "You go, Jack. We'll clean up here."

"And we'll tell everyone about the fun later," Heather added on beat. "They'll love hearing this story."

I shook my head. Six months ago, I could never have imagined a woman who would want to hear about her husband banging three college coeds like a drum twenty minutes before his own wedding.

But then again, six months ago, I'd never met Yukiko Tanaka.

"That was wonderful," I said, giving each girl a kiss. "See you at the ceremony?"

"I'll be there with bells on," Lakshmi murmured happily. "Now go. Your wives are waiting, sir!"

I stepped out of the tent and made my way back towards the pavilion. The guests were all in their seats now, the nervous energy from before replaced by anticipation. I could see Kate near the front, gesturing frantically at me to hurry up, and I picked up my pace.

The pavilion's transformation was well and truly complete. The rows of chairs flanking the big central aisle were all full of well-wishers: coeds from Delta Rho, functionaries from the college, friends and extended family members of brides and harem members. A nervous energy filled the clearing, like everyone was just waiting for the big event to well and truly begin.

Steam rose from the hot springs as I made my way down the carpet. Conversations stilled; heads turned to watch me as I approached, faces filling with approving smiles and gentle nods.

I nodded back, trying not to think too hard about the fact that in the next few minutes I’d be getting married.

To three women.

In front of an entire sorority.

No pressure, Jack.


Chapter Eleven

My gaze flickered to the front row as I reached the altar. Yui Tanaka sat on the far left side, perfectly composed in her maroon gown and designer boots. Ryuichi was next to her in an elegant suit, looking… uncomfortable with the current circumstances. I could tell he wasn’t about to pull any last-minute shenanigans—Yui would have disemboweled him before he managed to get the first word out if he tried to rise during the ‘speak now or forever hold your peace’ part of the ceremony—but he still didn’t look terribly happy to be there.

That was alright with me. I could settle for that.

Our eyes met.

For a second, I braced myself for whatever hateful glare he wanted to cast my way. For the same cold, disapproving stare he’d given me as he tossed his black card on the table at the hibachi restaurant and stalked off, proclaiming my wedding a ‘three-ring circus’ and a ‘mid-life crisis’ all at the same time.

Instead, he stared back.

And gave a single, slow nod.

It didn’t come with a smile. There was no warmth in it, no ‘welcome to the family, son.’ But I’d never needed that from Ryuichi. What was clear as day was the acknowledgement. The recognition.

Maybe even a grudging sense of respect, now that he’d heard how I handled the situation with the Lowrys.

It’s a truce, I thought. For today, at least.

I nodded back, grateful for it.

Ryuichi snickered, the ghost of a smile curling at his mouth, then settled back and crossed one leg over the other. Let’s see how this goes, he seemed to be saying.

That was alright with me.

Then my gaze traveled to the right side of the front row.

Two empty chairs. Reserved, with the little placards bearing the names DANIEL AND VANESSA RAMSEY still taped to the seat backs. The seats we set aside specifically for Marcie’s parents.

My chest tightened. He wasn’t here.

After everything I’d done—the fights, the negotiations, the last-minute phone call where I’d poured my heart and soul onto my mentor’s answering machine—Daniel had decided at last to make his will perfectly clear. Even Yui’s phone call hadn’t moved him.

Even his own daughter’s texts.

Marcie was going to be heartbroken. She’d been so brave up until now, insisting she was fine, telling us all that she’d happily chosen her found family over the one related to her by blood. But I knew the truth. Everyone knew it. It was obvious in the way she obsessed over her phone, in how she’d pushed back her vows to the last moment to give her father as much time to make it to the venue as possible.

She said she was going to be okay.

But it was going to take her a long, long time to heal from this.

And, I realized, it was going to take me almost as long.

I swallowed hard and forced myself to look away from the chairs. There was no sense in dwelling on it—what was done was done. Short of tracking the man down myself and dragging him to his own daughter’s wedding, there was nothing else I could do to bring Daniel around. We’d come this far without his blessing.

We’d finish the wedding without it, too.

“Jack!”

I turned. Reverend McCleary stood beside the altar in a whirl of fabric and smiles. At first I thought she’d done something to make her suit even more garish than before, then I noticed the tiny multicolored bag at her side. Her surprise for the girls—our letters—and whatever else it was she’d cooked up in her fevered brain to spring on us at the conclusion of the ceremony.

“Just finished my last cup of coffee,” Kate said, her tone telling me the number she’d had today was at least in double-digits. “You ready to take the plunge, Jack?”

I glanced over at the hot springs.

“Not that kind of plunge!” She laughed. “Come on, you’re killing me here.”

“I think so.”

Kate’s eyes narrowed. “You think so? Listen, I’m gonna need full-throated verbal confirmation, Jackson Avery. Those three girls heading over here right now deserve more than an ‘I think so’. They deserve a hell fucking yes!”

I couldn’t help but laugh. Her enthusiasm was infectious, and soothed away some of my anxiety. “I’m ready,” I said, meaning it. “One hundred percent. Hell fucking yes.”

“Good!” She moved behind the altar. “Although I was really looking forward to tackling you. I’ve practiced the hell out of that move. It would have impressed everybody.”

“I’ll have to take your word for it.”

Kate glanced past me, sizing the crowd up. “They’re definitely ready for this,” she murmured. “Do me a favor, Jack? One weirdo to another?”

I glanced over at her. “I’m not a weirdo.”

“Uh, you’re marrying three women today. You’re definitely not a normie.”

Fair enough. “Go ahead.”

“Don’t do the whole ‘stoic man’ routine today,” she said, her smile widening. “Your women look stunning. Like, literally stunning, ‘set phasers to’ stunning. Especially that Yukiko. She went hard on the look today, and she deserves—no, all three of them deserve—to have a guy who appreciates the effort. So don’t hold back, alright? Let them see how much they mean to you.”

I couldn’t help but snicker. “That will not be a problem, Reverend McCleary.”

“It’s Kate,” Kate corrected. “And if you feel a panic attack coming on, don’t worry. Your therapist is in the front row. Hi, Yui!”

Kate actually waved at Yukiko’s mother. Worse, she waved back, grinning. Ryuichi slouched further into his seat, his scowl deepening.

Yui winked at me. Xanax? She mouthed.

I shook my head.

“Alright, here we go,” Kate said, patting me on the back. “Let’s kick this pig!”

She gave some kind of signal I couldn’t see. The speakers kicked on, and the sound of a string quartet tuning up filled the venue. A moment later the classical piece Yukiko chose for the procession kicked on full-blast, making everyone sit up a little straighter in their seats.

Heads turned. The moment stretched out as everyone rose to their feet, turning around to wait for the moment my three brides would emerge, smiling and ready.

They weren’t there.

And then, they were.

All three of them. Together. Walking arm in arm down the aisle.

Holy shit.

Marcie was on the left, her arm laced through Yukiko’s as they walked slowly, each step in time with the beat of the processional. Her gown was ivory lace, delicate and perfect, with a fitted bodice that showed off her figure before flowing into a soft, romantic skirt around her waist. Tiny white flowers had been sewn into her hair, and she cradled a bouquet of the same white roses under her free arm, the flowers trembling in her grip. Tears were already streaming down her cheeks.

They were streaming down mine, too.

She looked young. Sometimes it was easy to forget how much time separated Marcie and I—but as she made her way down the aisle, brave in the face of her father’s empty chair, there wasn’t a single person in that entire venue who could call her anything but a woman grown. A beautiful angel, soft but strong, looking at me like I was the pot of gold at the end of her rainbow.

Samantha was on the right, and if I hadn’t personally seen her red-faced and sobbing her eyes out an hour and a half ago, I’d never have believed it. Her hair had been teased back into those perfect, shimmering waves, and her makeup was flawless. Her gown was a lot more daring than Marcie’s, with a low bodice, gold trim the same shade as her hair, and a slit up the side of one leg going almost all the way to her thigh. She looked like a freaking movie star.

My babygirl. Finished with dismantling her narcissist parents, finally at peace with the life she’d chosen, and ready to walk with her Daddy into the rest of our lives. She gave me a wink as she sashayed down the aisle, like she was replaying what had happened between us on the walk back to the bridal tent.

And Yukiko—

God almighty, I thought, my heart skipping a beat. I am the luckiest man who ever lived.

Yukiko stood in the middle, holding the other two brides as close as sisters, and the moment I saw her my brain stopped making coherent thoughts.

Her dress…

I understood instantly why she’d been so protective of this. Why she desperately wanted to surprise me with this at the altar, rather than before.

All three of them were gorgeous. More than enough for any man—more than I deserved, really.

But Yukiko was a fucking masterpiece.

The bodice was all traditional Japanese: ivory silk embroidered with intricate gold cherry blossoms, the stitching so fine and elaborate it looked painted on. The neckline was high and elegant, clutching her throat in a skintight sheath of silk that  looked more sexual than if she’d gone topless. Her sleeves were made of the same material, only woven through with little curlicues and other baroque touches that made her look both like a woman and a work of art.

An obi-style sash wrapped around her waist, tied in an elaborate bow that must have taken the sisters of Delta Rho a solid half-hour to get just right. Below it, like the line separating two countries on a map, the dress transformed as if by magic. Japanese tradition met Western elegance in a full skirt of layered silk and tulle that looked almost weightless despite trailing behind her for several feet. When it caught the light coming off the hot springs it lit up like a prism, glowing with a light that I honestly would have believed came from a fucking magic spell.

But it was her face that absolutely destroyed me.

She was glowing. I don’t mean that metaphorically—her skin glowed like a fantasy princess waking up in the final act of a Disney movie beneath her prince’s kiss. She was that radiant, that excited, that alive. Her eyes danced with the self-confident joy of a woman who knows she looks so beautiful no one can tear their eyes off of her—while her smile told the world there was only one man she cared about seeing her.

My princess was a queen. She looked every bit like a CEO’s wife—just like she looked like the mother of my child, the girl I stood on the balcony with drinking coffee every morning, the strategic mastermind who applied the same level of care to managing my harem that she did to her business plans for our future empire.

All while making it look natural. Effortless. Quintessentially Yukiko.

It was perfect. God damn it, she was perfect.

My jaw dropped. My heart stopped beating—every thought I could have had at that moment fell right out of the back of my head. The audience could probably see the little hourglass spinning over my head, a webpage trying and failing to load because oh my god do you SEE what’s walking towards me?

Yukiko saw it. She saw me, seeing her.

And when she realized the effect she had on me, my princess burst out laughing.

The sound was pure joy. A squeal of uninhibited delight—a confirmation that every moment of effort had been worth it. That she’d had the exact effect she’d been praying for. Next to her, Marcie and Samantha’s smiles went bigger than Christmas morning. Several guests laughed along with her, clearly amazed by the reaction of the groom.

I didn’t care. Kate’s warning had been completely unnecessary. I couldn’t have stayed stoic if someone were holding a gun to my head.

There was no chance of me holding back my reaction to this.

The three of them reached the altar, still grinning. Yui sobbed happily in the front row, and even Ryuichi looked more than a little impressed.

Yukiko leaned in slightly, her eyes dancing with mischief. “And now you know why I wouldn’t let you see me early,” she whispered, tears streaming down her cheeks. “You like it?”

Like it?

“Princess, I…” My voice cracked. I couldn’t help it. It took two swallows to find the words. “You’re perfect.”

All three of them started crying. “Hi, Daddy,” Samantha said, taking my hand. Hers was shaking. “You look so fucking sexy.”

“You look incredible,” Marcie agreed. Tears rolled down her cheeks, smearing her makeup. No one cared. “I… I can’t believe this is really happening. Finally!”

Yukiko closed her eyes, leaned forward, her face pressed against my shoulder for a moment. “There are no words,” she murmured, her hand going to the barely-noticeable swell at the bottom of her stomach. “Other than I love you, Jack. We did it, baby. We’re here.”

“We really are,” I managed. “You girls… I’m never going to forget this. Ever.”

“We clean up pretty nice,” Samantha whispered. “Delta Rho girls always do.”

“Sisterhood and sovereignty,” Marcie whispered.

“Always,” Yukiko said, a joyful sob escaping her.

Kate cleared her throat loudly, catching our attention. When I turned, she had a handkerchief out from one of the many pockets in her jacket and was wiping her eyes with it. “I told you you weren’t going to make it through this without crying,” she said, grinning like a stuffed fox. “I didn’t realize when I said that I was talking about me, too.”

A ripple of laughter traveled through the crowd.

“You know, I’ve performed a wedding in the middle of a blizzard before,” Kate said, glancing at each of the brides in turn. “I’ve had to stop for bad weather and power outages and once so that GWAR could come out and spray blood all over the bridal party, but I’ve never had to pause a ceremony just because the brides looked so freaking good. Not until today.”

You could have powered a small city from the wattage of our smiles.

Kate took a second to compose herself as my brides gathered around me, then looked over the crowd and raised her voice. “Friends! Loved ones! All you gorgeous sorority kids with your Greek letters sewn into your dresses! We are gathered here today in the sight of the cosmos, beneath an open sky, in the midst of sacred waters that have witnessed literal decades of Delta Rho rituals to bear witness to something truly extraordinary. Something unconventional. Something that breaks every rule that so many of us have been taught about the way that love is supposed to work.”

I felt all three of my brides’ hands tightening against me. Yukiko squeezed my palm like she might fall over if she let go. None of them could stop the happy tears that fell from their eyes. None of us wanted to.

“Jackson Avery,” Kate said, grinning at me. “Yukiko Tanaka. Samantha Lowry. Marcella Ramsey. Today, you are taking a sacred oath. Not to tradition, and definitely not to propriety. But to each other. To the thing—the relationship, the family, the love—that the four of you have built together. A thing that’s going to scandalize the absolute hell out of a bunch of people whose opinions do not matter in the slightest—”

Someone in the crowd let out a whoop—I think it was Heather, or Eva, or both of them at the same time. More laughter followed: and now, plenty of the people in the aisles were nodding along, agreeing with Kate’s assessment. I saw Delta Rho girls staring at my brides not just with jealousy, but with aspiration. Like we were ‘relationship goals’, as their generation would say, and they weren’t afraid who knew it.

Kate was getting into it now, feeding off the crowd’s energy. “Love,” she said, her voice growing more passionate, “isn’t a finite resource. It’s not a zero-sum game. It doesn’t diminish or run out when you split it across multiple people. Instead, it transforms. And when handled by the right people, it becomes something much greater than the sum of its parts.”

She looked at each of my brides in turn, then at me with a knowing gleam.

“I don’t let toxic people get married,” Kate said. “Some of these arrangements—they’re not good for the people involved. That doesn’t matter if it’s man and wife, two men and two wives, five men and seven wives—”

I couldn’t even imagine how that last ceremony must have gone.

“—what I’m trying to say is, this is not that relationship. I’ve spent time with Jackson Avery and each of his wives, and they are beautiful, loving people. They care about each other deeply. They’re going to make one hell of a family.”

I could feel the audience grinning.

“So today, we’re celebrating the wedding of four people who’ve decided to reject society’s expectations of them,” Kate said. “Who looked at all the world’s bullshit and said—no thank you! We’re going to do it our way. We’re going to love each other the way we want, in exactly the configuration that makes us happy.” Her gaze settled on Marcie, her voice thickening with emotion. “And nobody gets to force you to change that. Not the smallest little bit of it. Not for anything.”

The audience probably didn’t understand that. But my brides and I—who’d been dealing with Daniel’s demands to make Marcie my legal wife instead of Yukiko for what felt like ages now—it was everything we needed to hear. It told us, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that we’d made the right choice.

Because it was our choice.

“So we’re not doing the whole ‘speak now or forever hold your peace’ thing,” Kate said, her grin turning a trifle feral. “If anybody does have a problem with this union, I urge you to take it up with me after the ceremony and leave these people alone.” She leaned forward a bit. “I have official accreditation as a member of the Unitarian Universalist Association and a second-degree black belt in taekwondo. I’ll be more than happy to spar with you, verbally or otherwise.”

A wave of applause rippled through the audience. Several Delta Rho girls actually stood up, whistling and shouting. Even Ryuichi cracked a smile.

Kate let it die down naturally, soaking in the energy, then turned her attention back to us with that manic, blissful grin that told me we had more chaos in store.

“Now,” she said, gesticulating, “I understand we have some words to share! Vows to be made. Promises to be spoken before both human witnesses and the universe itself, locked into your souls for all eternity.”

She glanced over at me, her smile almost a little too eager.

“Jackson Avery,” she said, drawing out the syllables of my name. “You want to kick this off? Or should I just start marrying the four of you to each other alphabetically and see how it all shakes out?”

More laughter. Yukiko shook her head with a smile, readying herself for the first wave of vows. It would be me to her first, then her to me. Then Samantha, then Marcie.

Then the big finish. The kiss.

And we’d be married.

Yukiko and I legally. Samantha, Marcie and I in every way that really mattered.

“Of course,” I said, reaching into my jacket pocket for my vows. “Kiki, princess, the last few months have been—”

SLAM.

The sound of a car door shutting echoed across the clearing like a gunshot.

Every head in the pavilion whipped around, staring back at the parking area.

And next to me, Marcie let out a sound full of so much hope it hurt my heart.

Next came the footsteps. Slow, deliberate, crunching against the gravel.

My heart stopped.

Kate’s expression shifted from playful chaos to something sharper. She went up on tiptoe in her Willy Wonka shoes, craning her neck to try and see farther than the rest of the crowd.

“Well well well,” she said, clucking her tongue in a way that let me know how utterly delighted she was. “Better late than fucking never, right?”

The crowd murmured, whispers traveling down the aisles. Yui stood up in her seat, an intense look on her face as she scanned the horizon.

“Please,” Marcie whispered. “Please, God, please…”

“Daddy?” Samantha murmured beside me. “You don’t think…?”

Suddenly I wasn’t thinking at all.

A man emerged from the treeline, trying his damndest to ignore the eyes of the entire venue on him. His suit looked rumpled, like he’d tossed it angrily into a closet a half-dozen times before actually putting it on, and the woman at his side clung to his arm like it was the only thing keeping her upright. He might have been walking like a man going to the gallows, grim and determined, as grim and determined as a prisoner, but he was moving. Despite it all.

Daniel Ramsey. And his wife.

They were here.

END OF PART THIRTEEN
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