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Dedication


This book is dedicated to my mother, who let me watch ‘ The Young and the Restless’ with her as a kid and told me soap operas weren’t ‘just for girls’.

I hope I proved you right, Mom.


Pledged to Him: Part Seven


Chapter One


“If I didn’t know any better,” I said, “I’d say you two were bringing me out here to kill me.”

The scene beyond my windshield certainly looked like something from a horror movie. Tall pines loomed to the left and right, towering over our heads as I eased the McLaren down the backcountry road. Despite the clock on the dashboard telling me it was half-past twelve, it looked like the sun was about to go down. I had the headlights on, and frankly, I needed them.

According to the GPS, we’d be arriving at our destination in a little over ten minutes. Yukiko and Samantha had promised me a surprise, the likes of which few who ever entered into the sisterhood of Delta Rho were ever allowed to see—but what I couldn’t see was how it could possibly be located out here. This forest looked practically primeval.

Yukiko lay half-asleep in the passenger seat, her eyes heavy-lidded. Given what she’d been doing just before we went and picked my car up from the shop, I could forgive her for being a little tuckered out. She’d been dozing on and off the whole drive, ever since we left Via Rosso Motors after our confrontation with Elizabeth Baines.

I shook my head, gripping the wheel as the McLaren took a turn. I didn’t want to think about that woman right now. It was much more pleasant to think about the two women in the car with me. The memory of Kiki, Sam and I fooling around in traffic was one I felt certain I’d carry with me for the rest of my life, no matter what crazy antics we got up to in the future.

“You okay over there?” I nudged Yukiko with an elbow, stirring her from her slumber.

The coed blinked, the confusion in her gaze fading away as she realized she was sitting next to me. I don’t think a man could ever get tired of seeing that look—the way Yukiko clearly felt safe when she was near me.

Safe enough to explore some aspects of her sexuality she’d kept buried before we’d met.

“I’m great,” Yukiko said with a yawn. “How are you doing back there, Samantha?”

Samantha shifted in the backseat. “Oh, I’m just peachy,” she said. “Can’t wait to get there!”

Her voice had a sort of nervous energy, the kind that only emerged when the coed felt either extreme anxiety or excitement. Given our errand this afternoon, it could easily have been both.

“Well, we ought to be there soon,” I said, returning my eyes to the road. “If there’s anything you girls want to tell me about this surprise, this might be your last chance.”

Yukiko stretched and sighed. “It wouldn’t be a surprise if we told you about it,” she insisted.

“Yeah, that would totally spoil everything,” Samantha agreed. “Besides, we don’t like talking about it out loud.”

I glanced at the coed in the rear view mirror. “You make it sound dangerous.”

Samantha shrugged. “For people who aren’t in the know, maybe. But Delta Rho’s been coming out here since the beginning. Ever since there was a Delta Rho, in fact.”

“National leadership doesn’t know about it,” Yukiko explained. “And frankly, they don’t need to. What we’re about to show you belongs to us, Jack. To the sisterhood.”

“And now to you,” Samantha agreed. The blonde massaged my shoulders from the backseat, her fingers digging into my muscles. “No one can say you haven’t earned it, Daddy.”

I felt certain that no one would. Although I would have argued that I’d been changed more by Delta Rho rather than the other way around.

A scant six months ago, the idea that I’d be in the middle of New England driving a couple of coeds towards some secret mission would have seemed ludicrous to me. I’d lived for work: the work I’d done for the last fifteen years at Ramsey Engineering, working my way up the corporate ladder under the tutelage of my father’s best friend, the company’s CEO. If I’d been looking forward to anything in those days, it was more work—the new challenges and setbacks I’d be facing as the leader of our engineering firm once I took over after Uncle Ramsey’s retirement. Having fun or starting a family hadn’t even been on my radar.

Then the board found out about my college degree—or lack thereof.

The irony was that no one really cared about my degree, least of all my employer. My boss sent me to Stillwell less to cross the t’s and dot all the i’s standing in the way of my promotion than in the hopes that his daughter, Marcie, could play matchmaker and help get me out of my shell. Uncle Ramsey was hoping I’d come back to Boston with a bride.

What he didn’t expect was that I’d come back with more than one.

“In a quarter-mile, turn right.”

The gently robotic female voice filled the car, snapping me from my thoughts. Yukiko and Samantha sat up a little straighter, bringing themselves to full alertness. The road formed a gentle curve up ahead, and I could see nothing but an unbroken line of forest on either side of the pavement.

“It’s right up here,” Yukiko said. “It’s really easy to miss—you might want to slow down.”

Even with her warning, I almost overshot the turn. It barely looked like a turn at all: just a narrow gravel road nearly perpendicular to the main highway, weaving between the trees. It resembled nothing so much as someone’s driveway—I half-expected there to be a mailbox sitting next to it.

Gravel scattered beneath the McLaren’s tires as we drove deeper into the woods. The trees pushed in even closer, branches scraping the roof of an automobile in a way that made me wince. I just got this damn thing repaired, I thought, ignoring the sound.

Yukiko and Samantha both got quiet. No one spoke, the tension in the vehicle rose higher and higher, ticking up in tandem with the little dot on my dashboard. We were practically on top of our destination—in any second, I’d have to see it. Where the hell was this surprise?

The gravel road ended in a small clearing. The ground had been stomped flat until it was practically barren. Someone (I couldn’t imagine it was the coeds) had chalked a half-dozen lines in the dirt, dividing the tiny area into parking spaces with overturned logs to mimic the bumpers at the front.

Both women were suddenly alert. “We’re here,” Samantha said, her voice wavering between nervous and giddy. “Go ahead and pull in. You can put the car anywhere.”

“It doesn’t look busy,” I muttered. I cut the engine and took a look around, frowning at the unbroken line of trees. This clearing didn’t look like much at all. When Kiki and Sam talked about a surprise, I’d been expecting a romantic cabin, or at least a campground.

This just looked like wilderness?

Samantha popped open the backseat and made her way across the lot. Yukiko and I followed. At the edge of the clearing, a small trail cut between the trees, barely wide enough for two people to walk side-by-side. In front of it stood a simple wooden sign:

Private property! Trespassers will be prosecuted!

“I take it that warning is meant for other people?” I asked the pair.

The girls shared a look. “Oh, don’t worry about that,” Samantha assured me. “It’s been there forever. It’s just for liability purposes.”

“No one’s supposed to be here,” Yukiko added. “Not unless their name’s in the Book of Rho.”

I refrained from reminding them that my name was nowhere to be found in that book. But now that I thought about it, who was to say that Samantha or one of her lieutenants hadn’t slipped it in there while I wasn’t looking? This whole thing felt strange—witchy, in the Stevie Nicks sense of the word. Despite the warmth of the day, I felt a chill go down my spine.

We didn’t have to walk for very long. A short distance away from the lot the ground sloped gently downward, taking us past scrub brush and dark, hillside thickets. The path turned, cutting sideways across the elevation as the ground grew steeper.

I bit back the urge to ask if we were safe out here. If Delta Rho came here regularly, there couldn’t be anything to worry about. Still, I watched my feet—my steps were a hell of a lot less sure at forty-one than they’d been back when I was in college.

I cocked my head to the side, listening. “Is that… water?” I asked.

Identical smiles stretched across Yukiko and Samantha’s faces.

“We’re almost there,” the Asian coed said, taking my hand. “Surprise, Jack.”

“I can count on one hand the number of people who’ve seen this place who weren’t sisters in Delta Rho,” Samantha chuckled. “This is a rare honor, Daddy. You should be proud of yourself…”

A few moments later we stepped around a bend in the path, and I found out what they meant.

The first thing I noticed was the heat. Summers in New England tended to be bone-dry: this felt more like the kind of lush, balmy atmosphere you’d have expected on a tropical island. Sweat broke out beneath my shirt, and my nostrils flared. If I’d been wearing glasses, they would have fogged up.

I blinked. And then I saw it. My surprise.

It sent my jaw straight to the floor.

A massive granite outcropping stretched beneath our feet, forming a natural valley right in the middle of the forest. The running water I’d heard came from the cracks—cracks that ran through the stone like cuts in a piece of cheesecloth. Plumes of steam rose from the cracks, billowing into the air, and my gaze followed them until eventually I found one much bigger than the others. It was the size of a small swimming pool, filled with steaming, fragrant water.

Holy shit, I thought, amazed. It's a hot spring.

There weren't supposed to be any of these in New England. More specifically, there was only one—a very tiny spring in Massachusetts, which was barely considered 'hot' since the underground thermal currents heated the water to just over seventy degrees Fahrenheit. More like a 'lukewarm spring'.

Not here, though. This water bubbled. It steamed.

"This shouldn't exist," I said, shaking my head. "It shouldn't be possible for there to be a hot spring all the way out here. How is this even real?"

Behind me, Yukiko and Samantha giggled knowingly. "It's magic."

Magic? There was no such thing as magic.

Yet here I was, staring at an impossible little slice of heaven, hidden deep in the wilderness where no one but the girls of Delta Rho would ever see it.

"I didn't realize you girls believed in that sort of thing," I said slowly. "Kind of puts the initiation ritual in a whole new light..."

Samantha stepped forward and put a hand on my shoulder. "Why?" she asked, sounding as innocent and sweet as she ever had. "Are you afraid of witches?"

The look on my face must have been something indeed. As soon as Samantha saw it, she burst out laughing.

"I'm just kidding," she said, shaking her head. "The Delta Rho sorority has some… interesting affiliations if you go back far enough into local history, but we're not a coven or anything like that.”

“Your eternal soul is safe,” Yukiko said, her tone dripping with irony. We only condemn to Hell the men we don’t like.”

That brought a laugh out of me. “Glad to hear it. How long has Delta Rho known about this place?”

“From the beginning,” Samantha said. “Our sorority has been coming out here for as long as we’ve had a sorority. This place is incredibly important to us–to our sisterhood. To our rituals.”

“To our sovereignty," Yukiko chimed in, her voice dreamy.”

I turned. “I thought you girls said you weren’t witches?”

Samantha snickered. “We’re not,” she insisted. “We’re just a bunch of really hot coeds who come up here once a year to skinny dip in our secret hot springs and read from the Book of Rho. It’s really quite innocent when you think about it, Daddy.”

Just like that, she had me thinking about it. Picturing the whole of Samantha’s sorority sharing this incredible, steaming pool, giggling and joking and splashing each other. The whole goddamn sorority. Jesus.

What did that look like?

All at once I wanted to find out. And something told me that Samantha and Yukiko really, really wanted to show me.

“I cannot wait to get in there,” Yukiko said. “I swear I was dreaming about that water the whole drive up here…”

The coed tossed her shirt over her head and deposited it on top of a nearby rock, then set to unzipping her skirt. Underneath she wore nothing but her stockings, along with a black lace bra and a pair of matching panties. She put her hands on her hips, grinning at the pool, her thumbs hooked in the fabric of her underwear.

“You asked me if I had a bathing suit earlier,” I said, flashing back to our conversation at the condo. “Now I know what you were getting at.”

Samantha already had her top unbuttoned. “Those are going to get soaked,” she said, gesturing at Yukiko’s lingerie. “You really want to ruin them?”

The dark-haired coed locked eyes with me and grinned.

“Nope,” she said, her eyes gleaming with mischief. “Besides, I know the rules. I just wanted to make sure Jack got a good view before I hopped in.”

And with that, Yukiko tugged down her panties.

I couldn’t stop the groan that left my lips. I knew the valley between Kiki’s thighs like the back of my hand at this point, but she must have prepared a second, smaller surprise for me this morning as part of her plan. The narrow stretch of dark hair over her pussy—what guys my age called a ‘landing strip’—was gone. She’d shaved herself completely bare.

For me.

A moment later she unhooked her bra and tossed it on the rock with the rest. She ran her hands over her apple-sized breasts, the nipples already stiffening, then passed her fingers over her folds. A gust of wind blew across the clearing, making her shiver.

“Last one in has to kiss Elizabeth Baines,” she giggled, savoring the feeling of my eyes upon her. “Come on, it’s freezing out here—!”

Before either of us could say a word (or she could lose her courage), Kiki raced for the pool and dove in. Water shot into the air as she did a last-minute cannonball, pulling her knees up and hitting the water with a thwack. She stayed beneath the surface just long enough for Samantha and I to worry she’d smacked into the bottom, then came up like a cork, whipping her wet hair over her shoulder.

“Woo hoo!” the coed cried, laughing. “That was awesome!”

I turned to say something to Samantha—only to realize that she was also stripping off her clothing. She had her back to me, and as I watched she unzipped her cutoff jean shorts, tugging them down her tanned thighs. I let out a whistle.

Unlike Yukiko, Samantha wasn’t even wearing panties.

“What did she mean about the rules?” I managed to ask as Samantha sashayed over to me. The sight of her gorgeous, naked body made it tough for me to get the words out.

“Hmm? Oh.” Samantha gestured at the pool. “It’s not a rule, so much as a tradition. One of those obscure sorority by-laws where no one can quite remember where it came from.”

I waited.

Samantha grinned, then blushed. “You’re not allowed to bring anything into the pool,” she explained, nibbling her bottom lip. “No jewelry, no accessories, nothing like that.”

I’d noticed that Yukiko took out her earrings before she jumped in. “Including clothes?”

The blush deepened. “You’re picturing it, aren’t you?”

“Picturing what? The whole Delta Rho sorority, laughing and splashing around naked in a hot spring?” I laughed. “You’re damned right I am.”

A smirk rose to Samantha’s lips. “That includes you, Daddy. If you want to get into the pool with us, you’d better strip!”

I set about to do just that. While I did, Samantha held her nose and dove into the water. A wave of it rolled over the edge of the spring and splashed my leg, bathing it in warmth.

I stripped off my clothes and placed them on the rock next to Yukiko’s. When I looked up, both women were standing in the spring, watching me.

“Come on in, Daddy!” Samantha chuckled. “The water’s fine!”

With a grin, I dove in.


Chapter Two


I wasn’t ready. Not at all.

The second I hit the pool I disappeared beneath the surface. Warm, frothy water washed over me, pressing against my ears as I sank all the way down to the bottom of the spring.

It was a surprisingly long way. True to the topography of the land, the hot spring was a massive crack in the rock beneath us. The walls sloped gently downward on either side, until suddenly they dropped at a nearly vertical angle in the center, dipping what looked like dozens if not hundreds of feet beneath the ground. It looked like someone had taken two hockey sticks, turned them upside down and tied them together, forming a ‘Y’ shape with no bottom.

The depth at the center should have shocked me. But I was too busy enjoying the magic.

Okay, maybe magic was too strong of a word. But something about this hot spring felt better than normal. The water was rich and clean, and I could have sworn it was vibrating along the surface of my muscles as I pressed a foot to the sandy, sloped pool bottom. By the time I rose to the surface I felt five years younger—like I’d had all of my aches and pains worked out by a skilled physical therapist.

I spit out a mouthful of the water as I surfaced, laughing. Samantha and Yukiko lounged near the pool’s edge, where the spring was shallow enough that they could stand up and let it lap against their breasts and shoulders. I swam over to them, basking in the hot steam and the incredible feeling of the spring water.

Samantha grinned as I approached, her blonde hair messy and wet from diving into the spring. Beads of moisture glistened on her ample breasts and her taut little tummy, and I had a momentary flash of me licking every inch of her skin clean. The sensation was so strong that my cock surged beneath the water, making me a little bit dizzy.

“You alright, Daddy?” she purred, leaning back against the pool’s edge. “That was a heck of a splash.”

“I’m… great,” I said, glancing down at myself. It was true—I literally felt better than I had in years. “There’s something about this spring. Something therapeutic.”

Both girls laughed. “Don’t we know it,” Yukiko said, her dark eyes sparkling with mischief. "This place has a bit of a reputation among the sisterhood, Jack."

"Reputation?"

"That it's like a week-long spa vacation condensed down to an hour," Samantha said, bubbling with pride. "That's part of why we wanted to bring you here so badly, Daddy. To help you relax."

I blinked. This place certainly was helping me relax—but that much? Again, the way Samantha and Yukiko talked about this place verged on magic. I couldn’t tell how much of it was them joking with me about the sorority’s ‘witchy’ reputation, and how much of it was real.

I suppose it didn’t really matter. Either way, I couldn’t stop picturing Samantha, Yukiko and all her sisters flouncing around in the water.

I raised an eyebrow as I slid between them, wrapping an arm around each of their waists. They felt even warmer than the water; and so soft that they made me want to growl. “This place is certainly doing that,” I agreed.

“Don’t get too relaxed,” Samantha chuckled. “We haven’t even started the second half of your surprise yet…”

Before I could ask what the girls had in mind, Yukiko gave me a quick kiss on the cheek and backed away. She ran her fingers through her wet hair, straightening it as best as she could, then grinned at the both of us. The water burbled around her navel; this close to the rim, it was barely three feet deep.

“First, Sam and I want to ask you a question,” the coed said. She sounded as pragmatic and analytical as ever, but one look in her eyes told me she was so wet right now that she could hardly think straight. “Before I do, I want to let you know there’s no wrong answer. Nothing you say is going to be held against you.”

“Unless you want it to be,” Samantha said, sliding a leg up and down my side.

God, these girls knew just how to tease me. It took everything I had not to grab Samantha and slide inside of her, right then and there. She wouldn’t have stopped me, but she also wanted to do whatever this was before the three of us got down and dirty.

“I’m listening,” I told them both. “What’s your question?”

Yukiko nodded in Samantha’s direction, her expression almost playful. “Samantha and I. What are our best features?”

“Your favorite part of us,” Samantha added before I could respond. “The first thing you look at when we show up at your place wearing something cute. The thing about us that catches your eye across a crowded restaurant. The body part you’re thinking about when you masturbate—not that you have to do that very often anymore, Daddy.”

I hesitated. That really couldn’t be what they were asking, could it?

“I don’t know if I could do that,” I said, trying to stay chivalrous. “Both of you are so beautiful—”

Samantha and Yukiko shared a look. They rolled their eyes.

“We know,” Yukiko assured me. “I swear, we’re not trying to trick you, Jack. This isn’t some kind of gotcha question. We really want to know the answer.”

“It’s important to what comes next,” Samantha said with a giggle. “So be honest, Daddy.”

For a moment, the only sound was the gentle lapping of the waves against the rock.

“Alright,” I said, the word coming out rougher than I’d intended. “Who’s first?”

Apparently, they’d worked this part out amongst themselves. Samantha sashayed forward, preening like a model in a men’s magazine. She did a little turn in the water, showing off her body as she ran her hands over her sides and her taut little tummy. I looked her up and down, trying to figure out what part of her excited me the most.

She caught me looking and grinned. As I watched, she took the index finger of each hand and pressed them against her tits, squeezing them together. Water pooled in her cleavage, sparkling like diamonds.

Fuck. Yeah, she and I had the exact same idea.

“Those,” I growled, my eyes on her tits. “They’re fucking perfect.”

Samantha batted her lashes innocently. “What are, Daddy?”

Fine. If she wanted to take it there, then I’d take it there. “Your breasts,” I said, making no secret of the way my eyes devoured them. “It’s like they were made for me. My hands, my mouth…”

Samantha gave a little shiver when I said the word mouth. “I remember that very first night at the frat house,” she panted, her nipples stiffening with the memory. “You couldn’t keep your hands off of my boobs. And I didn’t want you to.” She giggled. “You know I love it when you play with them, Daddy.”

Yukiko nibbled her bottom lip. It was no secret that watching Samantha and I flirt like this turned her on. A lot. But there was curiosity in her gaze, too. Even as she enjoyed the show, she awaited her turn.

Finally she couldn’t wait any longer. “And me, Jack?” Yukiko stuck her tongue in her cheek, which would have been an invitation under other circumstances but was a nervous tic right now. “What’s mine?”

I looked her up and down. Really looked.

Yukiko had perfect, perky tits—nowhere near as large as Samantha’s, but tits as big as Sam’s would have looked strange on a frame as slender as hers. And from the number of times I’d taken her from behind on the hood of my car, we both knew she possessed a world-class ass. But the longer I stared, the more something else caught my eye. Something unexpected.

“Your face,” I told her, my voice thickening. “It’s your face, Kiki.”

Yukiko looked… well, not displeased. But certainly a little surprised.

“My face?” the coed asked, absentmindedly stroking her cheek. “Really?”

“It’s… complicated,” I admitted, wondering if I shouldn’t have picked her ass after all. “It’s the way you go from the sweetest girl I’ve ever met to even more wicked than Samantha in the blink of an eye. The way you smile when I come home after a long day. Hell, it’s just the way you look at me: you make me feel like I’m some kind of hero. When you look at me like that, I feel like there’s no other men in the world.”

“There aren’t,” Yukiko whispered. “Just you, Jack.”

I crossed the distance between us in three steps and cupped the side of her face, tucking my thumb beneath her chin. “I could wake up seeing this face every morning for the rest of my life and never get tired of it,” I whispered, looking straight into her eyes. “It’s special, Kiki. You know it is.”

Yukiko looked like she was about to cry. “God damn, Jack. Wow.”

“Shit,” Samantha chuckled. “We were just trying to get you all hot and bothered, Daddy. You didn’t need to get all white-picket-fence on us...”

“Yes he did,” Yukiko said, putting a hand on my chest. “That was a very good answer, Jack. Although I was totally expecting you to say my ass.”

I couldn’t help but laugh at that. “That definitely wins second-place.”

“I know my boobs aren’t as big as Samantha’s, but I’m pretty proud of how much cake I’ve got for an Asian girl.” Yukiko’s smile turned naughty, her almond eyes darkening with mischief. “And face might actually be a better answer than the one I anticipated.”

“Definitely,” Samantha agreed.

Hmm? “I don’t understand,” I said.

Yukiko leaned in closer, throwing her arms around my neck. “Samantha and I were discussing what we thought we should do once we brought you here,” the coed explained. “We thought it would be fun to put you on the spot and ask you to name your favorite parts of our bodies. And then let you have them.”

I blinked. Did she mean what I thought she meant?

“Samantha’s breasts,” I murmured, still looking down into the coed’s eyes. “And your face…”

Just like that, Samantha was behind us. “Kiki’s too polite to say it,” the blonde cooed, wrapping her fingers around me beneath the water. “We want you to cum all over what you picked. We want you to mark your favorite parts of us, like you own them. Because, honestly? You totally kinda do.”

“I was expecting to give you my ass again,” Yukiko chuckled. “But I could go for something different. I don’t think Samantha’s ever gotten to watch the way you fuck my throat…”

Holy shit. My cock throbbed in Samantha’s hand, fully erect now and standing like a girder.

“Jesus,” I panted. “You two get the craziest fucking ideas…”

Samantha laughed, her hand leaving me as she began to move. “Come on, Daddy. You picked me first, so I get to have fun with you before Kiki. Besides, making her watch us will get her totally turned on for when you fuck her…”

Samantha took my hand and led me to the edge of the pool. A smooth shelf of rock stood six inches or so above the rim of the water, which was shallow enough here that it barely covered Samantha’s pussy. Both of us dripped everywhere as I turned around and sat on the edge, my legs dangling in the water.

“Oh wow,” Samantha whimpered. Her eyes were fixed on my cock, which was hard and ready. Little beads of spring water glistened on it, and a big vein on the side throbbed in time with my heartbeat. “How can you be so fucking big?”

“You wouldn’t be able to wrap those tits around me if I wasn’t,” I growled. “That’s what you’re going to do, isn’t it, babygirl? Give me those titties to fuck?”

Samantha’s lips parted, her cheeks flushing with arousal. “Yes, Daddy. Nobody’s ever been man enough to grab these tits and give them the fucking they really deserve. I’ve never had a boy cum all over them—”

I grabbed a handful of her blonde hair and pulled her to me. She came with a squeal, licking her lips.

“No boy could ever do that,” I told her, my tone letting her know I never wanted to hear words like that come out of her mouth again. “Only a man can paint those titties properly, Samantha. Give them to me.”

Samantha arched her back and pressed her breasts against me. She took my cock in her fist and guided it into her cleavage, wrapping the meat of her gorgeous funbags around my throbbing length. Like it was the most natural thing in the world she spit all over the crown, making it even wetter to slide between them.

Yukiko had her hands on Samantha’s shoulders. The coed watched hungrily, practically vibrating with arousal. Her gaze kept flickering between Sam’s boobs and my face, like she couldn’t decide which she found hotter: the visual of me fucking her bestie’s tits or the proof of how much I enjoyed it.

“Look how fucking hard he is for you,” the Asian coed panted. “I swear to God, he’s getting even bigger, Samantha. He’s so hard, and your titties are so. Fucking. Soft…”

“Yes they are,” Samantha grinned. “And they’re all yours, Daddy. Fuck your babygirl’s tits!”

She started bobbing up and down. The crown of my cock disappeared into her cleavage, then popped out to hit against the hollow of her throat before slipping once more into the tight, wet embrace of her boobs. The heat of the water, the friction of her skin—it all felt incredible, and before I knew it I was upthrusting with my hips, not just passively enjoying the tit-job but eagerly fucking Samantha’s cleavage.

Water splashed around us each time Samantha’s tits came down. Yukiko kissed and licked the blonde coed’s neck, her gaze never leaving mine even as her hands did incredible things to Samantha underneath of the surface. Both women flushed with arousal and exertion. Samantha’s eyelids fluttered, her orbs rolling back as Yukiko slid two fingers into her tight, coed pussy.

“Oh fuck, Daddy, yes!” Samantha groaned. Her head lolled back on her shoulders, giving me space to thrust even harder and further than before. “Fuck my tits! Fuck, it looks so fucking hawt…!”

I grabbed the rock beneath me with both hands for leverage, thrusting madly between Samantha’s breasts. When I looked out over the water, I swore I could see shadows moving across the surface of the pool. Shadows that looked like all of Samantha and Yukiko’s sisters, splashing and laughing and readying each other to serve the man who ruled their sorority.

Maybe it was a vision of the future. A little magic at the heart of Delta Rho. Or maybe fucking Samantha Lowry’s tits felt so fucking incredible that I couldn’t think straight.

Either way, it didn’t matter. The thought of all those coeds tangled in each other’s arms was almost as hot as the sight of the two gorgeous, submissive coeds in front of me. Samantha was about to get her wish: I was going to cum, and when I did, I planned to erupt all over those perfect tits like a fire hose.

Yukiko leaned in, her tongue teasing the interior of Samantha’s ear. “Good girl,” she purred, looking every bit like the queen of my harem. “Work those titties harder now. You see the way he likes it? He’s losing control—he’s getting ready to shoot all over you. You want that reward, don’t you?”

“Yes!” Samantha’s cry was loud enough that I felt a surge of gratitude that we were in the middle of nowhere. “Fuck yes…!”

Grinning, Yukiko tilted Samantha’s chin and kissed her, hard. The sight of my two girlfriends making out sent me right to the edge, and suddenly I was swelling bigger and thicker in the cocoon of Samantha’s titflesh. The familiar wave roared in the back of my brain, and I knew I wouldn’t be able to hold on for much longer.

“You’re a gorgeous slut,” Yukiko said, breaking the kiss. “I could watch you do this all night. But I think right now Jack needs to cum, doesn’t he?”

“You’re driving me crazy,” I groaned. My hips bucked, thrusting between Samantha’s breasts so hard it would be a miracle if I didn’t leave bruises. “The two of you… fuck…!”

Yukiko laughed knowingly, her hand cupping Samantha’s pussy beneath the water. “She’s gonna cum, Jack,” the coed said, so excited by the thought that I had no idea how she could insist she wasn’t bi with a straight face. “I’ve got my fingers on her clit and she’s going to go over the edge the second you cum all over those knockers!”

“Cum for me, Daddy,” Samantha begged. “Paint your babygirl’s titties! Give me that load!”

“We love you so fucking much, sir, please please shoot all over those tits—!”

I couldn’t hold back. The orgasm hit me like a truck, nearly knocking me into the water. With a roar I came, shooting hot ropes of semen all over Samantha’s tits. It spurted out across her breasts, frothing in her cleavage as beads of pearly cream dripped from her lips and chin. Holy shit, I’d shot hard.

She arched her back, moaning as she made sure not a single drop was wasted. Samantha’s eyes rolled back in her head as her own climax washed over her, her body quivering with bliss as she rode Yukiko’s fingers into the stratosphere. By the time the hot spurts of my cum began to ebb, Samantha held her breasts aloft with both hands, presenting them like an offering with the thick streaks of my load across her tanned skin. We’d made such a mess—and I couldn’t remember the last time I’d had so much fun.

“So fucking good,” Yukiko murmured. The hand she used to get Samantha off left the water and went into her mouth, her tongue sucking the taste of the coed’s pussy greedily. “Fuck, he really coated you, Sam!”

“These really must be his favorite,” Samantha groaned, her body still riding the aftershocks. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you shoot this hard, Daddy…”

She started to sink back into the water, but Yukiko stopped her. “Here, let me clean you up,” she purred, burying her face in the blonde’s tits.

To our surprise, that’s just what she did.

Yukiko’s soft pink tongue lapped at Samantha’s breasts, slowly and methodically licking them clean. Every time she reached a streak of my load the Asian coed savored it, slowly slurping it down with moans almost as loud as the ones Samantha made when she came. If I hadn’t stayed hard after fucking Samantha’s tits, the sight would have gotten me back to full-mast in an instant.

Samantha shivered, tangling her fingers in Yukiko’s hair as she worked. When she was completely done with the blonde’s tits Samantha guided her to her neck and chin—then, once she’d eaten my entire load, she pulled Yukiko’s mouth to hers and made out with her for a minute or two. The pair shared my cum between them, passing it with their tongues as they groped each other and giggled.

“Goddamn,” I grunted, amazed by the sight. “You two are unreal.”

Yukiko broke the kiss, her eyes feverish with lust. “You marked one harem girl,” she said. “Now it’s my turn.”

Since I’d chosen her face when given the opportunity, I expected Yukiko to come to the edge of the pool and go down on me. Instead, she took my hands and guided me back into the water, guiding me to a slightly deeper section a short distance away. When we got there, she pressed her back against the stone, hugged me tight, and wrapped her legs around me.

Fuck. I thought the water was warm—it had nothing on Yukiko’s pussy. Belatedly I realized that while she’d gotten Samantha off, the blonde coed had been too busy keeping her hands on her tits to return the favor. Kiki was all keyed up, so turned on she practically squeaked. No wonder she needed release.

“Fuck me,” she whispered, her nails digging into my shoulders. “Fuck me hard, and fuck me fast.”

I grabbed her ass and pinned her up against the wall of the pool. “I can do that,” I growled.

As I leaned in to nibble her neck, she put a hand on my chest. “But don’t cum,” she panted, her hips grinding against me in a way that felt almost feral. “You can’t cum yet. My pussy’s getting you ready, but you’re saving that load for my face. Okay?”

My growl was all the answer she needed.

I thrust into Yukiko, hard and rough just the way she wanted it. My cock bottomed out inside of her with one smooth stroke, hammering that special spot on her back walls as her legs tightened around me. She gasped, the back of her head pressed against the stone, her perfect face flushed with pleasure.

“Oh Jack,” she groaned, working her hips against me in time. “Oh fuck, that is perfect…!”

It really was. My fingers dug into the firm flesh of her ass (she really did have a nice round one for an Asian girl) as I fucked her hard and deep, grinding her against the stone with every thrust. Samantha stood a few steps away, but unlike Kiki she didn’t interrupt. She just watched.

I think she knew this was about us.

“Fuck me just like that,” Yukiko panted, her fingers digging into my scalp. “Use me. Use this tight little pussy. It’s your pussy. Oh fuck, it fits just right…!”

“Feels so fucking good,” I growled, burying my face in those small but perfect titties. One of Yukiko’s nipples entered my mouth and I sucked on it, the nub stiffening as she gasped with delight. “Can’t hold back much longer.”

“I know,” the coed panted. From the way she said it, I could tell she was even closer to the edge than me. “Look at me, Jack. Look at my face.”

I did. Yukiko beamed at me, her gaze filled with a perfect mix of love and lust.

“You meant that?” she asked, her lashes fluttering. “About every morning?”

She shook as she clung to me. Fuck, another few thrusts and she’d be there.

“Every word,” I growled.

Yukiko leaned in close and nibbled my bottom lip, growling.

“Will you paint this pretty face every morning, Jack? Will you give me that load first thing, as soon as you wake up, before you do anything else?”

Fuck! That sounded like the hottest thing ever.

“Yes,” I grunted, slamming into her like a piston.

Yukiko cried out, her nails raking my back, her pussy clenching around me like a fist as she reached the peak. “Jack… oh fuck, oh GOD yes…!”

I have no earthly idea how I managed to hold on. The sight of Yukiko beneath me, cumming her brains out—mixed with the feeling of her inner walls spasming around me, it should have sent me over the edge before I could even think of pulling out of her. If Samantha hadn’t just finished milking me dry with her knockers ten minutes ago, there would have been no chance.

As it was, I managed not to cum, even as Yukiko unraveled beneath me. Three more hard thrusts and I pulled out of her, dragging the still-spasming coed several steps to the right, back to where Samantha offered me her breasts. My cock emerged from the water, a few inches above the surface.

“Kiki,” I groaned, my rod jerking madly. “I’m gonna…”

The coed wasted no time. She dropped to her knees in the water, her face tilted up and her hands wrapped around my shaft. In the light, she seemed almost to glow—like an apparition, some wet dream version of a forest nymph or a woodland spirit.

“Give it to me,” she begged, stroking me hard. She opened her mouth and stuck out her tongue, teasing that special spot just beneath the head of my cock with the tip. “Cum on my face! Shoot all over me—make me pretty—!”

No man with blood in his veins could hold back when told a thing like that.

The sight of Yukiko’s eager, kneeling face pushed me over the edge. I came, hard, shooting way more than I would have thought possible considering how much cream I’d just spurted onto Samantha’s tits. Most of it went into her mouth, guided by Yukiko’s fingers around the base of my shaft, but plenty of it sprayed across her face, onto her chin, into her dark hair. One spurt went wild and hit her right eye, forcing her to close it as she laughed. The one eye she kept open remained fixed on me, filled with so much love and devotion it made my heart hurt a little bit.

As I began to come down from my second orgasm, Yukiko wrapped her lips around me and sucked me dry. She hummed around me as she slurped down my seed, swallowing eagerly. Her eyes rolled back as she moaned, her tongue working around me to taste the last remnants of my load.

When she was done, Yukiko’s mouth left me with a wet little pop. She sighed contentedly and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “That was awesome,” she whispered, her face alight with bliss. “Thank you, Jack. You know, I’m really glad you picked my face after all.”

Samantha came over and kissed the coed. “And I thought I was crazy,” the blonde purred. “You went absolutely feral for Daddy, Yukiko. Are you feeling okay?”

“Better than ever,” the coed insisted. “How about you, Jack?”

I sank back into the water and lounged against the rock. The warm spring water burbled around my shoulder, soothing away aches and pains that felt like they’d been with me for years. Maybe this place is a little bit magical, I thought.

“Hell of a nice surprise,” I told the girls. “This place is really something else, isn’t it?”

“We wouldn’t be Delta Rho if it wasn’t,” Samantha said, putting a hand on her hip. Suddenly she stiffened. “Oh fuck, what time is it?”

I glanced at my wristwatch, saying a silent prayer of thanks for whoever designed 100-meter water resistance. “We’re not late yet,” I said, doing a little mental math. “We’re likely to be unless we leave soon, though. I’m assuming we’re going to want to make a stop at the condo on the way back?”

“Unless you want us all meeting with Marcie freshly-fucked and dripping wet,” Samantha giggled. “You probably want us to be a little more put together than that. After all, she didn’t have the best reaction to the three of us last time.”

Didn’t I know it. Marcie catching Samantha, Yukiko and I would always be something that made me cringe a little bit to think about. It was not how I’d wanted my boss’s daughter to find out about my relationship with Samantha Lowry. It wasn’t how Yukiko had wanted it to go down, either.

I nodded, pushing through the water. The pool vibrated as I walked, as if the rippling waves didn’t want to let me go. Like they wanted to heal me some more.

But they’d done plenty already. I felt energized, motivated, and ready to take on the world. Our meeting with Marcie was next on the list, and then my dinner with Elizabeth Baines. Hopefully I could convince my boss’s daughter to join in on my plans to turn the tables on Trevor’s mother.

If not, I hoped we could at least bury the hatchet.

Our clothes waited for us where we’d left them on the rocks. Behind me, the pool continued to sparkle, like the strange spring promised many more wild encounters to come. Some of them involving more than just the three of us.

“This place is weird,” I said as I finished buttoning my shirt. “But I like it.”

“Good,” Samantha said. “We’ll have to come back here again sometime. Maybe after all this is through?”

“Sounds like a plan,” Yukiko agreed. “Speaking of which, what’s our game-plan for Marcie?”

“You let me handle that,” I told her. “I’ve got it covered.”

She nodded. She trusted me implicitly. Good girl.

Five minutes later, my McLaren was speeding back down the gravel path, headed for the main road. We had a rendezvous with my boss’s daughter, and brilliant plot to get Elizabeth Baines out of our hair once and for all. There was still danger and uncertainty, of course, but I thought I had things covered.

That I was prepared.

But what I wasn’t prepared for was what Marcie really planned to tell us that afternoon.


Chapter Three


We made great time getting back to town.

The traffic we'd encountered on our way out to the country had cleared up by the time we left the hot springs. I looked around at every stoplight, but could find no sign of that cheerleader or her pink convertible. I suppose it would have been unrealistic to run into her a second time.

I drove right through the Stillwell campus, ignoring the Delta Rho sorority house for the moment. We had business there with Marcie, but our meeting with her wouldn't be for another hour or two. Even if she was there already, waiting for us, we weren't yet ready for her.

Instead, we headed for the condo.

At this time of the afternoon, the parking lot was more or less empty. Which made the big SUV occupying a space right by the front door stand out even more than it would have otherwise. I saw it and a smile spread across my face.

"Looks like we've got company," I told the girls.

Yukiko recognized the vehicle. Samantha didn't.

"Is everything alright?" the blonde asked. "That's not the car that tried to run you and Tasha over, is it?"

I shook my head. "It's a friend. Let's go see what she wants."

The smell of coffee filled my nostrils as I stepped into the lobby. The bassline of some pop song blared through the door leading to the gym, where a handful of patrons were taking care of their after-lunch workouts. They didn't interest me, other than that they weren't who I was looking for.

The woman I hoped to see was lounging near the coffee machine, her phone pressed against her ear. She looked like she'd just gotten finished with a workout—her yoga pants clung tightly to her curvy frame, and there was a thin sheen of sweat on her forehead as she sipped her after-workout treat. She saw me and lit up, grinning as she waved.

Maria Alvarez. My realtor.

"Oh!" Samantha's eyes shone with recognition. "Hey!"

Maria looked just as pleased to see us as we were to see her. She held up two fingers and spoke rapidly into her phone, then gave a pleased smile and hung up the call. If there'd been any doubt in my mind that she wanted to see me again, it vanished as she sashayed across the lobby of my condo building.

Women didn't walk like that unless they were trying to impress a man.

"Hey, gorgeous," Maria purred, her gaze flickering to Yukiko before settling on me. "Long time, no see. How's the PR war going?"

Before either of my girlfriends could say anything, Maria stepped into my arms and gave me a kiss. It felt so natural that I almost wasn't shocked by it—but Samantha and Yukiko clearly were. She took her time, savoring it, a hand on my rear as her lips pressed against mine.

"We're doing well," I told her. Both of my girls stared at her: Yukiko with longing, Samantha with naked jealousy. "Had a meeting with my employer this morning and hammered out most of the issues."

"That's good to hear." Maria turned that winning smile of hers on Yukiko. "I just went through a similar ordeal yesterday. It's no fun when someone tries to destroy your career, is it?"

I flinched, despite knowing I had nothing to do with that. "I'm really sorry," I said, thinking of whatever letter Elizabeth Baines must have sent Maria's superiors. "To think that she'd actually go to the realtor's association..."

The Latina laughed. "Please. It was no big deal." She took another sip of her cafe au lait and leaned forward, grinning. "If every realtor who got frisky with a client got arrested, they'd have to perform this entire profession from prison."

Wasn't that just a fun mental image?

It must have shown on my face, because Maria nibbled her bottom lip. "You imagining me behind bars, Jack? In a pair of handcuffs, maybe?"

Jesus. Now I definitely was.

"I'm right here, you know," Yukiko said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts.

Maria's smile didn't waver. "I know you are, chica," she purred, putting my hand on her hip as she turned to look at the coed. "And I know you're thinking about that drive the three of us took a couple weeks ago." She glanced over at Samantha. "Maybe the two of you found a new passenger?"

"Something like that," I admitted. "I'm glad you managed to get out of trouble, Maria, but you never should have been in trouble in the first place. I'm sorry I put you in the middle of all this."

She waved away my apology. “It really wasn’t a problem. Besides, you get me into the good kind of trouble. Speaking of which…”

I waited. Clearly, Maria had something clever in mind.

Her hands went behind her back, resting above the swell of her rear. “I’m off for the rest of the afternoon. I’m not sure what plans you and your friends had for the rest of the day, but I’d love to be a part of them if I could. Maybe you could take us out for a drive, since your sports car’s finally out of the shop…”

Her words hung in the air between us, thick with promise. The urge to take all my plans for the rest of the day and toss them out the window was strong, especially with Maria looking at me in that sly, predatory way. I almost went for it.

But our meeting with Marcie had to take precedence.

I shared a glance with Yukiko. The coed looked even more conflicted than I did; visions of the three of us on some backcountry road danced in her head.

“Under normal circumstances, we’d love to,” she said, following my lead. “Unfortunately, there’s somewhere we have to be.”

“We just stopped by for a few minutes,” Samantha added sheepishly. “We need to grab a few things, hop in the shower—this is just a pit stop.”

“We were swimming earlier,” Yukiko said, running her fingers through her hair.

Maria looked a little confused by our story. But if I’d thought our explanation would get her to back down, I couldn’t have been more wrong.

“A shower? That’s funny.” Maria gestured at a sleek black duffel bag on the counter next to her. “I was just about to hit the gym showers. I always bring a change of clothes when I use one of the condo complexes for my workout.”

Yukiko and Samantha exchanged a look. A spark shot between them, and I knew that both of my girlfriends had just come to a mutual decision.

“Maybe I could use yours?” Maria batted her lashes. “You have that fantastic master bathroom, after all. Would be a lot nicer than having to share a locker room with random people…”

Oh, it’s on, I thought.

Yukiko picked up exactly what I was putting down. “We’d be delighted, wouldn’t we, Jack?” she purred, taking my hand. “Maria’s been so helpful to us. Letting her use the condo is really the least we could do!”

“Help her get nice and clean,” Samantha said with an elbow in my ribs. “Maria and I haven’t had a chance to hang yet. I’m a little jealous of all that time you, her and Kiki spent together…”

We could remedy that right here and now.

Maria’s hips swayed seductively as she led us to the elevator, her tight athletic top and clingy yoga pants hugging her gorgeous curves. The bassline faded as the doors shut, sealing the four of us in as the box rose steadily towards our floor.

Next to me, Yukiko was practically on fire. “Fuck,” the coed whimpered, rubbing my cock through my pants with the heel of her palm. “Oh my God, this is so hot…”

Maria tossed her lustrous black hair over her shoulder and grinned. “I’ve been looking forward to partying with you again,” she said, both to me and to Kiki. “And blondie over here.”

“My name’s Samantha,” Sam rolled her eyes.

“Oh, I know,” Maria chuckled. “You’re like the queen of the college. Sometime when we’re not so busy, I’d love to hear the story of how you and Jack hooked up for the first time…”

That story would have to wait for another day. The elevator door opened with a ding and we spilled out into the hallway. Somehow we made it to my apartment without the tension between us boiling over into an explosion.

The moment we had the door closed, Yukiko grabbed Maria and started making out. She pinned the busty Latina against my living room wall with a ferocity I’d rarely seen from her, going feral as she grabbed handfuls of Maria’s ass and explored her mouth with her tongue.

“Oh fuck,” Samantha gasped. “Wow, Kiki. Girl, you are eager…”

Maria gasped, then melted into it, groping Yukiko through her top. “Such a good girlfriend,” the realtor panted, breaking the kiss. “I bet Jack loves how game you are to fool around with other girls. I know he was that night on the hood of his car.”

The Asian cutie turned her devoted gaze onto me. To her credit, she didn’t bother with the lie that she was ‘one hundred percent straight’ any longer.

“I like how hard Jack gets when he watches me warm up one of his other harem girls,” she purred, her voice not showing a hint of shame. “I want to taste you, Maria. I want to make you cum.”

Maria cocked an eyebrow. “Harem!? Shit, you three went loco while I was gone, didn’t you?”

Yukiko couldn’t possibly have been more into it. “I ride Samantha’s pretty face while Jack fucks her,” she confessed, grinning from ear to ear. “I want you to ride mine while Jack makes me come so hard I see stars.”

“I kinda like the sound of that,” Maria laughed. “I kind of like this harem thing, too.”

Samantha giggled. “So do we. A lot.”

With a smirk, Yukiko slid her hand beneath the waistband of Maria’s yoga pants. The Latina groaned and arched her back, her eyes rolling back into her head with only the whites showing as Kiki found her wet pussy and rubbed.

“Oh fuck, she’s so smooth,” Yukiko groaned. “Nnngh, Jack, you’re going to love fucking this tight little slut…”

I was. I really, really was.

I turned to tell Samantha something to that effect—only to realize the blonde was no longer standing beside me.

Instead, she was on her knees.

“Samantha?” the word came out strangled. At my feet, the blonde bombshell worked my belt free, licking her lips as the bulge inside my boxers grew bigger and thicker with each passing moment. “Babygirl, what are you doing?”

A low, throaty purr escaped Samantha as the sound of my belt being unhitched filled the apartment. I could swear each of the three women with me salivated at the sound—like they’d been conditioned to associate it with what was going to happen next.

“All that talking about tasting each other makes me want to suck you off,” Samantha, giving me her most innocent look. “I want you in my mouth, Daddy. Can I please suck on it while you watch Kiki and Maria get nasty?”

They were certainly doing just that. Yukiko took the lead; she’d already stripped Maria down to a pair of black lace panties and her tight athletic bra. Her eyes shining with feverish lust, Kiki took the older woman and nearly threw her onto my couch, climbing between her legs before Maria could figure out which way was up. She slid the Latina’s panties to the side.

Something warm and wet closed over my cock.

Oh fuck! Samantha’s lips closed around me, her tongue swirling as she took me deep. I groaned, my fingers tangling in her blonde hair as I guided her down my shaft, my eyes locked on Yukiko and Maria. The former had the latter’s panties tugged to the side and was fingering her, all while kissing slowly down the side of her neck and into her cleavage.

I knew where she was headed. I couldn’t wait for her to get there.

Gentle pressure eased Samantha’s lips all the way down to the base of my shaft. “That’s right, babygirl,” I grunted, glancing down and making eye contact with the voluptuous blonde. “Give it to me.”

Samantha’s mouth left me with a wet little pop. “Don’t look at me, Daddy,” she giggled, stroking me hard as she prepared to devour me anew. “Look at them. Enjoy the show while I worship you…”

It was all the permission I needed.

While Samantha gagged and slurped around my prick, Yukiko buried her face between Maria’s thighs. The Latina moaned and writhed beneath her, digging her long nails into the back of Kiki’s head as she gave in to her primal impulses and rode the Asian girl’s face.

“Fuck yes!” Maria gasped. “Jesus, you’re good at that, chica! Shit, oh my gawd…”

Yukiko pulled back with a smirk, her flickering gaze confirming that she had my full attention. “You’re so fucking wet, Maria,” she growled, sliding two fingers into the realtor’s box stabbing deep. “You’re such a good little slut…”

“Nnngh, thank you!” Maria gasped. The assault from Yukiko’s fingers was almost more than she could bear. “God, yes!”

“You like the way those fingers feel?” Yukiko’s words dripped with sarcasm—even a blind man knew full well how much Maria liked her touch. “You take them so fucking well. Are you thinking about Jack’s cock filling you deep, just like these fingers? I bet you want him to fuck you senseless.”

Maria’s eyes flicked to me, dark and hungry. “God, yes,” she repeated, her lips parted with bliss.

Samantha’s mouth worked me harder, her moans vibrating around my cock. I thrust my hips forward without thought, filling the blonde’s throat. Taking it. Owning it.

Not a single person at Stillwell could have imagined how submissive Samantha Lowry became when I took charge of her the way a proper Daddy should.

Yukiko’s hand moved faster, becoming a blur between Maria’s thighs. The realtor’s moans went feral, her whole body writhing like a snake across my couch as the coed over her pushed her to the edge. She tried to wriggle away, only for Kiki to grab her top with her free hand and use it as leverage to hold onto her.

“So pretty,” Yukiko murmured. Her hand left Maria and the brunette whined with frustration. She licked her fingers, savoring them. “Here you go…”

This time, when Yukiko buried her face between Maria’s thighs, she went in for the kill. I’d seen her eager before—I’d watched the utterly feral way she rode Samantha’s face while I’d been emptying my balls in the blonde’s pussy—but this was a whole other level. And this was giving, not receiving.

Yukiko ate Maria’s pussy like getting air was a distant, secondary concern. Like her pussy was a deep pool and hiding at the bottom was the key Kiki needed to unlock her handcuffs and escape an axe murderer. Her tongue stabbed Maria’s cunt even harder than her fingers, and the things she did with the rest of her face ought to have been criminal.

Maria’s thighs tightened around her. Her round, gorgeous booty flew right off the cushions, her whole body tensing with bliss as Yukiko worshipped her pussy. Her tits heaved, one of them popping free from her confining athletic top.

“I’m gonna cum,” Maria panted. “Oh fuck, don’t fucking stop, please don’t stop!”

I was right there with her. My cock swelled against the back of Samantha’s throat, growing stiffer in anticipation. My balls tingled as the familiar wave of bliss rose up in the back of my brain.

I pushed it down again. Not yet, I told myself.

Samantha felt my hesitation. She pulled off me as Maria’s moans filled the apartment, a confused expression written across her face. “Daddy?”

“Slow,” I growled, gently pulling her back. “I’m saving this load.”

She pouted but obeyed, pressing her tongue against the underside of my crown before giving my head a few pleasurable (but not orgasm-causing) kisses.

“You’re so mean, Daddy,” she said, her gaze telling me I was going to owe her later. “Making me wait for my reward—”

She was cut off by a ragged scream from Maria.

I turned just in time to watch her cum. The sight of her riding Yukiko’s face, her body trembling as orgasm washed over her, was nearly enough to make me shoot all over Samantha’s smile despite the lack of attention on my cock. Maria’s back arched, her nails digging into the cushions of my expensive sofa as pleasure infiltrated her.

Her whole body rose once, twice, spasming with bliss. Her pussy boiled over; between her legs, Yukiko eagerly slurped up all of her cream.

Finally, Maria slumped bonelessly to the leather, her cries turning to relieved laughter. “Holy shit,” she panted, her fingers gently stroking the side of Yukiko’s face. The coed was still at her pussy, gently kissing and licking at her labia as she came down from her aftershocks. “I didn’t expect to get a second workout this afternoon.”

Yukiko lifted her head, her eyes glassy with pleasure. I would have bet every dollar in my wallet that she’d cum while eating Maria out—either from rubbing her thighs together or just from the sheer, submissive pleasure of getting one of my ‘harem girls’ ready for me. She certainly had that freshly-fucked look.

“She’s ready for you,” Kiki panted, giving the realtor’s shaved pussy a gentle slap. “Having tasted it, I have to say—I’m a little jealous you get to fuck this pussy, Jack. She feels like a fucking dream.”

“You’re not jealous,” I laughed, crossing the living room. “You love this.”

Yukiko bit her bottom lip. “Yes, sir.”

“I think we could all use that shower,” Samantha giggled. Behind me, she was already stripping off her clothes. “I’m so happy you’ve got one big enough for all of us, Daddy…”

Maria looked like she’d won the lottery. “I need you,” she whispered, making no effort to cover her naked body. “Fuck, I need you so bad!”

I didn’t need to be convinced. I scooped Maria up, her legs wrapping around my waist as I carried her into the bathroom. At some point she stripped off her bra and threw it to the floor, before thrusting her big tits in my face and inviting me to suck on them—which I did, eagerly.

I’d never been so happy that Maria had talked me into this particular unit. This bathroom had been the feature in the condo the realtor was most excited about—between the glass doors, the marble tile and the big rainforest-style shower head, it truly looked like the sort of place you could throw a Roman orgy.

I entered the stall and pushed Maria against the tile, burying my face in her cleavage. I could taste the sweat on her skin—I could have sworn it was full of endorphins, both from her workout and having her beautiful box eaten by the future Mrs. Jackson Avery. I pulled up and kissed her, hard, the crown of my cock pushing against the roughness of her inner thigh.

“You ready for this?” I growled, pushing my head into her soft, wet opening. “Kiki didn’t wear you out, did she?”

Maria snickered like she found the idea preposterous. “Never,” she growled, her nails raking my chest. “Fuck me, Jack. Hard.”

I didn’t hold back.

I grabbed one of her legs and lifted it, placing her heel all the way onto my shoulder. Most women weren’t flexible enough for that, but Maria took it like a dancer, groaning as she opened herself at the perfect angle to take my cock. Behind me, a now-fully naked Yukiko and Samantha entered the shower, closing the glass door and turning on the hot water. The room filled with steam.

As it rolled over us, I thrust into Maria, deep and rough.

Jesus fuck! Kiki hadn’t been kidding about getting her ready for me. Maria’s pussy clenched around me like a fist as I entered her, her walls so hot and wet after her orgasm that holding back was going to be a major struggle. She cried out, biting down on my shoulder as I bottomed out inside of her. The pain mixed with the pleasure and suddenly I was riding high, feeling like a God as my cock pistoned in and out of her.

“So fucking tight,” I roared, staring into Maria’s eyes as I savaged her. “Jesus, Maria…!”

My realtor grinned. “Pound it like a hashtag, Papi,” she groaned, squeezing her tits together with her shoulders as we fucked. “Fuck yes, that’s so good!”

Samantha and Yukiko watched, their hands roaming all over each other’s wet, soapy bodies. Yukiko’s hand cupped Samantha’s pussy, two fingers buried deep in her dripping snatch, while the blonde coed licked and sucked Kiki’s small, perky tits.

“Look at him,” Yukiko whimpered, her fingers making a ‘come here’ gesture against the roof of Sam’s heavenly pussy. “Fucking her like he owns her. Like she’s part of his harem. So fucking hawt.”

Samantha looked up from the coed’s breasts, her blue eyes wide with lust. “You really do get off on this, don’t you, Kiki?”

She watched me proudly, her smile widening. “I love watching my man claim another woman, Sam. It makes me so fucking wet.” She leaned in and kissed the coed. “The only thing hotter is helping him do it.”

Maria’s nails dug deeper into my shoulders, her toes pressing against the side of my neck. “Don’t fucking stop!” she growled, welcoming me all the way inside of her velvet interior. “Beat it up, Papi, I can take it! Goddamn you fuck like a bull, Jack!”

I felt like one. Every thrust slammed Maria’s round ass against the tile, making wet slapping sounds that competed with the squelching of her pussy around my prick. Water poured over us, filled with suds, making everything hot and amazing. I could feel her getting close, her body preparing to go over the edge.

My hand went to her throat.

Maria’s eyes widened, then lit up with a fire like I’d never seen from her before.

“She called you my harem girl,” I growled, staring right into Maria’s soul as I fucked her senseless. “Is that what you are, Maria?”

Her eyes rolled back in her head. “Yes,” she panted, her body trembling.

“Yes what?”

“Yes Papi!” Maria slammed her hips down on me, hard, her inner walls gripping me all the way down to my balls. “I’m your good little slut! I’m your harem girl! Please, please Papi fucking cum inside me…!”

Maria’s words broke off into a scream as she came, her pussy gripping me like a fist. She unraveled beneath me, her whimpers echoing in the shower stall as she rode out her orgasm. She took my cock like she was made for it. And when I looked into her eyes, I knew the truth.

Maria didn’t want to be just my fuckbuddy any longer.

Any man who could make her cum like this deserved to be her King.

Realizing that sent me right over the edge. I thrust harder, deeper, and with a groan I finally let go. My cock jerked inside of her, spilling my seed as a jumbo-sized orgasm washed over me. One hand gripped her throat, the other mauling her tits as I shot again and again, each thick spurt filling me with so much relief I cried out in bliss.

When it was over I lowered Maria’s leg from my shoulder and kissed her. Her obscenely hot body felt incredible against the cold tile, and the shower spray gradually washed away the sweat from both of our bodies. Bodies pressed in behind me, kissing and massaging my back and shoulders.

“That looked so awesome,” Samantha panted. The little hitch in her voice told me immediately that she’d cum all over Yukiko’s fingers—probably while I was emptying myself into Maria’s pussy. “I love watching you get off, Daddy.”

“Did you enjoy Maria’s pussy more knowing I got it all hot and wet for you?” Yukiko asked.

I leaned over and gave the coed a kiss. “Definitely. You two are completely crazy—but I like it.”

“Crazy for you, maybe,” Yukiko smirked. “Want us to help you get cleaned up?”

I told them I did. To my surprise, only Yukiko scrubbed me down—by some hidden arrangement, Samantha went over and suds-ed up Maria, admiring all of the gorgeous Latina’s features as she worked.

Maria and I shared a look. Can you believe this? My realtor asked with her eyes.

I grinned and nodded. This was my life now. Maria’s, too, if she wanted it.

And I thought she did.

Samantha glanced from Maria’s tits to her own, her brow furrowing. “Okay, good,” she giggled, running a hand between her mammaries. “I’m still the biggest.”

Maria cocked an eyebrow. “Biggest?”

“Kiki and I asked Daddy what his favorite feature of ours is,” the coed said proudly. She didn’t sound like the leader of Delta Rho right now—she enjoyed acting like a horny little bimbo when it was just us. “Mine’s obviously my boobs, so I was definitely feeling a little threatened by those ta-tas. But mine are bigger.”

Maria snickered, getting into it. “A little,” she teased. “But come on. We’ve both got pornstar-level racks, blondie.”

“Small differences are still important,” Samantha insisted. “Variety is the spice of life, right, Daddy?”

“You don’t have to encourage them,” Yukiko told me. “They’re such sluts.”

Samantha laughed, grabbing Yukiko’s ass. “Takes one to know one. You’re the biggest slut in this apartment, whore!”

Yukiko grabbed the blonde’s chin, grinning wickedly. “Damn right I am. We’re all sluts for Jack. And you came all over my slutty little fingers…”

They kissed.

Maria stood next to me, watching. “Are they always like this?” she asked.

“Mostly,” I said. “Look, that whole thing about the harem—”

Maria silenced me with a kiss of her own. “I’ll think about it,” she chuckled, giving my bottom lip a little nibble as she pulled back. “I’m normally not the kind of girl who puts up with sharing her man—not when it’s more serious than a fling. But for you? For these girls?”

I had a feeling I already knew what her answer was going to be. “Sounds like you need a little more convincing,” I growled, pulling her to me with a hand on her ass. “Come here…”

All four of us were more than ready to kick off Round Two.

Unfortunately, as I grabbed a handful of Maria’s long, dark hair, I caught a glimpse of my wristwatch. The steam had almost fogged it up, but I could still see the hands.

Oh shit. How did it get this late so early?

With extreme reluctance, I let my girls know what time it was. Maria looked confused; Yukiko swore.

“We’re going to be late for Marcie if we don’t move,” Yukiko said, already going for the shower handles. “We’d better get dried off!”

Samantha groaned, but she was already sliding the glass to the side and reaching for towels. “Duty calls, I guess,” she said.

“Marcie?” Maria crossed her arms beneath her breasts, giving me a teasing look. “Your boss’s daughter?”

“It’s not like that,” I told Maria. “We had an… unpleasant interaction the other night.”

“She knows about us,” Samantha said. “Specifically, she knows about me.”

Maria cocked an eyebrow. “What’s wrong with that?”

Yukiko laughed. “Not so much now,” she admitted. “But at the time, it was quite the shitstorm…”

We got dressed quickly, Yukiko filling Maria in while Samantha made more playful jabs about their tits and ass. I wondered if she was just having a bit of a laugh, or if she truly felt anxious or jealous about my other girlfriends’ attributes. Sometimes it was hard to tell with her.

After we finished, Maria pulled me close and gave me one final, lingering kiss. “We have to do this again,” she insisted. “Soon. And for a hell of a lot longer.”

All three women chuckled at that.

“It’s a date,” I told her. “Don’t be a stranger.”

“I won’t,” she said, tossing her duffle over her shoulder. “With these cuties doting on you it’s going to be hard to keep your attention, but I’ve got a pretty damn good sexting game. I’ll send you a few pictures later, Papi.”

And with that bit of promise hanging in the air, Maria took her leave.

As soon as she left, Samantha sighed. “I like her so much,” she chuckled. “I hope she ends up joining the harem.”

“Trust me, there’s very little doubt in my mind that we’re going to be seeing a lot of Maria in the future,” Yukiko told us both. “Let’s get going. Marcie’s going to be pissed if we’re late for this meeting.”

We nodded.

It was time to find out what my boss’s daughter wanted.


Chapter Four


The Delta Rho house was nearly deserted when we arrived.

Stillwell’s campus felt curiously charged with energy as we cut across the college. If the sky weren’t so clear and blue, I’d have assumed there was a storm on the way—it felt like the afternoon for it. My shirt stuck to my chest despite my recent shower; out of the corner of my eye I could see Samantha fiddling with her hair, unhappy with the way it set in the humidity.

Inside, a handful of coeds performed chores in the sorority house’s greatroom. With the semester just a couple of weeks away from ending, the new sisters of Delta Rho were no longer feeling the pressure they’d been under during the pledging process. The feeling of a bunch of servants being watched over by the more senior sisters had been banished; everyone was getting along. Over on a couch, a brunette tapped furiously at a keyboard, trying to beat the deadline on an assignment.

The moment she walked through the door, Samantha changed. The fun, flirty bimbo I knew so well retreated, replaced by the confident, dominant leader of the campus’s most exclusive sorority. Samantha took a look around her kingdom and saw that it was good. She smiled.

“Good afternoon, girls,” she said, loud enough for everyone to hear. “Has anyone seen Marcella Ramsey? We’re looking for her.”

A few girls shared wary glances. “She was here a while ago,” someone said, glancing around doubtfully. “I haven’t seen Marcie in a bit, though…”

Hmm?

“She’s supposed to meet us here,” I said, stepping into the fray. “We’re a little bit late—” I reflexively checked my wristwatch, which showed me fifteen minutes had passed since the time we’d agreed on, “—but it’s important. If she’s still here, we need to talk to her…”

“Oh, hey there!”

I glanced up. At the top of the stairs leading to the sorority house’s second floor, a pair of figures were making their way down. I recognized them—I was pretty sure every red-blooded man on campus would have recognized them, too.

It was Heather and Eva. Samantha’s junior lieutenants. The twins.

Both of them wore almost identical expressions as they made their way to the bottom of the steps. They’d dressed the same, too: both Heather and Eva wore their cheerleading uniforms, a short, ruffled skirt and a low-cut, midriff-bearing top. For a moment I wondered if the campus cheerleading team was having practices this late in the year, then kicked myself for being such a fool.

Of course they weren’t.

They wore those outfits for a very different reason.

“Poor Jack,” Heather said, clucking her tongue as she approached. “Always running from one crisis to another, aren’t you? When are you going to get a break?”

“Had one this afternoon,” I said, glancing from one coed to the other. They knew something I didn’t, and I wanted to know what it was as soon as possible. “Your president took me on a little trip into the woods.”

Both girls looked surprised. “Really?” Eva asked. “Wow.”

“You got in the spring?” Heather hissed. “And you didn’t burst into flames?”

“Jesus!” Samantha rolled her eyes; she’d clearly had enough of these two. “It’s not acid. There’s nothing wrong with showing Jack the spring: he’s certainly done enough for Delta Rho to have earned our privileges.”

“Privileges,” Heather giggled. “Is that what you’re calling it these days, Sam?”

Samantha twisted her lips in a wicked moue. “Are you challenging me, Heather?”

Suddenly my understanding of the situation shifted. What I’d taken for a pissing contest was anything but—that was a guy thing, and not the sort of contest the matriarchs of Delta Rho would stoop to.

For Heather and Eva, this was their idea of foreplay.

“What’s this about Marcie?” Eva asked innocently. “I don’t understand what you see in that girl, Jack. She’s totes boring.”

“She doesn’t even party,” Heather drawled. “Not like us, in any case.”

Eva took a step forward and draped an arm over my shoulder, one breast pushing against my chest. “You should hang with us instead,” the coed purred, glancing over at her president. “If your ball and chain will let you have a little fun…”

Samantha looked down for it. In a reversal I didn’t quite understand, it was Yukiko who looked hesitant about all this flirting. It confused me right up until the moment she opened her mouth.

“What’s going on?” she snapped, the words harsher than she probably intended. “Where’s Marcie?”

My danger sense went off. Yukiko had the right idea. Something was wrong.

“I want to talk to Marcie,” I said, taking a step forward. “Is she here?”

Heather and Eva shared a quick glance. “She’s… here,” the former admitted. “But you might not want to talk to her right now.”

“She’s kind of indisposed,” Eva added. “Might be better to come back later.”

“Like, tomorrow, maybe.”

This was beginning to tick me off. “Listen, if she’s up there, then I’m going to talk to her. She called me and asked for me to come. No offense, but I’m not about to let you stop me—”

“Uncle Jack!”

Marcie stood at the top of the stairs, leaning against the doorframe. One look at her and I understood why Heather and Eva had wanted me to leave and come back some other time.

My boss’s daughter was drunk.

“I was wondering when you were gonna get here!” Spots of color burned on Marcie’s cheeks; there was a decidedly uneasy rhythm to her steps as she swayed back and forth. “You brought Sam and Kiki, too!”

I’d seen Marcie tipsy before. Company functions usually involved alcohol; since Daniel always invited his daughter to the corporate get-togethers, she usually took advantage of the open bar. And there was Delta Rho, of course, and all the sorority shindigs. Plus that terrible night where Trevor got his hands on her.

This… might have been worse than that.

Marcie wasn’t just drunk—she was wasted.

“Babygirl?” Next to me Samantha stiffened at the word, but I’d used it with Marcie long before I’d ever met her. “Sweetheart, don’t move. I’m coming up.”

I took the stairs two at a time before Marcie could start down them. If she tried steps in her condition, she’d probably fall, and a trip to the hospital was the last thing any of us needed. Behind me, I heard Samantha interrogating her lieutenants in an angry voice, demanding to know how they could have let a fellow sister get so drunk.

Marcie threw herself into my arms as I reached the second floor. She smelled like a brewery and was panting like a colt on a racetrack, and her hands clung to me with the desperation of a shipwreck survivor clutching a piece of driftwood. As I held her, one question blared loudly in my mind.

What the hell had happened to my boss’s daughter?

Marcie swayed in my arms. “Hi, Jack,” she said, smiling up at me. “I’m so glad you worked things out with my Dad. I was… I was…”

Her expression crumpled. Tears formed in the corners of her eyes.

“Jack, I’m so sorry,” she moaned, her voice thick with tears. “I fucked everything up, didn’t I?”

What?

I held Marcie steady, keeping her from toppling. With one hand on her shoulder and the other around her waist, I took a big step away from the railing and the stairs. The thought of her falling right now filled me with anxiety, and those steps looked mighty slippery for someone as drunk as her.

Behind me, Yukiko climbed the stairs. Samantha was still growling at Heather and Eva, who kept gesticulating wildly as they defended themselves. I heard them say something about a bottle and Marcie already being half in the bag, but I ignored it.

“Hey, hey, slow down,” I said, keeping my voice low and soothing. “What the hell’s all this about, babygirl? Take a second, calm down.”

Marcie didn’t look like she’d be capable of calming down any time soon. Up close, I could see the red in her eyes and the smears of mascara running down her cheeks. I hadn’t seen Marcella in such a state since that awful night at the frat house—and back then, I’d known the reason for it.

Whatever was wrong, I was here. Just like I’d been there with Trevor.

“None of this should have happened,” Marcie blurted, shaking her head. “It’s all my stupid fault! I shouldn’t… shouldn’t have been such a bitch to you, Uncle Jack. You and Sam and Kiki… everyone’s trying to break you up and it’s all because of me…!”

“Woah now,” I said, holding Marcie upright. She’d been about to fall. “Nobody’s breaking up, girl. Yes, Yukiko and Samantha and I are going through a bit of a rough patch. But we’re rock-solid. We’re going to get through this, and we’re going to do it together.”

Behind me, Yukiko reached the landing. She kept a smile plastered onto her face for Marcie’s sake, but her expression was tight. A vein in her jaw pulsed with worry as she approached the two of us.

“Marcie, honey,” she said brightly, treating the coed like an animal who might scatter if spooked. “You’ve had a little bit too much to drink, haven’t you? Let’s get you some water.”

Marcie’s face scrunched up. “I don’t need water!” she shouted. Coeds on the first floor stared, their faces filling with shock. “I need… I need you to fucking forgive me…”

“Babygirl, there’s nothing to forgive,” I said. I put a hand on the small of Marcie’s back, holding it there. “You haven’t done anything wrong.”

Marcie laughed without a hint of mirth. “Oh yes there is,” she said, trying to pull away from me. She glanced at the open bedroom door at the end of the hall, then back at me. “It’s all my fault, Uncle Jack. I got drunk.”

“Yeah, you definitely did,” I agreed. From the way Marcie was acting, I suspected whatever she’d been getting drunk on she’d left in that bedroom. I wanted to keep her away from it if possible; the last thing we needed was for this to get any worse. “But that’s okay. How much have you had?”

“You don’t get it!” Marcie shouted. “I’m not talking about now, Jack! I’m talking about the frat party!”

My blood went cold.

“Babygirl, what are you talking about?” I demanded.

Yukiko reached for her, but Marcie pulled away, rejecting her comfort. She didn’t say anything for a long moment—she just looked surly, her lips wobbling as she tried and failed to master the alcohol in her bloodstream.

“Pledges aren’t supposed to drink,” she muttered, tears smearing her mascara. “Not at Delta Rho mixers. It’s against the rules. Supposed to stay sober…”

I glanced at Yukiko. “Does this make any sense to you?”

Her lips formed a tight little line. “Unfortunately, it does,” Yukiko said. “Marcie, you didn’t get into any trouble over that. You’re not the first pledge to break the rules on alcohol during rush week—”

“None of this would have happened if I’d just controlled myself,” she snapped, looking like she wanted to vomit for more than just the obvious reason. “That bastard Trevor drugged me because I let him. If I’d just followed the rules, he’d never have gotten me into that room. And Jack wouldn’t-a had to save me.”

Now I understood. “Babygirl, that was not your fault,” I said firmly.

“You almost lost your job,” Marcie whispered drunkenly. She made it sound like I’d almost grown a second head. “Kiki’s parents are going to fuckin’ kill her. And Samantha… oh Christ…”

She started to sob anew.

“Sweetheart, you’re very drunk,” I said, keeping my voice as calm as I could. “My job is fine. Yukiko’s parents will come around when they see how much the two of us love each other. And we will figure out some way to keep Delta Rho from expelling Samantha from the sorority. I guarantee it—”

“What’s this about me?” Samantha had just reached the top of the stairs. “Holy shit, Marcie, are you okay? What’s happened to you…?”

Marcie turned.

Upon seeing Samantha, a sob tore from her throat like I’d never heard before.

Samantha didn’t even need to hear a single word. In an instant she was there, holding Marcella tighter than tight. Marcie buried her face in the coed’s shoulder, her body quaking with shuddering sobs as regret and alcohol coursed in equal measure through her veins.

“Marcella Ramsey,” Samantha said in a chiding tone. “Pull yourself together, pledge. Don’t you know that you’re among friends?”

“Family,” I corrected. “You’re among family.”

Marcie sniffed hugely. “I don’t deserve to be,” she panted. “I fucking ruined your life, Jack. And yours, Samantha. And I had the nerve to say I wish you’d never come to Stillwell!”

The sting had fled those words. “I know you didn’t mean that,” I told her. “Babygirl, if you hadn’t brought me here, I’d still be behind a desk at your Dad’s company with no idea what life really is. You saved me. You didn’t hurt me.”

“And yes, you had a bad reaction to our… unconventional arrangement,” Samantha added. She took over where Marcie’s lower back was concerned, rubbing her in soothing circles as she spoke. “But that’s nothing that can’t be forgiven. Really, we should have told you what was happening a long time ago.”

“You didn’t mean any harm,” Yukiko agreed.

Marcie continued shaking her head. She understood that we forgave her; I just think she hadn’t forgiven herself yet. “Samantha. Those things I said to you—”

“Don’t mean anything,” the president of Delta Rho said, cutting her off. “Marcie, stop it. You’re drunk, and you’re not thinking straight. We’re good, okay?”

I’m not sure that Marcie heard her. “You’re my hero, Sam,” the coed whispered. “You’re the whole reason I wanted to join Delta Rho in the first place. You’re…”

“I’m getting you to lie down,” Samantha countered. “And then I think Yukiko’s right, you need some water—”

Before Samantha could finish her sentence, Marcie lunged forward.

What happened next happened in an instant. Marcie grabbed Samantha’s shoulders with both hands, twisting completely out of my grip, and smothered the older student’s mouth with her own. A desperate sob escaped her as their soft lips pressed together, Sam’s mouth opening instinctively as Marcie slid her tongue past her mentor’s teeth. For a split-second Samantha froze, her eyes wide with shock.

Then, almost without thinking, she kissed back. Her lips moved against Marcie’s, soft and hesitant, her eyelashes fluttering with lust—

And the reality of what she was doing slammed into her.

“What the fuck!?” Samantha gasped, shoving Marcie away. Her hands flew to her mouth, as if she’d been stung on the lips by a viper. She looked shocked—but I couldn’t help but notice the flush on her cheeks. Or the way her shoulders rose and fell rapidly. “Marcie, what the hell was that!?”

Marcie looked almost as shocked as Samantha. “I’m… I’m sorry,” she blurted, her eyes going unfocused. “Oh fuck, oh Jesus I didn’t mean to do that!”

She didn’t. But part of her had wanted to.

Suddenly it clicked. The sly little comments Marcie made about her mentor every now and then. The odd way she’d been acting at the pledge initiation after-party when she saw Samantha hitting on me in front of the other members of the sorority. The hurt she showed when she caught Samantha, Yukiko and I together at my apartment, like our harem arrangement was some kind of personal insult.

All of it made sense.

Marcella had a crush on Samantha Lowry.

Tears streamed down my boss’s daughter’s face. “I am so sorry, please forget that I did that! I’m super fucking wasted, I’m not thinking straight, I didn’t mean it…”

Samantha stared down at her fingers. In a move that I felt nearly one hundred percent certain was unconscious, the edge of her soft pink tongue protruded from her mouth to lick where Marcie’s lips had touched hers.

“Yes you did,” Samantha whispered. “Marcie, holy shit…”

Marcie had a crush on Samantha. She probably had it since the day they met. No wonder she worshiped the ground Samantha walked on. No wonder she’d wanted to be part of Delta Rho so badly.

Was Marcie a lesbian? I didn’t know—I vaguely remembered her Dad being pissed off about her going on dates with boys, so I didn’t think so. Bi then, like Kiki?

I reeled. I’d never thought of Marcie that way before.

Call me naive, but my brain still considered her my boss’s little girl. At some point she’d grown into an independent young woman, with her own dreams and desires.

With her own sex life.

Oh Jesus. I’d been calling her and Samantha ‘babygirl’ all this time.

How confusing must that have been for her?

Something crumbled inside of Marcie. “I’m sorry,” she blurted. “It’s just… you’re so fucking hot, Samantha. I can’t even be mad at Jack for hooking up with you! The thought of you and him together—I haven’t been able to get it out of my head since that night at the condo. I’m so fucking confused—”

“Stop,” Yukiko whispered.

Marcie glanced over at the coed. “Kiki?”

Yukiko rose to her full height, her voice sharp but calm. “Bedroom. Now.”

The command cut through the tension like a knife. Samantha started to say something, then she glanced at the stairs and realized what Yukiko had been trying to tell us.

All the coeds who’d been studying or doing chores at the sorority house were staring at us. They’d heard the whole thing.

“Good idea,” I muttered. “We should have done that ten minutes ago.”

We needed privacy, pronto. Putting my arm around Marcie, I led her to the bedroom, with Samantha and Yukiko following close behind.

No one downstairs spoke.

But I felt the eyes of Delta Rho following us every step of the way.


Chapter Five


I set Marcie on the bed, her body tense and trembling with anxiety. Samantha shut the door behind us, while Yukiko grabbed a chair from the corner and dragged it over to the end of the bed so she could sit in front of us. A bottle of tequila sat on the carpet, half-empty: Marcie’s, no doubt. With a grimace, I picked it up and tossed it into the nearby trash can. More booze was the last thing she needed.

“Jesus Christ,” Samantha whispered, her arms beneath her breasts. “Guess that cat’s out of the bag. The whole freaking campus is going to know about Marcie in the next hour.”

“No,” Yukiko said firmly. “They won’t.”

Marcie sniffled and sobbed. Now that I’d gotten her into a sitting position, she seemed slightly less drunk than before, though she still had a long way to go before she could be considered sober. She gave me an awkward look as she settled in next to me, then buried her face against my side. Hiding from Samantha, I thought.

Couldn’t blame her.

Samantha blinked. “What do you mean, they won’t?”

“You underestimate Delta Rho.” Yukiko said with a smirk. “Those girls are gossip hounds, yes, but they’re also loyal to a fault. They’re not going to let any negative rumors about one of our members spread through campus. Especially not when it concerns a pledge who’s spent her entire semester being mentored by you.”

Samantha relaxed a fraction. “Yeah,” she said, casting her gaze back toward the door. “You’re right. I sure fucking hope you’re right, Yukiko.”

“I think she is,” I said, my arm still around Marcie. “She’s got a good head on her shoulders, our Kiki. If she thinks Delta Rho can keep a lid on this, then they probably will.”

“I should have pulled you three into the bedroom immediately,” Yukiko said. “I let a compromising situation go on for far too long. I apologize.”

Samantha laughed. “It’s not your fault,” she said, still looking flummoxed. “Marcie, sweetheart, are you alright?”

Marcie hiccupped loudly. She wiped her face with the back of her hand, doing her best to dry her tears. “Not really,” she said, keeping her eyes on the floor. “Samantha, I’m so sorry—”

“Stop apologizing,” Samantha said. Somehow, she managed to make it sound almost friendly. “We’re alone right now, Marcella. It’s just you, me, Kiki and Jack. We’re not mad, we’re not judging you, and everyone in this room loves the hell out of you.”

That brought another sniff out of her. The waterworks were starting back up; I could tell.

Maybe Samantha thought the same thing. Because she crossed the carpet and knelt down next to Yukiko’s chair, sidling up to the coed on her knees. For a second, it reminded me of all the times she’d assumed a similar position for me, and I felt a surge of phantom lust between my legs.

“You kissed me,” Samantha whispered. “It sure as hell felt like you meant it.”

Marcie’s eyes flicked up to her mentor’s, her lip trembling. “I shouldn’t have. I’m such a fuck-up.”

Samantha made a face like Marcie didn’t need to put herself down. “You’re not a fuck-up. You’re human. And you’re very, very wasted. Which is why I’m asking you this question.”

Hmm? I glanced down at Samantha, but she was holding Marcie’s attention.

The blonde reached out and put a hand on Marcie’s knee. “Did you mean it?” She made it sound like a trifle; like no possible answer she could give would change anything between them. “Or are you just drunk and a little horny?”

I didn’t like to think about Marcie horny. Or at least I didn’t used to.

Marcie flinched, too. “It was nothing,” she insisted. “I was just…”

She looked into Samantha’s gorgeous brown eyes.

And unraveled.

“I want you so fucking bad,” Marcie whispered.

To her credit, Samantha took this in stride. Other than a slight flare of her nostrils, she would have looked totally unruffled to a casual observer. “I see,” she said, scooting backwards an almost imperceptible fraction.

“It’s so stupid,” Marcie said, still wearing that hangdog look. “It’s… it’s just a crush, you know? You’re so awesome, and everyone at the school looks up to you so much. I look up to you so much. I want to be just like you.”

Samantha nodded in understanding. “How long have you felt this way?”

Marcie looked away, blushing. “Since the beginning of the semester,” she admitted, giving me a sheepish look before continuing. “Pretty much as soon as I met you. Before Jack came to Stillwell, even.”

“Gotcha.” Samantha let out a sigh, then smiled. “Well, I wish you’d told me a long time ago, Marcie. This is probably the worst possible time for you to confess a thing like that.”

Her words caught all of us off-guard. “Huh?” Marcie blurted.

“I don’t know if you’ve heard, but I’m in a lot of trouble with the national leadership,” Samantha said, chuckling with obvious irony. “And I happen to be in a committed relationship at the moment. A complicated one.”

Marcie blinked rapidly. “Wait, what? You mean I should have told you I like you?”

“I mean, you’re a very attractive woman,” Samantha said with a shrug. “And you’re definitely my type. I’d be lying if I said I never spent a little bit too long staring at you during one of those sorority meetings.”

“Holy shit,” Marcie gasped. “Sam, look, I don’t even know if I’m gay or not. Or bi, or whatever…”

“Neither do I,” Samantha agreed with a chuckle. “I don’t really put a label on it. I just know that you wouldn’t be the first Delta Rho girl I’ve kissed.”

She wouldn’t even be the first one in this room.

“But Marcie,” Samantha said, taking the coed’s hand, “I’m with Jack. You get that, right? And even if I weren’t, I have to be super careful right now.”

“With the leadership,” Marcie said. She still looked stunned. Hell, I was sure that I looked stunned, too. “I know. Just like I know you’re with Jack. I think I knew that even before I came to the condo—I just didn’t want to admit it.”

“What Jack and I have is real,” Samantha said. “It’s serious. I know it doesn’t look that way from the outside—it probably looks like a fall fling, me and my cutie lieutenant double-teaming a hot older guy until he gets his diploma and goes home—but it’s not. Yukiko is going back to Boston with Jack when he graduates.”

“I know that,” Marcie said. Some of the drunkenness had left her, as if blasted away by Samantha’s admission. “Yukiko’s exactly the person my Dad was hoping Jack would meet in Stillwell. He wanted him to bring home a bride, and she’s perfect.”

Yukiko couldn’t help but beam at the compliment. It was what she wanted—she’d told me enough times about how she couldn’t wait to become the CEO’s wife and live out our power-couple life while building a family. All while keeping our extracurricular activities together on the down-low.

“She is,” Samantha agreed. “But, Marcie, I’m going with him, too.”

My eyes widened. We hadn’t agreed on that.

And yet, who could blame her?

Marcie looked far more shocked than me or Yukiko. “You are!?”

Samantha nodded.

Marcie’s jaw dropped open. “But Sam, you can’t marry him! Even if it weren’t illegal for him to have two wives, the Board of Directors at my dad’s company would crucify him if he tried! They already don’t think a guy without a family can serve in the position of CEO!”

Samantha sucked on her lips, rubbing them together before releasing them back into place with a pop. “Marcie, this isn’t about a ring,” she said, cocking her head to the side. “This isn’t about a marriage license, or your father’s company, or even my last name. This is about who I want to spend the rest of my life with. And that’s Jack.” She glanced over at her bestie. “And I want to share him with Yukiko.”

My heart soared. Deep down, I knew this woman felt that way about me. But knowing it and hearing it were two very different things.

“I know who I am,” Samantha continued. “I’m the Queen Bee of Stillwell—the girl who gets to tell the rest of the campus what to do because they either want to fuck me or are terrified of me. My future plans are supposed to be finding the richest man on campus, marrying him, then carrying his balls around in my purse for the next sixty years while spending his money however I want. That’s where my life was headed before I met Jack. Before I told myself I could hook up with a hot, older Daddy without catching some extreme feelings for him.” She glanced over at me, grinning wickedly. “And before Jack banged me on his balcony so loud that half the city heard it.”

Marcie blushed at that last part. So did I.

“So yes, I’m all-in,” she said, her words directed at Marcie but meant for all of us. “I don’t care if I don’t get to be Mrs. Jackson Avery. Because I’ll be a lucky, lucky woman if I get to spend the rest of my life having adventures with these two.”

“Jesus,” I said, moved. “Babygirl, that’s everything I wanted to hear.”

I froze. Marcie had just blushed twice as hard.

“Right,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck. “I should probably stop calling you that, huh, Marcie? It’s kind of awkward.”

Marcie’s jaw worked soundlessly for a moment. “I… don’t want you to,” she said, shaking her head. “Really, I don’t. I like it.”

“You’ve been calling Marcie ‘babygirl’ a hell of a lot longer than me,” Samantha conceded with a smile. Now that she’d made her grand declaration of love, she looked a heck of a lot happier—and she was clearly pleased that we’d managed to calm Marcie down. “If she wants to lay claim to it, Daddy, we’ll come up with another pet name—”

Now it was Samantha’s turn to freeze. Her lips formed a tight little line.

“It’s okay,” Marcie said, breaking the tension. “I know that’s what you call him.”

“I know it’s weird,” Samantha said through clenched teeth. “It just kind of happened. I should probably stop, but it just feels so right to call him that—”

“I’ve been calling him Uncle Jack for as long as I can remember,” Marcie said. “It’s not that different, I guess.”

It really was. Calling a man Daddy was different on an order of magnitude than chastely referring to him as ‘Uncle’. It was much kinkier.

“Yes, but you’re not madly in love with Jack,” Samantha giggled. “It’s different.”

The words hung in the air.

And hung.

Marcie said nothing as the silence stretched out.

“Uh, babygirl?” I asked, giving the coed’s shoulder a gentle shake. “You okay?”

“The two of you together…” Marcie whispered, barely audible. “It… shit, never mind. It’s stupid.”

I shouldn’t have been surprised that it was Yukiko who seized on this. “I promise you it’s not stupid,” the Asian coed insisted. “You’ve already pulled the band-aid off, Marcie. You might as well go all the way.”

All the way? I didn’t understand what Yukiko meant. She’d always been a little smarter than us that way—a little more perceptive. Or maybe it was just that she’d been on her own odyssey of self-discovery since meeting me, and recognized the signs of a fellow traveler in Marcie.

Either way, her words gave my boss’s daughter the push she needed.

“The two of you together is crazy,” Marcie said, her gaze darting between me and Samantha. “I know it’s stupid, but I’m so jealous of you, Uncle Jack. Samantha is, like, the hottest girl on campus, and seeing the way she dotes on you just makes me realize what a lucky man you are.”

Wow. What a compliment. “Thanks, babygirl. I know how lucky I am.”

Marcie braced herself, stiffening against me. “And maybe…”

Yukiko nodded, coaxing her on. From the look on her face, I think it clicked for Samantha in that moment, but naïve fool that I am, I had to hear it directly from Marcie’s own lips before I could believe it.

“…maybe I’m a little jealous of Samantha, too.”

The air in the room thickened. My hand froze at Marcie’s side, my arm suddenly feeling like deadwood across her shoulders. Her words sank in slowly, the full import of them dawning on me in what felt like slow-motion. Samantha watched for my reaction, stricken: next to us, Yukiko wore an expression that looked like triumph.

“Babygirl,” I said, never more conscious of the fact that I’d used that same word to refer to both women than I was at that moment. “What do you mean by that?”

Marcie’s fingers dug into my comforter. She looked so much like the girl who’d gotten caught building a tower out of her dad’s office supplies during one ‘take your daughter to work’ day that I almost laughed at the memory. But she’d never have understood.

“I don’t know,” Marcie said, not looking directly at any of us. “You and Jack, you’re like, perfect for each other. And having Kiki there too is even more perfect. Except that doesn’t make any sense, because nothing can be more perfect than perfect, right?”

“I wouldn’t worry my head thinking about things like that, babygirl,” I said.

“I see the way you two look at each other,” Marcie said, changing her tack. “Fuck, I saw it the night of the initiation ceremony, even if I didn’t want to see it. Samantha was crushing on you hard that night, Jack. She was looking at you like you were the only guy in the room.”

I practically was the only man in the room, but I didn’t bother bringing that up. I knew what Marcie was getting it. I’d seen it, too.

Samantha’s expression softened, some of her shock fading. “That’s the way you look at someone when you know it’s real,” she said, leaning back a bit and crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “I can’t help it, Marcie. I’m hooked.”

“I’m not mad about that,” Marcie said. “I just see what you guys have, and it’s like, I want that. You know?”

“I’m sure you’ll have it,” I told my boss’s daughter. “Marcie, you’re still a very young woman. You don’t need to be jealous of anyone, or of their relationship. I’m sure there are good things over the horizon for you.” I chuckled. “Half the boys at Stillwell would kill to take you out for a night on the town, babygirl. And the other half are too intimidated to ask.”

I thought that would cheer her up, but Marcie began to cry again.

“What’s wrong?” Yukiko asked.

“There’s not a horizon for me,” the coed whimpered. “Not here, anyway.”

What!?

“Babygirl, what are you talking about? If this is about Trevor—”

“It’s about Dad,” she said, shaking her head. “He’s pulling me out of Stillwell at the end of the semester.”

I felt like someone had just dropped a bomb on the room.

“What!?” I roared, angrier than I expected.

“Yeah, what the fuck?” Samantha looked poleaxed. “Why!?”

Marcie wiped her eyes with both hands. “Because he found out what happened with Trevor. Elizabeth Baines didn’t have to send him a letter—he got the whole story on his own.”

I’d told him a great deal of it, as I recalled. I’d tried to spare Marcie’s privacy, but it had been unavoidable.

“He doesn’t think I’m safe here,” Marcie continued. “He told me that if Jack hadn’t been lucky enough to get that call and swing by the frat house, I’d have ended up a statistic in one way or another.” She swallowed hard. “He’s bringing me back to Boston at the end of the semester, too. So he can keep an eye on me until I graduate.”

“Fucking hell,” Samantha snapped. “I’ve heard of protective parents. But that’s… a lot.”

I ran a hand through my hair. I knew Daniel Ramsey better than just about any man alive—I’d been his right-hand man for over fifteen years now. I practically considered him my father. Which was how I knew exactly how stubborn he could be.

Convincing him to change his mind on this would be harder than dealing with Elizabeth Baines. By a long shot.

“He’s pissed,” Marcie said, forcing out a laugh. “He’s on your side, Jack, but privately he’s been fuming about what a huge headache this whole Delta Rho thing’s become. Trevor’s mother, all the rumors about you, bringing the cops into it—he told me before he sat in on that disciplinary meeting that he wishes he’d managed to talk the Board into letting you do online classes to finish your diploma.”

“Well I don’t,” I said. “None of this would have happened if it weren’t for Stillwell. If it weren’t for you, Marcie.”

Marcie nodded—then her shoulders slumped. “I love this school. I love Delta Rho. I don’t want to leave! It isn’t fair!”

Fair didn’t come into it. This was a father safeguarding his daughter. I understood where Daniel was coming from, even if I didn’t agree with him.

Samantha leaned forward and put a hand on Marcie’s knee. “That’s bullshit,” she said, grimacing. “Marcie, I’m going to do everything I can to try and make your Dad see reason. You are too important to this sorority to just let you walk out the door at the end of the semester!”

Marcie blinked. “You mean it?”

“Of course I do.” Samantha’s eyes glistened. “Marcie, I’ve been planning for you to take over for me once I graduate. It’s why I made sure you were my little. This sorority needs you. I’m not letting you go if I have anything to say about it.”

Marcie looked like she wanted to be held in more ways than one. “Thanks,” she said, her cheeks coloring. “And look, about the other stuff…”

“It’s not a big deal,” I insisted, giving as much comfort as possible. “You’re not the first person to have a crush. You’ll… you’ll work through it. We’ll give you space.”

Marcie looked off into the distance. “You’ve changed everything, Jack. You know that?”

I nodded. Samantha and Yukiko both fell silent, waiting.

“I’ve always looked up to you—even when I was a kid,” Marcie said. “I mean, Dad worked so much that sometimes I felt like a houseplant when I came to the office—but never with you. You always had time for me. You’ve… you’ve always been there for me.”

“I always will,” I told her.

Marcie just managed not to cry. “You saved me that night at the frat party,” she whispered, her voice thick with regret for ever having doubted it. “Maybe my life—but definitely my soul. God only knows what Trevor would have done to me.”

“I’d rather not think about it.”

“You’ve always been Uncle Jack to me,” she said, peering up into my eyes. “Dependable. Solid. And then you rode into Stillwell like a storm and went raging through everything. Changing everything. And… and everything’s different now.”

“It really is,” Yukiko agreed.

“What the three of you have, it’s so awesome. I know it’s supposed to be weird, but the really strange thing is that it no longer seems weird to me. Like, at all. It’s so normal for you, Sam and Kiki to be a thing. And now, seeing it, it’s like: why wouldn’t I want to be part of that?”

My chest tightened. A vision filled my mind, almost searing in its intensity: that moment that Marcie kissed Samantha and the leader of Delta Rho began to kiss her back. What had I felt in that moment?

Was it concern for my boss’s daughter? Really?

Or had my heart been pounding for a very different reason?

It felt like the ground was going to open up and swallow me at any moment. This was Marcie we were talking about: my boss’s daughter, the one person my mentor would probably murder me if I even thought about touching. And yet…

No. It was so dangerous.

My relationships with Samantha and Yukiko were solid and stable. Marcie was a freaking minefield—one wrong step, and everything could explode.

I had to be careful here. So careful.

Because Marcella Ramsey was the last person I wanted to hurt.

“Marcie,” I said, clearing my throat. “You’re not crazy to want that, babygirl. But I don’t think you’ve thought it through all the way. You’re feeling a lot right now, but that’s all you’re doing—feeling. Also, you are very drunk.”

She nodded, her gaze glassy. “Yeah,” she said, rubbing her face. “I am.”

“Let me get you some water,” Yukiko said, rising. “It’ll help.”

While she did that, I reassured Marcie. “You can stay here and sober up,” I said, sharing a confirming glance with Samantha. “You know you’re always welcome at the Delta Rho house. Later on, when you’ve had time to sleep on all this and really think it through, you and I can talk if you want. Or you can talk with Samantha if you don’t feel comfortable doing it with me.”

Marcie looked confused. “You sound like you’re about to leave,” she said.

I glanced reflexively at my wristwatch. Shit, it was getting late.

“I… have a dinner to go to,” I said, wondering how much I ought to reveal. “I was actually thinking of bringing you with me, but you’re in no condition to travel—”

“Dinner with who?” Marcie asked. She sat up straighter and took the water from Yukiko. I could see her trying to sober herself up by sheer force of will as she drank.

In for a penny, I thought. “Elizabeth Baines,” I said, watching as the three women grimaced at the sound of her name. “She wants to make me some kind of offer. Make all of my problems go away and smooth my path to my diploma—probably in exchange for some statement that lets that little shit Trevor play the prodigal son and come running back to mama.”

“Which Daddy would never do,” Samantha insisted.

I expected Marcie to be horrified. And she was, for a second. But then something clicked inside her head.

I think she understood the reasons I’d chosen her to accompany me to this showdown, and not any of the other coeds in Delta Rho. And more than that, she agreed with those reasons.

She sat up straighter, her drunken haze clearing slightly. “I want to go.”

Yukiko gave a start. “Are you crazy? You can barely walk in a straight line right now. I saw you on the stairs—”

“When’s the dinner supposed to be?” There was an almost desperate edge in Marcie’s voice now. “How long do I have?”

I did a little mental math. “It’s in a little over an hour,” I said, doubtful. “I don’t think that’s enough time, babygirl.”

“I can do it,” Marcie insisted, her voice stronger than before. “Do you trust me?”

“Of course I do, babygirl,” I said.

A fierce look entered Marcie’s eyes. “Text Elizabeth Baines. Tell her you’re going to be an hour—no, an hour and a half—late. That should be enough time for me to sober up.” She glanced over at Yukiko. “Can you get me some coffee and another glass of water?”

I couldn’t help but laugh at the implausibility of it. “Babygirl, Elizabeth Baines isn’t just going to push back this dinner,” I said. “This is probably the most important social event of her entire year—”

“Which is why she will,” Yukiko cut in. “Marcie’s right, Jack. I hate to say it, because I don’t think she should be getting anywhere near the Baines residence. But Elizabeth will bend over backwards right now to get you into her home.”

Was that true? I wouldn’t have thought so, except that Yukiko sounded pretty certain. I glanced down at my pocket, thinking of my phone. Maybe…

The worst thing that could happen is her saying no. Maybe intimidating Elizabeth Baines out of this dinner wasn’t such a bad thing, given the circumstances.

I sighed and pulled out my phone.

“Are you really doing this?” Samantha blurted. “Fuck, you’re gonna try, aren’t you?”

I shrugged. My fingers flew across the screen.

Unexpected mishap, I wrote. Dinner needs to be at 9:30, not 8. That okay with you?

The message verged on rudeness, but something told me the brusque tone was exactly what a woman like Liz Baines would respond to. I barely had to wait ten seconds for the three familiar dots to appear at the bottom of the screen. Elizabeth had seen my message.

Of course, Mr. Avery, came the too-smooth reply. Don’t be late.

“Well, I’ll be damned,” I said, showing the coeds the screen. “It worked.”

Yukiko nodded, her expression grim. “I knew it would. We’ve got a little time now to plan. And to come up with an alternate idea if we need to.”

“Alternate idea?” Samantha asked.

Yukiko frowned. “Marcie’s really not ready for this,” she insisted, glancing over at the coed. Even if we manage to get her most of the way sober in the next couple of hours, that house is a nest of vipers. Trevor’s mother will eat her alive—”

“I’m going,” Marcie said. Her voice was small but firm. “Jack’s right. I have to.”

“You do not,” Yukiko said.

But Marcie was already beginning to rise. “I’m the one who Trevor did that awful stuff to,” she said, glancing back at me. “Because of that, his mother’s afraid of me. I might be the only person in Stillwell who Elizabeth Baines is afraid of, come to think of it.”

That… actually made quite a bit of sense.

It must have made sense to Samantha, too. “Fine,” the leader of Delta Rho said. “But you’re drinking more water and eating something first. Also, you’re going to need a shower.”

The thought of showers so soon after my escapade with Maria added a frisson of awkwardness to the whole procession. I didn’t want to think about Marcie that way. At least I told myself I didn’t.

“There should be leftover pizza in the fridge downstairs,” Yukiko said. “Assuming the other sisters didn’t scarf it all down. I’ll grab you some.”

“Go raid the fridge,” Samantha said, grinning fiercely. “I’ll make sure our Marcie is dressed to kill for her big night out.”

Something had changed between us. I felt it, even as Yukiko headed down to get Marcie some grub and Samantha filled her up another glass of water. What that was, I couldn’t quite say—but all of our interactions carried a tension they hadn’t held just a few short hours before.

Let’s just say I wasn’t going to forget that image of Marcella making out with my girlfriend any time soon.

Marcie nodded along, agreeing to all of Samantha’s plans. Now that they’d moved past the awkwardness, she seemed almost comically eager to please. Every now and then I caught her glancing over at me, and the vulnerable way she reached for me whenever she needed comfort activated all of my protective instincts at once.

I wasn’t going to let anyone hurt Marcie. Whether I wanted to be more than just friends with her or not, that was never going to change.

I’d keep her safe tonight. And together, we were going to make Elizabeth Baines regret ever sticking her nose in Delta Rho’s business.


Chapter Six


Elizabeth Baines lived in the nicest neighborhood in Stillwell.

The streets were dead quiet as I turned the McLaren into the cul-de-sac, doing five miles under the already outrageously-low speed limit. Each house we passed looked more like a mansion, flanked by towering oaks and situated next to an attached in-ground pool or guest house. Some of them even had wrought-iron gates, like something out of a Shirley Jackson story. Half the cars parked in the driveways were Teslas, and the other half were even more expensive. At least twenty different home security cameras must have followed me down the block.

“Nice place,” I muttered, turning down the radio. Ozzy Osbourne’s thundering cry about ‘generals gathered in their masses’ became a muffled roar as Marcie fidgeted in the passenger seat next to me.

Samantha had been as good as her word. I don’t think I’d ever seen Marcie so dolled-up before, not even for one of her father’s big corporate to-do’s. Her sleek little dress showed off a great deal more cleavage than I would have been comfortable with her displaying until recently and rode almost criminally high on her hips, but her hair and makeup were on point. She looked like the heir of Miss Lowry for certain.

She also, somehow, managed to look sober.

“How are you doing?” I asked, slowing the car. Elizabeth’s house was at the very end of the cul-de-sac, which meant she could probably see us coming if she were looking out the windows at that moment. But I didn’t mind making her wait.

Marcie shrugged. “I’m okay,” she said.

Maybe she was. Her face was still a little pale and her eyes a bit glassy, but that could be chalked up to nerves almost as much as alcohol. Except I’d never seen a coed as drunk as her get themselves out of being drunk so quickly.

“That Advil and orange juice Kiki made you take must have done wonders,” I said, chuckling good-naturedly. “You’re looking good. Really good.”

A little flush rose to Marcie’s cheeks. “Thanks,” she said. “It’s not the medicine. If it’s anything, it’s Samantha’s spell.”

I could feel my brows furrowing together. “Her spell?”

Marcie bit her lip, her gaze traveling out the window. “Yeah. She did a spell to sober me up.” She forced out a laugh. “You do know all of us coeds are witches, right, Jack?”

I couldn’t help but notice she’d stopped calling me ‘Uncle’ ever since her drunken declaration of love. Or at least of lust. That meant something.

“Samantha and Yukiko actually assured me you girls were no such thing,” I said, only half-joking. “Did she give you a tongue of newt? Boil a frog, maybe?”

Marcie shook her head. “Just a little incantation,” she said, as if we were discussing a secret handshake. “It’s like a good-luck charm for Delta Rho. She told me she used it once for a friend of hers before a big test. It’s supposed to, I dunno, clear your head. Make you brave.”

We could both use a little bit of that, I figured.

“Huh. Interesting.” I decided not to push it. “Well, if it’s helping you feel better, babygirl, then I’m glad she did it.”

That really brought a blush to Marcie’s cheeks. “Thanks, Jack,” she said. “I’m totally freaking out right now, but knowing you’re going to be there with me every step of the way is helping a lot. So is knowing I’ve got Delta Rho behind me.”

She most definitely did. And if some sorority ritual helped my boss’s daughter keep her cool while we walked into Elizabeth Baines’s lair, I wasn’t going to waste time arguing with her about it.

Besides, her words made me think about the hot spring. About how that water just felt better than ordinary—like it had a little magic of its own.

Maybe Marcie wasn’t the only one benefiting from a little Delta Rho witchery.

We pulled into Elizabeth’s stately driveway, the McLaren’s engine purring softly. Her house was even more imposing close up than it had been from the road—a veritable Gothic cabin, all sharp angles and glass panes and cold steel. The top of the driveway was concrete, with a garage large enough to fit most of the buses used by Stillwell’s school system. That garage was open, and only one vehicle sat inside: Elizabeth Baines’s Range Rover.

Curious that there were no other cars. I’d never figured out if there was a Mister Baines; if he existed, I understood why he chose to live as far away from his wife as possible.

Marcie stared up at the front of the house, frowning. “Jack. Did you ever see The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo?”

“Uh, I read it,” I said, a little confused by the question. “The first book, at least. Why do you ask?”

“I’m just getting a really strong sense of déjà vu,” Marcie murmured.

I didn’t follow. But I guess I didn’t really need to. Whether or not the Baines residence resembled a mansion from a Norwegian thriller, I knew what else it looked like.

Power.

The kind of power that let you do whatever the fuck you wanted in a sleepy college town like Stillwell.

“You ready for this?” I asked, cutting the engine.

Marcie shook her head. “Hell no! But it’s too late to back out now, right?”

I reached over and put a hand on Marcie’s knee. “Not if you say the word, babygirl,” I said, meaning it. “If you don’t feel right about this, tell me and we’ll back out of this driveway right now.”

I frowned, deciding whether or not to say more, then chose to go for it.

“You know this is all for you, babygirl, right?”

Marcie turned to me, tears forming in the corners of her eyes. “What?”

“I’ve been protecting you this whole time,” I told her. “From Trevor. From Cargo Pants, that little shit who nearly ran Tasha over in his beater. And from this awful woman and anything she can do to hurt you and the people you care about. I care about you, babygirl. So don’t ever tell yourself you got me into all of this trouble. I walked into this willingly.”

She nodded, her jaw flexing. “Th…thank you, Jack.”

I grinned. “Besides, it’s not like I haven’t made out like a freaking bandit. Have you seen my girlfriend? And my other girlfriend?”

Marcie laughed unexpectedly. “Yeah, you’ve definitely pulled some hot bitches, Jack. Every girl at Stillwell ought to be jealous of you. And them.” Her expression turned sly. “Especially that smoking hot blonde.”

Bonding over Samantha Lowry’s hotness was definitely something I never thought Marcie and I would do together. But things really were changing between us.

And for the better.

“Come on,” I said, feeling almost boyish. “Let’s go blow Lizzie’s mind.”

Elizabeth answered the door the moment we knocked, as if she’d been waiting behind it the whole time we sat in her driveway. Like my date, she’d dressed to the nines for the occasion: I’d never seen a woman rock a red cocktail dress like that in the privacy of her own home before. Her severe ponytail had been replaced with shimmering, beauty-queen ready blonde ringlets, and her pearl stiletto heels were both outrageously expensive and sharp enough to cut glass. She showed off almost as much skin as Marcie, though she managed to make it look movie-star classy instead of sorority-girl slutty.

She sized me up with a smile, like a great white admiring the shape of the surfer it was about to eat. Then she glanced over at Marcie and frowned.

“I was beginning to think you wouldn’t show,” Elizabeth purred. “This is your date for the evening, Jack? I felt certain you were going to bring Miss Tanaka with you. Well, I suppose I’m glad I had second thoughts about the kimchi.”

Yukiko is Japanese, not Korean, I thought. And you know that.

She was just trying to wind me up with some casual racism.

Unfortunately for her, it missed. Mostly because something more important had just taken hold of my brain.

Holy shit, I realized. She doesn’t recognize Marcie.

It seemed impossible. Surely Elizabeth Baines knew every hair on the head of her son’s accuser—she probably had a dossier on us thicker than one of the textbooks in Professor Kovarsky’s class. And yet there was no flicker of recognition in her eyes when she looked at Marcie. No sense that her reckoning stood on the very doorstep of her home.

The truth hit me like a slap in the face. Elizabeth cared so little about her son’s actions that she didn’t even recognize the face of the woman he’d tried to rape.

Marcie stiffened next to me. She went through the same realization in fast-forward, her eyes widening. Her face went pale.

“I’m… Jane,” Marcie blurted, shaking like a leaf. “Jack’s a friend of mine.”

“Oh, I bet he’s just,” Elizabeth said viciously. Jane was Marcie’s middle name: I hadn’t heard her use it in years. Switching to it was some quick thinking. “You certainly have a type, Mr. Avery. I suppose I can’t blame you—I can only imagine how many men your age would kill to be in your shoes.”

“Uh huh.”

She grinned and gestured towards the dining room. “Come in. Dinner is just about ready.”

We followed Elizabeth into the house. Marcie reached over and took my hand, her nails digging into my palm as we walked. The interior of the Baines residence looked just as expensive as the parts you could see from the outside. I caught sight of an expansive study as we walked, along with a room filled with top-quality exercise equipment. Miss Baines took her health seriously.

All of it paled in comparison with the dining room. This was where one of the wealthiest families in Stillwell chose to entertain those they brought into their home, and they’d decked it out to a level that honestly made me think of European royalty. I wouldn’t have been surprised to find out the massive dining table in the center originally came from some Viking longhouse, or that the silverware at each plate setting cost more than my sports car. The whole place felt like it had been designed to overwhelm a visitor—to intimidate them.

I refused to let myself fall into the trap. “Beautiful room,” I said in a non-committal way as I pulled out a chair for Marcie. “This Mr. Baines’s taste in action or yours?”

“My husband is currently overseas,” she said, in a tone that told me he wasn’t coming home anytime soon. “He has quite a bit of business in Southeast Asia.”

So you have even less of an excuse for getting my girlfriend’s nationality wrong, I thought but didn’t say. Elizabeth would have just denied it, in any case.

She poured both of us some wine for starters. Marcie looked at her glass like she might be sick; the last thing she needed was more alcohol. I took an experimental sip and felt my brows shoot skyward—this was the best vintage I’d ever tasted.

Elizabeth knew it, too. “I’m glad you didn’t insist on waiting for me to drink first,” she chuckled, returning to her seat. She poured a large glass for herself from the same bottle and took a lusty sip. “This whole relationship is going to be exhausting if we can’t learn to trust each other.”

“We’re not here to start a relationship with you,” Marcie said in a low voice. “You told Jack you wanted to make a deal with him.”

“Of course,” Elizabeth said, smiling in a way that didn’t touch her eyes. “But we’ll get to that. Right now, the two of you are my guests! It would be positively gauche to discuss business before we’ve even had the first course?”

“Fair enough,” I said, putting a hand on Marcie’s knee beneath the table. I gave it a little squeeze, nodding at her to stay quiet.

We needed to hit the gas eventually, but coming in swinging was only going to get Elizabeth’s defenses up.

And the fact that she didn’t even recognize Marcie was an advantage too good to squander.

Elizabeth took another sip of her drink. “I would think you’d relish the opportunity for a little relaxation,” she said. “From what I’ve heard, you’ve spent the last few days running from fire to fire with half a bucket of water in your hands, trying to put them all out before they consume that wretched sorority.”

I kept myself from snickering. Elizabeth had no idea what I’d been doing. If I’d told her just then that I’d spent my afternoon skinny dipping with two coeds before going back to my apartment and banging my hot Latina realtor, her eyes would probably have fallen right out of her head.

“It’s been a trial,” I conceded instead. “Certain citizens of Stillwell have made things harder than they need to be.”

“You’re talking about me,” Elizabeth said, sounding pleased. “But you’re wrong, Mr. Avery. The only person who has made your life harder this semester is you. May I call you Jack, by the way?”

“You might as well,” I said. “Is it alright for me to call you Elizabeth?”

“Naturally,” she said, as easily as if we'd just signed a contract to that effect. "I feel we’ve gotten off on the wrong foot, Jack. There’s never been any sense in the two of us being enemies. We would complement each other much better as allies.”

I didn't believe that for a second. But I smiled anyway, to throw her off the scent. "Maybe that's true," I said with a shrug. "I get the impression both of us are people who know what we want. And aren't afraid to take it."

Elizabeth's eyes flickered from me to Marcie as she sipped her drink. Her gaze lingered just a beat too long, as if she'd finished comparing the coed's physical attributes to her own and came up wanting. "We're winners," she said, more to herself than to me. "You're right about that, Jack. Have I met your... date, incidentally? She's not as polished as your usual company, but there's something about her I find quite captivating—"

Marcie's cheeks flushed. "You don't have to talk about me like I'm not here," she snapped, keeping a tight rein on her temper. "And you don't have to dance around the real reason we're here. You offered to fix all the problems you caused Jack. How do we make that happen?"

Elizabeth stared at the coed as if she'd just made a major faux pas. Her lips curled into a smirk as she set down her wineglass slowly, deliberately. “We’ll get to that,” she insisted, that smirk widening at Marcie’s discomfort. “But let’s eat first, shall we? There’s no need to rush.”

Before either of us could respond, Elizabeth clapped her hands and the door to the kitchen opened. I don’t know what I expected—a servant, perhaps, some old guy to serve the food and dust the furniture—but it wasn’t what we got. Standing in the doorway with a tray in his hand and a scared shitless expression on his face was none other than Trevor’s old partner Darryl: the guy I sarcastically thought of as Cargo Pants.

I didn’t jump out of my seat, but it was a near thing.

My fingers dug into the side of the table, the knuckles going white. “You son of a bitch,” I growled, giving the college kid the kind of stare that could peel paint. “You know you almost killed Tasha!? I ought to drag you down to the fucking police station right now—!”

“He’s not staying!” Elizabeth said, her tone almost musical. “Darryl won’t trouble you for long, Jack. He’s only here to serve the food. As a personal favor to me.”

Cargo Pants looked like he would have bolted if he could’ve gotten away with it. I don’t think I’d ever seen a man so frightened before—at least not without a grizzly bear standing a stone’s throw away from him.

“S-sorry, Mr. Avery,” the student said through chattering teeth. “I really didn’t mean it! Don’t hurt me.” He turned to Elizabeth. “I told you this was a mistake—!”

“Hush,” Elizabeth snapped. The fun had gone out of her expression. “Serve us the food and then get out of here. We are not to be disturbed tonight.”

Cargo Pants did just that. I sensed whatever game Miss Baines had wanted to play using him had gone flat—and in rather spectacular fashion, to boot. He placed an expensive-looking cut of fish on our plates along with a saucer of some kind of buttery-looking sauce and then skedaddled, barely looking behind him as he went.

I looked down at my plate, feeling not a whit of hunger.

“Hmph,” Elizabeth grumbled. “Please ignore the interruption, Jack. I assure you, Darryl had nothing to do with our dinner tonight—this meal was prepared by me, personally.”

Next to me, Marcie took an experimental bite. Her eyes widened. “It really is good,” she said.

Elizabeth snickered. “At least you’ve got taste,” she said.

Dinner was a tense affair. Our hostess kept the conversation light after our run in with Darryl, but bitter little hints of the woman she truly was kept showing up in her gestures and speech, like cracks in an elegantly composed mask. Somehow, I managed to hold my tongue through it, giving Marcie’s knee a squeeze every now and then to keep her from firing back at some of Liz’s more pointed barbs.

Finally, Miss Baines decided she’d waited long enough. She leaned forward, her red dress dipping low, her eyes locked on mine as she slid her half-finished plate to the side. “You’re a man who knows how to handle trouble, aren’t you, Jack?”

This wasn’t how I expected her to open. “I’ve been doing it ever since I got to Stillwell,” I said confidently. “I haven’t stopped yet.”

“I admire you,” Elizabeth said. “Really, I do, don’t laugh. It’s been a long, long time since someone in this town was willing to stand up to me. Most men would have crumbled long before now—if not when we first met, then certainly after all of the additional… stress I’ve been putting you under.”

She meant all of those nasty letters she’d sent. “That’s their problem,” I said, dismissing all of Stillwell with a gesture. "I don’t think you’re nearly as tough as you want the people of this town to think you are, Elizabeth. In fact, I think you’re a little afraid of me.”

“Afraid? Me?” She bit down on her bottom lip, her eyes narrowing. “Never. You interest me. I dug deep into your life, Jack. I think I understand what this little sorority means to you now. Why you’d go to such lengths to involve yourself in our affairs.”

I shook my head. “I’m not here to play games,” I told her. “You said this could all be over. Tell me how that happens.”

“Let’s hear it,” Marcie added.

Elizabeth looked at the coed like she’d forgotten she was there. “Hmm, yes. You might want to send your little tart home, Jack. I can arrange for an Uber to pick her up. She’s probably not going to want to stick around—”

“She stays with me,” I said, not rising to the bait. “What are your terms, Liz?”

She smiled, slow and predatory. “Mmmh. So forceful. I like that.”

“Miss Baines,” I said, leaning back in my chair. “Are you flirting with me?”

Elizabeth chuckled knowingly. “Like you said, I’m a woman who knows what she wants. And what I want, Jack, is everything. Everything in Stillwell. Everything that power and money can buy. The nicest house, the finest food, the kind of social standing that makes every other bitch in this neighborhood grovel at my feet… and the most attractive men.”

Marcie’s chair scraped back, shock written across her features. “You’re joking.”

“Oh, it’s not all I want,” she said. “But you can’t deny there’s a tension between us. You’ve proven yourself to be a very powerful man, Jack. Very… virile. And like I said, it’s been a long, long time since anyone dared to try and put me in my place.”

My cock jerked in my boxers, even as I grit my teeth. As much as I hated her, it couldn’t be denied that Elizabeth Baines was an extremely attractive woman. And that phrase she’d used—putting her in her place—was calculated to fill my mind with thoughts of making her pay for the things she’d done to Delta Rho.

It wasn’t love. Not even lust, not really. Anger boiled inside of me at the thought of taking this woman up to her no-doubt lavish bedchamber and fucking her senseless. The problem was, it was the kind of anger that so easily boil over into fuel for a hate-fuck so intense it would leave her covered in bruises and bite marks.

But something told me that was exactly what Miss Baines wanted.

My hands gripped the side of the table so hard the knuckles went white. “If you think I can push all the shit you’ve pulled to one side, Liz…”

“Of course not,” she cut in, a teasing lilt to her voice. “I’m saying you ought to use it. All that rage. That beautiful, agonizing frustration I’ve filled you with.” Her eyes burned like twin coals. “Wouldn’t you like to take all of that out on me? Wouldn’t you love to shove my panties into my mouth while you fuck me, just to shut me up?”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “You’re sick.”

“I’m also kidding about that last part,” she said with gusto. “I’m not wearing any panties.”

Fuck. I hated it, but Elizabeth’s words were having an effect on me. I was so hard I could barely think straight. Images kept flashing in my mind: Trevor’s mother tied to her own bed, bent over across one of her hundred-thousand-dollar couches, spread-eagle in her expansive pool. Elizabeth Baines taking my cock, my cum, and my frustration in a dozen different ways, lapping it up and growling for more like a lioness.

I wanted it. I hated that I wanted it, but that was the truth.

“What do you say?” Elizabeth stretched and sighed, like she was ready to clear the table and climb on top of it right then and there. “Give me what I want, and I can make all your problems go away, Jack. The college, the police department, even perhaps the leadership of that wretched sorority. I have many powerful friends.”

I started to rise, the words already halfway out of my mouth. I was going to perform the three basic functions of a great story: first I’d tell Elizabeth what I was going to do to her, then do it, then tell her what I’d done. By the time I finished step one, I figured she’d be warmed up and ready to go.

Then Marcie rose to her feet, springing up before I finished getting out of the chair.

“That’s not all you want, is it?” she growled, her tone accusatory. “You said it yourself. Fucking Jack’s part of what you’re after, but there’s more. You wouldn’t have done all this song and dance if you were just looking for a booty call.”

Elizabeth’s smile curdled. “Clever little skank, aren’t you? Yes, there is one small favor I’d like your sugar daddy to perform for me. But it’s barely worth mentioning, and I certainly wouldn’t talk about it front of someone who doesn’t matter.”

“She does matter,” I countered. The anger at her casual dismissal of Marcie cut through my arousal. “And if you want me to do anything other than walk out of your front door, you won’t insult her again.”

Elizabeth froze, caught between arousal at my tone and confusion at my protectiveness over this coed. “Fine. I need you to sign a document for me.”

“A document?”

“A letter.” Elizabeth smiled coyly. “I wouldn’t ask you to write the letter, Jack, just to sign the bottom. It’s a simple letter of recommendation—boilerplate language. The sort of thing those horrid AI bots could probably turn out in ten minutes, if someone stooped low enough to use them.”

The hair on the back of my neck stood up. “A letter of recommendation? Recommending who? And for what?”

She had no shame. “For my Trevor, of course. The school in Oakton isn’t working out—it’s the wrong environment for him. He needs to come home. Back to Stillwell.”

My vision went red.

“That’s not happening,” I growled. “Never.”

She laughed and rolled her eyes. “Oh, come on, he’s learned his lesson,” she said, breezily dismissing my concerns. “He won’t bother any of those Delta Rho skanks if that’s what you’re worried about. I’ve got him on a tight leash.” She grinned. “I also have a leash in my bedroom, if that’s something you’d be into—”

Marcie started to laugh.

A flicker of irritation filled Elizabeth’s face. “Sweetheart, the adults are talking,” she said, her voice dripping with disdain. “Why don’t you go scroll TikTok or something while I entertain your friend?”

But Marcie was already shaking her head. “You really don’t know who I am, do you?” she said, her voice somewhere between disbelief and triumph. “I thought you had to be putting me on, but you really care that little about this town.”

Elizabeth’s brows furrowed together. “I don’t care who you are,” she snapped.

“You should,” the coed countered, her chin held high. “I’m Marcella Ramsey, Miss Baines. Daniel Ramsey’s daughter. The girl your son drugged. And I’m here to tell you exactly what kind of a fucking monster he is.”


Chapter Seven


What followed was a deafening silence.

For a long moment, no one moved. Elizabeth stared at Marcie as if the coed had grown a second head; for a long moment it was clear she believed she was being pranked, that I’d chosen this tactic as some kind of fucked-up power game. Then recognition dawned on her face, and she realized what she’d been too smug to notice until now.

“It is you,” the woman said, nearly knocking over her wineglass. “You bitch.”

Marcie forced out a laugh. “I’m the bitch!? Your son tried to take advantage of me and you decided to ruin my fucking life over it! Do you have any idea what that night was like at the frat party? Do you know what it’s like to have date-rape drugs coursing through your bloodstream, to be crying and disoriented while some man drags you up a flight of stairs?”

All of Elizabeth’s bravado was gone. She almost resembled the version of herself I’d met at the police station: the one who’d shriveled up before the truth and tried to cover her tracks with tears. Except something told me that crying in front of Marcie would win her no mercy.

I leaned over and took Marcie’s hand. She stood tall beside me, her gaze unflinching, like some kind of badass warrior woman from a Viking opera. The contrast between her and Elizabeth Baines couldn’t have been more clear. The latter was cringing before us, her elegant mask slipping as her composure shattered.

For a moment, I thought she might turn and run. Just hoof it up the stairs in almost the same manner Darryl fled from us. But she had more spunk than that.

Instead, she sat down heavily. One of her hands shook gently as she composed herself. “Well,” she managed, clearing her throat. “This certainly changes things.”

“Does it?” Marcie demanded. I could tell that she was terrified from the way she clutched my hand, but I could be her strength here. I could help her through this; support her the way she deserved. “From where I’m standing, Miss Baines, it only makes things worse. You didn’t even recognize me! You don’t care enough about what your son did to even know the face of the woman he hurt.”

Elizabeth’s jaw tightened, a bit of her old anger returning. “I recognize that what he did was… wrong,” she whispered. “Rest assured, he has been punished for it.”

“Bullshit,” I grunted. “Punishment would be three hots and a cot, not a luxury vehicle ferrying you to Northern Virginia.”

“Sweetheart, you’re angry,” Elizabeth continued, lifting a hand. “You’re emotional. That’s understandable, given the… well, given everything. But I will do what needs to be done! This doesn’t have to be personal–”

“It’s always been personal,” Marcie said. An amazed look spread across her face. “How can you not see that? You came after my sorority sisters, after Jack—after me. Fuck, you tried to light his sports car on fire!”

“That was not me,” Elizabeth countered. “I wish I could go back in time and slap that boy for that bright fucking idea.”

“But not for the party?” I asked mildly.

Elizabeth had been caught flat-footed and she knew it. “Of course the party,” she said, her tone car-salesman smooth. “I would never want anything like that to happen to someone at Stillwell University. Obviously. And it will never happen again.”

“It’ll never happen because Trevor’s never coming back,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m not signing off on any bullshit letter of recommendation, Elizabeth. A few hours of hate-fucking you isn’t worth that much.”

Elizabeth’s smile didn’t waver, but her eyes turned to ice. “You should really think about it,” she said through her teeth. “This could all be over very easily for both of you. If you could just put your feelings to the side for a moment, you’d see you’re playing a dangerous game.”

“So are you,” Marcie said. “You think you can just wave stacks of money around and everyone will do whatever you want. But you’ve already lost, Miss Baines. Your son is disgraced, your name has been tarnished, and you haven’t won Jack over to your side. He’s not just the first man to stand up to you.” She glanced at me, beaming. “He’s the first man to beat you at your own game.”

Elizabeth leaned back, her composure slipping further. “You haven’t won anything yet,” she insisted, grasping at straws. God, she looked desperate. How had I ever been intimidated by this woman? Even the thought of fucking the attitude out of her was growing less appealing by the moment. “You might have smoothed things over with your Daddy, but the college board won’t be so easy to sway. If they don’t let you off the hook, then nothing else matters. No diploma, no graduation. No graduation, no plush corner office, no CEO’s salary, no cute little harem of sugar babies. Nothing.”

I shook my head. “You don’t understand me,” I told her. “You never did. I could walk out of this town with nothing and still have everything I could ever need.”

Because I have them. Samantha. Yukiko. Maria. Tasha.

And maybe someone else.

Someone whose hand clutched mine like it had always belonged there.

Elizabeth’s lips peeled back over her teeth. “You’re making a mistake,” she growled. “I let you into my home. I extended my hospitality. I shaved for you!”

A few minutes ago, those words might have triggered me to toss Elizabeth over my shoulder and carry her to the bedroom like a caveman. But she didn’t deserve that.

I gave Marcie’s hand a squeeze. “I appreciate the effort,” I told the woman sitting across the table. “But the answer’s no, Miss Baines. To your offer, and to you.”

Marcie’s eyes met mine, a silent agreement passing between us.

Elizabeth’s fist slammed the table, shaking the cutlery. “God damn you! I offered you a way out and you spit on it! This isn’t over, Jackson Avery! Not by a fucking long shot!”

But it was.

“You tell yourself that, Liz,” I said, the portion of my brain-space occupied by her antics shrinking by the second. “Have a nice night.”

And we left.

We stepped out into the cool night air, the McLaren waiting in the driveway like a loyal hound. Back inside I could hear Elizabeth Baines raging, her plans and her libido frustrated in equal measure. Good. Let her rage, I thought.

Marcie practically walked on air the whole way to the car. “I can’t believe I did that,” she whispered, seeming almost to vibrate in my arms. “Holy shit, did I really just do that, Jack? Did I really stand up to Elizabeth fucking Baines and tell her off?”

“You did, babygirl,” I said, opening the door for her. “I’m proud of you.”

I shut the door and then climbed in on my side, my bloodstream still buzzing with adrenaline from the conflict. Marcie and I locked eyes, and I could tell she was riding the same wave—the high of turning down the offer from the House of Baines and saying what we really thought about how things were in Stillwell.

“Babygirl,” I said, shaking my head in amazement. “You were—”

We moved at the same moment.

Marcie jumped out of her seat and into my arms. My fingers were in her hair before I knew what I was doing, pulling her mouth to mine as I lifted her body over the center console and into the seat with me. Her tongue slid into my mouth, hot and eager, her hands untucking my shirt and roaming beneath them as she ground her tight collegiate body against me.

This is your boss’s daughter, a little voice whispered in the back of my head. Your. Boss’s. Daughter.

Marcie bit down on my bottom lip so hard I tasted blood. Neither of us said a word—we didn’t need to. As the torrent of oblivious screaming continued inside of the Baines residence, I pulled Marcie’s skirt up over her hips and tugged her pale purple panties to the side. They were already fucking soaked.

“Yes,” Marcie gasped, straddling me. Her fingers unzipped me, pulling the rod Elizabeth Baines had been so eager for from my boxers. “Oh God, Jack—”

She slammed herself down on me. Her cunt gripped me like a fist as I bottomed out inside of her, hot and wet and so tight that it threw sparks. Both of us cried out as one, a sweat-stained lock of hair clinging to Marcie’s forehead as her blue eyes filled with bliss.

Oh fuck. I was inside of her. I was inside of Marcie. Sweet, innocent Marcie…

My boss’s innocent daughter rode me like a fucking stallion. Her walls clenched around me as we fucked hard and fast, grunting with raw, animalistic passion. There were no thoughts, no questions, no second-guesses—just the pure need that had been bubbling inside of Marcie’s body the entire time I held her hand in Elizabeth Baines’s dining room.

Every thrust inside of her felt like Heaven. Every little moan and sigh she made as I hit those special spots deep inside of her sounded like the sweetest music I’d ever heard.

Marcie’s nails dug into my shoulders as she rode me, her thighs trembling as she rocked her hips in time with mine. The McLaren’s leather seats creaked beneath us, and only my hand on her lower back kept her ass from hitting the horn and alerting the woman inside the house as to what we were doing. Every thrust sent a jolt of pleasure through my body, and every thrust made Marcie’s eyes roll back into her head.

“Jack,” she gasped, the catch in her voice telling me she was near the peak. “Uncle Jack, fuck!”

Thank God I wasn’t really her Uncle.

“Babygirl,” I panted against her neck, thrusting upward for more leverage in the confined space. “You feel so fucking good—!”

Her lips covered mine, hungrier for my touch than for any fancy dinner Elizabeth Baines could have put in front of her. Whatever barrier lay between us had just been shattered—was utterly obliterated by every pump of my stiff prick deep into Marcie’s channel. The heat of her, the way she fucked me like she needed me more than life itself, the sheer forbiddenness of what we were doing: it was going to drive me fucking insane.

Maybe I already was insane.

I was fucking my boss’s daughter a stone’s throw away from the woman who could destroy both our lives, after all.

Suddenly Marcie’s movements grew frantic. She lifted herself in my arms, like she’d go sailing right through the ceiling of my sports car and into the stratosphere if she could. I held her in my strong arms—arms that had always kept her safe, that dragged her out of that frat party and held her tight while she triumphed over Trevor’s mother—and stared deep into her brilliant blue eyes as I buried myself hard and deep inside of her.

“Don’t stop,” Marcie gasped. “Don’t ever stop! Please, Jack, oh fuck…”

I knew she meant more than just the sex. But she also meant the sex.

“Never, babygirl,” I growled. “I promise. Now come for me.”

It was exactly what she wanted to hear. Only the whites of Marcie’s eyes showed as she threw herself back, her face nearly smacking into the McLaren’s windshield. Her tits heaved in her top, her skirt bunched around her waist with her ass and pussy clearly visible. My cock pounded like a piston inside of her, coming back frothy with her juices as she hit her climax.

“Yes! Yes, oh fuck! Jack, Jack, ohmigod I’m gonna cum–!”

She did. I felt it shoot through her like a bolt of lightning. Her mouth opened in a silent scream, only a thin note escaping her as her pussy pulsed madly around me. The sight of her in so much bliss sent me over the edge, and I shot ropes deep inside of her. They hit the walls of Marcie’s pussy like little explosions, reverberating through her pelvis as she rode out every last drop of our combined orgasms.

As the haze of pleasure dissipated, it hit me what I’d done. I’d fucked Daniel’s daughter. I fucked Marcie—and came inside of her. I’d claimed her, the way I’d claimed the other Delta Rho girls who’d pledged the rest of their lives to me.

Oh fuck, I was in so much trouble.

We stayed like that for a long moment, panting, her body pressed against mine. The tidal wave of screams and invective from inside the Baines residence hadn’t stopped—if anything, it sounded like Elizabeth was building up to an even bigger head of steam. She needs to get laid, I thought, chuckling internally at the irony.

Marcie rested her forehead on my shoulder. She was quiet now, but I could feel her heartbeat thudding against my side, as rapid as a hummingbird’s. She was even more frightened of what I might say to her now than she’d been at stepping into the lion’s den with Elizabeth Baines.

“That…” Marcie lifted her head an inch, then lowered it. “Fuck, Jack. That was everything.”

“Yeah,” I said. My hand gently stroked her lower back as I held her. “You okay?”

She chuckled. “Yes. Fuck yes. I had no idea it could be that good, Jack.”

No idea?

I blinked, my throat tightening. “Marcie, you have been with boys before, haven’t you?”

She buried her face in my chest, unable to meet my eye. “Would you still have done this if I’d told you I was a virgin, ‘Uncle’ Jack?”

Holy shit. My jaw dropped open.

“Babygirl…” I began. “I think I would’ve still done this if there was a damned SWAT team waiting for us outside this house.”

Marcie glanced up at me, her eyes shining. Then she started to laugh.

She slid off of me, adjusting her dress as she settled back into the passenger seat. I tucked myself back in, my hands shaking slowly as I zipped myself up. The reality of what I’d done had yet to fully settle in. I’d just taken my relationship with Marcie to the next level. I was having sex with my boss’s daughter.

My boss’s virgin daughter. Who saw me as her hero.

Who’d saved herself for me?

I shook my head. The idea was too ludicrous.

“I still can’t believe we did that,” Marcie said, giving the windows of the Baines residence a quick glance. “Holy shit, that was incredible, Jack. Thank you so much—for everything.”

“Everything?”

“Helping me with Lizzie,” she said, blushing. “And the rest of it.”

“Yeah,” I said, trying to calm my heartbeat. “You’re welcome, babygirl.”

Marcie scrunched up her face. “Are you okay, Jack? You’re not… you’re not mad, are you? Fuck, I knew I shouldn’t have told you I’d never done this before—”

“I’m not mad at all about that, babygirl,” I said, meaning it. “I’m… I’m glad. That you saved yourself.”

Marcie grinned. “Getting laid for the first time while riding the high of telling Elizabeth Baines off was definitely worth the wait,” she said, putting her hand on my chest. “It was worth waiting for you, Jack.”

She kissed me. God damn, she was a good kisser.

“I cannot wait to see the look on Sam’s face when we tell her,” the coed murmured as we broke the kiss. “Oh fuck—Kiki’s gonna freak! I bet she’s gonna do a handstand when she finds out that the two of us hooked up!”

I didn’t think I’d ever seen Yukiko perform a handstand. She was certainly limber enough for it. “I hope they’ll react alright,” I said, thinking. “I didn’t exactly ask their permission before I did this.”

Marcie made a face. “Oh, come on,” she said, buckling herself in. “They’re both going to be thrilled. You know it.”

I did.

“We should go,” Marcie said. “Samantha and Yukiko are waiting for a full report. We need to let them know what happened with Elizabeth Baines.”

“We do,” I agreed. And the rest of it, to borrow a phrase from her.

As we pulled out of the driveway, Marcie leaned over and rested her head against my shoulder. Warm air spilled from the vents, banishing the chill of the evening as I took us through the neighborhood in reverse. Elizabeth’s house loomed in the distance behind us, but its menace had already begun to fade. Just like her empty promises of destroying me.

Just when I thought Marcie had definitely dozed off, I felt her fingers tracing circles on my chest. I glanced over at her, her blue eyes sparkling in the dim light, then returned my attention to the road.

“Uncle Jack?”

“I’m not sure you should be calling me that, babygirl.”

She scoffed gently. “Samantha calls you Daddy,” she said, her nails digging into the fabric a bit as she said the word. “Compared to that, ‘Uncle’ is almost normal.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle at that. “Whatever you say, babygirl. What’s up?”

Marcie paused for so long that I almost thought she’d drifted off again.

“What do we do now?”

Ah.

I stared out at the open road. At a sleepy college town, whose coeds were out partying at any number of social events. At the place that had changed me more than I thought was possible.

“Well, babygirl, I guess we figure things out as we go,” I said, lacing my fingers through hers. “If you want this to continue, that is.”

Marcie sighed and relaxed into her seat. “I definitely want to do that again, Uncle Jack. I… I love you.”

I loved her, too. Love, lust, the primal need to protect—Marcie brought all of those out of me in ways that left me reeling. I didn’t know what would happen next between us, or whether there was a place for her in the unconventional relationship I was building with Yukiko, Samantha and the other residents of Stillwell trying to get a piece of me. Hell, I technically still didn’t even know if I was going to graduate.

Or if Daniel Ramsey was going to kill me.

“I love you, too, babygirl,” I said, putting an arm around her. “You know that.”

She lifted her head, her eyes soft but fierce. “Then that’s perfect,” she whispered. “Right now, it doesn’t have to be anything but that, Uncle Jack. That’s all I want.”

I smiled. “Get some rest, babygirl.”

We drove into the night, headed back to the condo for our debrief. The thought of Samantha and Yukiko waiting for me filled me with a mixture of anxiety and anticipation—both of them were going to want to know everything, and I wouldn’t hold anything back. I hoped they’d react the way Marcie said they would.

“Thank you,” Marcie whispered sleepily. “Thank you, Uncle Jack. For everything.”

“Anytime, babygirl,” I said.

The smile didn’t leave Marcie’s face the whole drive home.

END OF PART SEVEN


Pledged to Him: Part Eight


Chapter One


“I’m not angry with you,” she said.

The fist clenched inside of my chest relaxed a fraction. “Are you sure? I wouldn’t blame you, given the circumstances.”

Yukiko crossed her arms under her breasts, sizing me up with her almond eyes as she leaned against the refrigerator. “I mean, we do have to have a talk about it. You didn’t ask my permission. And if you’d picked up some bar floozy and had your way with her without checking that it was alright with me first, that would be a major problem. We’d be having words right now.” She smiled. “But Jack, this is Marcie we’re talking about. You know we all love Marcie!”

The fist opened the rest of the way. Relief flooded in. Yukiko was fine—just like Marcie assured me she would be. But I couldn’t have known that for sure until I confessed to her what had happened between Marcie and I earlier that night.

My apartment was a hive of activity despite the late hour. Behind Yukiko and I, my realtor Maria Alvarez sat on my couch, chatting amicably with Samantha Lowry, the president of Stillwell’s chapter of the Delta Rho sorority. Marcie sat a little bit apart from the rest, her knees tucked beneath her and a cup of coffee resting near her hand. I could have been imagining it, but her face seemed to still have a hint of a flush from our earlier encounter. As I glanced over at her, she caught my eye and smiled, her gaze every bit as nervous as it was excited.

Like me, she’d been worried about this meeting.

Neither of us had really known what we were doing when we fell into each other’s arms—we’d been riding high on the adrenaline from finally confronting Elizabeth Baines, of telling the woman who’d been oppressing Delta Rho ever since I arrived in Stillwell exactly what kind of a monster she was. Neither of us had expected this to happen.

In a way, though, it had always been inevitable.

I knew that now—and I suspected that Yukiko had known it, too.

Hence the lack of surprise in my girlfriend’s expression when I confessed to her that my Marcie and I made love in the front seat of my sports car before we drove back to my condo.

Even if she hadn’t, though, I knew Kiki was the safest person to tell my secrets. The other women who’d entered my orbit since my arrival in Stillwell were alright with sharing me—only Yukiko seemed to actually thrive on it.

“I’m glad to hear that,” I told Yukiko. I put a hand on her shoulder, keeping my voice low. “You know that if I’d actually planned for this to happen, I would have told you ahead of time. I would have made sure to get your approval. It would have been disrespectful not to.”

Yukiko nodded. “Of course,” she agreed. “It’s really alright, Jack—I know you’re not that kind of man.” Her smile turned sly. “Besides, haven’t we all kind of been rooting for just this outcome?”

My brows rose. “So you were thinking about it—”

Yukiko put a finger to her lips, theatrically shushing me. “Marcie’s a sweetie pie,” she said, glancing over at the coed. No worries about her noticing us—her gaze was fixed on her mentor, Samantha, the edge of her soft, pink tongue working her lip as fantasies involving the three of us danced in her brain. “You’ve been her safe space pretty much from the moment she started needing a safe space. That night she caught Sam and I at your apartment, she almost blew her stack—but I knew even then that there was a part of her that was more jealous of us than actually angry.”

“I’m glad you could see that,” I said, shaking my head. “I sure couldn’t. How did you know, Kiki?”

My girlfriend’s eyes narrowed. “Would it be gauche for me to say, ‘Ancient Chinese Secret?’”

“Only because you’re Japanese,” I said sternly.

“Call it women’s intuition, then,” Yukiko said with a smile. “Marcie’s been half in love with you forever, Jack. She just didn’t know it.” She glanced over at the coed. “I’m glad you gave her the courage to finally figure it out.”

I chuckled, even as the weight of Yukiko’s words settled in my chest. I’d had flings with a few women since coming to Stillwell—my realtor Maria, my friend Tasha on the local police force—but what I had with Samantha Lowry and Yukiko felt different than flings. It felt real. When this town finally faded in my rear view mirror, I fully intended for both women to be with me.

And my relationship with Marcie, though new, felt the same way.

Which was a huge problem.

Because Marcella Ramsey was my boss’s daughter.

Though we didn’t share a single drop of blood, there was a part of me that considered the Ramsey clan my family. Marcie’s father, Daniel, was the man who’d pulled me out of my depression after the death of my first wife, Lauren. Neither of us had known at the time that giving me a job at his company would lead to me being the de facto candidate for CEO after his retirement, but it wasn’t something that would have surprised us even back then. I’d called him ‘Uncle Ramsey’ for almost as long as I could remember—just like Marcie called me her Uncle Jack.

She’d even called me that a couple hours ago, when her ass was up against the steering wheel of my McLaren and her skirt was hiked up to her navel. She’d screamed it at the top of her lungs while the two of us banged each other’s brains out like animals in heat.

Thinking about that filled me with a strange mix of shame and pride.

Like Marcie said, Samantha Lowry never referred to me as anything but ‘Daddy’ in private. What was so wrong with her calling me ‘Uncle?’

I bet Yukiko would love to weigh in on that, I thought. She’d have some interesting opinions for sure.

Shit. If I kept thinking like that, I was going to get in trouble tonight.

“Still,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck. “I should have checked with you. Or Sam. Ideally, both.”

Yukiko’s chuckle turned dark as her eyes flickered over to Samantha. The vivacious coed had her head tossed back as she laughed at something Maria said, her blonde hair and perfect makeup making her look like a celebrity who’d been caught in a so-called ‘candid’ moment.

“Samantha would never admit this,” Kiki purred in a low voice. “But I think she might be the only person in Stillwell more excited about this than I am.”

“Really?”

Yukiko nodded slowly. “Sam’s thrilled,” she murmured, nibbling her bottom lip. “You heard what she said to Marcie. She’s been eyeing her ever since she applied to join the sorority. Samantha Lowry doesn’t pick a girl to be her heir apparent if she doesn’t see something in her. Don’t you remember the way they were looking at each other during the initiation dinner?”

I remembered. That was the night Marcie’s suspicion about Samantha and me blossomed into a near certainty. Both of the coeds had had a bit too much to drink, and they’d circled each other like duelists, each sizing the other up. Samantha had been acting ‘weird’ around me, Marcie said—but by that token, Marcie had been acting ‘weird’ around both me and her mentor all semester.

“And that kiss at the sorority house,” Yukiko chuckled. “My God, that was hot. I thought the two of them were going to rip each other’s clothes off right then and there. You could have cut the sexual tension with a knife…”

It looked like you still could. As Samantha watched her mentor in admiration, the image of both coeds making out hot and heavy filled my mind. Samantha’s curves pressed against Marcie’s slender frame, the older girl pulling the younger’s hair into a rough ponytail as she helped her to her knees. Their fingers tangled in each other’s hair, lips locked, gasping as I pushed into…

“Jack?”

I blinked. Yukiko was grinning at me like she could read my mind.

“Earth to Jack,” she giggled. “Penny for your thoughts, babe?”

“I get the feeling you already know what those thoughts are,” I said, snaking an arm around her hip. Yukiko giggled and relaxed into me, grinning like the luckiest girl in the world. I loved it.

I hadn’t been lying when I told her I could wake up looking at that face every day for the rest of my life.

“I’m sure I do,” Yukiko agreed. “And I’m sure they’re X-rated.”

“Most of them are. One’s not.”

“Oh?” Yukiko straightened up a bit.

I glanced over at Marcie. “I’m wondering how the hell I’m going to keep Daniel Ramsey from killing me when he finds out I’m having sex with his daughter.”

Before Yukiko could say anything, Samantha’s voice cut through my thoughts. “Is someone threatening to kill my man?” she asked, putting her hands on her hips. “Because if they are, they’re going to have to go through me first.”

Marcie, Maria and Samantha all turned to me, their conversations falling silent. Maria looked intrigued, and Samantha was obviously in her element within a social gathering of my women. Only Marcie looked nervous.

“I’m just talking about the potential ramifications of our… new expansion,” I said, realizing only too late that I was talking about my relationship with Marcie like a business plan. “Even if we wrap things up satisfactorily here in Stillwell, there’s a whole shitstorm brewing now in Boston. It’s a hell of a thing we’re going to have to face when we get back.”

“When we get back,” Samantha repeated firmly.

That didn’t sound like an answer. But the more I thought about it, the more I realized it was the only answer we needed. Whatever punishment awaited me back in Boston, I’d face it knowing that my women had my back.

No matter what.

Marcie’s cheeks reddened. “I’m sorry if you get in trouble because of me, Uncle Jack,” she said, looking a little uncomfortable. “It seems wrong for my Dad to be mad at you about what this is, when even I haven’t really figured out what it is yet…”

Samantha slid across the couch and put Marcie’s hand in hers. “Sweetheart, none of this is your fault,” she said, flashing the kind of smile that won women beauty pageants. “It’s not Jack’s fault, either. Your Dad will see that eventually. He wants what’s best for you. And what’s best for the man he’s planning on handing his company over to when he retires.”

Marcie didn’t look fully convinced. “He’s already mad at me,” she said in a little voice. Her gaze traveled to the carpet. “Yesterday, my biggest worry was that Dad wouldn’t let me come back to Stillwell next semester. Now there’s this. He’s gonna lose his shit when he finds out. He’ll have so many questions…”

“‘What are your intentions with my daughter?’” I said, imitating my employer’s gruff voice almost perfectly. All the coed laughed at that. “I can handle it, Marcie. Young guys might wilt at that whole ‘I’ve got a shotgun and know how to dig a grave’ thing fathers do with their daughters. I’m not afraid.”

My words had Yukiko and Samantha beaming. But Marcie still looked worried.

“I just…” she began.

Samantha gave the coed’s hand a squeeze. “What’s wrong, Marcie?”

All eyes turned to the young coed. She gave me a baleful look, her bottom lip trembling. It hit me like a blow: I’d never seen Marcie look so unsure of herself before. Normally my boss’s daughter kept herself carefully composed, as at home with her Delta Rho sisters as a fish in a busy stream. Sam was right to ask: what was wrong?

“I don’t know that I’m worth all this,” she whispered, shaking her head. “I mean, you’re all so glamorous! Yukiko, you’re, like, the perfect wife for Uncle Jack, and you all know how much I look up to Samantha.” She froze, her gaze lingering on Maria with a look that told me she was comparing her coltish body to the Latina’s curves and coming up dissatisfied with the result. “Any guy at Stillwell would kill to be where you are right now, Uncle Jack. And you deserve it—I’ve seen the way you’ve worked for it.”

“Thanks for that, babygirl,” I said, the word making both Marcie and Sam blush.

She was speechless for a moment. “Is it really worth risking all of that just for me?” Marcie clasped her hands beneath her breasts, practically vibrating with nervousness. “I’m not that special, Uncle Jack! Not enough to go up against my Dad…”

Marcie trailed off, because Maria was cackling with laughter.

“I’m not laughing at you, girl,” the realtor said quickly as she wiped her eyes. “I just think you’re severely underrating how attractive you are. If you don’t think a man like Jack would move heaven and earth to get a sweet, innocent little nineteen-year-old coed in his bed and corrupt her, then maybe you’ve still got a lot to learn about the opposite sex.”

Marcie’s eyes widened. Her cheeks turned as red and ruddy as apples.

“Uncle Jack, you didn’t tell them, did you?” she whispered, aghast.

Yukiko and Maria wore identical expressions of confusion—neither of them had any clue what Marcie might be referring to. Only Samantha Lowry, who knew her little better than any of them, had an inkling of what she meant.

She leaned in close, pulling her protege into a sideways embrace. “He didn’t tell us anything,” she assured the coed. “Jack’s not the kind of guy who kisses and tells: at least not unless the girl he kissed wants him to.” She said that part with a significant glance at Yukiko, who definitely always wanted me to. “But Maria’s right, isn’t she? Was it?”

Marcie stared at her mentor and swallowed. Then nodded.

“Oh my gosh,” Samantha purred, squeezing her thighs together. I’d never seen her ignite like that before—instantly, I wanted to see it as much as possible. “Marcie, that’s wonderful! I’m so happy that you got to experience something so special with Jack!”

The look on Yukiko’s face told me she was figuring it out. “Marcie! You’re…”

Maria let out a lusty chuckle. “Dios mio, Jack. You didn’t just fuck your boss’s daughter, you deflowered her, too? You are a bad boy!”

“I didn’t know that at the time,” I said. “And I’d appreciate it if you didn’t make fun of her, Maria.”

The Latina pursed her lips. “I’m not making fun of her,” she said in a more serious tone. “Hell, I’m jealous. Also, I feel a little bad for any guy she meets later in life. If she’s coming at relationships with Jackson Avery as her baseline, she’s gonna wind up disappointed with most men.”

Marcie’s mouth moved soundlessly. “I… I don’t think I want any other men,” she blurted, fidgeting with her hands in her lap. “Just Uncle Jack.”

My girlfriends stared.

“You really think so?” Samantha asked, barely concealing her glee at the prospect.

Marcie put her face in her hands. “I mean, shit, I don’t really know what I want, I guess? I’m sorry, I’m still buzzing off what happened in the car. I didn’t think it could feel like that. So fucking good. So right.”

“It felt right to me, too, babygirl,” I said.

Samantha put an arm around her mentee. “Sweetheart, you don’t have to figure everything out right now,” she said, rubbing the spot between Marcie’s shoulder blades. “We know you like Jack, and Jack likes you. For right now, that’s enough.” She giggled, flashing a sultry smile. “We can take things as fast or as slow as you want. The important thing is that you’re with us now. Part of all… this.”

Our unconventional relationship, in other words.

Marcie’s cheeks colored as she realized just how close she was sitting to Samantha. She might have jumped into my arms after telling off Elizabeth Baines, but my boss’s daughter had been carrying a torch for her mentor since she pledged the Delta Rho sorority. She looked up to Samantha Lowry. All this time, I’d thought Marcie wanted to be her, but it was more like she wanted to be with her.

From the way she kept sneaking glances in my direction, I knew Samantha couldn’t wait to get both me and Marcie into bed. I wondered how much that was going to blow the coed’s mind once it really did happen.

“Good,” Marcie said, relaxing. “I’m really, really glad you’re all okay with this, by the way. I know I didn’t exactly ask permission before I jumped Jack’s bones…”

“None of us did, either,” Samantha said. “You’re part of an exclusive club, Marcie. One that’s even tighter than Delta Rho.”

Her hand caressed Marcie’s thigh. The coed glanced down at it, her eyelids fluttering. “Oh fuck,” she muttered.

Samantha’s smile widened. “You’re on the team now,” she purred, her lips grazing the side of Marcie’s neck. “We can take things as slow as you like, Marcie, your choice… but all of us know you’re not really going anywhere, are you?”

Marcie shuddered with lust. The sight of it made my cock surge in my boxers, filling me with arousal. I knew I wasn’t alone: next to me, Yukiko and Maria were both watching the coed like I’d just switched on their favorite porn movie.

“Never,” she panted, looking straight at me. “I’m right here.”

“You always have been, babygirl,” I said, clearing my throat.

Good God, were we really about to do what I was picturing? Samantha looked like she was ready to peel off Marcie’s dress with her teeth. Yukiko unconsciously reached for me, rubbing my shoulders as she let out a little groan. Maria just kept grinning, like she’d already seen our future and loved it.

I was just about to suggest that we take our little meeting to the bedroom when my intercom buzzed.

The women in the room started as if from a trance. Marcie let out a little whine of frustration as her mentor turned away, while Yukiko blinked and shook herself, returning to the real world from whatever erotic fantasy she’d lost herself in.

Maria glanced at her wristwatch—a sleek Cartier that cost almost as much as some of the houses she’d sold. “Who the hell could that be?” she wondered aloud. “Do they have any idea what time it is?”

Yukiko and I shared a glance. “You think it’s trouble?” she asked.

Ice formed in the pit of my stomach. “I’m thinking that maybe Elizabeth Baines had cameras on her property,” I said, frowning. “If she caught Marcie and I in that front seat together, we’re in a world of trouble.”

“You really should have at least pulled down the street before you ripped her panties off,” Samantha said, her eyes still glassy with lust. “Though I guess I can’t blame you, Daddy. I wouldn’t have been able to wait, either.”

“Stay here,” I told the girls. “I’ll check it.”

A few short steps took me to the intercom. I tapped the button, praying I wasn’t about to hear Elizabeth talking to me. Or one of her lawyers. “Hello?”

A crackle of static filled the speaker, then I heard a familiar voice.

“Hey, Jack!” The sound of a guitar riff played faintly in the background. “Sorry to bother you so late, but I’ve got news. Can you let a girl up?”

The tension inside of me broke. It was Officer Davis—Tasha.

“I’ll be right there,” I told her. “Actually, I’m still up. So are the girls.”

“Even better.” She sounded pleased with herself. “See you in a sec.”

As the intercom switched off, Yukiko rose. “What do you think she wants?”

I shrugged. “Not sure,” I told the coed. “It doesn’t sound like bad news, at least. What, you think I should keep her down in the lobby?”

Yukiko’s brows rose. “Oh, of course not,” she said. “The more the merrier. I’m just making sure you’re not about to get arrested.”

The thought made me laugh. “I don’t think today is that day,” I told the group. “But if it is, I doubt they’d have sent Tasha of all people to do the deed.”

Yukiko nodded, her expression serious. “Right,” she said. “Still…”

And before I could say a word, she kissed me. Hard.

“Just in case,” she whispered, giving me another on the cheek. “Hurry back, tiger.”

I took a final look at my girlfriends as I gripped the doorknob. My harem.

Yeah, I’d hurry back.

Because something told me we were about to have one memorable night.


Chapter Two


Yukiko’s worries turned out to be completely unfounded.

I buzzed Tasha in through the front door, then went down to the lobby. At this time of night, it required a keycard from one of the residents to work—Maria had one, and she’d promised to get more for the other girls, but she hadn’t had time yet. So I needed to escort Tasha up to the condo myself, which I did.

By the time we got back, my girls had completely changed their configuration. Marcie was sitting more or less in Samantha’s lap, with Yukiko and Maria flanking the pair on either side. Marcie leaned back against her mentor, a dreamy look on her heavy-lidded eyes. What had they been talking about while I was gone?

Whatever it was, I didn’t have time to ask. Tasha swept in like a storm, pouring herself a cup of coffee over Yukiko’s requests to get it for her. Her dark braids were pulled back and tucked beneath her officer’s cap, but her uniform looked rumpled—like she’d been chasing some ne’er-do-well down an alley and slapping him in cuffs before she got here. She took in the scene before her with a smirk and gave me a sideways look.

“Damn,” Tasha said, taking a sip of her coffee. “Looks like I interrupted one hell of a party.”

No one bothered correcting her. If they’d tried, the sight of Samantha groping Marcie’s legs and hips like a madam showing off her favorite girl at the cathouse would have made the attempt sound laughable.

“What’s going on?” Yukiko asked. “Is everything alright?”

Tasha grinned. “Oh, it’s fine,” she said, taking another sip of the coffee. “This is fantastic, by the way. Thanks so much. By the way, Jack, did you hear Rush got back together—?”

I had, but now wasn’t the time for that. Though it amused me to remember how they’d been both the soundtrack of my arrival in Stillwell and the way I’d discovered Officer Davis was a closet nerd. Full circle, I thought.

“We can talk about ticket prices later,” I told her with a chuckle. “Spill it. What’s got you at my place in the middle of the night, Tash?”

She set the cup down deliberately on the counter next to her, then crossed her arms beneath her breasts. “I don’t know if you’d believe me,” she said, her eyes seeming almost to glow. “Jack. I have had the most wonderful day.”

I didn’t understand. This sounded good, whatever Tasha wanted to tell me, but I didn’t like her keeping us all in suspense like this.

Neither did anyone else. “Come on, chica! You sound like me when I want to butter up a client about an in-ground pool. What’s got you grinning?”

Tasha started to speak, then caught herself. “First you tell me something, Jack. What the hell did y’all do to Elizabeth Baines!?”

Everyone sat up a little straighter at that. “Excuse me?” Marcie blurted.

“Why?” That ice had returned to the pit of my stomach, colder than ever before. “What did she do, Tasha? What’s going on?”

Tasha shook her head slowly, drawing out the moment.

“Elizabeth Baines,” the officer said with the cadence of someone relating a fairy tale or an alien abduction, “is currently sitting in the freaking county jail!”

Tasha couldn’t have caused more commotion if she’d pulled a live hand grenade from her belt and tossed it into the middle of the room. In an instant, everyone except Marcie was up and out of their seats, shocked looks written across their faces.

“You’re kidding,” Yukiko said. “Tasha, if this is some kind of a joke—”

The officer was already shaking her head. “No joke,” Tasha said, her grin widening as she braced an elbow against the counter. “I couldn’t believe it either. I never thought I could be so lucky.” She caught herself and blushed. “I mean, seeing King Gizz with you wasn’t so bad either, Jack. But this…”

I didn’t blame her. I’d have considered this a hell of a lot bigger than a concert. “I don’t believe it,” I said, shaking my head. “What the hell happened?”

“Were you there?” Marcie chimed in.

Tasha’s grin told me she was. “The only reason it took me so long to get here was all the damned paperwork,” she said, looking like the cat that swallowed the canary. “I knew you were meeting with her to discuss some kind of truce. Considering the state I saw her in, I’m guessing it didn’t go well for her.”

I glanced over at Marcie. “I brought Marcella as my plus-one,” I told Tasha. “When Elizabeth was forced to face the results of her son’s monstrousness, she… well, she didn’t like it very much.”

Tasha whistled through her teeth. “I bet not. She was still at the house when you left?”

“As far as I know.” I hadn’t exactly been looking. I’d heard Elizbeth’s roars of rage as she vented her frustration in her dining room, but at the time I’d been far more focused on the coed in my front seat pulling her panties to the side and impaling herself on me.

Jesus, had I really done that? I was never going to forget it.

“Well, she didn’t stay there.” Tasha savored the moment, her gaze flickering to each of my women. “I don’t know how much booze she had at that dinner, but she must have gotten trashed after you left.”

“Trashed?”

“White girl wasted,” Tasha chuckled. “I’m talking frat party levels of fucked up, Jack. I don’t know what she thought she was doing or where she was going in that pretty little Range Rover of hers, but we’re all lucky the Stillwell Police Department pulled her over before she caused an accident. Or hit a pedestrian.”

I couldn’t even picture it. Sure, I could imagine Elizabeth Baines drunk—though she seemed like the kind of woman who preferred being drunk on power, not liquor—but driving off in the middle of the night like that? That didn’t seem like her at all, even knowing how badly I’d rattled her. Not unless…

Unless she had a destination in mind, I thought. An invisible finger worked its way down my spine, giving me a chill. Suspicion hardened to a certainty.

“Which way was she going?” I asked.

Tasha hadn’t expected the question. “Hmm? Hell, she was all over the road. I don’t know where she was headed. I doubt even she knew the answer to that—”

“Where did you pull her over?” Yukiko asked.

Tasha turned. When Kiki took that tone of voice, it was best to do what she said. She had the tiger by the tail, just like I did.

“Just outside of campus,” Tasha said with a frown. “Technically I’m not the one who pulled her over: I was the passenger. We’ve got this whole shadow system where we do ride-alongs with new recruits until they’re more comfortable patrolling solo.”

Smart, I thought. “She was heading east, then.”

Tasha nodded.

“In my direction.”

As clever as Officer Davis was, I could tell she hadn’t entertained this idea yet. She started to say something, then her jaw dropped and her eyes widened as it hit her. “Son of a bitch. Jack, how badly did you piss that woman off?”

My woman laughed smugly. And a little proudly.

“It was mostly Marcie,” I admitted. “Tell us what happened, Tasha.”

“Gladly. I was showing the new hire—guy by the name of Ramirez—how to use the radar gun when that white Range Rover shot past us in a blur. Must have been going sixty, seventy miles an hour in a thirty-five. We hit the sirens and chased her down pretty quick—you know that little restaurant down by the canal? The one right off of campus?”

“Gabrielle’s,” I said, thinking of all the times I’d had lunch or dinner with someone from Delta Rho there. Samantha had a special affinity for it: she’d even chosen it as the site of the post-initiation dinner for this semester’s pledges. “Yeah. I’ve been there once or twice.”

“That’s where we stopped her.” Tasha’s voice dripped with satisfaction. “She started talking back to Ramirez pretty much immediately — ‘do you know who I am’, how she owns the campus, that stuff. You should have seen her face when she realized I was there.”

I raised an eyebrow. My gut told me this was the good part. “Bad?”

Tasha grinned. “Bitch lost her mind. Started screaming about how I was another one of your ‘sluts’, how you’d turned the whole town against her. She got so belligerent that when Ramirez tried to open the door of the Range Rover, she cold cocked him.”

Gasps filled the room. “Holy shit,” Samantha whispered.

“I’d have liked to have seen that,” Yukiko said with gusto.

“We didn’t have to use the taser,” Tasha said, picking up her coffee and taking a sip. “But it was a near thing, let me tell you. The Baines clan can get away with a lot in this town, but not when body cams are involved. Taking a swing at an officer…” She clicked her tongue. “Not a smart move.”

It wasn’t a night for smart moves in the House of Baines. Not after that dinner. I could picture it now, in a way I hadn’t been able to before Tasha told me about it. Elizabeth raging in the exquisite halls of her mansion, getting drunker and drunker as she replayed the events of the evening in her mind. Wrestling with the growing urge to make sure that neither I nor Marcie got away with disrespecting her like that.

Had she seen us together in my McLaren? As convenient a trigger for her rage as security footage of the two of us getting frisky would have been, I didn’t think so. I knew enough about that woman to know she didn’t need to know the details of my sex life to want to destroy me.

It was enough that I’d thrown a wrench into all of her carefully constructed plans.

Yukiko’s lips curled into a smirk. “Sounds like she cracked under the pressure,” she said, turning to me. “She ratcheted it up against you every chance she got, but in the end it was her who couldn’t take it. You broke her.”

I shook my head. “Marcie broke her.”

Marcie’s cheeks flushed, her fingers tightening in Samantha’s. “All I did was tell her the truth,” she said, her voice soft but proud. “I guess she couldn’t handle it.”

Maria cackled. “That bitch tried to get my real estate license revoked. She can rot in a cell for the rest of the year as far as I care.”

“She’ll probably be processed out tomorrow,” Tasha said. “Once she sleeps off her bender. So she won’t be behind bars for long.”

The length didn’t matter. My mind was already spinning, and from the look on her face, Yukiko’s was, too.

“Wait, this is huge,” the coed said, sliding an arm around mine and pressing herself against me as she spoke. “Holy shit, this changes everything!”

I felt my brow furrowing. “A DUI changes everything? Don’t get me wrong, it’s karmic justice, but I don’t see…”

Yukiko was already shaking her head. “It’s not just about the DUI. It’s everything. It’s… it’s this town, and the reputations of the people who run it. Stillwell’s disciplinary board is never going to take her seriously now—not after she’s discredited herself like this.” Suddenly she jumped, almost giddy. “Oh fuck. Tasha, you said there’s body cam footage!?”

I saw the realization dawn on everyone’s face simultaneously.

“There is,” Tasha said, laughing. “Mine and Officer Ramirez’s. The department’s got the arrest from two different angles.”

“And you said she was saying things about Jack?” Yukiko’s were shining like stars now—I don’t think I’d ever seen her so excited outside the bedroom. “She mentioned him by name, Tasha?”

Tasha nodded, her expression turning serious. “Yeah, she vomited up the whole thing,” she said. “It was a total freakout. I think Trevor and ‘that Ramsey bitch’ even got mentioned in there somewhere.”

“In this state, body cam footage is subject to Freedom of Information Act requests,” Samantha chimed in. “Even if it wasn’t, the chances of this not leaking out of the police department are pretty much zero. I’m ninety percent sure Elizabeth’s whole social circle will be laughing about it twelve hours from now.”

“Wait,” I said. “How do you know that stuff about body cams?”

Samantha scoffed. “You don’t run the campus’s hottest sorority for three years without knowing a thing or two about police procedure.” She shared a knowing look with Tasha. “You’d be surprised how many drunk Delta Rho bitches I’ve had to bail out of a jam the weekend after finals. Or maybe you wouldn’t.”

“Screaming at cops and driving drunk,” Tasha murmured. “Shit. You might actually get out of this, Jack. I think you just might be in the clear.”

Everyone else looked like they already considered the matter done and dusted. Unfortunately, I knew better.

I shook my head. “I’m not so sure. Even if this gets us past the disciplinary board—which, let’s be frank, didn’t have much of a case to go after me in the first place—we’ve still got Delta Rho’s leadership to deal with.”

“Not to mention Kiki’s parents,” Marcie said, swallowing. “And mine.”

“But it’s still good news,” Samantha hastened to add. “At the very least, this puts the brakes on any plans to ever bring that little shit Trevor back to campus. He’s done.”

Marcie turned to her mentor, her eyes widening. After a long moment she let out a sigh, something relaxing inside of her that I don’t think she’d even realized was clenched until that moment. “Thank God,” she whispered. “I was so scared she was going to find a way to put me in a room with him again.”

All my protective instincts activated at once. “Never again,” I promised her, giving Marcie a reassuring smile. “You did that, babygirl. You should be proud of yourself. Because I know I am.”

I extended the arm that Yukiko wasn’t currently holding onto. Marcie embraced me, burying her face in the spot between my chest and my shoulder. A silent sob wracked her shoulders, but it was from relief, not anguish.

“We did it, Jack,” she murmured, looking up at me through her lashes. “Together.”

Tasha caught the look. “Hold up…” she whispered, glancing from me to Marcie and back again. “Wait, what the hell is this? Jack? Marcie?”

All of a sudden, it hit me that no one had yet broken the good news to Officer Davis. I could see her inner detective going nuts behind her eyes, the pieces snapping together as she realized what must have happened after that ‘dinner’ with Miss Baines.

“No freaking way,” Tasha said, sounding shocked. “Jack, you dog!”

“Oh, like you’re upset,” Maria purred. “You look like you wish you’d been a passenger in someone else’s car tonight, instead of riding with Officer Ramirez.”

Tasha didn’t deny it. “I’m just surprised,” she said, smoothing down a ruffle in the sleeve of her police uniform. “If I were a betting woman, Marcie would have been the last woman in this town I’d ever have laid down money on you bringing into bed. Isn’t she your boss’s daughter?”

Marcie flushed at the question. “We’re working on that,” she said, holding me tighter. “Dad’s already trying to withdraw me from Stillwell. How much angrier can he be?”

I rubbed the back of my neck and grit my teeth. “Let’s not give Marcie any grief,” I warned Tasha. “Neither of us planned for this to happen. We’re still figuring it out.”

“Duly noted.” Tasha looked around the room, her smirk returning. “But I can’t resist pointing out how outnumbered you are in here, Jack.”

She wasn’t wrong. There was a lot of estrogen in my apartment. The women I’d chosen to join me on this crazy ride outnumbered me five-to-one.

Five women. Jesus.

And there’d been a time in my life when I thought one was too many.

“So Marcella Ramsey’s your latest sweetheart,” Tasha said, turning to the coed. “Welcome to the party, honey. I don’t know if this is going to be a long-term thing or what, but either way I’m glad to have you in Jack’s corner.”

Marcie paused, then nodded. “Thanks. I really don’t know what came over me. Everything was so crazy when we left Elizabeth’s house, and Jack and me were both so keyed up… I got in the car with him and it just happened…”

She trailed off. Every other woman in the apartment was staring at her.

“That kind of sounds like you wanna dish,” Yukiko whispered, her almond eyes sparkling with mischief. “I know Jack doesn’t kiss and tell, but between you and me I’d love to hear all the dirty details, Marcie.”

“Me too!” Samantha’s hand shot up in tandem with her smile.

Maria chuckled, doing the group one better. “Hell. How about a demonstration?”

My women all looked at each other. I didn’t need to be a scholar of the human condition to know what danced in the charged space between my harem girls. Each of them had made love to me separately at least one; a few of them had been lucky enough to share me with one or more other members of the group at the same time. But we’d never had the opportunity to play together, all of us, as one gorgeous, depraved unit.

I wanted that. I really did. I had visions of filling that hot spring in the forest with the entire Delta Rho roster and throwing the party to end all parties pretty much every time I closed my eyes.

But this wasn’t the greatest time for it.

The atmosphere in the room felt electric with possibility. I fed on my girls’ energy, they fed on mine—and increasingly, they fed on each other’s eagerness to get down and dirty with me. Normally I’d have embraced that, but after a night like this, I was beyond spent. I ticked off the encounters on mental fingers: the hot springs with Yukiko and Sam, the shower at the condo with Maria and my other girls, the unexpected shift from friends to lovers when I took Marcie in the front seat of my McLaren.

Even twenty-year old Jack would have had a hard time going for a fourth round in a single day. And I hadn’t been twenty for a long, long time.

I cleared my throat. I needed to rein this in before the girls started dropping their panties to the floor. “I’m gonna have to take a raincheck on that,” I told the group.

It wasn’t what they expected to hear.

“Jack?” Yukiko cocked an eyebrow, her voice brimming with concern. “Are you okay?”

I gave the coed a tired smile. “This has nothing to do with you or any of the other girls,” I assured the Asian coed. “Trust me, the spirit is very, very willing.”

Maria giggled. “But the flesh is a little weak?”

I looked around. “It’s been a long day,” I confessed. “Every single person in here—with the exception of Officer Davis—has seen me at my best today. I don’t know if I want to risk disappointing you with a repeat performance…”

I trailed off as I caught their expressions. Every single one of them—Yukiko, Samantha, Marcie, Maria and Tasha—were grinning at me, their eyes gleaming with mischief and heat.

“You’re not gonna take no for an answer, are you?” I chuckled.

“Not a chance, Papi,” Maria drawled. “I certainly don’t intend to sleep in my own bed tonight. I doubt any of these sweet little coeds do, either.”

Tasha nibbled her bottom lip. “I was definitely hoping there’d be some celebrating after the good news,” she admitted. “I didn’t expect everybody to be here, but I’m not mad about it. The more the merrier.”

“We stick together,” Samantha purred. “Right, Daddy?”

Marcie looked at me, her gaze flickering between my face and Samantha’s. “I… I don’t know,” the coed murmured, one leg knocking into the other as she tried to decide. “I think I want to stay, if that’s okay with you. Is it okay with you, Uncle Jack?”

“’Uncle Jack’,” Tasha repeated, “And I thought Sam calling you ‘Daddy’ all the time was kinky…”

Yukiko’s hand slid down my arm, entwining with Marcie’s. “It’s more than okay,” she said, giving Marcie an encouraging squeeze. “I’m just trying to figure out where we’re going to put everybody.”

I hadn’t thought about it until now. Yukiko was right.

“Shit,” I muttered. “Yeah, my bed is not big enough for six people. Not unless you’re all comfortable sleeping like sardines.”

I could see Samantha and Yukiko gearing up to discuss options. Doubtless they’d talk about the couch—maybe Kiki would even offer to crash on the floor on a futon mat, the way her parents did back in Japan. With a little work, we could have let everyone crash at the condo tonight, even if they didn’t all get to share my actual bed.

But neither of them got the chance.

Because that’s when I noticed Maria grinning at me like a fox.

“Jack,” the realtor purred, her voice like hot candle wax dripped across smooth skin. “Do you remember what I told you when I first gave you a tour of this condo?”

I couldn’t see what she was getting at. “You told me a few things,” I ventured.

“I said that this was almost the nicest unit in the building,” the realtor said. “That what I really wanted to rent you was the apartment on the top floor, but it had already been booked.”

Now that she mentioned it, I did remember that. At the time, I’d just assumed Maria was buttering me up, as realtors are wont to do.

“That unit’s vacant now,” Maria giggled, tucking her tongue into her cheek. “And as the realtor for this condo complex, I happen to have keys for every vacant apartment in the building. Including that one.”

While the rest of my women watched, Maria reached into her pocket and came up with a glossy plastic keycard.

“Maybe you’d like a late-night tour?”

I stared at the card, then at the woman holding it. Despite my exhaustion, I found myself responding to her energy, and to the energy of the rest of the group as well. They were excited for this.

I couldn’t help but be excited in return.

“You serious?” I asked.

Maria’s smile widened. “It’s a very nice apartment. A lot more space… which opens up a lot more possibilities. If you like it, we can have you moved in tomorrow. Or you can just throw down a month’s rent and hold onto both until the end of the semester.”

With a start, I realized I could. I hadn’t, strictly speaking, paid for this condo—the company had funded my brief venture to Stillwell to finish my degree. Renting a second unit for a single month wouldn’t break the bank.

And if the penthouse suite really was big enough for my whole harem, well…

Let’s just say that any amount of money would be worth it.

Before I could respond, Samantha put a hand on my chest. “No pressure, Daddy,” she said, her smile as sweet as a spoonful of honey. “You’re right—it has been a long day. If anyone’s earned the right to take a break, it’s you.”

Knowing chuckles greeted her statement.

Her eyes looked gorgeous beneath her lashes. “We just want to be close to you,” she said, her fingers gently massaging me through my shirt. “None of us want to leave, Daddy. Really, can you blame us?”

Now it was my turn to chuckle. “I suppose I can’t, babygirl.”

She leaned in close and dropped her voice to a sultry whisper. “You can just lie back and relax if you want,” she promised, her hand trailing lower. “Or watch, or snuggle… or just let yourself be worshipped. Just don’t send us all away, Daddy. Please?”

God damn, I thought. These women: my girlfriends, my harem, my family—I was one lucky man to have them. I was even luckier that they wanted to spend every moment of their lives with me.

Some of the tiredness fell away from me. I could always sleep in late tomorrow.

“Lead the way,” I told Maria. “Let’s see this penthouse suite.”

“Absolutely, Mr. Avery,” the Latina purred, slipping back into salesgirl mode for a moment. “I think you’re going to be very, very pleased with your accommodations.”

Something told me we all were.


Chapter Three


The penthouse suite was even larger than I’d expected.

This late into the semester, I’d completely forgotten my disappointment that Maria Alvarez hadn’t managed to get me an apartment on the top floor of this building. Honestly, I hadn’t really been upset about it at all—she’d made a much bigger deal out of the whole thing than I did.

But when I saw what I’d narrowly missed buying when I first came to Stillwell, I couldn’t help but wish Maria had gone for the hard sell.

“Holy moly,” Yukiko whispered as she entered behind me. “Wow, Jack!”

I couldn’t help but echo her enthusiasm. The penthouse suite dominated the top floor of the building, larger than two of the less-expensive apartments put together. A row of floor-to-ceiling glass along one side opened up onto a wraparound balcony with an enviable view of the city skyline. The kitchen was a chef’s dream, while the living room sported everything you could put on a tech nerd’s wishlist, all watched over by a flatscreen TV bigger than I was.

“Nice place,” I whistled, mentally calculating how much a couple months of rent was going to cost me. “Really nice.”

Maria saw the look on my face and grinned. Even with the two of us together, there was still something of the real estate agent about her. She knew when she had a client on the hook–and she most certainly had me.

“You haven’t seen the best of it yet,” the Latina purred, putting an extra bit of seductive sway into her step. “Follow me…”

As my girlfriends spread out, getting comfortable, I walked with Maria into the bathroom. I’d thought the one in my apartment was the height of luxury, and I was wrong. Tucked off the main hall, it boasted a shower almost big enough for me to wash my McLaren in (if I could somehow get it up the stairs), with marble benches, multiple shower heads and body jets. A glass wall separating the shower from the rest of the room gave it an exhibitionist feel, and I couldn’t help but picture a whole bunch of gorgeous coeds soaping each other up and giggling when I looked inside.

“God damn,” I said, meeting Maria’s eye. “No wonder you wanted to sell me this place so badly.”

Maria nibbled her bottom lip. “Wait until you see the bedroom.”

It was the last stop on our tour, and the best. The space was fit for a sultan, with mirrors on the ceiling and behind the headboard. The lighting was dim and romantic, with plush velvet drapes hiding a smaller, private balcony overlooking the city.

But the room’s best feature–and the reason I was here–was the bed. Beds.

Two oversized California King mattresses had been pushed together, forming a bed so massive it could’ve fit an entire girl’s field hockey team. Covered in silky black sheets and piled with pillows, it practically screamed harem. Even if half of the Delta Rho sorority decided to start hooking up with me, I’d have space to let them all sleep over.

“Who owned this place before me?” I asked, already picturing my girls sprawled across the blankets. “A porn studio?”

Maria’s grin turned wicked. “I’m not at liberty to say. But whoever it was, they liked to party.”

Damn right they did.

She turned to me, her breasts heaving in her tight athletic top. “So, you’ve seen the whole place,” she purred, her voice in realtor mode while her eyes told me she wanted me to throw her over the bed and fuck her right then and there. “Does it pass inspection, sir? Do you think this property might be one you’re interested in?”

Both of us understood the double-entendre she made with the word ‘property.’

I stepped closer, my hands on her hips. “It’s perfect,” I growled, pressing my face against her neck and into the long tresses of her hair. “I’m ready to sign on the dotted line, Maria. In fact, I’d like to start enjoying my property right now.”

Maria jumped into my arms, wrapping her legs around my hips. “Yes, sir,” she growled, pressing her lips against mine. “It’s all yours.”

The next thing I knew, the two of us were in bed together.

The sheets rustled beneath us as I pinned Maria down and kissed her, my hands exploring her body. Her lips went everywhere, nibbling at my neck and my collar as her fingers swiftly divested me of my jacket. My belt went next, tossed across the room with a jingle. Her hand slipped beneath the waistband of my slacks, stroking me to full hardness as she pressed her soft, perfect tits against me.

I was in the middle of taking off Maria’s top when I heard someone clear their throat. A glance at the mirror over the headboard revealed a figure standing behind me.

“Getting started so soon?” Tasha asked. She’d removed her officer’s cap to let her braids hang freely down her back, and her top was unbuttoned almost all the way to her stomach. “I thought you said you were tired, Jack.”

I met her eyes in the mirror. “I was,” I told her. “Something about you girls, though. I swear, sometimes I think those jokes about Delta Rho sisters being witches have a nugget of truth in them.”

“I don’t know about all that.” Tasha laughed. “Room for one more?”

Maria turned her head, indicating the whole mattress with her chin. “Room for twelve if you want it, chica.”

“If Jack’s harem ever gets that big, I hope we’ll still be near the top of it,” Tasha said. She crawled onto the mattress, arching her back and licking her lips as she made her way over to us. “Now c’mere, Jack. Let Maria and I get a head start on those college bitches…”

With a grin, Maria pulled the officer into our embrace. I watched as the pair made out hot and heavy, their fingers tugging away their clothes until Maria was naked and Tasha was down to her bra and panties. The contrast between Maria’s mocha thighs and Tasha’s tawny breasts drove me wild—so much so that I barely noticed as the rest of the harem entered the bedroom.

“Back up a bit, Papi,” Maria panted, breaking our kiss. “Give everyone room to gather around. Here, why don’t you scoot up against those pillows and get comfy…”

That sounded like a great idea to me. I rolled onto my back and scooted across the mattress, only stopping when my head and shoulders found the pile of pillows in front of the headboard. From my vantage point I could see the entire harem, straddling each other’s luscious bodies and making out and ripping off their clothes as they prepared to worship me.

Maria and Tasha crawled to me, heat burning in their eyes. Behind them, Samantha and Yukiko had Marcie between them, their fingers and lips exploring the coed’s half-naked body as they covered her in sweet words and kisses.

“Look at you,” Yukiko groaned, sliding a hand between the petite blonde’s thighs. “Fuck, you’re so fucking pretty, Marcie. You were so fucking brave tonight, standing up to that bitch.”

“It was even braver of you to fuck Jack,” Samantha added with glee. More than anyone else in our group—even Yukiko, who got off on sharing me—Samantha looked excited to have Marcie in our group and in my bed at long last. “I’m so proud of you, sweetheart. I can’t wait to watch you bounce up and down on his dick…”

For her part, Marcie kept looking between the coeds and me like she wasn’t entirely sure whether or not she’d lost her mind. Her gaze was glassy with desire, her cheeks feverish with lust as Yukiko and Samantha’s hands roamed over her body.

When Yukiko slid two fingers inside of her, Marcie cried out with such a fury that all action in the bedroom stopped for a few moments. “Oh fuck!”

The Asian coed slowed but didn’t stop. “Holy shit, she’s so soft,” she panted instead, watching the look on my face as she extolled the virtues of my latest harem girl. “So soft and wet. She’s going to make you feel so fucking good, Jack. She’s gonna make you feel like a man!”

“But we get first dibs,” Tasha giggled, lowering her mouth to me. “After the night I’ve had, Jack, I need to fucking cum. I need you inside me so goddamn bad.”

Marcie’s head lolled back on her shoulders as her oversexed brain struggled to process what she was seeing. “I want you so much, Uncle Jack,” she whimpered, riding Yukiko’s fingers. “I can’t believe how good this feels! Is it okay that Samantha and I are…oh fuck…”

“Touching each other?” Samantha chuckled, then gave Marcie a swat on her ass. “Of course it is, sweetheart. Jack loves it when his girls play well together.” She leaned in close, dropping her voice to a stage whisper that all of us heard. “I want to taste your pussy, Marcie. I want to eat you out until you’re so wet and tight that when ‘Uncle’ Jack slides inside of you, it feels like a fucking dream…”

Near the head of the bed, Maria and Tasha were already working me over. They shared my cock between them, their hot, eager mouths making out as they licked and sucked my member until it was harder than a chunk of granite. Tasha’s nails scratched my legs, while Maria squeezed her breasts together and ran the head of my cock along the interior of her cleavage. A thick bead of precum sparkled on her skin, and Tasha leaned over to lick her clean.

“Mmh, that’s nice,” Maria panted, groaning as Tasha sucked her nipples. “Okay, baby, you go first. Ride that nice hard dick. Show Jack how much you love it.”

Officer Davis didn’t need to be told twice. Tasha straddled me with a growl, her hands going to my shoulders as she lowered her hot, dripping pussy onto my prick. She impaled herself on me slow, grinding down an inch at a time as our tongues entered each other’s mouths.

Sparks flew as I bottomed out inside of her. Tasha broke the kiss with a moan, then leaned back and gripped my thighs as she took me all the way in. Her hips slammed up and down, sending her tits bouncing on every thrust, and the way her walls gripped me felt so good I had to consciously hold back, lest I shoot my load inside of her quick and tire myself out before the rest of the harem got to have their fun.

Not, I thought, glancing around, that they’re not having fun…

This was an orgy. Yukiko lay to my left, one hand massaging Maria’s tits like stress balls while the other stabbed deep into her tight, freshly-shaved cunt. The brunette Latina was in heaven, only the whites of her eyes showing as Yukiko kissed the side of her neck, murmuring filthy shit in her ear as she mercilessly stabbed her g-spot. When she caught my eye Yukiko winked, her grin almost predatory.

Meanwhile Samantha was making good on her promise to taste Marcie. She’d shoved the petite blonde up against the headboard and laid down between her legs, her body a pornographic vision as she buried her face between her little’s thighs. The sounds of her wet slurps filled the bedroom, mixing with Marcie’s moans.

She looked over at me, her nails tangled in Samantha’s perfect hair. Both of us were sitting up against the headboard—when I glanced at the ceiling, I could see the muscles in Tasha’s back work as she rode me with a vengeance.

Marcie glanced down at Samantha, then watched as my cock disappeared into Tasha’s pussy. “I love you,” the coed murmured, her voice thick with pleasure. “Fuck, I love Samantha, too, Uncle Jack! I can’t get enough of this!”

I grinned, grabbing a handful of Tasha’s braids for more leverage to thrust inside of her. “Hell of a night to lose your virginity, huh?”

Marcie laughed. “I’ve never even been to first base with a girl before this. And now Samantha’s got her… oh my gawd, Sam, please don’t fucking stop…”

“Never,” Samantha Lowry chuckled, raising her head just long enough to slide two fingers inside of Marcie’s box before grinding her tongue against her clit. “You’re ours now, girl. Part of a much more exclusive club than Delta Rho.” Her gaze flickered to me. “She’s almost ready for you, Daddy. I swear I’m gonna squirt when I see you slide that thick meat all the way to the bottom of Marcie’s soft little pussy…!”

“Awww, shit,” Tasha groaned. “Fuck, Jack, here it comes…!”

With a roar of bliss, Tasha went over the edge. The walls of her cunt spasmed around me as she rode out her orgasm, a flood of sweet juice coating my cock. I tightened my grip on her hair and held her to me as she writhed, loving the mixture of pain and pleasure on her face as she trembled.

It’s always the ones holding the handcuffs in real life who like them around their wrists in the bedroom, I thought with a snicker. I pulled Tasha’s mouth to mine and kissed her as she came down from her peak, prolonging the magic with the pressure of my fingers and my tongue.

Tasha slid off of me, grinning. “So fuckin’ good,” she said, her voice slurred slightly with pleasure. “You have no idea how bad I needed that, Jack.”

“I felt how bad you needed it,” I growled. “From the inside.”

Another cry of bliss cut Tasha off before she could reply. Near the foot of the bed, Maria was cumming her brains out—her thighs clenching madly around Yukiko’s wrist as the Asian girl’s fingers expertly milked her clit of every last drop of pleasure. Maria’s tits heaved as she shouted my name, her pussy throbbing against Yukiko’s hand.

“That’s right, take it like a big girl,” Yukiko chuckled, her hand slowing but not stopping. “You want to ride Jack’s dick, Maria? Or would you rather watch him claim that hot little student Samantha’s got her tongue buried inside?”

Maria opened her mouth, only for a string of habanero-hot dirty talk in Spanish to come roaring out. It took her several seconds for her to remember to praise me in something other than her mother tongue.

“Que rico, papi!” she groaned, her eyes rolling in their sockets. “Fuck, I want you to do what you want, baby! If you want to make me wait, then I’m just gonna have to wait my turn like a good girl!”

Under normal circumstances, I would have been more than happy to let Maria get the next ‘ride’. But events had already begun to move out of my control. Even as the Latina slumped to the mattress, one leg kicking blissfully beneath her, Samantha and Yukiko were on the move. They grabbed Marcie and half-carried, half-dragged her across the bed to where I waited.

She was shy but determined, and didn’t flinch at the four other women watching her every move. Samantha and Yukiko positioned her over me, their hands on her hips and in her hair as the coed straddled my waist. The other women on the bed seemed to grow still, as if the whole room paused in anticipation of this moment.

Fuck! Samantha hadn’t been lying about getting her ready for me. The crown of my cock pushed against the outer walls of Marcie’s pussy, and the heat and wetness felt incredible. Marcie’s eyes shone feverish with lust, like she’d been locked into a trance she never wanted to escape.

“Oh fuck this is so hot,” Samantha whimpered. Her fingers trailed down Marcie’s spine as she stared at the spot where the two of us were about to join together. “You like seeing us like this, Daddy? Your two babygirls together, showing off our bodies?”

“Take Daddy’s cock,” Yukiko smirked, watching me with an intensity that made me shudder. “Show us all how much you love Jack, Marcie. Ride him like you fucking mean it—make him feel how tight and wet you are for him.”

“Her pussy’s amazing,” Samantha said, grinning like a fox in charge of a henhouse. “She’s so ready for you, Daddy. If you need to bust inside of her, I wouldn’t hold it against you. I don’t know how any straight man with a working dick could last more than two or three strokes inside that wet little twat without going off like a firecracker…!”

Marcie bit her lip, her cheeks as red and ruddy as apples. “Samantha made me cum,” she confessed, bracing herself with a hand on my chest. “It felt so fucking good, Jack. But not as good as when I was with you.”

It was exactly what I wanted to hear. “Babygirl,” I growled, the single word saying more than an entire conversation.

“We’ve set the bar high with Marcie,” Yukiko murmured, rubbing one of the coed’s nipples. “Trust me, sweetheart—everything else is a disappointment after this. You’re exactly where you need to be.”

She was. And I was right where I was supposed to be, too.

“Are you ready for this, babygirl?” I asked.

Marcie glanced around the room, her nervousness mingling with her arousal. “Everyone’s watching me,” she whimpered, her voice breaking as she lowered herself onto my cock. “But Jack… I… I kinda like that…”

With a growl I grabbed her hips, thrusting upwards to meet her. My thighs met hers with a wet slap, and I was inside of her—all the way inside of her. We cried out in unison, and the grins of the other women in the room told me how fucking pleased they were to watch this happen live.

“Oh God, Jack!” Marcie groaned, her head lolling backwards. “I love you so much! You feel so good inside me… so fucking big!”

The coed bounced up and down in my lap. Samantha kept a hand on the small of her little’s back, supporting her, while Yukiko reached down and ran her fingers in a swirl over Marcie’s clit, driving her crazy with sensation as my cock stabbed deep inside of her. She was a perfect sheathe—tight and wet and awesome. Her perfect college pussy felt as responsive as my sports car.

She rode me like an animal. As the two of us fucked, my hips rising to meet her, the other girls in the room started pleasuring themselves and each other. Marcie’s tits bounced as she picked up the pace, our rhythm growing faster and faster.

“Look at you, taking Daddy like a champ!” Samantha growled. She pressed her body against Marcie’s as the coed rode me, her hands going to the younger girl’s hips to slam her down harder on me with every thrust. “You ride him so fucking well, Marcie. Look at the way he’s watching you while he fucks your brains out. Does that pussy feel good, Daddy? Did I get it all nice and warmed up with my tongue?”

“Yes,” I grunted, placing a hand on the back of Marcie’s neck. She leaned down and kissed me, her bare skin pressed against mine, then she went upright once more and rode me twice as hard, caressed in the embrace of my two most senior harem girls.

I had no idea how long I could hold out. On the side of my favor was my exhaustion—at my age, the fourth orgasm of the day was going to take a while no matter how gorgeous the woman. On the other side was… well, everything else.

Marcie. Samantha and Yukiko egging her on. The gorgeous women kissing and sighing and playing with each other all around me, like I was some ancient sultan.

Yukiko kissed Marcie’s neck, her eyes shining with mischief. “I can feel your heart racing,” she said, her hand between the coed’s breasts. “Are you going to cum for him, Marcie? I hope you do. Let us all see that pretty little face of yours when you go over the edge.” Her voice grew more insistent, with an edge to it that was almost hard. “Tell him how much you love this, sweetheart. Scream it!”

Marcie couldn’t take it any longer. “I love it!” she screamed, her body trembling as she slammed down onto me. “I love you, Jack! I love being one of your girls… oh fuck, I’m cumming—!”

Between my cock and Yukiko’s fingers, Marcie couldn’t stop herself. Her pussy clenched around me, spasming as her orgasm hit, her nails digging into my chest. She screamed my name loudly enough that I hoped the penthouse suite had soundproofing, her hair flying wildly around her face in a messy halo as her whole body shook with bliss.

I held her steady, thrusting into her through the whole thing. Yukiko’s fingers slowed but didn’t stop, drawing out every wave of bliss until Marcie was totally spent. The coed collapsed against my chest, laughing with release, panting and happy.

“Oh, wow,” she whispered, staring at me with love and devotion. “Jack…”

Before Marcie could say another word, Samantha gently shoved her off of me.

The coed’s eyes widened as she rolled across the mattress. Samantha’s eyes practically glowed with lust, her hands shaking as she took her place in the saddle. I’d never seen Samantha Lowry so utterly feral before: it was clear that watching Marcie give herself to me like that had unlocked something inside of her, something she’d never dared admit about her sexuality before.

I looked forward to exploring it with her.

Samantha impaled herself on me in one smooth motion, sinking down onto my cock with a moan that filled the bedroom. “I’m home, Daddy!” she groaned, her eyes going heavy-lidded as she rode me hard and fast.

She was home. And so was I.

I pounded her as hard as I could, hitting her with driving thrusts that made her shudder and squeal. Technically, I’d been fucking Samantha the longest of any of the girls I’d hooked up with in Stillwell, and I probably knew her body better than anyone else’s. I knew just how to make her eyes roll back, her pussy clench, her toes curl.

“Fuck, Daddy!” the coed cried. “I’m so soft, and you’re so fucking hard! Fuck me, Daddy! Fuck me proper!”

I did just that. The room filled with moans as I hit a fever pitch, the pornographic sight spurring the other girls in the room onto carnal acts of debauchery. I could see them in the corners of my eyes every time I looked, but mostly I kept my eyes on Samantha. My babygirl.

She’d been most of the way there when she climbed on top of me, so it didn’t take long to drive her to the edge. I expected some utterly filthy Daddy shit to come out of her mouth as her orgasm built, but what I didn’t see coming was the way she stared down at me as she reached the peak, tears forming in the corners of her eyes.

“I’m so happy, Daddy,” she whimpered, her voice thick with emotion. “I’m so happy that I found you—so happy that I’m yours! I love Kiki, and Marcie, and all the other girls you wanna fuck! Oh God I’m so fucking lucky that I get to build this life with you!”

I gave her a hearty spank on her ass, the slap filling the room. “You don’t get a choice,” I growled, filling her harder and faster than before. “You lost that the second you pulled me into that frathouse bathroom, Samantha. Because you’re mine now.”

The cry of ecstasy she let out told us all that was exactly what she wanted. “I love you so fucking much,” she cried, tears rolling down her cheeks and thighs in equal measure. “Fuck, I’m gonna cum! I’m gonna cum all over your dick, Daddy, fuck—!”

Samantha shattered like a plate-glass window. She went weightless in my arms, screaming like a banshee as she gave herself over to pleasure. The sight of her like that, like a wild animal in my arms, nearly pushed me over the edge. Only a supreme effort kept me from emptying my balls deep inside of her spasming pussy, though I definitely felt myself jerk and spurt a bit against her walls.

What happened next must have been agreed on beforehand. Even in the throes of her orgasm, Samantha had enough presence of mind to pull off of me with a wet little pop. My cock glistened with a mixture of three different women’s juices, standing straight as a girder, and no sooner had it been exposed to the open air than Yukiko climbed on top of me.

Unlike the others, my most devoted girlfriend didn’t straddle me face-to-face. She went reverse cowgirl, her back arched and her thick, round ass jiggling ever so slightly as she presented it to me like a gift. She reached back, spreading her cheeks, showing me both her tight, hairless little pussy and the even tighter hole I’d taken in the woods after that fateful ride on the beach.

“My turn,” the coed said with a knowing smile. “I know what you need, Jack.”

She gripped the base of my cock with her fingers and guided me—not to her pussy, which quivered with need, but higher, pressing the tip against her tight, forbidden hole.

Oh. Oh fuck.

“Everyone’s showing off tonight,” Yukiko purred. “I might as well make my case for being best girl. Besides,” she added with a growl, “I want you inside me. And I want you to have everything, Jack.”

The head of my cock pushed inside of her, slowly entering from behind. Yukiko let out a low moan as she relaxed onto me, giving one of her ass cheeks a slap as she settled on my cock. Her hole gripped me like a vice, hot and impossibly tight.

“Oh damn,” someone groaned. I thought it might have been Tasha, but things in the room were getting confused. “I didn’t know Kiki was so dirty…!”

Yukiko glanced back over her shoulder, her smile almost too sweet and innocent for someone with half my cock buried in her ass. “I want you to rearrange my guts, babe. Fuck my ass like you own it.”

After hearing something like that, who could stop me?

I thrust deep. Yukiko moaned, pushing back, letting me bottom out inside of her. The room spun, feverish and hallucinatory, like I’d been slipped a hit of some primo drugs before my sorority girlfriends climbed into bed with me. Maybe it was a little bit of that Delta Rho magic.

Either way, it was fucking amazing.

I grabbed Yukiko’s ass with both hands as we fucked, savaging her with stinging slaps as my cock pistoned in and out of her tightest, most forbidden opening. All around us, my girls were lost in each other—Samantha’s face buried between Marcie’s thighs, Maria and Tasha fingering each other shamelessly as they watched the show. The sounds of hot, raw fucking filled the bedroom, ringing in my ears as I approached the peak.

This time, there was no holding back. My cock jerked inside of Yukiko’s asshole, swelling bigger and thicker as I prepared to shoot. The back of my skull hit the headboard as my hips shot upward, the bliss becoming unbearable.

“I’m gonna cum from this,” Yukiko informed me, sounding surprised to hear the words spilling from her lips. “Will you cum inside me, Jack? Fill my ass with your load while I’m cumming around your perfect cock?”

My response was a cry that needed no words. The world blurred around me, becoming a haze of gorgeous women making out and fingering each other and sending orgasms rippling through their bodies like waves. Yukiko’s ass clenched around me as she neared the peak, her mouth open wide like an opera singer’s.

“Cum in me!” Yukiko begged. “Please!”

Her wish was my command.

One more hard thrust and I lost it, growling like a lion as I came. Yukiko’s name shot from my lips with a roar as I jerked and spurted, spilling the pent up seed three other women had failed to drain from me deep inside of Yukiko’s channel. She shuddered, her eyelids fluttering, and suddenly she was right there with me—cumming just from the feeling of my cock and cum inside of her ass, from the rough anal fucking she knew none of my other women were devoted or kinky enough to give me.

“Oh God, yes, I’m cumming! Oh Jack—!”

The world went white. When I came back to my senses, floating on a wave of bliss, I thought at first that someone else had decided to straddle me after Yukiko was done. But it was a head bobbing up and down between my legs—Kiki’s.

Her mouth was wrapped around my cock, sucking me dry. Like it was the most natural thing in the world for her to submit that way.

The rest of my girls watched, as shocked as they were aroused.

“Holy fuck, Kiki,” Samantha said, her eyebrows shooting skyward. “That’s fucking filthy. I love it!”

At the foot of the bed, Maria pulled her fingers out of Tasha and chuckled. “Not too many girls would give a man a BJ after he unloads in her culo. No wonder she’s gonna be the one who gets your ring on her finger, Jack. Girl knows just how to please you.”

Yukiko gave the underside of my crown a messy kiss. “Anything for you, Jack. Absolutely anything.”

If I hadn’t already decided to marry this girl, that would have done it.

Exhaustion rolled over me like a warm blanket. Before I knew what I was doing, I had them all nestled up against me—Yukiko in my arms, Samantha and Marcie flanking me, Tasha and Maria dozing on the periphery. We should have talked about all this; if for no other reason than it being hotter than hell.

But with their warm, soft bodies around me, the world began to fade.

I passed out like someone flipping a switch, surrounded by my harem.


Chapter Four


Elizabeth Baines did not show up to my disciplinary hearing.

Just like Tasha had figured, the matriarch of Stillwell spent less than six hours behind bars before her attorney got her bailed out in the morning. There were still charges, related both to the drunk driving and the assault on the arresting officer, but there was nothing keeping her from dropping in to make my life a living hell. She was, after all, a free woman. Out on bail for the time being, innocent until proven guilty.

But something had changed.

At first I thought I was imagining it. When a functionary from the college advisory board escorted me into the meeting room and I saw the faces of those who’d judge me for the first time, the feeling that stole over me wasn’t anxiety but a kind of disappointment. I’d been behind the eight ball so long that the obstacles in my path felt like mountains; without Elizabeth Baines to fuel them, they were more like molehills.

Anticlimax didn’t even begin to cover it.

In the end, the charges against me crumbled like the paper tigers they always were. The thick stack of ‘witness testimonies’ and interviews from sisters of the Delta Rho sorority stayed in the manila folder I’d carried with me into the meeting—they weren’t necessary. My behavior since coming to Stillwell might have been unconventional, but it wasn’t a crime. It wasn’t even against the college’s bylaws.

Like the proverbial dog playing basketball, there was nothing in the rules that said one of the college’s students couldn’t have more than one girlfriend. Even if they were all half his age.

They still tried their best to put on a show, though. The meeting room in the administrative building wasn’t exactly an interrogation chamber, but the three members of the college’s ethics board chosen to review my case certainly looked like they belonged in one. Two of them were my age or older, a man and a woman with severe haircuts and the kind of business casual look that screams ‘corporate drone trying to look hip.’ The third, to my surprise, was a young woman who looked like she could have come straight here from classes with Samantha or Yukiko.

For whatever reason, they let her take point. It was she who read off the list of accusations from Elizabeth Baines’s letters: inappropriate conduct with students, misuse of authority, and unauthorized use of campus property. I didn’t understand that last one, unless the Baines clan considered the entire school their property.

Maybe they did.

“These are… serious charges,” the woman said. And yet her tone failed to carry that weight. “Before we go over them in depth, Mr. Avery, I’d like to give you a chance to respond. If you’re so inclined.”

All three faces turned to stare at me.

This is my off-ramp, I thought. The college wanted to put all this mess behind them: they just needed a way to do so without losing face. Yukiko and I had talked about this right before the meeting.

I could give them that.

I leaned forward, keeping my voice steady. “Firstly, thank you so much for agreeing to meet with me today. I understand that accusations of this nature need to be examined with all the seriousness they demand. Any school worth its name would conduct a thorough investigation when such issues come to light, regardless of the veracity of the initial claims.”

Christ, I sound like I’m back at Ramsey Engineering, I thought. That corporate double speak was familiar to me from my time working for Daniel, but I never thought I’d have reason to use it at Stillwell. The members of the disciplinary board reacted well to it, though.

“Of course,” the young woman said. Like most, she enjoyed having her ego stroked.

I cleared my throat. “In this case, however, I believe the board’s inquiries to be unfounded. They come from an unreliable source.”

The older man stiffened. “These complaints were filed anonymously—”

“With all due respect,” I said, “every person in this room knows where they came from. And who they came from. A woman who was recently arrested for driving drunk and assaulting an officer. I have plenty of evidence that proves these claims are lies—” I tapped the manila file folder, “—but to be perfectly honest, I don’t need them. Just look at her actions.”

The younger woman and the older one looked thoroughly convinced by my argument. It was only that single, aging member of the faculty who still narrowed his eyes at me every time I spoke.

“You’re not the first man to charm a few coeds,” he grumbled, crossing his arms over his chest. “But you’re certainly the first to be so bold about it. Just how many women did you admit to having relations with over the last few weeks? Four?”

“Five,” I corrected, noting the jealousy in his voice. “Which probably puts me about neck-and-neck with an average member of the basketball team.”

The younger woman snickered at that.

“Look, pardon my French, but this hearing is bullshit,” I said, pressing my advantage. “I haven’t broken any laws—I haven’t even violated the campus’s bylaws. My relationships have been completely consensual, and completely private right up until the moment a certain citizen decided to blast them all over town.”

The man didn’t waver. “Yes, well,” he grunted. “As you so eloquently stated, Mr. Avery, we have to investigate every claim of wrongdoing on campus.”

Oh yes. He definitely sounded jealous. I wondered how many coeds in his classes had spurned his advances.

Both of the other board members turned. “This is clearly frivolous,” the younger woman said, her eyes narrowing. “Honestly, we shouldn’t even have let these accusations get this far. They’re patently ridiculous.”

“I’m not convinced,” the man said. “You talk a good game, Mr. Avery. I’m certain those women you’ve gotten yourself entangled with would agree. But the honor of this institution is more important than any one man. Or his diploma.”

Really? I could hardly believe what I was hearing. Either this man was a close, personal friend of Elizabeth Baines, or I’d angered him in some way I knew nothing about. Why give me such a hard time when the case was so obviously bogus?

I’d hoped to hold this back. That it wouldn’t be necessary.

But Stillwell was going to force me to do things the hard way.

I decided to play my trump card.

“You’re right,” I told him, startling him. “The honor of Stillwell University is more important than any one person. Which is why I’d like to file a formal complaint of my own.”

The man’s expression turned confused. “That isn’t on the agenda—”

“Who are you planning to complain about, Mr. Avery?” That was the older woman, a sedately-dressed educator with a haircut that made her look like a Karen, though she didn’t sound like one. “Us?”

I shook my head. “No. Against Darryl Chambers and Trevor Baines.”

Both of the older faculty members stiffened. Surprise showed in their faces—but not enough.

Not by half.

Oh no. No, it couldn’t be…

“You sons of bitches,” I said, the realization hitting me like a thunderclap. “You already know what I’m talking about, don’t you? You’ve heard this story before.”

The older man made an outraged noise. “It would be extremely difficult to prosecute a case against a former student,” he babbled. “Ethically—”

I was already out of my seat.

“How long have you known about this? How long has the college been covering up what happened that night? For Christ’s sake, did Elizabeth spin you some story about what happened to Marcie?”

“We have no idea what you’re talking about,” the older woman lied. She had a terrible poker face—I guess she really was a Karen after all. “We’ve received no complaints regarding your acquaintance Marcella Ramsey. If you’d enlighten us—”

The younger woman cut her off.

“You’re lying,” she said, aghast. “Both of you are.” She turned to me, shock filling her features. “What are you talking about, Mr. Avery? What’s happened?”

“You really haven’t heard?” I asked. “From the way gossip spreads across this campus, I’m surprised by that.”

“I don’t listen to gossip,” the young woman retorted through clenched teeth.

“Good for you.”

The older woman slapped the table, the way a judge might if his gavel had been misplaced. “We don’t need to carry this any further. The lack of credible evidence speaks for itself. These anonymous accusations hold no water and therefore are little more than hearsay. Mr. Avery, you’re free to go.”

She seemed to think that constituted the end of it. Poor her.

“I’m glad to hear that,” I told the group. “Now, who do I talk to in order to file that complaint?”

The color drained from her face. “Mr. Avery, I already said—”

“I heard you,” I said, my voice appearing nothing but calm and collected. “The problem is, ma’am, that you’ve really upset me. You and this entire school. This whole time I thought you were all just ignorant of what was going on in your own backyard. I had no idea you were in on the whole goddamn thing.”

It wasn’t often that I managed to leave my opponent speechless. The incoherent sputtering that came from their mouths wasn’t quite silent, but it made so little noise that I still counted it as a win.

“Honestly, I don’t know why I didn’t get lawyers involved sooner,” I said. “You must not know who I am—or who Miss Ramsey’s father is. If what’s happened to your benefactor left a smudge on the honor of Stillwell University, what do you think will be left of it after I drive your names through the mud?” I turned to the younger woman, shooting her a rakish grin. “You think it’ll be front page news in the Herald that a university knew about an attempted rape on campus and chose to cover it up?”

If I’d had any doubts that the student ethics coordinator was being honest about not knowing the details of Marcie’s case, they faded when I saw her reaction. The color draining from her face resembled the shock of the older members, but a moment later was replaced with an angry flush so red it made her look like she needed a nurse.

“Tell me he’s lying,” she said, pointing a finger at the older man. “Tell me this is just him making up accusations to get back at the Baines woman for trying to keep him from graduating.”

The older woman’s mouth moved soundlessly. “Mr. Avery, I’d like to apologize,” she said, slipping into the compliant tone she probably used with high-value donors to the school’s endowment fund. “Clearly, we’ve been derelict in our duties where your experience at Stillwell is concerned. This meeting should never have happened in the first place—”

“The girl’s father already contacted us,” the older man rumbled. “He’s not pursuing this. And neither will you.”

The fact that these people had already talked to Daniel Ramsey surprised me, but only a little. If they expected me to fall over in shock, they were disappointed.

“Mr. Ramsey has a kind heart,” I said, praying to God that it never got to my boss that I said a thing like that about him. He’d never let me hear the end of it. “He doesn’t want his daughter’s name sullied by the media storm this case would cook up. He wants to protect her from all that. He doesn’t have the stomach for it.”

The older members began to relax.

“But Miss Ramsey and I have become quite close,” I said, hammering each word into their skulls like a carpenter laying nails. “She’s a brave girl. Braver than anybody suspected, even me. And, not to brag, but she happens to be madly in love with me.”

The older man let out an urk.

“Girls will do crazy things for a man they see themselves spending the rest of their lives with,” I said. “I think Marcie would do just about anything I asked her to, as long as I was there to hold her hand and give her moral support.” I leaned forward, my lips curling in a smirk. “So her father might not want her to do it, but I know damn well she’ll sue the hell out of you if her Daddy asks her to.”

This time they were speechless.

“You can expect to hear from my lawyer,” I said, beginning to walk away. Then something occurred to me, and I stopped in my tracks. “Unless…”

The eagerness with which the board pounced on that word nearly made my stomach turn. A few minutes ago they’d given me an off-ramp from my troubles—now that I was offering them one, they fell all over themselves to take it.

The older man started to speak but was quickly cut off. “Yes, Mr. Avery?” the older woman asked.

I looked at each of them in turn. “How well do you know Delta Rho’s leadership?”

They shared confused glances, not taking my meaning. Evidently they didn’t know everything—this particular piece of gossip had yet to penetrate the campus’s collective consciousness, I supposed.

I shouldn’t have been surprised that the young woman was the one to answer. “We’ve been in touch with Delta Rho’s representatives on several occasions,” she said, sounding a little defensive. “Sometimes issues need to be sorted out that go above the heads of local leadership. Delicate matters, you understand.”

I doubted there were many circumstances in Stillwell so delicate that Samantha Lowry couldn’t handle them. Mostly I suspected there were things the college’s leadership wanted to keep from the coeds, rather than involving them directly. It was almost refreshing to know that pissing contests weren’t exclusively a masculine pursuit.

“Good,” I said, fixing the younger woman with the full force of my gaze. “One of my girlfriends is having a problem with those people.”

She swallowed hard. “That would be Miss Lowry,” she said.

I nodded. “Bingo. I want you to make it go away.”

She stared at me in shock. “How the hell do you expect me to do that?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. You people are the schmoozers, not me. I’m sure you’ve earned a few favors from Delta Rho’s leadership for handling all those delicate matters, right? Cash one in. Or all of them, if you have to.”

She glanced over at her older accomplices, the way one of the younger pledges did with Samantha sometimes when they forgot a step in one of the sorority rituals. “Mr. Avery, I don’t even know if that’s something I can do…”

The older woman stepped in. “We can have a talk with them,” she said, her voice as tight as a drum. “Let them know that we’ve investigated the accusations against you and found them lacking.” Her gaze flickered to the man. “And then perhaps encourage them to come to the same conclusion where Miss Lowry is concerned.”

That sounded good to me. “Great. See that you do.”

The older woman’s mouth moved soundlessly for a moment. “Mr. Avery, you’re asking a lot of us—”

“No I’m not,” I shot back. “This is the least you can do for the sorority after everything you’ve put them through. I’m half-tempted to throw the book at you regardless, but I suppose I can convince Miss Lowry and the others to let bygones be bygones. Assuming you’re capable of resolving her difficulties.”

The woman swallowed hard. “And everything else said at this meeting will be forgotten?”

I rubbed my hands on my trouser legs, then straightened up to my full height. “When I walk out of this place with my diploma in my hand, I don’t intend to look back,” I told the group. “You make the last week of this semester easy for me—and for Samantha Lowry—and I don’t see any reason for things to get nasty.”

Her relief looked almost comical. “Alright, Mr. Avery. We’ll be in touch.”

As I turned to go, the door swung open. A harried looking Professor Kovarsky entered the meeting room, a packet of papers under her arm and a look on her face like a librarian about to scold a patron for their late checkout fees.

“Wait a moment!” the woman said, her voice reedy with strain. “This meeting isn’t over. I have documents to present!”

I froze in my tracks. “Hello, Professor. I didn’t realize you were invited to this.”

“I wasn’t,” she said with a smirk. “But someone has to stand up for what’s right. There’s been a grave miscarriage of justice on this campus, and I have the evidence to prove that the claims against Mr. Avery are fabricated. I’ve been keeping logs…”

She trailed off as the older woman waved a hand. “There’s no need, Professor. We’ve already dismissed those charges. Mr. Avery is free to go.”

Kovarsky blinked, her shoulders slumping slightly. “What?”

I didn’t laugh, but only out of respect for the film teacher. She’d have thought I was insulting her, not the situation. “It’s all been handled,” I explained. “Everything’s been cleared up, and I’m not in any trouble. We’ve come to an agreement.”

The disappointment was plain on her face. “Oh,” she said. “Damn.”

Together, we made our way out into the hall. Presumably my interrogators slipped out at some point, but they didn’t dare look at me and I had no desire to look at them. The only things I wanted from Stillwell University now were my diploma and an e-mail assuring me things with Samantha were handled.

“I’m surprised to see you here,” I told my film studies professor. “You’re just about the last person I would have expected to barge into this meeting to save me.”

A wry smile tugged at the corner of Kovarsky’s mouth. “How could I not defend the only student in my class who recognizes the artistry of both Battleship Potemkin and The Blair Witch Project?” She shook her head, chiding herself for her recklessness. “I was looking forward to tearing into their case, actually. Some of the higher-ups at this school have deserved a humbling for quite some time now.”

That sounded correct to me. “Well, I owe you one,” I told her. “Thanks.”

She waved it off. “I haven’t done anything to be thanked for,” she insisted. “Besides, we members of the indiscretion club have to stick together. They’ll pick us off one by one if we don’t.”

It took a few moments for the meaning of her words to sink in.

“What?” I blurted, unable to hide my surprise. “Professor, you’re not saying…?”

“You think you’re the first person on campus to engage in an illicit rendezvous or two? Don’t get me wrong, Mr. Avery, I’ve never taken liberties with any students in my classes. That would be against policy. But… let’s say you’re not the only one at Stillwell who’s led an unconventional life.”

I took a moment to pick my jaw up off the floor. “I never would have guessed,” I told her. “Professor, I had no idea.”

She laughed. “There’s a lot you don’t know about me, Mr. Avery. It has been interesting having you and Miss Ramsey in my class this semester.”

“The feeling is mutual,” I said.

As I turned to walk away, Kovarsky raised a hand. “By the way, your final essay was excellent. Technically, I’m not supposed to say this until the final results are posted online, but you’re the second-highest scoring student in my class this semester.”

I couldn’t help but grin at that. “I’m pretty sure I know who the first is.”

“Indeed you do,” she said. “I hope you won’t have any trouble with your other required courses. That dreadful woman. To think she’d spread those awful rumors…”

“I’m not worried about any of those,” I said, shaking my head. “It’s smooth sailing.” Something occurred to me then, and my mood shifted. “Actually, I’m more worried about your star student.”

“Miss Ramsey?” Kovarsky looked even more shocked than when she’d been told my charges had been dropped in her absence. “Dear me, what’s wrong with her?”

“Oh, she’s perfectly safe,” I said, seeing the look on Professor Kovarsky’s face. Doubtless she was thinking of Trevor and Cargo Pants. “It’s an issue with her father, actually. My boss. He wants her to come back to Boston at the end of the semester and stay there. He doesn’t think Stillwell is a safe environment for her any longer.”

Kovarsky nodded slowly. “Considering what she’s been through, I can almost see the logic in that. But surely retreating is tacitly admitting that the bastards won?”

I let out a shocked little laugh at her casual profanity. “I was thinking the exact same thing, actually. It feels wrong to pull her out after everything she’s been through. It’s like giving up.”

“Parents care deeply about their children’s safety,” Kovarsky said sagely. She pursed her lips in thought, then tapped a nail against her chin. “I truly would hate to see the campus lose such a promising student. Do you think it would help if I wrote Mr. Ramsey an e-mail? Called him, perhaps?”

Her suggestion caught me off-guard. Would that help things? I couldn’t imagine that a plea from one of Marcie’s teachers would do much to change Daniel’s mind.

But at the same time, I couldn’t see it doing much harm, either. And Kovarsky seemed so eager to help, especially after being denied her big hero moment during the meeting. Why not give her something to do that might make a difference?

Even something tiny might have an effect.

“It couldn’t hurt,” I told her. “I’d appreciate the help. I’m sure Marcie would, too.”

“In that case, I will.” Kovarsky looked me up and down, then extended a hand. “It’s been a pleasure, Mr. Avery. I hope this won’t be the last time we see each other.”

I took her hand and shook it. “I feel the same way,” I said, realizing with a start that I really did. Something told me I’d barely scratched the surface where this woman was concerned.

Yukiko, Samantha and Marcie were waiting for me in the student commons. The trio had commandeered a table near the vending machines and were clustered around Yukiko’s laptop when I approached. Their faces lit up when they saw me, then brightened even further when they saw my smile and knew I’d come out alright.

Samantha threw herself into my arms, ignoring the stares of some of the other students as she pressed her curves against me and kissed me hard. “You’re back!” she asked, her eyes sparkling. “How did it go?”

My hand went to the small of her back. “It was perfect,” I told her. “I’m off the hook.”

Yukiko rose from her seat with a relieved sigh. “Thank God,” she said, wrapping her arms around me in an embrace from the other side. “I mean, I knew you were going to crush it. But it’s so nice to actually hear it in person.”

“Elizabeth’s out of the picture,” I said. “I managed to put the school on the back foot pretty much from the jump. And I might have been able to get you a little help with Delta Rho, Samantha.”

The coed’s brows rose. “Wait, really?”

I sat down and told them the whole thing, Marcie’s fingers laced through mine as I recounted the meeting. All three of them listened intently, Yukiko mentally taking notes the whole time behind her eyes. All of them looked surprised when I brought up Kovarsky; Marcie agreed that having her film studies professor speak on her behalf couldn’t hurt but was unlikely to succeed.

What was more likely to bear fruit was my gambit with campus leadership and Delta Rho.

By the time I finished talking about that, Samantha was practically vibrating. “You think they’re telling the truth?” she asked, sounding like she scarcely dared believe it. “You think they can really get me off the hook with Delta Rho?”

“I don’t like the idea of Stillwell going to national leadership behind our backs,” Yukiko said with a frown. "It worries me to think of what sorts of things they might have been discussing without us."

"Agreed," Samantha said.

"That said, if we can use this to our advantage... I think we should." Yukiko set her jaw, gazing off into the distance like she was already staring Delta Rho's national leadership down. "I don't have any qualms about doing whatever we have to do to get Samantha out of trouble. She hasn't done anything wrong--she doesn't deserve to have her name dragged through the mud like this."

Samantha put a hand on her hip. "Damn, Kiki. It almost sounds like you like me or something."

Yukiko gave her a playful bump with her hip. "You wish, slut. Speaking of wishes..."

Her face grew serious. "What's wrong?" I asked.

"Nothing." Yukiko glanced away. "My parents finally got back to me. How does Friday night sound?"

All three women looked my way. "Is she talking about what I think she's talking about?" Samantha asked.

I nodded. "Dinner with the parents," I said, mentally dreading it. "We've got to pull the band-aid off sooner or later. If Kiki's coming with me to Boston at the end of the semester—”

"Which I am," she said, cutting me off with a firm look.

“—then we don't want it to blindside her folks. They've been... upset about the rumors surrounding their daughter. To put it mildly."

It really was an understatement. Yukiko's mother, I might have been able to bring around to my side—according to Kiki, she was a pretty open-minded woman. But her father…

Well. Her father was the worst kind of person for something like this. A serial cheater who'd abandoned his wife and wrecked his daughter's mental health in the process, I felt certain he couldn't see her hooking up with me as anything other than an elaborate way for Yukiko to get revenge. And the fact that she didn't feel the slightest bit of shame at being in a relationship as unconventional as ours threw his behavior into shocking contrast. It was like bringing an alcoholic to a sober party: their own shame and self-guilt would cause them to lash out, if nothing else.

If it were up to me, I'd just abscond with Yukiko in the middle of the night the way her father did to her mother. But she wanted to be better than that. And she hoped—maybe naively—that we could still have some kind of relationship with them after all this.

Maybe they could even come to the wedding.

Thinking about that made me think of something else I'd been putting off. "I can do Friday," I told Yukiko. "Get them to settle on a place and a time. Somewhere extra fancy wouldn't hurt."

"They'll try to insist on paying," she said matter-of-factly. "Don't let them. It's cultural."

"Hell, I wouldn't let them even if it wasn’t cultural," I said. "There's no way I'm letting them foot the bill for this. For any of it."

Yukiko nodded. "I'll have to get a dress before then," she said, running through her mental to-do list. "None of my Delta Rho outfits would be appropriate—they show far too much skin."

"I can help you with that," I said, already thinking of how fun it would be to dress Yukiko up in a few fancy outfits. Some just for the bedroom. "Maybe we can pick up a few other things while we're shopping?"

From the look on her face, I could tell she was thinking the same thing I was. "That would be fantastic, Jack," she said with a knowing smile.

"Great." I had another errand I wanted the two of us to run, but I wouldn't spring it on her until the time came. "Samantha, are you free this afternoon?"

None of the trio expected it. Marcie and Yukiko exchanged a confused look; Samantha's brow furrowed as she thought about what she still had to do today.

"I was planning to do a mock meeting with Lakshmi and the twins to help get me ready for the Zoom call with nationals," she said. "But I can put it off. If those jerks at Stillwell can do what they say they can, I might not even need it."

"Good," I said. "There's something I need your help with."

She exchanged a long, lingering look with Yukiko. "Is this a secret?"

"Kind of," I admitted. "Let's say it's something I don't want the whole campus knowing about just yet. Can you keep it under your hat, Samantha?"

The coed chuckled. "You know I'm no snitch, Daddy. My lips are sealed."

"Same," Yukiko agreed. "I'll see you tonight, babe?"

"Absolutely." I gave her a quick kiss, one that promised more later. "We should all have dinner. You, me, Sam and Marcie. Maybe get takeout and spend a night in."

"I do like your new place," Yukiko chuckled. "You free for that, Marcie?"

Marcie had been watching me nervously the whole conversation. It was clear there was something she wanted to say; she'd just been waiting for the right moment to say it.

"Um, yeah. That's fine," she said. "Totally cool. It's just..."

I turned to her. "Just what, babygirl?"

Marcie hesitated, her gaze flickering between me and her mentor like she couldn't decide which of us she was afraid of upsetting more. "The semester's almost over," she said, frowning deeply. "In a week, you're going to have your diploma. The board's going to approve you as CEO of Dad's company."

"I won't be heading back to Boston quite that fast," I told her. "There's still a few things I need to wrap up here in Stillwell before I head back home. So I won't be leaving for a few days after graduation. Maybe a week."

I wanted to get my full value out of that new penthouse, after all.

Marcie shook her head. "You're still leaving, Uncle Jack. You and Yukiko and Samantha. Maria and Tasha aren't going anywhere, because they've got jobs here, but—"

"I'm not staying in Boston," Samantha assured Marcie, draping an arm over her shoulder. "I'll spend winter break there with Jack and Kiki, but I'm coming back to Stillwell next semester. I still have two years to go before I graduate. And Delta Rho needs me. You need me," she added after a pause.

"It'll be long-distance for a bit," Yukiko said, cocking her head to the side. "But we'll make it work. We'll come and visit as often as we can, of course." Her eyes lit up. "In fact, maybe I can talk Jack into extending the lease on that penthouse. You and Samantha could be roommates, and we could swing by every weekend that we're not too busy. We could have lots of fun."

"That's just the thing," Marcie sighed. "Dad doesn't want me coming back to Stillwell next semester."

"I plan to have a talk with him about that," I told the coed. "Don't you worry, Marcie. I'm not going to let him take your education from you—"

"Maybe I should go back to Boston," Marcie said. "Maybe Dad is right."

Yukiko's eyes widened. "Sweetheart, where is this coming from?" she asked. "You love Stillwell. You love Delta Rho. You care about that sorority more than anyone other than Samantha—and sometimes I swear you give her a run for her money. You can't really be thinking of leaving, can you?"

"I don't know," Marcie said. She looked conflicted. "Dad is being totally controlling by trying to pull me out of school. But if Jack's leaving Stillwell, I'm not sure what I ought to do."

Samantha came over and gave her a hug. "Sweetheart, you don't have to figure all of this out today," she said, brushing a lock of hair out of the younger coed's face. "You've got plenty of time to decide what's right for you." She glanced over at me, a sly smile playing at the corner of her mouth. "I will say, though, that I'd be awfully lonely at Delta Rho next semester without my favorite pledge. Think of all the things we could do to drive Jack crazy while he's sitting in his office in that big, boring company..."

I was imagining it, too. Sam and Marcie sending me little videos from the penthouse every night, walking around in Delta Rho sweatshirts and nothing else. The two of them rubbing each other senseless over video calls while talking about how much they miss me, all with Yukiko bouncing up and down in my lap like my own personal sex toy. Dropping in on the weekend to turn the place into a hive of debauchery, with any sorority girls who wanted to join vetted by their president and trained to be eager little sluts...

Pace yourself, Jack, I thought. You'd better work on keeping things rock-solid with these three before you start bringing half the sorority into your bed.

Yet it was tempting. Damned tempting.

Marcie nibbled her bottom lip. "That could be a lot of fun, yeah," she panted, her thighs squeezing together. "If Jack's cool with it, that is?"

Both of them gave me looks no less eager than the school's disciplinary board when they heard I might withdraw my lawsuit threat. Except these girls wanted to submit to me in a completely different way.

Was I okay with that?

"The two of you living together?" I glanced at both of them, each of whom were trying to look more innocent than the other. "As long as the two of you keep each other out of trouble, I don't have a problem with it. Kiki?"

"There'd be a few ground rules," she said—ever the practical one. "No boys allowed, obviously."

Samantha let out a pssh noise. "Like I care about boys,” she purred, her fingers tracing lines through my shirt.

"And no girls staying overnight that we haven't all agreed upon beforehand," Yukiko added. "Marcie was a special case, obviously, but in the future, we need to be discriminating about who we play with. Jack's about to be the public face of a very powerful company."

"No bitches who can't keep their mouth shut. Got it," Samantha chuckled. "Honestly, Kiki, you wound me. I'm not trying to bang the entire pledge class of Delta Rho." She pulled Marcie a little closer, peering at me with heat. "Just this one. Daddy.”

"My two babygirls," I murmured, shaking my head in amazement. "You two are too much. Yes, Samantha, I'm alright with you shepherding Marcie through the remainder of her college life. The two of you can move into my penthouse—or even take the unit downstairs if you want it."

"Perfect," Samantha giggled. She wore a winner's grin, which almost made her look like the brat she'd been before she broke down and gave herself to me that night at the frathouse. "Don't worry, Daddy, we know how to be good girls. No drinking, no loud parties, no drugs—”

I stepped forward and took Samantha's chin in my hand.

The move was so unexpected that Yukiko and Marcie stiffened. Samantha did, too, but a second later her eyes rolled back in her head, her thighs squeezing together as she relaxed into my touch. I could feel hear heartbeat going nuts under my thumb and knew instinctively that I'd just made her so wet she was going to have a hard time thinking straight for a while.

"But don't you dare forget," I growled, running that thumb along the curve of her jaw. "You're mine, Samantha Lowry. You do anything with Marcie I don't approve of and you're going to be in for a world of hurt. And not the kind you like."

She smirked at that. "I would never," she whispered, looking at me with so much love it made my heart skip a beat. "You can trust me, Daddy. You can trust us.”

"We'd never do anything to jeopardize this," Marcie chimed in. "Sam and I... we like each other, sure. But we love you."

I knew that. I just liked to remind them of it every now and then.

"Damn, Daddy," Samantha growled as she slipped from my grip. "Why'd you have to get me all hot and bothered before you take me on this secret mission? Now whatever it is, there's no way I'm going to be able to concentrate on it."

"Somehow I doubt that," I told her. "And Marcie, sweetheart, we'll figure things out with your father. He'll come around. He already came around on Yukiko and Samantha."

"Came around might be a bit strong," Yukiko said, rolling her eyes. "But he's not going to stop Jack from becoming CEO. For right now, that's more than enough for me."

"Me too," I said.

We said our goodbyes and I made my way back to my car, Samantha following beside me like a loyal puppy. Why was it that casually reminding one of my girlfriends how dangerous I could be always blew out their mental circuit breakers and flipped all the switches marked 'submissive and breedable'? A mystery for the ages, I supposed.

"So," the blonde said as she slid into the passenger seat. "Are you going to tell me the surprise, or do I get to find out when we get there?"

"You'll see," I said, putting a hand on her thigh. The engine roared like a hungry lion as I pulled out of the parking lot. "I really do need your help, though, babygirl."

"Say the word, Daddy," she giggled, her eyes sparkling like diamonds. "I'm here, and I'm ready to do whatever you need."

Something told me this was going to be one hell of a fun trip.


Chapter Five


“I knew it,” Samantha said, grinning from ear to ear. “This is a shopping trip, isn’t it, Daddy?”

I cut the engine as I pulled into the parking space. We’d been driving for close to forty-five minutes now; since Stillwell was too small of a town to have much in the way of shops, I’d brought Samantha with me to nearby Pike’s Point to visit their outdoor mall. She’d figured out where we were headed long before now; her words were meant to tease me.

“Can’t get any proper shopping done in a town as small as Stillwell,” I told the coed, matching her jibe for jibe. “You ready to take a walk, babygirl?”

A chill hung in the air as we made our way past the rows of cars. Marcie hadn’t been lying about how little time we had before the end of the semester—in a little over a week, I’d be walking across the stage to accept my diploma. Winter was coming, like the famous book series said, and soon you wouldn’t just need a jacket to walk around out here but a thick winter coat.

Samantha shivered a little despite hers as we reached the main thoroughfare. The Pike’s Point Mall was a cobblestone lane with stores on either side, with decorative fountains and plants spaced at intervals. No one sat on the wrought-iron benches; the metal was far too cold for that. A big movie theater anchored the far end, with a number of food trucks clustered around an open area in the mall’s center.

We weren’t heading for either of those today.

“Not too many people here on a weekday,” Samantha observed as we walked.

“Half of these stores will be hanging Christmas lights soon. You think they’ll put a big tree in the middle of the mall, Daddy? With a star at the top?”

“I think you and I will be in Boston by then,” I told her with a smile. “I’ll take you and Yukiko to see whatever Christmas trees you want. The big ceremony on Beacon Hill’s supposed to be spectacular, though I’ve never been there myself.”

“That sounds lovely,” she said dreamily. “You, me, a couple cups of cocoa… Kiki setting up a photo-op for the new CEO of Ramsey Engineering…”

“Yeah, there’ll be business to take care of when I get back,” I told her, putting a hand just above the swell of her rear. “But there’ll be plenty of time for us to celebrate, too. That’s actually why I wanted you with me here today, Samantha.”

At the realization the surprise was near, the coed’s face lit up. “Show me,” she begged, giving my hand a squeeze. “I want to know what’s got the great Jackson Avery so worked up he can’t give his girlfriend a straight answer.”

At the next intersection I took a left-hand turn. I’d checked a map of this place beforehand and knew where to go. “It’s right here,” I said. “Shall we?”

In front of us stood a small jewelry store.

Samantha froze in her tracks, her eyes going as wide as saucers. “Oh,” she whispered, struck dumb by the sight. “Oh.”

The store didn’t look as fancy as most of the mall’s establishments, but I had it on good authority that it was the place I needed to be. A small sign next to the door listed the operating hours, along with the name Virago Vintage. Est 1986, apparently.

“Now you understand why I didn’t tell anyone else about this,” I said.

One of Samantha’s hands went to her chest. “Oh my gosh,” she whispered, her mind making the leaps of logic like steppingstones across a pond. “You’re buying a ring. You’re going to propose to Yukiko before you graduate…”

“I’m going to propose to Yukiko tonight,” I whispered, leaning in close and lowering my voice. “She’s going to have that engagement ring on her finger when we go and meet her parents. Assuming she says yes, of course.”

Samantha looked like she’d never been so offended. “As if!” she said, giving me a playful shove. “Oh my God, she’s going to be over the moon, Daddy! Holy shit, no wonder you wanted to keep it a secret!”

“I’m kind of a dummy when it comes to these things,” I admitted. “I didn’t know anything about rings when I proposed to Lauren—not that she cared much. Both of us were broke college kids back then.” I scrutinized the shop windows. “I want to do a better job this time. Get Yukiko something she’ll feel proud wearing.”

Emotion filled Samantha’s face, the way it always did when we talked about my first wife. “You could give her Lauren’s ring,” she whispered, like she was a little afraid to suggest it. “Some women wouldn’t go for that, but Kiki and I know how much she meant to you. I think she’d be touched by the gesture.”

“Maybe she would,” I said, a scratch in my throat. “But that’s not possible. Lauren still has it. I couldn’t bear to take it off her, not even when we buried her.”

Samantha was silent for a long moment. Tears formed in the corners of her eyes. “Oh Jack,” she whispered, her lips forming a tight little line as she tried not to cry. “Fuck, Daddy, that’s so romantic. You loved her so much, didn’t you?”

Now it was me trying not to cry. “Losing her almost broke me,” I confessed. “I… I don’t think I was really a full person again after she passed away. Not really.” I gazed into her eyes. “Not until I came to Stillwell. Not until I met you, Samantha.”

The blonde threw herself into my arms, hugging me tight. For a moment the two of us stood there, framed by the lights of the jewelry store, a study in mutual compassion. I missed Lauren—and I always would, even if Samantha, Yukiko and I stayed together for another forty years.

What made me more certain than anything that these girls were the right ones to spend the rest of my life was they missed her, too.

And they’d never even met her.

Samantha gave me a kiss, then slid out of my arms. “What about your wedding ring?” she asked, cocking an eyebrow. “Did you bury that, too?”

I shook my head. “I’ve still got it. It’s in my safe back at my place in Boston, along with some old legal documents and the .22 Lauren and I used to shoot beer bottles with back in Montana.” I paused. “I wore it for almost ten years after she passed. Sometimes I think I should still be wearing it.”

Samantha shook her head. “I don’t think your wife would have wanted you to torture yourself like that.”

“It shouldn’t have been torture,” I said, an unexpected surge of anger welling in my gut. “But when people see you wearing a wedding ring, they assume things. Questions get asked around the office, and then you’re the guy who’s still pining for his wife even though she died all the way back in the Bush administration. They treat you different. They don’t mean to, but they do.”

“I see.”

“I was at the doctor’s office,” I said, wincing at the memory. I should have dropped it, but now that the door was open, I couldn’t stop myself. “New patient, filling out all the paperwork. When I was done, I handed it up to the lady at the front desk. She looked it over, then she looked at my ring, and she told me—loud enough for the whole goddamn waiting room to hear—that I must have made a mistake. I’d checked the box that says ‘single’, she told me, but I was wearing a wedding ring.” I rubbed the back of my neck. “I think she thought I was one of those creeps who puts one on to try and pick up women.”

Samantha looked pissed. “It was none of her damn business.”

“It was embarrassing,” I said. “They apologized about a hundred times when I told them my wife was dead, but the damage was done. I never wanted to go through something like that again.” I frowned. “I was a coward.”

“No, you weren’t,” Samantha insisted. “The people around you were idiots.” She paused, her lips pursed in thought. “I think you should wear it.”

My brows rose. “Really?”

“On your other hand,” she said, taking mine in hers. “Or make it into a necklace and keep it over your heart. I know Yukiko wouldn’t mind—like I said, she can be a surprisingly sentimental girl.”

“All those rom-coms,” I chuckled, thinking of Yukiko’s tastes on movie nights.

“Absolutely,” Samantha laughed. “Neither of us want you to forget her, Jack. I’m sure Marcie doesn’t, either.” She gave me a gentle nudge, grinning. “Or Maria and Tasha, for that matter.”

“They’re not in this thing the same way you three are,” I said. “They might be, eventually, but right now I don’t know about dumping all that trauma on them. It wouldn’t be fair to either of them.”

A strange smile spread across Samantha’s face. “I think they’re a little more committed than you realize,” she said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “But you don’t have to do anything you’re not comfortable with, Daddy. You can tell them when and if you think they’re ready.” She glanced up at the shop. “Okay. Let’s go get Yukiko an engagement ring that’ll blow her mind.”

A little bell tinkled as we stepped into the store. Virago had a bohemian flair, with an atmosphere that felt more like a chic small business than a sterile corporate showroom. Thick tapestries with a nature theme covered the walls, and incense with the scent of sandalwood burned in a little holder in the corner. Rows of glass cases ran along the edges of the room, filled with necklaces and rings and luxury wristwatches. A vintage Omega dive watch among the latter caught my eye right up until I remembered I was here to shop for Yukiko, not myself.

A blonde saleswoman, about my age, stepped out from the back. “Mr. Avery,” she said, smiling like the two of us were old friends. Her outfit matched the décor; it was almost too cool for Stillwell. “It’s so good to see you. Exciting day, hmm?”

Samantha gave me a confused look. “How does she know your name?”

“I made an appointment,” I lied. “You’re Willow, right?”

Willow immediately understood. “Yes, Mr. Avery. We spoke on the phone.” She glanced over at my companion. “You must be Samantha?”

“Yes. I’m here to help,” Samantha said with a smile.

Willow chuckled. “That’s wonderful. If both of you would like to have a seat by this case, I’ve taken the liberty of picking out a few pieces I believe your bride-to-be would be exceedingly thrilled by…”

The saleswoman had set out a couple of comfortable-looking chairs, along with a small carafe of spring water. As I led Samantha to one of the seats, my hand on her lower back, Willow leaned over and smiled.

That was close, I thought, winking back.

Samantha had already forgotten the awkwardness. “Oh wow,” she whispered, settling into the seat. “Daddy, these are gorgeous!”

She wasn’t lying. This jewelry store might not have been the largest in the mall, but it had a selection that couldn’t be beaten. Gems sparkled in their settings as I cast my gaze up and down the line, peering at the potential engagement rings.

Samantha leaned in close, practically pressing her face against the glass. “What about that one?” she asked, pointing at a white gold ring in the back row. Tiny diamonds studded the band, with a larger one in the center. “It looks very 70’s. I like it.”

“It does,” I agreed. “Can we see that one?”

“Your daughter has excellent taste,” Willow said with a sly smile. “This piece actually dates back to the 1960’s, not the 70’s. Statement jewelry was very popular during that era—though this ring is less ostentatious than the norm…”

Samantha was no longer listening. She’d turned red as a beet. She’d been so enchanted by the jewelry that she’d let the D-word slip from her lips in public, and now the saleswoman assumed I was her father.

Or at least that’s what Willow wanted Samantha to think.

I gave the owner a quick frown. A little bit of joking around was fine, but I didn’t want Samantha to actually get upset. Not today.

She held the ring out to Samantha and nodded. “Why don’t you try it on? Show Mr. Avery what it looks like on a finger, instead of a box.”

Samantha lifted the ring hesitantly. She slipped the ring onto her finger; her eyes fixed not on the diamond but on me as she gently pushed the band down her digit. I knew she was trying not to, but there was no way a girl like her could do this and not think about what it would look like to have me propose to her.

To be wearing my ring for real.

The ring made it almost all the way down before catching. “It’s a little tight,” she whispered, a wrinkle forming in her forehead. “Does it look nice, Jack?”

“It’s beautiful,” I said, my eyes still on her.

This time, Samantha’s blush had nothing to do with the D-word.

Before she could say anything else, Willow took back the ring. “Interesting,” she said, eyeing the band intently.

With a flourish she produced a long, notched instrument like a small tree branch, covered in fuzzy green fabric. She slid the ring down it like a finger, stopping only when the base grew wide enough that it couldn’t fall any further.

She glanced from the device—some kind of measuring stick—to Samantha’s hand. “I’d say your ring finger is slightly below a size ten,” she said, holding up the stick with a matter-of-fact tone. “Maybe nine and three-quarters.”

“Like that train station from Harry Potter,” Samantha mused. “God, it would be funny if that turned out to be Yukiko’s ring size. She loves those movies.”

“Would you like to model a few more for Mr. Avery?” Willow asked, dropping the father routine completely. “There are a variety of styles available. Some of these items date all the way back to the 1930’s—others are just a few years old. If none of these please you, I have more in the back.”

“More?” Samantha’s eyes widened. “There are already so many!”

“We have a surprisingly deep catalog,” Willow said with relish. “A great many of our customers are surprised by how well we manage to match their desires.”

For the next thirty minutes or so, we did just that. Samantha tried on a dozen more rings, most of which fit her to a greater or lesser degree. Willow brought out her measuring stick a couple more times when Samantha wasn’t paying very much attention, but she was careful not to let the coed see it too often.

Finally, we found one that Samantha couldn’t keep her eyes off of. The ring was a fucking showstopper—brilliantly cut, the jewel at the center sparkling like the skylines of the European cities we’d promised to go and visit once life quieted down a bit. The band was sleek platinum without a lot of ornamentation, but that diamond… well. It screamed class.

And yet it wasn’t some gaudy monstrosity, either. It looked expensive, of course, and beautiful, but the simpler setting gave it a practicality that made me think of Yukiko’s infamous premises. The ring was her, pure and simple: fierce, gorgeous and utterly irreplaceable.

I looked at that ring and I could imagine sliding it onto her finger. I could picture the look in her eyes when she saw it, and the joy on her face when she said yes.

“That’s the one,” I said. The words almost came out as a growl.

Samantha glanced down at the jewel, then slowly nodded. “Yeah. This is definitely the real deal.” She took the ring and slid it down her own finger, a wistful expression stealing over her features. “It’s a little snug on me. But I guess it’s not for me, is it?”

“Babygirl,” I whispered, letting the saleswoman think whatever she wanted. “You know how I feel about you.”

The look only lasted for a moment. “Oh, I’m fine,” Samantha said, laughing it off. “Yukiko’s going to love it, Jack. But wait…” She stiffened in her seat. “Do you know Kiki’s size? What if the ring doesn’t fit?”

“I already gave them to Willow,” I lied, sharing a nod with the proprietress. “Over the phone.”

“I can resize very quickly,” Willow said. “And the one you’ve chosen is very close to the right size for your bride-to-be. I can have it ready for you later tonight.”

A sly look entered Samantha’s face. “Jackson Avery! How did you manage to get Yukiko’s size without her knowing?”

“I have my ways,” I said with a chuckle. “Or maybe it’s magic?”

“More like you snuck one of her rings out of her jewelry box and had someone measure it,” Samantha said, her eyes narrowing. “Or you had Marcie do it, so she wouldn’t suspect! Oh, you clever dog!”

I shrugged. “I can neither confirm nor deny,” I said.

The price came out to be… well, the less said about that the better. It didn’t break my bank, though it certainly bruised it. Good thing I was getting a promotion in the near future. Weddings weren’t cheap: and neither were white picket fences. Or baby strollers.

As Willow packed away the ring, she leaned in close and dropped her voice to a whisper. “I got everything I need, Mr. Avery,” she said, the corner of her mouth curling with mischief. “I assume you’ll be back in a couple of hours?”

“I will,” I said, checking over my shoulder to make sure Samantha didn’t hear. “Once I drop her off. Thank you, by the way.”

She brushed me off. “I enjoy the skullduggery,” she said. “And it’s never a burden to help a man in love.”

At that, I could only agree.

When Samantha and I got back to the McLaren, I cut the engine on remotely and took my phone out of my pocket. “Babygirl, go get yourself comfortable,” I told Samantha, pointing at the vehicle. “I’ve got to make a quick phone call.”

To her credit, she was suspicious. “Everything alright?”

I nodded. “Just something I forgot. One of our many problems.”

Samantha looked like she was on the verge of asking another question, then she shrugged. “Sure thing. I’ll wait for you in the car.”

“Thanks.” I was already dialing.

“Don’t make me wait too long, Daddy,” the coed purred. “You got me all keyed up back at the student commons. I consider that hand around my throat a promise. You’d better make good on it before you drop me off back at the condo…”

Once Samantha was inside with the windows up and the radio on, I finished dialing. The phone rang twice, then connected with a click.

“How’d it go?” The voice on the other end was Yukiko.

I turned away so Samantha couldn’t read my lips. “I almost had my fucking cover blown,” I said, laughing at the memory. “The lady who owns the place used my name in front of Samantha before I could introduce myself. I had to think fast.”

“Sounds like a real secret agent mission,” Yukiko said. I could hear her smile on the other end of the line. “Did Samantha suspect anything else?”

“Nope. Willow got her measurements without her picking up on it. She’s going to do the resizing now, and I’ll swing by and pick them up before dinner.”

Yukiko laughed. “All three of them?”

“Yeah,” I said. “She gave me a bit of ribbing about that. Sam let a Daddy slip out when she was browsing the rings, and she decided to pretend she thought Samantha Lowry was my freaking daughter.”

This time Yukiko cackled. “Oh wow! I wish I could have been there. But I guess I did get to visit…”

“I don’t like lying to Samantha,” I said. “Not even for this. I probably should have just brought both of you to this place, instead of taking you the other night and her today.”

“Nonsense,” Yukiko said. “I can’t wait to see the look on Samantha’s face when she sees the ring I picked out for her.” She paused, and when she spoke again her voice sounded even more excited. “What did she end up picking out for me?”

It took an effort to keep from rolling my eyes. “You know, some women like to be surprised by their ring and their wedding proposal.”

“I’m not most women,” Yukiko said, as matter-of-fact as ever. “And don’t worry, Jack. Both of us know I’m going to bawl like a baby the second you get down on one knee and pull out that little velvet box, whether I know it’s coming or not.”

I had little doubt on that score. “And you’re sure Marcie has no idea?” I asked.

“Of course not,” Yukiko said. “She doesn’t suspect a thing.”

I shook my head. “This whole idea was crazy,” I muttered. “Letting you pick out Samantha and Marcie’s rings, then tricking Samantha into thinking I’m going to surprise you with the ring she picked out…”

“We agreed that we want them to have rings,” Yukiko said. I could almost hear her shrug. “The law is one thing—love is quite another. I want both of them to feel like they’re equal partners in this, not mistresses. I know you do, too.”

I nodded before I remembered Yukiko couldn’t see me. “It spoiled the surprise for you, though. You and I cooked this whole thing up together, so there was no way to keep you from knowing about the rings and the proposal. It couldn’t be a secret.”

“Sweetheart,” Yukiko said. “As far as you, me, and God are concerned, both Samantha and Marcie are going to be your wives. Or your life-long romantic partners, if you consider the whole thing sacrilegious. But the only thing the world is going to see is my name on the dotted line. I’ll be Yukiko Avery, not Yukiko Tanaka. That gives me some privileges over your other partners, whether I want those privileges or not.” She paused, and I could hear her smile. “The very least I could do for Samantha and Marcie is to let them have the romantic surprise instead of me.”

I was smiling, too. “You really are one hell of a woman,” I said.

“Good, because you’re one hell of a man,” she retorted. “Now get Samantha back to Stillwell so she doesn’t figure out what you’re planning. And if she blows you on the way, I want to hear all about it later.”

God damn. “Yes, ma’am. You know, Mrs. Avery sounds pretty good on you.”

“I’ve been saying it to myself since the night I met you,” Yukiko admitted. “Hurry home, Jack.”

“I’ll be back soon,” I promised.

We hung up.

“Everything okay?” Samantha asked as I got into the car.

I buckled my seatbelt and shifted out of park. “It’s perfect. You ready to go—”

Samantha put her hand on my thigh.

“Let’s roll, Daddy,” the blonde purred, nibbling her bottom lip. “Kiki’s not going to know what hit her.” She leaned in close, pressing her mouth to my ear. “You mind if I blow off a little steam on the way? Shopping for rings is so romantic—it’s got me all hot and bothered. Like bridesmaids at a wedding…”

I grinned. “Absolutely. Let’s drive.”

We tore out of the parking lot and into the future.


Chapter Six


After dropping Samantha back off at the Delta Rho sorority house, I made a U-turn with the McLaren and drove the forty-five minutes back to Pike’s Point. Driving back the exact way I’d just come wasn’t ideal, but I needed those rings—and I needed them fast. The proprietor at Virago assured me she could get them resized in time.

I was just pulling into the parking lot of the Pike’s Point Mall when my phone buzzed with a text from Samantha. Reservation confirmed at Gabrielle’s, Daddy, she wrote, punctuating the message with an emoji of a tongue and the little purple devil with horns. 7:30. You going to make it in time?

I’m on it, I texted back, sliding out of the McLaren. Kiki and Marcie know?

Three dots appeared at the bottom of the message chain. They’re both in the loop. We’re going to Uber up there. You think you can give us a ride home after?

In this case, home meant my new penthouse. God, I loved that.

Consider it done, I texted back. See you soon.

Samantha sent me back an emoji of a kiss.

The proprietress of Virago Vintage had the rings ready, just as I’d hoped. She’d already worked on Marcie’s, and now that she had Samantha’s measurements and both rings for the two coeds, she’d started working as soon as we left. Work at that speed didn’t come cheap, but any amount was a small price to pay to lock these girls down for the long haul.

Samantha’s reservation gave me just enough time to swing by the condo and change. After a quick shave, a splash of cologne, and a final glance in the mirror to make sure I didn’t have anything out of place, I was ready to hit Gabrielle’s and meet the three women who’d given their hearts to me for the dinner that would change our lives forever. Confident. In control.

Okay, I admit it. I was nervous as hell.

I’d been nervous before I proposed to Lauren too, I reminded myself. Even with a little liquid courage in my system, I’d barely been able to get the words out properly—not that it had mattered. She’d been so eager to become Mrs. Jackson Avery that she would’ve said yes if I’d proposed to her with a blade of grass around her finger.

Deep down, I knew Yukiko felt the same way about me Lauren had. Samantha too—and Marcie, even though the two of us hadn’t had a lot of time to work out the feelings we’d kept buried my entire time at Stillwell. But knowing it in an academic sense was one thing. Putting it to the test was quite another.

It’s not your first rodeo, Jack, I reminded myself as I set the rings on the counter. All three of them looked gorgeous; collectively, they cost almost as much as my car.

The women they were going to be given to were worth every penny.

I could do this. I would do this.

A giddy feeling stole over me the whole drive to Gabrielle’s. The place was packed by the time I got there, which made me glad I’d had the girls take a rideshare to the restaurant—the last thing we needed was to have to navigate tonight with a second car in the equation. The Matre’d showed me to our table. Thanks to Samantha’s connections we’d secured a good one, tucked away in the back with a little privacy from the crowd.

The trio were already waiting for me. When I rounded the corner and saw them waiting for me, my heart nearly skipped a beat.

Even after all this time, the sight of them could leave me frozen in my tracks.

Yukiko had her side of the booth all to herself—she clearly had pride of place, the seat next to her reserved for me whenever I arrived. She’d done herself up to the nines, in a sleek red halter dress cut with no back, the front held up by two pieces of tight fabric across her neck that resembled some fashion designer’s idea of a fetish collar. Gold trim ran down both sides of her bust, and she had a pair of white chopsticks crisscrossed through her up-do.

Samantha’s little black dress was almost criminally tiny, hugging her curves like a second skin. Only Marcie—the girl I’d thought of as so sweet and innocent until a few days ago—had put covering herself up over flaunting her body, but the sleeveless pink gown she had on still showed enough skin to make me think of Delta Rho’s Halloween parties.

The three of them were laughing and giggling like the best of friends, like they’d been at this for a hell of a lot longer than just a single college semester. For a moment I just stared at them from a distance, basking in how natural and at home the three of them seemed in each other’s company. How could a trio of women that beautiful and independent share me so effortlessly?

I was still wondering when Marcie’s eye flickered over and saw me. A nervous look stole over her as she squeezed Samantha’s thigh, gesturing at me with her chin.

No sense in hiding now, I told myself.

“Hello, girls,” I said, sliding into my seat. Yukiko moved over to make room for me, then pressed herself as tightly against my body as she could get away with in public. “How’s everybody doing tonight?”

“Better now,” Samantha purred, looking me up and down. “How the heck did you get cleaned up so fast, Daddy? I barely had time to change after you dropped me off.” She paused, grinning. “You look great, by the way.”

“I made it right under the wire,” I confessed. “And you three make me look like I’m slumming it by comparison. Every guy in this restaurant’s staring at you.”

“Let them stare,” Yukiko murmured, taking a sip from her wineglass. “I ordered you a drink, by the way. Did everything go okay this afternoon?”

That last part was almost giving the game away. “Everything’s great,” I said, taking a sip from the glass at my seat. “I’ve seen you and Samantha today, but this is the first I’m getting to hang out with Marcie. How are you doing, babygirl?”

Marcie blushed cutely, her fingers fidgeting with her wine glass. “I’m great,” she said, glancing over at Samantha. “Actually, I’m really great, Uncle Jack. If I’d known this was going to be so wonderful, I would’ve done it a long time ago.”

“We’re so happy to have you with us,” Samantha purred. She found Marcie’s hand under the table and squeezed it. “You fit in perfectly, Marcie. It’s like you were always meant to be part of this.”

“Hear hear,” Yukiko said. She leaned over and winked at me. “With the school off our backs and Elizabeth Baines out of the picture, I’m starting to believe we might actually end the semester on a high note.” She took another dainty sip. “Now we just have to deal with my parents…”

“They’ll come around,” Samantha assured her bestie. “See if they won’t.”

“Especially once they meet Jack,” Marcie said.

Just then, the waitress came and took our orders. I swore she walked with a little extra sway in her step as she made her way back to the kitchen—side-effects of waiting on a table with so many attractive people sitting at it, I guess. The tension in the room thickened as Yukiko’s fingers traced circles on my thigh, moving closer and closer to the bulge in my pants with each passing minute. Her and Samantha kept giving me little glances, secretive smiles written across their faces. The former knew what was coming tonight; the latter only thought she did. Gonna be a big surprise, I told myself.

Only Marcie, bless her heart, remained clueless. Her nerves meant she drank her wine a lot faster than the rest of us, and by the time the food came her cheeks were as red and ruddy as apples.

Dinner was a blur. I’m sure it was delicious, but I don’t think I tasted a single bite of it. I laughed with my women and flirted with them shamelessly, but the rings tucked into my jacket pocket were never far from my mind. Even when Samantha made a lewd joke about Marcie’s dress that made her nearly spit wine all over the table, my mind went to the event I’d been planning rather than the celebration that would likely happen afterwards.

Yukiko noticed. “You alright over there?” she whispered at one point, sizing me up with her dark eyes.

“Great,” I murmured back, keeping my cool. “I’m just excited.”

Yukiko squeezed my hand beneath the table. “Me too,” she said, her voice almost girlish. “I can’t wait for dessert. Or… did you have something planned after dinner, maybe?”

Fuck. It was hard to hold back with goddesses like these at my beck and call. “Wouldn’t you like to know?” I teased. “Just relax and enjoy yourself, sweetheart. You look way too pretty tonight to be this worried.”

Yukiko grinned at that. “I’m not worried at all,” she promised. “But you’re so right, Jack. You’re in charge. I’m just going to smile and look good. I think I deserve to relax for one night, right?”

I slid a hand between her legs and gave her inner thigh a squeeze. “Absolutely.”

As the waitress cleared away our dessert dishes, I decided it was now or never. “It’s a beautiful night tonight,” I said, nodding in the direction of the restaurant’s big front windows. “How about we take a walk along the canal?”

I kept my voice casual but inside, my pulse raced. I knew what would happen during that walk—and so did two-thirds of the women with me.

The tension between us, which had been deflating the whole meal, now ratcheted right back up. Samantha nibbled her bottom lip, her brilliant eyes sparkling, while Yukiko leaned against me with a happy sigh, like she was already saying yes to me in her mind. Only Marcie looked like she was honestly considering the question.

“That sounds absolutely perfect,” Yukiko purred. “Let’s do it.”

“I’m in,” Samantha agreed. “You’re coming with us, right, Marcie?”

Marcie frowned. “You’re my ride. I’m not going anywhere.” Slowly her gaze traveled between each of us, taking note of the giddy looks on her fellow besties’ faces. “Is everything okay?”

“Couldn’t be better,” Yukiko whispered, checking her lipstick in her pocket mirror. “Shall we?”

We paid the bill and stepped out into the cool night air. Gabrielle’s was located so close to the canal that ran through the heart of Stillwell that someone sitting on the outdoor patio during brunch could reach out and touch one of the many morning joggers who used the path to exercise. At this time of the evening there were only a few people out and about. A couple shot us glances as we passed, but no one commented on the single man taking three beautiful young women half his age on an evening stroll.

We walked in pairs, Yukiko’s arm looped through mine while Marcie and Samantha followed just behind, their giggles and whispers carrying on the breeze. Every time a chilly blast of wind blew across the water Yukiko pressed herself against me tighter, resting her head against my shoulder.

“This is so nice,” she whispered. “I’m trembling, Jack.”

“I should have brought you a jacket,” I said.

She shot me a look. “It has nothing to do with the cold and you know it,” she said, her eyes intense and a smile playing on her lips. “I love you. I really do.”

“Me too,” I whispered, giving her a little kiss on the forehead. “Not long now.”

Another few minutes of walking and we reached our destination. It was perfect: a wooden deck jutting out over the canal, forming an observation platform that fishermen sometimes used to cast their lines. I’d scouted it out weeks ago, making sure that we’d have the place to ourselves. Out here the sounds of city traffic faded away, swallowed by the gentle burbling of running water against the boards. The night was clear, the canal sparkling with the reflections of thousands of stars.

I led Yukiko near the edge, Samantha and Marcie just behind. When I turned, reaching into my pocket, I saw streams of tears already running down Yukiko’s cheeks.

She did say she wasn’t going to make it to me opening the box, I thought. I guess she really did mean that.

“Yukiko,” I said, my voice low but steady.

The note in it was the same that sounded at the beginning of any proposal in a Hollywood movie. Hearing it, all three of the girls knew exactly what I intended. Marcie gasped; Samantha let out a girlish squeal of glee. Yukiko clasped her hands over her mouth, choking back a sob as she stared at me with so much love my heart melted.

“I love you, sweetheart,” I told her, meaning every word. “You’re the center of my world. I can’t imagine doing life without you—and I don’t ever want to imagine it. You’re fierce, loyal, and kind. You’ve seen me at my absolute worst and didn’t even flinch, because you knew I could come back from it.”

Behind us, I could hear Marcie and Samantha crying.

“I never thought I’d meet a woman like you,” I told her. “I didn’t think women like you existed, honey. I wasn’t lying when I said I wanted to wake up every morning seeing your face for the rest of my life. And no matter what else happens with this crazy, unconventional life the two of us are building, that’s never going to change. Because you mean everything to me, Kiki.”

Yukiko gasped as I dropped to one knee and pulled the ring from my pocket. The little moan she let out when I opened it and the diamond caught the moonlight let me know Samantha and I made a very good decision at the jewelers.

“Make me the happiest man in the world,” I asked, looking up into her eyes. “Yukiko, will you marry me?”

She could barely speak. Her lips formed a tight little line as tears spilled down her cheeks. She tried to get out a word, sobbed, then nodded.

“Yes,” she whispered.

“You will?” I asked, my heart jumping into my throat.

“Yes,” Yukiko said, recovering as she threw herself into my arms. “Yes, Jack! Oh my God, yes, yes, a thousand times yes…!”

Relief washed over me like a dam bursting. I pulled Yukiko’s mouth to mine, her lips crashing against me as her body trembled with joy. I wiped away some of her tears as she recovered, her sobs turning to giggles as the full force of what had just happened sunk in.

“I love you,” Yukiko whispered, trying to master herself. For once, my ultra-pragmatic girlfriend was too emotional for words.

Not my girlfriend, I realized. My fiancée. The future Mrs. Jackson Avery…

The sound of applause made me turn. Samantha and Marcie stood a short distance away, clapping for us both as they blinked away happy tears.

“Congratulations, Daddy,” Samantha said. She managed to bury her feelings at watching this happen to someone else so deeply that I don’t think even Yukiko noticed them. “You two deserve it. You’re going to be very, very happy together…”

I shared a look with Yukiko. After a moment, my fiancée nodded.

“Go for it,” Kiki whispered, giving my ass a squeeze.

Samantha frowned, her brows furrowing together. “Go for what?” she asked.

I stepped forward, grinning. “I’m not done yet,” I said, reaching into my jacket.

The shock of it hit Samantha Lowry like a blow. I’d literally never seen her so thrown off of her game before—when she realized what I was about to do, she nearly toppled over and went tumbling into the canal. I think she might have if Marcie wasn’t there to put a hand around her waist and help hold her up.

“Samantha,” I said. There was something that sounded even more right than that, so I decided to be bold. “Babygirl. I was dead before I met you.”

“Oh my God, Daddy,” Samantha sobbed, her hands over her mouth.

“Not physically, but on the inside,” I said. “The first time I saw you, something woke up inside of me that was asleep for almost twenty years. When you pulled me into that sorority house bathroom you might not have thought you were saving a man’s life, but you were. I… I cannot believe how lucky I am that a woman like you loves me.”

“I feel the same way,” Samantha whimpered, leaning on Marcie. “Oh fuck I love you so much, Daddy…”

I nodded. “The law says I can’t do this,” I told her, opening the ring box. “But my heart says something different. I can’t put you on the dotted line, babygirl—but that doesn’t change anything. That doesn’t change the way I feel about you. The way I’m always going to feel. In every sense of the word except that, you’re going to be my wife in every fucking way that matters. I want you with me. With us. Always.”

I slid to one knee.

“Will you marry me, babygirl?”

Samantha froze, her mouth open, then let out a shaky laugh. “You mean it?” she whispered, her voice barely hanging on. She glanced over at Yukiko, who was nodding with a smile. “But Kiki—”

“Is going to be Mrs. Jackson Avery,” I said. “But you and I know the truth. You’re my wife just as much as she is. If you’ll say yes, that is, babygirl—”

It was as far as I got.

Samantha kissed me, hard, pulling me to my feet. “Yes,” she panted, breaking the kiss with a feverish look in her eyes. “Fuck yes, Daddy. And fuck yes, Yukiko!”

Yukiko stepped up next to me with a smirk. “You don’t need to ask my permission, but I appreciate it,” Kiki purred, putting a hand on Samantha’s shoulder. “You really didn’t see it coming, Sam?”

The blonde shook her head as she slid my ring onto her finger. “I had no clue! When Jack took me shopping for your ring, I figured…” She trailed off as the pieces clicked together, her eyes glancing down at her fingers as she remembered Kate and her ‘nine and three-quarters’ finger measurement. “You clever bitch!”

“Guilty as charged,” Yukiko said.

“I know that had to be your plan,” Samantha giggled. “Oh fuck, I’m going to have so much fun being your co-wife. Sister wife? What the hell do we call each other, once we tie the knot?”

“We’ll figure something out,” Yukiko said with a shrug. “We’ll have time.”

Marcie looked like she couldn’t believe what she was seeing. “Wow,” the coed whispered, shaking her head in amazement. “That’s so awesome, Sam! I guess I’m going to have to get used to you having two wives, Jack…”

I turned to Marcie, reaching into my pocket.

“No,” the coed gasped, tears springing to her eyes. “No! Jack, you didn’t…!”

This time, I had two of the most beautiful women I’d ever met flanking me. My voice was softer, less commanding, but no less heartfelt. “Babygirl,” I said, the word somehow sounding completely different than when I used it with Samantha. “You are my heart. I know the two of us haven’t had a ton of time together to get used to the way things are now. But this is real. I love you, I care about you, and I don’t care who knows it.”

“Jack,” Marcie said. “My father—”

“I’ll handle him,” I promised. “I can handle anything, babygirl, as long as I’ve got you by my side.” I sank to one knee, pulling out the ring Yukiko and I picked out in secret. “You won’t be any different than Samantha or Kiki, no matter what the law says. You’ll be my wife, honey. Marry me.”

Marcie hesitated for only a moment. “Jack…” she whispered, voice trembling. “There’s something I want to say.”

I waited. “Of course, babygirl,” I said, my heart in my throat.

Marcie took a second to compose herself. “I love you. I’ve loved you for so long, and I didn’t even know. When you say that Samantha brought you back to life the night the two of you hooked up… I guess that goes the same for that night at Elizabeth Baines’s house. It hit me all at once that it was you, that it was always you, and that I was a total fucking idiot for not realizing it sooner…”

“It couldn’t have been much sooner, babygirl,” I told her. “Both of us know I’m not that kind of man. I’m into grown women, even if they are a little younger than me sometimes.”

Marcie nodded. “I know. I should have paid more attention, Jack. All that time you were suffering, I didn’t even realize it. You shouldn’t even have had to come to Stillwell in the first place—I should have come to you when I was old enough and told you how I felt...”

“If you’d done that, then Jack never would have met us,” Samantha said with a smile. “And I’d never have met Daddy. And I might not ever be able to forgive you for that, Marcie.”

That made Marcie laugh. “I just wanted to say it,” she whispered. “And also, that I freaking adore you. And that I will absolutely marry you!”

I pulled Marcie into my arms, sliding the ring onto her finger as she sobbed and kissed me. Samantha and Yukiko piled on, the four of us tangled in a tearful, joyful embrace beneath the stars. I was glad we’d gotten to do it this way: quiet and private, without any big drama. All four of us knew what we wanted. Why wait?

Yukiko broke away first, one thigh sliding up and down against the side of my leg as she kissed me. “Take me home, Jack,” she purred. “Back to the penthouse. I’ve got a surprise for you, too.”

A surprise? I cocked an eyebrow—if Yukiko had been planning something, she’d managed to hide it not just from me but from her fellow sorority sisters as well.

“I,” Yukiko whispered, licking her lips, “am ovulating.”

I blinked. “But sweetheart, you’re—”

I looked. And then saw. Yukiko’s dress was sleeveless as well as backless, and right along the underside of her arm near her shoulder was a tiny adhesive bandage, the same shade as her skin. She’d removed her implant.

My mouth went dry.

“Kiki,” I groaned, my voice rough. “What’s this?”

For once, there was nothing practical about the way my future wife looked at me. Yukiko’s eyes shone feverishly as she bit her bottom lip, her body trembling against mine. “We broke all the other rules,” she said, her voice thick with need. “Why not this one, too? I won’t be showing by the time we’re at the altar—no one needs to know. And I’m ready. I want this.”

My heart skipped a beat as the full impact of her statement hit me. “We do have a habit of doing things out of order,” I grunted.

Yukiko smiled. “I’m so fucking fertile right now,” she panted, her tongue slowly working around her lips as she ground herself against me. “I want you to get me pregnant tonight, Jackson Avery. I need your cum inside me, filling me up, making me yours for-fucking-ever. I want to walk down the aisle grinning because I know the wedding is just a formality—that you’ve already claimed me in every way that matters.” She batted her eyelashes up at me, wild with lust. “Please? I promise, for the rest of our lives I will be the most pragmatic, practical wife you could ask for. But tonight I want to have some risky fucking sex with the man I’m going to marry. I need it.”

I groaned, my cock going as hard as a girder. “Alright,” I growled, letting a hand slide to her ass. “Consider it an early wedding present.”

She went up on tiptoe and kissed me. “I’m not going to waste a single second of our lives together,” she promised. “I love you, Jack.”

“I love you, too,” I said.

Samantha giggled, pulling Marcie close. “You hear that? Jack’s gonna knock his fiancée up tonight. You wanna watch?”

Marcie’s eyes were wide, her cheeks flushed with more than just the alcohol and the high of my proposal. “Yeah,” she panted, her tone telling me just how turned on she was. “Yeah, I’m down for that. Maybe even a little more than that…”

The rest could wait for later. Right now, I had a future wife who needed me.

And some celebrating to do.


Chapter Seven


We made it back to the penthouse in the blink of an eye.

Okay, it wasn’t literally a blink, but it sure felt like it. After hearing what Yukiko really wanted from me, no straight man with blood in his veins could have stopped himself from bringing his harem of soon-to-be wives home right away to celebrate their upcoming nuptials. I don’t think the Stillwell Police Department could have slowed me down if they’d tried to pull me over. Even a SWAT team might have been insufficient.

Yukiko didn’t take her hands off me the whole drive. In the backseat, Samantha and Marcie made out like they were on fire, a tangle of limbs and lips and pale, supple flesh glimpsed in the rear-view mirror. They couldn’t wait—and why should they?

Yukiko noticed. “Save some for Jack,” she purred, laughing as she lifted her lips from my neck. “I doubt he’s going to be satisfied with just one of us tonight.”

Samantha let out a lusty moan. “I’m just getting this sweet little thing warmed up for you, Daddy,” the coed groaned, her voice thick with pleasure. “Mmh, she tastes so fucking good! You’re going to be such a sweet dessert for Daddy, aren’t you, Marcie?”

Yukiko chuckled as she returned her attention to me. “I’m so fucking wet for you right now, Jack,” she whispered, her hand squeezing my bulge. “I need you to breed me tonight. You want that too, right?”

“Like you wouldn’t believe,” I growled. I could see the silhouette of my condo complex in the distance, across the street from the lights of the local deli.

“I thought so,” the Asian coed whimpered. Her tongue slid into my ear, making me shiver, then she pressed her lips against me and spoke in a whisper only I could hear. “Wearing your ring and taking your last name is wonderful, but that’s not what really matters. You know that don’t you?”

I nodded.

I could feel Yukiko smirk. “This is deeper than that—this is primal,” she insisted. “I’ll be your wife when I get to the altar and I say my vows before God. But when you fuck a baby into me tonight, that’s when I’ll really be yours. Forever.”

I groaned, nearly swerving us into a ditch. “Jesus Christ, Kiki!”

She laughed. “Get us home, stud. Your wives-to-be need to get fucked.”

The lobby of the condo building was empty—no realtors or stray sorority sisters waiting to throw a wrench into our night. We spilled out of the elevator at the top floor and made our way into the penthouse, not bothering to switch on any of the lights. The curtains were pulled back from all of the glass windows, filling the living room with the glittering radiance of the city skyline.

Yukiko tugged off her dress in a single fluid motion, letting it drop. Underneath she wore no bra, just a pair of black lace panties that were already so soaked they clung to the outline of her mound. Behind her Samantha was already peeling off Marcie’s gown, the pink fabric pooling at her feet.

I grabbed Kiki’s hips and pulled her to me. “Bedroom,” I growled, getting ready to lift her into my arms and carry her.

Before I could, she stopped me. “No,” she growled, a hand on my chest. “That’s not where I want it to happen.”

Intriguing. “Then where?”

Yukiko gestured with her chin at the door to the private balcony. “Out there. Like you did with Samantha that first night.”

I couldn’t help but snicker. “You heard about that, huh?”

“She’s only bragged about it a hundred times,” Yukiko drawled. “Take me outside, Jack. Bend me over your balcony and give me the fucking I deserve.”

God damn. “Yes ma’am,” I grunted.

Yukiko grinned. “You’re going to make one hell of a good husband if you keep that up—”

Her words broke off in a cry of surprise as I lifted her off of the carpet. Yukiko was light enough that I could toss her over my shoulder with one hand, the other stabilizing her lower back as I made my way over to the balcony door. Her cries turned to moans as she realized just how strong the man she was going to marry truly was.

“Yes!” Yukiko groaned. “Take me, Jack. Don’t stop until I’m full!”

As I opened the sliding glass door, I saw double. For a moment, the memory of that night with Samantha filled my mind’s eye—the coed bouncing up and down in my lap, covered only by a blanket, impaling her soft pussy on my hard cock while college students partied below.

Then it faded, and there was only Yukiko.

No college kids this time—there was nobody waiting out in the street. Yukiko slid her thumbs in her panties and tugged them down, kicking them back inside the apartment as they reached her ankles. She gave a gentle shiver, the moonlight shining on her bare breasts and taut little tummy.

Then she bent over the railing with her elbows and presented her ass to me. Her pussy glistened wetly beneath it, her mound swollen and ready for conquest.

“Fuck me, Jack,” she begged, her voice raw with passion. “Fuck your fiancée. Fuck your soul mate.”

God, that really just said it all, didn’t it?

My slacks hit the floor as I stepped up behind her, boxers pulled down as I pushed the crown of my cock into her dripping, needy pussy. She wiggled her hips a bit to give me the perfect angle then moved against me, impaling herself in the same moment that I thrust balls-deep inside of her.

Yukiko was shameless. She tossed her head back and screamed, her nails digging into the railing as she rode me back.

“Yes!” she cried, her back arching in the moonlight. “Fuck me, Jack! Your big cock feels so good inside me! You barely fit inside my tight, wet little pussy!”

I clapped a hand over her mouth as I thrust into her. You’re going to get us fucking arrested, I thought, laughing madly at the idea. Would Tasha be the one to show up and ‘arrest’ me if we got a noise complaint?

Yukiko bucked and thrashed against me, crying wordlessly into my palm as we fucked. The slap of my hips against her thighs filled the balcony, the noise made by two animals rutting primally hard and fast. Yukiko was right about what she wanted: this wasn’t lovemaking, and it wasn’t even really sex. It was breeding.

It was me getting off as hard as I could inside my wife, so I could give her the baby she so desperately desired.

Nothing felt strange about thinking of Yukiko as my wife, even if we hadn’t said our vows. Everything she’d said about our relationship had been correct—the two of us existed on a level deeper than the modern conception of marriage. In a very real sense, she’d become my wife that very first night I fucked her brains out on the hood of my sports car.

The marriage would just be us making it official for everyone else.

My fingers slid free from Yukiko’s lips, going to her throat. She moaned as I squeezed, letting her feel how easy it would be to throttle her while my cock pistoned inside of her from behind. She arched her back so hard that she could see me when she turned her head, though only the whites of her eyes were showing.

“I love you,” Yukiko rasped, her walls clenching around me. She was going to cum, and when she did, I wouldn’t be able to hold back any longer. “I’m your wife, Jack. I’m the queen of your fucking harem! Knock me up, baby, give me that cum! Give me your hot seed…”

My hips were a blur. A few more hard thrusts and I felt Yukiko shatter beneath me, her knuckles going white and her toes curling as she came. She let out a high, keening cry, her eyelids fluttering with bliss as everything between her legs got so much hotter and tighter that holding my load became an impossibility.

“I’m such a slut,” Kiki groaned, pressing her body against mine as I neared the peak. “Gonna be pregnant for you in my wedding dress. I need you to breed me stupid, Jack. Turn your smart little CEO wifey into a filthy breeding toy in the bedroom…”

“Here it comes,” I grunted, my balls tingling. “Fuck, Kiki, I’m gonna shoot…!”

“Do it,” she begged, her face lighting up. “You know where to put it. Right in my womb. Bury that load deep and keep it there! God, my cervix is begging for it—!”

With a roar, I went right over the peak. One more hard thrust and I was shooting, deep and hard against the walls of Yukiko’s pussy. Thick ropes of cum spurted from my cock as bliss washed over me like fire on my skin, sizzling where my hands held my future wife. “Mine,” I growled, holding her against me as I emptied inside of her. “All mine.”

“That’s right,” Yukiko whimpered, kissing me hard as I shot my load. “Keep that cock buried inside me. Fill me completely, and don’t pull out until you’re sure you won’t waste a single drop…”

Her words were so hot that I nearly came a second time. Just as she asked, I kept myself hilt-deep inside of her as we both came down from our peaks. Every little movement of our hips made us groan from how sensitive we were; the way her walls wrapped around me felt so sinfully pleasurable that I could have kept myself like that all night long.

Finally, Yukiko leaned over the railing, pressing her hot cheek against the cool metal. “Holy shit,” she panted, laughing with bliss. “I swear to God, Jack, my body was made for yours. I’m going to feel that tomorrow…”

I couldn’t help but grin. “Yeah you are,” I agreed. “I wish I could keep this buried in you until sunup.”

Slowly, Yukiko worked her hips on me. “Fuck your load in a little deeper,” she groaned, her voice thick with pleasure. Moving like that felt almost too intense, but Kiki knew just how much friction the two of us could handle. “Go slow, just grind it down deep where I can really feel it. God, you stretch me out so fucking well.”

Both of us trembled with aftershocks as my cock pumped slowly into her. Yukiko stared down at the place where the two of us joined, watching in the moonlight as my cock slowly fucked every last drop of our juices deep into her cunt. Finally, she impaled herself balls deep on me one last time and held herself there, using my cock like a cork to seal my load right where it belonged. I swore I could feel her walls gripping it, sucking the seed into her womb.

“You took every fucking drop for me, Kiki,” I said proudly. “Good girl.”

She beamed at me. “I can’t wait to be a mommy,” she whimpered. “Thank you, Jack. Thank you for giving me one night to stop thinking and just be wild.”

I pulled out of her slowly, my cock still hard. “Something tells me we’ll be doing this more than once,” I told her with a chuckle. “Giving you all those babies you want is going to be real easy, Kiki…”

“God damn,” a voice purred behind me. “That was the hottest fucking thing I’ve ever seen.”

I glanced over my shoulder. Both Samantha and Marcie stood in the doorway, the sliding glass door open to the elements. Behind them, the massive double bed had its sheets every which way, like the two of them had staged an impromptu wrestling match while Yukiko and I were busy.

Both of them were naked. Samantha was looking at me like she wanted to drop to her knees and clean me off with her mouth, while Marcie trembled like she wanted to be the next one of my women to get knocked up. Maybe she did.

“I’m pretty sure I just watched Kiki’s first kid get conceived," Samantha said, grinning. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you lose control like that before, Yukiko. It made me so fucking wet to watch.”

“Glad you enjoyed the show,” Yukiko said. She gave me a long, lingering kiss, her hair a sweaty halo around her head. “Now I’m looking forward to watching mine.”

“Got her all warmed up for you,” Samantha giggled, giving her bestie a swat on the ass. “She’s so keyed up I had to hold her wrists to keep her from touching her naughty little pussy while she watched you breed Yukiko. She gets almost as turned on as Kiki does watching you with other girls.”

Marcie’s blush deepened. “I… it’s hot,” she blurted, looking at Samantha like she wasn’t sure whether she wanted her mentor to shut up or degrade her even further. “Hearing Yukiko beg to get pregnant like that… it turned me on. A lot.”

I stepped into the doorway, my shadow looming over both coeds. “Did it, now?”

Marcie swallowed hard. “I want it, too,” she said, practically stammering over her words. “I mean, not yet—not until I graduate.”

“But you want it,” I growled, putting a hand on the back of Marcie’s neck.

She shuddered with lust. “I want to be your wife,” she whispered, pushing through her fear to stare up at me through her eyelashes. “In every way, Uncle Jack.”

I stepped closer, my hand going from Marcie’s neck to her jaw. I tilted her face towards mine, taking a moment to just admire how incredibly beautiful she was. How had I never seen her as anything other than my boss’s daughter before this?

“You’re going to be my wife, babygirl,” I growled, putting every bit of command into my voice I’d been too nice to expose her to before. “Tonight, I’m going to show you exactly what that means.”

Samantha’s grin turned wicked as she ran her hands over her bestie’s body. “She’s so fucking ready for you, Daddy,” the coed purred, her eyes shining like a madame with her favorite whore. “I can’t wait for the two of us to serve you together. Both of us love our Daddy so fucking much…”

Yukiko relaxed against the railing, watching both women through heavy-lidded eyes. Even after that deep, primal fucking—sex that had felt almost holy—the visual of me playing with another girl in front of her could get Kiki’s juices flowing.

“Go on, Jack,” she murmured, her fingers lazily stroking her pussy. “Fuck your babygirl. Both of them. I want to watch you make them scream.”

Samantha grinned at her. Both of the sorority sisters had an understanding; this was exactly what they both wanted. “God, we’re going to get along like a house on fire,” she said fiercely. “You are going to be so much trouble when we get back to Boston.”

“I’m discreet,” Yukiko chuckled. “Other than when my husband-to-be is fucking me on a balcony, that is.”

“You two are too much,” I grunted, returning my gaze to Marcie. “I see the bed’s unmade. Were you playing with Samantha while you watched me and Kiki?”

Marcie looked like she might cum just from the accusation. “Yes,” she whimpered, her thighs trembling. “She used her fingers on me. And her mouth.”

“Tattletale!” Samantha teased. “You should punish her, Daddy. Spank her ass raw while I suck you off like a good girl. Let her see that dick but not feel it until she begs your forgiveness…”

That sounded amazing—but not tonight. Tonight was different.

I lifted Marcie into my arms, her legs wrapping around my waist as I carried her into the bedroom. Samantha and Yukiko followed, the latter shutting the sliding door behind her but leaving the curtains open. Marcie kissed me hard, grinding herself against me as I tossed her onto the big bed with its satin sheets. Before she could decide what to do, I grabbed her hips and dragged her to the edge, hanging her ass just over the foot of the bed.

Her ankles fit perfectly on top of my shoulders. My cock, still rock hard from the treatment Yukiko gave it, pushed gently against her tight, narrow slit. Her tits bounced as her back arched.

“Oh Jack,” Marcie gasped, her pussy dripping onto my crown. “I love you so much. I’m so glad you finally stopped letting my dad tell you what to do…”

Her words were so unexpected that I laughed. That went all the way back to my first night at Stillwell. It felt like a lifetime ago, despite being just a semester.

“That was you, babygirl,” I grunted, squeezing her thighs together as I pushed inside of her. “Fuck, Samantha wasn’t kidding about getting you ready, was she? You’re so fucking wet for me…”

Marcie turned her face away, burying it in a blanket. “You’re not ashamed that I like her, are you, Jack?”

I shook my head. “The three of you are going to be mine for the rest of your lives,” I grunted, bracing my feet against the carpet as I held onto Marcie’s thighs. “I’m happy that you play well together. You’re perfect just the way you are, babygirl.”

Marcie lifted the hand with her ring and stared at it. “I’m gonna be in so much trouble,” she whispered, grinning wickedly. “But I don’t care. I love you, Jack. I love this. Fuck me. Fuck the woman you’re going to marry!”

With a single thrust, I buried my cock hilt-deep inside of my boss’s daughter.

The bed shook beneath us, the headboard slamming into the wall. With Marcie beneath me, her feet on my shoulders, every thrust was like a pile driver into her tight coed body—and from the way she squelched around me, she wanted it every bit as hard as I could give her. Her face contorted with ecstasy as we fucked, her tits bouncing up and down every time I bottomed out inside of her.

Yukiko sat down at the head of the bed and got comfortable, surrounding herself with pillows. She spread her legs, letting me see her soft, wet pussy as she idly fingered her slit as she watched Marcie getting fucked. “So hot,” she murmured, providing her sanction to the debauchery like a queen on her throne. “Pound her little cunt, Jack. Make her squeal with that big cock…!”

A flash of motion made me turn. True to form, Samantha had knelt down beside me, running her hands over Marcie’s body as we fucked. She grinned wickedly as Marcie moaned, her fingers tweaking the younger coed’s nipples and swirling around her clit as my cock pistoned in and out of her.

“Such a good girl,” Samantha murmured, climbing onto the bed and kissing the coed’s neck. “You’re taking him so fucking good, Marcie. I’m so proud of you! I’ve been proud of you the whole time you’ve been in Delta Rho, but now I’m super proud!”

Marcie looked like she might burst. “You’re so hot, Samantha,” she groaned, her eyes whirling in her sockets. “I want to be like you so much…”

“You are like me, silly,” Samantha giggled. “Both of us are Jack’s horny little harem sluts! Now cum all over my fingers so you can make that pussy nice and tight for Jack’s load!”

Marcie had never been able to disobey an order from the sorority’s president. At Samantha’s urging she went weightless beneath me, crying out as she came. A flood of juice poured from her tight, collegiate pussy, making everything so slick that even after shooting inside of Yukiko it was hard to hold myself back.

I picked up the pace, my thrusts hitting harder, the bed shaking beneath us. Dimly, I was glad that we had this floor of the condo building to ourselves—otherwise every other unit on the floor would have heard the banging and the moans and known exactly what we were doing. Marcie’s cries filled the bedroom, her body arching as I hit that perfect spot inside of her and savaged it.

“I love you so fucking much, Daddy,” Samantha purred, curled up around her bestie. “That’s why I want to do something really dirty for you. You and Marcie. Should I tell you what it is?”

I was right there and she knew it. Her naughty words were going to send me over the edge. “Babygirl…”

Samantha’s grin widened. “I want you to cum inside Marcie’s sweet little cunt,” she growled, turning possessive as she held the younger coed’s shoulders. “Then I want you to fuck me from behind while I lick every drop of your cream out of Marcie’s hole.”

“Oh fuck—!”

My cock pulsed as I came, spilling deep inside of Marcie. Her pussy milked me, clenching as it drew out every drop, her body trembling beneath me as she felt jets of my seed splash against her walls.

I didn’t hesitate. Still spurting, I pulled out of Marcie and shot a jet of spunk onto her thighs. Samantha scrambled to me, flipping around and sticking her big ass in the air. “Yeah, Daddy, fuck me—!”

She screamed as I bottomed out inside of her. Incredibly I was still cumming on the first thrust, spurting seed deep into Samantha’s pussy from the same orgasm I’d filled Marcie’s channel with. I didn’t care; I felt like a fever was burning me from the inside out. I grabbed Samantha’s hips with both hands and slammed into her, not caring how rough I was being.

My babygirl liked it as hard as I could give it to her, anyway.

“Yes, yes, ohmigawd!” Samantha cried, her mouth open as wide as an opera singer’s. “Marcie, come here sweetness! I want to fucking taste you while Daddy fucks me!”

They did just that, Samantha burying her face between Marcie’s freshly fucked thighs. The sight of the two of them together like that turned me on more than anything, and before long my cock was throbbing and jerking against Samantha’s walls as I held back a third orgasm.

Suddenly Yukiko was there, too. She straddled Marcie’s face, lowering her pussy to the coed’s mouth as she ground her slit against her. Marcie ate her out while Samantha did the same to her, all while my babygirl let me hit it from the back so fucking hard that her whole body shook every time my balls slapped against her thighs.

The pleasure built like magic. The atmosphere in the room thickened as all of us approached our orgasms; Yukiko writhed on Marcie’s face while the coed grabbed her a handful of her mentor’s hair and forced her tongue deeper into her pussy. I fucked Samantha like there was no tomorrow, slamming into her back walls with every hard thrust as she ate out my boss’s daughter.

We reached the edge and went right over. All of us.

All four of us came simultaneously. My roar mixed with Yukiko’s cry of bliss, with the muffled scream of Samantha as my cock brought her to the heights of passion. Marcie trembled on both ends, her pussy spasming against Samantha’s face as she eagerly buried her face in Yukiko’s cunt. It hit me like a thunderclap, and when I pulled out halfway through, I shot so hard that streaks of my cum made it all the way to Samantha’s shoulder blades.

It was debauched. It was pornographic. It was fucking perfect.

It was my harem, finally unleashed the way it was always meant to be.

The next thing I knew I was on the bed, surrounded by my fiancées. Yukiko crawled over and kissed me, her body soaked with sweat. “That was so fucking hot,” she managed, relaxing against me. “Watching you fuck Marcie like that… owning her like that… and then with Samantha while she made her cum… God, Jack, I am so fucking in love with you!”

“Me too, Daddy,” Samantha said. She looked rode hard and put away wet, even more than the Asian coed. “That was insane in the best way!”

Marcie snuggled up against my other side, everything from her breasts to her cheeks nearly beet red from how hard she’d orgasmed. “Love you,” she managed to pant. “So. Much.”

We collapsed together on the massive bed, soaked in sweat and utterly spent. Someone managed to get the covers over us, and Yukiko climbed into my arms. Samantha shimmied up next to me, while Marcie lay on my other side.

Three women. Three wives. Three harem girls.

“You alright?” I managed to murmur as my eyes closed.

“Hmm?” Yukiko stirred in my arms. “I couldn’t be happier, Jack. Get some rest—something tells me you’re going to need all you can get over the next few days.”

She was right.

I’d almost made it to the finish line at Stillwell. But there were still a few obstacles left in my path that needed to be cleared, before I could head back to Boston and take the mantle of my destiny.

Thankfully, I had three beautiful women to help me every step of the way.


Chapter Eight


“Are you nervous?”

I straightened my tie in the mirror, checking out my reflection as I wiped away steam from the glass. A strand of gray hair stood out at the wrong angle from the shower, but a quick twist of my fingers got it back into place. I looked good otherwise.

“Not particularly,” I said, glancing over at my date. “Are you?”

I didn’t need Yukiko to tell me. Anyone with eyes could see how terrified the poor girl was of this dinner. She’d been fretting about it all morning and afternoon, going over the finer details of her accessories and her outfit with Samantha and Marcie. Every now and then her gaze flickered to the ring on her finger, like it was a good-luck charm designed to soothe her anxiety.

In a way, it was.

Tonight was the night. Dinner with the Tanaka’s, Yukiko’s parents. She hadn’t seen them since they found out that their daughter was dating a man half her age—and that she wasn’t the only woman who shared his bed at night. To say they’d taken it badly would be a major understatement.

“I’m not super worried about Mom,” Yukiko confessed. Standing next to me in the mirror, we looked a little like a modernized version of that couple in the painting with the pitchfork and the farmer outfits. “She’s calmed down considerably ever since she saw the post about my engagement on social media.” Her gaze traveled down to the ring on her finger and she smiled. “It’s my dad who still concerns me.”

“I didn’t exactly ask him permission to marry his daughter,” I conceded. I found it unnecessary and maybe a little sexist to assume a father had to give permission in the first place, but Yukiko’s extended family were from Japan. They took things like that seriously, as a mark of respect.

“He didn’t deserve to be asked,” Yukiko said, her expression filled with unexpected anger. “After what he did to Mom, he’s lucky I still speak to him. God help him if he thinks this dinner’s going to be a bridge to rebuilding a relationship with me.”

“I don’t mean to be rude,” I said, glancing over at my beloved. “But if you hate the man so much, why do we even bother? We could invite your mother over for dinner and skip him entirely.”

Yukiko gave me a look like the same thought had crossed her mind more than once. “Shame is a big thing in my family,” she explained, cocking her head to the side. “My father caused a ton of it when he decided he’d rather run off to boink one of his secretaries than stay with the woman who’d supported him for twenty-five years. And I added to it when I joined the harem of a man almost old enough to be my father.”

“There’s nothing shameful about what we’re doing,” I said firmly.

“Oh, I know that,” Yukiko said with a little laugh. “But try explaining that to the members of your very large, very conservative Japanese family. Half of them post jokes in the group chat about me running off to be a geisha. And the other half are too old to know how text chains work.”

I blinked. “You’re still in your family group chat?”

She made a face. “I told you. Shame. If they removed me, I wouldn’t get to see the way they disapprove of my life choices.”

I could barely believe what I was hearing. “Sweetheart, that’s beyond the pale. I’m not going to let you torture yourself like that. You have nothing to be ashamed of.” I paused, thinking. “And I hope they at least give your father twice as much hell in those group chats.”

Yukiko laughed without mirth. “Hardly. He can sleep with as many women as he wants and he’ll never be as much of a pariah as his wayward daughter.”

I tugged at my collar. “You know, your husband-to-be also has a habit of sleeping with other women.”

Yukiko rolled her eyes. “And if my mother was into that, it would be a different story. It’d be one thing if they decided to get unconventional at their age—I’d be a little weirded out, but I wouldn’t exactly have room to judge them. It wouldn’t be my business, anyway. But my father didn’t ask, Jack. There was no discussion. My parents got married with the expectation that each of them would be the other’s rock, their only rock, in sickness and in health. And then he walked out the door.” Her eyes burned with anger. “Honestly, that makes me even angrier than him sleeping around.”

“Does your family feel the same way?”

To my surprise, Yukiko nodded. “Honestly, that might be the one thing that wins them over to our side, besides the ring.” She leaned over and adjusted my tie. “You and I know how to keep things discreet.”

“You screaming my name loud enough for half the town to hear on my balcony isn’t exactly discreet,” I teased.

Yukiko smirked. “I’m talking about our public-facing personas. In private we’re going to have at least two other women sharing our bedroom, but all the world will see is the one happy husband and wife, with a perfectly curated social media account.”

“What do you mean, at least two?”

“Oh, come on.” She gave herself a last little checkup in the mirror. “You don’t think Maria will get tired of selling apartments and decide she wants to be more than just fuckbuddies? That Tasha will ask for a transfer to Boston PD? That none of the other Delta Rho girls will want to come visit us?”

Her words shocked me, even as they filled my mind with all sorts of naughty thoughts. “I don’t know what the future holds,” I told Yukiko, meaning it. “But right now, I’ve got three women I love and care for who’ll all be wives soon. Even if nothing else happens and the four of us stay like this for the rest of our lives, I’m happy.”

“I’m happy, too,” Yukiko agreed. “Samantha and Marcie are great. I love them—almost as much as I love you.”

I smiled.

Yukiko’s look turned wicked. “But sweetheart,” she purred, going up on tiptoe and putting her lips to my ear, “by now you have to have figured out that nothing gets my pussy wetter than watching you break in a new bitch.”

She pulled back and looked me right in the eyes. And I realized something that I should have figured out long ago.

My pragmatic, practical, sensible wife-to-be was the craziest woman I’d ever met.

“We’ll see how it goes,” she purred, back to her innocent self in the blink of an eye. “Speaking of going, we should get a move on. We’re going to be late.”

I checked my wristwatch. Yukiko was right. We had a bit of a drive ahead of us—this was no quick trip to Gabrielle’s, not for a meeting this important. I’d booked one of the fanciest restaurants in the state, about an hour away from Stillwell and forty-five minutes from the house Yukiko’s mother lived in now that her father had left. We still had a bit of wiggle room, but we’d need to burn rubber.

“You look amazing,” I told her. “Mrs. Avery.”

Yukiko blushed. “I don’t think I’m ever going to get used to being called that,” she said, her gaze traveling down to the ring on her finger. “But I can’t wait.”

“You’re not hyphenating?”

Yukiko shook her head. “Avery-Tanaka’s not the worst double surname I’ve ever heard, but it’s a mouthful. Besides, I’m your girl, Jack. Why wouldn’t I want the name?”

“Good,” I said. It made me proud. “I was afraid your mother would demand it or something like that.”

“Mom can be surprisingly accommodating,” Yukiko said as we made our way out the door. “I think you might like her, actually. Of course you’d have to spend time with her away from my father. When he’s in the room these days, she’s always either frowning or on the verge of tears.”

“Hopefully the good news about her daughter will cheer her up,” I said. “And if not, I’ll do my best to charm her.”

Yukiko gave me a grateful smile. “You do that.”

We made our way through the lobby and out into the parking lot. My McLaren waited in a rear space, near the crosswalk leading to the deli across the street. Yukiko walked just ahead of me, her earrings jangling with every step.

I reached for my keyfob, intending to unlock the door for her.

And felt something I should have noticed a while ago.

My phone.

How long had it been vibrating?

“Hold up,” I said, lifting a finger. Yukiko paused a few steps ahead of me, turning. “It’s Marcie.”

I had several missed calls from her. A… a lot of missed calls, actually. Nearly a dozen, all of which had been made in the last half-hour. How could I not have noticed?

“Marcie?” Yukiko walked over, frowning. “She’s supposed to be with Samantha tonight. Delta Rho’s got that party for the sorority sisters who are graduating this semester. Lakshmi’s one of them.”

“I remember,” I said. Yukiko had wanted to be there, but this dinner took precedence. I thumbed the REDIAL button and held the phone to my ear. “Let’s hope she’s just had a little to drink and wanted to say something frisky.”

That was probably all it was. Still, I couldn’t help but be reminded of a different call Marcie made to my phone, not all that long ago.

The line clicked. “Jack?”

Instantly, I knew something was wrong. “Babygirl, what is it?”

Marcie sounded… strange. Not frightened, not in any danger—but her voice practically crackled with stress all the same. Had something happened at the Delta Rho party? To Lakshmi, or one of the other coeds?

“Jack? Oh, thank God. Have you and Kiki left for dinner yet?”

“We were just about to,” I said, sharing a look with Yukiko. A pair of headlights lit up her face from the side as a car pulled into the parking lot, heading for one of the rear spaces. “Why?”

Marcie paused for so long I could feel my pulse begin to race. “Get in the car and go, right now,” she insisted, coming to some sort of decision. “Don’t let my fuck-up ruin the night. Not when it’s so important to smooth things over with Kiki’s folks…”

“Babygirl, I need you to tell me what’s going on right this instant,” I said, the words coming out as a growl. Yukiko turned, a frown spreading across her face as she watched the car search for a space near the crosswalk. “Are you hurt? Is it Delta Rho?”

“Jack, something’s wrong,” Yukiko said, a note of concern entering her voice. “It’s that car. It’s acting weird.”

I looked. She was right.

As I watched, the car pulled across the space I had my McLaren parked in and idled. Whoever or whatever it was, they’d just boxed my vehicle in. I couldn’t pull out of the space without bumping them.

“It’s not the sorority, Jack,” Marcie said, sounding like she was on the verge of tears. “I really fucked up. I was on a video call with Mom, and she saw the ring, and she started asking me all of these questions! I tried to tell her it was no big deal, but she freaked out on me!”

I froze. We’d been planning to tell the Ramseys about Marcie once we all got back to Boston. I’d promised Marcie that once the many other issues standing in our way got sorted out, I’d make the case to her father. I’d make them understand.

On the other side of the parking lot, the driver’s side door of the car opened.

“Babygirl,” I said, sharing a worried look with Yukiko. “How much does she know?”

Marcie sniffed. “Everything, Jack. She knows about the rings, about Samantha and Yukiko, about Delta Rho… all of it.”

Shit. Shit.

“Okay, babygirl, that’s alright,” I assured her. “We were going to have to rip the band-aid off sooner or later anyway. I tell you what, as soon as Kiki and I are done with this dinner, I’ll set up a Zoom call with your father and take the heat. We’ll just have to bump the timetable up a little bit, that’s all.”

“I… I don’t think you’re going to be able to do that, Jack,” Marcie said.

Yukiko’s eyes widened. She grabbed my arm, frantic. “Holy shit, Jack, is that…?”

I looked.

And found myself staring into the eyes of Daniel Ramsey.

My boss.

END OF PART EIGHT


Pledged to Him: Part Nine


Chapter One


“You have to get out of there,” Marcie begged. “Now, Jack!”

What Marcie didn’t know was that now was already far too late. My getaway vehicle had a car parked across it, blocking it from pulling out—a car belonging to Daniel Ramsey, the man I’d considered both a mentor and a surrogate father for the last twenty years.

A man who was staring at me from ten feet away with murder in his eyes.

“Jack!” Daniel growled. “You fucked my daughter!?”

He advanced across the parking lot, his hands balled into fists. Behind him, light spilled from the interior of his rental car—he’d left it open in his haste to stop me and Yukiko from leaving for our dinner with Yukiko’s parents. He hadn’t even noticed.

How the hell had he made it all the way here?

Marcie’s voice continued babbling on the other end of the line, entreating me to run in words I could no longer hear. Next to me, my fiancée Yukiko looked more thrown off her game than I’d ever seen. I could see her trying and failing to process the fact that my boss had somehow driven the five hours from Boston to sleepy Stillwell just in time to interrupt our dinner with her parents.

I hung up on Marcie and slid the phone into my jacket pocket, then held up my hands. “Daniel, calm down for a sec,” I said, trying to smile. “Let’s talk about this—”

I realized he was going to swing on me an instant before he did it.

I ducked as his shoulder lifted, one of his fists coming around in a wide arc intended for my face. It hit nothing but air as my shoulder connected with his chest, shoving him back as gently as I could get away with. Yukiko gasped, nearly falling to the pavement on her ass in her haste to back up.

“Twenty fucking years, Jack!” There was a slightly slurred quality to Daniel’s voice, which made me wonder if I’d shoved him too hard. Then I smelled the alcohol and realized why he sounded like that. “Twenty years I mentored you! Treated you like my own flesh and blood, and you go and fuck my little girl? This’s how you repay me?”

“It’s not like that, Daniel!” I said, keeping my hands up. If I was going to deescalate this situation, I needed my boss to not see me as a threat. “I was going to tell you everything when we got back to Boston. I promise you, this isn’t some fling—”

He wasn’t listening. He sprang at me with a growl, going in for another swing.

“I helped you through Lauren!” he bellowed. The second punch was slower than the first, and easier to get out of the way of. “I gave you a home when you didn’t have shit, Jack! You couldn’t keep your fucking hands off of Marcie?”

More like she couldn’t keep her hands off of me, I thought. But making Daniel see that would have been an exercise in futility. Besides, the mention of my former wife sent a spike of ice through my gut.

“Daniel, back up,” I said, trying to keep the heat out of my voice. “Calm down! You’re going to get yourself arrested!”

My boss turned, slapped the hood of a nearby car in his rage, and spun to face me once more. “Marcie’s just a girl,” he yelled, his voice somewhere between anger and despair. “You’re twice her fucking age, Jack! She’s a kid! My kid!”

“She’s a grown woman!” I shot back, stepping to the side. He still looked like he wanted to charge me, and I didn’t put it past him to try. Daniel had never made the big leagues, but he’d been one hell of a linebacker in high school. “She can make her own decisions, Daniel. About who she wants to be with and where she wants to go to school!”

It took him a second to remember what I meant. Then my boss scoffed. “Stillwell? Marcie’s damn sure not staying in Stillwell!” His hands balled into fists, his lips peeling back over his teeth. “This goddamned town ruined her! First that Trevor kid, and now you! I should have never sent her here!”

“Well, you did,” I growled. He looked a little bit calmer. Trying and failing to hit me twice had wounded his pride. “You sent me here too, remember? For God’s sake, boss, you told me to find a wife when I was in Stillwell!”

“I meant her!” Daniel roared, pointing a finger at Yukiko. “Or some other college girl. Hell, maybe even someone a little closer to your own age, Jack! Not my daughter!”

Yukiko had been staring wide-eyed at Daniel the whole time he’d been ranting. Now she dared to step into the conversation.

“Mr. Ramsey,” she said, her voice the epitome of calm. “Please. I know this seems like a tremendous betrayal, but Jack has only been looking out for your best interests since he arrived in Stillwell.”

Daniel whirled on her, his eyes narrowing. “Don’t you speak to me,” he snarled, a surprising amount of venom in his tone. “In fact, why don’t you go back inside, little missy? The adults are talking.”

A flash of anger showed on Yukiko’s face. “Jack is the most capable and intelligent man you’ve ever hired,” she said, sounding like someone who knew with absolute certainty that what she was saying was true. “And I’m the woman he chose to be his wife.” She held up her hand, showing my boss the sparkling diamond engagement ring on her finger. “Why don’t you come inside, Mr. Ramsey? Get a cup of coffee, sober up, and listen to what we have to say. If you’re still angry when I’m done, then you have my permission to punch my future husband in the face.”

Daniel laughed before he could stop himself. For a second the tension between us deflated, and I thought he might actually take Yukiko up on her offer.

“Husband,” he muttered, gritting his teeth as he stared me down. “What kind of husband is that? I’m starting to think that Elizabeth woman had the right idea! You’ve lost your goddamn mind since you came to Stillwell, Jack. You think this man’s gonna settle down with you after everything he’s been through? When he can’t even keep his dick in his pants when my daughter’s in the room—”

“Marcie has one of these as well,” Yukiko said, gesturing at her ring.

That caught Daniel off guard.

“I love Marcie,” I said, seizing the silence. It might be my only chance to get the words out. “You know I do, Daniel. That hasn’t changed. It’s just become different, that’s all.”

This time Daniel’s laugh was filled with scorn. “You crossed a line, Jack,” he growled, shaking his head. “I don’t care if you slapped some piece of costume jewelry on her finger, that’s my daughter. I’m not letting you walk away from this one—”

He shot forward in mid-syllable, his fist pulled back to swing. I had to admit, it was a clever trick—I’d convinced myself that my boss was calming down, that he wouldn’t try anything after I shoved him a couple of times. I’d been wrong.

Fortunately, he was too slow. And he’d given me too much lead time to get my shoulder up and get under the punch.

Unfortunately, Yukiko chose that moment to try and defuse things more directly.

“Daniel!” she cried, stepping between me and my mentor. “Please, stop—!”

My boss’s eyes widened. He managed to pull his punch at the last second, his fist going wide, but there was no way to stop his momentum. He slammed into Yukiko, shoving her to the side as he roared a command for her to get out of the way.

My fiancée stumbled, the stiletto of one of her high heels snapping in two as she toppled backward. She reached out for the side-view mirror of a nearby car, missed it, and went down hard, landing on her ass on the pavement. Her palms scraped the asphalt, drawing blood.

For a moment I saw her sitting there, a very un-Yukiko sob spilling from her as she stared up in fear at the older man still looming over her.

Then my vision went red.

I didn’t think. If I’d been thinking, I never would have been foolish enough to do what I did. But he’d hurt Yukiko.

He’d hurt my woman.

With a roar, I swung.

My fist connected with Daniel’s jaw, sending him sprawling backward. Unlike my fiancée, he managed to stagger backwards into a nearby car, falling across the driver’s side window as his head lolled on his shoulders. A good thing, too, because otherwise I would have laid him flat.

“Fuck,” Daniel groaned, his voice slurred even more. “Jesus!”

“I told you to back off!” I snapped, more than a little surprised by my own reaction. I knelt down beside Yukiko, helping her to her feet gently.

Blood trickled from her palms and her pride looked wounded, but otherwise she appeared okay. Thank God, I thought.

“Are you alright, sweetheart?” I asked.

Yukiko nodded. I could see in her eyes how scared she’d been, but she’d never admit a thing like that in public. She wouldn’t break down until later that night, when I held her tight under the covers while she sobbed into my chest and told me how grateful she was for me keeping her safe.

“Just a little rattled,” she said, trying to smile. Her gaze traveled to the snapped stiletto of her shoe. “Also, those were my favorite heels. Mom bought me those Louboutins for Christmas, she’s going to freak when—Jack, look out!”

I turned a moment too late. Daniel had recovered faster than I expected, his own fist swinging up to catch me right on the cheek. Pain exploded in my face as I shoved my boss away from Yukiko, giving her space to flee the fight.

“You son of a bitch!” I roared, clutching my sinuses. “Now I’m going to have to go meet Yukiko’s parents with a black eye!”

“We’re even,” Daniel chuckled. Oddly, he seemed to be in a better mood after being punched than he’d been beforehand. “Let’s be real, you deserve a hell of a lot worse than that, Jack.” He glanced over at Yukiko, guilt flashing on his face. “I am sorry I shoved you, though. That was unmanly of me.”

“No harm done,” Yukiko said, picking up her shoe. “No real harm, anyway.”

Daniel rubbed his jaw, his gaze traveling from Yukiko’s demolished high heel to the bruise slowly darkening next to my eye. “Wish I could say the same about your man,” he said, his voice radiating disappointment. “To think that all this time, I’ve been nursing a viper in the heart of my family.”

“You know me, Daniel,” I protested, holding up my hands. “You know I don’t do things without a damn good reason. I’ve spent years proving myself to you, to the company—to everybody. I didn’t plan what happened with Marcie. It just happened. But I’m not going to sit here and be ashamed of it to make you feel better.”

“Neither am I,” Yukiko added.

Daniel laughed darkly. “You should be,” he told my fiancée. “The man who put that ring on your finger’s a walking mid-life crisis. Screwing coeds, his realtor, even the police! Yeah, I read the letter that Baines woman sent the company, Jack. I should have paid a hell of a lot more attention to it. I thought she was just making shit up. I should have realized what a predator you are.”

The word hit me harder than his fist ever could. My jaw dropped open, acid spreading through my gut. Was that really what Daniel thought of me? Was that my reputation back in Boston?

For a second, the world wobbled beneath me. How had things ever gotten this out of hand? My professional life flashed before my eyes—I could already see the words bubbling in the back of my mentor’s throat.

Fired. Exiled. Martyred.

“I’m not some fucking creep,” I said, standing my ground. “I love Marcie. Just like I love Yukiko and Samantha. You don’t understand what we have.”

“You might have those Delta Rho girls fooled,” Daniel said, shaking his head. “But my Marcie’s not going to be part of that. I won’t let you stain her reputation the way you’ve stained your own. She’s not going to be shackled to your disgrace!”

Jesus. He was really going for it. I braced myself.

Before Daniel could say another word, a sound split the air.

Yukiko’s laughter.

“Is that what you think?” she asked.

My boss’s mouth snapped shut. Yukiko’s tone was so harsh, so bitter, that I was pretty sure no woman in the last thirty years who wasn’t in the middle of being fired had ever dared speak to him with such scorn.

“You sound just like my father,” Yukiko said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “And if you’d ever met the man, you’d know what an insult that is.”

Daniel’s expression darkened. “You’re defending him? He’s dragging you through the mud, and you’re too naive to see it. Too young to know you’re being taken advantage of—”

“Oh yes, I’m an innocent little college student,” Yukiko growled, staring him down. She had more balls than most of my coworkers, I’d give her that. “He must be gaslighting me! He must be manipulating me into doing things I don’t want to do! Because God forbid I have any agency in this relationship, right? There couldn’t possibly be anything I’m getting out of this!” She stepped forward, her words dripping defiance. “I couldn’t possibly be enjoying it, could I?”

Daniel’s face flushed in a way that had nothing to do with the punch. I knew my boss well: he came from a more conservative generation of men; one where people in his position didn’t like thinking about things like these. It made them uncomfortable.

It made him uncomfortable.

But he’d really pissed Yukiko off.

“That’s not—” he began.

Yukiko wasn’t done. “I know in your day, an ‘open relationship’ meant an executive’s wife looking the other way while her husband screwed his secretary and whatever other floozies he could talk into bed with him. But it’s the twenty-first century, Mr. Ramsey.” She paused, a wicked smirk tugging at the corner of her mouth. “I like it when my husband screws other women. Because I’m screwing them, too.”

I didn’t think it was possible for my boss to actually get redder. He did. “Listen, I didn’t—”

Yukiko didn’t give him a second. She turned to me, tears blooming in the corners of her eyes, her face filling with love and devotion.

“I’m not a victim,” she said. “Neither is Marcie, as little as you want to hear that.” She turned to Daniel as she said it and then back to me, the tears streaking down her cheeks. “I’ve been running from it for a really long time, Jack, but the truth is… I’m not straight. I know I’ve told you and Samantha and everyone else that all semester, but I’m really not! I’m… I’m bi as hell! And I’m not going to deny it anymore because the thought of my parents finding out makes my skin crawl, or because I’ve got internalized bullshit keeping me from embracing who I am!” She stood next to me proudly, taking my hand and staring my boss down, her bottom lip trembling. “I love Jack, and I love the women he’s chosen to surround himself with. They’re going to be my wives, too. Even Marcie. Especially Marcie!”

In the silence that followed, I pulled her close and put a hand on her lower back. “Kiki,” I murmured, kissing one of the tears off of her cheek. “Honey, I kind of already figured that out about you. But I’m glad you’re finally brave enough to say it.” I cleared my throat. “I love that I was lucky enough to be part of you figuring that out.”

“I couldn’t have done it without you,” she admitted, smiling through the tears. “Nobody forced me into anything, Mr. Ramsey. I’m here because I want to be. And so is your daughter.”

Daniel looked like he’d been struck by a bolt of lightning. He stared in astonishment at the woman wearing my ring, his jaw hanging open. Yukiko’s raw confession of her sexuality rang in his ears, raising no-doubt uncomfortable thoughts about the woman his daughter had grown into and what she might want out of life.

He rubbed his neck, processing. “Jesus,” he muttered, staring at Yukiko. “How can such a tiny woman be so fierce?”

I couldn’t help but laugh at that. “I picked the right one,” I told my boss, holding Yukiko a little tighter. “Sometimes I do know what I’m doing, Daniel.”

“Marcie told me…” Daniel broke off, looking out at the other side of the street. “Hell. She begged me not to do exactly what I just did. Swore she was madly in love with you, and that you were going to make everything alright.”

“The first part is true,” I told my boss. “And I’m working on the second.”

He sighed, long and heavy, like he was already thinking of how to spin this to the firm in a palatable way. “Alright, Jack,” he said, taking a step forward. “In that case, let’s talk about how you make this right.”

Right? I could make this alright?

“That thing you said about the secretaries,” Daniel said, pointedly not looking at Yukiko. “That makes a lot of sense. I guess what you’re proposing’s not all that different from the way things used to be. As long as you can keep it quiet, it doesn’t really matter what you do on the side.”

Yukiko spoke up. “I assure you, we can keep things discreet—”

Daniel cut her off like she wasn’t even there. “But here’s the deal, Jack. That’s my little girl. That’s my Marcie. And you have… really crossed a line where my daughter is concerned.”

His refusal to even acknowledge Yukiko was beginning to rattle me. More than that, it was giving me ideas about where this conversation might be going. Ideas I didn’t like one bit.

“I’m aware of that,” I told him. “I love Marcie, Daniel. I’m not gonna hurt her.”

“God damned right you’re not,” he grunted. “Because here’s what you’re going to do for me, Jack. You are going to make an honest woman out of my daughter.”

Shit. There it was. I’d been afraid of that.

“I’m not going to tell you to kick those little sorority girls to the curb, because whatever you and them agree to do in the privacy of your own home is your business. Besides, it’s not like either of you would listen to me if I did. But you are going to marry Marcie.”

Yukiko’s expression fell.

“And not in some weird new age thing where you all exchange tokens of affection or talk about binding your energy or whatever woo-woo shit, either. In a church, with a priest. Legally. She takes your name, Jack.” He sized me up the way I’d only seen him do to difficult clients on the other side of a boardroom. “You do that, and… well, I can’t rightly say I’ll forgive you for what you did. But it’d go a hell of a long way towards making amends.”

I glanced over at Yukiko. Tears streamed down the coed’s face, and this time they had nothing to do with her confession. She looked shattered.

“We…” Yukiko bit back a sob, just barely holding herself together. “We accept.”

What!?

I turned to her. “Sweetheart, you can’t be serious—”

“It’s what has to happen, Jack.” Yukiko shook her head, her shoulders shaking silently as she struggled to get the words out. “If it means that Mr. Ramsey will accept us, I’ll step back. Marcie can be Mrs. Avery. I can… I…”

It was as far as she got.

Yukiko buried her face in her hands and sobbed like I’d never seen before. She tried several times to get control of herself and keep speaking, but it was no use. Huge, shuddering sobs wracked her frame as she turned and buried her face against my chest.

For once, Yukiko’s pragmatism failed her. She might offer to compromise for the good of our harem, but that dream of white picket fences didn’t die easily. She wanted to be the public face, the wife who helped me run the company and build my empire and losing that hurt her like she couldn’t believe. Like I couldn’t believe.

Seeing her like that activated all of my protective instincts at once.

For a moment, Daniel looked remorseful. Then his expression hardened.

“That woman’s got a good head on her shoulders,” he said, nodding at Yukiko. “She knows what the smart move is, Jack. She’s crying now, but she’ll be alright. In the long run, this is what’s best for all of us—”

Yukiko managed to look up at me. “He’s… he’s right,” she sobbed. “Jack… I…”

Not a chance was I going to let Yukiko go through this.

I’d die before I let that happen.

“No.” I shook my head. “No, sweetheart. He’s not.”

She blinked. Slowly, the tears stopped.

I met Daniel’s gaze. “You don’t get to decide which of my women takes my last name,” I said, hammering in each word like tacks through drywall. “That is between me, Yukiko, Samantha and Marcie. And we’ve already decided who’s going to have their name on the piece of paper that says Mrs. Avery on it. All four of us did.”

I looked down at Yukiko, my heart swelling with pride. “Kiki deserves it. She’ll be a good wife, a great business partner, and the best mother a husband can ask for. She’s ready for this life in a way that Samantha and Marcie aren’t. Not that I don’t love them—because I do, every bit as much as I love her—but this is a decision that we’ve made, for our lives. I’m not changing that just to make you happy. Sorry.”

Yukiko’s eyes filled with amazement. “I love you so much, Jack.”

The smile that spread across my face felt like the sun emerging on a cloudy day. “I love you too, princess. I would never take that white picket fence away from you.”

“Or the gorgeous mixed-race kids,” she murmured, remembering the ultra-pragmatic speech she’d once made to plead her case for head wife. “Fuck. Thank you, Jack. For a second there, I was about to give my soul away.”

Daniel clearly didn’t see it that way. “You’re not understanding me, Jack. This isn’t a suggestion. There’s only one way forward for all of us, and it’s this.”

“The answer’s no,” I said. “Sorry you drove all the way out here for that, boss.”

Daniel’s face darkened, his fists clenching. “Make no mistake, I will not let Marcie be some man’s mistress. If you think I’m going to hand my company over to the ringleader of this circus show you call a relationship, then you’ve well and truly lost your mind!”

Yukiko’s hand squeezed mine, her eyes going wide and frightened. Both of us knew what Daniel was threatening.

“If you don’t marry Marcie,” he spat, “we’re done. I’ll instruct the board to fire you, and I won’t be shy about telling them the reasons why. By the time the news spreads around Boston, you’ll be a fucking laughingstock. Maybe you can take your little harem out west and shoot beer cans with them in the Rockies the way you used to do. I hear the Mormons are always looking for new recruits.”

Mormons weren’t actually polygamists anymore—plus I knew a few, and they were all wonderful people—but I doubted Daniel wanted to hear any of that.

“Fire me if you want,” I told him, almost amused by the idea. “But I’m not bending on this, Daniel. I wasted too much of my life to not spend the rest of it doing things my way. You of all people ought to know that.”

Daniel grimaced. “Stubborn bastard,” he grunted, unaware of the irony.

“Always have been,” I agreed. “It’s up to you, Uncle Daniel. You can have me take over and lead the company through the next few decades, or you can trust in whoever the board decides ought to have the job. Either way, I’m gonna do what I love.”

His cheeks colored. “You’ll compete against me? Really?

I couldn’t help but snort. “Damn right I will. You’re retiring at the end of the year, remember? Whatever pipsqueak you put in that chair who isn’t me, I doubt he’ll be able to keep from running the company into the ground. And if he or she does happen to be competent, well—I love a challenge.”

“And there’s something else you should ask yourself,” Yukiko said, turning to face my mentor. “I know what it’s like to have no relationship with my father. Is that what you want for Marcie, too?”

He gasped—actually gasped. “How dare you…!”

“It wouldn’t come from me,” Yukiko said, calm and pragmatic once more. “In fact, it’s in my best interest for there to be strong ties between Marcie and the rest of the Ramsey Clan. But fathers who demand their daughters stay in their towers instead of running off with the handsome prince rarely end up being the good guys in the fairy tale. They’re usually the villains, actually.” She smiled without a hint of humor. “Is it worth your pride to lose your relationship with your daughter, Mr. Ramsey?”

Daniel looked stunned. “You—”

“I’m not trying to threaten you,” Yukiko added. “I just know Marcie a heck of a lot better than you think I do. And if you’re going to demand she choose between what Jack and I have built and her father’s approval, well…”

She let that thought trail off. She didn’t need to say anything more.

Daniel looked unmoved. “You can’t take my daughter from me,” he snarled, turning away from the coed. “And you’d better do what I say if you want to save your job, Jack. You owe me! You’d be nothing if it weren’t for me!”

“If you really believe that, boss,” I said sadly, “then I don’t know that we have anything else to talk about.”

He stood there staring for a long moment, wavering like he might try and take a swing at me again. That wouldn’t have gone well for him—the shiner I was sporting left me mad as hell, and I wasn’t about to go down without a fight—but he eventually relented with a growl, slapping the hood of a nearby car in frustration instead.

“You’re both insane,” he said, waving his hands like Yukiko and I might dissipate like smoke before him. “Fuck this!”

He started to turn when I called out. “Daniel! Wait.”

My boss stopped, a few steps away from where he’d been standing.

Most of me wanted to let him go, but I couldn’t dismiss the evidence of my eyes and ears that easily. “You’ve been drinking,” I said, not letting him deny it. “You’re in no position to go anywhere. Take this.”

I reached into my pocket and handed him my keycard. Not for the penthouse—the last thing I needed was for him to be there when Samantha or Maria showed up—but the smaller unit I’d originally moved into during my arrival in town.

Daniel stared at it. “You expect me to take your charity?”

Something about his words irritated me. “No, I expect you to have some common fucking sense!” I snapped, my words so angry they made him start. “Marcie doesn’t need her father getting into an accident tonight. Park your car and then go sleep this off. Yukiko and I will get a hotel or something; we won’t come back until morning.”

Truth was, we’d just go to the penthouse after. But telling my boss that would just complicate things.

Daniel stared at the keycard like he was seeing it for the first time. After a long moment, he nodded. “Alright,” he said, sounding almost grateful. “Sure. I will.”

“Good.” I rubbed the bruise on my cheek—damn it, that really was going to show by the time we made it to dinner. “We’ll talk about this later.”

He took the keycard.

“No, we won’t,” Daniel said. “Only one of two things is going to happen, Jack. Either you’re going to tell me you’re marrying Marcie before you walk across that stage to get your diploma, or you’ll be handing in your letter of resignation right after.”

Yukiko and I shared a look. “Understood.”

He snorted. “Sure.”

With how volatile my boss was at the moment, I didn’t push it. I hustled Yukiko into the passenger seat of the McLaren as quickly as I could then climbed in myself, studiously avoiding my own reflection in the rear view mirror. I wasn’t ready to face that yet.

The moment Daniel got the car out of the way, I peeled out of the parking space and into the night. Yukiko and I were out of there.


Chapter Two


“We’re going to have to cancel,” Yukiko said morosely. “I’ll call my parents and let them know—”

“You’ll do no such thing,” I assured her. I winced as I touched the bruise on the side of my face, my reflection flinching in the rear view mirror. “We’re not missing this dinner, Kiki. I’m going to go. Even if I have to come up with some excuse for why I’ve got a shiner the size of a silver dollar under my eye.”

An unexpected smirk rose to my fiancée’s lips. “We could always tell them I beat you,” she said with a shrug.

I glanced over at her in surprise, then back at the road. “Would that make me more popular with your parents, or less?”

Yukiko actually thought about it. “With Mom, less,” she said, checking her lipstick as we drove. “She’s never respected submissive men, even when the alternative treats her like shit. With Dad, though, I have no idea. He might find you less of a threat if he thought his daughter was manhandling you.”

“My face might be wounded, but my pride isn’t,” I told Yukiko. “We’re not doing any song and dance like that. I wouldn’t dare stoop that low.”

We nearly had the highway to ourselves. The McLaren’s headlights illuminated a straight strip of asphalt leading off into the distance, with nothing but farmhouses and rolling fields in the distance. The restaurant where we planned to meet Mr. and Mrs. Tanaka (technically, their divorce hadn’t been finalized) was still about twenty-five minutes away according to the console GPS. Yukiko and I had that long to figure out how we planned to play this.

Yukiko flipped on one of the lights above the center console and examined me as I drove. “It doesn’t look as bad as I was worried it might,” she said, touching the side of my face gingerly. “Though it’s not going to be easy to explain. Jesus, he really did try to beat the snot out of you, didn’t he?”

“Emphasis on ‘try’,” I rumbled. The fact that I’d basically come to blows with my boss and mentor didn’t sit well with me in the slightest. “He got one good hit on me, I suppose.”

“You and him ever get in a fight like that before? Or was this the first?”

I almost told her no before I remembered. “Once,” I said, wincing at the thought. “Right after Lauren’s funeral. I was angry and out of control, and I needed Daniel to reel me back in.”

“With punches?”

“Something like that.” I shook my head with a chuckle. “It’s almost funny. Back then, I was the one who wanted to throw fists and Daniel was the voice of reason calming me down. Now it’s the other way around.” I glanced over at Yukiko, then back to the road. “I’m sorry about what he said, sweetheart.”

“I’ve heard worse,” Yukiko said flatly. “Some of it from my own family.”

“Demanding I marry Marcie like that was one thing,” I said. “I can understand his position, even if I disagree with it: that’s his little girl, and he wants the best for her. But calling you names, telling you to sit down while the adults are talking… that’s not the Daniel I recognize at all.”

Yukiko laced her fingers through mine. “Thank you for standing up for me,” she said, her voice quiet but firm. “If you’d let me, I would’ve agreed to stand aside. To… to abdicate as the queen of your harem so Marcie could take the position. And I think I would have regretted that for the rest of my life.”

“Hell, Marcie doesn’t want it,” I said. “She’d be mortified if she knew what her father demanded. You know she loves you, Yukiko.”

“I know.” I felt her weight against my shoulder as she pressed herself against me. “It doesn’t change anything, Jack. I just want you to know that.”

Hmm? “What doesn’t change anything?”

I glanced over to see Yukiko staring up at me with her dark eyes. “If he fires you,” she whispered, giving me a look that said everything would be alright no matter what happened. “I don’t care if you’re not going to be the CEO of Ramsey Engineering when you go back to Boston. I want to be with you, Jack. As long as we’re together, that’s all that matters.”

A lump formed in my throat. “That’s… that means a lot to me, Kiki.”

She chuckled. “Hopefully Daniel will come around for his own sake, though,” she said, resuming her position in the passenger seat. “That company’s toast without you at the helm, Jack. If you go into business against them, you’ll have three-quarters of their clients poached within the first five years.”

If I hadn’t already thought that, knowing I’d have Yukiko at my back meant I had very little doubt on that score. “I don’t know. Starting a brand-new company at my age? That sort of thing is usually a young man’s game. So much work…”

“Sure, we could go on a vacation first,” Yukiko drawled. “See Europe the way you and Samantha want to, maybe get started on that whole ‘raising a family’ thing.” Both of us smiled at the thought, knowing that Yukiko had already trashed her birth control in advance of our nuptials. “But I know you, Jack. Eventually, you’re going to want more. You’re the kind of guy who’ll never be satisfied without goals to achieve. Without something to conquer.” She gave my hand another squeeze. “And once you’ve got all of us locked down, the only thing left for you to go out and conquer will be the world.”

Shoot. She had me there.

“See?” I turned down the radio as the GPS warned me about the next turn. “This is exactly why you need to be Mrs. Avery. This is what Daniel doesn’t understand.”

“We’ll make him see,” Yukiko assured me. “Don’t worry, Jack.”

“I’m more worried about this dinner,” I said. “We’d better start coming up with a good story to explain this bruise…”

By the time we made it to the restaurant, Yukiko and I had a decent plan of attack queued up. The meeting place lay deep in the suburbs, tucked between an outlet mall and a plaza filled with upscale restaurants, bistros and one of those terrible ‘barcades’ that always made me think of Chuck-E-Cheese for drunk adults. You couldn’t miss it: the oversized NAGOYA sign glowed bright neon, bathing the puddles in the parking lot in shades of spilled gasoline.

Yukiko sat up straighter as we pulled into a space. “Oh my,” she whispered.

“What’s wrong?” I glanced around, looking for trouble. “Something off?”

“Nothing bad,” Yukiko said. “It’s just—my parents drove separately. Mom’s car’s over there, and Dad’s is parked over here near us.”

Huh. “Well, they are getting divorced,” I said. “It makes sense that they wouldn’t want to ride over together, given the circumstances.”

“Yeah, but propriety,” Yukiko said. “Appearances are important to them—to my Dad, especially. This means something, them doing this before the divorce is final.”

“Maybe it means your mother has finally had enough of your Dad’s BS,” I guessed, cutting the engine.

Yukiko looked hopeful. “Maybe. You ready?”

I gave myself one last glance in the rear view mirror. The mark near my eye looked a little duller than before, but it still stood out.

“About as ready as I’m gonna be,” I told her. “Let’s do this, princess.”

Yukiko started. “You haven’t called me that in a minute,” she whispered.

The word had an immediate effect on her. Her eyelids fluttered as spots of color exploded on her cheeks, her thighs squeezing together so tightly you couldn’t have fit a playing card between them. An involuntary little moan left her lips as she turned to the side, her breath leaving a patch of fog on the passenger side window.

“Jack?” she asked.

Part of me thought she was going to ask to fool around right then and there. “Yes, sweetheart?”

She peered at me through her lashes. “I really like that,” she panted, the vein in the side of her neck pulsing beautifully as her head lolled backwards on her shoulders. “But if you call me that in front of my parents, I’m going to fucking melt. And then I might drag you into the bathroom and do something that’ll embarrass us both.”

I couldn’t help but snicker at that. “In that case, I’ll keep it in my back pocket,” I said, circling around and opening the door for her. “Don’t worry, I’ll behave… princess.”

Another shiver shot through her. “Thank you, sir,” she purred, sounding less like my practical, power couple fiancée than a submissive wearing a blindfold and handcuffs. “I’ll make sure to reward you for it later.”

Now I was going to have that on my mind the whole dinner.

Once inside, I could see how Nagoya managed to get its venerable Yelp rating. The place looked like a nerd’s fever dream of 1980’s Tokyo, from the neon signs and waitresses in kimonos to the sushi conveyor belt that ran like a model train around the bar in the center of the dining room. There was even a koi pond near the waiting area, surrounded by reeds and filled with lazy red fish.

“Nice place. All it needs is a karaoke stage,” I said, looking around.

Yukiko sized it up with a smirk. “I think they do that on Sundays,” she said, gesturing at the waitress’s stand with her chin. “I can check if you want?”

“Maybe some other time,” I said. I glanced around, looking for the Tanakas. “We can come back later if the food turns out to be good. Maybe have a relaxing dinner for a change…”

Once Yukiko told the waitress our name, she led us into the back. This section of the restaurant was less crowded and noisy than the public-facing part, and the clientele had a well-heeled look to match. A few of the tables had those big hibachi grills in front of them, but I didn’t see any cooks performing as they made dinner. Something about the lack of them made the place feel serious.

The Tanakas had a booth tucked away in a corner. Yui’s parents sat as far away from each other as was socially acceptable.

They looked… well, normal. Remarkably normal.

Though clearly rich as hell.

“Darling!” Yukiko’s mother slid from the booth at our approach and gave her daughter a hug. Her keen eyes flickered to me, taking in the bruise on my cheek—and then the scrapes on her daughter’s palms, along with the grass stain on her knee that she’d only mostly managed to scrub away during the drive. “What happened to you? Are you alright?”

Behind them both, Yukiko’s dad rose from the booth. “Daughter?”

I didn’t like the way he said it. I also didn’t like the way he looked at me: like I was the one responsible for whatever was wrong with Yukiko. I saw him take note of the bruise on the side of my face, his expression darkening. “What is the meaning of this—?”

“Forgive me, otousan,” Yukiko said, striking a curtsy so practiced it made me wonder where she’d gone to finishing school. “I was clumsy. I tripped down the steps when Jack came to pick me up. He stopped me from hitting the ground, but he injured himself in the process.” She looked at her mother, her voice immediately shifting to a less formal tone. “Also, I snapped a heel. That’s why I’m in loafers. Sorry.”

Both of them looked at her in disbelief. I could tell they didn’t buy the story, but still—with me clearly the more injured party among the two, believing anything more nefarious had occurred would have been absurd. Whatever had happened, I obviously hadn’t been the one to scrape her up.

“That’s…” Yukiko’s mother’s gaze traveled past her daughter, to me. “I’m glad you’re alright, dear heart. Please, have a seat.”

As Mrs. Tanaka guided her daughter to the booth, her soon-to-be ex-husband made his way over to me. “Mr. Avery, yes?” he said, extending a hand. “I am Ryuichi Tanaka, Yukiko’s father. We should have met long before now.”

“I agree with you on that,” I said, shaking his hand. “Shall we?”

Mr. Tanaka didn’t look like a man going through a messy divorce. Everything about him screamed put together, from his expensive suit to his tasteful combover to the Rolex peeking out from the boundary of his cuff. I remembered Maria Alvarez’s assertion that Rolexes were for assholes and smiled internally.

He had a broad, owl-like face, with a defined chin and eyes that made me think of Daniel’s at his most intense. Despite his age he had a decent amount of muscle, enough that I’d have felt less confident of my chances against him in a parking-lot scrap than my boss.

If Mr. Tanaka didn’t resemble his daughter very strongly, Mrs. Tanaka was practically Yukiko’s mirror image. With her dark hair, slender figure and well-defined curves she looked more like Kiki’s older sister than her mother. Only the slightest bit of wrinkles marred the corners of her eyes and her forehead—and you could only see them if you were really looking for them.

If that’s what Kiki’s going to look like in twenty-five years, then I’m one hell of a lucky man, I thought as I slid into the booth.

The booth was wide but cozy. Yukiko sat at my left, with her mother close enough to her that their hips touched—Mr. Tanaka, on the other hand, sat like he wanted a three-foot buffer zone between himself and the rest of his family. We looked less like a double date than a trio taking some middle-aged businessman out to dinner. From the way Mrs. Tanaka sized her soon-to-be ex up from the other side of the table, she meant for this impression to shame him.

I wasn’t sure he’d even noticed.

We managed the opening pleasantries okay, and the waitress showed up to take our drink orders. Sapporo for me, whiskey for Mr. Tanaka, red wine for Yukiko. When Mrs. Tanaka’s turn came up, she said something in Japanese that I couldn’t catch; the waitress nodded in approval.

Mr. Tanaka leaned forward. “Trying to outdrink our daughter tonight, Yui? I thought your college days were behind you.”

Shit.

Yukiko’s mother gave her husband a look that could peel paint. “Tonight is a night for celebration, darling,” she said. I’d never heard the word darling sound so much like asshole before. “Don’t worry, I’ve secured transportation home. I would never shame our family.”

Mr. Tanaka grimaced. “That’s not what I meant,” he protested. Then he grinned. “Do what you want. Make a fool of yourself for all I care. It makes no difference to me—only to our daughter.”

Before the conversation could turn ugly, I spoke up. “This is a lovely restaurant,” I said, gesturing at the empty hibachi like it was actually something worth noting. “Is this your first time here, Mr. and Mrs. Tanaka?”

Mr. Tanaka smirked. “A diplomat,” he grunted, settling back in his seat. “Well, I suppose you would be, wouldn’t you? So you’re the reason my daughter has been ducking her family’s calls for the last six weeks?”

You’re far more responsible for that than I am, I thought. I smiled.

“Something like that,” I admitted, already hating how this was going. “I should have contacted you earlier, but there’s nothing I can do about that now.”

“Huh.” Mr. Tanaka looked at Yukiko. “He’s good at pretending to be humble, at least. So you want to marry my daughter, Mr. Avery?”

“I intend to, yes,” I said.

“And you didn’t ask my permission beforehand.”

I had an answer for that ready to go, but Yukiko turned out to be even cleverer than I was. “Under the circumstances, otousan, we decided it was better to be quick,” she said, her voice meeker than I could ever remember it being. “The sooner Jack proposed, the sooner the gossip about our family would stop.”

Who was this girl? I didn’t like how much Yukiko was yielding to her father—frankly, he didn’t deserve this kind of treatment. But I understood her desire to try and make things right with her dad, even when he was being a bastard.

My hand gripped Yukiko’s under the table—her leg bounced up and down beneath it, betraying an anxiety she was trying desperately to keep off of her face. “By now you’ve seen the social media post she made, of course,” I said.

“The ring is beautiful,” Mrs. Tanaka said, taking her daughter’s other hand. “And your resume is most impressive, Mr. Avery. I took the liberty of doing a little research once I learned of your… romance with my daughter.”

Mr. Tanaka snorted at the word ‘romance’. “You’re what? Fifty?”

“Forty-one,” I corrected. “I’m aware of the age gap—”

“Old enough to be her father, in other words,” Ryuichi snorted. He turned to his estranged wife. “Men his age aren’t looking for romance, Yui. They want assets. Something cute to show off on their arm and give them a few heirs if they haven’t got some already.” He leaned in closer, heedless of the way both women across from him were shooting daggers with their eyes. “This your first marriage, Mr. Avery? Got any kids?”

The reminder of Lauren hurt. “No kids,” I said, the words tasting bitter. “I was married once before, Mr. Tanaka. My wife died.”

Mrs. Tanaka’s eyes widened. Apparently, her research hadn’t picked that part up. She must have only stuck to my professional accomplishments.

“Goodness, how terrible for you,” she said, sounding honestly stricken. “When was that, Mr. Avery?”

“It’ll have been twenty years in a few months,” I said. “I was a young man then. I didn’t have a lot to offer a woman at the time. I do now.”

“It took Jack a very long time to get over her,” Yukiko whispered. “He’s only recently re-entered the dating world.”

Before Mr. Tanaka could make another mean comment, our drinks arrived. The waitress took our orders—no hibachi chef for us tonight, apparently—and sashayed off to the kitchen in her kimono. Mr. Tanaka leered at her the whole way, provoking a disgusted look from Yukiko’s mother.

“Well it sounds like you’ve been making up for lost time,” Mr. Tanaka grunted. He took a sip of his whiskey then set it down on the table with a frown. “It would be one thing if you came to me and asked for my daughter’s hand, Mr. Avery. I don’t hate the idea of my daughter marrying a rich, older man. Saves me the trouble of having to support her.”

I nearly shot out of my chair. I’d been warned about how abrasive Yukiko’s father could be, but this was beyond the pale. It made me wonder if he hadn’t had a few drinks before he came to meet us at the restaurant.

It upset Yui, too. “Husband,” she growled, barely audible. “Control yourself.”

Mr. Tanaka either didn’t hear or didn’t care. “But apparently one college girl isn’t enough for you,” he chortled, pointing a finger. “According to that letter we got, you’ve been building yourself a whole collection in Stillwell. Apparently you’ve even got some member of law enforcement in on it?”

I wasn’t about to let him defame Tasha. “That letter was written by a vindictive woman whose son assaulted a sorority girl on campus,” I explained. “It was an attempt to sow chaos in order to save her own reputation. It failed.”

“No doubt that’s true,” Mr. Tanaka said. “The woman sounded unhinged.”

I didn’t like that gleam in his eye one bit.

“So…” he continued. “You’re saying it’s false, then? That there are no other women in your life besides my daughter?”

I swallowed hard. Here we go, I thought. Not for the first time, I wished we could have kept all this under wraps. Revealing it piece by piece after we’d been married for a few years would have been easier for Kiki and me than ripping the band-aid off in a single go.

And yet it would’ve been dishonest, wouldn’t it?

“Mr. Tanaka,” I said, bracing myself. “Yukiko and I—”

“Oh, please.”

The interjection was so unexpected that all of us turned. Next to her daughter, Yukiko’s mother sat with her arms folded beneath her breasts, her lips peeled back over her teeth.

“You are the last person with the right to complain,” Mrs. Tanaka said, glaring at her husband. “Frankly, I’m surprised you didn’t try to bring… oh, what was her name? Ruby? To dinner with you.”

“Riley,” Mr. Tanaka corrected, right before he realized what a mistake he’d made in naming his paramour. His expression fell.

“Riley,” Mrs. Tanaka whispered. “Precisely.”

He recovered smoothly. “This isn’t about that, Yui. This is about letting our daughter run off with a ponhiki who’s probably knocked up half the girls in that college!”

“What do you care? You’ve already stained this family! If our daughter learned this behavior from anyone, it was from you!”

Mr. Tanaka was out of his seat. “My daughter is not a pony to be stabled with a dozen other fillies—!”

“You would know more about horse trading than anyone—!”

I slapped the table with both hands. “Hey!”

Both of the Tanaka parents fell silent. They whirled on me as one, standing on either side of the table, their expressions furious. At each other, and at me for interrupting them.

“Stop it right now!” I growled, my voice just low enough not to carry. “Do the two of you not see what the hell you’re doing to your daughter!?”

Both of them looked. Although Yukiko sat very quietly in the booth next to me, her shoulders shook silently as she tried and failed to hold herself together. Tears streaked down her cheeks, and her gaze was fixed somewhere off in the distance.

Probably all the way back in time to when she had a happy family.

Yui’s expression softened. “He’s right,” she said, sliding back into the booth and draping an arm over her daughter’s shoulder. “None of this is your fault, Yuka-chan. You should have been raised better than this.”

Yukiko slid from her mother’s grasp. “I was,” she said, her voice quiet but fierce. That was the Kiki I knew. “And that’s why I’m not going to be like you.”

Both Mr. and Mrs. Tanaka looked stunned.

“Yes, Jack has other women,” Yukiko said, her voice crackling with emotion as her gaze traveled from parent to parent. “And so do I. They’re the same women.”

Mrs. Tanaka’s jaw dropped. Mr. Tanaka turned as red as a beet.

Then they shared a knowing look, a spark of dreadful recognition passing between them, and I realized something that made me gasp.

They already knew.

“You’ve spoken of this… this foolishness before,” Mr. Tanaka grunted. “We thought it was behind you.”

Mrs. Tanaka took a long sip of her cocktail. “We were wrong,” she said, giving her husband a look. Unlike Mr. Tanaka, there was no anger in her expression. “It was not a phase.”

“I know what you think this is,” Yukiko said, her voice picking up steam. “Mother, you think I’m frightened that Jack will cheat on me the way otousan did to you, so I’ll just give him permission and pretend I’m alright with it. And otousan, you think I’m afraid that I’m like you and I won’t be able to stay faithful to my spouse. That random strangers will keep me happy so that I don’t walk out on Jack the way you’re doing to Mom!”

Both of them looked amazed at the change in their quiet, submissive daughter.

“But neither of those things are true,” she said, looking over at me. “I love Jack, and he loves me. We’re going to get married, and we’re going to have a life together—and that life is going to include the other women we’ve chosen to share our life with. They’re not mistresses, and this isn’t infidelity.” She squeezed my hand, her nostrils flaring as she finished her speech. “I don’t expect you to understand it. Most of the time, I don’t understand it myself. But I do expect you to love me—and to respect the choice I’ve made.”

For a long moment, both of Yukiko’s parents were speechless.

Then Mr. Tanaka exploded.

“How do you expect us to accept this!?” he roared, still standing beside the table. “You’re marrying a man old enough to be your father! Who needs a calendar to keep track of all the women he’s cheating on you with! And… and your foolish urges have returned? Those perversions!?”

I’d heard just about enough. “They’re not perversions, Mr. Tanaka,” I said, rising from the booth. “They’re who your daughter is. For God’s sake, do you not see what a wonderful young woman you’ve raised?”

He jabbed a finger into my chest. “I don’t need parenting advice from a man who thinks jamming his prick into college girls is an accomplishment!”

Something inside of me snapped.

“You ought to get on your knees and thank your lucky stars that your daughter still wants to have a relationship with you,” I growled. I felt wild, like I was letting out a little bit of that anger I’d displayed at the Delta Rho house that very first night. “She’s the one pushing for reconciliation, pal. If it were up to me, I’d whisk her away and treat her like a queen for the rest of her life and let you pound sand!”

Yukiko started to move. “Jack, please…”

“Shhh.” Mrs. Tanaka held her daughter closer. “It’s alright, dear. Let the men have their pissing contest.” There was the faintest flicker of a smirk on her face. “I’m enjoying it.”

“You are a disgrace,” Mr. Tanaka snapped, his gesture taking in me and Yukiko both. “Yukiko’s cousins, aunts and uncles will never stop snickering about her! She will never live this down, and they will never accept this!”

“Oh, I’m betting they’ll come around,” I said, giving Yukiko’s father my most winning smirk. “Not all at once, and not quickly—but money and charm tend to have an effect on people. You might have the first, Mr. Tanaka, but you’re severely lacking in the second.”

He let out an incoherent snarl. “You bastard—!”

“And when the first two fail, you can pretty much always count on grandbabies,” I said, glancing over my shoulder at the woman I love. “Your daughter has told me it’s her dearest wish to have a large family. I plan on making that wish come true before the ink is dry on our marriage certificate.”

No amount of familial anger could smother the gleeful noise that left Yukiko’s mother when she heard that last part. Leave it to Grandma to be swayed by the prospect of babies, I thought. A glance confirmed she held Yukiko more tightly than before, and her expression was practically unreadable.

Mr. Tanaka, on the other hand, couldn’t have been more obvious. “You really think I’m going to let you take my daughter away from me?” he snapped.

“You walked away from her in the first place!” I should have been quieter, but I couldn’t help myself. “You were too busy getting Riley to show you her downward dog to be there for your own goddamned family! Your daughter is going to build a dynasty when we get back to Boston, Mr. Tanaka. She’s smarter than most of the engineers I work with, braver than half the cops in this town and for some reason, she loves me enough to want to share this completely insane life with me. And yeah, she’s bisexual.” I met Mr. Tanaka’s eyes. “I don’t give a fuck. And neither should you.”

Yukiko’s father froze. In place of anger, an almost dangerous calm settled over the man. “This dinner was a mistake,” he said.

“Funny,” I snapped. “That might be the one thing both of us agree on.”

He pulled a hundred-dollar bill out of his jacket pocket and tossed it onto the table, letting it waft to the polished surface. “Consider that your wedding present,” he said derisively. “I’m leaving.”

Yukiko gave a start. “Otousan—”

It was no use. Mr. Tanaka stormed off, startling waitresses and patrons alike as he tore through the dining room.

Before any of us could stop him, he was gone.


Chapter Three


“God damn it,” I muttered, rubbing the back of my neck. “That went about as badly as it possibly could have gone…”

A few of Nagoya’s patrons stared at me, but most had already returned their attention to their meals. The commotion caused by Yukiko’s father evidently wasn’t all that uncommon here. Either that or these people had the same sense of decorum Yukiko and I showed when we first walked in here.

Decorum that I’d shed when Mr. Tanaka insulted her.

Damn it.

I really hadn’t meant to lose my temper.

“Listen,” I said, turning to Yukiko and her mother. “I’m really sorry. We’ll go now. I apologize for ruining your evening…”

I froze. Yukiko sat next to her mother in the booth, tears drying on her cheeks. She didn’t look anywhere near as sad as she’d been when her mother and father were fighting—in fact, she was starting to recover some of her color.

And her mother…

“Sit down,” Yui Tanaka said, a chuckle in her voice. “Please. And could you wave the waitress over when you get a chance?”

I blinked. “You want to continue after what I just did?”

Yukiko’s mother made a show of looking around. “I saw nothing that merits wasting a perfectly good dinner,” Mrs. Tanaka countered. “And I don’t think I’ve ever seen someone defend my daughter so fiercely.” A shadow passed over her face. “Not even me.”

Yukiko’s brows shot skyward. “Okaasan, don’t say that—”

“No honorifics, darling,” Yui said, shaking her head. “Not tonight. Your husband-to-be has shamed us all with his devotion. Sit across from me, Mr. Avery. We have much to discuss.”

A little bemused, I took my seat. A wave of my hand brought the waitress to our table; Mrs. Tanaka spoke another rapid-fire burst of Japanese that sent the kimonoed employee skittering for the bar. She looked pleased with herself.

“Those should be coming in a few moments,” Mrs. Tanaka said, leaning back in her seat. “Are you alright, dear heart? I should have known Ryuichi wouldn’t be able to make it through dinner without losing his temper.”

Yukiko looked almost as surprised as me to see this behavior coming from her mother. “I’m… I’m okay,” she said, shaking her head as she processed. “I didn’t realize things had gotten so bad between the two of you.”

Mrs. Tanaka shrugged. “We’re getting divorced,” she said, like that explained everything. “Three children, twenty-four years… no one knows how to hurt you like the people you know best.” A rueful smile flickered across her face for a moment before the waitress caught her attention. “Ah, here we are!”

Our server carried a tray with three shot glasses on it. Some unidentifiable liquid bubbled faintly within—it had the same neon sheen as most of the signs in this place. Mrs. Tanaka took one as the waitress set down the tray, then gestured for Yukiko and I to do the same.

The two of us shared an uneasy look. “What’s this?” I dared to ask.

“A toast,” Mrs. Tanaka said with a sly smile. “To new beginnings. For two generations of the Tanaka clan.”

I couldn’t exactly say no to that. Giving Yukiko a shrug, I clinked my glass against Mrs. Tanaka’s. A moment later, her daughter did the same.

The liquor hit the back of my tongue and exploded.

Good lord! I didn’t cough, but it was a very near thing. I’d tried some truly bizarre liquors back in college—absinthe had been all the rage back then—but I’d never sampled a brew like this before. Sweetness like a whole bag of Halloween candy erupted against my gums, filling my mouth with the taste of mint just before the alcohol hit me hard enough to singe the hair on my upper lip. Whatever this stuff was, it had a kick to it.

Yukiko didn’t stand a chance. She went bug-eyed as she swallowed, doubling over in the booth as a coughing fit wracked her slender frame. Mrs. Tanaka watched with a small smile, noting the way I rubbed the space between her daughter’s shoulder blades and held her against me. I sensed approval in her gaze.

The liquor had no effect on Yukiko’s mother. If she can party like that on the regular, then maybe Ryuichi had a point, I thought, remembering his jibe about Mrs. Tanaka outdrinking her daughter.

“Mrs. Tanaka,” I said once the proverbial smoke cleared. “You seem surprisingly alright with the way this night has turned out.”

Yukiko’s mother shrugged. “I’m not exactly sad to see Ryuichi storming off in a huff,” she said, setting the shot glass on the table. “He deserves to have his pride checked every now and then. Maybe if that happened to him a little more often, this catastrophe could have been avoided.”

I wasn’t so sure about that. But Mrs. Tanaka’s tone made me relax a bit. Or maybe it was just the alcohol—whatever had been in that shot was strong stuff.

Yukiko’s mother turned to me. “Mr. Avery. Would it be gauche to pretend that the three of us only just arrived at this restaurant?”

I grinned. “I’m willing to start from scratch if you are,” I said, meaning it.

Evidently, Mrs. Tanaka was. “Another round, then,” she said, signaling to the waitress.

I accepted, telling myself that this would be the last alcohol I’d consume that night. If Yukiko and her mom wanted to get a little wasted while they both trashed Mr. Tanaka, I’d let them—but I had to drive my ‘princess’ home later. Fortunately, Yukiko’s mother seemed to understand this. Once we’d all raised another toast, Mrs. Tanaka ordered a couple of appetizers for the table and let us make our dinner selections.

“Yukiko told me you’re a therapist, Mrs. Tanaka?” I asked once we had the table to ourselves again.

“Oh please, there’s no need to be so formal,” she countered. “Yui is fine. Honestly, I’m tempted to let you call me Mom, but perhaps we’re still a little early for that.”

I flashed a smile. “That would be strange, since you’re so much younger than me,” I joked.

Yui’s eyes lit up. “Flatterer!” she said, sounding pleased.

“Guilty as charged. And I’d be honored if you’d call me Jack.”

Yui settled back in her seat. “I’m a psychologist, yes,” she said, looking me up and down. “Are you in therapy, Jack?”

With anyone else, that would have been almost rudely blunt. From Yukiko’s mother, I sensed it was just par for the course.

“I probably should have been, back when my first wife passed,” I said, rubbing the bridge of my nose. “Therapy wasn’t as much of a thing back then, I’m afraid. For men, in particular.”

“A large number of my clients are male,” Yui explained, nodding along. “You’re right—many of them have been emotionally neglected by the ones they care about. Often by themselves as well.”

Spots of color showed on Yukiko’s cheeks. Whatever was in those shots had hit her a lot harder than it had me; I hoped the appetizers would arrive soon so she could get some food in her.

“Mom’s a Svengali,” my fiancée whispered like a confession. “But, like, if he used his powers for good.”

I frowned. The reference went over my head. “A what?”

“My daughter means I’m a hypnotist,” Yui said, her eyes narrowing in Yukiko’s direction. “I use deep relaxation techniques to aid my clients in making breakthroughs. It helps with stress, addictions, phobias, that sort of thing.”

Impressive. “I didn’t realize hypnosis was real.”

Yui chuckled. “Well, it’s certainly not like in the movies. No pocket watches, no mantras, no spirals. It’s really more like a form of guided meditation. But you’d be surprised at what guided meditation can do for a person who’s truly receptive to it.” She took a sip of her drink, giving me a mysterious look. “And of course, I can make people fall in love with me.”

I nearly choked. “Excuse me?”

Yui started to laugh. “I’m kidding! You should see the look on your face!”

We all laughed that one off. But as I glanced from Yukiko to the mother who looked so much like her, something told me Mrs. Tanaka likely didn’t need any hypnosis to make her male clients fall for her. Even at her age.

“If you’re really curious, you could always book a session,” Yui said, taking a sip of her drink. “I would love a chance to pick the brain of the man my daughter’s chosen as worthy to marry her.”

Yukiko started. “Mom!” She turned to me. “She always does this. I’ve never made a friend who Mom didn’t see as a potential client.”

“Thank you for the offer, but I think I’ll be alright,” I told Yui. No doubt she was right, and real hypnosis had nothing to do with any of those cheesy superhero movies or comic books I’d read as a kid. After all, if Yukiko’s mother was some kind of mesmerist, wouldn’t she have used her powers to keep Mr. Tanaka from leaving?

Unless him leaving is exactly what she wants, a dark little part of my mind whispered.

I shook my head, clearing it. That sounded a little too tinfoil hat for me.

Just then, the food arrived. Conversation took a brief hiatus as we chased our drinks with calories—Yukiko looked relieved to have something to soak up the booze, while her mother picked over the tempura and the crispy wings like a bird. Both of them looked more relaxed without Mr. Tanaka in attendance, which was both a relief and a little sad.

I wondered if the man even realized what he was losing.

“So,” Yukiko’s mother said once she’d judged I was ready to continue. “We might as well tackle the elephant in the room before the entrees arrive.”

I’d prepared myself for this. “What’s that?” I asked, wiping my mouth with a napkin.

Her look told me I ought to already know. “You want to marry my daughter,” she said, giving Yukiko a look. “Yet she would not be the only woman in your household, would she?”

We hadn’t talked about that much when Yukiko’s father was here. The sheer fact of me marrying her, along with the shock of their daughter’s open bisexuality, had been enough for him to storm off in an apoplectic rage.

“I love your daughter,” I told Yukiko’s mother. “I promise you she will never want for anything, Mrs. Tanaka. I’ll protect her, nurture her—give her the space she needs to start a family and fix the mess we’ve made with the rest of the Tanaka clan—”

Yui waved her hand at that. “I can handle them,” she said. “What I’m concerned about, Jack, is whether I can handle you.”

I blinked. “Me?”

“Yukiko is my eldest daughter,” Yui said, infusing each word with meaning. “Yes, we’ve held her to a high standard. We’ve been strict. That is because she deserves the very best. Not just with her education, or her marriage. Her life.”

“I couldn’t agree with you more,” I said.

Yui regarded me over the rim of her glass. “You really won’t remove these other women from your life?” she asked, arching an eyebrow.

Yukiko stiffened beside me. “I don’t want him to!” she protested.

“Hush, dear heart.” She put a hand on Yukiko’s knee and looked me in the eye. “I am not my husband. I’m aware that my daughter is different from most women. She’s always been more curious than her siblings and her peers, in many ways.” She gave her daughter an affectionate look, as if remembering pinning report cards to the refrigerator when Kiki was back in elementary school. “In her academic life, this caused her to be an exceptionally bright student. In her personal life, it has caused chaos.”

Yukiko blushed. “Chaos for Dad, maybe,” she muttered, clearly uncomfortable. “Jesus, do we really need to talk about this…?”

“Mrs. Tanaka,” I cut in, emphasizing the formality of my tone, “your daughter is maybe the least chaotic person I’ve ever met. Nothing gets past her. She has a plan for everything. The business, our family… it’s all down to the tiniest detail. I couldn’t be more proud of her.”

“That pleases me,” she said. “Dear heart, I know that right now all of this seems like great fun. But once you are married to this man, these other women… they will be nothing but a liability for you. They will take Jack’s attention away from where it belongs: on you and his family—”

Yukiko slid out of her mother’s grip, a hurt look on her face. “They are my family,” she said. “Don’t you get that?”

Yui’s lips formed a tight little line. “Yukiko. I am not angry with you. College is the time for a young woman to engage in experiments like these. But now that you are entering the real world, hand in hand with your husband, you must become his world—”

Yukiko slapped the table so hard people across the restaurant jumped.

“You don’t get it,” she snapped, tears forming in the corners of her eyes. “You’re no different than Dad! Oh sure, you say you accept me for who I am. You’ll probably put a rainbow bumper sticker on your fucking car next week and brag to the rest of the family about how tolerant you are! But you can’t handle the fact that I want this! That Jack isn’t pressuring me into living this way!”

Yui’s voice turned chiding. “Daughter, these women—”

“They have names,” Yukiko said. “Samantha Lowry. Marcella Ramsey. Sam is the president of the Delta Rho sorority, and Marcie—”

“I don’t want to hear their life stories!” Yui was aghast. “Calm yourself!”

Yukiko shook her head. “This is who I am. Jack didn’t push me into it. He just gave me the space to figure out what it is that I really want. I love them, Mom. Not as much as Jack, but only because I don’t think there’s a single thing in the universe I love more than Jackson Avery. But my husband-to-be is not the only person at this table who is excited to have those women walk down the aisle with him. With us. And you’re going to have to accept that.”

Yui stared at her daughter for a long moment. The waitress entered my field of view, carrying a tray of food and a worried expression, and I silently signaled for her to stay back for a minute until this was done. No interruptions.

“You… I…” For what I figured was probably the first time in a while, Mrs. Tanaka was stunned speechless. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard you speak like this before, dear heart.”

Yukiko blinked away tears. “What?”

Something like a smile rose to Mrs. Tanaka’s lips. “The way you’re defending yourself. The daughter I sent to Stillwell University would never have dared to speak to her parents so.”

“I’m not sorry,” Yukiko said.

“It was not an insult.” Yui’s smile widened. “You sound like a lioness.”

“No, I sound like you,” Yukiko said, wiping her eyes. “And I’m defending my life choices because they’re mine. I made them. Not Jack, or Dad, or the family. Me.”

Slowly, Yukiko’s mother began to nod.

“Tell me about these other two women,” she said.

Yukiko’s eyes widened. “I thought you said—”

“I know what I said.” Mrs. Tanaka motioned for the waitress to approach with the food. I hadn’t realized she’d noticed. “I changed my mind. I want to hear about them. And I want to hear it from you.”

Yukiko and I shared a look.

“Your future husband will eat,” Yui said, smirking. “He’s too skinny anyway. He needs to put some meat on those bones.”

I glanced down at myself. Clearly she saw something I didn’t. I wouldn’t have quite agreed with Maria Alvarez’s assertion that I was jacked, but I definitely didn’t look malnourished.

As the waitress set down our plates, Yukiko sized her mother up. “You won’t turn them away from this either,” she insisted. “If you’re just trying to get information, you should know Samantha and Marcie are committed…”

Yui looked almost stricken. “There is no shame at this table tonight, daughter,” she said gently. “Just the truth. Nothing you say will be used against you. You have my word.”

Yukiko swallowed hard. “Alright. Well, I told you Samantha’s the leader of Delta Rho. I knew her before all this, but we weren’t exactly friends—more like colleagues. Then Jack showed up at the sorority house one night, looking for Marcie, and everything changed…”

What happened next both surprised me and raised my admiration for Yukiko’s mother in a big way. In between bites of tonkatsu and wagyu steak, Yukiko told her mother all about Samantha and Marcie. She obviously omitted the parts about our sex life, but her admiration for the other two women who shared our bed and our hearts couldn’t help but shine through anyway. She gushed about Marcie’s strength in standing up to Elizabeth Baines, about Samantha’s fierceness in helping me take down Trevor and navigating the situation with the ethics board. She even told her mother about some of the dates we’d all been on—though she omitted the secret hot springs watched over by the Delta Rho coeds. I supposed something like that wasn’t to be shared with outsiders, even mothers.

Through it all, Yukiko’s mother was nothing but a perfect listener. She asked follow-up questions that got Kiki realizing things about her attraction to Samantha and Marcie she hadn’t even thought of; she smiled when it was right and laughed at jokes and hugged her daughter when she seemed like she might cry. I understood now what made Mrs. Tanaka such a fantastic therapist—honestly, seeing her like that almost made me reconsider a session.

Almost.

By the time my steak was down to the bone, mother and daughter were clicking in a way I figured they hadn’t in about fifteen years. Yui cackled as Yukiko retold Tasha’s story about pulling Elizabeth Baines over and watching her cold cock an officer of the law; a few minutes ago, they’d been sobbing together about Ryuichi, Yukiko promising to support her mother no matter what.

Yui leaned back in her seat, an amazed look on her face. “You really are not the girl we sent to Stillwell,” she said, sounding grateful for it. “You love those girls the way you love him. I can hear it in your voice when you talk about them.”

Yukiko’s lips formed a tight line. “I do, Mom. Are you…?”

“I’m still adjusting to all of this,” she said, waving away the question. Yet the smile on her face told me she’d done quite a bit of adjusting over the course of this dinner. “But I love you, dear heart. That’s never going to change.”

Yukiko hesitated. Then she slid across the booth and pulled her mother into a hug.

Mrs. Tanaka stiffened, surprised—then leaned into her daughter’s touch. Pride filled my chest as the two of them held each other. It wasn’t a perfect burial of the hatchet, and I sensed we’d still have friction even after the wedding. But I think both Yukiko and her mother healed a bit over the course of the evening.

“I love you, Mom,” Yukiko whispered.

“I love you too, sweetness,” Yui said. “Don’t worry about your father. I’ll handle him. And as for the rest of the family…”

Mrs. Tanaka looked over at me with a sly smile.

“Your fiancé is right,” she admitted with a chuckle. “Have a grandchild or two and they’ll all come running, no matter how ‘shameful’ they find your decisions. Even Ryuichi will swallow his pride eventually.”

“I can’t imagine that,” Yukiko said.

“I can. Sooner or later he’ll realize he gets to choose—whether to be the proud papa bringing his grandchildren Christmas presents, or the empty chair at Thanksgiving dinner.” She sniffed. “And even he is not that big of a fool.”

Yui tried to take the bill when the check came, but I refused to let her. “I’m covering this,” I said, handing her the hundred dollar bill her husband had tossed on the table. “I’d like you to give this back to Mr. Tanaka the next time you see him, as well.”

Yui snorted at that, but she took the money. As we made to leave, she slowed down, letting Yukiko and I walk a bit ahead of her. At first, I took her admiring gaze as thoughts of grandkids and white picket fences for both of us—then I noticed the way her eyes lingered on me.

“Well, at least you found a handsome one,” Mrs. Tanaka said once we were outside on the sidewalk. She watched me out of the corner of her eye. “You wouldn’t happen to have a brother, would you, Jack? A cousin around your age?”

The implication couldn’t have been clearer. Somehow, I managed to laugh.

“I’m afraid not,” I told her. “Two sisters. Both of them live on the other side of the country. Daniel Ramsey’s the closest thing I’ve got to a family out here.”

“Pity.” Yui reached into a pocket and came back with a slender rectangle—a business card, with her info inked on it. “Take this, Jack. If you have any trouble with Ryuichi—if God forbid he does something stupid—give me a call.” She paused. “Or if you change your mind about that counseling session.”

I doubted very seriously I’d do that. “I’ll think about it,” I said.

Yukiko gave her mother a final hug next to her car. Once her Lexus pulled out of the parking lot, I opened the door for Kiki and got into the driver’s side of the McLaren.

“Well,” Yukiko said. “That was more and less of a disaster than I expected.”

“I’ll say.” I couldn’t help but smile. “Your mother terrifies me. Of the two, I’m glad she’s the one who’s on our side.”

Yukiko laughed. “She can be a lot. And I’m pretty sure her support is conditional on those grandbabies.” She looked out the window, thinking. “But Mom is on our side. That’s huge. I’m… I’m relieved, Jack.”

“Me too,” I said.

Yukiko turned back to me. A knowing look flashed in her eyes.

“She likes you,” she said, her voice telling me she wasn’t entirely comfortable with that. “You remember that conversation we had after you hooked up with Marcie? In the kitchen?”

How could I forget? “You told me that if I’d had some bar floozy in the front seat of my sports car instead of Marcie, the two of us would have had words.”

“Some women are off-limits,” Yukiko said with a nod. “And Jack?”

“Yes?”

My gorgeous fiancée crossed her arms beneath her breasts. “My mother is at the top of that list. The very top.”

“Kiki,” I said. “I would never…”

“I know, and I’m certain she’d never try.” Yukiko paused. “Ninety-nine percent certain, in any case. But that is one person who does not have bedroom privileges, Jack. Don’t even think about it.”

I tossed my MILF fantasy into the mental paper shredder. “You have nothing to worry about,” I assured her, meaning it. “I would never do anything to hurt you, Kiki. I promise.”

Yukiko relaxed. “Good.”

She took my hand as I went to start the engine.

“Jack…” A flush rose to Yukiko’s cheeks as she beamed up at me. “Thank you for standing up for me tonight. And for seeing me when my parents couldn’t.”

Or wouldn’t, I thought. “You’re mine,” I told her. “That means I protect you.” I chuckled. “Besides, you did a pretty damned good job of standing up for yourself.”

Yukiko nibbled her bottom lip. “We still have to sneak past your boss when we get home,” she said, her eyes sparkling with mischief at the prospect.

Jesus. I’d almost forgotten. “Like a couple of teenagers coming home after curfew,” I said. “Thank God the condo’s on a different floor than the penthouse.”

As I pulled to the edge of the parking lot, Yukiko took hold of my wrist.

“Hey, Jack?”

There was something I liked a lot in her tone. “Yes, Princess?”

She giggled at the word. “All that stuff about me having kids as soon as possible…”

I gasped. She’d just taken my hand and slid it between her legs.

“How about tonight we make sure I’m knocked up before you walk me down the aisle?”

God damn. “I think I can do that, Princess.”

Yukiko grinned fiercely. “Good. Take me home, Jack. I need to finish this date night with you flooding my womb.”

I floored it.

We sped off into the night, Yukiko’s laughter trailing into the dark.


Chapter Four


By the time we made it back to my building, it was very late indeed.

Few spots remained as I pulled the McLaren into the back of the parking lot. A surge of relief filled me when I noticed Daniel’s car still sitting where he’d parked it after our confrontation. He hadn’t tried to drive drunk; hopefully he was sleeping off his bender in my old apartment, dead to the world.

“Shhh,” Yukiko whispered, taking my hand as we crossed the lobby. “Remember, everyone’s probably asleep. We don’t want to risk waking anybody.”

“You don’t want to wake up any of the other girls?” I asked.

Yukiko turned, a hand in mine and a swing in her step. “Maybe I’m feeling a little jealous after watching my mother spend half our dinner flirting with you,” she confessed, her eyes wild with passion. She pressed herself against me, going up on tiptoe and putting her lips to my ear. “Maybe I feel like I need to reassert my dominance.”

As we waited for the elevator to descend, I grabbed Yukiko’s ass with both hands and held her against me. “You’re goddamned right,” I growled. “You’re my princess, Kiki. And tonight your prince charming’s going to fill you until you’re dripping.”

Yukiko groaned and slid my hand between her thighs. “Shoot it all right here,” she growled, grinding my fingers against the fabric of her panties. “Bury it deep, Jack. Make sure there’s a baby in me before I go to bed tonight, please?”

My swimmers from the other night had probably already done the job, but it couldn’t hurt to make sure.

“I won’t stop,” I growled, nibbling her neck. “You make me act like a fucking teenager, Kiki. I can’t think with anything but my dick when you talk to me that way.”

The elevator dinged behind us. “Good,” Yukiko said.

If there’d been any fear of Daniel interrupting us, it faded when we reached the top floor. He wasn’t waiting for us—probably he’d swallowed the story that Kiki and I were going to stay at a hotel tonight. I doubt he knew I was renting the penthouse suite on my own dime.

My keycard unlocked the door. The interior of the penthouse was dark; I stood at the threshold for a few moments, Yukiko in my arms, letting my eyes adjust to the gloom.

“Looks like the party ended up at our place,” I whispered.

Even in the darkness, I could see the silhouettes of bottles on the kitchen counter. It looked like Samantha had opened up the liquor cabinet, and the suspiciously pizza-shaped boxes on the dining room table made me think they’d ordered some late-night snacks, too. Must have been a fun time—I felt slightly sorry to have missed it.

That’s alright, I told myself. They passed out too early—now they’re gonna miss this.

I led Yukiko through the living room by the elbow. Over on the couch, a dark shape stirred beneath a blanket before rolling over and snoozing once more. That was Marcie, I thought, though I couldn’t be sure. And why wouldn’t she just crash in the bed?

Yukiko stiffened at the motion, then peered up at me with a naughty grin. “I feel like I’m trying to sneak in a boy under my parents' nose,” she whispered, her voice so quiet she practically mouthed the words.

My hand slid down to her ass. “Not a boy,” I whispered back. “Your man.”

The figure on the couch settled down, snoozing gently. I scanned the room for any signs of other people crashed out on the floor and found none. Doubtless Samantha was passed out in the bedroom, along with anyone else who’d slept over. Maria, maybe, or Tasha.

We wouldn’t disturb their slumber. Yet.

I guided Yukiko past the kitchen, keeping my gaze away from the bedroom. That wasn’t an option yet. Once I judged we were far enough away from the mystery sleeper not to wake them, I gave her lower back a nudge.

“Balcony?” I mouthed, gesturing with my chin towards the sliding glass door. We’d been out there recently, and I knew Yukiko liked having that gorgeous view of the city while I slid into her from behind.

But evidently, my soon-to-be wife had a different idea. She shook her head.

I cocked an eyebrow. Hmm?

Smiling in the darkness, Yukiko took my hand.

At first I thought she intended to lead me into the master bedroom. We left the living room behind and entered the hallway, Yukiko moving as quietly as a cat burglar as her fingers laced through mine. Instead, we kept walking, all the way to the end of the hall.

“In here,” Yukiko whispered, shoving me inside with a giggle.

My feet moved from carpet to tiled floor. This room was one I hadn’t had much opportunity to visit since moving in—the space’s second bathroom, intended for guests and therefore smaller than the master. I couldn’t fully make out the contours of the furnishings with the lights out, but I could tell just from the way Yukiko’s chuckles echoed that this room was a lot tinier than the one where she, Samantha and Maria Alvarez had our four-way.

Yukiko carefully slid the door almost all the way closed behind us. That sliver of hallway was the only thing that kept the room from being absolutely pitch black—even so, I could barely make out the coed’s smile as she turned to me.

“Fuck, this is so hot,” Kiki murmured, her fingers tugging at the buttons of my shirt. “Nobody knows we’re in here—they’re all snoozing. I’ve got you all to myself…”

She went up on tiptoe and kissed me. My hands went back to her ass, squeezing it like I owned it, her mouth opening against me like an extremely horny flower.

As soon as she broke the kiss, Yukiko slid to her knees.

I could see her framed in the sliver of starlight from the living room, still dressed in her fanciest outfit from dinner. Her hair was already up, so no need to pull her raven locks into a ponytail—the chopsticks in her updo did all the work. She grabbed my belt and unlatched it, the sound echoing against the tile as it mixed with her feral groan.

“Princess,” I murmured, keeping my voice down. “What are you doing—?”

Yukiko tugged the waistband of my boxers under my balls. “Getting you ready,” she whispered, the words hot against the bottom of my shaft. “I need to taste you a little bit, sir. You don’t mind if I use my mouth on you for a bit before I give you my pussy, do you?”

Fuck. That was so hot.

In response, I ran my fingers through her hair and grabbed a handful. “Take it all,” I grunted, guiding her mouth to me.

Just before her lips opened, Kiki pulled back. “Remember,” she giggled, pressing a finger against my balls, “these don’t unload until you’re deep inside me. You hold that cum back until you’re fucking me, Jack. I want it all—not a drop wasted.”

I nodded, trusting Yukiko could see the motion in the near darkness. “Now be a good girl and give me the back of your throat, princess.”

Yukiko shuddered with bliss. “Yes, sir,” she murmured, kissing the underside of my cock. “Fuck, I love it so much…”

I loved it, too. When Yukiko’s warm, wet mouth opened and took me deep, I forgot about the rest of the world. The troubles I had hanging over my head, the stresses keeping me from claiming my throne and giving my harem the happily ever after they deserved—all gone, just like that. I was in heaven.

Kiki’s head bobbed back and forth, her lips gripping me tight. Faint slurping sounds filled the bathroom as she did as I commanded, relaxing her throat and taking me all the way down to the base. I swelled bigger and thicker against the back of her throat, the pleasure so strong that I almost broke my promise right then and there.

We backed up a step, then another, and then I was leaning against the sink. Both hands rested on the back of Yukiko’s head, guiding her mouth up and down the length of my dick like I was controlling the world’s most luxurious sex toy. Kiki let herself be led, swallowing me like a good girl as she gave me sloppy head.

As I looked down, a part of me was tempted to imagine Mrs. Tanaka kneeling before me in the darkness. But I loved Yukiko too much to think of anyone but her.

Finally, Kiki decided I’d had enough. She pulled off of me slowly, running her tongue along that special sensitive spot on the underside of my crown. Even in the dark, I knew she had tons of my pre-cum on her tongue—and she savored every drop.

“I think you’re more than hard enough, Jack,” Yukiko whispered. “What’ll it be? Bend me over this counter and fuck me, or take me into the shower—”

The bathroom door opened.

Both of us froze. Yukiko’s nails dug into my thighs so deeply they nearly drew blood.

The narrow line of light became a wedge, reaching nearly all the way across the room. Kiki and I still stood in darkness, but if the person stepping into the bathroom flipped on the light, they’d see Yukiko kneeling in front of me with her makeup smeared and her lipstick all over my cock.

Please be Samantha, I thought, panic coursing through my veins. Or Marcie. Shit…

The figure fumbled around in the darkness. It took a second for me to realize what they were doing—like me, they had no idea where the light switch was. Not Marcie or Sam, then.

This wasn’t good.

After a few seconds of running their fingers across the wall, they muttered a word in a language I didn’t recognize and abandoned their search. Kiki and I watched their silhouette cross the room, headed for the toilet with halting, likely hungover steps.

As they came closer, Yukiko shifted against me, her fingers trying desperately to shove my length back into my boxers. It wasn’t working—I was too hard, and she couldn’t see well enough to get my pants buttoned. Even if she had, the sound of my belt would have clued in our intruder to the presence of other people in the room.

The figure reached the toilet and turned. Even in the near-total darkness, I knew her silhouette well enough to recognize her. It was just about the last person I’d expect to sleep over.

Lakshmi.

What in the world was she doing here? She should have been back at the Delta Rho house with the rest of the pledges about to graduate. The whole sorority party had been arranged on their behalf. There would have been no reason for her to follow Samantha or Marcie home.

Yukiko shifted at my knees. Maybe if the two of us didn’t move, Lakshmi wouldn’t see us. She could do her business, slip back to the couch, and be peacefully sleeping again in no time.

I glanced over my shoulder at the sink. Except if she goes to wash her hands…

The toilet seat made a sound as Lakshmi lifted the lid. Yukiko gave a start.

And the coed’s silhouette froze.

“Hello?” Lakshmi’s voice was slow and sleepy, her accent more pronounced than usual. “Is someone there…?”

She was about to come and check. Yukiko shot to her feet, turning around and using her body to hide the fact that my pants were unbuttoned. Her ass pressed against my still-hard cock, nearly making me moan.

“It’s me, Laks,” Yukiko whispered. “It’s Kiki.”

The poor girl nearly shot to the ceiling. “Good Lord!”

Yukiko forced out a chuckle. “Sorry to frighten you, Laks. I just got home—I was trying not to wake anybody up. Guess I wasn’t as quiet as I thought.”

Lakshmi put a hand to her chest. “You nearly scared me to death,” she said, rising from the toilet and closing the lid. “Why wouldn’t you warn me you were in here? And why are the lights off—?”

“Oh, don’t worry about that!” Yukiko said. Lakshmi’s hand had begun questing for the light switch once more. “Why don’t you go crash in the bedroom, Laks? You can use the bathroom in there, and I’ll take the couch.”

One of Lakshmi’s hands rose. I braced myself for the lights to come on, but the coed was just rubbing the back of her neck. “Samantha and Marcie are in there,” she said, a little ruefully. “I didn’t want to disturb them. They’re hoping that when Jack gets home…”

Whatever Samantha and Marcie had been planning to surprise me with when I got back, we’d obviously been too late to see it. Everyone else had fallen asleep.

Except for Lakshmi. Who’d just realized something.

Yukiko stiffened.

“Where is Jack?” Lakshmi’s voice was almost accusatory. “Did you come home alone?”

No sense in hiding it now, I supposed. We were busted.

“He’s… right here,” Yukiko said, trying to sound casual. “We just got back from dinner with my parents. I’m having a bit of a wardrobe malfunction. I needed Jack to help me with my zipper.”

It was a lame excuse, and she knew it. More than that, Lakshmi knew it.

“Oh,” the coed whispered. “Oh.”

“Go get in the bed,” I told Lakshmi as gently as possible. “You shouldn’t have to sleep on the couch. That thing’s plenty huge—you probably won’t even notice Sam and Marcie.”

“And the master bathroom is much nicer than this one,” Yukiko added brightly.

Lakshmi hesitated. I couldn’t see the way she blushed in the darkness, but I sensed that if the lights were on, it would be spectacular.

“Yeah, okay,” Lakshmi said, her shoulders rising and falling in the darkness.

Still, she hesitated. Was she squinting, trying to see us better? Surely, she knew what the two of us had been doing—or just about to do—when she interrupted us. Why stay?

I saw her sway in the doorway, one hand on the frame.

“Marcie and Samantha both have rings,” the coed said, her voice slightly slurred. “They said you do, too, Kiki. Is it really true that the four of you are getting married? That you’re all going to share Mr. Avery?”

Mr. Avery, I thought. There was something strange about the way she said that.

Yukiko’s hand slid behind her ass, her fingers wrapping around the base of my shaft. For just a second, a thought that felt almost impossible flickered through my mind.

“Sweetheart, you’re drunk,” Yukiko said. “We’ll talk about it in the morning, okay?”

Slowly, Lakshmi nodded. “Yeah,” she whispered, her voice tight. “Sure…”

The moment lengthened. Lakshmi still didn’t move.

“Can you close the door on your way out?” Yukiko asked.

The words broke whatever spell was on the coed. Lakshmi gave a little start, as if realizing for the first time where she was and what she was doing, and before either of us could say another word she was gone. The door clicked behind her, followed by her rapid footsteps down the hall in the direction of the master bedroom.

Yukiko and I both waited, the only sound in the room that of our heartbeats. Ten seconds elapsed, then twenty. If the rest of the house was going to wake up, they’d do it now.

Nothing happened.

When it became clear Lakshmi had gone back to bed, both of us began to laugh.

“Jesus, that was close,” I said, wrapping an arm around Yukiko’s waist. “That girl almost caught us in a very delicate situation.”

“Almost?” Yukiko turned around, her fingers still gently stroking me. “I think she did.”

“I don’t know what the hell she’s doing here,” I muttered, glancing over at the closed door. “Why would Samantha and Marcie bring her back to the penthouse with them? It’s almost like they wanted her to catch us or something…”

“Lakshmi said something about them wanting to surprise you,” Yukiko said thoughtfully. “She was probably the early warning system for us coming home. She gets up, greets us, gives the two of them time to get on whatever little outfits they planned to welcome you in and get each other warmed up.”

Now there was a thought. “You mean they were going to rock the bedroom with Lakshmi a stone’s throw away? Wouldn’t the poor girl hear everything?”

The corner of Yukiko’s mouth curled in the darkness. “You make it sound like she doesn’t want to hear,” she murmured, pressing herself against me. “Did you see the way she was hesitating, Jack? That girl was looking for an excuse to stay in this bathroom.”

I shook my head. “That’s crazy—”

Yukiko stroked me harder. “Why else would she insist on coming home with two girls who are planning on marrying you? If she hadn’t been drunk and half-asleep, she probably would have had the presence of mind to go for it. You could have been emptying your balls in both of us.”

I couldn’t hide my shock. “Okay, you’re crazy.”

She was. And I loved it.

“You have no idea how bad I wanted to show her exactly what I’d been doing when she showed up,” Kiki growled, her hand gripping me tight. As she spoke, she lifted one knee against the side of the sink and straddled me, grinding herself onto my rod through her panties. “I would have sounded so proud when I told her my man was about to breed me. I would have been such a good fucking girl.”

I couldn’t take it any longer. “You still want to get fucked?”

Yukiko’s giggle told me all I needed to know. “I sure as hell didn’t get you this hard just to waste it,” she purred. “But you’d better fuck me fast.”

“Hmm?”

Yukiko’s eyes shone with lust. “Lakshmi might come back,” she said innocently.

“Like you don’t wish she would,” I growled. “Turn around, princess. I want to fuck you from behind.”

No ‘wardrobe malfunction’ this time. In a few deft moves I had Yukiko’s dress off, stripping her down to her underwear and her stockings. She unhooked her bra and tossed it into a nearby hamper, then dropped her panties to her ankles while I took off everything but my boxers and my white t-shirt.

“I don’t need any foreplay,” Yukiko whimpered, her hands on the sink. “I’m so fucking wet right now, all I need is for you to stick it in—”

I did just that. One smooth, hard stroke, and I was hilt-deep inside of her.

Yukiko turned and sank her teeth into my arm, muffling her scream of pleasure. The pain hurt, but it was nothing compared to how good it felt to enter her, to push against her back walls and feel her pussy quiver around my cock.

“Welcome home,” Yukiko whispered, her back arching. “Oh my God, babe, I feel so full with you inside me…!”

It was like coming home. I bore down and drove into her with short, fast strokes, the sound of her thighs against the counter making little slapping sounds each time I bottomed out.

“Yes, yes, yes…” Yukiko grabbed one of my hands and slid it between her thighs, my fingers swirling around her clit as my cock pistoned in and out of her. “Right there, Jack. That’s where I need you to put your cum! Flood me with it! Fill my womb until I’m bred—!”

I clapped the hand that wasn’t between Yukiko’s legs over her mouth.

“You keep yelling like that,” I growled, “and Lakshmi is gonna come back.”

My hand slid from her mouth to her throat. Her walls clenched around me as my fingers tightened, readier than ready for me to empty inside of her. I could feel how badly she wanted to milk me dry.

“Maybe I want that,” Yukiko grinned. “But not tonight. Tonight is about us.”

Fuck, I was close. Her mouth and her hands had done more than warm me up—they’d stoked my desire to the point that every thrust into Kiki’s tightness threatened to unravel me. I thrust harder, deeper, Yukiko’s body shaking beneath me as I brought her to the brink.

“Knock me up, Jack,” Yukiko whimpered, her eyes closing tightly as she hit the point of no return. “Get me pregnant. Put it… fuck, put it right here…!”

I got my hand over Kiki’s mouth in the nick of time. She screamed as she hit the peak, going weightless in my arms as orgasm crashed over her body. She spasmed against me, the walls of her cunt clenching madly around my prick as her eyes rolled back in her head.

That did it. Every thrust between Kiki’s legs just got a hundred times better. I was done.

“Here it comes,” I growled, my legs shaking as I neared the edge. The hand between her legs I moved to her taut little tummy, like a promise of what would happen in the months after I fucked her raw and knocked her up. “Fuck, princess, you’re going to get it all…”

Yukiko leaned over her shoulder and kissed me, hard. “Give it to me,” she panted, sounding almost crazy with need. “Breed me, mark me, pump me full! Don’t hold back, just shoot every last drop inside of me!”

I buried myself to the hilt and let go. The world dissolved in a haze of bliss as I shot, my cock throbbing inside of Yukiko’s tight walls as I shot my load. Thick pulses of hot cream sprayed against her inner walls, filling her fuller than full.

“Nnnngh,” Yukiko groaned, pressing herself down on me as I unloaded. “There is nothing in the world like that, Jack. I can feel you cumming. Christ, there’s so much…!”

Yukiko shuddered as she came a second time, burying her face against my shoulder to muffle the cries. The feeling of me dropping an unprotected load in her fertile pussy… well, it was primal. Deeper than marriage, deeper even than love. Yukiko had chosen me as the man to give her a child, and there was no greater compliment a woman could pay to a man than that.

No wonder it got her off.

We stayed locked like that for a long time, hearts hammering in the darkness. Both of us listened for any sign of Lakshmi or the other girls, but they either hadn’t woken up or had chosen not to interrupt us. Either way, we’d gotten away with it.

Eventually Yukiko turned, throwing her arms around me and kissing me. It was slow and filthy, and by the time she came up for air, I was almost hard again.

“If it didn’t work last time,” she chuckled, resting her sweaty forehead against my chest, “I’m pretty sure it did tonight. Good Lord, Jack, that was savage.”

“You were the one who said no foreplay,” I chuckled.

Her nails gently raked my chest. “Maybe we should let coeds catch us in the act more often,” she purred, fishing around with her toe for her panties.

Once she got them back on, I gave her my t-shirt. It fit her all the way down to mid-thigh, with the sleeves as big as a pajama top. “Thanks,” she whispered, giving me a kiss on the cheek.

She moved to leave, but I stopped her.

“That stuff you said about Lakshmi,” I grunted. “Did you mean that?”

A smile spread across Yukiko’s face. “You mean, do I think Laks has a crush on you? Jack, at this point there’s not a single girl at Delta Rho who doesn’t randomly wake up in the middle of the night with her panties soaked through from dreaming about you.”

“Dreaming is one thing. Actually making a pass at me is something different.”

Yukiko’s smile didn’t waver. “I mean, I guess you’d have to ask her. She certainly looked ready to me, though.” She cocked her head to the side. “Are you going to ask her?”

Something about her tone told me she hoped the answer was yes. “Right now, I’m going to get some sleep,” I told Yukiko. “And then in the morning I’m going to make some breakfast and find out how angry my boss is with me.”

“Sounds about right,” Yukiko agreed. “Except we’ll handle breakfast.”

“Sure.”

Lakshmi left her blanket and her pillow on the couch. I lay down; Yukiko shimmied underneath and bundled herself up in my arms. In a few moments both of us were drowsing, the warmth and feeling of each other’s bodies lulling us into a doze.

“Jack?” Yukiko let out a yawn.

“Yes, honey?”

Yukiko blinked slowly. “I know I already thanked you for tonight,” she said, a hand resting on my chest. “But I really, really appreciate you helping me stand up to my parents.”

“And I already told you you’re welcome,” I chuckled. “Besides, it was mostly you.”

“Yeah.” She paused. “And my Mom’s still off-limits.”

That made me do a little more than chuckle. “Duly noted.”

Yukiko leaned in, our noses practically touching. “But Lakshmi’s not,” she whispered, giving me a quick peck. “Just so you know. Not that I’m saying I want you to fuck her…”

“But you wouldn’t be upset,” I said. “I know how you operate, Kiki.”

She closed her eyes. “G’night, Jack. Sweet dreams.”

“G’night. Princess.”

Yukiko gave me one last moan as she drifted off. Speaking of soaked panties…


Chapter Five


By the time we woke up the next morning, Daniel was gone.

A quick once-over of the downstairs condo showed that he’d spent the night there. The bed was unmade, the fridge had been raided—not that I minded, considering how badly he’d needed to eat with that much alcohol in his system—and the TV in the living room had been left on, playing Bloomberg News on mute. The bathroom was still faintly warm and humid from the shower he took before leaving.

“We must have just missed him,” I told Marcie as I stepped back into the living room. The two of us had slipped down here before the rest of the coeds woke up, intending to catch Daniel alone. “I was really hoping the two of us could talk once he sobered up.”

“He’s probably just embarrassed,” Marcie said, looking plenty perturbed herself. “Last night was intense for both of you. I’ll text him.”

While Marcie did that, I took her back up to the penthouse so Samantha and I could make breakfast. She stared at her phone the whole way, as if it might light up with a text from her father at any second.

It didn’t.

By the time we reached the top floor, Marcie had fired off a half-dozen missives to her father without a reply. Her shoulder slumped as she realized she wasn’t likely to get any response from him that morning. “He must be really upset,” she said, glancing over at me. “I don’t like this, Jack. Dad never leaves me on read.”

That’s how I know you’re a Daddy’s girl, I thought ruefully. You’ve never been in this much trouble with Daniel before. And neither have I.

I placed a hand on her lower back. “He’s probably just driving,” I assured her. “I’m sure he’ll get back to you as soon as he gets wherever he’s going, Marcie.”

Samantha was waiting for us in the foyer. The blonde coed wore nothing but an oversized Delta Rho sweatshirt and a smile, her hair a messy halo around her head. Despite how hard she’d partied last night, she didn’t look the slightest bit hungover.

She threw herself into my arms as we approached, giving me a warm hug. “Good morning, Daddy,” she purred, glancing past me and Marcie like she’d expected another visitor. “Is it just the two of you? I thought you were going to get Marcie’s dad…”

“He’s gone,” Marcie said, her voice tight. “I can’t get in touch with him, either!”

Samantha’s smile didn’t waver. “I’m sure it’s some kind of mistake,” she said, hugging the coed. Her gaze flickered to the bruise next to my eye, which had paled since last night but now stretched all the way from my temple to the bottom of my cheek. “Did Marcie’s father give you that, Daddy, or did Mr. Tanaka take a swing at you?”

“The former,” I said, rubbing the spot. “It was a pretty rough night.”

“I’ll say.” A naughty look flashed in Samantha’s eyes. “Kiki was just telling me how rough it was.” She glanced back at the door. “She and I were just getting breakfast ready. Neither of you have early classes today, right?”

We didn’t. Honestly, I was pretty much finished with my classes—even if I skipped the remainder of my engineering lectures, my grades were more than high enough to carry me to the finish line. But I still wanted to be there if I could. Some of those guys had become my friends—they wanted to pick my brain, to get advice on where to apply after graduation.

“I’m free,” I told my fiancée. Glancing down, I was pleased to see my ring on her finger.

“I’m good until this afternoon,” Marcie said, giving her phone one final check. “But you already knew that.”

The way Sam giggled told me she already had something planned. “Go on in,” she told the coed, giving her shoulder a squeeze. “Breakfast first. Then we figure out a way to get your Dad to realize what a dick he’s being.”

Once Marcie was inside, Samantha put a hand on my chest. “Jesus,” she whispered, running a nail gently down the side of my face. “I hope you gave as well as you got, Daddy.”

“I did,” I said, wincing at the memory of slugging my boss. “It was awkward as hell trying to explain it to Yukiko’s parents.”

Samantha pursed her lips. “It’s sexy,” she decided, an impish smile playing at her features. “It makes you look like a warrior. Like you fucked up some asshole who tried to mess with your women.”

That wasn’t too far off from the truth, actually. “Thanks,” I said.

I thought that would be it, but Samantha had more. She went up on tiptoe, leaning forward and dropping her voice to a whisper. “Kiki told me the two of you got pretty wild while the rest of us were asleep,” she purred, sounding a little put out to not have been included. “And that Lakshmi almost caught you?”

“She pretty much did catch us,” I chuckled. “Poor thing nearly jumped out of her skin when she realized she didn’t have the bathroom all to herself.”

Sam smiled at that. “Well, I just wanted you to know you didn’t scare her off,” the coed confided with a grin. “She’s in there with Kiki helping get breakfast whipped up. She’s very interested in hearing about all this drama with you and the Tanakas.”

I could hold forth on that topic all morning if need be. “She’s a sweet girl,” I said. “Yukiko has the oddest feeling about her, though. Told me last night she thinks Laks wants to hook up with the two of us…”

I trailed off, because Samantha looked giddy. “It’s not just Kiki who thinks that,” she purred, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. The Delta Rho sweatshirt made them look amazing when she did that. “You’ll see. Come on in, Daddy. Get something to eat and you can fill me in on everything Yukiko left out about last night.”

I protested that I’d been about to make her breakfast—then I stepped inside. The smell of coffee and frying bacon hit my nostrils, provoking an instant response from my stomach and my salivary glands. I hadn’t realized how much of an appetite I’d worked up with Yukiko the previous night until just then. I felt like I hadn’t eaten in a week.

I’d never been happier to have splurged on a place with an expensive kitchen. Samantha had left Yukiko and Lakshmi to finish up while she greeted Marcie and me; the latter was already sitting at the kitchen table arranging the silverware while the former pulled a pitcher of orange juice out of the fridge and grabbed five glasses.

If Samantha had dressed up to entice me this morning, Yukiko’s outfit was all about claiming ownership. She wore one of my button-down business shirts—the same one I’d had on under my jacket at dinner with the Tanakas—the sleeves rolled up to her elbows and the tails dangling down almost all the way to her knees. The way she moved told me she didn’t have a stitch on underneath, not that I minded. Handing a pitcher of OJ to Samantha while pulling bacon off the grill and onto a plate, she looked like a freaking domestic goddess.

I came around and gave her a peck on the cheek, my hands verifying that yes, there was nothing underneath that business shirt. “Good morning, princess,” I growled, the word provoking a blush from Kiki and knowing giggles from the rest of the girls. “How are we doing?”

God, she looked good. I really could picture myself staring at her across a breakfast table just like this one for the rest of my life.

“I’m still glowing from last night,” Yukiko whispered. “I know there’s no way we could possibly know anything at this point, but I just feel different today. Like… like it’s the start of something amazing.”

I gave her another kiss. “I couldn’t be prouder.”

Marcie threw herself into a chair, her cell phone forgotten for the moment. “I want to hear exactly how it all went down,” she said, frowning as she took a glass of juice from Samantha. “I need something to take my mind off of… all this.”

One girl sitting at the breakfast table had a completely different vibe from the others. I probably should have expected it, as Lakshmi was neither a member of our harem nor someone I’d ever hooked up with in the past. Having finished helping Samantha and Yukiko, she’d been watching the breakfast proceedings with something between amusement and alarm; now, as Marcie ran her fingers through her hair and made a worried face, the patient member of Delta Rho spoke her peace.

“Am I missing something?” Lakshmi asked. “Marcie, you look as if you’re about to sink right through the floor.”

I took the seat on Marcie’s other side and put an arm over the coed’s shoulder. “I had a very eventful night last night,” I explained. Lakshmi knew about the dinner Yukiko’s parents, but clearly no one had filled her in about what had happened before. “Marcie’s father—my boss—is in Stillwell. At least he was last night.” I gestured at my bruise. “It’s how I got this, actually.”

Lakshmi gasped. “Oh my goodness,” she said, covering her mouth with her hands. “I take it he does not approve of your relationship?”

“To put it mildly,” I said, taking a sip of juice. Damn, that was good—I made a mental note to ask where Samantha got it. “I don’t know if he’s still in town, but he drove all the way from Boston when he found out what’s been going on between Marcie and I. He confronted me right before Kiki and I could leave for the meeting with her parents.”

Samantha placed a cup of coffee in front of me. “Speaking of which, you need to dish,” she said, sliding into her own seat across from mine. “Kiki let us in on a little bit about what happened last night, but I want to hear all of it. Leave no detail out, Daddy, no matter how filthy.” She glanced over at Lakshmi. “Don’t worry, everyone here’s been sworn to secrecy.”

I cocked an eyebrow. “Secrecy?” I asked.

Lakshmi must have misinterpreted it, because she blushed. “I would not go telling your business to the rest of Delta Rho, Mr. Avery,” she said, practically stammering the words. “What happens between you and your wives is your business.”

Poor thing! She looked stricken. I couldn’t help but find it cute.

“They’re not technically my wives yet,” I told Lakshmi. “And I’m not concerned about your discretion. You’ve already proven to me that you can be relied upon to keep a secret.”

Lakshmi’s blush deepened. “Are you talking about last night?”

Marcie and Samantha both whirled on her. Even knowing what had happened after they went to bed, the way Lakshmi said that made it sound like we’d done a hell of a lot more.

“Actually, I was thinking of the night you helped Marcie out of a jam,” I said. “I know you’re a good friend to her, Laks. And the other girls clearly trust you,” I added, gesturing around at the coeds who’d so eagerly brought her into our home.

“You’re very welcome here,” Yukiko said, placing plates of food in the center of the table. “And that’s final. None of these sluts would dare contradict me.”

“Remind me which ‘slut’ was pulling Jack into the bathroom last night?” Samantha teased.

Yukiko grinned, then tossed a piece of bacon at her. “Tell them what happened with Daniel,” she said, taking her place at the table. “I’ll fill in any details you forget. And then I’ll tell them all about the dinner with my parents, and you can fill in anything I leave out.”

That sounded good to me. “We were in the parking lot when Marcie called,” I said, pulling the coed closer to me. “You sounded so upset I thought something had happened to you…”

In between bites of eggs and sips of coffee, I told the whole story. The women who would one day be my wives listened intently: gasping when I told them about Daniel shoving Yukiko, cheering when I slugged him in retaliation, and booing when I told them about him landing that punch on the side of my face.

But it was the ultimatum Daniel gave me right before we left that gave them pause.

“Dad… wants Jack to marry me?” Marcie blurted. “But that’s crazy! I’m not even going to graduate from Stillwell for two more years—I’m not ready to run a company!” She shared a look with Yukiko. “We all agreed that Kiki was the girl for the job!”

“Damn straight,” Samantha grumbled. “All I want is Daddy. I’m not ready for white picket fences and baby carriages yet—not for another few years, at least. But Kiki is.”

“I can’t believe you tried to agree to that,” Marcie told Yukiko. “Thank God Jack could see how wrong my dad was being…”

“It would have been a huge mistake,” Yukiko agreed with a nod. “I don’t think I could have ever forgiven myself.”

Lakshmi coughed. “Sorry,” she muttered, waving a hand in front of her face.

She was so obvious that I couldn’t help but chuckle. “You probably think we’re making a big deal out of nothing,” I said. “That I’m going to marry all of them, so what’s the point?”

To my surprise, Lakshmi shook her head. “No, I completely understand,” she insisted. “Where I come from, open polygamy is illegal. But arrangements like the one you, Samantha, Marcie and Yukiko have agreed to are not entirely unheard of.”

“Are they now?” I asked.

Lakshmi nodded. “The issue is that a man can only have one wife,” she said, looking at each of my women in turn. “In my country, certain men—rich and powerful ones—can get away with having more than one, as long as he is able to treat them equally. But even if he does, the law would consider whichever of them does not officially marry him to be his mistresses, not his wives. No matter how close they are.”

“What we’re doing isn’t entirely legal,” Yukiko insisted. “But that doesn’t mean it’s wrong. All three of us love Jack, and all three of us consider this a life-long commitment.” She sighed deeply, shaking her head. “In a way, Daniel is right—it doesn’t matter which one of us officially takes Jack’s name. But that’s not his decision to make. We are Jack’s women, and we get to decide our own hierarchy.”

“Our own sovereignty,” Samantha said proudly. “It’s no different than Delta Rho. First we were sorority sisters, and now we’re going to be sister wives.”

“We need to come up with a better term for it than that,” Marcie muttered.

“Agreed,” Samantha said with a chuckle. “I was just making a point.”

Lakshmi turned to me. “So you won’t back down?” she asked, her expression unreadable. “You won’t change your official wife, just to make your father-in-law happy?”

Was this some kind of test? “He should be happy that his daughter has found someone she cares about and wants to be with for the rest of her life,” I said, taking Marcie’s hand. “Someone who’s going to protect her, keep her safe, and surround her with so much love that she’s never going to feel anything but totally supported. That’s what all of these girls are getting, Lakshmi. That’s what this is all about.”

“But he could withdraw your name from contention as CEO,” Lakshmi protested. “He could fire you from your job…”

Samantha laughed. “And? If Marcie’s dad doesn’t want to hand the reigns to Daddy, then he’s an idiot. No offense, Marcie.”

“None taken,” Marcie said, a smile cutting through her malaise.

“I know this man, Lakshmi,” Samantha continued, reaching across the table to put her hand in mine. “He likes to say that I brought him back to life that night at the Delta Rho house, but really it was him who taught me how to live. I couldn’t see a world past my own freaking nose before I met Daddy. I thought being the queen of the sorority was the most important thing in the world.” She paused. “I mean, it is important, but…”

“Uh huh,” Yukiko said, rolling her eyes.

“The point is, nothing’s going to stop us, Lakshmi. Even if Daniel takes away the carrot he’s been dangling in Daddy’s face for the last fifteen years, he’ll build something new. And he’ll totally clean his old boss’s clock when he does.”

Her faith in me left me touched. “That means a lot to me, babygirl,” I growled.

Samantha grinned at me like I was the most important man in the world. “Besides, he’s rich,” she said breezily. “Oh no, he might have to stop working so much and travel the world with his hot harem of horny sorority wives. What a terrible inconvenience.”

Lakshmi laughed at that, and soon Yukiko and Samantha were laughing right along with her. My mind filled with thoughts of the European vacation I’d promised my fiancées once we tied the knot. I was dreaming of all of them dressed in bikinis on some yacht in the Mediterranean when Marcie spoke up, soft but fierce.

“Even if Jack was willing to do that, I wouldn’t let him,” she said.

I turned to her. “What’s that, babygirl?”

Marcie practically had tears in her eyes. “I love you, Jack,” she said, wiping her face with the back of her hand. “I love you so much that I can’t believe there was ever a time I tricked myself into believing I wasn’t in love with you. I love you, and I love getting to share you with my best friend, and I love that you’re giving me the space to explore these crazy feelings I have about that the same way you did with Yukiko.”

“The crush is very mutual, Marcie,” Samantha purred.

“But I… I don’t want to be the paper wife,” she said, shaking her head. “It wouldn’t be right. I wasn’t the woman who brought you back to life after you lost Lauren: that was Samantha. And I’m not the woman who made this whole harem thing happen and somehow manages to keep it running smoothly, like Yukiko. I’m just a goofy sorority girl who thinks the world of you.”

“I think the world of you, too, babygirl,” I said, putting a hand under Marcie’s chin. “Don’t sell yourself short.”

“I’m not,” she said. “All three of us have different skill sets. All three of us have different things you love about us. If we ever end up bringing more girls into this crazy thing, they’ll bring different skills, too.”

Lakshmi couldn’t hide the way she lit up at that bit.

“And mine’s not to lead.” Marcie took a sip of her orange juice. “That’s not selling myself short, Uncle Jack, that’s just being honest. Kiki should be Mrs. Avery, and the rest of us should be Jack’s wives.”

“Hear fucking hear,” Samantha agreed. “You see, Lakshmi? We make this work.”

Lakshmi nodded. “I didn’t realize unconventional arrangements like this could function so smoothly,” she said, brushing down a fold in her sari. “Honestly, the four of you get along better than a lot of the married couples I know. And that’s just one spouse.”

“Speaking of married couples,” Samantha said, leaning forward with a devilish grin. “What the heck happened at dinner, Kiki? Did Daddy manage to charm your folks into accepting him as your husband?”

“We’re… part of the way there,” Kiki admitted, her lips tightening. “My mother is coming around, though my father is less accepting than ever. In fact, he might have stormed out of the dinner before it was even done…”

Yukiko told the story; I concentrated on enjoying my breakfast. She managed it with a lot more of a flair than I did, recounting the events in a way that felt even more riveting than experiencing them first-hand. All three of the other sorority girls sitting around the table loved hearing about it—and they really loved hearing about Mrs. Tanaka.

“She gave him her card!?” Samantha blurted. “Oh, she wants you, Daddy. Holy shit, Yukiko’s Mom totally wants you to be her rebound hookup!”

“That is absolutely not happening,” Yukiko insisted. “I’ve made it very clear to Jack that my mother is off-limits.”

“Oh, sure, you say that now,” Samantha teased. “Wait until she gets you in her therapy chair and starts waving a pocket watch in your face. It’ll be all ‘you are getting very sleepy… and the thought of me boinking your husband is SUPER hot…’”

“Sam, sometimes you are gross,” Yukiko chided.

Samantha grinned lewdly. “Only sometimes? I’ll have to step up my game.”

“I don’t think Jack should do anything with Mrs. Tanaka,” Marcie said, frowning. “It’s not just disrespectful to Yukiko. What if she wanted to join us? She’s so much older, she’d never fit in.”

“Maria’s older,” Samantha pointed out. “You wouldn’t be mad if she wanted to join the harem.”

Marcie’s eyes narrowed. “Maria is twenty-six,” she reminded her bestie. “That’s only, like, four years older than Yukiko. There’s a world of difference between that and somebody who was already married for as long as we’ve been alive.”

“Hear hear,” Yukiko said, using Samantha’s own phrase against her. “Also, that’s my mother, Sam. Off. Limits.”

As my soon-to-be wives argued over whether there should be a maximum age limit for harem applications, my cell phone buzzed in my pocket. The screen showed a single text, sent just a few moments ago from Daniel Ramsey:

I’ll be in town for the next few days, he’d written. When you’ve made your decision—and it had better be the right one—let me know. Tell Marcie I’m fine.

I read it twice, the sounds of conversation fading out as the words sunk in.

Understood, I wrote back.

“Marcie,” I said, my throat suddenly dry. “Your Dad’s alright.”

You’d have thought I’d tossed a live hand grenade onto the table from their reactions. Marcie was up and out of her seat in a heartbeat, grabbing for the phone, and while the other girls didn’t quite jump along with her, they all leaned forward to find out what I’d just learned.

“What did he say?” Marcie asked. “Why didn’t he text me back?”

I read the message aloud, watching as the meaning sank in for everyone. “He’s not backing down. It sounds like he’s serious,” I said once I was done. “He wants an answer from me before he heads back to Boston.”

“Is that answer likely to change between now and then?” Lakshmi asked.

I thought about it—for all of two seconds. “No.”

“Disappearing and then leaving an ultimatum,” said Samantha. “And they say women are the more emotional gender…”

Marcie looked like she’d swallowed a bug. “I don’t think Dad’s bluffing,” she said, her eyes on the table. “If he’s talking about the future of the company, then he means it. Ramsey Engineering is his baby almost as much as I am.”

Samantha and Yukiko shared a long look. “If that’s the case, then we’ll adjust,” the blonde coed said, giving her bestie’s shoulder a shake. “It’s like what Jack said to Mr. Tanaka. He’s going to build a dynasty when he gets back to Boston. If your dad wants to be involved in that, great. If not, we’ll do it without him.”

A strange look flickered across Yukiko’s face. “If Ramsey Engineering is off the table, Jack might not even want to go back to Boston,” she said, sounding like she’d only just thought of it for the first time. “I mean, we could open the firm anywhere, right? The sky’s the limit. We could go to New York, Texas, Silicon Valley…”

“Not the Valley,” I grunted. “Maybe we could go back out west, though. I do miss Montana sometimes.”

Yukiko’s expression told me she didn’t exactly think Montana was the best place to try and build a hot new engineering startup, but she wasn’t going to correct me. Not when things were this early, in any case. Besides, I was still Boston-bound. Daniel would come around.

Almost certainly he would.

The girls conversed excitedly with each other, delighting in throwing out more outlandish destinations than the last. We could move to Montreal. Or Tokyo. Or build some dacha out in the Mongolian steppe and run everything both the company and the harem remotely like some new-world Genghis Khan.

I think the girls would have suggested the moon if it weren’t too ludicrous.

“This is all putting the cart before the horse,” I told them as breakfast wound down. “We should focus on getting Daniel to come around, because the thought of trying to build something from scratch this late in the game gives me hives.” Then I smiled. “But you girls have certainly given me some interesting vacation ideas.”

Samantha and Marcie insisted on cleaning up after the meal. While they did, Yukiko gathered up her bag and gave me a quick kiss.

“I wish I could stay,” she said, giving Samantha a significant glance over the kitchen island. “But I have a presentation to turn in. Good thing the end of the semester is right around the corner.”

“I’ll see you soon,” I promised her. “Be safe.”

As Yukiko nodded, Lakshmi rose. “I should be going as well,” she said, without specifying exactly what it was that would be taking her away from the apartment at this early hour. “Thank you so much for your hospitality, Mr. Avery.”

“Lakshmi, if you don’t start calling me Jack—”

“Jack,” Lakshmi said, spots of color rising to her cheeks. “Thank you again. And all of you. You are… well, you’re certainly something special.”

Samantha grinned lewdly behind Lakshmi, her eyebrows waggling. I knew what she was implying, but I wasn’t going to give her the satisfaction of her letting her know that. Besides, a few moments of hesitation outside of the bathroom was not the same thing as an application to join our harem. Not at all.

Surely Lakshmi wasn’t interested in that.

I walked Yukiko down to her car and gave her another kiss goodbye. Once she pulled out of the parking lot and disappeared, I made my way back up the elevator

Where only Samantha and Marcie waited for me.


Chapter Six


“That girl,” Samantha giggled, “is going to be trouble.”

“You think everybody is going to be trouble,” Marcie said. Even from the kitchen, I could hear her rolling her eyes. “Lakshmi’s a good girl, Sam. Besides, her parents make Kiki’s look like hippies by comparison…”

The sound of running water filled the apartment. Both coeds were still washing up from breakfast. I hung my jacket on a hook by the door and stretched, mentally ticking off fingers on my to-do list. Classes in the afternoon, rehearsals for the meeting with Delta Rho’s leadership at night. Hopefully at some point in between, I’d be able to track down my boss’s whereabouts and get him to see some reason.

Right now, though? Right now, I had the rest of the morning to myself.

With Samantha and Marcie.

“I’m just saying,” the older coed was chuckling. A cup made a clanking sound as she loaded it into the top compartment of the dishwasher. “Parental disapproval didn’t stop Kiki. If anything, it’s made her bolder. If Lakshmi decides she wants to be one of Jack’s girls, I doubt Mom and Dad are going to be able to pull her back from the brink.”

I cleared my throat, silencing them both. “Lakshmi will make her own decisions in her own time,” I said as I walked into the kitchen. “Between you and me, though, I think you’re barking up the wrong tree where she’s concerned…”

I reached the entrance of the kitchen—and froze. Samantha and Marcie stood next to the sink, grinning, covered in suds. They’d been playfully splashing each other as they cleaned up breakfast, and now both of them were practically soaked.

Samantha turned to me, her grin widening. “Hey, Daddy,” the coed purred, placing a dripping hand on Marcie’s shoulder. “Did you have fun saying goodbye to Kiki?”

“I wish she could stay and hang out with us,” Marcie mused, giving her mentor a glance. “It feels weird not having her here. The three of us should be together, you know? We’re the ones with the rings.”

Samantha didn’t bother mentioning to Marcie that if the two of them remained in Stillwell while Yukiko and I went back to Boston, they’d be away from Kiki a hell of a lot more frequently then they’d all be in the same room. But maybe the wheels were already turning in her head. She’d heard Yukiko earlier, after all.

But that was another conversation, for another day.

In the present, my babygirl had something else in mind.

“You know, it’s interesting,” Samantha said, drawing out the syllables of the final word. “You, me and Kiki have spent plenty of time together, but we’ve rarely had the opportunity to hang out with just the three of us.” She turned to the side, her grin embracing Marcie the way her arm did. “Both of your babygirls.”

Marcie’s eyes widened. “Are we…?”

With a giggle, Samantha nodded. “I think it’s time, sweetness.”

I didn’t follow. “Time for what, exactly?”

Samantha leaned against the kitchen counter, her sudsy arms crossed beneath her breasts. Not for the first time, I noticed that her t-shirt was white—which meant that the water from the sink made her look like she’d just come from one of those contests they do on the boardwalk during Spring Break. I could see everything.

And I knew Samantha liked that.

”Jack,” she said, her expression softening, “before Marcie and I go any further, I just really wanted to tell you how much we appreciate you. Both of us.”

Hmm?

Marcie stumbled over her words cutely. “You, um, gave us space,” she said, sharing a significant glance with her mentor. “And you didn’t freak out when you found out that I have a crush on Samantha. You’ve let us figure all that out.”

I couldn’t help but smile at how flustered she was. “I happen to have a crush on Samantha Lowry too, babygirl,” I admitted with a chuckle. “I’m happy the two of you get along so well.”

Samantha’s smile turned naughty. “I love Marcie. But that doesn’t mean that she gets to wriggle out of unfinished business.”

Hmm? I had no idea what Samantha could be talking about.

Whatever it was, it was making Marcie’s cheeks flush as red and ruddy as apples. I don’t think I’d ever seen her so out of sorts—not even that night I pulled her out of the Delta Rho frat party right before disaster struck.

“Sam, do we really…?” Marcie’s gaze was caught between embarrassment and desire.

The coed leaned in close. “It’s just a game,” she purred, giving me a look like she couldn’t wait to play. “Like the one Kiki and I played at the hot springs. You remember that, right?”

I hadn’t thought it was possible for Marcie to get any redder. “Where you had Uncle Jack tell you which parts of your bodies he likes best,” she said, nibbling her bottom lip. “That sounded so hot…”

It had been.

“You told Marcie about that?” I asked.

“Every dirty detail,” Samantha said with relish. “We don’t keep any secrets, Daddy. Not between the girls who wear your rings.”

That pleased me. A lot. That was the way things ought to be.

Samantha gave her bestie a nudge. “Tell him,” she purred, her breasts heaving in her wet, clingy top. “You know you want to.”

“Tell me what?”

Marcie hesitated. “It’s what you call us, Uncle Jack. That word you use. The special one, that you only use with Samantha and me.”

I nodded. “Babygirl,” I said.

Even a blind man could have seen the way both coeds lit up at the word.

“I’ve called you that forever, Marcie,” I said, stepping closer. My hand found her chin and tilted her face up to mine. “I’ve been using that word with you long before Samantha ever heard it.”

Marcie’s blush deepened. “I know,” she whispered. “But Sam… I mean, she owns it in a way I don’t.”

Samantha snorted, flicking a fingerful of suds onto Marcie’s shirt. “I didn’t know the two of you had a pre-existing relationship with that word before the night I met Daddy,” she explained, her eyes shining with mischief. “I kind of borrowed it from Marcie, didn’t I? But as Tasha would say, possession is nine-tenths of law. And I’ve certainly been possessing Daddy’s attention.”

“That you have,” I said. “You’re being a bit of a brat about this, babygirl.”

“Of course I am,” Samantha agreed, grinning like a cat with a fresh bowl of cream. “Marcie and I can’t stand this uncertain state of affairs, Daddy. It’s tearing us apart!”

This last was delivered with a flair that bordered on the dramatic. I looked at the two coeds, holding each other tighter than sisters, and cocked an eyebrow.

“I don’t think there’s much that could tear the two of you apart,” I drawled. “Wild horses, maybe.”

Samantha beamed. “Well, it’s true. Which is why we need your help.”

I could sense this was going to be fun. “Help?”

“A little contest,” Samantha giggled. “To see which one of us is really babygirl—me or Marcie. A competition where the winner is always you, Daddy.”

Marcie let out a squeak. “Samantha!”

“Oh, don’t be so shy,” the older coed insisted. “We’ve talked about this. Every night you’ve been telling me you can’t wait until it’s just you, me and Daddy in the house. So we can really show off, without any of the other girls interrupting us.”

Now that sounded interesting. “Is this true, Marcie?”

The coed swallowed hard. “Yes,” she said, glancing to the side. “I… I want to play with both of you. Samantha’s told me so much about the way the two of you… you know, when you were alone…”

“When we fucked,” Samantha chuckled. “Marcie’s been part of it, of course, but only in a big group. This is different, Daddy.” She grabbed my belt, already tugging me in the direction of the bedroom. “Come onnn! I want to get the two of you naked already!”

I let her pull me. Marcie followed us both, her hand slipping into mine as we walked. “You okay, babygirl?” I asked over my shoulder.

Marcie gave my fingers a squeeze. “Yes, Jack,” she whimpered, practically vibrating with need. “This is all just still so crazy to me. I’m so lucky to have both you and Samantha in my life—”

“We’re the lucky ones,” Samantha insisted breezily. “That innocent act of yours might hit all of Daddy’s protector buttons, but it’s not going to help you win this contest, Marcie. You’re going to need to step your game up if you want it to be your name Daddy growls when he cums…”

That gave me an idea of what Sam and Marcie had planned. It sounded more than great to me.

Someone had made the bed and cleaned the place up after I went down to check on Daniel. The bedroom door shut behind us with a soft click—Samantha was already peeling off her wet t-shirt, tossing it across the room before tugging down her jeans and sliding off her panties. Marcie followed her slowly, her gaze darting both to her mentor and to me as she stripped down. In short order Samantha was as naked as she’d been the night I brought her out on my balcony, while Marcie wore nothing but a pair of panties and matching white socks.

I reached for Samantha, but she put a hand on my chest. “Go get in bed,” she purred, her gaze raking me up and down. “Oh, and give me this.”

Her fingers closed around the band of my wristwatch.

“Huh?” In a flash, she unclasped my watch—the same Tag Heuer that Maria Alvarez complimented during her tour of my apartment. She said with that car and that watch, I had to be into Steve McQueen, I remembered. That I liked to drive fast and live dangerously.

Neither of those things had been true at the time. But the night I took her and Yukiko sailing down those backcountry roads, I’d learned to truly love the way a girl’s heart pounded when she took a hairpin turn at seventy miles an hour.

“What are you doing with my watch, babygirl?” I growled.

Samantha either knew her away around it already or had done some Googling. She thumbed the chronometer, setting it to zero like a stopwatch, then grinned up at me. “It’s the rules of the game,” she said, her eyebrows waggling. “Sit on the end of the bed and I’ll explain it, Daddy.”

I did. I loosened my tie and unhooked my belt as I looked both coeds over. Samantha was all confidence and curves, while Marcie looked more than a little shy to be walking around topless in front of me and her bestie. I wanted them both, and I couldn’t decide which one of them I wanted to pull to me first.

Fortunately, they’d already decided.

“Here’s the deal,” Samantha said. “Marcie and I each get one minute on the clock. During that minute, we can do anything we want with you—or each other. But mostly you.”

I blinked. I was starting to understand.

“And at the end of the minute, you switch?” I guessed.

Both girls grinned. “Back and forth, Daddy,” Samantha giggled, squeezing her ample tits together. “One minute for me to do my best, one minute for Marcie to do her best, and then repeat. Until…”

“Until I’m done,” I guessed. “Until I finish.”

Her grin told me I’d hit a bullseye. “And the lucky girl who sends you over the edge is the one worthy of truly being called your babygirl,” she added, glancing over at Marcie. “What do you think of that, Daddy?”

Fuck, I liked that. I liked it a lot.

“Give me the watch,” I said, holding out my hand.

For a second, hurt flashed in Samantha’s eyes. She thought I planned to tell her no. But then I smiled. “It’ll be easier for me to time it,” I explained. “Otherwise poor Marcie won’t notice when you start giving yourself an extra fifteen seconds to try and get me off.”

Samantha let out a mock gasp. “Daddy, I would never!” she said—yet she was grinning all the same. “But you’re right; you should be the one in control. Right, Marcie?”

Marcie looked just as eager to get started as her bestie. “Uh huh,” she panted, licking her lips nervously. “I want to win, Uncle Jack. I’m ready.”

She certainly looked ready. “Alright,” I said, readying the watch. “Which one of you gets to go first? Did you decide that already, too?”

“We flipped a coin earlier,” Marcie admitted. “While you were down saying goodbye to Yukiko. Samantha gets to go first, then me.”

“You don’t have a problem with that, do you, Daddy?”

Slowly, I shook my head. “Not at all.”

Samantha pursed her lips. “Sounds like someone’s eager,” she purred, leaning in close. “Alright, Daddy, one minute each. And no cheating!”

I held up the watch, my thumb on the button. “Starting… now—”

I’d hardly got the words out of my mouth when Samantha struck.

In the blink of an eye she dropped to her knees, her mouth already open as she tugged down my boxers. As the watch ticked quietly in the background, Samantha let out a growl that could shame a lioness and buried her face between my legs, taking my cock into her throat with one smooth motion.

Holy shit!

My fingers found her long blonde locks and grabbed them, but there was no need. Samantha didn’t require my guidance—she was hungry, eager to make me spill in that first, frantic minute if she could. Her lips gripped me tight, working up and down the length of my prick as she worked me with that perfect, filthy rhythm she’d perfected during long nights at my apartment.

“Jesus, babygirl,” I growled, my hips bucking against her face.

Her lips left me with a wet little pop. “I didn’t come to lose,” she giggled, giving Marcie a sideways glance. “Watch me, Daddy. Watch your babygirl swallow that big dick!”

Before I could say a word she hoovered me right up, her head bobbing like a cork.

Next to her, Marcie watched in amazement, her own mouth hanging open as she watched her bestie’s work its way up and down my cock. “You’re so good at that,” she whispered, almost to herself. “Jesus, Sam, you look better than a porn movie…”

The chronometer reached the top of the watch, brushing up against the twelve. “Time,” I grunted, my voice raspy with lust.

Samantha pulled away with a tiny whine of frustration. “Porn movies have nothing on this,” she giggled, wiping her mouth. “This is love, Marcie. Now show Jack how much you love his big, hard dick!”

Marcie trembled as she wrapped her hands around me, pumping the rod Samantha’s throat had left slick and dripping. I let out a groan, my length jerking in her palm as she leaned down and pressed her lips against the underside of my crown.

If Samantha treated this competition like a sprint, Marcie was aiming for a marathon. There was a gentleness and a sweetness to the way she took me into her mouth—slowly, reverently, like she was savoring her favorite dessert.

The fact that she kept eye contact with me the entire time only made it even hotter. Her wide, adoring gaze focused on me as she took me all the way down her throat. By the time her lips grazed my balls, they were so tight I nearly lost control right then and there.

Samantha didn’t seem to mind, though. As the watch’s chronometer ticked away Marcie’s first minute, the older coed leaned in closer, running her fingers through her bestie’s hair. It felt almost impossible, but Samantha seemed to be enjoying this performance almost as much as I was.

“Fuck, look at her,” Samantha giggled, her awe-struck tone so similar to Marcie’s that I had a moment of deja vu. “Use your tongue, babygirl. Show him what I taught you.”

I doubted a girl as sweet and eager to please as Marcie had needed to be taught much of anything. But as she obeyed, her tongue tracing the underside of my shaft, the bliss that coursed up my spine was so strong that it took everything inside me not to grab her head with both hands and fuck her sweet little mouth.

“Time!” Samantha giggled, gesturing at my watch. “Thirty second break now that Daddy’s all warmed up. C’mere, you gorgeous little slut…”

Huh? We were only two minutes into this. What was Samantha doing?

What she was doing turned out to be assuming the position.

As I watched, Samantha grabbed her bestie and hauled her onto the bed, giving her round ass a quick little slap to keep her in motion. Within moments both girls were on all fours, their asses in the air and their tight, dripping slits swollen and ready for me. Marcie had tugged her panties to the side, while Samantha spread her folds with two fingers. The older girl’s mound was as bald as an egg, while Marcie’s tight, tiny little slit had a single tuft of hair over her clit, like the dot on an exclamation point.

“Break’s almost up, Daddy,” Samantha growled, wiggling her ass. “You ready to stick it in me while Marcie watches?”

Sam’s grin was wicked; but Marcie’s hunger had her beat. The younger coed licked her lips eagerly, her gaze flickering to Samantha’s wet, glistening folds. I realized with a start that while both women had been getting me ready with their mouths, they’d been getting themselves ready for the second phase of the contest.

The watch ticked past the six. Showtime.

“One minute each,” Samantha reminded me, grinning over her shoulder. “May the best girl win. Make us earn your load, Daddy—”

It was as far as she got. With a grunt, I grabbed her hips with both hands and slammed hilt-deep inside of her, filling her in one smooth stroke. Her slick walls gripped me tight as she screamed with bliss, pushing back to meet me thrust for thrust.

“Oh fuck!” Samantha made a bit of a show for Marcie’s sake, but only a bit. The way she pressed her face into the mattress and arched her back was too real—as was the way she impaled herself on me every time I braced my feet on the floor and thrust all the way into her back walls. “Yes, Daddy! Fuck your babygirl! Fill me up! Fuck, I’m going to scream!”

You’re already screaming, I thought with a smirk.

The slap of skin on skin filled the room. Marcie could do nothing but stare, amazed at the pornographic sight of me fucking her best friend and mentor so hard she’d have problems walking in a straight line for the rest of the day. I could feel Samantha’s walls gripping me tighter, the muscles of her pussy spasming as each thrust brought her closer to the peak. She was so fucking close!

“Oh fuck,” Samantha gasped, her voice shooting up an octave. “Daddy…!”

My hand came down on her ass. “Say it, babygirl,” I growled, all thoughts of the time limit forgotten.

Samantha’s eyes rolled back in her head. “Right there, Daddy,” she panted, her voice ragged with lust. “Oh fuck! I’m gonna… gonna be a good little slut for you…!”

“Be a good little slut and cum,” I commanded.

Samantha was right there. I held myself from the brink, my cock pumping in and out of her like a piston. One of her legs shook, kicking madly as she came right up against the point of no return—

“Time!” Marcie shouted.

I pulled out, my cock so hard it ached. But my frustration was nothing compared to Samantha’s, who slumped bonelessly to the blankets.

“You bitch,” she giggled, rolling to the side. “I was about to cum!”

“This isn’t about you getting off,” Marcie said, biting her bottom lip. “It’s about Jack. Oh my God…”

Marcie whimpered as I entered her, slow and deep. I tried not to be too rough with her too fast, but I’d been going full-throttle with Samantha only seconds ago. Trying to hold back was like down-shifting a sports car with the speedometer in the red.

Marcie’s back arched as she took me. “Uncle Jack,” she panted, grabbing my thigh with her free hand. “I love you so much!”

I couldn’t help but grin as I picked up the pace. Marcie might have been the innocent one in our trio, but she knew exactly how to leverage her best attributes to give Samantha Lowry a run for her money.

She couldn’t match her mentor in the filth department—so she went sweet with it, hoping to unravel me that way.

It was working.

We moved like we’d been married for twenty years and like we were fucking for the very first time. Marcie’s head lolled back on her shoulders, her long locks cascading down her back as she moaned and sighed and whimpered my name. Every time my cock disappeared hilt-deep inside of her, it came back coated with more and more of her juices.

“I love you so much,” Marcie whimpered, her nails digging into my wrists. “You’re the only one for me, Jack. The first man to ever have me—and the only…”

Now that was the kind of thing that could lead to Marcie winning.

Samantha must have known it, too. As I thrust into her mentee from behind, the president of Delta Rho crawled next to Marcie, caressing her tits and running a finger down the side of her face as the younger girl shuddered and sighed. Marcie’s babbled words of love mixed with Sam’s teasing lilt to form a filthy duet—the kind of song that could shoot straight to number one on the mental Billboard charts of a man’s favorite sexual experiences.

“You look so fucking pretty taking that dick,” Samantha cooed, stroking Marcie’s face like a proud madam watching her favorite whore entertain a client. “You’re such a gorgeous girl, Marcie. I can’t believe it took Jack this long to realize what an eager little slut he had beside him…”

“Fuck,” I groaned, burying myself as deep inside of Marcie as I could. “Babygirl, if you’re trying to win this contest, you’ve got a funny way of showing it…”

Samantha batted her lashes at me in a way that was far too innocent for a woman who was naked and covered in sweat. “Maybe I already know who ought to win,” she giggled, squeezing Marcie’s tits together. “Tell him, sweetness. Tell Jack what you really want from him.”

The groan that left Marcie made me think for a moment that she’d just had an orgasm.

“I want you to cum in me,” Marcie gasped, pushing against me as hard as she could. “I want to feel you, Jack, please! Please flood my womb with it!”

Oh fuck. Oh yeah, that touched something primal inside of me.

Samantha was looking at me like she’d just won an argument. “Tell him why, babygirl,” she purred, rolling the final word across her tongue like a piece of candy. “Be a good girl and use your words.”

“Because… because I’m yours,” Marcie whimpered, her eyes fixed on me as my cock pumped in and out of her. “Because I want you to own every part of me. Because… oh fuck… I don’t ever want you to pull out…”

I don’t think an entire SWAT team could have gotten me to pull out of Marcie at that moment. I fucked her hard and fast, her moans climbing higher every time I bottomed out inside of her tight, perfect pussy.

Just as the pleasure began to reach the breaking point, Samantha climbed up beside her bestie and spread her legs. “My minute!”

I didn’t even glance at my watch. I pulled out of one coed’s slick, gripping pussy and thrust hard into the other, stretching Samantha’s walls around me. No matter how many times I fucked her, my babygirl knew exactly how to take me.

Samantha cranked the heat up to eleven, getting really filthy with it. “Fuck me harder, Daddy!” she begged, slamming herself onto me so hard it was a miracle I didn’t feel my cock pushing into her throat from the other side. “Fuck your sweet babygirl! I love the way you put your hands on me, Daddy—I love the way your big dick fills me up so much I can’t think straight…!”

“She definitely can’t think straight,” Marcie panted beside her.

Grabbing Samantha’s hip for leverage, I grinned. “You like playing with your sister, don’t you?”

Now, when I said that, I meant that she was Marcie’s goddamned sorority sister. The two of them weren’t related in any way—just linked forever via Stillwell, their names right next to each other’s in the Book of Rho.

But you wouldn’t have known that from the way Sam’s eyes lit up.

“Yes, Daddy!” Samantha whimpered, her voice taking on a filthiness and desperation I had no idea she was capable of it. “Is it bad that I like when Marcie tastes my pussy, Daddy? Does that make me a bad babygirl or a good one?”

I knew what Samantha wanted to hear.

“It makes you very good,” I growled, grabbing her hair by the roots. “Because both of you are mine.”

I felt the change in Samantha. Her walls clenched around me, spasming madly as she met me stroke for stroke. The watch ticked on the mattress, but we barely heard it—this was about more than a single minute now.

“Good,” the blonde panted, staring at me with so much love that my heart hurt almost as much as my dick. “Because I love watching you with Marcie, Daddy. She’s so fucking sweet and perfect. I’m so happy I get to share the man I love with my best friend in the whole world!”

For the first time since this ‘contest’ began, Marcie took the initiative. She slid across the mattress, kissing Samantha’s shoulder as one hand snaked between the blonde’s thighs. Her fingers found the older coed's clit and swirled around it in circles, adding a sharp spike of bliss to the constant waves of pleasure crashing through Samantha's body each time my cock bottomed out inside of her.

Her hand moved slowly and deliberately, despite the literal ticking clock underpinning every moment of this rendezvous. Marcie behaved like she had all the time in the world—and maybe, just maybe, she did.

"I want to feel you lose control," she said, sounding as sweet as if she and Samantha were discussing the next Delta Rho mixer rather than her bestie's impending orgasm. "Cum all over these fingers and make everything nice and tight for Uncle Jack, Samantha. Show him that special face you only make when you can't hold back anymore—"

Whatever else Marcie had been about to add to filthy litany was cut off by a scream of passion from her mentor. Samantha's body went weightless beneath me as she came, her walls grinding around me hard enough to throw sparks. A flood of juice coated my cock as her pussy boiled over, every muscle in her back and shoulders tensing beautifully as she rode out wave after wave of pleasure.

By the time the blonde coed came back to herself, I needed every ounce of self-control I possessed not to spray down her walls with my load. Fortunately Samantha slid off of me, grinning, curling up beside Marcie before shoving her hips and ass to my rock-hard cock.

"Your turn," she told her bestie, licking her lips. Her eyes were still glassy with lust; she looked like a woman in a trance, which made me think for a second of Mrs. Tanaka and all those promises she'd made over dinner.

But only for a second. Nothing more—not with Marcie presenting herself.

I pushed into Marcie slowly, filling her with one hard, deep stroke. Her eyelashes fluttered; a deep moan escaped her, and her hips rocked back on me in a rhythm as ancient and primal as civilization itself. Every time I buried myself balls deep inside of her felt better than the last, leaving me closer to the peak of my passion than before.

Samantha’s hand reached between her bestie’s thighs, rubbing her in slow, sensuous circles—not for show, but because she needed to feel her.

To feel us.

The watch continued to move, the second hand passing the end of Marcie’s minute, but its ticking was forgotten. The sound of the coed’s moans drowned it out—and even if it didn’t, with Samantha still shaking from the after-effects of her orgasm she was in no hurry to take over from her bestie any time soon.

“Good girl,” Samantha purred, her soft lips embracing Marcie’s as I fucked the latter’s brains out. Her fingers pressed on the younger coed’s stomach, adding pressure and friction to that wonderful connection between the center of her pleasure and mine. “Give him everything, Marcie. Can you feel him getting close? Getting ready to come?”

Marcie’s head shot up like she’d been hit by lightning. “Yes! Oh fuck, Uncle Jack, yes…!”

Marcie trembled beneath me, right at the brink. A few more thrusts and she’d be falling off the cliff—and so would I. The fact that my wristwatch had commanded me to switch back to Samantha minutes ago no longer mattered.

“Cum for me, babygirl,” I growled, putting a hand on the back of her neck. “Cum for me right now. Fuck, I’m going to shoot—!”

Marcie looked over her shoulder, her eyes as wide as a doe’s. “I love you,” she whimpered, lost in passion. “I love you so much, Uncle Jack. Oh fuck, oh fuck Sam I’m cumming…!”

As Marcie hit the peak her bestie kissed her, hard. The sight of my two future wives making out sent me to the point of no return—and the way her hands squeezed Marcie’s tits and felt at the apex of her pussy pushed me over the edge.

My orgasm hit me a heartbeat after Marcie’s. With a groan I pushed myself as deep into her as I could, burying my cock hilt-deep as it jerked and spurted against the walls of her womb. Thick, hot ropes of liquid lava filled her to the brim and then some, reverberating against her ridges like tiny detonations.

I held myself inside of her, my hands gripping her hips tight. I didn’t stop until every last drop of sweet cream left my balls—even after, my cock plugged the entrance to her channel, keeping the seed deep inside her like a cork in a bottle of wine. Beneath me, both coeds panted and sighed, their faces covered in sweat and their hair messy haloes around their heads.

Exhausted, I slid to the mattress. Both girls were on me in an instant, placing a pillow beneath my head and their long limbs all over my sides. Marcie covered my stubble with kisses while Samantha watched, her eyes heavy-lidded with pleasure.

“That,” she finally whispered, “was the kind of contest I could see us repeating.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle at that. “Me too,” I agreed. “Especially as it was so inconclusive.”

Samantha cocked an eyebrow. “Inconclusive?” Her gaze traveled to Marcie’s slit. “I’d say that’s pretty conclusive, Daddy.”

I was already shaking my head. “The two of you didn’t follow the rules, babygirl. You were supposed to stop every minute and switch, whether I wanted to or not.” I grinned at her. “And I’m pretty sure you weren’t supposed to come before I did.”

Samantha nibbled her bottom lip. “There was nothing in the rules against that, Daddy. Besides, I couldn’t help myself!”

I pulled her to me, a hand on her ass. “I know,” I said. “That’s why you’re my babygirl. And so is Marcie.”

Both women snuggled against me, spent. A quick glance confirmed Samantha had moved my Tag to the bedside table, where it ticked on with no idea of the debauchery it had just been used in service of. Good, I thought. I’d been afraid one of them might lie on it and break it. Or I would.

“So neither of us win?” Marcie asked.

Samantha snickered. “I’d say we both won.”

I couldn’t disagree with that. In fact…

“You know,” I said, looking up at the ceiling, “the more I think about it, the more I’m convinced that maybe this isn’t a problem. I don’t think babygirl means the same thing when I say it to the two of you. Not at all.”

“No?” Marcie asked.

Samantha caught the thread of what I was going for and giggled. “When he calls me babygirl, it’s filthy. It means ‘please fuck your slut harder, Daddy’.”

That nearly had me roll her onto her side and slip back inside her.

“But when he calls you babygirl, it’s different,” Samantha said, reaching for her bestie. “It means Jack wants to protect you. To keep you safe.” She swallowed hard, a note of emotion entering her tone. “To love you all up.”

“He loves you, too,” Marcie said, lacing her fingers through Sam’s.

“I know that,” Samantha said, wiping away a tear. “Trust me, after sex like that, I couldn’t not know.”

The three of us lay like that for some time. I was just starting to think about going for a second round—maybe in the shower this time—when Samantha suddenly rolled onto a hip and cocked her head to the side.

“Do you hear that, Daddy?” she asked.

For a second, I didn’t. Then it hit me.

“My pants,” I grunted, putting my feet on the floor. “Where are they?”

They’d been left in a small pile on the floor with the rest of my clothes. I fished inside of one of the pockets until I found my cell phone, which was buzzing like a whole hive of honeybees. I didn’t recognize the number, but it had a Stillwell area code, so I pushed the button and put the phone to my ear.

“Hello?”

“Mr. Avery?” The voice was young, female, and vaguely familiar. “Did I catch you at a bad time?”

I shook my head. “I was just catching up on some morning work,” I said, ignoring the snickers of the two coeds behind me. “Who is this?”

A pause. “This is Sidonie, Mr. Avery,” the speaker said. She pronounced it with a slight accent, not like ‘Sidney’ but like she had dough on her knee. “We met the other day during your disciplinary hearing?”

Oh. Oh. Now I remembered where I’d heard that voice.

“Ah yes,” I said, collecting myself. “You were the young woman who wasn’t aware just how deep Stillwell got itself in the shit with the Baines clan.”

I could hear her flinch all the way on the other end of the line. “I was also the person who promised to aid you in smoothing over the situation with Delta Rho’s national leadership,” she said, regaining a bit of her spunk. “Which I’ve been working on ever since our meeting.”

I sat up a little straighter. Samantha must have been able to hear some of our conversation, because the coed was suddenly all ears. “Oh yeah? Is it handled?”

This time, Sidonie’s pause was much longer. “I’m making good progress on that front, Mr. Avery. I don’t think you or Miss Lowry will have much to worry about where her status as president of the sorority is concerned.”

Behind me, Samantha pumped a fist with glee. She and Marcie high-fived, looking like they wanted to fall into each other’s arms before inviting me to have my way with both of them. Considering the good news, I was more than tempted to.

“I appreciate you letting me know,” I said briskly. “If there’s any documentation you’d like to provide me before the meeting, I’d be happy to—”

“That’s… not why I’m calling you, Mr. Avery,” Sidonie said.

Something about her tone made the hair stand up on the back of my neck. “No?”

“No.”

“What, then?” I asked.

Sidonie paused for so long I half-wondered if the call had disconnected. “It’s not something I’m wholly comfortable speaking about over the phone,” she admitted. “Would you be amenable to meeting me on campus later this afternoon and discussing it?”

I glanced over at Samantha and Marcie. Both of them looked confused—which, to be fair, was a pretty good look on them with no clothes on. But anything would be.

I did a bit of mental math. I had classes that afternoon, and while skipping them wouldn’t have been a big deal considering my grades were already high enough to secure my graduation, I had a few goodbyes I wanted to say to some of the engineering guys I’d made friends with over the semester. I also wanted to hand out a couple business cards to the brighter ones—there were two or three I could see helping me out quite a bit once I took over Ramsey Engineering.

I can do the meeting, as long as it’s quick, I thought. I wouldn’t get in too much trouble for being late, hopefully.

“I can do that,” I told Sidonie. “But only if you give me some idea of what this is all about.”

I heard her click her tongue. “You remember Mr. Long?” she asked.

“Can’t say that I do.”

“He was part of your disciplinary hearing,” she explained. “He pushed the hardest against dismissing the charges against you?”

“Oh,” I muttered. “That guy.” I remembered him: his cheap suit, his thinning hair, the naked envy in his voice when he heard about how many coeds I’d hooked up with over the course of the semester. I felt no fondness towards any member of Stillwell’s ethics board, but I liked him least of all. “What about him?”

“He might be trouble,” Sidonie said flatly. “He’s been sending messages to several high-ranking members of Stillwell University’s org chart. I don’t want to go into all of the details over the phone, but it’s safe to say that someone lit a fire under him…”

“Three guesses who,” I grunted. “And the first two don’t count.”

Elizbeth Baines. God damn it, when was she going to take the hint and get herself out of my life for good? The next time I saw that woman, I was going to give her a piece of my mind—

Sidonie cleared her throat. “It’s not Miss Baines.”

What!?

Samantha slid next to me on the bed, craning her neck to hear more clearly. She looked more surprised than I felt, which was surely saying something.

Who is it? She mouthed, her eyebrows shooting to her hairline.

I cleared my throat. “I don’t suppose you want to tell me—?”

Sidonie had already anticipated this. “I really think it’s better that we discuss it in person,” she said, her tone brooking no further discussion. If I wanted to know more, I was going to have to meet up with her in person.

Fine.

“Tell me where and when,” I grunted.

She named a time close enough that I’d need to leave soon. As far as the place, I expected the faculty offices of Stillwell University to be her choice, but there Sidonie surprised me. “You’ve been to the student commons, right?”

Had I? I could hardly remember. “Think I might have visited the food court a time or two,” I said.

Sidonie ignored that. “There’s an arcade in the basement,” she explained. “Hardly anyone ever goes down there. I’ll meet you there, and we’ll discuss what’s happened and figure out a plan to move forward.”

The arcade? Something about that rang bells in the back of my head. Where had I heard about an arcade underneath the student commons before…?

The answer hit me like a slap. It’s where Trevor and his lackeys used to hang out, I realized. Marcie told me about it back in Professor Kovarsky’s class. Him and Cargo Pants.

A glance at Marcie confirmed she was thinking of the same thing.

“I might have,” I told Sidonie. “If not, I’m sure I can get directions.”

She confirmed the plans a final time and then hung up. Both Samantha and Marcie stared at me in the silence that followed, as if trying to work out the hidden designs behind the board member’s invitation before I could.

Good luck, I thought.

“So what do we think’s going on?” Samantha said as she slipped her panties up her smooth thighs. “One of Trevor’s friends causing trouble?”

“Jack said that guy on the ethics board didn’t like him very much,” Marcie mused. “Something tells me it wouldn’t take much for him to try and throw a roadblock or two in our way.”

“If he thinks he can do that to us,” Samantha said, her expression darkening, “he’s got another thing coming. I didn’t build Delta Rho into what it is today to let it stand by idly while someone slanders Jack.”

“Let’s not be hasty,” I told the women. “I’ll hear this girl out. Discover what the problem is. And then we’ll deal with it, the way we’ve dealt with everything else.”

Marcie peeked over my shoulder. “I wanted to spend the day with you,” she said, pouting.

“I have classes,” I said.

“I was going to wait during them,” she chuckled, undeterred. “Or maybe see if you could sneak me in the back of the lecture hall.”

“We all know how that would go,” Samantha said lewdly. “But I wanted to spend some time with Jack, too. It’s so rare that you and I get him all to ourselves.”

An idea occurred to me. “Why don’t you come with me?”

Both girls shared a look.

Samantha smirked. “It would be one hell of a power play to show up with both babygirls in tow,” she said, running a finger down her chin. “Besides, who knows if you might need back-up?”

If it came to that, it would be me protecting them, not the other way around. But I didn’t need to belabor the point with Samantha. She understood that perfectly well.

I leaned over and kissed her, deep and slow. “Then let’s do it,” I told her. Then I pulled Marcie to me and did the same with her. “All three of us.”

By the time my lips left hers, Marcie’s face was alight with love and devotion. “Of course, Jack,” she said, as bubbly and eager as I’d ever seen her. “Where you go, I go.”

“Always,” Samantha agreed, lacing her fingers through mine. “All of us.”

I started to dress, then glanced over at my Tag. A smirk spread across my face.

“You girls wouldn’t happen to want to join me for a quick shower, would you?”

Both of them beamed at the thought.

“I mean, I know you just took one a couple hours ago,” I said, letting my gaze roam over their bodies. “But we did just get pretty dirty…”

Samantha rose, running her hands over her curves. “Absolutely, Daddy,” she purred. “Is that watch of yours waterproof?”

Hmm? I flipped it around to show Samantha the case back. Water resistant: 10 Bar was written across the back—a unit of measure equivalent to roughly one hundred meters. “Should be fine for a shower,” I said.

“Good.” Sam took me by one hand. Marcie the other. “Because I’m feeling a second round of the experiment. You know, just to confirm the results…”

As both girls grinned and ran their hands over my body, I led them into the bathroom. Whatever new problem stood in our way, the three of us would face it together. And if we needed help, we had a whole harem of gorgeous women ready and willing to make the impossible happen.

And if we kept Sidonie waiting a little longer than she expected?

Well, that would just be showing her who was really boss in Stillwell.

END OF PART NINE


Pledged to Him: Part Ten


Chapter One


Sidonie was right about one thing.

No one hung out at the arcade under the student commons.

Despite it being the busiest time of day at Stillwell University—the lunch hour—the downstairs section of the commons was as quiet as a tomb. Other than a pair of students lounging on a sofa near a turned-off flatscreen, the three of us had the whole place to ourselves. The decor looked twenty years out of date, and the temperature had to be twenty degrees colder down here than it was back upstairs. It didn’t feel friendly.

I didn’t like the place very much. Evidently, Samantha felt differently.

“Oh, wow,” the coed purred, taking a look around the mostly-empty lounge. “I can’t believe it took us so long to come down here, Daddy. This place would have been a perfect base of operations!”

I was already shaking my head. Even if the downstairs didn’t look too depressing for me to want to keep my girls down here for any length of time, this space reminded me of Trevor Baines. I’d never seen him down here personally, but I’d heard from a few of his former associates that he’d treated this lounge like his own little fiefdom, particularly the arcade.

Of course he wouldn’t be doing that anymore. But his presence still lingered like a bad scent.

The kids on the sofa took one look at our group, grabbed their laptops and left. Samantha and Marcie watched them go, confusion written across their features.

“That’s strange,” Samantha said once we were alone. “What was that all about?”

“Maybe they had somewhere to be?” Marcie suggested.

“Fat chance,” I said, glancing at the corners of the room. “There’s something off here. Let’s keep our eyes open.”

Both Samantha and Marcie pushed in closer. “You don’t think it’s some kind of trap, do you, Daddy?” Samantha asked.

I hadn’t—until I watched those kids hightail it upstairs like I was radioactive. “I guess we’ll see.”

The arcade was in the very back of the lounge, past a row of wall-mounted TVs that had probably shown 24-hour news stations back when there were still people hanging out down here. Our reflections traveled in silhouette across the darkness of the screens: Samantha’s blonde locks practically bouncing with every step, my movements beside her steady and sure. A step behind us, Marcie kept glancing around like she expected Trevor Baines to jump out from around any corner, her pulse racing as she laced her fingers through mine.

I turned to her with a smile, cutting through the tension. “You know he’s in Virginia, right, babygirl?”

Marcie relaxed a fraction. “I know. I just think of that night at the frat house…”

I was already shaking my head. “I’ll never let anything like that happen to you again, babygirl.” My hand went to her chin, gently cupping it. “You have my word. I’m always going to be there to protect you.”

Slowly, the fear faded from Marcie’s face. “I know,” she said, practically beaming from the attention. “Just like I know Trevor’s gone for good.” A shudder traveled through her. “But that doesn’t mean I don’t sometimes still get grossed out thinking about what he almost did to me.”

What happened to me when I thought about that little twerp went far beyond grossed out. Both him and his mother were lucky they’d decided to no longer interfere in our lives. Every time I thought about what might have happened to Marcie that night if I hadn’t intervened, I thanked God all over again that I got butt dialed and alerted to the danger before things could spiral out of control.

But that was my old foe.

Apparently, I had a new one to worry about.

The arcade actually looked a bit better than the lounge. Most of the games on display were on the older side, but these days that just made them ‘retro’. I spotted a couple pinball machines, an old Mortal Kombat cabinet that looked like every incoming freshman had set their beer on it at least once, and a scuffed-up DDR board with the pixels on one half of the screen gone green-tinted. Music played from a half-dozen different sources, none of them terribly loud.

Stepping inside, I understood instinctively how a low life like Trevor could choose this place to be his base of operations. Half the lights in the arcade had either burnt out or been removed by kids looking for a quiet place to make out or smoke weed, and so the whole space had this dim, twilight feel to it. If you had a stash in here and someone showed up to try and bust you, you had an abundance of places to hide it.

Towards the back, the only light came from the CRT glow of the arcade screens. I could tell that neither of them wanted to show it, but both of my women looked a little nervous as we stepped into the darkness, and each of them drew a little closer to me.

Just as Marcie started to say something, a figure stepped out from behind a machine, a shadow covering their face.

In the instant before my eyes focused, I saw Trevor standing in front of me. I let Marcie’s hand go and balled my own into fists, but the vision had already begun to dissolve. It was Sidonie.

She didn’t look terribly happy to see me.

“Mr. Avery,” she said, her gaze sliding from me to my companions. “I didn’t realize you were bringing… friends to this meeting.”

Samantha chuckled at the word. “Sidonie Weaver,” she said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “I should have known the department chairs would dump this assignment on you!”

Suddenly I understood. Sidonie wasn’t frowning at me.

She was doing it to Samantha.

“You two know each other?” I asked.

A sly smile tugged at the corner of Samantha’s mouth. “Sidonie pledged Delta Rho two years ago,” she explained, clearly relishing the words. “She got in, but she didn’t even stay a whole semester. She bailed on the whole sisterhood three weeks before summer break!”

Sidonie flinched. “I had my reasons,” she said.

“That’s what all the flakes say,” Samantha shot back.

I glanced over at the coed. For a moment it was almost like the last few months had fallen away and I was looking at the Samantha Lowry I’d met that first night at Stillwell: a queen bee who made the rest of the hive buzz to her tune. Clearly she and Sidonie had some kind of unfinished business.

I wish I’d known that before I brought her and Marcie down here with me, I thought.

It didn’t help that Samantha had decided she needed to change into one of her more revealing outfits before this meeting—a short plaid skirt and tight white button-up shirt that made her look like someone’s naughty schoolgirl Halloween costume. Only the pigtails were missing, and I sensed that Samantha gladly would have put her hair up that way if I’d asked her for it. The glances Sidonie kept casting in her direction weren’t jealous, exactly, but she certainly looked more than a little intimidated.

“It’s ancient history,” Sidonie said, trying to wave away the question. She ran a hand through her short, red hair as if mentally comparing it to Samantha’s lustrous locks, then caught herself and frowned. “I thought you were coming alone, Mr. Avery.”

I shrugged. “You know how it is. I’d have to beat the poor sorority girls with sticks to keep them away.”

Sidonie gave Samantha and Marcie an uneasy look. But from the expressions on both of my women’s faces, they wouldn’t have minded the stick at all—or anything else I wanted to spank them with.

“Anyway, what’s with all this cloak and dagger stuff?” I asked Sidonie. “Why are we meeting down here instead of in the ethics department chair’s office? I feel like I’m skulking around the middle of a spy novel.”

Sidonie laughed at that. “Sometimes I feel like I’m living in a spy novel,” she countered. “You wouldn’t believe how much of this job involves helping one half of the administration keep secrets from the other.” The bitterness in her voice must have surprised her, because she blanched. “Sorry. I’ve been putting out fires ever since our last meeting. It’s stressing me out.”

“I don’t see you leaving them high and dry, though,” Samantha said.

Sidonie gave the blonde coed a look that could peel paint. “Miss Lowry, I’m the only thing standing between the national leadership of your sorority and you right now. A word from me, and they’ll annihilate you. You really want your name stricken from the Book of Rho that badly?”

Samantha arched an eyebrow. “First of all, nothing the national leadership can do will take my name out of that book. That book is fucking sacred, which you would know if you’d actually paid attention during any of our initiation rituals. Secondly, you’re the one who owes Jack, not the other way around. Don’t get it twisted—”

“Ladies!” I stepped between them, holding up my hands. “We’re all on the same side here. Truce? For the next few minutes, at least?”

For a second, I didn’t think either of them would go for it. Samantha stared evenly at the red-haired coed, her gaze that of a sorority president about to lay down the law. Sidonie matched her with what authority she could muster, trying to intimidate Sam right back, but it wasn’t working.

Finally, Sidonie’s nostrils flared. Maybe under normal circumstances she would have held her ground against the sorority president, but she’d already been bent plenty over the last few days. What was a little more humiliation?

She bit back a sigh and shook her head. “Whatever. The reason I asked to meet you here instead of my office, Mr. Avery, is because the walls at Stillwell above ground have ears. Half the faculty still think it’s a miscarriage of justice that you slipped out of your ethics complaint, and the other half want your bloody autograph.

Bloody? Interesting choice of swear. “My autograph?”

A smirk rose to her lips. “For turning Delta Rho into… well, into whatever it is those sorority girls are right now.” She gave Samantha a knowing look as the words left her lips, as if to say, checkmate, slut.

Marcie spoke to Sidonie for the first time. “We’re not whatever,” she whispered. “We belong to Jack.” She held up a hand, showing Sidonie her ring. “See?”

Sidonie saw.

And then she saw the diamond ring on Samantha’s finger, as well.

For a moment, she was speechless. She gave me a look like she couldn’t figure out if I was a madman or the most self-confident guy who’d ever lived.

“You’re...marrying them?” Sidonie asked.

I nodded. “It’s nobody’s business but ours, but yes,” I confirmed.

Sidonie swallowed hard. “All five of them?”

I remembered the boast I’d made before the ethics board—that I’d hooked up with five different women since starting my semester at Stillwell—and chuckled. “Just three,” I said. “Samantha, Marcie and Yukiko.”

“Miss Tanaka,” she said. "I remember Kiki from my semester in Delta Rho."

"She's a hard girl to forget," I said. "All four of us are planning to tie the knot shortly after my graduation, but it's Miss Tanaka who's going to officially become Mrs. Jackson Avery."

"Assuming you get us over the finish line, of course," Samantha added.

Sidonie was staring at us all like we’d just announced we were aliens from some far-flung planet in a distant solar system. “One man with three brides,” she muttered, rubbing the back of her neck. “What a world.”

Indeed. A wonderful world, as far as I was concerned.

“I think we’d better get down to business,” I said, glancing over as the attract screen on an old Captain Skyhawk cabinet flipped over to the high score list. The top three spots were all filled by someone who’d used the initials ASS. “Why did you need to see me, Sidonie?”

“What’s the problem?” Marcie added.

Sidonie hesitated. “When I messaged you last night, there was one problem standing in the way of smooth sailing between you and national leadership,” she began. “As of this morning, there’s two.”

I felt like I could guess the second. “Would Marcie’s father happen to be involved?”

Her expression told me I’d gotten it in one. “From what I understand, Mr. Ramsey contacted Delta Rho’s national executive directly last night,” she explained. “I’m told Miss Fawkes didn’t exactly appreciate having her evening disturbed, but she was quite interested in hearing what a pillar of the local business community like Mr. Ramsey had to say.”

I bit back a swear. “Wonderful. He didn’t just get into a fist fight with me. He’s trying to destroy my life, too.”

That caught Sidonie off-guard. “You… had a fist fight with Marcie’s father?”

“Wasn’t really much to speak about,” I said, brushing off her concerns. “By the way, Miss Fawkes is…?”

Samantha spoke up before Sidonie could. “Jessamyn Fawkes,” she said, her voice filled with both terror and anger at the words. “Delta Rho’s national president. The alpha female of the whole organization.”

“The queen bee of queen bees,” Marcie added.

Something in Samantha’s expression told me there was more. “You know her?” I asked.

The blonde coed blanched. “I know her reputation, Daddy,” she said, which wasn’t exactly a denial. She ignored the way Sidonie flinched at the D-word. “I will say she’s definitely not someone you want to have on your bad side.”

I could imagine. Plenty of coeds had managed to get themselves on Samantha Lowry’s bad side over the years, and not a one of them had enjoyed it. As nice and submissive as she was in our group, it was easy to forget what a tiger she could become when her or her kingdom were threatened.

Hell, that was half the reason we were fighting so fiercely against national leadership. Delta Rho was Samantha’s: she’d built it from the ground up.

She wouldn’t give it up without a fight. And none of us would want her to.

“You let me handle Daniel,” I told Sidonie. “He’s mad enough to spit right now, but he’ll come around. This is just him throwing a temper tantrum, trying to get me to change my mind.”

At least I hoped that was the case. My mentor couldn’t really hold a grudge, could he?

Sidonie nodded as if she understood. “If you don’t mind me asking, Mr. Avery, what is he trying to get you to change your mind about?”

“The most important decision of my life,” I told her. “One that I’m definitely not about to let some other man make for me.”

“I… see.” Sidonie looked more interested than before. “To be honest with you, Mr. Avery, I might already know what it is he’s so upset about.” Her gaze focused on Marcie. “You have three women walking around Stillwell calling themselves your future bride, but only one of them can be on the dotted line. Only one gets to be the CEO’s wife. Do I have that right?”

She’d struck right to the heart of it. I felt my lips peeling back over my teeth—I didn’t want to say anything rude to this woman, but if she was about to tell me how to handle my business…

“Dad wants me to marry Jack,” Marcie whispered. “I mean, officially.”

Sidonie gave me a baleful glance. “In that case, Mr. Avery, why not just indulge him?”

All three of us froze.

“Excuse me?” I asked.

The tone in my voice had stopped braver women, but Sidonie pushed on without a second thought. “It doesn’t make any sense to me,” she said, frowning. “You love all of these women equally, yes? Then what does it matter which one of them gets to legally take your last name? Because believe me, Mr. Avery, I’ve heard the voicemails your employer left on Miss Fawkes’s answering machine last night. I don’t believe he’s going to back down from this—not unless you do, first. And I’m not sure you realize how much damage he could cause in these proceedings.”

My mouth worked soundlessly for a long moment. I could barely believe what I was hearing. On one level, I was almost impressed by Sidonie’s boldness. But for someone who barely knew us to pass judgement on the harem in such a blunt way?

It shocked me. It made me want to snap back.

Fortunately for me, Samantha got there first.

“Are you fucking kidding me?” the coed laughed.

Sidonie sat up a little straighter, like she’d heard that tone come from Samantha back when she was a pledge and hadn’t liked it then, either. “Samantha, I’m just saying—”

“You don’t understand a goddamned thing,” Samantha said, shaking her head. “Of course it matters! How the hell could it not matter!?”

My brows shot to my hairline.

“Babygirl?”

Samantha nibbled her bottom lip, suddenly almost bashful. “Look, let’s be honest with ourselves about all this,” she said, her gaze encompassing me and Marcie both. “I know you love me, Daddy. I know you love Marcie. You fully, completely intend to make both of us your wives in every way that matters, and there’s no doubt in my mind that you’re going to take care of both of us for the rest of our lives. That is bedrock. That’s the core of this relationship.”

“I’m glad you agree, babygirl,” I said. “I—”

Samantha held up a hand, stopping me. “But it’s not the same. All three of us know it. The person who gets to be your actual, legal wife—who helps you run Ramsey Engineering, who shows up in all the pictures of the CEO’s family on the company website and at all the photo-ops—will not be like the other two. Or any of the other ones who come along after. It is special, no matter how much we all want to insist it isn’t so.”

I wasn’t sure what surprised me more—Samantha’s frankness in talking about this in front of strangers, or the fact that she’d just implied me having more than three wives in the future might be a distinct possibility.

“Babygirl,” I said, “you know I don’t love you any less than I do Kiki…”

Samantha was already nodding. “I know that,” she said, her tone letting me know she meant it. “But it is different, Daddy.” She shook her head, running her fingers through her long blonde hair. “I mean, could you imagine me in my sluttiest black dress, trying to look serious next to you on the cover of Forbes?” She laughed at the thought. “It’s not my world. It’s not my life.”

“I think you’d be a lot better at that sort of thing than you give yourself credit for, babygirl,” I insisted.

Samantha smiled. “Maybe. But I don’t want it—not like Yukiko does. I want her to have it.”

“So do I,” Marcie agreed.

“And that’s why we won’t let you give in to Marcie’s dad,” Samantha said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “It’s not right. It’s not fair. There’s only one woman who deserves to be standing beside you when you go back to Boston and conquer the world.”

“But Samantha and I will be right behind you,” Marcie added.

“In the bedroom, mostly,” Samantha added with a giggle. “But you like that, Daddy.”

Sidonie had been watching all of this with gradually widening eyes. Now she cleared her throat, desperate to get us back onto the straight and narrow. “So, negotiations aren’t an option, then,” she said. “Duly noted.”

Marcie glanced over at me, then back at Sidonie. “Wait, you said we have two problems?” she asked. “If my dad’s the second one, then what’s the first?”

Sidonie let out a sigh. “Stillwell’s administration has a few friends who are high up in Delta Rho’s organizational structure,” she explained, sounding weary. “I sent out a few feelers to see what we could do to make this issue with Miss Lowry go away quietly. With the original letter sent to leadership discredited, I expected things to be smooth sailing.”

Her expression told me they’d been anything but.

“What happened?” I asked, already dreading the answer.

Sidonie cleared her throat once more. “We hit an unexpected snag,” she said. “There’s actually a second complainant—someone who can corroborate Elizabeth Baines’s accusations. Someone who, unfortunately, has a record that more or less puts them beyond reproach.”

The three of us shared a look. Who the hell could that be? ‘Beyond reproach’ meant it wasn’t Trevor or one of his goons. But who else could want to see Samantha removed as sorority president? Who could want to ruin what we’d built that badly?

“No one is beyond reproach,” Samantha said doubtfully. “Give me their name, and my girls will dig up something we can use to sink them. No one in Stillwell’s completely clean.”

“They’re as clean as it gets,” Sidonie countered. “Mr. Avery, I really wish you’d come to this meeting alone—”

A sinking feeling filled my gut. Something told me there was a very good reason Sidonie didn’t want to have to say this person’s name aloud in front of Samantha and Marcie.

“Give me the name,” I said, leaning forward. “Now.”

Sidonie couldn’t meet my eye.

“Delta Rho’s surprise witness,” she groaned, “is Lakshmi Majumdar.”


Chapter Two


Lakshmi!?

“Bullshit!” Samantha roared. “Whoever your source is, they’re wrong. They’re lying to you! Lakshmi, really!?”

Marcie was aghast. “That can’t be right,” she said, her jaw hanging open. “Laks? She’s our friend. There’s no way she’d betray us…”

I found it hard to believe as well. “That doesn’t make any sense,” I protested.

“That’s because it’s fake,” Samantha said. She leaned forward, resting one hand on a nearby arcade machine, and stared Sidonie down. “This is some kind of a trick. I don’t know if you want money, or you just want to make things difficult for me because of what happened to you in Delta Rho. But Lakshmi Majumdar is not a fucking traitor!”

Sidonie met her former president’s eye. Slowly, she held up her left hand and extended her fingers. “I have this from three different sources,” she said, silently counting off on the digits. “Apparently, right after your old nemesis carpet bombed the entire campus with that awful letter, Delta Rho’s national leadership reached out to several members of the sorority to try and verify its contents. They interviewed a number of office holders, along with a few recent pledges and newer members—”

Samantha cut her off. “I know all about this,” she snapped, sounding irritated. “They came sniffing around for dirt on Jack. And they didn’t get any, because Kiki and Laks and I made sure everyone in the sorority was on the same page! All the sisters said that nothing untoward was going on. We gave them nothing!”

I remembered that. “It was a whole team effort,” I added. As awful as Elizabeth Baines’ assault on my reputation had been at the time, it had been a comfort to know the entire Delta Rho sorority stood behind me.

Hadn’t they?

“Lakshmi gave them something,” Sidonie said gravely. “She’s been working with them ever since the word went out.” Her gaze traveled to me. “She’s ready to testify that Mr. Jackson Avery has been taking indecent liberties with the coeds of Stillwell University.”

“Bull-fucking-shit,” Samantha said. Yet most of the heat had gone out of her voice.

“Indecent liberties?” My head swam. “Sidonie, Lakshmi sat across from me at my kitchen table just the other day and gushed with Marcie and Yukiko about my upcoming wedding. She didn’t seem to think anything indecent was going on. I believe I even remember her making a reference or two to similar practices in her own home culture.”

“Yeah, Lakshmi was so excited!” Marcie pounced on my evidence. “There’s no way she could be mad at us about what we’re doing with Jack!”

“And there was the other thing,” I rumbled.

Both Samantha and Marcie stopped what they were doing.

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

I let out a little laugh. “This is probably TMI for present company,” I said, gesturing at Sidonie, “but the other night when Lakshmi crashed on the couch, Yukiko and I came home from dinner with her parents while Laks was asleep in the living room. Yukiko was feeling a little frisky, and we ended up in the bathroom together.”

“She told me,” Samantha said, sounding pleased. “You didn’t wake Marcie and me up?”

“It was kind of a spur of the moment thing,” I explained. “So spur of the moment that Lakshmi caught us in the act.”

The room went silent. Samantha grinned.

“Like… right in the middle of it?” Marcie squeaked.

“Well, it was dark,” I said. “She didn’t see us at first. We managed to hide all the… well, we were mostly decent by the time she realized we were there. Mostly.”

“I can’t believe Kiki didn’t call Marcie and I in,” Samantha chuckled.

Probably because it was a one-on-one thing, I thought. Yukiko had wanted me all to herself that night—my bride-to-be had this thing about wanting to already be pregnant with my child when she walked down the aisle. Yukiko wanted my babies and wasn’t shy about it, and since we were about to tie the knot anyway, she had no qualms about getting a head start on the grandkids she’d use to secure her empire and get herself back into the Tanaka clan’s good graces.

So, she hadn’t wanted to share. She wanted every drop of my seed buried in her womb where it belonged. Where it had been about to go when Lakshmi walked in on us.

“Was she upset or something?” Marcie ventured. “Is that why she turned on us?”

I was already shaking my head. “From what Sidonie’s telling us, she turned on us a long time ago,” I said. “And no, she wasn’t angry.” I rubbed the back of my neck, letting out an awkward laugh. “Honestly, I thought she kind of looked tempted to join in…”

Yukiko had thought so, too. That girl was looking for an excuse to stay in this bathroom, she’d told me, right before we’d finished what we’d started before passing out together. At the time, I’d thought she might be exaggerating. But after seeing Lakshmi so interested in my harem during breakfast the next morning, I’d begun to wonder.

Now, though, I didn’t know what to believe.

Samantha appeared to be pondering the same thing. “I don’t know,” she muttered, still processing the news. “I mean, Lakshmi comes from a pretty conservative background. Her parents make Kiki’s look like hippies by comparison. Even if that was something Laks was toying with the idea of doing, I don’t think she’d risk pissing off her folks like that…”

I shrugged. “Yukiko did. Why would Lakshmi be any different?”

Samantha scoffed. “Look, all of this is ridiculous,” she blurted, holding up her hands. “There’s no way Lakshmi’s turned on me. She’s my lieutenant, for God’s sake! Her name’s right under mine in the Book of Rho, even closer than Kiki’s. She’s my right-hand girl. She’s practically my second in command...”

My expression hardened. “Is she your second in command?”

Samantha froze. “What?”

“I mean, would she be considered the vice-president of the sorority? I always assumed that was Yukiko, but you’re telling me a different story.” I ran a thumb over the stubble on my cheek. “If, God forbid, we weren’t able to get you out of this trouble with nationals, who exactly would take over the chapter after you leave?”

“It…” Samantha trailed off, her mouth snapping shut. “It would be Lakshmi.”

Slowly, I nodded. “That might be what’s going on,” I suggested.

Marcie looked stunned. “Jack, you can’t be serious. Lakshmi isn’t like that!”

“I don’t really know,” I admitted, my gaze still on Samantha. “As much as you girls have become my heart, I still don’t know all that much about the way Delta Rho operates. Before I came to Stillwell, did you and Lakshmi ever have any friction? A fight? Anything that might make you think she was gunning to take over the number one spot from her boss?”

It sounded absurd if you didn’t know Stillwell the way I did. Someone getting stabbed in the back and having their company taken over was the kind of thing you’d think happened in my world, not in a sleepy college town—but the women of these sororities could be every bit as vicious as the corporate raiders I’d watched Daniel deal with over the years.

I couldn’t let how much these girls loved me distract me from the fact that Delta Rho was still one hell of a cutthroat organization. Most of the girls at Stillwell would gladly do terrible things to get into their ultra-exclusive membership books.

Sidonie looked like she’d already found her answer. “A power play over the president’s chair,” she murmured, lost in thought. “Yeah, that makes sense.”

“No, it doesn’t!” Samantha insisted. Then she hesitated. “Does it?”

“I really can’t be sure,” I said. “I’ll say this: I don’t believe that the Lakshmi I met the night I showed up at the Delta Rho house could betray her sisters like this. But then, how do I know if that’s the real Lakshmi?”

Samantha had reacted to the idea with horror, but I could tell that the more she thought about it, the more convinced she became. She was nodding now, standing across from Sidonie with a look on her face like someone had just kicked a puppy in front of her. Without a word she reached over and took my hand, squeezing it in a way that told me she needed the moral support.

“Laks,” the queen bee of Delta Rho whispered. “You bitch. How could you…?”

Only Marcie remained unconvinced. “It has to be a mistake,” she insisted, her tone firm. “There’s just no way. Lakshmi is not a bad person! She’s on our side!”

“I know, Marcie,” Samantha whispered. “I know. Look… we don’t really know anything yet, okay? This could still be all some big misunderstanding. Laks and us will laugh about all this once the national leadership lets me off the hook.”

So she said. But I could tell that even as Samantha hoped for the best, she was already beginning to plan for the worst. The wheels turned behind her eyes as she began to plot what she—and the rest of Delta Rho—would do with this new information.

As for me, I had my own ideas. “We need to confront Lakshmi directly,” I told the group. “Bring our suspicions to her and see what she says. If she confesses, we figure out where to go from there. If she insists she’s innocent, we look for an alternate explanation…”

Sidonie was already shaking her head. “That’s not the play, Mr. Avery,” she said.

I wasn’t used to being corrected by strangers. “Pardon?”

“I didn’t bring this information to you so you could squander it,” the redhead said. “Right now, the only advantage you have against the people who want to make sure Samantha Lowry never sees the inside of the Delta Rho sorority house again is the element of surprise. You know who the traitor is, and they think you have no idea. If you go blowing that up before the meeting, Miss Lowry will lose her case for sure.”

Sidonie sounded pretty sure of herself. Her certainty went a long way towards convincing me she knew what she was talking about.

“Alright,” I grunted, sharing glances with Samantha and Marcie. “What’s your suggestion, Sidonie?”

Instead of the three fingers she’d held up before, this time the redhead made a ‘V’ with her middle and index. “Two-pronged defense,” she said, as if she’d rehearsed it before our arrival. “First, you need to get Mr. Ramsey off your back. He’s adamant about hurting you in any way he can—”

“He wants there to be nothing holding me to Stillwell,” I said, realizing the truth as the words came out of my mouth. “Because if Samantha gets kicked out of the sorority, there’s no reason for Marcie to be here next semester. Which means there’s no reason for me not to pack up stakes, hit the road and move back to Boston to marry his daughter.”

“He doesn’t get it,” Samantha said through gritted teeth. “Does he?”

“He does not,” I said. “But I can handle Daniel. Leave him to me.”

He’d have already cooled down some by now, I knew. Last night he’d been roaring drunk, his adrenaline spiked from the fight we’d had in the parking lot of my condo. He’d probably both said and done some things he now regretted.

At least I sure hoped so.

Sidonie gave me a curt nod, considering the matter settled. “That leaves the other half of the equation: Miss Majumdar. I don’t suppose any of you have physical evidence that catches her in a lie, do you?”

All three of us shook our heads.

“I thought so,” Sidonie muttered. “In that case, you’re going to have to succeed at what I failed to do.”

“Which is?”

A faint smile tugged at the corner of Sidonie’s mouth. “Dig up some dirt on Miss Squeaky Clean. Find something that discredits Lakshmi’s testimony—or discover something she’s trying to hide. Something you can threaten her with revealing to keep her quiet.”

I couldn’t stop my gasp. “Are you suggesting I blackmail a college student!?”

Sidonie’s gaze slid to Samantha. “It’s not a suggestion. If you want your… babygirl to stay in the saddle with the Stillwell chapter of Delta Rho, you’re going to need to knock Miss Majumdar off her pedestal. Otherwise, Miss Lowry had might as well start drafting her resignation letter now.”

There was no chance I’d let that happen. “Alright,” I said, sliding back my chair. “Thank you for the information.”

Sidonie looked relieved. “We’ve really done the best we can possibly do, Mr. Avery,” the coed said, practically falling all over herself to reassure me. “I know this wasn’t totally the resolution you were hoping for, but at least now you have the tools you need to escape the national leadership’s trap. If there’s anything else you need, at all, I’m at your disposal.”

With any other coed, that would have been an open invitation to ask her out. With Sidonie, it was just good business. She hadn’t forgotten the whole reason she was doing this—namely, that I’d threatened the school with a lawsuit so big and splashy it would inevitably end up splattered across the pages of the Boston Globe. Her apologies and her buttering me up were just part and parcel of trying to avoid my wrath.

In her case, it happened to be working. “How do I contact you if I need to reach you?”

“The phone number I used to contact you,” Sidonie answered, gesturing vaguely in the direction of my pocket. “You can get in touch with me via that if you need.”

I hadn’t added Sidonie to my list of contacts—I did so now. “Thanks. You’ll probably be hearing from me in the next day or so.”

“I’m at your disposal,” Sidonie said with a nod. “I mean, that, Mr. Avery. Anything I can do to help smooth this problem over, I will.”

I nodded. If there was an offer in the coed’s tone, I must have missed it. All I could think about at the moment was how the hell we were going to deal with Lakshmi.

Lakshmi, of all people? A traitor in our midst, a viper nestled to Delta Rho’s bosom?

I couldn’t believe it. I didn’t want to believe it.

And yet Sidonie sounded so certain of her information.

I had to give it one more try, though. “Those three sources of yours,” I began, noting the way Sidonie’s brows rose. “No, I’m not asking you to name them. The last thing I want is for you to throw some of your trusted associates under the bus. But do they have physical proof that Lakshmi is the one who’s been feeding this Fawkes woman our information?”

Samantha and Marcie’s gazes sharpened.

Sidonie didn’t look flustered. “I trust my sources,” she said, shaking her head sadly. “I know you’re looking for an out on this, Mr. Avery. God knows I’d be doing the same thing if I were in your shoes. But Lakshmi Majumdar is talking to Jessamyn Fawkes.”

Yeah, I thought. But what’s she saying?

I guess that was for us to find out.

Sidonie cleared her throat, glancing around the dusty arcade. “Unless you’d like to play a round or two of Street Fighter, I think our business is done here,” she said, rubbing the back of her neck. “Would you mind waiting for a few minutes once I leave? I’d like to avoid the appearance of impropriety…”

The irony wasn’t lost on me. I’d walked down here with two gorgeous coeds on my arm; by Stillwell’s standards, I was about the most improper guy on campus. Yet I didn’t have to worry about things like that, while Sidonie did. Blame the campus administration, I guess.

“Go on ahead,” I said. “I’ll text you if I find out something.”

She nodded once. “See that you do,” she said. “Be safe, Jack.”

All three of us watched her go. The glass door shut behind her, sealing us in the dingy arcade once more. A half-dozen electronic jingles quietly played over top of each other from the machines, while the screens cast baleful shadows on the walls.

Once we were certain she was gone, Samantha leaned over and punched the side of the nearest arcade cabinet. She realized what a stupid thing she’d done immediately; the impact rippled through her arm, and she let out a yelp as she stuck her swollen knuckles into her mouth. She looked about as angry as I felt.

“That… that bitch,” Samantha growled.

“Do you mean Sidonie?” Marcie asked. “Or Lakshmi?”

The blonde coed’s frown deepened. “Hell, I don’t know,” she said, wincing as she rubbed the back of her hand on her skirt. “Both of them, probably. If that girl really has betrayed us, I’m going to make her regret it so freaking hard…”

“You and me both,” I grunted. “I let that woman into my home, babygirl. I gave her my damned bed while Yukiko and I slept on the couch. And all the while, she was colluding with the people who want to get you fired?”

“It can’t be true,” Marcie insisted. “It’s got to be some kind of misunderstanding.”

I didn’t know about that. “We’ll see, I guess,” I said. “Anybody think we should tell Sidonie to pound sand and confront Lakshmi with all this anyway?”

It sounded like a decent enough idea to me, but Samantha was already shaking her head. “No, that’s the one thing she is right about, Daddy,” the coed said, taking my hand. “If we snap the trap on Lakshmi now, the only thing we’re doing is making sure those people at the national meeting will know what we’re up to when we get on that Zoom call.”

“The element of surprise,” Marcie added. “We can’t lose that.”

“I don’t think Sidonie realizes what a tall order she just gave us,” Samantha said with a scoff. She aimed an angry glance at the arcade machine next to her, as if it had reached out and struck her knuckles instead of the other way around. “Dig up dirt on Laks? It would be easier to put together blackmail material against Kiki. Or you, Marcie.” She shook her head. “Oh God, this is really hopeless…”

As if triggered by her thought, Marcie blanched. “And we’ve got my dad to worry about,” she added. “From what Sidonie says, it sounds like he’s on the warpath.”

“You girls let me handle that,” I said, meaning it. “I’ll talk to Daniel. Man to man. We’ll work something out.”

As angry as I knew my mentor was with my life choices, I couldn’t imagine he’d stay mad at me forever. As awful as that fistfight in the parking lot of my condo had been, he’d managed to cool off a bit just over the course of that single encounter. Part of me still insisted that Daniel was acting rashly with this Delta Rho stuff—that he’d quickly feel ashamed of what he’d done and seek to make it right.

Maybe I thought that because that’s what I would have done in his shoes. But men—even good men—were rarely rational where their daughters were concerned.

The three of us stood among the arcade cabinets, each lost in our own thoughts. After a while I glanced down at my wristwatch to check the time. A phantom pang of lust shot down my spine as I remembered using it as a timer for the game Marcie, Samantha and I played during our threesome. I was probably going to think of that every time I looked down at that old Tag Heuer from now on.

I couldn’t help but grin. That’s sentimental value, all right, I thought.

Finally, Samantha spoke up. “Well, I don’t know how we’re going to get out of this mess, Daddy. But I do know the first thing I’m going to do.”

“Hmm?” The news that Samantha already had a plan piqued my interest.

The coed grinned. “I’m going to talk to Kiki about this,” she said, crossing her arms under her breasts. “Put my head together with the one lieutenant I can trust. If anybody can help me figure out a way to stop Jessamyn Fawkes from ruining my life, it’s her.” Her grin widened. “And that is exactly why she deserves to be the girl who takes your last name, Daddy.”

She said it so simply, with such conviction, that no one who heard could believe it was anything other than the truth.

I pulled Samantha to me, an unexpected surge of tenderness welling up within me. My free hand went to her ass, while the other took the back of her head and stroked it gently, letting her press her face into the hollow of my shoulder.

“You are a marvel, Samantha Lowry,” I told her. “Don’t you ever forget it. I love you.”

She batted her lashes up at me. “I love you too, Daddy,” she giggled. “Don’t worry—I didn’t want to be the boring CEO’s wife anyway. I’d rather be your red-hot mistress.”

I leaned down and kissed her. The way her lips opened beneath mine as her hands roamed over my body was all the proof she needed of her intentions.

“Let’s get out of here,” Samantha said as she broke the kiss. “I’m starving all of a sudden. And I don’t want to spend another minute down here in the darkness.” She glanced around, a faint shudder traveling through her supple frame. “This place gives me the creeps.”

“Me too,” Marcie agreed. “It reminds me of… you know…”

Him, I thought.

“He’s never going to hurt you again,” I promised Marcie.

She nodded. “I know. I still don’t like hanging out in his old stomping grounds, though.”

Neither did I. And I figured we’d waited long enough for Sidonie’s sake.

“Come on,” I told the girls. “Let’s go get a bite to eat. We’ve got some planning to do.”

And we wouldn’t have to do it alone.


Chapter Three


“You’re kidding me,” Yukiko gasped, her eyes as wide as saucers. “It’s Lakshmi?”

My fiancée’s boba tea sat untouched on the table beside her. Despite the peak of the lunch rush being an hour or more behind us, the Copenhagen Deli was still practically standing room only. A long line of grumbling patrons waited for their fancy drinks and deli sandwiches: outside on the pavement, people flittered around the café tables, swapping local gossip and taking selfies to post on their social media later.

A few people eyed our table, but we weren’t going anywhere. This was an emergency conference. And we had more than enough drinks and snacks to prove we belonged here.

“I didn’t want to believe it, either,” Samantha said. “But it looks accurate, Kiki.”

The blonde coed had just gotten finished relaying the details of our meeting with Sidonie with the other girls. Besides Yukiko and Marcie, we’d also invited Maria Alvarez and two of the Delta Rho coeds who’d been closest with Lakshmi over the course of the semester: Heather and Eva, the two blondes who looked so similar they could have been sisters. Officer Davis—Tasha—was on patrol, otherwise she’d have been there, too.

Lakshmi herself wasn’t invited, of course.

It wouldn’t have made any sense for her to be there when the whole meeting was about her in the first place.

Yukiko held her head in her hands. I’d seen my beautiful girlfriend in states of distress before—like the night she’d helped me drag Marcie out of that sorority bedroom, or the terrible moment in the parking lot when Daniel knocked her to the pavement and I thought she was going to break down crying in front of him.

But I’d never seen her like this before. She looked like someone had just driven a kitchen knife into her stomach and twisted it.

“She’s helped me so many times,” Yukiko said, her thousand-yard stare aimed not at but through the wall of the deli. “She carried Marcie back to her dorm with me the night we met you. She slept in my bed!” Her head snapped up, her dark eyes flashing. “She saw me on my knees in front of you, Jack!”

Heather and Eva grinned at that last one, but the rest of the coeds looked stricken. I reached over and placed my hand on top of Yukiko’s, threading my fingers through hers as I gave her a squeeze.

“Hey,” I said, leaning in. “I’m right here.”

Yukiko closed her eyes and nodded. When she opened them again, most of her composure had returned. “I don’t want to believe this is true,” she said, looking around the table. “But if it is… I’m going to ruin her.”

A chill went through the collective group. Yukiko might have been one of the kindest women I’d ever met, but kindness didn’t mean she lacked a backbone. When she spoke, all of us heard a little echo of the woman she planned to become—the empress who’d help lead my company to glory, and who’d put down any enemies who stood between our family and achieving our dreams.

There was a little bit of her mom in her when she got like that. I liked it.

Samantha let out a low whistle. “Get in line,” she said, her voice low and menacing. “It’s my life Lakshmi’s trying to ruin. If she’s really the one giving Jessamyn fucking Fawkes the information she needs to get me kicked out of Delta Rho, she’s going to count herself lucky if expulsion from the chapter is her only punishment.”

Marcie gasped. “You wouldn’t hurt her, would you?”

Samantha’s expression was unreadable. “I’d do what needs to be done.”

On the other side of the table, Maria Alvarez set down her cortado and made a show of stretching in a way that thrust out her cleavage. “She seems like a good girl,” the realtor said, running a manicured nail around the rim of her mug. “But sometimes the ones who look the most innocent are the ones you need to watch your back around the most.”

No one would have accused Heather and Eva of being innocent. The pair apparently hadn’t gotten the memo about this being a business meeting for the sorority—they’d come to the Copenhagen Deli in their cheerleading outfits, like they’d driven there directly from a practice. Only I knew there weren’t any today.

That wasn’t the point. The point was for me to look at them. To want them.

Most of the coeds in Delta Rho hadn’t been shy about approaching me for a date. But in our few interactions up to this point, Heather and Eva had been almost comically brazen about their intentions. The two of them knew how close they resembled sisters, or even twins, and from what Yukiko and Samantha had told me about them, they didn’t mind leveraging that fantasy to the hilt to get what they wanted.

I still wasn’t sure if we should have brought them into our confidence. But they knew Lakshmi even better than the other lieutenants in Delta Rho. Apparently they’d shared a dorm with Lakshmi for most of her time at Stillwell, and they could still get in touch with the coed in a hurry if the need arose.

Now the two blondes shared a naughty look. “What are we going to do with her?” Heather asked, looking eager to hear a few suggestions. “Should we abduct her? Tie her up?”

“Torture her for a few hours,” Eva added. The glance she gave me left little doubt to what kinds of activities the ‘torture’ would include. “We’ll make that little bitch whimper for you, Jack. Two hours in a room with us and she’ll be begging to tell you everything she knows—”

“No one’s getting tied up,” I grunted.

I couldn’t help but note the way most of the women at the table looked just the slightest bit disappointed at hearing that.

I leaned forward, resting an elbow on the table. “We’re not going to hurt Lakshmi. For Christ’s sake, we don’t even if know if she’s really guilty yet. For all we know, this could be some kind of trick. Some attempt to drive a wedge through Delta Rho’s leadership, right when we all need to be coming together to get Samantha out of this mess.”

Coming from my lips, it sounded disturbingly plausible. I watched doubt flicker on both Samantha and Yukiko’s faces. Could this be some kind of power play?

Could Liz Baines be behind it somehow? Or her son, pulling strings from Virginia?

Before we could take action against Lakshmi, we needed to be certain.

Beyond a shadow of a doubt.

“How do you prove it without confronting her, though?” Maria asked. “It’s not like she’s going to volunteer the information, Jack. You thinking of going to this Fawkes woman directly? Seeing if she gives the game away?”

To be honest, I had. But as soon as Maria made the suggestion, I caught Samantha shuddering out of the corner of my eye.

“No,” the president of Delta Rho insisted. “You talk to Jessamyn as little as possible, Daddy. If I could get away with you never meeting her, I would.”

Hmm? “It sounds like you and her have some kind of history, babygirl.”

Samantha snorted. “She wishes. I hate that skank. She…”

Next to her, Yukiko stiffened.

Samantha let out a little noise like she’d choked on a drink. Her eyes went wide for a moment, the color draining from her face, then she mastered herself with an effort.

“Well, she’s awful,” the coed finished. “Promise me you won’t do anything with that bitch, Daddy. Even if she tries to throw her panties at you through the screen. Which, knowing her, she’s probably shameless enough to try and do!”

What the hell? I’d never seen Samantha jump from one extreme to another like this before. For a second, talking about Jessamyn, I felt certain she was about to cry.

There’s definitely a history there, I thought. The two of them couldn’t have been…?

It sounded crazy when you put it like that. But both of them were power players in the overall structure of Delta Rho. And Samantha was openly bisexual, even before she met me and agreed to be a member of this whole crazy harem thing I’d put together in Stillwell. Neither Marcie nor Yukiko were the first Delta Rho girls she’d ever taken to bed with her.

From the looks on Heather and Eva’s face, they were thinking the same thing. So was Maria Alvarez, who kept shooting Samantha little glances over her coffee cup like she wanted to be the next Sapphic hookup the gorgeous blonde brought into our bedroom.

But when I looked at Yukiko, I saw something different.

My fiancée met my eye. Then she gave me a shake of her head, so slight as to be almost imperceptible.

So she’s not Samantha’s ex, I told myself. But there’s definitely something personal there. Some reason she hates the chief executive of Delta Rho so much…

I wondered what it was. Clearly, Samantha had confided in Yukiko about it.

But just as clearly, I knew Kiki wouldn’t tell me. As much as she loved me, she was loyal to the other members of our group. And she’d never betray Samantha by spilling her secrets behind her back. I’d have to get the answer from Sam herself.

Shit, now I was thinking about betrayal again. Which brought me back to Lakshmi.

In the present moment, Samantha was still staring at me. “I’m serious,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “I don’t want to be the kind of girl who tells her man what to do. But you know how Yukiko would kill you if Miss Tanaka made a pass at you and you were receptive to it?”

That brought a wave of good-natured chuckling from the table. Some of the tension in the room deflated, and Yukiko covered her smile with the heel of her hand. She had been pretty adamant about the whole ‘stay away from my Mom’ thing.

“I’m aware of it, yes,” I said, smiling. “I’m assuming this Jessamyn is on the same list?”

Samantha nodded. “Absolutely. I’ll never ask you to stay away from anybody else, Daddy. I promise. Just her.”

I nodded back to show I understood. “You want to tell me why?” I asked.

That choked look came back to Samantha’s face. “Not… not right now,” she said, unable to meet my eye. “Maybe not ever. Just trust me, okay? You don’t want any part of what Jessamyn Fawkes has to offer you.”

Well, that made things easy. “Babygirl, I would never do anything to hurt you,” I said, reaching across the table to take Samantha’s shoulder. “I don’t care if this Jessamyn girl’s offering me free blowjobs and ribeye steak. I wouldn’t touch her.” I glanced around the table, my smile turning into a smirk. “Besides, I have more than enough women to keep me busy.”

“I know how to cook ribeye steak,” Heather said with a coy smile.

“And I know how to do the other thing,” Eva added, sticking her tongue in her cheek. “I’m really good at it.”

Maria rolled her eyes so hard I swore I could feel a breeze across the table. “Dios mio, you two. Now is not the time.”

Heather leaned forward, her cleavage straining against her low-cut cheerleading top. “It’s always the right time to blow a man’s mind,” she said, nibbling her bottom lip as she stretched a leg beneath the table to caress my thigh. “Besides, you bitches got to stake your claim to Jack early. We didn’t get to compete.”

“We were frozen out,” Eva said, pouting spectacularly. “We didn’t a tour of the apartment or an initiation to the charity gala.”

“You didn’t even call us until you needed us,” Heather added, finishing her friend’s thought as easily as a twin. “We’ve been so hurt! Eva and I have been dying for a proper invitation, Jack. Like, literally dying.”

Eva leaned in, dropping her voice to a whisper still perfectly calculated for my whole harem to hear. “We’ve been practicing. You know, together. Just in case you changed your mind and let us audition.”

The way she said ‘audition’ made my cock jerk in my slacks even more than the pressure of her foot did. I won’t lie, the thought of the two of them getting each other ready for me had a definite appeal. I shifted in my seat, tucking what was between my legs into a more comfortable position.

Both of them saw it, their grins going feral.

“We’re a package deal, though,” Heather added. “Eva and I share everything.”

Most of the girls rolled their eyes. Marcie looked positively scandalized, her cheeks turning as red and ruddy as apples.

“We’re trying to discuss whether there’s a traitor in the sorority,” she whispered, her brows shooting to her hairline. “God, you two are shameless!”

“Shameless and flexible,” Heather said, unperturbed. “Cheerleaders, remember?”

Samantha chuckled at that. “Down girls, both of you. Daddy’s figuring out how to get us out of this mess.” She smiled at them both. “Work now, play later.”

It was about as close to an open invitation as the cheerleader twins were likely to get. Both of them leaned back, sharing a look that made me wonder if they didn’t have some kind of low-level telepathy thing going on.

I didn’t believe in stuff like that before coming to Stillwell. But after seeing the Book of Rho and diving in that special pool in the mountains, I was starting to believe in magic just a little bit.

The kind of magic that could transform a middle-aged workhorse into the head of a harem of sorority babes, anyway.

I cleared my throat, doing my best to drag my brain out of the gutter and back to the matter at hand. “Lakshmi. We have to find a way to be sure she’s turned on us. And if she has, then we need to neutralize the threat.” I left that last part open-ended for Samantha and Yukiko’s sake. “So how do we do that?”

Yukiko had her laptop out. She squared her shoulders, tapping away at the keyboard as she went into focused mode. “I have an idea,” she said, her voice crisp. “Something that might work.”

“You sound like a businesswoman already,” Samantha said with pride. “What’s the play, Kiki?”

She glanced up from the laptop and noticed her boba for the first time. After taking a sip, she turned to me, a knowing smile on her face. “We feed Lakshmi poison,” she said.

Marcie’s brows rose. “I thought we weren’t going to hurt her?”

“Not physical poison,” Yukiko said, taking out her phone. “A poison pill—information that’s wrong, but that is so juicy that Lakshmi won’t be able to resist it. Something she’ll run straight to Jessamyn Fawkes with—something that, when we hear it come out of the executive’s mouth, will tell us for sure that Lakshmi is the traitor.”

Maria leaned forward, intrigued. “That’s brilliant, chica. It’s the kind of trap a deceptive little slut wouldn’t notice until she’s already fallen into it!”

I wasn’t all that comfortable with my girls throwing around deprecatory terms for a woman who might still be innocent, but I wasn’t going to stop it. They clearly needed to blow off some steam—and if we were wrong, they could all apologize to Lakshmi later.

“What do we tell her?” That was Samantha. “And who gives her the info?”

“The second one’s obvious,” Yukiko said, glancing across the table. “If it comes from someone who’s engaged to Jack, she might suspect subterfuge. It has to be someone she knows from Delta Rho, but also someone she believes is just passing the poison pill along as juicy gossip.”

She was looking right at Heather and Eva.

The two cheerleaders shared a look. “We can do that,” Heather said with a smirk.

“Lakshmi won’t suspect a thing,” Eva added. “We promise.”

The unspoken assumption that they’d get their audition in exchange hung in the air.

Slowly, I nodded. “Good. You girls do that for me, and I’ll be grateful.”

They flashed identical grins. “Does that mean we can start calling you Daddy?”

“You might need to come up with something else,” Samantha drawled. “Marcie and I kind of have a lock on that term.”

“No worries,” Heather said, giving me a wink. “I can think of plenty of things Jack might like a couple of girls like us to call him.”

No doubt she could. But if I went down that road, this meeting would take a very different sort of turn. It was like Samantha said: work now, play later.

“Okay, we’ve got the delivery method,” Marcie said, drumming her fingers on the table. “So what’s the message? What will get Lakshmi so fired up that she’ll go running to Jessamyn Fawkes with the news?”

I had an idea. “Tell her I’ve been fired,” I said.

All heads turned toward me.

“Fired?” Yukiko asked.

I nodded. The more I thought about it, the more sense it made. “I’m representing Samantha during this call, right? Have someone tell Lakshmi that Daniel’s already lost his head and given me a pink slip. That he kicked me to the curb, and he’s sending goons to make sure Marcie goes back with him to Boston.” Something else occurred to me, so funny that I almost laughed. “And tell her that Samantha and Yukiko are freaking out about it. Because I’m not as rich as everyone thinks I am, and they’re worried I might not be able to take care of them both if I don’t get the big chair over at Ramsey Engineering after I get my diploma.”

Both Samantha and Yukiko stared at me, their jaws dropping open.

“That’s… that’s ludicrous!” Yukiko shouted. “Jack, you know I’m not with you for your money—”

“I don’t give a fuck if you get the CEO job or not!” Samantha said in a rush, her voice overlapping the Asian coed’s. “You’re my Daddy, and I’m your babygirl, and I’m not going anywhere—”

I held up my hands to silence them both. “I know that. You know that. But does Lakshmi know that?”

I watched the realization dawn on both of their faces.

“When we were sitting around the kitchen table, she told us harems weren’t completely unheard of where she comes from,” Yukiko said, her eyes going all doe-like. “But that they’re almost exclusively the province of rich, powerful men. Men who can provide for all of their women equally.”

“And if Jack loses that job, he’d no longer fit the bill,” Samantha added. “Not from where Lakshmi’s sitting, at least.”

Slowly, everyone sitting around the table began to nod. It made sense. Not that my women would ever actually leave me if I lost my job—for one thing, I had more than enough savings to take care of Yukiko, Samantha and Marcie no matter what happened, and if Daniel ever did cut me loose Kiki would have a business plan to form a rival firm put together to before I even got my last paycheck in the mail. We would be okay, even if the worst happened.

But Lakshmi didn’t know that. She knew Samantha as the lioness, the domineering leader of Delta Rho, and Yukiko as her meek but uncompromising lieutenant. Could Lakshmi see them walking out on me if things got difficult?

I knew she could. I was almost sure of it.

“It doesn’t prove Lakshmi is innocent if she doesn’t bite,” Yukiko whispered, worrying the inside of her cheek with her tongue. “But it would go a hell of a long way toward assuaging my concerns about her.”

“Mine, too,” Samantha said. When I glanced over, I saw she’d taken Yukiko’s hand underneath of the table. “I know you don’t want to believe this, Kiki. I don’t want to believe it, either.”

But we needed to plan for it, all the same.

“That is a work of evil genius,” Maria said, chuckling like we’d just come up with a plan to freeze a competing real estate agency out of her territory. “I should have known Jack would have some bad bitches in his corner. There’s just one problem.”

Problem?

“Tiger,” Maria whispered, her voice lusty, “you have to wager everything on this. If Lakshmi jumps for the bait when we lay it out, you won’t know about it until this Fawkes woman brings it up at the Zoom meeting. Until the second she uses it to try and win the argument and kick Samantha out of her chapter of Delta Rho.”

She was right. We couldn’t be sure Lakshmi had betrayed us until we heard the words we’d planted come from the lips of the mysterious Jessamyn Fawkes. Until then, we’d have to plan as if Lakshmi were the traitor—all while knowing she might not be.

It was a difficult tightrope to walk. But if anyone could do it, it was these girls—

Samantha cleared her throat. “That’s not entirely true,” she said.

Yukiko turned, a stricken look on her face. “Sam, you don’t have to—”

“Yeah, I do.” She let out a sigh, but her resolve was firm. “It’s the only way we’re going to be sure before the meeting. The only way we’ll know.” She gave me a look like she’d just swallowed a bug whole. “Heather and Eva drop the poison pill, and we give Lakshmi twelve hours to see if she carries it to Jessamyn or not. And then… then, I call her.”

“Call her?”

“If Lakshmi tells her, there’s no way she’ll be able to hold back,” Samantha said grimly. “She’ll want to rub my face in it. That I bet my life savings on a slow horse only to end up holding the bag? That’s, like, Christmas morning for her. I’ll know in the first sixty seconds if Lakshmi snitched on us or not.”

The air in the room grew thick. There was something here—a story I really, really wanted to know about, and something I sensed Samantha wouldn’t be able to make it all the way through without shedding at least a few tears. But now wasn’t the time to ask for it. Not with all these people here. Maybe not even with just Yukiko.

This might be something Samantha could only tell me while curled up in my arms after some good sex. I made a mental note to give her some as soon as possible.

“I understand,” Yukiko told the coed, giving me a glance that told me not to ask questions just yet. “But Samantha, if you really don’t think you can…”

“I’m going to have to face her one way or another, aren’t I?” Samantha laughed bitterly. “I mean, she’s going to be at the meeting. Even if she’s just on the other side of a screen.” She waved a hand in the air, batting away her own emotions. “Fuck it. Jack will be there. As long as I have my Daddy beside me, I can do this.”

Yukiko nodded. “Alright. In the meantime, I’ll be brainstorming ways to discredit Lakshmi if she does turn out to be the mole. If it’s the entire rest of the sorority against her, then her testimony starts to look pretty shaky.”

Marcie swallowed hard. “We still need to worry about my dad,” she whispered. “What’s he gonna do to Jack?”

From the looks on the faces of the women around me, I could tell they were concerned about that part as well. They’d all heard by now about me coming to blows with my mentor in the parking lot of my condo complex.

And they knew about Daniel’s threat: that the only way to keep my job at Ramsey Engineering was to set Yukiko to the side and make Marcie the official Mrs. Jackson Avery.

Which was never going to happen, for plenty of reasons.

“You all let me worry about that,” I said. I had a plan for that, though I hadn’t yet let any of my women in on it. There was something I needed to do first—someone I needed to feel out, to see whether or not they were willing to help me. It was a longshot, but I thought she just might.

Heather and Eva rose, the latter bending over so far that her tits nearly spilled out of her top. A patron at a nearby table caught sight of her skirt riding up over her ass and nearly spit out her latte.

“Sounds like we should adjourn,” the cheerleader chuckled. “How about we move this meeting across the street? Your condo’s right over there.” She jerked a thumb in the direction of the building, which was indeed across a single thoroughfare. “I’d love to see your penthouse. I bet it’s got a wonderful view of the city.”

“Bet we could make it even prettier,” Eva growled.

Without an ounce of shame, she laced an arm around the nearly-identical blonde cheerleader’s waist and pulled her in for a long, lingering kiss. The woman who’d nearly dropped her latte rose, red-faced, and stalked out of the café before anyone could stop her.

When Maria spoke, she sounded like she was on the verge of laughter. “Jack, I think you’d better do something about these two,” she purred, pointing a finger at the pair. “If you don’t give them what they want soon, I’m afraid they’re gonna tie you up and take it…”

“Oh no,” Heather insisted. “We don’t want to tie Jack up.”

“We’d rather be tied up,” Eva giggled. “You think Officer Davis could swing by with some of those handcuffs—”

Before Eva could get another word out, I was there.

I slid my hand so far up the blonde’s skirt that she squealed. If there’d been any doubt in my mind that she didn’t have a stitch on underneath of that tight little cheerleading skirt, it was banished the moment I felt the smooth valley between her inner thighs.

Even Eva hadn’t expected me to be so bold. “Oh fuck,” she whimpered.

Heather looked like she couldn’t wait for me to do the same thing to her. When I glanced back at the table, my harem’s reaction was split. Marcie looked like she was afraid I was going to get us kicked out of the deli, while Maria and Samantha both looked amused as hell.

Yukiko kept her cool, but the poor girl was practically vibrating with lust. More than any of the other women who shared my heart, Kiki got off on sharing me with other girls—and on watching me add them to the group. I knew she’d want to be there when I did take Heather and Eva: if not participating, then at least watching and rubbing herself stupid.

Thank God for gorgeous Japanese bisexuals, I thought, giving Yukiko a wink.

With that done, I leaned in close to both women. “You two,” I growled, “are going to be good girls for me. Aren’t you?”

It was the kind of commanding, ‘Daddy’s home’ tone I’d learned could get pretty much any girl in Delta Rho to drop her panties. When they heard it, both Heather and Eva looked at me like they’d just won the lottery.

“Uh haaah,” Eva groaned, still riding the high from my touch.

“Abso-fucking-lutely,” Heather giggled. “Your wish is our command, sir.”

“Good.” My hand left the cheerleader. “Because when I get done with what I’m about to do, I’m going to want you waiting for me at the door. On your knees, mouths open, begging to make Daddy feel better.”

It was exactly what they wanted to hear. Eva’s knees actually buckled when I said it, like she wanted to drop right there in the middle of the Copenhagen and get started.

And yet…

“Waiting?” Heather murmured. “For what?”

“I have something to take care of,” I told the group. “I’ll do it in the downstairs apartment, then come up to the penthouse. I’m not looking forward to it, so I’m sure I’ll be in a rotten mood when I’m done…”

Smiles rose to the faces of the women around the table.

“We can handle that,” Samantha purred. “We’ll be waiting for you with bells on, Daddy.”

“I’ll call Tasha,” Yukiko said, her eyes still burning as she no doubt imagined me as the meat in a cheerleader sandwich. “She won’t want to be the only one who misses this.”

I felt certain she wouldn’t.

I gave Kiki a goodbye kiss, then Samantha and Marcie. A few of the patrons stared, but I no longer cared—if I ever had.

Six sets of eyes followed me as I made my way across the street. Kiki and the others were packing up the meeting, but I’d meet them up at the penthouse once I finally got this unpleasant task over with. I was looking forward to it.

Because between now and then, I needed to call the one person who could possibly hand me my own boss’s head on a silver platter.

That woman is a shark, I remembered Daniel telling me once. She’s half the reason I sleep so well at night.

She was. And hopefully she’d be the whole reason I no longer needed to fear Daniel.

Because otherwise, I was about to give Mona Isringhausen the very rope she’d need to hang me.


Chapter Four


The apartment was empty when I arrived.

Someone—probably Marcie—had come around and cleaned the place up after Daniel trashed it, but small traces remained. A bit of soap scum on the bathroom counter from where he’d shaved after sleeping off his bender, the smell of leftovers wafting from the garbage disposal. Nothing that took me more than two or three minutes to handle, but it still left me somewhat distressed. I didn’t like thinking of how close Daniel had been to the heart of my life—and how deep the rift between us had grown since that night in the parking lot.

The knowledge that a whole harem of hot sorority babes (along with at least one realtor and probably a police officer) were waiting for me a few floors up did little to improve my mood. Not when I had something like this on my docket.

I still thought about it as I tidied up the place. I couldn’t help but wonder how Heather and Eva were getting along with the other girls: whether the ice between them and the rest of the harem had cracked, or if things were still frosty. If nothing else, I knew Kiki was looking forward to watching me fuck them.

Part of me was even tempted to call upstairs and see how they were getting along. I kind of wanted to talk to Samantha about what happened during the meeting, too, even though I doubted she’d give me the whole story over the phone. But if there was some pre-existing relationship between her and Jessamyn Fawkes, I needed to know about it before I sat down across from her on that Zoom call.

Speaking of Zoom calls…

Eventually, there was nothing left to keep me from doing what needed to be done. I sighed, poured myself a drink, then closed the curtains and hooked my laptop up. A picture of my three wives-to-be greeted me, taken at a recent Delta Rho mixer: Marcie and Samantha in nearly identical little black dresses, their arms laced through each other’s and their tongues out while Yukiko gave the camera a knowing look next to them.

My women, I thought, taking a sip of the vodka and ginger beer I’d mixed up. God, I’m so proud of them.

Alright, enough stalling. Time to get down to business.

I opened up Zoom and made the call. A little spinning hourglass let me know the connection was good, and that the person I’d invited to this meeting would be arriving soon. As I waited, I sighed and stretched, glancing around to make sure nothing in the background of the room looked amiss.

The call connected.

And I found myself staring for the second time at my company’s head of HR, Miss Mona Isringhausen.

She’d readied herself for me, I could tell. She wasn’t at Ramsey Engineering; she must have taken this call from her apartment, and she’d clearly turned her office into a kind of war room just for occasions like these. Her hair was pulled back in a severe-looking ponytail, and while she’d slipped on a professional-looking shirt and a blazer for this call, I sensed that beneath the view of the camera, she was probably wearing sweatpants.

Business books filled the shelves behind her, along with some of the more famous self-help books and treatises on stoicism. I caught a glimpse of the familiar red-and-blue of The 48 Laws of Power just over her right shoulder as her laptop camera focused in.

Something told me Mona Isringhausen knew all forty-eight of them the way most people knew the episodes of their favorite TV show.

“Mr. Avery,” Mona said. Her voice carried not a trace of warmth—she was as businesslike as a judge sitting behind a bench. “Good afternoon. I have to say, I was surprised you wanted to speak to me.”

“I don’t think you’re that surprised,” I said, giving her my most winning smirk. “You impressed upon me as a formidable woman, Miss Isringhausen. It’s not beyond the pale that I would want someone like you in my corner.”

Her expression told me she appreciated the flattery, but she wasn’t about to do me any favors because of it. Her smile faded as she caught sight of me for the first time, then she leaned forward, squinting.

“You look like you’ve been in a brawl,” she said, touching the side of her face. “Do I want to know how you got that, Mr. Avery?”

Damn. I’d almost forgotten about the shiner Daniel gave me. It had faded considerably from the other night, but must have still been visible enough for Mona to notice it.

“I had a bit of an altercation,” I admitted. “A parking lot brawl, if you believe it.”

Mona cleared her throat. “Was our CEO involved in this altercation, Mr. Avery?”

I smiled. “I think you’re starting to understand why I called you, Miss Isringhausen.”

No one could smile in a way that failed to touch her eyes quite like our company’s director of HR. She did so now, giving me a look that was outwardly sympathetic but inwardly completely cold.

“Mr. Ramsey has made his displeasure with you known,” Mona said, making no effort to conceal her smirk. “Obviously I’m not privy to the reasons for this change of heart, but I understand that your role within the company could possibly be affected.”

And don’t you just look thrilled about that? I thought.

I took a sip of my drink. The liquor burned slow, spreading from my breastbone down into my stomach, soothing away a little of my anxiety. Time to go to work.

“I’ll tell you exactly why Daniel is angry with me,” I said, throwing caution to the wind. “I’m in a relationship with his daughter.”

Mona’s eyes widened, but not enough. She knew this—or at least, she’d heard a version of it. “As Miss Ramsey is not an employee, Mr. Avery, this doesn’t concern the human resources department,” she said quickly. “On a personal note, I know you and Miss Ramsey have been quite close. I don’t understand why Mr. Ramsey would be so upset about this—”

“Oh, I think you know why he’s pissed,” I snapped. “Let’s not sugarcoat it. I’m marrying three women, Mona. And Marcie’s not the one who’s going to be taking my last name.”

Mona leaned back, making a show of folding her hands. “I heard it was five.”

Of course she had. “It’s three,” I said. “There’s a couple of other women involved. But as for rings and lifelong commitments, there’s only three of those. Yukiko, Samantha, and Marcie.”

“I see.” Mona’s lips twisted. “In that case, Mr. Avery, I completely understand why our boss wants to rip your head from your body.”

Colorful language. Great.

“He’s in town,” I said, keeping my voice smooth. “You know that?”

From the look on her face, I gathered that was one thing Mona Isringhausen did not know. “That is peculiar,” she admitted, glancing to the side of her screen like she’d just opened a messaging app. Probably she had. “I suppose that’s an occupational hazard when you play with fire the way you do, Mr. Avery. I’ll report this situation to our legal department, and I appreciate you giving us a head’s up. If things escalate further, do let me know—”

“You’re going to a lot more than that,” I growled.

Mona fell silent.

I took another sip of my drink, then set it aside on the coffee table. I met Mona’s eyes.

“I want you to call off the dogs,” I said. “You need to rein Daniel in.”

To her credit, she didn’t laugh. Hell, Mona didn’t even blink. She just stared.

“Mr. Avery,” the woman said, affecting a tut-tut expression. “Not only do I not have the faintest idea how I would ‘rein in’ the CEO of this company, why on Earth would I stick my neck out like that? My own head would be right after yours on the chopping block!”

“You’d better figure it out,” I told her. “Because you’ve got one hell of a public relations nightmare on your hands.”

There were few phrases that could get Mona Isringhausen to sit up and listen like that one. She leaned forward, her eyes narrowing, and I knew she’d forgotten all about whatever messaging app she’d opened in the corner of her screen. I had her full attention now.

“Explain,” she said.

I let out a laugh. “The public face of this company is risking his good name by getting involved in the politics of his daughter’s sorority,” I rumbled. “That doesn’t smell like a storm on the horizon to you?”

Mona’s head tilted slightly to the side. “You said this was about a wedding.”

“It is,” I said breezily. “Marcie is a member of the Delta Rho sorority. Her mentor—the president of her chapter—is also in a relationship with me. And Daniel is trying to have her removed from her post by the national leadership over it.”

The words hung in the air for a long moment. Mona’s lips thinned, then disappeared completely. I could see the wheels turning behind her eyes, decades of training in how to clean up Ramsey Engineering’s messes without causing a fuss unfurling as she mapped out a mental plan to deal with all this.

“I’m still not seeing why the company needs to get involved,” she said after a few seconds. “Frankly, this all sounds radioactive to me. I wouldn’t touch a polyamory situation with a ten-foot pole, Mr. Avery.”

“This isn’t polyamory,” I grunted. The word harem didn’t leave my lips: I felt certain that if it did, Mona would laugh. “Listen—I can handle the wedding stuff. I’m not asking for your help with the Marcie thing. I’m well aware that my personal relationships are my own personal business. Daniel and I will talk about that man to man.”

Mona’s expression told me she wished she could be a fly on the wall when I did that. “In that case, Mr. Avery, I struggle to see my part in all this.”

“Because Daniel is about to make an idiot out of himself,” I snapped. “If you don’t care about anything else, ma’am, I hope you’re good enough at your job to care about that.”

The barb hit home. Mona held her poker face well—I’ve had hated to sit across the table from her at the charity gala, for starters—but I saw the flicker that crossed her face.

“An idiot how?”

“Samantha’s trial is in two days,” I told Mona. “That’s not what they’re calling it, but that’s what it is. It’s going to be a Zoom call: me, Samantha and the other leaders of the local Delta Rho chapter on one end, the national leadership on the other.” I paused. “And Daniel is going to be the executive board’s star witness against Samantha.”

That was a bit of a white lie. They also had Lakshmi.

But Mona Isringhausen didn’t need to know that.

Her lips pursed in thought. For a second, I thought she was going to bend. I could already see the two of us working together on a plan to calm Daniel back down.

Then she smirked at me. “And?”

I sputtered. “And? Your boss is pursuing a personal vendetta against a woman half his age. Barely a third of his age. You don’t think the optics of that look bad for the company?”

Something in Mona relaxed a fraction. “Of course it does,” she said, giving the smallest bit. “But I fail to see how the optics will be an issue. This is a private matter between a local sorority and its national leadership board. And as you’ve said, in forty-eight hours the crisis will be over.”

I was aghast. “You can’t be serious.”

Mona shrugged. “Our CEO is doing something silly and childish,” she said, as if the matter were out of her hands. “He’s not the first, and he won’t be the last. That’s not national news, Mr. Avery. Our ordinary PR channels will have no trouble massaging this issue.”

Her words hit me like a thunderclap. It’s an open and shut case, I thought, at least where she’s concerned. This whole thing might end up being a black eye for Ramsey Engineering, but it’s a black eye no one’s likely to ever see.

I rubbed the side of my face. Unlike mine.

“I do thank you for letting me know about all of this, though,” Mona said. Unlike her little jibes from earlier, I could tell she actually meant that. “I’ll keep an eye on the issue, Jack. And I’ll make sure nothing Daniel does blows back on the company as a whole. Like always.”

Damn it. She was getting ready to end the call, I could tell. If she did that, I was really up a creek. She’d probably make every excuse to avoid me until Daniel either decided to forgive me or cut me loose. I couldn’t let that happen.

“If there’s nothing else you need…” Mona began.

I perked up. “Actually, I do have one other question. Kind of a personal one—not entirely related to our present discussion.”

If Mona sensed something was up, she gave no sign. She looked mildly intrigued at the prospect of fielding another question, rather than irritated. Maybe she was looking forward to sharing a few details of this meeting as gossip with her peers later.

If she was, she was about to be severely disappointed.

“Of course, Mr. Avery,” she said. “Your question?”

I leaned forward, putting both elbows on the table, and gave her a big smile.

“How long do my benefits continue to pay out after putting in my two-week’s notice?”

Even through the screen, I could see the atmosphere in Mona’s room shift. Comprehension dawned slowly on her face; I thought I saw her cheeks pale the slightest bit, but I could have been imagining that in my glee at finally getting one over on her.

She paused, clearing her throat. When she finally spoke, there was an edge to her voice that hadn’t been there before. “Why would you need that information, Mr. Avery?”

My smile didn’t waver. “Because once that forty-eight hours you mentioned is over, I’ll be handing in my resignation. Daniel won’t have to fire me. I’ll quit.”

Her mouth moved soundlessly. “You’re threatening to leave, Jack?”

“Not threatening. Just stating a fact.”

I could see those wheels behind her eyes spinning into a whole new gear. Mona weighed my value the way the ancient Egyptian gods were said to weigh the souls of mortals—except she used a complicated cost-benefit analysis instead of a feather. I could feel her figuring out how much trouble it was worth to try and keep me.

Even now, I hoped she might come down on the right side of that equation.

But Mona must have been more afraid of what Daniel would say.

“Well,” the HR rep said, folding her hands. “I will be sorry to see you go, Mr. Avery.”

I snorted. “You’re goddamned right you will. You have no idea of the shitstorm that’s coming your way, Miss Isringhausen.”

Her eyes widened. “Pardon?”

“Not Daniel’s way, either,” I said, dropping my voice. “Yours. Specifically.”

If she’d been standing, Mona would have rocked back on her heels. My words took the wind out of her for a second—she needed to visibly regroup.

“Now that does sound like a threat, Mr. Avery,” she said.

I was already shaking my head. “How long have I been working for Daniel, Mona?”

I saw her count the years in her head. “Just under twenty.”

I nodded. “I’ve been his point man almost this entire time,” I said, cracking my knuckles. “His fixer. The guy he goes to when he has a problem you can’t solve. You know what he told me once? He said that you’re half the reason he can sleep easily at night, Miss Isringhausen. And that I’m the other half.”

I remembered what Maria Alvarez told me when I first came to Stillwell. She’d assumed I was some kind of corporate bad boy, a master of skullduggery Daniel had deployed in order to keep his daughter out of trouble during college.

At the time, I’d laughed. But now, sitting on the other side of a screen from Mona, I realized just how valuable it could be to cultivate that kind of image.

“I’m not following,” Mona said.

“You’ve been cleaning up Daniel’s messes for a long time,” I said, making a face. “So have I. I figure you’re half the reason he sleeps well, so you probably know where about half the bodies are buried.” I grinned. “I handled the other half. Some of my fingerprints are still on the fucking shovel.”

It was a bluff. I stayed out of the nitty-gritty stuff, keeping myself above the dirtier tactics corporations sometimes resorted to in the gladiatorial combat of the market. I’d never helped Daniel break the law—and I’d certainly never buried bodies for him, metaphorically or otherwise.

But I was willing to bet Mona had.

Which meant she would think I had, too.

When the color drained from her face, I knew I’d struck pay dirt. “You’d burn the company? Just like that?”

I felt the hook slipping into her mouth. “Why not? Daniel’s burning me.” I leaned back in my chair, crossing one leg over the other. “Don’t get me wrong, I like the place, Mona. There was a time I considered Daniel Ramsey my family. But those women are my family now. And Daniel is trying to ruin them. Would you let him fuck up the life of someone you loved and sit there and take it?”

I could see from her face that she wouldn’t.

“I’ve been thinking about leaving anyway,” I said.

This part, shockingly enough, wasn’t a bluff. I hadn’t talked it over with Yukiko yet, but I’d felt the subtle signs she’d been giving me over the last few weeks. As much as my fiancée wanted to join me at the top of Ramsey Engineering’s org chart, I could tell she believed I could do even better than that.

And a part of me wanted to prove her right.

To make her proud.

To build something that would last.

“I’ve had plenty of offers over the years,” I said, drumming my fingers casually on the top of my desk. “I’m sure you’ve intercepted plenty of them. Corporate raiders, poachers—guys with bags of money in one hand and a knife in the other, ready to give you the first if you stick the second in the back of the guys you used to work for. I always turned them down, of course. I loved Daniel.” I clucked my tongue. “And what did I get for my loyalty, Mona? Did it buy me one ounce of understanding when Marcie and I fell into each other’s arms? Did passing any of those tests give me ten extra seconds to try and explain myself to our boss before he tried to take a fucking swing at me?”

Before Mona could say anything, I leaned forward, my face filling the frame.

“But honestly, I don’t need to accept any offers,” I snapped. “I don’t even really need to air out all of Ramsey Engineering’s dirty laundry. All I need to do is step back and let you all fail. You really think one of Daniel’s golf buddies is going to run this company? That they’ll be able to do anything other than send the stock price of this place crashing like the Hindenburg?” I laughed angrily. “Tell me you’ll still have a job in five years if I leave, Mona. Go ahead and try to say it with a straight face.”

She didn’t. I wasn’t sure which had hit her harder—the scandals I’d threatened to unleash on my way out the door, or my promise to do everything I could to take my old employer out of the industry for good. Thinking about it, it was probably the first. I didn’t really have any dirty deeds in my back pocket, but Mona did—and doubtless right now she was tallying them up in her mind, imagining what it would look like if her half of the company’s secrets came to light.

I saw her come to a decision. She sighed.

“What do you want, Jack?”

Only a very great effort of will kept the smile off my face. “I want Daniel to be a no-show at that Delta Rho meeting,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest. “Someone—someone who isn’t me, and who he’ll actually listen to—needs to make him understand he’s showing his whole ass with this. That he needs to back down before he exposes the company to ridicule. I’m not asking you for help with the Marcie thing—I can handle that myself. But this whole crusade he’s got against Samantha, he needs to drop it. It’s me he’s pissed at.”

“He certainly is,” Mona mused. “I… I think I might be able to do that, Jack.”

“Yeah?”

“Mr. Ramsey has a habit of taking my counsel during… delicate times,” Mona explained. I sensed any number of quasi-legal stories behind those two simple, euphemistic words. “He trusts me where legal and moral issues are concerned. He always has. If I tell him some variant of what you’ve told me, I feel certain he’ll abandon the Delta Rho connection.”

“Good,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck. “There’s something in it for you, too.”

Mona cocked an eyebrow. “Hmm?”

The corner of my mouth curled in a smirk. “If I stay—and if I get to take over for Daniel when he leaves the company—I’m giving you a promotion.”

It was about the last thing Mona Isringhausen had expected to hear.

“You… what?” she blurted.

“I was thinking a corner office for starters,” I said, lifting my glass and swirling the vodka around before taking a sip. “Seat on the board, too, probably. Does Daniel give you stock options? If he doesn’t, I will—and if he already does, I’ll double them.”

Mona looked poleaxed. “Why the hell would you do that? I… I nearly cost you your job a month ago! You hate me!”

“Hate you?” I asked. “That’s a strong word.”

Mona frowned. “I assumed that if you became CEO, giving me my marching papers would be near the top of your to-do list,” she said, giving me a look like she didn’t believe me about the promotion. “Why reward me?”

I shrugged. “Because Daniel’s right about you,” I said.

She gawked at me openly, speechless.

“You’re a shark,” I said, taking another sip of my drink. “And it’s our waters you swim in. You protect this company from threats while the rest of us pretend we’re too nice for that sort of thing.” I paused, letting her absorb my words. “Hell, I’ll probably need to bury a few bodies myself once I’m CEO, Mona. I’m going to need someone talented to hold the shovel.”

If I’d suddenly sprouted a second head that started speaking Klingon, I don’t think I could have surprised Mona Isringhausen any more than I did. The HR rep put one hand to her forehead like she was checking herself for a fever, her jaw hanging open.

“Are you that person, Mona? Or should I start drafting that resignation letter now?”

She held up a hand. “Don’t,” she whispered. In her faraway gaze I could see her fantasizing about her new office, her seat on the board, and the yacht she was going to buy with her new salary and stock options. “I’m in, Mr. Avery. Jack. I’ll get Daniel to stand down.”

“Good,” I said, nodding slowly. “We have a deal.”

“Indeed we do,” Mona gasped. “Give me a second, Mr. Avery?”

I was just about to tell her she could call me Jack when she slipped off camera. She came back a few moments later with a bottle of wine and a glass, a slight dusting of frost covering both like she’d fished them out of the back of her fridge.

I caught sight of the label and whistled internally. That was some expensive stuff.

Saving it for a celebration, I thought.

Mona popped the cork, then filled her glass and held it up to the camera. “To new management,” she whispered, her voice practically shaking with excitement.

“And to new friends,” I said, holding up my mule.

Both of us drank.

Mona downed her glass, her eyes closing with obvious pleasure. Once all the liquid was down her throat she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, set the glass down on the desk and refilled it. As she did, she glanced over at me.

“You really think you can change Daniel’s mind?” she asked. “Get him to accept this insane three-woman marriage you’ve got planned with his daughter and two other coeds?”

It was the question I’d been pondering ever since the fistfight. I worked it over for a few more moments before giving Isringhausen my answer.

“No,” I said. “I don’t think he’ll ever accept it, Mona.”

Her brows rose.

“But I don’t need him to accept it,” I said, setting my drink to the side. “I just need him to get the hell out of my way. And that, I think I can do.”

She nodded. All at once, an impish look spread across her face.

“That one girl of yours, Miss Tanaka,” she said, taking another sip of her outrageously expensive wine. “Is it true that she presented Daniel with an entire business plan of how she intends to manage your relationships?”

I chuckled at the memory. “Yukiko’s a very practical woman,” I said, rubbing the back of my neck. “She also happens to be one of the craziest girls I’ve ever met. I’m pretty sure her spreadsheet has Ramsey Engineering’s growth plans for the next five years and a tentative schedule for all the kids she wants to start cranking out once we walk down the aisle.”

I didn’t tell Mona that Yukiko was already working on that second part. Or that she fully intended to already be pregnant—just not showing—by the time we tied the knot.

That would have just complicated things.

Mona whistled through her teeth, obviously impressed. “You should bring her to the company Christmas party,” she said, her lips curling in a smirk. “Anyone crazy enough to pull a stunt like that in front of Daniel Ramsey of all people is someone I want to meet.”

“I’ll make sure she RSVP’s,” I promised Mona.

“She sounds driven,” the HR rep murmured. “Marcie and this other girl, are they interested in running the business at all?”

Hmm? Mona sounded pretty damned interested. “They’re more hands-off about it,” I told Mona. “Marcie doesn’t really know what she wants to do with her life yet, other than spend it with me, and while Samantha’s great with people she doesn’t see herself sitting in a corporate boardroom. She’s got other plans.”

Mona didn’t ask what those were. “Interesting. This whole arrangement of yours is starting to sound less like a mid-life crisis than a sound business decision.”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” I protested.

Mona clearly would. “So it’ll be the two of you,” she murmured, those wheels turning behind her eyes. “Presenting a unified face to the world, with the other women in the background… yes. Yes, I can see where my skills would be useful…”

“Your skills?” I asked.

For the first time since I’d met her, Mona let out a laugh that sounded genuine. “Jack, my specialty is PR,” she said, as if I’d committed a hopeless faux pas. “If you bring this arrangement of yours to Ramsey Engineering, one of my main jobs will be massaging your relationships with the public. I’ll be in charge of making sure your wife is front-and-center in all the corporate events—and that the rest of the world knows as little as possible about your… extracurricular activities.”

Suddenly I understood. I wasn’t the first man Mona had covered up a mistress for.

I was just the first man who’d married all the women I was involved with.

“I’ll hook you up with Kiki,” I told Mona, typing a quick note to myself. “I think the two of you putting your heads together could come up with some interesting ways to safeguard our relationship back in Boston…”

After that, the rest of the meeting was cake. Mona and I exchanged a few more pleasantries, she promised to do her best to convince Daniel that going toe to toe with Delta Rho’s Stillwell chapter was going to make him look stupid in the court of public opinion, and we both swapped some additional contact information so that we could get in touch with each other in case something crazy happened.

By the time I ended the call and closed my laptop, the strangest thing had happened.

I almost felt good about the whole thing.

Hell, I thought. I do feel good.

My meeting with Mona had gone just about as well as I could have hoped. I had an unexpected ally in Stillwell’s HR department, ready and willing to put her morally gray skills at my disposal. With Daniel out of the picture, all I needed to do to secure Samantha’s future was either prove Lakshmi’s innocence or expose the coed for the backstabber she truly was.

I downed the rest of my drink then headed upstairs, locking the apartment behind me as I left. A quick elevator ride took me to the top floor, where my harem would all be in the penthouse suite.

They were waiting for me.

All of them.

And I couldn’t wait to celebrate our victory together.


Chapter Five


The first thing I saw when I opened the door to the penthouse were two naked, ridiculously hot women on their knees.

In all the turmoil with Miss Isringhausen, I’d nearly forgotten the words I’d growled into Heather and Eva’s ears before I left them in the Copenhagen Deli, wet and desperate and gasping. I’d told them that I was going to be in a rotten mood after my call, and that I wanted both of them waiting for me at the door, their mouths open and their throats ready to make me feel better.

Evidently, Heather and Eva had taken that command as seriously as an oath.

The two of them had positioned themselves right in the middle of the doorway, so that you literally couldn’t miss them. As soon as I stepped inside both of them straightened up, thrusting their shoulders forward and arching their backs a bit as they crawled to me on their knees. Both of them had their mouths open, their eyes rolled back, mewling and whimpering like a pair of eager puppies.

“Welcome home, boss,” Heather purred, crossing her wrists behind her back. “I’m ready to make you feel better.”

Jesus, I thought, looking her up and down.

Both girls looked like the two halves of a walking wet dream, their long blonde hair cascading down their backs in shimmering waves and the valley between their thighs already wet with anticipation. Eva’s nipples were already as hard as diamonds, and Heather’s supple flesh had faint tan lines across her hips and bust from her last set of cheerleading practices. Their makeup was thick and slutty, especially around the eyes, like both of them were planning to make it run down their cheeks as they gagged for me.

Fuck. That was exactly why they’d done it that way, wasn’t it?

Something else occurred to me. Boss?

Well, I’d told them Daddy was already taken. Maria Alvarez had a pretty strong claim on Papi, and the other girls in my harem swapped out Sir and Master like it was going out of style. The two cheerleaders wanted something to distinguish themselves; something we only used between us.

Honestly? I liked it. I was the boss—the man in charge. Whatever happened with Ramsey Engineering, that would never not be true where my relationship was concerned. And all my girls were along for the ride.

“We’ve stayed right here like good girls,” Eva purred, her thighs quivering. “We kept each other warm and ready for you, boss.”

“If you don’t believe her, just taste us and see,” Heather added with a wink.

Good God. I’d been in the penthouse for all of ten seconds and I was already so fucking hard I couldn’t stand it.

The sounds of light music and conversation filtered in from the other room. The rest of my harem was likely in the bedroom from the sounds of it, getting drunk and swapping gossip as they waited for me to come home and get the show on the road. I probably had all of a minute before they heard something and all came running, eager to get me in bed and please me.

But right now, the only thing in the universe was Heather and Eva.

Two perfect sets of perky breasts. Two warm, eager mouths, desperate to audition for a place in my harem.

I stepped forward, closing the door behind me as quietly as I could, and unbuckled my belt. The sound had a Pavlovian effect on both girls, making both of them drool as I slid the leather from the loops and wrapped the accessory around my knuckles. Their eyes traveled to the bulge in my pants as I let them drop, revealing the tent I was making in my boxers.

“Hands behind your backs,” I growled. “Both of you.”

The cheerleaders eagerly obeyed. They looked even more submissive with their elbows bent like that, which made me throb.

“You want to be good girls for your boss?” I asked.

In response, Heather scooted forward. She pressed her lips against the fabric of my boxers, her soft pink tongue protruding from her mouth. With a naughty gleam in her eye she ran that tongue up and down my dick through my boxers, so eager to please that she didn’t even stop long enough to tug the fabric down with her teeth.

“Let me show you what a freak I am, boss,” Heather groaned. “I’ll do anything for you. Even really dirty stuff—stuff I’ve never done before.” She shared a naughty look with her virtual doppelgänger. “I only want to do it with you, boss. You’re in charge of me.”

“You get to tell us what to do,” Eva chimed in. “Nobody else.”

Heather pressed her face into my boxers, groaning with her open mouth against my member. “Please let us suck it, boss? Ngggh, I want it in my mouth so bad…!”

I couldn’t hold back any longer. I tugged the waistband of my boxers down to my balls, savoring the identical little gasps that spilled from the lips of both coeds when they saw my full length for the first time. Heather squeezed her thighs together, juice dripping down them, while Eva’s eyes rolled back with only the whites showing, her tongue stuck out like an anime character.

Heather started to reach for me and I slapped her hand away. “No hands,” I growled, taking command. “Weren’t you listening? Keep those wrists behind your back, otherwise I’ll have Tasha slap cuffs on you. You get to use your mouth, nothing else.”

The coed obeyed instantly. “Yes, boss,” she said, whimpering as she rocked back on her heels. “Whatever you say, boss.”

I grinned. Fuck, I felt like a goddamned king.

“Good girl,” I grunted. “Come here…”

I’d already decided to take Heather first. Her mouth opened for me as I slid between her lips, thrusting past her tongue and all the way into the back of her throat.

Fuck. Oh fuck. Yeah, that felt fucking perfect…

The muscles of Heather’s throat tensed around me as she took me deep. She gagged once, looking so beautiful I wished I could paint the moment, then swallowed me even deeper, going down on me until her bottom lip pressed against my balls. Her eyes watered with devotion, and—just as she and her near-twin had planned it—tears began to run down her cheeks, smearing her mascara and giving her a trashy, porn star-worthy look.

“Oh wow,” Eva groaned, watching as I claimed her closest friend’s throat. “Thank you for letting her give you her mouth, boss. I can tell she likes it. Can I show you something?”

I glanced over at Eva. Emboldened, the cheerleader turned around, going on all fours as she arched her back even harder and stuck her round ass in the air. I could see the wet slit of her pussy shining with juice, and next to it…

Oh fuck. Holy shit…

A tiny fur fox tail poked out of Eva’s tightest, most forbidden entrance.

The two cheerleaders hadn’t just planned to give me their mouths. They’d gotten themselves ready with plugs—sliding them into their backdoors both to prove they could take me and for the incredible visual image I got from looking at one girl’s ass while the other worshipped me with her mouth.

“You really are a freak,” I grunted, pulling Eva to me. “Look at you, taking that thing deep in your ass for me like a good girl.”

Eva shuddered with lust at the praise, her eyes feverish with devotion.

“Thank you, boss,” the blonde cheerleader groaned, her ass clenching around the plug as she watched her bestie get face-fucked. “It’s a pleasure to serve you. It feels so dirty to have this thing stretching my backdoor while I taste you…”

Good God. How had I waited so long to make my move with these two?

As Heather gagged around my length, I grabbed Eva’s hip and pulled her to me. Over in the bedroom, one song ended and another began—I recognized the bassline of one of the Caroline Polachek songs Yukiko had been trying to get me into before the concert I’d bought us tickets to—but the sounds of giggling and gossip continued apace. It felt like a fucking miracle, but somehow I’d managed to come home without alerting anyone other than the cheerleaders that I’d arrived.

Part of me felt a little guilty to be enjoying Heather and Eva without them present to watch. But only a little.

Most of me was just enjoying the show.

Eva curled up against me, watching as her nearly-identical bestie hollowed her cheeks around my shaft. She let out a moan as my hand slid from her hip to her ass, circling the base of that foxtail plug buried in her most intimate opening.

“Mmmh,” the coed murmured. “You like that, don’t you, boss?”

“Fuck yes I do,” I grunted. “Dirty girl…”

Eva grinned. “You have no idea how dirty. Heather and I wore these all day for you. Every time we sat down, we knew we were getting ourselves ready for you to fuck our tight little asses…”

My gasp caught in my throat. They’d been wearing them all day?

That meant…

That meant they’d had them in during our meeting at the deli.

I remembered the way Heather and Eva had shamelessly flirted with me, grinding their toes against my bulge and making all sorts of naughty promises in front of my other harem girls. It blew my mind to know that the whole time they’d been doing that, the muscles of their tightest and most forbidden entrances had been wrapped around these naughty little plugs.

If this was an audition, then Heather and Eva were clearly willing to do whatever was necessary to win their places in our group.

Heather pulled off of me with a gasp, a string of spittle stretching from the crown of my cock to the corner of her mouth. Spots of color burned on her pale cheeks; her blue eyes were filled with the kind of naked lust that made a porn star look like a schoolteacher.

“He got so fucking hard when you told him that,” she giggled, giving her bestie a high-five. “I felt him jerk against the back of my throat like he was gonna cum.”

I almost had.

“You want to see my plug, boss?” Heather had already begun to turn, arching her back as she stuck her big, round ass in the air. “We wanted to get different ones so you’d be able to tell us apart. We look so much alike that even some of the Delta Rho girls get us mixed up sometimes!”

As she spoke, she spread her legs and thrust her rear in my direction. Heather hadn’t been lying: while her bestie’s plug had a little fox tail dangling from it like some cosplay wet dream, Heather’s was longer, tan with darker stripes.

A tigress, I thought, my gaze traveling from her pucker to her face. Or my naughty little kitty cat…

Like a man in a trance, I reached out and wrapped my fingers around that tail. A gentle tug made Heather cry out, her eyes rolling back in her head and the walls of her pussy clenching around the nothing she dearly wished was my cock.

“It is tough to tell the two of you apart sometimes,” I growled, making the words sound almost cruel. “The two of you could be sisters. Twins…”

They shared a naughty glance. “That’s a pretty common thing for people to think,” Eva giggled, licking her lips. “Which would you prefer, boss? You’re in charge—we’ll be whatever you want us to be.”

“Sisters,” Heather purred, picking up the thread. “Or daughters?”

My mouth went dry. My heart felt like it was going to beat right out of my fucking ribcage. The kink level between these two was literally off the scale.

Heather batted her lashes up at me, looking impossibly innocent for someone with a plug in her ass and a line of pre-cum connecting her lips to my cock. “I promise that Mommy will never find out,” she whimpered, raising her voice to a coquettish octave that made my dick go harder than I’d ever felt before. “We can fuck you so much better than she can, Daddy. We’ll be such good girls for you…”

“Sitting across from Mom at the dinner table smiling like nothing’s changed,” Eva added, both of them knowing they’d just won their front-row seats to the Jackson Avery show. “And the whole time your cum is just dripping out of my tight little cunt from how hard you fucked me—”

I couldn’t take it any longer. For a second, with those two doppelgängers kneeling before me, I honestly can say I lost my fucking mind.

I grabbed Heather’s tail and tugged the plug out of her ass, tossing it to the floor. The blonde cheerleader let out a groan of triumph as I slammed myself inside of her, bottoming out in one hard, driving stroke as I filled her most forbidden opening with my rock-hard prick.

Her legs shook beneath me as my balls slapped against the backs of her thighs. Heather was a good enough girl that she didn’t dare slide a hand between her legs, but I could still feel her pussy clenching with every thrust—her body getting off just from the shockwaves crashing through her hips with every hard, deep thrust into her asshole. I fucked her fast, less from the fear of being caught in the act then from the sheer primal, animal need coursing through my body.

The dirty fantasies the two cheerleaders put in my head had stuck and refused to fade. They’d stoked my inner fire to the boiling point, and now they were reaping the rewards.

It was hard and brutal, yes. But as Heather threw herself back on me, pressing her hot cheek against the cool floor as her eyes rolled back in her head, I knew it was exactly what the coed had been hoping for from the first time she’d dared to flirt with me.

“Oh my gawwwwd,” the coed groaned, sweat breaking out across her bare back and ass as she met me stroke for stroke. “Oh fuck, I’m gonna cum, Daddy! I’m not even touching myself and I’m gonna… oh my fucking God—!”

I clapped a hand over Heather’s mouth an instant before her orgasm came tearing through her slender frame. If she’d been allowed to scream as loud as she wanted, even a Napalm Death album wouldn’t have been able to shield the girls in the bedroom from the sound. As it was, I still heard her groan like she’d just been injected with the world’s most potent drug—but other than her near-twin beside her, no one else got the privilege.

I held her tight as she came, thrusting in and out of her with slow, steady strokes. Each of them prolonged the magic, causing Heather to kick out madly with her leg as spasms of bliss made every muscle in her body go taut. Eva watched her cumming her brains out with a grin, her fox tail wiggling from her pucker, grinning like she couldn’t wait for her turn.

A flashback hit me like a cinema scene: me in bed, surrounded by my harem girls, Yukiko’s mouth on me right after I'd finished pounding her backdoor like it owed me money. I’d never had anyone do that for me before—it was Yukiko proving to me that I got all of her, that she’d never hold anything back from the man she wanted to spend the rest of her life with.

With Kiki, it was an act of devotion.

With these two, it was just me wanting to see how dirty these girls could really be.

I pulled out of Heather and watched as Eva crawled to me. “Give me your throat,” I growled, crooking a finger in her direction. “Now.”

Eva didn’t even hesitate for an instant. She licked greedily at my shaft, tasting her best friend’s ass on me, then flicked her tongue across my balls as her bestie recovered from her toe-curling orgasm.

“We’re so dirty for you,” the coed groaned, getting off on her own debauchery. “Mommy never did anything like this for you, did she, Daddy? She’d never dare spread her ass for that big dick—she’s too scared. Fuck, you nearly tore Heather apart…”

In marked defiance of that statement, Heather was already crawling over to take her place next to her bestie. The two of them hadn’t abandoned the whole daddy-daughter thing—if anything, they wanted to turn up the heat even more.

Heather reached down and stroked Eva’s clit as she sucked me off, then slid two fingers into her cunt. Normally I might have told her to back up, growling something about saving that cheerleader for me—but when I felt how the pleasure turned Eva into an even sluttier cocksucking machine, I decided to let it slide.

Eva jerked like it was a vibrator between her legs instead of the fingers of the girl she was calling sister in order to get me to fuck them both harder, her eyes rolling in their sockets. Her moans went squeaky as she gagged around my length, her tits heaving as the bliss infiltrated her.

Heather wasn’t letting up. She gave her bestie a spank, the thwack of skin on skin so loud I thought we’d alerted the rest of the party for a second. Not satisfied, she grabbed a handful of the blonde’s hair and pulled her mouth away from my cock, grinning like she was the fox instead of her friend.

“Tell him something filthy,” she giggled, her eyes shining with lust and something even crazier. Had she always been this way, or had I knocked something loose in her brain from how hard I’d fucked her? “Tell him what you told me in the shower this morning, Eva. Fucking confess your sins for Daddy.”

My mouth went dry. “The two of you shower together?”

“We do everything together,” Heather said, nibbling her bottom lip.

Eva’s voice cracked as she spoke. “I told you we were going to do this tonight,” she groaned, looking like she wanted more than anything for her bestie to let her go so she could keep sucking my cock. “That we were going to dress up like little sluts and pretend both of us were sisters—that we were Daddy’s naughty cheerleader daughters!”

“That’s not all,” Heather taunted. The two of them might have looked practically identical, but she definitely had the more dominant nature of the two. “Tell him what you told me you wanted him to do.”

Eva practically vibrated with lust. When she spoke, she looked up at me, keeping perfect eye contact as every syllable spilled from her lips.

“I told you I wanted him to fuck me in the ass,” she said, her words as sweet as syrup. “That I wanted him to do it so hard I wouldn’t be able to sit down for a week—that everyone on the squad would see me wincing every time I did the splits during our next routine—”

It was as far as she got.

I grabbed Eva away from her fake sister and turned her around, shoving her against the door I’d entered through. She had just enough time to spread for me before I grabbed that naughty little foxtail hanging from her most intimate opening and pulled it free, grabbing it so roughly that she cried out with mingled pain and pleasure.

Then I was inside her, fucking her.

Trying to fuck her through the goddamn door.

I slammed in deeper, giving the girl her wish. Eva groaned like she was in danger of being broken in half, riding me back desperately as her tits flattened against the wood. Heather didn’t miss a beat, crawling under us and lapping at the coed’s pussy as I used her other hole in ways she’d been begging for from the second she used that plug to stretch out her backdoor. She used her fingers, her lips, her tongue, lapping at the cheerleader’s honey as she watched me claim her virtual twin.

“Boss! Daddy! Jack! Fuck!”

Eva had come completely unhinged. She couldn’t keep track of what she wanted to call me, so she babbled it all, her words a rapid-fire streak of feverish lust as I plumbed the depths of her asshole while Heather teased her clit into the stratosphere. The plugs I’d pulled from both of their asses rolled across the floor, glistening with lube, each a tiny memento of how badly they’d wanted this moment.

“Yes, yes, yes!” Eva’s tongue lolled from her mouth, her moans mixing with Heather’s slurps to form a soundtrack no man could ever get tired of. “I’m a bad girl, I’m a bad daughter bad sister bad little bitch giving you my ass like a fucking slut oh fuck oh fuck I’m gonna cum…!”

I thrust into her one more time like a battering ram, flattening her cheek against the door as she came. The wood muffled most of her cry, but nothing could hide the way her body shook like she’d been struck by lightning. Eva’s eyes rolled back in her head, her face flushing bright red as random syllables and swear words spilled from her lips.

She’s overheating, I thought dimly. Jesus, I hope I didn’t cook her brain.

Something about that thought made my cock twitch inside her. I could feel the familiar tingle rising within me, rising fast, and I knew it wouldn’t be long until I lost control and went over the edge.

I knew just how I wanted to do it.

“Both of you open up,” I growled, pulling out of Eva’s ass. “Gonna shoot…!”

Their eagerness would have been comical if it wasn’t so goddamned hot. Both of them scrambled to kneel before me, their makeup running in messy streaks down their faces along with their tears. They looked like they’d run a fucking marathon, and taking my load was the finish line they’d been praying for.

They pressed their faces together cheek to cheek, opening their mouths and sticking out their tongues like they’d practiced this a thousand times in front of the mirror. “Please cum for us, Daddy!” they begged, both sounding and looking like the end of the hottest porn movie ever made. “Give us your load—give us every last drop! We need it so fucking bad—!”

With a roar, I hit the point of no return and blew right through. Thick ropes of liquid lava spurted from my cock, painting them with my spunk—across tongues, cheeks, chins, dripping into their tits. They moaned like they were the ones getting off as I unloaded across them, sharing my load with messy, open-mouthed kisses as the last few jets of my seed spurted onto their tits and their taut little tummies.

Their little act didn’t end with my orgasm. The pair hugged like sisters as they peered up at me, their faces glossy with their rewards.

“I love your cream, Daddy,” Heather giggled, rubbing some of it into the skin of her cheek. “You think Mommy will taste it on me when she gives me a kiss goodnight?”

Jesus Christ, I thought, swaying on my feet. Aftershocks still thundered through me, but hearing that made my cock jerk so hard I deposited a final half-spurt of cum on the welcome mat. For a second, I thought the cheerleaders might lean down and lick it off the floor.

After that, I wouldn’t have been surprised if they had.

Heather seemed to realize that, too. “If it’s too much for you, Jack, I can dial it back,” she whispered, her voice still smoke and sin despite her post-orgasm looseness. “I know that level of depravity isn’t for everyone—”

“You two are crazy,” I said, shaking my head. “But fuck… I kinda like it.”

Both girls grinned. Eva leaned over and planted a kiss on Heather’s cheek, right where she’d fantasized about a fictional ‘Mommy’ doing it.

“Then we’re so happy to be your dirty girls,” the coed giggled. “Does this mean we passed our audition, Daddy?”

From the other room, the music swelled. Miss Polachek had just finished welcoming the listener to her island—and informing them that if they didn’t like it, well, they weren’t leaving. Something told me neither Heather nor Eva harbored any thoughts of turning back now.

If this unconventional life I’d built was an island, these two had just planted their flags on it. And planted them deep.

“I definitely want to do this again,” I said, grinning down at the pair. “But don’t tell anybody about that fake-daughter stuff.”

“It’ll be our little secret,” Heather promised.

“Don’t worry, Mommy will never find out,” Eva added with a giggle.

Holy hell. What had I just gotten myself into?

“Jack?”

I turned. The door to the bedroom was open a crack; standing in the entranceway between the living room and the kitchen was Yukiko. She sized up the situation in an instant—two blonde coeds on their knees, faces covered in my load, their backdoor toys lying on the floor—and pursed her lips, crossing her arms beneath her breasts.

Which were bare.

Yukiko wore nothing but an open bathrobe and a small gold chain over her hip, the latter sporting a charm with the Delta Rho letters on it. Dimly, I wondered who’d given it to her.

“Well well well,” she purred, her lips twisting in a smirk. “I was just about to call you to make sure that the Zoom meeting didn’t go into overtime.”

“Everything’s good,” I told her. “It went well. I’ll give you the details later.”

“I’d rather you tell me all about what you three just did,” she said, the tip of her tongue protruding from the corner of her mouth. “I’m a little miffed you got started without me—you know I like to watch the fun.”

Eva looked up, my cum still glistening on her swollen lips, and winked. “Oh, the fun’s not over yet,” she giggled, sliding an arm around her bestie’s waist. “We were just getting him warmed up for the rest of you.”

Yukiko’s gaze flickered from the discarded plugs to the cheerleaders’ identical expressions of glazed satisfaction. She bit her lower lip, clearly turned on as hell by the sight—but also obviously wishing she’d been here to see it happen.

She walked to my side and went up on tiptoe. “You got the party started without me,” she said, her voice sweet but tight. “I’d better taste those bitches on you when I kiss you, Jack.”

Then she grabbed the back of my head and lifted herself into my arms. Her lips opened against mine, her tongue meeting my own as she moaned softly into my mouth. Oh yes. She definitely tasted both of those naughty girls.

The robe fell away, leaving Yukiko naked in my arms save for that small piece of jewelry. The chain sparkled against her skin, making her look more like a sultan’s harem girl than I’d ever seen her. I decided right then and there I liked it.

“I guess I can forgive you,” the coed chuckled, running a thumb along my lower lip. “But only if you agree to reenact all that for me sometime.”

“It’s a date,” I growled, my hand going to her lower back.

Yukiko grinned at the thought. Then she slid out of my arms, took my hand, and gestured for the cheerleaders to follow us.

It was only a few steps to the bedroom. As we reached it, Yukiko pushed the door open, pressing her body against mine. “Oh girls! Jack’s home…!”

They were all waiting for me.

The entire harem, spread out across that absurdly large bed that was half the reason I’d moved us into this penthouse in the first place. They had the lights down low, glasses of champagne in their hands, and all of them were dressed to the nines in slutty little outfits every bit as enticing as Yukiko’s harem girl accessory.

As the cheerleaders crawled in behind us, my women gestured for me to join them on the bed.

“Go have fun, babe,” Yukiko chuckled. “I’m right behind you.”

It really did look like an island. My island.

And as I dove onto the mattress and into the embrace of my harem, I knew from the bottom of my heart that I was never, ever going to leave.


Chapter Six


The morning of our meeting with Delta Rho’s national leadership, the Stillwell River froze over.

Flakes of snow greeted me as I opened the sliding glass door leading to the penthouse’s wraparound balcony. I shivered against the wind, a plume of steam rising from my coffee cup. Way out near the canal walk, students the size of ants skated across the top of the frozen ice, doing curlicues and figure-eights like they didn’t have a care in the world.

With the semester pretty much over, they probably didn’t.

I tried to find that relaxation inside of me as I watched from afar. It should have been easy—I’d gotten my final marks from all four of the classes Marcie and Daniel signed me up for back when they’d sprung this whole crazy Stillwell thing on me in the first place, and I’d passed them all with flying colors. With the official complaint against me dismissed, there was nothing keeping me from walking the stage in a few days. I was going to get my diploma. I’d graduate.

The problem was, did that still matter?

We’d fed Lakshmi a poison pill that I’d been fired from my job. Heather and Eva slipped it to her in ‘confidence’ two days ago, sharing it like a hot piece of gossip they’d just learned. It was bullshit, of course—but unless something changed between me and my mentor, it might not be that way forever.

I’d begun to face the possibility that I really might not have a job waiting for me back in Boston.

As I stood there pondering, the sliding door opened. Yukiko stepped out wearing one of my dress shirts and nothing else, the fabric ending at mid-thigh. A line of steam that looked twin to my own rose from her coffee as she joined me at the rail, her cheeks already pink with the cold.

She pressed her head against the hollow of my shoulder, closing her eyes and sighing. “Good morning, babe.”

“Morning.” I leaned over and kissed her. “What are you doing out here?”

She grinned. “I just remembered I hadn’t told you that I love you yet this morning.” She nuzzled my chest, then turned to watch the skaters on the frozen river. “I love you.”

“Love you, too,” I said.

For a long moment, both of us were quiet.

“I hope you’re not angry at me,” Yukiko whispered, glancing up at me. “I only did what I had to do.”

I shook my head. “I’m not mad at all,” I said, wrapping an arm around her waist. “Well, I am mad, actually, but not at you. Your plan worked beautifully, princess. We got what we needed.”

Yukiko’s expression turned bitter. “I wish we hadn’t. I really do.”

I couldn’t help but agree with that.

It should have been a perfect morning: me on the balcony with my soon-to-be wife by my side, the other women who wore my rings inside giggling together as they fixed breakfast. But all of us were feeling a little dark today. It wasn’t hard to see why.

Last night, we found out Lakshmi swallowed the poison pill.

I’d known it the second I watched the color drain from Samantha’s face during her call to Jessamyn Fawkes, the national president of Delta Rho. Even before she hung up the phone, tears brimming in her eyes, I knew what Jessamyn must have told her. She’d crowed to Samantha about my ‘recent termination’ from Ramsey Engineering, using nearly the exact same words that Heather and Eva said in Lakshmi’s hearing two days ago. Almost like a goddamned script.

In a way, it was funny. During the meeting where Yukiko originally outlined the plan, she’d spent most of it reminding us that it was still very unlikely we’d get hard evidence for or against the idea of Lakshmi being a traitor. And now we had exactly what we’d been searching for—and exactly what we didn’t want.

Cold, hard proof. Undeniable.

Nearly undeniable, anyway.

“I still can’t believe it,” Yukiko said, shaking her head. She pressed herself against me tighter, wincing at the cold. “I really didn’t expect it to work. I thought… I guess I thought Lakshmi would come to us, you know? Offer some words of support, or something like that.”

I’d thought the same thing. “It sucks,” I said flatly. “That girl… when we sat across from her at the breakfast table, I really thought…”

Yukiko leaned over and kissed the side of my neck, soft and slow. “I thought so, too,” she whispered. Despite the circumstances, a naughty smile rose to her face. “I thought so all the way back when she caught us in the bathroom.”

“Feels like another lifetime ago,” I muttered.

Yukiko glanced over her shoulder. “Come inside when you’re ready,” she said, as sympathetic as could be. “Breakfast is almost done. And your harem could use a little pep talk.”

I could hear them through the glass. Samantha was saying something that had Maria Alvarez laughing like she’d just heard a dirty joke, while Marcie and Tasha flipped pancakes and made bacon sizzle. On the other side of that door waited warmth and light, a marked contrast to the cold world outside.

My harem needs a pep talk, I thought, glancing down at Yukiko. Alright.

I couldn’t let myself brood. Whatever the future held, it was also going to hold these women. Because they were never, ever letting me go.

And as long as I had them by my side, nothing could stop me. Not betrayal. Not the leaders of Delta Rho. Not even my boss and surrogate father figure.

I drained the coffee, then let Yukiko pull me back inside. The penthouse almost felt too warm, the way room temperature always does for a bit when you’ve been out in the snow. The smell of breakfast made my mouth water, and the looks my women gave me as Yukiko led me into the kitchen made me feel like I was about ten feet tall.

No, today was not a day for sadness. Today was a day to fight.

“Morning, Daddy!” That was Samantha, who wore an apron with KISS THE COOK etched across the front and not much else as she plated eggs and sausage. “It’s cold as a witch’s tits outside, isn’t it?”

“Almost feels like Christmas,” Marcie said, biting her lip nervously as she watched me sit. “I used to love when you came over on Christmas, Jack. Who’d have thought that one day we’d be hanging up stockings by the fireplace together, huh?”

“It’s great,” I said, taking a refill from a pot of coffee held by Tasha Davis. “How’s everyone handling their morning?”

Tasha—Officer Davis, wearing her uniform since she’d be going on patrol later—snickered. “Never fun to find out someone I thought I was gonna have a threesome with turned out to be a snake in the grass,” she said, her growl thickening her accent. “You know I made that girl a damned Spotify playlist? She said she envied how you and I connect over music—she wanted some stuff from bands the two of us listen to, so she could get in on the fun.”

“You should change it all to Nickelback,” Samantha suggested.

“Ugh,” Tasha chuckled, wrinkling her nose. “I don’t hate her that much.”

Across the table from me, Heather and Eva quietly sipped their coffee. If you hadn’t seen what they’d been doing in my bedroom, you might have thought they’d both been out clubbing all night: they looked disheveled and a little bruised, and both of them hissed a little whenever they shifted their ass in their seat. They wore identical puffy bathrobes, but Eva also had on a pair of dark sunglasses.

I leaned forward, dropping my voice. “You two okay?”

Any doubt I had that they were having the time of their lives vanished when the pair grinned at me. “We’re wonderful, boss,” Eva giggled, glancing over the rim of her sunglasses. “Just a little ragged.”

“There’s this guy who keeps treating us like whores,” Heather chuckled. “Every night.”

“That’s because we are whores,” Eva said, elbowing her bestie.

“His whores,” Heather cooed.

“Those two look like they could use a spa day,” Maria noted wryly. “Lucky for them, I happen to have sold the woman with the top Yelp-reviewed spa in Stillwell the building she currently uses for her business.”

The twins shared a look. “Seriously?” Heather asked. “Fuck, that—”

“—would be awesome!” Eva finished.

“I’ll look into it,” Maria said, taking a sip of her drink. “Tash, hand me that pot. I’ll give everybody another round—you sit down and eat. You’ve got a long day ahead of you.”

“All of us do,” Yukiko said, taking her place at the seat to my right. “Today’s the big day. Zoom call with Jessamyn Fawkes. We get to plead our case for Sam.”

Samantha placed a steaming platter of pancakes in the center of the table and took a seat next to the twins, nearly directly across from me. “I can’t believe I have to talk to that bitch a second time,” she grumbled, letting Maria fill her Delta Rho logo mug as she took a helping of eggs. “I barely made it through that call last night without crying. She didn’t even try to be subtle.” She straightened up, her voice shifting into a stuffy parody of an authority figure. “Poor Samantha, what WILL you do now that your sugar daddy’s unemployed?”

Everyone hissed at that. “‘Sugar daddy,’” Marcie said with a scowl. “Bullshit!”

“Like I give a fuck about the money,” Samantha said, nibbling at a piece of bacon. “Like this was all some kind of get-rich-quick scheme, like I’m Anna Nicole Smith or some shit. She doesn’t understand the first thing about us—”

“And she doesn’t need to.” Yukiko’s steady voice calmed down the whole table. “We just need to keep the national leadership from removing you as sorority president, Samantha. After that, you don’t ever have to listen to her again.”

Samantha nodded. For a moment, I thought that was it—then her lips went tight and she spoke in a whisper.

“That wasn’t all she talked about,” she said, her voice shaking.

Confused looks filled the faces of the harem, with one exception. Yukiko’s.

She leaned over and took Samantha’s hand in hers, her eyes brimming with sympathy. “I’m so sorry you had to deal with that,” she said, sounding like she’d just heard Samantha had crawled through ten yards of broken glass. “If you want to talk about it after the meeting, I’m here. You know I’m always here, no matter what.”

“I’m here, too,” I said, clearing my throat.

Samantha turned to me like a stag about to bolt. “I… I know, Daddy,” she said, her gaze traveling to the table. “I guess I have some explaining to do, huh?”

I wondered if she did, at that. She and Yukiko had been coy about Jessamyn Fawkes—Samantha had even implied the two of them didn’t know each other in front of Sidonie, which I now figured was a way of letting the former sister know it was none of her business—but I thought I’d pieced together most of the puzzle.

The two of them knew each other. Well.

There were only a couple of things that could mean. And when you threw in the fact that Samantha had been openly bisexual even before becoming Delta Rho’s president, well… that whittled the possibilities down to pretty much the one.

“Babygirl,” I said. “It’s really not that big of a deal to me…”

Something shifted in Samantha’s eyes.

“I want to tell you,” she said, a catch entering her tone. “I should have told you a long time ago—as soon as I realized what you and I were.”

Daddy and babygirl, in other words.

“You don’t have to be afraid,” I told her.

I nearly nudged Yukiko and added a bit about her not being the first girl in the harem to experiment with other women—which would have had fucking disastrous results. Later on, once I knew the full story, I would be so glad I hadn’t put my foot in my mouth during an extremely vulnerable moment for my babygirl.

But right now, I was just watching Samantha and trying to be supportive.

Her lips formed a tight little line. “Can we talk about it after the meeting?” she asked. “Just you and me—it’s a conversation we ought to have in private.”

Slowly, I nodded. “Anything you want, babygirl. You know I’m here for you whenever you need me.”

Her smile cut through her anxieties. “Thanks, Daddy. I know that—it’s one of the things I fucking love most about you.”

“You’re alright, boo,” Tasha said, clapping the coed’s shoulder. “You’ve got me wondering what’s up with you for sure—but you and Jack should have your privacy. Just do me a favor, okay?”

“What’s that?” Samantha asked.

Tasha grinned, flashing a mouth full of pearly white teeth. “If there’s someone who’s hurt you—hurt any of you—” she added with a glance at the group, “—then let me know about it. I’ll drag the son of a bitch through town in the back of my squad car.”

Tasha’s joke landed with a thud. The table was quiet for a long moment.

“Someone did hurt us,” Marcie whispered. “Lakshmi.”

“Still blows my mind,” Heather said, making a face as she shifted her weight in the chair. “You should have come up with some pretext to arrest her, Officer Davis. It might have kept her away from this fucking meeting.”

Yukiko grimaced. “We’ve done the best we can,” she said, pulling a file folder from a nearby counter. “Every active member of the chapter has already signed a witness statement, contradicting most of what Lakshmi has to say. In addition, I got the final results last night and I can officially say we’ve done a full confidence vote with the entire Stillwell chapter of Delta Rho. It’s unanimous. They all support keeping Samantha Lowry as chapter president.”

“She even tracked down most of the alumni,” Maria added with a grin. “Plus, what was it you told me? You got the freaking teachers involved?”

Yukiko couldn’t help but beam at the praise. “That was actually Professor Kovarsky’s idea—Jack’s instructor in that film class. She wanted to help.” She tapped the folder, which really did look awfully thick. “I’ve got references from professors, statements from the heads of other frats on campus—I even roped in the head of Stillwell University’s LGBTQ center. I am fucking prepared.”

“Lakshmi’s bullshit will not stand up to scrutiny,” Maria said firmly. “Jessamyn will have to drop the complaint against Samantha. It’ll be a total kangaroo court if she doesn’t.”

Marcie swallowed hard. “What about my dad?” she asked.

All eyes turned to me.

My meeting with Mona Isringhausen flashed through my mind. In particular, that moment at the end when we’d raised our glasses and toasted to the future.

“He won’t be a problem,” I told the group. “It’s handled.”

“You’re sure, Daddy?” Samantha asked. She gripped the edge of the table so hard her knuckles went white. “He could crush us.”

“I’m sure,” I said. “Daniel’s letting his ass hang out if he shows up at that meeting. The Board doesn’t want to hear about the CEO of a major corporation throwing his weight around to intimidate his daughter’s sorority. He’ll back down.”

Mona Isringhausen would make sure of that.

“If Jack says it’s handled, it’s handled,” Yukiko said firmly. “We don’t have to worry about Daniel Ramsey’s testimony. Which means Lakshmi’s our only obstacle.” She patted the folder as if it were a protective talisman. “We’ll win. We have to. All the evidence is in our favor.”

We finished breakfast and got set up. One of the nice things about my new penthouse apartment was that it came with walk-in closets, with plenty of space for the wardrobe of every woman who shared my heart. Within a half-hour everyone was dressed to the nines, in conservative business-style clothing or decked out in Delta Rho gear from head to toe.

Samantha wore the same sorority sweatshirt I’d peeled off of her body the night she’d pulled me into that frathouse bathroom and woke me up from fifteen years of sexless slumber, while Yukiko slipped into a professional blazer and pencil skirt that made her look like her mother getting ready to treat a therapy patient.

Not everyone was going to be on camera with me, but everyone was ready to if needed. Our plan was a show of overwhelming force; the documents along with the personal testimonies along with the support from the entire chapter would have to wash away whatever poison Lakshmi was spreading.

The only wild card was Jessamyn Fawkes herself. It was her who’d be holding Samantha’s sorority career in her hands.

Would she relent? Or smash it to the ground, despite the evidence?

I knew Samantha would be okay if she lost her place as leader of Delta Rho. Eventually. But it would hurt. Her status was a core part of her identity, and I’d be damned if she had to give it up because of rumors someone else spread about me.

We migrated to the living room, coffee sitting nearby and laptops open. The big TV hanging on the wall was connected directly to my ThinkPad: it showed the same desktop wallpaper of Yukiko, Samantha and Marcie I’d been admiring right before my call with Mona Isringhausen.

Let’s hope it brings me good luck, I thought. It’s time to put this behind us—

There was a knock on the door.

Yukiko and I shared a look. “Who’s that?” I asked. “Another supporter?”

“You called in more of the cavalry?” Samantha asked nervously.

Yukiko silently shook her head. “I have no idea who that is. Jack, you’d better go and get it…”

I could see the thought flashing behind her eyes, a twin of mine.

Was that Daniel!?

If he’d been chased away from the meeting by Mona Isringhausen, he might be pissed off that I’d outflanked him. He might show up at my place right when the meeting started, to throw a wrench into everything.

That didn’t sound like the Daniel Ramsey I knew.

But then again, I was romantically involved with his daughter. That couldn’t help but do strange things to a man.

“Everyone stay here,” I rumbled, rising from my seat. “I’ll take care of it.”

“The Zoom meeting is starting any minute,” Yukiko said in a tight voice. “We need to be ready.”

We would be.

The knock repeated as I reached the door. I threw it open without checking the peephole, my hands already balling into fists to defend myself against another one of Daniel’s drunken punches.

But I was wrong.

My mentor was not outside my penthouse two minutes before the meeting.

Standing in the hallway just outside my front door was Lakshmi Majumdar.


Chapter Seven


“I am so sorry to interrupt you,” Lakshmi said. “I should have called first!”

I couldn’t have been more shocked if I’d found a dragon on my doorstep. My jaw dropped open at the sight of her, the shock of finding her here of all places making my pulse thrum in my veins like a hummingbird’s wings.

“What…” I redoubled, swallowing. “What are you doing here?”

Lakshmi actually tried to push past me and enter the apartment. “I needed to speak with you,” she said, her voice tight. “Oh, are you having a party? There are so many people here…”

At the sound of her voice, everyone in the living room turned.

They all looked even more shocked than me.

Samantha recovered first, as I should have known she would. “You… you bitch!” she snarled, crossing the living room like a bull charging a matador. “How dare you show your fucking face in my presence…!”

Lakshmi’s eyes went as wide as saucers. “Sam!? What’s going on?”

The blonde coed barked out a laugh, still advancing. “Oh, as if you don’t know!”

Now the rest of the harem was on their feet. Marcie trembled with rage, pointing an accusing finger at her former friend. Yukiko looked like she might be sick. When I looked at Heather and Eva, I realized I probably needed to put myself between this crowd and Lakshmi—left to their own devices, they might actually rip her limb from limb.

“You traitor!” Marcie roared. “How could you, Lakshmi? You were my friend!”

“You’ve got a lot of nerve coming here, chica,” Maria growled.

“Wait—why are you here?” Yukiko shot out of her seat. “Aren’t you supposed to be at the Zoom meeting?”

Lakshmi blinked, clearly taken aback by the wave of anger in her direction. “What Zoom meeting?” she demanded, gripping her sari so hard her knuckles turned white. “What traitor? Why is everyone yelling at me!?”

I looked Lakshmi in the eyes. And something clicked inside my head.

She has no idea what’s going on, I realized.

The wave of relief that washed over me was even stronger than my confusion. Unless Lakshmi Majumdar was the best fucking actress in the world—and nothing I’d seen from her until a few days ago gave me the impression she was capable of that kind of deception—she really had no clue why the entire harem wanted to slap her silly. She didn’t know the meeting with Jessamyn Fawkes was supposed to happen barely sixty seconds from now, or that she was supposed to be the Delta Rho chief’s star witness.

Everyone was yelling now, the coeds hurling insults at Lakshmi while she gave as good as she got. I needed to stop this.

“Quiet!” I roared, using that commanding tone that came to me whenever I wanted Samantha to sink to her knees or Marcie to turn around so I could tie her wrists behind her back before entering her. I rarely used it on purpose—it was normally just there, either from surprise or lust.

This time, I played it to the fucking hilt.

And the entire room fell silent, arousal flushing in their cheeks.

I held a hand in the direction of the living room, as if it could hold back the entire group. “Give me a second,” I commanded. Then I turned to Lakshmi. “You don’t have the faintest idea what these girls are talking about, do you?”

The coed sighed heavily. “I wish to God someone would tell me!”

“There’s been some very bad things happening lately,” I began.

Before I could go any further, Lakshmi nodded. “Your job, I know,” she said, as if that was the answer. “It’s awful what Daniel did to you, Jack. I wanted to ask—”

Samantha’s expression twisted. “Bitch, you sold us out!” she snapped, her brows shooting skyward. “Heather and Eva fed you bullshit about Jack getting fired, and you ran straight to Jessamyn Fawkes with it to tattle on him! Just like you’ve been feeding her lies about me so she can get me fired as president!”

“What!?” Lakshmi sounded angry now. “Sam, I would never—!”

Her mouth snapped shut like a guillotine. All the color drained from her face.

“Oh no,” Lakshmi murmured. “Oh no, no no no…”

Suddenly I knew what she was about to say. The answer hit me like a bolt of lightning.

“You didn’t tell Jessamyn Fawkes,” I said, my throat suddenly dry. “But you did tell someone else about me getting fired, didn’t you?”

Lakshmi put a hand over her mouth. “Yes.”

“Someone you trust,” I said. It wasn’t a question.

Lakshmi’s face was ashen. “My… my parents,” she whispered, looking at Samantha like she’d just accidentally run over the coed’s cat with her BMW. “I have dinner with them, three times a week. They’re always asking me about the sorority—about Samantha, about Jack, about the unconventional relationship that’s happening in the chapter.” She looked like she might throw up. “They just treat it like a bloody soap opera, I swear! I tell them all about how you got yourselves out of your latest trouble and they hang off my words like it’s an episode of their favorite TV show…!”

From the look on her face, I could tell Yukiko had put it together, too. “We didn’t get all of the letters,” she said, clasping her hands together in front of her chest. “We thought we did, but we missed at least one. Because this happened.”

Lakshmi frowned. “What letters!? Jack, Kiki, what the hell is going on?”

“Elizabeth Baines,” I said, dropping my hand. I no longer needed to protect Lakshmi from the wrath of my harem, not now. “All those letters she sent: the one to Stillwell making an ethics complaint, the one she shipped to Delta Rho’s nationals to try and have Samantha removed as president, the one to Kiki’s parents to try and sabotage our relationship.” I placed a hand against my forehead, feeling like an idiot. “Of course she wouldn’t have stopped there.”

It clicked for Samantha. “She sent one to Lakshmi’s parents too, didn’t she?”

“She did. Even though Lakshmi wasn’t in a relationship with me at all. The fact that she was close to me was enough for Liz Baines to fuck with her.”

I could see it all now. Samantha told me Lakshmi’s parents were so conservative they made Yukiko’s look like free-spirited hippies: even though the kind of relationship I had with my wives-to-be wasn’t unheard of among their culture, I could imagine the alarm they’d feel at the thought of their daughter potentially becoming involved with a man like me.

And, it had to be said, there was probably a little bit of garden-variety sexism involved. A rich, powerful man drawing several women to his side was one thing: a woman endorsing that kind of lifestyle while in a position of authority over the whole sorority, though?

I was willing to bet that was the part they couldn’t accept.

Which was why Liz Baines had been able to convince them to pull this shit.

The revelation reverberated through my harem, bouncing like ball lightning from face to face as each of my women realized what this meant. “Lakshmi’s innocent,” Marcie said, the sheer relief in her voice so sweet it made me surge in my boxers. “It was her parents leaking information to Jessamyn!”

“Her parents?” Maria’s expression told me she understood the what, but still couldn’t fathom the how. “That’s absurd. This Fawkes woman would be an idiot to stake this whole meeting on that!”

“She doesn’t know,” Yukiko said, her tone hardening into a certainty. “I bet everything was done over e-mail. I bet that when ‘Lakshmi’ shows up in this meeting, it’ll be with no camera and no microphone.”

That sounded about right to me. “We have the real one right here,” I said, my heart jumping into my throat.

Yukiko looked like you could have knocked her over with a feather.

“Oh my God,” she said, her face lighting up. “Jack, we’ve won!”

Samantha snapped to attention. “Tell me,” she said, so hopeful it hurt.

Yukiko turned to her bestie. “We let them present their case,” she said, running it through her head as the words left her lips. “And then we show them the real Lakshmi’s been sitting here with us the whole time.”

“Busted,” Marcie whispered. “Fucking bogus!”

“She has no case,” Yukiko said, the light of triumph already in her eyes. “Samantha, you’re going to get out of this. Not even Jessamyn Fawkes would be shameless enough to remove you from the chapter after something like that—!”

“Um!” Heather was pointing at the TV, her eyes wide. “I think the call’s coming through…!”

Yukiko swore. “Jack, the laptop!”

We got ready in the nick of time. Two of us were connected to the meeting: my old ThinkPad and Samantha’s MacBook were both hooked in. Lakshmi sat down next to Samantha as the blonde switched her camera off, going audio-only. She glanced over and winked at me, a nervous smile filling her face.

“We’ve got this, don’t we?” she asked.

“I’ll handle it, babygirl,” I promised her. “You don’t even have to talk if you don’t want to. You just sit back and let me take care of this.”

Her smile widened. “Oh, hell no, Daddy,” she giggled. “I wouldn’t miss this for the world. I’m actually getting excited about this…!”

I was, too.

Yukiko climbed into my lap without asking, curling up in my arms like a cat as her gaze focused on the screen. Marcie perched on the couch, fingers crossed and eyes closed in a silent prayer, while Tasha and Maria leaned against the kitchen counter together in a show of mutual moral support. Heather and Eva flanked me on the floor, legs crossed like a pair of naughty bookends to Kiki and I’s harem adventures.

I shifted Yukiko in my lap as the call connected. The Zoom call expanded until it nearly filled the screen, unfurling as a series of boxes. Four of them—mine, Samantha’s, and two other members of Delta Rho’s national board—filled the bottom half, while the entire top half was given over to a single large box.

Jessamyn Fawkes, National President of the Delta Rho Sorority, peered at me from inside of that one.

I hadn’t been certain of what to expect from our first official meeting. The picture of her on the national website was the size of a postage stamp and several years old besides, giving me little idea of what the woman herself might look like. Other than her being blonde and presumably attractive, I hadn’t prepared myself for my first glimpse of the woman who was trying to ruin Samantha’s life.

So it shocked me how much she looked like she could have been Samantha Lowry’s older sister.

The same platinum blonde hair framed her face, and the Delta Rho sweatshirt she wore over her curves was a virtual doppelgänger of the one the coed to my right had on as she sat next to Lakshmi drumming her fingers on the table. As she smiled, I revised my initial impression: this woman looked less like Sam’s sister than like what Samantha would be in five or seven years—an older but still gorgeous girl, with no sign that her thirties would be any less successful or wild than her twenties had been.

“Good morning,” she said, the corner of her mouth curling in a smirk. It took me a second to realize she was talking to the entire meeting, and not just me. “Anyone having audiovisual issues? Are we taking minutes?”

One of the squares at the bottom lit up. “I’m here, ma’am,” said the woman.

“Excellent. This meeting will now be called to order: I’m Jessamyn Fawkes, President of the National Delta Rho Organization. For record-keeping purposes, each participant in this disciplinary hearing should state their name and their reason for being here. Starting with my Vice President…”

The meeting was already rolling. I held Yukiko’s hip as the black squares at the bottom of the screen chimed in and read off a laundry list of their titles within the organization, then asserted they had the proper quorum to conduct a disciplinary hearing. I’d expected all that.

What I didn’t see was my boss. Or ‘Lakshmi Majumdar’.

Next it was Samantha’s turn. “My name is Samantha Lowry,” she said, her voice only slightly quavering. “I’m President of the Stillwell Chapter of Delta Rho, and I’ve been accused of some very awful things. I’m here to defend myself.”

Lakshmi almost spoke up before Samantha put her hand over the coed’s and made a zip the lip gesture. She caught herself and nodded instead. The import was clear—Laks would stay quiet until it was time for the big reveal.

My square lit up. “My name is Jackson Avery,” I said, my irritation at being forced into the position rising to my voice at long last. “Most of the accusations against Miss Lowry concern me, and so I’m here to dispel them. Also as moral support.”

Samantha blew me a kiss from across the room. Good thing her camera’s off, I thought.

If anyone on the other side of our meeting had been snickering about Kiki sitting in my lap, the smile fell off of their faces when she spoke. “I’m Yukiko Tanaka,” she said, sounding as serious as I’d ever heard from her. “I am the Stillwell chapter of Delta Rho’s Treasurer, Recording Secretary and unofficial Third-in-Command: Samantha’s Gamma.”

Gamma kn-i-i-i-fe, Tasha mouthed from across the room. I chuckled.

Kiki paused, letting that sink in. “I’m also her friend, and I’m here to both provide references to her character and expose these accusations against her for the slander they are.”

It was a damn good statement. I couldn’t see the other members of the board—their cameras were off—but their silence spoke volumes.

Unfortunately for us, Jessamyn Fawkes didn’t look moved.

“You’re a bit more than just her friend,” the woman said with obvious relish. “Isn’t that so, Miss Tanaka?”

Kiki didn’t miss a beat. “Are we on record now, Miss Fawkes? Is anything I say about people’s relationships right now going to be entered into the official sorority transcript?”

Jessamyn looked like she’d been slapped in the face. Across the room, Samantha blanched, the color draining from her cheeks. Any doubt I’d had about what the nature of the relationship between this woman and Samantha had once been vanished when I saw the way both of them reacted.

So that’s it, I told myself. The two of them were together—that’s the big secret. Sam and I will talk about it later, Daddy to babygirl, and she’ll shed a few tears over the whole fiasco.

I wasn’t mad. I just wished she’d told me earlier—I wouldn’t have judged her for having an experimental fling with an older woman in her past. She shouldn’t have needed to feel like she had to hide a thing like that from me.

I was wrong, of course. There was a good reason Samantha hadn’t told me about her previous dealings with Jessamyn, and it wasn’t what I thought. Not at all.

But I wouldn’t know that until later.

Back in the present moment, Jessamyn brought the meeting to order. “Let’s make this as quick as we can,” she said, her smile failing to reach her eyes. “We have a number of extremely serious accusations to confront today, all brought against the president of Stillwell University’s chapter of the Delta Rho sorority. Abuse of power, coercion… and that’s even before we get into the utter debauchery that’s said to be occurring on campus with her sanction and approval…”

“Before we begin, I have something to present,” Yukiko said, cutting Jessamyn off. “I’ve emailed the contents of this folder to all of you—it contains the full records of a confidence vote conducted among the sorority earlier this week. It was unanimous in support of keeping Samantha Lowry at her post.”

Jessamyn frowned. “That’s—”

“I also enclosed digitized copies of dozens of letters from current sisters, pledges and alumni who’ve had dealings with Miss Lowry, affirming she conducts business at the highest possible standard.” Kiki wasn’t about to let these people spout their bullshit without pushback. “When weighed against a single letter of complaint, the evidence is incontrovertible. These charges are spurious—”

“We’ve seen the documentation, Miss Tanaka,” a voice said. It was one of the black squares at the bottom—I think the same one who’d answered in the affirmative that they were taking meeting notes. “It’s… quite impressive.”

“Very thorough,” someone else chimed in.

Jessamyn’s smile curdled. “Be that as it may, these claims are not so easy to dismiss. If it were just a letter, of course we’d take the side of a devoted sister and chapter president. That’s clearly the work of a crank.”

Would you take her side? I wondered.

“But it’s not just a letter,” Jessamyn continued. “We have witnesses. One should be joining us momentarily.”

I tensed up, my heart skipping a beat. If Mona had failed me now…

“The father of one of this semester’s pledges contacted us with his concerns,” Jessamyn said, somehow managing to make it sound like she wasn’t enjoying this. “He has, unfortunately, seen a great deal of what has transcribed between Miss Lowry, Mr. Avery and Miss Tanaka this semester. He should be joining us—” she glanced at her watch, a Tenebrae that probably cost more than a year of tuition at most colleges where Delta Rho had chapters, “—any minute now. I’ve been assured that Mr. Ramsey’s character is beyond reproach. He should be able to clear things up.”

The words hung in the air. All of us waited, Samantha’s future in the balance.

And waited.

When the notification came, I thought for a moment the sound originated from my speakers. But it was Jessamyn Fawkes who leaned forward, her gaze flickering to the side as she opened a window in a corner of her desktop that none of us could see.

Her eyes widened. “He…”

We did it, I thought. Thank you, Mona. I owe you one of hell of a Christmas bonus.

Jessamyn’s lips pulled together so tightly they disappeared. “Mr. Ramsey will unfortunately not be joining us this morning,” she said, just barely keeping the edge of rage out of her tone. “An emergency has developed at his company and his attendance is required. But he wishes us well.”

I knew damn well there was no emergency—if there was, I’d have already been called. Daniel had backed down. He was still holding my job and my future over my head if I refused to put Marcie over Yukiko, but he wasn’t about to stake his entire reputation on his ability to affect the workings of his daughter’s sorority.

Under the table, Yukiko gave my hand a squeeze. There were entire paragraphs of thanks in that squeeze.

“Is there no testimony against me, then?” Samantha asked. “It’s kind of difficult to justify removing an acting chapter president if no one’s willing to say anything mean about her.”

“Isn’t that the goddamned truth,” Yukiko whispered through her teeth.

The look Jessamyn gave me through the screen could have peeled paint. She wasn’t a dumb woman—she could put two and two together, she knew there was only one person in this Zoom call who could have made my boss cancel on this meeting at the last possible moment. She didn’t know how I’d outflanked her, exactly, but suddenly she was looking at me like someone with a hell of a lot of weight to throw around.

The national president cleared her throat. Despite the sedate background and her professional look, I thought I could see sweat breaking out on her forehead. “I believe we’re waiting on one more witness—”

But suddenly, we weren’t.

A new box appeared among the ones at the bottom.

L. Majumdar.

No camera. Mic muted.

Just like we figured she’d be.

The look of relief on Jessamyn’s face would have been funny in almost any other context. “There she is,” the woman said, her smile reasserting itself. “Miss Majumdar, it’s good to have you here. If you could just unmute and state your name and reason for being here, we can move directly to your testimony.”

There was a long pause. So long that the hair stood up on the back of my neck, and for a moment I was convinced whoever this was had noticed the trap and was going to bolt.

Then it passed, and they spoke.

“Lakshmi Majumdar,” the person said, their voice clipped and recognizably female. “Vice President of the Stillwell Chapter of the Delta Rho sorority. I’m here to testify.”

Samantha, Yukiko, me—all of us turned to look at the genuine article. The look on Lakshmi’s face defied description: for a moment, a shock shot through her like she’d been struck by a bolt of lightning. It faded, replaced by a look of hurt deeper than that of a wife who’d discovered her husband cheating on her.

Then came the anger.

And we all realized Lakshmi knew exactly who was pretending to be her.

“Thank you,” Jessamyn said, her voice the very picture of politeness. “Miss Majumdar and I spoke earlier, and to avoid the shame of having to voice these accusations openly she’s prepared a statement. I will read it aloud into the record, and then Miss Majumdar will simply vouchsafe it’s authenticity—”

Oh, I just bet, I thought.

Samantha leaned forward. “I object.”

Jessamyn chuckled. “I’m certain you’d like to,” she said, “but Miss Majumdar—”

“That’s not Lakshmi,” Samantha said.

And she hit the button to share her camera.

I don’t know how she did it, but the moment her camera cut on, Samantha’s square became the large one taking up the entire top half of the Zoom call. It showed her sitting with the kitchen island behind her, a big pair of headphones on her head like Minnie Mouse’s ears.

And sitting right next to her, in frame, was Lakshmi.

“Lakshmi Majumdar is here with me,” Samantha said, the ghost of a smile spreading across her face. “So I don’t know who the fuck you’ve been talking to.”

Jessamyn Fawkes blinked. Once. Twice. Her mouth opened, the beginning of a syllable escaping her lips, then she slammed them shut again.

Does not compute, I thought with a snicker.

The color drained from the president’s face. For a second, I thought she might just topple over and go unconscious.

“Funny thing about e-mails and Zoom meetings,” I said, lacing my fingers through Yukiko’s beneath the table. “They’re remarkably easy to fake, Jessamyn. Especially for a concerned parent with a letter from a malevolent stranger assuring her her daughter’s reputation is about to be ruined if she doesn’t do something.”

The little box labeled L. Majumdar winked out without an explanation.

We’d deal with that later. Or at least Lakshmi would. I’d help her, too, if that’s what she wanted. Now that we’d worked out our issues, I sensed me and Miss Majumdar might be spending some time together soon.

“You…” Jessamyn sputtered on air. “This is…”

It was an opportunity, and Yukiko seized it. “This is obviously fraud,” she said, providing the off-ramp the national board needed. “National leadership was taken in by a plausible-seeming charlatan. It’s not your fault that you were all deceived.”

Jessamyn still looked like she wanted to argue. But her underlings, none of whom were quite as flummoxed as she, understood how the game was played.

“This is certainly the case,” said the woman who’d spoken earlier. “Miss Lowry, we sincerely apologize for the inconvenience. I move that we form an exploratory committee immediately to begin researching new methods to verify the authenticity of future accusations, so that this unfortunate situation does not occur in the future.” She paused. “All in favor?”

The other gray squares at the bottom of the screen all chorused aye. Jessamyn Fawkes didn’t say a word, but everyone took her silence for assent anyway.

It was only once they’d officially codified the resolution and moved to adjourn that the president of Delta Rho dared to speak. “Samantha.”

I saw the way the blonde coed stiffened. Even here, in the midst of her greatest triumph, something about the way Miss Fawkes spoke her name was like a ghostly finger trailing down her spine. Like cold water thrown in her face.

“Sam,” Jessamyn repeated, saying it with more familiarity than I thought she’d have dared. “I was never going to actually let them fire you. Your position was always safe. I just wanted you to speak to me—”

“I have nothing to say to you,” Sam hissed, her eyes watering. “Nothing. Ever.”

Jessamyn stared at her for a long moment, her face a mask.

Then she logged off without another word.

The rest of the black squares winked out one by one. A moment later the whole call disconnected, dumping us back to our desktop.

For a moment, all of us stared at each other, dumbfounded.

Then Samantha shot out of her seat like a Fourth of July firework and let out a cry so loud it rattled the windows.

“Fuck! Yes!” The blonde coed balled her fists up and made a rude gesture in the direction of the laptop, like a football player celebrating after a touchdown. “Fuck you, you fucking cunt! President of Delta Rho for as fucking long as I wanna be!”

Cheers of joy filled the penthouse. Marcie burst into tears; Heather and Eva both climbed to their feet as one and embraced me from either side, whispering sweet and filthy promises into both mine and Yukiko’s ears. Maria and Tasha shared a high-five, and I heard the latter joke about making a ‘wellness check’ to Lakshmi’s parents’ house to pay them back for impersonating their daughter.

I knew we needed to debrief. Yukiko was already making noises in that direction; now that we’d gotten Samantha out of trouble, we had to make doubly sure the entire campus knew she was innocent. We needed to deal with whoever that person was who’d dared pretend to be Lakshmi, and find out if Elizabeth Baines had left us any other little presents we’d missed in our initial sweep.

But none of that mattered right now.

Because even as I saw Samantha—my babygirl—jumping up and down with excitement at having beaten national leadership, I couldn’t not see the tears in her eyes. Or the way her hands were shaking like she’d seen a ghost.

Besides, I thought I knew what the problem was. Surely it would have been easy to sort things out here and now, right?

Wrong-o, Jack.

I set Yukiko down and gave her a peck on the cheek. “I’m going to her,” I said.

She nodded. “Take her out of here,” she said, a strange look spreading across her face. “Somewhere the two of you can celebrate in private. She deserves that.”

I blinked. If Yukiko of all people was turning down a chance to watch me have sex with another woman, this had to be serious.

“Go,” she said, giving me a little pat on the ass. “She needs you right now.”

She did.

I crossed the room in three strides and lifted Samantha into my arms. She wrapped her legs around me, her mouth opening against mine as the other members of the harem laughed and joked and congratulated her on her continued reign over Delta Rho. But I don’t think she heard them.

“Come on, babygirl,” I grunted, putting my hands on her lower back. “I’m taking you downstairs. Just you and me.”

Her gaze darkened, but only for a moment. “Okay,” she said, planting a kiss on my cheek. Then she looked around. “I mean, if everyone’s okay with that…?”

Maria laughed first. “Querida, you’ve earned a little one-on-one time with the jefe,” she teased. “Go get banged, girl. Then come back to us and we’ll drink a few toasts to Jessamyn Fawkes having her plans blow up in her face!”

Samantha nodded. “Alright,” she giggled. “I think I can do that.”

I could do that, too.


Chapter Eight


We barely made it into my apartment in time.

Samantha was a live wire in my arms all the way from the front door of the penthouse to the apartment I was still renting on the lower floor. I’d never been more grateful for my ridiculous real estate arrangement than I was as the door slammed behind us, Samantha’s hands in my hair and mine underneath of her skirt.

I pushed her up against the nearest wall, hands sliding beneath her sweatshirt to grab her bare skin, my thumbs running over her stiff nipples. I growled against her like I didn’t just want to fuck but devour her—like our win over Jessamyn Fawkes set a fire within me that only she could put out.

“Oh fuck,” Samantha groaned, her voice shaky with desperation. “Daddy I need you so bad right now!”

I didn’t need her to tell me that—I could feel it. She arched her back as I held her tight, grinding herself against me like she might explode if I didn’t tear all of her clothes off and take her right then and there. She trembled like a leaf against me, the adrenaline high of her victory mixing with arousal to produce a truly irresistible cocktail.

I nibbled my way down Samantha’s neck, pressing the bulge in my slacks against that white-hot spot at the apex of her thighs. “I’m yours, babygirl,” I growled, savoring the way she melted against me at the word. “Daddy’s here. Daddy’s always here, you know that, right?”

Her hand stopped at my belt. “Yes. God yes. You’re my home, Daddy.”

I couldn’t help but grin at that. “You’re mine,” I told her. “The night I met you, babygirl, I was living in black-and-white. The first time you dragged me into the bathroom and kissed me, it was like The Wizard of Oz. Suddenly everything was in color…”

She kissed me just like that, hard. “I want everything to be Technicolor for us from now on, Daddy,” she agreed, tugging at my shirt. “Absolutely.”

“I just want you to know,” I growled, my hand going to her ass. “No matter what happens—no matter how many women sign up for this thing we’ve got going—you were the first, babygirl. You were the one who brought me back to life.”

Samantha nibbled her bottom lip. “You might have done that for me too, Daddy. A little more than you realized.”

What?

“I talked a big game that night,” Samantha gasped, groaning as my hand stroked the front of her panties. Fuck, she was soaked. “And yeah, I’m kind of a boss bitch. But maybe I wasn’t as much of a baddie as I made you think…”

I let out a chuckle as I smirked down at her. “Babygirl, you’re about the baddest bitch I’ve ever met. If ever you’ve thought you needed to prove that to me, you’ve more than done so.” Unexpectedly, I felt a surge of tenderness. “I love you.”

“I love you, too,” she said, biting her bottom lip. “And I especially love what you’re doing with your thumb right now…”

I did it a little harder, just for her. “Having two apartments is such a hassle, but I don’t think I can give this one up,” I told her. “Not when I think about what the two of us did on that balcony every time I look out that door.”

Samantha’s head turned, and I knew she was thinking about it, too. “That was so fucking hot,” she gasped, her eyes rolling back as my fingers tugged her panties to the side and started to stroke her where she liked it most. “Fucking me out there where everyone could see. Bouncing up and down in your lap while you fucked me like you already owned me—listening to me squeal and call you Daddy…”

“Want to relive old times?” I asked. “Once more with feeling?”

I could tell she wanted to, but her good sense wouldn’t let her. “Too cold,” she moaned, her hips bucking against my fingers. “I need something solid under me while you’re on top of me, Daddy. I want you to tuck me in like a good girl.”

I couldn’t fail to note the little lift in her voice at the end of that. “You taking a few notes from Heather and Eva?” I asked.

She giggled. “Maybe,” she purred. “We could all stand to be a little bit sluttier for you, couldn’t we, Daddy? Fuck, I want you on that bed. I want you deep. I need—”

Her words cut off in a groan of pleasure as my fingers slid inside her.

No matter how many times I did it, it never failed to blow my mind how well Samantha took them—or how tightly my babygirl’s walls gripped the digits. It really was like coming home. Like she never wanted to let me go.

With my fingers still inside her, I flipped her around and flattened her breasts against the wall. Samantha was still crying my name when I tugged up her skirt and brought my hand down on her ass, spanking it hard as my fingers pumped in and out of her.

She cried out, begging for more, honey dripping from her hot little hole.

“You’re mine,” I growled, leaning in close and delivering the words I knew she wanted to hear. “Even when Yukiko’s walking around calling herself Mrs. Avery and helping me take over the world, you’re still mine. My first. My babygirl.”

I punctuated each statement with a hard slap on her ass. She groaned at each spike of pain, her pussy clenching around my fingers.

“Yes, Daddy,” she groaned, feverish with pleasure. “Fuck yes! Take me into the bedroom and fuck my tight little twat, please! Fuck me totally fucking stupid—!”

Her wish was my command.

Forgoing the balcony door (though not without a final, wistful look), I pushed into the bedroom and carried Samantha to the bed. As I did, a feeling of deja vu filled me, scenes unspooling like a film reel in my mind’s eye.

This was just what I’d done Samantha and I had sex for the first time—when we’d discovered we were as right for each other as people could be. I’d put her on the edge of the mattress then, and I’d…

I put her on the edge of the mattress now.

The second she realized what I was going to do, a groan like someone sinking into a hot bath after a long day escaped Samantha’s throat. “Daddy,” she whimpered, rolling the syllable until it rang. “Yes, fuck yes…”

I tore her skirt off, then pulled her panties down and tossed them in the same spot. She pulled her sweatshirt over her head, leaving her naked from the waist up—her tits were so perky she hadn’t needed a bra, not even when she was facing down a Zoom meeting. I buried my face between them, kissing and sucking, then stood back up and lifted her legs to my shoulders.

“You remember this, don’t you?” I teased, pressing the crown of my cock into her channel. With her legs up and her body on the edge of the bed, Samantha’s position left her as submissive as if I’d put her in a pair of handcuffs. And it gave me the perfect angle to thrust deep inside of her, grinding my cock against her clit on every stroke.

I’d watched her cum her brains out in this position. She’d lost track of her orgasms that first night as I fucked her madly, unleashing fifteen years of pent-up frustration on her tight college body. Today, I was doing it with the full knowledge of just how much I loved this girl.

“Is this how you want Daddy to fuck you when you win?” I asked. “Is this the reward you want for being my best fucking girl?”

“Yesss,” Samantha hissed, the sound like steam leaving a boiling kettle. “Please, please I need you inside me—”

She got her wish.

One hard, driving stroke put me all the way inside her, bottoming out against her back walls as she screamed my name. Her fingers clawed at the sheets, eyes spinning madly in their sockets as she lifted her hips to meet me.

I wrapped my free arm around her waist and clenched her thighs together, making everything between her legs even tighter and hotter. While I held her against the bed with that bicep, keeping her from sliding onto the floor, I leaned over her and grabbed a fistful of her long blonde hair with my other hand, tugging until her gorgeous blue eyes locked with mine.

I kept that eye contact as I buried myself inside of her, hard.

Again. And again. And again.

It only took a half-dozen of those before Samantha’s eyes rolled back in her head. Tears spilled down her cheeks, smearing her mascara in a way that reminded me of the cheerleader twins as the first of no doubt many orgasms crashed through her body. It washed over her so hard that she lost her words—a wordless cry escaped her as she shuddered and sobbed and begged me with her body for more.

There was so much more. I was nowhere close to done.

I shifted, spreading her legs wider and sliding them down until she encircled my waist with her hips. It put me just about as deep inside of her as it was possible to go, angling her waist so that every thrust into her slammed her down into the mattress like a hammer hitting a nail. Her ankles locked as I pushed into her, fucking her harder than I’d ever dared fuck her before.

Taking her. Claiming her. Reminding her who her Daddy was.

“Look at me,” I growled, cupping her chin. Two fingers slid into her mouth and I thrilled to see her sucking them greedily. “Now, babygirl.”

She did. “I just came again,” she whimpered, her tongue swirling around my digits. I believed it, too—I could feel the nub at the apex of her sex throbbing, could see the glassy, mesmerized way she stared up at me as we became one. “Daddy…”

“You were perfect,” I told her, praising her like a princess even as I treated her like my personal whore. “You did so fucking well today, babygirl. You fought for Delta Rho. For us.”

She cried out against me, stars swimming in her eyes as her walls clamped on me like a fist. Was she cumming again, or had the last one just never ended?

“This is how you get fucked when you’ve been my good girl, Samantha,” I panted, barely able to hold myself back from the brink. “This is what’s real between you and me. What we’ve got that no one else is ever going to have…”

She whimpered, tears streaming down her cheeks. “Fuck, Jack, I love you so fucking much!” she gasped. “I couldn’t have done it without you—I was so scared and trying not to show it! I need you—I fucking always need you…!”

“I’m gonna cum,” I growled. “I can’t hold back, babygirl. I’m going to unload inside of that pussy!”

Her thighs clenched around me. “Do it,” she begged, grinning up at me through her tears. “Cum in me, Daddy. Mark me. I’m yours—I’m so fucking yours…!”

The pleasure went blinding. Fireworks exploded behind my eyes as I hit the breaking point and sailed right over, my rhythm breaking as I pinned her to the mattress and filled her with strokes that weren’t just brutal but primal.

When I came, it was with her name on my lips—but it wasn’t Samantha I growled as the first hot jet of my seed sprayed against her walls. It wasn’t her birth name that I said as my fingers tangled in her hair, as I pressed every inch of my skin against hers as we came together with a closeness a couple who’d been married for fifty years could hardly match.

No. As climax hit, I grunted her true name.

“I’m cumming inside you, babygirl. I’m cumming…!”

I was. I was home.

Heaven didn’t feel that nice.

The next thing I knew, the two of us were in each other’s arms. Somehow we’d managed to shimmy to the headboard, tangled in each other beneath the blankets. Samantha still had her legs wrapped around me, and from the way she held on to my shoulders, she might never let go.

Not that I wanted her to.

She kissed me, slow and sweet, as we came down from our peaks. I was still inside of her when we finished, Samantha punctuating the smooch with a sharp little bite on my bottom lip.

“You think they heard that upstairs?” she asked.

“If they didn’t, they’re fucking deaf,” I grunted, rolling onto my back. “Who am I kidding? I bet they were all on the penthouse balcony leaning over the rail, trying to catch a glimpse of us.”

Samantha laughed at the mental image. Then she kissed me.

“Good. I want them to know who your babygirl is.” Her brow furrowed for a moment. “Those cheerleaders can borrow the word Daddy. Only because they make it really hot sometimes. But both of us know that I’m the one who really owns it.”

I chuckled against her neck. “Absolutely, babygirl.”

We laid together beneath the blankets for what felt like ages, but was probably only a few minutes. My sweat gradually cooled, and Samantha shivered a bit as she pressed her body against mine beneath the covers. She curled up next to me, her head on my shoulder and her nails gently raking my chest.

Neither of us really wanted to talk after a thing like that. But we needed to.

“So,” Samantha finally whispered. “I guess you’ve been dying to know what the deal is with me and Jessamyn Fawkes, huh?”

I was already shaking my head. “Honestly, babygirl, I think I already know,” I told her, holding gently onto her hip.

Samantha gave a start. “You do!?”

I let out a knowing laugh. “I might be a little older than you, but I’m still perceptive,” I told the coed, letting her nuzzle me. “I know a jilted lover when I see one. I saw the way Jessamyn reacted to you during that call.”

Samantha’s face was unreadable. “What?”

I should have noticed that. But I pressed on, heedless, buoyed by how fucking amazing the sex was between us.

“The two of you were together,” I guessed, holding her close. “It probably started no different than you and Marcie did—with a mentor and a little, and a crush that both of you tried to ignore. You and Marcie together was a minor scandal—you and the president of the whole damned national organization was probably ten times as scandalous.”

Samantha didn’t say anything, but her nails had stopped scratching my chest.

“I bet it didn’t end well, did it? I can tell she still wants you, babygirl. That she regrets whatever happened between the two of you—not that that makes it any better.”

“Daddy,” Samantha said seriously. “I…”

Another part of the puzzle clicked into place in my head. “That’s why you’re so distant with your parents,” I realized, the knowledge hitting me like a thunderclap. “Your folks might not be as conservative as Kiki’s or Lakshmi’s, but I bet they didn’t like the thought of their daughter putting rainbow flags all over her Instagram profile—”

“Daddy,” Samantha said firmly. “I love you. I love you so freaking much. But you’re completely wrong.”

What!?

“That’s… that’s not it at all,” she said, sitting up in bed. “And I’m not distant with my parents, Daddy. I’ve been no contact with them for almost three years now.”

Her words shook me to my core. I knew things weren’t good between Samantha and the rest of the Lowry’s—now that I thought about it, she’d called herself persona non grata back in the Copenhagen Deli while telling me about going to Europe as a kid—but no contact at all? That was the kind of thing you did when your folks were in a cult, or abusing you.

What the hell happened to her?

And what did Jessamyn Fawkes have to do with it?

“Babygirl,” I said. “I don’t understand…”

Samantha sighed, then took my hand. I could see her bracing herself.

“Daddy…”

I thought I was ready for anything that might come from her lips.

I was wrong.

“I didn’t fuck Jessamyn Fawkes,” Samantha said through clenched teeth. “My parents did.”

END OF PART TEN


Pledged to Him: Part Eleven


Chapter One


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

I was wrong.

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

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

My parents did.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Both of us had plenty of experience with that.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“WrestleMania,” I joked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Chloe?” I asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

She trailed off.

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

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

Samantha’s mouth snapped shut.

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

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

“Together?”

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

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

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

“The talk,” I repeated flatly.

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

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

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

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

“I don’t blame you,” I rumbled.

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

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

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

It left me feeling conflicted in the extreme.

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

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

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

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

I nodded. “Then we won’t.”

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

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

Right now, I needed to support Samantha.

“And then you met Jessamyn,” I said.

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

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

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

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

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

I appreciated the compliment.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I waited.


Chapter Two


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I nodded, waiting for the other shoe to drop.

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

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

Samantha nodded.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“It was explicit,” Samantha said, sucking her teeth. “Believe me, there was no doubt what they were doing, Daddy. I looked, and I saw Jessamyn, and then she looked through the glass doors and saw me. Her eyes…” She shuddered, and I could feel goosebumps underneath my fingers where I held her. “There was no light in her eyes, Daddy. I’m sure you’ll tell me it was whatever stomach bug I got at dinner, but I swear it’s true. I saw it. She was grinning, her tongue sticking out like she was having the time of her life, but her eyes were empty.”

Jesus. “What happened then?”

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

I could imagine.

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

She paused, her bottom lip sticking out.

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

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

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

I whistled through my teeth. “And Jessamyn?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Ah. So here it was.

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

How did she feel about that?

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

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

“Me either.”

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

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

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

I cocked an eyebrow. “Hmm?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Yukiko's like that," I said.

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

Hmm?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

My jaw dropped open. “You what now?”

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

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

“You’re goddamned right it’s not.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Back in the present moment, something else had just occurred to me. Something about Samantha’s living situation. “You’re been totally on your own since then?” I asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“We’re getting married, babygirl,” I told her, running my fingers along the curve of her hip. “I know the rest of the world might not consider you my spouse, but I most certainly do. And I’m not the kind of man who has separate finances from his wife.”

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

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

“I know that,” the coed whispered.

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

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

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

Then I pulled her to me and kissed her.

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

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

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

After all, they were only responding to my desires.

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

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

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

We had more celebrating to do today.


Chapter Three


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

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

Laughter spilled from the living room.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

It was time to make that right.

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

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

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

She blinked, stepping closer. “For what?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

I nodded. “She did.”

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

That gave us all pause.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“That’s fucked up,” Samantha added.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I’d find out soon enough.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Unorthodox?” Yukiko suggested.

“Fucking crazy?” Samantha added with a smile.

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

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

“It’s the ancient version,” Lakshmi chuckled, hands on her hips. “And it’s classic for a reason. I can’t wait to see it.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I trailed off.

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

Shit. I took a moment to compose myself.

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

“No?” Yukiko asked.

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

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

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

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

“What’s that?” Marcie whispered.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I started. “To Montana?”

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

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

“Count me in,” Marcie said without hesitation.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Who can be pretty monstrous sometimes,” Marcie said.

Samantha smiled at her. “Don’t I know it? But no, we haven’t been close for a long time. They’re not going to blow their stack if they don’t get an invite.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Marcie looked confused, too. “What?”

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

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

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

She was more than willing to let Marcie have this.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“She’s chill, huh?” She had to be, for something like this.

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

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

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

Becoming one.

It was a crazy thing to think about.

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

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

A little change from that sounded perfect.

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

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

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

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

“It does,” I agreed. “In fact…”

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

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

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

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

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

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

She really hadn’t fucked me completely empty.

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


Chapter Four


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

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

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

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

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

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

But this was, unfortunately, the way the official ceremony had to be.

Mr. Jackson Avery and Miss Yukiko Tanaka.

Which was where the problem came in.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Yukiko had abstained.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Gasps spilled from the women.

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

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

I could hardly believe my ears.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The rest of the reason was just how badly she wanted to have my babies.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Hear hear,” I said, taking a sip of my own drink. “That would be fine with me.” I leaned over and draped an arm over Yukiko’s shoulder, basking in her closeness, and lowered my voice. “After this, princess, let’s go to the pharmacy together. Then I’ll take you back to the penthouse and we can find out at the same time if that night on the couch did the job.”

She nodded, still smiling. “I’d love that,” she whispered, her other hand on her stomach. “But I’m, like, ninety-nine percent sure of what it’s going to say.”

As was I.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Her hand strayed between my legs.

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

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

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

My phone buzzed in my jacket pocket.

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

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

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

Daniel.

My boss.

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

“Daddy?” Samantha whispered.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Oh. Oh.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Then what’s it about?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Hell. Part of me was enjoying this.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He hung up.

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


Chapter Five


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

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

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

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

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

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

“I’m always careful,” I said.

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

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

Maybe the most important one of my life.

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

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

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

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

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

And my own.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I nearly did.”

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

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

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

“To the hotel?”

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

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

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

“Don’t joke with me.”

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

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

“That’s right.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What about her?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“But—”

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

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

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

Shit. Here we go, I thought.

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

“Ouch,” I said, mock hurt.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He reached over and opened the manila folder.

And I saw what was inside.

“...I brought you a peace offering.”


Chapter Six


My heart skipped a beat.

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

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

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

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

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

It was real. Holy shit.

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

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

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

It really, really was.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Daniel had already done them.

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

And suddenly I understood.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

It would be perfect.

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

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

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

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

I looked at the past. Really looked at it.

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

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

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

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

His smile froze on his face. “What?”

“It’s not,” I repeated.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Marcie deserves—”

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

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

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

And he tore the contract in two.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

To give Marcie what he thought she deserved.

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

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

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

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

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

He was silent for a long moment.

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

Fired. Effective immediately.

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

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

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

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

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

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

How on Earth was I going to explain this?

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

I opened the door. A warm scent rolled over me as I stepped into the penthouse, so sweet it made my mouth water. Was someone baking cookies?

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

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

“No injuries this time,” Maria added.

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

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

Oh. Oh.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Carrying a little white stick.


Chapter Seven


“Jack, I’m pregnant!”


Chapter Eight


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

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

But this? This wasn’t better.

It was best.

The penthouse exploded.

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

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

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

Pregnant.

My princess was pregnant.

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

Everyone cheered.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Damn.

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

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

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

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

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

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

But slowly, Kiki smiled.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“To us,” I growled.

We all drank.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The silence stretched out.

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

My mouth snapped shut.

Because Samantha was giggling up a storm.

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

I what?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Literally,” added Heather with a naughty smile.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The answer hit me like a slap in the face.

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

“Very private,” the cheerleaders drawled in unison.

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

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

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

The room filled with knowing looks.

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

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

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

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

Oh wow.

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

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

“Naked?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Sexy plans.”

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

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

A chorus of grins greeted me.

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

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

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

“Where are we going?” I asked.

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

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

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

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

Laughter greeted Yukiko’s words.

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

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

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


Chapter Nine


It snowed the whole drive up to the lake.

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

And what a caravan.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Hmm?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"We'll strip our clothes off now," Heather suggested.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Yukiko was looking like she was enjoying the thought.

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

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

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

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

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

But right now, I was checking on Lakshmi.

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

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

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

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

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

But that spring?

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

But deep down, I think they knew.

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

But tonight was different.

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

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

How much worse would it be with me here?

Or, put another way: how much better?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

It was just like I remembered.

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

Or magic, depending on who you talked to.

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

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

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

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

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

Marcie and Yukiko both turned. "Um, yeah?" Marcie said.

Spots of color rose to the coed's cheeks. "I'm wearing a bathing suit under this," she whispered, gesturing to her sari. "I thought this was a pool party, not a skinny dip!"

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

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

"Knocked up with Jackson Avery's lovechild."

"God, I'm so jealous!"

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

One of the girls next Heather shook her head. "Fuck, that still blows my mind," she murmured, clearly jealous as hell of the arrangement. "Not the whole three-girls, one-guy thing, necessarily. But that one of them is Samantha fucking Lowry..."

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

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

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

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

Samantha raised her arms and the chatter died.

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

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

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

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

A tribe with only one man, I reminded myself.

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

A few cheers greeted this pronouncement.

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

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

Samantha must have felt it, too. "Sisters," she intoned. "Form a circle."

The group coalesced around the edge of the pool, hands linked in a human chain. I tried to stand outside of the group, but Yukiko and Marcie grabbed me from either side and flanked me, adding my link to the chain with my hands tucked into theirs.

"Tonight we honor our ancestors," Samantha said, her voice seeming almost to deepen as it echoed over the water. "And renew our power. Will my Vice President please bring forth the Book of Rho?"

That would be Lakshmi, who was already in motion. The coed carried the Book of Rho against her chest, the oversized tome flattening her breasts as she walked to the front of the group. She slipped on a rocky outcropping near the water, stumbled, then righted herself before she could fall.

“Here is the Book of Rho,” Lakshmi said, her voice taking on the cadence of a ritual. “Who here has their name inscribed among its pages?”

“We do,” the sisters chorused in unison.

Even with the jokes and the fun, those two simple words sent a chill down my spine.

Samantha’s smirk turned triumphant. “Good. Lakshmi, light the fire.”

I gave a start. The fire?

Lakshmi had evidently prepared for this part. With a swiftness that shocked me, the coed moved a short distance away and came back with a tiki torch, so carefully hidden behind a rock that I wondered whether a couple of sisters had come by and stashed it beforehand. A lighter and a quick flick of the wrist set the thing ablaze, the flame burning within a little glass box with an open top to let the smoke rise into the air.

“As we move forward into the future, we must leave behind the past,” Samantha said, her voice firm and commanding. “We will cherish the memories we have made with our fellow sisters. We will hold fast to the bonds of sisterhood we have shared.” A smile cut through her serious manner. “And we will cling tightly to the very good friends we have made this semester.”

Every girl who’d hooked up with me since I came to Stillwell chuckled at that one.

“But not all of these things should be taken with us,” Samantha said, sliding back into her authoritative mode. “The useless, the hurtful—the traumatic—these things should be left behind. Should be forgotten, dispensed of… and discarded.”

That last word hit the group like a thunderclap.

“What sisters have something they would like to discard?” Samantha asked, her gaze raking the crowd. “Cast what has harmed you this semester into the fire—leave it in the past, and join us in the ritual pool with a glad heart!”

I was beginning to understand the contours of this ritual. It wasn’t all that different from writing a letter to your ex-girlfriend or someone who’d hurt you, then burning it. Except something told me there might be a little bit of Delta Rho magic involved in this. Even if not, I got the distinct impression that whatever each sister confessed, the others would do their best to ensure it was no longer a problem going forward.

The fact that half the coeds were giggling and already drunk undercut the ‘seriousness’ of the ritual somewhat. But only a little.

Up front, Samantha and my other fiancées looked as serious as ever.

“We’ll begin in order of seniority,” Samantha said. “As I must remain outside of the pool until the ritual is complete, that means we start with the chapter’s Vice President. Lakshmi, would you—"

“I would like to go last,” Lakshmi whispered, blanching. “Or next to last.”

Samantha’s eyes widened. I could tell she hadn’t expected this request. And that, while it was somewhat out of order, such a boon wasn’t beyond her ability to grant.

“Alright,” the coed said after a moment. “Yukiko Tanaka, please step forward.”

Yukiko did. She let go of my hand and the hand of the woman beside her and entered the circle, the sisters forming smoothly around her. As she stepped in front of the torch, Samantha handed her a small piece of paper that had been folded into a six-pointed star.

Yukiko looked into the flame, and then back at me. “I discard my guilt,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper but completely audible in that clearing. “My parents’ divorce is not my fault. I will no longer blame myself for my father’s mistakes.”

She touched the paper star to the flame. Some of the sisters must have soaked the damn thing in gasoline before tucking it away for the drive, because the instant it made contact with the center of the torch it went off like a tiny firework. Sisters oohed and ahhed over it, while Yukiko herself stepped away with a satisfied smile. When her gaze met mine from the other side of the smoke, I could have sworn there was less worry in it than there’d been a minute ago.

It’s not magic, I told myself. It’s just catharsis.

The ritual let the members of Delta Rho publicly get over what had bothered them the most throughout the year. No wonder they were all looking forward to it so much.

I expected Yukiko to rejoin the circle now that her part was done, but I was in for a surprise. She reached the edge of the group and stepped between two of the coeds, tugging her skirt free of her waist as she walked.

I gasped. Beneath that pencil skirt, Yukiko was totally bare.

Several coeds whistled as my fiancee reached the edge of the pool. She found a small rocky outcropping near the drop off and settled in, the warm water bubbling around her thighs as she let her legs dangle in the pool. The sigh she let out was pleasure itself.

“Oh, that feels good,” she chuckled, splashing a bit. “Can’t wait for you all to join me!”

“That almost sounds like a challenge,” Samantha said. “Alright, who’s next?”

One by one, the ritual unfolded. Each of the sisters of Delta Rho stepped forward in turn, confessing some unwelcome memory of the semester we’d just completed. Each of them were handed one of the little six-pointed paper stars by their president before their discarding, and each watched it go up in flames with a cheer.

Then they stripped off their clothes and jumped into the pool.

A handful had Lakshmi’s sense of modesty and had slipped on bikinis or other swimwear underneath their clothing. But most were completely naked beneath their letter sweatshirts and sorority attire. The pool was warm enough that they didn’t need clothing—and tonight, all of them wanted to show off.

The cheerleader twins discarded their inhibitions (which I don’t think they’d ever had much of in the first place) and stripped naked before jumping into the pool together. Several of the girls already had bottles of champagne and were passing them around, filling their bellies with cold bubbles while warm ones frothed all around them. It looked like one hell of a fun time, and I couldn’t wait to join them.

But first, it was Marcie’s turn.

The circle had only a few coeds remaining in it as she took her place at the center. Her hand shook the slightest bit as she took the little star from her mentor’s hand. “You can do this,” Samantha whispered—something she’d hadn’t done for any of the others.

Taking strength from it, Marcie nodded.

“You know what I’m going to say,” she muttered, looking down into the flame. It took me a second to realize she wasn’t talking to Samantha, but to me. “I discard that night at the sorority house. I discard everything Trevor Baines ever did to me, or tried to do to me.”

She turned around, tears in her eyes.

“But I’m not sorry it happened,” she said, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. “Because if it didn’t, Jack would have never met Samantha. And he and I would still just be friends.” She smiled. “So fuck it. Here’s to the future, right?”

She tossed the little star into the flames.

It was still smoldering when she jumped into the pool, naked and laughing.

I watched her splash her way over to Yukiko and give the coed a hug. It was then that I noticed just how many sorority sisters were in the pool—and how few remained outside of it. Besides Samantha, only Lakshmi was left to discard her memory. Tasha and Maria filled the rest of the circle, which was now more like a square with a person at each corner.

“You ready?” Samantha asked her vice president.

Lakshmi swallowed hard. “As I’ll ever be,” she whispered, holding out a hand.

Samantha handed her the star.

I watched Lakshmi hold it over the torch for a long moment, the paper just out of reach of the flickering flames. They danced in her dark eyes, her expression unreadable.

“I discard…”

She glanced over her shoulder at me, her lip curling in a smirk.

“...my anger.”

Samantha’s brows shot skyward. I could feel my own doing the same.

“I was accused of doing something I did not do,” she said, addressing the torchlight directly. “But I understand why my sisters would believe me to be the culprit. I would have accused me as well. I forgive them.” She paused, letting her words sink in. “But I will not forgive Jackson Avery.”

What!?

Lakshmi stuck the edge of her tongue from the side of her mouth.

“Not until he earns it.”

And with that, the gorgeous coed tossed her sari and joined her sisters in the pool.

Samantha watched her go, clearly on the verge of laughter. “Sounds like you and her are about to have a very fun night, Daddy,” she snickered.

Lakshmi broke the surface of the water, droplets streaming from her long brown braid. As she turned and looked at me, her dark eyes flashing, I knew Samantha wasn’t exaggerating. If anything, she might have been underselling it a bit.

It’s on, I thought, grinning.

That left me with only Samantha to finish the ritual.

I glanced over at Maria and Tasha, then back to the blonde. “It’s all on you now, babygirl,” I said, gesturing with my chin at the sorority girls splashing in the water. “Are you ready to discard something from this semester so we can get this party started?”

Samantha’s piercing blue eyes met mine. She smiled.

And I knew what she was going to say before the words left her mouth.

“I discard my fear,” she said, a single tear rolling down her cheek as she pulled her own star out of her pocket. “I am not like them. I am nothing like them, and I never will be.”

Most of the sisters had no idea who she was talking about. Hell, pretty much all of them were already splashing in the pool. But I knew.

That was what really mattered.

I knew she meant her parents.

“That’s right, babygirl,” I whispered as Samantha’s worries went up in smoke.

I’d thought she might mention that terrible night Trevor Baines tried to light my car on fire. Or the way we’d all cringed and tried to explain ourselves that first time Marcie showed up at my apartment and caught her, Yukiko and I together without most of our clothes on. Discarding Jessamyn Fawkes and her machinations seemed a distinct possibility.

But I should have known. None of those things bothered her like this.

And I hoped it wouldn’t bother her any more.

Her burning done, Samantha shed her sweatshirt with a wink. She dove into the pool headfirst, surfacing with a gasp, water beading on her bare breasts.

“God damn,” Tasha groaned behind me. “This is so hot. Makes me wish I’d joined a sorority back in college…”

Maria grinned wickedly. “Do you have any rituals you’d like to complete, boo? Anything you want to discard?” She nudged her bestie. “Anything you wanna confess, officer?”

Tasha laughed. “I confess to breaking my own rules,” she said, giving me an up-and-down look nearly as frank as it was adorable. “I was never supposed to go out with someone involved in an active case. But how could I not?”

The tip of Maria’s tongue worked its way around her pouty lip. “I confess to mixing business with pleasure,” she laughed. “Either way, I always close the deal.”

And both women ran to the edge of the pool and jumped.

All at once, I was by myself. The torch fluttered in the wind, the thin plume of smoke forgotten as it rose slowly into the night. Beyond its light, sorority girls splashed and drank and gossiped. The atmosphere grew heavier with each passing moment, and I knew why.

They were waiting for the guest of honor to join them.

Well, I told myself with a smirk. Better not keep them waiting…

I took my clothes off and jumped in the pool.


Chapter Ten


It felt like coming home in more ways than one.

First of all, I hadn’t realized how much I’d missed the pool until I hit the water. The warmth enveloped me instantly, banishing away the chill of the winter air as the heat seeped into my muscles. Just like the first time, it felt like a full-body massage—like knots I didn’t even realize I had were being worked out of my shoulders and back, like aches and pains I’d been carrying for ages were fading away as I rocketed back from the depths of the crack to the surface. By the time I felt the crisp night air on my face, I felt like a new man.

Oh, and there was the second thing.

The whole “being surrounded by naked women half my age” thing.

Cheers rang in my ears as I waded out of the deep end, my legs kicking through the warm water until they could touch the pool’s bottom. The party was already in full-swing: those members of Delta Rho who weren’t already tipsy were getting that way, passing bottles among themselves like they had a limitless supply. Which, considering how magical the atmosphere felt, might not be all that far from the truth.

In the glow of the torches, each sorority sister looked like a painting. Shadows danced across their silhouettes, laughter bubbling from them like the water of the hot spring as they celebrated the end of the semester.

The more I looked at them, the more convinced I became that there really was something to this whole ritual thing. The sisterhood had been in a good mood before they’d arrived, but now, they were positively ecstatic. Feverish.

As I watched, one girl grabbed another and began making out, hot and heavy. The coeds around them cheered, champagne foam splashing across bare breasts as two more of Delta Rho’s sisters joined in on the fun.

Jesus, I thought, swelling beneath the water. What’s gotten into these girls?

It was as if some Greek god were hiding just over the nearest hill, using his powers to push the sorority into a bacchanalia of debauchery. Or maybe the spirits of Delta Rho’s founders haunted this place—the sisters I’d begun to believe were maybe doing a little more than just playing at witchcraft.

Good girls didn’t do things like this. They didn’t pose like this, preen like this, make out naked in a pool while soaking each other in expensive champagne like slave girls preparing each other’s bodies for their sultan. Even Delta Rho, where sorority girls were expected to let their hair down and party just as hard as they worked, couldn’t be this crazy, could it?

I was still wondering if I was hallucinating the whole thing when Samantha came up and grabbed me from behind.

“Daddy,” the coed groaned, her bare breasts pressing against my back. “You’re finally here!”

Even with the water splashing around I could tell her nipples were as hard as diamonds—she’d probably never been this turned on before, which was saying something after everything we’d been through. But it was true.

And that wasn’t the half of it.

Something told me there wasn’t a single person in this pool who wasn’t hornier than they’d ever been in their entire lives—and that you probably couldn’t get within a half-mile of this place without soaking your panties or sporting a king-size hard-on. There was just an aura coming from the ritual. From the water.

From Delta Rho.

“Babygirl,” I growled. Clouds of smoke rose into the air as a half-dozen sisters lit up simultaneously. All around us, sorority girls gasped and kissed and drank and smoked and rubbed each other, the drugs only augmenting the high everyone already had from the ritual. “Something strange is going on. This place is out of control—”

Her mouth met mine, opening as her fingers tangled in my hair. “Fuck control,” the president of the sorority gasped, grinding her body against mine with a hunger that made my heart jump. “Tonight’s not about being good, Daddy. It’s letting loose the animal within. Awoooo!”

My pulse skipped a beat. Samantha tossed her head back and let out a wolf’s howl, echoing over the forest. A moment later, the rest of Delta Rho responded, whooping and howling like they’d all gone feral.

I’d barely had time to recover when Samantha grabbed my hand and guided it to my throat. “This is the only control I want tonight,” she growled, her blue eyes burning with lust. “You holding onto my throat while you fuck your babygirl, Daddy. Fuck me hard.”

I was already carrying her to the side of the pool, my fingers wrapped around her slender neck.

“Fuck me like you own me,” she giggled, squirming in my grip. “Because you totally fucking do—”

Her words were cut off by a scream of lust as I pushed Samantha up against the wall and entered her roughly. My cock bottomed out inside of her with one smooth stroke, ramming her back walls as her tight, wet little sorority pussy stretched to accommodate my girth.

“Daddy’s home,” I growled against her ear. “Fucking take it, you beautiful bitch—!”

Samantha’s mouth opened as wide as an opera singer’s as I thrust between her legs. She gasped as I pulled all the way back, leaving only the tip of my cock inside of her, then thrust forward like a battering ram, claiming her sweet body as my prize. She clung to me for dear life, her nails digging into my bare shoulders as she threw herself onto me.

“Oh fuck, Daddy!” she screamed, so loud that people in the next county over could hear. “Yeah, pound my tight little twat! Fuck, ohmigawd fuck you’re so fucking big and hard…!”

Samantha knew exactly what she was doing. All around the pool, sisters caught wind of her cries and quieted down, their debauchery turning to knowing chuckles as they listened to their leader get pounded. Their lust didn’t diminish—if anything, they were even more turned on, each of them even hotter and wetter than the water bubbling around us.

I gripped the blonde coed’s ass with my free hand, using it as leverage to pound into her with relentless strokes. The other squeezed her throat, applying gentle pressure that nevertheless reminded Samantha just how strong the man fucking her really was. I hadn’t been showing off the night I nearly beat those frat boys to a pulp in front of her.

She knew I would never hurt her.

But the knowledge that I could made her pussy boil over so hot that she couldn’t think straight.

“You’ve got something about being watched, don’t you, babygirl?” I grunted, dropping my voice as I fucked her absolutely stupid. “My balcony. That one time in traffic. Right fucking now. You like knowing your sorority sisters are watching you take this dick like a good girl, aren’t you? Like my good girl.”

Samantha pulled my thumb into her mouth and sucked on it like a pacifier. Her eyes rolled back into her head, only the whites showing. A high-pitched keening wail escaped her throat, like a kettle left on the boiler too long.

I liked that sound. But there was something I liked even more.

I pulled the thumb from between her lips, savoring her whine of frustration. At the same time I slowed my thrusts, going deeper than deep but hitting a rhythm just slow enough to keep her on the edge rather than sending her over.

She threw her head back, her golden locks fanning over the stone like a broken halo, her back arching like a bow as she tried and failed to ride me harder.

“Ah ah,” I teased. I fucking loved this—and I loved that every girl Samantha Lowry liked to boss around was here to hear it. “Use your words, babygirl. I know you can.”

“Fuck!” Samantha’s groan was submission itself. “Ohmigawd I love you so fucking much, Daddy! Holy shit, how are you so good at this?”

I couldn’t help but grin. “Because it’s who I am,” I told her. “Who’s fucking you right now, babygirl?”

Samantha looked at me like she’d won a jackpot. “My Daddy’s fucking me,” she groaned, meeting me stroke for stroke. “You’re going to be my husband, and I love that so much. But being my Daddy is so, so much more important.” Something shifted inside of her, and the next words came rushing out of Samantha like water from a broken dam. “You could leave me tomorrow, tell me you never want to see me again in your whole life,” she babbled, riding the edge. “And it wouldn’t matter. You’d still be my Daddy, and I’d still be your babygirl…!”

Coeds gasped, their whispers (and not a few moans) adding to the soundtrack of our hard, primal fucking. Outside of the handful of girls I was already involved with, they’d never seen their leader like this.

So submissive. So in love. So perfect.

“I’m gonna cum inside you,” I growled, going from teasing-slow to caveman-trying-to-break-through-a-wall in a single instant. “Come for me, babygirl. I want to feel you unravel while I fill you up!”

Samantha’s body shook like a leaf beneath mine. It took everything she had to match me, to impale her tight pussy on my prick with every thrust. The world blurred around us as we both reached our peaks, the spot where the two of us joined turning into a brilliant sun of bliss.

“Yeah, that’s it,” Samantha panted, only the whites of her eyes showing. “God damn, Daddy, fuck… fill me up… breed my tight little pussy…!”

I wasn’t sure if Samantha was just talking dirty or if seeing Yukiko had actually changed her mind about starting a family right after the wedding. But either way, it didn’t matter.

My cock hit that special spot deep inside of her like a freight train, sending her over the edge. A moment later I was right there with her, pumping her full of hot cream as her body shuddered with bliss. I buried my face between her tits and sucked on her nipples as both of us rode out our climax, my teasing tongue and the way she ground her hips prolonged the pleasure until a lesser man would have been spent.

Cheers erupted across the pool as Samantha kissed me, her lips tasting like expensive champagne and salt. “Holy shit,” she panted, clinging to me bonelessly. “There is no better way to end a fucking semester! Jesus, that was so hot…!”

Before I could respond, I felt a tap on my shoulder. When I turned, still buried hilt-deep inside of Samantha Lowry’s pussy, I found Marcie standing next to me.

“Mind if I cut in, Samantha?” the younger coed whispered. She turned the full force of her gaze on me, full of softness and love and that sweet hotness she’d burned with that night she climbed into my lap in the front seat of my car while Elizabeth Baines raged uselessly in her McMansion, and I felt my heart melt.

Samantha giggled. “Go right ahead, gorgeous,” she purred, sliding off of me with a wet sound. “In fact, you stay right there. Let’s give your ‘Uncle Jack’ a show…”

Before I could stop either of them, Marcie leaned over and kissed her mentor. Samantha chuckled knowingly as she pulled the younger coed to her, her hands roaming all over Marcie’s body as the two of them made out hot and heavy barely two feet in front of me. The other sorority girls wolf-whistled with no less brio than when they’d howled at the moon, and I was pretty sure I heard Maria blurt something in lightly-accented Spanish.

By the time Samantha broke the kiss, Marcie was practically trembling with desire. “God, she is so freaking adorable,” Samantha said, squeezing Marcie’s perky tits together. “I can’t believe it took this long for the two of you to hook up, Daddy! The two of you make such a hot couple…”

“I had to work through some things,” I told the pair. “So did Marcie.”

The younger coed nodded. “I love you, Uncle Jack,” she whispered, grabbing my chest with both hands.

Then she blushed.

“I’ll stop calling you that if you want me to,” she blurted, glancing around at the other coeds like she’d made a major faux pas. “I know you’re not really my uncle or anything like that. It’s just…”

She trailed off. “Just what, angel?”

A tremor shot through Marcie. She liked being called that. Liked it the way Samantha liked being called ‘babygirl’ and Yukiko relished being my ‘princess’.

Even in the flickering torchlight, I could see her blush. “It makes me feel safe,” she confessed, handing over the words with no less gravity than she’d shown when she’d discarded her worst memory of the semester. “It makes me feel like… like you’re always going to protect me. Like I don’t have anything to worry about…”

I turned to her, lifting her easily, and slid into her slow and deep.

“You,” I said over her squeal of pleasure, “will never have anything to worry about, angel.” Marcie trembled with every thrust, gasping as I filled her tight collegiate pussy to the brim and then some. “You’re mine. And I’m your Uncle Jack...”

Everything was slower and softer with Marcie. She clung to me as I entered her again and again, her softness and sweetness a perfect contrast to Samantha’s open-throated debauchery. I licked the salty droplets from her breasts as I filled her, nibbling at her neck and beside her ear until she couldn’t stand it any longer.

“She’s so pretty like this,” Samantha giggled. The coed hadn’t gone anywhere after getting off, and her orgasm had loosened her up to the point that she looked like she wanted to have some fun. “God, I’m so jealous!”

Several coeds let out yells that let me know they were jealous, too. I swore I could see several of them together in the water, getting each other ready for me. Even more of them stared at me with that special intense concentration, their arms moving slowly and then fast under the water. Dirty girls, I thought.

“Jack!” Marcie pressed herself against me, the scent of her shampoo filling my nostrils as she buried her face against my shoulder. “Oh fuck, Jack… would you… would you do something for me?”

I had a pretty good idea what Marcie was about to ask. It was just a question of whether she’d have time—every thrust between her legs was tighter and hotter than the one before, and the friction was so incredible that I could feel her walls throwing sparks.

Marcie was about to shatter like a plate-glass window—but not just yet.

“What’s that, angel?” I grunted, nearing my own peak.

Marcie shifted against me, lifting her hips to an angle that made my blood run hot. “Get me pregnant,” she panted, dropping her voice so low that only I, her and Samantha could hear. “I want it, Jack. I want Yukiko’s kid to have a little half-brother or half-sister to play with…”

Fuck. Oh fuck.

“You sure, angel?” I growled, pumping inside her like a bellows. What was Marcie’s birth control situation like right now? Hell, it was so hard to keep track with so many women in my orbit. I didn’t even know whether this was possible—

Marcie rocked her hips on me, and I nearly came apart right then and there.

“Please, Uncle Jack,” Marcie begged. “We’ll figure the rest of it out. My Dad, my degree… I know you and I’ll get through it, no matter what happens. I’m ready. Please, please let me help you and Kiki start a family?”

There wasn’t a red-blooded man born who could turn down a woman when she made a request like that. I locked in, driving hard, grabbing her hips with both hands to go deep as we moved like two perfect pieces of clockwork.

Marcie’s cry rose and rose until she crumbled. With a final yell she came apart, burying her face against my chest as the muscles of her pussy spasmed around my cock. They were still clenching and gripping when I shot, my cock jerking against her inner walls as I flooded her innermost channel with seed.

You would have thought I’d have been done after something like that, especially at my age. And it was true that even at my most turned-on, I was forced to be the kind of guy who held my load whenever there were more than two or three women in the bed with me, lest some of them leave without being completely satisfied. Two was normally close to my limit—three would have left me too drained to continue.

Normally.

But tonight, with the sorority’s ritual echoing in my ears, I felt like I could fuck my way through the entire roster and still get hard enough for seconds.

It didn’t take long for my resolve to be tested. No sooner had I let Marcie sink into the warm embrace of her mentor than I found myself flanked on both sides by a pair of nearly identical cheerleaders: Heather and Eva. They attacked me like a pack of velociraptors, their hands and mouths going everywhere as they giggled.

“Hi Boss,” Heather moaned, her voice husky as she reached beneath the water and stroked me. “You ready for your two dirtiest girls to get you off?”

“I don’t want your babies,” Eva chuckled, her words picking up almost exactly where her near-twin’s ended. “I want you to fuck me in the ass, boss!”

“And I want to lick it clean,” Heather added without missing a beat. “Fuck us like sluts, sir!”

I should have held back—if for no other reason than the other coeds could hear these two and looked utterly shocked by how depraved they were—but it was like their words unlocked something inside of me. Suddenly it felt like I hadn’t gotten laid in weeks, despite having just unloaded inside two of the three women who were about to become my wives. Under that moonlight, with that glow surrounding me, I might have lost my mind.

Just a little.

The next thing I knew, I had both cheerleaders at the edge of the pool. A crowd of coeds cheered me on as I fucked both of them—my cock plunging deep inside of Eva’s tightest, most forbidden opening while my tongue devoured Heather’s tight, dripping slit. The two of them moved with a synchronization that was frankly a little eerie, two perfect porn stars in a movie that only I and my sorority guests were ever going to see.

Heather shuddered as she ground her pussy against my face, her legs shaking. “Mommy will never find out about any of this,” she groaned, spinning filthy fantasies even as my cock disappeared in her bestie’s backdoor. “We promise! We’re gonna be so perfect and dirty for you that you won’t even need Mommy to take care of you anymore…”

The splashes around us grew frantic as the rest of Delta Rho gave themselves over to their lust. By the time I buried myself hilt-deep inside of Eva’s ass and let go, half the sorority was matching me stroke for stroke with their fingers between their legs.

And when I pulled out of her and slammed my cock all the way down Eva’s throat, I swore I could see all of them sucking on those same digits.


Chapter Eleven


The night blurred into a haze of bodies and pleasure. Maria came next, begging me to fill her culo the way I’d just filled Eva’s. She rode me hard and fast at the edge of the pool, using all those toned muscles she spent so much time working on at the gym, and when she came all over me she let out a string of Spanish so filthy-hot it could melt a glacier. She pulled off me with a naughty grin and a bunch of papis, giving her round ass a hard slap as she moved to the side to let Tasha in to play.

Tasha grabbed me as soon as Maria slipped away, tackling me like a suspect she’d cornered down an alley with no exit. “Hey there, Jack,” she chuckled, thrusting her big mocha tits in my face. “You having fun?”

I showed her just how much fun I was having by fucking her doggy-style: her wrists pinned together like she was wearing a pair of invisible handcuffs, her back arched like a cat’s as I made her round ass bounce with every thrust. She came growling my name, her burning cheek cool against the stone at the edge of the pool, her tits flattened against the side.

Somehow I was still hard. I’d lost track of how many times I’d had an orgasm—and how many I’d given the women of Delta Rho. I felt like an animal: a tiger loose from his cage, a shark scouring the waters of his home turf in search of sweet young things to devour. How many times had I heard Maria call me a tiger?

How many times had I really lived up to it?

There were new girls in the haze as well. At some point I found myself with a brunette I barely knew, her body completely out of the water as she wrapped herself around me and just let her body get fucked. Two blondes who definitely weren’t Heather and Eva shared my dick, making out with its length between them before passing it down each of their throats. The magic, the ritual, the booze or the weed smoke—whatever it was, it amplified every sensation, until every thrust felt like an orgasm and every climax felt like a tiny piece of something larger, greater, something that I could only touch briefly during moments of pure bliss.

What the sorority girls occasionally lacked in skill they more than made up for in eagerness. Blondes, brunettes, redheads: by the time I felt the surge of insane strength brought on by the ritual beginning to ebb, I had the distinct feeling I’d gotten to third base with all of them at the very least. Most of them looked the same; their frenzies had cooled, though more than a few of Delta Rho’s finest were still making out or sharing smoke or going down on each other at the edges of the pool. The fun was still happening, but we’d passed the peak of the fever. We were winding down.

Which bothered me more than a little. Because there was one woman I’d yet to find in the middle of the orgy.

In the end, though, she found me.

I don’t know how she snuck up on me. At one point I was wading through the water towards a clutch of coeds like a shark about to devour some unwary surfers, and the next she was there. Lakshmi. No longer shy, no longer conflicted. No longer angry.

Just determined. Ready. Here.

Steam swirled around her like a veil as she closed the distance between us. “There you are,” she whispered, laughter in her voice. “I was wondering if the two of us were going to find each other.”

God damn, she was a vision. Her skin glowed in the light from the torches and the water, beads of sweat mixed with the salty droplets of the pool all over her deep brown skin. Her long hair was pinned up in a sleek bun, practically dry despite the debauchery happening all around her. Her breasts were heavy, each topped with a chocolate-dark nipple, but so perky they didn’t even dip close to the surface of the water.

Looking at her, I had a thought: how had I overlooked this woman for so long? How did I not start chasing after her that very first night at the Delta Rho house?

It didn’t matter. I could make up for lost time.

“I’m ready,” Lakshmi whispered, taking me by the hand. “If you’ll have me, Jack. Am I welcome in your group?”

“Very welcome,” I assured her. “Where are you taking me?”

Where turned out to be a rocky outcropping at the far end of the pool. The walls narrowed here into a tiny strait, connecting this spring to a second one that was both smaller and deeper than the one the sorority girls used for their rituals. The bottom of the pool rose almost to the surface here, forming a seat barely six inches beneath the bubbling foam.

Lakshmi climbed onto it, then pulled me up with her.

A hush fell over the world as I kissed her, slow and deep. My mouth traveled lower, pausing at her breasts to sample the incredible firmness of what was undoubtedly her best feature, then going all the way down. A thin strip of pubic hair fringed Lakshmi’s pussy—she writhed as my mouth touched it, like she was ticklish down there. How cute.

“I’ve wanted this,” she moaned, her accent thickening with pleasure. “Wanted you. Even when you thought I was a traitor, I…”

“I know you’re not a traitor,” I growled, looking up from between her legs. “You’re a jewel, Lakshmi. It’s time you got treated like it.”

She shuddered as she felt my words against the opening of the most sensitive part of her anatomy. “I’ll settle for being part of your harem,” she said with a faint smile. “Take me, Jack.”

So I did.

Things were different with Lakshmi. Where I’d been a beast with the other coeds, possessed with a fever that made me feel like a frat boy high off his ass, I took my time with my newest conquest. My mouth moved over her like a breeze, teasing with slow, gentle licks before devouring her pussy the way she deserved. Lakshmi spread her legs and lifted her ass, the foam lapping at her hips and back as she gave herself over to her pleasure.

She tasted incredible.

What was even more incredible was the way my cock somehow managed to harden against the stone. Even after banging my way through an entire sorority, the taste of Lakshmi was enough to bring me to full mast. Honey dripped from her slit, and the little moans that spilled from her were sweeter than any music I’d ever set pumping from my sports car’s sound system.

In fact…

In fact, the more I listened to Lakshmi’s moans, the more I began to pick up a note I’d only heard twice in my life. First with Lauren—so long it felt like a lifetime ago—and then with Marcie.

Surprise.

Lakshmi was surprised by her own pleasure.

Which told me she’d either never done this before, or the person she’d done it with was supremely bad at it. But considering how conservative her upbringing had been, I’d have laid every dollar in my wallet on the former.

Her fingers tangled in my hair, her tits heaving as her moans took on a lower, deeper timbre. “Oh Jack,” she panted, grinding herself against my face as hard as she dared. “Oh gods, please, don’t you dare stop…!”

Her worries were unfounded. I didn’t stop. I buried myself even deeper between Lakshmi’s thighs as she hit the point of no return and passed it.

She came with a sharp, startled cry, as if she’d never expected the pleasure to be this intense. Her thighs clamped around me, trembling, as a flood of honey dripped from her slit. I kept right on with my tongue, teasing and taunting her through the bliss until she nearly came apart beneath me a second time. She writhed beneath me, far more than just ticklish, her back arching off the stone as her fingers tugged on my hair. It was too much—she was too sensitive—but I just couldn’t let her go.

It was so much fun watching her innocence shatter.

As she came down from her peak I kissed my way back up the trail I’d taken down, reaching her mouth and letting her taste her own juices. She moaned against me, clinging to me with huge shuddering sobs like a piece of driftwood after she’d been swept out to sea.

“Jack,” she whimpered, her big doe eyes gleaming in the moonlight. “That was… I’ve never…”

Guess I won’t have to clean out my wallet after all, I thought, glad I’d won the bet with myself.

“I know, sweetheart,” I grunted, brushing a sweaty lock of hair out of her face. “I couldn’t be more honored to be your first. You want me to slow down a little?”

She pulled me down for a hot, hungry kiss. “Hell no!” she chuckled, sounding truly loose and free for the first time since I’d met the girl. “I’ve watched you deflowering girls all night, Mr. Avery. I’m going to be very upset if you don’t discard your scruples and do your whorish best with me…”

I felt like I’d heard those words somewhere before—in a book or something, maybe. But the thought disintegrated as Lakshmi smothered my mouth with hers, her tongue pushing past my lips as her hands pushed me onto my back in the shallow water.

All at once I was staring up at the stars. Lakshmi mounted me, biting down on her bottom lip, while beyond her I could see the party winding down in the rest of the pool. Coeds were still drinking and smoking, but the atmosphere had gone from feral to chill—they were hanging out and having fun, not attacking each other with lust.

Hell of a night, I thought. Fuck, what a way to celebrate graduation. I kind of wish I’d done this when I was in my twenties. How much more energy would I have had back then?

I was still thinking about it when a shadow fell over my face.

Someone had just settled down at the edge of the pool.

For a moment, I was convinced Tasha’s worries hadn’t been as unfounded as they appeared. But the figure wasn’t one of Liz Baines’s flunkies or a monitor from Stillwell—it was a woman. Yukiko.

Grinning like she’d never been so happy in her life.

God, I thought as I grabbed my cock and pushed the head between Lakshmi’s thighs, it is nice to be engaged to a bisexual girl who gets off on watching me fuck other women.

I locked eyes with her as Lakshmi impaled herself—oh so slowly—on my prick.

Yukiko met my gaze with a smirk, her hand on her taut little tummy. She nodded.

Oh yeah.

That look meant ‘I want to hear dirty talk about this night in the bedroom for the next year and a half.’

Then I was inside of Lakshmi, and she kind of commanded my attention for a while.

The sex was slow and sweet—a perfect first time, and a near-perfect capstone on my wild night of debauchery. We alternated between cowgirl and reverse missionary, pulling Laks in for long, slow kisses before letting her rock back on her heels and bounce up and down on me to her heart’s content. When I started reaching between her thighs and swirling around her clit with my thumb in time with each stroke, I knew I’d found the cheat code to send her into the stratosphere.

A few minutes later, Lakshmi tossed her head back, howling with no less vigor than Samantha as her orgasm hit her like a tidal wave. A final cheer rose from the coeds in the pool as they watched their vice president getting off with the man they’d all shared—the man who’d come to dominate the center of their sorority universe.

God, what a night.

I held Lakshmi for a while after and whispered sweet words to her, welcoming her to the group. I sensed I was probably going to have yet another set of conservative parents to deal with in the near future—but as Lakshmi’s mom had already proven herself to be a traitor willing to jeopardize her own daughter’s position in Delta Rho, I kind of figured she wasn’t going to have all that much to do with them going forward regardless.

Once she was back in the water (wading over to Marcie and Samantha to give them the good news), I went to check on Yukiko.

“Hey, princess,” I said, cupping her chin as I sat down beside her. “Hell of a show, huh?”

She kissed me, hard.

“That was intense,” Yukiko murmured, nibbling my bottom lip. “Hell, just watching it I think I came three or four times. I can’t imagine what it was like for you!”

“It was wild,” I confessed. “I don’t know that this sorority’s ever going to look at old Jackson Avery in quite the same way again.” I cocked an eyebrow, striking an ironic pose. “Do you think they’ll still respect me in the morning?”

That brought laughter out of Yukiko—genuine, merry laughter. “I think they’re going to respect you even more than ever,” she purred, her lips moving to my chest. “I certainly do.”

She kept on kissing. And kept on.

Oh wow.

“Fuck,” Yukiko whimpered, her lips leaving my cock with a wet little pop. “I taste like twelve different women on you right now. Holy shit…”

“I’d say I was thinking of you the whole time,” I chuckled. “But I kinda lost myself in there, Kiki. You ever feel both less and more than human at the same time?”

She peered up at me, smirking. “Maybe a little,” she said. “And don’t give me that bullshit. I know you think about other women—you’re with Marcie and Sam just as much as you’re with me, even if half the sorority teases them about me being your favorite princess or whatever.”

“Uh huh.”

She ran her tongue over my balls. “I like tasting other women on my man,” she purred, letting out a little sigh like she was the one who’d just banged an entire sorority instead of me. “I like sharing you. I love this life you and I have built together. And Jack?”

“Hmm?” It was kind of hard to think with her doing that thing with her mouth.

Kiki cocked an eyebrow. “This is only the beginning, sweetheart. You and I… we’re going to build an empire.” Her hand strayed to her stomach, her fingers tracing the contours of what would be there sooner than either of us realized. “Right now I’m your princess, just like Samantha is your babygirl and Marcie is your sweet little niece. But I’m not stopping there. I’m going to be an empress.”

I gripped a fistful of her hair. “Woe betide anyone who stands in our way.”

Yukiko grinned. “You’re goddamned right.”

As my gorgeous fiancée sucked the cock that had fucked its way through an entire sorority, I looked up at the sky. The night was cold and clear, brimming with energy. I thought about the promises I’d made to my women, the promises I’d already kept, and the ones that were yet to come.

And mostly, I thought about how fucking great Yukiko’s mouth felt.

Yeah, I was a lucky man. I’d pretty much won life.

And tomorrow, I’d be walking the stage to seal the deal with my diploma.


Chapter Twelve


I shouldn’t have been nervous. But shouldn’t and weren’t were two different words.

The morning of my graduation dawned clear and cold over Stillwell. It was the kind of day that I’d normally have spent in a leisurely fashion, taking coffee on the balcony with my wives-to-be, except we didn’t have time for it.

I still got a morning quickie in the shower from Samantha, though. My babygirl wasn’t about to let me go to my graduation ceremony without emptying my balls.

Once I got my uniform sorted we headed downstairs to the lobby, where the whole gang was already waiting. The convoy we made as we drove to the college was smaller than the one that took Delta Rho out to that pool in the woods, but the logistics were no less complicated. At one point Yukiko had to raise her voice and just start ordering random people into Maria’s SUV and Marcie’s zippy little electric Volkswagen—we’d be late if we tried to stick to the original schedule.

Everyone wanted to be close to me, of course. It made staying organized a challenge.

We wound up with Yukiko riding shotgun in my McLaren with Samantha and the cheerleader twins in the backseat. There were no shortage of dirty jokes from those two as we cut across town, but for once I wasn’t reacting to them. I had a lot on my mind.

Graduation. It was today.

I wished I could have been happier about it. It was the culmination of everything I’d worked for this semester—although it had to be said that I hadn’t had to work very hard to get the passing grades that carried me over the finish line. Academics had turned out to be the easy part of life at Stillwell. It was everything that was complicated.

Complicated like my future.

The conversation with Daniel kept replaying in my head, especially as I drove past the sorority house where the two of us had had our most recent confrontation. There were a lot of things I might have expected to be on graduation day—engaged to be married was the one my mentor had hoped for the most—but being unemployed wasn’t one of them.

Don’t get me wrong, I wasn’t worried. No matter what happened, I knew that what Kiki, Samantha and Marcie had with me was as solid as the rock beneath that hot spring the Delta Rho girls cherished so much. It was something else that kept bothering me.

For the first time in nearly twenty years, I had no idea what I should do next.

It must have shown on my face. At the next intersection, Yukiko leaned over and put her hand on top of mine. “You nervous?” she asked, shooting me a smirk. “You shouldn’t be.”

“I’m gonna stick out like a sore thumb in that crowd,” I said with a chuckle. “Only guy walking the stage in a cap and gown who looks like he should be handing out diplomas instead of receiving one.”

“As if,” Samantha said from the backseat. “Everybody knows what you’ve done for this school, Daddy. They’re gonna cheer so freaking hard for you when you walk across that stage!”

“And if they don’t, we’ll kick their asses!” Heather and Eva added in unison.

Yukiko cocked an eyebrow. “In that outfit?”

She had a point. All of my girls had dressed to the nines for the occasion, but Heather and Eva might have gone a little overboard with their matching wardrobe. Someone must have warned them about showing off ‘too much skin’ at the graduation ceremony, because both of them white outfits that covered them from their calves all the way to the collarbone.

The thing was, both dresses were so skintight that anyone with two brain cells to rub together could picture exactly what both of them looked like naked. The effect was… distracting, to say the least.

Yukiko leaned over and put her head on my shoulder. “It’s not graduation that’s got you worked up like this, is it?” she guessed.

“Smart girl,” I admitted.

“I try.”

I glanced at the rearview mirror and saw Maria’s SUV right behind us, packed with coeds. “It’s not getting the diploma I’m thinking about,” I said, gripping the steering wheel a little harder. “It’s what comes after.”

Yukiko let out a little laugh. “We get married after,” she purred, squeezing my hand. “Then we do whatever you want. We travel, we start a new company… we get you really into stock car racing and you go win the Indianapolis 500. The sky’s the limit.”

“I know,” I told her. “Also, I don’t think I’d expect myself to become a NASCAR champion any time soon. I do wish the future was a little bit more certain, though.”

Samantha’s hand gripped the headrest. “I still think Daniel’s going to come around,” she said. “Marcie does, too.”

“Marcie’s a hopeful girl,” I said with a faint smile. “I do hope Daniel comes to the wedding, though. It’s gonna break that poor girl’s heart if he doesn’t.”

“If he’s that much of a bastard, then it’s better that he’s not in her life,” Samantha said. “Don’t worry, Daddy—if he breaks her heart, we’ll be here to put it back together. All three of us.”

The auditorium was at the center of campus, in the same arena the school’s basketball team used for their games. Today it was decked out in school colors, with banners hanging from the rafters and folding chairs lined up in neat little rows in front of the stage. The place was already packed by the time we found spots in the parking deck and got inside—thank God for assigned seating.

And thank God for Sidonie Weaver and all the favors she owed me. Between her pull and Samantha’s clout, we’d been able to reserve nearly an entire row to ourselves right up front: more than enough space for all of the women in my orbit to sit together. It was dead center in the middle of the audience, right where no one would miss us. My girls strode to the front together, united in their adoration for me and their excitement about the day.

Everyone saw. How could they not?

Heads turned as we filed in. Not just because there were eight of the most beautiful women in Stillwell, dressed in outfits that ranged from elegant to downright sinful—but because all eight of them were so clearly there with me. Not even a blind man could have missed the way my wives clung to me, the way Maria kept shooting knowing little glances at me, the way Heather and Eva clearly had to restrain themselves in order to keep their hands off of me. More than a few parents who’d come to support their kid’s graduation stared at me in envy—the husbands and the wives.

We were most of the way to our seats when Yukiko paused beside me. “Oh,” she whispered, her face going pale. “Shit, I must already have pregnancy brain. I totally forgot to tell you!”

“Tell me what?” I asked.

“I… brought a guest with me to the graduation,” Yukiko said, looking a little nervous. “She asked to be here. I hope it’s alright…”

I was going to ask who when I realized I already knew. Standing near our row of seats was a slender female figure, her features so close to her daughter’s that she looked more like Yukiko’s older sister than her mother. I hadn’t seen her since the restaurant.

“Mr. Avery,” Yui Tanaka said, taking my hand. “Thank you for inviting me.”

I didn’t know I had until that very moment. “It’s wonderful to see you,” I said, turning on the charm. “Kiki and I were just talking about you.”

A warm (yet slightly predatory) smile spread across the woman’s face. “Kiki,” she repeated, as if she weren’t sure whether she liked the nickname or not. “Yes, of course. You weren’t expecting me, were you, Mr. Avery?”

She had me figured out so well I couldn’t deny it. “It’s a surprise, but a welcome one.”

Yui turned her gaze on Yukiko. “My daughter has been a little scatterbrained lately,” she said, her knowing smile telling me she had a pretty good idea as to why. “Seeing as you intend to marry her, and that this occasion is essential towards establishing your future together, I requested to attend. I will remain out of the way of your…” Her gaze went over my shoulder, to the women trailing behind me. “...guests?”

Ah. Now that was a little awkward, no matter how you sliced it.

“I would love for you to have dinner with us after this,” I told Miss Tanaka. “You, me, your daughter, and the, ah, other two women involved in what we’ve been discussing. I think if we could all sit down together, maybe for just an evening, it could smooth things over considerably.”

It was more or less the same offer I’d made to Daniel. He’d been too stubborn to take it, of course. I hoped Yukiko’s mother was the source of some of her daughter’s pragmatism.

I was right.

“That would be fine,” she said, barely giving Samantha and Marcie a glance before returning her attention to me and her daughter. “I was hoping for an opportunity to speak with you once the celebrations are finished in any case. There are… certain matters pertaining to my daughter’s wedding we need to discuss.”

Probably involving Mr. Tanaka, I thought.

“I’d be happy to,” I told her, meaning it.

She smiled. “But we need not worry about this today. This is about you, no?”

Yukiko leaned over and gave her mom a kiss on the cheek. “Thank you for being here, okaasan. It means a great deal to me that you would… accept this.”

From the way she pursed her lips, I thought accept might be too strong a word. But Miss Tanaka was definitely a hell of a lot farther down the path than Marcie’s father.

“I will tolerate a great deal for my daughter’s happiness,” she said, giving Yukiko’s stomach a significant glance. “After all, I put up with your father for how many years?”

Both of them had a good laugh over that. “Let me get you to your seat,” Yukiko said.

Once her mother was seated and sufficiently pacified, Yukiko took the seat to my immediate left. Samantha graciously gave Marcie the one on my right (“I got to ride over with him, it’s only fair”) and settled down next to her little just outside of my reach. The rest of the girls flanked us on either side, giggling excitedly about the proceedings to come.

The stares didn’t stop. Despite everything, I felt myself getting a little hot under the collar. Was someone going to say something?

But when Yukiko took my hand and Marcie leaned against me with that special, soft little sigh she only made when she felt completely safe, I realized it didn’t matter.

I wasn’t the odd one out.

I was the luckiest son of a bitch in the entire building.

“Thank you again for organizing all this,” I told Yukiko. “You look great, by the way.”

Yukiko gave me a strange look, her eyes narrowing above her smile. “No problem at all,” she said, looking me up and down. “Why do I feel like I’ve heard those words before?”

“Because you have. That night at the charity gala.”

Her eyes widened in recognition. “Oh my gosh, yes. That night you taught me how to play blackjack…”

“You got pretty good at it eventually,” I told her.

“Only because you were such a patient teacher,” she said, her eyes going glassy as she cast her gaze back into the past. “Although I seem to remember you were more interested in finding out what I had on under my dress than winning those charity chips…”

“Hey, I was a perfect gentleman,” I shot back. “That drive was you and Maria’s idea.”

“Uh huh,” Yukiko said. “And I bet you were so upset we proposed that threesome…”

I hadn’t been. It was one of the best nights of my life, in fact.

“God, even back then I knew I wanted you. That I wanted this.” Yukiko’s hand squeezed mine, hard, her eyes alight with love and devotion. “I couldn’t be happier that that night worked out the way it did, Jack.” She paused, letting out a laugh that was more like a snort. “Do you remember what I asked you in the car on the drive back?”

I did. “You said you knew I was hooking up with other women, but you wanted to try being something more real for the rest of the semester,” I said, picturing the coed that night in my passenger seat parked outside of the sorority house. “That if both of us were still clicking like we did that first night when I graduated, that you hoped I’d take things to the next level.”

Yukiko grinned from ear to ear. “And now I’m pregnant with your baby and wearing your ring,” she purred, shaking her head like she was the one who couldn’t believe how lucky she was. “How’s that for the next level, Jack?”

Marcie blushed deeply. “I was so jealous when I found out about you two,” she confessed, snuggling in a little closer. “I don’t even think I really realized it—I was still walking around with two huge crushes, trying to pretend they didn’t exist.”

“I remember that,” I told the coed. “Except I seem to remember you being pretty angry that you had to hear about the two of us from Samantha, instead of me.”

Marcie’s mouth opened in mock-surprise. Before she could come up with a response, the lights dimmed. The conversations that had been going all around us quieted down as the atmosphere grew hushed, all eyes converging on the stage.

“It’s starting,” Yukiko whispered.

“Here we go,” I heard Maria giggle from down the line. “Remember to be good, girls. Especially you two locas on the end…”

Functionaries from high up on the Stillwell organization chart came out on stage to begin the ceremony. It was the usual bullshit—speeches, a little bit of pomp and circumstance, a lot of hyping up the campus and its legacy. I found myself unable to concentrate on it. These speeches were meant for the young people around me, getting ready to go out and make their mark on the world, not an old guy like me.

Besides, I had plenty of distractions. Yukiko was as good as any future CEO’s wife could be expected to be, but the way she gently stroked my knee all throughout the boring commencement speech made me wish I could take her into the bathroom and ‘thank’ her again for the wonderful gift she was growing for me inside of her womb. Marcie kept winking at me, and every time I glanced down the aisle I could see some girl trying to get my attention. Maria with her tongue bulging her cheek, Tasha winking lewdly. Hell, even Lakshmi got in on the act a little. I couldn’t help but wonder how much of this Yukiko’s mother saw—and what she might think of it.

We were in our own little world, surrounded by a sea of black gowns and anxious parents. We didn’t make a scene, thank God, but it was a very near thing.

Then they started calling the names. Last names, listed alphabetically—I’d never been so glad to have the name Avery—which meant I didn’t have long to wait. There were only a half-dozen people ahead of me in line.

My heart jumped into my throat. Sweat broke out on my palms. What the hell?

Come on, Avery, I told myself. You reprogrammed a satellite in real-time with half of SpaceX watching you do it. Walking across a stage in front of a bunch of college kids is nothing.

It was just the moment. The heaviness of it. I could feel it in my chest; feel the weight that it represented. Once I had that diploma in my hand, there’d be nothing tying me to Stillwell except for the women I loved. Once we tied the knot, we could cast off and sail for unknown waters.

Couldn’t we?

Was that what was freaking me out? The thought of my harem trying to stay united in Boston, under Daniel’s watchful eye? No, it couldn’t be.

So why couldn’t I get my heart rate under control?

It’s the end of one chapter, I thought, seeking a calm that wouldn’t come. And the beginning of another. It doesn’t matter if Daniel accepts you. It doesn’t matter if you’re going back to Boston or not. These women need you. They’re your family.

Your family’s about to get a hell of a lot bigger.

Yukiko frowned. “Jack? Are you alright—?”

“Jackson Avery!”

Shit! That was my name!

I was out of my seat in a blink, all smiles and calm. “Just a case of the jitters,” I murmured to my fiancée as I rose. “Nothing to worry about.”

Yukiko didn’t look fully convinced, but she let me go. The explosive cheers of my Delta Rho girls followed me as I made my way to the stage, every step feeling like an instant and a hundred years all at once.

A spotlight hit me as I walked the stage, hotter than I expected. I didn’t look out at the crowd as I walked—I decided to save that for the big moment. The Dean waited for me at the end of the stage, my diploma in his hands. A stack of pre-signed ones waited behind him, alphabetized for the rest of the students graduating that day.

When I reached him, he gave me a bland handshake. “Congratulations,” he said, with zero indication that a student almost as old as he was looked out of the ordinary in the slightest. “Here’s your diploma.”

I took it and turned. A flashbulb went off from somewhere in the crowd—Yukiko’s mom snapping a picture, no doubt—and my row jumped to their feet. The roar was so loud that people in neighboring aisles winced. I felt certain no one else was going to top it today.

Tears filled my eyes. Samantha, Yukiko and Marcie were hugging, smiles on their faces like I’d just scored the winning touchdown at the Super Bowl. Maria was practically jumping up and down, her tits bouncing in her top as she congratulated me in Spanish, while Heather and Eva were actually doing a little cheer routine right there in the aisle.

The rest of the auditorium stared. A few were scandalized, but most were chuckling, and more than a few looked downright envious. A wife two rows over stared at Maria’s bouncing cleavage like she was having a bisexual realization about herself in real time, while a suburban Dad who’d probably come to cheer his daughter on nearly fell out of his seat as he watched Heather and Eva’s asses in their skintight dresses.

Let ‘em be jealous, I thought. I knew just how lucky I was.

“Stairs are right there,” the dean muttered, gesturing to them.

Oh. Yeah, I’d been on stage too long, hadn’t I?

I made my way back down, grinning. My heart still felt like it was going to burst right out of my chest, but I could see my girls waiting for me a short distance away. Samantha had her hands spread wide like she wanted to leap into my arms, and Yukiko had tears in her eyes as she waited to tell me how proud she was of me. Even her mother looked a little swayed.

The tears didn’t stop. My vision blurred.

And the ground tilted underneath me.

I took another step, but suddenly the floor wasn’t where I expected it to be. My heel slipped as I lurched forward, momentum carrying me where my muscles failed. A wave of dizziness washed over me, and I could suddenly feel my pulse in my temples. It was like a freaking giant’s fist had hold of my skull and was slowly crushing it.

The looks of glee on my women’s faces turned to confusion.

Then, slowly, horror.

“Daddy?” Samantha whispered.

I took another step—and toppled.

“Daddy!!!”

Samantha was off like a bullet. The polished floor of the auditorium—a basketball court, a little piece of my mind whispered, I’m standing right where you’d shoot a free throw—came up to meet me, slamming into my side with more force than I expected. I tried to rise; couldn’t. Couldn’t get air.

Sweat broke out on every pore of my body.

Up on stage, the dean faltered. The person who’d been walking across the stage slowed, then stopped, confusion filling their features as the attention shifted away from the front of the auditorium. Feedback crackled from the microphones. Someone was yelling, only I couldn’t figure out who.

Samantha’s face filled my view. “Daddy? Oh my God oh my god ohmigawd—”

“Somebody call an ambulance!” That had to be Yukiko. She was roaring like a general—taking charge the same way she had that night we’d saved Marcie together. A five-foot-nothing general in high heels…

“Not… right…” I managed to gasp. “My chest… something’s wrong…”

“Jack?” Marcie was over me, tears streaming down her cheeks. “Stay with me, Jack! It’s okay, I’m right here…!”

They were. But I couldn’t feel it.

My vision narrowed to a long tunnel. I could still see things: Samantha babbling, Maria shoving people out of the way with surprising strength, Tasha swallowing her fear with a cop’s practiced competence as she knelt down to check my pulse. I caught a glimpse of Yukiko out of the corner of my eye, her head in her hands and her mother holding her as she let out a scream worse than anything I’d ever heard.

Then it all blurred. The lights were too bright, the crowd too noisy. My chest tightened like someone was putting the screws to it, darkness encroaching on the edges of my vision.

“Jack?” Tasha’s voice reached me from a long distance, like I was standing at the bottom of a well. “Look at me. It’s okay, just stay calm. Everybody stay back! Clear a space—the paramedics are on their way…”

“Don’t leave us,” Samantha sobbed. “Daddy, please…!”

I tried to tell her that I would never leave her or any of my women. That everything was going to be alright, and all of them were being silly, worrying about a little thing like this. But the words didn’t come.

Oh fuck, I thought. Holy shit, that hurts…

The lights above me brightened until my vision went white.

Then nothing.

The voices of my women followed me down into the darkness.

END OF PART ELEVEN


Pledged to Him: Part Twelve


Chapter One


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

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

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

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

And I realized I was not at home.

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

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

It all came rushing back.

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

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

God, Yukiko.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

And where were my women?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Before I could ask the question, it was immediately replaced with a bigger one. Because as the doctor entered the room, another figure stepped inside and quietly closed the door behind her. One who radiated even more calm and authority than the man who was supposed to be in charge.

Yui Tanaka.

Yukiko’s mother.

“Where…” My voice came out hoarse; I cleared my throat. “Where are my girls?”

A look of confusion flickered across the doctor’s face. “Girls? I wasn’t aware the patient had children in the waiting room…”

“He doesn’t,” Miss Tanaka said. Her expression was unreadable. “Everyone is fine, Jack.”

The young doctor—or med student, resident, whatever the hell he was—turned to stare at Miss Tanaka for a moment. I could have been imagining it, but I thought he looked intimidated as all hell.

He tried to push through it. “You had an accident, Mr. Avery,” he explained, slipping back into his air of concerned professionalism. “At this year’s graduation ceremony for Stillwell University. Can you tell me what year it is? And the current President of the United States?”

I bit back a sigh. “It’s December of 2029,” I said. “The President is Gideon Chase. Look, how long have I been sitting here?”

“You were brought here via ambulance approximately four hours ago,” the doctor said blandly.

Four hours!? My girls had been waiting for four goddamned hours?

I tried to picture it and couldn’t. “I need to see them,” I blurted.

The doctor held up his hands. “Right now, you need to rest, Mr. Avery. We still need to run a few tests to determine exactly what happened to you—”

A hand came down on his shoulder.

The interruption came from Miss Tanaka. She gave the young man a smile even more predatory than the one she’d deployed back at the graduation ceremony, her fingers squeezing just enough to show me which one of them was really in control of this situation. “Thank you, Dr. Lamb,” she said, her tone as clipped as one of my mentor’s secretaries when escorting a difficult client out of the boardroom. “I believe I can take it from here.”

Dr. Lamb—I found it a little hard to believe a kid so young was a real doctor—looked like he wanted to protest. He opened his mouth to argue, only to be silenced by the look in Yukiko’s mother’s eyes. Whatever it was he saw there, he didn’t want to risk incurring its wrath.

“Certainly, Dr. Tanaka,” the young man, relief in his tone as she relaxed her grip. He turned to me: “I’ll continue my rounds, then. But I’ll be nearby if you need anything, Mr. Avery.”

I felt certain I wouldn’t. “Thanks,” I said.

He practically sprinted out of the room.

Miss Tanaka and I watched him go, the door swinging quietly shut behind him. Neither of us said anything for a long moment. Then both of us began to chuckle.

“That was impressive,” I said, admiring her almost despite myself. “You sent that poor boy scurrying.”

“He’s alright,” Yui said with a shrug. “Got a lot of learning to do.”

“What’d you say to him to get you to let you in my room?”

A smile spread across Yukiko’s mother’s face. “I told him I was your personal physician,” she said, putting her hands on her hips. “Which is true—you just haven’t agreed to it yet.”

What?

“I wasn’t aware psychotherapists could practice general medicine,” I said.

Miss Tanaka cocked an eyebrow. “I did go to medical school,” she snapped, pursing her lips as she walked to the foot of my bed. “I can even read a chart. Want to know what yours says?”

I nodded.

“Your EKG came back clean,” she said without preamble. “No signs of cardiac distress, no blockages, no arrhythmias. Which I can tell greatly surprised the staff here at Stillwell General—they were all convinced when you came in that you were having a heart attack.”

I remembered the pain as I lay on the auditorium floor. The feeling like a giant had me in his grip and was slowly crushing my chest in his fingers.

“So did I,” I said.

“Your bloodwork came back normal as well,” Miss Tanaka said, setting the chart back in its holder. “In fact, by every measurable standard, Mr. Avery, you are perfectly healthy. Which is good, as I would accept nothing less for my daughter.”

Some of the tension drained out of me. It wasn’t a heart attack. Thank God.

My relief was quickly replaced by confusion. “Then what the hell happened to me up on that stage?”

Yukiko’s mother looked me up and down. I could see the wheels turning behind her eyes when she did that—it made her look more than a little bit like her daughter. I’d seen her make that exact same expression when she was hitting her flow state, planning how to get us out of a jam or making a spreadsheet of our possible future together.

There was a chair beside my bed, right next to the window. Miss Tanaka took a seat, crossing one leg over the other beneath her pencil skirt. For the first time since she’d entered the room, I noticed how frazzled she looked—she was holding onto her professionalism with admirable grace, but I could tell that the events at the auditorium had rattled her almost as badly as her daughter.

It wouldn’t be long before I’d find out why.

Miss Tanaka’s lips formed a tight little line. “I know things started off a bit frosty between us, Jack. That’s only natural: I’m your bride-to-be’s mother, and you’re the man who wants to take my daughter away from me. And you are not…”

She paused.

“…not what I pictured when I imagined my daughter’s wedding,” she admitted, shaking her head slightly. “Unlike Ryuichi, your ethnicity does not bother me, although the gap in your ages gave me pause at first.” She went quiet for a moment, gathering her thoughts. “I have come to accept this. I’m even a bit glad for it—God knows Yukiko needs a man with a firm grasp on himself, who can keep her safe.”

“I will,” I promised. “And I need her just as much as she needs me.”

She smiled, though it was wistful. “But I will not lie to you,” she said with a sigh. “I do wish my daughter was the only woman you intended to marry, Mr. Avery.”

All this seemed beside the point. I was glad Miss Tanaka had started warming to me, but right now what I really wanted was to know what caused me to collapse at the graduation. And I wanted to see my girls.

“What I’m saying is: I’m working on it,” Miss Tanaka said. “I want what’s best for my daughter, Mr. Avery. Which means I want to help you. I want to get to the bottom of this.” Her manner grew more intense. “But you must not lie to me. Do you understand? I cannot help you if you practice deception.”

I still didn’t understand. “I’m not going to lie to you, Miss Tanaka,” I said, meaning it.

The smile she flashed was more genuine this time. “Good. Then tell me: when was the last time you had a panic attack?”

It was about the last question I’d expected. The words hit me like a punch to the gut.

“I don’t—”

Miss Tanaka held up a finger. “No lies,” she said, like she already knew.

Hell, maybe she did. Sometimes it seemed like she had some kind of low-level telepathy.

“They… they started when I was in college,” I said, feeling sheepish. “I was at a party, and I was probably high on something, and I was walking back to my dorm when all of a sudden it felt like I was looking at myself from way up in the sky.” Sweat broke out on the back of my neck just thinking about it. “It was like… did you ever play one of those old role-playing games where you click the guy to make him walk around?”

“No,” Yukiko’s mother said without hesitation. “But I believe I know what you mean.”

“They were pretty awful,” I said. “Scared the shit out of me the first few times it happened, too. I thought I had a brain tumor or something.”

Miss Tanaka nodded. “Did you seek counseling? Get medication?”

I was already shaking my head. “They stopped right around the time I started dating Lauren,” I said, unable to stop from noticing the way Yukiko’s mother stiffened at the mention of my first wife. “The last one was…”

I trailed off. Oh no.

My throat went dry. “The last one was after Lauren’s funeral,” I said, my gut filling with acid at the memory. “It was right before Daniel Ramsey—Marcie’s father, my boss—called me and asked me to come help him in Boston. Said he couldn’t run the business without me.” I smiled at the memory. “I knew what he was really doing. He wanted to get me out of there and out of my grief. And it worked. For a while.”

Miss Tanaka nodded slowly. “I see.”

Protest welled up within me. “But they were never like that,” I said, sitting up straighter. “They were the kind of thing where I had to go lie down for a little while in a dark room. Not… not passing out on stage…”

“No, that was a very severe panic attack,” Yukiko’s mother said. “Just about as bad as one can be. About a nine-point-three out of ten, I’d say.”

I didn’t want to accept it. “That doesn’t make any sense,” I said, shaking my head. “I understood why I had panic attacks back then. I was stressed with school, and then after Lauren my whole world was shattered in two. But right now?”

“Mmh hmm,” Miss Tanaka murmured.

“Right now, my life is going great,” I said, as if that dispelled everything Yukiko’s mother was trying to say. “Better than great. I’ve got my diploma, I’m getting married, I’m happier than I’ve ever been. My life is pretty much perfect—”

“You were fired from your job less than a week ago,” Yukiko’s mother said.

I blinked. “You know about that?”

“My daughter tells me everything,” Miss Tanaka said, sounding mock-offended. “Well, perhaps not everything—I had to discover the existence of your other two brides on my own. But she mentioned your… I suppose you would call it a confrontation with Mr. Ramsey.”

I was already shaking my head. “Your daughter isn’t worried about that,” I told her. “Neither am I.”

She chuckled. “Neither am I, in truth,” she said, leaning forward. “I’ve seen some of my daughter’s plans, Mr. Avery. Heard them from her own mouth. You’re going to be a very busy man—both professionally and personally.” She paused, licking her lips. “I believe I asked you once before if I could call you Jack. I forgot until just now.”

“That’s totally fine,” I said.

A faint smile played at her lips. “I told you at the time that it was too early for you to refer to me as Mom,” she said, glancing at the ceiling. “It may not be too early any longer.”

Even with everything else going on, that left me stunned. “I’d… I’d like that.”

She nodded. “Jack, panic attacks are not rational. They’re your body’s way of telling you you’ve exceeded your capacity to process stress. It’s not exactly the same, but I treat a number of patients with various addictions in my practice. Everyone expects negative events to be triggers for relapses: an accident, or a financial hardship. What very few people expect is that positive events can be relapse triggers, as well.”

I felt my brow furrowing. “You think I had a panic attack because my life is too good?”

She chuckled. “I’m saying that somewhere, underneath all the happiness you’re experiencing, there’s an untapped reservoir of fear and anxiety you’ve been suppressing. It’s been building for some time—possibly since you first arrived in Stillwell.”

I wanted to argue with her. To tell her I had everything under control.

But I couldn’t. Because she was right, damn her.

The more I thought about it, the more I could feel it. The more I realized I’d been able to feel it for some time now—the little struggles to get my heart rate under control, the unexplained moments of dizziness while I went about my business in Stillwell. I was struggling and trying not to show it.

Yui put her hand on top of mine. “Do you think,” she added, her voice taking on a slightly knowing tone, “that in between the attempted arson, the car racing, the fistfights and trying to out-fuck an entire college sorority, you might have exceeded your upper limit for stress?”

I couldn’t help it—I laughed. When you put it like that…

Well, it sounded faintly ridiculous. More like a soap opera than a man’s life.

“You do make it sound like I’ve been pushing myself a little too hard,” I admitted.

“A little?” Miss Tanaka cocked an eyebrow in the exact same way Yukiko did. Seeing it made me want her here with me so badly I nearly jumped out of the bed. “Jack, my daughter has told me about everything that’s happened to you and those women from Delta Rho this semester. Everything.”

I swallowed hard. Not the hot springs, I hope.

“Any one of those events would be a major source of stress—particularly for a man your age. Add them all together in the course of a single semester and it’s a miracle this hasn’t happened yet.”

She had a point. As much as I didn’t want to admit it, I wasn’t twenty any longer. I’d been living a fast life for a full semester now, partying harder than I ever had my first go-round at college.

“Okay,” I said, absorbing all of this. “This is good, then, right? I mean, you can prescribe me some Xanax or something like that. I take a pill, I don’t have to worry about passing out when I’m with Yukiko…”

She was already shaking her head.

“I won’t prescribe an addictive substance,” she said, as if I should have known that already. “I would like to offer an… alternative treatment, Jack.”

Something told me I wasn’t going to like this.

“I would like to offer my services as your therapist.”

My brows shot all the way to the ceiling. “You want me to be one of your patients?”

“I believe it would be helpful for you to have someone to talk to,” she said, making it sound like the most obvious thing ever instead of a completely insane idea. “And mutually beneficial. You clearly need someone to help you process everything you’ve been through. And I…” She paused, glancing away. “It’s like I already told you, Jack. I want the best for my daughter.”

The strongest man, in other words. Only a guy who had his shit together could handle Yukiko.

Except that wasn’t it, was it?

No. The way Miss Tanaka—Yui—looked at me told me there was something else. Something that went beyond mere professional courtesy.

If I was going to agree to this crazy thing, then I needed to know what that was.

I cleared my throat. “Look, Miss Tanaka—”

“Yui,” she corrected gently. “I won’t make you call me Dr. Tanaka, Jack. Not even when I have you on a couch in my office.”

I tried not to think too much about that. “Listen, this is one hell of a generous offer,” I said. “I’m just not sure it’s a good idea.”

The corner of her mouth curled in a smirk. “No? Why?”

She already knows, I realized.

“Well, to put it plainly,” I said anyway, “I don’t think your daughter would be very happy to discover I’ve signed up for psychotherapy sessions with her mother. And with everything that’s going on with your divorce, I can’t help but wonder what people would think—”

“How much of your attack do you remember?” Yui cut in.

The question caught me off-guard. “I… most of it, I think. I was conscious almost until the paramedics got there. Why?”

Yui paused for a long moment. Her hand still gripped mine, but now the other held the little bar next to my hospital bed. I could see it shaking, ever so slightly.

“Did you see my daughter?” Her voice was ashen. “Did you see her face when she thought you were about to die, Jack? Did you hear her?”

Jesus. So that horrible scream was real. “I did,” I managed. “God help me, I did.”

It flashed in my mind’s eye. Yukiko with her face buried in her mother’s shoulder, sobbing and screaming like I’d never seen or heard before. My fiancée, normally the most pragmatic member of my harem, shrieking in raw, primal terror as she begged for somebody, anybody, to save her man’s life.

I don’t think I’d ever forget it.

And from the look on her face, neither would Yui.

“I never want to see my daughter like that again,” she whispered. “Never. I would do anything to spare her from that kind of pain—anything in this world. I am her mother, and that…”

She shuddered.

“Both of us love her with all our hearts,” she said, looking me in the eye. “So we’re going to work together, you and I, hmm? So that she never has to suffer. So that she never has to hurt.”

I could understand that. And I thought I understood Yui a little better than I had before.

What she’d seen at that auditorium rattled her deeply. This was a mother who’d watched her daughter shatter in a way she’d never expected and would do whatever it took to keep that from happening again. Any parent worth their salt would do that.

I just didn’t know how I felt about it.

I’d have to take Yukiko’s temperature as soon as I could. She’d warned me about her mother for a reason—but she’d been talking about romance, not therapy. And I didn’t think Yui Tanaka was interested in me that way; not really. If I’d been single, maybe, but not with her daughter in the picture.

But that didn’t change the fact that it was weird. And with Yui going through a divorce—a divorce where infidelity had occurred—treating the man who was about to become her daughter’s husband was going to look all kinds of strange.

I almost told her no right off the bat. But then I saw something in her eyes I recognized.

God, I thought. She looks so much like her daughter.

She was looking at me the same way Kiki looked at me when there was a problem that needed solving. Like no matter what happened, she had the unshakeable conviction that the two of us could get through it together. That we could take on anything.

Slowly, I nodded. “Alright. On one condition.”

Yui cocked an eyebrow. “Name it.”

“I have to get permission from your daughter first,” I told her. “If she says no, we don’t do it. I’m not signing up for anything Yukiko’s not comfortable with.” Something else occurred to me. “And whatever we say in those sessions stays in those sessions. No mother-daughter gossip sessions about your new son-in-law.”

“That would be a violation of doctor-patient confidentiality,” Yui said with a serene smile. “Are those your only two conditions, Jack?”

I tried to think if there was some snare in her words. But if there was, I couldn’t find it.

“Yes.”

Yui rose, smoothing her pencil skirt. “Very well—I agree.” Her smile turned almost impish. “And for the record, I have already discussed this with my daughter. I would not have proposed the idea to you if I had not already secured her permission.”

Of course not. I felt almost foolish, now.

“She wants what’s best for you,” Yui whispered. “And I want what’s best for her. Lucky for you, those two things happen to be the same.”

Lucky me, I thought. Therapy sessions with my wife’s mother. What a world…

But if it stopped what had happened at the auditorium from happening again, I’d do it.

Surely we could be professional about the whole thing.

Yui glanced over at the door. “Now that that’s handled, there are some people who have been waiting very patiently to see you.” She paused, her smirk widening. “Well, some of them have been patient. Those two little blondes who follow you around are practically feral—I don’t know how you stand it…”

I wasn’t interested in arguing about that. “They’re here?” I blurted.

Yui nodded. “They haven’t left since you arrived,” she said, walking to the door. “Shall I go get them?”

I thought it over. For about two seconds.

“Absolutely,” I said, glancing around. “Shit, are my clothes anywhere?”

Yui waved a hand. “Don’t worry about that—you look fine,” she insisted. She paused in front of the door, then glanced over her shoulder at me. “Oh, and Jack?”

I looked up.

“You are going to have to tell them about the panic attacks at some point,” she said. “You do know that, right?”

I did. Slowly, I nodded.

“I will,” I promised her. “Soon. But right now, watching me fall from that stage was pretty much the scariest thing that’s ever happened to some of those young women. I’m going to let them recover from that before I give them anything else to worry about.”

Yui nodded in approval. “My daughter is very glad that you’re alive,” she added. “When she comes in here, she’s likely to be… emotional. Possibly hysterical.”

“I wasn’t aware therapists were still allowed to use that word.”

Yui smiled. “They’re not. Try not to let her or the others jump all over you. You are still recovering from a nasty shock.”

I laughed. “No promises there,” I said. “You’ve met those girls.”

Yui’s expression turned unreadable. “Yes,” she whispered. “I have.”

Then she stepped out into the hallway, closing the door behind her.

I didn’t have long to wait. A minute or two later, I heard footsteps making their way rapidly down the hallway. Excited voices reached my ears—familiar voices, voice I hadn’t realized I’d missed so much until I heard them again.

“Girls?” I asked. “Kiki? Sam? Marcie? I’m in here—”

The door burst open.

And all was right with the world.


Chapter Two


The hospital room was not designed to accommodate this many visitors. My women didn’t care.

The door opened so hard it slammed against the opposite wall. I barely noticed the sound—I was fixed on Samantha, at the head of the pack, racing to me the way she’d raced across the auditorium when I fell. Her blonde hair was a messy halo around her face, and her makeup was smudged from crying, but she was smiling through the tears.

“Daddy!” she cried, launching herself at the cot.

The warning Yukiko’s mother gave me dissolved. As Samantha reached the bed I pulled her to me, rolling onto my back as she threw her arms around my neck. For a few seconds, I was dizzy for an entirely different reason than the drugs—she clung to me so tightly I could barely get air.

Whatever. Worth it.

“Thank God you’re okay,” she babbled, burying her face in my chest. “I was so scared! I thought you… when you went down, we all thought you were…”

“Not today,” I managed, my hand going to her lower back. God damn, it felt good to have her in my arms again. Just the feeling of her against me, solid and real, banished most of the worries I’d been carrying in the back of my brain. “I’m alright, babygirl. I’m okay. I’m right here.”

She brought my hand to her cheek. “You’re goddamned right you are,” she sobbed. “If you ever scare me like that again, Daddy, I’ll—”

She didn’t get the chance to finish her sentence. Behind her, the rest of the group filed into the room.

Yukiko was right behind Samantha, looking like she’d been visited by all three ghosts of Christmas in the same night. Even at a glance, I knew she’d spent the last four hours in a hospital waiting room sobbing her eyes out, picturing what it would be like to raise her baby without a father.

But when she met my gaze and saw for her own eyes that I was alive and kicking, it was like the sun coming out from behind a thundercloud.

She kept her composure right up until she made it to the bed. Then she broke down, throwing her arms around my shoulders and climbing in right next to Samantha. I didn’t mind the extra weight one bit.

“Jack,” my fiancée whispered, the word crackling with both the horror and the relief of the last few hours. “You’re alive...”

Seeing her that like that nearly made me break into tears. I cupped her chin and pulled her close, letting Samantha slide to my side as she gave her fellow wife-to-be space. “I’m so sorry I scared you like that, princess,” I told her, holding her against me. “I hope you can forgive me?”

Yukiko laughed, tears spilling down her cheeks. “A thousand times over,” she whimpered, her body trembling as the adrenaline crash of her relief tore through her. “Jack, I’d forgive you if you killed somebody. This is… of course I’m not upset at you! I’m just so, so glad that you’re still here...”

So was I.

“Uncle Jack?”

I glanced over Yukiko’s shoulder. Marcie stood next to the bed, her eyes red and swollen from crying and her nose as a red as Rudolph’s when all the reindeer finally accept him. A bunch of tissues stuck out from the pocket in the front of her button-down, spilling all over the floor as she climbed onto the hospital bed next to my other two fiancées. I let her do it; damn the consequences.

Marcie didn’t say much for a second—just burrowed in next to me like a girl who’d had a terrible nightmare. Then she looked up from my side, a fresh wave of tears staining the blanket. “You’re okay,” she whispered, sounding like she hardly dared to believe it. “They said you were going to be alright, but when you passed out at the graduation… Jesus, I thought it was all over…”

“Not just yet,” I said, managing to smile. “Like any of you three would let me go. If I’d passed on, Yukiko would show up at the Pearly Gates with an impeccably argued treatise on why I should be returned to the land of the living.”

Yukiko couldn’t help but laugh at the absurdity of the idea. “I’d argue those angels down,” she agreed.

“And while she’s doing that, Marcie and me would break in and spring you out,” Samantha chuckled. “I’m sure heaven’s nice, Daddy, but does it really compare to having the three of us snuggled up next to you?”

“I don’t know,” I said, wrapping my arm around all three of them. “I’m gonna need at least thirty or forty more years with you girls to decide for sure.”

The others filled in more slowly, as if they’d agreed in advance to let my fiancées get first crack at the welcoming committee. Maria Alvarez stood near the door with Tasha Davis, both of them holding it together better than my future brides—but not much more. Maria’s typically perfect makeup (always on point in case she needed to show off a house on short notice) was smudged, and I couldn’t help but notice Tasha’s eyes had that same faraway cast they got sometimes when she’d come off a particularly difficult shift.

“Que chingados, tiger,” Maria said when I caught her eye. She still had that sultry quality that never took things too seriously, but underneath it her voice cracked with emotion. “I know that ceremony was boring as fuck, but did you have to spice it up like that?”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “I’m sure nobody’s gonna forget it,” I told her. Then: “Hey, Tash?”

Tasha was still staring off into space. At the sound of my voice, she gave a start. “Nngh?”

“Back from the dead,” I said, gesturing at myself. “‘Apollo was astonished’, huh?”

It took a second for the words to sink in. Then Tasha snorted, rolling her eyes so hard I wondered if it hurt. “Yeah, I definitely think you’re mad,” the officer said with a smirk, shaking off her stupor. “And you didn’t go through a wormhole, jackass—you passed out in the middle of your graduation ceremony.”

I felt Samantha frown against me. “I know what all those words mean, but I have no idea what you two are talking about.”

Yukiko nudged her. “It’s a Rush thing. You really haven’t sat down and listened to those records yet?”

Samantha stared at her. “Um, I’ve been a little busy?”

Tasha was shaking her head. “I’ve seen a lot of scary shit on the job, but usually it’s strangers, you know? There’s some distance there.” She shuddered. “Having to perform first aid on you is something I definitely never want to do again if I can help it.”

“Well, you were a huge help,” I said, meaning it. “Your quick thinking might have saved my life today, Tasha. Thank you.”

A tear formed in the corner of her eye. “S’all part of the job,” she muttered. But I could tell she was touched, all the same.

Heather and Eva lingered at the foot of my bed. More than anyone else I’d expected them to throw themselves on top of me and make all sorts of filthy promises, but the two near-twins looked… subdued. I wondered if I wasn’t the only one the paramedics had given a sedative to in the last few hours.

“We’re really glad you’re okay, sir,” Heather said softly.

“Really, really glad,” Eva echoed.

The room was quiet for a moment. Then Maria snickered.

“Look at those two,” the Latina said, shaking her head. “I think you scared them straight, querido.”

Heather gave her a look, then came over and took my hand. “Some things are more important than proving which one of Jack’s girls is the dirtiest,” she said, her tone vaguely chiding.

“Yeah,” Eva added on beat. “And we are definitely not straight!”

Everyone giggled a bit at that. It helped relieve some of the lingering tension in the room, which was still there whether I liked it or not. I was in a hospital bed, after all.

I was about to say something else when I noticed a final figure, lingering near the doorway like she wasn’t sure whether she’d earned the right to be here yet. Lakshmi wrung her hands as she watched the rest of us, her dark eyes wide with concern.

“Lakshmi,” I said, catching her eye. “What are you doing out there, honey? Come in.”

She hesitated for a moment, then a smile spread across her face. She stepped inside and closed the door behind her, crossing the room to stand with Maria and Tasha. “I’m relieved to see you’re alright,” she said, her tone formal but filled with comfort and empathy. “Everyone has been quite worried about you. I don’t think the other people in that waiting room will ever forget this crew…”

Yukiko sat up against me. “Have they told you what happened?” she asked, her voice crackling with worry. “The tests—I know they did a bunch of tests on you. But they wouldn’t tell us anything.”

“We’re marrying you in like five days but we’re still not technically your wives,” Samantha grumbled. “You’d think they could have at least made an exception for Kiki, if they couldn’t do it for Marcie and me…”

“Was it a heart attack?” Marcie asked.

The whole room stiffened when she said it.

“No, of course not,” I said, watching as everyone relaxed. “It…”

How much should I tell them?

Yui’s words from earlier echoed in my head: You’re going to have to tell them about the panic attacks at some point. You know that, right?

I knew that. Of course I did.

But now? Here?

Looking at their faces, I knew I couldn’t do that. Not with Samantha, Marcie and Yukiko all clinging to me like they were still afraid I might disappear at any moment. That was too much of a burden to lay on their shoulders. They’d been through enough.

Soon, I promised myself. Once they’ve had time to calm down.

“The doctors aren’t sure yet,” I said. Technically, it wasn’t even a lie—that Dr. Lamb guy didn’t know jack shit about what happened to me. “But my heart tests came back clean. No blockages, no signs of a cardiac event, anything like that. I’m okay.”

Everyone looked relieved to hear it. “Great,” Maria whispered, sharing a look with Tasha.

Yukiko shook her head, frowning. “Did they do an MRI?” she asked, the wheels turning behind her eyes. “Blood work? People don’t just collapse like that for no reason…”

“They’re doing everything they can,” I assured her. My touch calmed Yukiko down somewhat, but I could tell she was still disturbed. I mean, who wouldn’t be, with what she’d just gone through? “If there’s something physically wrong with me, I’m sure they’ll find it. I’m in good hands.”

“Sure.” Yukiko glanced to the side, her gaze traveling to the window. “My mom’s hands.”

I froze. “She mentioned she talked to you,” I said mildly.

For a second, I thought Yukiko was upset. Then she relaxed with a sigh, shaking her head. “She did. Mom’s specialty is fixing people’s heads, but she knows plenty about the other stuff, too. If I let her have her way, she’d be your personal physician—like you really are a sultan with your own court.”

She wants to be a hell of a lot more than that, I thought. She wants to fix my head, too.

“I’m glad she came in first to make sure you were okay,” Yukiko admitted in a small voice. “We all wanted to see you, but I think mom knew it wouldn’t be good if you were too out of it.”

If I were sitting there unconscious with a bunch of tubes coming out of me, I thought. I understood that. I’d seen a parent lying in a hospital bed like that before, and it took me a long time to get over it.

“Your mom knows her stuff,” I suggested, keeping my voice low. “She said the two of you talked about the, er, other thing, too?”

“Other thing?” Marcie asked, cocking an eyebrow.

Yukiko’s gaze silenced any gossip. “We’ll talk about it later,” she said, sounding weary all of a sudden. “But yes. I’m okay with all that, as long as there are boundaries in place.” The corner of her mouth curled in a smirk. “Did you tell her yes? I thought you’d figure it would be too weird.”

“There’s been a lot of weird in my life lately,” I told the coed with a smile. “So far, weird’s been good.”

Yukiko straightened up. “Well, you’re going to rest,” she declared, her voice taking on that tone that meant she’d slipped into planning mode. “Whatever happened, we’re going to give you time to recover from it. The wedding isn’t for another week, and I do not want you exerting yourself until then.”

A hush settled over the room. Suddenly, everyone looked a little awkward.

“Exerting himself how?” Heather blurted.

“Yeah, like—are BJ’s okay?” Eva purred. “Can we still do cowgirl, or…?”

Yukiko looked at the group like they’d all lost their minds. “This is Jack’s health we’re talking about,” she blurted, her eyes as wide as a painting’s. “Surely you girls can refrain from dick for one freaking week?”

Samantha nibbled her bottom lip. “I don’t know if I can keep my hands off Daddy for that long,” she admitted, giving her fellow wife-to-be a sheepish look. “I mean, if it’s doctor’s orders, I totally understand, but…”

Yukiko’s mouth formed a little ‘o’ of surprise. “You’re incorrigible!” she gasped.

Maria looked like she was about to double over with laughter. “In that case, I’m a little incorrigible, too,” she said, glancing around the room. “I mean, I don’t wanna hurt you, Papi, but I thought you were gonna die, you know? It doesn’t have to be a full cardio workout or anything like that, but I…”

She trailed off.

“But what?” Yukiko asked, still shocked by my women’s reactions.

Maria sucked her lips into her mouth, gathering her courage, then spoke. “I love you,” she whispered, meeting my gaze. “I fucking love you, querido. I thought this was just gonna be a really hot fling we had while you were in town, you and me and all these other girls. But I’ve caught major feelings. And when I saw you fall off that stage…”

Tears sprang to the realtor’s eyes.

“I don’t want this to end,” she said, clasping her hands beneath her breasts. “You go on and get married—give those three the honeymoon they deserve. But wherever you four end up settling down, I know there’s gonna be a real estate market.” She nibbled her bottom lip. “And wherever that is, I plan on taking it over. Make all those other house-selling bitches quake in their boots.”

“Me too,” Tasha said. “I was already looking into transfers to Boston PD before all this, back when I figured that’s where you were heading after this semester. But now…” She wiped her eyes with the heel of her hand. “Fuck it. If I can’t get on the force where you four are, I’ll become a security guard or something.”

“Or an EMT,” Marcie suggested. “You sure sprang into action when Jack fell. You did a really good job. I bet you could still help a lot of people that way.”

I could tell Tasha hadn’t thought about that. “Maybe,” she said, nodding. “But I’m in, too. Me and Maria, we’ve talked about this. Neither of us is going anywhere.”

“Somebody’s gotta keep the kids in line,” Maria added.

Samantha giggled. “You two are, like, five years older than us,” she insisted. “If that.”

“I was mostly talking about those two,” Maria said, glancing over at the cheerleaders.

“Look, let’s not put the cart before the horse,” I said. When Yukiko made a face, I calmed her down with a gesture. “I’m not going to do anything dangerous, princess. I’ve got to get out of here before we can even think of anything like that.” I glanced around the room. “But I will, er, check with my physician before they discharge me. We’ll make double sure I’ve got a clean bill of health before I get back to the penthouse.”

“As long as they understand just how much physical activity we’re talking about,” Yukiko said, mollified. “And no discharges until then,” she added, glancing at each of my women in turn.

“Not even BJs?” Heather asked.

“What if he just jerks off on my face?” Eva suggested, looking like she was about to get on her knees and open her mouth. “If he starts feeling dizzy again, he can slow down or stop...”

Maria cackled. “I guess we found out how long a near-death experience can put these two on mute.”

“Speaking of discharges,” Samantha said, making a face at the word, “when do you get out of here, Daddy? Did they mention how long they want to keep you? Is it overnight?”

Good question. “I’m not sure yet,” I admitted. “The doctor said something about more tests, but Kiki’s mom—” I stopped myself, noting the way Yukiko’s expression momentarily tautened at the mention of Yui. “Dr. Tanaka seemed pretty confident that I’m okay. I’d guess they’ll probably keep me on observation tonight, then let me go home tomorrow as long as nothing funny happens.”

As it turned out, my guess would turn out to be exactly right. Dr. Lamb came back and confirmed it a few minutes later.

“I would say early tomorrow, just to be on the safe side, Mr. Avery,” he said, gawking at all the women with me in the room. “Uh, this is quite a few visitors. I’m not sure all of you are supposed to be in here…”

Samantha sat up, her eyes flashing. “I’m not going anywhere,” she insisted. “You want me to leave, you’re going to have to throw me out.”

“Ditto,” Marcie chimed in.

The young man blanched. “Uh… there’s no need to be hasty,” he said, rubbing the back of his neck. “But you really can’t have—” he glanced around, counting faces, “—eight other people in here.”

Maria and Tasha shared a look. “We should probably let you rest,” the realtor said, though the reluctance in her voice was obvious even to Dr. Lamb. “Is it cool if we crash at the penthouse, querido? It’s closer, and I can drive everybody back in the morning.”

“No,” I blurted, stunning everyone. “I mean, yes, that’s fine, Maria. You have a key, right?”

She smiled. “Of course I do. But you don’t want us to go, do you?”

I thought of the room when I’d first woken up. The lonesome beeping of the heart machine, the way I’d barely known which way was up. And then I thought about the three women nuzzling like me like the only right place in the world for them was at my side.

Before I could say anything, Yukiko gave me an understanding smile. “I’ll stay. Sam and Marcie, too. The rest of you should go home and get some sleep. We’ll call or text if there’s any news.”

Maria nodded. “We’ll be back here first thing in the morning,” she said, gesturing at the cheerleaders. “Up, you two. You’re coming home with me.”

Both of them looked like they’d rather have stayed kneeling all night, but they got to their feet and complied. Dr. Lamb’s face, already ruddy with shock, deepened to an even darker shade of red.

Maria turned to Lakshmi. “You too, girlie? Or you need to run home to your own place?”

Lakshmi looked at me, then shrugged. “I have no particular desire to deal with my parents right now,” she said. “Staying with the rest of you sounds… fun. Almost like a slumber party.”

“Oh hell yes.” Heather liked the sound of that. “Pillow fights, spin the bottle…”

“Which we’ll send Jack pictures of,” Eva giggled. “Don’t worry, we won’t do anything other than kissing. No orgasms until we get to give you yours, sir. That’s a promise.”

Dr. Lamb choked on air. “I’m going to, ah… check the nurse’s station…”

And he was gone.

Maria watched him go, shaking her head. “Can’t believe they let a kid practice medicine,” she tut-tutted. Then she came over and gave me a kiss. “We’ll be back tomorrow, querido. You’ll be okay with these three?”

I nodded. “Thanks.”

“And we’ll bring food,” Tasha added. “Hospital food is hot garbage.”

I wasn’t hungry, but I thanked them anyway. “I appreciate it. And those other things you two said.”

Maria kept her composure, but her eyes watered. “I meant it, tiger,” she whispered. “You’re my man.”

She and Tasha left, taking the cheerleader twins with them. Lakshmi lingered a few moments longer, giving me a kiss so long and deep that my wives-to-be looked a little jealous, then raced off to catch up with the rest of the group.

A silence settled over the room. It was just us now: me and my three fiancées. Kiki, Sam, Marcie.

Samantha slid off her shoes and set them on the windowsill, then settled back down beside me. There was very little room left on the bed with the three of them on me, but somehow we made it work. “I’m not leaving,” the blonde declared, as haughty as the queen bee of Delta Rho had ever sounded. “I wasn’t kidding, Daddy. They’re going to have to get security and drag me out of here.”

“Sam,” Yukiko started, but Marcie was already perking up.

“Me either,” she insisted, looking at Yukiko with a surprising firmness. “Jack needs us, Kiki.”

Her lips formed a tight little line. Then she smiled. “I don’t want to leave, either,” she whispered, snuggling in closer to me. “I’m tempted to never let you out of my sight again, Mr. Avery.”

“I’d gladly stay there, princess.”

Yukiko blushed in that special way that happened whenever I really leaned on the p-word. “Let me go talk to the nurses,” she said, glancing at the door. “I’m sure they can make an exception for us. Maybe get us a cot to sleep on or something.”

“We can’t sleep right here?” Marcie asked.

Samantha chuckled. “It would be pretty uncomfortable for Daddy to be like this all night,” she said. “And if I wake up in the middle of the night with something hard pushing against my ass, I might not be able to remember the promise I made about not raising Daddy’s heart rate until he gets that clean bill of health…”

“Your mother might be able to help,” I suggested.

Kiki’s eyes widened. “That’s a great idea. I’ll go check and see if she’s still here,” she said, giving me a quick kiss. “Be right back.”

Yukiko left. Samantha and Marcie snuggled in on either side of me, while the TV continued showing headlines with the sound off. Every third or fourth shot was of a grinning blonde pop star in a wedding dress, her long-delayed nuptials apparently having finally happened this weekend. That’ll be me soon, I thought. Only I’ll have three women smiling like that.

I was drifting when I heard Samantha’s voice. “You’re really okay, Daddy? You promise?”

I glanced over to see her nibbling her bottom lip. Her fingers traced gentle circles across my chest through the thin paper hospital gown.

I thought about Yui—Miss Tanaka—and her promise. About panic attacks, and things I’d thought I’d left fifteen years in the past that were coming back to haunt me. And about the two women lying beside me.

“I’m going to be alright, babygirl,” I told her. “Promise.”

A single tear trailed from the corner of her eye. “This was epically bad timing,” she admitted with a laugh. “I just got finished telling you about Chloe, and Jessamyn, and all the times I thought I had a sure thing only to have it snatched away from me.” She looked more vulnerable than I’d seen since that conversation, and it made my chest hurt a little bit—in a good way. “For a second, when you collapsed, I was like, ‘this is it. This is the moment I lose him, just like I lost them.’”

Jesus. I hadn’t even thought of it like that. “Babygirl—”

She smiled. “But you’re still here,” she said, giving my bicep a squeeze. “And in a few days, I am going to marry you. And then I’m going to march down to the courthouse and legally change my name to Samantha Avery, since I don’t get to be your official wife.” She didn’t look upset about that at all. “But I will be your wife, Daddy. And I’ll be something way more important.”

“My babygirl,” I growled, holding her closer. “Always.”

Marcie pressed against my other side. “This isn’t my dad’s fault, is it?” she asked.

What!?

Marcie saw the look on my face. “I just thought—my dad fired you. He threw a bunch of stress into your life out of nowhere, on top of everything else that happened. If there’s something that sent you over the edge—I mean, I know you didn’t have a heart attack, but still…”

I hadn’t even looked at it that way. Part of me couldn’t help but wonder if Daniel had heard what happened yet. What was I talking about—of course he had. Mona probably faxed him ten minutes after I collapsed.

I wondered if it would change anything. If my mentor maybe blamed himself for it.

But one thing was clear. “No,” I told Marcie. “This isn’t your father’s fault. It’s not anyone’s fault.”

Marcie nodded against my shoulder. “Okay. Thanks, Jack. I love you.”

I put my free arm around her shoulder. “Love you too, babygirl,” I said, prompting both women to giggle. “Well, it’s true. You’re kind of both babygirl to me.”

“Marcie’s had the title longer,” Samantha yawned. “But I’ve had it deeper.”

“So far,” Marcie teased.

The door opened and Yukiko entered, her mother in tow. Yui looked less stressed than before, and from the look on her face as she followed her daughter into the room, I knew she had good news for us.

“I spoke with Dr. Lamb,” she said, her relishing tone letting us know how much fun that had been for her. “He’s agreed to let all three of you stay overnight with Jack. I’ve talked the nurses into bringing in cots, but they only have two of them. You’ll have to work the arrangements out yourselves.”

“We’ll figure it out,” Yukiko said.

She shared a look with Samantha and Marcie. Slowly, both blonde girls nodded.

I guess Yukiko gets the bed, I thought, chuckling internally. She’s not giving up everything just because she’s going to be head wife.

“Thank you so much, Miss Tanaka,” Samantha said politely. “We appreciate this.”

Yukiko’s mother met Samantha’s gaze. She looked over at the other young woman laying in bed beside me, her daughter standing beside her with my child in her belly… and something shifted in her.

It wasn’t acceptance. I couldn’t hope for that much. But maybe, seeing the love and devotion that emanated from these girls, she was a little bit less upset about the whole arrangement than she’d been.

“You’re welcome, dear,” Yui said, inclining her head slightly. “And you as well, Miss Ramsey. Both of you will take good care of my daughter, won’t you?”

“Of course we will,” Samantha said. “I love your daughter, Miss Tanaka. We all do. I’m… well, if it’s not too much, I want to say I’m looking forward to all of us being married to Jack.”

A faint smile spread across Yui’s face. “You should say that to Ryuichi the next time you see him,” she said, her expression turning impish. “It would be fun to watch my ex-husband spontaneously burst into flames.”

Samantha laughed. “I’ll try to,” she promised.

Yui nodded. “I’ll be back tomorrow,” she said, giving her daughter a final glance. “In the meantime, you have my number. If anything happens—”

“I’ll call you immediately,” Yukiko said, nodding.

Yui made a face. “Even if nothing happens,” she said, rustling her daughter’s hair. “Even if you just want to talk. I’m here. Okay?”

“I will, Mom.”

“Good. Rest well, Jack. I’ll talk to you soon.” Her gaze lingered on Yukiko for a long moment, as if she wanted to say more. Then she turned and strode out of the room, leaving me with my women.

The nurses brought the cots, just like they’d promised, along with some blankets and a couple of pillows. None were terribly comfortable, but none of my future wives were in any mood to complain. Under the circumstances, just being in the same room with a conscious Jackson Avery felt like a gift from God.

I ought to know. Because it felt like a gift from God just to have them near me.

All three of them stayed in bed about as long as they could. We watched the coverage of the pop star’s wedding: Samantha made dirty jokes about celebrity exes, while Marcie oohed and ahhed and wished she’d stolen this or that design for our ceremony. I drifted in and out a bit, still a little groggy.

Eventually, Sam and Marcie kissed me and went to their cots. Leaving just Kiki and me in bed.

The slender coed lay curled up beside me, the blanket over both of our bodies. Her fingers were laced through mine, her elbow resting on my stomach and her face pressed against my shoulder.

Samantha flicked off the lights. Marcie turned on a white noise app on her phone and turned up the volume.

I lay there like that for a few minutes, until I realized Yukiko was watching me.

“Princess?” I whispered. I could hear Samantha snoring gently beneath the hum of the white noise app, and Marcie probably wasn’t close behind. Which meant this conversation was private. “Everything alright?”

She nodded. “Can I ask you something, Jack?”

My stomach tightened a little. “You can ask me anything, princess,” I whispered. Then I smiled. “It would make you a pretty big hypocrite if you broke the rules you made the rest of the harem follow, though…”

Yukiko wasn’t asking for sex, and we both knew it. “I’m not going to push you,” she whispered, her voice as empathetic as could be. “You are entitled to your privacy, and I would never violate it.” She licked her lips, working up her courage. “What I mean is, you don’t have to tell me what’s going on if you don’t want to. But there is something else going on, isn’t there?”

I swallowed hard. “Yes,” I admitted.

“And you know what it is?”

I thought about Lauren. “I do,” I told her, squeezing her hand tighter.

Yukiko nodded, slowly. She held it together well, but I could see the tears sparkling in the dim light.

“Jack, are you going to die?” she asked, her voice cracking mid-whisper.

Oh Jesus. Jesus. She thought I had Lou Gehrig’s disease or something. That Dr. Lamb had handed me a death sentence before her mother brought the whole gang in, and I was holding it together so I wouldn’t spoil the wedding. Like I was too afraid to admit it.

“Look at me,” I told her.

She did.

“I’m not going to die,” I promised Kiki. “It’s not like that at all.”

She went boneless against me. “Thank God,” she murmured against my chest. “Oh thank God, Jack.”

“I’ll explain soon,” I told her. “Once everything’s calmed down a bit. Once everybody’s not bursting into tears just at the sight of me. I just don’t want to worry everyone right now.”

Yukiko was already nodding. “Marcie,” she said. “And Samantha. The stuff with Marcie’s dad, with Sam’s parents… I get it, Jack. They should be focused on the wedding, not walking around worrying.”

“And so should you, princess,” I said, wiping away one of her tears. “I’m going to be fine, Kiki. I wouldn’t say that if it wasn’t true. I love you.”

“I love you, too,” she whispered. “So, so much. If it wouldn’t make me a rotten hypocrite, I’d climb on top of you right now and show you how fucking much. You know that, right?”

I knew. But I couldn’t help but be a little bad with her. “With your pussy, or with something else?”

Yukiko’s mouth dropped open. “With whatever you wanted, of course,” she purred, pressing in closer. “God, I’m going to have such a hard time falling asleep. Now I’m frazzled and turned on.”

My hand was already moving. “I can take care of one of those,” I growled.

Yukiko gasped, her eyelids fluttering as my fingers slid between her thighs. “Jack, I promised—”

“You promised not to get me all hot and bothered,” I said, rolling onto my side. One arm wrapped around Yukiko’s shoulders, holding her possessively against me, while the other slipped beneath the fabric of her panties. She was bare under there—she must have been anticipating a celebration after I got my diploma. “I didn’t make any promises about you, princess.”

“Jack,” she whispered. “I… oh fuck…”

“You’d better stay quiet,” I said with a smirk. “You wouldn’t want to wake your fellow wives up, would you?”

Yukiko was a good girl. She buried her face against me and stayed as quiet as she could, her moans swallowed by my chest as my fingers pumped in and out of her. My thumb swirled around her clit, teasing her sensitive nub as my digits stabbed deep to hit that special spot deep inside of her only I knew about.

It didn’t take long to drive her to the edge. The fact that we had to stay quiet made it hotter; before I knew it I felt her mouth opening against my chest, a shallow, ragged whisper of bliss pouring from her as the walls of her channel clenched around my fingers. Yukiko’s nails dug into my shoulders as she came, her body trembling with bliss as she rode out the throes of the orgasm she so desperately needed.

As she came down from her peak she gave me a long, sloppy kiss. “That was so amazing,” she said, slurring her words from pleasure and exhaustion. “Jack, I love you so much…”

Yukiko stretched against me, her eyes closing.

In mid-word, she was out like a light, snoring in moments.

I couldn’t help but chuckle. Poor girl tired herself out, I thought, brushing away a lock of her hair with the hand not coated in her juices. Rest well, princess. I know you’ll make that up to me later.

I knew there would be a later.

And that made being in the hospital a little less terrifying.

I closed my eyes, surrounded by the three women who loved me most in the world.

And nodded off with Yukiko in my arms.


Chapter Three


I woke to the sound of an argument in progress.

“We don’t know if he’s got a clean bill of health yet. I’m just saying, it wouldn’t kill Tasha and Maria to bring over something a little healthy—”

“Kiki, Daddy almost died yesterday. Let the man have his fucking steak and eggs. They’re hitting up Gabrielle’s, and we both know it’s his favorite—”

“Keep your voice down. Jack needs his rest.”

A laugh. “Oh, like you kept your voice down last night when you thought Marcie and I were asleep…?”

I opened my eyes. All three of my fiancées stood clustered by the window, the cot Samantha slept on last night pushed into a corner of the room. Marcie had her cell phone in her hand and what looked like a long conversation on the screen, and she kept frowning between Samantha and Yukiko like she wanted to step into their argument but wasn’t sure which side to take.

Breakfast, I realized. Tasha and Maria promised to bring me something to eat in the morning.

“Hey there,” I said, sitting up in bed.

All three of them jumped like they’d been caught with their hands in a cookie jar.

“Good morning, Daddy!” Samantha was at my side in an instant, her bedside manner impeccable. “Did you sleep well? Can I get you anything? Coffee, water, a snuggle from your babygirl?”

“I’ll take all three,” I said. “In reverse order.”

Grinning, Samantha climbed into bed and threw her arms around me.

“Breakfast will be here soon,” Marcie said, glancing down at her phone. “Tash and Maria just need to know our orders. We were talking about that when you woke up.”

“I heard. And something about you and Samantha pretending to sleep?”

Samantha blushed deeply in my grasp. “We might have heard something when we were drifting off,” she admitted, flashing an awkward grin. “I’m not mad, Daddy. But it is funny that Kiki let you get her off when she was such a Puritan about the rest of us.”

“She’s just looking out for me,” I grunted. “And she needed it. If you’d have been keyed-up and unable to relax like that, babygirl, I would’ve done the same for you.”

Samantha nodded. “I bet she slept good after that,” she giggled, glancing over her shoulder.

“Like a stone,” Yukiko admitted. “You have no idea how badly I needed that, Sam. But you’re right. It was hypocritical of me—”

“I’m just teasing,” Samantha said with a laugh. “Besides, it was Daddy’s idea, not yours.” She nuzzled in closer, her lips grazing my stubble. “Although the next time I can’t sleep, I definitely know who’s bed I’m going to be crawling into…”

“I won’t mind that one bit,” I promised her. “Although once I’m cleared for physical activity again, it’s gonna be a hell of a lot more than my fingers that help send you off to Dreamland, babygirl.”

Samantha bit down on her bottom lip. “Can’t wait.”

Marcie came around to the other side of the bed. “You’re looking good, Jack,” she whispered, planting a kiss on my cheek. “You feeling okay? Dizzy, nauseous, anything like that?”

“Just a little stiff,” I said, provoking chuckles from all three girls. “From being in bed so long, I mean.”

“Hopefully we’ll get you out of here today,” Yukiko said. “Lakshmi’s already got a fresh set of clothes laid out for you at the penthouse after you get a shave and a shower.”

Samantha pursed her lips. “I kind of like the idea of Daddy with a beard,” she shrugged. “A nice rough beard, pushed up against something super smooth between your babygirl’s legs…”

“He’s gonna be even stiffer if you keep on like that,” Marcie laughed.

I was already rubbing my cheek. “A beard, huh?”

Samantha slid out of my arms. “Just think about it, Daddy. I’ll be right back with your coffee.”

With that, the blonde sashayed out of the room. I watched her go, then turned my attention to Kiki and Marcie. “You were saying something about breakfast?”

Marcie blanched. “Yeah, from Gabrielle’s?”

I glanced over at Yukiko. “Steak and eggs is a little too complicated to eat in a hospital bed. How about one of those smoked salmon bagels they do with the spicy little green things on it?”

“Capers,” Yukiko said, her smile growing wider. “Sounds good. Make it two—I’ll do the same thing.”

Marcie tapped the order into the phone. A moment later, a new text came in. “They’ll be here soon,” she informed us both.

When the door opened a few seconds later, I assumed it was Samantha coming back with a cup of coffee and a bottle of water. So it was more than a little surprising to see Dr. Lamb. He looked considerably less out of sorts than he did yesterday—not having Yukiko’s mother around probably helped with that—and when he glanced from me to the three women in the room with me, there was no trace of the shock that had been written across his features the last time I’d seen him.

Maybe he’d just mentally braced himself this time to deal with my love life.

“Good morning, Mr. Avery,” he said, glancing at my chart. “How are you feeling today? Pain level on a scale of one to ten?”

I thought about it. “One point five, maybe,” I said. “And that’s just from being cooped up in bed, I think.”

He nodded. “Good.”

“Is he ready to get out of here?” Yukiko asked. “We’ll take good care of him, Dr. Lamb. We promise.”

“We’ll make sure he gets his rest,” Marcie added.

He looked the slightest bit flustered by that, but quickly recovered. “Well, your overnight monitoring looks good.” He came over and scrutinized the bank of machines by my bed. “Heart rate and blood pressure stable, pulse oxygenation perfectly fine. There’s nothing that concerns me.” He tapped the plastic badge hanging from his neck in a nervous tic. “I’m going to recommend outpatient follow-up. You should have a stress test at some point in the next few weeks, just to verify there’s no cardiac issues.”

“We’ll schedule it,” Yukiko promised. “As soon as possible.”

Samantha entered with a cup of coffee (the hospital had a Morning Moon down in the lobby) and a bottle of Dasani. When she saw Dr. Lamb she swallowed whatever dirty joke she’d been about to make and came over with the coffee before standing with the other girls.

Dr. Lamb glanced at her, then continued. “I also understand you’re going to be seeing your primary care physician—in this case, Dr. Tanaka—in the near future. Knowing all that, Mr. Avery, I don’t see any reason to keep you here.”

My heart jumped into my throat. “I can go home?”

Funny, how I thought of the penthouse as home, rather than Boston.

“Yes,” Dr. Lamb said. “As soon as we get the discharge papers signed, you can go.”

Cheers filled the room. “Fuck yes,” Samantha whispered, gripping my shoulder. “Daddy, I’m so happy—”

Dr. Lamb held up a finger. “Couple of things you need to know before I let you go,” he said.

We waited.

He cleared his throat. “I’m saying you’re healthy enough to go home,” he explained. “But until you pass that stress test and get a clean bill of health, I’d say all the standard caveats apply.”

“Standard?” I asked.

He smiled. “No heavy lifting,” he said. “Make sure you get plenty of hydration and rest. And, for the next few days at least, no strenuous activity…”

He trailed off. All three of my fiancées were suddenly very interested in what was going on at their feet.

A slight flush crept up the young doctor’s neck. “Nothing that’s gonna stress you out,” he blurted, ignoring the implications of what he’d just told my women. “I’ll have a nurse come by shortly with the discharge papers. We’ll get you out of here soon, Mr. Avery.”

“Thanks,” I said.

Once he was gone, my women shared a look. “That poor young man,” Yukiko said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “Every time he talks to us, we find a whole new way to traumatize him.”

“Hey, it’s good practice,” Samantha said breezily. “If he’s going to be a doctor, he’s got to be able to deal with the nitty-gritty without flinching. Speaking of which…”

“What?” Yukiko asked, her tone wary.

Samantha stuck her tongue in her cheek. “I think we should schedule that stress test sooner, rather than later,” she said, barely able to hold back a fit of giggles. “And until Daddy gets a one hundred percent clean bill of health, we should have a conversation about how we handle things. Set some ground rules.” She gave Yukiko a significant glance. “Make sure everyone’s on the same page.”

“Yeah,” Yukiko agreed. “We’ll hammer things out when we get home. Does that sound okay?”

“Shouldn’t it be Jack who decides?” Marcie asked, looking at me.

Good question. The truth was, I felt pretty certain I was clear to go back to, er, strenuous activity. My conversation with Yui had left me fairly certain I knew my fall was caused by a panic attack, and now that I knew what the signs of one looked like, I could find a place to sit down and relax if I felt another one coming on. So I wasn’t all that worried about it.

But my women were.

“I am the one who’s going to decide,” I told Marcie. “But that doesn’t mean I don’t want your input.”

“Speaking of which,” Samantha said as a nurse entered the room, “you should text Maria. Let her know what’s going on. Maybe they can meet us at the penthouse instead of the hospital?”

Shit. Now I wished I’d gone with the steak and eggs after all.

“Great idea,” I said, swinging my legs over the bed. “Tell them to meet me at home. We’ll eat, and then we’ll have a discussion about the next few days.” I winced as Yukiko’s mother’s words echoed in my head. “There’s something else I’ve got to tell you all about as well.”

Yukiko already knew about this, but it was news to Samantha and Marcie. Both of them did a double take, looking at me with surprise.

“Everything’s okay?” Samantha asked. “Daddy?”

The nurse gave her a shocked glance when the D-word left her lips, but she didn’t even notice.

“It’s all good, babygirl,” I told her. “Just a band-aid I wanna rip off. Works better if everyone’s around to hear it—that way, I only have to do it once.”

Marcie took my hand. “Whatever it is, Uncle Jack, we’re here for you,” she promised.

I knew they were.

An hour later, we made it to the penthouse. Samantha insisted on driving, and did a perfect job handling my McLaren despite my concerns about putting a wild twenty-two-year-old behind the wheel of a luxury sports car. The parking lot was almost completely full when we arrived—Maria’s titanic SUV was parked right up front, with several cars I recognized from the ritual at the hot springs surrounding it.

“Looks like the gang’s all here,” I whistled as Samantha maneuvered us into one of the few remaining spaces. “What, did Maria call the whole damned sorority?”

Samantha’s lips formed a tight little line. “Daddy, the whole school saw you fall off of that stage,” she said, glancing over from the driver’s seat. “They just want to see for themselves that you’re okay. You scared them something awful.”

That was fair, I guess.

But even I wasn’t ready for the virtual mob that greeted me when we reached the penthouse.

I expected the whole harem to be in attendance, and they were: Maria, Tasha, Lakshmi, the cheerleader twins. But what I hadn’t figured was how many other members of Delta Rho were going to be there. Some of them were obviously just using it as an excuse to check on their president’s squeeze—but more than a few of the faces I recognized, though only through the haze that was in my head during that crazy ‘ritual’ celebration.

I’m pretty sure I’ve had sex with just about every woman in this room, I realized. For a guy who’s body count when he got married was two, Lauren included, that was pretty goddamned impressive.

Maria and Tasha came prepared. They hadn’t just ordered me breakfast—they must have placed the deluxe catering package from Gabrielle’s. Nearly everyone in the room had a bagel or a scone, along with a mimosa. A few looked to be on their third or fourth, from the way they giggled.

“Jack!” Maria threw her arms around me. “I see the jailbreak went perfectly, querido. You feeling okay?”

“Never better,” I said. I tried to keep my hand from going to her ass in front of the crowd and failed. If you’d ever had a handful of Maria Alvarez’s ass beneath your palm, you’d understand. “I heard there’s food?”

The realtor chuckled. “Let me get you some, tiger. Have a seat—I know you’re supposed to be taking it easy…”

As she walked away (putting that special little wiggle in her hips just for me), I let the girls lead me to the couch. Tasha met me on the way there, planting a kiss on my lips that made every coed in the room a little jealous. “Good to see you on your feet, babe,” she said—and this time it was my ass getting squeezed. “Knew they couldn’t keep you in there for long.”

I managed to make it to the couch without getting too dizzy. It had evidently become the hottest piece of real estate in the whole condo—coeds traded glances, engaging in wordless dominance games over who got to sit near the man of the hour.

Unluckily for them, there were two girls in the room who didn’t play those games. Heather and Eva.

Both of them came running across the room when they saw me. They slid across the last few feet of carpet, like baseball players stealing home plate, and ended up on their knees in front of me.

“We missed you so much, sir!” Heather giggled, cocking her head to the side with a manic smile.

“Did you really not cum at all yesterday?” Eva asked the instant her near-twin’s sentence ended. “You must need to get off so bad right now, sir!”

“Girls.” Yukiko’s tone was a warning. “Jack is supposed to be taking it easy.”

They shared a look. “I hate thinking of our boss’s balls being all full,” Heather simpered. “Can’t he just jerk off on us while you’re feeding him? At least let him do that much!”

“I’ll stick out my titties, and Heather will turn around and put her ass in the air,” Eva chimed in. “And if you start to get dizzy from looking at us, you can just close your eyes and pretend Elizabeth Baines is in the room or something!”

I couldn’t believe these two. Actually, most of the time I could, and that probably meant that my time at Stillwell had corrupted me even worse than I knew. “Not until I get a clean bill of health,” I told the pair. “Besides, you two are way too dirty for me to handle right now. You know that nasty stuff you do for your boss would make my old heart thump right out of my chest.”

Both of them grinned at that. “We are pretty filthy,” Heather said

“Total sluts,” Eva agreed, giving her bestie a high five. “Okay, I guess we’ll wait!”

Lakshmi hung back, but at a glance from me, she came forward and gave me what looked like her culture’s equivalent of a curtsy. “I missed you,” she said, beaming at me.

“I was only gone for one night,” I told her with a chuckle.

Lakshmi wasn’t kidding. “One night too many,” she whispered. “Welcome home.”

It really was home, wasn’t it? Fuck, that blew my mind. I loved this place.

I loved these women.

Maria materialized at my side, one of the smoked salmon bagels we’d talked about and a glass in her hand. “It’s just orange juice,” she whispered with a wink. “Kiki didn’t want me giving you a mimosa. Let me know if you want another cup of coffee and I’ll get it for you, okay, querido?”

“Will do,” I promised. “Thanks.”

She grinned. “Any time, tiger.”

“Alright, everyone!” Yukiko’s voice cut through the chatter, silencing conversations as the rest of Delta Rho fell silent. “Thank you all so much for coming. As you can see, Jack is okay. His doctor is suggesting he take it easy for the next few days, but he’s in no imminent danger. He’s going to be fine.”

Someone raised a toast to that. Once it was done, Yukiko continued.

“There are… a lot of people here,” she said, smiling at the sorority. “And while we appreciate the wonderful show of support you’ve made by coming to see us today, what Jack really needs right now is a shower and a day or two of rest.”

This went over a little bit less smoothly. But I could tell that most people understood.

Maria stepped forward. “Everyone go ahead and get yourself a refill—get yourself some food for the road if you want, too,” she said. Seeing someone a few years older than them made Delta Rho’s coeds automatically grant Maria a little bit of extra authority. “Those of you in the harem, stick around for a bit so we can do some planning. The rest of you, thank you so much for being here, but Jack’s gonna need a little space right now.”

Maria’s words were met with understanding nods. After a few quick well-wishes (punctuated by a bunch of kisses from the women of Delta Rho), my women managed to herd the larger portion of the crew out of the penthouse. Maria brought me that extra cup of coffee and another bagel. By the time I’d finished both, the place was down to just me, my three fiancées, Maria, Tasha, the cheerleader twins and Lakshmi.

Immediately the place felt more intimate. More like home.

“That’s better,” Yukiko said once we had the penthouse to ourselves. “Everybody sit down?”

They did. In short order I was surrounded by my women, more or less arranged in order: Yukiko, Samantha and Marcie on the couch with me, Maria and Tasha sitting across, the cheerleaders sitting cross-legged on the floor in front of the coffee table. Lakshmi leaned against the entrance to the kitchen, claiming she’d rather stand even when Yukiko suggested she sit.

“Good. Everyone got a drink? Snack?” A smile spread across my fiancée’s face. “Great. It is so freaking good to be home.”

“You’re telling me,” Samantha said, shaking her head. “What happened at the graduation was awful. It feels almost like a bad dream now.”

“Except it wasn’t,” Marcie chimed in. “Was it, Jack?”

I shook my head. No. It definitely wasn’t.

Yukiko swallowed audibly. “Are you ready, Jack? For what we talked about?”

Telling the group, in other words. Was I ready for that?

I guess I was going to have to be. I nodded.

Yukiko took my hand. “Jack has something he needs to tell all of us. Something important.” Her eyes met mine, filled with love and devotion, then traveled across the room. “We’re going to listen, and then we’re going to discuss whatever it is he’s going to say.” She smiled. “And whatever it is, we’re going to be right here.”

“Damn straight,” Samantha agreed. “You’ve more than earned that, Daddy.”

“What’s the big secret?” Marcie asked, pursing her lips.

Suddenly all eyes in the room were on me.

Shit. Here we go, I thought.

I cleared my throat. “I, uh, I had a conversation with Dr. Lamb,” I told the group. “And then I had a much longer conversation with Dr. Tanaka—Yukiko’s mother.”

I paused long enough to let them know it was okay to comment. “I heard about that,” Tasha said, her expression telling me she wasn’t quite sure what to think of it. “You’re letting your fiancée’s mom treat you?”

I nodded. “She has a theory about why I collapsed at the graduation. After hearing it, I’m pretty much sure it’s the truth. The stress test will tell us for sure, but I’m about as certain as Kiki was before taking that pregnancy test.”

Yukiko smiled at the memory. Her hand strayed to her belly—still flat, but not for long.

“¿Es tu corazón?” Maria asked. “Was it your heart, Jack?”

“No.” I definitely wanted to clear that up. “No, my heart’s fine. Everything’s fine, at least physically.” I paused, building up my courage. “I had a panic attack.”

The room went silent. I’d never in my life wished so hard I was a telepath, so I could know what the women around me were thinking.

No one seemed to want to be the first to speak. Then Tasha leaned forward.

“Like… like an anxiety attack? You’re telling me anxiety made you fall like that?”

“We’re not trying to be rude, querido,” Maria chimed in. “But what happened to you was crazy! A panic attack could do all that?”

“A severe one, yes,” I said without hesitation. “It wasn’t the first one I’ve had. But until yesterday, I thought I was never going to go through that again. I hadn’t had one in fifteen years.”

I looked around. My women looked confused, concerned—but not upset. There was no hint of judgement on their faces. Please let there not be, I told myself. I don’t know if I could handle that.

They’d stood with me through some crazy stuff. But there was no telling how they might react.

“It started in college,” I explained, glancing from woman to woman. “At first, I thought I was going crazy—that I had a tumor, or some kind of horrible wasting disease. Then I met Lauren, and they pretty much stopped.” I swallowed hard. “Until her funeral.”

“Fifteen years ago,” Yukiko whispered, the realization hitting her like a thunderclap. “Oh, Jack—”

“It was right before Marcie’s father called me and shipped me off to Boston,” I said. “That was the worst one of my life. Until yesterday.” I sniffed, shaking my head. “I’d almost forgotten about them. Hell, I did forget about them. I thought I was past the whole thing. The grief, the trauma, the pain. But this semester…” I trailed off. “I guess something about this semester triggered me. Set off another one of the damned things.”

There it was. I’d laid it all out there, told the truth. Now I just needed to see how they took it.

“A panic attack,” Samantha repeated flatly. “You had a panic attack?”

I could feel my brows furrowing together. “Yes, babygirl. I’ve been pretty stressed out lately—”

Samantha started to laugh.

For a second, my blood turned to ice in my veins. Then I realized she wasn’t being mean—this wasn’t the laughter of someone playing a cruel prank, or trying to make someone else feel small. It was more like the laugh of someone who’d just figured out the answer to a particularly tricky Wordle on the last guess.

“Stress,” the blonde repeated. “Oh my God, Daddy. That’s all we have to worry about?”

The weight in my chest eased a fraction. “Babygirl, this is serious—”

“Of course it’s serious!” Samantha leaned in closer, her blue eyes sparkling with understanding. “Daddy, this semester has been the craziest five months of my life! And I’ve just been along for the ride—I haven’t been steering the ship like you have!” She let out a laugh. “You’ve had to deal with Trevor, Elizabeth Baines, Jessamyn, getting fired by Marcie’s dad, everything with Delta Rho and Stillwell University—oh, and at some point you found the time to plan a wedding to three women and start an entire harem!” One of her hands came down on my thigh, giving it a squeeze. “No wonder you’re so freaking stressed!”

I looked around the room. Everyone else was smiling, chuckling, accepting. These women didn’t look freaked out by my panic attacks—they certainly weren’t judging me.

I had nothing to worry about. I never had.

“Yukiko’s mother said something like that,” I admitted, rubbing the back of my neck. “Except the phrase ‘out-fuck an entire sorority’ might have been somewhere in there?”

Laughter greeted those words. My relief was immeasurable.

“Sounds like she’s got your number,” Tasha said. “So what can we do to help, Jack?”

Huh? “Help?”

“With the panic attacks.” Yukiko put her hand on my other knee, the very picture of a devoted wife. “Are there signs you know one is coming on? Can you warn us beforehand, and we can get you somewhere quieter?”

“Or at least get a chair under you,” Lakshmi said.

“I…” Suddenly I could hardly speak. “I’m sorry. This just isn’t at all what I expected you to say…”

Yukiko understood. “We love you, Jack,” the coed said, putting her head against my shoulder. “The issue being mental doesn’t make it any less real than if it were physical. If you were having fainting spells because of low blood pressure, or because you had some sort of heart issue, would anyone judge you for that?”

“Of course not,” Samantha said. “Daddy, were you really worried we’d think less of you?”

I had to blink back tears. “I just… I have to be strong for you girls,” I said, clearing my throat. “I’m supposed to be steady, stable as a rock. I just thought… if there was something weak about me, you couldn’t help but look at me different…”

For a moment, the room was silent.

Then Marcie climbed into my lap.

She threw her arms around me and kissed me, hard. God, that was sweet.

“I do look at you differently, Uncle Jack,” she said, breaking the kiss. “Like you’re a person. And there’s nothing weak about you!”

“Nothing at all,” Yukiko insisted. “You take such good care of us, Jack. All of us.”

“And we’ll take care of you,” Marcie added.

“Because we’re your wives,” Samantha insisted. “And I’m your babygirl.”

I nodded. “I love all of you. I love this life we’ve built together. I want you to know—I wouldn’t change a goddamn thing. Not a bit of it.”

Maria smiled from across the coffee table. “Not even the panic attacks?”

I shook my head. “Not even that,” I said. “It’s forcing me to deal with things I should’ve dealt with fifteen years ago. Yukiko’s mom is going to be helping me with that—she’s offered to do some therapy, to help me work through my shit and develop better coping mechanisms.”

“Mom’s good at that,” Yukiko said. “And yes, I did agree to this. Nobody’d better dare joke about it.”

“Not in front of me,” Samantha agreed.

“It’s going to make me stronger,” I realized. “And it’s going to bring us closer. And having all of you here, supporting me…” My voice caught. “That makes a difference. A big difference.”

“Of course we’re here, Daddy,” Samantha whispered. “There’s nowhere else we’d rather be.”

“Nowhere on Earth,” Heather chuckled.

“Or any other planet,” Eva added. “Though Maria might suggest Uranus—”

Maria rolled her eyes. “We’re here for you, querido. All of us.”

“We love you,” Lakshmi said simply. “And for the record, Jack, you are not the only person I know who has panic attacks. They’re nothing to be ashamed of.”

There were nods and murmurs of agreement all around the room.

“So,” Yukiko said, switching back to planning mode. “We’re still full-steam ahead on the wedding. But we’re going to let Jack relax between now and then.” She glanced at the other two wives. “We can do that and still stick to the schedule. There might have to be a compromise here and there, but everything will be fine.”

“Compromise,” Marcie snorted. “Let’s just go out in the parking lot and do it. Why wait?”

“Because it will be beautiful, sweetheart,” Maria insisted. “And all of us are looking forward to celebrating your wedding. All four of you.”

“Although,” Tasha said carefully, “we should probably talk about this whole ‘strenuous activity’ thing.”

Yukiko nodded. “I’ll schedule the stress test for as soon as we can get it,” she said. “I’ll see if Mom can pull some strings—get it taken care of in the next day or two, so there’s plenty of time before the wedding.”

“Time to fuck Jack’s brains out, you mean,” Maria said with a smirk. “Which we should not be doing until we know for sure he’s alright.”

“Maria!” Marcie looked scandalized.

“Oh, come on,” the realtor said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “I’ve heard some of the things you say when you’re underneath of ‘Uncle Jack’, chica. You’re far from innocent.”

“And let’s be real,” Heather added. “Going from eight women to zero?”

“That’s stressful too,” Eva chimed in on cue. “Which is why you should really at least let him jerk off all over us—”

“Actually,” Yukiko said, “you have a point.”

The room fell silent. Everyone looked stunned.

“She has a point about the jerking off thing?” Maria asked, going goggle-eyed.

“Not like that,” my fiancée said with a laugh. “But total abstinence is probably a lot to ask for. Not just for us, but for Jack.”

“Total abstinence,” Samantha chuckled. “Like you didn’t get finger-blasted so hard last night you saw stars—”

“The doctor said no strenuous activity,” Yukiko said, cutting her off. “But not no activity at all.”

Eva blinked. “So what? Gentle sex?”

“Eww, making love?” Heather looked scandalized. “Without, like, any choking?”

“Is that even a thing?”

Maria was grinning. “It’s absolutely a thing. Slow, sensual, intimate. Us doing the work, letting Jack lie back—yeah, I could get with that.”

“Am I allowed to agree with her?” I asked.

A chorus of laughs greeted me.

“Okay, new rule,” Yukiko amended. “Until the stress test, Jack does not exert himself. At all. If anything happens, with any of the women in this room, we’re the ones who take point. We set the pace.” She glanced at me. “And the second Jack looks dizzy or stressed, or tells us he feels something coming on, we stop.”

“If he stops every time he feel something coming, he’s never going to finish,” Heather protested.

“That’s not what she means,” Lakshmi snapped. “And it’s a very good idea, for the record. Very sensible.”

“Thank you,” Yukiko said, looking at the Indian coed like she might have just found a kindred spirit. “And I think...”

She paused, looking at Samantha and Marcie.

“After the last couple of days, I think the three of us should test the new rule. We’re the ones who are about to marry him.”

“Oh, so you get first dibs?” Heather asked.

“Quiet! Of course she does.” Tasha snorted. “They’re gonna be his wives.”

“Well, we wanna be his mistresses,” Heather said.

“His whores, more like,” Eva giggled.

“Everyone else can have a turn if it goes alright,” Yukiko explained. “And if Jack’s feeling up to it. But right now…” Her voice cracked suddenly, and everyone saw just how tightly my pregnant fiancée had been holding herself together over the last forty-eight hours. “We need to spend some time with Jack. Alone. Just to reconnect, and to thank him for being alive.”

Slowly, everyone else started to nod. They got it.

“Alright.” Maria stood up, brushing off her skintight yoga pants. “You heard the head wife, girls. Let’s give the happy couples some privacy.” She paused. “The happy quad?”

“Tetrad,” Lakshmi suggested.

“We’ll brainstorm it,” Tasha said. “Call us if you need anything, alright? We’ll swing by soon.”

“I will,” I told them. “Thanks.”

One by one, they all said their goodbyes—Maria and Tasha together, the twins with obvious reluctance, Lakshmi with grace and understanding and a longer-than usual side conversation with Yukiko. Those two are starting to get along, I realized. Two natural planners—Christ. If I put them to work at the engineering firm, they’d transform the place in six months.

I just had to get there first.

Once we were alone, Yukiko took my hand. “Come on, Jack,” she said softly. “You’re gonna take a shower.”

“Take all the time you need,” Marcie added.

“And then, when you’re done…” Yukiko’s cheeks burned with heat. “We’ll be waiting for you.”

Oh. Oh.

I couldn’t wait.

I took her hand and let her lead me, Samantha and Marcie following close behind.


Chapter Four


Maria was right about the importance of good shower pressure. After everything that had happened over the last forty-eight hours, that hyper-powered rainforest shower head in my penthouse felt like a greater luxury than my McLaren.

Steam billowed around my legs as I washed away the last of my stay at hospital, luxuriating in the feeling of soap against my skin and the scratching of the scouring pad against my chest. I was sure they’d all wanted to, but none of my women had suggested hopping in the shower with me—all of them were giving me the time I needed to shake off those sickbed blues and become the best version of myself. I appreciated that.

I scrubbed down, trimmed things up downstairs, then spent a few moments just letting the spray hit me right in the face, blasting my sinuses. God, I needed this, I thought, running my fingers through my hair. I could practically feel my wives-to-be getting anxious in the bedroom, but they understood. They knew this would be worth the wait.

Cutting the shower off, I wrapped a towel around my waist and checked myself out in the mirror. My facial hair was in that transitionary period I’d never been much of a fan of—too long for stubble, but not long enough yet to be considered a proper beard. I grabbed my electric razor and started to remove it, only to slow down as I made the first stroke down my cheek.

Hell, I thought, grinning. Samantha said she liked it, didn’t she?

Maybe not a full beard. That seemed a little extreme. But a goatee?

I tried it. I shaved down both cheeks with the electric, then went in with a razor to get it super smooth. I kept the goatee square, aligned with the angle of my jaw, and shaved everything around it down to the skin.

When I rinsed my face off and took another look in the mirror, I liked what I saw. It still needed to grow in a bit, but the shortness didn’t bother me the way it would have as a full beard. Streaks of gray cut through the brown—a lot more gray than there’d been even three or four years ago—but I didn’t mind. It made me look distinguished. A silver fox.

I look like a CEO, I thought, wiping away the last of the shaving cream with a towel. My babygirl was right. I do look better with a little facial hair.

I’d have to thank her for the suggestion. Probably by putting this rough goatee somewhere smooth, the way she’d suggested back at the hospital.

I wrapped another clean towel around my waist—and hesitated. Was I dizzy? My heart was pounding, but it was always pounding when I knew my girls were waiting for me on the other side of a door. Was this just garden-variety excitement, or was I about to have another attack?

I closed my eyes for a second. The feeling faded.

You’re fine, old man, I chided myself. Remember, lie back and let them do all the work. They need this even more than you do.

I was no dummy. Yes, I was looking forward to having sex with Yukiko, Samantha and Marcie.

But I knew this was more about them than me. Even with the assurances about my health, all three of my fiancées had seen me collapse and go unconscious in front of them. They were scared. They needed to know I was okay. They needed to—what was the word Kiki used? Reconnect?

Exactly. So I was going to do my best, and when all three of them passed out beside me, they’d be nowhere near as worried about Jackson Avery as they’d been a few hours ago.

I opened the door slowly. Faint light spilled from the crack in the doorway—someone, probably Marcie, had lit candles in the master bedroom. Scented ones, too: the place smelled of sandalwood and cedar, like a fancy study. My heart rate jumped again, but this time I wasn’t worried about an attack.

They’d been talking when I entered—now they fell silent. I stood in the doorway just looking at them, feeling like the luckiest son of a bitch who’d ever lived. My women. Soon, my wives.

The mattress was designed to hold my entire harem with room to spare. With just the three of them, it almost looked too large. Yukiko was sitting up against the headboard with Sam and Marcie between her, wearing nothing but that same one of my white dress shirts she’d had on when she greeted me on the balcony a few days ago. This time it was unbuttoned all the way down to her cleavage, the lower hem dangling around her bare thighs.

Samantha lay beside her in a little black lace teddy with a pair of matching silk stockings. She had neither bra nor panties on underneath of it, leaving absolutely nothing to the imagination. She rolled to the side as she saw me, letting it ride up her hip with a smile.

And Marcie… wow.

If you’d told me this was what she’d planned to wear for me on her wedding night, I’d have believed it. I’d always thought of her as the most innocent of my women—I couldn’t help it, when I’d spent so much time being her protector and co-conspirator back at her father’s engineering firm. But there was nothing innocent about the corset cinched tight around her waist, thrusting her tits forward like an offering that threatened to spill out of her top if she leaned forward too much. Or the postage stamp-sized thong covering her swollen mound, already soaked through with her juices.

If I was going to be the one letting her do all the work, then Marcie was clearly going to let some of her wild side out tonight. Her look didn’t say wife, it said whore: a very expensive one who was going to ride me like a woman possessed while she begged ‘Uncle’ Jack to unload raw inside her tight little pussy.

Fuck. My cock stiffened to full mast against the towel at the sight of them.

The moment lengthened. My wives waited for me to say something, but my brain had turned to static.

“Hey,” I blurted, the word thick with amazement.

All three of them giggled, the tension breaking.

“I’d say Daddy likes what he sees,” Samantha whispered, running her nails down her side. “Especially you, Marcie. I don’t think I’ve ever seen Daddy look at a woman like that before!”

Marcie swallowed hard, nervous but clearly aroused. “Tonight’s… tonight’s special,” she said, biting her bottom lip as she shifted across the blankets. “I wanted to be good for you, Uncle Jack.” She glanced down at her getup. “Did I do okay?”

I nodded. “Yeah,” I growled. “You did more than okay, babygirl.”

Tonight, there was no competition between Samantha and Marcie. Both of them were more than okay with being my babygirl for the evening.

Yukiko smiled, soft and warm. “Come here,” she whispered, patting the bed. “Lie down.”

I crossed the room, suddenly keenly aware of how much my little Jack was bulging against that towel. I let it drop as I climbed into bed, enveloped by the loving embraces and gentle sighs of the three women who loved me most in the world. The mattress felt almost sinfully soft beneath me after that hard hospital bed.

The feeling of three sets of hands on me all at once nearly overloaded my senses. As I settled against the pillows, Yukiko, Samantha and Marcie were on me: not aggressive, not pushing, just enjoying the feeling of being next to me and exploring my body. There was something almost too intimate about it, their gentleness nearly bringing tears to my eyes.

“I’m so glad you’re here, Daddy,” Samantha murmured against my ear. Her nails traced circles on my chest as Yukiko kissed the other side of my neck, slow and sweet. “You are so fucking beautiful. Did you know that?”

Beautiful? That was a word I used with them, not the other way around.

And yet, with that look in my babygirl’s eyes, nothing else seemed to fit.

“You really are,” Marcie murmured. The coed knelt between my legs, staring up at me as my other two almost-wives flanked me with kisses and gropes. “We were so scared, Uncle Jack. When you fell, I…”

“You don’t have to talk about that, babygirl,” I said.

She shook her head. She wanted to. “I spent so long not seeing what was right in front of me,” Marcie said. “It took me so much time to realize how badly I wanted you, and then I thought it was all going to end right when it was getting good. Right when I finally had what I wanted…”

“I’m right here,” I told her, reaching down to cup her face. “I’m not going anywhere.”

“You’d better not,” Yukiko murmured. “And I wasn’t kidding, Jack. If you start feeling dizzy or out of sorts, you let us know immediately—”

I pulled her to me and kissed her, leaving her gasping. “I will,” I told her. “But I still think you’re being cautious over nothing. I’m fine, princess.”

Yukiko grinned. “Well, in that case, just relax and enjoy this,” she purred, her hand straying lower. “Let your harem girls welcome you home …”

Oh. Oh fuck. Yukiko’s fingers had just found my cock.

And she was paying me back for what I’d done to her with my fingers last night. With interest.

Just the feeling of her hand was amazing, when it came with the sensation of three gorgeous female bodies on top of me. I kissed Samantha, then Yukiko, each of them nibbling and licking and teasing me until I couldn’t fucking stand it anymore.

The energy shifted in the room. My women sensed they’d gotten me ready enough. More than ready.

Samantha had apparently been chosen to take point. Maybe it would have been Yukiko if she hadn’t already gotten a sneak preview the other night, but it was my babygirl who shifted first, going up onto her elbows as she smoothly mounted me. She’d already slid her teddy up to her hips, exposing her bare thighs. A single narrow strip of blonde pubic hair stretched above her mound, cut so close it was nearly invisible.

“Daddy,” she purred, holding me tight as she lowered herself onto me. “I have a confession to make.”

Something told me I was going to like this. “What’s that, babygirl?”

Samantha glanced over her shoulder. “Marcie said she was afraid she’d lost you before she could really appreciate you,” the coed purred, her piercing blue eyes returning to mine. “She spent those four hours in the waiting room crying her eyes out thinking about it. But do you know what I thought about, Daddy? What I couldn’t get out of my head, that whole time I was wondering if you were really okay?”

“I can’t imagine, babygirl,” I grunted. “I—”

Whatever I’d been about to say was cut off with a groan of bliss. I was inside Samantha.

It felt so fucking amazing.

Samantha giggled, her lashes fluttering as she trembled for a moment, taking me all the way to the base. She leaned in close, dropping her voice to a whisper. “That night on the balcony,” she panted, her voice already tight with pleasure. “When you took me in front of all of Stillwell, without anybody else able to see.” She grinned, working her hips in a slow, almost intolerably blissful circle. “I loved that, Daddy. All I could think was that I was never going to get that again.” Her eyes closed, her face a mask of pleasure. “The way you feel inside me is like nothing else in the whole world, Daddy. God damn, you make me feel so precious…”

Risking Yukiko’s ire, I grabbed Samantha with both hands and impaled her on me harder. “You are precious,” I growled, forgetting everything in the world save for her for a moment. “You’re my babygirl. Fuck, you feel so good…”

“Not as good as you do,” Samantha groaned, rocking back on her heels. “You’re so hard, and I’m so fucking soft… ugh, Daddy, oh my God…!”

Suddenly Samantha cried out, her hips slamming down on me as hard as she possibly could. Everything between her legs clenched, growing tighter and wetter than before, and I knew my babygirl had just gone over the edge. My hand went to her throat, clutching it loose but possessively as she rode out the throes of her orgasm.

“Oh my God, I didn’t know I was gonna do that,” Samantha giggled as she came down from her peak. “Is that even a thing with girls? I couldn’t hold back…”

“You shouldn’t hold back,” Yukiko groaned beside me. “You looked gorgeous on top of him, Sam. Did that feel as good as it looked?”

A broad smile spread across Samantha’s face. “Fuck yes,” she panted. “I want to keep going, Daddy, but I’m going to give these other two a turn. Are you still doing alright?”

Was I dizzy, in other words. Or feeling a panic attack coming on in any other way.

“I’m great,” I whispered. “Never better.”

With a knowing chuckle, Samantha slid off of me and curled up against my right side. “Alright, you two,” she said, pressing her tits against me and kissing my bottom lip. “Blow Daddy’s mind.”

Hmm? What had these three planned?

As one, Yukiko and Marcie moved to my thighs. “Remember,” Yukiko whispered, her eyes shining with lust. “If you start feeling weird, let me know.”

“I wouldn’t—”

Whatever I’d been about to say fell right out of the back of my head. Yukiko and Marcie—both of them—leaned down and started kissing my cock. The dual sensation was incredible, the feeling of two mouths kissing with me between them so sweet it nearly made me go off like a geyser all over their faces.

But it was the love behind it that really got to me. There was no haste, no rush, none of the frantic energy of some of our earlier encounters. My women acted like we had literally all the time in the world to make me feel good, and they proved it with every kiss and lick and tease.

We might not have been married yet, but there was no doubt in my mind these women were my wives.

This wasn’t fucking. It wasn’t just ‘sex’ or ‘making love’. It felt sacred.

Yukiko took my hand as she worked her tongue around the underside of my shaft, hitting every sensitive spot while Marcie buried her face in my balls. She gripped it tight, as if she could psychically transmit all of the love and affection she felt for me through touch as she and Marcie gave me the blowjob of a lifetime.

As if she even needed to tell me.

Yukiko took me all the way down her throat, gagging gently around my length, then pulled back with a wet pop and guided my cock between Marcie’s lips. Watching both of them worship me with their mouths, each of them tasting Samantha’s honey as they did so, was such a turn-on that it didn’t take long to feel my balls tighten.

Yukiko noticed. “My mouth or Marcie’s?” she asked with a knowing smile. “Dealer’s choice, Jack.”

I’ve never been so glad I taught you how to play blackjack, I thought.

“Faces,” I grunted, feeling like a king. “Both of you…”

They shared a look. “You heard the man,” Kiki giggled, wrapping her fingers around my base. “Coat us, Jack. Make us pretty.”

“Please,” Marcie begged, her sheer eagerness hotter than any dirty talk the cheerleaders could think of. “Cum for me, Uncle Jack? Me and Kiki. Shoot all over our faces...”

My hips shot from the bed as I did just that.

All three women let out moans as I went off like a volcano, spurting thick, hot ropes of seed. Yukiko and Marcie opened their mouths as semen frothed from the head of my cock, the former making a face like an anime girl having an orgasm and the latter just concentrating on getting as much of me on her face as possible.

Neither of them needed to worry. After the hospital I was so pent up that I had plenty for everyone.

When I opened my eyes, both women were drenched with my load. Thick gobs of it covered Yukiko’s face, forcing her to keep one eye closed as she smiled, while more dribbled down Marcie’s chin into that fabulous cleavage created by her corset. The two leaned in and kissed, sloppy and loving, and my dick jerked and spurted a final bit of spunk.

“You still doing okay, Jack?” Yukiko wiped her face with her fingers, savoring the taste of my load. “I mean, you look great. And that performance on our faces was about as healthy as it gets...”

I thought it over. “I’m still good,” I promised. “I can keep going.”

I thought Kiki was about to mount me. But she had something else in mind.

“Good,” she said, nibbling her bottom lip. “Marcie, show ‘Uncle’ Jack how much you love him. Welcome him home, sweetness.”

Marcie moved shyly, even though we’d done this so many times before. “You’re sure you’re okay?” she asked, looking nervous despite her getup. “You’re not too tired?”

I pulled her down for a kiss. “Never too tired for you, babygirl.”

I reached for her hair, only for Yukiko to playfully slap my hand away. “Let her handle it, Jack. You just lay there and feel.”

“Feel good,” Samantha added. She’d just joined Yukiko, moving to Marcie’s other shoulder. “Hey, Marcie? You missed a spot…”

And the President of Delta Rho leaned in licked my cum off of Marcie’s face.

Marcie gasped, then grabbed Samantha and kissed her. Hard.

“Fuck,” Yukiko whispered, speaking for all of us as the pair broke the kiss. “That is so hot.”

Samantha grinned. “I could not be happier to be Jack’s wife along with you, Marcie,” she told the younger coed. “Now ride him, babygirl. I want to watch Jack cum inside you.”

“Yeah,” Yukiko agreed, her face flushed. “Oh hell yeah.”

Still nibbling her bottom lip, Marcie sank onto me with a soft gasp. “Oh, Uncle Jack,” she whimpered.

Even her sluttiest getup couldn’t hide how sweet Marcie was. God knew she was willing to do just about anything for me, even dress like a high-class call girl—but the way she rode me made my heart ache in a whole different way. She moved carefully, gently, like she wanted to go so much harder but was afraid she might break me from going too fast.

The corner of my mouth curled in a smirk. “You won’t hurt me, angel,” I said, taking her hips. This time, Yukiko didn’t stop me. “I promise.”

She smiled. “Okay,” she groaned, her eyes rolling back. “Fuck, I think I’ve got a little of whatever Samantha’s got. I can’t… Jack, I’m so close…!”

Yukiko and Samantha both leaned in. The Asian coed kissed Marcie, cupping her chin, while Samantha’s hands went to the younger girl’s corset, unlacing the top knot. Her perky tits spilled out, which Samantha massaged and squeezed as her bestie moaned wildly into Yukiko’s mouth.

“Do it for me, babygirl,” I groaned, unable to tear my eyes away from the sight of this gorgeous goddess and her two depraved worshippers. “Come all over that cock. I want to feel you clenching around me when I shoot inside you—”

“Uncle Ja-a-ack!” Marcie screamed. “Yes, yes, YES—!”

She came with a cry, her body trembling as the pleasure sent her right over the edge. Yukiko and Samantha didn’t stop, the blonde sucking on Marcie’s tits while Kiki slid her hand between Marcie’s thighs to torture her clit, rubbing it all the way through her climax to milk every last bit of bliss out of her.

I lasted one more thrust, then let go. My cock jerked against Marcie’s inner walls as I had my second orgasm, flooding her womb with my seed. The world went white behind my eyelids, fireworks exploding in my head as my fingers dug into the coed’s hips.

It was perfect.

Marcie collapsed onto my chest, and immediately Samantha and Yukiko were right there with her, all pressed against me and giving me their love.

“Welcome home, Jack,” Marcie managed, her voice rough with lust. “We love you so much.”

I loved them, too. To feel such a connection with one woman was the kind of thing that could sustain a man for a lifetime—to have it with three felt like almost too much luck.

After a minute or two, the other two coed slid to the side. Yukiko snuggled up next to me, pulling me against her side and draping my arm beneath her breasts.

“It’s okay if you’re done,” she whispered, her dark eyes flashing. “But if you’re not, I really need you right now, Jack.”

I was already stiffening against her. “I can do one more, princess,” I growled into her ear.

Yukiko settled back onto me. One of her legs lifted gently, and her hand slid between her thighs to grab my stiffening member and point the crown at the entrance of her pussy. Honey dripped from her slit as she pressed herself down, impaling herself on me from the side with a slowness that drove both of us crazy.

Then I was inside of her, all the way in, and nothing could have been better.

Yukiko was cautious. She did the work, moving her hips in slow, deep undulations that buried me deep inside of her before pulling back and doing it again. The pace was so slow I grit my teeth, but the friction, the heat… it was better than the best. Better than anything.

As she moved harder, faster, Yukiko grabbed my hair and pulled me in for a rough kiss. “Don’t you ever leave me,” she growled, sounding as fierce as any mama bear who’d ever lived.

“Never,” I promised, thrusting as hard as I dared. “I’m never leaving you, princess. Not any of these women, either,” My hand snaked around her waist and went flat against her belly. “And not our baby.”

At the mention of the baby, Yukiko lost control. She kept riding me, slowly and steadily, but tears were streaming down her face and she kept trembling against me as we kissed. This wasn’t about getting off any longer—it was about connection. About us.

About assuring my head wife that I would never, ever abandon her.

“You’re going to be such a great father,” Yukiko whimpered, her voice telling me she was right on the edge. “Such a good husband. You’re the fucking perfect husband for me, Jack.” She let out a sob, the agony of that terrible moment at the graduation finally melting away. “And I’m going to spend the rest of my life making you so freaking happy…”

“You already do,” I assured her. “Now cum for me, princess. Because I’m about to cum inside of you…”

In the end, we both hit our peaks at the same time. Yukiko shattered against me, her lips opening wide against mine as she groaned my name into my mouth. The love I felt from this woman eclipsed the goddamned sun. The devotion she gave me as I emptied my balls inside of her for the final time that night would have shamed if I hadn’t earned it a hundred times over.

Everything slowed down after that. The next thing I knew I was under the covers, tangled in a ball of arms and legs and giggling mouths. The three women I loved most in the world surrounded me, naked and satisfied, and I wouldn’t have it any other way.

None of us spoke for a bit. “Thank you,” I finally said, draping my arm over Yukiko’s side.

“Thank you,” Samantha chuckled. “You kidding me?”

“I’m serious,” I said. “Thank you for loving me. For accepting me. I know it’s not easy, when I’ve got this—”

My mouth snapped shut. Yukiko was glaring at me like she might slap me.

“Don’t you dare finish that fucking sentence,” she said, shaking her head. “You have nothing to apologize for, Jack. Nothing. You’re not weak, okay? This doesn’t make you less of a man. It makes you more of one.”

“It makes you real,” Marcie whispered. “We’re going to help you through this, Jack.”

“Not like you have a choice,” Samantha snickered. “You’re ours, Daddy. Forever.”

I held them close, feeling more at peace than I had in days. Maybe ever.

“I love you girls,” I said, meaning it with every molecule in my body.

“We love you, too,” they said as one.

I believed it. Just like I believed that whatever happened with my attacks, things would work out fine.

Because with these women by my side, I could do anything.


Chapter Five


“Have a seat wherever you’re comfortable,” Dr. Tanaka—Yui—said. “The couch, one of the chairs, it doesn’t really matter. Just not in mine, please.”

I looked around the room, wondering for the hundredth time since I’d made the drive over from Stillwell what the hell I’d gotten myself into. Yui’s therapy space looked every bit as professional as the woman herself—sporting a charcoal blazer, a pencil skirt and a pair of red-bottomed heels that would have made her own daughter jealous—but the place filled me with a deep sense of unease all the same.

“Is this some kind of test?” I asked.

Yui blinked. “Test?”

I gestured at the couch, which did indeed look comfortable. “If I pick the couch, it means I’ve got a certain kind of personality,” I guessed, my finger moving to one of the plush chairs a short distance away. “And if I pick the chair instead, it says something completely different about me?”

Yui snickered. “I’m not Freud, Jack. Sometimes a cigar is just a cigar.”

“I don’t smoke,” I muttered, rubbing the back of my neck. “I’ll have to take your word for it.”

Three days had passed since my panic attack at the graduation ceremony. In the intervening time, I’d hopped on a treadmill and aced my stress test, passing it with flying colors. No cardiac issues, no underlying problems. My women had been thrilled—both because I was healthy and because it meant they no longer had to keep treating me like I was breakable every time they hopped into bed with me.

We’d spent the better part of a night celebrating that, in fact, and my body was still feeling the ache.

Not that I’d ever dare complain. But Maria wasn’t kidding when she compared sex with her to cardio. Part of having a harem of women half my age was dealing with just how athletic they all were.

A good thing, then, that I was in the best shape of my life.

Well… physically, at least.

Yui was here to help with the mental stuff. Which was why I’d driven an hour and a half out of Stillwell to her office out in the suburbs, here for the first of what she’d implied would be many therapy sessions. Yukiko had texted me twice on the drive over—once to tell me how much she loved me and how proud she was of me for doing this, and again to wish me good luck in dealing with her Mom. Tasha, Maria and Samantha had all sent messages of encouragement, too.

The cheerleader twins, of course, had their minds on more important things. They’d been peppering me with questions all morning: did I prefer thongs or lace panties, would I rather cum on Eva’s boobs or butt the next time I saw them, would I rather tie Heather up with one of my business ties or handcuff her to the bed? I ignored most of it, which must have drove them crazy because they started punctuating their questions with some dirty selfies that were hotter than ghost pepper chili. They’d get over it after a good spanking, regardless.

The message I kept closest to my heart, though, was Marcie’s. It was just six words long, and every one of them was worth its weight in gold.

I believe in you, Uncle Jack.

Marcie’s belief in me was what I was thinking of as I eased myself onto the couch, feeling more than a little bit like a schoolboy who’d been pulled into the principal’s office. Hers and everyone else’s.

I was going to need that belief.

Because I was about to spend the next hour talking about my feelings, my anxieties and my dead wife.

With my fiancée's mother.

It’s only weird if you make it weird, I told myself. Kiki already signed off on this. It’s for your own good, Jack. No more attacks. Definitely not before the wedding.

So I told myself. But that was hard to hold onto with Dr. Tanaka smiling at me like a particularly sluggish fly who’d just stumbled into her spiderweb.

Yui settled into the armchair which was obviously hers, crossing her legs and picking up her notepad. No tablet or laptop for her—this woman was all-analog. I liked that.

“It’s good to see you,” she said, her tone warm but professional. “How are you feeling today, Jack?”

“Good,” I said without thinking. Then I remembered the promise I’d made Yukiko’s mother back at the hospital: no lies, no deception. “Actually, I’m nervous as hell. I’ve never done this before.”

“Many patients are nervous during their first few sessions,” Yui said sagely. “There’s nothing unusual about that. The prospect of digging into your past, into the issues that have plagued you your whole life, can be extremely intimidating.” She smiled. “That’s totally normal, in other words. And before we go any further, Jack, there’s something I need you to keep in mind.”

I waited.

Yui leaned forward a bit. “You are safe inside these walls,” she said, gesturing with her chin at the borders of her office. “You will never receive judgement for anything you say during a session. There is no topic that you cannot broach with me, no matter how intense, frightening or taboo it might be. Do you understand?”

I did, but I wasn’t sure if I believed it. “This is a safe space,” I said. “Even for the man who’s going to be marrying your daughter in a couple of days?”

Yui gave me a look I would soon come to know very well. “Especially for you,” she said, tapping her notepad. “And whatever we discuss here stays here. Doctor-patient confidentiality is something I take very seriously.” She winked. “That includes my daughter, Jack. She won’t hear any of this.”

“She told me you two talked about that.”

“My daughter is a practical girl,” Yui said with a knowing smile. “She’s very supportive of this process, and she’s seen enough of my career to understand the importance of privacy. In fact, she’s let me know she would not want to know the content of these sessions, even if I would give them to her.” Yui spread her hands. “She respects you that much, Jack. She trusts you.”

I knew she did.

“With that in mind, let’s start with a quick pulse check before we dive in.” She made a note on her pad, making no effort to hide it from me. After a second, I realized why—she didn’t write her notes in English. Those were Japanese characters. “How have things been since you left the hospital? Any incidents?”

I shook my head. “I’ve been fine. I passed the stress test with no issue. Dr. Lamb seemed surprised.”

“I’m not,” Yui said. “There’s nothing wrong with your heart, Jack. The issue is your head.”

That should have stung. Somehow, coming from her, it didn’t. “Then let’s fix it.”

Yui nodded and scribbled another bit of kanji on the pad.

Suddenly I was feeling… rebellious. “That stuff you said about saying anything I want. About not being judged. Did you mean that?”

Yui’s expression remained as calm as a still pool, but something told me I wasn’t the first patient to immediately jump to being confrontational. It must have been common among a certain type of man. “Of course,” she said. “Why? Is there something you’d like to tell me, Jack?”

I crossed my arms over my chest. “You say you won’t judge me, but that’s a lie,” I said, looking her in the eye. “Because you don’t approve of what I’m doing with your daughter.”

Yui stared at me. Then she set her pad to the side.

“Jack—"

“I’m not talking about marrying her,” I cut in, letting some of my feelings out. “Her Dad’s still mad as hell that she’s tying the knot with a white guy old enough to be her father, but I can tell you’ve come around on all that. It’s the rest of it.” I leaned back in my seat. “Samantha. Marcie. All the other women.”

Yui met my gaze evenly. “It doesn’t matter whether I approve or not,” she said flatly. “What matters is whether this arrangement works for my daughter and makes her happy. At first, I did not believe that was possible. Since seeing it, I’ve realized it does.” She paused. “Would you like my honest opinion, Jack? Should we rip the band-aid off here and now and be done with it?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Let’s.”

She leaned back in her chair, making a steeple of her fingers. “I think my daughter is brilliant and pragmatic, and she’s chosen a man—and a life—that suits her perfectly.”

My mouth dropped open. But Yui wasn’t done.

“I think Samantha Lowry is far more emotionally intelligent than she wants people to believe. I believe—no, I can tell—that she’s endured some sort of trauma in her past, and that both her ‘mean girl’ persona and the one she adopts with her sorority sisters is a shield intended to protect her from future traumas. I believe you’re the first man to break through that shield and make her feel like she can safely be herself, which is why she is so devoted to you.” She paused, smirking. “I believe your relationship with her is extremely sexual—I would guess the most sexual of all of them—but what Samantha Lowry truly gets from her relationship with you is something that has nothing to do with sex. It’s far more important to her than that.”

My jaw was on the floor. “Amazing. Did you psychoanalyze every woman in my harem, Yui?”

“Of course I did,” Yui scoffed. “What kind of mother would I be if I did not?” She met my gaze, a new challenge in them. “Marcella Ramsey is a sweet girl who has found something with you she never had with her own father: safety and unconditional love.”

“Okay, you’re wrong about that one,” I snapped, raising a hand. “Daniel loves that girl.”

“I have no doubt he does,” Yui replied smoothly. “But he’s virtually abandoned her, Jack. He’s trying to threaten the job of the man she loves and has chosen to spend her life with, all so he can manipulate her into changing a decision she made with her heart. What part of that sounds unconditional to you?”

I blinked. This was not at all what I’d expected from Yukiko’s mother.

“I believe,” Yui continued, her tone softening, “that you are a good man, Jackson Avery. And I think you are taking on an enormous amount of responsibility. Three wives and a whole harem of women who depend on you for guidance, support and love? That’s a lot for any man. Especially one who has a baby on the way.”

She had me there. “Everybody’s going to want to help take care of that baby,” I protested.

“I certainly hope so,” Yui said with a smirk. “I don’t care how many children you have with the others, but you will give my daughter those grandbabies. As many as she wants, regardless of other factors.”

I couldn’t help but laugh at that. “Yui, as long as we’re being honest with each other, I might as well just come out and say it. It will be no trouble at all to get your daughter pregnant as many times as she wants to be.”

If I thought to scandalize Yui, I was wrong. “Good. I plan to spoil those brats rotten.” She paused, her expression turning serious. “But before you start a new family, Jack, we need you to process what happened to your first one.”

Ah. There it was.

“Lauren,” I said, the word tasting like ashes in my mouth. “We have to talk about Lauren.”

“Eventually, yes.” The band-aid fully ripped off now, Yui picked her notepad up and slipped back into professional mode. “But first, I want to understand these panic attacks. They occurred long before what happened with Lauren, am I right?”

I nodded, grateful to have something else to focus on. “Yeah. I was… huh, probably twenty when they first started? I had the first one during a party. They came out of nowhere—I never figured out why.”

Yui nodded. “You mentioned seeing yourself from a great height,” she said, writing in her pad. “Like a character in a video game?”

I flinched a bit at the memory. “Yeah. Like I wasn’t me anymore—like I was watching me. It made me feel like a robot. Like I wasn’t real.”

“Depersonalization,” Yui said, putting a name to it. “It’s a very common comorbidity with panic attacks. How often did this happen to you?”

“Once a week, maybe?” I tried to remember—I didn’t like thinking all that much about that part of my life these days. “They got worse when I was stressed, or when I was… er…”

“No judgement here,” Yui reminded me. I think she already knew what I was about to say.

I made a face. “When I was smoking,” I admitted. “Weed. Which I haven’t done in over fifteen years, if you’re worried I’m some kind of stoner.”

“I wasn’t concerned,” she assured me. “Many people use cannabis to relieve symptoms of anxiety. But in some people, it can worsen their negative emotions. Fear, stress, paranoia.”

“I’m definitely that second kind of dude,” I said. “Glad I stopped. I should’ve never started in the first place.”

“Probably not,” Yui agreed. “You said they stopped when you met Lauren?”

I nodded. “Pretty much overnight,” I said. The mention of my wife’s name held less of a sting than it had a few moments ago. “It was like… like she grounded me, you know? When I was around her, I didn’t have to worry if I was real. If I was a person, or just a robot somebody was piloting.”

“Not a single one while you and her were together?” Yui asked, leaning forward. “Even if there were only one or two, the circumstances of them might be important.”

I thought it over, trying to remember if I’d ever had an attack with Lauren. “No,” I finally decided. “No, none. She…” I paused, licking my lips. “Look, how much do you really want to hear about my first wife?”

Yui looked a little perplexed by that statement. “I want to hear everything, of course,” she insisted.

“It’s just that I’m marrying your daughter. She’s about to become my wife, so I don’t know how much you want to hear about the girl who used to have the job. How great she was at it.”

A strange smile spread across Yui’s face. “Jack, I’m not jealous of the dead,” Yui said in a soft voice. “I know how much my daughter means to you. She’s not threatened by Lauren’s memory, and neither am I. You have my word on that.” She sat up a little straighter, clearing her throat as she went from my mother-in-law to my therapist. “The more detail you can give me, the better. Usually I worry about getting too little information from my patients, rather than too much.”

“Alright,” I said.

Yui was quiet for a moment, writing. “The attacks were gone until Lauren died,” she said gently. “And then they came back?”

I swallowed hard. Even with all that time in my rear-view mirror, those memories sometimes still had the power to hurt. “Just the one. Right after her funeral. I held it together until the end, and then…”

I couldn’t finish.

“And then?” Yui prompted.

I sighed. “It was bad.”

“Worse than the one at graduation?”

I had to think about it for a second. “Yes and no,” I said at last. “The one at graduation was so strong I honestly thought I was having a heart attack. But the one after the funeral…”

“Go on,” Yui said after a moment.

“After we buried her, the whole family met at mine and Lauren’s house,” I said, the image of it filling my mind’s eye. “I don’t know if you’d call it a reception, really—more like a wake. I was listening to Lauren’s mother saying something about her, and I looked around and it hit me—I was never going to see that woman walk through my living room again. I was never going to hear her humming Emmylou Harris while she folded the laundry in the next room. I’d never scrub the hardwood in the foyer down because she left her muddy boots by the door.” My voice grew thick. “I would’ve scrubbed a mountain of mud if it meant hearing her voice again.”

Yui looked sympathetic, but professional. “And that’s when the attack hit?”

“Yeah,” I said. “The big one.”

I didn’t need to go into it. Yui could tick the symptoms off on her fingers, I was sure. It was like the graduation, just longer and slower. Honestly, it probably would have been a mercy if I’d passed out the way I did on the floor of the auditorium. I could have been unconscious through some of the suffering.

Yui’s voice cut through my thoughts. “This was also the last attack you had until recently,” she said. “Do I have that right?”

I nodded. “That’s right.”

“So what happened?” Yui asked. “What changed?”

Somehow I managed to snicker. “Daniel Ramsey happened. He was there when I had the attack—even if he hadn’t been, he knew how bad things were for me after Lauren died. I needed to get out of that house and away from my grief. He offered me a job in Boston a few days later—said the firm needed me.” I smiled faintly. “He was right about that, by the way. God damn they needed so much work.”

I thought I was feeling a little better after that, but then Yui hit me. “So you’re saying you ran from your grief?” she asked.

Huh? “What? No,” I said. “That’s not true.”

“You said it yourself. You needed to get away from your grief. You went to Boston, and from the sounds of it, you buried yourself in your work.” She set down her pen and looked me in the eye. “Jack, do you see the pattern?”

I didn’t. “What pattern?”

“Some people numb themselves to their trauma through alcohol or drugs,” Yui explained. “Or other vices—gambling, food, an addiction to shopping. You, however, deal with your issues by making yourself too busy to ever properly process them.”

I could feel my brows furrowing together. “I can see that if we’re talking about my job,” I told Yui. “I absolutely did bury myself in work for fifteen years. But I woke up. Those girls woke me up, Yui. I’m not that man anymore.”

“No, you’re not,” Yui agreed. “You’ve replaced your job with your relationships.”

I blinked.

“You take care of three women, intimately,” she explained. “It’s far more than sex—their problems are your problems, their struggles are your own. And from what I understand, you have something like five other women who cycle in and out of what you and my daughter have going on. This… this laundry list of issues you’ve had to tackle this semester is all because of these relationships.”

“I love those girls,” I said, my hackles rising. “Taking care of them is not a chore, Yui.”

She held up a hand. “I never said it was,” she continued in a gentler tone. “But Jack: you’re so busy being strong for everyone else that you never deal with your own pain. Your body is like a car that’s been driving with the ‘check engine light’ on for thousands of miles, the underlying problem just getting worse and worse under the surface. And if you don’t deal with it, eventually your body will force you to stop.”

I opened my mouth to retort. Only to realize she was right.

“Okay,” I said. I put a hand to my forehead; sweat beaded on my brow. “So what do I do? I’m a car with a busted engine, two broken taillights and a bloody hook hanging from the driver’s side door handle. How do I fix that?”

Yui smirked at that last part; she must have known that urban legend, too. “You start by being honest with yourself,” she said in a calm voice. “Tell me, Jack. Did you ever properly grieve Lauren?”

The question hit me like a slap in the face.

“I…”

I wanted to tell her she was wrong. That I’d been grieving that woman for fifteen damn years.

Except, had I? Really?

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “I cried for her. A lot. I dragged one of our couches out behind the house and filled it with bullets, thinking it would make me feel better.” I smiled bitterly. “It didn’t.”

“That doesn’t surprise me.”

“But Daniel needed me,” I said, shaking my head. “The firm needed me. There was an opportunity there, a chance to get past all of it. I couldn’t just sit there and fall apart—”

“Why not?”

I stared at her, stunned. “Excuse me?”

“Why couldn’t you fall apart?” Yui asked, raising her voice just a touch. “Your wife died, Jack. People fall apart when that happens! It’s not strange or abnormal—it’s the most natural thing in the world. You think people would have judged you if you’d taken some time off? Gone to therapy? Bought an RV and roamed around the country for half a year, processing your loss instead of running from it?”

I’d never thought about it that way before. “I… I couldn’t,” I said, shaking my head. “I’m not that kind of man, Yui. I know this is hard to swallow because you see me with Yukiko and the others, but I’m… I wasn’t a very open person before I came to Stillwell. Most of the people who knew me at Ramsey Engineering didn’t even know about Lauren—at least not if they came on after I stopped wearing my ring. I didn’t want to drown in that sorrow, Yui. I wanted to be useful. Lauren would have wanted me to be useful.”

Yui’s gaze traveled to the floor. “Let me tell you something, Jack.”

I waited.

“I…” She hesitated, then plunged forward. “I do not like my husband.”

Huh? Where was this coming from? I was tempted to remind Yui which one of us was the therapist and which was the patient, but I sensed that wouldn’t get us anywhere.

“Ryuichi has hurt me greatly,” she said, her jaw flexing. “I may have been able to find it my heart to forgive that, but he has hurt my daughter greatly as well, and that I cannot forgive. He is an adulterer, a philanderer, and a poor excuse for a parent. I am ashamed that I ever honored such a man with children.”

“Wow. You really don’t hold back.”

“I do not wish my husband well,” Yui said, her gaze focusing on me. “But even as much as I detest him, Jack, I would not wish for him to treat himself the way that you have. Treading water for fifteen years. Never sinking beneath the surface, but never swimming to safety. Just existing, instead of living. Do you understand that?”

Suddenly it felt like someone was cutting onions in here. “I think I do.”

“I would not want him to prioritize being useful over being human,” she said, making the words as kindly as she could. “And I certainly believe the man who is going to wed my daughter deserves better than that.”

The dam inside me burst. I’d told myself a half-dozen times on the drive over here that the last thing I wanted was to burst into tears in front of my fiancée’s mother. But as Yui and I stared at each other, and I felt the weight of her understanding settle over me like a superhero’s cape, my vision blurred. My eyes burned as tears dripped down my cheeks, despite me trying to blink them back.

“Do you think you deserve better than that, Jack?” Yui asked. “Honestly. No lies, no deception.”

I nodded through the tears. “Tell me what to do,” I whispered, wiping my eyes with the back of my hand. “Tell me how to handle this without sinking, Yui. Because I am so scared of letting those girls down.”

Yui shook her head, smiling. “You will take my hand,” she whispered. “And I will not let go.”

Something about that comforted me in ways words couldn’t describe. Miss Tanaka and I hadn’t always gotten along, it was true, but in that moment she was truly her daughter’s mother. When I looked into her eyes, I saw everything that had made my Yukiko who she was. My Kiki.

My princess.

“Do you trust me, Jack?” Yui asked. “Do you trust that I won’t let you drown?”

I swallowed hard. “Yeah. I do.”

“Good. Because you’re really not going to like what happens next.”

Somehow I managed to laugh. “You bring out the pocket watch and hypnotize me?”

Yui scoffed. “No. You are not a candidate for hypnotherapy, believe me. It would never work.”

I’d take her word for it.

“What we do next, Jack, is the work that should have been done fifteen years ago. We talk about Lauren. We talk about your grief, your loss, and your guilt. We talk about why you think it’s more important for you to be useful than to be happy.” She paused, resting her elbows on her knees as she leaned in closer. “And we make sure you’re equipped to handle the life you’re building with my daughter and those other two young women. They deserve that—and so do you.”

I nodded, not trusting my voice.

Yui leaned back in her chair. “It will be a process,” she warned. “There will be bumps in the road. You and I might well wind up screaming at each other a time or two before it’s over.” Her expression told me she wouldn’t mind that one bit. “But Jack, you are worth the effort. My daughter wouldn’t be madly in love with you if you weren’t.”

She was right about that, too. I thought about my girls, and what they deserved. What I deserved.

“I’m ready,” I told her. “Put me in, coach.”

Yui chuckled. “Good.” She picked up her pen and grinned at me. “Then let’s get started, Jack.”

An hour later, I stumbled out of Yui’s office like a man who’d gone ten rounds with Mike Tyson. Emotionally.

It was… intense. Even so, we’d barely scratched the surface—most of what we’d talked about had been baseline stuff: my family, my childhood, my marriage to Lauren. Even that had been freaking exhausting. Yui had a knack for asking probing questions, teasing out patterns in my life I hadn’t realized I’d been conforming to and making me realize things I hadn’t wanted to see.

I felt wrung out as I made my way back to the McLaren. When I sat down, I noticed I had a text message waiting for me on my phone from a few minutes ago:

How’d everything go? Are you okay?

It was Yukiko. I smiled.

I’m good, I wrote back. Your mom’s great at what she does.

A pause. The three dots danced at the bottom of the screen.

She didn’t brainwash you, did she?

I laughed. If she did, my trigger phrase is probably ‘babygirl’, I wrote back.

Yukiko reacted with a laughing emoji, followed by one of a spiral I hadn’t seen before.

It was hard, I wrote. But I think it’s going to be worth it.

And that was no lie. Not at all.

I know it will, Yukiko wrote back. I’m so proud of you, Jack.

I was in the middle of coming up with a reply when my princess sent another text.

Samantha says if you’re feeling stressed after your therapy she’s got some ideas on how you can unwind, she wrote, adding a couple of emojis whose meaning couldn’t be missed. They involve her mouth and very little clothing.

I shook my head. Fuck, I was a lucky man.

You’re cool with that? I asked.

The three dots were only up for a moment. As long as I get to watch, Yukiko sent back, punctuating it with an emoji of a kiss.

Deal, I texted. Be home soon.

Love you, Yukiko wrote. We’ll be waiting.

I started the car and headed home, already looking forward to some quality time with my brides.

And, weirdly?

I was also looking forward to my next session with Yukiko’s mother.

Because something told me this therapy was going to do me a world of good.


Chapter Six


“Are you sitting down?”

I wasn’t. In fact, I almost didn’t answer the phone. I hadn’t heard it ring in my jacket pocket—only the gentle vibration of it against my chest alerted me to the fact that someone wanted to speak to me. Even seeing Maria’s name, I’d nearly let it go to voicemail—for, you see, I was in the middle of the most terrifying activity a man can undertake at this time of year.

Christmas shopping.

I’d never been huge on the holidays. Fifteen years of working for Daniel Ramsey had taught me to treat the twenty-fifth of December pretty much like any other day—even before that, Lauren had never been much of a ‘stockings and mistletoe’ kind of girl. Our celebrations had been small, our gifts simple.

None of my wives-to-be really wanted to change that. With the wedding right around the corner, all three of them had signaled that they were fine with forgoing the usual Yuletide rituals. We were each other’s present this year—and our future together was brighter than the lights on any Christmas tree.

But I had girlfriends, too.

And when Marcie had suggested the two of us ‘get away’ for a little bit by taking a trip over to the Pike’s Point Mall and picking up a few gifts for the women who’d done so much for my life this year, I’d taken it as a fun excursion. I liked spending time with her—and, being honest, I wanted to pick her brain a little bit.

Because Marcie had been acting differently ever since my accident.

Not different in a bad way, mind you. Ever since that night she dressed up for me in that corset and stockings, it was like something had been loosened inside of her—something she’d been holding onto so tightly it made her mental knuckles go white. There was an ease and a looseness to her that hadn’t been there before, like we’d gone through the worst and now she knew everything was looking up.

Mostly, I wondered if she’d finally come to terms with the possibility of her dad missing the wedding.

I hadn’t had time to ask, though. The mall was packed, way beyond what either of us had expected, which pushed us away from conversation and towards shouting at each other over the crowd about which store we wanted to go to next.

“Maria?” A shopper carrying a stack of romance novels pushed past me without a word of apology. If I’d thought the bookstore might be the place to get a little peace and quiet during this trip, I was wrong. “Hang on, sweetheart, let me step away for a second. It’s super crowded in here...”

The back section of the store was devoted to movies, DVD boxsets of old TV shows and vinyl records. Not many people were browsing around this section of the store—and when I looked, I found a couple of chairs around a little coffee table they must have forgotten to remove during their last remodel. I sat, Marcie taking the chair across from mine, and cleared my throat.

“I’m here, Maria. What did you say?”

“I asked if you were sitting down,” she said. Even through the phone, I could tell I wasn’t going to like this. Her voice held a tightness to it that told me there a crisis brewing on the horizon. “Something’s happened. Something very much not good.”

Shit. I frowned as something new reached my ear. “Are those sirens, Maria?” I asked, already certain I was right. It sounded like fire trucks—or ambulances. “Where are you right now, sweetheart?”

“I’m at the fucking Virago,” Maria said. “They called me twenty minutes ago.”

The Virago? A picture of it snapped into my mind unbidden—a stately hotel tucked away in the middle of downtown Stillwell, a little past its prime but with a bit of that old Hollywood glamor left in its art deco designs. I’d liked the place as soon as Marcie showed it to me.

It and the Plaza were pretty much the only two hotels in a town Stillwell’s size capable of hosting a wedding—and with Daniel ensconced at the Plaza, I didn’t feel like opening that can of worms.

They were supposed to be in the middle of wedding preparations. Yukiko, Sam, Marcie and I were all getting married there in—I checked the date on my wristwatch—three days.

Just around the corner.

And if I was hearing sirens in the background, then there was only a couple things that could mean.

“What’s happened?” I asked, sitting up straighter. “A fire?”

A mirthless laugh echoed from the other end of the line. “Honestly, a fire might be better than what happened,” Maria said. “It was a burst pipe.”

“A pipe?” I asked. I glanced over at Marcie, who was leaning in to listen too. She frowned in confusion.

“Apparently the plumbing in that place hasn’t been taken care of in a long time,” Maria continued. “They’ve missed a bunch of their scheduled maintenance checks—which they also didn’t bother telling me about until after it was already too late. From what I hear, the water main in the basement went off like a Roman candle.”

Jesus, I thought. “Was anybody hurt?”

“No, thank God,” Maria said quickly. “No injuries. But Jack… the ballroom. It’s flooded.”

My brows shot to my hairline. “That ballroom’s where we’re supposed to be getting married.”

Half the decorations had already been put up. Samantha had her squad of loyal Delta Rho sorority sisters on the job, and they’d been glad to do it—as long as they all got invites.

And now it was flooded?

Maybe it wasn’t as bad as it sounded. “When you say flooded, what do you mean, exactly?” I asked. “Like the carpet’s a little damp, or…?”

If I’d been hoping for something simple, I was about to be disappointed. “It’s knee-deep, querido,” Maria said, her voice caught somewhere between panic and despair. “The fire department cut off the water so there’s nothing else coming in, but what’s already there is about as bad as it gets.” She paused, like she wasn’t sure whether to throw in more. “The first responders found black mold in the basement, too.”

“Oh, gross!” Marcie gasped. “That’s terrible!”

“Querido, I am so sorry,” Maria said. She was holding it together well, probably thanks to all her experience as a realtor, but she still sounded like she was on the verge of tears. “I should have done my due diligence before booking the venue. Your wedding is in four freaking days, tiger. What the hell are we going to do now—?”

What the hell were we going to do? The thought chilled me. Yukiko, Samantha—even Marcie, sitting right beside me—this was going to be a major blow to all of them, regardless of how little they really cared about the venue. Because this was supposed to be a celebration. Everyone needed to be there.

“Maria,” I said, keeping my voice steady. My jaw dropped open as I processed what I’d just heard. Next to me, Marcie looked like she’d been hit with a taser—the hair on her arms was standing straight up.

As I spoke, I reached inward, feeling for the knot of anxiety I felt certain would already be waiting for me. The panic attack lurking in the shadows. “Maria. This is…”

I felt for the anxiety, praying I could smother it in time.

And found nothing lurking inside of me.

Nothing but calm.

“This is going to be fine,” I finished.

There was silence on the other end of the line. “What!?”

“I said, it’s going to be fine,” I repeated, glancing over at Marcie. She looked just as surprised as Maria sounded. “We’re going to be fine. We’ll figure something out. We always do.”

I heard Maria let out a shaky sigh. “Querido, I’m not gonna lie. I’ve been climbing up the walls the last few minutes thinking about having to give you this news. You’ve been working so hard to keep stress out of your life, and here I am dropping it on you three days before the wedding like a freaking bomb—”

“I know,” I said. Honestly, I was a little shocked, too. Maybe Yui’s therapy was already paying off. “It’s bad news, I get that. This isn’t what any of us expected, especially not this close to the wedding. But we’re not going to let this ruin things.”

“The ballroom is trashed, Papi,” Maria said, her voice dropping to a whisper. “If you’re thinking we can maybe run some heaters in here and salvage it before you’re supposed to be tying the knot with Kiki and Sam and Marcie, I’ve got to tell you it’s not gonna happen.”

“Okay,” I said. Then I smiled. “Yukiko once told me she wouldn’t mind if we got married in the parking lot next to the condo if that’s how we had to do it. Maybe she’ll end up getting her wish.”

Marcie let out a surprised laugh. I could almost hear Maria’s stress melting on the other end of the line. “You kidding, tiger?”

“Mostly,” I said, rising from my chair. I didn’t need to be sitting down any longer—we had work to do. “Look, how quickly can you get in touch with everybody and get them to the penthouse? We need to have a brainstorming session about this. Someone will be able to come up with a good idea. Something we can do last-minute to fix this.”

Kiki, I told myself. That girl’s backup plans have backup plans. She’ll have this settled in a jiffy.

I didn’t know it at the time, but I was wrong. Yukiko would not be the one who solved our wedding crisis. In fact, the answer was going to be clear even before I took her temperature on the matter.

But at the moment, all I was focused on was getting home. “Marcie and I will head back now,” I said, glancing around the bookstore. It’s about forty minutes from here to there, so you’ll probably beat us there.”

“No worries, I’ve got a key,” Maria said. “So do Kiki and Sam. Oh, and I’ll make sure they already know the deal. Nobody’ll be blowing your phone up while you drive, querido. We’ll keep our ideas ready for you when you walk in the door.”

Good, I thought. “Thank you, Maria. Listen—I am not upset with you. It is not your fault that some ninety-year-old pipe burst in the basement of our wedding venue. Don’t beat yourself up over it. Okay?”

“Okay,” Maria agreed. Her voice was still shaky, but there was some relief in it now. Until she heard that, I knew she had been planning to beat herself up over it. “Thanks for keeping your cool, querido. I guess that therapy’s really working out for you, huh?”

“I guess so,” I agreed. Then I dropped my voice to a husky whisper. “But if you still feel like you need to be punished later, Maria, your papi will be happy to help you make up for being such a bad girl.”

The silence on the end of the line was almost deafening.

“You promise?” she asked.

I’d never wished so hard that cordless phones would come back into style. I could almost imagine Maria wrapping her finger around the line, preening for me next to a phone booth outside of the hotel.

“You want to test me?” I growled.

I could feel her shiver from all the way across town. “I’ll be a good girl and get your wives for you, Papi,” the realtor purred, her voice smoke and sex. “Fuck, I think those cheerleaders are rubbing off on all of us. The thought of you pulling these yoga pants down and spanking me sounds so hot right now…”

That’s because you just heard me handle a crisis without flinching, I thought. If there’s one thing I know about you, Maria Alvarez, it’s that nothing turns you on more than a man who knows how to handle things. How to handle you.

“Business first, then pleasure,” I said, grinning. “I think I heard my realtor say that once?”

I heard her laugh. “You did, tiger,” Maria giggled. “See you soon, querido. Drive safe.”

I packed Marcie into the McLaren and beat feet back to Stillwell. Both of us were quiet for the first few minutes of the drive—me with my eyes on the road, thinking things through, Marcie in the passenger seat tapping the armrest like she was trying to work out the time signatures in a prog rock song. Every few seconds I could feel her eyes on me, like she wanted to say something but wanted me to go first.

Finally she cracked. “You’re really not stressed?” she asked, sounding like she could hardly believe it.

I laughed. “I mean, of course I’m stressed,” I told Marcie. “It’s three days until the wedding and our venue’s been totally destroyed. The next seventy-two hours are going to be insane.” I smiled at her. “But I’m okay. Really.”

Her eyes went big. “Yeah?”

“Don’t get me wrong, it’s not ideal,” I said, my gaze going back to the road. “But I’m not panicking. Whatever happens, we’re getting married, babygirl—even if we have to do it in my living room.”

Marcie’s expression softened. “I don’t care where it is, Uncle Jack,” she insisted, meaning it. “I’m on the same page as you. I just want to make sure that it still happens, no matter what.”

“Oh, we’re definitely not pushing it back,” I chuckled. “Your other two fellow brides would never stand for it. And we already sent out all those invitations…”

Which we’ll need to amend, I realized. I made a mental note to get either Heather or Eva on that.

“Are you okay?” I asked, giving her thigh a squeeze. “I’ve noticed you’ve been a little different lately, babygirl. What’s on your mind?”

Marcie’s smile faded. “I’ve just been thinking,” she said, glancing to the side. “About my family.”

“Your dad?”

She nodded. “I don’t think he’s coming, Uncle Jack. I think he’s really going to let me walk down the aisle alone.”

I glanced over at her, letting her feel the full force of my attention for a moment. “Babygirl, you will never be alone,” I promised her. “If your dad’s too big of a fool to put his daughter over his pride, there’s no shortage of people who would be more than willing to take your arm as you make that step.”

“I know,” Marcie said. “And I appreciate that. I just wish he could see that, too.”

“So do I,” I agreed.

There was silence in the car for a moment. “But I’m over it,” Marcie said, swallowing hard. “I turned a corner, Uncle Jack. If Dad doesn’t make it to the wedding… then it’s his loss. Not ours. Not mine.”

I could see she wasn’t fully around that corner. The tears in her eyes were proof of that.

But Marcie looked a hell of a lot more at peace with the idea than she’d been a week ago.

I just wished it was something she didn’t have to make peace with in the first place.

“You’re absolutely right, babygirl,” I told her. “I know that, and Kiki and Sam know that, too.” I let out a chuckle. “So do your fellow pledges.”

“Full sisters now,” Marcie murmured. “They all signed their names in the Book of Rho, they did the end-of-semester ritual at the hot springs…”

Marcie trailed off. The engine hummed as I pulled off the highway, the lights of Stillwell in the distance. It wouldn’t be long before we were with the whole harem again.

Suddenly Marcie lit up. “Wait a second!”

Hmm? I glanced over at her. “What’s wrong, babygirl?”

“I know what we can do, Uncle Jack!” Marcie’s voice brimmed with excitement, her hand practically trembling on the armrest. “I know somewhere we could fit a hundred or so people in three days. We wouldn’t even need to make a reservation!”

“Marcie, sweetheart, what are you talking about—”

“The hot springs,” Marcie laughed. “Think about it. It’s beautiful out there. Even if you take all the Delta Rho stuff out of the equation it’s, like, a freaking postcard.”

“An outdoor wedding in the middle of December?”

Marcie laughed. “You’ve been to the hot springs twice, Jack. You know how warm it is up there. Everybody’ll be freezing on the walk from the parking lot, but by the time they get settled in they’ll be down to shirts and flip-flops. Or bikinis.”

I tried not to let the thought of that guide my decision making. “Babygirl,” I said, more than a little humbled by the suggestion. “That is the sorority’s special place. It’s a secret—”

“That’s why it’s perfect,” Marcie insisted. “It’s where everything changed for us, for me. I’m not talking about the sex, Uncle Jack—I’m talking about the sorority. The whole community thing. The ‘found family’ thing.”

Suddenly I understood. If Marcie couldn’t have her dad at her wedding, she could at least have the family members she’d chosen for herself. Her fellow sisters of Delta Rho.

And there was that magic to consider. Was the secret spring really magical, linked to the original witches of Delta Rho? Or was that all just a superstition, a lucky rabbit’s foot a whole group of college girls got together to rub once or twice a year?

I wasn’t sure. But either way, Delta Rho’s ‘magic’ had done me a world of good so far.

Maybe it could get me and my women over the finish line.

I considered it. The springs were special. None of us would be able to think of anything but sex the whole time we were there, but that might not necessarily be a terrible thing. As President of the sorority, Samantha would have to give her permission, but Marcie could probably bring her around…”

And Marcie was right. We didn’t need any permits. Just a few generators, some canopies, and enough chairs for everyone to sit comfortably.

But was it right?

“It wouldn’t exactly be traditional,” I mused.

Marcie snorted. “Since when have we been traditional?” she asked. “Come on, you know this is the answer. Kiki and Sam are totally going to agree with me when we get to the penthouse.”

I couldn’t argue with that. And the more I thought about it, the more I liked the idea. It felt right.

It felt like us.

“Alright, babygirl,” I said, chuckling. “Tell you what—when we get home, you can pitch it to the others. Let’s see what they think.”

Marcie beamed. “They’re gonna love it,” she said.

I thought so, too. We could salvage this wedding.

Hell, maybe it would be even better than before.


Chapter Seven


Marcie’s pitch went off without a single hiccup.

In fact, she barely even had to make one at all. Pretty much as soon as she started laying out the idea she and I had put together in the car, the rest of the room started to go along with it. And by the time she’d finished listing off the reasons she’d given me as to why Delta Rho’s hot springs were not just a decent but a superior replacement for the now-flooded Virago ballroom, both Yukiko and Samantha were smiling as big as Christmas morning.

“The hot springs,” Yukiko whispered. “Of course!” She grabbed her laptop and started typing, already working on a battle plan. “It’ll be tricky, but we can make that work.”

“We will make it work,” Samantha added, throwing her arms around her bestie. “Marcie, you’re a freaking genius! Yes, I totally give you and the rest of the harem permission to use the hot springs for this.”

“Are you sure?” Marcie asked. Even she hadn’t expected it to be this easy. “I mean, that place is sacred, right? It’s important to the history of the sorority. I thought you’d try and argue me out of it…”

Samantha was already shaking her head. “Are you kidding me? The hot springs beat the hell out of some stuffy old ballroom. Which was filled with mold, I might add!” She took Marcie’s hand, grinning. “I love you so freaking much right now. And I love Jack, Marcie. Of course I’m going to let him get married there!”

“He’s earned the right,” Lakshmi agreed, echoing the general sentiment of the room. “If it weren’t for Jackson Avery, we’d have no president right now. We very likely wouldn’t have a Delta Rho at all.” She turned to me, nodding. “Normally I would try to argue this. But not this semester. And not with you.”

The rest of the harem fell all over themselves to agree. In the end, things slotted into place faster and with a greater ease than I could have imagined. Maria immediately started working her realtor connections to secure everything we’d need: canopies, chairs, generators and portable heaters for those who’d be forced to sit outside the limits of the hot springs’ warmth. Tasha—ever the pragmatic police officer—volunteered to handle security and logistics, while the cheerleader twins offered to ‘update’ our invitations by personally contacting everyone who’d received an invite to inform them of the event’s new location.

Samantha and Yukiko made them both promise not to do anything too crazy, but I got the impression that more than a few people on the guest list would get a very interesting call in the next couple of days.

Three days, to be precise. Because my wedding was in four, which meant we had to have everything settled before then.

And we did.

But it was a fucking marathon.

The penthouse became command central—the nexus for all the hastily revised preparations. Yukiko ran the ship from my kitchen table like the general I’d known she was ever since that first night at Delta Rho: sending e-mails and updating spreadsheets and generally just keeping all our plates spinning. It was a lot, especially for a woman in the first trimester of pregnancy, but Yukiko wouldn’t have had it any other way. “It’s not a burden,” she told me on the second day, while I downed my third cup of coffee before rushing off to meet the baker with Marcie. “Jack, this is a joy. I’m so happy that I can help this crazy wedding happen.” She’d grinned. “Besides, it’s perfect practice for when I start helping you run your company.”

She had me there. Pregnancy didn’t slow her down one bit—if anything, she had even more energy. The hormones were kicking in, too—I couldn’t get out of the penthouse without being covered in kisses, and more than once she’d penciled in a fifteen-minute break in her spreadsheets to take me into the penthouse bedroom and make us both see stars.

Samantha, meanwhile, turned her greatest resource to her advantage: the women of Delta Rho. The mobilization we’d done to counter Elizabeth Baines’s lies was nothing compared to this—if anything, that was all a dry run for having to set up and schedule a whole wedding in three days. Every sister who wasn’t already involved with me got into the effort, descending on the hot springs like a swarm of extremely determined (and fashionable) bees. In no time at all they had the dimensions of the ceremony blocked out, the space for the altar and the aisle cleared, and the infrastructure for the generators and canopies set up.

At the end of Day One I drove over with Samantha herself to check it out, and both of us burst into tears. The care and commitment this sorority showed me never failed to shock me, but it had never quite humbled me like that before.

The hot springs had always been a marvel—a spot that simply shouldn’t be, a tiny piece of Caribbean paradise somehow transplanted to the middle of the New England wilderness. Even before Delta Rho got involved with it, it was easy to see how such a place could be considered magical.

And it was still magic. But now, it was becoming something else entirely.

The most shocking thing was that no one questioned it. I would have expected at least one of Delta Rho’s sisters to dissent, to protest that using their sacred space like this on behalf of a man was tantamount to betraying the ideals of the sorority’s original founders. I braced myself for it on both Day One and Day Two, my mental rolodex of excuses already prepared.

When no complaints came, I found a minute to ask Samantha why she thought that was.

She’d snickered. “Honestly, Daddy? These girls love you. They’re not going to question it.” Her grin had turned fierce. “And they’re not doing it for you—at least not just for you, that is.”

My hand had strayed to her lower back. “Why are they doing it, then?”

For a moment, Samantha was the queen bee of the sorority once more. “For me, Daddy. Obviously.”

I hadn’t been able to argue with that.

What was happening up at the hot spring was almost too much of a miracle for me to hope for. But even as that one unfolded across the wilderness, a different miracle was occurring in my own backyard.

Orchestrated by the most unlikely of organizers.

I’d never pegged Heather and Eva for cracker-jack administrative assistants. Honestly, it was hard to think about anything other than sex when it came to those two. But the way they threw themselves into their commitment to my wives and I was nothing short of amazing. Most wedding coordinators would have pulled their hair out at the prospect of updating one hundred-plus invitations on such short notice, but not them. In the span of a single day, they’d tracked down every single guest who’d originally received an invitation to the event at the Virago Hotel and made sure they had updated information.

Well, mostly.

I’d been copied in on a few of the messages they sent out, and they were certainly, ah, memorable.

Hey! One read—sent to Yukiko’s father of all people. Jack and Kiki’s wedding venue flooded (super long story!) but DON’T WORRY! The wedding is still on! It’s going to be happening at a SECRET LOCATION that’s WAY COOLER than the old one. You’ll get a text the morning of with the location. See you there!

P.S. Wear something comfortable under your cute clothes. You WILL get wet!

I tried to stop it—but by some miracle, I got outvoted.

“You’re going to give people the wrong idea,” I’d protested, bringing the issue up in front of Yukiko. Both the cheerleader twins had been in the penthouse with her, making sure the ‘pregnant princess’ stayed fed and hydrated while she ran the show in between updating invitations. “‘You will get wet?’ That’s about as unsubtle an innuendo as I can think of.”

“Innuendo?” It should have been impossible for a girl as dirty as Heather to sound innocent, but somehow the cheerleader managed it. “I wasn’t making an innuendo, sir! The hot springs are right there. People might want to dip their toes in!”

Yukiko spent the whole conversation trying not to burst out laughing. “You sent this to my father,” she kept repeating, giggling through her fingers. “Oh my God, my mother was right. He’s going to burst into flames before he even makes it to the wedding…!”

In the end, I’d managed to get them to promise to tone the rest of the invites down, but I don’t think it mattered. People were going to be thinking about sex anyway—it was hard not to, with one groom and three brides attending the ceremony.

Not to mention the world’s hottest collection of bridesmaids.

I didn’t get to see the dress shopping personally—I’d been barred from that—but I did get to sneak a peek or two at the bridesmaid outfits. They were conservative enough that none of the more easily scandalized guests would throw a fit, but half the women in attendance could have worn potato sacks and still turned heads. Maria, in particular, fit so snugly into her dress that it clung to her like her skintight workout gear, making her look like she was gearing up for a very different kind of celebration.

Sure, some people were going to be shocked. But there were limits to what you could do in three days.

Besides, if given the choice, I’d rather my women look too good rather than not good enough.

For the full first day, it seemed like the preparations would never come together. And then, somehow, they did. Maria and Tasha got Samantha’s crew of coeds setting up generators and heaters, Marcie made sure everything we’d already set up for our original wedding—like the cake and the catering—could be moved over smoothly, and the twins made sure we didn’t lose any attendees. The few conservative family members who’d expressed concern got a personal call from Lakshmi, assuring them everything would be tasteful and appropriate. I had the privilege of listening to a few of them, and if that girl didn’t have a bright future in public relations, I’d eat my hat.

“We should hire her,” Yukiko suggested late on the second day. “For the new firm.”

“Maybe,” I said.

Yukiko gave me a long, lingering look. “You don’t think Daniel will cave, do you?” she asked.

I shrugged. “I haven’t talked to him since the tumble,” I told her. “To be perfectly honest with you, I have no idea what Daniel is thinking. I don’t even know if he’s going to come to the wedding or not.”

His secretary had sent a polite reply to Heather and Eva, neither a definitive yes or a no.

Yukiko took my hand. “Whatever happens, you have us. And we have you.”

We’d penciled in another one of those fifteen-minute breaks right after that.

Then it was Day Three, and I glanced at the clock to discover that almost the last seventy-two hours had passed in what felt like the blink of an eye. Everything that could be done had been done. After lunch, I drove Yukiko over to the hot springs to meet with the other two brides to check out the finished product.

There were hardly any cars on the gravel parking lot when we arrived. The walk through the woods was surprisingly quiet: so much so that at first, I doubted whether anyone was there to meet us at all.

Then, as we walked, I heard the giggling of my two other wives to be. We reached the final hill and walked to the top, seeing our new wedding venue in all its glory for the very first time.

We stood there in silence, stunned, just soaking it in.

Yukiko spoke first. Tears streamed down her face; she could barely find the words. “Jack,” she whispered, squeezing my hand like I’d just brought her to a fairy tale kingdom. “It’s perfect. Oh my God, it’s absolutely perfect…”

Everything had been set up next to the hot springs, close enough to it to feel the warmth and see the beauty of the surrounding countryside. The main pavilion stood proud and sturdy, hung with white fabric that billowed gently in the wind. A line of tiny Greek characters—the symbols for Delta and Rho—were writ in gold thread around the fringe, a little gift from the sorority sisters and an acknowledgement of this place’s history. A line of red carpet led from the pavilion across the field, flanked on both sides by rows of folding chairs, all arranged on a slight incline to ensure no one got anything other than the best seat in the house.

Flowers covered the altar, picked out by Marcie and arranged by the sorority. Viewed from a distance it looked peaceful and serene, a place of potential. A place where something amazing would happen.

It really was perfect.

No, it wasn’t a stately ballroom. It wasn’t some beautiful Italian villa or a Scottish castle, which was the level of luxury my brides truly deserved. But it was perfect for us.

Because when you looked at it, one thing stood out as plain as day.

Every bit of this had been put together with love.

Samantha and Marcie were standing near the pavilion. When they saw us, they came running. “What do you think, Daddy?” Samantha asked, throwing her arms around my shoulders. Her hair was already up in preparation for her bridal morning, and she looked comfy in a pair of blue jeans and one of her puffy Delta Rho letter sweatshirts. “Isn’t it freaking beautiful?”

“It’s amazing,” I said, the realization of how much effort had gone into every piece of this washing over me in a wave. “It’s better than the Virago ever could have been.”

She beamed. “Thank Marcie,” she said, rustling her bestie’s hair. “She thought of it.” Then Samantha’s expression went serious. “I’ve never been so glad this place is here, Daddy. It’s meant so, so much to me over the years. And now… well, now we’re all going to remember it forever!”

I knew exactly what she meant. I’d already become the new Jackson Avery by the first time I set foot in the pool, but it was undeniable that something had happened to me that first night Samantha and Kiki decided to show me the sorority’s greatest secret. And whatever that thing was, I’d kicked it into overdrive the night of the end-of-semester ritual.

As I looked out over the pool, I realized I could stop asking myself if this place was magical. It didn’t matter.

Because whether it was or not, it was magical for me.

“This feels right,” I said, the certainty settling in my chest. “This is where we’re supposed to be…”

Samantha’s phone buzzed against me.

“Shit! Hang on a second, Daddy.” The coed turned away, tugging the slender phone from her jeans pocket. “I really, really need to see this…”

Huh? What was she so keyed up about? A last-minute piece of wedding preparation, maybe?

It was then I noticed the concerned look on Yukiko’s face. “What did he say, Sam?”

Samantha read the screen, the glow reflecting on her face. She scanned the message to the end, then went back up and read it again. Then she let out a sigh and slumped against me, boneless with relief.

“Thank fuck,” she whispered, letting out a laugh. “It’s good news, Kiki. Really good.”

“What’s the news?” I asked.

“I should have told you before,” Samantha said. “But I didn’t want to jinx it. I had to find out first.”

She handed me the phone. It was open to Samantha’s text messages, the main one from someone named Ryan. I wasn’t sure who that was—but when I read the text, everything became clear:

Mom and Dad are in Budapest, it said. Just confirmed it on Life360. You’re safe, sis. Love you.

I read that last part again. You’re safe, sis.

“This is one of your brothers?” I asked.

Samantha nodded, tucking the phone away. “The middle one,” she said, the tension draining from her body. “I… I couldn’t live with not knowing, Jack. The thought that my parents might show up at the wedding, that they might try to ruin everything—it was eating me alive!”

“We didn’t invite your parents,” I said. “They’re not welcome.”

“Of course we didn’t,” Samantha said. “But that doesn’t mean they wouldn’t try to gate crash.” She let out a shaky laugh. “They have this awful way of showing up when you least expect them. And you know what they’re capable of.”

Chloe, I thought. Jessamyn. Yes, I most certainly did.

“But they’re not coming,” Samantha whispered. “I know that now. They’re half the freaking world away. They’re really going to leave me be and let me get married without any of their bullshit.” She patted her pocket. “This, Daddy, means I won’t be looking over my shoulder all day tomorrow. It means I’m going to get to enjoy my wedding and focus on me for a change.”

“Babygirl,” I growled. “I am so sorry you had to worry about that.”

Samantha shook her head. “I know you would have protected me,” she said. “I know that, Daddy. But you shouldn’t have to. I reached out to Ryan and asked him to keep tabs on them—he’s got access to their location sharing. I don’t even want to go into how my older brother has that, but he does, and he’s been checking in with me every day this week.” She pulled back, looking up at me with those beautiful blue eyes. “They’re in Hungary. Probably at some sleazy bar, telling the European girls they ‘love their vibe’.” She laughed. “They can’t possibly make it back in time for tomorrow.”

“Good,” I said firmly. “Tomorrow’s not about your family, babygirl. It’s about ours finally starting.”

“Our family,” Samantha murmured. “Yeah, I like that. Thank you for understanding, Daddy.”

“Always.”

We stood there for a moment, just holding each other. Honestly, I could have stayed there all night, warmed by the hot steam and staring up at the stars.

But we weren’t quite done yet. There were still a few last-minute things to make sure were in place.

We headed back and took care of them, popping open a fridge filled with leftovers from El Cielito Lindo in the middle of it. But that evening, after everyone had eaten their fill and the women of my harem filed away with their final tasks, I found myself alone in the penthouse.

It was a weird feeling, being by myself. I wasn’t used to it.

I’d spent a long time by myself. But over the last few months, I’d gotten so used to having my women around—their jokes, their flirting, the million and one ways they just made my life better in every single way—that not being in the same house with at least one of them felt like I was missing a limb.

I wish Kiki, Sam and Marcie could have stayed, I told myself, feeling a spike of anxiety.

Of course they couldn’t. It was tradition that the groom not see his bride until the wedding, and that went triple when there were three brides for him to see. But I still couldn’t help wishing.

I made myself a cup of coffee, decaf this time, and went out on the balcony. Night was falling over Stillwell, though there was no snow this time around. I sat looking up into the sky as the stars came out, thinking about life.

“I’m getting married tomorrow,” I whispered, taking a sip of coffee.

Tomorrow, I was going to stand in front of everyone I’d met over the last five months and pledge my life to the three most remarkable women I’d ever met. I was going to marry them—one legally, the other two in front of God and in my heart—and promise to love, honor and keep them. To build a future with the three of them that worked for all of us and made us happy.

Was I ready for that?

I think I am, I told myself.

No, things weren’t perfect. But if people waited for everything to be perfect before getting married, every wedding planner in the country would go out of business. I still had concerns about my career, my therapy sessions with Yui weren’t done, and my future remained uncertain in several ways.

But I was getting there. This whole semester was pushing me along the path.

I’d been tested in ways I’d never expected. Pushed to my limits—first by Trevor Baines and then by his sadistic mother. I’d juggled more women than I thought possible for one man to hook up with and built the sort of life I’d always wanted but been too blind and timid to take for myself.

And through it all, I’d come back stronger.

I thought of texting Yui. Not so much because I felt anxious, although there was definitely more than a little of that in my gut. But mostly just to talk. To share my feelings with someone I knew would appreciate hearing about them.

But in the end, I decided not to. Miss Tanaka deserved to spend this night with her daughter, helping her prepare for her journey into marriage, not counseling the man who was about to be her husband.

I finished the coffee, went back inside, and put the cup in the sink.

“Last night of freedom, Jack,” I chuckled, running the water. “Maybe I should live it up.”

Nah. I’d done plenty of that. Tonight, I was going to do something else. Rest.

God knows I needed it—

Someone knocked on the door.

I frowned. Who the hell could that be? Everyone had gone home for the night, leaving me alone for my final night of bachelorhood. Who’d knock on my door now, at all times?

Three possibilities occurred to me: good, bad, neutral.

The good: Daniel Ramsey, here to apologize and bury the hatchet.

The bad: Elizabeth Baines, with one last nasty surprise for me.

The neutral: Someone from the Virago, maybe, with insurance paperwork…?

Bracing myself, I opened the door. Only to find none of the three waiting for me.

It was Maria and Tasha, both standing in the hallway wearing identical grins. Like the fox who just got put in charge of the henhouse, I couldn’t help but think.

“Good evening, tiger,” Maria purred, her eyes sparkling with mischief.

“Hey,” I said, glancing from one woman to the other. “Is everything alright?”

Tasha grinned. “Oh, things are just great, Jack. We’re just here to take you to your bachelor party.”

My what!?

My shock must have shown on my face. “You don’t think we’d let you get married without one, do you?” Maria asked, like it was the most obvious thing in the world. “The girls all fought like cats to get put on bachelor party duty. But in the end, Tasha and me shouted them all down.”

“They’ve got nothing on us,” the cop said, leaning with her hip against my doorframe.

I blinked, my mouth opening and closing on air. “I kind of thought I already had my bachelor party,” I admitted. “The hot springs…”

The pair shared a look. “Nah, this is the real deal,” Tasha said. “Tonight’s your last night as a single man, Jack. The hot springs was fun—this is tradition.”

“Tradition,” I repeated. “Okay. What did you two have in mind?”

Both of their grins widened. “It’s a surprise,” Maria said.

Of course it was.

“But you’re gonna love it,” the Latina added. “You trust me, don’t you, tiger?”

I hesitated—for all of two seconds. “Let me grab my coat.”

“That’s the spirit,” Tasha said.

“Tonight’s going to be a night you never forget, querido,” Maria said, nibbling her bottom lip.

As I followed them down the hallway, I knew Maria was absolutely right.

I just wasn’t sure if that was a warning or a promise.


Chapter Eight


“For the record, I’ve never been a huge fan of surprises,” I said as Maria’s SUV pulled out of the condo parking lot. “You two want to tell me where it is we’re going?”

“Not a chance,” Maria said, her hands gripping the wheel. “Just relax, querido! This is gonna be fun.”

“Uh huh. Maybe a hint?”

Tasha glanced back at me and chuckled. “You’ll see,” was all she said.

With Maria driving and Tasha in the passenger seat, I had the row behind them all to myself. There was another row, too, behind that one—along with two more seats along the sides. I’d never been inside of Maria’s SUV before, but I’d seen her drive it plenty of times and I knew it was a beast of a vehicle. But I had no idea just how roomy the interior really was until now.

“This thing must have cost you a fortune,” I said, glancing around the vehicle. “Leather seats, premium sound system…”

“I went all out,” Maria agreed. “Not hard to do when the thing’s a business expense. Real estate is all about presentation, querido. When a client pulls up to a million-dollar house, they want to see a successful, well-put-together woman ready to show them around the place. Why do you think I hit the gym so hard?”

“Because you eat like a frat boy who’s done too many bong hits,” Tasha chuckled. “I’ve seen you tuck away tapas at El Cielito, Maria. You’d be as big as one of those million-dollar houses if you didn’t punish yourself with all those lunges and squats.”

“Those squats make my ass look amazing,” Maria teased. “Jack certainly appreciates it.”

“Yeah, well,” Maria said, glancing at me in the rear view mirror. “Chasing perps burns calories, too.”

“I chase plata, Tash,” the realtor said with a smirk. “Dinero. Money. And success, too.”

Tasha gave her a look. “Not men?”

Maria shrugged. “With one exception,” she admitted, patting the steering wheel. “But the only guy who’s ever gotten this girl to chase him instead of the other way around is currently sitting in my backseat, wondering what the hell he’s gotten himself into.” She grinned in the rearview mirror. “A damn good time is the answer to that, by the way, Jack.”

“Hey, what do you want to listen to?” Tasha was already fishing her phone out of her pocket and opening up the Bluetooth. “Maria’s sound system is killer. We should crank some tunes.” She glanced at Maria. “What’s a good soundtrack for the night before a guy gets married?”

“‘Jailhouse Rock’,” Maria suggested with a snicker. “No, go on and play that Lizard band you and Jack went to see. I like that one about the iron lung. Wait, no, I still haven’t listened to the new Rosalia!”

“You know I’m going to guess where this bachelor party is eventually, right?” I said, wondering if they’d just tell me. “The farther we drive, the more I’m narrowing down the possibilities.”

I thought I had their number, but Maria just started chuckling. “Nice try, tiger,” she said. “We’re not taking you to your bachelor party just yet.”

“What?”

“You’ve gotta unlock it, first,” Tasha said mysteriously. “With three keys.”

Three… keys? Now this was starting to sound like a video game.

“Okay, and where do I get these keys?” I asked.

“From the scavenger hunt,” Tasha said simply.

My brows shot skyward. “The sca… there’s a scavenger hunt?”

“Yep,” Maria grinned, taking a right turn at the next intersection. “We’re going to be taking you all around town, tiger. Places that tell the story of your semester in our wonderful city. And at each one, there’s gonna be a little item to find. A key.”

“Not an actual key,” Tasha added. “Not the kind that goes in a lock. Just… an important thing.”

“And once you’ve found all three,” Maria chuckled. “We’ll take you to your destination.”

“Which is?”

Both of them laughed. “A surprise,” they chorused.

“It was worth a shot,” I said. “Alright, I’m game.” I felt intrigued almost despite myself. This wasn’t at all what I expected, but there was something exciting about the idea. I liked the thought of going on a quest with these two women.

Especially one with a prize at the end.

“So where’s our first stop?” I asked.

Maria’s eyes met mine in the rearview mirror. “You tell me, querido.”

Huh?

“Oh shit,” the Latina blurted. “I forgot the riddle! Read the riddle, Tasha.”

“You’ve got to solve the riddle,” Tasha said, her tone telling me this part was a little extra even for her. “The cheerleaders wrote them, so they’re kinda… weird. But the answer is the place where the first key is.”

Weird, huh? “Lay it on me,” I said.

Tasha pulled a piece of paper out of her pocket and read it. “You were supposed to be watching movies here,” she said, doing a reasonable facsimile of Heather’s voice. “But MOSTLY you were just watching Marcie.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “That’s the first riddle?”

“I don’t think the point is for them to break your brain, tiger,” Maria chuckled. “The point’s to have a little fun.”

“Where to, Jack?” Tasha asked.

I already knew the answer. I just wondered whether we were even going to be able to get in.

“Professor Kovarsky’s class,” I said. “At Stillwell. Is that building even open right now…?”

“Only one way to find out,” Maria laughed. “Tash, crank the tunes. We’re on the hunt!”

Maria jerked the wheel to the side, changing direction as we headed toward the center of campus. At this time of night, it was practically deserted. Finals were over, and most students had either gone home for winter break or hunkered down from the cold. Other than members of the custodial staff and an occasional workaholic professor burning the midnight oil, we didn’t see anyone on the streets.

We got the spot closest to the building and went inside. It was unlocked, to my surprise—probably for cleaning—and we made our way through the corridors in near silence.

“I hope we’re not trespassing right now,” I muttered. “Gonna be a hell of a bachelor party if we all get arrested the night before my wedding.”

“Like Tasha wouldn’t talk them out of it,” Maria insisted. “Which one of these is the classroom where you had the film thing, Jack?”

It was all the way at the end. The door was unlocked, so I went right inside, followed by Maria and Tasha.

The classroom looked different at night. Deep shadows covered everything, as the only light came from a streetlight shining through a nearby window. I bumped my shin as I made my way past the spot where I used to sit, glancing over at what had been Marcie’s desk and ignoring the one that had belonged to Darryl, aka Cargo Pants. The less said about him the better.

“Can’t believe you sat in here and talked about movies,” Tasha said, shaking her head. “With Marcie.”

“She’s the one who picked the class,” I said, smiling at the memory. “All my other classes at Stillwell were engineering-based. I needed an elective, and Marcie was already signed up, so she decided I could probably use the company.”

“She was right,” Maria said simply.

I nodded. “Yeah she was.”

If my ‘key’ was located on either of those desks, I couldn’t find it. I was about to ask Tasha and Maria for a clue when I noticed something on the larger desk at the back of the room—the one that had been occupied by Professor Kovarsky during her lectures.

A beam of light from the streetlamp illuminated the desktop. Sitting directly in its center was a stapled document—an essay, with “Marcella Ramsey” as the name at the top. She’d gotten a B+.

“I remember this,” I said, picking it up. “This is the essay Marcie wrote about the Blair Witch Project.”

Maria went cross-eyed. “A college film professor made you watch Blair Witch!?”

“It made sense at the time,” I said with a chuckle. “Would this be the item I’m supposed to find…?”

It was—and it wasn’t. When I picked up the essay, I found a folded note lying underneath. The handwriting was Marcie’s, and as I started to read it, the air seemed to fill with dust.

Dear Uncle Jack, it began.

This semester meant everything to me. Not just because I got to be with you—although that’s still so amazing I can hardly believe it—but because I finally figured out who I am and what I want.

I want you, Uncle Jack. I want Samantha and Yukiko, too. I want this family. This life.

Thank you for helping me deal with Trevor and his Mom. I will never, ever stop being grateful for that. You showed me how to stand up to bullies, and I’m a stronger, braver person because of you. I know tomorrow is going to be awesome, and I hope you’re having fun tonight. Give Tasha and Maria the essay I wrote for Kovarsky’s class—it’s one of the keys you need to get to your bachelor party. It reminds me of the girl I used to be, before you helped me become the woman I am now.

I love you so much, Uncle Jack. I literally cannot wait to be your wife.

~Marcie

Wow. Wow.

“You okay over there, tiger?” Maria asked. “Getting a little misty-eyed?”

I turned. “I take it back,” I said, handing the Latina the essay. “I’m starting to like surprises.”

“And that would be the first key,” Tasha said with a smile. “You ready for the next riddle, Jack?”

If it was anything like the first, it wasn’t much of a riddle at all. But after reading that letter from Marcie, I was more than ready to solve it.

Three keys, three brides, I thought. I wonder if each one is a gift from them.

I was starting to suspect it would be.

Tasha cleared her throat. “Alright,” she said, taking a little slip of paper from her pocket. “This is where the Queen Bee tried to sting you,” she recited, smiling more than she had the first time. “Except you totally ended up stinging HER instead.”

I opened my mouth to protest that we needed to drive all the way back to my apartment. Then I realized that wasn’t the answer to the riddle. Yes, I’d ‘stung’ Samantha on my balcony the first night we met, although I doubted many girls had ever enjoyed a ‘stinger’ as much as she’d enjoyed mine. But this was where she’d stung me.

Where she tried to get the upper hand…

It snapped into place. “Gabrielle’s,” I said, my suspicion hardening to a certainty. “The smoking patio out back, next to the canal walk.”

Where Samantha had once tried (for all of ten seconds) to blackmail me, back when she hadn’t fully accepted her feelings for me yet. I’d forgiven her for that, of course, but a cleverer man might say that the memory still stung on occasion.

We hopped in the SUV before anyone could catch us. Maria pronounced the new Rosalia “a little overrated” on the drive over to Gabrielle’s, but I liked it well enough.

The patio behind Gabrielle’s was empty—and fortunately, the little gate connecting it to the canal walk was short enough to hop over. The restaurant itself had been closed for hours, the patio door locked and bolted. Maria and Tasha waited on the canal walk itself while I scrambled onto the patio to look for the key.

The memory of what we’d said to each other on that patio made me wince. Not because I was angry about it—Samantha had made it up to me a thousand times over since then—but because it reminded me of what life had been like before the relationships with my women were fully solid. Samantha and I were different people then—we had an undeniable connection, and the sex was insane, but we hadn’t yet figured out how to turn the whole ‘daddy’ and ‘babygirl’ thing into something permanent.

I found the next key waiting for me on one of the patio tables, right where Samantha and I had been standing. It was an envelope, weighed down with a little rock.

I opened it, a pleasant knot already forming in my stomach, and read Samantha’s letter.

Daddy, it said.

I’ve been thinking about what to write to you ever since Tasha and Maria came up with this scavenger hunt idea. When they told me they were going to put my ‘key’ on the patio at Gabrielle’s, I knew there was something I needed to say right off the bat.

That day was a huge mistake. I knew those words were wrong the second they left my mouth, Daddy, and I still do. The only thing I can say is that I was so scared back then. Scared of losing control. Scared of being something other than the boss bitch of Stillwell’s hottest sorority. Scared of letting you—the man I’d been looking for my entire fucking life—slip through my fingers.

I’m not that person anymore. You did that, Daddy. You changed me.

And I can never thank you enough for it.

I’ve already said all the gushy stuff a thousand times over—you know it by heart. I’m your babygirl, you’re my Daddy, that’s never going to change. So what I wanted to tell you tonight, on the eve of our wedding, is that there’s one other way you changed me.

And I’m ready to show you that I mean it.

You, and Kiki, and Marcie are my REAL family. I joke about a lot of things, but I’m serious about our future. And when you see my key, I think you’ll understand that.

I love you. Forever, always.

~Your babygirl

My heart threatened to beat out of my chest as I flipped to the next page.

It wasn’t what I expected. It was a… receipt?

A receipt from Stillwell Campus Clinic. Dated three days ago. Twenty-dollar co-pay.

The billing reason said it all.

‘Removal of contraceptive implant.’

My jaw dropped open. That very first night Samantha and I were together, she told me I didn’t have to worry about getting her pregnant. She lifted her arm and showed me the little scar where she’d gotten one of those fancy implants—the ones that regulate your hormones while also functioning as birth control.

She got it taken out, I realized, the thought hitting me like a truck.

I turned. “Samantha,” I whispered, amazed. “She…”

Both women were grinning.

“She wanted you to know before the wedding,” Maria said, giving me a hug. “So that when all four of your are out on your honeymoon, you know…” She let out a knowing chuckle. “You’re rolling the dice, querido.”

I was stunned. Humbled. Samantha wants to have my baby.

She’d been so adamant about not wanting to start a family yet. She was more than willing to leave that to Kiki and Marcie—to be sweet Aunt Samantha who spoiled all the kids rotten, for a few years at least.

But now… she wanted to take the plunge. She trusted me enough to give me a child.

God. What a gift. What an incredible gift.

I handed the receipt to Tasha and carefully folded Samantha’s letter away with Marcie’s. Both were now among my absolute most prized possessions.

“One more to go,” Maria said. “Then the party. You ready for your riddle, tiger?”

I wiped my eyes with the back of my hand. “Something tells me I don’t need it,” I said. “It’s close by, right?”

Tasha and Maria shared a shocked look. “How the fuck did you know…?”

“Go ahead and tell me anyway,” I said. “I want to hear it.”

It was even worse than the others. “Eva and I really wish we’d gotten to see you here,” Tasha read off the final slip. “I bet you look so handsome on your knees…”

I nodded, already understanding. “Let’s take a walk,” I told the pair. “Down to that little pier near the middle of the canal path.”

Where I’d proposed to my three wives.

When we reached the railing, I saw it immediately. Fastened to the metal bars on the little railing to keep people from plunging into the drink was a padlock, like the ones couples attach to bridges when they’re in love. A little metal box dangled from it, attached to the railing by the lock.

“This is for you, tiger,” Maria said, pressing a small brass key into my palm. “Ironic, no?”

“Use a key to get a key,” Tasha said. “Go get ‘em, Jack. I’m freezing out here.”

The padlock felt like a block of ice as I fit the key into the lock and turned. I tucked it in my pocket and turned my attention to the little box, turning the latch that could be moved now that the padlock wasn’t sitting in the way.

I opened it.

And found myself staring a piece of jewelry I’d thought I’d forgotten.

It was a little gold chain with a charm on it bearing the Delta Rho logo. I’d seen it once before—on the bare hip of my fiancée, Yukiko, when she caught me with Heather and Eva shortly after adding the pair to my harem. I remember loving that look on her, but I hadn’t seen her adorn herself with it since that night.

Inside the box was another note.

Jack, it began.

Tomorrow, I will become Mrs. Jackson Avery. Legally, officially, in every way that the rest of the world cares about. And I love that. I truly do.

But the truth is simpler. In my heart, I’ve been yours since the night you saved Marcie.

You are the greatest thing to ever happen to me, Jackson Avery. I love our life, I love the women you’re going to marry alongside of me, and most of all I love this little creature growing inside of me that I can feel more and more every day. Every time I think of our family, I bawl like a baby. And not just because of the pregnancy hormones.

You saw me wearing this once before. I was trying it on then; I didn’t realize you were home with Heather and Eva at the time. I wish it could have been a total surprise, but I can’t say I regret seeing the way you looked at me when you watched me wearing it, Jack. I can already tell that it’s your favorite.

That’s why this is the final key, but I don’t want you to give it to Tasha or Maria. I want you to keep it. On our wedding night, I want you to put it on me.

I am never going to take it off.

I love you. To write out how much I love you would take more than this letter—I’d need an entire ream of paper and my tiniest handwriting. And even that wouldn’t be enough. Thank you for helping me stand up to my father. Thank you for trusting me enough to give me the space to figure out my sexuality. Thank you for never loving your bisexual fiancée even the tiniest bit less because she’s bisexual. Thank you thank you thank you thank you thank you Jack.

I can’t wait to spend the rest of my life making you happy.

~Your princess, Yukiko

I closed the box with the greatest of care and slipped the gold chain with its charm into my jacket pocket. “Kiki told me not to give either of you this,” I said, my voice husky with emotion.

Both of them understood. “That’s fine,” Maria assured me. “It’s enough that you have it, Jack.”

“That’s three keys,” Tasha said. “You ready for your last riddle?”

I snorted. “There’s another riddle?”

“Yeah, but this is the easiest one of all,” she replied with a snicker. “I think you’ll get it.”

I waited.

Both women shared a glance. “‘Back to where it all began’,” Tasha said. No slip of paper this time.

I blinked. And instantly, I knew just what she was talking about.

Not Boston, I said, thinking of my confrontation with Daniel Ramsey. Where my new life started. Where I became the man I am today.

I laughed, shaking my head. “Alright, then,” I told the pair. “Let’s go. Drive me to the Delta Rho house. Let’s see what this surprise is that you’ve all been planning.”

From the look on Maria’s face, I was going to love this. “Hell yes,” she purred, taking my hand. “I can’t wait, tiger.”

Tasha glanced at my pocket. “Hey. Those three girls—they really love you, Jack. This wasn’t just some cheesy scavenger hunt to them. They wanted you to know how much you mean to them.”

I nodded. “It showed,” I said, thinking of what I’d learned. Marcie’s decision to put our family first no matter what. Samantha, willing and eager at last to have my babies. Yukiko, pledging her eternal devotion and wearing jewelry that belonged on a sultan’s harem girl to prove it, just for me.

I’d have been the luckiest son of a bitch on Earth to marry one of these women.

Three was something else entirely.

“C’mon, Jack,” Tasha said. “The best is yet to come.”

She was right about that.

Really, really right.


Chapter Nine


The Delta Rho house was dark when we pulled into the parking lot.

I suppose I shouldn’t have been surprised. Everything was dark around this part of campus—midnight had passed an hour ago, and the only people still out on the streets at this time of night were either crazy or in serious need of a hangover cure. The sorority house’s windows stared at me like eyes, baleful and empty.

“You’re sure they got the memo?” I asked from the backseat.

There’d been a change in Maria and Tasha since I found my third and final key. They’d been having fun during the scavenger hunt—but now that that was over, both of them took on an intensity that intimidated me a little. Whatever else was going to happen tonight, I could tell that both of these women were really, really excited to show me my surprise.

“Oh, trust me,” Maria giggled. “They know. They’re just waiting for the signal.”

The signal?

Tasha was already reaching for her phone. “Give me just a second,” she said, shifting her braids from one shoulder to the other. Her fingers flew across the screen, and I watched her hit send on what looked to me like a group text.

I waited.

For a few seconds, nothing happened.

And then the sorority house lit up like a goddamned Christmas tree.

Light spilled from the windows in deep hues of red and violet. Music started thumping from inside—not Yukiko’s alt-pop playlist but something with a bass line so heavy I could hear it from all the way out in the street. The front door opened and a figure filled the doorway, their silhouette posing like the girl on a lingerie magazine.

Oh wow.

That was either Heather or Eva.

“What… what is this?” I asked.

Maria and Tasha shared a knowing look. “It’s your bachelor party, tiger,” the Latina purred, her breasts flattening against the headrest as she turned around to face the backseat. “You didn’t think we were going to let you go and get married to those three girls without a proper send-off, did you?”

“The scavenger hunt was the sweet part,” Tasha said with a grin. “Those notes—Maria and I got to take a look at them when we were placing the clues around Stillwell, and I don’t mind telling you that both of us cried like babies when we read those.

“Super emotional,” Maria agreed. “But this is the fun part, querido!”

I climbed out of the SUV, following Maria and Tasha into the sorority house. They ushered me through the front door and into the main common room I recognized from so many campus events—except I didn’t recognize it, because it had been more or less completely transformed. The coeds had rearranged all the furniture, removing the chairs and putting all the couches in a rough square around the center of the room, forming what looked like a makeshift stage. The red and violet lights I’d seen from the parking lot were set up around the perimeter, casting everything in a dimness that felt erotically charged.

And in the center of it all, on a riser in the middle of the room, a pole stretched to the ceiling.

“Oh no,” I laughed, the realization washing over me. “You didn’t.”

“Oh, we absolutely did.” A voice said.

I turned. Lakshmi stood at the top of the stairs leading to the sorority house’s second story, wearing a smile and very little else. A purple veil hung over her mouth, made of an almost translucent purple fabric that looked practically invisible in the reddish light. The rest of her getup was made out of the same stuff. It probably looked just on the edge of decency under normal lights, but in here, the coed was practically walking down the stairs naked.

“You…” I began.

Lakshmi reached the bottom of the stairs and took my hand. “Come sit down,” she said, gesturing at one of the plush couches. “Relax. Can I bring you a drink, sir?”

Something about the way Lakshmi called me sir made me want to bend her over that couch instead of sitting on it. “I can’t believe it,” I said, looking at the stage. “This is a strip club.”

“Technically,” Maria said, “it’s a sorority house that’s been converted into a strip club. And everything will be put back by the morning.” She nibbled her bottom lip, her eyebrows wiggling. “Tonight, though, Papi? The club’s hosting a private event.” She gave me a gentle push, speeding me along. “For one very important customer.”

Me, in other words.

“Look, this is fantastic,” I managed. “But—”

“No buts!” Tasha’s voice cut through my protest before it could begin. “We planned this together, Jack. Us and the girls you’re gonna marry tomorrow. They know everything that’s going to happen tonight.”

“They do?” I blurted.

Of course they did. Yukiko would want to know every dirty detail after the fact.

I glanced over at Lakshmi, who was batting her eyelashes at me. “Did my wives pick the outfits, too?”

“In some cases,” Maria purred. “In others, they trusted us to make our own decisions.” She waved me towards the couch, so eager she almost seemed anxious. “Sit down already, querido! Tash and me will be right back. Get yourself comfortable.”

I had some inkling of what they had planned. I let Lakshmi lead me to the couch and plopped down on it, settling into the cushions. Lakshmi gestured for my coat and I gave it to her.

“Whiskey, Jack?” the coed asked, tossing the garment over her shoulder.

I thought about it. “Sure, but just the one,” I told her. “I don’t need to show up at the hot springs hungover tomorrow.”

“I’ll bring some water, too,” she promised, giving me a wink. “Be right back.”

With that, Lakshmi sashayed away. I watched her go, my gaze fixed on her ass. Good God, I’d never realized the girl had cake like that.

I’d only been sitting a few seconds when the lights dimmed and the music quieted. Figures slipped out from one of the backrooms, using the darkness to climb onto the stage without me being able to see who they were. I could guess, though.

“Ladies and gentlemen!” Eva’s voice rang out, coming both from in front of me and from the speakers in the corners of the room. “Tomorrow, we are gathering to celebrate the marriage of Jackson Avery!”

Cheers filled the room.

“But tonight, we’re celebrating his last night of freedom,” the cheerleader giggled. “Not that any man’s ever been so eager to give his freedom away! Tomorrow, he becomes a married man. Times three.”

“But tonight,” a figure next to Eva chimed in, clearly Heather, “he’s all ours...!”

The lights came back on, flooding the room in that sexy red beam.

And I finally saw my ‘surprise’.

My women were all on stage. Not my wives, who were probably getting a good night’s sleep to prepare for the wedding, but the rest of the women who’d stolen my heart and shared my bed over the course of the semester. Maria stood front and center, her mocha curves poured into a lacy black lingerie set that fit her like a second skin—a push-up bra that hugged her already full breasts until they spilled over the top, along with a pair of matching panties so tight they clung to the contours of her swollen mound. Her dark hair ran in rich ringlets down her shoulders, so different from it looked just a few minutes ago that I couldn’t help but wonder how she’d pulled off the change so quickly.

Next to her, Tasha grinned wickedly. For a moment I thought she’d chosen to change into her police uniform—then I saw the generic “POLICE” sticker where her badge ought to be and realized this was one of those slutty cop costumes college girls picked up at Halloween stores. The handcuffs were real, though—and the fishnet stockings that ran all the way up her legs to the micro-shorts covering her ass were definitely not regulation.

Heather and Eva wore their cheerleading uniforms—from the previous year. They were a half-size too small, which neither girl minded in the slightest, and they’d taken a pair of shears to the original design until their clingy garments looked more like someone’s wet dream of an all-American cheerleader than the real thing. Eva did a high kick when I caught sight of her, revealing that neither of them were wearing a stitch beneath their skirts. Both girls swayed like they were connected to the same brain, their blonde pigtails bouncing in unison as they leered at me.

And Lakshmi—

Lakshmi wasn’t on stage.

Lakshmi was bringing me my drink.

She sauntered over like the sultan’s favorite harem girl, her see-through ensemble revealing every curve of her flawless body as she set the whiskey and the water bottle down next to me. She peered up at me when she bent over, the material stretching over her ass to show off her round booty and her soft pussy.

“Here you go, sir,” she purred. “If there’s anything at all I can bring you, Jack, just tell me what it is.” She ran a manicured hand down her side. “I’ll deliver it to you right away.”

It wasn’t often that I found myself speechless. This was one of those times.

Maria was the first to break formation, hopping off the stage and crossing over to the couch with an extra bounce in her step. She slid into my lap like she was born to sit there, draping an arm over my shoulders like a girl trying to convince a customer to come into the back for a private dance.

“Hi there, Papi,” her voice pitched a little higher than usual. “You come here often, handsome?”

My hand went to her lower back. “Tonight’s my first time, actually,” I murmured.

She smirked. “Good.” Her tits brushed my chest as she leaned in and pressed her lips to my ear. “We have a special rule here tonight at the Delta Rho Club, Papi.”

“What’s that?”

“Tonight, you’re not only allowed to touch the dancers—” Maria grabbed the hand not on her lower back and slid it between her tits, “—but encouraged to. In fact, we insist.”

Fuck. Oh yes.

I grabbed a handful of her breast and tugged it free of her top. Her nipple was already as hard as a diamond, the chestnut nub aching for my touch as goosebumps broke out on her tits. As I groaned, she arched her back and slid my other hand to her ass, inviting me to squeeze and manhandle her all I wanted.

Which I did.

I buried my face in Maria’s tits, kissing and sucking. The Latina let out a groan of pleasure as I found her nipple and pulled it into my mouth. Her hips rocked back and forth on my knee, humping me through her panties like a needy little slut.

“Fuck, papi!” Maria gasped. “You’re making me so fucking wet! I can’t keep my fucking hands off you, querido. You feel the way I’m grinding my pussy against you, baby?”

My hand went to her throat. “What’s a sweet little thing like you doing in a place like this?” I growled, running a finger across her jaw.

She grinned. “Waiting for you. You ready for a private dance, Papi?”

I was about to tell her yes when another figure stepped in. Tasha joined us seamlessly, unhooking the handcuffs from her belt as she reached us. She leaned in, her cleavage right in my face as the music pulsed, and shot Maria a look like she’d just stumbled upon a crime in process.

“Stop right there,” Tasha growled, putting a hand on Maria’s shoulder. “Jackson Avery?”

It was role-play, and I was more than happy to join in. “Yes, officer?”

Tasha’s grinned from ear to ear. “I’m afraid you’re under arrest, Mr. Avery,” the policewoman purred, striking a pose. “For being too goddamn sexy for your own good.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “Officer, I’m a first-time offender,” I protested, Maria’s kisses traveling from my chest to my neck as she writhed in my lap with a dance no paid stripper would dare give a customer. “Don’t slap the cuffs on me!”

Tasha hesitated. She leaned in close and whispered something in Maria’s ear; the Latina glanced over at her with a wicked look and nodded.

She came to a decision. “I’m not cuffing you,” she said, licking her lips. “These are for this dirty little slut right here…!”

She grabbed Maria’s wrists and pinned them behind her back. The Latina groaned in mingled pain and pleasure, the deep sound shifting to a sharp cry as the metal of Tasha’s cuffs bit into her wrist.

“Chingada!” Maria yelped. “That’s so fucking tight…”

She leaned down, adjusting on my knee. While she did, my gaze turned to the stage, where the rest of my ‘surprise’ was unfolding. Lakshmi, Heather and Eva had taken the stage, moving around the pole and showing off their best moves. Heather and Eva gyrated around the metal, lifting their legs to straddle it in ways that showed off their bare pussies beneath their skirts, while Lakshmi moved like a fertility goddess, her nearly-transparent outfit sparkling in the light.

Then my focus was back on Maria.

The Latina had regained her balance and was rocking back and forth in my lap. Pinning her wrists with the cuffs had robbed her of most of her dexterity, so she made up for it with sheer need and desperation. She ground her ass and pussy onto my rock-hard cock, getting me as worked up as she could with her naughty moves.

“You like that, papi?” she purred, flipping around in my lap so she faced the stage. “Fuck I can tell you like it. You’re fucking throbbing right now…”

With her back facing me, the hands Tasha had cuffed together were practically in my lap. Maria felt around for my belt without seeing it, unlatching it and unbuttoning my pants as she bounced up and down in my lap.

Tasha stopped in the middle of her dance to help her bestie out. She tugged my boxers down, freeing my stiff cock and watching as Maria wrapped her fingers around it and gave it a few hard strokes—still in handcuffs. Then the Latina shifted, rocking forward on her hips and sliding her panties to the side.

Fuck. She was feral. I could smell her horny pussy—the scent filled my nostrils, ripping away any self-control I might have been clinging to.

She glanced over her shoulder and grinned. “Fuck me, Papi,” she groaned, biting her bottom lip. “I don’t care if you pay me or not. Fuck me in front of all these stripper sluts, sit. I need your cock in me right fucking now—!”

On the last word, she rocked back and impaled herself on me. I thrust up into her, bottoming out in her tight, slick channel with a groan. Both my hands went to her hips, gripping it for leverage as we started to fuck.

Even a blind man couldn’t have missed it. Maria’s breasts bounced fully out of her top as she rode me, clinging to the hem of my shirt as best as she could with her hands in cuffs. Every thrust inside of her heavenly pussy felt better than the one before, and left my cock dripping with more of her sweet honey.

“Hell yeah!” came a shout from the stage. Both Heather and Eva grabbed pom-poms out of nowhere and started an impromptu cheer routine, doing moves that would have gotten them kicked out of one of Stillwell’s football games. “Fill her up! Fill her up!”

Maria let out a groan that was almost a laugh as she heard it. The rest of the women in the room started egging us on, cheering for us as Maria’s pussy clenched around my cock. Everywhere I looked was a gorgeous woman, naked or nearly so, dancing and preening and telling me how hard they wanted me to cum inside of Maria.

A few more thrusts, and I was done.

I grabbed Maria’s hips hard enough to bruise and slammed into her with one final, brutal thrust. My cock curved inside of her, hitting that special spot deep inside her channel as fireworks exploded behind my eyes. A roar tore from me as I came inside her, pumping burst after burst of thick, hot seed deep into her core.

Maria’s nails dug into her palms as she came. By the time we were down from our peaks her thighs were slick with arousal, her pussy so full that my seed dripped from her tight, shaved slit. She slid off me with a satisfied sigh, doing a little wiggle as she made her way over to Tasha.

“Get me out of these fucking things,” she whispered, grinning.

Tasha cocked an eyebrow. “You don’t like them?”

The Latina laughed. “They were hot as fuck when Papi was pounding my brains out,” she said, giving me a lewd look over her shoulder. “But now my fucking fingers are going numb!”

Tasha pulled a key out from between her tits. “I can do that,” she growled, sliding a hand between the dark-haired beauty’s thighs. “But first, I’ve got to do a check. Make sure you’re not smuggling contraband…”

Maria’s eyelashes fluttered as Tasha’s fingers slid inside of her. They came back dripping with pearly white seed, so sticky it formed little strings between the digits.

“Oh my,” Tasha groaned. She pulled the fingers into her mouth and licked my come from them, then took Maria by the back of her head and pulled her in for a sloppy kiss. Her other hand fit the key to the realtor’s handcuffs, freeing her while the two of them shared my seed between them.

It was one of the hottest, dirtiest things I’d ever seen.

And the night was about to get even crazier.

Heather and Eva hopped off the stage, evidently chosen via whatever order they’d decided on ahead of time to attend to me next. They tossed their pom-poms to the floor and climbed onto either side of the couch, kissing me and guiding my hands under their skirts.

“Daddy’s been such a bad, bad man,” Heather murmured, her gaze traveling to my still-hard cock, shining with Maria’s juices. She hiked up her skirt, her voice dripping with faked innocence as she straddled my face. “Mommy never dresses up like this for you, does she? But your girls will do anything to make Daddy happy.”

“Anything,” Eva chimed in, kneeling between my legs and lowering her mouth to my prick.

Whatever words I’d been about to say were swallowed up by Eva’s hot little mouth. Warm, wet friction enveloped my cock as the cheerleader wrapped her lips around my girth, working up and down as she swirled her tongue around to slurp up Maria’s pussy juice. Meanwhile Heather ground her soaking, shaved pussy against my goatee, panting and sighing and saying more filthy shit as she trembled against me.

I’ll be damned, I thought. Samantha was right. My rough goatee did feel perfect against a smooth, shaved little pussy.

They kept on right up until the point where the rest of the room began to fade away. Then suddenly Eva’s mouth left me with a wet little pop, and her near-twin slid off my face to join her in bending over the back of the couch.

Both of them wiggled their pert little asses. “Fuck us, Daddy,” the cheerleaders begged, spanking each other and spreading their holes. “Fuck us harder than you’d ever dare fuck Mommy! Use us, punish us, make us squeal for you—!”

“Damn, those two are intense,” Maria murmured, dancing beside Tasha. “You and me are going to have to step our game up, Tash!”

I moved from one girl to the other, plunging into both from behind. I moved like a man possessed, the whisky burning in my gut, my hands treating both of them like whores as I pounded them hard and fast in doggy-style. Heather groaned with excitement like she was going down the big hill of a roller coaster as I pulled back and slammed myself all the way inside her, while Eva let out a rapid-fire string of dirty talk (“Daddy’s cock looks so good stretching you out, sis!” “Mommy could never take every inch of that big, thick dick!”) that left me feeling so depraved I knew I was going to need to take a shower after we were done.

The pair traded places once, twice, spurring each other on. At one point Heather slapped Eva full in the face while I was fucking her, her eyes burning with lust as she spit in the mouth of her virtual twin. The sight of it made me jerk inside of her, and both girls knew almost at once that I was near the peak.

“Cum on our asses, Daddy,” Heather insisted, hiking her skirt up all the way to her back. “Mark your dirty little sluts!”

“We won’t clean it up,” Eva promised. “Your cum’s my favorite thing to wear, Daddy—do you think Mommy will see it…?”

I couldn’t take it any longer. After one more hard thrust inside of both their pussies, I pulled out and sprayed ropes of cum across their asses. Both girls high-fived as it dripped down their thighs, grinning like they’d just won the lottery.

I plopped back down on the couch, nearly spent. But not quite all the way.

Because Lakshmi was making her way across the room to me.

From all of my previous interactions with her (including serving me at this very bachelor party) I expected her to be shy, sweet and submissive. So it shocked the hell out of me when she pushed me against the back of the couch and straddled me, her eyes locking onto mine with an intensity that scared me a little.

“I see these women have done an insufficient job of draining your balls, sir,” she said. “Let me ride you until the job is sufficiently completed…”

She sounded more than a little like Princess Jasmine, if she’d let Jafar finish the job of corrupting her into the queen of his filthy, hypnotic harem. When I told her so, she laughed.

“God, was I the only girl who wished that would happen to me?” she teased, running her fingers through my hair. “Being bad is so much more interesting than being a sweet little goody-goody princess. Don’t you think so?”

Before I could respond, she smothered my mouth with her own. I had no idea if there was a slit in her gown or she’d somehow managed to slide things to the side, but when she slammed her hips down my cock buried itself inside of her walls all the way down to the hilt.

She rode me hard and fast, like she wanted to break me in half. Her ass slapped against my thighs on every thrust, and her dark nipples bobbed in front of my eyes like delicious treats just out of reach.

“You like that, sir?” Sweat stood out on Lakshmi’s forehead. “You like being pinned down and milked dry by your gorgeous little slave girl?”

My hands went to her hips. “Fuck yes,” I growled. “You’re making me feel so good…”

“So much better than being a princess,” Lakshmi chuckled. “I’d much rather be your whore, sir!”

As we reached the peak, the rest of the girls gathered around. Eva knelt down beneath us and worked her tongue around my balls as Lakshmi rode me, while Maria curled up beside me and slid her tongue into my ear as my cock jerked and thickened and prepared to shoot deep inside the coed’s sweet pussy. Lakshmi’s hands at my wrists pinned them to the back of the couch, holding my arms wide like a bird about to take flight.

Her nails dug deeper, harder, and then she was cumming all over my cock.

She was as good as her word. Her pussy milked me like a fist, gripping so tight that the world blurred. As the rest of my harem let out cries of encouragement—sounding to my ears like runners crossing the finish line of a marathon—I freed my hands from Lakshmi’s grip and placed one around her neck, pinning her to me as I fucked her right through her orgasm with hard, driving strokes.

“Cum in me,” she begged. “Jack, oh my God…!”

A handful of heartbeats later and Lakshmi got her wish. After everything I’d been through that night you might have thought I could generate nothing but a puff of air, but somehow I managed to flood her womb like I hadn’t gotten off in days. She really did milk me dry—gripping me tight until there was nothing left, my balls empty and my heart completely full.

We collapsed on the couch in a heap. The music kept playing, lights moving back and forth across the stage, but my women weren’t dancing. They were all high as hell—on a drug called Jackson Avery.

Finally, Maria managed to roll over and run a finger down my chest. “Ready for another dance, tiger?”

I grinned. “Well. If the club’s only going to be open one night, we might as well make the most of it…”


Chapter Ten


The morning of my big day, I woke up alone.

It had been so long since that happened that for a moment I was confused, almost disoriented. I reached out, still half-asleep, and tried to put my arm around the waist of a Yukiko who wasn’t in my bed. I turned, snorting, and went to hug Marcie. Nothing but cold sheets.

For a few seconds, panic filled my gut. Where were my women? Why weren’t they here—

The wedding, I thought, my eyes shooting open.

It was today.

At long last.

The panic dissolved as I sat up in bed. I still felt anxious, but it wasn’t the sort that heralded one of my attacks—it was the kind you felt before an event you’d been looking forward to for a very, very long time. Excitement thrummed through me, and I took a moment to just drink it all in as I looked around the room.

I think I’m more excited about this wedding than the first one.

A year ago, I would have found that thought almost intolerably disrespectful to Lauren. Now, though, I understood. Wherever she was, I knew my first wife was smiling down at me. She’d wanted something like this for me after I lost her—and if she was mad about anything, it was that it took me fifteen years of dragging myself through life to remember how to love again.

“I bet you’d tell me I overdid it,” I chuckled, glancing up at the ceiling. “You can’t really blame me for wanting to make up for lost time.”

After all, what else could you call it? I wasn’t marrying one new wife today.

By tonight, I’d have three.

I showered and shaved (deciding at long last to keep the goatee Samantha liked so much) and threw on a button-down and jeans. My real wedding attire was already at the venue, carefully packed and waiting for me. The girls of Delta Rho had made sure of that, the same way they’d handled a thousand other things for us over the last few days. I was going to have a hell of a lot of thanking to do when this was all over.

My phone buzzed as I was finishing my coffee.

Your ride is here, Jack, it said. I didn’t recognize the number. Head downstairs.

My ride? I slipped on my wristwatch—the same Monaco I’d once used to time an erotic game with two of my brides-to-be—and glanced out the window of the penthouse to the parking lot. I didn’t see a car, but if whoever it was had parked right next to the building’s entrance, I wouldn’t have been able to see them.

I knew I wasn’t driving myself to the venue. My McLaren was parked outside the hot springs, already covered in streamers with cans tied to them and a huge “JUST MARRIED” painted on the back. The sorority girls were proud of their handiwork.

But I’d expected one of the girls to swing by. Lakshmi, maybe, or Heather and Eva. This sounded more like they’d hired a car service.

Whatever, I thought. As long as I got there in one piece, I’d be happy.

I made my way downstairs and out of the lobby. The vehicle waiting in the parking lot wasn’t one I’d seen before—and it certainly wasn’t a rental. It was a sleek black sedan, probably even more expensive than Maria’s SUV, and standing next to it was a woman who—while not one of my girls—I instantly recognized.

Yui Tanaka.

Unlike me, she looked like she was already prepared for the reception. She wore an elegant maroon gown, with a puffy jacket over it to keep her safe from the cold. Her boots looked like the most expensive thing on her body—Kiki told me once her Mom had a thing about shoes. Part of why my princess had so many pairs of designer heels was that they were her mom’s go-to Christmas presents.

“Good morning, Jack,” Yui said, flashing the same smile she gave me at the beginning of our therapy sessions. “I volunteered to be your chauffeur this morning. I hope you don’t mind?”

I stood frozen in my tracks for a moment. “Mind?” I blurted. “How could I mind that, Yui?”

Yukiko’s mother grinned. “I told my daughter you would say that,” she purred. “I’m supposed to get some food in you and get you to the wedding venue.” Her grin became a smirk. “And make sure you don’t get cold feet and try to run.”

Like I would ever have done that. “We’re getting food?” I asked, opening the passenger door. “I didn’t realize we had time for that.”

“It’s a tight schedule,” Yui agreed. “But there’s someone you need to speak to before the ceremony.”

There was only one person that could be. Samantha, Yukiko and Marcie had all had conversations with Reverend McCleary—the woman who’d be officiating our triple wedding. Now it was my turn.

They’d all assured me she was perfectly nice… but kind of a character. I wasn’t sure what to expect.

Yui climbed into the driver’s seat with practiced ease and started the engine. We pulled out of the parking lot and down the streets of Stillwell, still frosty with morning dew and practically empty.

“Going to be a cold day for an outdoor wedding,” Yui murmured, her eyes on the road. “But I understand the venue’s natural features will keep us warm?”

“Yeah,” I agreed. My fingers felt tingly—I couldn’t believe this day was finally here. “It’s going to be perfect, Yui.”

“I have no doubt.” She glanced over at me as we slowed at a stoplight. “How are you feeling, Jack? Need a Xanax?”

I laughed. “I thought you wouldn’t prescribe me anything addictive.”

“I’m not prescribing anything,” Yui said wryly. “Just offering you one as a friend.”

I shook my head. “I’m nervous,” I admitted. “But it’s good nervous.”

Yui nodded. “No symptoms?”

I ran through a mental checklist. “I’m definitely not feeling like this is a video game,” I told Yui. “No, I’m not watching myself today, Yui. And I’m not going to have an attack, either. I’m… I’m going to be okay.”

“Good,” Yui said. “Very good. If you do find yourself in need, just find me. I’m here for you today, no different than how I’m here for my daughter.”

I wondered if she’d given Yukiko anything to take the edge off. “I want to thank you, by the way,” I said, watching out the window as we headed past campus towards the canal. “The therapy’s really been helping me out.”

“That’s mostly the patient,” Yui said breezily.

I swallowed. There was something else I had to say. “And thank you for… for showing up,” I said. “I know it can’t be easy, considering…”

“…that my daughter is one of three women marrying you today?” Yui asked.

She’d hit the nail on the head. “Three wives instead of one,” I said. “It’s a lot to accept.”

“It is,” Yui agreed. “But I meant what I told you at the hospital, Jack. I want what’s best for my daughter. And you…” she paused, choosing her next words carefully. “You and those other two girls are what’s best for her. She’s happy. It’s not at all how I imagined my daughter’s wedding, but what I imagined would not have pleased her the way that this does.”

“Finding a nice Japanese boy studying to be a doctor?” I joked.

Yui laughed. “That was more Ryuichi,” she said. “He is coming, by the way, though I wouldn’t expect him until shortly before the event starts. He is finding all of this… difficult to accept.”

“He’s not the only Dad who’s upset about his daughter,” I muttered.

Yui paused. “You still don’t know for sure if Daniel is coming?”

We didn’t. There’d been no communication from him over the last few days, not even what came filtered through Mona Isringhausen. I knew Marcie had been planning to send him some texts the night before the wedding, maybe even call him, but I didn’t know how that had gone. Or if he’d even replied.

“Nope,” I said. “I hope he makes the right choice, Yui. But even if he doesn’t, Marcie will be okay.”

“I can’t even imagine,” she murmured. “Ryuichi told me he thought of attempting to shame you and Yukiko by refusing to come. I nearly hit him.”

“That bad, huh?”

“I would never have forgiven him if he’d failed to show up today,” Yui said fiercely. “I don’t care if there’s a hundred other women at this wedding. This isn’t about us. It’s about our daughter. Even if I hated what she was doing, I would never abandon her.”

“I hope Daniel comes to the same conclusion,” I said. Then something occurred to me. “Did you see my girls this morning, Yui?”

She nodded. “I checked in on them briefly before driving over. But if there was news regarding Daniel, I’m afraid they weren’t discussing it.”

Damn. I was hoping she might have heard something. “How did they look?” I asked.

Yui’s smile widened. “Spectacular,” she said, pulling us off the road and into the parking lot of Gabrielle’s. “You’re going to be very pleased, Jack. They all look like princesses—ironic, as that is what my daughter tells me is your nickname for her.” She beamed at me. “I daresay they’ve never been so happy in all their lives.”

Relief flooded me. “That’s great,” I said. “I wish I could see them.”

“You will. Soon.” Yui cut the engine. “Shall we?”

Gabrielle’s was closed for the morning for a ‘special event’, but the front door was unlocked. Yui and I walked in to find the chairs upside down on all the tables except for two—a pair that had been pushed together near the center of the dining area and set with juice and pastries, along with a steaming pot of coffee.

Sitting at the table’s head wearing a manic grin and the strangest suit I’d ever seen was the Reverend Kate McCleary.

I wasn’t sure what I’d expected after hearing my women’s impressions, but somehow she managed to be almost exactly what I’d pictured and completely different from what I’d expected. She was in her late fifties or early sixties, with a shock of blonde hair that had long since given up the fight against going white. It stood nearly straight up, surrounded by locks that had been cut close against the side of her head. A large silver cross hung from a chain around her neck, but surrounding it were smaller chains from which dangled a bunch of other arcane symbols: a peace sign, the astrological symbol for Gemini, the logo of the Boston Bruins. Nearly every one of her fingers had a ring on it, and her fingernails were all painted in colors that would have made a rainbow if she’d fanned her hands out on the table. Tattoos showed on her wrists beneath the cuffs of her suit jacket.

That jacket…

The only thing I could think of when I looked at it was that guy who used to be on TV selling books about getting free money from the government. I couldn’t imagine a congregation taking the woman who wore a suit like that seriously—unless they were into Dolly Parton’s “Coat of Many Colors” getting a serious upgrade and moving to one of Jimmy Buffett’s Margaritaville franchises.

And yet, when you put it all together, it kind of… worked?

Like, sure, one look at this woman and I could tell she was clearly insane.

But when her eyes—those had to be contacts, I couldn’t imagine someone being born with eyes that naturally blue—locked on mine from across the room, I realized she also had the self-confidence to pull off a getup like that.

“Jack!” Reverend McCleary sprang to her feet, half a Danish dangling from her mouth. “The groom at last! Come over here, Mr. Avery! I cannot believe I get to do this for you today, you legend!”

I glanced over at Yui. “Is this a prank?” I whispered.

Yukiko’s mother looked like she was trying very hard not to laugh.

“It’s nice to meet you, Reverend,” I said, extending a hand as she approached. “The brides have said such nice things about you—”

She stepped right past my hand and pulled me into a hug that was stronger than one of Daniel’s. She squeezed until I started to wonder if she was going to let me go, then stepped back and took a look at me.

“Oh, honey, we’re way past handshakes,” Reverend McCleary laughed. “Wow, look at you! There’s so much energy here! You are definitely on the right wavelength, Jack. You’re vibrating at the exact same frequency as those three beautiful young women!”

“I… am?” I couldn’t help but frown.

“Of course you are!” She clapped me on the back like she wanted to leave a bruise. “Sit, sit, please! We have so much to talk about before the ceremony!” She glanced over at Yui, her grin widening. “You’re Kiki’s mother, right? So nice to meet you, Miss Tanaka!” She took Yui’s hand in both of hers and pumped it vigorously. “Would you join us?”

All three of us sat. Reverend McCleary poured us both a coffee with both the enthusiasm and the constant motion of a game show host. Her teeth were perfectly white and even, and she never stopped showing them off. I quickly realized what a chatterbox we’d hired.

“Beautiful spread,” the reverend said as she took her seat. “Eat, eat! Break bread with me, Jack.”

With a start, I counted the holes on the platter and realized she’d eaten at least four pastries before we arrived. How does she stay so skinny? I wondered. Maybe she went to the same gym as Maria Alvarez.

I took a lemon Danish and settled in.

“I understand most of the preparations have already been settled, Reverend?” I asked.

She snorted. “For pity’s sake, Jack, call me Kate!” She bit down on her bottom lip, looking me up and down with a frankness that would have unnerved me if I hadn’t already guessed she played for the other team. “They told me about you, but—talking about’s not seeing, you know?”

“Jack has had quite an eventful semester,” Yui said, quietly adding cream cheese to a bagel.

“I’ve heard a little bit about that!” Kate leaned back in her chair so far that for a second, I felt certain she was going to prop her feet up on the table. That would have brought the staff of Gabrielle’s in here, private event or no. “Lonely Prince Charming moves to a small town looking for love, finds not one princess but three waiting for him.” She grinned in a way that made her look like a fox. “They don’t make Hallmark movies like that, Jack, but I wish they would!”

“Okay,” I said, nodding along. As strange as I found this woman, her energy was infectious. As was her enthusiasm. What was it Marcie told me when she suggested our alternative venue? We don’t do anything traditional?

“So,” Kate said, putting her elbows on the table. “One groom, and three brides. Three! Do you have any idea how rare that is, Jack? How special!?”

I chose my words carefully. “It’s extremely special to me, Kate,” I said, flinching a bit at using the first name of a woman of the cloth. “All of this is. To them, as well.”

“Have you performed a wedding like this before?” Yui asked.

Kate made guns with her fingers and pointed them at Yui like she’d struck a bulls-eye. “Almost exactly!” she laughed, brimming with enthusiasm. “Almost exactly like this.”

“What does almost mean?” I asked.

“I have fifteen years of experience performing marriage ceremonies,” Kate explained, sounding about as businesslike as she ever got. “I’ve done plenty of polyamorous weddings. Multiple guys, multiple girls, everybody crying and hugging each other—it’s a great time!” She glanced over at Yui, perhaps noting the discomfort on the woman’s face before turning back to me. “But one guy with three wives? No, I haven’t had the pleasure of linking four people in that way before.”

“I’ve never had the pleasure of being linked in that way before,” I said. “So we’re both on new ground.”

Kate looked at me like I’d just stripped off my dress shirt to reveal a technicolor dreamcoat of my own. “You get it!” she grinned, giving me a playful slap on the chest. “Everybody’s probably told you you’re playing with fire, haven’t they? Nothing could be further from the truth, Jack—nothing!” She shot back in her seat before grabbing a cup of coffee and downing half of it in one long, messy gulp. “The universe loves this, Jack. The universe is singing hymns of joy for you and your girls today.”

Yui set her mug to the side. “I was wondering if theology would come into it,” she said. “I was surprised my daughter was able to find someone open-minded enough to perform a wedding like this. I would have thought there’d be some Bible verse that speaks against it…”

Kate grinned like a pool hustler who’d just been challenged to a game by a newbie. “Can I drop a little truth bomb on you, Miss Tanaka? Not trying to scramble the old brain-pan on your daughter’s special day, but I do want both of you to be crystal clear on this before the ceremony begins.”

“Certainly,” Yui said, sharing an uneasy glance with me.

Kate took another sip of her coffee and scooted around the table. “You’re making this a God thing,” she said, gesticulating wildly. “And I get that. Sometimes we think that, because we don’t say the right things or love the right people or even think the wrong thoughts that we don’t deserve a seat at the table.” She picked up a Danish. “That we don’t get to break bread at the feast. Observe.”

Slowly—with a daintiness I didn’t think someone on a constant sugar-high could manage—the reverend tore the Danish in two. She held it up, as if she’d just revealed some cosmic truth, and set the pieces on a plate.

“Everyone deserves a seat at the table,” she said, her smile turning serious for a moment. “Everyone deserves a ticket to the feast, Miss Tanaka. Turning anyone away—even the meanest, even the least—is an abominable act in the eyes of the ultimate party host. What sort of father lets his kids starve?”

“Some people’s fathers aren’t so great,” Yui whispered. “My daughter will have told you about hers.”

“And he’s gonna be here, too,” Kate said with a shrug. “God, Miss Tanaka, is love. Love will make you leave the ninety-nine behind and go running over field and dale to bring back the one. Love will get you to drag your kid up the mountain, tie him to a stone, and put a knife to his throat before the man upstairs says ‘hey, what the heck are you doing!?’”

Yui’s eyes looked like they were about to fall out of her head. “I won’t argue with you,” she said, her tone guarded. “I’ve already agreed to this for my daughter’s sake. But I do still have reservations.”

“Can’t get a decent seat at a restaurant without ‘em,” Kate chuckled. “Alright, let’s drop the heavy stuff and talk about your special day!”

Both of us leaned forward, glad to be on firmer ground.

“I’ve been working with your delightful fiancées—all three of them, of course, the absolute angels—to craft something truly special. Something that honors your individual relationships with each of them while celebrating the unity of your new family.”

“That sounds great,” I said, nodding at Yui. After a second, she nodded back.

“Beautiful. Here, I brought a visual aid…”

Kate pulled a binder out from under her chair—covered in stickers from various theological conferences and what looked like bootleg Lisa Frank decals—and flipped through it.

“We start with the processional, obvs,” she said, wiggling her fingers. “You at the altar, the three of them walking down the aisle—walking together, hand in hand, because they’re all equals in this union.” She glanced up at me, and for a second there was something hard in her gaze. “That’s right, yeah? No hierarchical bullshit? Three equal wives, none of them tucked away in the attic or hidden in the basement?”

“Absolutely not,” I said, meaning it. “They’ll have told you that legally, I can only marry Yukiko. But that’s just the paperwork.”

“Damned paperwork!” Kate chuckled. “No, I can see you mean what you say, Jack. We do the vows one-on-one, all individual like. You to them, them to you.” Her grin curled. “Since there’s three of them, I’d suggest you keep them on the shorter side. They will be. But each of them will mean every word.”

I nodded. Everything sounded good so far.

“Awesome!” Kate was really getting into it now. “I understand you have rings for all three of them?”

Another nod. “I have them on me,” I told her. “Should I give them to you?”

“No, no, you hang onto them,” she said, shaking her head. “It’s really important that they’re imbued with your energy, not mine. You keep them near you until the ceremony starts.”

Sure. I could do that. Imbuing energy sounded a little woo-woo, but I guess I’d signed up for it.

Kate must have sensed it. She leaned in close, like someone with a juicy secret. “Jack,” she whispered. “Have you ever heard of handfasting?”

I shook my head.

“Ancient tradition,” she said, rattling off the words. “Could talk about it all day, but we don’t have all day, so I’ll be brief. Your girls already know what to do. We’ll bind your hands together with ribbon—symbolizing the bonds the four of you are creating. I’m really good at it, and let me just say—I have never done this at a ceremony and not had every eye in the place crying like they just got finished watching Titanic. It’s going to be beautiful, trust me.”

Yui cocked an eyebrow but said nothing.

“And then!” Kate spread her hands. “The kiss. Kisses, plural. One for each bride. Oh, but first, I say the magic words.” She leaned back in her seat, waggling her eyebrows. “I now pronounce you husband and wives. God, isn’t that just so cool?”

“It still sounds surreal,” I murmured, warmth spreading through my chest. “I don’t think I’ll believe it until it actually happens.”

“It’s going to be beautiful,” Kate insisted. “Those girls—and I’m sure you’ve heard this a million times already—are so brave. I know you’re technically the groom, but honestly, they kinda outnumber you three to one. Everybody’s gonna be looking at them, not you.” She grinned. “A celebration of love. You ready?”

I thought about the scavenger hunt and the notes. The moment I got down on my knees and proposed to all three of them right next to the canal. Hell, I thought about all of it, every moment since I’d come to Stillwell.

“Yes,” I said. “I’m ready.”

“All right!” Kate lifted her hand for a high five. After a moment of confusion, I gave it to her. “Let’s kick the tires and light the fires, Jack. Don’t be late! The universe is watching!”

And with that, Reverend McCleary swept out of Gabrielle in a cloud of powdered sugar, leaving Yui and I alone at the table.

Neither of us spoke for a few moments.

“That was…” I started.

Yui laughed. “She’s a lot. But her heart’s in the right place.” Slowly, she nodded. “My daughter chose well.”

“She usually does,” I said mildly.

Yui smiled. “Yes, she does. Shall we?”

The drive to the hot springs felt like Christmas morning when I was a kid. Every second felt like an hour; like a terrible burden between me and the thing I truly wanted. Yui was quiet most of the drive, just letting me think. She could tell I needed a little calm before the storm.

The gravel lot was half-full of cars by the time we arrived. Maria’s SUV was the most prominent, but there were more than a few I recognized: vehicles that had been press-ganged into ferrying coeds from Delta Rho to and from the venue site. The final preparations were well under way, and everyone else was just waiting for the fun to begin.

“This is where I leave you,” Yui said, gesturing for me to get out of the car. “Your clothes are waiting in the pavilion, Jack. You should get ready. And then…”

She trailed off, suddenly wistful.

“Then, you should get a drink and say a little prayer,” she said, cocking her head to the side. “The best part of your life is about to begin. Congratulations.”

“Thank you.” I took her hand and squeezed it. “You raised an incredible woman, Yui.”

Yukiko’s mother sniffed. “Every man and woman who attends this service is going to know how lucky you are, Jack,” she said, a faint smile tugging at her lips. “But very few people are going to realize how lucky those three women are to have you.”

“Liar,” I chuckled. “Everyone knows I’m the lucky one.”

Her lips formed a tight little line. “Take good care of my daughter?”

It was as close to tears as I’d ever seen Yui. I pulled her into a hug, feeling about every emotion in the book all at once. She shuddered against me, stifling a sob, then looked into my eyes.

“I’m going to make that girl the happiest woman in the world,” I promised her. “Mom.”

She laughed, tears trickling down her cheeks. “Damn you,” she said, pretending to be upset about it. “I’m going to have to redo my makeup before the ceremony…”

“I mean it,” I said. “Thank you for letting me call you that.”

She nodded. “You’re my daughter’s husband,” she said. “How could you call me anything else?”

I climbed out of the car and walked the last bit of the path to the hot springs. The winter air was clear and cold, and the gravel crunched beneath my feet with every step. It wasn’t the first time I’d walked this trail—I’d done it twice before we selected this place as our wedding venue and about two dozen times while setting up—but today, it looked different. Felt different.

Today it was sacred in a whole new way.

The hot springs came into view. A dozen or so figures were milling around, mostly girls from Delta Rho who’d come early to help set up. They waved, pelting me with well-wishes and gesturing for me to go to the pavilion. The wedding would be starting soon—in barely two hours by my wristwatch—which meant I should have already been suited up just to be on the safe side.

Time to fix that, I told myself.

I stepped into the pavilion, looking around for my clothes.

Only to find a figure at the center, standing in front of the altar with their back to me.

My heart skipped a beat.

Oh thank God, I thought, relief washing over me. It’s Daniel.

For half a second—one wild, impossible fraction of an instant—I was able to fool myself into believing it was Daniel. That my mentor had swallowed his pride, made the drive from his hotel and was here to give his little girl away—to be part of her special day even if he didn’t approve of who and what she’d chosen.

Then I realized I was wrong.

The figure turned. The man looked a little like Daniel Ramsey, but only a little. He was probably a few years younger—mid-to-late fifties at a glance—with dirty blonde hair and defined, aristocratic features. His suit looked expensive and tailored, his beard was so well trimmed it belonged on a magazine cover, and he carried himself with the kind of casual confidence that came one of two ways: from a lifetime of privilege, or from working your ass off to achieve a position of privilege.

Something about this guy said it was the former, not the latter.

He looked vaguely familiar, but I didn’t recognize him. Not yet.

He smiled when he saw me, and I shivered. It was a perfectly pleasant smile on the outside, but it touched his eyes about as much as Mona’s did when she was raking someone over the coals in an HR meeting. It was the exact opposite of the warm, slightly manic smiles I’d been seeing in the person of Reverend McCleary all morning long.

I don’t like this guy, I thought. What is he doing here?

And why did I feel like his last name was probably Baines?

“Mr. Avery,” he said, his voice as smooth as glass. “I’ve been looking forward to meeting you.”

He extended his hand. I took it automatically, as a friendly gesture. Without thinking.

His grip made Kate’s hug look cozy. He squeezed so hard it was painful, so that I had to grit my teeth and squeeze back to reassert my dominance.

He looked pleased by it. “You don’t recognize me, do you?” he asked.

I didn’t need to. There was only one person this could possibly be—Mr. Whoever Baines, the father of that little shit Trevor and the ex-husband of Elizabeth Baines. He’d probably heard I was the reason his son had to switch schools, and that I’d defeated his wife’s plans every time she’d tried to destroy me and my women.

He’d come to make a scene at my wedding. But he’d fucked up.

Because he had no right to be here.

I opened my mouth to tell him I already knew his whole deal. Then I looked in his eyes.

Really looked.

And froze solid in my tracks.

It was subtle. The color wasn’t the same—not that piercing, brilliant blue I loved so much. These eyes were hard and cold, not warm and filled with understanding. There was no love in them.

But the shape, the intelligence, the spark—that was the same. Exactly the same.

I saw Samantha in this man’s eyes.

Oh no. Oh fuck no.

Somewhere in the distance I could hear coeds stringing up lights, laughing. But the world had gone very, very cold, and even the hot springs couldn’t warm up what was happening inside of me.

“My name is Warren Lowry,” the man said, his smile widening. “Samantha’s father. I understand you’re marrying my little girl today?”

END OF PART TWELVE


Pledged to Him: Part Thirteen


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 storm cloud 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 skeptical. “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’s voice filled 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 ‘grandparent’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. I could almost hear the 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’ 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 quite 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. Way 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 GoPro’s 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 ‘Good 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. “Resplendent? 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’ 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 1980’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 has 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


Pledged to Him: Part Fourteen


Chapter One


Marcie’s hand let go of mine.

The moment she saw it was her father standing at the end of the aisle, she took off like a woman possessed. Every hope-filled fantasy she’d had of this moment, every precious dream of reconciliation she’d been clutching to her heart while insisting she was past worrying about that sort of thing—I saw them fill her face as she leapt down from the dais, tears streaming down her cheeks.

She hit the ground and nearly tripped over Yukiko’s train, but she didn’t slow down. She didn’t care about the eyes of the venue on her, the gasps coming from the front row, the cries of surprise from her fellow brides as they found themselves suddenly standing next to me without her.

She ran.

She ran to Daniel like she was afraid he was a mirage—like he might break apart into smoke if she didn’t get to her father and throw her arms around him in time.

“Daddy!” she cried, the double-syllable raw and wounded and filled with so much relief that a little part of me broke at the realization of just how much she’d really been hurting. “Dad, you’re here, you’re here—!”

Daniel barely had time to brace himself. Marcie crashed into him, throwing herself into his arms like she was a little girl again, like she’d had a nightmare and only he could make it better. She buried her face against his chest, wrapping her arms around his shoulders. Her whole body shook with sobs.

“Daddy, I’m so sorry,” she babbled, clinging to him tight. “I never meant for it to be like this! I didn’t want to hurt you or Mom! I… I really thought I was never going to see either of you again…!”

For just a second, Daniel stood frozen, his arms at his sides. His wife stared up at him, tears filling her eyes, like even she didn’t know what the man she loved was about to do. I could see what she was hoping for, though.

He stood there like a statue, his daughter clinging to him.

And then his expression crumpled.

“Oh, sweetheart,” he choked out, hugging her tight. “Marcie. Oh, angel…”

He wrapped his arms around her, lifting her—wedding dress and all—into his arms. One hand went to the back of her head, cradling it like she was six years old again and had just fallen off of her bike.

I watched the change in him. When he’d first arrived, he’d looked like a man standing at the gallows—like everything inside of him said to turn around and leave.

Now, though?

Now, I was looking at the man who’d run Ramsey Engineering like a ship at sea for the better part of forty years. My boss. My mentor.

Marcie’s father.

“I’m sorry,” Marcie kept babbling, the words muffled against his suit jacket. “Daddy I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to… I didn’t know this would destroy our family…”

“Shh.” Daniel’s voice was thick with emotion. “Hush now, angel. You… you haven’t destroyed anything. Jesus, you look so beautiful.”

“You really do,” Vanessa murmured. “Darling, I’m so proud of you.”

“I wrecked everything,” Marcie whimpered. “Our family, Jack’s job, everything the two of you built together…”

“No.” Daniel pulled back just enough for Marcie to look into his face. Tears brimmed in his eyes—I’d literally never seen my mentor this emotional before. “No, no, I’ve been an idiot, angel. I don’t… I don’t approve of what you’re doing. But that doesn’t matter—that shouldn’t matter. You’re my little girl. My daughter.” He shook his head, directing his anger inward. “What the hell was I thinking missing this?”

Vanessa’s hand went to the small of Daniel’s back. “We are so sorry we’re late, dear. We… we had some last-minute issues that delayed us.”

Marcie set her feet back down on the ground. “You’re here,” she said, clutching her father’s lapels and smiling through her tears. “I don’t care about the rest of it, Daddy. You came. You came and you’re here and I love you so much…!”

She buried her face in father’s shoulder as he hugged her again. Next to them both, Vanessa was crying openly, her hand over her mouth as one of the Delta Rho girls in the next row handed her some tissues. Around the pavilion, I could see people tearing up and hear them sniffling. A few of the sorority girls—probably thinking of their relationships with their own fathers—were holding each other and shaking with silent, shuddering sobs.

Yui stood up in her seat and did a little fist-pump in Marcie’s direction. Thank God, I saw her mouth, a look of triumph in her eyes. Even Ryuichi looked moved.

Kate pulled out her handkerchief and blew her nose. “Wow,” she said, her voice thick. “Yeah, that’s definitely going to be in my top-five all-time wedding moments.” She glanced over at me. “Go get ‘em, Romeo. Tell Mom and Dad hi and get them to their seats, then escort your girl back on stage.”

I nodded.

Light applause started somewhere in the back rows as I stepped off the dais. By the time I was halfway down the aisle, people were cheering, their faces filled with approval and joy at the reunion between Marcie and her father.

I knew my brides and I were concerned about the Ramseys. But until I saw the relief on the faces of the entire wedding party, I hadn’t realized just how badly the rest of the Delta Rho sorority wanted Marcie’s special day to be perfect.

They’re good people, I thought. Good sisters.

Daniel saw me coming and stiffened slightly. He kept one arm around Marcie’s shoulders, holding her against his side as he extended his other hand to shake. The mix of emotions on his face told me how much he’d dreaded this moment—and how relieved he was that he’d finally decided to face it.

I took his hand, feeling the familiar strength of his grip.

“Thank you so much for coming,” I whispered.

“I almost didn’t,” he said, his voice rough. “I saved your life, huh?”

My jaw dropped. “So you did get the voicemail.”

He nodded. “That was a pretty bit of rhetoric, about everybody getting a seat at the table. I wish you’d been half that convincing in the boardroom when we were fielding those Canadians who wanted us to build them those oil drills in Athabasca.”

“You know I always let you handle that stuff, boss,” I said.

He nodded, his smile freezing. “That stuff about you being the son I never had,” he whispered, so lightly that only Marcie, his wife and I heard it. “That hit me hard. And the stuff about Lauren, and…” he glanced back and forth, looking ashamed of himself for a moment. “I’m sorry I let things go this far, Jack.”

“It’s alright,” I said. “You made the right decision, Dad.”

He blinked at the word, his eyes going watery.

“And for the record, I meant every single word of that voicemail.”

“I know you did,” Daniel chuckled. “You should have heard the one Yukiko’s mother left me. I’d be afraid to face that woman on the other side of a boardroom table, that’s for sure.”

“Her daughter’s just like her,” I said. “Convincing.”

Daniel’s expression darkened a touch. “This doesn’t mean everything’s fixed,” he said, raising his eyes to mine in that husky whisper. “The firm… I couldn’t give it to you even if I wanted to. The board would kill me. Someone who’s doing what you’re doing—”

“We don’t have to talk about it now,” I said. “I’m not asking for my job back. I’m not even asking for your forgiveness. I’m just…” My voice cracked. “I’m just so happy you’re here.”

He nodded slowly. “I am,” he agreed, giving my hand a final squeeze. “Now let’s get you and my little girl married before I change my mind.”

I had to chuckle a little at that. Even now, Daniel couldn’t help but let his stubbornness show that one little bit.

I guess I was more like my surrogate father than I realized.

“Let me show you to your seats,” I said, extending an arm to Vanessa. “You can’t miss them—they’re right up front.”

“Best ones in the house?” Vanessa asked, blinking away her tears.

I did a double-take: did she look excited about all this?

“They are,” I said. “Promise.”

“Lead the way,” she said.

Together, the four of us walked down the aisle. Marcie clung to Daniel, still sobbing with relief to have her father present at her special day, while Vanessa and I walked arm-in-arm right next to them. As we reached the front row we stepped around the other guests, and I grabbed the little placards with their names on them and tore them off to let the couple sit.

“Daniel will kill me for saying this,” Vanessa murmured as I helped her into her seat, “but I always did think you and my Marcie were perfect for each other.”

I blinked. “This can’t be how you imagined our wedding,” I whispered.

“No.” Vanessa admitted with a shrug. “But look at her, Jack. Has my little girl ever looked so happy in her entire life?”

I glanced over. Daniel was sitting in his seat, both hands in Marcie’s, trying desperately to get her to let go of him and take her place back on the dais. The poor girl was still crying, looking at her father like she was a little afraid he might vanish in a puff of smoke if she let go of him.

“I can honestly say I haven’t,” I said, thinking about the front seat of my McLaren and Elizabeth Baines’s driveway. “Or if I have, it’s only been the once.”

Daniel’s wife gave my hand a squeeze. “Things aren’t okay,” she whispered, her voice telling me that things between us were no matter what Daniel might say. “But they will be.”

“I know. Thanks for being here, Mom.”

Vanessa had the temerity to blush at that. “Go marry my daughter already.”

Marcie kissed her father’s cheek one more time and let me help her onto the dais. Her makeup was ruined, her eyes red and puffy from crying, but the sheer joy in her made her look twice as beautiful as before. Her bouquet of white roses lay on the ground; impetuously, she took them and tossed them down to her father.

He looked at them, blinked, then held them to his chest with a nod.

“Okay,” Marcie said, taking her place between Samantha and Yukiko. “Sorry about that. Now we can get married.”

Yukiko reached over and squeezed Marcie’s hand. “I’m so happy for you.”

“I’m going to need to get my makeup retouched,” Samantha said, wiping her eyes. “Again.”

“We’re ready,” I said, turning to Kate.

She nodded, her manic grin resurfacing. “Thank goodness. Alright people! We’ve had the dramatic family reunion. Everybody’s here who’s supposed to be. Now, I think Jackson Avery was about to say a few words.” She turned to me, clicking her tongue with a chuckle. “You have something you want to say to your princess, king?”

I did. I pulled the folded paper from my jacket pocket, my hand faintly shaking.

“Yukiko,” I began, taking her hand and looking at her. For a second, my mouth refused to make words—the sight of her was that incredible. That dress… I was never going to forget the way she looked in that. Smiling, ready to be mine, with our child already growing inside of her.

“Princess…”

I trailed off.

And laughed.

“Princess, do you have the slightest idea how badly I want to kiss you right now?"

A ripple of laughter traveled through the crowd. Yukiko looked at me through her tears like the proudest girl in the world.

"That first night at the casino gala, I was supposed to be your chaperone. And instead, you took me on an adventure—one that hasn't stopped since that night." I shook my head, amazed. "You chose me, Kiki. That very first night, you already had it all planned out. And I will never, ever stop thanking you for it."

My grip on her hand tightened. "You’re the reason I'm standing here with three women. Both of us know that. I'd never have had the guts to go for what I really wanted if you hadn't had the courage to propose it first. You didn't just want me to pursue Samantha—you helped me make it happen. And when Marcie and I fell into each other's arms, you were the first person to celebrate with me—"

Ryuichi's cheeks were scarlet. Poor Daniel's eyes were the size of dinner plates. Yet I couldn't help but notice the way both of their wives were smiling.

"You helped me realize this was what I wanted. And that it was what you wanted, too." I brushed a lock of hair away from her face. "Princess, I love that you're not hiding that part of yourself any longer—not from me, not from anyone. You trusted me with the most intimate parts of your soul, and I'm going to spend the rest of my life making sure you never regret it."

Yukiko was sobbing now. Samantha and Marcie both held her, looking so happy for her they might burst.

"You're my anchor. My strategist. My partner. And you’re having our child. You're building an empire with me. And you..." My voice broke; the words I'd carefully composed blurred on the page. "You have no idea what you do to me, princess. You are the first thing I reach for in the morning. If every single person in the world was against me, I know you'd be the one woman still in my corner, fighting alongside me back to back until the end. You are my heart, Princess. I love you. I will never, ever stop loving you. I cannot wait to meet our child and build a life together. And today, I promise I'm going to spend the rest of our lives showing you how much I mean that.”

Yukiko covered her mouth with her hand. “God damn it,” she whispered, tears spilling down her cheeks. “Five minutes in this bomb-ass dress and I’m already a mess…”

“You’re beautiful,” I told her. “You’re perfect.”

She laughed. “You’re adorable,” she said, reaching for her own piece of folded paper. “You ready?”

I nodded. “Your turn.”

Yukiko had to clear her throat several times, but her hands were steadier than mine. “Jack,” she said, her voice strong and unwavering. “Growing up, I used to think I had a plan for my life. That it would be a series of strategic business decisions: the conventional man, with the conventional career, giving me the conventional house in the suburbs and the requisite two-point-five children.” She glanced up at me through her lashes. “It would have been awful.”

I couldn’t help but laugh at that.

“Then you blew into Stillwell and ruined everything,” she said, making it sound like the greatest thing ever. “You talked about the charity gala, but it was that night at the Delta Rho house—walking through the crowd with you, saving Marcie, seeing the way you not only took control of the situation but let me take control of it—I was done. I went home that night and whispered ‘Yukiko Avery’ in the mirror three times, like I was casting a magic spell.” She wiped away a tear as the guests chuckled. “Sometimes I still think all of this is magic. Like there’s some genie out there who’s going to come demanding payment for all the good things they’ve given me.”

Her hand went to her belly, where the fabric bulged the slightest bit.

“What we have is not a strategic investment,” she said, beaming at me. “It’s not a solid business plan, even though it totally is and I’m so all-in on you, Jackson Avery. You taught me how to gamble—it’s only fair I put all my chips on the man I love. It’s…”

Her voice faltered.

“It’s everything,” she sobbed. “You are everything. The last six months have been the craziest of my life, and in every single moment of it I have never felt anything other than safe because of you. You’re the quiet, calm center of all this insanity. You’re my partner in crime—sometimes literally! You’re my best friend, the father of my child, and…” She glanced over her shoulder at the front row for a second, steeling her courage. “You’re the best sex of my life, I’m just going to say it. It is so good.”

The coeds roared with laughter at that one. Yui smirked and rolled her eyes—having already heard my line about it being ‘no problem at all’ to get her daughter pregnant as many times as she wanted, she’d probably expected that.

“You’re going to be such a good father,” she said, recovering smoothly. “Our baby’s going to be lucky to have you. And he–or she—is going to be so blessed to have two other moms to protect them. Guide them. Love them.”

She reached up and touched my face. “I promise to never stop being your princess. The bisexual, neurodivergent, spreadsheet-fetishizing leader of your harem. I promise to stand beside you every step of the way while we build this family and this empire. I promise to never, ever stop loving you with my whole fucking heart.”

Her smile was fierce and proud.

“I love you, Jack Avery. I choose you. And I will choose you every day for the rest of my life.”

Jesus. Wow.

Kate wiped at her eyes. “Oh man, I didn’t realize how much three of these in a row were going to wreck me,” she stage whispered, causing laughter and some shouts of agreement. “Next up’s Samantha, Jack.”

I already had the paper ready. “Babygirl,” I said, turning to her. She was already a beautiful wreck. “I’ve said this to you so many times, but today I’m saying it in front of the world. You saved my life. Before I met you I could walk, talk—I could go to work in the morning and come back in the evening, but I was a dead man on the inside. I’d been asleep for fifteen years.” I swallowed hard. “And then you walked into the room and I woke the fuck up.”

She laughed, her eyes shining.

“You were everything I didn’t know I wanted. You were the star I followed this entire semester, with about as much idea of where it was going to lead me as a prophet in the desert.” I swallowed hard. “I know where it was leading me, babygirl. It was leading me home.”

“Daddy,” Samantha whispered.

“I thought you were going to break my heart into a million pieces,” I said with a laugh. “I told myself that first night you were trouble with a capital-T, and you are, babygirl. But you’re good trouble. You…”

I faltered. Again, I took the page and slipped it back into my jacket.

“You showed me what real strength is today,” I said, taking her hand. “When I watched you face down your parents and tell them everything they’d done to you without flinching, I’d never been so proud. You were incredible, babygirl.”

“Thank you,” she whispered, diamonds sparkling in her eyes.

“A lot of people here don’t really understand what it means when I call you babygirl,” I said, still speaking from the heart instead of from the page. “Hell, some of the girls we roll with still don’t. They think the ‘Daddy’ thing is… that it’s just some kind of kink.” I shook my head. “It is so, so much more than that.”

Samantha nodded.

“I promise to always be that safe place,” I said, “where you can lay all your problems on the Daddy you needed but never had. I promise to protect you when you need it and to let you be strong and fierce when you need that, too. You’re the proud, powerful leader of this sorority—and you’re my soft, sweet babygirl at the same time. And there is no contradiction between those two things. There never has been.”

I lifted her hand to my lips and kissed her knuckles.

“You will always be my babygirl, Samantha,” I said. “And I’ll always be your Daddy. And both of us know that is all that really needs to be said.”

“Oh, Daddy,” she whispered, her breasts heaving in her top. Samantha threw herself into my arms with a sob, finally letting herself feel the wave of emotion she’d been suppressing ever since that meeting with her parents. I held her while she cried, feeling her shake against me.

When she finally pulled back, she was steady again. She brushed a lock of hair out of her face and beamed up at me.

“Okay,” she whispered. “My turn.”

She didn’t have notes. She didn’t need them.


Chapter Two


“Daddy, I knew the first thing you were going to say to me was that I saved your life,” she said, taking my hand and staring deep into my eyes. “You’ve said it before, and I know it’s true, and I love it. But what you don’t know is that… you saved mine, too.”

I blinked.

“I was… not a happy person when I met you,” she said, clearing her throat. “I was not a particularly good person, either. You saw a little of that, right at the beginning of our relationship. How bratty I could be—how my first instinct when I realized what I had in front of me was to run, to hide, to bat you around like a cat with a mouse instead of throwing myself into your arms and saying what I really wanted to say, which was: I love you, Daddy, please love me back forever. I didn’t live through fifteen years of being dead inside like you did, but I lived through twenty-two years of Warren and Dawn Lowry—and trust me, there was not a lot of me left after they got finished.”

“Babygirl, you have nothing to apologize for—”

Samantha shook her head. “I should have trusted you from the beginning,” she said. “I trust you now. I would walk off a cliff if you told me there was a bridge I couldn’t see leading to the other side, Daddy. I would share you with a thousand women if it meant I got one hour a week to have you hold me in your arms and call me your babygirl.” She laughed. “I used to be obsessed with status and money and now I don’t give a single fuck about any of it! I would rather sleep in a cardboard box with you, Kiki and Marcie than live in a palace with anybody else.”

Oh God. I was trying to hold it together.

“You’re about to be my husband, and that means so, so much to me. But you’re already my Daddy.” She flashed the same smile she’d given me all the way back in my apartment, when I came back from the kitchen to find her wearing nothing but my comforter wrapped around her naked body and a smile. “And both of us know that’s always been what’s really important.”

It was. It really, really was.

“I love you, Daddy,” she said. “And I’m never letting go of this. I’m in it for life.”

I placed a kiss on my babygirl’s forehead. I probably shouldn’t have, with the big kiss so close at hand, but I couldn’t help myself. And from the way she lit up like a firecracker, I could tell Samantha appreciated it, too.

And then I turned to Marcie.

She was still glowing from her parents’ arrival. Still crying. And still smiling so wide it looked like her face might split in two.

“Marcie,” I whispered, pulling the paper from my jacket. “Babygirl. Angel…”

I trailed off.

Fuck it, I thought.

I tore the paper in two.

Marcie gasped. “Jack!?”

I took her hands in mine. “I don’t need it,” I said. “I’ve been thinking about the words I want to say to you for a very, very long time, Marcie. You have to understand—I met Samantha and Yukiko this semester. Delta Rho changed my life this semester. But I have always known you, babygirl. You’ve held that title a hell of a lot longer than Samantha has.”

“No jealousy here,” Samantha whispered. “Just love.”

“Lauren held you when you were two days old,” I said, my voice going thick at the mention of my first wife’s name. “I don’t know if you ever knew that, babygirl. We flew in to visit when Daniel came home from the hospital with you. I watched her pick you up and hold her—watched you take her finger and hold onto it. And you know what she said?”

Tears streamed down Marcie’s face. “What did she say, Uncle Jack?”

I smiled thinking about it. “This girl’s gonna be trouble,” I said. “She’s going to have Daniel wrapped around her little finger. This is his whole world right here. His perfect little girl.” I paused. “And now you’re my whole world.”

Marcie let out a sob, her voice hitching.

“I missed most of your growing up,” I said. “I was too busy—always busy, with your Dad. But you were there every Take Your Daughter To Work Day, every time you needed me to help you with your baking soda volcano or just wanted to swing by with some coffee when Daniel and I were having a late night. I saw you, babygirl.” I put a hand to my forehead. “And somehow I was stupid enough to never see what was standing right in front of me.”

From the front row, I saw Vanessa smirk.

Marcie stiffened. “You’re not stupid—”

“Yeah I was. You’re perfect. You’ve always been perfect. It took me way, way too long to realize the little girl I’d watched grow up had become the woman I needed most in the world.”

Her jaw dropped. “Uncle Jack—”

“You saw me,” I said, my hands shaking. “When everyone else at Ramsey Engineering saw a good employee, or a successful engineer, or that guy who stopped talking very much after his wife died—you never saw anything but Jack. Your friend. A messy, stubborn, bull-headed man who had to be harassed into going back to college for a semester to finish his degree—but someone who was worth caring about. Worth loving.”

Marcie bit her top lip, sobbing harder.

“Samantha woke me up and Yukiko opened the door,” I said, “but you’re the one who made it okay for me to walk through it. When you found out about Yukiko—that I’d fallen for a girl young enough to be my daughter—babygirl, you didn’t flinch. You were so happy for us both. And when you realized Samantha was part of the picture, too…”

Suddenly all three of my brides were giggling.

“There was some friction,” I admitted. “But when I sat down with you and talked it out, you understood. You loved me. You were upset because you saw Samantha as your sister—as someone you needed to protect. And when you found out that this was what all three of us wanted…” I trailed off, remembering. “You were our biggest cheerleader after that, Marcie. Even bigger than the actual cheerleaders.”

“And when Elizabeth Baines tried to break you—when she gaslit you, threatened you, tried to throw what that bastard Trevor tried to do to you in your face—you didn’t let her win. You stood strong and held onto your joy. You fought for us, angel.” I paused, marshalling my courage considering who was in the audience. “And when we got back to the car and you threw yourself into my arms and climbed into the driver’s seat… babygirl, nothing in my life has ever felt as right as that moment.”

I took her by the shoulders and held her close.

“You’re my soul, Marcie,” I said, meaning it with every fiber of my being. “I promise to always be worthy of that. To never let anyone hurt you, the way so many people tried this semester.” I glanced at Daniel in the front row. “And I promise to spend every day earning the trust your father placed in me when he brought me on at Ramsey Engineering in the first place. He taught me everything I know, and not just about engineering, either. I promise to be the kind of husband who you can be proud of. Who takes care of his little girl the way she deserves.”

Almost there.

“I love you, angel. Thank you for seeing me. For loving me when I was too blind to see it. And for being brave enough to keep on loving me, even when it meant risking absolutely everything. I promise that it will always, always be worth it.”

Daniel was crying in the front row. Nailed it, I thought.

Marcie took a moment to compose herself. “I… I don’t have notes, either,” she admitted, gazing up at me. “I’m not polished like Yukiko. And until a few minutes ago, I really had no idea whether my parents were going to be here for this moment or not.”

“You are more than enough,” I told her. “Just speak from the heart.”

Marcie nodded. “You and my Dad… you’re the two men I love most in the world. And for a while, I thought I was going to have to choose between the two of you. That loving you meant losing him.”

She glanced at her father, who stared back. After a second, he nodded encouragingly.

“But you never made me choose,” Marcie said. “Instead, you fought for me. You’ve always been fighting for me, even when you didn’t realize why. With Trevor. With Elizabeth Baines. With my Dad. You called him and fought for him to be here, you left that voicemail…”

Marcie’s voice broke with a sob.

“He’s here because of that voicemail, Jack,” she whimpered. “You brought me my Dad on my special day. You saved my family, like a knight out of a storybook. Because you love me. Because I’m worth it to you.”

Her nostrils flared as a shaky sigh escaped her.

“I promise to always be worth it,” she said. “To cheer for all of your plans, no matter how crazy they get. To love all the people you love. To make room at the table no matter how big it gets.” She grinned, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “And to remind you to take a break every once in a while—and to not always do everything my Dad tells you to do.”

I couldn’t help but laugh at that. I remembered those words. “I think I learned that lesson, angel.”

“I promise to love you,” she said simply. “For the rest of my life. How could I possibly not? You’re everything I’ve ever wanted. And I’m so glad we finally know that.”

I hugged her tight. “Jesus, Marcie. You really are an angel.”

And just like that, the vows were done.

When I finally stepped back into position, there wasn’t a dry eye in the house. My brides cried, Kate cried—I was pretty sure the hot springs would have been shedding tears if they could have found a way to do so.

It was the most emotional moment of our lives.

And the best was yet to come.

“Well,” Kate said, bringing us all back down to earth. “I have heard some vows, folks. But those… I think we’re all going to need a couple bottles of water after this to replace all the fluids we’ve lost.”

She reached for the bag at her side. First, she took out the little wooden box.

“These are for you,” she said solemnly—or as solemnly as she ever got. “Your husband will explain them to you—except you, Samantha, you already got a sneak peek. Treasure them, cherish them, use them when you need to.”

Yukiko took the box. “Letters?” she asked me, peeling back the lid. “Oh my God, mom wrote this?”

“Later,” Kate promised, grabbing her other surprise—the small drawstring bag she’d teased me with earlier. “This is the fun part. Are you four ready?”

We were as ready as we could be, I supposed.

With the reverence of a shaman performing a sacred ceremony, Kate reached into the bag. “Hold out your hand,” she instructed me.

I did.

She dropped a small item into it.

A… stone?

A river stone. Smooth and polished, the way the ones on the floor of a shallow body of swiftly-moving water often were. Mine had a symbol carved into it: an ornate anchor.

Kate placed one in each bride’s hands. Marcie’s had a heart; Yukiko’s a lotus flower. Samantha’s had a tiny version of the Delta Rho letters carved into the stone—appropriate for the sorority president.

We held them, wondering what the hell we were supposed to do with them.

“These stones,” Kate said, holding the now-empty bag up for the crowd to see, “were pulled from the hot springs this morning by several volunteers from the Delta Rho sorority. These waters have been sacred to this organization ever since the founding of the college, and have witnessed the rituals of the sorority for decades. This is a place of fellowship, of sisterhood. These waters have seen promises made, oaths sworn, bonds formed and strengthened!”

They’ve seen orgies, too, I thought, remembering that one magical night I swam with pretty much the entire sorority. But Kate probably shouldn’t mention that part.

“And today, they’ll witness at least one more ritual,” she said with a knowing smile. “Follow me to the water, you four.”

We did. The crowd craned their necks to see.

“In a moment,” Kate explained, raising her voice so that even the people in the back could hear, “you’re going to toss these into the hot springs together. It’s an offering. A blessing. A way of asking these sacred waters to watch over your union—to give it just a little bit of that Delta Rho magic.”

We each held our stones, feeling the smooth weight of them.

Kate’s brows rose.

“Oh shit, wait!” she said, clapping her forehead. “The handfasting!”

She materialized another bag as if from nowhere, pulling out several lengths of ribbon in the Delta Rho colors. “Silly me,” she said. “Hang on to those rocks for a second, would you? This will only take a bit…”

While the audience tittered, Kate arranged us so that our hands were all together in the center. Then she began wrapping the ribbons around our wrists, weaving them together in an intricate pattern that felt intimate and vaguely sexual all at once.

“What the universe has brought together,” Kate intoned as she worked, “let no one tear asunder. What you have built with love and trust and courage, let no one diminish. The promises you make today, let them be unbreakable…”

The ribbons tightened. Held.

“In the eyes of God and man,” Kate finished with a lopsided smile. “You are bound! Not by law—though Kiki and Jack have that, too, but psssh.” She rolled her eyes at the idea. “But by choice. By love. By the promises you just made.”

Kate tied the ends of the ribbon together.

“Beautiful,” she whispered. “Absolutely perfect.” She turned to me, tears in her eyes. “Now, let’s chuck those freaking rocks, how about it?”

Walking to the edge of the hot springs was a little difficult with our wrists tied together, but we managed it. It was warmer here than anywhere else, the steam billowing from the churning foam like a living thing.

“Alright, kids, get ready to toss,” Kate said, her voice brimming with glee. “On three! One, two…!”

We threw the stones together, as one. They sailed through the air in a wide arc and hit the water at the same time, coming down less than a foot from each other.

A small splash rose around them as they sank beneath the surface.

And then something impossible happened.

The water where the stones entered began to glow. Faintly at first—so faintly I managed to convince myself for a few heartbeats that it was nothing more than a trick of the light. But then steam rose from the spot the rocks had touched, and it was undeniable.

The steam sparkled.

It rose from the hot springs in a gout of shifting colors. Sapphire, then gold, pink, and a deep, royal purple. Within the cloud, a thousand tiny, twinkling points of light flew like sparks.

Like the universe was winking at us.

The crowd gasped as it faded. Then the applause started.

“Holy shit,” Samantha whispered.

Kate threw her fists in the air like she’d just scored a touchdown. “Told you! Covens. Magic. This place is so cool…”

“I have no idea how you did that,” I said, turning to her.

“A magician never reveals her secrets,” Kate said in a serious tone. Then she leaned forward, dropping her voice to a whisper. “But between you and me, Jack? I didn’t do shit. I just sat back and let the magic happen.”

No way. It had to be a trick.

Didn’t it?

We made our way back to the altar, our wrists still bound. Once we arrived, Kate carefully slipped our wrists from the now-tied ribbon, leaving the knot fastened where the four of us had been linked.

She gestured for us to face her.

“By the power vested in me by the Unitarian Universalist Church,” she said, her voice ringing out across the pavilion, “by the sacred waters of the Delta Rho sorority and the witness of all those gathered today, and by the endless story of which all of us are a part of—”

She paused dramatically.

“I now pronounce you husband, wife, wife, and wife. You’re all married. All of you! To each other! For as long as you all shall live!”

She grinned at me.

“Now kiss your wives, Jack. Thoroughly, please.”

Yukiko managed to be in my arms first. I took her face in my hands and kissed her hard and deep, claiming her in a way that was more primal than any marriage ritual someone like Kate could put together. My princess. My wife.

Then Samantha, fierce and perfect, her mouth opening against mine as she kissed me with everything she had. I could have sworn I heard her groan the D-word into my mouth, blissful with it as the word became synonymous with husband in her head now and forevermore.

And then, Marcie. Marcie.

Sweet and shy and crying and laughing all at once. I pulled her into my arms and smothered her with kisses, doting on her until she squealed.

When I glanced over, my heart nearly stopped.

Yukiko was kissing Samantha.

It was quick and joyful, but my princess held her lips to Samantha’s just a touch longer than necessary. At the same time, she glanced over at me with a knowing look, as if to say: she’s mine, too. We’re sharing EVERYTHING from now on.

I was more than happy to do that.

Samantha threw her arms open and kissed Marcie as the crowd cheered. The Delta Rho girls were on their feet in an instant, whooping and shouting their approval. The music swelled, Tasha and Lakshmi at the board with tears in their eyes as they cranked the bass all the way to eleven.

“Ladies and gentlemen!” Kate announced. “I present to you: the Avery family!”

The cheers became deafening.

We walked down the aisle together, all four of us. Hand in hand in hand in hand.

We passed Daniel and Vanessa, the latter giving Marcie’s shoulder a squeeze as we walked by. “Love you,” Daniel said, catching his daughter’s eye.

Then Yui and Ryuichi—the former planting a kiss on her daughter’s cheek, watching proudly as Kiki mouthed the words thank you, Mom about a dozen times. Ryuichi sized me up, grunted—then held out his hand for a quick shake.

“Don’t you dare hurt her,” he muttered.

“I won’t,” I promised. “You can be sure of that.”

Whatever response he might have come up with was swallowed as we made our way down the rest of the aisle: passing Delta Rho sisters, all our friends, all the people who’d come out to celebrate this impossible, beautiful thing we’d built.

We reached the end of the aisle and stepped off of it, and into the future.

All four of us. Married.

Together.

Forever.


Chapter Three


Our reception was everything I dreamed of and more.

It was held on the opposite side of the hot springs, in an area we’d purposely been kept away from until the time was right. While we’d been saying our vows and tossing blessed stones into glowing hot springs, the catering crew had set up a dozen food stations, strung fairy lights through the trees and arranged not one but several makeshift bars, each with their own grinning Delta Rho bartender.

It was enough to feed a small army—or one particularly enthusiastic sorority.

By the time my wives and I arrived (to a wave of applause and cheers), the party was already in full swing. Well, technically it was kind of two parties.

The older folks were eating and chatting in small groups around the many tables that had been set up, like an ordinary wedding reception. While Delta Rho…

Delta Rho had apparently decided the best place to enjoy their drinks was the hot springs themselves. Coeds sat around the perimeter, their heels sitting beside them as they dangled their legs in the water. A few had gone a step further and were actually in the spring: dresses hiked up, champagne flutes held high, laughing and splashing like this was the world’s fanciest pool party instead of a wedding.

I fucking loved it.

“Oh my God that’s the most Delta Rho thing I’ve ever seen,” Samantha chuckled, watching Heather and Eva pour shots into each other’s mouths while standing hip-deep in steaming water. “And I run the place.”

“The sorority has gone feral,” Yukiko agreed with a grin. “I love them so much.”

“I kind of want to jump in with them,” Marcie admitted with a giggle. “But I’d hate to ruin this dress…”

Kate appeared at my elbow, a sway in her step that hadn’t been there before and a bit of rumple in her technicolor suit. Something told me she’d switched from coffee to espresso martinis pretty much as soon as we’d tied the knot. “Look at you kids!” she cried, clapping me on the back. “The Avery family, large and in charge. I’m so happy you weirdos made it through in one piece!”

“We’re weirdos?” Samantha chuckled.

Kate pretended she hadn’t heard that. “Alright, lovebirds! Time for the first dance! That hottie Tasha and I picked something out I think you’re gonna like. Super appropriate.”

My brows shot skyward. “Please tell me it’s not King Gizzard,” I blurted.

“Ha!” Kate put a hand on my chest. “If anyone deserves an eighteen-minute first-dance song, it’s you. No, it’s not The Dripping Tap. That would be sick, though.” She gestured at the dance floor, where the Delta Rho girls playing DJ were already announcing us. “Get out there!”

“There’s four of us,” Marcie protested, laughing. “How are we all going to dance?”

“You’ll figure it out!” Kate said, grinning. “You figured the rest of it out, right?”

She was right. We had.

We made our way to the center of the dance floor as people cheered. A plaintive guitar riff crackled through the speakers as Robert Smith began to croon about ‘being home again’ whenever he’s alone with you. Yukiko smiled in recognition, a gleam in her eye, and took both Marcie and Samantha’s hands.

Then each of them offered me their free hand. Together, we formed a circle, with the two coeds at both my sides and Yukiko’s.

It was a little awkward. A little unconventional.

And it was perfect.

“Don’t trip,” Samantha whispered, wobbling in her heels. “Imagine falling down at a moment like this!”

“Oh sure,” Marcie said, winking. “We wouldn’t want something crazy to happen at our wedding, now would we?”

All four of us laughed at that. Around us, other people started dancing in a loose circle around us, pairing up with tear-stained faces and the kind of grins you make after one too many tequila shots.

Samantha rested her head on my shoulder as we swayed, closing her eyes and mouthing along to the ‘however far away, whatever words I say’ refrain in the chorus. “We did it, Daddy,” she whispered.

“We really did, babygirl.”

Marcie squeezed my hand tighter. “We’re married.”

“Yeah, the three of you are stuck with me,” I chuckled. “If that wasn’t what you were going for, it’s too late to back out now.”

Across from me, Yukiko didn’t say a word. Her gaze met mine, fierce and alive and so perfectly content that I couldn’t help but relax into the moment.

Love you, I mouthed.

For a moment, her expression of triumph made her look like her mom. I fucking love you, she mouthed back, holding both of her fellow brides closer with a happy sob.

We swayed like that until the final guitar chord faded out. As soon as it was gone, the crowd erupted with applause. Several of the Delta Rho girls in the hot springs stood up to cheer, their dresses clinging skintight to their bodies as alcohol sloshed everywhere.

Kate appeared from the DJ’s table with a microphone. “Alright, people! Let’s get these girls a seat and some food—I’m sure they’re all starving after burning so many calories crying during that service!”

Laughter filled the clearing.

We got settled in. Sitting at the head of the table with my women felt amazing—especially after the second or third round of drinks. Yukiko stuck to sparkling water for obvious reasons, but both Samantha and Marcie had no problem throwing back all the shots and cocktails their fellow sorority girls brought around for impromptu ‘celebrations’. By the time we’d all had something to eat, both of my wives were more than a little tipsy—and clinging to me like they wanted to find a quiet corner to show their husband how much they loved him.

Kate, of course, had other ideas. “Everybody pipe down for a second!” she said, clinking a spoon against her glass next to the mic. “That goes double for you girls over there in the water. Jesus, is that a wet t-shirt contest you’ve got going on over there?”

Half the men in the audience turned. The married ones got slaps for their trouble.

“Gotcha,” Kate giggled. “But seriously, it’s time for toasts! Who wants to go first? Who’s got a few words to say to these four beautiful married people?”

She’s more than a little tipsy herself, I thought with a smile.

To my surprise, it was Lakshmi who shot to her feet first and gestured for the mic. “May I?” she asked, a little unsteady on her feet.

Oh wow. I don’t think I’d ever seen her drunk before. From the look on her face—both eager and a little queasy—I wasn’t sure how used she was to the feeling.

“I have known Samantha, Yukiko and Marcie for the last three years,” Lakshmi began. “Ever since I came to Stillwell. I knew they were extraordinary women. But I had no idea they were going to give me front-row seats this semester to the most unconventional, beautiful, absolutely insane soap opera I’ve ever witnessed.”

Laughter greeted her remark. Some of it was mine.

“Jack, you walked into the Delta Rho house six months ago and blew everyone away. Somehow, you managed to convince the most straight-laced woman I’ve ever met—” she nodded at Yukiko, “—to not only give her heart to a guy she’d barely met but agree to share him with multiple other women. I still don’t fully understand how you pulled that off, by the way.”

“It’s ‘cause he’s hot!” someone yelled from the pool.

“It’s definitely way more than that,” Yukiko said, making everyone laugh. “But he is hot. Scorching hot.”

Lakshmi raised her glass higher. “The three of you are the bravest women I know—and the happiest. Thank you for showing all us Delta Rho girls how it’s done. Thank you for letting us share this crazy ride with you.” She paused, sniffling. “I love you girls. I really do.”

“We love you too, Laks!” Samantha cried, pumping her fist and slurring her words a bit.

“To found family,” Lakshmi said. “To sisterhood, service, and sovereignty: all of which you have so, so much of. May you have a lifetime of beautiful, chaotic happiness.” She nodded at Yukiko. “Because you’ve got one hell of an organizer to keep you on track.”

“Hear hear!” someone yelled.

“Delta Rhooooo!” a half-dozen coeds chorused from the hot springs.

We all drank. I was just setting my glass aside when Heather and Eva sprang up out of nowhere, soaking wet. They’d both been swimming and drinking ever since the party began, and they looked like they’d been having a seriously good time.

“Hey hey!” Heather began, more than a little drunk. “We just want to say that we are soooo happy for you guys!”

“You’re, like, totally relationship goals,” Eva added on beat. “I wanna be just like you when I grow up.”

“We’re never going to grow up,” Heather chuckled, rubbing up against her virtual twin. “We’re gonna be Daddy’s good girls forever—”

I cleared my throat. Both cheerleaders paused, their eyes as wide as saucers.

“What I mean is,” Heather said, sounding a little more sober, “that we wish you all the best! Nobody in the world has ever deserved a fucking honeymoon the way you four do.”

“Yeah, we want lots of pictures,” Eva hiccuped. “All that European culture. The fancy hotels.” She grinned, swaying a bit on her feet. “Thick, soundproof walls…”

“Which we’re gonna need!” Samantha agreed, lifting her glass with a grin.

A few of the guests looked scandalized, but most rolled with it. I couldn’t help but notice the way the entire sorority was cackling now.

“Look, you know how we feel about you girls,” Heather giggled. “And Jack.” She put a hand to the side of her mouth and stage-whispered. “He’s soooo hung! Like dude!”

“‘Nothin’ to hide, we both screwed the bridesmaids!’” Eva sang.

“Oh boy,” Yukiko said, smiling. “You two have had a lot to drink. Make sure someone pours some water into their mouths before they pass out, okay?”

They both looked like they wanted me to put something else in their mouths. But I’d meant what I said to Heather earlier. On this day, of all days, my brides got first dibs.

It wouldn’t be long before I discovered just how appropriate that statement was.

Heather hiccuped, waving away the irritated looks of a couple parents whose opinions weren’t all that important. “Fuck it: here’s to great sex,” she said, grinning. “The kind that needs soundproofing!”

We all drank to that—some of us more enthusiastically than others.

Yui rose from her seat, clearing her throat. “Could I have that microphone?”

Heather handed it to Yui and did a cannonball into the pool. Eva followed right on her heels, both of them far more comfortable among the sorority than making a speech in front of everybody. In marked contrast to the previous speaker, Yukiko’s mother looked elegant and composed, both a therapist and the mother of the bride.

“I won’t comment on the expressions of love coming from this sorority, other than to remind everyone that we were all young once,” Yui said. “I’ll keep this brief, because I know everyone wants to get back to celebrating.”

Ryuichi glanced at his soon-to-be ex-wife nervously.

“When my daughter told me she’d found the man she wanted to marry, I was… hesitant,” she admitted. “And when she told me that he was also going to marry two other women…” She paused, her voice thickening as she looked at her daughter, “and that she was going to marry them as well, I… I thought about her old rebellions.” Guilt flickered in Yui’s eyes. “It was never a phase, Yuki-chan. I’m sorry I belittled you.”

Yukiko was crying. “It’s okay, okaasan,” she said, squeezing my hand beneath the table.

“I was wrong about my daughter,” Yui admitted. “And I was wrong about her husband. He’s proven himself over and over again—to me, to Yukiko, to these women he’s surrounded himself with. The way you and my daughter love each other isn’t what I expected from her and her husband. But it is exactly what she deserves.”

Yukiko grinned.

“I have three daughters now,” Yui said, looking at both Samantha and Marcie with pride. “And I have a son. Jackson Avery: the only man crazy enough to fall in love with my daughter, get her pregnant and put rings on three women’s fingers before even asking their parents’ permission.” She paused, smirking. “It’s a good thing you’ve got the world’s greatest therapist to help you.”

“I’ve got the world’s greatest mother-in-law,” I shot back.

Yui looked honestly touched by that. “Some people suggested I should disown my daughter over this,” she said, giving Ryuichi a look that left no doubt who she meant. “But I did not. I had my reservations about this arrangement, but… I can’t lie. I’m happy.” She folded her hands. “My daughter is happy. And she will be giving me many, many beautiful grandbabies to spoil.”

Laughter filled the venue.

“Mom!” Yukiko cackled.

Yui cocked an eyebrow. “I know there’s one on the way. I expect more.” She glanced at me, raising her glass. “Here’s to the Avery family. The dynasty. Long may they reign.”

All of us gladly drank to that.

Even poor Ryuichi, who looked like he’d aged ten years in the last five minutes.

“This has been wonderful,” Kate chimed in, having snatched a second microphone from the table. “I’m sure the Avery family is touched by all these wonderful tributes. Folks, please continue enjoying the food and drink, along with the hot springs. Those invitations did say this event goes on until question mark, question mark, question mark—”

“I’d like to say something.”

Kate froze mid-syllable. Daniel Ramsey had just stood up.

The mood shifted instantly. We’d been joyous a few moments ago, now everyone was staring at Marcie’s father like they were afraid another fistfight was about to break out. Was it the jokes about the soundproof honeymoon suite? The way my harem girls couldn’t help but giggle about how many threesomes we’d all had? Yui’s dismissive remark about some people not approving of her daughter’s lifestyle?

Marcie went very still and very quiet, her fingers lacing through mine.

Kate handed Daniel the microphone. Her eyes seemed to be saying she was ready to practice that tackle she was so proud of if he went off-script.

“I’m… I’m a lot more comfortable in a boardroom than I am speaking publicly,” Daniel began in a gruff tone. He glanced over at Marcie, his expression filling with something like regret. “You’ve always known that, angel. Your Mom’s better at this stuff than me. She always has been.”

Vanessa smiled encouragingly from her seat.

“But I wanted to say something,” he continued. “Because my daughter deserves to hear it. And because my son-in-law ought to know the truth.”

What!?

The whole venue waited.

Daniel took a moment to gather his thoughts. “Most of you probably already know this,” he said, saying it like it was almost a joke, “but Jack Avery and I haven’t been on speaking terms lately. I won’t mince words—I was not happy with this arrangement when I found out about it.”

Ryuichi nodded from his seat.

“I… I tried to change it,” he admitted, rubbing the back of his neck. “I tried to force Jack to alter this wedding. I told him that I’d give him his job back, give him the company, welcome him back with open arms, if he’d just do one thing for me: if he’d change the name at the top of those invitations to my little girl’s. If he’d marry her, legally, instead of that woman sitting beside him at the table right now.”

Yukiko’s brows shot skyward. “Has he been drinking?” she murmured.

“I was totally wrong about that part, by the way,” he said, shaking his head and chuckling. “The first time I got on a Zoom call with Kiki and she pulled out the freaking spreadsheets with the business plan and the PR strategy for managing the whole ‘multiple wives’ thing, I thought to myself, yep. That’s the girl Jack needs to help him run this ship.” He paused. “And if you’d just married her, we wouldn’t have ever had a problem. The age gap thing… that’s whatever. I expected it, sending you to my daughter’s college in the hopes you’d get your head out of your ass and find yourself a bride.”

I wasn’t sure where he was going with this. He almost sounded like he was winding himself up for an apology, but knowing Daniel, he could also be about to start throwing punches.

“I told you if you’d changed this around for my benefit, we could have smoothed all this over,” he said, clearing his throat. “But… I’m really glad you didn’t, Jack. Because honestly? I don’t think it would have worked. I don’t think it would have satisfied me. I have… feelings about what you’re doing with my Marcie. With my little girl. And most of them are not the kind of thing you can say in polite company—much less in a wedding toast.”

Vanessa’s lips formed a tight little line.

“But,” he said, looking right at me. “That doesn’t excuse the way I acted. I should’ve been here from the beginning. I should’ve walked Marcie down the aisle. I should have…”

He turned to the side, holding his hand over his mouth for a moment.

“I should have been a better father,” he said. “I let my pride get in the way of what mattered most. And if the two of you were going to piss me off no matter what, then I’m glad you did it your own way. I can say that, even if I don’t agree with the rest of it.”

“Dad,” Marcie whispered.

“You are the bravest woman I know,” Daniel said. “I don’t understand this, and I probably never will. But I love you, honey. You will always be my daughter. And no matter what happens, I will always be someone you can come to. Someone you can trust.” He sniffed. “I’m sorry I forgot that these last couple of months. I’m so sorry…”

Marcie stood up, walked over and embraced her father. He held her tight, one hand cradling the back of her head the way he had during the ceremony.

It was beautiful, honestly. It wasn’t a burying of the hatchet, and it sure as hell wasn’t forgiveness. But it was something. Daniel and I might not be on good terms—would probably never be on the same terms we used to be before all this happened—but there was one thing we both had in common. We loved Marcie.

With all our hearts.

Daniel looked at me. “Jack, you’re a good man,” he said quietly. “You’ve been such a great employee—and a great son.” He paused, clearly in some kind of internal distress. “If this were a fairy tale, this would be the moment I tell you you’ve got your job back. That I’m retiring tomorrow, and you’re the new head of Ramsey Engineering.”

Yukiko’s back went ramrod-straight.

“But I can’t do that, Jack. I want to, but I can’t. It’s out of my hands.”

Something about that sounded wrong. A discordant note in an otherwise harmonious symphony. Daniel’s business, out of his hands?

How? It was his business!

“I am retiring,” Daniel said, looking a little gray. “Just like I planned. Just like I worked out with the Board ahead of time. But they’ve decided to go in another direction. With the merger, there’s two other firms with their fingers in the pie. They’ve got enough shares of the company to outvote the founder.” He grimaced. “They’re handing it all over to some VC hotshot. Just like I didn’t want. Like you warned me about.”

Gasps filled the venue.

Ice filled the pit of my stomach.

“They… they can’t do that!” Marcie gasped. “Dad, can they?”

“It’s going to be okay, angel,” he said, his lips tightening. “You’re in good hands. And I’m about to toast to that, and your health, and all the happiness the four of you are going to have in your lives.” He looked at me, his expression darkening. “But first… and I know I don’t have the least right to ask this… I’d like to ask my new son-in-law for a favor. For something that really will make things right between us.”

Something told me I already knew.

“Enjoy your honeymoon,” he said. “But after it’s over, come back to Boston with your wives. Open your own firm—I’ll front you whatever you need. Go into business against that zombie firm that stole my name—that stole my little girl’s name. And you take those bastards down.”

My mouth went dry. That sounded…

“Daniel,” Yukiko said.

He gave a little start, like he hadn’t expected her to say anything.

Kiki gave my hand a squeeze. “It would be my pleasure,” she said, sharing a glance with me. “And my husband’s, too.”

And meeting her gaze, I realized it would.

It really, really would.

Daniel nodded. “Good. To Jack and his wives,” he said, lifting his glass and looking at his daughter. “To my little girl. And to the future.”

“To the future,” I said.

All of us drank.

“Now I’m going to shut up and let you people enjoy yourselves,” Daniel said, looking around the room. “Enjoy your wedding.” He hugged Marcie. “Go to your husband, baby. You’ve earned this.”

And as Marcie came to me, throwing herself into my arms, I realized the breach between myself and my mentor hadn’t just been repaired.

It had been transformed.

Because going into business against Daniel was one thing. But standing up to the corporate suits who stole his life’s work—the inheritance meant for me and Marcie—and pummelling them into submission?

Well, that felt almost like going up against Trevor. Or Elizabeth Baines.

It was, in other words, what my women and I did best.

To the future, I thought, holding Marcie tight. Yui’s words echoed in my ears.

Long may we reign.


Chapter Four


After the shock of Daniel’s revelations, the rest of the reception passed in a pleasant blur.

The party slowed down as parties always do. Sorority girls got drunker, while the older members of the wedding party filed out in ones and twos, making excuses and wishing everyone safe travels. The afternoon lengthened into evening, the sun hanging low in the sky, and by the time the stars came out there was basically no one at the event over the age of thirty besides me, Yukiko’s mother, Marcie’s parents and Kate McCleary.

Which really only meant four adults. Kate jumped in the hot springs fully clothed and led a conga line of sorority girls through the shallow end thirty minutes after the toasts. That woman knew how to party.

The music stayed mostly loud and mostly classic, thanks to Tasha and Lakshmi, with an occasional eclectic choice thrown in (I caught Tasha grinning at me over the console when she slipped King Gizz’s “Grow Wings and Fly” into the rotation). I enjoyed the party, even if I wasn’t totally comfortable with being the center of attention. My wives were the main attraction, anyway.

Or at least I thought so. The strange thing was, the longer the party went on, the more the three of them only had eyes for me.

“Daddy?” Samantha purred during a lull between songs. “I’ve never been married before. How much longer are we expected to stay here?”

“You took the words right out of my mouth,” Yukiko murmured.

“I’m ready to hit that hotel and spend a few hours consummating this bitch,” Marcie chuckled. She never would have been so bold normally, only she’d passed the threshold between ‘tipsy’ and ‘hammered’ several sorority girl toasts ago. “We still have a cake to cut, right?”

“And a bouquet to throw,” I added, ticking off the events on mental fingers. “I don’t know, though—a few folks have left already. Maybe we can get away with slipping out…”

Just then, Lakshmi loaded a new song at the DJ booth—a slow, sultry pop song with a pulsing backbeat. Yukiko’s face lit up in recognition. “Oh shit, she put Caroline Polachek in my wedding playlist? Jack, dance with me.” She extended a hand.

It didn’t sound like a request. So I didn’t treat it like one.

I followed her to the dance floor, holding her close. She fit against me perfectly, draping her body against mine with practiced ease as moved in a more graceful dance than the one we’d managed in a circle. I swore I could just feel the swell of her belly against me like that, the slight bulge where something more magical than even this wedding was slowly coming into being.

“Camera one,” Yukiko mouthed along with the woman in the background. “Camera two. Speaking of which, where is that videographer?”

I hadn’t seen them in a while. Hopefully they were getting decent shots.

“No idea,” I said, my hand on the small of her back. “You doing okay, princess? If you’re tired, we can call it a night—”

She was already shaking her head. “I’m not tired,” Yukiko whispered, her eyes sparkling. She leaned forward, dropping her voice. “I’m horny. Do you have any idea how hard it is to watch you walking around in that suit and not tear it off you with my teeth?”

“God damn, princess,” I groaned. “I was thinking the same thing about you.”

She nibbled her bottom lip, glancing over at the pool. Several Delta Rho coeds were pouring champagne into each other’s mouths, and a few of them were laughing and kissing and groping each other like this was a very different sort of party.

“Look at these people,” she murmured. “Every single one of them knows we’re going to fuck like rabbits the second we can get a locked door between us and the rest of the world. They wouldn’t blame me if I threw you in the pool and mounted you right then and there.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “That would be crazy.”

“I’m crazy,” Yukiko agreed. “I’m pregnant and I’m married and the man I love more than anything else in the world is going to fuck me and two other women tonight and I cannot wait. I am going to turn that hotel bed to splinters, Jackson Avery.”

“I’ll enjoy every second of it, Yukiko Avery.”

Her eyelashes fluttered at the mention of her married name. “You want to know what’s really crazy?” she asked, her eyes burning with lust. Before I could respond, she went up on tiptoe, pressing her lips to my ear. “I cannot wait to fuck you. You’re my husband, and I’ve been waiting all semester to fuck my husband for the first time. But I’m every bit as wet thinking of watching you fuck Samantha and Marcie’s brains out.”

Jesus. “That’s why this whole thing works, princess.”

She grinned. “And I’m going to fuck them, too,” she growled, grabbing my ass. “Because I love them, Jack. I really do. Thank you for letting me be that girl.”

“You never needed my permission, princess. I’m just glad you let me come along for the ride.”

Her grin turned fierce. “You are so fucking adorable—”

I put my hands around her waist and kissed her, hard. I heard several Delta Rho girls cheering from the hot springs, along with more than a few whistles. Yukiko was right—these girls really wouldn’t have minded if we jumped in the hot springs.

But Mrs. Avery had something else in mind.

She broke the kiss and gestured back at the table where Samantha and Marcie sat. “Go dance with Sam,” she said, the corner of her mouth curling in a knowing smile. “There’s something she wants to talk to you about. And she’s looking at you right now the way a starving woman looks at a four-course meal.”

I met Samantha’s gaze. Kiki wasn’t wrong.

Samantha practically pounced on me the moment Yukiko stepped aside, her cheeks as red and ruddy as apples. “Daddy,” she groaned, grinding herself against me in a way that blew past first and second base in the blink of an eye. “This has been the best fucking day of my life!”

“Mine, too,” I said, guiding her into a step. This was more dry humping than dancing, but considering how drunk everyone was no one was going to judge us.

“We need to get the rest of our stuff done so we can get out of here,” she purred, nibbling my neck. “You’ve got a job to do, Daddy.”

A job? Something told me there were a number of –jobs in my future, but at that moment my babygirl meant something different.

“I’m so ready, Daddy.” The flush on Samantha’s cheeks deepened, coming from something far more primal than the champagne flutes and tequila shots she’d been consuming with her sorority sisters. “I told you already, but I flushed that little implant weeks ago. And from how absolutely unhinged I’m feeling about you right now I am, like, ninety-nine percent sure I’m ovulating.”

My eyes widened.

She went up on tiptoe, her voice a smoky whisper. “Yukiko and I already talked about it,” she said, grinding the spot where that slit in her dress ended at the top of her thigh against the bulge between my legs. “Obviously you’re going to fuck your wives however you want tonight, all night long. But that first hot, post-wedding load of cum? The one that’s boiling in your balls right now while I talk dirty to you?”

By ‘post-wedding’ I knew my babygirl wasn’t thinking about the tree. Or the little trip I’d taken into the tent with Heather and Eva. Maybe she’d forgotten about the latter—she did seem far more than a little tipsy right now. But it was clear that she considered married Jack to be a far more significant entity than about to be married Jack. That amused me.

Then her lips went to my ear, and it did a hell of a lot better than that.

“That one needs to go deep in my cunt, Daddy. Because I want to get pregnant for you tonight.”

Oh Christ. How soon could I get my women out of here and someplace private?

“Babygirl,” I managed. “It’s going to be an honor and a privilege to pump you full tonight.”

She shuddered against me, her eyelids fluttering. “Say that again, Daddy.”

I dipped her on the dance floor, my lips against her ear. “I’m going to fill you up, babygirl,” I growled. “I’m going to give you exactly what you’re begging for.”

I could feel her trembling. “Oh fuck, Daddy…”

I pulled her back to her feet and planted a kiss on her forehead, which was as warm as a fucking oven. “Go sit back down, babygirl,” I grunted, “before I throw you over my shoulder and carry you out of here right this second.”

“Like I’d be upset about that,” Samantha giggled. But she did as she was told.

As she sashayed back to sit down with Yukiko, Marcie approached me. The blonde swayed gently in time with the music, barely on her feet. I guessed she and Samantha were probably neck and neck as far as alcohol consumption tonight, but Marcie’s tolerance was way lower. The president of Delta Rho had a lot more experience rolling hard than a sophomore, I supposed.

“Hey,” Marcie whispered. Behind her, Samantha and Yukiko were giggling together in low tones—Samantha had definitely just told her about what I’d promised my babygirl to do once we got to the hotel. “Are you doing okay, Uncle Jack?”

The fact that she thought of me at a moment like this touched me deeply.

“I’m perfect, angel,” I said, holding her tight as we swayed. Even drunk, Marcie was the best dancer of the three—she put a hand on my shoulder and the other on my waist, guiding me into a waltz that was only slightly off-kilter considering the song playing from the speakers was in 4/4 time. “And you don’t have to call me Uncle Jack any more if you don’t want, sweetheart. Hell, you can call me husband.”

“I do,” Marcie chuckled. “Husband. But I like ‘Uncle’ Jack. I don’t know, it just feels right. It makes me feel safe.”

I leaned in closer, planting a kiss on her cheek. “I will always keep you safe, babygirl,” I growled. “No matter what.”

She stared up at me, something else flashing in her eyes. “Thank you, by the way.”

“What are you thanking me for, angel?”

She giggled. “You got my Dad to show up,” she whispered, her voice trembling the slightest little bit. “He… we’re gonna be okay, Jack. Because of you. Because you didn’t give up trying to reach him.”

I was already shaking my head. “I didn’t do anything but leave a voicemail, angel. I’m pretty sure you’re the reason your father finally got his head out from where the sun doesn’t shine and showed up to his daughter’s wedding.” I paused. “Either you or Yui. I really would like to hear what she said to him.”

“Kiki says her mom gave it to him with both barrels,” she giggled, slurring her words cutely. “I want you to give it to me with both barrels, Uncle Jack.”

God, how could one girl be so innocent and so filthy at the same time?

I couldn’t get enough of it.

“We’ve got that big hotel room waiting for us,” she whimpered in my ear. “And tomorrow morning we get on a plane and go off on our honeymoon.” She glanced over her shoulder at her fellow co-brides. “I don’t know about them,” she admitted, blushing, “but I don’t plan to get a wink of sleep until we’re in the air.”

My hands roamed over her body. It was almost too much for me to get away with—if it weren’t late, with most of the guests Delta Rho coeds, I probably wouldn’t have been so bold.

“Cake,” Marcie whispered. “Bouquet. And then let me say goodbye to Mom and Dad and we’ll get out of here.” She grinned. “Kiki and Sam are too polite to order you around like that. They let me do it.”

My brows rose. “You’re going to be the one ordering me around?”

The way she giggled told me she’d be doing no such thing—just joking about it. “Only ‘cause I’m so innocent and cute and all,” she said, her lips close to mine. “They all think I’m such a good girl, Uncle Jack. And you three are the only ones who get to know how bad I really am. The only ones I get to show it to.”

Jesus.

“Can I show it to you soon, Uncle Jack?” She batted her lashes up at me so innocently that I wanted to rip her dress off and ravage her right there on the dance floor. “Is it okay if I’m a bad girl for you tonight? You won’t let anybody know, right?”

I couldn’t take it any longer.

Still holding onto Marcie’s hand, I escorted her off of the dance floor.

Kiki and Sam perked up. “Everything okay?” Yukiko asked.

“We’re cutting the cake,” I said, my mouth suddenly dry. “Throwing the bouquet. And then…”

All three of my brides shared a look.

“Hell yes,” Yukiko snickered.

“Call this bitch a bakery,” Samantha whispered, pointing to her smiling face with both index fingers. “‘Cause tonight she’s getting bred.”

“Sam!” Marcie’s brows shot skyward.

“Girl, I am feeling myself right now,” Samantha sighed, her cheeks as red as a stop sign. “I am beyond ready to get out of this dress and into something… more appropriate for the moment.”

I couldn’t miss the way her voice shifted. “You’ve got an outfit prepared?”

“Don’t tell him!” Yukiko snickered, putting her hand over Samantha’s mouth. “Just let Kate and the others know we’re ready for the cake, Jack. We really should have done this already.”

I couldn’t agree more.

Kate managed to wrangle most of the party guests to the center of the venue for the cake cutting. It was a beautiful moment, even if all three of my brides had faraway looks in their eyes while they nibbled their sweets. I could see them ticking down the moments, determining exactly how long they needed to linger for politeness’s sake before switching to the bouquet throw and saying their goodbyes.

We’d almost reached that point when Sam’s phone vibrated in her purse.

“Oh my God!” Samantha’s face lit up when she saw the name on the screen. “It’s Maria!”

“Put it on speaker,” Yukiko suggested, taking the phone so Sam wouldn’t drop it. “Hey, Maria, are you there? You doing okay?”

Samantha grinned drunkenly. “Bitch, they’d better have given you the good drugs if you had to miss the wedding—!”

Maria’s voice crackled through the speaker. “I didn’t miss anything, querido! Oh my gosh, the three of you looked so freaking beautiful! I cried so hard the freaking nurses had to come check up on me…!”

“Hold on a second,” I said, cutting in. “You watched the wedding?”

I heard Maria snicker. “Go look over at the DJ booth, tiger. Wave to me.”

I did as she asked. And that’s when I saw it.

A cell phone mounted on a tripod, a little red light gleaming in the corner of the screen. Livestream, I thought. Thank God for technology.

“Tash and Lakshmi set it up,” Maria said proudly. “I wasn’t able to be there in the flesh, querido, but I most definitely was in spirit!”

“We missed you so fucking much,” Yukiko said. “You have got to come see us before we get on the plane.”

“So many kisses, Maria!” Marcie said happily.

I leaned in a little closer. “How are you feeling?”

Maria was quiet for a second. “Scans all came back clear. I’m fine. Feeling much more like myself.” A pause. “Kind of pissed off that they wouldn’t let me leave, but I’ll get over it. I heard you broke that hijo de puta’s nose for me?”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “I didn’t think about it. I just acted.”

“That’s why I love you, tiger.”

“Samantha totally told her parents off,” Marcie said with pride. “You would’ve cackled if you’d seen it, Maria.”

“I’m sure. Listen, I will talk to all of you tomorrow, okay? They’re gonna let me out of here first thing in the morning. Tasha’s gonna swing by and pick me up.”

“They’re going to be super hung over,” Yukiko warned with a smile. “Just FYI.”

“It wouldn’t be a good wedding if they weren’t,” Maria said. “I’m glad today was perfect for all of you. You’re a lucky man, Jack.”

I caught myself nodding again. “I know,” I told her. “Believe me, I know.”

“Good. I’ll be there to wish you good luck soon. Now take me off speaker and give me to Tash, okay? I’ve got to talk to her about something.”

Hmm? I wondered what that could be, but I knew better than to pry. I took the phone from Yukiko, switched it off speaker, exchanged a couple more loving words with Maria Alvarez and then handed her over to Tasha—who just happened to be lingering nearby when she called. Curious.

“Hey, Maria,” Tasha said, already grinning. “Yeah?” She held up a finger. “I’ll be right back.”

“Give me my phone whenever,” Samantha slurred. “Honestly, it’s something I could go without ever having on me again. Like panties.”

Tasha turned to go—only to stop at the last second, her eyes widening and her cheeks darkening. Whatever Maria had just said made her blush to a serious degree.

She came back a few moments later, grinning like a fool. “She’s good,” she confirmed, handing Samantha back her phone. “And she says if you don’t send us all pictures of the honeymoon, she’s never speaking to any of you again.”

“We’ll send her all the pictures,” Yukiko said. “Well, most of them.”

All four of them laughed at that.

The bouquet toss happened right as the moon emerged from the clouds. It hung low in the sky, bathing the hot springs and all those assembled there in a silver-gray light that felt almost ethereal. Steam billowed into the air, the warmth a shield against the rapidly dropping temperatures as day turned to night.

After about thirty seconds of discussion, my brides agreed Yukiko would be the one to make the toss. (Honestly, she was the only one of the three we could be sure wouldn’t accidentally chuck it in the pool). She held a clutch of white roses, almost identical to Marcie’s, standing atop one of the tables with the entirety of Delta Rho behind her, grinning and soaked to the bone.

“Alright, girls,” she said, grinning. “Whoever catches this gets to be the next Mrs. Avery!”

They howled with laughter at that.

And something a lot more serious than laughter. Some of those girls were looking at me hungrily. Maybe they were taking the whole ‘relationship goals’ thing literally.

Yukiko glanced over at me, her smirk turning wicked. “All these desperate bitches want to be the next girl who gets to hop in bed with us,” she said, loud enough for everyone to hear. “I can’t say I blame them!”

I was laughing. But a little worried at her eagerness, too. “Princess–”

Yukiko chucked the thing over her head, backwards, with both hands.

It went way too high.

The flowers arced over the crowd, tumbling end over end. For a second I thought they were destined for one of the drink stations or the DJ booth, then a gust of wind blew across the field and slowed its ascent. Coeds eyed the flowers with an almost mystical intensity, like the final bit of Delta Rho magic was about to be bestowed on the sorority girl lucky enough to catch the new Mrs. Avery’s bouquet.

The crowd backed up. Coeds shoved each other aside, drunk and grinning, reaching out for the prize.

Heather and Eva both ran for it, only to slam into each other in mid-air as they both jumped. They went down in a tangle of spring-soaked limbs, sputtering and swearing.

Lakshmi didn’t even try—she alone watched from the sidelines as the rest of the sorority embarrassed themselves. Maybe she knew something they didn’t. Maybe the way she smiled at me as she watched a bunch of women half my age fight over my wife’s bouquet told me she already knew whether or not she planned to be a future Mrs. Avery.

The flowers came down. And a hand reached out to pluck them from the air.

Heather glanced up from the grass. “God damn, that was a catch!” she blurted.

“We would’ve gotten it if you didn’t hit me,” Eva muttered.

“You hit me—!”

Tasha stared at the roses in her hand like she hadn’t meant to reach for them. Her jaw dropped open as she realized the entire sorority was staring at her, their expressions green with envy. The blush that rose to her cheeks made the one while she was on the phone with Maria look sedate by comparison.

“Whooo!” Samantha was already clapping. “Way to go, Tash!”

Tasha looked at me like she’d just gotten caught with her hand in the cookie jar. She lifted the roses over her head.

“This is Maria’s catch, too,” she said, grinning sheepishly. “She gave me her proxy over the phone. Told me I ought to go for it for her sake…”

The crowd dispersed, their grumbling eased by drink and a jump back in the hot springs. Tasha came sashaying over, the heads of the white roses resting against the smooth mocha of her shoulder. She looked a little embarrassed to have grabbed the bouquet so dextrously—but a little proud of herself, too.

“That was an impressive catch,” I told her as she reached us.

“Thanks!” Tasha glanced at the bouquet, then at me, a strange look stealing over her. “So, you want to propose now, or wait until you get back from Europe?”

Everyone within earshot went silent.

Samantha and Marcie’s jaws dropped open. Yuikiko gave me a look like she’d just swallowed a goldfish whole, then—the realization that this was only half a joke stealing over her—nudged me so hard even a blind man could have seen she wanted me to go for it.

And it was a joke. But she was also absolutely serious.

I didn’t have a ring. But I doubted that mattered all that much on a day like this.

Tasha saw me finding the words and turned scarlet. “No no no, wait. You can’t do that right now. Not today. Not without Maria here.”

Maria?

“Besides,” Tasha said, laughing it off, “this is their day. What kind of an asshole would try to upstage a bride at her own wedding?”

“I… appreciate that,” Yukiko murmured, still looking turned on. “I think?”

Tasha took a step forward into our circle. “But look. Maria and me, we’ve talked about this. We can’t speak for any of the girls in the… aw hell, let’s just call it a harem ‘cause that’s what it is. But we know about Daniel. We know about Boston.” She paused, gathering up her courage. “We decided we’re coming with you. Both of us. Wherever you go, we go.”

That was one hell of a good thing to hear.

“And once you four get all settled…” Tasha glanced to the side, licking her lips nervously. “Then I’ll ask you that question again, Jack. Except me and Maria will both be asking it to you at the same time.” She grinned. “Would it be presumptuous of me to ask if your answer’s the one I’m hoping it would be?”

My throat went tight. “It will,” I said, thinking about it. Maria and Tasha… yes. Yes, I’d absolutely marry them both. As long as my other wives were okay with it.

I glanced over my shoulder at the trio, reading their faces.

Okay. Yeah. They were definitely okay with that. From the way she was panting, Yukiko was more than a little okay with it.

“Guess I’m going to need to charm more parents,” I said. “I’ll have to re-read How to Win Friends and Influence People on my honeymoon.”

Tasha laughed. “Are you kidding me? Maria’s abuela is like the coolest person I’ve ever met. You won’t have any problems convincing the Alvarez clan to let Maria join forces with the Jefe.”

“And you?”

She shrugged. “I’m almost thirty, Jack. If they don’t like it, they can deal with it.”

I nodded. “That makes it easy, then.”

“Yeah. It really does.” She held up the flowers, clutching them against her cleavage. “Consider this a raincheck, okay? To Be Continued. Just know that whatever you four end up doing, we want to be there.”

Yukiko came over and gave Tasha a peck on the cheek. “And we would absolutely love for you to be there with us, Tasha. We mean that.”

“Totally,” Samantha agreed.

“You and Maria are like family!” Marcie squealed happily. “I can’t wait to have you out there with us!”

“We’ll help you get settled,” I promised her. “You and Maria both. It’s gonna be hectic when we get to Boston, but I’m sure we can find time for that.”

Tasha gave me a very strange look when I said that. I should have realized right then and there why it was a silly thing to say—but it still hadn’t clicked for me yet. Even seeing every piece of the puzzle individually, I hadn’t managed to put the whole thing together in my head. I hadn’t seen the big picture.

I wouldn’t see it until a little over twelve hours from now, when Yukiko took my hand just before take-off on the flight to our honeymoon and explained everything.

When she blew my mind.

And made me realize I was the last person to figure out what I’d really done this semester.

But at that moment, I was oblivious. If I thought anything, it was probably just that Tasha looked slightly scandalized by needing our help finding a job and a place to live in Boston. The moment passed, until I thought about it much later and felt a tinge of second-hand embarrassment for myself.

“I appreciate all of that,” Tasha said, giving Yukiko a knowing glance. “Now, looking at the four of you, I think I ought to let Kate know you’re ready to hit the road?”

“Definitely,” Yukiko agreed.

The farewells took longer than any of us thought they would.

Every member of Delta Rho wanted to wish us well personally, hugging and crying and making an increasingly inappropriate series of comments about our wedding night. Lakshmi held Samantha for a solid two minutes, whispering in her ear while both of them sobbed happily. Heather and Eva had to be physically dragged away by Tasha and Kate before they could finish taking each other’s clothes off.

Marcie’s parents kissed her and made her swear to stay in touch while we were in Europe. It was about the easiest promise any of us had ever made.

Then I was standing face-to-face with Daniel.

“Jack,” he said, extending a hand. “Take good care of my girl?”

I took his hand—then pulled him into a hug.

“You know I will,” I promised him. “Always.”

Some of the tension between us melted as we embraced. Not all of it—that probably wouldn’t happen for a while, if ever, but things were definitely better between my mentor and I.

Having a common enemy will do that for a man.

“I’d like to see you in the morning,” Daniel said as we broke the hug. “I want to talk to you briefly before you leave. There’s a couple things we need to discuss. Plans I’m going to need to get in motion while you’re gone.”

I was more than ready to hear about that. “Drop by the hotel after breakfast,” I told him. “We’ll have a chat before we leave for the airport.”

He nodded. Then he turned to Yukiko. “I’m assuming you’ll be part of this chat?”

My princess grinned. “If it’s a strategy session, then of course I will,” she said, sounding even more eager than me to start tearing my former firm apart. “I wasn’t joking about being the CEO’s wife, Mr. Ramsey. I fully intend to support my husband in all of his endeavors.”

The double entendre wasn’t lost on Daniel, but he had the good sense to ignore it. “I daresay you’ve got a secret weapon in your corner, Jack,” he said, shaking his head. “Those bastards have no idea what’s coming for them, do they?”

“They do not,” Yukiko agreed. “I look forward to enlightening them.”

So did I.

Ryuichi planted kisses on his daughter’s cheeks, while Yui hugged all three of my brides and clung to Yukiko longer and tighter than the rest. Before she let her go, she whispered something in Japanese in her ear that made Kiki laugh and tear up at the same time. Then she turned to me.

“As your therapist, I want to tell you you handled a very difficult day well,” she said, extending her hand. “And as your mother-in-law, I want to tell you I love you.”

I had to swallow hard to keep from crying. “Thank you. For everything. I owe you a hell of a lot, Yui.”

“Good.” She held up a set of keys—my keys. The ones to my McLaren. “In that case, you can pay me back by getting in the backseat for once.”

My brows furrowed. “Yui—”

“You’re not drunk, but you’re not sober, either,” she said, her tone brooking no argument. “You’re carrying precious cargo tonight, and I’m not letting you risk anything. Let me be your designated driver.”

Yukiko blinked. “Mom, you really don’t have to…”

Yui just stared at her.

Whatever was in her mother’s eyes, Yukiko knew better than to argue with it. “Alright, sure.”

“Excellent.” A small smile curled Yui’s lips. “Also I’ve wanted to try that sports car out since the moment I saw it. Is it true it can go from zero to sixty in under two and a half seconds?”

My brows rose. “I thought you said you were going to drive safe.”

“I know what I’m doing,” Yui scoffed. “Get in the damn car.”

We did. The big JUST MARRIED stood out in reverse from the inside of the back windshield, and through I could see all the party guests waving and cheering.

“It’s washable!” Kate cried, gesturing at the letters. “Now get out of here before we all start crying again!”

Yui tore down the gravel road, the McLaren kicking like a mule. My women fell around me in the backseat, giggling.

Finally, at long last, our wedding was over.

And now the real fun could begin.


Chapter Five


“Oh my God, listen to that,” Samantha whispered. “You hear it?”

Marcie cocked her head to the side. The hotel suite was practically silent.

“I don’t hear anything.”

Samantha giggled. “Fucking exactly.”

After the lights and sounds and attention of our wedding, stepping into the hotel suite felt like a comedown in the best possible way. Yui dropped us off, promising to swing by with the McLaren later tomorrow (God only knew what she planned to do with it in the meantime), and our bags—the ones for travel and the ones for tonight—had already been loaded in the room by a couple of Delta Rho volunteers. At the end of the longest day of our lives, we’d finally found ourselves with nothing to do.

Yukiko threw herself down on the couch, already slipping her heels off her feet. “Oh my God that feels so good,” she groaned, stretching her legs across the cushions. “I am so freaking exhausted. Way too much people-ing today.”

“It’s beautiful,” Samantha murmured, doing a circuit of the sitting room and the attached kitchen. “I was going to suggest we spend our first night as husband and wife in your condo, just for old time’s sake, Daddy, but this…” She opened the blinds to show an enviable view of the sparkling Stillwell skyline. “Wow.”

A bottle of champagne chilled in a bucket of ice in the sink. Yukiko went and opened it, which surprised me, but she poured three glasses before filling a fourth from a bottle of lime LaCroix in the fridge.

“One more toast,” she said, handing out the stems. “To us.”

“Married women,” Marcie whispered. “Freaking finally.”

“The Princess, the Babygirl, and the Angel,” Samantha said. “Who is also babygirl, just in a slightly different way.”

We drank.

“I really thought the two of you were going to have to have a catfight over that nickname at some point,” Yukiko murmured over the rim of her glass. “I’m shocked you managed to share it.”

“We manage to share Jack,” Marcie snickered. “What’s a nickname compared with that?”

“I don’t own the words ‘baby’ and ‘girl’,” Samantha giggled. “But Daddy owns this babygirl.”

“I love it when you talk like that,” I grunted.

Grinning, Samantha rose, kicking off her heels in the process. Without them, she instantly lost a good five inches in height, the top of her head going from my nose to my chest. “There is a California King bed waiting for us in the next room,” the blonde purred, running her fingers over my chest. “More than big enough for four people, if we all snuggle really close together.”

“Or if you’re inside of one of us,” Yukiko chuckled. “Don’t worry, Sam, none of us have forgotten. You get the first load.”

“And probably the fourth, fifth, seventh and ninth,” Marcie added with a wobbly smile. “If one of us passes out, Sam’s gonna fuck Jack twice as hard to make up for it.”

Yukiko took command. “We should get ready,” she said, gesturing for both wives to follow her. “Jack, you stay here.”

“Get ready?” I asked, cocking an eyebrow.

“We have to freshen up,” Yukiko said, giving both of her fellow wives a look that said don’t say a word. “You can wait a few minutes, right? We’re married. This is real. This is the rest of our fucking lives.”

I nodded. Then I walked over and kissed Yukiko like I wanted to devour her.

“Don’t make me wait too long, princess,” I growled.

Yukiko melted against me. I don’t care how long the two of us were married—I was never going to get tired of doing that.

“We’ll call you in when we’re ready,” my princess whimpered, her eyes shining with lust. “Oh, and Jack? You brought it with you, right?”

There was only one thing she could be referring to.

“Right in my pocket, princess,” I assured her.

“Good.”

Both Samantha and Marcie gave me a kiss before they followed Yukiko.

“See you in a sec, Daddy,” Samantha groaned.

“You just relax,” Marcie giggled. “Don’t worry about cleaning up. We like you sweaty.”

And with that, they left me to my own devices.

I went and poured another glass of champagne—I’d had far fewer of them during the reception than Samantha or Marcie—and walked to the window. The bubbly burned in just the right way going down, a warm feeling spreading outward from my stomach. The city twinkled outside, the big glass window faintly fogged over from the cold.

I took another sip, listening to the faint sounds of giggling from the other room.

Thinking.

You’re married, Jack, I told myself. Again.

It felt… new. And yet, somehow, almost exactly the same. Sure my life was totally different, the wedding couldn’t have been less like the one I’d had with Lauren if I’d tried, but there was still that same sense of being complete, of having found the missing puzzle piece I’d been looking for my whole life and finally snapping it into place.

Only this time, there were three pieces, not one.

And in the not-too-distant future, maybe two more.

I was a married man. Married to three vivacious, intelligent, impossibly beautiful women half my age, who’d somehow looked at me and decided I was the man they wanted to hitch their hearts to for the rest of their lives.

Even now, six months after my arrival in Stillwell, that blew my mind.

I knew no man could possibly deserve all this. I couldn’t possibly deserve Samantha pulling me out of an early grave after fifteen years of being buried alive; I didn't deserve an angel like Marcie hugging me tight and telling me that ‘Uncle Jack’ was all she needed. Most of all I didn’t deserve Yukiko and that beautiful baby we were going to raise together, or the way she planned my harem with the same care and detail she applied to her business strategies for building our empire.

But I had it. I had them.

And I was going to spend the rest of my life proving myself worthy of them.

I walked over to the couch, loosening my tie, and reached into my jacket pocket. The letters Kate McCleary gave us as a wedding present weren’t inside: those were back in their box, safely ensconced in one of the boxes we’d use to move when we finally packed up and traded Stillwell for Boston after our honeymoon. I really wanted to know what the hell Mona Isringhausen had written to me, especially after hearing the news about the company from Daniel—but that would have to wait.

Besides, I was carrying something even more important.

I took it out and held it up to the light. The gold Delta Rho chain hung from my fingers, shining and faintly warm. I’d been carrying it ever since my bachelor party scavenger hunt, when Yukiko left it for me along with her love note.

On my wedding night, I want you to put this on me, she’d written.

I am never going to take it off.

I believed her. When Yukiko Tanaka—Yukiko Avery, I corrected, grinning like a fool at the fact this girl now had my last name—made a promise, she kept it.

The bedroom door opened a crack.

“Jack?”

I turned. That was Yukiko’s voice.

“We’re ready for you, husband.”

All three of them stood in the doorway to the bedroom, backlit by candlelight. I took one look at them and it was Yukiko’s dress all over again—Jack’s brain.exe has stopped working.

Matching lingerie. Of course they went with matching lingerie. Yukiko would have planned nothing less. Each of their sets were made of delicate black lace: thin, barely-there scraps of silk that clung to their curves like they were painted on. I’d seen plenty of Victoria’s Secret catalogs in my time (and had stored a couple under my mattress in days of yore), but the girls on those glossy pages had nothing on the trio standing before me in all their flesh-and-blood glory.

Yukiko stood in the center, her hand resting on the barely-visible swell of her belly. Her black lace bustier hugged her cups from the bottom, pushing up breasts that were already a little larger than usual from her pregnancy, while an ‘x’ shaped garter belt criss-crossed over her thighs, connected to a set of silk stockings running down her long legs. They stretched all the way down to her heels, which were—I couldn’t help but grin in recognition—a replacement pair of red-bottomed Louboutins, twin to the pair she’d broken the night I fought with Daniel. Yui must have bought them for her specifically for this reveal.

If Yukiko looked elegant, the way Samantha wore her set was downright sinful. She didn’t have a bustier but a full corset, tied oh-so-tight around her curves with a string of tiny knots that practically screamed to be undone with my teeth. The cups were semi-transparent, allowing me to see the swell of her tits and her hard, gorgeous nipples. Her panties were about the size of a postage stamp, clinging to her soaking-wet mound in a way that would have gotten her an obscenity charge outside of the hotel room. Her hair hung down in shimmering waves, her cheeks red and ruddy, and her lips…

God damn. This was a woman ready to be bred. Everything about her screamed that she was ready to get fucked.

And Marcie—sweet, innocent Marcie, who knew just how to use that sweetness to transform into the filthiest wife of all. She wore a black, transparent mesh babydoll with nothing but a pair of thong panties underneath, along with a bow tied just beneath her throat like she’d decided her body was her wedding present. Her hands were clasped behind her back, arched to thrust out her breasts, and she nibbled her bottom lip like she was about to ask me to promise I wouldn’t let any of her friends know what a bad girl she was being tonight. She looked so angelic that it was positively diabolical.

My jaw dropped open. My cock got harder than I thought humanly possible.

And all three of them started to giggle.

“I think we broke him, Kiki,” Samantha purred, glancing over at Yukiko.

“Good,” she said, grinning. “Why don’t we really blow his mind?”

And right in front of me, Yukiko grabbed Samantha and pulled her in for a kiss.

Oh. Oh my God.

I’d never come closer to a hands-free orgasm in my life. The sight of them together like that, Marcie coming up along the other side to kiss and caress her mentor and her fellow wife’s curves, made my cock jerk so hard in my slacks that only an effort of will kept that first load Samantha coveted so much from going right into my boxers.

Having three wives was already more than any man deserved.

Having three wives who played with each other like porn stars in front of me?

This is going to take years off of my life, I thought, taking off my tie. But fuck it, it’s ABSOLUTELY worth it…

As I reached the doorway, Yukiko broke the kiss and stepped a pace away. One hand went to my chest, holding me from the bedroom, like she had one final test for me before I could enter the promised land. “Do your wives’ attire please you, husband?”

It took me a couple tries to speak. “You girls… none of you are going to be able to walk tomorrow.”

Their faces lit up with smiles. “Fuck yes,” Samantha murmured.

“That’s exactly what we want,” Marcie chimed in.

“Before we start,” Yukiko whispered, her tone thickening, “there’s something you promised me you were going to do. Something I put in my letter to you that night before the bachelor party?”

Of course I remembered. “It’s right here, princess.”

Her eyes found the chain in my palm. “Good,” she said, her tongue peeking from the corner of her mouth. “Put it on me, Jack. I want to wear it the first time we make love as husband and wife.” Her eyes sparkled. “And every time after that.”

I held up the chain, letting it catch the candlelight from the bedroom. The Delta Rho charm glittered faintly. “Where do you want it?” I asked, thinking of that night I’d come home and accidentally caught her trying it on. “Your hip?”

I expected her to say yes. Instead, Yukiko’s hand went to her throat.

“My hips are about to get a lot bigger,” she said, her smile growing wider. “But this is perfect. Around my neck, close to my heart.” She paused, a wicked gleam entering her eyes. “And Jack? I’ll gladly switch it to any part of me you want—my waist, my ankle, whatever. You’re my husband. You get to choose how I am adorned for you.”

My throat tightened. “But you don’t ever take it off,” I grunted.

“It never goes in a little box or a dish,” she agreed, sliding her hair over her shoulder to expose the back of her neck. “Not in the shower, not in bed, not when I’m giving birth to your children.” She glanced behind herself at me. “If you’d like to have it welded shut, I’d be more than happy to—”

“Your promise is more than enough,” I said roughly. “It’s permanent. Like us.”

The clasp was delicate but my hands were steady. Even as the primal, caveman part of my brain shouted at me that I needed to take these girls in the other room and pound them until I felt like Genghis Khan, I made the careful motions to fasten the chain around Yukiko’s throat.

The gold settled against her skin like it belonged there. It adorned her, which was just such a perfect word to describe the effect Yukiko’s beauty had on me.

Her hand went to the charm, tracing it with a fingertip. Tears sprang to her eyes.

“Does it look okay?” she whispered.

“It’s perfect,” I rasped, nearly overcome. “You’re perfect, princess.”

Yukiko threw her arms around me and kissed me, hard. One leg went up, the silk stocking rubbing against my thigh, the swell of her breasts pressing against my chest as her tongue entered my mouth.

“I love you,” she sobbed against me. “I love you so fucking much, Jackson Avery.”

I pulled back an inch and cupped her chin. “I love you, too, Yukiko Avery.”

She grinned. “I’m never going to get tired of hearing that name—”

Suddenly Samantha and Marcie were there.


Chapter Six


Before I had time to process what was happening, they were on me. Mouths kissing me, licking, nibbling—hands skillfully unbuttoning my shirt, loosening my belt, disrobing me like a sultan’s courtesans before he claims his harem. Yukiko joined in, circling me in a way that felt almost predatory as my wives stripped me down.

By the time they were done I was in nothing but boxer shorts. Lipstick kisses covered me from my neck to my belly, warm and filled with love.

“Bed,” Yukiko growled, pointing to the inner room. “Now.”

I didn’t argue. It was exactly what I’d been waiting for.

I’m sure the bedroom was tastefully and lovingly arranged—but I had no eyes for it. I climbed onto the California King, my heart hammering against my chest as I slid across white satin sheets. My wives followed, pursuing me like starving dogs.

Samantha got to me first. Maybe they’d planned it that way; maybe she was just the most ravenous of the three.

“Daddy,” she growled, mounting me as the back of my shoulders touched the headboard. The sheer heat of her body was incredible, even through the lingerie, radiating from her skin like a miniature sun. She was most definitely ovulating.

“Babygirl,” I groaned, my hands going to her hips. “I—”

She ground herself down on me and I nearly came apart. “I need you,” she said, putting both hands on my shoulders and looking straight in my eyes. “I need you right fucking now.” She grinned in a way that looked almost manic, the alcohol and the hormones combining in a way that was utterly intoxicating. “Nobody else fucked you during the wedding, did they? None of those little bitches snuck off with you in the bushes after the vows and drained your balls without my permission?”

I shook my head. “I’m ready for you, babygirl. I’m yours.”

Samantha whimpered with delight. “I’ve been thinking about this moment all day,” she panted, practically ripping my boxers in two as she peeled them off me. “Don’t make me wait any longer. Fuck, I’m dripping down my thighs right now, Daddy! I’m so wet, I’m so fucking fertile please fuck a baby into me right now—!”

Her words broke off with a cry of bliss as I grabbed her around the waist and pushed her down onto the bed. I mounted her missionary, then grabbed her legs and put her ankles onto my shoulders, pushing her so far up against the headboard I was practically bending her in half.

It was the easiest thing in the world to tug her panties to the side—they were barely there in the first place. She was completely bare beneath, her folds shining with juice, the feral tang of her pussy so sharp and sweet it switched off most of my higher brain functions the second it hit my nostrils.

Samantha let out a needy whimper as the crown of my cock pushed into her folds. “Please, Daddy,” she begged, her eyes rolling back until only the whites showed. “Please please please—!”

I grabbed her hips with both hands and impaled her, slamming the headboard against the wall.

The sound Samantha made as I entered her was almost beyond description. There was pleasure in it, and the surprise of how deep I’d gone into her with one stroke, and a little fear like my babygirl worried I might actually break her in half tonight. Her piercing blue eyes locked on mine as I bottomed out inside of her, meeting absolutely no resistance as my cock sank home.

Samantha hadn’t been kidding. She was soaked. Her walls gripped me tight, the heat of her fertile pussy almost overwhelming. My babygirl took every inch of me so beautifully, her hair framing her face in a messy blonde halo that made her look half-angel, half-succubus.

“Oh fuuuuck,” Samantha groaned, the sheer relief of finally having me inside of her after a day of teasing so sweet I felt her clench. “Oh fuck, Daddy, you’re in so deep—”

I braced one hand on the headboard and used it as leverage to go deeper. The whole bed shook beneath me as I buried myself inside of my babygirl—I couldn’t help but be proud of that, just like I was proud of the way her face lit up with pleasure as I slammed into her back walls.

My other hand went to her chin. Samantha grabbed my thumb between her lips and sucked it, treating the digit somewhere between a pacifier and a blowjob.

“Look at me, babygirl,” I growled.

Her eyes opened, pupils blown wide with lust. A little fear filled her face at how savage I was—but it was the good kind of fear. The kind a woman had for a man who would bend but never break her, who would push her boundaries and send her pleasure over the borderline but always make her feel safe and secure in his arms.

“You’re my wife, babygirl,” I rasped, pulling back until only the crown of my cock remained inside of her. “Say it.”

And before she could, I thrust home and rang her g-spot like a bell.

“Oh FUCK Daddy!” The D-word trailed from her lips in one long, ragged syllable. “I’m your wife, Daddy! I’m your wife and your babygirl and you’re… oh my gawd—!”

I was picking up my rhythm, pummelling her pussy with hard, driving thrusts. Each of them drove her into the mattress, creaking the bed frame beneath us as the headboard slammed into the wall despite my best attempts to keep it steady.

Thump. Thump. THUMP!

Every other suite on the floor was going to hear that. Just like they could hear my babygirl crying my name as I fucked her brains out.

Good. I wanted them to hear it.

I wanted them listening in, green with envy, absolutely certain that the guy in that room was having the best night of his life.

“I need your cum so bad!” Samantha whined, her nails digging into my back. “Please, Daddy, please I’m so fucking fertile right now! You can feel it, right? I’m fucking creaming all over your cock…!”

I could. Wetness coated Samantha’s thighs; every thrust inside of her made absolutely filthy sounds. If this didn’t get my babygirl pregnant, nothing would.

As I fucked her harder, Yukiko slid next to Samantha, posing like a model as she ran her cool fingers down Samantha’s hot cheek. “That’s it,” she murmured, her words dripping with arousal. “That’s our husband’s cock. Your Daddy’s cock. He’s not going to stop—you know that, right? He’s going to keep fucking you until you cum and then dump his load inside you. Look at his face right now, Sam, he’s a fucking beast!”

I could only imagine.

Still grinning, Yukiko leaned down and kissed Samantha, her tongue sliding into the blonde’s mouth. Samantha’s hands came up, grabbing at Yukiko desperately as we fucked, and I watched as my princess’s other hand slid between my babygirl’s legs.

I wanted something else, though. “Touch her tits,” I growled, my voice sounding like a totally different person’s in my ears. “Squeeze them, Kiki. Fuck…”

Yukiko obeyed instantly. Her fingers dextrously unlaced each knot in Samantha’s corset, popping it open to free her heaving tits as we fucked. Her hands went to Sam’s breasts, squeezing them tight. Samantha let out a keening wail, the combination of my cock in her cunt and my hand on her throat mixed with Yukiko’s softer, gentler touch overheating her brain in a handful of heartbeats.

“That’s so fucking hot,” Marcie groaned. I glanced over to see her lying beside me, watching with her fingers beneath her panties. Her tits heaved in her babydoll top, her eyes going everywhere like she couldn’t decide who she was most jealous of in this arrangement. “Jack, you’re…. she’s… oh my God!”

“Your turn’s coming,” Yukiko said with a snicker. “But right now, this is about our husband’s babygirl getting bred.”

“Oh holy shit,” Samantha whined, her brain cooking with the heat. “Daddy, breed me, fill me up, oh fuck please fuck a baby into me just like Kiki…!”

“You’re going to look so gorgeous pregnant,” Yukiko purred, cupping Samantha’s breasts. “Imagine Jack with his arms on both of us in the boardroom, sporting identical baby bumps. Everyone who knows us seeing that we belong to him, that he earned us, that he fucking claimed our fertility…!”

It was too much for Samantha. Her eyes rolled back in her head as a ragged cry tore itself from her throat, and then she was weightless beneath me and my babygirl as she came. Her walls clamped around me like a fist, throwing sparks even with how outrageously wet she was, and I knew I was fucking done. Holding back wasn’t going to be an option when she felt this perfect.

“Oh fuck—Daddy, Kiki, Marcie—I’m oh my gawwwd!”

“Good girl,” Yukiko whispered, saying out loud exactly what was inside of my heart. “He’s gonna cum in you now. I can see Jack losing it—I’m going to touch you while he does it.” She reached down, grinding her thumb against the blonde’s still-throbbing clit. “I want to feel him breed you, Sam. Fuck, I love you so much, girlie!”

The sensation of Yukiko’s hand brushing up against me as I bottomed out inside of Samantha was unreal. The intimacy of it—Yukiko not just condoning me with other women, encouraging me, but fucking participating in the most intimate moment of Samantha and I’s lives—it was fucking insane. It was incredible.

I managed three more thrusts before I hit the point of no return and crashed right through it.

I knew that Samantha, Kiki and Marcie were all pent up from having to wait all night for this. But until the moment my orgasm hit me and the fireworks started going off inside my head, I hadn’t realized how much I’d been waiting for it, too.

I buried myself inside of my babygirl as hard and deep as I could go, slamming between her hips hard enough to bruise as I leaned my full weight onto her hips. The second I felt her walls grip me all the way down to the balls I exploded, pumping what felt like an entire gallon of cum directly into Samantha’s waiting cunt. She shook with bliss as my balls flooded her womb, sobbing Daddy over and over as Yukiko’s fingers tortured her clit and my cock stretched her walls as I unloaded.

“Don’t pull out,” she panted as the pleasure began to ebb. Her hands grabbed my ass, holding me in place, pulling me even deeper. “Stay inside me, Daddy. Please, please I want all of it, I don’t want to waste a drop—”

“I’m not going anywhere,” I said with a cruel smirk.

Samantha looked gorgeous. Her skin flushed all the way down to her stomach, her eyes heavy-lidded as she felt me pump her fuller than full between her legs. I could honestly say she’d never looked so hot—not even on the balcony that first magical night.

And then she started to move against me, and she got even hotter.

What happened next absolutely blew my mind. Her hands on my shoulders, my cock still buried hilt-deep inside of her, Samantha lifted her hips from the bed, grinding her clit slowly against my shaft as she pressed her tits against my chest. I didn’t have to move a muscle—she moved up and down my cock slowly, with so much friction that I nearly came apart a second time. She literally fucked my load deeper inside of her, making sure that not a drop of it went anywhere other than where it was supposed to.

Yukiko saw it and nearly lost her fucking mind. She curled up against Samantha, helping her impale herself on me, her lips going to the blonde’s ear as her eyes burned with arousal. Kiki always got off on watching me with other women—but this was even deeper than that. This was… well…

“Feel how full you are right now,” Yukiko groaned, laughing as she kissed Samantha’s cheek and pressed her body against the coed. “That’s our husband’s seed inside you, babygirl. It’s going to make you a Mommy.”

“This is the best thing I’ve felt in my entire life,” Samantha whimpered, grinding her clit against my shaft as she rocked her hips up and down against me. “Oh fuck, Daddy, I don’t want this to ever end. Can I stay right here forever?”

“You could,” Kiki said before I could open my mouth. “But there’s something even better you could do for Daddy.”

Her fingers rubbed the spot where Samantha and I joined. The blonde shut her eyes tight, shaking with pleasure.

“Cum for him,” Yukiko commanded. “Cum with Jack’s load deep inside you, babygirl. Every time you clench those perfect walls around his cock it’s pulling more of that load deep into your cunt. Making sure you get that baby.”

“Kiki,” Samantha groaned, looking at Yukiko like she wasn’t sure if she’d gone insane or we had. “Oh fuck, this is too much…”

“You can do it,” she said, sounding so hot that I shot another spurt of cum against Samantha’s inner walls. “Cum for your husband, Sam. Cum for Daddy. Be a good wife and take that load deep—”

“Oh God,” Samantha gasped. “Oh God oh God oh GOD—”

She impaled herself on me one last time and shattered. I swore that hearts flashed in Samantha’s eyes as her second orgasm washed over her, her body convulsing beneath me. I felt her every pulse, every clench, every desperate squeeze of her walls as they clamped down on my cock and cum and tried to milk every drop even harder.

“Fuck, I just came!” Yukiko whispered up at me, her leg shaking uncontrollably. “Oh Jack, I am so fucking happy! This is everything. Thank you for letting me be this woman, baby. I love you, and I love these two so fucking much…!”

I did, too. Watching Yukiko be a soft dom to her fellow wife was a definite turn-on. I could tell from the look on her face as she came down from her peak that Samantha had also just realized how fun our lives were going to be with this dynamic.

I slowly pulled out of my babygirl. A small trickle of cum—just a few drops—oozed from her tight little slit, and as I watched, Yukiko scooped it up and slid her fingers inside of Samantha’s pussy.

“You don’t waste a drop,” she grinned, licking her fingers clean. “You okay?”

“That…” Samantha was quiet for a second. “That was the best moment of my life.”

The giggle that came from Yukiko was almost nerdy. “Fucking awesome,” she said, planting a kiss on Samantha’s red-hot cheek. “My turn, Jack.”

“Princess—”

Yukiko was already going on all fours, lifting her ass in the air as she pressed her tits against the headboard. “I just watched you impregnate the president of my sorority, who is also my best friend and my fellow wife,” she groaned, parting her folds with her fingers. “Do you have the slightest idea how wet that made me? How badly I need you inside of me right now?”

The gold chain sparkled across the back of her neck. Somehow it had gotten flipped around, the little charm hanging between her shoulder blades. Seeing it—seeing her, the woman who’d pledged to never take that jewelry off, who was having my child, who’d eagerly agreed to be my partner and the head of my harem—sent a bolt of pure pride through my chest.

“I love you,” I growled, mounting her from behind.

“I love you too,” Yukiko whispered. “Now please fuck my fucking brains out!”

I thrust into her from behind, bottoming out in one smooth stroke. Yukiko clearly wasn’t lying about having already cum from watching me breed Samantha—everything between her legs was wet and tight, enveloping my cock in a warm hug as my hips slapped against her ass every time I filled her completely.

“Jack,” she gasped, clinging to the headboard as I bottomed out. “Oh yes!”

Samantha was still down for the count, her eyes glazed over with pleasure, but Marcie was still bright-eyed and eager. She approached like a skittish doe, watching with fascination as I fucked Yukiko doggy-style against the wall of the hotel suite. Kiki’s back arched like a bow as she threw herself back on me, the gold chain around her neck bouncing with every thrust in the candlelight.

I expected Marcie to go to Yukiko, the way Yukiko had gone to Samantha. What I didn’t anticipate was my angel wrapping her arms around me.

“I love you, Uncle Jack,” she panted, her lips against my ear. “Can I… can I kiss you while you’re inside Kiki?”

“Oh fuck that’s so hot,” Yukiko panted. “Do it, Jack. Kiss our angel while you fuck me proper. Let her feel how hard you’re going to pound her once I cum!”

I turned my head and kissed Marcie, swallowing her gasp of surprise. She stiffened for a moment, then melted against me, her hands going to my hair and my chest as she groaned against my mouth.

I thrust harder, deeper, finding the perfect angle to make Yukiko crumble beneath me. In no time at all she was feral, her perfect CEO’s wife composure replaced by biology and need. I hammered her cunt hard, hitting that special spot only the two of us knew about, watching with pride as her nails dug into the blankets.

“He’s gonna fuck you so good,” Yukiko gasped, her hot cheek pressed against the cool pillow. “He’s gonna—oh fuck, right there, don’t fucking stop, harder—!”

I eagerly complied. Yukiko shuddered beneath me, while Marcie’s kisses turned desperate as she ground her wet little pussy against me through her panties.

“I’m gonna cum,” Yukiko sobbed. “Jack—ohmigawd Jack—!”

“Cum for me, princess,” I commanded, thrusting home. “Mrs. Avery. Cum all over that cock for me!”

Yukiko’s orgasm was quieter than Samantha’s, but possibly even more intense. Her whole body went rigid as she hit the peak, every muscle clenching like she’d been hit by a bolt of lightning. A wordless groan tore from her throat as she trembled, fingers gripping the headboard white-knuckle, her inner walls pulsing around me like her pussy had a second heartbeat.

The candlelight caught the chain at her throat as she thrashed. I leaned down and kissed the spot where it touched her shoulder blades, then wrapped an arm beneath Kiki’s breasts and pinned her to me as I fucked her hard and fast through her orgasm.

“Mine,” I growled, brushing a lock of hair from her eyes. “My princess. My wife.”

“Yours,” she sobbed. “Always yours, Jack. Always—”

I came inside of her with a roar, pushing so hard she nearly flattened against the headboard. Thick ropes of hot cum—more than I’d believed myself capable of after breeding Samantha—spurted from my prick, filling Yukiko to the brim and then some. She held herself against me, riding out the throes of passion with as much skin-on-skin as possible, leaning over her shoulder to kiss me as Marcie’s fingers did incredible things between my legs.

“Give me everything,” my princess whimpered. “All of it. Oh fuck, I’m so full. Oh it feels so fucking good…”

I held myself inside of her until she stopped shaking, then pulled out. Sweat dripped down my face—I rolled to the side for a moment, making sure I wasn’t on the verge of a panic attack.

No. I was fine. Just… wow. That was a lot.

No sooner had I decided I could go for more than Marcie pushed me onto my back, straddling me.

“Uncle Jack,” she panted, smiling down at me like this was the first dirty thought she’d had in her whole life. “I’ve been so patient watching you with Kiki and Sam. Have I been a good girl? Are you proud of me for waiting my turn?”

Oh fuck. God, she was so hot.

“Come here, angel,” I groaned, rising to a sitting position. If Marcie was going to ride me, I wanted the best possible angle to watch. “Kiss me.”

She did. Marcie melted against me, her body fitting perfectly against mine.

“I want you to fuck me hard,” she whimpered, the contrast between her sweet manner and her filthy words short-circuting something in my brain. “I want you to use me, Uncle Jack.” She nibbled her bottom lip. “I want to still be able to feel you tomorrow when I’m on the plane.”

Jesus.

I ran my hands over her ass. My fingers found the fabric of her panties and tugged them down her thighs, revealing her pussy. Unlike Samantha and Yukiko, Marcie wasn’t totally bare: she’d shaved everything but a narrow strip of blonde fuzz over the apex of her womanhood, a perfect little landing strip for the heaven between her legs.

“You think you’re a good girl?” I asked, cocking an eyebrow.

Marcie could see where I was going with this. “As long as I’m not alone with you,” she giggled, wiggling her rear. “You bring out the monster in me, Uncle Jack. I can’t control myself when I’m around you—”

Smack!

My hand came down on Marcie’s ass, leaving the outline of a red handprint behind. Marcie practically jumped out of my lap, her eyes rolling back in her head as her ass jiggled with the stinging slap. Her thighs clenched, honey dripping as her pussy boiled over with heat.

“Oh fuck, Uncle Jack!”

“You’re my bad girl,” I growled, sliding two fingers into her mouth. “Mine and nobody else’s. Say it, or I’ll spank you again.”

When my fingers left Marcie’s throat, she was grinning. “What if I want you to spank me again—”

Slap!

“Ahh!” Marcie squealed with mingled pain and pleasure. “Oh my God, Jack, that fucking… nnngh you didn’t do this with either of your other wives…”

I pulled Marcie into my lap, pressing the crown of my cock into her folds. “That’s because I know they’re filthy,” I growled, loving the way Marcie trembled as an inch of me entered her channel. “You’re supposed to be a perfect little angel, Marcie. I can’t help wanting to spank you when you walk around so cute and innocent all the time.”

“Maybe I need it, then,” Marcie whimpered, her voice deepening. “I need lots of discipline if I’m going to stay your good girl, Uncle Jack—”

I upthrust into her, bringing my hand down on a spot I’d already slapped as I stretched her inner walls, and Marcie screamed.

“Oh Uncle Jack!” she cried, loud enough to shake the walls. “Yes, fuck me! Fuck me hard!”

I grabbed her hips and started pounding into her, bouncing her up and down in my lap with every thrust. The sounds of skin slapping against skin filled the room, mixing with the most beautiful and desperate little sobs I’d ever heard.

Suddenly Yukiko and Samantha were there, flanking Marcie from either side. Samantha grinned at her little and kissed her, fondling her tits as Yukiko slid a hand between Marcie’s thighs and used the other to stroke her hair in a way that felt almost maternal.

“Well well well,” Samantha purred. “I guess you’re not so innocent after all.”

“I’m shocked they haven’t sent security to try and shut you up,” Yukiko chuckled. “I had no idea Marcie was such a screamer. Were you holding that back to surprise us with once you became Jack’s wife?”

Tears rolled down Marcie’s cheeks as she impaled herself on me over and over again. “I can’t help it,” she panted, shaking like a leaf as she rode me. “I love you so fucking much, Uncle Jack, I can’t believe I’m really your wife now…!”

“Believe it,” Yukiko murmured. “You look so beautiful taking his dick like that, Marcie. So sweet and innocent.”

“Like an angel,” Samantha agreed, still drunk and floating in post-orgasm bliss. “Maybe that’s why Daddy’s fucking you so hard. Like he wants to break you in half.”

“We’re gonna be so sore tomorrow,” Yukiko laughed.

“I don’t care,” Marcie gasped, lost in her own little world. Her eyes were fixed only on me, her hands on my shoulders, her whole existence shrunk to that white-hot point where the two of us joined into one. “I don’t care I don’t care I want to keep going it feels so good Uncle Jack please don’t ever stop—”

One hand grabbed a handful of her ass, the other found her clit and rubbed it ruthlessly. Marcie’s reaction was immediate—she arched her back and let out a keening wail they probably heard all the way in Boston, a vein pulsing in the side of her neck.

“Uncle Ja-a-a-ck,” she whimpered, her head lolling on her shoulders. “I can’t… I’m gonna…”

I knew what she was trying to say. “Cum for me, angel,” I said, right at the peak myself. “God, you’re so perfect, Marcie. Cum on Uncle Jack’s cock!”

My wish was Marcie’s command. The gorgeous blonde came with another powerhouse scream, her inner walls clamping around me so hard I saw stars. I managed a few more thrusts, my hips rising from the mattress, before I followed her into bliss, my third (how?) orgasm of the night painting her inner walls with streaks of pearly white cum.

Not as much of it this time, to be sure. I wasn’t twenty-one any more: I had limits.

I collapsed onto the bed, my wives surrounding me in a sweaty heap. Yukiko curled up on my left, Marcie on my right, Samantha draping herself across my chest. The feeling of all three of them against me, warm and fine, was more perfect than I could have ever imagined.

“Hooooly shit,” Marcie whispered after a long moment. “That was…”

“Best sex of my life,” Samantha laughed, her voice slurred and a little slow. “Oh my God, Daddy, you fuck like a porn star. Except better.”

Yukiko grinned at me. “Best wedding night ever?” she asked.

I nodded. “Give me five minutes and a bottle of water,” I said, lying back against the pillow. “Then round two?”

Yukiko laughed. “Absolutely. We’ve got all night.”

“We’ve got the rest of our lives,” Marcie said, her voice tinged with wonder.

We really did. God, that was incredible, wasn’t it?


Chapter Seven


All of us rehydrated. The “five minute break” was actually more like ten, but when Yukiko knelt between my legs and took my cock in her mouth, groaning about how I ‘still tasted like Marcie’, I found myself back at full-mast like I hadn’t even gotten laid yet.

Yukiko sucked me until I was stiff as a board, then mounted me. This time she did most of the work—like she’d decided I needed more of a break than I thought I did. Everything was slower and sweeter this time around, my hands roaming around her body as she ground herself down on me again and again and again.

At some point, she glanced over her shoulder to see Samantha and Marcie staring at her. “My ears are burning,” she purred, gesturing at them. “Come here, you two. Let’s show our husband how much we love each other.”

Did they ever!? Marcie and Samantha flanked Yukiko from either side, kissing and groping her. Samantha was even bolder, burying her face between Kiki’s tits and sucking one of her stiff nipples as she rode me.

“Jesus, you three are fucking gorgeous,” I gasped.

Yukiko snickered, her eyelashes fluttering as Samantha sucked. “The next time Jack fucks you, I want to eat you out,” she said, licking her lips. “Taste that sweet little babygirl pussy while Jack uses your mouth.”

Samantha’s mouth left Yukiko’s breast with a wet pop. “Oh my gawd, Kiki!”

“Bisexual chaos,” she said, laughing as she ground herself down on my dick. “I fucking love our family!”

“Me too, princess.”

After I made Yukiko cum, she made good on her promise. She knelt between Samantha’s thighs, lapping at her cunt as I got on my knees and fucked my babygirl’s hot little mouth. It almost felt like a waste to finish on her face instead of inside her, but when I pulled out and bathed Samantha with my spunk, the sight of Marcie and Yukiko licking it up like ice cream more than made up for it.

Things kind of… dissolved after that.

At some point I drank what was left of the champagne bottle from between Samantha’s tits while Yukiko poured, like Denise Richards in Wild Things. The next time I started to flag, Kiki offered anal—knowing it would send me right back to diamonds in the blink of an eye. I came in Yukiko’s ass, on Marcie’s back as I pulled out from doggy style, again in Samantha’s fertile cunt just to make sure I was getting the job done.

Somewhere around the fourth or fifth round (I’d honestly lost count), I rolled over to find Samantha passed out on the mattress. One second my babygirl was giggling and promising to let me fuck her tits—the next, she was snoring face-down across the blankets, the sound like a tiny buzzsaw.

Yukiko and Marcie froze—then burst out laughing.

“Samantha tapped out first?” Marcie said, amazed. “She’s the one who said she was going to fuck you twice as hard after we passed out!”

“It was a valiant effort,” Yukiko said, poking Samantha’s shoulder gently. I could have sworn she muttered the word Daddy in her slumber, but otherwise she didn’t stir. “Yeah, she’s out out. I think we should probably let her sleep.”

I agreed. I carefully tucked Samantha into the blankets, planting a kiss on her forehead as I made sure she was in a comfortable position. She was already going to be sore in the morning.

“We’ve all had a hell of a day,” I said, brushing a lock of blonde hair from my babygirl’s face. “Maybe we should think about getting a couple hours of sleep…”

I turned. Marcie was already on her knees, her mouth open and her tongue out.

“Maybe she’s done,” my angel giggled, looking so adorable I couldn’t help but fall in love with her all over again. “But I’m not ready for you to tuck me in yet, Uncle Jack.”

“Neither am I,” Yukiko purred, pressing herself against me. “Are you already finished with us, Jack? You really can’t give your wives a little more fun?”

A wicked grin spread across Marcie’s face. “What if both of you spank me?”

Yukiko giggled. “I could do that.” Then her lips twisted in a smirk. “Marcie. Have you ever let your Uncle Jack fuck you in the ass?”

I hardened instantly. God damn. It was going to be a long night.

We managed for another couple of hours, just the three of us. We’d fuck until we were exhausted, then pass out for fifteen or twenty minutes in a tangle of limbs. Every time I started to sink for good something woke me up—Yukiko’s tongue on my cock, Marcie grinding herself innocently against my prick with her ass and begging for Uncle Jack to hold her—and we’d go all over again.

Samantha didn’t stir, which both girls were absolutely going to tease her about tomorrow over breakfast. Marcie did give me her ass for the first time with Yukiko’s supervision, the Asian coed holding her wrists pinned over her head while she whispered about what a ‘good girl’ she was for Uncle Jack. Marcie touched herself after while Yukiko and I made love slow and soft, drawing it out until both of us had a titanic, simultaneous orgasm that made our toes curl and both of us felt like we’d never been so in love.

They took turns. They took each other while I watched, Yukiko almost comically eager to lap my load from Marcie’s pussy. Marcie rode me while Yukiko sat on my face, and of course both of them made out with my cock between them, passing it from mouth to mouth until I finally erupted with my last orgasm of the night all over their faces.

Marcie passed out shortly after that, finally joining Samantha in dreamland. Yukiko and I tucked her in then shimmied under the covers, so exhausted it was a miracle we could still move.

I closed my eyes and sank instantly. I was almost asleep when I felt Kiki shake me.

“Hmm?” I snorted.

“Jack,” Yukiko whispered. “You can go to sleep in a second. There’s just… now that it’s just you and me, there’s something I want to tell you.”

I just managed to crack one eye open. Yukiko was watching me, the covers down to her waist. The candles had burned down, but moonlight streamed in through the window, making her look like some ethereal fertility goddess.

“What’s up, princess?”

Yukiko’s lips formed a tight line. “This… this is ours now,” she whispered, her gesture encompassing not just the two sleeping women beside us, the destroyed bed, the discarded lingerie, or the empty champagne bottle on the nightstand. “All of it. Our lives. We’re a family now, and nobody ever gets to tell us we’re wrong. Nobody is ever going to make us feel ashamed of this. Not ever.”

“You’re damned right,” I snorted.

Yukiko licked her lips. “I just want you to know… this is the only time I’m ever going to say this. And I don’t want you to repeat it to Sam or Marcie. They shouldn’t know that it’s even on my mind—that it could ever enter my mind.”

Huh? I sat up a bit. This sounded important.

“What’s wrong?”

Yukiko took my hand. “I’m yours forever,” she whispered, tears in her eyes. When her fingers threaded through mine, I felt her wedding ring against my skin. “Samantha and Marcie are, too. Maria and Tasha if they end up joining us.”

I didn’t know where she was going with this.

“I just want to say… thank you. I know you could have done something very different today. Something that would have healed the breach between you and Daniel. That would have given you the entire world on a silver platter…”

I blinked.

“Princess, I could have never done that.” She meant picking Marcie as my legal wife over her. “That’s not what any of us agreed on.”

“I know.” She closed her eyes, and for a second I thought she’d passed out. “I promise you, Jack. I promise, from the bottom of my heart, from the depths of my very soul… I will never abuse this privilege. I will never pull rank.” Her mouth opened and closed. “If I ever stoop so low as to treat Sam or Marcie as less than me, or to say my word is worth more because I’m your real wife…” She shook her head. “Then I want you to divorce me.”

I could barely believe what I was hearing. “Princess!”

“I’m serious.” She glanced at Marcie and Samantha. “These girls are not my competition. They’re every bit your wives as much as I am, no matter what the law might say.” She snuggled closer to me. “The four of us made that promise before God. I may not be the most religious person in the world, but I take that far more seriously than whatever a legal document says.”

I pulled her to me and kissed her. “Princess, I hear you. I’ll keep your promise. But honestly… it’s the easiest one I’ve ever made.”

“Yeah?”

“Because you would never do that,” I said. “You never could.”

I pulled her to me beneath the blankets, putting my arm around her waist. The gentle swell of what would one day soon be much bigger pressed against my wrist. Yukiko relaxed.

And finally, having unburdened herself at last, my princess joined her fellow wives and fell asleep in my arms.

I watched her for a moment, amazed. That she could ever worry about a thing like that. That she could even believe herself capable of behaving in such a way.

We would face many trials and tribulations once we got back to Boston. Our relationship, so perfect and complete in this moment, would be battered by forces we could barely fathom as we lay warm and safe in a hotel suite on our wedding night. Things would not always be perfect, no matter how hard we tried to make them so.

But. Yukiko promised that night never to betray what we built. Never to call herself the ‘real wife.’

And I can’t tell you the rest of the story just yet, but I can tell you this.

Yukiko never even came close to breaking her promise.

I closed my eyes and finally passed out for real, just as dawn began to break on the horizon. By the time our first rays of our first full day as a married couple began filtering through the hotel windows, all four of us were snoozing in each other’s arms.

Exhausted. Empty. Complete.

Yukiko, the gold chain representing her devotion sparkling at her throat.

Marcie, curled up next to Uncle Jack, dreaming peacefully of our life together.

And Samantha, snoozing contentedly, with something magical that we wouldn’t find out about for a few more weeks already happening deep inside of her.

My family. My wives.

It was the best night of my life.

And our marriage had only just begun.


Chapter Eight


All I can say is, thank God we booked a late flight.

I awoke several hours after dawn, a sunbeam from a nearby window hitting my eyelids and stirring me from my slumber. For a second I rolled over, still tired, and began to sink back into sleep.

Then I realized where I was. And why there were three beautiful women under the sheets with me.

My first morning as a married man, I thought.

Well, my first one in nearly twenty years.

And my first that involved three wives, not one.

I propped myself up on an elbow, moving slowly and quietly so as to not wake my wives. Marcie was curled up at my right, her shoulder slowly rising and falling against the blanket. She was either naked or down to her panties; I couldn’t tell. Samantha snored at the far left side of the bed, face-down with a pillow on top of her back—I had no idea my babygirl tossed and turned so much in her sleep. And Yukiko—my princess, my second-in-command, the woman who’d tortured Samantha’s clit while I flooded her unprotected womb with my seed—lay against me with one arm on my chest and the other clutched protectively against the slight swell of her belly. The gold Delta Rho chain she promised to wear for me always hung across her slender throat.

I looked at her sleeping face.

Her eyes were open.

I nearly jumped out of my skin. A naughty smile spread across the coed’s face.

“Good morning, husband,” she whispered, her nails pressing gently against my chest. “How are you feeling?”

How did I feel? “Like I just lost a three-on-one fight,” I murmured, glancing around the trashed room filled with lingerie, spent candles and champagne glasses. “In the best possible way.”

Yukiko snorted, covering her mouth to stifle the laugh. “You’re the one who beat us up,” she murmured, glancing over at Samantha and Marcie. “Specifically, one part of our anatomy. What time is it?”

I glanced at my wristwatch. “Almost ten,” I said in a low voice. “Daniel will probably be paying a call on us soon.”

“And Maria.” Yukiko stretched and sighed. “Let me slip out of bed and I’ll order us some room service. These two are going to be useless this morning.”

“Hungover?”

“So hungover,” Yukiko agreed. “Not me, though. I didn’t have a drop.”

“You sound like you’re taking entirely too much pleasure in their misfortune.”

“I’m pregnant,” Yukiko said with a smirk. “Which means I’m entitled to be smug about watching them suffer.” She planted a kiss on my lips. “Also, I am starving. Part of me wonders how many calories the three of us burned last night.”

I couldn’t help but grin at that. “You go first. I’ll follow you, and we’ll shut the door and let these two sleep—”

As if on cue, Samantha rolled over and groaned into her pillow.

“Oh no,” the coed moaned, sounding even more hungover than Yukiko expected. “Oh no, no no no…”

“Babygirl?”

“Daddy?” Samantha lifted the pillow a fraction, saw the light, and instantly shielded her eyes. “Oh Christ. I’m never touching alcohol again. You’re going to have to buy me a cane so I can make it to the plane with my eyes closed…”

Yukiko was already giggling. “Rise and shine, Samantha. You’ll feel better once you get some coffee and some food in you.”

“I’m never going to feel normal again,” she whimpered, looking like she wanted to crawl into a hole and stay there for a week. “Who’s bright idea was it to have Delta fucking Rho bartend our wedding?”

Yuikiko and I shared a look. “Yours,” Kiki said.

“I think you described the idea as ‘epic’, babygirl,” I said, trying not to laugh.

“More like an epic fail,” Samantha muttered. “I should have stopped drinking when we got to the hotel…”

Marcie finally opened her eyes, blinking up at me. She looked more than a little hungover, although to nowhere near the extent as her mentor. “Morning, Uncle Jack,” she whispered, going to sit up before flopping back down. “Ooh. Oh, I think I need an Advil…”

“I’ll get you some,” Yukiko promised, rising from the bed. “And bottles of water for you both. You doing okay, Marcie?”

“I’ll… be alright,” she said, blinking. “My head’s pounding, but it’ll pass.” She noticed Samantha beneath the pillow. “You okay over there, Sam?”

“Nobody talk,” the coed moaned. “I’m going to go back in time and find the person who invented tequila and punch them in the face.”

“You’ll be fine,” Yukiko assured her. “I’ve watched you roll harder than this.”

“No you haven’t,” Samantha groaned. “Ugh, of course you’re as fresh as a daisy over there. I bet you smell like lilacs.”

“I’ll get you some pills and some water,” Yukiko said, laughing. “Then I’ll let you smell me if you really want.”

“I’ll take care of room service,” I said reaching for the phone. “Does anybody have any specific requests?”

“Grease,” Samantha groaned. “Bacon. Pancakes. Anything to soak up the booze.”

“Orange juice,” Marcie suggested. “But no mimosas.”

“No hair of the dog,” I agreed. “That’s an old wives’ tale, anyway.” I did a bit of mental math. “How hungry are we talking?”

Yukiko laughed from the other room. “We fucked for six hours straight, husband. Order enough that they think there’s going to be a whole women’s rugby team in here.”

“That would be pretty hot,” Marcie giggled.

I called down to room service and ordered most of the menu. Pancakes, bacon, sausage, a dizzying array of ways to prepare eggs, fruit, pastries, orange juice, coffee—lots of coffee—and a boba tea for Yukiko. The little cafe attached to the hotel’s restaurant specialized in the last bit. The woman on the other end of the line didn’t sound shocked in the slightest, which told me one of two things.

Either these suites had been used for some serious debauchery in the past, or my wives and I had been even louder last night than I thought.

Probably a little of both.

The food arrived with a speed I wouldn’t have thought possible. Samantha was still in bed when I heard the knock on the door, slowly drinking water and waiting for her Advil to kick in, while Marcie and Yukiko were in the big walk-in shower getting cleaned up. Kiki wanted to take hers early, as we’d warned the others we might have to slip downstairs later to talk to Daniel.

I threw on my pants from the reception—rumpled but functional—and opened the door shirtless. A pair of startled young bellhops waited in the hallway, shepherding a frankly absurd cart stacked with plates and covered dishes. It looked like they’d brought ten sets of silverware just to be on the safe side.

“Bring it on in,” I said, gesturing into the main room. “Let me grab my wallet and I’ll get you a tip—”

Both of them were frozen. They stared past me, at the bedroom, jaws dropped.

I guess I couldn’t blame them. Even from the hallway, the state of the room was depraved. Sheets twisted and stained with lipstick, lingerie tossed all over the floor (Sam’s thong was on top of the lamp on the nightstand), glasses of spilled champagne on the carpet. Samantha sat against the headboard with a bottle of water, a pillow over her breasts and the sheets just barely hiding what was between her legs.

We’d treated the place like a rock and roll band. Anyone with eyes knew exactly what I’d been doing last night. And anyone with ears to hear the shower running knew the girl in bed was not the only woman I’d been doing it with.

The bellhops averted their eyes with an effort. They plated the food as professionally as possible, pointedly ignoring both Sam in the bedroom and Yukiko as she stepped out of the bath in a puffy white robe, a plush towel wrapped around her hair. Her eyes lit up when she saw the boba tea.

I tipped the pair generously and shut the door as quickly as I could once they were gone.

It didn’t take long for the smell of food to bring both Marcie and Samantha into the main room. “Oh my God, that’s incredible,” Marcie whispered, stepping out of the bathroom wearing far less than Yukiko. “It’s like we’ve got our own personal buffet…”

Yukiko was already lifting the metal covers. “Ooh, there’s waffles and pancakes,” she said, sipping the tea as she planned out her breakfast. “Oh shit, maple syrup and whipped cream? Jack, please don’t judge your princess—she’s about to pig the fuck out!”

“Only if you agree not to judge me,” I laughed. “My stomach sounds like a goddamned cement mixer right now.”

We descended on the spread like a swarm of hungry locusts.

For a solid twenty minutes, there was no conversation, no banter—just the sounds of four extremely hungry people refueling after a night of debauchery. Samantha wolfed down an entire stack of pancakes and went back for seconds. Marcie piled one plate with eggs, another with bacon, and used two forks to switch between both. Yukiko’s pregnancy cravings must have kicked in early, because the monstrosity my princess created—a gigantic ersatz sandwich with a waffle for each bun, sausage, egg and hashbrowns in the middle and whipped cream and fruit on top—was the kind of creation no restaurant in the world would have dared try to serve to a patron.

She had three of them.

I couldn’t judge them, though. I ate more than any two of them combined. After the night I’d had, I needed it. I didn’t do anything fancy—just worked my way from plate to plate, fueling up.

“These pancakes are the second best thing that’s happened to me in the last twelve hours,” Samantha said, swallowing a mouthful of blueberry deliciousness. “They’re almost as good as sex.”

“Nowhere close,” Yukiko said. “And that’s not a slight on the pancakes.”

Samantha reached for a glass of orange juice, then physically recoiled. “I’m going to taste the champagne in that even if there isn’t any,” she said, making a face. “I’m serious, Daddy, I’m never drinking like that again.”

“You’re going sober?” Marcie asked, amazed.

Samantha made a face. “I may enjoy a cocktail with my husband every now and then,” she said, ignoring the way her backtrack made the other two wives grin. “But nothing like last night. Slap that shit out of my hand if I get too drunk, Daddy.”

“Smacking your ass would probably be more effective,” I suggested.

She colored cutely. “Yeah, it would!” she agreed with a naughty little wiggle.

Yukiko took a delicate sip of her water. “Mmm. Hydration. So incredible. God, I love not having a hangover. It’s amazing.”

Samantha narrowed her eyes. “I hate you.”

“No you don’t. You adore me.” Yukiko waggled her eyebrows like she was telepathically transmitting the mental image of what she’d done to Samantha with her hands while I exploded inside of my babygirl last night. “Even though Marcie and I are going to tease you until you can’t stand it about passing out last night.”

Samantha froze, a piece of bacon halfway to her lips. “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” she said.

“You don’t remember telling us all you were going to fuck Jack twice as hard when Kiki or me passed out?” Marcie giggled.

Samantha’s face went red. “I remember Daddy being inside me. I remember you and Yukiko watching me have the best orgasm of my life.” Her lips twisted in a smirk. “I remember what Kiki was doing with her hands. After that, it all gets… fuzzy.”

“We all went like four more rounds with Uncle Jack,” Marcie chuckled. “Then you face-planted into the mattress and started snoring.”

“Like a little buzzsaw,” I added. “It was adorable, babygirl.”

Samantha threw a napkin at me. “I do not snore! Take that back!”

“You totally do,” Yukiko said with a sip of her tea. “It really was adorable. And don’t worry, Marcie and I picked up the slack while you were sleeping.”

A horrified look stole over Samantha. “Oh my God,” she said, burying her face in her hands. “I missed out on so much of the fun! What did you do while I was passed out? I want a full debrief—all the acts, all the positions, every place Daddy shot his load!”

Marcie somehow managed to look innocent. “Sam. You know a good girl like me would never kiss and tell…”

“More like ‘ride Jack’s face’ and tell,” Yukiko snickered. “It was exactly what you think, Samantha. We both had sex with Jack a few more times before we passed out along with you.”

She didn’t mention the conversation we’d had after both her fellow wives were asleep—or the promise she made me. I figured she didn’t need to.

“Hmm, okay.” Samantha took a sip of orange juice at last, wincing only slightly at the taste. “As long as you were still happy, Daddy? Did I get you off enough times before I went down for the count?”

I reached over and put my hand on top of hers. “You were wonderful, babygirl,” I assured her. “Honestly, it’s probably good you conked out when you did. That much sex in one night might have tired me out so bad we all missed our flight.”

Samantha still looked sceptical. “Fine, but I’m making up for it by being twice as slutty on the plane as I was planning to be.”

“No complaints here.”

“Hey.” Marcie flashed an impish grin. “We’re Jack’s wives.”

The words hung in the air, warm and golden.

“We most certainly are,” Yukiko said, looking at her fellow wives with a smile.

“I wish we could get our names changed today,” Samantha grumbled. “I’m ready to cut Lowry out of my life forever and be Samantha Avery from now on.”

“‘Marcella Avery’,” Marcie whispered, shaking her head. “I love it.”

“If anyone should keep part of their last name, it’s probably you,” Yukiko suggested, her tone momentarily businesslike. “If we’re going into business against Jack’s former employer, having a ‘Mrs. Avery-Ramsey’ on the board would be a hell of a flex on our competition.”

“Maybe.” Marcie frowned. “I don’t know. I think I just want to be Avery.”

“Then you will,” Yukiko said, not looking upset in the slightest. “Just a possibility. You’re not Jack’s wife any less whether your name is hyphenated or not.”

Samantha was grinning from ear to ear. “Can I be ‘babygirl’ on the official paperwork, then?”

Yukiko nearly choked. “I think that would have the opposite effect, Sam.”

She laughed. “You don’t think that would intimidate our competition? I think it would scare the hell out of them.”

“I love you girls,” I said, chuckling. “All three of you.”

“I know,” Yukiko winked. “We’re the best wives you could have asked for—”

My phone vibrated in my pocket.

“Shit,” I said, reading the text. “That’s Daniel. He’s going to be downstairs in ten minutes.”

Samantha perked up. “Should we get dressed?”

Yukiko was already shaking her head. “This is a last-minute strategy session. Getting the pieces in play for when we get to Boston. He’s only expecting Jack and me.”

“Good,” Marcie said. “I don’t think I want Dad to see me quite like this.”

“He’ll say goodbye before we get on the plane,” I said. “You have plenty of time to get ready, angel.”

I reluctantly extracted myself from my perfect breakfast, hopped into the shower for the quickest scrub of my life, then threw on a button-down (with an old Black Sabbath t-shirt underneath) and a pair of dark jeans. I definitely still looked like a guy who’d spent all night getting laid more than he slept, but Daniel would be too polite to say anything.

By the time I stepped out, Yukiko was ready. She wore a simple green blouse and a pencil skirt, along with the Louboutin heels she’d used as part of her ‘fuck-me’ attire in the bedroom last night. Her hair was pulled back into a sleek ponytail, the gold chain glinting at her throat.

Even in something she’d thrown together in two minutes, she looked like a CEO’s wife. Which was, I realized, exactly what she was about to become.

“We’ll be back in a half-hour to an hour, probably,” she told her fellow wives. “Take your time, eat, get more coffee. We’ve got a long flight ahead of us.”

“Bring us all the gossip,” Samantha demanded. “I’m still a sorority president at heart. Something tells me these business executives are even worse than coeds where that shit’s concerned.”

Marcie took my hand as I passed. “Tell Dad I love him, okay?”

“Of course, angel.”

I kissed both of them and headed downstairs with Yukiko.


Chapter Nine


The hotel lobby was quiet for a Sunday morning. A Steely Dan song played quietly from hidden speakers; a few business travelers sat scattered around the couches, their laptops in their hands. Daniel Ramsey waited right up front in a wingback chair near the door, a takeout coffee in his hand. Two more steamed on the table—he’d been considerate and ordered for us both.

He looked like he’d gotten about as much sleep as I had, though for very different reasons.

He stood when he saw us approaching. To my surprise, he went for Yukiko first, embracing her like a step-daughter.

“Mrs. Avery,” he said, stepping back. “The name looks good on you.”

Yukiko blinked. “Thank you, Mr. Ramsey,” she said, flashing a smile that was only a touch awkward. “Marcie says hi, by the way. And that she loves you.”

Daniel nodded slowly. “We’re all family now,” he said, swallowing. “There’s no sense in wishing things could be different when it’s not the way they are. I’m done with the past—I’m looking at the future.” He glanced at me. “That doesn’t mean I’m not mad at you, son. But we’ve got to put it behind us. Especially if we’re gonna save the company.”

“Couldn’t agree more,” I said. “I don’t need you to be a cheerleader for this arrangement, Daniel. Marcie just needs you and Vanessa in her life. She loves you.”

“We’re not going anywhere,” he said, giving me a serious look. “And if you ever hurt my little girl, Jack, it won’t be Mona Isringhausen who’s holding the shovel that buries you. It’ll be me. Personally.”

“That’s never going to happen,” I promised. “I love Marcie. We were just discussing this morning whether she should change her last name to Avery or Avery–Ramsey once we get to Boston.”

His expression softened. “Avery-Ramsey,” he said with a chuckle. “Wouldn’t that be something?” Suddenly he remembered the coffees. “These are just black Americanos—nothing fancy.”

“They’re perfect,” Yukiko said, taking a sip from one. “Thank you.”

“Sit,” he said, gesturing at the chairs. “This won’t take long. But you both need to hear it before you leave the country.”

We sat. The coffee was even better than the room service upstairs. Yukiko opened her purse and pulled out a legal pad, setting it on her thigh to take notes. The pose made her look so much like her therapist mother that for a second I saw double.

“Tell us about the merger,” Yukiko said, the tip of her pen pressing against the paper. “What happened? How did you get forced out?”

Daniel ran his hand through his hair, grimacing. “I jumped the gun,” he said. “Made a lot of promises, and it turned out I couldn’t back them up. In my defense, though, it wasn’t really my fault.”

“No?” Yukiko glanced up. “Is there a traitor on the board we need to watch out for?”

He was already shaking his head. “I’m talking about your husband,” he said.

Yukiko set down the pad, her eyes widening. She took my hand and listened.

“The whole deal hinged on Jack,” Daniel admitted. “There were three fucking firms involved—you know how those outfits on the West Coast are, Jack. Getting them to do anything is like herding cats. The one in NoVA was even worse. It took two years to put the plans in place—combine resources, expand our capabilities, position Ramsey Engineering to step into the arena with the big boys. We’re in competition with places like Bechdel and AECOM right now—this merger would launch us into the stratosphere. Anyone would want to be on top of a company like that. I’ve known executives who’d literally kill for it.”

So had I.

“So when you refused,” Daniel said, gritting his teeth at the memory, “and—even worse—I fired you… it opened up a power vacuum. All this—” he gestured around, as if indicating my marriage, my time with Delta Rho and my employment at the same time, “scared the board. It made them look at other options.” He sat back with his coffee. “It was a war. And it was over before I could do a damn thing about it.”

“They outvoted you?”

It was Yukiko who’d spoken. Daniel looked a little surprised. “Two to one,” he said, the bitterness in his voice unmistakable. “I had to use some of my own equity to bring the deal to the finish line. It gave our partners the edge they needed.” He laughed without a bit of humor. “You threw a line in my face once about what would happen if I hired one of my golfing buddies to be CEO. This is way worse. Some venture capital hotshot, barely thirty, with an MBA from Harvard and a track record of ‘maximizing shareholder value’.” He said the last part like it was the name of an exotic disease. “They’re going to ruin everything I built.”

Yukiko leaned forward. “What’s your current equity position? Is there a non-compete clause in place? Could we throw a Hail Mary to try and challenge the Stock Transfer Form in court, or has the deadline already passed?”

Daniel looked at Yukiko like she’d suddenly sprouted fangs. His eyes widened not just with surprise, but respect.

He laughed. “You know, there’s not a lot I admire about this whole ‘three wives’ thing,” he mused, glancing at me. “But at least you had the good sense to recognize what was right in front of you, Jack.”

“Thank you,” Yukiko said softly.

“Don’t thank me,” he said. “Most men wouldn’t have had the balls to walk away from an offer like the one I made your husband.” He paused, his tongue working along his bottom lip. “Honestly, I think the whole reason I made the offer to him in private is because I knew you’d beat him into submission if you were there. You’d have kept him from being a damn fool, whether he wanted to or not.”

“I don’t berate my husband,” Yukiko said. She kept her composure so well that I was the only one who could tell how angry that remark made her. “I trust him to make his own choices. And I know he made the right one.” She paused, clearing her throat. “I will never, ever view your daughter as any less of a wife to Jack than I am, Daniel. My wrist was tied to Marcie’s every bit as tightly as it was to Jack’s. But if you honestly think I would have tried to get Jack to alter the most important decision of his life because of money, for status, then you don’t know the first thing about my marriage.”

Daniel blanched. “Listen, I—”

“Jack and I are going to destroy the people who stole your firm. We’re going to make them regret ever double-crossing you. By the end of this, you’re going to be so proud of your new family that you’re probably going to forget you ever had issues with this arrangement to begin with.” She leaned forward, dropping her voice to a whisper. “But you need to know this. If the day ever comes where these two forces are in opposition—where I have to choose between the company you built or the people I love? I won’t hesitate.” She flashed a smile Mona Isringhausen would have been proud of. “I’ll burn the building down and walk out arm-in-arm with my husband and my fellow wives. Because money, power, status?” She took my hand. “Compared to this, they’re nothing. And I think you know that. I think you feel it every time you look at Marcie.”

Daniel’s nostrils flared. He took a long, long moment, meeting my princess’ eye.

“You’re right about that,” he finally admitted. “If I had to pick between my company and Marcie, it wouldn’t take me a second to choose.” He smiled. “Jesus, this is pretty intense stuff for a Sunday morning, huh?”

Yukiko relaxed. “We’re in your corner, Daniel. We want this to succeed just as much as you do.”

Daniel pulled a folder out from his satchel. “Oh, Mrs. Avery, I sincerely doubt that.”

He opened it up and handed it to us both.

And my eyes nearly fell out of my head.

“Daniel…” I scanned the page, barely noticing Yukiko’s gasp at my side. “This is…”

“It’s everything you need to get started,” he said with a chuckle. “Client list—the ones who’ve already expressed interest to me privately about jumping ship. I’ve sorted all the company’s engineers who are worth poaching into a bucket: the ones with the green checks will absolutely come over to you, the yellows might need some sweetening.” He turned a page. “Financial projections, market analysis. The kind of stuff our competition would kill to dig up on us. Well, we’re the competition now.”

My jaw dropped. “Is it even legal for me to be holding this?”

Daniel laughed. “Do I give a shit?”

This was corporate espionage at its finest. What Daniel had just given me was a diagram of all Ramsey Engineering’s pressure points: chinks in their armor, places they could be exploited, people who could be turned against their supervisors. It was detailed and brilliant and utterly ruthless. It was the Pandora’s Box that Ramsey Engineering never wanted opened.

It was, in fact, so ruthless that I knew there was only one person who could have compiled it for Daniel.

“So what’s Mona’s price?” I asked.

Daniel chuckled. “She said something about you owing her a corner office,” he said, glancing up from the page to me. “And stock options?”

I remembered that conversation well. “Sounds expensive.”

“Miss Isringhausen has not resigned from the company just yet,” Daniel explained. “She’s going to remain behind for as long as they’ll let her, gathering data.”

“A spy,” Yukiko said, her eyes alight.

Daniel nodded. “When the time is right, she’ll jump ship. I’m handling that right now—you’ll handle it once she joins your firm. She’s… well, she mentioned she’s very excited to start working with you.”

I’ll bet, I thought. A David vs. Goliath war between me and my former company, with two other firms in the bargain? All of us trying to stab each other in the back, outflank each other, pulling out all the stops to demolish each other’s personal and professional lives?

That was the sort of shit Mona Isringhausen lived for. She was built for it.

“There’s… one other thing we’ve got to talk about,” Daniel said as Yukiko tucked the folder into her purse. “I wasn’t lying when I said I’m retiring. I’m too damned tired to build something like this from the ground up, even if I wanted to. But I am intending to take on a little project in my old age.”

“What’s that?”

Daniel gave me the kind of look I’d only ever seen once or twice from the other side of a boardroom table. “Becoming silent partner to my son-in-law’s new firm,” he said. “With an initial investment of twenty million dollars.”

My heart skipped a beat.

Yukiko’s hand squeezed mine so tightly I thought it might break.

“I don’t want you to just stop these people,” he said. “Don’t get me wrong—when you win, you’re buying them out and taking back the Ramsey name. But what you’re going to build’s not just going to be a carbon-copy of the firm.” He swallowed hard, glancing first at Yukiko and then up at the ceiling like he could see Marcie. “You’re going to make something better, Jack. Both of us are.”

To say I was stunned would have been a major understatement. “Daniel, this…”

“Please just shut the fuck up and say yes,” my mentor chuckled. “Consider it Marcie’s wedding present if you have to.” He grinned, and for a moment he looked twenty years younger. “I’d gladly pay that much for a ticket to watch you tear those bastards apart.”

I looked over at Yukiko. She practically vibrated with excitement, her eyes bright, her mind already racing with the possibilities.

“What do you think, princess?” I asked.

“I think,” she said slowly, “that we are going to make your father-in-law very, very proud.”

So did I.

I extended a hand. “I accept,” I said. “The funding, the support, the challenge—let’s do it. As soon as I get back from Europe.”

Daniel looked at my hand. Then he stood up and pulled me into a bear hug.

“Thank you, son,” he said. “And not just for this. You know what I mean.”

I did. “I’m gonna take good care of her,” I whispered.

“I know you will.” He stepped back. “Tell my little girl I love her, too.” He glanced at Yukiko. “And you. You’re the glue holding this whole operation together, you know that?”

Yukiko smiled.

“Take care of this man,” Daniel said, jerking a thumb at my chest. “I’ve got a lot riding on him. All of us do.”

“I will,” Yukiko promised.

Daniel gestured at her purse. “And Jack? Make sure she doesn’t open that again until after the honeymoon.”

Kiki’s mouth dropped. “I at least have to draft a business plan—”

“Nope,” I said, chuckling. “It’s our honeymoon, princess. It can wait.”

It was probably the hardest thing I’d ever asked Yukiko to do. Her lips formed a tight little line, and she almost protested. But how would that have looked after her declaration to Daniel?

“Fine,” she said through her teeth. “You’re right. But the second we’re back in the states, I’m going to war.”

“I’d expect nothing less.”

We said our goodbyes to Daniel and managed to make it back to the elevator in one piece. As soon as it closed behind us, Yukiko jumped into the air, doing a cheer that would have made Heather and Eva jealous.

“Oh my God!” she cried, grabbing my shoulders as she shed her composure and turned for just a minute into the most excited nerd I’d ever met. “Jack, this is incredible! The dossier on Ramsey Engineering—twenty million dollars—holy shit we’re really going to do this…!”

I pulled her into my arms and kissed her. Hard.

“Are you ready for this, princess?” I asked.

She grinned from ear to ear. “I was born ready,” she growled, sounding hungry for the fight. Then, suddenly, her expression softened. “What about you, Jack?”

Huh? “Me?”

“Are you okay with this? It’s going to be a lot. This is… I mean, even with Daniel’s backing and the best team in the world, it’s going to be a fight. Hard work, late nights, stress…”

I swallowed hard. “I have your Mom to help me manage that.”

“And us to destress you after the working day is done,” she chuckled, bulging out her cheek with her tongue in a gesture that was unmistakable. “But… I mean, you’ve been working hard for fifteen years. This semester’s been the first time you’ve surfaced for air in a really, really long time.” She paused. “I wouldn’t blame you if you wanted to stay in Stillwell. Watch over Marcie and the others, get a job teaching engineering at the college, find some house with a white picket fence and a big nursery…”

The fact that she was thinking of me and my well-being after an offer like that told me I’d picked the exact right woman to be the head of my harem.

“Princess, I cannot wait to get started,” I told her, my hands going to her ass. “I didn’t just work my ass off fifteen years to work. I wanted the big chair. I wanted to be in charge.” I kissed her again. “And now I will.”

She nodded. “You’re not doing it alone, either. You’ve got me, and Samantha, and Marcie. We’re not going anywhere, no matter what. We’re all in this together.” She planted another kiss on my lips. “And we’re going to be amazing!”

The elevator door opened. Our floor.

“Ready to go tell the other wives the good news?” I asked.

Yukiko nibbled her bottom lip. “Hell yes.”

Together, we made our way back to the suite.


Chapter Ten


“Twenty million dollars!?”

Samantha and Marcie were just where we’d left them when we got back to the suite, sipping coffee and nibbling pastries. Both of them looked mostly recovered from their morning hangovers, though Marcie was clearly winning in that department. Both of them had wanted to know everything about the meeting with Daniel.

We’d told them.

Everything.

“Twenty million, a dossier of secrets on the competition, and all the institutional help Daniel can give us,” Yukiko said with relish. “Oh, but we’re going to have to hire Mona Isringhausen eventually.”

“I’d hire the Mona Lisa for twenty million dollars!” Samantha gasped. “Holy shit, Daddy!”

“I knew he’d come around,” Marcie said proudly. “He’s all-in on us, Jack. That’s huge. That’s really huge.”

“It is,” I agreed. “It’s going to change our lives forever.” I paused. “If either of you have any objections to this, I’d like to hear them now, rather than when we get back…”

Both of them laughed. “Are you kidding me?” Marcie asked. “This is so cool!”

“I’m absolutely ready for this, Daddy,” Samantha assured me. “Six months ago, I had no idea what I wanted to do with the rest of my life. Now I can’t believe I ever thought it would be anything else.”

I glanced at Marcie. “I don’t know how we handle the college thing,” I said. “Kiki and Samantha are close enough to their degrees to finish with online classes—but you’re a sophomore. I know you want to be a teacher…”

“It can wait,” Marcie insisted. “Jack, I’m twenty years old. And this is Dad’s business we’re talking about. Of course I want to do this!”

“I’m putting my degree on the back burner,” Yukiko agreed.

My brows shot skyward. “Princess—!”

“Mark Zuckerberg dropped out of college to focus on Facebook, and it worked out pretty well for him,” she said with a chuckle. “Oprah, too. Dropped out of college with one credit left to start her TV career.”

I wasn’t sure I liked that idea. The thought of anything standing between my wives and their degrees didn’t sit entirely right with me. But I wasn’t about to start ordering them around. They were smart women; if they wanted to pick up where they left off later, I knew they wouldn’t have trouble with it.

“Besides, I happen to know a certain someone who came to work at Ramsey Engineering a semester shy of his degree,” Yukiko said, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “And he just happens to be the man I love most in the world.”

“That’s different,” I protested. “I honestly didn’t realize I hadn’t graduated—”

“Oh my God, imagine me coming back to Stillwell after fifteen years,” Samantha giggled. “Stepping into the Delta Rho house like, ‘okay, bitches, your president is back!’”

“With a whole new crop of pledges to audition for Jack,” Yukiko murmured.

“When I’m in my mid-fifties? Jesus, that’d probably kill me.”

“You’re only as young as you feel, Daddy,” Samantha giggled. “And if how hard you fucked us last night’s anything to go by, you must feel like you’re about nineteen years old.”

I laughed at that.

“Speaking of which, babygirl, you’ve got something to tease Kiki back about,” I said, snatching a Danish from the table. “Daniel made her promise not to write any business plans until we get home from the honeymoon.”

Marcie’s expression turned serious. “We’re holding you to that!”

“That’s right,” Samantha said. “You’re shopping for cute tartan skirts in Edinburgh, not sketching out corporate espionage. I forbid you from making this a working trip!”

Yukiko made a face. “This is because I made fun of you snoring earlier, isn’t it?”

Samantha shook her head. “No. It’s because I care about you. And I want you to enjoy your honeymoon instead of treating it like an inconvenience you have to deal with in between battle plans.”

Yukiko relaxed. “You’re right.” She glanced around the suite. “Flight’s pretty soon. Everybody packed and ready?”

“Just need to get dressed,” Marcie said. She winced as she rose from her chair. “Oof, I’m still sore after last night.”

“Me too,” Samantha said, grinning. “Good sore.”

“You don’t have handprints on your ass, though,” Marcie said, leaning over. The red outline of my fingers stood out on her pale skin when she slid her towel to the side.

Both Yukiko and Samantha stared, their cheeks burning with arousal.

“No, but I wish I did,” Samantha whispered thickly.

“We’re going to have to be careful on the beach,” Yukiko mused. “You show up in a string bikini, everybody’s going to see that.”

Marcie bit her bottom lip. “Maybe I wouldn’t mind them seeing?”

Samantha snorted. “I knew it! You act like such an innocent little thing, but you’re secretly the biggest freak out of all of us—!”

Marcie’s jaw dropped. “I’m a good girl,” she insisted, crossing her arms beneath her breasts. “For Uncle Jack, I’m a very good girl.” She wrapped her towel around her waist. “Now I’m going to throw on something comfortable for the plane.”

Yukiko watched her go. “Jack, do we have time…?”

I glanced at my watch. “Unfortunately not, princess.”

“Damn. Raincheck, then?” She glanced at me, smirking. “Mile-high club?”

“Oh please.” Samantha rolled her eyes. “It’s a trans-atlantic flight. Fourteen hours. We’re all going to be in the mile-high club by the time we touch down in London.”

London first, to get that picture of my wives and I walking across Abbey Road and a whole lot else besides. Then the train to Edinburgh to put my princess in tartan and twine, a short commercial flight to Paris (which Marcie had always wanted to see), and finally to Copenhagen, where Samantha could show us around all the places she’d seen as a kid and banish her old memories with new ones.

I was so freaking excited.

We did a final check once everyone was dressed and ready. “Passports?” Yukiko asked, glancing around. “Boarding passes? Secret corporate documents?”

“Check, check, and check,” I said. “The third’s staying sealed until we get back.”

“I know,” Yukiko said. “But I’m not leaving it behind, either.”

“Princess, we’re good,” I said. “Everything’s packed.”

My wives took a final look around the room. “I’m gonna miss this place,” Samantha whispered, glancing into the bedroom. “The room where I got pregnant on my wedding night…”

“You can’t possibly know if you’re pregnant yet,” Marcie said.

Samantha snorted. “Please. I am so pregnant.”

“Marcie’s technically right, but my money’s on Samantha,” Yukiko chuckled. “I have literally never seen Jack cum as hard as he did inside of you, Sam. If that didn’t do the job, the issue’s with the oven and not the batter.”

Marcie gagged. “Oh my God, that is such a gross way of putting it!”

“I love it,” Samantha said. “Yukiko Avery is so much more unhinged than Yukiko Tanaka ever was!”

We hauled our bags down to the elevator and rode down to the lobby. It was a little busier than it had been during our conversation with Daniel, but not much more. A young couple stood checking out, while a couple of teenagers dug through the tiny snack cafe near the front desk.

And standing near the front entrance, looking only slightly out of place, were Maria Alvarez and Tasha Davis.

Maria’s head was wrapped in a bandage, but she was grinning. Tasha stood next to her, one hand on the brunette’s shoulder like she was ready to catch her if she missed a step.

“Querido!” Maria cried, throwing out her arms as we approached. She was so loud that several people jumped. “Oh my God, look at the Avery’s!”

“Maria!” Samantha squealed, abandoning her suitcase to rush over. “You’re okay! They let you out!”

“Discharged this morning,” Maria said, hugging the blonde tight. Tasha grimaced, but didn’t stop her. “They said I could go as long as someone keeps an eye on me for the next few days.” She jerked a thumb at Tasha. “Thank goodness I’ve got a live-in nurse.”

“I’m a cop, not a nurse,” Tasha corrected.

“I saw you run to mi papi when he collapsed at that graduation,” Maria said, nodding in my direction. “You were quicker and better than most paramedics I’ve ever seen. I’m in good hands with you, boo.”

Tasha rolled her eyes, but I could tell she appreciated the compliment. “I’ll make sure she doesn’t do anything too outrageous,” she said.

“Get over here, tiger,” Maria demanded. “If I had to miss your whole-ass wedding, the least you can do’s kiss me like you mean it…”

If I’d thought that marriage would cool the ardor my wives had for watching me fool around with other women, I couldn’t have been more wrong. I swept Maria into my arms—carefully, because I could see how exhausted she was despite her good mood—and kissed her slow and deep, one hand gripping her ass in a posture of casual ownership. Maria melted into my touch, groaning as one hand went to my chest.

“Yeah, that’s what I wanted,” she purred. Her knee slid between my legs, massaging my bulge. “I’m shocked you can get it up after a night with these three, querdio. Must be a little bit of that Spanish fly…”

“You should be resting,” I said, firm but kind.

“And I’m going to crash for like twelve hours the second you and your girls are in the air,” she promised. “But I was not gonna miss the opportunity to see you off.”

I was glad she’d done it. It felt good, having her in my arms.

Maybe that thought should have been traitorous with my three wives surrounding me. But somehow, it wasn’t. Instead, it felt right.

Maria leaned in closer. “I heard Tash caught the bouquet,” she said, too casual by half. “And that the two of you had a, uh… convo about certain things?”

I nodded. “We did. About what we’re going to do when we get to Boston.”

Maria gave me a look that was about as nervous as the confident woman ever got. “And that offer stands?” She glanced over at Tasha. “For both of us?”

I couldn’t help but smile.

“It absolutely does,” I said. “Pretty sure Kiki’s already got it on her calendar.”

“I absolutely do!” Yukiko said from behind me.

Maria’s face lit up. “Hell yes, tiger,” she whispered. “Can’t wait to see you get down on one knee. Tash and me are coming up with all kinds of things you can do while you’re down there…”

“We’ll help both of you get settled in the meantime,” I promised her. “There’s been some news, and life’s going to be crazy for a while. But we can absolutely help find you both jobs, help you find a place to stay in the meantime…”

Maria and Tasha exchanged a very strange look.

“Jobs, querido?” Maria asked.

Huh? For a second, I thought she might be suggesting she didn’t want to work, but that was totally wrong. Maria loved her job more than most people loved their kids.

“Yeah. I mean, Boston’s going to be a big change for all of us. But it’s got a good job market, and with our connections…”

I trailed off. Maria was grinning like I’d just made one hell of a joke.

“Whatever you say, tiger,” giving my shoulder a playful punch.

“We appreciate the offer,” Tasha said, her voice dripping with… something. Playfulness? “It’s very thoughtful.”

Apparently not thoughtful enough. “What am I missing?”

“Jack,” Yukiko said, her voice tight with suppressed laughter. “Stop talking.”

“Princess?”

“It’s so cute when you’re clueless, Daddy,” Samantha giggled. “It’s so rare, we should really take the opportunity to savor it while we can.”

“You’ll figure it out eventually,” Marcie said.

“Or I’ll explain on the plane,” Yukiko added.

I was about to push the issue and demand she explain it now, when a new voice cut through the lobby. Yui’s.

“There you are! I was beginning to think you were never coming down.”

Yukiko’s mother strode through the entrance, looking prim and businesslike in an outfit almost exactly like the one she wore during therapy sessions. My McLaren sat in the parking lot behind her, looking no worse for wear. I couldn’t help but wonder what she’d spent last night doing with it.

She took in the scene—me, surrounded by my three wives and a bunch of luggage, my Latina realtor in my arms—and rolled her eyes. She didn’t even look mad, just like: oh Jack. You’re hopeless!

“Maria,” Yui said warmly. “It’s so good to see you up and about. How are you feeling?”

“I’ve been better,” she admitted, sliding out of my arms. “But I’m alive, so that’s something.”

“Good. Make sure Tasha takes care of you.” She turned to Yukiko. “Good morning, daughter. How does it feel to be Mrs. Yukiko Avery?”

Yukiko gave her mom a hug. “Freaking wonderful,” she whispered. “Mom, I have so much to tell you. We had a meeting with Daniel this morning—it’s absolutely insane. The future is going to be…”

“Tell me all about it in the car,” Yui said with a smile. “You four have a plane to catch!”

Right. Europe. Honeymoon.

“I’ll load the suitcases,” I said, grabbing one. “You girls get in the car.”

They did, each of them giving Maria, Tasha and Yui another hug. In no time at all I had the McLaren loaded. I would have preferred to drive, but Yui was in the driver’s seat and the way she looked at me made it clear she wasn’t going to move without a fight.

“Go have so much fun, querido,” Maria said, giving me a final hug and another quick kiss. “Don’t worry about us. We’ll see you in Boston. All of us.”

I was about to ask what she meant by that when Tasha’s kiss obliterated the thought. “Love you, Jack,” she purred, nibbling my bottom lip before pulling away with obvious reluctance. “Enjoy your vacation. We’ll keep the home fires burning.”

I got into the passenger seat, my brides clustered together in the back. “How many miles did you put on this thing last night, Yui?” I asked as I buckled my seatbelt.

“Just a few,” Yui said with a smirk. “It’s quite an impressive machine, Jack. You are letting me borrow this while you’re in Europe, aren’t you?”

My eyes nearly fell out of my head.

“It’s not like you’re going to need it for those two weeks,” Yui said with a chuckle. “Besides, my divorce is about to go through. You’re not the only one who needs a mid-life crisis mobile.”

“It’s not a…” I bit back a sigh. “Does this get me a discount on my therapy sessions?”

Yui’s eyes narrowed. “I’m not charging you for your—”

This time it was her who had the realization.

“Certainly,” she said, laughing. “Twenty percent off of zero is still zero. Everyone buckle up. I’m not having anything bad happen to you when you’re ten miles away from your honeymoon.”

Don’t let her treat you too rough, I thought, tapping the dashboard of the McLaren as we sped down the road. Somehow, though, I knew Yui would be just fine.

Yui drove with the practiced ease of someone who’d spent a chunk of the previous night testing my sports car at a radically-higher speed. The streets were nearly empty, the streetlights still covered with a thin sheen of frost. Any students left on the campus were probably sleeping off their Saturday night benders.

“Europe,” Yui said, glancing at my wives in the backseat. “I understand you’re flying into Heathrow?”

“Taking the Elizabeth Line into London proper,” Yukiko said—she’d memorized a map of the relevant sections of the Underground weeks ago. “Then a train ride up to Edinburgh.”

“Paris,” Marcie murmured.

“Then Copenhagen,” Samantha added. “A visit I’ll remember fondly for a change.”

“Very romantic. I’m jealous.” Yui glanced at Yukiko in the mirror. “I’ve been to Edinburgh. You’re going to love it. The Royal Mile is beautiful this time of year.”

“Jack promised to spoil me outrageously,” Yukiko said with a smile. “And I promised to take a picture of him under the giant statue of Adam Smith.”

“And at Robert Louis Stevenson’s house,” Marcie chimed in.

“You definitely seem like someone who had a well-loved copy of Treasure Island as a child,” Yui told me.

Samantha sat up a little straighter in the backseat. “Thank you, Mrs. Tanaka,” she said, clearing her throat. “For everything. The driving, the help with the wedding, for…”

She trailed off.

A smile rose to Yui’s face. “For what, dear?”

“Letting us be your daughters,” Samantha said, suddenly blinking back tears. “For someone who doesn’t exactly have a lot of positive maternal figures in her life, that means a lot.”

Yui reached back and squeezed Samantha’s hand. “Sweetheart, you are family now,” she said soothingly. “All of you. Even Jack!”

All three of them chuckled at that.

“You’ve made my daughter happier than I’ve ever seen her,” Yui said. “And you’re giving me grandchildren. That gives you a pass for the rest of it.” She paused. “But if you hurt her, I know exactly how to make it look like an accident.”

It was almost exactly how Daniel warned me.

Yukiko’s jaw dropped. “Mom!”

“I love you, Miss Tanaka,” Samantha snickered.

“I’m just saying. Vehicular manslaughter prosecutions are notorious for resulting in very little jail time. People love their cars.” She thought for a moment. “I’ll be doing quite a bit of driving soon enough. I plan to be a very involved grandmother once the baby arrives.” Her eyes met Yukiko’s in the mirror. “Speaking of which, when is your next OB appointment?”

“A week after we get back,” Yukiko said. “I already added it to your Google Calendar.”

“Good. I plan to be there. As long as your husband doesn’t mind?”

Did I?

Not at all. Especially if it kept me on Yui Tanaka’s good side.

“I’d be glad for it, Yui. This is all kind of new for me.”

“You’ll be a good father,” Yui insisted. “Ah, here’s our stop…”

We’d just reached the Departures terminal. Yui pulled the McLaren to the curb, the engine letting out a roar as she hit the brakes a touch too hard. I unloaded the bags while my wives climbed out and stretched, giving Yui a final series of hugs.

“Be safe,” she said softly. “Have fun. Forget about business and just be married for a while, alright?”

“I will, Mom. I promise.”

Tears sprang to Yui’s eyes. “Trust me, these days go faster than you know. You’ll miss these carefree moments when you’re up to your knees in diapers. You’re so young, all of you, and you have so much life ahead of you. Even you, Jack.”

“Gee thanks, Mom.”

“I mean it.” Yui embraced me. “It’s just so beautiful how in love you all are. It’s hard for me to imagine, starting over at my age, but perhaps one day I’ll find someone I can look at the way my daughter looks at you.”

Yukiko’s mouth opened and closed soundlessly. For a moment, she looked very conflicted. Half a syllable passed her lips, only for her teeth to snap shut on it like a bear trap.

Yui didn’t see it. The moment passed.

“Okay, I’m leaving before I get emotional,” Yui laughed. “Oh, but wait, I almost forgot. This is for you.”

For a moment, I thought she’d raided Kate McCleary’s letter box. But this wasn’t one of the envelopes she’d presented me with at my wedding—it had the Delta Rho logo in the corner. And about a hundred kisses all over it.

“Well-wishes from those who couldn’t make it,” Yui explained. “Read it on the plane!”

We promised we would.

Yui climbed back into the McLaren, the big JUST MARRIED on the back looking faintly ridiculous as she peeled out of the Departures terminal. We watched her go for a few moments, until the sports car finally turned and disappeared into traffic.

“Your mom is so freaking cool,” Samantha said. “I mean, I guess she’s kinda my mom now, too.”

Yukiko swallowed hard. “Yeah. She…”

Kiki trailed off.

I caught the strange catch in her voice. “What’s wrong, princess?”

She shook her head. “Nothing. I’m just really glad she came around on all this. It feels really, really good to have her in our corner.”

“We’re not exactly batting a thousand on parents,” Marcie said. “Although apparently Maria’s family is, like, super enthusiastic about the whole thing?”

“I guess we’ll find out soon enough,” Samantha giggled. “It would be nice for it not to be a whole huge drama-bomb for once!”

“I’m pretty sure there’s lots of drama in our future regardless,” Yukiko said, shaking her head. “But not right now. Not for this.”

I grabbed the handle of my suitcase. “Alright. Let’s go to Europe.”

We got our bags checked in and headed through airport security. It went about as easily as passing through the TSA could ever go, and we managed to make it to the gate with a little over a half-hour to spare. Yuikiko got a complicated tea at the airport’s cafe and a paperback copy of Project Hail Mary in the bookstore, while Samantha drank a bottle of water nearly the size of her forearm. Marcie and I stuck with black coffee.

At one point while waiting for our flight to be called, I glanced over to see Yukiko thumbing through real-estate listings in Boston. I swear she’d found some way to filter for white picket fences.

“Princess,” I said gently. “What did we say about work?”

“This isn’t work,” Yukiko said without looking up. “It’s fantasizing.”

“It’s work-adjacent.”

She put her phone away with a smile. “Just for that, I’m setting the search results to only show places in Beacon Hill when we get back.”

Ouch. Pricey.

I laughed. “I thought you said you wouldn’t mind living in a cardboard box.”

“That was Samantha.” Yukiko glanced over my shoulder where Samantha lay slumped and dozing. “And I’ll live in a cardboard box if that’s what it takes for the four of us to stay together. But I don’t think we’re going to have to rough it that badly.”

I pulled her closer to me. “No. Definitely not.”

Marcie was holding the envelope Yui had given us. “Should we open this now?”

“She said to wait until we’re on the plane,” Yukiko said.

Marcie snorted. “We’re basically on the plane. What does it matter—?”

A speaker crackled to life over my head. “Flight 272 to London Heathrow is now boarding. First class and business class passengers, please approach the gate.”

“That’s us,” Yukiko said, her voice crackling with excitement.

Samantha gave a little jerk as she snapped awake. “What’s up, Daddy?”

“Come on,” Marcie chuckled. “We’re getting on the plane.”

We grabbed our bags and got in line. The gate agent scanned Yukiko and I’s boarding passes with a knowing smile.

“Congratulations, Mr. and Mrs. Avery,” she said, glancing at the names on the tickets. “Enjoy your honeymoon.”

Samantha chuckled. “We will,” she said, holding out her ticket. “Had one hell of a wedding night. Marcie, you got your ticket ready?”

The poor woman’s eyes nearly fell out of her head. The four of us chuckled all the way across the causeway and onto the plane.

Ramsey Engineering had sent me overseas business class a few times over the last fifteen years, so I knew what to expect. My wives, however, did not. Their jaws dropped as they settled into their seats, which were more like tiny cubicles than the sardine-rows I remembered from domestic flights. There was more than enough room to lie flat—a good thing, too, as I was exhausted.

“Oh my God,” Marcie whispered, leaning back and closing her eyes. “Jack, wake me up whenever you want to join the mile-high club. Outside of that, my eyes aren’t gonna open until we’re in the UK.”

“Mom and Dad never sprang for this,” Samantha murmured. “Damn, Daddy. We’re traveling in style.”

A flight attendant came by with champagne. Everyone looked a little sick.

“I’ll stick with bottled water,” Samantha whispered.

“Same,” Yukiko said, taking the bottle from the attendant with a smirk. “I’m expecting.”

Once she was gone and our bags were safely stowed, Marcie took out the letter. “Okay, we’re on the plane. Let’s check this out…”

She tore it open. Inside was a letter on a sheet of legal paper—no, multiple letters, all sharing the same page. The paper had been scrawled on from a half-dozen different angles, filled with hearts and exclamation points and signatures.

Samantha and Yukiko leaned over, staring at it. Both of them teared up.

“What is it?” I asked.

“It’s from everyone,” Samantha said, her voice thick with emotion. “Maria and Tash. Heather, Eva, Lakshmi. Even some of the other Delta Rho coeds you…” Her gaze flickered to me. “At the hot springs.”

Oh. Oh.

They’d filled the page with well-wishes:

Samantha, you’re a badass and we love you! Heather and Eva had written. Take good care of our boss in Europe!

I am so proud of this sorority, Lakshmi wrote. Thank you for letting me be a part of this wonderful life the four of you have built. I cannot WAIT to see the pictures!

There were more—short messages from sisters I’d barely met, kisses applied to the page and more than a few lewd promises scribbled along the bottom. It reminded me of the chaos of a well-loved high-school yearbook, but with the added knowledge that all of these women were auditioning to keep a place inside my head while I was in Europe.

They were succeeding. I couldn’t wait to see where the future took us all.

Something near the bottom caught my eye. A message in Maria’s neat, compact handwriting:

From the future employees of the Avery Corporation, she’d written, doodling a little heart next to it. Can’t wait to violate ALL the HR rules with you, querido!

I read that again. Then one more time.

“Princess?”

Yukiko glanced over at me. “Yes, Jack?”

“I’m an idiot, aren’t I?”

She froze for a moment. Then a huge grin spread across her face.

“He figured it out,” she said, nudging Samantha. “Look at him!”

Samantha and Marcie both turned. “Yep,” my babygirl purred. “That’s definitely Daddy’s ‘I just had a brilliant realization’ face.”

“The girls,” I said, my mouth going dry. “Maria. Tasha. The others, too, it sounds like.” I put a hand to my forehead. “Jesus Christ, I’m not helping Maria find a job. Why the fuck did I say that? I’m giving her one, aren’t I?”

“She is an absolute monster at sales,” Yukiko said in a matter-of-fact tone. “I’ve seen her LLC’s income statements, and they’re no joke. She’s disgustingly good at what she does.”

“Tasha knows all about security,” Marcie chimed in. “Physical, digital, risk management…”

I blinked. The pieces were clicking into place fast now, matching the rapid pulse of my heart. The engines roared to life as the plane taxied towards the runway, a safety demonstration playing on a low volume on the screens.

“The cheerleaders,” I blurted. “Heather and Eva—”

“Our versions of pharma reps,” Yukiko said with a shrug. “Or booth babes, if that’s how you want to play it. Two beautiful women who look like sisters and have absolutely no shame? Tell me whatever visitors come to hammer out agreements at our future office won’t fall all over themselves to sign whatever we put in front of their faces after five minutes having their brains scrambled by those two.”

“Lakshmi is literally studying for her CPA exam right now,” Samantha giggled, her grin going wide. “She’s a finance major, Daddy. Accounting.” She leaned forward, putting a hand on mine and pursing her lips. “Everyone has a skillset. Everyone has a place.” She winked. “A seat at the table.”

“A well compensated seat, of course,” Yukiko said breezily. “Stock options all around, for everyone on the ground floor.” She grimaced. “I can’t believe we have to reserve some for Mona Isringhausen, of all people.”

My brain was working faster than my mouth. “Babygirl, I—”

“Daddy.” Samantha turned about as serious as it was possible for her to be. “It’s the funniest thing. You’re my husband. You know me deeper than any human being on Planet Earth. You know everything about my past, about Delta Rho, about what I want and what I plan to do to get it.” Her eyes sparkled. “But you have never once asked me what my major is.”

I blinked. Holy shit.

“Babygirl… what is your major?”

Samantha chuckled. “Marketing, Daddy. I’m our new head of Marketing.”

You could have knocked me over with a feather.

“Not that you need it.” Samantha turned and exchanged a look with Yukiko. “With Daniel’s client list, Yukiko’s brains, and the actual heir of the Ramsey Clan hanging off your arm? You are a hot commodity, Daddy.” She giggled. “You’re going to sell like hotcakes.”

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “I didn’t form a goddamn harem,” I muttered. “I built a company!”

“Yes you did, Daddy,” Samantha whispered. “And you’re the last person to realize it.”

I sat with that for a few moments, just processing. Picturing the org chart, the division of labor, the many, many possibilities. Also the innumerable HR violations.

“Princess?” I asked.

One side of Yukiko’s mouth disappeared as she sucked it in with an awkward smile. “Yes, Jack?”

“Can you flag the stewardess once we’re in the air?” I leaned back in my seat, suddenly boneless. “I think I will have that champagne after all.”

All three of my wives cackled at that.

“Welcome to the future, Jack,” Yukiko purred, leaning over and kissing me. “I cannot wait for us to get started.”

The plane accelerated, nose lifting, wheels leaving the ground. The airport fell away beneath us, then the city, then everything.

We were airborne.

Flying to our honeymoon.

And as we left, I had one final realization.

Yukiko had so many plans for our new business. But the most important one of all was the one I’d been putting together on my own this semester.

Without even realizing it.

And once we got back to Boston, it was going to start paying dividends.


Season One: Epilogue


The day I got married to Yukiko, Samantha and Marcie was the happiest day of my life. And the next two weeks were somehow even better.

Our honeymoon was a whirlwind tour of Europe. London was incredible—we got a picture of the four of us crossing Abbey Road (Yukiko even went barefoot to better imitate Paul McCartney) and we'd ended up in a little pub near Buckingham Palace where Yukiko drank virgin cocktails and I fingered Samantha under the table until she pulled me into the bathroom and sucked my soul out of my body. Marcie fell so in love with Carnaby Street we practically had to drag her back to the Underground, and I took a million pictures of the original London Wall at Tower Hill. Nothing like standing on top of a two-thousand year old piece of architecture to give a man some much-needed perspective.

Edinburgh had been everything Yui promised and more. The Royal Mile at night, the castles, the fact that every side alley looked like something from the set of a Harry Potter movie. I bought Yukiko the world's cutest tartan skirt and her fellow wives took about a hundred pictures of her posing in it, her belly just barely visible as she nerded out next to statues and nine-hundred-year-old cathedrals. My girls bullied me into buying a kilt by promising to take turns riding me while I wore it, then made good on their promise.

The handprints on Marcie's ass had faded by the time we hit the French Riviera, but I gladly gave her new ones. France was everything she'd wanted it to be and more--she really came out of her shell in a way I'd never seen before, embracing her role as not just my wife but one of my three wives with a fervor that sometimes left Yukiko and Samantha shocked by her shamelessness. Leave it to the innocent ones to always be the biggest kinksters underneath it all.

Copenhagen was both fun and catharsis. Samantha's nervousness had reached epic proportions by the time we touched down in Denmark, but every landmark she showed us and each path she retraced wore away her anxiety until we were all grinning over our Danish pastries in Tivoli Gardens. My babygirl decided Rutschebanen was nowhere near as good a roller-coaster as El Toro, but we still rode it three times in a row. The fact that I wound up shooting cum across her lips in a place her parents once abandoned her as a kid to chase hookups probably said something about her psychosexual makeup, but neither of us wanted to interrogate that too deeply. Either way, her bad memories had been replaced with far nicer ones.

Two weeks of pure happiness. Two weeks of forgetting about it all: Stillwell, Ramsey Engineering, Daniel's offer and the complicated reality of being three wives with one husband. It was peace. It was perfect.

And then we came home.

"I can't believe it's over," Marcie whispered, her face against the airplane's window as we touched down onto the tarmac. "I don't wanna go back to the real world, Jack."

Samantha sat next to her, looking almost unbearably smug. The night before we flew back from Denmark she'd taken three pregnancy tests she bought at a convenience store—all positive. The timing was pretty tight for it to actually have happened on the wedding night, rather than an earlier bout of post-implant removal sex, but Samantha wouldn't hear anything different. "Bred on her wedding night" was her story, and she planned to stick to it.

"It was incredible," Yukiko whispered, taking my hand. "But I'm ready to get started. How about you, Jack?"

I had to agree with Kiki. I felt like a new man.

"I'm ready to make Boston ours," I said. "Get the company off the ground. Take Ramsey Engineering to the cleaners." I paused, giving my princess's hand a squeeze. "Maybe look for a house with a white picket fence and enough bedrooms for some babies..."

The plane touched down with a gentle bump and taxied across the runway. All around us, business-class travelers immediately reached for their phones, powering them on to check their messages. After fourteen hours in the air, these people didn't just want but needed to reconnect.

I waited. I can take a minute, I thought, stretching. One more minute with my girls before we jump back into the real world. Before we get back into the fight.

A few rows up, someone gave a start. They turned, glancing at me and my women with a strange expression.

Hmm?

Someone else near us started whispering. As I looked up and down the plane, a person flipped around, snapped a picture with their phone and disappeared around their seat as quickly as they came.

"What the hell?" I sat up straighter. "You'd think these people never saw a guy with more than one woman before..."

Next to me, Yukiko stiffened. "Um, Jack? I think you need to check your phone."

I did. I'd briefly looked it over at a hot-spot in the Copenhagen airport before takeoff, clearing my missed calls before we were in the air.

Fourteen hours later, I had fifty-nine missed calls.

What the absolute hell!?

"Something's wrong," I realized. I’d gotten calls from Yui. Daniel. Maria. Even Mona Isringhausen, which scared me way more than the rest of the names in the log put together. What happened while we were in the air?

Samantha was scrolling now, her eyes growing wider and wider. "Daddy?"

My phone buzzed. A new text came in, from Yui:

Call me the second you land, it said. Do not talk to ANYONE. Leave your bags at the terminal--someone will pick them up. I'm waiting for you in the departure bay.

Ice filled the pit of my stomach.

"Princess," I whispered. "I think we have a problem—"

"Oh my GOD," Samantha gasped. "Daddy, we're on TMZ."

WHAT!?

She handed her phone to me. The headline at the top was in all caps, filling the page:

ENGINEERING MOGUL MARRIES THREE WOMEN IN INSANE SEX CEREMONY

There were pictures. Videos.

Half-naked coeds pouring shots in each other's mouths in the hot springs. Heather and Eva grinding on each other; girls making out, clinging to me and my wives, the fucking Delta Rho logo and colors all over the place. They even had—

My heart skipped a beat. They had videos of us.

All four of us, at the altar, kissing like we were all married—because in our eyes, we were. Samantha and Yukiko both hanging off of me while "Lovesong" by The Cure played in the background. Kate McCleary, who looked so much crazier in 720p than she did in real life.

Our lives had just been blown open for public scrutiny. Everything from the wedding had been leaked—everything.

Oh my God.

"The article's dated six hours ago," Yukiko said, her voice tight and controlled. "What do you want to bet Ramsey Engineering's new CEO is behind this?"

I knew she was right. We'd planned to start the war the second we got to Boston—but the first blow had already been struck, while my girls and I were still delirious with bliss from our honeymoon.

"I'm trending on Twitter," Marcie said, in the way someone might say their appendix had been replaced by a bag of rancid garbage. "The post on r/publicfreakout is on the front page of Reddit..."

"This is bad," Yukiko said. "So bad. We've lost control of the narrative."

"The comments..." There were tears in my babygirl's eyes. "They're saying you groomed us, Daddy. That the sorority is a sex cult. There are feminist think-pieces about this. It's part of the discourse!"

Yukiko looked like she was about to start hyper-ventilating. "I spent so much time planning how to keep Samantha and Marcie out of the public eye," she whispered, her face as pale as milk. "And now it's all fucked. Jack, oh my God, this makes everything we're going to do a thousand times harder..."

I knew it would. But even then, as the panic coursed through me, I knew something else.

We'd get through it. We'd survive.

"Girls, listen to me very carefully," I growled.

When I took that tone, they couldn't help but fall silent.

"We need to get off this plane right now," I said. "Take your things, stick right next to me, and do not speak to a single fucking person who speaks to you. Clear?"

Samantha nodded. "Clear, Daddy."

"I won't punch anybody," Marcie promised.

Yukiko closed her eyes. "Crisis mode," she whispered, as much to herself as us. "Okay, let's do this."

We hustled our way through the airport, leaving our baggage behind. More people stopped to stare--I caught several of them taking pictures, videos, shouting lewd suggestions. A couple people were crazy enough to congratulate me on being a 'badass', but not nearly enough.

It was like walking through a minefield. When we finally stepped outside into the late-January air, it felt like I'd surfaced from deep water.

Yui had the McLaren ready. "Get in," she said, her voice tight.

We did.

"Yo, harem guy!" someone shouted. "Save some for the rest of us--"

The car sped away from the curb.

Yui was quiet for a few moments. The only sound in the car was my wives' sobbing. They'd held it together through the terminal, but now they were wrecked.

"I've been turning down interviews all morning," Yui said tightly. "Me and Daniel both. They all want to hear about our 'polygamist son-in-law.'"

It hit me like a punch to the gut. "I am so sorry—"

Yui was already shaking her head. "You have nothing to apologize for," she hissed, glancing at herself in the rear view mirror. "Something tells me your next therapy session is going to be a doozy."

Somehow, I managed to chuckle at that.

"I need to call Mona Isringhausen," I said. "Right now."

Yukiko stiffened. "What!?"

"Every potential client we dreamed of bagging is watching those videos right now," I said. "Every investor, every partner, every engineer we want to poach away from Daniel's old company." I swallowed hard. "We just added a giant liability to our balance sheet. We needed a PR person six hours ago. The next-best thing is having one now."

Understanding dawned in Yukiko's eyes. "You're absolutely right. She's ruthless. We're going to need someone ruthless if we're going to survive this."

I was already dialing.

"Tasha and Maria are trying to find out who did this," Samantha said from the passenger seat. "Kate swears it wasn't her—they're working their way through the sorority sisters."

"It doesn't matter," Yukiko sighed. "We know who's behind it. The VC hotshot. They knew we were planning to compete. This is their opening move."

I agreed with my princess.

Mona answered the phone on the first ring. "I watched your plane land on Flightradar24," she said without preamble. "I expected you to call at least five minutes ago."

"The airport was a fucking circus," I replied.

"Makes sense. You're now the most famous engineer in America after Dilbert."

I sighed. "Don't fucking joke about this."

“I'm not joking. Have you seen social media?"

I grit my teeth. "For fuck's sake, don't rub it in."

Mona paused. "I tendered my resignation from Ramsey Engineering four hours ago," she said, as if we were discussing the weather. "I'm a free agent, Jack. Tell me I didn't jump the gun."

"You most certainly did not," I said. "You're hired. I want your help."

"Good. Because you're going to need it. This story has legs. The outrage machine is just getting started." I heard typing on her end. "I'm already drafting a statement. We're going to need to get ahead of this before it gets worse."

I put a hand to my forehead. "How much worse could it possibly get?"

Through the other end of the line, I heard a truly chilling sound. One that, over the next few weeks, I would come to associate with moments of total fucking disaster.

Mona Isringhausen's laughter.

"Oh, you sweet summer child," Mona said. "You have no idea. But you made the right first move, hiring me. I'm going to be very expensive, but nowhere near as much as the consequences of this would be otherwise." More typing, followed by a series of clicks. "Go home. Brief your whole harem, make sure they keep their fucking mouths shut. Maybe spend a few quiet moments with your wives, since things are about to get hectic." She paused. "And Jack?"

"Yes?" I asked, a sinking feeling spreading through my chest.

"You're going to owe me when this is over," she said. "A lot."

Click.

I looked at my wives. Marcie, still scrolling through her social media feed like she was praying for an escape hatch out of the horror. Samantha, pale and shaking, but wiping her eyes and trying to put a brave face on it. And Yukiko–

Yukiko, already scribbling out a plan on a legal pad.

Ever the CEO's wife. God, she made me so proud.

"We face this together," I whispered. "As a family."

Building my company--and protecting my family--had just gotten a hell of a lot more complicated. But if I had them by my side, I could do anything.

I just hoped anything was enough.Yukiko glanced up, her eyes glistening with tears. "Of course we will."

"We love you, Daddy," Samantha sniffed.

"Us against the world," Marcie agreed.

Together, my wives and I went to face the music.

END OF PART FOURTEEN — END OF SEASON ONE
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