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      It was my wedding day, and I, Regina Nash, was supposed to marry Edward Bartholomew III.

      We’d known each other since college and had been friends long before romance entered the picture. And while I knew Ed loved me, his family was a different story. They’d never approved of me or my family’s “lifestyle”—and by that, they meant my two fathers. I loved both my dads equally, and our family wasn’t even unusual where I was from.

      In Blessing, plenty of families were like ours. Even my brothers had followed the family tradition of sharing a wife with another man.

      But Ed’s mother was a prude, and his father had always looked at me like I was some kind of gold digger.His parents had their own narrow ideas, and despite my love for him, a small part of me couldn’t shake the worry that their influence might someday come between us.

      “Are you ready, love?” My mother’s voice cut through my thoughts, soft and steady.

      I looked at her, took a deep breath, and nodded. “Yes.”

      One of my dads, Mack, stood by, his expression serious. “Are you sure, honey? This is your last chance to back out if you’re having any doubts. We want you to be happy.”

      “Daddy, I’m sure,” I said with a smile, hoping I sounded more certain than I felt. “Ed loves me, and I love him. We’ll work through any issues with his family.”

      My second dad, Tim, stepped forward, taking my hand. “If there’s any doubt, now’s the time to call it off. His family will never accept us, and that’s okay. But I want you to be certain.”

      “No doubts,” I replied, squeezing his hand. “Well, maybe one—that I can’t have you both walk me down the aisle.” Ed’s family wouldn’t budge on that, so I’d had to choose one of my dads. The sting of that compromise lingered.

      “All right, let’s get this wedding started,” my mother said with a smile, though her eyes held a touch of worry.

      After another round of hugs, my parents left the room, leaving me with one final thought: if Ed’s family couldn’t even handle the idea of both my fathers giving me away, how would they cope with my life or my values? I pushed the thought aside. We’d figure it out. As long as we had love, we’d be fine.

      The music began, and I took one last look at myself in the mirror before heading to the church door with my dad. We moved into the vestibule where the wedding party had gathered, and I heard a hum of murmurs through the closed doors of the chapel. Something felt off. The usual excitement of a wedding crowd wasn’t there.

      The doors opened, and I watched my mother rush down the aisle toward the groom’s quarters. I turned to follow her, the uneasy feeling twisting tighter. By the time I reached the room, she was staring at an envelope on a table, her expression ashen.

      “What’s going on?” I asked, my voice cracking, not seeing Edward in the room.

      “Give this to Regina,” one of Ed’s groomsmen muttered, practically shoving the envelope into my mother’s hands. His face was frozen in shock, and when she handed it to me, her fingers trembled.

      I ripped open the envelope, and as I read Ed’s letter, everything shattered.

      Regina,

      I’m sorry. I can’t marry you. My family won’t accept your family, and if I marry you, they’ll disinherit me. Please don’t try to find me; I’ve left the country.

      Ed

      A bitter laugh forced its way up, and before I knew it, I was laughing hysterically, tears streaming down my face as the humiliation set in. My parents rushed to my side, holding me as I crumpled against them.

      “It’s okay, sweetheart,” my dad murmured. “He didn’t deserve you.”

      “What kind of person waits until the last minute to do this?” my mother snapped, her voice thick with anger and tears. “I’ll kill him if I ever see him again.”

      Ed’s family hadn’t liked me. They hadn’t even liked that he was marrying a girl from Blessing, a town that embraced love in all its forms. And if Ed couldn’t stand up to them for me before the wedding, I knew he’d never stand up for me afterward. Still, he could’ve spared me this public humiliation.

      Why hadn’t he called me? Told me? Instead, he’d let me prepare like nothing was wrong while he slipped away on their private jet. Asshole.

      “Get me out of here,” I whispered. “And get me out of this dress.”

      My mother held my arm as we made our way back to the dressing room. My sisters-in-law, my bridesmaids, helped me slip out of the wedding gown, careful not to rip the delicate fabric. I pulled on the jeans I’d packed for our honeymoon, numbness creeping in as I heard the low buzz of people filing out of the church, whispering about the spectacle of a bride left at the altar.

      “I’m going to the cabin,” I said, steadying my voice. I didn’t want to stay in Blessing where everyone’s sympathetic stares would follow me.

      My mother’s face fell. “No, honey. You don’t need to be alone right now. You need family around you.”

      I shook my head. “What I need is space. I need fresh air and quiet. I promise I’ll be fine. I just need some time.”

      My father gave my mother a look, then nodded. “All right, but you check in once a day, or I’ll be up there to bring you back myself.”

      “Thank you,” I said, hugging them tightly. “I’ll be fine. I’ll spend the month up there, rest, and write that scathing novel I’ve always wanted to write about a bride left at the altar.”

      A faint smile crossed my mother’s face. “Things happen for a reason. He didn’t deserve you. And next time, you’ll find someone who does.”

      I didn’t have the heart to tell her that “next time” felt impossibly far away. The man I’d thought would stand by me had chosen money over love. And the irony? I had a trust fund that made his family’s wealth look like pocket change.

      No, I didn’t tell him about it because I wanted to wait until after we were married. His mistake.

      The drive up to the cabin was quiet, the winding mountain roads offering a kind of balm that I desperately needed. When I arrived, I didn’t bother unpacking. I simply stood at the edge of the mountain creek, letting the brisk wind and the sound of water soothe the ache inside me. Here, I could be alone. I could heal.

      And once I blocked Ed’s number and deleted his texts, I would be able to do just that. There would be no second chance, no groveling apology that could win me back. The peace and beauty of the mountains stretched in front of me, promising me what I needed most: freedom from everything he had taken from me. Freedom to heal.
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      I stared at the framed law degree above my attorney Nathan Alley’s desk and let out a long, frustrated sigh. I never imagined fighting for my birthright, especially against family.

      “My parents left me that ranch,” I said, forcing down my irritation. “They wanted it in my hands. Serving in the Navy shouldn’t have changed that.”

      Nathan nodded, his eyes sympathetic but pragmatic. “I know, Jackson, and legally, you’re in the right. But while you were serving, your uncle took over. Now he’s claiming the property should rightfully be his. We’ll likely need to start with an eviction notice and, depending on his response, might end up in court.”

      I shook my head, running a hand over my face. “I asked him to look after it. Just to keep an eye on the place until I got back. Now he’s got his herd on my land, changed the locks on the gates, and moved into the house. It’s like he’s made himself right at home.”

      Nathan leaned back. “First things first. We’ll serve the eviction notice, and then we’ll work on removing his cattle. Either he clears out his herd, or we send him an invoice for grazing on your land.”

      I stood, feeling both grateful and weary. “Thanks, Nathan. Let me know what you find out. I’ve tried calling my uncle, but after the first conversation where he told me not to think about coming home, he stopped picking up.”

      That call still stung. Family was supposed to be there for you, especially when you were halfway around the world in uniform. Instead, I came back to find my uncle squatting on my land, acting like he was doing me a favor.

      Nathan rose and walked me to the door. “I’ll keep you posted, Jackson. And, hey, congratulations on making it back to Blessing. I’m glad you’re finally home.”

      “Excuse my manners,” Jackson said, “but congratulations on the birth of your son and marrying Lillian. I’m happy for you.” The man had what he wanted – a wife and family.

      After spending his time in the Navy, I had come home hoping to find what I wanted.

      The only problem was she’d gotten married this weekend.

      “Thank you. I feel so blessed,” Nathan said, grinning. “It was a struggle not too far from what you’re going through, but in the end, Lillian and Colt finally reached an agreement on the land. I hope we can get you a satisfying conclusion as well.”

      “Thanks,” I said, stepping outside and taking a deep breath. The small town stretched out in front of me, so familiar, yet changed. I’d dreamed of this place through all those years in the Navy, of coming back here, running the ranch, building a life of my own. I wasn’t about to let that dream slip away, even if it meant showing my uncle the door myself.

      My mother had always told me that her brother was ruthless, and now I believed her.  Carlos Thomas White was just a chip off the block from his father, my grandfather Daniel White. Mom had always said to not trust either man. She’d been right.

      When you were out of town serving the military, you didn’t have many options for someone to look out for the ranch. My uncle had volunteered, and I reluctantly agreed.

      Now, I regretted that decision.

      “Get in the truck,” Harley said, his voice urgent. Lost in thought, I didn’t see him coming up behind me.

      We had been best friends since the second grade and had even gone into the Navy together.

      “What’s going on? I thought we’d grab lunch, maybe head out to the ranch and try talking to my uncle together.”

      Harley shook his head, his eyes intense. “Regina’s groom backed out of the wedding.”

      My heart kicked hard in my chest. “What?”

      “We need to go see her,” he said, already sliding into the passenger seat.

      I jumped in beside him, my pulse pounding. “What kind of idiot leaves a woman like Regina at the altar?”

      Harley snorted, anger sparking in his eyes. “Apparently, the groom’s parents didn’t like our town’s, uh, traditions. They didn’t approve of Regina’s family or her having two dads, and they were scared she’d convince their son to have another man in their marriage.”

      He was right; our town of Blessing had unique customs that outsiders rarely understood. When Blessing was first settled, there were more men than women, and rather than fight over wives, they’d decided to share. It had become tradition—one man took the legal title of husband while the other was an equal partner in every other way. Blessing was built on that tradition, and most families here carried it on. Regina’s family was no exception.

      I gripped the steering wheel as I drove. “Back in school, Regina was so angry with us when we told her we had enlisted in the Navy.”

      “And then she broke up with us,” Harley added. “She didn’t want to sit around waiting.”

      I clenched my jaw, feeling the old frustration. “She was eighteen and wanted freedom. I get it. But are we over her?”

      Harley looked out the window, shoulders tense. “We met plenty of women in the Navy, and none of them could hold a candle to her. I still dream about her. About… about all of us being together. I thought I’d be over it by now, but here I am.”

      I laughed, shaking my head. “That’s why you came running up to me, telling me we have to go see her?”

      He cracked a smile. “I don’t know. It felt like fate telling me she’s free, and we need to get to her before anyone else steps in.”

      When we pulled up to Regina’s family ranch, memories hit me hard. This place had been like a second home. Her parents had welcomed us in as kids, treating us like family. Even after all these years, it felt like coming home.

      As we climbed out of the truck, I shot Harley a look. “What are we even going to say? ‘Sorry your wedding fell apart; would you consider us instead?’”

      Harley laughed, a mix of humor and tension. “Hell, if I know. I just want to see her. See if that connection’s still there. Show her that we’re still here and still care.”

      I nodded, taking a steadying breath as we walked up to the front door. Harley rang the bell, and a moment later, Mack Nash, Regina’s dad, opened the door.

      “Boys! Good to see you.” He pulled us inside, clapping us on the shoulders. “I heard you’re back in town. How was the Navy?”

      “It was the Navy,” Harley said, shaking his head. “Lots of rules and regulations.”

      “Heard you boys are Navy SEALs,” Mack said, admiration in his voice.

      “Yeah,” I replied, memories of grueling training flashing through my mind. “It was tough, but we made it through.”

      “Is Regina here,” Harley asked.

      “Come on in, we’ll talk,” Mack said, leading us to the living room. “Regina’s mom and Tim are here too. Tim, look who’s here!”

      Tim walked in, followed by Mrs. Nash. Her face lit up, and she came over, pulling us both into a warm hug. “My boys! It’s so good to see you back safe.”

      Tim shook our hands. “Glad to see you survived the military.”

      “Us too,” I said, exchanging a look with Harley.

      Mack chuckled, looking at us with a twinkle in his eye. “So, you boys were asking about Regina?”

      We both nodded, glancing at each other. Harley spoke first. “Yeah, is she here?”

      Tim exchanged a look with his wife. “Did you hear what happened at the wedding?”

      “No,” Harley said, glancing at me, his expression a mix of hope and something like anticipation.

      Mrs. Nash’s face tightened. “The groom’s parents convinced him to back out. They thought we weren’t good enough for them, and they didn’t want Regina bringing another man into the marriage. The coward didn’t even tell her himself; he left a note with his groomsmen. If I ever see that boy again…”

      I felt a rush of anger for Regina, knowing all the plans she must have made and what she’d gone through.

      “Where is she now?” I asked.

      “She’s up at the mountain cabin,” Tim said. “Wanted some space to clear her head, work on her novel, do some fly-fishing. We told her to check in with us every day, or we’d come up to get her.”

      Harley’s face lit up. “So she’s alone?”

      Mrs. Nash nodded, a small smile playing on her lips. “She’s all alone. You boys were always close to her. I’d always dreamed you two would be her husbands.”

      So had I. But Regina had gone to college, and we’d gone to the Navy. She hadn’t wanted to wait, and we hadn’t expected her to. But that didn’t make the sting any less.

      “Why’d you break up?” Mack asked, his gaze sharp.

      Harley shrugged, glancing at me. “We were leaving, and she wanted freedom.”

      Tim leaned back, grinning. “Well, you’re back now. You’re free.”

      We were. But did she still want us? There was only one way to find out.

      “With your permission,” I said, “we’d like to go up there, talk to her. See if…” I trailed off, not entirely sure what I was asking for.

      Mack looked at Tim, then his wife, before nodding. “Regina’s in a fragile state, boys. She’s been hurt. I’m not against you going up there, but if you hurt my girl…”

      Tim gave us a stern nod. “You’ve always been our choice for her. Whoever marries her will be one lucky man.”

      Mrs. Nash laughed softly. “Boys, I’m thrilled you’re going up there. That way, she won’t be alone. And you have my blessing. I won’t tell her you’re coming; she’ll say she doesn’t want to see anyone. But you two showing up on her doorstep will be the best surprise she’s had in weeks.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Harley
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