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Jackson.

Standing straighter as the ceremony began, Jackson clasped his hands behind him. Everything was crisp and clear today, and he knew this would be one of those days that he would remember in perfect detail for the rest of his life.

“We welcome everyone attending this very special event,” the Priest said, spreading his arms wide. “I know this is unorthodox, but due to Breanna’s difficult situation, this wedding will not be a legal ceremony. This is because her parents need to witness the signing of the marriage certificate to release her conservatorship into the custody of her husband. Make no mistake, though. While this wedding will not be legally recognized, it is the true union binding these two bright souls together.”

“Don’t you dare start crying already.” Lyla hissed the words at Jackson, though her smile softened the words.

Jackson’s eyes widened in surprise when Grams launched a box of tissues clear across the room. Lyla caught it and quickly handed him a tissue. Breanna and Jeremy flicked their attention to him, grinning as he blushed red because everyone could tell he was already crying.

The moment the Priest had said “true union,” his eyes had welled up. At least for once, he wasn’t the first one crying since Breanna’s brother, Douglas, had started crying from joy before the ceremony even started.

“Good arm,” Sana said to Grams, prompting laughter from the small crowd.

Jackson smiled at his grandmother and dabbed at his eyes. She might be getting on in years, but she showed no signs of it affecting her. Getting ahold of himself, he stuffed the wet tissue in his pocket and stood straight. He couldn’t believe this was finally happening.

They’d caught Lyla by complete surprise too, which Breanna had hoped for. He hadn’t expected Lyla to cry quite so hard, but she had been spending time with them this past week helping them get ready for the legal wedding while thinking she wouldn’t get to see them get married. It had to have affected her.

Meanwhile, he, Grams, and Jeremy’s family had been busy getting things ready for the surprise wedding in complete secrecy. God, he couldn’t believe Lyla had called the priest a stripper. He was never going to let her live that down.

The ceremony was beautiful. He cried through the entire thing, barely managing not to openly weep as one of his best friends got married. Jeremy had been through so much in his life, and he deserved all the happiness in the world. The same went for Breanna, and Jackson likely only knew the tip of the iceberg for everything she had endured.

Jackson was pleased to see he wasn’t the only one crying. Almost everyone ended up breaking down at one point or another. Breanna’s brother openly wept, clutching a hand over his mouth to muffle himself. The man's boyfriend held him tight, tears streaming down his face.

Even Grams sniffled loudly at one point, scowling at Jackson when he cast her an amused look. Grams and Lyla might not be related, but they were birds of a feather. Both of them hated crying. He’d have to resist teasing Lyla about breaking down earlier. Hopefully, today would release the shame she felt at having told Jeremy to break up with Breanna in the early days. Shame that she shouldn’t harbor. None of them had known what Breanna was going through at the time. The moment they had, and saw that Jeremy and Breanna’s love was real, they’d rallied behind them every step of the way.

Taking a steadying breath when the priest announced that the vows would now be spoken, Jackson waved his hand behind him in an urgent motion. Lyla pulled several tissues out of the box in quick succession, jamming them in his hand without saying a word. When a single tear ran down her face, he handed her one of the tissues.

“The church is dusty,” Lyla complained, dabbing at her eyes. People giggled at her before falling silent and bearing witness as Devin took one last turn at being a ring bearer.

Being so short as a child, as well as precociously cute, Devin enjoyed being the ringbearer at many weddings in his youth. Though he was in his late twenties now, he was enjoying reprising the role as he approached the bride and groom.

Everyone who knew Devin well watched him attentively, waiting to see if he would pull a prank. Devin shared a look with Jackson, a silent complaint that people thought he would do something like that at his brother’s wedding. Jackson smiled, letting Devin know he full well understood that the prank would happen after the ceremony.

Looking sharp in his outfit, Devin held a wooden tray. He’d cut the wood himself from a branch that had come down in a storm from the tree he and his brother's childhood treehouse was built on. Thankfully, the rest of the tree was fine. All of them had spent many an afternoon in that treehouse. It stood the test of time, becoming a safe place for the many foster children Linda and Thomas raised over the years.

Jackson wished the current foster children could be here today, but they were too young. They might accidentally say something about the wedding to the wrong person, and Breanna’s family would find out about it. Pulling his thoughts away from bad things, Jackson focused on the here and now.

He took a few moments to appreciate all the decor on the tray Devin held as he stopped before his brother and smiled at him. Seeing his younger brother present the rings threatened to send Jeremy into tears, but he took a deep breath and admired the tray as well.

Doctors had told Jeremy all his life that his brother wouldn’t reach the age of one, or ten, or twenty. And many other numbers. Yet here Devin was, twenty-eight years old and looking healthy. Jackson had stopped listening to the doctors' guesses of life expectancies decades ago. There was a new number being floated around, of course, but Devin would show the doctors once more why they’d named him the miracle child when he was a baby. He’d surpass the new estimate, and then they’d have to invent a new number.

Three thin twigs, also from their tree, were lashed together to form an arch. Fabric flowers and vines wove around the arch elegantly, a reminder of the dioramas the brothers had built together as children. Under the arch were two hand carved wooden figures representing the bride and groom. The two figures stood facing each other and their hands were joined. The skirt of the bride’s gown flowed all the way to one of the arch’s posts.

In the back were two wooden blocks, one inlaid with the crest from the video game everyone cosplayed from, and the other had the bride and groom's names engraved on it. On the tray itself were etched the words “just married.” A few hearts and a pretty design scrolled around the words. Devin had lovingly handmade everything he held except for the rings, which were housed inside the blocks. Jackson had loved watching Devin work on each detail.

Lifting his eyes from the beautiful tray to look at his brother, tears threatened Jeremy’s eyes again. Devin shook his head the tiniest bit, a silent admonishment to not cry quite yet, and moved the tray a little closer to his brother, a signal that the rings needed to be taken. Jeremy and Breanna withdrew each other's rings.

Seeing his brother and soon-to-be sister-in-law joining their hands together, Devin took a step back and made an elegant sweeping gesture with his hands to let the priest know he should continue.

The moment Devin’s head and upper body bowed forward, a cloud drifted away, and the sun hit the window just right. Light spilled down on the bride and groom, setting them and their beautiful white outfits ablaze.

Everyone’s breath was taken away when the colors spilled over Jeremy and Breanna and Jackson heard Liam gasp the loudest of all. Eyes widening, Devin looked at his hands as though he expected to find them glowing with magic. A soft noise of wonder sounded from his throat. He retreated to his seat, where his parents promptly drowned him in hugs.

You finally got to be a wizard.

Jackson quickly wiped at his eyes, a feeling of awe falling over him at Devin’s perfect timing. The stained-glass window set a multitude of colors sparkling over his friends as they readied to declare their love to each other. The two photographers clicked pictures like mad, and the videographer swept in an arc around them.

Jeremy’s voice sounded strong and rich. “Breanna, you are the joy of my life. I promise to listen to you, to hear you, and to always consider your feelings and thoughts as we travel together on this journey. I swear you can always be yourself with me and show me your true feelings, both good and bad, for every human has these emotions.”

Jeremy, you’re going to make me cry harder.

Jeremy slid the ring on Breanna’s finger. “I’ll be there to catch you when you stumble as we navigate this new world opening to us, as I know you will be there for me when I stumble. I vow to love, honor, and cherish you, forsaking all others, as a faithful husband for as long as we both shall live. I can’t wait to spend the rest of my life with you.” His voice broke at the end and he looked at his wife with such love.

Jackson bit down on his hand to muffle a sob. Lyla reached out to hold his other hand. I’m so damn happy for you, Jeremy. You deserve everything.

Joy radiating from her entire being, Breanna gazed up at her husband. “Jeremy, you are the half of me that was always missing. Without you, I could never hope to make myself whole. I turn to God to support me in my desire to be a worthy wife, deserving of your love.”

Ohhh nooo, Jackson thought, eyes burning with tears when Jeremy broke down and threw his arms around Breanna.

“You already are,” he gasped, holding her tight.

Lyla furiously pulled more tissues from the box for Jeremy. Sana started sobbing, and Jackson wasn’t sure whether it was because she always cried this hard at weddings or because her menopause was increasing the intensity of her emotions. Grams yeeted a new box of tissues to Marie, who stood next to Sana.

Because Jackson tended to feel emotions very deeply, he had a hard time judging what level of emotional reaction was proper sometimes, but for once, he didn’t think he was overreacting because others were crying just as hard as him. Grams launched a tissue box at Douglas who was just losing it now. It bonked him in the head, and everyone laughed.

Jackson cried hard enough that Marie felt the need to dart behind the Priest to come hug him. Marie and Lyla’s arms tightening around him helped stabilize him. Grasping them both tight, he started to get ahold of himself. Breanna tried to dry Jeremy’s face, but fresh tears kept coming as he sobbed.

“Ahem.” The bride clearing her throat commanded everyone’s attention. The long sleeves of her gown cascaded down to brush against the floor as she planted her hands on her hips. “If you all don’t mind, please stop crying. I’m trying to speak my vows.”

Jeremy burst into laughter and apologized. Fingers caressing the sides of Breanna’s face, he kissed the top of her head. A minute passed before giggles in the crowd stopped, and the room quieted enough for Breanna to continue.

“You are the one who makes me laugh when I am sad. You are the one with whom I can be my true vibrant self. I have prayed my entire life for God to deliver to me a husband as caring, as clever, and as kind, and passionate as you.” Breanna turned to the crowd. “He even likes video games too!”

Giggling, she turned back to Jeremy, who smiled through the tears that still streamed down his face. Sliding the ring on his finger, she reached up and cupped his face, thumbs trying to wipe his tears away. “Today and forever more, we face this world together, stronger than the sum of our parts. I vow to love, honor, and cherish you, forsaking all others, as a faithful wife for as long as we both shall live.”

“I love you,” Jeremy wept. Hugging her tight, he accidentally crushed the flower in her hair.

A shaky breath escaped her, and she flailed a hand at the priest. “Hurry up and marry us before I start crying too.”

The Priest smiled at her. “In the eyes of our Lord in heaven, I proclaim you husband and wife. Jeremy, you may n–” Jeremy’s hands tilted Breanna’s face upward the moment the Priest said wife. Crushing their lips together, he poured his love into her. The priest tilted his head and smiled. “Kay, he jumped the gun a little, but I’m going to say it anyway. You may now kiss your bride.”

“Here,” Lyla whispered, jamming more tissues into Jackson's hands as everyone else in the room laughed at the Priest's words while he cried from the beauty of his friends expressing their feelings for each other.

Laughter soon turned to tears as everyone in the room lost it when Breanna’s whole body wracked from her sobs. She sank to her knees. Jeremy went down with her, supporting her, and they sat on the floor crying.

“Goddammit,” Lyla cursed under her breath when the tears she’d been trying hard to hold back spilled. Slapping a hand over her mouth, she stared at the Priest wide-eyed. “Sorry.”

The man chuckled and held his hand out for a tissue, his eyes growing damp as well.

Listening to Breanna and Jeremy cry out their pain to release it, emotion filled Jackson’s chest. He went down onto his knees and hugged them. Lyla wrapped her arms around the three of them. Liam rushed up to hold his sobbing wife, who stood next to Breanna. Vision blurred by tears, Jackson blindly flailed an arm out for Marie, not wanting her to be alone.

Her arms wrapping around him tenderly made his breath catch in his chest. Looking up, he gazed into her eyes, finding them wet with tears. Chest tightening painfully, he reached out to touch her. Never before in my life did I think I was a person worthy of being someone’s spouse. But I will be. I’ll work hard to become worthy. Work to get myself together enough that she’ll one day look at me and think: “This is the person I want to spend my life with.”

Even though Marie couldn’t have possibly heard his thoughts and their relationship was still too new for her to truly understand the depths of his soul and the pain that resided there, she instinctively kissed him right when he needed her.

Kissing her back, he cried harder. She tightened her grip on him, unconsciously protecting him from the whispers in the back of his mind that said this was something he could never accomplish, that he’d never be worthy of being her husband, that he was garbage and broken and would never be whole. Her tight possessive hold chased those dark thoughts away, and he calmed.

Even the church people are crying, Jackson realized, looking around. His grandmother stood nearby, handing tissues to the photographers. He wryly noted she wasn’t pitching boxes of tissues at the clergy like she had everyone else. Despite her eternal eye-rolling at everyone who cried at weddings, she loved attending them. She got just as emotional as others. She just didn’t like to show it.

Fingers brushed against his arm, and then a hand closed over it. Jackson turned his attention away from his grandmother to find that Sana and Liam had joined the group hug over on Breanna’s side. Breanna was now buried under a pile of Sana’s voluminous hair.

The hand gripping Jackson’s arm in an offer of comfort belonged to Liam. Though Liam made no noise, tears streamed down his face, and Jackson understood that Liam was deeply affected by the raw emotions of the bride and groom. Already hugging multiple people, all Jackson could do was stretch a few fingers out to touch Liam’s arm to lend him support.

Liam’s breath hitched, and Jackson followed the line of the other man’s gaze to find him looking at Breanna’s brother and partner who were holding each other and crying. He’s looking at them with so much pain in his eyes but also compassion. They’ve never met before. Does Douglas remind him of someone?

Jackson knew very little of Liam’s past, but there was deep-seated trauma there, he could tell. Jackson’s mind whirled with thoughts as Liam’s gaze remained locked on the two gay men, a soft smile on his lips even though his pain seemed to increase the longer he looked at them. What had happened to Liam in the past?

Jeremy sobbed so hard he choked, jarring Jackson’s attention back to the wedded couple.

“It’s okay. Five more weeks. You’re almost there. The two of you can do this,” Jackson murmured. Letting go of the others, he rubbed Jeremy’s back. His friend nodded his head rapidly, fighting hard to breathe through his sobs, and Jackson hugged him harder. “Breathe with me before you pass out, Jer. In. One, two, three, four. Hold.”

Jeremy made another small choking noise, his breath coming out in quick hard gasps. He wasn’t inhaling deep enough. Placing a hand on Jeremy’s belly to remind him to breathe enough air to fill his lungs all the way, Jackson kept counting. He knew Jeremy would eventually calm from listening to the repeated instructions. Generally, their roles in this were reversed. Jeremy doing the counting while Jackson struggled with his emotions. Too often this past year, it was Jackson coaching Jeremy to breathe, and it killed him to see his friend going through such hardship.

“We can do this,” Breanna said, strength in her voice. She pressed her forehead against Jeremy’s and took his hands in hers. “Breathe with Jackson and me, honey. Just breathe. I love you.”
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Jackson.

Once the gathered friends calmed Jeremy down, Breanna pulled her husband to his feet, and everyone took a step back to give the couple room. The two stared lovingly at each other and clasped their hands together.

“Are you ready?” Jeremy asked.

“Always,” Breanna said. Turning to the audience, she hollered at them. “Get your butts up here! I’m throwing my bouquet. You can blame Liam for crushing some of it when he tried to kidnap me to his evil kingdom.”

Jackson snorted a chuckle when he saw Lyla walk away and lean against a wall, feigning disinterest in the old wedding tradition. Already married, Sana took up a spot next to her to watch the fun.

“You’re going to want to give me some space,” Jackson warned Devin. His best friend cracked a smile and moved two steps to the left.

“Ready?” Breanna asked when music started playing.

“Ready,” everyone cried.

“Those flowers are mine,” Liam whispered to Olivia, sounding confident.

“Oh no, they aren’t,” Jackson said. They are so mine.

“One, two, three!” Breanna pitched the flowers behind her and turned around to watch the madness ensue.

Jackson lunged for the flowers and crashed into a wall of flesh. “Liam! You bodyblocked me in a church?!?”

Liam tossed him a sly grin over his shoulder and rushed forward to chase after the flowers now that he had one less opponent. He didn’t have a chance. He shouldn’t have taken the time to give Jackson that smug look because Christophe, Douglas’s boyfriend, quite literally went airborne, catching an impressive amount of air.

Hands snapping out, he caught the bouquet and landed neatly. With a satisfied smirk on his face, he quietly handed the flowers to the man he loved. Jackson's heart thumped in his chest when he saw Douglas blush red as he smelled the flowers. The two of them were adorable.

“I was captain of the badminton team,” Christophe said, winking at the videographer.

“They’re so cute,” Marie whispered to Jackson, slipping her arms around his waist.

Leaning against her, he took refuge in her embrace while thinking about all the challenges these two men must have faced over the years. The heartaches they must have gone through. People whistling startled Jackson out of his thoughts, and he realized the music had changed.

“Woo! Take it off!” Lyla shouted, swaying her hips to the sexy song that played.

I’m getting this one, Jackson promised himself, cracking his knuckles.

A chair had been brought before the bride. Breanna, grinning widely, planted a foot on it and cast come hither eyes at her husband.

Husband. They’re married. I can’t believe it. I’m so happy.

Jeremy strode forward. The sword he wore at his waist clanged against the floor when he dropped to his knees before his wife. His tears had stopped, and now anticipation filled his face.

“If I get it, I’ll give it to you,” Lyla said, jabbing Jackson in the ribs with her elbow.

“Oh, I’m getting it,” he assured her. Mustering up a glare for Liam, who was edging closer, hoping to remain unnoticed, Jackson pointed to a spot a few feet away. “You get over there, you cheater.”

Chuckling, Liam moved over. “Consider earlier fair play for you destroying me during our sword fight.”

“Yeah, that’s fair,” Jackson said, grinning. It had been mean of him to not disclose that he’d been trained to use a sword. Secondhand learning, mind you. He hadn’t had the confidence to study at a dojo, but the students he’d learned from had been talented. Jeremy, Devin, and he had spent some great afternoons outdoors, enjoying the sunlight and spending time together.

Breanna slowly drew up the skirt of her magnificent dress. The voracious look on Jeremy’s face as he watched each inch of flesh be revealed had Jackson struggling not to laugh out loud. He’s been denied for so long that just getting to see her bare leg is throwing him into a frenzy.
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