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Chapter One

“You’re kidding me,” Yukiko said. “This is ludicrous.”

I pulled the curtain to the side and peered through the window. The van sat parked on the curb outside, its engine idling, sitting there like the driver had just stopped for a second to check their GPS. Like it just happened to be in front of our house, and not any of the others on the quiet, suburban street. Like a coincidence.

“It’s been there for thirty minutes,” Yukiko added, glancing at her watch.

It was not a coincidence. I didn’t bother pulling out my phone and googling the name of the company; I already knew it wouldn’t exist. The one from yesterday didn’t, and neither did the one the day before that.

“It’s kind of flattering, when you think about it,” I said, taking a sip of my coffee. “Three months ago, we didn’t rate a van. Now everyone wants to catch a glimpse of the famous Jackson Avery and his three wives.”

The corner of Yukiko’s mouth curled in a smirk, but the worry didn’t leave her eyes. “You’d think Mona could do something about it. I’m kind of tired of having a camera in my face every time I leave the house.”

I frowned. “So am I. But it’s a public street.” An idea occurred to me. “We could get all the girls to come over. The jackals would have a hell of a lot harder of a time keeping tabs on us if we had everyone’s cars parked up and down the block.” I thought it over. “Maria’s SUV might actually be big enough to block their lenses.”

A slightly bigger smile. “I’ll think about it,” my wife murmured, looking pleased at the thought. “I don’t think the Avery residence is quite ready for a housewarming party just yet…”

She had that right. A stack of boxes greeted me as I took a step away from the window—in the four days since we’d moved into our new house in the Boston suburbs, we hadn’t had a lot of time to worry about getting everything unpacked. Frankly, it still felt like a minor miracle that we’d managed to land the place. Real estate agents tended to get cold feet when they learned a prospective buyer intended to move not one but three wives into the house they planned to buy.

That last was one of many things that had surprised me ever since the event the four of us had simply started calling the fiasco: the day we stepped off the plane at the end of our honeymoon and discovered our wedding had been misleadingly-edited and leaked onto the Internet. Honestly, I hadn’t seen it coming. I’d expected the furor around all that to have died down by now—for it to be a flash in the pan, the kind of thing that goes viral for a day or two then is quickly forgotten by the next person who screws up online and becomes the Internet’s main character for a day.

The van sitting outside our house was proof that it was not. Mona Isringhausen warned me this thing would have legs. She was right.

I let the curtain drop. “I’ll talk to the girls later this afternoon.”

The smell of breakfast cooking reached my nostrils as I followed Yukiko through the living room. Another stack of boxes greeted me—these stacked neatly, each one with its contents written across the side in Kiki’s sharp, professional handwriting. Even in Sharpie, she wrote like a CEO’s wife.

I picked my way past the stairs leading to the second floor, where a half-dozen boxes of Samantha’s clothing (nowhere near as cleanly marked) waited to be pressed and hung in her closet. The new house was a five-bedroom colonial, about a half-hour from Boston proper, and each one of my wives had her own personal bedroom in addition to the big master next to the second-floor balcony. Not that they’d be spending too many nights in those beds.

Mostly, we were planning on eventually converting them to nurseries.

“Breakfast is almost ready,” Marcie called out from the kitchen. “Sam, are you gonna be joining us?”

A groan came from somewhere nearby. “Don’t say that word,” a voice said.

“You need to eat,” Yukiko said kindly. “Come sit with us, Sam. Even if it’s just for moral support.”

We entered the kitchen. Unlike most of the house, this room was spotless—Marcie had staked it out pretty much immediately after we moved in, getting the place set up so she (and on a couple of occasions so far, Lakshmi) could cook us meals. Uber Eats wasn’t so great when you had to worry about the paparazzi taking pictures of your delivery driver, and we’d pretty much been living off takeout during the last few months while we bounced between hotels and short-term leases in and around Boston. Home-cooked meals were a luxury we’d yet to adjust to.

Marcie stood at the stove in her pajamas, her blonde hair pinned up and her brow furrowed in concentration as she handled a pan of fried eggs. A huge plate of bacon sat cooling on the counter next to her, the scent making my mouth water uncontrollably. Over on the marble kitchen island—we hadn’t unpacked the dining room table yet, but I had put together some barstools and set them around it to use in the meantime—plates and silverware were already laid out, along with a pitcher of orange juice and one of those big plastic Brita filter jugs full of water.

On the island’s right, one barstool had a half-empty can of ginger ale and some saltine crackers sitting beside it. Morning sickness, I thought, shaking my head. My babygirl’s been hit with it harder than most…

Yukiko sidled up to the island and parked the side of her rear on a stool, one hand resting atop the swell of her belly. No matter how many times I saw her like this, the sight of my beautiful, pregnant wife never failed to activate all the protective instincts in my male brain. She’d always been a fan of parading around in my dress shirts—what got left hanging on the back of my chair when I climbed into bed tended to end up on her in the morning—and she’d recently been leaving a couple of the buttons in the middle undone to make room. She was four months pregnant, but anyone who looked at her would have guessed seven or eight.

Twins would do that.

We’d gotten that surprise at her first sonogram: a girl and a boy. Her mother was over the freaking moon about it.

So was I.

I poured Yukiko a glass of water. When I went to get her some orange juice, she waved it away. “Not today,” she said. “Heartburn.”

“You doing okay?” I asked.

She flashed the smile that I’d fallen in love with all the way back at Delta Rho’s charity casino gala. “I’m perfect,” she whispered, wrapping an arm around my side as I took a seat beside her. Her head rested against my shoulder. “Another day in paradise. You?”

“A little sore from last night,” I confessed with a chuckle. “You girls are running me ragged.”

Marcie glanced at me over her shoulder. “You love it,” she said, her gaze lingering just a touch too long on Yukiko’s stomach. “Sam! Are you coming?”

“Working on it,” a voice said from down the hall. “Please don’t judge me, Daddy. I am not my best right now…”

“You’re beautiful, babygirl,” I said, sharing a smirk with Yukiko.

Ever since the morning sickness started, I’d had to reassure the former president of the Delta Rho sorority that she was still gorgeous—and that she was still babygirl. As if she could ever be anything else. “Come in and sit. We won’t make you eat anything.”

A moment later, Samantha Avery—her official name change from Lowry went through a week after we touched down in the US—appeared in the doorway. She made a queasy face as she sashayed barefoot across the tile, clad only in an oversized Delta Rho sweatshirt. She turned faintly green at the sight of the eggs and bacon, then took a seat at the other side of the island and sipped her ginger ale. She set her phone on the marble countertop, her gaze flickering to it. Even from here, I could see the familiar logo of Reddit at the top.

I rose from my chair and gave Samantha a kiss on the forehead. “Babygirl, you know you’re just going to upset yourself reading all that,” I said gently.

“Oh, I think it’s funny now,” she chuckled, planting an elbow on the table. “I wish we were half as interesting as the internet thinks we are. They’re speculating about your sex dungeon while I’m kneeling over the toilet puking my guts out every morning…”

“I’m aware of the dungeon thing,” Yukiko said with a faint smile. “You have one little sorority get drunk and make out at your wedding, and suddenly the world thinks you’re some kind of sex cult leader.”

“They keep calling me a mogul in the articles,” I mused. “Which is funny, because I don’t even have a proper company yet.”

Getting the Avery Company off the ground had been almost as much trouble as finding a place to live. We’d finally secured some office space—mostly thanks to Maria Alvarez, who I was starting to realize could be an absolute shark when dealing with the real estate market—but we’d yet to officially open for business. Mona promised the last few obstacles in our way would be taken care of any day now.

“They think Marcie’s the one in charge of the dungeon,” Samantha said, setting the phone aside with a chuckle. “Which is weird, because it would totally be Kiki.”

“No one wants to think of a pregnant woman organizing whips and chains,” Yukiko said, taking a sip of her water. “Besides, I’m the ‘good’ wife. As if Jack and I were destined for some perfect white picket fence relationship and you two temptresses stole him away from me…”

“There’s literally a white picket fence around our front yard,” Marcie said.

“And the backyard,” Yukiko added coolly. “Which is more than large enough to install an above-ground sex dungeon, if we need an anniversary present for Jack.”

I nearly spit out my coffee. All three of my wives laughed at that one.

Samantha snorted, then winced as a wave of nausea washed over her. “Kiki, how did you deal with this?” she asked, her eyes rolling skyward. “I swear, this kid is trying to kick his way out of me from the inside…”

“He? It’s totally a girl.” Marcie kept a smile on her face, but I could sense a slight tightness around her eyes as she looked her bestie and fellow wife up and down. “You’re growing a future Delta Rho hell-raiser in there for sure, Sam.”

“You’ve definitely had a rougher time of it than me,” Yukiko said, her tone filling with sympathy as she put a hand on top of Samantha’s. “I’m really sorry, boo. I wish there was more I could do.”

Samantha nodded. “I wish you could spend all day snuggling me, Daddy,” she said. “I definitely do not feel like a badass right now.”

“Well you totally are,” Marcie insisted.

Again, there was that barely perceptible look in my other babygirl’s eyes. Marcie was never anything other than positive, angelic and innocent, but I could tell it wasn’t the events of the last few months that were rattling her.

It was what hadn’t happened.

We’d been married almost three months now. I finished inside of Marcie at least once a day: Yukiko even kept track of it on her spreadsheets. But Marcie—my mentor’s daughter, the girl I’d watched grow into a woman the whole time I worked at Ramsey Engineering—had yet to follow Kiki and Samantha.

Every pregnancy test she’d taken had come up negative.

Negative so far, I reminded myself. These things take time, Jack.

They did.

But I could understand her being a little bit jealous of her fellow wives, even if she’d never have admitted it out loud.

Marcie turned around, carrying our breakfast in two oversized plates. “Eat up,” she said, glancing at Yukiko and me before shooting Samantha a sympathetic look. “Put r/AverySnark down already, Samantha. It’ll still be there later.”

“I wish it wouldn’t,” Samantha said, tucking her phone into her sweatshirt pocket with a sigh. “I detest those people. They’re so negative about everything…”

Hearing terms like subreddit thrown around regarding my wives and I was something I didn’t think I’d ever get used to. A year ago (almost a year exactly now), that possibility was the furthest thing from my mind. I’d been Jackson Avery: forty-one year-old egghead, heir apparent to one of New England’s most successful engineering firms, and a guy who hadn’t been on a date—much less taken a day off—in fifteen years.

Stillwell changed everything. I’d enrolled there—been forced to, really—by my boss, Daniel Ramsey. A records check during the process of naming me Daniel’s successor turned up the fact that I’d never actually completed my engineering degree: I’d forgotten about it along with everything else when my first wife, Lauren, died in a car accident in 2010. Daniel hadn’t just sent me to his daughter’s college for my degree: he’d been hoping I’d come out of my shell, live a little, maybe come home with a bride so he didn’t have to stress about giving his life’s work to a single, unmarried CEO.

I don’t think even Daniel anticipated this, though.

Now I was married to three beautiful women: all former coeds of the Delta Rho sorority. Samantha had been president, Yukiko her third-in-command, and Marcie was once a pledge. I’d faced trials and tribulations on our way to our honeymoon, with even bigger ones hitting once we got back stateside, but these three women were my heart and soul. With them, I could do anything.

With them, and with all the other girls, too.

Yes, I’d built a harem during my time at Stillwell—as the papers never stopped pointing out. In addition to my three wives, I’d been romantically linked to my realtor, Maria Alvarez, a former Stillwell police officer named Tasha Davis, a pair of cheerleaders so close in appearance they were frequently mistaken for sisters named Heather and Eva, and the sorority’s former second-in-command, Lakshmi Majumdar. A number of others—Sidonie Weaver, Professor Yulia Kovarsky, the villainous Elizabeth Baines—were rumored to be part of my so-called ‘sex cult’, but the truth was I’d never hooked up with any of them.

In Liz Baines’ case, I never would have.

All of my women had packed up over the last few months and moved in and around Boston to better suit their new jobs. All of them had dropped what they were doing and left Stillwell behind to join the Avery Company.

My ‘harem’ and my ‘company org chart’ had the same list of names.

And no matter how much scandal that might cause, Yukiko and I were still full-steam ahead on getting our new engineering firm off the ground.

It certainly helped that Marcie’s father was on our side. My mentor had been forced out of his own company in a merger deal that was originally intended to secure my standing as his successor, and now Ramsey Engineering and two other firms that had merged with it were all under the thumb of a venture capital hotshot from Princeton. My boss wanted to take the zombie firm wearing his family name down, and so did I.

He’d given me twenty million dollars to help get the job done.

I wished the firm was up and running already. I wished there weren’t so many obstacles in my path. And more than anything in the world, I wished my life and the lives of the women I loved hadn’t been turned into this bizarre celebrity sideshow over the last three months.

The subreddit was what it was—I honestly didn’t mind it all that much. Yukiko had even printed a couple of the more ridiculous posts and put them up on the fridge.

What bothered me was the fact that we’d become part of the capital-D discourse.

A bunch of nobodies on the internet were easy to ignore. Places like BuzzFeed and the Atlantic—places that showed up on every Google search prospective Avery Company employees and clients would perform as part of their research—were not. Mona had gone after a few of those, particularly the ones that compared us to crazy shit like NXIVM and the weirder offshoots of the FLDS. I’d heard the word grooming more times in the last three months than in my first forty years of life, and I’d never hated it more.

The worst part was that no one even tried to understand us. They just mapped us onto whatever idea they were already trying to prove, whether that was some bizarre and misogynistic point about the nature of women or some framework they’d invented in their head about the way consent and power worked in America.

It didn’t matter that Yukiko was a straight-A student who practically ran the company all by herself. It didn’t matter that Samantha had received every award and laurel you could get from Delta Rho’s national leadership board long before she ever met me. It didn’t matter that Marcie knew almost as much about business as her father.

All they saw was a middle-aged guy with a harem of sorority girls.

And made their own assumptions.

Hell. At least the damn snark subreddit was honest about what it was.

“It’s dying down,” Yukiko insisted. “People had a lot of memes and hot takes about that couple that got caught at the Coldplay concert, too. Does anybody even remember their names, now?”

“Every time it gets close, though, something happens,” Samantha said, nibbling with extreme reluctance at a saltine cracker. “Some jerk with a Substack publishes a hot take and it goes viral on Twitter. That Slate Star guy drops a whole analysis of the bayesian priors of our harem and there's suddenly a whole bunch of guys with beards making comments on my Instagram…”

“The Nonlinear Relationship Between Household Size and Reported Well-being in High-Status Mating Arrangements,” Yukiko said, gesturing at one of the articles she’d put on the fridge. “I actually liked that one: I’d much rather we were talked about like an interesting social science experiment instead of an indictment of everything that’s wrong with American society.”

“I’d much rather we weren’t talked about at all,” I rumbled. “What we do in the privacy of our own damned home is nobody’s business.”

Yukiko nodded slowly. “Worth it, though,” she said, glancing up at me.

There was a beat of silence as she looked at each of her fellow wives.

“Absolutely worth it,” Marcie said, sounding almost as fierce as her father at a boardroom table. “I wouldn’t change a thing, Uncle Jack.”

“Seriously,” Samantha said, a smirk cutting through her queasy expression. “The only thing I regret is trying to play with Daddy’s heart at the beginning of the semester. I wish I’d been all-in on you three from the beginning instead of being a little brat about it…”

“I’ve forgiven you for that a dozen times over, babygirl,” I assured her.

A strange look spread across Marcie’s face. She started to giggle.

“What’s so funny?” Samantha asked, frowning.

“Your biggest regret is being a brat to Jack,” she said, giving us all a lopsided smile. “And now the brat he gave you is making you sick as a dog every morning.”

Samantha’s mouth dropped open.

For a second, no one spoke.

“Kiki?” Samantha asked.

Yukiko sat up a little straighter. “Yes?”

“I changed my mind. I do want us to build a dungeon in the back yard.” She made a face at Marcie that told me if she wasn’t so nauseous, the two of them would be making out right now. “And tie Marcie up until she takes back that incredibly lame joke.”

“You love it,” Marcie insisted. “Besides, I’ve seen you when you’re not sick. You’re definitely the girl who wants to get tied up, not the one doing the tying…”

“God, I wish I was feeling better,” Samantha groaned. “I could totally go for a round in Daddy’s dungeon right now…”

“No dungeons,” I told the group.

“I would never,” Yukiko said, putting her fingers over her heart. “Not in the backyard, anyway. Far too exposed. Now, the basement…”

The sound of a car door slamming shut cut off further conversation. I rose from my stool, breakfast still sitting half-eaten on the plate in front of me, and went to the window.

A car had just pulled up behind the van parked in front of our house. A sky-blue electric BMW sedan—not as fancy as my McLaren, but the kind of thing that stood out even in a neighborhood like this one. A woman stepped out, moving like she knew exactly where she was going and what she intended to do when she got there, and made her way over to the driver’s side door of the van.

She said something to the driver. I saw his head move in response.

And suddenly the van was moving.

It sped down the street like someone had shot at it. I swear I saw the driver look back once, like he was afraid a monster might be giving chase and gaining on him. I didn’t blame him.

The whole interaction had taken less than fifteen seconds.

Mona Isringhausen stood on the sidewalk and watched it go, a knowing smirk spreading across her face. She turned and glanced up at our house, a briefcase in her hand and a look on her face I’d come to recognize well over the last three months—the one that said she had the tiger by the tail and was ready to beat the goddamn thing into submission.

Which always meant one of two things.

Either good news, or some very bad news.

“Well, damn,” Yukiko said from behind me, sounding impressed. “I guess she can take care of our paparazzi problem…”

The doorbell rang.


Chapter Two

“I’ll get it,” I said.

Yukiko, Samantha and Marcie remained sitting around the kitchen island, looks of both approval and anxiety written across their faces. Those two emotions were always combined in equal measure when Mona Isringhausen came to call.

Meetings with her often straddled the line between thrilling and terrifying.

I’d hired Mona the day we got back from overseas, while the shock of having our wedding broadcast to the world was still an open wound. Before that, she’d worked for Ramsey Engineering as their head of public relations: a ruthless, amoral businesswoman who kept some of the dirtier deeds the company had involved itself in over the past fifteen years from ever coming to light. Daniel once said that I was half the reason he was able to sleep so well at night—and that Mona was the other half of that equation. I was the hard worker who helped him build the company in the light, while Mona was the one who held the shovels and buried the competition under cover of darkness.

Daniel was joking when he told me Mona “knew where the bodies were buried,” but only just. There were a lot of things my mentor did in the corporate gladiatorial arena he’d never told me about, and Mona had her fingerprints on all of them. The woman was a shark.

Now, she was our shark.

Which was good, as I’d have hated to think of how we’d have fared if she was still working for my competitor. She’d probably have found a way to put me behind bars by now.

Mona was waiting on the front steps when I opened the door. “Good morning, Jack,” she said, glancing down the block as the van disappeared around the corner. “You sleep well?”

I gave Mona a sideways glance. I could never tell whether she was winding me up or not when she asked questions like that. “I’m alright,” I said.

“Good. You should rest while you can. It won’t be too long before your house is filled with the pitter-patter of little feet.” She glanced past me, into the foyer. “Is your wife up?”

I didn’t have to ask which wife Mona was talking about. She’d never been anything other than unfailingly polite to any of my women, but it was clearer than clear which of them was her favorite. She’d had a special bond with Yukiko almost from the moment we brought her on board. Probably because she’d been tickled pink by the story about my fiancee pulling out her spreadsheets in front of Daniel Avery and explaining to my mentor how she planned to both run our business and keep my other harem girls out of the public eye.

I never did get to bring Kiki to the office Christmas party, I realized. We’ll have to throw one hell of a good one at the end of the year.

“They’re all up,” I said, stepping aside to let Mona in. “Just having breakfast.”

“Perfect.”

I followed Mona into the kitchen. She walked in like it was a corporate boardroom, setting her briefcase on the counter and giving my wives the once-over. “Good morning, Avery family,” she said, flashing the kind of smile many of Ramsey Engineering’s enemies saw from the other side of a Zoom window before she fed them their own balls. “Are we ready for the war?”

“Can’t go to war,” Samantha said, setting her crackers aside. “Too nauseous.”

Mona noticed the look on the blonde’s face. “Having a rough time?”

“The roughest.”

“Morning sickness is actually a good sign,” Mona said, crossing her arms under her breasts. “Means the fetus is healthy. It can be a bitch, though.” She paused, pursing her lips in thought for a moment. “Yukiko, do you have any rubbing alcohol?”

My princess did a double take. “Yes. Upstairs in the bathroom cabinet.”

“Could you grab it for me, please? Also a couple of Q-tips, if you’ve got them.”

Yukiko shared a look with me. “Sure.”

“She’s pregnant,” Marcie protested.

“I’m not an invalid,” Yukiko insisted with a chuckle. “If I can’t handle a few stairs, we’ve got bigger problems than whatever Mona’s going to lay on our doorstep today.” She slid off of the barstool, closing the button in my shirt over her protruding belly. “Be right back. Don’t start without me.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Mona said to her back. “Mrs. Avery.”

Technically, all three of my women were Mrs. Avery. But no one doubted which one of my women Mona considered the ‘CEO’s wife’.

There was a beat of silence once Yukiko left the room, then Marcie turned to Miss Isringhausen. “We have plenty of food. Can I get you anything? Eggs, bacon, some OJ?”

Mona shook her head. “I ate. But I’d kill someone for a cup of coffee right now.”

The way she said it made me wonder if she ever had.

By the time Marcie poured Mona a mug of brew—of course she took it black—Yukiko was back with a bottle of rubbing alcohol and some Q-tips. Mona opened the first and dipped the second into the bottle, coating the little fuzzy tips with pungent fluid. The smell of astringent warred with the savory tang of bacon in my nostrils.

“Here,” Mona said, handing the first to Samantha. “Put it under your nose. Just sniff it, don’t inhale deeply. You’re not huffing the stuff, for God’s sake.”

Samantha looked skeptical, but she did as Mona asked. Slowly, her shoulders relaxed and her expression cleared. “I feel a little better,” she announced.

“Good. Clear your sinuses like that once every forty-five minutes or so. It’ll help with the nausea.”

“How did you know to do that?” Marcie asked. “Do you have kids, Mona?”

That could have been a landmine of a question, but Mona just shook her head. “My mother had dysautonomia,” she explained, looking more human than shark-like for a few moments. “Sometimes her internal wiring would go haywire in the middle of a PTA meeting, and she kept a little bottle of witch hazel in her purse for times she couldn’t re-up on Zofran. Kept her from puking on many occasions…”

Samantha was looking at the woman in a whole new light. “Thank you, Mona.”

She shrugged. “It’s nothing. Actually, I’m glad I managed to perform a good deed this morning. Because I’m going to have to start this meeting by doing something I haven’t been forced to do in a very, very long time.”

We all shared glances at that. What was up with Mona?

“I need to apologize, Jack,” she said, taking a sip of the coffee and looking straight at me. “We’ve been playing this game wrong. I’ve been playing it wrong. I thought we were in the long tail phase of this scandal and that a defensive stance could get us through to the other side. But what I’ve learned in the last twenty-four hours has shown me that that is clearly not the case.”

My pulse quickened. “What do you mean?”

It wasn’t the first time Mona had mentioned the phrase long tail to me. Essentially, it was the part of the whole business where we weren’t front-page gossip news anymore but had yet to fade completely from public memory.

Like Samantha said, every time we thought the storm had passed something came around to show us we were wrong—a think-piece, or some viral tweet that referenced us, or a quantitative breakdown of my harem.

It had to be said that some of the reactions to our story had been positive—but nowhere near enough. The ‘AverySnark’ subreddit was shrinking, but still pernicious.

“The first month was the most difficult,” Mona said, glancing at each of us in turn as she spoke. “But the worst and most damaging comparisons—the articles that drew a line between your personal life and certain cults of a sexual nature, or compared you to any number of unsavory figures of the last thirty years—have almost completely stopped.” She smiled fiercely. “Partially because I’ve threatened their authors with legal action, and partially because every time they reach out to an actual member of this scenario for comment, they get something different from what they expect. Apparently Delta Rho alumni are extremely vocal on this subject.”

“You’re goddamned right they are,” Samantha said, sounding more like herself after Mona’s morning sickness remedy. “They’re my girls, Mona.”

“The incident where one of your cheerleader friends threatened to fly to New York and ‘correct the record’ personally was most amusing,” Mona added. “I would have implicitly threatened violence rather than explicitly, but you can’t argue with results…”

“I don’t remember,” Marcie said. “Was that Heather, or Eva?”

“They were going to flip a coin for the privilege,” I said. I did remember. “It didn’t get that far, though.”

Yukiko set down the legal pad she’d picked up when she resumed her seat at the kitchen island. “The fact that you’re talking about all this in the past tense means it’s about to change,” she said. “Isn’t it?”

Mona’s lips formed a tight little line. “Unfortunately, yes,” she said, pushing through with a sigh. “I’d neglected the extent to which certain highly-placed people in the business world—namely, your rivals—have a vested interest in making sure the Avery name is well and truly run through the mud before you get a toehold in the marketplace. The new CEO of Ramsey Engineering, in particular, has what feels like almost a personal vendetta against you—”

I knew all about that, unfortunately. “Spit it out, Mona,” I said, suddenly feeling weary. Something told me an occasional paparazzi van outside of the Avery residence was about to become the least of my problems. “What direction is the punch coming from this time?”

Mona hesitated for just a second. “Are you familiar with Everything’s a Cult?”

I wasn’t—but from the look on her face, Yukiko was. “The podcast!?”

“Yes. They’re a weekly show that dissects cults and interviews former members. They’ve covered several large Hollywood scandals over the last few years: Twin Flames, the Teal Swan affair, that thing with the girl from Smallville. They usually do a three or four part series about them.” She paused. “Next week, they’re going to be dropping an episode about you.”

It was like Mona had tossed a grenade into the middle of the room. Yukiko’s jaw dropped; Marcie paled, and Samantha looked as if no amount of unorthodox morning sickness cures could keep her from throwing up all over the floor.

As for me, I was shocked, sure. But underneath it, I felt a different emotion.

Anger.

How the hell could they still be doing this to us? Hadn’t my women been hurt more than enough already?

“You’re kidding me,” Yukiko whispered. “Why? How?”

“You just said there’s nobody they can talk to who’ll badmouth us,” Marcie insisted.

“From what my sources say, they haven’t talked to anyone in the Stillwell chapter of Delta Rho. Nor have they interviewed anyone romantically linked to Jack. They’ve gone a… well, I’d call it a different route.”

Something told me I was going to hate this so goddamned much.

“And what would that route be?”

Mona’s bottom lip protruded, showing her teeth. “Current and former employees of Ramsey Engineering, mostly,” she said, covering her anxiety with a sip of her coffee. “And a handful of Stillwell citizens who were eyewitnesses to certain events—”

I knew exactly where she was going with this. “Elizabeth Baines,” I growled, saying her name the way you’d talk about a phantom raised from the dead. “They interviewed Elizabeth Baines?”

Marcie was gobsmacked. “They believed anything she had to say!?” she growled, lifting her spatula like she wanted to charge into battle with it. “That woman has zero credibility—”

“Elizabeth Baines,” Mona repeated. “And, apparently… Jessamyn Fawkes.”

This time it was Samantha who looked like she’d been hit in the face with something heavy. She was silent for a long moment, her face draining of color before turning scarlet.

“That fucking whore,” she finally whispered. “I’m going to kill her. I’m going to find her and kill her and I’m going to have to have this baby from a jail cell…”

“It’s bad,” Mona said. “But it is not insurmountable.”

“Are you kidding me?” Yukiko had her fingers in her hair, the stately calm she’d been embracing me with just a few minutes ago nowhere to be found. “Mona, Everything’s a Cult is insanely popular! Hundreds of thousands of people are going to hear some made-up, misleading bullshit about us, and this whole thing is going to go thermonuclear all over again!”

“We’ll be right back to square one, Daddy,” Samantha whispered, aghast.

“And right after we file the Articles of Incorporation for the Avery Company,” Marcie said, her expression hardening. “I don’t think that’s a coincidence, is it, Mona?”

The look on Mona’s face told me before her words did. “It is not. Whoever is behind this is undoubtedly timing it so that it kneecaps the Avery Company right out of the gate. It’s targeted. It’s vicious.” She paused. “It’s exactly what I would do if the people in charge of Ramsey Engineering asked me to come up with ways to bring you down.”

Great. “So we’re screwed,” I muttered.

Mona was already shaking her head. “Here’s the problem. We’ve been playing defense ever since this story came out. That would have been the play if this were a normal story, but it’s not. Every statement I’ve put out—every threat I’ve made on your behalf—has been reactive, rather than proactive. Every interview request we’ve declined has let someone else define who you are.” She set her coffee on the counter. “That ends now. Right now.”

Yukiko’s eyes widened. Out of all of us, my princess was most on the ball with where Mona was going with this. She could see the first shoe about to drop.

As if confirming that, Mona turned to her. “I’ve got you a slot on Morning Harbor in three days.”

All three of my wives gasped.

“The… the talk show?” Yukiko’s hand strayed to her belly, gripping it like she was a little afraid of a sudden attack. “The network TV morning talk show!?”

“They’ve asked a couple of times since the story broke, and I’ve been turning them down,” Mona said, her grin turning fierce. “I’m not turning them down any more. I’ve got you twelve minutes, live, national audience. Questions pre-screened and pre-approved by our people ahead of time, to help you steer the narrative. They’re framing it as ‘a conversation about modern family structures,’ but really, they just want all the juicy gossip.”

Yukiko was suddenly very quiet and very still. “You want me to go on TV?”

“It would be extremely helpful if you did,” Mona said. “You’re practically the co-CEO of the Avery Company, and Jack’s partner in crime. The polling we’ve done—it’s quite extensive, Daniel’s money has been well spent—shows that even the people who view this situation with scorn have a higher favorability rating towards you than anyone else involved in this fiasco.”

“May I see those?” Yukiko asked. Polls tickled the same part of my princess’s brain that spreadsheets did. “I’d love to read over them sometime.”

“I’ll make sure that you get a copy. The point is: we need to humanize you. Show that you’re not a victim—that you’re enjoying this just as much as your husband is.”

Yukiko looked like she’d swallowed a bug. “I’m going to have to admit to the whole world that I’m bisexual. That I’m sharing my husband’s wives. On national TV, you want me to do this?”

Mona rubbed the bridge of her nose. “What did you think being the CEO’s wife entailed, Yukiko?”

She didn’t hesitate. “Business plans. Corporate talks about ‘leaning in’ and photoshoots for the company website and making sure nobody found out about Samantha and Marcie unless it was their business to know.” Then she frowned. “But that got blown all to hell the second we stepped off the plane from Copenhagen.”

“I don’t know that I’m comfortable with all this,” I said.

Mona turned to me. “Comfort went out the window the second that videos of Delta Rho girls making out at your wedding showed up on TMZ, Jack. This is about survival.”

“Mona’s right,” Yukiko said, straightening. “This is what I signed up for, Jack. I’m your wife. Samantha and Marcie are, too, but I’m the one that people look at and say is your wife.” She glanced down at the swell of her belly. “I’ll get to see the questions ahead of time?”

Mona was already nodding. “You’re perfect for this. You’re smart, poised, gorgeous and heavily pregnant with twins. We’re going to literally be able to watch public perception of you change in real time.”

“No one’s going to be able to watch Kiki on that talk show and think she’s being taken advantage of,” Marcie said, studiously avoiding the g-word. “Not a chance.”

“You’ll do great,” Samantha insisted. “I know it’s going to be scary, Kiki, but you can do this. You’re absolutely the one who can make the best case for our family.”

Mona glanced up at the blonde with a smirk. “Oh, I’m sorry. Did you think you were going to be exempt from this?”

The color drained from Samantha’s face. “Excuse me?”

“You’re going on the offensive right along with her,” Mona said, grinning like a stuffed fox. “I got you a slot this Saturday with Fiona Hall on Call Your Daddy.”

You could have heard a pin drop in the room. Samantha stared at Mona for a moment like the woman had grown a second head, then her jaw hit the floor.

“No. Fucking. Way.” Samantha looked poleaxed. “What!?”

“It’s one of the most downloaded shows in the country—”

“I know what Call Your Daddy is!” Samantha blurted. “Oh my God, I used to worship Fiona Hall! That show used to be Delta Rho’s bible. I swear, Fiona manages to top herself, like, every episode. She’s insanely raunchy.” I could see the wheels spinning behind my babygirl’s eyes. “She interviews bad bitches, Mona. Influencers, actresses—porn stars, sometimes. What the hell am I going to do on CYD?”

Mona chuckled. “You’re going to be yourself,” she said with a shrug. “Nothing more, nothing less. She’s going to ask you a bunch of questions about this whole arrangement—your fellow wives, the other girls in Jack’s orbit, how the two of you got together—and you’ll answer them. Honestly.” She grinned. “In detail.”

I thought I was starting to follow her train of thought. “No,” I said. “Hell no.”

Mona’s expression darkened. “Jack—”

“You’re going to put her on a sex podcast,” I said through gritted teeth. “So she can talk about our sex life.”

Mona let out a mirthless laugh. “Jack, our polls say Samantha is the ‘bad girl’, alright? She’s the one who’s been caught on camera calling you ‘Daddy’ multiple times. I assure you that what most people think the two of you do on a daily basis is far worse than anything you’re actually doing—”

“It’s not some kink thing,” Samantha protested. “Jack being my Daddy is—”

Mona held up a hand. “I need to be clear about something,” she said, brisk and businesslike. “I do not care what it’s about. I wouldn’t care if this actually was some kind of sex cult. My job is to protect this company and keep the board—which, in this case, is all of you—out of the shit. That is the only thing I am concerned about.” She flashed a fierce grin. “And I am very good at it.”

“Everyone knows all this about us anyway,” Yukiko said beside me. “What’s the big deal in talking about it?”

“It’s different,” I rumbled. “Princess, I don’t want Samantha telling the entire country that you had your hand between her legs while I was getting her pregnant…”

“That is a perfect pull quote,” Mona said, taking Yukiko’s legal pad and scribbling on it. “Samantha, I want you to repeat that line verbatim—”

“No,” I said. “She’s not doing it. There’s not going to be a podcast.”

Mona glanced up at me, her lips forming a tight line. “Jack, Call Your Daddy makes other sex podcasts look like NPR. It is the single biggest podcast in the 18-35 women’s demographic: the exact people who, right now, are posting the vast majority of negative comments about you online. They’re profane, they’re frank, they’ve been fined by the FCC a dozen times and it does not matter because they refuse to apologize and they make so much money they can afford to pay up. This episode will break the internet. It’ll top the charts for the rest of the year, guaranteed.”

My hackles rose. “Mona—”

She cut me off. “This episode will come out three days before the Everything’s A Cult expose drops,” she said. “It will bury it, Jack. We’ll be topping the charts, and it won’t even crack the top twenty. I’ve heard Samantha talk about her ‘daddy’ and being ‘babygirl’. You let her talk to Fiona Hall for an hour and a half and she will be a lightning rod. That episode will be so big there won’t be any air left for another narrative.”

“That doesn’t mean—”

“Daddy.” Samantha’s voice was serious, which meant she really had recovered from her morning sickness somewhat. “I want to do this. I’m going to do this.”

“I just don’t want you to think that you have to, babygirl.”

Samantha took a sip of her ginger ale and managed to keep it down without grimacing. “We all have a part to play,” she explained, looking around the room. “Kiki’s your business partner. And I’m your babygirl.” She managed to grin. “Besides, let’s be real, everyone wants to know about this part of our relationship. The more we talk about it, the more jealous people are going to be of Kiki, Marcie and me. The more they’re going to realize this is love, not some kind of weird cult.”

“Exactly,” Mona said. “I scheduled it in the afternoon, so the morning sickness shouldn’t be a problem. But I’ll have Hall’s people keep a bucket on set, just in case.”

“I’m going with them,” I said. “Both of them.”

Mona’s lips flattened. “Jack, now is not the time for you to start making public appearances—”

“I won’t be on camera,” I said. “I’ll just be there for moral support. But I’m not letting Kiki or Samantha go into this kind of thing alone, Mona. Both of us know what kind of jackals these media people can be.”

Mona took a second. “Fine,” she said at last, with a little sigh. “I can move your schedule around to accommodate both events. To be honest, I’d already started working on it. I anticipated this request.”

“Good.”

Marcie was still standing at the stove with a spatula in her hand, watching the verbal back and forth like a game of tennis. “What about me?” she asked, sounding simultaneously eager and terrified. “What do you want me to do, Mona?”

“Nothing yet,” Mona said. “I’m still shopping you around: I have a few ideas of how we could deploy you at just the right moment to do maximum damage. Right now, your fellow wives are the vanguard. But it won’t stay that way for long.”

Marcie swallowed hard, then nodded. “I understand. I’ll be ready to help Uncle Jack.”

The way she held herself made me proud of her.

And yet, I couldn’t help but note that this was yet another way in which two of my wives were being separated, sent ahead of my third.

I made a mental note to check in on Marcie later and see how she was doing with all this.

“Wonderful,” Mona said. “I’ll make sure all three of you get with the proper people to prepare you ahead of time.” She turned to me, her voice slipping into the register she always used to deliver news which required my immediate attention. “Which brings us to our schedule for today, Jack.”

I took a careful sip of my coffee. “We’re taking a trip to the courthouse, right?”

Mona nodded. “It shouldn’t take long. The complaint is absolutely ridiculous.”

“Nothing that forces me to step into a courtroom is ridiculous,” I countered.

That brought a snort out of Mona. “The complaint’s made of tissue paper and they know it,” she said, sharing a knowing look with Yukiko. I knew the two of them had already gone over this days ago. “It’s a delaying tactic—pure and simple.”

“What’s going on?” Marcie asked. “I know my Dad’s old company did something, but I don’t remember what.”

“They’re filing an injunction against us,” Mona said briskly. “Trying to freeze Avery Corporation’s operating license before we’ve even used it.”

I could have sworn I heard a note of glee in her tone.

“What possible reason could they have for that?” I asked.

“They’re claiming members of the Avery Company absconded with Ramsey Engineering’s intellectual property when they ceased contact with their former employer.”

My eyes narrowed. “Mona, we have an entire dossier of company secrets. You compiled the damn thing for Daniel when he quit.”

Mona rolled her eyes. “Details. They have no proof I did anything of the sort—and even if I did, I certainly wouldn’t destroy your plausible deniability by telling you about it, Mr. Avery.”

“She doesn’t need to say it,” Marcie said, leaning against the counter. “Look at the way she’s smiling. You’d better not look at them that way in court, Mona.”

“Oh, I won’t be up front,” Mona insisted breezily. “I’ll be standing on the sidelines in our section of the courtroom, watching your husband and our legal counsel, fortunately. I certainly won’t be saying anything under oath that could be used against me one day…”

“I’m coming, too,” Yukiko said quickly.

Mona’s brows rose. “It’s going to be extremely boring.”

Yukiko shrugged. “I'm the Chief Operating Officer of the company and the wife of the CEO,” she insisted. “I intend to act like it.”

A beat passed, in which Mona gave Yukiko another one of those looks that made it clear she was her favorite of my wives. “It’s fine with me,” she said, tucking her documents back into her briefcase and snapping it closed. “Jack?”

“You’d be very welcome, princess,” I said, meaning it. “Court will be a hell of a lot more endurable with you standing at my side.”

Yukiko rose from the table with the kind of grace only a woman carrying your child is capable of. She went up on tiptoe and planted a kiss on my cheek, then walked around the table and draped her arms over Samantha’s shoulders, putting her forehead against the blonde’s. Lastly she stepped around the kitchen island and hugged Marcie from the side, rubbing the spot between her shoulder blades in a way that told me Marcie wasn’t the only one thinking about the fact that she hadn’t gotten pregnant yet. Kiki wasn’t going to say anything about it—she was far too tactful for that—but she still wanted Marcella to know she was in her corner.

“I’ll go get dressed,” Yukiko said. “How long do I have?”

“You have plenty of time,” Mona said. “You’ll both ride to the courthouse with me—I don’t think the McLaren is the right vehicle to show up to the hearing in. Might give opposing counsel the wrong idea.”

I grunted. “Someone’ll have to tell Yui. She finds out my car is free for the afternoon, she’ll probably take it for a joyride.”

Yukiko snickered from the door. “My mother’s doing a lot for us, Jack. The least you can do is let her take the sports car for a spin every now and then.” She paused, her expression turning serious. “That car and the twins are just about the only things that can cheer her up lately.”

I knew what she meant. Yukiko’s mother was Dr. Yui Tanaka, my mother-in-law and my therapist. Her divorce from Kiki’s father Ryuichi was finalized a little over a month ago, and it had hit her a lot harder than she or any of us had expected. Not that she regretted leaving Ryuichi—the man had cheated on her with his personal trainer, after all—but the fallout had been messier than any of us had anticipated. The end of a marriage, no matter how necessary, always left scars. Yui was a strong woman, but even the strongest people needed time to heal.

“I love your Mom,” Samantha said. “I mean, she’s pretty much my mom now, too. Tell her we’re here for her, okay? If there’s anything she needs, all she has to do is tell us.”

“Totally,” Marcie agreed.

Yukiko paused in the doorway, chewing on that for a moment. Coming to a decision.

“I was thinking of inviting her to stay with us,” she said, her lips pursed in thought. “I know she was planning on visiting for a few weeks to help out once the babies come, but God knows we could use the help now. And she’s been so down lately…”

“We’ve got five bedrooms,” Samantha said. “Mine, yours, Marcie’s, the master, and the one we’re using as an office right now. I’m sure we could make room.”

“I just don’t know,” Yukiko whispered. A strange look flickered across her face. “Would you be okay with that, Jack? Potentially?”

Would I? I thought it over. “She’s going to be here when the twins are born regardless,” I said. “You know I love your mother, princess. I’m sure you’d appreciate having her around, too.”

“Why don’t you give her your room, and you can bunk in the master with Jack?” Marcie suggested. “Sam and I don’t mind. We’re in there most of the time anyway.”

It was a known fact that although they each technically had their own bedrooms, they almost never slept there. It was more about giving each woman their own personal space—a room with a door where they could get away for a while and decompress in their own way. Where my princess could read, my babygirl could dance (not that she’d been doing a lot of that since the morning sickness) and my angel could paint and do puzzles.

“I know,” Yukiko said. “It’s just…”

She trailed off.

Suddenly she shook herself. “We’ll talk about it later,” she said, giving me a quick glance. “I’m going to go get ready.”

Then she was heading down the hall, taking the stairs up to her room.

The kitchen was quiet for a few moments once she was gone. The only sounds were Marcie quietly stacking plates in the sink and the occasional sniff from Samantha as she dabbed another rubbing alcohol-soaked q-tip underneath of a nostril.

I was still thinking of the whole Yui thing when I realized Mona was watching me.

“There’s one other thing I forgot to mention,” she said.

Instantly I knew she hadn’t forgotten anything. Mona wasn’t a forgetful sort of person.

“What’s that?”

“The hearing,” she said, choosing her words carefully. “It’s possible that she’ll be there.”

I knew exactly who Mona was talking about.

“If that’s the case,” I said, “then I’m looking forward to finally meeting her face to face.”

Mona nodded once, something settling in her expression.

Neither Samantha or Marcie said anything about it. But I could see the worry in their eyes.

Samantha lowered her ginger ale. Her color was better than it had been a few minutes ago, and she looked like she’d passed through the worst of that morning’s nausea. She leaned over and took my hand, giving it a squeeze and cocking her head to the side. There’s my babygirl, I thought.

“Kiki on TV and me on a podcast,” she murmured, amazed. “With Fiona Hall. We’re really doing this, aren’t we, Daddy?”

It wasn’t a question. Not really. “We are, babygirl.”

“Good,” Samantha said. “I’ve been waiting for the part where we finally fight back.”

A few minutes later, Yukiko came back down the stairs. “I’m going to need to go maternity shopping soon,” she said, giving her blazer and pencil skirt a desultory look. “I’m so freaking bloated…”

“You’re gorgeous,” I told her, meaning it. “I’m so proud of you, princess.”

She gave me a kiss. “After we get this court stuff done, we’ll talk about my mom,” she said, lacing her fingers through mine. “Then, maybe… we could take the rest of the afternoon off?”

I knew what that meant. Time off meant all three of my wives in the master bedroom, snuggled under the blankets wearing very little clothing.

“That sounds perfect, princess.”

I couldn’t wait.

But first, we had a hell of a lot on our docket for the day.


Chapter Three

“You know,” I said, “I haven’t been inside a courthouse in almost twenty years.”

A light rain fell from a leaden sky as we made our way across Boston. The windshield wipers of Mona’s SUV swished back and forth across the glass as we pulled onto the downtown expressway, blurring my view of the city skyline. Mona was in the driver’s seat, with her suitcase and a stack of papers on the passenger, while Yukiko and I sat in the back, my princess’s hand gently squeezing mine.

Kiki glanced over, startled out of her thoughts. “Since Lauren?” she asked.

I nodded.

She was quiet for a moment, the wheels turning behind her eyes. “You’re not talking about the wedding, are you, Jack?”

I closed my eyes for a second. Smart girl, I thought. “No. Lauren and I got hitched at the city clerk’s office back in Bozeman. This was after. There was some stuff with the insurance that had to be sorted out.” I paused, my throat tightening. “I had to sit in a little room and listen to two lawyers bicker for three-quarters of an hour over who was going to cut me a check that I didn’t care about in the slightest.”

Yukiko’s fingers tightened around mine. “God,” she whispered. “Jack, I’m so sorry.”

I shook my head. “It was a long time ago,” I said, noting the way Mona’s hands had gone still on the steering wheel. “Barely worth mentioning.”

“This won’t be as bad as that,” Mona said from the driver’s seat. “I promise you.”

“I know,” I said.

Yukiko rested her head on my shoulder. “I’m still sorry you had to go through all that alone. I can’t believe they dragged you into court to quibble over your insurance when you were still grieving Lauren. Bastards.”

I slid an arm around her waist. “I wasn’t completely alone,” I said, remembering. “Daniel was there.”

Yukiko sat up a little straighter. “Daniel?”

“He’s… he’s never been great at all the emotional stuff,” I said, thinking about those days. “But he was there for me when it counted. He stayed in Montana for a while to help me deal with all the Lauren fallout, then went back to Boston when he was done.” I paused. “He showed up. That counts for a hell of a lot in my book.”

There was silence in the car for a moment.

“It’s funny,” I continued, glancing over at Yukiko. “When Mona told me we were going to have to show up in court, I was nervous. Not because we’re going to have to deal with Ramsey Engineering’s lawyers—God knows half those people couldn’t find their asses with a map—but because I figured it would bring all of that back. And it did. But it’s not wrecking me like I expected it to. I used to not be able to think about things like that for very long—I’d get too emotional, I’d bury it. These days, it really doesn’t hurt.” I smiled to show I meant it. “Your mother’s therapy sessions must be doing me a world of good.”

Yukiko smiled back. “She’s very good at what she does,” my wife said. “I’m really glad the two of you get along so well.” She paused, giving me the once-over. “You haven’t had an attack since graduation, right?”

I nodded. I’d come close a time or two—I’d developed a worrying habit of startling awake in the middle of the night with my heart racing a mile a minute over the last few weeks—but the coping strategies Kiki’s mother taught me were helping. And in daylight hours, I hadn’t so much as felt one on the horizon in months. The closest was the day we stepped off the plane from Copenhagen to find out our wedding videos got leaked to TMZ.

“Been good so far,” I said. “Other than the occasional nocturnal disturbance.”

“I keep telling you to wake me up when that happens,” Yukiko whispered, running a thumb down my cheek.

“And I keep telling you you need your rest, princess.”

Kiki shook her head. “You’re important to me, Jackson Avery. I care about your health—physical and mental. If you need someone to talk to in the middle of the night, I’m here. Or Samantha is, or Marcie.”

“I appreciate the offer, princess,” I said, meaning it. “But I’m fine. I’m usually not up for more than ten or fifteen minutes before I go back to sleep. It’s not a big deal.”

She nodded, but she still looked worried. “Promise you’ll talk to my Mom about it?”

“Promise.”

Mona cleared her throat from the front seat. “You’ve genuinely never had to go to court since moving to Boston, Jack?”

“No. Why, should I have?”

I caught her smile in the rear view mirror. “I’m just shocked you’ve never gotten a speeding ticket for that hot rod of yours.”

I leaned forward and tapped the back of the passenger seat headrest, chuckling. “Says the woman whose Beamer is just as souped up as my McLaren.”

There was a beat of silence. Mona’s eyes flickered to mine in the mirror.

“I don’t get tickets,” she said, flashing that sharklike grin.

I thought about the way she got that paparazzi fleeing for his life after a fifteen second conversation and figured she probably didn’t, at that.

Mona took the next exit off of the freeway and turned onto a busy city street. The buildings in this part of town were tall enough that their shadows shaded the sidewalk. Pedestrians clustered at crossings, waiting for the DON’T WALK sign to tick over into the WALK one. Every third or fourth person was carrying an umbrella, it looked like.

At some point, I glanced over and noticed Yukiko worrying the interior of her cheek with her tongue. She wasn’t puffing it out the way she did when she was offering me oral—in fact, she looked like sex was fairly far from the top of her mind at that moment. I had a pretty good idea of why.

“How are you feeling about all this?” I asked my wife.

Yukiko glanced over at me like a woman snapping out of a trance. Yep, she was definitely in her own head right now. “Mona’s right about the hearing—it’s a slam dunk,” she said almost robotically. “Honestly, I’m not sure why Ramsey Engineering went to the trouble of filing the injunction, unless they really like wasting their lawyers’s time—”

“I’m not talking about the hearing,” I said quietly.

Yukiko swallowed hard.

“Morning Harbor,” I said.

Suddenly Kiki was very interested in whatever was happening outside of her window. “It’s fine,” she said, her voice tight. “I’m fine.”

Mona stiffened.

I pulled her to me, her seatbelt stretching a bit as her head found my shoulder. “Princess, it’s really okay if you’re not,” I told her.

Yukiko was already shaking her head. “This is what I signed up for,” she said, sounding like she was trying to convince herself. “I asked for all of this, Jack. I wanted to be your right-hand girl, to stand next to you when we built this empire. I wanted to be the CEO’s wife. Which means giving interviews.”

“Yeah, to women’s STEM programs and engineering podcasts,” I said. “Maybe a Ted Talk somewhere down the line. You didn’t sign up for national TV, princess. Not sitting underneath a dozen cameras answering questions about the most intimate parts of your life while a bunch of people on the internet gossip over it like it’s a reality TV show.”

“I know I can do it,” Yukiko said, firmer this time. “And Mona’s right—we need this. We need to counter the narrative. If I go out there and banter with the hosts and give poised, thoughtful answers to their questions, it’ll defang that Everything’s A Cult expose before it can get off the ground. It’ll cool things down. Maybe we won’t have black vans sitting outside of our house anymore.”

I knew all that. Intellectually, I knew it. And if anyone could go out there and make the case that the Avery clan was normal—well, not normal, but certainly happy and not worth all this fuss—it was Yukiko. I knew she’d be able to handle herself, even if the hosts tried to pull some funny shit and go off-script.

But I still worried about her.

“Jack?” Mona’s voice traveled from the front seat. “Please do not talk your wife out of conducting this interview.”

Yukiko laughed. “He’s not talking me out of anything, Mona. He just wants to protect me.” Her hand strayed to the swell of her belly. “All of me.”

“What if they ask her something inappropriate?” I asked Mona.

Mona’s eyes narrowed. “First of all, they won’t,” she said, sounding every bit like the shovel-holding woman who’d protected all of Ramsey Engineering’s darkest secrets. “Trust me, they wouldn’t dare. And if they somehow did, I think you know what Yukiko would do. She’d look properly scandalized, think about the question for a few moments—then give an answer so poised and polished that everyone ends up feeling kind of ridiculous for trying to get one over on her in the first place.”

Yukiko grinned at that. “I don’t know why you’re worried about me having to answer inappropriate questions, Jack. I’m not the one going on Call Your Daddy.”

“I already know that show’s going to be depraved,” I said, leaning back. “That’s the difference. Nothing this Fiona Hall woman asks Samantha is going to come off as a surprise.”

“Honestly, I’m a little tempted to drop in myself,” Kiki mused. “Samantha is more comfortable being the center of attention than I am, but if the market research thinks I’m somehow less kinky than her, those podcast listeners would be in for one hell of a shock.”

“That’s not good for our brand at the moment,” Mona said. Then she smiled. “But I’ll put it on the calendar for later.”

Before I could respond, Mona took the next turn. “We’re here,” she announced.

We certainly were.

The courthouse looked more or less the way I’d expected: an imposing gray building made of stone, with thick doric columns in the front and a roof so solid and stable I doubted an earthquake could have moved it. To my surprise, Mona didn’t drive up to the parking circle—she headed around the back, slipping into an alleyway between the building proper and the parking deck of an office building just behind it. She pulled a three-point turn at a bend in the road and slipped the BMW into reverse, stopping right in front of a service door.

Another vehicle was already parked there. One I recognized.

Yukiko saw it and smiled. “Oh, nice,” she said, leaning across my lap. “Tash is here!”

Tasha Davis stood at the service door with her hands in her pockets and a serious expression on her face. Her shoulder-length braids had been gathered into an elegant bun, like a halo framing her determined features. She was dressed casually, in a flannel button down, blue jeans and black boots, with a pair of dark sunglasses to match.

Only the little earbud in one ear marked her as anything besides an ordinary civilian.

Tasha grinned as I opened the car door then moved around to the other side to help Yukiko out. “Morning, Jack,” Tasha said, leaning in and giving me a peck on the cheek. When she got close, I could hear music coming out of her earbud—a propulsive guitar riff and the word rattlesnake shouted over and over again. I figured I knew who that was. “The outside of the building’s clear. No paps with long lenses waiting to snap pictures of us.”

Like the other members of my harem, Tasha had packed up her things a couple months ago and moved to Boston to join the Avery Company. Unlike most of my women, Tash hadn’t had to wait for us to officially open for business to start working. As my Head of Security, she’d slotted neatly into the role almost as soon as the videos of my wedding broke. Everything from the locks on our future office space to the alarm system on my house had been picked out by her. Any doubts the rest of the group might have had about her fitness for the role vanished the first time we watched her tackle someone who’d tried to put a hand on Yukiko at an open house in one of the neighborhoods in Boston we’d considered moving into. 

The guy had turned out to be harmless (he’d actually been trying to ask Yukiko where I was so he could ask for my autograph), but the incident still chilled my blood. Having Tasha watching over my professional and my personal security needs helped me sleep a hell of a lot better at night.

It also didn’t hurt that she was gorgeous, madly in love with me, and had the kind of taste in music that made people who called themselves ‘eclectic’ look boring by comparison.

There was no ring on Tasha’s finger yet, but only because things had been so busy since we’d touched back down in the US. Her and Maria Alvarez (the two had a special bond even within the harem, both being professional women almost a decade older than the rest of my romantic partners) were both next on the list, as soon as I had a few quiet moments to pop the question.

“Morning, Tasha,” I said, following up her cheek peck with a longer kiss on the lips. It never failed to make me feel good to see the way the normally-unflappable cop got flustered when I did that. “Thanks for dropping in so early.”

She grinned. “All part of the job.”

“Any issues?” Mona asked, glancing up and down the block.

Tasha shrugged. “Couple gawkers,” she said, gesturing towards the front of the courthouse. “Also a big group of suits came in a few minutes ago. I figure that’s probably Ramsey Engineering’s legal team.”

Mona checked her watch. “Damn. They’re even earlier than we are. We should head inside.”

Tasha nodded. “You should be fine inside the courthouse. I’ll keep watch out here—I’ve got a couple of people out front reporting in. If a news van arrives or something like that, I’ll meet you in the lobby and escort you out.”

That sounded prudent. “Did you hire more security guards?” I asked.

Another one of those grins I loved so much split Tasha’s face. “Hell no. I decided to put some of the lazier girls to work.”

As if summoned by her words, the earbud in Tasha’s ear gave a faint crackle. “Hey, why’d you turn the music off, Tash? We were enjoying that!”

We?

I blinked. “You’ve got the cheerleaders watching the front of the courthouse?”

“I mean, they’re just going to sit around all day and talk about how much they wanna bang you otherwise,” Tasha chuckled. “As long as they’re drawing a paycheck, they might as well be doing something to help us out.”

“Is Jack here yet?” A voice sizzled from the earbud—I was pretty sure it was Eva’s. “Did you cut the music off ‘cause Jack’s here?”

“Does he want a quick blowie before court?” That was definitely Heather. “We could, like, totally meet him in the men’s bathroom in, like, ninety seconds…”

“We don’t have our plugs in,” Eva added on cue. “But that just means it’d be even easier for Daddy to bend us over and—”

Tasha tapped the earbud, her cheeks turning scarlet. “Please keep your eyes on the parking circle,” she said, trying hard not to laugh. “I don’t want any surprises out there, okay?”

“The only surprise would be if we actually get to fuck Jack today,” one of the cheerleaders grumbled. “I know he’s got three wives now and everything, but like, we could totally be awesome mistresses!”

“I will let Jack know how horny you are,” Tasha said, giving me a significant glance. 

There was a pause. “Tell him how you told us you want to volunteer to be his personal ‘objection’ button if he needs to blow off some steam after,” the coed giggled. “Get him all hot and bothered so he’ll bang us all like the judge’s gavel after this stupid ‘injunction’ thing gets thrown out of court—”

“Ten-four,” Tasha said, the word coming out strangled. She locked eyes with me, the flush on her cheeks suddenly a great deal more genuine than before. “I cannot believe those two,” she added in a whisper.

“I can,” Yukiko said serenely. “I’ve heard about what Jack did to both of them in the wedding tent before we all said our vows.” She elbowed me gently, the corner of her mouth curling in a smirk. “He’s told me all about it in the bedroom. Several times.”

Tasha gave us both an intense look. “You’ve really gotta start having all of us over one or two nights each week…”

“Once we get unpacked, I promise we will,” Yukiko said. “We’ll throw one hell of a housewarming party. I know everyone’s been waiting. And after, I’ll make a joint spreadsheet everyone can put their schedules on.”

“You and those spreadsheets,” Tasha chuckled. Then she turned serious. “Alright, y’all get in there before someone comes.”

“Text us if anything happens?” I asked.

Tasha was already shaking her head. “No can do. The signal in the courthouse is lousy. You won’t have any connection inside.” She smiled. “Technically they’re supposed to take your phones at the security checkpoint, but something tells me Mona won’t have any trouble getting you through it without getting frisked…”

Something told me she was right. “Alright. You’ll come get us if there’s a problem?”

Tasha put two fingers to her forehead. “Bet.”

Mona was already holding the service door open. “Shall we?”

I gave Tasha one last kiss, took Yukiko’s hand, and let my princess into the courthouse.


Chapter Four

The interior of the courthouse looked far less imposing than the exterior.

The service hallway took us to a small employee elevator, which Mona opened with a keycard she got from God only knows who. The inside was about the size of a shoebox, and I found myself squeezed against Yukiko as we rode up from the lower level. My princess used the opportunity to grab a couple shameless handfuls of my ass, which Mona pretended not to notice.

The wing of the courthouse we entered looked like the decor hadn’t been changed since the 1980’s. The corridors smelled of disinfectant; the carpet was threadbare and had probably once been crimson, but had faded over time to puce. Those long tubes of fluorescent lighting I’d never been a fan of ran the length of the ceiling, buzzing like hornets as we passed and washing out all the colors.

As I walked, Yukiko’s hand in mine, I thought of the last time I’d been in a courtroom.

And then I let it go.

The ease with which I did it surprised me. It felt like a sigh of released tension, or like rubbing an old ache out of the arch of your foot after a walk. The old wounds were still there, and maybe a part of me would always feel a little twinge when something in my life reminded me of Lauren. But with Yukiko by my side, Samantha and Marcie at home, and a half-dozen other women orbiting me, depending on me, it was a lot easier to remember how much I was needed in the here and now.

As if sensing the change, Yukiko glanced over at me. “You okay?” she asked.

I lifted her hand to my lips and kissed it. “Never better, princess.”

She beamed. “I will never get tired of you calling me that,” she whispered.

“If you two are finished flirting,” Mona said, her tone as dry as dust, “those would be our fucking enemies just up ahead.”

The Ramsey Engineering legal team was already in the corridor outside the courtroom. Tasha hadn’t been lying about a big group: I counted eight suits, then a ninth when one stepped out from behind two of the others. Most of them looked like they weren’t entirely sure why they were here: I got the sense my former employer had decided to send the whole team more as an intimidation tactic, rather than actually needing so many lawyers for what would likely be a very simple meeting.

They certainly looked impressive, though. Shiny shoes, expensive threads, tasteful toupees. If you weren’t looking too closely, you could almost mistake them for people who knew what they were doing.

Mona gave them a withering glance. “Amateurs,” she muttered.

The security checkpoint stood between us and the suite of courtrooms. I surrendered my keys, wallet and phone, putting them in a little dish before stepping through. When I set the thing off anyway, they ran one of those magnetic wands over me before gruffly sending me through. Mona and Yukiko passed through security without incident; by the time I joined them, they’d already met up with our legal counsel.

“Miss Klein,” I said, extending a hand as I reached the trio. “It’s good to see you.”

Saskia Klein came with Mona’s highest possible recommendation. She wasn’t anyone’s idea of what a high-powered lawyer looked like: over sixty, with a mess of graying hair tied back in a ponytail, she looked less like she was about to step into a courtroom than into the kitchen to bake her grandchildren some cookies. Her suit probably cost less than what the Ramsey Engineering legal team was preparing to spend on lunch after this hearing, and the watch on her wrist was a little digital Casio she’d probably picked up at Walmart while grocery shopping.

Any lawyer who’d tangled with Saskia Klein had underestimated her because of these things. And all of them had wound up sorely regretting it.

“Mr. Avery,” Saskia said with a nod. “I was just telling your wife that I’ll be shocked if this takes us longer than a half-hour.” Her gaze traveled over my shoulder. “They certainly emptied out the whole henhouse today, didn’t they?”

I couldn’t help but chuckle at that. “I doubt they see themselves that way,” I said.

“They should,” Saskia said, still watching them. “They’re being paraded around to make a point.” She craned her neck, peering down the hall. “I wonder if the fox will put in an appearance.”

I knew who that had to be. “Mona said she might.”

Saskia nodded. “That wouldn’t surprise me, either. How many of those men are new hires, Mona?”

Next to me, Mona chuckled. “Pretty much all of them. This isn’t about winning—it’s about sending a message.”

“‘We have more time and money than you’,” Yukiko murmured. My princess had a legal pad under her arm, a pen tucked behind her ear, and a look on her face like she was ready for battle. “Honestly, it’s getting a little annoying. We haven’t even cut the ribbon on the Avery Company yet and they’re still throwing all these roadblocks in our path…”

Yukiko trailed off.

Because a woman had just rounded the corner, accompanied by a bulky-looking bodyguard.

And it was her.

The first thing I noticed about her was how young she looked. No one was going to confuse her for a Delta Rho girl, but if she was more than a year or two older than Maria or Tasha, I’d buy a hat and eat it. Her charcoal suit jacket was simple but fit her like something obviously tailored, while her pencil skirt and high heels would have made Kiki’s mother envious. Dark hair flowed in shimmering waves down her back, framing an oval face with large, expressive eyes and a slightly upturned nose. Her full lips seemed stuck in a permanent pout, while her cheekbones made her look like she should either be walking a runway or having brunch with a bunch of Hollywood executives.

Victoria Ruocchio. Ramsey Engineering’s new CEO.

The fact sheet Mona compiled on her flickered through my head as she strode down the corridor. An MBA from Princeton, and before that a finance degree from Georgetown that she’d apparently knocked so far out of the park her professors were still bragging about it. She’d made Forbes’ ‘30 Under 30’ list for her work with Virago Capital, and the article (which I’d read about a dozen times in the last few weeks) used terms like the future of leadership and shattering the glass ceiling to describe her, among other effusive praise. She’d taken over Ramsey Engineering shortly after my wedding to great fanfare, and she’d spent the last few months making everyone who doubted her fitness for the role regret their words very, very deeply.

You see, the Forbes article hadn’t mentioned anything about her family.

The Ruocchios were old money in New Jersey—Victoria’s grandfather helmed Ruocchio Construction back in the 1940’s, and her father took over the family business in the 80’s and expanded it into a dozen different markets. Shipping, real estate, bars and nightclubs along with some construction work. All perfectly legitimate business ventures.

And some which, depending on who you talked to, were less than legal.

There was no question the family had pivoted into being completely above-board by the time Victoria was in high school, and the transition had been smooth enough that even the family’s most determined detractors had mostly given up asking questions. Mona’s digging found an FBI file from the 1990’s showing that the feds were briefly curious about the Ruocchio family’s business dealings—and then almost immediately stopped being curious once they entered the family’s orbit. She’d found that extremely impressive.

So there was nothing confirmed. Nothing to worry about—except for the old rumors about bodies buried in the Pine Barrens and suspiciously human-shaped parcels being tossed off of Ruocchio cargo vessels in the middle of the night. Or the oddly large numbers of car accidents enemies of the family wound up getting into in the last two decades of the twentieth century.

Of course, according to Mona, Victoria herself was clean. Squeaky clean. The kind of clean that is so demonstrable and aggressive that it kind of makes the hair on the back of your neck stand up to think of how much effort it must have took.

A New Jersey MBA whiz-kid whose enemies whisper about her getting her Dad to ‘whack you’ if you cross her, I thought, watching her walk. I wonder how many times she’s heard the words ‘Meadow Soprano’ in the last ten years?

She approached the double-doors of the courtroom without turning or looking around. At the last moment, the doors swung open like she’d hit them with a blast of Jedi mind magic. Neat trick, I thought, noting the way both of the bailiffs who’d opened the courtroom nodded at Ramsey Engineering’s team as they followed their CEO into the court. Another little display meant to intimidate me.

It wasn’t working.

“That’s her,” Yukiko whispered, her voice filled with both awe and dread.

“She’s shorter than I expected,” Mona said dryly.

Saskia watched the door. “Hard to believe someone so young is in charge of a firm like Ramsey Engineering,” she said. Then she gave Yukiko a long look. “Although perhaps it’s not quite that absurd.”

Her words made my princess smile. “I’m a little shocked she’s actually here. You don’t think her legal team’s got some kind of trick up their sleeve, do you?”

Saskia was already shaking her head. “Not unless they hid something during discovery. And if they did, I’ll have grounds to file a continuation—it won’t be an issue today. We’ll have time to handle it.”

“This isn’t about the injunction,” Mona said. “Neither of you speak to her if you can help it. Don’t make it look like you want to, either.”

I harrumphed at that. “Surely we can be civil—”

“This woman’s almost assuredly the one behind your wedding videos leaking all over the internet,” Mona reminded me. “The civil train left the station the second those jackals at TMZ got involved.”

“I’ll handle her,” Yukiko said.

Mona was quiet for a second. “Yes,” she said, a faint smile spreading across her face. “I believe you will. Shall we?”

The courtroom turned out to be smaller than I expected. I’d been in boardrooms that were bigger—and I felt certain that Miss Ruocchio had, as well. I kept my gaze off of her as she took a seat behind the opposing counsel’s table, crossing one leg over the other and keeping her eyes forward. The lighting in here was less harsh, at least, though the carpets were still stained and faded.

We took our seats: Yukiko at my left, Mona on my right, and Saskia standing behind the table organizing papers with the quiet efficiency of a woman who’d done this tens if not hundreds of times before. Across the aisle, the battalion of stuffed suits Ramsey Engineering brought to the circus crowded around their table, glad-handing and slapping each other’s backs. Victoria didn’t bother watching them—she kept her eyes on the judge’s bench, quietly waiting. Her bodyguard sat two chairs away, no less quiet but far more intense.

The bailiff told us to rise, and we did. The judge—a middle-aged man who looked like he probably played folk songs in coffeehouses on the weekends—took his seat, and the hearing was quickly called to order.

What followed was—and I say this with absolutely no exaggeration—one of the most boring half-hours of my life.

Ramsey Engineering’s lead counsel made a droning speech that was heavy on rhetoric and short on facts. Their claim was straightforward: former employees of Ramsey Engineering had taken proprietary data along with them when they’d departed the company, and handed that information over to me. Client relationships, confidential engineering methodologies, the firm’s five-year business plan—that sort of thing.

They wanted to make the case that the Avery Company’s business model was, in essence, built off of stolen intellectual property. Never mind that it was my property to begin with—that I’d been second-in-command at the firm for the better part of twenty years. My former employer insisted the court needed to lock down our operating license until the matter could be fully litigated.

Technically, some of the things they accused us of were true. Mona had taken a bunch of Ramsey Engineering’s dirt with her when left the company, but only because she’d been the one heaping it on the firm’s enemies back when she was head of HR.

But they had no evidence of any of it. I knew they didn’t, because if they had, they’d have led with it.

The man went on and on for nearly ten minutes—I wished I’d set the timer on my Tag Heuer so I could get the exact count. (I’d once used that watch’s chronograph feature to time something much more fun with two of my harem girls). Saskia let him finish, watching the man all the while like he was some exotic species of bug she’d discovered sitting on her kitchen counter.

And the second he was done, she stood up, adjusted that little Casio watch on her wrist, and surgically dismantled his entire argument.

She had the receipts. My non-compete clause had expired five years ago and never been renewed: an error on Daniel’s part, and one that I was truly grateful for. But what was far more devastating was Daniel’s own documentation. My mentor had gladly handed his laptop over to Mona when the injunction was filed, and she and Yukiko had made the case that not only were our engineering methodologies not stolen—Ramsey Engineering couldn’t even enforce their own copyright under state law.

At some point, Yukiko leaned forward in her chair. She’d caught something—some inconsistency or buried admission tangled up in Ramsey Engineering’s opening statement—and whispered it hurriedly into our lawyer’s ear.

Saskia’s eyebrows rose. She looked at Yukiko for a long moment, and then a slow smile spread across her face—the kind two competitors on the same team make when they’ve truly proven each other’s mutual respect.

“Good catch,” she whispered. “Your Honor, I’d also like to point out that the employment contracts Ramsey Engineering is trying to enforce today violate statute 21-point-three of the Massachusetts legal code…”

Yukiko sat back down in her chair and winked.

“You did good, princess,” I whispered, giving her hand a squeeze.

She blushed so cutely that I fell in love with her all over again. “Thanks. Saskia’s killing it.”

She really was. By the time both sides began trading arguments in front of the judge, it was clear that we were winning. Ramsey Engineering’s team knew it, too—I could swear I saw a couple of them checking their phones when they thought no one was looking. Even the judge looked a little impatient. Like all of them were waiting for the farce to be over—

I froze.

They’re waiting for the farce to be over.

I should have felt incredible about that. Yukiko looked as pleased as a fox who’d just been promoted to henhouse inspector, Saskia was dismantling Ramsey Engineering’s legal advisors without even trying, and Mona kept elbowing me in the ribs and mouthing we’ve got this and told you so. Things were going great.

So why was my heart thundering in my chest like a fucking jackhammer?

It started somewhere around our opponents’ rebuttal. The lights in the room suddenly felt too bright, the air too stuffy and hot. Something—not quite a panic attack, but not exactly not a panic attack, either—bubbled under the surface of my awareness, like I’d forgotten something incredibly important and was about to regret it.

The more I tried to push it down, the worse it got. Sweat broke out on my forehead.

Calm down, Jack, I told myself. Don’t pass out. Not now. Not when we’re so close…

No, we weren’t close. We were clearly going to win this thing.

And that was the problem.

Because why send so many goons after a lost cause? Why set up all this sound and fury if it was just going to signify fucking nothing?

I thought about it.

And then I glanced over my shoulder and looked at Victoria Ruocchio.

The new CEO of Ramsey Engineering was sitting perfectly still. Legs crossed, hands in her lap, unreadable expression written across her gorgeous, Italian-American features. She wasn’t watching the judge. She wasn’t watching Saskia dismantle the legal team, or responding to an e-mail on her phone or whispering commands to her bodyguard. She wasn’t doing any of the things you’d expect a CEO watching her case go sideways in real time to be doing.

She was watching me.

And she was smiling.

It hit me like a bucket of ice water poured over my head. She planned this.

Victoria Ruocchio knew perfectly damn well this injunction was bullshit. The legal battle, the dragging us into court, the parading a bunch of lawyers around in some maladjusted idea of a pissing contest—none of it was about winning.

But it also wasn’t even about intimidation, the way Mona thought.

It was about us. This was about getting me and Yukiko into a building with no cameras, where there was no cell signal, on the other side of a security checkpoint.

Ramsey Engineering’s new CEO wanted to see us in person.

Study us. Take our measure.

And do something worse?

I wasn’t sure what else she had planned once this hearing was over. But all at once, I realized that what I’d mistaken for a panic attack was my danger sense going off of the fucking scale.

“The court finds in favor of the defendant," the judge drawled. The words were exactly what I’d been hoping to hear, but they barely registered. “The motion for injunctive relief is denied—the Avery Company may proceed with its planned operations, effective immediately.”

Victoria winked.

Saskia closed her briefcase with a satisfying snap. Mona pumped her fist, while Yukiko grabbed my arm, the swell of her belly pressing against my side as her eyes shone with triumph. “We did it, Jack,” she whispered, looking proud enough to burst. “We won—”

“We need to leave,” I whispered. “Right now.”

Yukiko blinked, the smile falling off her face. “What’s wrong?”

“Something’s off,” I said, looping Mona and Saskia into the conversation. “This whole trial was a setup, and not the kind we were anticipating. There’s another shoe about to drop here.”

I watched understanding dawn on Mona’s face. “Shit,” she snapped.

Exactly.

“Service door,” I said, taking Yukiko’s hand. “We need to get to Tasha.”

Say this for Mona Isringhausen: when it mattered, she could size up a situation faster than pretty much anyone I knew. She took Saskia’s arm and moved, gesturing for us to follow.

We did. We filed out through the gallery door into the corridor. The security checkpoint was empty now—most of the Ramsey team was either commiserating outside or had already fucked off to their lunch reservations.

Not Victoria Ruocchio, though. Something told me she was sticking close.

Her seat had been empty by the time we left. When did she leave? I hadn’t seen it.

“Do I need to start screaming?” Yukiko asked, matching my stride.

That caught me off-guard. “Screaming?”

She nodded. “A pregnant woman starts screaming, people notice. Would make it hard for Miss Ruocchio to try any funny business.”

“I like the way your mind works,” I told her, putting a hand on the small of her back. “But let’s try to get out of here with a minimum of fuss.”

Mona led us down the corridor away from the security checkpoint and down a set of concrete stairs. “It’s right over here,” she announced, gesturing towards a set of double doors at the end of the next hall. “Service entrance. The car’s parked right outside—”

A figure stepped out into the hall. Two figures.

All at once, Victoria Ruocchio was standing there, like she’d been waiting for us all day. Her shoulders were against the wall, her arms crossed beneath her breasts, the sleeves of the charcoal blazer pulled up to expose her wrists. Her bodyguard stood about ten feet away—close enough to be useful, but far enough away that he wouldn’t interfere with whatever she had planned.

All of us froze in our tracks.

Victoria looked at me. Then at Yukiko. Then back to me.

And smiled once more.

“Mr. Avery,” she said, nodding in recognition. “I was hoping we could talk.”


Chapter Five

“Please get out of the way,” Yukiko insisted. “My husband and I are leaving.”

Victoria Ruocchio made no move to step aside. She slid off the wall and rolled her shoulders, her long, dark locks shaking slightly with the motion of her head. Up close she was even shorter than I’d expected, though the heels gave her a bit of extra height. Behind her, her bodyguard shifted his weight from one foot to the other. He didn’t move forward.

He didn’t need to. His presence said more than enough.

This meeting was happening whether we wanted it to or not.

“You must be Mrs. Avery,” Victoria said, something almost like genuine warmth in her voice. “Yukiko Avery, née Tanaka. I’ve been wanting to meet you face-to-face almost as much as I’ve wanted to finally meet your husband.” She let that settle. “You are a fascinating woman.”

Before any of us could react, she turned to me. 

Victoria extended a hand. In marked contrast to the rest of her, her nails were short and completely unpolished. Like a woman who wasn’t afraid to get her hands dirty. “Mr. Avery. I’m sure you already know as much about me as I know about you, but let me introduce myself properly all the same. Victoria Ruocchio.”

I looked at her hand for a moment, then took it and shook. Something told me starting out with open rudeness wouldn’t have the effect I was hoping for on this woman.

“Jackson Avery,” I said. 

Victoria Ruocchio held my hand for the exactly correct amount of time, then let me go with a smile. "Congratulations on your victory today," she said. "I mean that. Your team mounted an impressive defense." Her gaze flickered over to Saskia, who was holding her briefcase with both hands like she might need to use it to defend herself. "Miss Klein. Fantastic work. I've followed your career for years. It was an honor to watch you cross swords with my lawyers."

Saskia gave her a curt nod. "Miss Ruocchio," she said, leaving it at that.

Victoria smiled, the corners of her brown eyes crinkling slightly. "Mona," she said, giving my head of PR a look that was almost chummy. "I still can't believe Ramsey Engineering let you get away."

"I can," Mona said. "What are you doing here, Miss Ruocchio?"

Victoria chuckled. "I won't pretend this is a coincidence," she said, glancing over her shoulder at her bodyguard. "The CEO of Ramsey Engineering doesn't drop into a routine legal proceeding for no reason. I came to see my competition." Her gaze raked me up and down, then shifted to Yukiko. "And my competition's wife."

Yukiko kept her face studiously neutral. Only the gentle pressure of her hand in mine told me how intimidated she was by this woman—and how badly she wanted to push through the service doors and get back into Mona's BMW.

"I know," I told her. "You set all of this up. You tied up a squadron of lawyers for God only knows how long just so you could get Yukiko and I in a room alone with you—"

"You don't have to do this," Victoria cut in.

Her words caught me so off-guard that I blinked, momentarily silenced.

"Do what?" I asked.

"This war," Victoria said, again sounding almost kind. "This bullshit pissing contest between your company and mine. The long, drawn-out fight we're all gearing up for." The corner of her mouth curled in a smirk. "Wouldn't it be so much easier if we just… didn’t do any of that?"

Yukiko stepped into the breach. "I couldn't agree more," my princess said smoothly. "So when will you be stepping aside to let Jack take his place as CEO, the way Daniel Ramsey wanted?"

Victoria laughed, loud and long. It wasn't mean laughter—and unless she was the world's best actress, she wasn't faking it, either. She legitimately got a kick out of that.

"I really wish things didn't have to be this way," Victoria said, wiping a tear of laughter from the corner of her eye. "You're extraordinary, Mrs. Avery. Under different circumstances, I'd like to think the two of us would have made very good friends."

"Friends don't leak people's wedding videos to TMZ," I snapped.

Victoria had the temerity to look offended. "I hope you're not implying that I had anything to do with that unfortunate incident, Mr. Avery. Regardless of how the two of us feel about each other, I wouldn't want any scandal to befall a former leader of this company. Especially not you." She shook her head, for all the world acting as if she were a little star-struck to meet me. "I mean, you're a legend."

"I'm not one of your clients, Miss Ruocchio," I said. "There's no need to butter me up."

"It's not flattery if it's true," Victoria countered. "You've done incredible things for this company, Mr. Avery. Your contribution to this firm cannot be overstated. That's why I would much prefer to have you as a friend than as an enemy."

Here we go, I thought. This was why Victoria Ruocchio had bent over backwards to make this meeting happen. It was all about the next thirty seconds.

"We could spend the next two years trying to tear each other apart," she said, switching into CEO mode. "Ruining each other's personal and professional lives, until there's nothing left of Ramsey Engineering or the Avery Company. Or, we could side-step all of it and settle things right now, like two professionals. Like two adults.”

Next to me, Mona had gone very still. Saskia suddenly looked very interested in the digital display on her watch.

And Yukiko's face was as unreadable as a statue's.

"I'm listening," I said.

"The Avery Company.” Victoria said. “I want to buy it."

She said it the way Kiki might talk about buying a new pair of heels—like Tasha might discuss picking up the latest vinyl for a band she was interested in. Like it wasn't a big deal, instead of an offer that would literally change everything about our lives.

"Sight unseen," Victoria added with a smile. "The name, the client list I'm sure you've been building—" her gaze traveled to Mona as her smile deepened, "—and your exquisite public relations team. I want it all. And I’d like it now, if that’s not too much trouble.”

Mona’s jaw dropped to the floor. Next to me, the color drained from Yukiko’s face.

“You’ll be a fully-owned subsidiary of Ramsey Engineering,” Victoria continued briskly. “I’ll honor every employment contract your people have signed, and I’ll guarantee their positions for a minimum of five years.” A gleam entered her eye. “But if they do anything like the kind of work you did for Ramsey Engineering before you left, both of us know you won’t have any trouble keeping them for as long as you want. There’s no funny business here, Mr. Avery. Your employees are valuable, and I fully intend to put them to use.”

“No funny business,” I repeated blankly.

“I’m not trying to dismantle your company,” Victoria explained. “Just… bring it into the fold. We should be working together, Jack. Not trying to crush each other.” She glanced to the side. “There’s no profit to us doing that.”

“You want me,” I said slowly, “to work for you.”

Victoria Ruocchio’s smile turned a touch awkward. “I didn’t choose to be made CEO of this company, Mr. Avery. But now that I’m here, I certainly don’t plan to do anything other than my best.” She leaned in closer. “My terms are very generous. You’ll agree, I’m sure.”

Victoria reached into the interior pocket of her blazer and produced her business card. She held it out to me between two fingers.

“This is my offer,” she whispered.

I took the card, noting her name and title printed across the front in an elegant font.

Then I turned it around and saw the number she’d scribbled on the back.

Ice filled the pit of my stomach.

I’d had a number in my mind before Victoria gave me the card—and it was a lot smaller than what she’d actually gone with. Even knowing what accepting her offer would mean, how it would inevitably destroy everything my women and I were trying to build, I couldn’t help but be shocked.

And a little tempted.

She’d clearly chosen more than enough to get the job done. The figure she’d written on the back of that business card—well, it was obscene. The house we’d just bought in the Boston suburbs could be paid off instantly—along with all our cars, any private school tuition and nannies we’d need for all the children my wives were planning to have. And that was before tossing in whatever salary she intended to pay me and my employees.

My vision blurred as I tried to physically process the thought of my net worth shooting that high in a single afternoon. That much money would change everything for us—it would ensure that no matter how big my family got, every one of my women would always be taken care of. Not that we were hurting for cash before, but this…?

Victoria watched my reaction, her smile stretching wider. “You have a family to think of, Jack,” she whispered, as if she’d just read my mind. “A rather large one, from what I understand.”

I glanced up and met her gaze. Her eyes were warm and brown, and almost kind.

Almost.

“This doesn’t have to be a war,” she added. “We can ceasefire right here, right now, and nobody has to get hurt.”

Those words, unfortunately, were not as kind. They carried the wait of everything Victoria Ruocchio was or was rumored to be—a shark to shame Mona Isringhausen, a woman with the old-school Mafia in her blood. Whose family tree could visit all manner of extra-legal unpleasantness on the firm’s enemies.

Victoria leaned in so close that it almost felt intimate. She dropped her voice to a whisper that only I—and Yukiko standing next to me—could hear.

“Please say yes, Mr. Avery,” she said. “This is a gift.” She paused, her smile freezing on her face. “Do not make me do the things I will have to do to you if you turn me down.”

A chill went down my spine. For a second, the temptation was there—to give in, to roll over and play dead at Victoria Ruocchio’s behest. It wouldn’t have been fun to sign the company away before we even formally started operations, but the utterly baffling amount of money Miss Ruocchio was paying for the privilege would have more than soothed away any hurt feelings among my harem. Daniel would be furious, but even he would have to agree I was doing what was right to protect Marcie’s future.

And all I’d have to do was burn down the dream. Tear apart everything me, my wives and the women who shared my heart were trying to build. Agree to work for the zombified husk of my former company, under the command of an MBA mob boss half my age.

Working under a woman who, whatever denials she might make, was absolutely the one who’d made sure videos of our wedding ceremony leaked online. The one who’d put us all under the spotlight.

The one who’d made my women break down sobbing in the airport coming home from our honeymoon.

I looked at the number one more time. And then I looked at Yukiko.

She’d already seen the number, of course. And when her eyes met mine and I saw the emotion behind them, the longing and the calculation and the sheer love for me, I knew that she’d come up with the right answer even before I had.

She gave me a single, brief nod. Her hand squeezed mine.

“This is a hell of an offer, Miss Ruocchio,” I said.

Then I handed the card back.

“But the answer’s no.”

The words fell with what felt like an audible thud in that quiet corridor. Victoria stared at her own business card, returned to her as quickly as she’d given it, then slipped it back into her pocket with a quiet nod. Like she’d just checked a task off a list and had gotten the result she’d expected.

“Alright,” she said, nodding. “I did want to give you the chance. I just want you to remember: all of this could have ended right here and now.”

“No,” I said, shaking my head. “It really couldn’t have.”

Victoria flashed a tight smile. Then she did something I hadn’t expected in the least.

She turned to my wife. To Yukiko.

“I am so sorry,” she said.

The words landed wrong. They were too soft, too genuine—they came from entirely the wrong emotional direction. I’d been bracing for a veiled threat, for the stick to come following the carrot, or for the carrot to suddenly get even larger as Miss Ruocchio made a second counter-offer.

Instead, we got an apology. Delivered with what looked alarmingly like real sympathy. One that was aimed not at me, but at my second-in-command. My soulmate.

My wife.

Yukiko’s composure cracked the slightest bit. Her hand strayed to her belly.

“What are you apologizing for?” she asked, a little afraid of the answer.

Victoria’s gaze didn’t waver. “For how difficult the rest of your day is going to be.”

The words hung in the air like smoke. Yukiko trembled against me, trying and failing to stay calm before whatever terrifying threat Ramsey Engineering’s new CEO was trying to hit us with. Mona snapped to attention, her eyes widening as she ran through any number of possibilities, while Saskia finally stepped forward, her briefcase held in front of her like a shield.

“I think it’s time we left,” the lawyer told Yukiko. “Come on—”

“What the hell does that mean?” Yukiko demanded, still staring at Victoria.

My gaze flickered to the bodyguard. “If you think you’re going to start something—”

Victoria Ruocchio held up her hands. “I haven’t done anything, Mr. Avery. It’s just… haven’t you heard?”

Heard? Heard what!?

It must have shown on our faces, as she knew it would. “Oh, that’s right—there’s no cell signal in the building. You’ve been behind a security checkpoint for an hour and a half.” The ghost of a smile flickered across her face, cutting through her sympathy. “The first episode of Everything’s a Cult dropped twenty minutes ago. The one about your family.”

My blood froze in my veins.

What!?

“No,” I said, realizing even as I said it that I was wrong. “That can’t be true. That episode’s not supposed to drop for another week and a half…”

But it had. Of course it had.

Why would we have any expectation of when the axe was actually going to fall?

Mona let out a strangled sound, thrown off-balance for one of the only times in her life. “That’s not possible,” she blurted—but even as she said it, I could see her running through the how’s and why’s behind her eyes.

“I thought you knew,” Victoria lied, glancing between us. “That you would want to get ahead of this by letting us buy you out.” This time, when the smile spread across her face, there was something grim and cold in it. “We could protect you from the worst of this, Mrs. Avery. Since you’re only now just hearing about this, I’ll give you both another chance to reconsider my offer—”

“You did this,” Yukiko whispered.

Victoria straightened up. In the blink of an eye, she was all business. I wondered how many people she’d shown this face to—and what was left of them after she was done.

“I want you to know,” she said, her voice going quiet in a way that set me on edge even worse than the news about the podcast, “that I really did want this to go differently. I meant it when I said you’re a legend, Mr. Avery. I have genuine respect for what you built during your time at Ramsey Engineering.” She paused. “I offered you mercy. You chose not to take it.”

The worst part of it was, I could tell she meant it.

Victoria Ruocchio wasn’t gloating. She wasn’t savoring our destruction. She saw us as an obstacle in her path that had to be removed by any means necessary—and she was telling us, with all the sincerity of someone who’d truly tried to give us an off-ramp, that her personal feelings towards us didn’t matter a whit.

That they wouldn’t buy us an ounce of remorse for what was coming.

“You knew,” Yukiko repeated. Her eyes glistened with tears, but my princess absolutely refused to let them fall. Not in front of this woman. “The whole time. The injunction, the courtroom—you timed all of this to happen right when the podcast dropped early. All of it. At the same time. You did all of this just to hurt us!”

Mona put a hand on Yukiko’s arm. Looking back on it, maybe my head of PR knew something I didn’t, but at the moment, I was just worried about Kiki. She was staring at Victoria with an intensity I’d never seen before: if looks could have killed, then I felt certain Miss Ruocchio would have been dead on the spot.

“Do me a favor,” Victoria said, her expression shifting. Something cold slipped into her large, dark eyes—not cruel, but something that wouldn’t flinch away from a fight. “After you finish fucking him tonight, tell your husband to stop being a stubborn bastard and sell. All of you will be a lot happier that way.”

Yukiko was already shaking her head. “Hell no.”

Victoria leaned in. Not much. But enough for what happened next.

“Suit yourself,” she whispered, her tone colder than ice. “At least once all this comes crashing down, he’ll owe you alimony. Seeing as you’re his actual wife—”

It was as far as she got.

The slap came so quickly I didn’t see it. Neither did Victoria Ruocchio—one second she was looming over Yukiko, twisting the knife, and the next her head was ninety-degrees to the right and the imprint of a hand was already standing scarlet on her cheek. Her dark hair swung over her eyes.

The sound was like a whip cracking in the corridor. 

Mona and I both grabbed Yukiko at the same instant. I was pulling her to me—Mona I think was just trying to restrain her from doing further damage. Neither of us needed to bother. She’d made her point.

Yukiko wasn’t hysterical. She wasn’t raging, screaming or frothing at the mouth. She just stood there calm, perfectly composed—and angrier than I had ever seen her.

For a second I was back in bed on our wedding night, holding her in my arms. I will never pull rank, I could hear her saying, holding back tears as she made the promise closest to her heart. We are all your wives. I will never treat Samantha or Marcie as any less than I am, just because I have a piece of paper and they don’t.

Evidently, she wouldn’t let anyone else treat them that way, either.

Victoria’s bodyguard was with her in the blink of an eye. He lunged for Yukiko, intending to restrain her, and two things happened so quickly they more or less overlapped. The first was that I stepped between the man and Yukiko, balling my hands into fists.

The second was that Victoria Ruocchio called for him to stop.

“No!” she cried, her dark eyes flashing. Then, calmer: “No. It’s fine.”

“Ma’am?”

“I’m fine,” Victoria insisted. “Stand down.”

Reluctantly, the man stepped back. His eyes stayed on me, though.

“Pregnancy hormones,” Victoria said, straightening with a chuckle. “They’re a bitch, huh?”

She’d let her hand drop, but I could tell she was going to have one hell of a bruise where Yukiko had slapped her. Serves her right, a little voice whispered in the back of my brain.

It was a mean thought, but a true one. Victoria Ruocchio had just jabbed her thumb into the sorest subject in the Avery family—she’d voiced a stereotype my princess had worked very, very hard to make sure no one believed. And she’d done it specifically to try to twist the knife, to hit Kiki where she knew it would hurt the most.

“Are you alright?” Saskia whispered. She put a hand on Yukiko’s shoulder, her expression somewhere between horrified and awestruck.

“Perfect,” Yukiko said. Her voice was completely flat and toneless.

Victoria turned back to Yukiko. Whatever lingering guilt or remorse the CEO of Ramsey Engineering had about what she planned to do to us, it was gone now. She looked like she couldn’t wait to crush us so hard it would be her name at the top of the company masthead instead of mine. “I guess I was wrong about the friends thing,” she snickered, rubbing her cheek. “That was a very, very big mistake you just made, sweetheart.”

Yukiko didn’t flinch. And I couldn’t help but notice the faint trace of New Jersey in Victoria’s words—an accent that apparently only slipped out when she was either upset or wanted to remind you where she came from.

Right now, it was probably both.

My wife met her gaze calmly, a storm raging behind her eyes.

And then my princess did something that I would remember for the rest of my life.

She smoothed the sleeve of her blouse from where it rolled down from the slap, resting her other hand on the swell of her pregnant belly. Something stronger and deeper than confidence shone from within her—something so pure and bright that I watched the smug look evaporate on Victoria Ruocchio’s face in real time.

“I am Jack’s wife,” she said simply. “So is Samantha. So is Marcella. My husband has an army of capable, beautiful women around him. And unlike your employees, they won’t flip when you wave a little money under their noses.”

Victoria forced out a laugh. “Oh honey, everyone’s for sale—”

Yukiko acted like she hadn’t said anything. “I’ve been running your numbers ever since I got back to Boston,” she said, like she was discussing a tricky spreadsheet problem. “You’re not in nearly as strong a position as you’d like people to think you are. Merging three firms came with a lot of costs—and your margins are shit right now, Victoria. Your personnel expenditures are off the scale. And I happen to know that you’ve already had a half-dozen of your senior engineers take ‘early retirement’ after seeing what you did to Daniel Ramsey.”

“You should go home now and listen to that podcast episode,” Victoria said through gritted teeth. “It’s a real doozy—”

“You came in here today and you threw your entire war chest at my husband,” Yukiko said, laughing. “I know how much cash you have in the bank, Miss Ruocchio, and I know that number you wrote on the back of that card was almost all of it. You know what that tells me? You know what that signals, as far as business decisions go?”

“You don’t know the first thing about business—”

“That you’re terrified,” Yukiko whispered, stepping forward. “You know that the second we step onto the playing field, your clients are going to start abandoning the sinking ship that painted ‘Ramsey Engineering’ on the side to try and cover up all the holes. That’s why you engineered all of this—the injunction, the podcast drop, the buyout offer— it was all to get us on your side out of the gate. To turn us into an asset, instead of the team that’s going to take you down.”

Actual fear flickered in Victoria’s eyes. “Listen—”

Yukiko wasn’t done. “You timed it beautifully, Miss Ruocchio,” she said, giving her the most feral smile I’d ever seen on my princess’s face. “And your instincts were brilliant—I do have to give you that. You tipped your hand when you said the thing about wanting to meet me just as much as my husband, though.”

What!?

“You knew Jack would turn you down,” she said, snickering. “You banked on it. Just like you banked on the fact that his wife—his pregnant wife, with twins on the way—would think twice today after seeing what you’re capable of. That I would… what did you say? Tell him to ‘stop being stubborn’ after I fucked him tonight?”

“Honey, you’ve got to have tougher skin if you’re going to make it in business—”

“And honestly, it might have worked,” Yukiko said. “You might have convinced me. If you hadn’t just said what the fuck you just said about my family.” She paused. “But then again, I suppose you know all about ‘family’, don’t you, Miss Ruocchio?”

Now it was Victoria who was struggling to retain her composure. “You bitch…”

Yukiko took my arm. “You made the biggest mistake of your life today, Miss Ruocchio. I promise you with my whole heart that you’re going to very much regret saying those words about my marriage. The Avery Company is going to destroy you, piece by piece, and I promise you here and now that by the time my children start preschool, you will be bankrupt. I will personally make sure of it. Not Ramsey Engineering. You, personally.”

The smile fell from Victoria Ruocchio’s face. Yukiko laced her fingers through mine.

“You cunt.”

The word hit Victoria harder than the slap had.

I’d heard Yukiko swear plenty of times. She’d deployed the c-word on any number of occasions in the bedroom—normally when talking about what I was doing to one of the ones belonging to my women, or what she wanted me to do to hers. But I’d never heard her say it like this before: coated in venom, fired like a sniper’s bullet at the exact moment the insult would do the most damage. I’d never heard her drive it through someone’s heart like a goddamned vampire’s stake.

Victoria Ruocchio opened her mouth. Closed it. Opened it again.

“Good luck,” she said.

She probably meant it to come off cocky. But it did not sound that way.

That didn’t go at all the way you expected, did it, Miss Ruocchio? I thought.

I knew it hadn’t. Because even as I watched the fear fade from the face of Ramsey Engineering’s new CEO, a deeper emotion took hold across her features.

Uncertainty.

She’d expected Jackson Avery, the engineering legend who’d spent fifteen-plus years steering the company she now helmed. She’d planned for that man, come up with a scheme to put me halfway in the grave before offering me the same shovel to dig my way out. She’d even thought to use my wife’s anxieties about pregnancy and family to seal the deal.

But she had not planned for Yukiko Avery.

And I was starting to realize that she never could have.

Victoria recovered quickly—I’ll give her that. Another heartbeat and the shutters slammed closed over her face, restoring her calm, businesslike demeanor. She straightened her blazer, touched the mark on her cheek one more time—it was already beginning to darken into a bruise—and looked at me with an expression I couldn’t quite read.

“I can only imagine,” she drawled, “what your home life is like.”

I couldn’t help it. I burst out laughing. The look on her face was worth it.

“You’re right,” I said, sliding an arm around Kiki’s waist. “You can’t imagine it.”

Something flashed in Victoria’s eyes that might have been anger or respect.

Possibly a little of both.

And then, before any of us could say another word, she turned on a heel and walked away. Her bodyguard fell into step behind her, casting one last infuriated look over his shoulder as he followed her around the corner. The click of her heels echoed down the corridor, fading, and then disappeared.

She was gone.


Chapter Six

“That,” Mona said, trying her damndest to hold back her laughter, “was something I’m going to need you to never, ever do again.”

No sooner had Victoria left then Yukiko went to the nearest wall and slumped against it. All the anger and ferocity that had been inside of her when she’d slapped Ramsey Engineering’s new CEO across the face drained out of her like a popped balloon, and a sound escaped her throat that was half-laugh, half-sob.

“I know,” Yukiko managed. “I know, Mona. God, I know.”

“Do you?” Mona cocked an eyebrow. “Because while that was one of the most impressive damned things I’ve ever seen, the next time you pull a stunt like that even I won’t be able to keep you from going behind bars.” She grimaced. “And I am very good at pulling strings.”

Yukiko put a hand to her eyes and started to laugh, hard. The kind of laughter that makes your shoulders shake and tears spring to your eyes. Every now and then a sob broke from her, which told me my princess’s shock at her own actions wasn’t entirely joyful.

“I slapped her,” she groaned. “I bitchslapped Victoria Ruocchio in the face…”

“You most certainly did, princess,” I said. My hand moved in tight circles between her shoulder blades as she recovered from the adrenaline crash. “Are you alright?”

“I just saw red,” she confessed, swallowing hard. “She said that thing about Samantha and Marcie not really being your wives, and I just…” She looked at me, tears springing to her eyes. “Oh God, Jack, I am so sorry. I fucked up so bad…”

I couldn’t help but chuckle. “We were never going to be friends with Victoria Ruocchio,” I told Yukiko. “At least we know where we stand with her now. And I think you just might have scared the hell out of her.”

“I definitely wasn’t what she expected,” Yukiko mused, the wheels turning behind her eyes. “She said she was almost as excited to meet me as she was you. What the hell did that mean?”

I wasn’t sure. I didn’t want to think about it too closely.

“She wanted you to talk me into selling,” I said, helping her away from the wall. “You picked that up in the middle of her speech, princess. You were figuring it out the whole time she was talking.”

“The timing was too perfect,” Yukiko said, her eyes clearing. “Victoria didn’t have any better cell signal than us—which meant she knew the episode was going to go live right as we were leaving the courthouse. She wanted us to turn her down, then find out about the podcast, then panic. She was counting on it.”

I thought about it. “It would have been a tough decision,” I admitted. “A lot of pressure.”

“She needed me to be the one who talked you into selling.” All of a sudden, Yukiko’s voice sounded soft and tired, like she wanted nothing more than to go home and get in her pajamas. “Which means she’s done her research. If we had taken the offer, it would have been because I convinced you to.” She paused, her eyes going wide. “That’s not just market research, Jack. She’s spent months studying this family, hasn’t she? Our dynamics, the way we operate. All of it.”

I nodded. “She probably started the day she took over as CEO.”

Yukiko looked horrified. “She wanted to scare me,” she realized. “The thing about alimony: she wanted me to picture myself on the street with two babies, fighting over whatever was left in the Avery bank account with Sam and Marcie. And if it worked, if I’d gotten scared, I might have—”

“You didn’t, though,” I said.

“No,” Yukiko agreed, a ghost of a smile crossing her features. “Because she miscalculated. All that research, and she still came to the conclusion that I must secretly think I’m better than your other wives. That I’m more ‘real’ because I have a piece of paper that says I’m your wife, and they don’t.”

“She doesn’t understand,” I said. “Honestly, Kiki, I’m starting to wonder if anyone who isn’t part of this thing really can understand what it is we’re all about.”

Yukiko shook her head, clearing it, then took my hand. “I’m really sorry I slapped her,” she said, spots of color rising to her cheeks. “I’m not sorry about the rest of it, and I meant what I said—we’re going to tear that company apart before we buy it out and get the Ramsey name back. But that could have gone very badly for me if Victoria hadn’t shrugged off the slap, husband.”

I thought about that big, burly bodyguard Victoria had with her. I pictured him tackling my princess to the ground, pulling out a pair of handcuffs to subdue her.

And then I thought about what I’d do to the man who tried to do a thing like that.

“We’ll be more careful next time,” I said. A beat. “You really will promise Mona you won’t do anything like that again, right?”

Yukiko laughed. “And I thought Marcie was the one who had to remind herself not to punch anybody.”

“If you two don’t mind, this is a conversation we could be having in the car,” Mona said briskly. “Everything’s a Cult’s early release has turned this into a crisis situation. I should have been on the phone with my media contacts twenty minutes ago.”

Right. “Yeah, let’s get out of here,” I said, gesturing at the service doors. “Saskia?”

“I’m heading home,” the woman said. “But if Miss Ruocchio tries to sue your wife, call me.” A faint smile flickered across her face. “And for the record, she deserved worse.”

Tasha was waiting outside next to Mona’s BMW. From the look on her face, she already knew about the podcast. “There you are,” she said, tapping the earbud in her ear. “Okay, I’ve made contact. We’re getting them out of here right now.”

A blast of static answered her. I thought I heard Eva’s voice, but I couldn’t be sure.

“Get the cheerleaders,” I told Tasha. “Emergency meeting at the house. Now.”

I expected Tasha to agree. Instead, she grimaced. “The house? Are you sure?”

Huh? “What’s wrong with the house?”

Tasha paused, evidently realizing that I hadn’t heard. “There’s three vans outside the house right now, Jack.”

Three vans. Holy hell.

“They just pulled up,” Tasha said, her voice tight. “One of them’s got a dish on it, so we know that one’s broadcasting live. The others—”

“It’s not enough time,” Mona said bitterly. “The episode only dropped twenty minutes ago.” She glanced over at me. “You know that, right?”

Unfortunately, I did.

“That part was planned, too,” I growled. “Tip to the press?”

“Same assholes who leaked the videos in the first place, I’d bet.”

Yukiko blinked, her face going pale. “Wait, Sam and Marcie are still at home. Oh no, they must be terrified…”

“They’re not going to be alone much longer,” Tasha assured the group. “Maria’s going to be there before we are. Lakshmi’s right behind her.”

Good. I’d been planning to call a full meeting at the house regardless; this made it simpler.

Tasha reached for the earbud in her ear. “I don’t care what they’re saying,” she said, the warmth evaporating from her voice as she went into professional mode. “Nobody takes a step onto the property. We have a legal perimeter, and violating that is grounds to arrest somebody. No, don’t you dare fucking flash them—”

Flash them?

“Tasha, who the hell are you talking to?” I asked.

The woman shot me a sheepish grin. “I sent Heather and Eva on ahead,” she explained, sliding her phone out of her pocket to show she had the earbud hooked to Bluetooth. “They got there just ahead of the vans. I can hear them having a shouting match with the paps.”

“Okay, yeah, definitely don’t let them flash anybody,” I said, thinking of what a scandal that would look like on the evening news. “Tell them I said no. Tell them ‘those titties belong to Daddy’ if you’ve got to.”

Spots of color rose to Tasha’s mocha cheeks. “I don’t think I’ll go that hard,” she admitted—though part of her looked like she wanted to. “By the way, I gave them my car. Can I catch a ride with you?”

Mona already had the BMW’s engine running. “Hop in,” I said, gesturing for Tasha to join me in the backseat. Yukiko had shotgun. “I’ll fill you in on the way.”

Tasha gave me a look. “Something tells me you don’t mean the trial?”

Yukiko glanced over her shoulder as we slid into our place, her eyes shining. “It’s complicated.”

“I’ll bet,” Tasha said.

As we pulled out of the parking lot, I leaned forward and put my hands on Yukiko’s shoulders. “You want to tell her, or should I?”

“I’m so embarrassed,” Yukiko whispered, putting a hand to her forehead.

Tasha must have sensed her reticence. “You should probably just wait until we get to the house, actually,” she suggested, giving me a knowing glance. “You’re gonna have to tell everyone again, anyway.”

Yukiko blinked. “Thanks.”

The ride to the house was more or less silent after that, save for the crackling of Tasha’s earbud. Sitting next to her, I could hear an occasional bit of conversation coming down the line—and from what I could hear, the news wasn’t good. Yukiko sniffed; Mona gripped the wheel so tightly her knuckles turned white.

I could tell she wanted to listen to the podcast episode, but wouldn’t dare while Kiki could also hear it. She wouldn’t queue it up until she could to the house and get a decent set of headphones.

Which wouldn’t take long, if she kept driving like a bat out of hell.

Everyone in the car stiffened as we turned onto our block. Tasha had warned us, but being warned and seeing it for ourselves were two very different things. Three vans—one sitting in the same spot as the one Mona intimidated into leaving this morning, the other two angled across the pavement and pointed towards the house. A small cluster of figures with cameras lingered in front of our fence, eyeing the property line like someone had explained to them exactly what would happen if they stepped across it. Probably Heather and Eva, who’d wisely gone back inside.

Mona pulled right in front of the van, ignoring the shouts from the paparazzi. Before the engine died she was out of the driver’s seat, transforming in a flash from a woman rapidly approaching middle-age to a shark in human form.

“Everyone gets ten feet back from the property line!” she shouted, holding up her phone like a talisman. “The first person who starts snapping photos is going to get a very unpleasant visit to their place of business tomorrow morning!”

“Come on,” Tasha said, not waiting. “Let’s get inside before these assholes start to recover from how much Mona’s scaring them.”

I slipped out of the car and opened the passenger side door. Yukiko was in my arms in a flash, holding onto me as we stepped onto the lawn.

“Don’t look at them, princess,” I growled, putting a hand on Kiki’s lower back. “It’s okay. We’re all going to be okay.”

A few reporters shouted questions, but Mona’s outburst was enough to keep most of them quiet. As we made our way up to the porch, I cast a quick glance over my shoulder—one of the vans had its satellite dish deployed. They’re live, I thought, suppressing a growl. Jackals.

Victoria Ruocchio did this. She might not have called these people here herself, but she’d set them on us as surely as a huntsman sets his hounds on a fox. This situation was her fault.

And I fully intended to make her regret it.

As Yukiko and I reached the front porch, the door opened. Lakshmi stood in the entrance, her face pale and her gaze fixed over my shoulder at the news vans. “Jack,” she said, her voice pained. The normal level of poise and composure I associated with the coed was nowhere to be seen. “Get inside!”

We got inside.

Tasha shut the door behind us as she followed us in. That left Mona outside, losing her temper with the paparazzi, but as the sounds of the outside world grew muffled, I realized she’d done that on purpose. My head of PR (and presumably HR, once we got through this crisis and got the Avery Company off the ground) had turned herself into a lightning rod, capturing the attention of the cameras with an outburst that focused them away from us.

It wouldn’t last long. But it let Kiki and I get into the house without having to punch somebody.

I smelled something amazing. Considering how much stress I was under, I figured for a second that it had to be some kind of hallucination. But then Yukiko relaxed against me, opening her eyes at last.

“Marcie must be baking,” she whispered, glancing from Lakshmi to me. “Stress response?”

The Indian coed blew a lock of hair out of her face. “The most stressed. I’ve been helping. Everyone’s either in the living room or the kitchen—we’ve all been waiting for you to make it back safely.” Her gaze lingered on me for several moments longer than propriety required. “I’m glad you got back in one piece, Jack.”

“I don’t know if I’d say that just yet,” I grunted. “You’ve all heard about the podcast?”

Lakshmi nodded, her expression grim. “Maria is listening to it with headphones. We thought it was best for none of the wives to hear it just yet.” She paused, blanching. “She keeps swearing in Spanish. I’m not sure what she’s saying, but it must be bad.”

“From the way Victoria Ruocchio talked about it, it’s one hell of a hit piece,” I said. “Kiki, honey, why don’t you go upstairs and get in your pajamas?”

Yukiko was already shaking her head. “No, I need to be with you,” she said, her brown eyes flashing. “Besides, I have some explaining to do.”

Ice filled my gut. “We don’t need to go into that—”

“Yes we do,” Yukiko insisted. “I made a mistake. A big one.”

“Didn’t look like a mistake from where I was standing.”

The living room was abuzz with activity. The first thing I noticed was Samantha on the couch, sitting up in her oversized Delta Rho sweatshirt with a pillow under her lower back. Her phone was in one hand, no doubt showing her the worst of the reactions online to the podcast, while the other held a Q-tip soaked in rubbing alcohol beneath her nostrils. She looked a hell of a lot better physically than she had this morning.

Mentally, though, I wasn’t sure.

She glanced up and saw us enter the room. The Q-tip fell from between her fingers.

“Daddy,” she gasped, like the sun had just emerged from behind a cloud. “Oh, thank fuck. We were afraid that bitch whacked you…”

I came and sat beside her, Yukiko taking a place on the opposite cushion. In the blink of an eye, both women were curled up against me—Yukiko with both arms around one of mine as she held me tight, Samantha’s head against my shoulder as she closed her eyes and leaned towards me the way a plant leans towards the sun.

“I am still mostly un-whacked,” I said, feeling the weight of the day for the first time since my meeting with Victoria. “You okay, babygirl?”

“I’ve been better,” she admitted. “I’ve been too scared to listen to the podcast. Just reading the description on Spotify was bad enough. The ‘Avery Snark’ subreddit is going nuclear right now.”

“It’s like Christmas morning for them, I bet,” Yukiko whispered.

Tasha sat down on the couch opposite. Lakshmi hovered. “Can I get you some tea?” the coed asked. “A cup of coffee, Jack?” She paused, cocking one flawless eyebrow. “Some stress relief?”

Even with everything I’d been through today, I couldn’t help but laugh at that. “Some other time, Laks,” I said, holding two of my three wives close. “As much as I’d like to take advantage of the fact the whole harem’s here, we have way too much business on our plates to be thinking about pleasure just now.”

Some of my women would have argued with me over that. Lakshmi just gave an understanding nod. “Of course. How about some cookies? Marcie made some.”

“That would be fantastic,” Yukiko said. “Can you get me a couple and one of those zero-sugar Cokes? I can’t do milk right now.”

“I can’t do anything right now,” Samantha groaned.

“I’ll take care of it,” I said, rising before Lakshmi could stop me. “I need to say hi to Marcie. If she’s already made cookies, she must be in an emotional tailspin.”

“I believe she’s frosting a cake right now, to give you an idea of her mood,” said Lakshmi.

“Fuck,” I grunted. “That’s practically Defcon One.”

“The cheerleaders are in there with her,” Lakshmi said. “Anyone else need anything?”

“I’m good,” Tasha said.

“A stomach that can’t feel nausea,” Samantha suggested.

“A time machine to fix the last six hours,” Yukiko whispered.

“Be right back,” I told the group.

The kitchen was a quick walk from the living room. The smell of cooking intensified as I entered the room, filling my nostrils with the scent of sugar and flour and vanilla. It was at least ten degrees warmer in here than in the rest of the house, thanks to all the activity.

Marcie was indeed frosting a cake. A triple-decker, which meant she was basically on the verge of a psychological breakdown. She wore an apron over her pajamas, which was stained with bits of flour and frosting. Heather and Eva flitted around the room like twin chef’s assistants, their blonde hair tied in identical ponytails and their bodies sheathed in near-identical sets of athletic wear. Each of them wore a low-cut sports top and a pair of skintight Lululemon’s, their midriffs bare.

The pair noticed me a beat before Marcie did. “Hey there, boss,” Heather said, giving me the naughty, slightly-cracked grin I associated with the two dirtiest girls in my harem. “Our titties belong to Daddy, huh?”

“Wish they could belong to you right now,” Eva added, the pair matching their sentences so naturally it was like they shared a brain. “You have any idea how hard it is to concentrate on baked goods when I’m so wet I squeak when I walk?”

Before I could respond, Marcie glanced up from her work. She set down the knife, covered in icing, her piercing blue eyes alight with relief.

“Uncle Jack,” she whispered.

Christ. I was there in a second.

I could hear the pain in Marcie’s voice. She was holding it together—she was being strong for the other wives and the rest of the harem, but I could see how much the news about the podcast was wrecking her. She didn’t pull out the Ramsey family recipe book if the situation was anything less than catastrophic.

“I’m here, angel,” I said, scooping Marcie up into my arms. “Good lord, you’ve turned this place into a bakery, haven’t you?”

Marcie’s eyes shone with tears. “I didn’t know what else to do,” she said, her lips trembling. “Everyone else has got a job right now. I just… I bake, Uncle Jack.”

I glanced around the kitchen. “That’s not nothing, babygirl.”

Even a blind man couldn’t have missed the way both the cheerleaders boiled over at hearing that word. I used it more when referring to Samantha—we had that special bond—but I’d been using it with Marcie a hell of a lot longer. Talking like that was the second most fool-proof way to turn my women into puddles of goo.

The first was to get all growly and beat up some threat. The night I’d saved Marcie from Trevor Baines, nearly killing him in the process, I’d gotten an entire sorority soaking their panties and hadn’t even known it.

“I was in here even before the podcast,” Marcie confessed. “But when we found out about Everything’s a Cult, I went into overdrive. Did the hearing go okay, Jack?”

I nodded. “We’ll tell everyone everything once we get the group together. Can you leave this stuff for a bit and join us in the living room?”

“Yeah,” Marcie said, brushing the hair from her eyes. “Totally. Has my Dad called?”

Huh? “I haven’t heard from him.”

“Kinda surprised he hasn’t put in his two cents,” Marcie said, taking off her apron. “Apparently, someone from Ramsey Engineering gave an interview to the Everything’s a Cult people in this episode of the podcast. Someone who barely knows us.”

“Doesn’t surprise me,” I said. “Heather? Eva?”

Both girls went up on tiptoe, grinning. “Yes, Daddy?”

I pointed. “Grab some of those cookies and a couple of Cokes from the fridge. Yukiko wants a snack, and I’m sure some of the other girls will, too.”

Both of them pouted. “Of course, boss,” Heather said.

“Wish they had some cream filling,” Eva teased.

“Soon,” I promised. “Meeting now. Sex later.”

The pair exchanged a glance. “We’re holding you to that!” they said in unison.

“Meet us in the living room,” I said. “And be ready when I want you.”

Marcie rolled her eyes good-naturedly as we stepped back into the hallway. “Those two are insatiable,” she said, glancing over her shoulder. “You really shouldn’t encourage them.”

“They’re bad girls,” I said with a shrug. “They like being bad girls. Whereas you are my good girl, Marcella Avery-Ramsey.”

Marcie beamed up at me. “I never get tired of you calling me that, Uncle Jack.”

“I never get tired of saying it, angel.”

She smiled. Then a touch of something sad hit her eyes.

“Can we talk later, Uncle Jack?”

Hmm? Instantly, I knew something was wrong.

“What’s the matter, babygirl—?”

Marcie blushed. “I know today is, like, the worst possible day to put anything else on your plate,” she said, suddenly unable to meet my eye. “But I really need to talk to you. Could you make a little time tonight for me, Jack? Please?”

The way she looked at me melted my heart. And made it hurt a little.

Did she really think I could turn down a request like that?

“Of course,” I assured her, putting my hand on top of hers. “As soon as we can, babygirl.”

Marcie gave me a tight smile. “Thanks.” She looked around the room as if seeing it for the first time, snapping out of her baking-related trance. “So what happened after the hearing?”

I sighed. “It’s a long story.”

She laced her fingers through mine. “I’m here.”

And thank God she was.

“Thank you, angel.”

We got the cookies and headed back to the living room.


Chapter Seven

By the time Marcie, the cheerleaders and I got back to the living room, Mona had returned.

“Here’s what we know so far,” she explained, giving me a nod as I took my seat between Yukiko and Samantha. “The first episode is called Indecent Pledge—top-tier play on words, by the way—and it’s forty-three minutes long. Three primary sources.”

Yukiko already had her legal pad on her knee. On my other side, Samantha was sitting up, her nausea forgotten for the moment. Marcie I’d pulled into my lap when I took my seat, which instantly made the coed the envy of every woman in the room.

“Who are they?” Kiki asked.

Mona crossed her arms beneath her breasts. “The first one’s a former engineer from Ramsey Engineering—one of Jack’s coworkers. A Paul Baker?”

The name rang a bell. “I remember him. Barely.” I blinked. “We weren’t really friends.”

“That hardly matters. Every word that came out of his mouth was obviously planted there by Victoria Ruocchio.” The anger had faded from Mona’s voice, which told me she was really in her killer mode now. Like a tigress preparing to go for the jugular. “I haven’t listened to the podcast personally: I’m working off of Maria’s impressions—”

“He’s a loudmouth. Que pesado.” Maria leaned against one of the many stacks of boxes still scattered around the living room, a scowl on her face like Everything’s a Cult had just ruined the rest of her week. “He talks a lot, but he doesn’t have any tea to spill.”

“He’s filler,” Mona agreed, nodding.

“That doesn’t sound so bad,” Marcie whispered.

Maria blanched. “It gets worse. Samantha, you know a Rebecca Langlois?”

Samantha froze, a confused look filling her face. So did Yukiko.

“Becky!?” Samantha blurted, looking at Maria like she’d grown a second head. “No. No. Don’t fucking tell me those assholes interviewed Becky…!”

“Who’s Becky?” I asked.

Yukiko was already rolling her eyes. “A washout from two semesters ago,” she said, the tone of her voice telling us exactly what she’d thought of that particular pledge. “She made Sidonie Weaver look like Lakshmi. Complete fuck-up.”

“I remember her,” Lakshmi said, her voice hard. “She got in trouble for body shaming one of her fellow pledges, didn’t she?”

“Among other things,” Samantha said. “She’s a trouble-maker. It doesn’t shock me she’d want to go for her fifteen minutes of fame.”

“She wasn’t at the wedding, though,” I said, looking at Mona like it would change anything. “Hell, this girl wasn’t even part of Delta Rho during the semester…”

“Again, it’s not about facts,” Mona told the room. “It’s about rumors and insinuations.”

“It’s all vague,” Maria said. “But it’s ugly, too. Cults and grooming and snide little comments about Delta Rho’s leadership. Especially Samantha.”

“I’m the one who kicked her out,” Samantha said. “Of course she’s got a grudge against me.”

“Neither of these issues are particularly insurmountable,” Mona said briskly. “Jack’s co-worker is a nobody, the ex-pledge can probably be intimidated into retracting her statements by a carefully-worded letter from our legal team.” She paused, the atmosphere thickening in the room. Her gaze traveled to Samantha and stayed there, her lips compressing to a tight little line. “The real problem is the third interview. The main event, so to speak.”

Everyone grew quiet. We all knew what that meant.

Samantha looked up. From the expression on her face, I could tell that she already knew the answer to this—had probably seen it a hundred times over on Reddit while doomscrolling—but she still needed to hear it from the horse’s mouth to really believe it.

“Is Jessamyn in the episode?”

The pause that followed told us everything we needed to know.

Mona nodded. “Yes.”

You could have heard a pin drop in the living room.

Every eye turned to Samantha, watching for my babygirl’s reaction. She held it together well. There were no tears. She opened her mouth—a sound like a stifled sob came out. Closed it again.

Then, as deliberately as someone shutting the door in someone’s face, she took her phone and turned it face down on the arm of the couch.

“That fucking snake,” she whispered, sniffing hugely. “I’m going to kill her, Daddy. You’d better all hope that bitch and me are never in the same room again…”

Yukiko leaned over and took Samantha’s hand. “I’m sorry,” she said, meaning it.

“How bad is it?” I asked, already dreading the answer.

Before Mona could answer, Maria stepped into the breach. “I listened to most of it on double speed, querido,” she explained, glancing around the room. “She talks about a bunch of stuff she wasn’t there for like she was standing in the room when it happened. Most of it isn’t lies, exactly, but it’s a bunch of half-truths and mean girl shit.”

“Right out of the Delta Rho playbook,” Marcie murmured.

“Exactly,” Maria agreed with a snicker. Then her expression changed. “She talks about Samantha.”

My babygirl froze. Her lips pressed inward so tightly that they disappeared.

Since she couldn’t say it, Yukiko did it for her. “What about?”

Maria’s eyes widened as she realized she’d said more than she meant to. “Not that,” she blurted, holding up a hand. “Chica, the two of us would be having a very different conversation if that bitch had blabbed about what your parents did at your wedding.”

Samantha nodded. A single tear trickled down her cheek.

Only myself and the wives knew that wasn’t what Yukiko had been asking about.

“The stuff with Delta Rho,” Maria said, moving back to firmer ground. “Trying to have you removed as the president of the Stillwell chapter. She basically used the second half of her interview to relitigate that: except without anyone to push back or tell her she’s full of shit. All the stuff about Jack coercing pledges, ‘taking liberties’ with members of the sorority—it’s all in there. Verbatim.”

Yukiko quietly swore. Marcie’s hand squeezed mine. And Samantha silently sobbed.

I turned. “Babygirl—”

“Don’t,” Samantha whispered. “I don’t want to hear another word about that… that cunt.”

A ripple of surprise traveled through the room. Some girls looked scandalized; Maria and Mona were quietly impressed.

“That insult’s getting popular today,” I muttered.

I hadn’t meant it to get attention, but suddenly every head in the room turned to me.

“What?” Samantha blinked away her tears, perplexed. “You called somebody a cunt, Daddy?”

Oh. Oh shit. “Not me,” I said.

Everyone turned and looked at Mona, which made me chuckle. Of course she’d be the next choice. But seeing the expression on her face, everyone realized it wasn’t her. Which meant there was only one person who could have done it.

Yukiko’s cheeks flushed scarlet.

“You called someone a cunt?” Samantha whispered. Her eyes went wide. “You called Victoria Ruocchio a—”

“It’s a long story,” Yukiko whispered. “Trust me, I’m totally ashamed.”

“I’m not!” Samantha sat up straighter, her ass caressing the pillow. “This woman isn’t just trying to stop Daddy’s company from getting off the ground—she’s trying to destroy us! Getting called a cunt is the least of what she deserves!”

Yukiko was silent for a long moment. “It was worse than that,” she whispered.

Everyone leaned forward.

“Worse?” Marcie blurted.

Suddenly Mona looked like she was having trouble holding back her laughter. “You’d better tell them the whole story,” she said, looking at me. “Everything between getting to the courthouse and leaving it.”

“Yeah, this is definitely gonna be good,” Maria said.

I looked around the room.

And then I told them everything.

I started with our arrival at the courthouse and our meeting with Saskia Klein. Heads nodded around the room as I told the story of the hearing itself; even in a radically shorter form, the recap produced more than a few yawns. Everyone already knew that we’d won that particular battle, so it came as no surprise to hear about Saskia’s precise, surgical dismantling of Ramsey Engineering’s main arguments. After all, we knew that wasn’t the real reason Victoria Ruocchio had dragged us into court.

It was everything that came after.

“She met us in the hallway,” I said, picturing her leaning against the wall. “Now that I think about it, she must’ve known about our route ahead of time. She must’ve had someone watching us enter the building, so she’d know where we were going to go when the hearing was over.”

“What did she want?” Marcie asked.

“Bet she made some kind of fucked-up threat,” Maria growled.

I was already shaking my head. “It wasn’t like that at all,” I admitted, sharing a glance with Yukiko. “She… she offered to purchase the Avery Company.”

No one quite knew what to make of that. I watched looks of astonishment dawn on the faces of the members of my harem as they thought it through.

“She wanted to buy us out?” Samantha asked, snickering. “That might be the smartest idea she’s ever had. Maybe she is a good businesswoman, after all..”

I could see Yukiko nodding in the corner of my vision. “It was tempting,” I admitted. “I won’t lie, ending the war between our companies before it could even get started had a definite appeal. But I could never have done that. Not after what those people did to Daniel.”

“You’d be working for a fraud,” Marcie said. The vehemence in her voice surprised me, although maybe it shouldn’t have. “The zombified corpse of everything you and my Dad built. And you’d have to report to her?” She forced out a laugh. “I’m glad you said no, Uncle Jack.”

“Get to the part where Kiki called the new CEO a cunt!” Heather giggled.

“Yeah, we want all the tea,” Eva added on beat. “It’s the only thing keeping us from going insane about that podcast right now…”

I could sympathize. “When we turned her down, she turned to Kiki,” I said, doing the same. “And she apologized. For how difficult the rest of our day was about to be.” I paused, letting that sink in for everyone present. “She knew about the podcast. But she genuinely meant that apology. I think she really believes she was giving me a gift today. She expected me to take that off-ramp: not today, but eventually.”

Lakshmi figured it out first—no surprise there. “She wanted Yukiko to convince you to sell,” the coed said. It was a statement, not a question. “The hearing, the meeting, the podcast drop—all of it was to scare the hell out of us. To scare your pregnant wife into making a foolish decision.”

Samantha laughed. “She doesn’t know the first thing about Kiki if she thinks she’d ever make a foolish decision,” the coed said with pride.

“She thought a pregnant woman watching her family under attack would make the pragmatic choice,” Yukiko whispered, her eyes taking on a faraway cast as the memory replayed itself. “She almost got me, too. But then she pushed me too far…”

Samantha’s gaze sharpened. “What did she do, boo?”

Yukiko hesitated.

And then repeated the line about alimony and her being my actual wife.

The gasps in the room were loud enough that I did an actual double-take. Samantha dropped her q-tip and didn’t bother picking it up. Heather and Eva exchanged a glance like they were wishing they could teleport back to the courthouse and tackle Victoria Ruocchio to the ground for Yukiko.

“Oh. My. God.” The color drained from Samantha’s face. “She really said that?”

Yukiko nodded. “And then I… I just… I lost it. I wasn’t thinking, I was so upset! She said the worst thing she could have possibly said, and I… it happened before I could stop myself…”

“What happened?” Lakshmi asked with a frown.

Yukiko was quiet for a moment.

“I slapped her,” my princess whispered.

There was a moment of silence while the room processed this. Marcie’s eyes went wide, her hand covering her wide-open mouth. Maria let out a little laugh like she approved wholeheartedly, while Lakshmi went so pale I thought she might actually get sick.

Samantha was so shocked she forgot she was nauseous. She leaned over and grabbed Yukiko’s arm with both hands, her jaw hanging open. “You slapped her? Like, in the face?”

Yukiko nodded.

“With your hand? The front, or the back?”

Tears sparkled in Yukiko’s eyes. “Don’t make me feel any worse about it than I already do—”

Samantha was already shaking her head. “Are you fucking kidding me? I wish I could’ve been there! Have you seen the reactions to the podcast on Reddit? I wish I could slap the shit out of that bitch, too!” She turned to the rest of the room, looking as excited as if she’d just been told her favorite team had won a championship. “Holy shit, I’m so proud of you!”

“It was a moment of extremely poor judgment,” Yukiko said.

“It was a moment of justice,” Samantha countered.

“Was this before or after you called her the c-word?” Tasha asked, amused.

Yukiko sighed. “Before. Then I told her I knew how much money Ramsey Engineering is bleeding trying to fend us off, and that I wasn’t going to be pushed around. I… I might have sworn to her that I was going to bankrupt her before the twins start preschool.”

The room looked more and more shocked with every revelation.

“And then I called her the c-word,” Yukiko finished quickly, suddenly very interested in the patterns on the hardwood floor. “It wasn’t my proudest moment, but considering the way all of you are looking at me like I hung the moon, I suppose I don’t regret it.”

“Yukiko Avery,” Samantha whispered. “You are my hero.”

Yukiko let out a sound between a cackle and a sob. “Stop it.”

“I’m serious. I’m strongly considering dressing up as you for Halloween.”

“I hate to interrupt this praise session,” Tasha said, taking a step away from the door frame. “But you’re saying you hit the new CEO of Ramsey Engineering in the face?”

Something in her voice quieted the laughter in the room. Yukiko nodded.

“Did you leave a mark?”

Yukiko paused. “Yeah. Yeah, I did.”

Tasha grunted like she’d expected that. “There were no witnesses in that hallway who didn’t work for either the Avery Company or Ramsey Engineering,” she said, glancing over at Mona like she was surprised the woman hadn’t thought of this already. “What’s to stop Victoria Ruocchio from claiming it was Jack who hit her, not Kiki?”

All the air went out of the room. The looks of shock on the faces of my women made the ones they’d made at Yukiko’s story look almost sedate by comparison.

“No one could possibly believe Jackson Avery would hit a woman,” Lakshmi protested.

“Unless it was in the bedroom,” Heather said.

Eva chimed in so quickly their voices nearly overlapped. “And one of us asked him for it.”

Then Mona stepped in. “Actually, I did think of that,” she said, gritting her teeth. “It certainly wouldn’t be outside of the realm of possibility, but I think it’s unlikely.”

“Yeah?” Tasha didn’t sound convinced.

Mona nodded. “Two reasons. Actually, now that I think about it, there’s three. The first is that Miss Ruocchio had a bodyguard with her during the entire conversation. Not only is he supposed to protect his employer from physical harm, it’s almost unbelievable that he wouldn’t immediately retaliate in those circumstances. If Jack had slapped Victoria, he’d have been in for a world of hurt.”

I wasn’t so sure about that, but I didn’t argue. “What’s the second reason?”

“You weren’t immediately arrested,” Mona said with a snicker. “Putting your hands on Victoria Ruocchio would be game over—and she knows it. If you hit her and she didn’t immediately use that leverage to get you tossed out of the courthouse in cuffs, then her trying to claim you did something after the fact immediately looks suspicious. Because that’s the surest, slam-dunk way to win this war she could possibly have been handed.”

“I don’t know,” Yukiko said. She’d looked worried ever since confessing to the slap—the idea that she could be the thing that accidentally caused my downfall was clearly upsetting her in a major way. “She could say she was afraid. She could say any number of things, Mona—”

“That brings me to the third reason,” Mona said, cutting her off. “And the best one. Which is that we’re going to get out in front of this, the way we’re going to try and get out in front of the worst of the damage from the podcast.”

In the blink of an eye, Yukiko was the CEO’s wife again. “How?”

Mona cleared her throat. “The damage is real,” she said. “I’m not going to pretend otherwise. Even having only heard snippets, this is going to hurt. The Jessamyn angle, especially, will damage everyone’s reputation. Because that’s an unimpeachable authority—the national president of Delta Rho, implying that one of her chapters has gone rogue and formed a sex cult.”

Samantha met Mona’s gaze and held it. “I’m going to go on that podcast,” she said, seeming almost to grow in everyone’s vision as she spoke. “I’m going to show up on the set of Call Your Daddy and I’m going to tell Fiona Hall everything about Jessamyn Fawkes and what she did to me, and by the time I’m done, she’s going to have a worse reputation than Caroline fucking Calloway!”

I opened my mouth to speak and caught myself. Surely Samantha wouldn’t talk about that, would she? Most of the group didn’t know the full story about how badly my babygirl’s parents fucked her life up. Even after all the growing and maturing she’d done over the last year, the thought of her having to explain that to people made me want to hold her in my arms and never let her go.

“Yes,” Mona said without hesitation. “You absolutely will. But first…”

We all waited.

“Nothing that’s happened changes the plan,” she explained. “Just the clock.”

Yukiko picked it up first. “By how much?”

Mona paused for a moment. “My people have been in touch with Morning Harbor,” she explained, keeping her gaze on Yukiko as she spoke. “They want you on the show. Not in three days, not some time next week. Tomorrow morning.”

The room went silent.

“Can you do that, Yukiko?”

My princess thought about it. For about five seconds.

“Yes,” she said, nodding. “Absolutely.”

God bless her. I knew she was nervous as hell—even through the careful poise and composure that made her such a perfect choice to be my second-in-command, I could feel her trying not to panic. Her palm was sweaty against mine, and I swore I could feel her heart pounding against her ribcage like a jackhammer at the thought of being in front of TV cameras in less than eighteen hours.

But Kiki was not going to back down. Not if it meant giving Victoria Ruocchio an advantage.

“All right,” Mona said. “With your permission, I’m going to move your prep work up. I’m going to get you as ready as you can possibly be for this in the next six hours. Then you’re going to get some rest, alright? I want you fresh as a daisy for those morning cameras.”

Yukiko was already nodding along. “Absolutely,” she said, sounding more confident than she had a few moments before. “I’m ready.”

“What can we do?” Maria asked. “Put us to work, Mona. We’re ready to help, too.”

A knowing smile spread across Mona’s face. “Actually, I might take you up on that,” she said, glancing around the room. “All of you. None of you have plans this afternoon?”

Everyone glanced around at each other. If any of my women had other things they’d wanted to do today, they certainly weren’t going to say it. Not with an emergency like this happening all around us.

This was about the future of the Avery Company. About our family.

Of course they were ready.

“I didn’t think so,” Mona said. I thought I could hear a trace of pride in her voice. “Alright, I’m putting all of you to work. I’ve got more than a few ideas on how we can minimize the damage from all this, and something tells me you beautiful young women can come up with a few on your own…”

We got to work.


Chapter Eight

The next several hours were a blur.

At some point, the news vans gave up and drove away. Either they’d realized they weren’t going to get the story and pictures they’d been hoping for when they queued up outside of our house, or Mona had given them enough threats to make them second-guess the wisdom of hanging around just outside of the property line. Either way, we didn’t even notice them leave.

By then, we had work to do. So much work.

Yukiko’s prep took preference, of course. It happened upstairs, in one of the bedrooms we’d yet to fully unpack. Mona pretended to be both of the Morning Harbor hosts (first one, then the other, doing ridiculous impressions of both) and asked Kiki question after question, occasionally throwing in curveballs that had nothing to do with the agreed upon set of topics our people had worked out with the morning show ahead of time. Some of the questions were so blunt and obscene I wanted to protest, but Yukiko handled them with admirable aplomb. Not for the first time, I realized just how good my princess was at being a CEO’s wife.

While I stayed upstairs with Mona and Yukiko, the rest of the group was anything other than idle. With the first episode of the Everything’s A Cult podcast out in the world and being reacted to in real-time on social media, the Avery Company had its first true “all hands on deck” situation.

In the moment, I was too busy to notice the way everyone rose to the occasion. But later, when I had time to look back on it, I’d be so proud of the women who shared my heart.

We didn’t bother dealing with the rank-and-file internet comments. Trolls were going to be trolls no matter what you did, and any attempt to do battle on the Avery Snark subreddit was doomed from the start. Besides, Mona wouldn’t have wasted the resources.

We couldn’t waste our time in the trenches. We needed to set our sights way higher than that.

Leave it to the girls of Delta Rho to spend the afternoon doing some of their best work on my behalf.

Lakshmi, Heather and Eva manned the phones, making a flurry of calls from a set of notes Yukiko scribbled on a legal pad. Within an hour and a half, they had an entire squadron of posts queued up. Current and former members of Delta Rho’s leadership, along with high-ranking members of the Stillwell academic community (both Sidonie Weaver and Professor Kovarsky got phone calls). We staggered the releases like a set of dominos falling, filling the ’net with testimonies from friends and acquaintances that read like official rebuttals. Wherever we could, we found an actual line that Jessamyn used in her interview—some place where she’d twisted the truth—and used the space to set the record straight.

For a brief, shining moment, we even got the official national account of Delta Rho to make a post in support of us on Twitter. It turned out we even had a few friends on the national board’s social media team. That got taken down quick, once Jessamyn and her cronies became aware of it, but screenshots circulated all over the place.

It wasn’t enough to stop the wave. Frankly, nothing would have been enough to stop it. But it helped blunt the worst of the impact. It was better than silence—and it felt a hell of a lot better than sitting on our hands and doing nothing, too.

At some point, I came downstairs to check on everyone and found the place in such better spirits than when I left that it felt like I’d stepped into an alternate universe where the podcast episode hadn’t dropped. Part of that was just having work to take our minds off of everything—but the more I watched my harem work together, the more I realized that the much, much larger part was that all of us were together.

With a start, I realized this was actually the first time since the move to Boston that the entire harem was in the same building at the same time. My wives, Maria, Tasha, Lakshmi, Heather and Eva—they got along like a house on fire, but they also made one hell of a team. The Avery Company had only technically existed for a few days, but it already ran like a well-oiled machine.

I was looking forward to the day when we’d be using our skills to win and maintain clients, instead of managing my personal life.

And Marcie—beautiful, angelic Marcie, who cared so much about her fellow wives and had something important to tell me when this was all over—somehow managed to be everywhere at once. I saw her upstairs bringing Yukiko enough orange tea to keep an entire team of morning show anchors hydrated: downstairs, she kept up the baking through the entire workday, stuffing her fellow wives and harem girls with so many treats there wasn’t even a discussion about whether or not we should order takeout for the group.

She made sandwiches from whatever she could find in the kitchen, she brewed pot after pot of coffee—and she did it all with a smile, without even being asked. When Samantha ran out of Q-tips to dip in rubbing alcohol, Marcie was there with both and a refill on her ginger ale. When the pen Lakshmi was using to keep track of which Delta Rho alumni they’d gotten to commit to social media posts ran dry, Marcie had a new one in her hand before she even finished asking a question about a replacement.

More than anyone else in the group, I caught myself watching her as we moved throughout our day. Everyone was working, and everyone was a well-oiled cog in the Avery Company machine—but Marcie? Marcie was the glue holding all of it together. The entire house functioned because of her.

No one said a word about it. No one needed to. But all of them felt the warmth and kindness radiating from my youngest, sweetest wife. Everyone experienced the love and care that Marcella Ramsey was uniquely capable of.

And I appreciated that more than words could say.

At some point, I glanced out the window to realize night had fallen. Lakshmi and the cheerleaders had finished running through the list of Delta Rho standard-bearers and were monitoring the situation on social media, while Maria was listening to the podcast again and filling an entire page of Yukiko’s legal pad with questions and potential hooks for Saskia Klein to follow up on later. No legal avenues would likely stick, but the point wasn’t to win—it was to make a lot of noise, to introduce doubt.

Tasha left first. “I need to check on the office,” she explained, offering to drop the cheerleaders off at their apartment on the way. “A night like tonight, there’s a higher than normal chance some hooligans might get the bright idea of spray painting some choice words on the doors.”

I could imagine what words they would probably choose. “Sounds like a plan,” I told her. “Will you be alright by yourself?”

Tasha gave me a look. “I used to be a cop, Jack. And I’m still carrying. Trust me, I’ll be fine.”

I decided to take her word for it.

Tasha gestured for Heather and Eva to come with her. “Come on, you two. Kiki’s gonna need her rest.”

The cheerleaders shared a look. “Um, we thought we were going to get naughty for Daddy,” Heather said, pouting theatrically.

“We were specifically promised that he was going to use our tight little bodies,” Eva added on beat. We’ve been so good all day! Don’t we deserve a good dicking?”

“That was before Mona pushed Morning Harbor to tomorrow,” I explained. “Listen, I know I’ve made you girls wait for a while. I know things haven’t been ideal lately with the move and all the drama—"

Heather’s expression changed. “It’s okay,” she chuckled.

I blinked. “It is?”

She elbowed her virtual twin in the ribs. “Look at how stressed he is,” she murmured, gesturing with her chin. “Boss is going insane, worrying about how that awful Vickie’s threatening his wives!”

Vickie? Something told me Victoria Ruocchio would not appreciate that nickname.

Eva stuck her tongue in her cheek and bulged it out in a way that looked unmistakably like an invitation. “I guess we can let him have some quiet time with the wives tonight,” she grumbled, rolling her eyes theatrically. “But we need to get pounded, sir. In the worst way.”

“Totally,” Heather agreed.

They really did have a point. “Morning Harbor should be done by noon,” I told the pair, leaning in close and dropping my voice. “If it goes well, I’m going to have something to celebrate, and I’ll want a couple of filthy girls to celebrate it with. And if it doesn’t go well, I’ll be in a rotten mood. And I’ll want someone to take all that pent-up frustration out on…”

From the looks on their faces, it was clear that Heather and Eva couldn’t decide which one of those things they wanted more. A good result would be wonderful, of course. But there were few things in the world those two naughty, no-limits cheerleaders appreciated more than a Jackson Avery who was upset enough to truly stop being a gentleman and let the beast inside off the leash. Who’d stop treating the pair with respect and start using them like the dirty whores they loved to be.

God, they were two great girls. Part of me wondered what my life would have ended up looking like if I’d met them first, instead of Samantha and Yukiko.

No sooner had Tasha packed the pair back off to their apartment than Mona came down the stairs and announced her interview prep with Yukiko was done. “That girl’s as ready as she’s ever going to be,” my head of PR informed me as we shared a cup of coffee in the living room. “Honestly, I’ve been drilling her up and down, but I don’t think I’ve told her anything she doesn’t know already.” Mona looked proud, as I knew she would be. “She’s going to knock them dead, Jack. Those Morning Harbor people don’t understand what’s coming.”

It was exactly what I wanted to hear. “That’s great news. Where’s Kiki?”

Mona’s eyes narrowed. “Upstairs. Yes, I know it’s early—I told her to get as much sleep as possible. Morning Harbor’s an early show, and we’ll be going on during the “morning coffee” slot—what the ratings show is the most watched half-hour of the program. I want her ready.”

“I don’t even get to kiss her goodnight?”

If I hadn’t been working closely with Mona Isringhausen for the better part of the last four months, the look she gave me might have sent me screaming from the room. It wasn’t one of her nicer expressions. Thankfully, I was used to the shark by now. It helped to remember she was on my side.

“I’m not stupid,” Mona said, pursing her lips. “I know Kiki’s not really going to be asleep when you come upstairs.” She pointed a finger at my chest. “But you do not keep that woman up late, Jackson Avery. Not tonight. You understand me?”

“It wouldn’t be me doing it,” I assured her. “Both of us know Yukiko makes her own decisions—"

“And I know you don’t like to tell your princess ’no’ unless you have to,” Mona shot back. “I ought to be having this conversation with your other wives, not you.” She glanced around the room. “Tasha took the gruesome twosome out of here?”

I couldn’t help but laugh at the nickname. “They headed out,” I said.

“Good. Everyone else who’s not married to you should do the same. You all need your rest.” She paused. “Tomorrow’s going to be brutal.”

There was little doubt in my mind that it would be. “Thank you for your help,” I said.

Mona chuckled. “This war escalated a hell of a lot faster than I anticipated,” she said, shaking her head. “But I did think we were going to get to this point, Jack. I always knew we’d get here, I just didn’t know we’d get here so quickly.”

“I owe you.”

“Yes, you do.” Mona’s gaze traveled out the living room window. The street in front of our house was quiet now, almost peaceful, though there would undoubtedly be another opportunist with their camera lenses pulling up tomorrow. “I guess I’ll just have to content myself with being a very, very wealthy woman once all this is over.”

“That’s not the only reason you’re doing all this, though,” I said.

Mona was silent for so long that I thought she planned to let that pass without comment. Then she smiled and took a sip of her coffee.

“No,” she admitted. “It’s not.”

I waited for her to say something else. She didn’t.

Maybe she was waiting for the same from me. Maybe both of us knew it wasn’t the right moment. And maybe she was talking about her loyalty to Daniel Ramsey and joining us due to wanting revenge for the things his former company did to him, and not the obvious other thing at the top of my mind.

But I knew in my heart of hearts I didn’t believe that last part.

Anything else I might have said evaporated as Maria came around the corner. “The coast is clear, querido,” the Latina said, beaming at me. “Lakshmi and I were helping your girl clean up the kitchen. She’s finishing up the dishes now.”

I imagined the three of them laughing and joking together in front of the sink and felt my heart beat a little bit faster. “Thank you, Maria,” I said, meaning it. “We really needed the help—especially after a day like today.”

“They won the battle,” she said, pulling me into a hug. “But they’re gonna lose the fucking war, tiger. You can count on that.”

“I know.”

Maria’s hands squeezed me a touch longer than propriety demanded. She leaned in, the perfume of her hair against the side of my face, and gave me a long, lingering kiss. Fuck, that felt good.

Around the time my brain started working again, she pulled back and put her lips against my ear.

“Querido,” Maria whispered. “I just thought you should know, your girl Marcie’s in some considerable distress.”

I did a double-take. What?

“She’s holding it together well, but I can see she’s hurting,” Maria said, leaning back a bit with a frown. “I don’t know what’s going on, but you’d better talk to her about it. Whatever it is, me and Laks couldn’t get it out of her.”

That last part didn’t surprise me in the least. “I promised her I’d give her some one-on-one time once everyone left,” I told Maria.

“Good.” Her grin, already feisty, turned lascivious. “I think we could all use a little one-on-one time right now, querido. Too bad the big housewarming celebration got cancelled, no?”

“Delayed, not cancelled,” I promised. “Believe me, I want it every bit as badly as you do.”

Maria laughed. “Oh, I sincerely doubt that, tiger,” she purred. Before I could say another word, she leaned back in, dropping her voice to a whisper so low that even Mona couldn’t hear it. “Me and Tash are gonna be thinking about you all night long, papi. With our hands in each other’s panties.”

My mouth went dry. Like Heather and Eva, Maria and Tasha shared a condo—ostensibly to save on money while we got the Avery Company set up and running in Boston. The two of them had a special bond, both being older than the rest of the harem and professionals who brought their real-world job experience to the group. And I’d watched them get each other off enough in my presence (usually while I was either enjoying one of them or a different girl) that I knew they both definitely enjoyed that sort of thing.

Maybe the fact that they’d asked me to propose to them together should have clued me in on the fact that they were a little more than just good friends.

“Jesus,” I grunted, my cock going ramrod-stiff in my boxers. “Is that what you two get up to when I’m not around?”

Maria grinned from ear-to-ear. “Shit, I wish Tash were here right now,” she purred. “Poor girl would be blushing so hard you could cook dinner on her cheeks…”

“I’m serious,” I said.

Suddenly Maria was serious, too. “Te quiero, papi,” she whimpered against my ear, sliding her hand between my legs. “More than anything. You want to have a sleepover, I’m there with bells on. Or anything else you want me to wear.” She licked her lips, lines appearing on her forehead as she furrowed her brow in thought. “The first time you and I fucked, querido, there was a whole-ass other woman on the hood of your car right there with me. You’re not going to pretend you didn’t know I liked girls, too, are you?”

I shook my head. “I just didn’t realize the two of you were that close.”

“We’re both planning to be your wives once this is all over,” Maria said matter-of-factly. “It’s better that we get along. And I get along very well with Tasha, Jack.” She blinked, suddenly as serious as she ever got. “Say the word and I won’t touch her, querido. If it really upsets you, we’ll stop. We’ll be good girls if that’s what you want.”

Holy shit. Knowing I had that much power over Maria kind of shocked me.

She smiled. “But I don’t think you will,” she purred against my ear. “‘Cause you like the thought of that gorgeous little cop’s tongue buried in my pussy. And on our wedding night, she’s going to be doing that while you fuck her from behind.” She paused, her grin going fierce. “And then we’ll switch positions and do it the other way.”

Jesus.

It must have shown on my face, because Maria giggled. “Love you, tiger,” she chuckled, giving me one more kiss. “Fuck, I cannot wait to tell Tasha about this. She’s gonna get so tongue-tied the next time she sees you…”

“I hope not,” I said, regaining my composure. “I happen to like what she does with that tongue.”

“Me too,” Maria said with a wink. “Catch you tomorrow, querido.”

And with that, she was gone.

It took several seconds of watching her ass as she strode down the driveway for me to remember that Mona had been sitting right next to me through all that.

“Even for me,” she said, sounding like she wasn’t sure whether to be scandalized or burst out laughing, “that was one of the more explicit conversations I’ve been privy to.”

I coughed. “I didn’t expect that to happen,” I said. “I didn’t mean for you to hear all that—”

“I didn’t say you needed to apologize,” Mona snickered. “By the way, you were right. I don’t think Victoria Ruocchio could ever picture what your home life is like.”

The rest of the group left shortly after that conversation. Lakshmi and Mona left together, the former with a kiss and the other with a look that was just short of jealousy.

Which left me, for the first time in a while, alone in an empty room.

Yukiko upstairs, pretending to sleep. Samantha battling nausea and her fury at Jessamyn Fawkes coming back into her life in equal measure.

And Marcie in the kitchen. Needing me.

I sat there for a few moments, marshaling my courage, then went into the kitchen.

In marked contrast to the rest of the house, the room was spotless. Everyone had done a hell of a job cleaning up—even after an entire day’s worth of baking, the place looked like it had hardly been used. Marcie sat at the kitchen island in the center of the room with a cup of tea and a pensive look on her face. A stack of dishes sat drying on a rack just behind her.

She glanced up as I entered. “Hey, Uncle Jack.”

Something was wrong. I could hear it in her tone.

“Hey, angel,” I said.

I didn’t push. I went around to the sink, poured myself a glass of water, and drank it slowly. Waiting for Marcie to get comfortable enough to open up.

When she didn’t say anything, I filled the glass a second time, got some ice from the fridge, and pulled up a chair beside her at the kitchen island. Still, I didn’t say anything.

I just watched her.

Marcie stared off into the distance, her expression unreadable.

And finally, she spoke.

“Everyone had something to do today,” she whispered.

There was no anger in it. No heat. Just… just tiredness. Like she’d been carrying a weight on her back for a hell of a lot longer than just this one day, and was desperately looking for a place she could set the damn thing down without hurting herself in the process.

Hearing it activated all of my protective instincts at once. I wanted to pull her to me, to hold her tight—but instead, I gave her space. I could tell she needed it.

Because she wasn’t done.

“Mona needed Kiki for the courthouse and for the talk show tomorrow,” she said, not looking at anything. “Sam’s got the podcast coming up. Maria did research, Lakshmi and the cheerleaders got half of Delta Rho defending us against the allegations. Even Tasha had the perimeter on lock.” She paused. “I… I baked. Baked and made coffee.”

Now was the moment. I put an arm over Marcie’s shoulders.

“Babygirl, that’s not nothing,” I whispered.

She met my gaze evenly. “It’s not the same and you know it,” she said in a quiet voice.

I just nodded. “I know.”

She sighed. “I like baking, and I like making sure everyone’s got coffee,” she said, making both things sound about as dismissive as humanly possible. “But it’s not the same as contributing to the company. I’m sitting here on the sidelines while everyone else is fighting the battle, Uncle Jack.”

“That’s not true,” I said, giving her shoulder a squeeze. “Babygirl, you were everywhere today. I watched you. Whenever anybody needed anything, you were right there. Half the time you were giving them what they wanted before they could even ask for it. You were wonderful, babygirl.”

Marcie perked up the faintest bit. “You think so?”

“I know so,” I told her. “Everyone in this house was fighting today, angel. But you were the one holding the house together. We would’ve fallen apart without you.”

I thought that would do it. And for a second, Marcie looked cheered. Then her eyes clouded over, and I knew she was no longer looking at anything in the room around her.

“It’s not just today, Jack,” she whispered. “It’s… it’s everything. And it’s the most important thing.” She glanced up at me, her blue eyes focusing on mine. “I know you know what I’m talking about.”

I did. There was only one thing she could possibly mean.

“Babygirl, not everyone gets pregnant on the first try,” I assured her. “It takes couples months sometimes to have a baby. Sometimes it takes years—”

“I know,” Marcie blurted. “And I’m not mad at Samantha or Kiki—I want you to know that. I really, really need you to know that. I am so happy for them. I’m just…”

She trailed off. “You’re what, babygirl?”

Marcie hung her head. “I’m falling behind,” she said, sniffing hugely. “Kiki’s got the company and the twins. She’s got her Mom coming soon, and she’s going to be on TV tomorrow. Samantha’s got the podcast, she’s got all of Delta Rho behind her, and she’s got a little boy or girl growing inside her belly.” She paused, her voice turning bitter. “I’m still being shopped around. Mona’s still trying to find a place for me. And so is everyone else.”

“Sweetheart, that’s not true—”

“I’m the wife who waits,” Marcie said, trembling a bit against my side. “The girl who bakes cakes and brews coffee and who gets told she holds the room together doesn’t really believe it. The girl who…”

She broke off with a sob. I watched something inside of her bend at a weird angle.

“What if there’s something wrong with me, Uncle Jack?”

There it was. Marcie’s anxieties weren’t made up, they weren’t in her head, but there was only one thing that was really upsetting her. It wouldn’t matter that she’d spent the day baking and supporting the other members of the harem if she’d had a little pregnant belly while she was doing it.

If she was growing a baby inside of her the way her fellow wives already were.

“I mean it.” Marcie’s voice was quiet, contained, but the tears silently rolling down her cheeks told me just how much emotion she was really holding back. “What if it’s not just a matter of time? What if it’s never going to happen, and I’m never going to have what Samantha and Yukiko have? What if you get married to Maria and Tasha and they both get pregnant, and I’m still sitting over here in the corner brewing coffee and frosting cookies!?”

The words hung in the air, awful but unable to be recalled. Marcie’s lips slammed together, her shoulders shaking as she no-doubt pictured it. A house full of happy mothers and gorgeous babies. And one wife sitting on the sidelines, pouring all that energy into the kitchen while going insane on the inside.

God. I hadn’t realized how badly Marcie was hurting.

I turned and took her in my arms. This required more than a touch on her shoulder—I pulled her to me, sliding her into my lap and cupping her face with my hands. Marcie’s shakes turned into full-on sobs, and she tried to bury her face in my chest, but I wouldn’t let her.

Instead, I looked right into her eyes. Holding her close.

“Babygirl, we’re gonna tackle this together,” I promised her. “I’m taking you to a doctor. I should have done it weeks ago.”

Her eyes widened. “Jack, you’ve got so much on your plate already—”

“That doesn’t matter,” I said. “If there’s something wrong, we’ll find out what it is and we’ll deal with it. We’ll get you whatever you need, babygirl.” I paused, pushing down a surge of emotion. “You’ve been carrying this alone for too damn long. No more. Not another day, alright?”

She stared at me, shocked.

And then the dam inside of her burst.

Marcie threw herself against me, burying her face in my shirt. The whimpers that had been quiet and muffled became unrestrained, tearing out of her in huge, shuddering sobs. I felt her hot tears against my chest as all the weight she’d been carrying—all the worry, the anxiety, the guilt about falling behind her fellow wives—came draining out of her like a popped balloon.

I was glad to see it. But I felt more than a little guilty myself.

How long had Marcie been screaming on the inside with no one to see it?

“There’s something I need to say,” I murmured, running my hand between her shoulder blades. “Babygirl, I said what you did today wasn’t nothing. That wasn’t even close to the truth. It was everything. Nobody had to say a word to you—you snapped into action like a soldier, Marcie. I know it doesn’t take the hurt away. But what you do for this family… what you do for me… it matters, babygirl. I don’t think we could function without it.”

“I know, Uncle Jack.” Marcie lifted her face slowly, her eyes wet with tears. “But I want to matter in a way that’s mine,” she said, blinking as she regained her composure. “I want something that no one else is a part of. Like Kiki helping you run the company. Like Sam going on that podcast. Something that’s just…”

“Just you,” I said, finishing for her. “I’m going to find you that. I don’t know what it is yet, angel, and Mona doesn’t, either. But it’s going to be yours. No one else’s.” A beat. “I promise.”

By the time I finished speaking, Marcie mostly had herself back under control. She cried a few more tears, then blew her nose noisily into my shirt. It looked so cute I wasn’t even upset.

“Sorry,” she murmured. “Geez, what a day, huh?”

“It’s been one for the history books,” I told her. “Angel, we’re going to be okay.”

She nodded once more, wiping her eyes. And then, as she calmed herself, a new expression emerged from behind her innocent face. One that only I—and the women who wore my wedding bands—ever got to see.

The one that always got her asking me if it was okay for her to be bad for me tonight.

“Mona told us to go to bed early,” she said, a catch in her voice. “I think I’m going to take her advice and head up. Will you come tuck me, in Uncle Jack?”

Fuck.

And I’d thought Maria had got me hard.

“I’ll be right behind you, angel,” I growled.

The corner of Marcie’s mouth curled in a knowing smile. “Good. Because I need to hear some things from you tonight. And I think you know what I mean.”

“Marcie,” I said thickly. “Angel, I know just what you need.”

She put her hand in mine.

“Take me upstairs and tuck me in, Jack,” she said softly. “I need you. Right now.”

I needed her, too.

And before she could say another word, I lifted my angel into my arms and carried her out of the kitchen.


Chapter Nine

Marcie weighed nothing in my arms.

Okay, that wasn’t technically true. She might have been the smallest of my wives, but she was still one-fifteen and change and my lower back wasn’t exactly what it had been twenty years ago. But as I made my way up the stairs, carrying my angel to bed, I can honestly say I didn’t feel an ounce of it. Not then.

She really is an angel, I thought, glancing down at her. My angel.

Marcie lay folded into me, her arms around my neck and her face pressed against the hollow of my throat as we reached the second floor of the house. I could hear the sound of running water coming from down the hall—Samantha must have been taking a bath—and the churn of white noise from the master bedroom. Yukiko was down for the count, having been ordered to early bedtime like a kid by Mona Isringhausen.

The door to Marcie’s bedroom lay at the end of the hall, open a crack. I carried her inside.

A single lamp provided the only illumination, bathing the room in a dim, romantic light. While Yukiko’s bedroom had been meticulously unpacked by the woman herself the day we moved in and Samantha’s lay in disarray, Marcie’s personal space was currently somewhere between the two. Her bed was made and all her favorite things from her dorm room—her puzzles, her books, the photographs of her with her Delta Rho sisters—were in their proper places, but a stack of unopened boxes loomed in one corner and her closet currently had nothing hanging in it but empty hooks.

None of that really mattered. The bed was warm and ready.

I shifted her to a one-handed grip, my arm beneath her rear as I pulled back the blanket. I deposited her underneath and planted a kiss on her forehead, then shimmied in beside her, pulling the covers over us both.

Her eyes met mine. She leaned against me, draping one leg over my thigh, her lips pursed.

“I wish I was doing more,” she whispered, a hurt look filling her face. “I’m sorry that I’m not like Samantha and Yukiko, Jack.”

Oh. Oh, babygirl.

“Marcie,” I grunted. “Look at me.”

She looked.

I laced my fingers through hers. “You held this house together today,” I told her, feeling the weight and the heat of her body against mine. “Every single person who helped us strategize today ate because you fed them. They had coffee because you made it.” I cleared my throat. “You did it so naturally that nobody’s going to give you your proper credit for it, because it’s just what you do. But it is extraordinary, babygirl.”

She bit her bottom lip. “But it’s not—”

“I know,” I said. I didn’t need her to tell me. “I know it’s not the thing you’re looking for, angel. I told you downstairs I’m going to give you something that’s just for you, something you don’t have to share with anybody else. I meant that.”

“Uncle Jack—”

I wasn’t done. “But I need you to hear something right now,” I growled, taking her chin in my fingers. “You’re my wife, Marcie.”

She trembled against me.

“Not my assistant. Not my helper. Not the girl who makes the coffee. My wife. I chose you, Marcie. I don’t give a damn if you wanna help run the business or bake us all cookies or do something else entirely—I wanted to be your husband because you’re you. Not because you’re a useful employee. You…”

I broke off, chuckling.

“You drive me crazy, angel. You have no fucking idea what you do to me.”

The tears came again. This time they were gentler, slower, a trickle instead of a flood. Not a woman freaking out or having a breakdown—just one who knew she was exactly where she was meant to be.

“I’m gonna tuck you in, babygirl,” I rasped, bringing my face to hers. “You ready for me?”

She didn’t answer with words. Instead, she pressed her lips to mine, groaning against my mouth. Oh yeah, she was definitely ready.

I kissed her again—her forehead, her cheek, then her hot, hungry mouth. Her fingers gripped the fabric of my shirt, her body moving beneath the covers. One hand grabbed the back of my head, digits tangling in my hair, pulling me close like she never wanted to let go.

I knew what she needed. More than either of my other wives, there were nights when Marcie wanted me to be rough with her. Nights when my angel turned filthy, when she begged me to spank her, pull her hair, leave bites and bruises on her perfect body. As the most outwardly innocent of my women, it never failed to thrill her when she was allowed to discard her persona and be a ‘bad girl’ for her ‘uncle’ Jack. The marks she’d worn proudly across her ass for the entirety of our honeymoon were testament to that.

This was not one of those nights.

Marcie needed something else from me tonight. Something softer, sweeter—something to remind her that I was here, that I loved her, and that I was never, ever going to let her go.

I kissed my way down her body with languid slowness, savoring her gasps. She knew what I was going to do almost immediately, but it was still a thrill to get her ready: unclasping her bra as my lips kissed her taut little belly, helping her pull her shirt over her head and toss it onto the pile of boxes in the corner.

By the time I reached her thighs, Marcie was writhing with need. Her hips lifted from the bed unconsciously, the toes of one foot grabbing at her pant leg to tug down her pajama pants. Underneath she wore nothing but a pair of white cotton panties, so soaked that they clung to the outline of her mound.

"Lie back, angel," I murmured.

She obeyed.

I got up on my knees and grabbed the comforter, bringing it to my shoulders. I really was tucking us in together, and the motion was as intimate as it was sexual. The sheets slid against her bare skin as I kissed between her legs, my fingers reaching for the fabric of her panties.

"Oh, fuck," Marcie whimpered, spreading her legs for me. Her pelvis arched against my touch, showing me how badly she needed it. "Jack, please..."

"I'm right here, angel," I growled, peeling her panties off her mound and tugging them down to her ankles. "I'm not going anywhere."

Her fingers dug into my shoulders. "Say it again," she whimpered.

Huh?

I gazed up at her from between her legs. Marcie was watching me, her short blonde hair hanging messily in front of her face, her pupils blown wide with bliss. Everything inside me wanted to bury myself between those legs and make her scream my name—but first, I needed to know what she meant.

"Say what, angel?"

Her fingers dug into my scalp. "The wife thing," she whispered, so quietly it was almost inaudible. "Please..."

God, she was so gorgeous. Marcie trembled beneath me, as open and vulnerable as if she'd unlatched her ribcage and allowed me to stare straight into her beating heart. I knew, looking at her, that the entire conversation we'd had downstairs was only a preamble to this. That this was the moment that would heal my angel's wounds. That would convince her I loved her every bit as much as the other women who wore my rings.

"You're my wife, Marcie," I growled, digging my fingers into the firm flesh of her ass. "You're my wife, and I love you, and I'm going to show you exactly what that means..."

And before she could say a word, I knelt between her parted thighs and kissed her deep.

Marcie let out a groan the whole house heard, her hips rising to meet me. "Oh fuck, Jack—!”

I took my time. There was nothing hurried about this. Every lap of my tongue against the sensitive nub at the apex of her pussy was calculated, every press of my lips against her inner walls a move designed to make her utterly unravel across the mattress.

She spread for me wider, pressing her pelvic bone against my nose. The taste and the smell of her were enough to drive me feral, until my cock felt like a bar of molten lead against the mattress. Still I kept myself restrained, working her up the side of the mountain with slow, deep, hard motions that refused to either speed up or stop.

"Oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck..." When I glanced up at her, Marcie had her eyes shut tight, her hair thrown across the pillow like a messy halo. "Yes, ohmigawd, right there... oh no, Jack, I'm going to—I can't stop...!"

I didn't want her to stop. Two fingers slid into her pussy, stabbing deep into her core as my tongue swirled around her clit. The combination was too much for Marcie to stand: her moans shot up an octave, her fingers digging into my shoulders.

The contradiction never failed to excite me. Marcie's voice begged for me to slow down, to prolong the bliss—but the way her body gripped me showed the truth. My angel ground her tight, wet pussy against my face, her tits heaving as she reached the point of no return and crashed right through it.

"Jack! Oh fuck, Uncle Jack I'm gonna, I'm... oh shit I'm cumming—!"

And she was. Marcie's body heaved from the mattress one last time as she went weightless in my arms, her inner walls clenching around my fingers as her body collapsed into bliss. I buried my face deep between her thighs as she came, licking up the flood of juice that dripped from her pussy as it boiled over. She was so warm against me that it felt almost intolerably hot beneath the blanket; still I kept it on my shoulders as I teased and milked her through her orgasm. Marcie deserved nothing less.

As she came down from her peak, I crawled up the bed and lay down beside her, letting the sheets pool around her knees. Marcie leaned over and kissed me, her hands going to the bulge in my boxers and stroking it like she'd been waiting all day to touch it. No matter how many times I heard it, the little gasp of surprise and delight that left Marcie's lips when she felt how hard she made me never failed to make me feel like the luckiest man on Earth.

"You're so turned on, Uncle Jack," Marcie murmured, biting down on her bottom lip as she pressed her bare tits against my chest. "Can I... is it okay if I touch it? Am I a bad girl if I tell you how much I want to feel every inch of this inside me—“

"Hey," a bright little voice said.

Both Marcie and I sat up a little straighter. Samantha stood in the doorway, her hair wrapped in a towel and her hand on the doorknob holding it about a third of the way open. She wore one of the puffy white robes my wives had fallen in love with during our honeymoon, and her cheeks were flushed pink from the bath.

And from something else, too.

How long had she been standing there listening to us?

On most other nights, Samantha would have followed that up with a joke. A little crack—not meant in a mean way, but something about getting the party started without her. About interrupting the fun. A quick little "starting without me, Daddy? Rude!"

Tonight, though, Samantha took one look at Marcie and read the room. A joke was not what Marcie needed right now.

"I was just heading to bed," Samantha said, glancing between the two of us. "It's totally cool if you want to have Daddy to yourself tonight, but full disclosure: I'm absolutely planning on getting in bed and rubbing myself senseless while I listen to you two through the wall. So... maybe I could just do that in here?"

Marcie's gaze slowly moved up and down Samantha's body. Suddenly I was reminded of the crush my angel had had on her sorority president, long before both women got married to me.

"Yeah," Marcie said in a small voice. "You, um, you're totally welcome, Samantha. You don't have to just, like, hang out on the sidelines—"

Marcie fell silent as Samantha untied her robe and slid it from her shoulders.

The blonde was totally naked underneath, as I'd known she would be. Her pussy was bare, freshly-shaved, and the ever-so-slight swelling around her waist made her look even sexier than usual. The fact that pregnancy made her breasts just a little bit swollen didn't hurt, either.

"Good," Samantha said, grinning as she tugged off the towel around her hair. "Okay, being totally honest, I absolutely had the massage setting on the shower head going between my legs while I listened to Marcie moaning."

"Jesus," I gasped.

Samantha grinned. "I couldn't resist, Daddy. But it wasn't enough. I definitely need some dick tonight." She slipped beneath the covers and curled up against us. "Marcie has the tastiest little pussy, doesn't she, Daddy? Can I taste her on you?"

No man on Earth could have resisted a request like that. I scooped Samantha into my arms and kissed her, hard, her mouth opening against mine. She groaned as her tongue slid into my mouth, her eyelashes fluttering as she tasted her bestie's juices on me.

She let the kiss go until I was throbbing, then pulled back and propped herself up on an elbow. "Are you okay, sweetheart?" she asked Marcie, her voice dripping with empathy.

Marcie took Samantha's hand under the blanket. "Yeah," she said, her voice thick with emotion. "Jack and I had a talk. We're... we're gonna be okay."

"Of course we are," Samantha said with a smirk. "We're the fucking Avery family." Her eyes lit up with mischief. "Now, did Jack finish tucking you in, or do I need to help him out?"

Marcie's jaw dropped open. "Sam, I—"

It was as far as she got.

Samantha leaned down and kissed her. Gently, at first, like she was trying to transmit as much care and love as she possibly could using only her lips. Marcie made a sound that was almost indescribable as Samantha pressed her against the mattress, the former sorority president taking control of her former pledge in a way that was so hot I had the good sense to stay exactly where I was and not interrupt.

"You're gonna be alright," Samantha whispered, stroking the side of Marcie's face. "I promise you that. Okay?"

From the way they talked to each other, I knew I was not the first person to hear the full story of Marcie's anxieties.

Marcie nodded, her cheeks flushed with afterglow and the beginnings of a second surge of lust. "Uh huh..."

Sam snickered. "You like watching us, Daddy?" she purred, licking her lips. "Does it make you hot knowing your wives get along so well?"

There was no sense in denying it. "Fuck yes."

"C'mere, you," Samantha giggled. "Fuck, you're so goddamned hot..."

Samantha pressed herself against me, her mouth smothering mine as her hand slipped into my boxers. We kissed as she stroked me to fuller-than-full hardness, then she arched her back, letting me feast on her soft, swollen tits. Marcie groaned from the mattress as she watched, whimpering with need at the sight of us together.

Samantha knew just what to do. One hand stayed between my legs, her fingers slick with pre-cum as she worked her way from my base to my tip—and the other grabbed Marcie's inner thigh, teasing her opening until she was trembling with lust.

"I can't take it anymore," I grunted. "One of you needs to let me fucking fuck you already, or I'm gonna fucking explode..."

Samantha laughed knowingly. "I wanna watch you fuck Marcie," she giggled, her face lighting up like she was about to sit down and enjoy her favorite movie. "Then you can fuck me, Daddy. But I'm going to need to watch you bury that load deep inside your angel before you make your babygirl scream your name—"

The sound of door hinges squeaking interrupted her sentence.

It was Yukiko. The door was fully open, and my princess stood leaning against the doorframe, one hand on the frame and the other resting on her pregnant belly. She was wearing—what else?—one of my button-down dress shirts, open except for one button near the top which hid neither her breasts, her belly, nor the set of lacy black boy shorts she had on. Her hair was down, which was becoming a rarity for her, and her eyes were heavy-lidded as she watched the three of us cavorting in bed together.

Her eyes met mine. She didn't look surprised in the least.

"You weren't sleeping," I said.

The corner of Kiki's mouth curled in a smirk. "No," she admitted, making no move to deny it. "I most certainly was not sleeping."

She came to the side of the bed and sat down on it, moving with the unhurried grace of a woman who'd had to think more about her center of gravity over the last few months than normal. She took in the scene with a smile—me looming over Marcie, Samantha kneeling between us both with her hands stroking us both simultaneously—then her gaze went to Marcie, patient and kind and somehow knowing all at once.

"You talked to Jack?" she whispered.

Marcie nodded. "He was so good about it."

Yukiko glanced at me with a nod. "I knew he would be."

I couldn't help but laugh. "Am I the last person in this house to find out about all this?"

"Don't feel bad, Daddy," Samantha purred, the movement of her hand meaning I couldn't feel much that wasn't how fucking great that friction was treating me. "You've had so much on your plate right now, it's no big surprise you haven't had time to really focus on your wives and what they need. We understand." She pulled back her hand, licked my pre-cum from her fingers, and went back for more. "Isn't that right, girls?"

"Oh, fuck yes," Marcie whimpered. "I love you so much, Jack..."

"So fucking much," Yukiko agreed. "Hey, Marcie?"

With an effort, Yukiko rolled onto her side and pressed her lips to Marcie's ear. Whatever she said was too soft for me to hear, but it made Marcie's eyes go wide as saucers.

She nodded. "Yeah. Absolutely."

Yukiko smiled serenely. "Good."

Then she leaned against the headboard and sighed with relief. "Continue," she said, looking at me like a real princess instead of a girl with a nickname. "I think you were about to tuck Marcie in?"

I grinned. "You three are the best."

Samantha's fingers gripped my girth tighter. "Put this inside her," the blonde whimpered. "She needs it, Daddy. You have no fucking idea how badly she needs it. It's all she's been talking about today..."

I knew that wasn't the truth, but it was so hot I'd let it pass. "How do you want it, angel?" I asked, peering down at her. "Tonight's your night. You call the shots."

Marcie licked her lips, looking up at me like I was a present she was so excited about she felt a little nervous to unwrap it. "Just like this," she murmured, arching her hips against me. "Face to face. I want you to watch me, Jack. I want to be a good girl for you tonight—"

I was there.

I leaned over her, kissing her deep, parting her thighs with my knee. Her hands came to grasp the back of my neck, her body clinging to mine like she might go flying off and into the sky if she dared to let go of me.

I held her there, reassuring her with my weight. Face to face, so that I could see her and she could see me.

The crown of my cock pushed against her inner thigh. Marcie whined when she felt it, all her pretensions dropping away in a surge of biology and need. "Please, Jack... go slow for me? I want to feel you inside me all night long—"

Her words broke off with a gasp as I pushed inside of her.

The heat of her was staggering—the wet, tight grip of her post-orgasmic pussy, the little gasps as each inch of me drove deep to hammer into her back walls. Her eyes locked on mine as I filled her, never flinching, never looking away. I swore I could see the hearts in her eyes as I bottomed out inside of her.

"I love you," I groaned. I might have been inside my house, but right now was the first moment I was truly home. "You hear me, angel?"

"I love you, too," she whimpered. "Jack—I love you so much..."

With Samantha and Yukiko flanking us on either side, we found a steady rhythm. Every thrust deep into her felt like the sweetest kind of torture, yet I kept my thrusts slow, going long and adding a little kick to end of each that made her moan. Both of my other wives doted on Marcie as we fucked, squeezing her tits and stroking the side of her face and whispering sweet nothings in her ear.

It was pure attention. Pure love.

It just about drove poor Marcie insane.

You could see it in her eyes as she glanced from me to her fellow wives and back again. Whatever Marcie's internal conception of Heaven looked like, it couldn't have been any nicer than this. Loved on by three people at the same time, all while the man she loved most in the world gave her the kind of sex her body ached for.

Marcie managed to stay quiet. Right up until she couldn't.

"Don't stop," she groaned, grabbing my hips and grinding herself onto me as hard as she could. "Please don't stop, don't stop don't ever stop...!"

I didn't stop. My strokes grew faster, harder, filling her. Next to her, Marcie's fellow wives grinned with anticipation.

I pressed my forehead to hers as she neared the peak, just letting her feel my presence. You could have fried an egg on her cheeks. Her legs locked around my waist, pulling me in deeper, welcoming me into her core. Her mouth met mine, gasping against my lips as she neared the peak.

"That's it," I growled, low and commanding. "Come for me, angel. That's my girl. That's my good girl..."

Marcie shut her eyes tight and let out a moan so loud it probably woke the neighbors.

In the next instant, she came apart.

Her whole body seized up against me as orgasm infiltrated her, her inner walls gripping me like a fist. A flood of juice met my cock as I thrust into her again and again, still grinding the base of my prick against her clit as I sent her into the stratosphere. Her heart pounded like a jackhammer in her chest, so loud I could hear it as she clung to me.

"Jack, please," she whimpered, her nails digging into my back. "Please!"

She didn't need to say what. I already knew.

I thrust hilt-deep into her one more time and let go.

Fireworks exploded behind my eyes as I came. My cock jerked against Marcie's inner walls, swelling even bigger and thicker as I shot my load. Thick, hot jets of liquid lava detonated inside of her, spurting directly into her hot, hungry cunt. I flooded her, filling her with everything I had, burying myself all the way inside of her and keeping myself there.

Making sure every last drop stayed right where it belonged.

Marcie felt it—of course she did. Her eyes went wide as she felt just how much I was giving her, her mouth hanging open slack with pleasure. Her legs tightened around me, removing any thought I might have had about pulling out.

"Yes," she whimpered. "Stay right there, Jack. Please, please get me pregnant..."

I stayed inside of her.

I didn't pull out—I didn't move. Not until we were sure every last drop of my seed went right into her womb. I had no idea what was taking Marcie so long to get pregnant—if it was a medical issue or something else entirely—but if that didn't do the trick, maybe we did need to take her to a doctor.

"Babygirl," I whispered, brushing a sweaty lock of hair out of her face. "You're so goddamned beautiful. Fuck, you make my heart hurt sometimes..."

She smiled. "I love you, Jack."

"I love you too, angel."

When I finally pulled out of her, Samantha and Yukiko were waiting. "My turn," Kiki purred, sharing a glance with Samantha that told me they'd worked this out while I was inside of Marcie. "Lie back, Jack. We know you probably need one of us to take the lead after that."

I didn't, but I appreciated the break. Also, I had a feeling getting me on my back would help Yukiko with what came next immensely.

I lay down and let my princess straddle me. She moved slowly, carefully, one hand braced on my chest for balance and the other holding her belly protectively.

"This is a lot harder than it used to be," she said, the hand on my chest shifting to grab the base of my cock.

"Worth it," I grunted.

Yukiko peered at me through her lids. "Oh, absolutely," she agreed. "You stay right there, mister. Do me a favor—hold my thighs? The last thing I want is to fall off you right when I'm really starting to feel it..."

I eagerly obliged. Cowgirl was the only position where Kiki could control both the angle and the depth, and with my hands holding her in place, she had the freedom to finally cut loose a bit.

She guided me inside of her, then sank onto my prick, impaling herself on my length. Her eyes rolled back in her head as I stretched her walls around me, filling her the way I knew she'd been looking forward to all day.

"Oh fuck, that never gets old," she groaned, her head lolling back on her shoulders. "You just came inside of Marcie and you're still so fucking hard..."

"For you? Always." I upthrust against her, sending a shock through her body that made her whimper. "Look at you, princess. How could I not be?"

Yukiko smiled, her cheeks coloring. "I know I'm not my hottest right now," she admitted, glancing down at her stomach. "As much as I'm looking forward to meeting our babies, there's a part of me that also cannot wait to be able to do doggy style again."

"You're wrong," I grunted.

Yukiko frowned. "About doggy style?"

I was already shaking my head. "About not looking your hottest. You're carrying our future, princess. You're a queen. My queen."

Yukiko's smile turned into a grin. "I don't want to be your queen right now," she panted, rocking forward on my prick. "I don't want to be the CEO's wife or the girl who's going on TV to talk about my marriage, either. Tonight, I want to be your woman, Jackson Avery."

"You are."

"Fuck," Yukiko whispered, rolling her hips. "Jack, that feels so fucking good..."

It did. Every thrust between Yukiko's legs felt tighter and wetter than the one before, the heat and friction nearly driving me crazy. Her heavy breasts bounced with every thrusts, her dark nipples just far enough out of reach that I couldn't sit up and pull one into my mouth.

But Samantha could. And she did.

Yukiko's face became a mask of pleasure as the blonde coed latched onto one of her breasts. Her mouth dropped open, her free hand grabbing a handful of Samantha's hair to keep her from pulling away—not that she had any intention of doing that.

"Oh God, yes!” Yukiko whimpered. "Neither of you fucking stop! Jesus, that feels fucking incredible!"

Samantha's lips left Kiki's nipple with a wet little pop. "They're so swollen and sensitive, aren't they?" she purred, beaming up at her fellow wife like the naughtiest babygirl who'd ever lived. "You think Daddy could fuck the soreness out of them once you're done cumming all over his cock?"

Yukiko was already too far gone to answer with words. My bisexual princess simply couldn't handle the twin sensations of her husband fucking her brains out and her gorgeous sorority queen wife licking her tits like she was worshipping a goddess. A few more bounces in my lap and Kiki's thighs tightened, the tension like a rubber band about to snap. Her fingers splayed out on my shoulders, her belly protruding until it rested on my chest.

Her eyes locked on mine.

"I love you so fucking much, baby," she whispered, one eye rolling back in her head as Samantha did things to her breasts with her mouth that ought to have been illegal. "I love this so fucking much. I love watching you, and joining in, and... and oh fuck, oh fuck I'm gonna come...!"

She impaled herself on me as hard as she could and hit the peak, her whole body shaking a leaf. Every muscle in her body went taut as the pleasure washed over her, her mouth opening in a silent cry of ecstasy. Samantha didn't stop: she kissed and licked one breast while squeezing the other, running her thumb over the sensitive nipple.

Finally Yukiko came back down, her whole body going boneless on top of me. Her hands went to the headboard, using it as leverage to lift herself off of me. She did her best, but I caught her wince as she slid to the side, her teeth gritting in a grimace.

"Fuck yeah," she whispered, going onto her side next to us. "That was exactly what I needed."

"My turn," Samantha growled. "And speaking of doggy style..."

As my other two wives watched, my babygirl turned around, arched her back, and gripped the headboard with both hands.

"I want you to pound me from behind, Daddy," she said, grinning at me over her shoulder. "None of this soft and sweet shit—tonight, I need to get fucked. Fuck me so hard I forget my own name. Or at least that bitch Victoria Ruocchio's."

She didn't say it, but I knew there was a different name on her mind. Jessamyn Fawkes. The thought was a fleeting one, there and gone, but I filed it away in the back of my mind all the same. At some point, we'd need to deal with her.

I grabbed a handful of Samantha's hair and mounted her from behind. "You sure you want it like that, babygirl?" I grunted, my other hand finding her ass and giving it a sharp little slap. "I had to hold back so hard with Kiki and Marcie that I might be extra savage right now—“

"You don't have to keep selling me on it, Daddy," Samantha giggled. "Fuck your babygirl stupid already!"

God, she knew me so well. After holding back with Marcie and letting Yukiko set the pace, I needed to be a beast with Samantha. And here she was, not just giving me permission but begging me to treat her the way I usually only treated Heather and Eva.

I grabbed her hip with one hand, slid the other around her throat, and rammed myself all the way inside of her, hard enough to shake the headboard. The slap of skin-on-skin filled the room, along with Samantha's shriek of mingled surprise and pleasure.

"God damn, Daddy!" she groaned, her eyes going wide. "Yeah, that's right, fuck me like you mean it—"

What I did next left her no room to be a brat. I pulled her to me, hard, pinning her body against mine as I savaged her with fast, deep strokes. The headboard shook beneath her hands, slamming against the wall, but I ignored it--if I left a mark, it'd just be something we looked at with pride later. She watched me over her shoulder, her eyes filling with pure love and devotion as I took all the ferocity I'd been holding back with my other two wives and unleashed it on her tight, perfect body.

"Daddy—oh God oh God—!"

Her mouth opened wide, the sounds of my thighs slapping against her ass filling the room like the crack of a whip. On the other side of the mattress, Yukiko had Marcie in her arms and was sliding her fingers between the blonde girl's thighs, teasing her and whispering something in her ear while the two of them watched us fuck like animals.

I went harder, faster. Samantha forgot everything—her nausea, Jessamyn Fawkes, her own fucking name—as I filled her with stroke after stroke, slamming into her back walls like a fucking battering ram.

"I love you Daddy I fucking love you I love you so fucking much I'm gonna cum for you Daddy I'm gonna cum all over your big fucking cock...!"

Samantha screamed as she hit the peak, her hips slamming down on me like she was trying to fuck her throat from the other side as she came. I pounded her right through her climax, my fingers loosely draped around her neck to show everyone watching that she was mine, my babygirl, my personal sex toy. Three more hard thrusts and I was there, the bliss so strong I could barely hold it back.

Just before I hit the point of no return, I pulled out of Samantha. She made a sound of protest, but after how hard she'd just cum for me, it couldn't be anything other than half-hearted.

"Knees," I grunted, gripping my cock. "Gonna cum on your face...!"

Samantha knew exactly what to do. She flipped around, still on all fours, and swallowed me like she'd never even heard the word 'gag reflex' before. She bobbed on me once, twice, three times—then felt me hit the peak and pulled off, gripping me with her hand and stroking as the pleasure went unbearable.

"Cum on my face, Daddy," she groaned as I shot. "I want to eat it. I want you to watch Kiki and Marcie eat it...!"

I gave my babygirl exactly what she was asking for. Bliss coursed through me as I shot, erupting all over her smiling, beautiful face. Ropes of spunk spurted from the crown of my cock, spraying across her face, her chin, dripping down onto her heaving tits. Samantha took it all like a porn star, arching her back to show off the results of my work.

"Fuck, oh my God," she groaned, honestly shocked. "Holy shit there's so fucking much of it..."

In a flash, she wasn't alone. Marcie and Yukiko joined her, the former burying her face between her mentor's tits while the latter eagerly kissed her cum-glazed lips. They shared my load between them, giggling and teasing each other, scooping it up and feeding it to their fellow wives with their fingers.

Fuck. Fuck, that was so hot. I would never get tired of watching that.

"Make sure Marcie gets all of it she wants," Yukiko insisted. "Are you feeling okay, angel? You know how much we love you now?"

"I always knew that," Marcie insisted with a happy sigh. "But yeah. Yeah, this is the best way to end a day."

"Especially a day like the one we've had," Samantha agreed. She glanced around Marcie's bedroom as if seeing it for the first time. "Shit. We're in here? Marcie’s room? Maybe we should move this over to the master..."

"That sounds good to me," I said. "Group snuggle?"

Yukiko was already nodding. "Sounds like paradise," she said, licking a final gob of my load from between her fingers. "I want Marcie on my side of the bed tonight. I'm going to hold onto you and not let go until daybreak."

"You and me both," I said, yawning. "Let's go."

I grabbed Samantha's robe and tossed it to her. The four of us made our way back to the master bedroom, grinning and satisfied.


Chapter Ten

Nothing felt better after sex than curling up under the blankets with the three most wonderful women in the world.

The master bedroom was dark, save for a thin strip of light coming from under the bathroom door in case Yukiko needed to get up in the middle of the night and pee. The woman herself lay to my left, her belly pressing gently against my side. She'd dropped off to sleep pretty much the second we got into bed, and her face looked smooth and unworried in a way it rarely did during her waking hours these days. I hoped she was dreaming of knocking that Morning Harbor interview out of the goddamned park.

Maybe the blissful look had something to do with having Marcie in her arms.

My angel lay curled around Yukiko, turned slightly to the side to rest her head against the hollow of Kiki's shoulder. After all of the emotional turmoil of the day, seeing her at peace in the arms of her fellow wife filled me with a bone-deep sense of relief. It was a beautiful sight, even if I thought I was going to be the one holding Marcie tight.

Looking back, maybe my princess knew something I didn't.

Samantha lay splayed out on my right. As it turned out, the honeymoon hadn't been an outlier—I’d rarely seen a woman who slept as fitfully as my babygirl. She'd started on her stomach when she passed out but was now on her back, with the covers tossed up so that only an edge of them rested on her stomach. One hand lay tilted upward atop her forehead, like an old-school Victorian in need of a fainting couch.

She assured before she conked out that she was sore, but the good kind. "It won't be long before you have to start giving me the Yukiko treatment," she'd purred as she lay drowsing beside me. "I need to store up as many memories of you being Daddy as I can for the second half of this journey."

I'd agreed with her. Pregnancy might have caused my babygirl to spend every morning seasick, but it had given her one gift: the ability to fall asleep in under thirty seconds once horizontal.

Tonight, it was a gift I wished I had.

I lay on my back, staring up at the ceiling. My body ached in about the most pleasant way possible, but my mind refused to stop churning. There were too many things vying for my attention—too many fires we needed to put out.

Victoria Ruocchio in the corridor, making us a peace offer while playing us the entire time. Everything's A Cult, dropping its first episode two weeks early to undercut our strategy to manage the whole harem thing. A slap that sounded like a gunshot and still made me laugh a little in disbelief thinking about it. A woman who was practically having a nervous breakdown over the fact that she wasn't carrying my baby.

And another woman. One I'd lost nearly twenty years ago.

I let myself think about it now that I was alone and in the dark. Lauren. My first wife. The woman I'd lost, and whose death plunged me into a depression it took nearly twenty years and a whole house full of sorority girls to pull me back out of. The reason I'd stepped into a courthouse the last time I had to do it.

Victoria Ruocchio told me she could only imagine what my home life was like. I'd turned it into a joke, thrown it back in her face in a way that was supremely satisfactory. But one thing nagged at me.

What would Lauren have thought of my home life?

I sat up slightly. And looked at the three women in bed with me.

They were beautiful. They were intelligent. Any of them could have been a powerhouse without me—together, we were almost unstoppable. A force. A family.

Lauren would be shocked as hell to see me living like this, I thought. For about ten minutes. Then she'd meet Kiki, Sam and Marcie and it'd be like they'd known each other for ten damn years.

No, I'd told Victoria Ruocchio. You really can't imagine it.

I couldn't have, before Stillwell.

But even with all the things that were going wrong, I couldn't imagine any other life for myself besides this one.

I wasn't afraid of what was coming. Oh, I knew it would be rough—that Miss Ruocchio hadn't even begun to mobilize Ramsey Engineering against me. No doubt there'd be some clever little knife hidden in that Morning Harbor interview—and no doubt Yukiko would slide it out of its hiding place and toss it into the trash with a perfect answer about our family. Victoria was smart and the podcast was out and the next few weeks were going to do things to both my family and my company that I couldn't possibly predict.

But I was ready. I knew what I was fighting for.

It was laying beside me at that very moment.

And it meant I would never, ever have to do any of this alone.

I slid a hand under the blanket, reaching for Marcie. My fingers gripped hers gently, feeling her warmth. She didn't wake up, but a faint smile spread across her face in her slumber.

Seeing it, something inside of me finally relaxed. I lay back, closed my eyes, and drifted off to sleep.

Tomorrow was going to be a big day—

My eyes snapped open.

Even before I reached full consciousness, I knew I'd been asleep for a while—and that it was still nowhere close to morning. No light spilled into the bedroom despite the curtains being partway open—next to me, Marcie and Yukiko lay in a tangle of each other's limbs, curled up beneath the blankets and snoozing peacefully. Samantha had somehow managed to make it all the way to the foot of the bed, and had her arms crossed beneath her face as a makeshift pillow.

The little alarm clock next to the table glowed with red numbers, letting me know it was 1:55 AM.

My heart...

It's just a night terror, I thought, closing my eyes. Relax, Jack. You're not dying. These things happen from time to time.

So I told myself. And yet, my heart was pounding so loud I could hear it in my own ears. It wasn't a full-blown attack, but it wasn't nothing, either. God damn it.

I suppose I should have expected it. After the day I'd had, a nocturnal disturbance wasn't far from the realm of possibility. Honestly, I'd have been more surprised to wake up in the morning to find I'd snoozed uneventfully through the night than otherwise.

I wasn't sure why this kept happening. Stress, probably.

I closed my eyes and tried to chill out. My heart rate slowed by degrees, decreasing from a roaring sprint to a gentle gallop. Not fast enough.

Think about what Yui taught you. Five things you hear, five things you see. Five things you feel...

It was a classic anti-anxiety exercise. A little silly, sure, but it worked. I started to think of what I could hear around me: Yukiko's white noise, the sound of Samantha snoring (which she did, no matter how stridently she denied it).

I was coming up with a third when I noticed the light.

I rolled onto my side. My phone sat on the nightstand, the screen glowing faintly in the darkness. Three notifications waited at the top of the screen. The first was three minutes old, while the newest listed 'just now' as the time. It was these that had woken me up. They’d startled me out of sleep, and my over-stressed body had reacted to the disturbance by panicking. Of course.

I started to relax.

And then, when I saw what the notifications said, my blood froze in my veins.

Ring Camera: There is motion at Avery Residence.

Instantly, I was wide awake. I slid from the sheets as quietly as I could, careful not to wake any of my wives. I grabbed the phone and opened the application, gripping the thing so tight my knuckles went white.

Tasha had insisted on installing that Ring camera when we moved in. It was one of the ones that automatically showed anyone coming to the door or ringing the bell—‘just in case you get some kids playing pranks', she'd assured me. Of course she'd been thinking of darker possibilities, but she hadn't wanted to tell me.

I considered calling the police. It was almost two in the fucking morning—someone skulking around the house was almost definitely up to no good. Had Victoria sent one of her goons around to break a few windows? Was this a home invasion?

Were my women in danger!?

Please just be a squirrel, I thought, pulling up the camera footage. Be a fucking stray cat or something that's gotten loose in the neighborhood. I'll bring you a bowl of cream and everything, I'll be so happy...

The video loaded. It was not a squirrel.

It was a person.

And it was the last fucking person I'd have expected to be waiting in front of my house at two in the morning.

Because standing on my welcome mat with a look on her face like she'd rather have been anywhere else on Earth was a woman I recognized.

Jessamyn Fawkes.

END OF BOOK FIFTEEN

SEASON TWO, EPISODE ONE
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