
		
			[image: Book cover for “Midnight Curfew” by Penelope Douglas, with large pink and orange gradient lettering reading “Midnight Curfew Penelope Douglas” over an illustration of a dark, rain-soaked stone archway with ornate gothic windows, ivy climbing the walls, and a glowing turquoise corridor visible through an open doorway; small yellow text near the bottom reads “New York Times bestselling author of Five Brothers.”.]
		

	
		
			Praise for the Novels of Penelope Douglas

			“Penelope Douglas showcases her knack for creating compelling central characters and thus reversing all our expectations about them. She delivers a multilayered love story that strikes every emotional chord along the way—a story that is beautifully complicated, infinitely angsty, and completely impossible to put down.”

			—Natasha Is a Book Junkie

			“Beyond addictive! Visceral and cuttingly edgy, Punk 57 will own you from the first page to long after you turn over the last. Penelope Douglas slays it!”

			—Katy Evans

			“Douglas launched this series and held nothing back. [She] delivered a medley of emotions I never thought I could feel at once. I was afraid, intrigued, anxious, and enamored. A must-read!”

			—B.B. Reid

			“Credence consumed me with its sinfully unique taboo story and gorgeous imagery. Truly a one-of-a-kind book that I can’t recommend enough.”

			—Carian Cole

			“The seductive tug highlighted by the character-driven story line held me in its grasp until the very end. Douglas’s ability to draw such powerful emotions from the reader is truly fascinating.”

			—Abbi Glines

			“Misha and Ryen’s fiery romance will have your heartstrings twisted in knots and have you wanting a pen pal of your own. They’re fire and ice, and I couldn’t get enough.”

			—H. D. Carlton

			“Penelope Douglas does many things very well. One of the best of those things is [her] ability to make something taboo seem irresistibly satisfying. With Birthday Girl, [she] twist[s] the older man / younger woman taboo and make[s] it compelling, sensual, and a wonderful treat.”

			—Eden Butler

		

	
		
			Titles by Penelope Douglas

			The Fall Away Series

			Bully

			Until You

			Rival

			Falling Away

			The Next Flame

			(includes novellas Aflame and Next to Never)

			Stand-Alones

			Misconduct

			Birthday Girl

			Punk 57

			Credence

			Tryst Six Venom

			Five Brothers

			Midnight Curfew

			The Devil’s Night Series

			Corrupt

			Hideaway

			Kill Switch

			Conclave

			(novella)

			Nightfall

			Fire Night

			(novella)

		

	
		
			[image: Book Title, Midnight Curfew, Author, Penelope Douglas, Imprint, Berkley]
		

	
		
			BERKLEY ROMANCE

			Published by Berkley

			An imprint of Penguin Random House LLC

			1745 Broadway, New York, NY 10019

			penguinrandomhouse.com

			[image: Penguin Books logo.]

			Copyright © 2026 by Penelope Douglas LLC

			Excerpt from Five Brothers © 2024 by Penelope Douglas LLC

			Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for every reader. Please note that no part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems.

			BERKLEY and the BERKLEY & B colophon are registered trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC.

			Cover design by Faceout Studio, Molly von Borstel

			Book design by George Towne, adapted for ebook

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

			Names: Douglas, Penelope, 1977- author

			Title: Midnight curfew / Penelope Douglas.

			Description: First edition. | New York : Berkley Romance, 2026.

			Identifiers: LCCN 2026019732 (print) | LCCN 2026019733 (ebook) | ISBN 9780593956601 trade paperback | ISBN 9780593956618 ebook

			Subjects: LCGFT: Romance fiction | Novels

			Classification: LCC PS3604.O93236 M53 2026 (print) | LCC PS3604.O93236 (ebook)

			LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/​2026019732

			LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/​2026019733

			Ebook ISBN 9780593956618

			The authorized representative in the EU for product safety and compliance is Penguin Random House Ireland, Morrison Chambers, 32 Nassau Street, Dublin D02 YH68, Ireland, https://eu-contact.penguin.ie.

			ep_prh_7.5a_157548376_c0_r0

		

	
		
			Contents

			
				Author’s Note

				Dear Reader

				Playlist

			

			
				Chapter 1

			

			
				Chapter 2

			

			
				Chapter 3

			

			
				Chapter 4

			

			
				Chapter 5

			

			
				Chapter 6

			

			
				Chapter 7

			

			
				Chapter 8

			

			
				Chapter 9

			

			
				Chapter 10

			

			
				Chapter 11

			

			
				Chapter 12

			

			
				Chapter 13

			

			
				Chapter 14

			

			
				Chapter 15

			

			
				Chapter 16

			

			
				Chapter 17

			

			
				Chapter 18

			

			
				Chapter 19

			

			
				Chapter 20

			

			
				Chapter 21

			

			
				Chapter 22

			

			
				Chapter 23

			

			
				Chapter 24

			

			
				Chapter 25

			

			
				Chapter 26

			

			
				Chapter 27

			

			
				Chapter 28

			

			
				Chapter 29

			

			
				Chapter 30

			

			
				Chapter 31

			

			
				Chapter 32

			

			
				Chapter 33

			

			
				Chapter 34

			

			
				Chapter 35

			

			
				Epilogue

			

			
				Midnight Curfew Cast of Characters

				Acknowledgments

				Excerpt from Five Brothers

				About the Author

			

		

	_157548376_

	
		
			Author’s Note

			Midnight Curfew is a stand-alone romance that takes place in the same world as two of my other books, Tryst Six Venom and Five Brothers, and you are encouraged to read those books. All of the stories prominently feature the Jaeger family.

			There is a family tree in the back of this book if you need to refer to it.

			Enjoy!

		

	
		
			Dear Reader,

			This book deals with emotionally difficult topics, including violence, coercion, discussions of mental illness and suicide, PTSD, discussions of prior sexual abuse of a non-main character, homophobia, racism, emotional and physical domestic abuse, underage sex, and dubious consent. Anyone who believes such content may upset them is encouraged to consider their well-being when choosing whether to continue reading.

		

	
		
			
				Playlist

				On Spotify

			
			
				“Die for You” by Ashes to New

				“Do I Wanna Know?” by Arctic Monkeys

				“Enemy” by The Plot In You

				“I Know You Can Feel It” by Nine Inch Nails

				“Just Pretend” by Bad Omens

				“Lost in the Fire” by Gesaffelstein, The Weeknd

				“myself” by Artemas

				“Once Upon a December” by Christy Altomare

				“Take Me Back to Eden” by Sleep Token

				“Your Woman (The Ben Grosse Mix)” by White Town

			

			In addition to playlists, all of my stories come with Pinterest mood boards.

			Please enjoy Midnight Curfew’s board as you read!

			www.pinterest.com/penelopedouglas/midnight-curfew
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			Dallas

			My favorite brother got out of prison today. And where is he now? Pounding down drinks with friends? In bed, coming inside something other than his hand for a change?

			No. I shake my head. He’s home, sleeping like a priest down the hall from my three other brothers, who all seem to have lost their edge, as well.

			Five fucking men in the family, and only one is a proper functioning Jaeger anymore.

			“Is he tied up?” I ask my friend.

			“Good and helpless,” Rip replies as he secures Mr. Coldwell to a chair somewhere behind me. “Just the way you like.”

			Yeah, I do.

			And I like the sardonic taunt in Rip’s voice, telling me he’s all in.

			I love my friends almost as much as I love my family. With Rip Rodriquez behind me and Tyson Alarcon at my left, I don’t lament that all my brothers are slumbering at home, bellies full and content in their docility now that a woman lives there. Pets.

			Timothy Coldwell sucks in air, exhaling hard. “We have jewelry,” he says. “And my car. The keys are on the dresser.”

			I stand at the end of his bed in his master bedroom, which smells fresh and clean with scents probably named dumb shit like white tea and purple sage. My house smells like leather and tires, no matter how many candles my brother’s wife burns.

			Taking the bottom of the sheet in my hand, I tug it ever so gently, Mrs. Coldwell gripping the other end as she holds it up to shield her body. Moonlight spills through the sheer curtains, glowing across her young skin. “Yeah, Coldwell.” I grin behind the black bandana covering the bottom half of my face as I stare at his wife. “You got lots of pretty things, don’t you?”

			Her blue eyes peer up at me, like a deer in headlights, her long blond hair blanketing her naked arms and back. A lock hangs over her left eye as she stares at me.

			Rip falls in at my right, the three of us gazing down at a woman who barely looks like she’s had a single cock, much less three in one night. Twenty-four—maybe twenty-five, she’s at least two decades younger than her husband, velvet skin without a single tattoo, scar, or blemish that I can see. She’s not being properly appreciated by that balding fuck, that’s for sure.

			Drinking her in, I trail my eyes down her smooth arms, over the toned curve of her hip peeking out of the sheet, the little string of her panties strapped over her supple skin. With feet flat on the bed, her knees are bent and parted under the sheet as she sits there, frozen since we burst in two minutes ago.

			“Please,” Coldwell begs behind us. “My watch. Take it.”

			“We’re not a pawn shop.”

			“There’s a little cash in the safe,” he adds.

			I snap the sheet, ripping it from her grasp. She squirms, looking left and right, but there’s no help and nothing else to cover her. “But not enough?” I ask her husband.

			Dropping my eyes to her tits, I watch the skin of her nipples harden, shaking with her shallow breathing.

			“I hope not,” Tyson jokes.

			Yeah, there are other ways we’d prefer to get paid tonight, I tell myself, the fantasy taking over.

			With her hands pressed to the mattress at her sides, she shies away as the three of us leer over her, and I can’t help but take all of this in from her point of view. On her ass, staring up at a man and knowing he likes what he sees.

			And what he wants from you.

			Her fingers dig into the sheet as she curls them into fists, and I feel my own nails grate across the fabric as if I’m her.

			Lips trembling, she whispers, “Please…”

			Sweat cools my bare chest, that June Floridian heat permeating this nice air-conditioned mansion.

			“Your husband is in debt with the Bay,” I explain, cracking my knuckles. “This is how you pay.”

			I hear Rip lick his lips, Tyson cocking his head.

			I start to unfasten my belt.

			Her eyes go wide again, and she shakes her head. “No, no, no…” she whimpers, trying to look around us toward her husband. “We have money. We can pay.”

			Tyson walks around the left side of the bed, Rip to the right.

			“Timothy?” she begs her husband.

			The fidgeting, the staggered breathing, the muscles flexing in her thighs…God, she’s good.

			Beautiful, too. I clench my jaw, my dick swelling so hard I need out of these clothes.

			I turn my eyes over my shoulder, her husband sitting with his hands tied behind him and a rope securing his torso to the chair.

			“You can buy yourself another week.” I give him one last chance. “A finger or a fuck?”

			He opens his mouth, then darts his eyes to his wife and back to me.

			“All three of you?” he asks.

			She sucks in a breath, and I exhale a laugh. Of course he’d rather trade her than one of his fingers.

			He trembles. “You won’t hurt her?”

			My eye twitches even as I hide a smile behind the bandana, equal parts disgusted and elated.

			Fucking piece of shit…

			But would any St. Carmen fat-cat plutocrat choose differently? Their women are commodities to them, but unlike prime real estate, they are also replaceable.

			She deserves a real man.

			“Timothy?” she whimpers, the panic draining the color from her doll-like face.

			I turn to the side, letting him see her. “I need your help, baby,” he pleads in a soothing voice, as if he’s talking to a child. His cock in his black pants juts through the fabric. “I need you to let these boys fuck you.”

			A stricken look hits her eyes, her tits jiggling with her panic.

			“Let” us…

			What the fuck is he going to do if she says no? Stop us?

			They’re not letting us do anything.

			Belt hanging open, I unfasten my pants as Tyson and Rip pull open their belts. “Take off your panties,” I say in a low voice, eyeing her.

			She gasps, scrambling backward, but I grab an ankle and haul her to the end of the bed.

			Lashing out, she kicks, swinging her arms as I reach down and take hold of her.

			Mrs. Coldwell scurries back again, and I drop a knee to her mattress, yanking her in by the backs of her legs and hauling her up to straddle my lap.

			I wrap my arms around her. “Shh…” I breathe close to her lips.

			Tits press into my chest as the bitch squirms, only making my dick harder the more she grinds. I tighten my hold, but there’s not much to hold on to. Her skin is as smooth as water, so much so that she feels like she’s going to slip out of my hands.

			But her scent drifts up to my nose, flowers and shit, and I love how these women smell, because it’s always better once you mix it with sweat.

			Untying the bandana, I let it fall off my face and gaze down into her sweet expression. The pinch between her eyebrows softens and lifts, going from frightened to…something else.

			Pulling a tab out of my pocket, I hold up the white pill between us. “This will help you relax,” I whisper, as the shadows of my guys move in on both sides of the bed.

			She darts her eyes to the drug, biting her bottom lip.

			Swallowing the lump in her throat, she meets my gaze again. “You don’t have to do this.”

			I smile just a little, appreciating the gesture.

			Leaning in, I whisper, “If he shames you for this, I’ll come back and cut off his hand…”

			Not just a finger.

			“Okay, baby?” I ask her.

			She looks up at me now, the endearment making her lips part. Women like it when you’re possessive.

			Sticking the pill on the tip of my tongue, I hold it out for her, and after only a moment’s hesitation, she opens her mouth, swiping her tongue over mine and snatching the tablet from me. As soon as she swallows it, I crash my mouth down on hers, not letting the bitch get away for a second.

			“Hell yeah,” Rip coos.

			She whimpers, squirming her legs as she presses her hands to my chest, but I wrap my arm around her waist like a belt and hold her body to my cock.

			I hear Tyson’s zipper come down on my right, both of my friends ready for their turn already.

			“Aw, fuck,” Rip gasps, already stroking himself.

			Grabbing Mrs. Coldwell’s G-string, I push her out of my arms, to the bed, and tear the fabric clean from her body.

			She tries to scramble up again, but my friends dive in from each side, feasting on her tits. Her cunt glistens, and I wipe my mouth. “Yeah, you Saints got some pretty pussy.”

			Coming down in one fell swoop, I suck her clit into my mouth, and her moans fill the whole fucking room as the fight leaves her limbs slowly but surely. Three men eat, nibbling, gnawing, and sucking on her, and I’m almost jealous.

			Oh, fuck that. I am jealous. The most mouths I’ve had on me at once are two.

			Growling pierces the air behind me, and I turn my eyes just enough to see her husband glaring at us in rage. Red covers his face, his blond comb-over hanging in one eye as he struggles against his restraints.

			Flicking my tongue out to tease her, I watch his pants for the nudge inside as his cock continues to grow at the sight of three men taking his wife.

			Covering her with my mouth, I sink to the bed, wrapping my arms around her thighs. She squirms, showing a little resistance, but I tug at her clit and swirl my tongue around. Her back arches and her tits bounce as she moans.

			Tyson stands up and pulls himself out, stroking it.

			I rise up, yanking her back down. “Me first.”

			Ripping open my pants, I pull out a condom and tear it open. She groans, breathless and shaking her head, a little half-hearted fight to keep up the pretense.

			“Your husband wants you to do this,” I remind her, rolling the rubber on. “You ready?”

			Again, she shakes her head, finally tucking her chin into her shoulder.

			And then she breathes out a little “yes.”

			I push my pants below my ass and crash down, sucking a nipple into my mouth.

			Fisting my cock, I fit it at her entrance and thrust, growling as I push it into the tightest pussy I’ve ever had.

			She cries as I bottom out, kissing, biting, and sucking her flesh. In the next breath, I pick up the pace, her wet warmth hugging my dick like a fucking fist.

			I shudder.

			Her soft skin, the curves of her hips and her breasts, the pink mouth, so plump…

			Shooting up, I hover over her lips, her breath mixing with mine.

			I whisper, “Give me your tongue, baby.”

			She opens her mouth wider, and I flick her with my tongue, coaxing hers out. Her lips brush mine, slowly starting to feel me—play with me—and in a moment, I’m sinking onto her mouth in a kiss, my hips pumping hard and fast between her legs.

			Breaking the kiss, I turn my head over my shoulder, grinning at her husband as I slip in and out of his wife. His eyelids hang heavy, watching me thrust, his cock straining against his pants.

			“Pull him out,” I tell Rip.

			My friend smiles and disappears. I rise up and flip the man’s wife over, lifting her onto all fours. Gripping a hip in one hand and her hair in another, I gather saliva in my mouth and spit it onto her ass, thrusting harder and harder.

			I grit my teeth, pleasure coursing through my body. “Fuck, yeah.”

			Hearing a zipper behind me, I glance over my shoulder again.

			Mr. Coldwell’s hard dick stands free, and I bring my hand down on her ass, feeling her backing up into it as I fuck her.

			“You got a week,” I tell him, stuffing his wife as sweat drips down my back. “Otherwise, I’m coming back with new guys and giving them a turn.” I smile. “After I take another one myself, of course.”

			His head falls back a little, and I hear him moan as his shaft points to the ceiling. In a moment, his wife’s pussy constricts around my cock, pulsing, and she fists the pillows above her head, trembling.

			“God, you’re wet,” I groan. “You want us to come back? Hm?”

			She coos as her orgasm flows through her, and I turn to her husband again.

			He yanks at the restraints, twisting his wrists, and my head floats so fucking high. I love him watching this more than I love the feel of her.

			“You right- or left-handed?” I ask him.

			Mr. Coldwell yanks his right arm, moaning through his gag.

			I nod at Rip. “Free his right hand.”

			My friend unbinds Coldwell’s right wrist, and the man doesn’t even think to remove the cloth around his mouth or try to loosen his other hand. He grabs his cock, watching his wife and me, and starts pumping it.

			The pre-cum glistens out of the tip, lubricating his hand, and I turn back to her. Pushing her face down on the bed, I thrust once, twice, then again, feeling all of my blood gather in my groin until I’m gasping for air.

			Closing my eyes, I shudder, sliding in and out of her, bursting, while I listen to her pathetic little husband jerk off to us.

			Fuck…

			I breathe hard, the orgasm coursing through me as I finish.

			I don’t have time to catch my breath, though. Tyson climbs on the bed, shoving me. “My turn,” he growls, his condom already on.

			I roll off the bed as he flips her back around, his mouth on hers as he pushes her knees apart and thrusts inside of her.

			In a moment, he’s riding her hard, pushing her knee up next to her head with her second orgasm not far behind.

			I crash down to a chair, laughing as I hear him go off. He could never hold it long once he sees a woman come.

			Rip pulls her up next, facing her at the bottom of the bed on all fours. She watches her husband watch another man fuck her.

			Mr. Coldwell comes on his stomach at some point, but while I stare at the scene on the bed, I’m no longer really watching.

			The people who know me would say I’m selfish. That I don’t care once I’ve already had mine, but it’s all a performance. Sex always is.

			I love dreaming about it when I know I’m going to have it. What I’m going to say, where I’ll take them, how I’ll taunt them…

			I love the foreplay and wondering if I’m going to get it.

			And I really enjoy the feast. The smell of their skin, the look of their bodies, the taste of their mouths, their necks…I don’t think about anything else when I’m doing it.

			Afterward, though…the desire to play a character leaves me, and it’s just…

			Empty.

			I could be watching a car insurance commercial right now, and I just want to get on to the next thing where I’m in a new performance. My family, my job, my friends, drinking…It’s rare that I just want to be me. It’s rare that I just want to hang out and talk.

			Thirty minutes later, we’re finished, and my friends wait for me outside.

			“Well done,” Timothy Coldwell says as he swipes the ball of his pen across the check. “I don’t think she’ll be able to wait for another birthday before having that again.”

			Yeah, it was fun. But it’s never quite the same the second time.

			He grins, handing me the payment as his wife soaks in a bath upstairs with a glass of champagne. “You all played it exactly how she asked.”

			I take the money, folding the check in half. “It was a pleasure.”

			Leaving them to it, I walk out of the house and jog down the five marble steps. Rip blows out a breath of smoke and tosses his cigarette into the fountain in the center of the driveaway, a fire pit bowl blazing in the center. Tyson turns, all of us back in our clothes, my black necktie hanging loosely around the collar of my white shirt.

			“You think he was filming that?” Tyson asks, both of them walking with me.

			“I was.” And I throw them a loaded look.

			They chuckle, not even asking for details. Maybe I set my phone out in the room and they didn’t notice or maybe the Coldwells’ maid—one of our own from our side of the tracks—set up cameras in the house after I knew we were coming here. It doesn’t matter. Our eldest brother, Macon, has three rules for his brothers now.

			Don’t complain about anything unless you’re gonna fix it.

			Work.

			And don’t fuck a Saint without proof of consent.

			Oh, and…Don’t make babies with dumb people.

			Four rules.

			Or five, if you count…Knock before you come into my bedroom.

			As if I’m not drowning in ass and need to see his wife naked.

			So, yeah. Five rules. None of which apply to the youngest, our sister, Liv. Macon thinks she’s a responsible little angel. I’ve yet to be convinced.

			“Go back to the Bay.” I toss Rip the keys as we traipse across the driveway of square slate tiles, each outlined with grass.

			He narrows his eyes. “How are you getting home?”

			“I still have work to do.”

			They rumble with laughter as they head through the open gates and veer left, out of sight, to where we parked our cars. Tyson will take the truck he and Rip came in, while Rip returns the Jag I drove here. My brother’s wife came into their marriage with a lot of money, and last year, after a round of “if you had unlimited money and everyone in Sanoa Bay was fed, safe, and had cash to burn, which car would you splurge on?” he finally replied with a gruff “Jaguar.” It didn’t sound like him at all, but he said they were fun to drive and he’d like seeing his wife arrive to dinner at a fancy restaurant in an equally fancy vehicle. She bought him the car the next Christmas, and while he does bring it out for the rare occasion of setting foot over here in St. Carmen to dine with her at Le Jardin on her birthday, he doesn’t drive it otherwise. He probably feels like a poser.

			Shit, I’ll drive it, then. No one ever thinks I’m trying to be something I’m not. I can do anything.

			Listening to my friends drive off, I pull out the check, open it, and stare at the amount, which is just short of a down payment on a Honda Civic.

			Or I could save it instead or buy some clothes or go party in Miami for a weekend, but the things I want don’t have a price, and anything I need is easy enough to take.

			I let them pay me anyway, though. It keeps things clear.

			Holding the check over the fountain, I flick it into the flame of the fire pit, the blue paper turning black and the writing disappearing in a moment.

			Quirking a smile, I walk out of the driveaway and down the quiet midnight lane.

			Maples and oaks line the neighborhood street, and old-world gas lanterns cast a dim glow in the dark night, marking the gates for other estates. An occasional palm tree rises to block the stars, but we can’t see them anyway through storm clouds that roll in like clockwork every June. The heat cooks the cypress, palms, and magnolias, mixing them with the scent of wet earth and hot pavement, and in twenty minutes I’ll wear the smell, too, because it soaks into the skin.

			Iron hates this time of year. Florida summers swelter.

			But the streets grow emptier the closer we crawl to July and August, the CEOs taking their families to cooler temperatures and the ones who remain slowly going insane with irritability and cabin fever. There are road ragers losing control of their tempers when some BMW-driving dick rides their ass on the freeway. A wife’s back drips with sweat when she’s had more than enough bullshit from a cheating husband and finally stands up for herself.

			More murders happen in hot weather than in cold.

			What I know is there’s beauty in every season if Iron would only look.

			Hands in my pockets, my palm pressed against my phone, I stroll through the town. St. Carmen was settled after Sanoa Bay hundreds of years ago. The Spanish and Portuguese claimed our pristine little isle, colonizing not only the land but the Seminole tribe that inhabited it, and when the British, Dutch, and French gained control for a bit, our Bay became centered on survival instead of preserving cultural identity. Our ancestors learned to fight for the land instead of fighting one another. We’re still united in the same battle today.

			I pass through the village in the center of town, the two-story police station done in the quaint Spanish style with clay tiles on the roof even though almost no Cubans, Dominicans, or really anyone of Spanish ancestry lives on this side of the tracks. When the founding fathers of St. Carmen settled this land, they really wanted the Bay first and foremost. The ocean is damn near out our back door, and they needed a marina for their yachts, docks for trade, and hotels with ocean views for their tourists. They never got it, though.

			Yet they still try.

			Ultimately, they’ll win.

			They’ve been slowly erasing us for decades. Making it hard for our residents to live here, depleting our population. Hell, we can’t even put Sanoa Bay on the address anymore; it’s all technically absorbed into the St. Carmen collective. We still call ourselves Bay, though, and so do they. They want our land; they don’t want us.

			I guess that’s why I love summers the most, because almost all the rich pricks of St. Carmen are out of town once storm season starts, their white mansions empty. The rain-covered streets sound a little quieter, and it’s a short break from collecting the one thing I want that money can’t buy. Spoiled souls.

			It really never gets old, but it’s time to focus on other things for the summer.

			Cutting a left, I catch the lamplight of Marymount Academy peeking through the trees. I make my way into the circular drive, veering to the side of the building. Movement catches my eye, and I spot three girls in shorts and tank tops playing around on the lacrosse field.

			Back when Liv attended school here, I showed up to support her games only so I could scope out my next conquest in the stands.

			The students, who will soon be on their way to Europe or some summerhouse in Newport, notice me and stop moving in the middle of the dark grass.

			Then the girl lying on the field, propped up on her elbows, curls her fingers in a suggestive little wave. The others break into laughter.

			Jesus. No one who knows me thinks I should be around teenagers, but I give myself some credit now. Saints that age are just a cause for pity.

			Their lives will be a pristine cage lined with chinchilla and happy pills. The most destructive thing I could do to them is give them a book.

			Taking out my keys, I tap my wrist that doesn’t have a watch and then unlock the door to the school building. I don’t give a shit if they’re on school property after hours, but the cameras are watching, and I need to look like I’m telling them to go home.

			“Have a good summer!” one of them sings, followed by a laugh.

			“We won’t tell if you won’t, Mr. Jaeger,” another one taunts.

			Stepping inside, I slam the door. Mr. Jaeger. It still sounds foreign, as if I’m in trouble instead of in a position of respect.

			Silence and blackness envelop me, and I close my eyes for a second, sinking into a world that belongs only to me. At least at this time of night.

			I may never have watched Liv’s games while she went here, but I really do fucking love this place. I start walking, down a hall, then another one, letting my eyes wander through the windows of all the classroom doors and over the walls lined with framed photographs of prestigious alumni. There’s something about being in a school I didn’t get until a couple of years ago. The books full of words and ideas, the computers with their programs and fast technology, the desks with their journals, the lockers with their secrets and stolen items and the occasional hidden flask…Everything here is so personal. More so even than in a home, because we don’t hide our shame close to those who love us. We hide our needles in haystacks. A lot has happened in this place, and I’d love to hear these fuckin’ walls talk more than the walls in any house.

			I walk along the atrium, which is located at the center of the school and filled with trees, flowers, and palms swaying in the fresh air carrying in from the open roof high above. The red tiles under me have been swept of their usual petals and leaves; the gothic arches and columns around the square courtyard seem to move with the shadows of the clouds floating over the moon.

			Heading straight, toward the stairs, I grab the banister and twist my head left. Four figures loom at the next corner of the atrium.

			My heart thumps in my chest, and I pause, staring at their dark forms. Although I can’t make out their faces or even determine the color of their suits, they’ve noticed me and are now intent on my direction.

			I drift my eyes over each man, seeing one holding his hand to his mouth like he’s working a toothpick, one tapping a cigarette, another just standing there, and one facing straight toward me, hands in his pockets.

			I have no idea who they are, but if there’s one thing you learn, growing up in the Bay, it’s that men whose shoes shine like that are used to being just about anywhere they want. Even if the shoes are fucking ugly.

			I leave it alone. Leaping up to the steps, I take them two at a time, climbing to the second floor. Heading through the open door to room 244, I leave the lights off and walk to my desk. I don’t turn on my computer. I don’t play music. I just open a drawer and pluck my phone out of my pocket, dropping it inside. Closing it, I plant my fists on the desktop and bow my head, letting out a long breath.

			Four years ago, my oldest brother fell in love and after that our lives were never the same. The Jaegers finally started having conversations, because until we could figure out a way to make the Bay too valuable for St. Carmen to take away from us, we’d have to make ourselves valuable instead.

			Macon’s instructions were clear. Go on the offense. We would strategically place ourselves in positions of influence around St. Carmen.

			One of us would be a cop. One in city council. One, a teacher, and one in real estate.

			Another would control liquor distribution, and another would put Sanoa Bay on the social media map. You know, just in case we need to amplify threats to our community.

			And then one…

			I shake my head, unable to hold back the smile.

			Well, one would be a…

			Fuck, I can’t even say it out loud, it’s so ridiculous.

			So, yeah, that covered just about everyone. Five brothers, one sister, one wife, and Clay, my sister’s girlfriend—fiancée—would bury the dead. Another indispensable position in a community. She studied mortuary science.

			I thought for sure I’d be the cop or the one controlling the alcohol, but Army’s incessant search for a Saint to mother his five-year-old son prompted Macon to think he wasn’t the best one to be around a staff of largely female St. Carmen teachers. And Trace and Liv weren’t giving up their dreams, and I didn’t have any, so…

			At twenty-five, it does feel good to have a career, though. My siblings range in age from thirty-five to twenty-two, and every single fucking one of us lives in the home our ancestors built over in the Bay. It’s nice to have this space to myself and be the king of this particular castle.

			And oh, am I. One year of teaching under my belt, I happily accepted an offer to teach summer school, too. I like it here.

			“Hi.”

			I lift my head and catch sight of a man leaning into my doorframe.

			My blood rushes hot, filling my ears, and I can’t hear the air conditioners anymore as I stare into the darkest blue eyes I can ever remember seeing. Ones I haven’t seen for four long years.

			Of course, I can’t tell they’re blue from this distance, but they look how they always looked in the dark.

			With his shoulder pressed into the wood and one hand in his pocket, his gaze seems to dance under those golden blond brows, a shade deeper than his hair.

			I dig my knuckles into my desktop.

			I should’ve known he was one of the suits downstairs. I knew he’d show up at one point. It’s been four years. He would’ve graduated college by now.

			Rising up and straightening my spine, I can’t tell yet if I’m still the taller man.

			Callum Ames quirks a smile. “I honestly expected you to wrap a hand around my neck,” he says, adding under his breath, “Again.”

			I turn the page of my lesson planner to the new week. “But we can’t avoid each other forever…”

			His chin dips, his eyes still locked on mine. “No.”

			I can’t avoid him at all. He’s an alumnus of Marymount Academy, where I now work.

			And that little pseudo–Skull & Bones gathering I interrupted downstairs was no doubt a Ministry meeting. Now that Callum has finished college, I’m guessing, he’ll take his place among other boosters—and probably the board of trustees—who really make the decisions about who will teach their children and what they’ll learn.

			And who attends this school.

			There are many members—all alums—spanning a few generations, but the majority will have left town for the summer by now, and others limit their participation to simply making donations and casting the occasional vote. It’s the younger men enjoying their newfound power trip who take a more active role.

			And it’s all men, no women, even though the school is coed. That’s the way it started more than a hundred years ago, and they’re big on tradition in St. Carmen.

			They meet when any topics come up for discussion or decisions need to be made regarding the landscape of the school. The faculty, admissions, construction, renovations, publicity, curriculum…

			But this has never been primarily a place of education. It’s a kingdom that keeps the young in the social circles of their parents’ choice, creating a network of relationships the students can call upon down the road in their financial and political careers.

			His presence here isn’t a surprise. We expected as much when we put our plans in place.

			But still, I have to force my breathing to slow so he doesn’t hear it. He’s changed.

			I let my gaze drop down his form, noticing the broader chest, the fucking perfect cut of his black three-piece suit and midnight-blue shirt.

			He takes me in as well, and I think I almost see a glint in his eyes when he notices the grease on my white sleeves, a few smudges on my forearms. You’ll never get the Bay off me.

			Finally, he turns away, inhaling sharply as he surveys my classroom. “My stepsister tells me how much she loves this room.” He pushes off the doorframe, gesturing to enter. “May I?”

			Fuck off.

			I won’t say that, though. Not yet. He’s essentially my boss. This whole town is.

			Walking across the back of my classroom, he studies the nook in the corner Krisjen decorated with a worn leather couch and pillows slightly hidden from my view behind bookshelves. There’s a carpet on the floor and art on the wall and a green plant, and I’d much rather have had a set of darts or a video arcade to let the students blow off steam, but they seem to like this room feeling like a dark academia library, and I don’t know why I like that they like it.

			His stepsister graduated a couple of years ago—finishing high school online—but she spends her days here, “assisting” me.

			Really, she just hides. I look him up and down, wondering if she hides from him like she does from his father.

			He turns his head toward me. “What does she do in here all day?”

			“Ask her.”

			“I’m asking you.”

			And the last person I’m going to fucking talk about her with is you. “I can’t explain anything for her.” I take a sip of my two-day-old bourbon, disguised in the coffee cup I left on my desk on Friday afternoon after the students left. “Anna-Katherine…”

			Callum’s eyes darken at me using her new name.

			“…lives in a world no one else sees,” I tell him.

			Maybe he thinks I’m fucking her, but I don’t fuck people I like.

			He shakes his head, drifting past her favorite place to sit. “No,” he says. “She retains what’s good and buries the rest.”

			Is that what he thinks? I can’t imagine he’s spent any time trying to understand her.

			But then he adds, “She must feel safe here if she keeps coming back.”

			I start to narrow my eyes, but I stop, keeping a straight face.

			He strolls, browsing the pictures on the walls, the stacks of books on the window ledges, and the marble busts of strong, admirable men he’ll never be. I want to know if he’ll be here all summer or take off like the rest of them do. It would help solidify my plans.

			But I’m not asking him shit.

			“What is this?” He gestures to a porcelain sculpture of two men.

			I glance at it. “Seneca, the philosopher,” I tell him. “And his student Nero.”

			He studies it again, turning a slight smile on me. “Nero doesn’t look engaged in the lesson.”

			The two men sit together, the old philosopher on a bench and Nero on what resembles a throne, scowling and slouching with his fists clenched.

			“No, he’s not,” I tell Callum. “He’s thinking, ‘Just wait till I’m emperor.’ ”

			Just wait till I come back, Jaeger.

			Just wait till I’m in charge.

			Just wait…

			“Why do you have it?” Callum asks.

			“I like Seneca.” I set down my cup, looking at the philosopher still trying to get through to his student and starting to realize it’s no use. “He was wise, but he wasn’t perfect. He was seduced by Rome—the wealth, power, and his position to the future emperor,” I tell Callum. “He’s one of the only philosophers I truly respect, because he made mistakes, and I don’t trust anyone who doesn’t.”

			Or anyone who tries to hide them.

			“And because I’m also a teacher,” I say in a low voice as I sit down at my desk, “I want to be reminded what can happen if nurture fails over nature.”

			I’m no angel, nor do I want to be, but at least I’m not unoriginal, spoiled, or forgettable.

			A gleam hits Callum’s storm-blue eyes, and I notice the slight scar at the corner of his eye, just above his cheekbone. Small, but I remember making him bleed there four years ago.

			He walks slowly toward me, and I watch him draw closer, letting him. I won’t give him the satisfaction of evading him.

			But just as he closes in behind me, between me and the chalkboard, I catch figures outside both of my classroom doors. The one to the left of my desk and the other, which I came through minutes ago.

			In a moment, Callum’s hands wrap around my forearms and slide to my wrists as he pins my hands to my desktop.

			I ball my fists, resisting, but the dark forms in the doorways loom heavier, and I refuse to look to see who it is. I can guess. Milo Price. Jerome Watson. Vincent Law.

			Callum leans into my ear. “You’re right.”

			I glower, staring straight ahead.

			“Seneca was seduced by Rome,” he whispers into my ear. “Oh, he liked it there. I’ll bet he loved patrician pussy, didn’t he?”

			I clench my teeth, rage coursing through my blood, but my pulse races in a way it didn’t in Mrs. Coldwell’s bed an hour ago. All of a sudden, I don’t know what I was expecting after years of preparing for his return, but I’m so glad we’re not going to play nice.

			Callum goes on, “But his biggest mistake of all was trying to leave.” His hot breath falls across my skin. “No one leaves Nero.”

			I can’t help but smile a little.

			“Have you ever seen the real sculpture in Madrid?” he asks me.

			I tighten my jaw again. He knew what the sculpture was when he fucking asked.

			“The artist never created a final version of it,” he tells me. “It was a plaster rendering. Beautiful, though. Truly a lesson in conveying an entire relationship in one cast…of body language.”

			My eyes instinctively fall to his fingers wrapped around my wrists.

			An entire relationship…

			“It has nothing to do with nurture or nature, Dallas,” he taunts me. “Seneca gave the world Nero. Marcus Aurelius unleashed Commodus. The great King David and his wicked offspring.” His mouth brushes my ear. “Great men produce the worst sons—and students—because if they can’t crawl out from underneath their teacher’s shadow, they’ll have to outdo him in horrors.”

			And to my fucking disgust, chills break out down my arms.

			I’m not a great man.

			And I didn’t teach you everything I know, you little shit.

			He inhales through his nose, taking in my scent. “It’s good to see you.”

			Releasing me, he walks around my desk, sliding one hand into his pocket as he leaves.

			But before he goes, I call out, “Nero might’ve ordered Seneca to commit suicide,” I warn him, “but it took a lot for him to die.”

			Callum turns his head over his shoulder, and déjà vu slams me in the chest, making me falter.

			Instead of countering with another threat, he simply smiles. Big. White teeth flashing like a joyful kid in a candy store.

			And Nero didn’t outlive his teacher for long, either.

			“I never thought your father would be the easier one to make suffer,” I taunt.

			His eyes dance. “But, Dallas…” he whispers. “Nero’s father wasn’t around to stop him.”

			My lungs constrict, insufficient air pouring in. Nero’s father died when he was a child, and he murdered his mother. Callum’s mother died when he was a child, and…

			I force down the lump in my throat. He has plans that don’t just include me.

			Callum leaves, his crew disappearing with him, and I grab my coffee cup, dumping the liquor in my trash can.

			I am going to need a clear head.

			Let’s see what you’ve learned, Callum Ames.
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			Callum

			My collar sticks to my neck, my tie growing tighter. I want to loosen it, unbutton the top button, but they’ll think I’m irritable because of him instead of the heat.

			It’s too damn hot. I could’ve just waited for fall. Spent some much-deserved time abroad after what I put myself through the past four years, but I’ve done my time, waiting to face him again.

			Besides…if half the town isn’t gone already, they will be soon. The mayor’s already taken off for his summerhouse in Maine, and the police will be rotating their vacations as well. It’s perfect. All those empty St. Carmen mansions…It’ll be too much for those Swamp Rats to resist. It always is.

			I don’t care how organized they’ve gotten, paving their dirt roads, building a school, and positioning themselves into careers. They’re still Tryst Six. Orphans of Axel and Trysta Jaeger.

			Criminals. Troublemakers.

			“He seems more controlled than I remember,” Milo muses.

			He meets my eyes from where he sits across from me in the town car, and I take in the scar Clay Collins left on his face in high school. A lot longer and thicker than the one I got that same night.

			I never told my friends about my past with Dallas, but during that summer in high school—for one month—I didn’t work hard to hide that I was spending time with him, either. I knew where I was going all those nights and that one rainy afternoon, and no one was stopping me.

			The great thing about rich friends, though, is that they owe you silence if they expect it for themselves.

			Jerome sighs next to him. “No, he just grew wiser. A man knows there’s a time and place for indulgences. You’ll find out someday.”

			Milo chuckles. “Fuck you.”

			Jerome Watson is more than a decade older than us, but he still has no wife and no kids, so he fits in with the bachelors.

			All of us sit in the back seats, Vincent and I with our backs to the driver, who guides the car smoothly through town, away from the school and up to Fox Hill. It’s almost one in the morning, but we’re far from late.

			Turning my eyes out the window, I curl my fingers into my pants leg, feeling my heart beat against my chest.

			My hands hum and haven’t stopped since I touched him. I can still feel my fingers locking around his wrists, remembering a time when it was the other way around.

			I close my eyes for a moment. Then two. Milo is right. Dallas Jaeger was never a slave to his temper like his brother Iron.

			But I could feel his pulse through his skin. He might be able to hide his feelings on the outside but not on the inside.

			Obviously, he’s not stupid. Not only can I get him fired now, but he doesn’t want to make the same mistakes as his brother. He’ll pick his moment and make it worth it.

			Five years ago, he tied me up into one knot after another, and a year later pulverized any last shred of self-respect I had, and it’s going to feel good, getting him out of my system.

			Fuck, it’s going to feel really good. I lick my lips, the ridge of his ear still there in my mind, against my mouth.

			“How the hell did he get a job teaching at our alma mater?” Milo shifts uncomfortably, looking between Jerome and me. “As if the board didn’t know those fucking Jaegers are sloppy, poor trash whose sense of culture revolves around beer can pyramids.”

			“Because they’ve been playing chess while we’ve been playing checkers,” I reply, finally looking straight at my friend. “Father Bill baptized Dallas.”

			His gaze falters, everyone in the car well aware that Father Bill is the priest at Marymount Academy and has been for thirty-five years.

			“He baptized all of them,” I continue. “And Krisjen sits on the city council these days. And Trace’s storehouse supplies liquor to Fox Hill, which shares many of the same board members as Marymount.”

			The fucking list goes on. Marymount hired Dallas to teach the philosophy course a year ago, and they could’ve had anyone. A doctorate, a tenured professor slowing down for a few years, or someone with more experience, at least. But no, the job went to someone with only a bachelor’s degree whose priorities consist of fucking, breathing, and eating, in that order.

			The Jaegers are more powerful than ever.

			“A lot has happened in the past four years,” I state to my friends before looking pointedly at Milo. “And Dallas doesn’t drink beer out of cans.”

			Just for your information…

			“He’s clever,” Jerome says.

			I dart my eyes to him. “And smart.”

			We can boost our egos by joking around that the Jaegers are Neanderthal garbage all we want, but they didn’t keep hold of their land for five hundred years by force alone.

			Dallas might not have had the educational pedigree to deserve that job, but the number of students requesting his class for fall has doubled in a year.

			“But…” Vincent chimes in next to me, “isn’t it the boosters who fund the humanities and the arts now?”

			I nod, smiling a little. “Yeah.”

			Soft laughter echoes around the interior of the car, because Dallas’s class is an unessential course, unlike math or science, and his paycheck is covered instead by alumni donors.

			By us.

			We can decide if the class is useless and that the money should go to athletics or a trip for the seniors or fucking bidets in all of the bathrooms.

			But I won’t do that. I don’t want him gone.

			I don’t want him fighting for his life.

			I just want him trapped, preferably in the same room as me.

			“They’ll want revenge for what we did to Liv,” I point out.

			“What we tried to do,” Milo grumbles.

			The two of us were in high school with Dallas’s sister, and I took my anger with him out on her. I’m not saying I’m proud of it, but it did get his attention.

			Milo tells everyone, “Macon is mine.”

			“Macon Jaeger is mine,” Jerome retorts.

			I shake my head at both of them. Krisjen Conroy went out with Milo in high school, and when she dumped him, Jerome Watson wanted her for himself. Sadly, Dallas’s oldest brother, an ex-Marine with the most miserable fucking personality I’ve ever encountered, fell in love. Jerome’s still seething, and Milo only gives a shit because Macon gave him a beating so bad he finally decided he’d rather be at college.

			Their eyes find mine as if I’m going to have plans of my own for them to consider, but they can have Macon. They know which one belongs to me.

			The car dips just before it inclines, heading up a long, steep hill, and I don’t have to look to know we’re at the country club.

			“We should take off for a couple of weeks.” Milo’s gaze meets everyone else’s. “There will be plenty of storms to face and plans to put in place when we return.”

			The car passes the clubhouse, veers around the restaurant and patio, and heads toward the field house.

			I shake my head. “I already know what I’m going to do.”

			“Care to share?” Milo teases.

			“No.” I toss him a smirk as we stop at the side door of a lonely brick building off the golf course. “You blab like a motherfucker when you’re drunk.”

			Everyone chuckles, Milo flashing a little snarl. He knows it’s true. He’ll find out soon enough, but I don’t want him running his mouth tonight once all the attention starts feeding his arrogance.

			The driver opens our door. “And you’re not going anywhere,” I tell Milo, climbing out of the car.

			The Jaegers have an army over in Sanoa Bay, and I need one, too.

			Walking up to the steel brown door with an average sphere knob that looks like any door on any utility building, I open it and lead the group down the dim stairwell. Dark carpet covers the stairs, small flame bulbs glowing against the black walls, and I hear the door slam behind us as I stop at the entrance at the bottom of the stairs.

			Flipping open the keypad, I punch in the ten-digit password and then press my thumb to the scanner. Any St. Carmen couple who contributes the club’s annual membership fee—successful payment of which simply proves you belong in this crowd—has access to the Wolfe Room. For a little extra, rising adult sons twenty-one and over may also be admitted if their parents allow it. Daughters, not officially. Until they become wives anyway.

			But unofficially? That’s a whole different story. I snap the cover closed again, twisting my neck till it cracks.

			The door opens.

			A young woman in a tight sleeveless black dress with bone-straight brown hair smiles at us. “Good evening, gentlemen.”

			We step into the antechamber, a small round table to the right, a tray with a decanter and glasses in the middle. Shelves and monitors line the walls, and a fake fire casts a heatless glow into the room.

			“May I take any jackets?” she asks.

			Another girl approaches, and Milo and Vincent remove their suit coats, handing them off to the two women. Four doors branch off from the room, but I only look at the one ahead.

			“How’s the selection tonight?” Milo asks.

			May, the redhead, throws him a smile over her shoulder as she hangs up his coat. “Some of them have delayed their summer travels simply so they could welcome you young men home.”

			“Oooh.” Milo damn near bounces on his feet.

			The last time we were in this room together was four years ago. We had Dallas’s sister in our possession, and Dallas thought he would teach me a lesson that night.

			The thin scar, like a fucking teardrop spilling out of my left eye an inch long, tingles.

			That night is when I started playing chess, too.

			Closing the distance to the door ahead, I open it, the music spilling out as my friends and I walk through.

			The antechamber closes, and the darkness engulfs us, blues, purples, and pinks glowing throughout the club. “Enemy” fills the air, the laughter, the cheers, and the moans only faintly audible over the music. The walls are lined with alcoves, each holding a small table and cushioned benches, but there are no lights. A little more privacy for those who prefer that.

			Milo drifts off to stand at the edge of one of three platforms around the room, each one with a pole and a woman with her hands tied above her head. Usually wives who are letting people look but not touch. Until they decide they’re ready, anyway.

			There are couches all over, filled with couples drinking, laughing, and chatting, while others are getting it on in plain sight. Two women, one I recognize as Dr. Ainsley, riding another woman on a black velvet couch as their husbands watch.

			Jerome trails off, too, brushing the face of someone else’s new young wife, and I pass a table with a man clearly getting blown by some invisible woman—or man—hidden under the table where he sits.

			Men crowd around a couch in one of the alcoves, watching Mrs. Taylor masturbate with a dildo.

			Some wear masks—doll faces and carnival are popular—but that’s for the shy ones. After all, it’s more fun to know who you’re fucking. It makes seeing each other in church or at your kid’s birthday party more exhilarating.

			By the time I see my father, everyone else has splintered off, Milo already busy eating out the busgirl, who I’m sure is no stranger to giving in to demands that don’t fit her job description. It’s overpowering her that he likes.

			I slide onto the bench opposite my father in an alcove with a perfect view of Mitchell Kenmont with his son’s wife sitting reverse cowgirl in his lap. She wears a mask, but he has to know it’s her. No one has red hair like that in a long, thick blanket down to their ass. But if it ever gets out, he has plausible deniability.

			Turning to my father, I watch him tap away on two tablets propped up on stands as if they’re monitors and this is his desk.

			He takes a sip of his drink.

			“How can you work in here?” I ask.

			With air that feels more filled with body oil and fake fog than it does oxygen, I can’t imagine he keeps a clear head.

			“It’s called discipline.” He doesn’t take his eyes off his screens. “A successful man should be able to focus anywhere.”

			I suppose it depends on what he means by successful. Garrett Ames has two failed marriages, a stepdaughter who can’t look at him without wanting to bash her head into a wall, and a son who will stuff him in a pine box with the cheapest grave marker he can find once he’s dead. I’m sure he also has a couple of offspring out in the world that he doesn’t claim.

			None of that sounds like success to me.

			Turning my eyes out to the party, I look past all the faces to the hallways beyond and the rooms where there’s more sordid shit happening. I’ve only been in here a few times, but I don’t think things have gotten less perverse.

			“Who’s the pick of the litter these days?” I broach.

			“Oh, you don’t want her anymore tonight.” He raises his eyes to me, taking another drink. “She’s already given a joyride to half a dozen men.”

			What the fuck.

			He laughs, and I just drop my eyes, pretending to dust something off my suit. Is that supposed to turn me on? Does it turn him on?

			But I already know the answer. None of this is about sex. The Wolfe Room is about power, but more importantly, it exists to excite people who can’t get excited anymore.

			It was never a mystery to me why my mother overdosed on pills when I was eight. She probably had to be high just to come in here with him. Enough drugs and you can be in the mood for anything.

			Until the clarity of the morning after arrives, of course.

			I give her credit, though. She was a good mom while she lasted.

			My stepmother stopped coming in here years ago.

			My father pushes his screens away. “I don’t know why you try to fake it,” he taunts. “You don’t give a shit who the new piece of ass is. I know what you like, and what you don’t.”

			I cock my head. “You thought I wouldn’t leave St. Carmen,” I point out. “You thought I would live off you forever. You thought I wouldn’t survive UPenn. You thought I’d blow my mother’s money.”

			Blah, blah, blah.

			“But I did leave.” I hold his dark blue eyes. “I finished school with job offers in New York, Zurich, and Shanghai, and I doubled the money she left me, so let’s just settle on all you really know about me is that I’m yours.”

			Maybe I’ll like this place and have more fun here than him, but my fun is my fucking business.

			Slowly, he nods, the graying sides of his black hair glowing in shades of purple, pink, and blue as he quirks a finger at a server.

			“I think that’s fair,” he tells me. “It’s a new day.”

			A tall woman in a black vest and black miniskirt brings over two glasses of ice and a bottle of vodka.

			I shake my head. “I’m not staying.”

			Not long enough to finish a drink.

			“But I want you to stay,” he says in a tone that might sound playful to others, but it’s a threat.

			She sets the glass in front of me, and I eye the double shot of vodka.

			I don’t have a problem with addiction like my mother did, but I’m not ready to let my wits get away from me in here. Not yet.

			I shove the glass back over to him.

			Slowly, he pushes it back, staring at me without blinking. “You have to at least try it.” He takes a taste of his own. “Devon Law flew it in from Russia for us. One of the last cases from the original Siberian distillery before production was moved out of country.”

			I don’t give a shit. He can drink the thousand dollars’ worth of liquor in my glass himself.

			I want to leave, though, and I want him to know I belong. I can handle anything.

			Throwing the glass back, I shoot the drink in one swallow. The smooth liquor burns down my throat, nice and cold.

			His lips tilt up in a smile before he takes another sip. The warmth hits my stomach, just the taste making my limbs relax and my breathing slow down.

			“If you make this family money,” he continues, “you can fuck whoever you want in here, okay?”

			Yeah, just not in the real world.

			It’s not a surprise to him that I don’t like women, but I’ll have to marry one. I’ve always known that, and I’m fine with it.

			I push the empty glass away. “Is Ava joining you in Aspen?”

			“Why?” He swirls his glass, the cubes clinking together. “You want the house to yourself?”

			His wife and he are rarely in the same place anymore, but she’ll want to get out of the heat, same as him. Her presence won’t interfere with his other women, because he uses hotel rooms and apartments.

			Leaning in, I tell him, “I want Sophia to myself.”

			His eyes dart up, and I feel my grin at the back of my jaw. He almost looks impressed.

			My stepsister is two years younger than me, and there’s no reason why he would deny me. He’s done with her.

			“Well, I’ll be damned.” His gaze rests on his glass as he tries to fight his excitement. “Why didn’t I think of that?”

			He breathes out a laugh, finishing his drink and taking the bottle, pouring us another shot.

			I shake my head, starting to get up. “No.”

			He stops me. “Just a sip.”

			I pin him with a stare.

			And then I grab the glass, shooting it again in one gulp.

			Slamming the glass down, I hear his laughter, loud enough to draw eyes from those nearby.

			Motherfucker.

			“I love that you don’t back away from a challenge,” he coos, gesturing to my face. “It means that scar will get the response it
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