
  
    [image: Maniac]
  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        Necessary Evils

        Unhinged

        Psycho

        Moonstruck

        Damaged

        Headcase

        Mad Man

        Lunatic

        Maniac

      

        

      
        Click HERE for a complete list of Onley’s books and their respective links.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        1. Thomas

      

      
        2. Aiden

      

      
        3. Thomas

      

      
        4. Aiden

      

      
        5. Thomas

      

      
        6. Aiden

      

      
        7. Thomas

      

      
        8. Aiden

      

      
        9. Thomas

      

      
        10. Aiden

      

      
        11. Thomas

      

      
        12. Aiden

      

      
        13. Thomas

      

      
        14. Aiden

      

      
        15. Thomas

      

      
        16. Aiden

      

      
        17. Thomas

      

      
        18. Aiden

      

      
        19. Thomas

      

      
        20. Aiden

      

      
        21. Thomas

      

      
        22. Aiden

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Paladin Preview

      

      
        Afterword

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        MANIAC

        necessary evils book seven

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Copyright © 2023 Onley James

        www.onleyjames.com

      

        

      
        All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise), without the prior written permission of the publisher.

      

        

      
        This book is a work of fiction and does not represent any individual living or dead. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.

      

        

      
        Cover and Interior Formatting by We Got You Covered Book Design

      

      

    

  


  
    
      Trigger warning: This book contains discussions of child abuse, sexual assault, intimate partner violence, suicide, and torture of bad people who totally deserve it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        SUBJECT: AIDEN

      

      

      After years of single-handedly raising a small group of psychopathic children, Dr. Thomas Mulvaney was rarely surprised anymore. But sitting across from Marshall Kendrick in his large stately home in Annandale, he had to admit, he was taken aback by the man’s audacious request.

      “This is a blatant abuse of your power,” Thomas said, doing his best to keep his voice even.

      Kendrick sniffed, shoulders raising at Thomas’s admonishment. “Maybe so, but I’m doing it anyway, and you have far more to lose than I do.”

      That wasn’t exactly true. In the grand scheme of things, Project Watchtower was probably worth more to the government than the man sitting across from him, but beneath Kendrick’s defensiveness, Thomas could sense his fear. So, he didn’t call him out on the validity of his statement. Besides, he’d be lying if he said he wasn’t intrigued.

      Instead, he shook his head. “But he’s your son.”

      Kendrick set his jaw, shaking his head before Thomas even finished his short statement. “Whoever that is in there? That’s not the boy I raised. That…thing… He’s a monster.”

      Thomas stared at Kendrick, eyes boring into him, like if he just studied him long enough he might glean whatever it was inside that would make him say such a thing about his own child. “What happened?” When Kendrick hesitated, Thomas pushed. “I won’t take him if you’re not honest with me.”

      “He beat a kid to death with a fifty-pound weight,” Kendrick said, voice raw, eyes welling with tears he quickly pushed back.

      That was aggressive. A blitz attack most likely. Something born of fury, not a well-thought-out plan. “Why’d he do it?” Thomas asked.

      “Does it matter?” Kendrick spit back, looking at Thomas like perhaps he was a monster, too.

      That was a question many who knew the real him had likely volleyed about several times over, but the truth was, it didn’t actually matter. Part of Thomas felt life would have been easier for him if he’d lacked guilt or empathy. Unfortunately for him, he had both in spades.

      Thomas rephrased his question. “Did you ask him why he did it?”

      “He won’t speak to me,” Kendrick said, digging his thumb and forefinger into his eyelids, like he was hoping he could just make the situation disappear if he rubbed hard enough.

      Making a dead kid disappear was damn near impossible without the proper backing, but Kendrick had the government on his side. “What can you tell me about what happened?”

      Kendrick dropped his hands to his desk, then found his glass, slugging back whatever clear liquid was within before saying, “He did it in my garage. We were all home. He didn’t care. He walked into the house covered in blood. Scared the shit out of his mother. He just walked right past us and went to take a shower. Left the kid’s corpse where he killed him.”

      “Kid? You keep saying kid. If he murdered a child, I’m not taking him, Watchtower be damned.”

      Kendrick’s hand flailed. “Not an actual kid, but a kid to me. He was nineteen. Three years older than Aiden.”

      Aiden. The A name wasn’t lost on Thomas. All his sons had A names. Was this fate? Kismet? Perhaps. Or maybe Kendrick’s son was just a hot-tempered monster who’d beaten someone to death for no reason.

      But none of this would matter if Kendrick hadn’t taken the necessary steps to shield his son. Thomas shifted in his seat, propping an elbow on the arm of the chair. “What kind of damage control has been done?”

      “Once I managed to calm my wife down and prevent her from calling the cops, I called in professionals. They disposed of the body, sanitized the garage, and got rid of Aiden’s clothes. I did manage to get him to admit he and the kid weren’t friends or even associated in any way people knew. Also, it’s been over ten days and the family hasn’t even filed a missing persons report. I’m not sure what to make of that but it bodes well for us.”

      There was no ‘us.’ Not to Thomas. He wasn’t taking Aiden off Kendrick’s hands until he knew exactly what had caused the boy to snap. It was easy making a child in the foster system disappear and reappear but Aiden was sixteen, almost seventeen. He had friends, high school transcripts. A social security number. This was going to take more than a few phone calls to make Aiden his.

      But if this was an isolated incident, something that happened in a moment of anger, Aiden should be punished by the law, not taught to kill others. He didn’t fit the code. But it was clear Kendrick would never allow Aiden to be punished properly. Not that it was Thomas’s problem. If the boy had snapped, he wasn’t right for Thomas’s…program.

      “I want to speak with him,” Thomas said.

      Kendrick nodded grimly. “I figured you would. He’s in the dining room.”

      Thomas got to his feet, and Kendrick let out a deep breath before doing the same. Thomas followed the man, trying not to lose his patience at his cadence. His footsteps were glacial, like the cars in a funeral procession.

      When they reached the formal dining room, Thomas found a boy slumped in his chair, the hood of his white Quiksilver sweatshirt pulled low over his eyes, hiding all but his lips from Thomas’s view. Those full lips were parted, his chest rising and falling slowly.

      He was sleeping. Interesting. To sleep that peacefully after taking someone’s life took a special kind of person. Often a psychopath. But psychopaths rarely acted in haste. Perhaps he was a sociopath. So many questions.

      He had kicked his feet up on the antique dining table, his long legs stretched out before him. He wore ripped, faded denim jeans and a pair of well-worn but expensive high-top sneakers. He was skinnier than Thomas had envisioned given Kendrick’s large stocky frame.

      It took a lot of strength to beat someone to death. Or a lot of rage.

      Kendrick marched to where his son reclined and kicked the chair, causing the boy’s feet to fall, startling him awake. Kendrick snatched the hood off the boy’s head, glaring at him. “Wake up. This isn’t a vacation.”

      The boy sneered at his father but then seemed to realize they weren’t alone. He turned ocean blue eyes to Thomas, and a shock of awareness rocketed through him. A sullen expression replaced his look of confusion, then he folded his arms over his chest.

      Thomas blinked, trying to force his brain to focus on anything other than the boy’s looks. But it was hard. Aiden was…pretty, objectively speaking. That was the only word that came to mind. Model pretty with chiseled cheekbones, full lips, and a shock of wavy blond hair that fell messily into his eyes.

      Thomas swallowed as Aiden gave him a thorough once-over that made him feel a bit uneasy inside. When they locked eyes, Thomas couldn’t look away. He wasn’t even sure he blinked until Kendrick cleared his throat.

      “Aiden, this is Dr. Thomas Mulvaney. He’s going to talk to you about what happened. You will answer his questions. Understand?”

      Aiden’s gaze flicked to his father, releasing Thomas from the prison of his far too interested stare.

      “Sure, Dad,” he said, infusing the words with as much sarcasm as he could seem to muster.

      Thomas sat to the boy’s left, clenching his fists in his lap when Aiden returned his full attention to him. Thomas had been face to face with a number of killers in his day. Hundreds, in fact. Some very young, others with a body count that spanned decades, but looking at this boy had him shaken. Literally.

      “Leave us,” Thomas said to Kendrick, unwilling to break eye contact with Aiden.

      Kendrick hesitated but finally relented. Still, Thomas waited another moment or two before finally opening his mouth to speak. Before he could, Aiden’s tongue poked free of his mouth, licking over his teeth in a gesture that Thomas found both fascinating and disturbing.

      “So, you’re him, huh? The psychopath wrangler?” he said, every bit of sarcasm he’d given his father still dripping from his words.

      “I am raising a group of children with a very specific psychopathy,” Thomas agreed carefully.

      “‘A very specific psychopathy,’” Aiden mocked. “How careful you are, doctor. Are you really even a doctor? You barely look older than me.”

      “I assure you I’m far older than I look,” Thomas lied.

      “Well, I’m not a psychopath,” Aiden said with an authority Thomas found confusing. “So, you probably wasted a trip.”

      “How do you know that?” Thomas asked.

      Aiden shrugged, slouching farther in his seat. “I checked.”

      Thomas’s lips twitched, amused. “Checked how?”

      “I’ve read a lot of books on psychopathy, behavioral profiling. John Douglas, Robert Ressler. I don’t…fit. I can experience guilt. Remorse. Empathy. I have feelings, Dr. Mulvaney.”

      “Are you sorry you killed that boy?” Thomas asked, propping his elbow on the arm of the chair, then placing his chin on his fist, studying him.

      Aiden once more looked him dead in the eye. “I’m only sorry he didn’t suffer more.”

      Thomas blinked at him. “What?”

      “He died too quickly,” Aiden said. “I’d hoped to hear him scream. To watch the life drain out of him.”

      Goosebumps rose along Thomas’s arms. “Tell me why you did it.”

      Aiden shrugged. “Because he wasn’t a good person and he deserved to die.”

      Thomas tilted his head. “Why do you believe he wasn’t a good person?”

      “Because I’m the one who had to carry the guy he raped and beat near to death to the hospital.”

      Thomas processed this information. “How do you know it was him?”

      “I saw him. I scared him off. I would have killed him if I caught him, but I had to make a choice: help the guy bleeding to death or kill the guy who caused it. I chose the first one,” Aiden said, jaw muscle twitching. “Not that it mattered in the end.”

      Thomas’s brow raised. “Why’s that?”

      For the first time, Aiden broke eye contact, gaze floating somewhere over Thomas’s shoulder. “He’s been in a coma for months.”

      “Months?” Thomas repeated.

      “With what he did to him, they said they’re lucky there’s any brain activity at all,” he muttered. “Considering what the guy did to his body, I think I’d prefer to be brain dead.”

      “Why didn’t you just tell the police?” Thomas asked.

      Aiden looked at him as if he was stupid. “I did. They didn’t care. They said it’s a gay thing. High risk lifestyle. The kid was from a poor family. There was hardly any evidence since he used a…since he used an object to rape him. My description was vague at best. It was dark. We were on a street with broken lights. It’s not like Brett can tell anybody what that piece of shit did to him. The cops tried to imply it was some kind of romance gone wrong. Not even Brett’s parents wanted to pursue it. They were too humiliated.”

      “Brett?” Thomas questioned.

      “The victim.” Aiden shook his head. “What that guy did to him wasn’t romance. It was rage. He… I’ve never seen someone do that to a person before. It was brutal.”

      Thomas felt something unknot in his chest. It was interesting that Aiden had named the victim but refused to call the man he’d murdered anything but ‘that guy.’

      Aiden definitely wasn’t lacking in empathy. His face was pale, his eyes haunted. What he’d seen had scarred him for life. The human part of Thomas wanted to hug the boy, but the scientist in him wanted to pick his brain. How did Aiden differentiate the horrors that happened to Brett from what he’d wanted to do to his abuser?

      Thomas sat up a bit straighter. “How did you find him?”

      Aiden shrugged. “I took the police sketch and showed it around. Went to gay clubs. Places close to where he’d attacked Brett.”

      “Why gay clubs? You think Brett was targeted because he was gay?” Thomas asked.

      Aiden’s gaze darted upwards, and once more, that arc of electricity jolted through Thomas’s whole body. “It seemed like the best place to start. Like I said, what he did to him…it was meant to hurt, to inflict as much pain as possible. He wanted him to suffer. That level of rage and evil usually comes from some kind of self-hatred. No?”

      Thomas blinked in surprise. Clearly, he had been reading up on psychopathy as more than just a passing fancy. “Seems likely.”

      “Brett was small, frail. There were rumors he was gay, but who fucking knows. It’s high school. It’s not like the rumors have to be true for anybody to believe them or spread them. I asked his friends, but they said he didn’t really have prospects from any gender. That he was kind of a weirdo.”

      “How did you know you had the right guy?” Thomas asked. “How can you be sure the kid you killed was the same one who hurt Brett?”

      “Because I watched him stalking his next victim for weeks. Luckily, he never had the opportunity to act on whatever he wanted to do. But he was definitely ready. I was ready, too. If he’d tried to hurt someone, I would have done what I had to do.”

      Thomas didn’t ask him to clarify. “How did he end up in your garage?”

      “I followed him, started hanging at the same pool hall he did, played a few games with him, overheard him saying he was looking to buy a Playstation 2. I introduced myself and told him I had one for sale. I gave a ridiculously low price, and told him I was getting a Gamecube instead. Gave him my number. When he called, I invited him over.”

      “But your parents were home,” Thomas said.

      Aiden shrugged again. “Yeah, that was unfortunate.”

      Unfortunate. “Did you plan to kill him?”

      “Yeah. Eventually. I was hoping to have more time with him. But he knew something was up. I don’t know what I did that gave it away. I’ve been thinking about it since it happened, but I can’t figure out where I went wrong.”

      “Why?”

      Aiden frowned in confusion as if the answer was obvious. “So I don’t make the same mistake twice.”

      “You do know that you’d be in jail right now if not for your father, right?” Thomas asked.

      Aiden scoffed. “Please, if you believe my father’s ego would ever allow him to have a murderer for a son, you’re not as smart as he thinks you are.”

      “Do you know what I do, Aiden?” Thomas asked.

      “You train psychopaths to kill bad people,” Aiden said.

      “Did you know that before you killed that boy?” Thomas asked.

      Aiden’s smile was cold. “Sure. But don’t tell my father. He thinks a locked door keeps his secrets safe from the rest of us.”

      A chill shot through Thomas. Had Aiden…had he planned this? All of it? Right down to this moment? No. That wasn’t possible. That would mean he was playing a master level chess game, guessing his father’s movements from the very first moment Aiden’s world had collided with that boy, Brett’s. Thomas found himself momentarily speechless at the notion.

      “Do you want to be part of my program, Aiden?” Thomas finally asked.

      “If the alternative is prison, sure,” he said, like he didn’t care either way.

      “My other sons have been with me for quite some time. I’ve raised them from an early age to follow my orders without exception. Can you follow my rules, Aiden?”

      “Yeah,” he said, tone bored.

      Thomas sat forward, closing the distance between them until they were almost nose to nose. “Listen carefully. I’ve had years to instill the fear of God into my other children, but since you’re almost an adult, I will be blunt. You do as I say when I say it. You go where I tell you when I tell you. You never go off-book. You never waver from the plan. You never take matters into your own hands. Ever. There’s no pass or fail in my program. You follow my rules or you disappear just like that boy did and I never waste another moment thinking of you. Understand?”

      Aiden opened his mouth and closed it again before he gave a couple of jerky nods. “Yeah. Yeah, I get it.”

      “Good,” Thomas said, leaning back.

      Once there was some distance between them, Aiden’s sullen expression returned. “I’m not calling you Dad.”

      “I—” Thomas had no idea what to do with that statement. “Yeah, that’s fair.”
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      Thomas sat in his office, a half empty bottle of whiskey beside him, the only light coming from his laptop screen and the image frozen on the display before him. A sea of unfamiliar faces. Five white coffins. And Thomas—a much younger Thomas—standing over them all. How long had it been since Thomas had seen that photo? Decades.

      Hubris. That was what had led him to this moment. He scrubbed his hands over his face, trying to collect his thoughts as they swirled around his alcohol-soaked brain. It had only been a matter of time before his sins came to light. In truth, he’d managed to keep them hidden longer than he’d ever imagined. So long, in fact, that he’d let his guard down.

      He took another large swallow of the whiskey in his glass, letting it burn its way down. He was fucking Icarus and he’d finally flown too close to the sun. His harsh laugh cut through the silence of his study. Christ, he was losing it. Had he ever really had it? Tears pricked at the backs of his eyes, and he dug the heels of his palms in until he regained his composure.

      Thomas understood he was wallowing, his thoughts scattered, his timeline no longer linear. Memories he’d buried painfully deep erupted from the darkest recesses of his brain, tearing apart his carefully crafted lies in their wake. Bleached hair. Green eyes. That wicked smile. Those perfect teeth. That chain he wore that would brush against Thomas’s skin whenever he leaned over him.

      “We’re the same. Nobody gets you like I do.”

      It had been years since he’d heard that voice. Years. But it was still as clear as day. Low. Raspy. The pain in his heart was knife sharp, twisting until Thomas felt the tightness in his chest had to be from the bleeding. Yeah, he was fucking drunk. But what the fuck else was he supposed to do?

      It had finally happened. He’d thought if he suffered enough, was miserable enough, was sorry enough, he could right his wrongs without ever having to admit what he’d done. Without having to admit who he was on the inside. But years of killing monsters couldn’t eliminate the monster within him. Years of suffering hadn’t alleviated the agonizing way his family had died.

      Maybe this was karma? Though he was loath to admit it, these days he was happier more than he wasn’t. His children were healthy, happy, and thriving. He had two gorgeous granddaughters who looked at him like he was their hero. Maybe he’d gotten too comfortable? He’d let his guard down and the universe had taken swift action to rectify his mistake.

      He’d thought if he denied himself the one thing he wanted more than anything, maybe the universe would just let him have the rest. He could compartmentalize. He could focus on Addy and Arabella, could focus on the work, could focus on his family as long as he didn’t have the one thing—the one person—he wanted above all other things.

      Aiden.

      Thomas picked up his half-full glass and flung it against the fireplace, the flames jumping as the alcohol made contact.

      Fuck.

      He scrubbed at his face once more, pacing. He should go to sleep. He could think more clearly in the morning once he was sober. But he wouldn’t do that. He couldn’t. His thoughts were too powerful. If he laid down, he’d feed those thoughts until they became sentient demons who perched on his chest, depriving him of sleep, reminding him he’d brought all of this on himself.

      Once more, he pictured the palest green eyes he’d ever seen and the two of them on the floor of the ballroom gazing up at the hammered tin panels on the ceiling.

      “I hate them.”

      “You don’t mean that.”

      “I do, though. I hate them. All of them.”

      He glanced back at the laptop screen now facing away from him. Maybe he should just pay them?

      Even as he thought it, he rejected the notion. Blackmailers never went away. Besides, that video was someone’s way of warning Thomas they intended to destroy him. They wanted him humiliated, defeated, brought to his knees. Only then would they pull the trigger and take it all from him. They wanted to see him suffer. He just didn’t know why.

      Maybe it was time. Maybe this was always how it was meant to go. But Thomas wasn’t worried about himself. He was worried about the rest of them. His family. His sons. His grandbabies. Thomas had built a skyscraper on quicksand and now it was about to collapse and swallow them all.

      He roared, the sound doing nothing to quell the turmoil churning within him. It wasn’t about the money. He didn’t give a fuck about the money. What they were asking for wouldn’t even put a dent in the Mulvaney fortune. But that wasn’t the point. This was personal. That video was personal. But it didn’t make any sense. They were all dead. Everybody who knew the truth was dead…weren’t they?

      Thomas collapsed back into his office chair. He usually had all the answers. He almost always knew exactly what to do but, this time, he was lost. Usually, he could call in favors, get the boys involved, but he couldn’t do that with this. He couldn’t tell his sons what he’d done. He’d spent years drilling into their heads that there was only one unforgivable curse. One thing he could never forgive. How could he tell them he was the one who was unforgivable?

      He picked up his cell phone, pressing the send button before he could even acknowledge what he was doing.

      “It’s three in the fucking morning, Thomas,” a voice rasped.

      Thomas. That was all he called him anymore.

      Thomas got his agitation. He did. This wasn’t his first drunken call to the man he’d tried to call his son. Hell, he couldn’t count on two hands the amount of times he’d called Aiden when he’d had too much to drink. He’d made his suffering Aiden’s problem one too many times, but he didn’t know what to do. He was scared. Thomas was scared to death, and when the world got to be too much, there was only one person who quelled his fears.

      “Aiden.” Thomas said his name like a plea, like a prayer.

      “What’s wrong?” Aiden barked, far more alert than seconds before. “Is someone hurt?”

      Me. I’m hurt. I’m bleeding.

      He wanted to tell him everything but all that came out was, “I need you.”

      Silence stretched before Aiden finally said, “I can’t fucking do this with you anymore. You can’t keep doing this to me. I won’t let you.”

      That was fair. More than fair. Thomas had dragged Aiden down into his own shit again and again. It was only fair Aiden was done. But he had nobody else.

      “I need you—your help,” he corrected. “I need your help. Please. It’s important.”

      “Tom—”

      “Please…please, Aiden.” Thomas would be humiliated by this when he sobered up, but he couldn’t stop. “I’m begging. Please, help me. Please.”
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        * * *

      

      Thomas would’ve liked to say he took the time before Aiden got there to sober up, but that would’ve been a lie. He finished off the bottle of whiskey, then fell asleep in his chair, only waking when Aiden slapped him hard enough to penetrate the fog of unconsciousness.

      He opened bleary eyes to find Aiden on his knees before him, his cock taking notice of the position before his alcohol-soaked brain could catch up. Thomas reached for him, touching his bearded face before his hand fell, remembering Aiden wasn’t his to touch. Not anymore. Not ever, really.

      Aiden seemed to forget that as well, reaching up and cupping Thomas’s face. “What have you done to yourself?” he asked, his voice that same low rasp that did things to Thomas’s insides.

      Thomas did his best to focus on the question and not the way Aiden’s thumbs were gently brushing his cheekbones, like he was something Aiden cared about. Like he was someone Aiden still loved. “I fucked up,” he blurted.

      Aiden studied his face like he was trying to figure out what the hell was going on. He probably was. It wasn’t like Thomas was making any goddamn sense.

      “What are you talking about?” he asked, sounding almost hopeful at Thomas’s confession.

      Thomas scanned Aiden’s handsome face in anticipation of his next words. “I-I did something bad. Really bad. A long time ago. I…lied. And someone knows it. And they’re going to expose me.”

      Thomas watched in real time as the window on Aiden’s hopeful expression slammed shut, leaving behind his usual hostility. A well-earned hostility. Thomas knew he was a bastard for doing this to Aiden…again, for constantly leaning on him while giving him nothing in return, but he didn’t have anybody else.

      Aiden sighed, getting to his feet and hauling Thomas up by his arm, pushing him towards the office door. He allowed Aiden to manhandle him up the stairs and into the east wing to his bedroom. He didn’t even protest when Aiden shoved him into the bathroom and turned on the shower. He would have let him undress him, too, if he’d tried. He’d let Aiden do almost anything…but that was almost what put miles between them.

      Aiden didn’t try to undress him, though. He just shoved a towel into his chest. “Sober up. I’ll be downstairs when you’re done.”

      Thomas didn’t argue, just waited for the door to close before stripping down and stepping beneath the near frigid spray, letting the cold penetrate the haze of alcohol as goosebumps erupted along his skin. He leaned his forearms against the wall, the spray from multiple jets beating against him at once like tiny little daggers, driving away all his thoughts until his mind was blissfully quiet. Only when he started to shiver did he quickly scrub and rinse himself before turning off the water.

      When he emerged from the shower, he spotted a pile of clothing folded on the counter. Gray sweatpants and a black Chanel hoodie. He couldn’t remember ever wearing the sweatshirt. It had been part of a swag bag he’d received after a movie premiere. He’d tried to give it to Adam, but he’d refused it, saying he already had something similar.

      Thomas had no idea why he remembered that in that moment, but he let the thought come and go as he toweled off and dressed quickly, combing his fingers through his hair before heading back downstairs.

      He found Aiden in his office chair, light from the laptop screen illuminating the lines on his face as he frowned at the video as it played. Thomas didn’t want to move closer, didn’t want to have to explain what Aiden was looking at, what was happening. But he’d have to. He couldn’t ask for Aiden’s help but not explain what happened to his family. At least, in part. But how much? How much could he reveal and still live with himself?

      “What is this?” Aiden asked as Thomas came to stand beside his chair.

      “Someone is blackmailing me, threatening to expose our family’s secrets. This is their way of letting me know,” Thomas said.

      Aiden handed him an insulated cup. “Which family secret? The one where we kill people? The global conspiracy where we teach the government to do the same?”

      Thomas took a sip, the bitterness biting at the back of his tongue before the coffee burned its way down. “No, those secrets are well protected. It’s something else. Something that happened a long time ago.”

      “What is it? What do they have on you?” Aiden asked. “What does it have to do with these dead bodies? Those coffins are your family, right?”

      Aiden knew about Thomas’s family? Of course, he did. He was a private investigator. The boys had probably all done a deep dive into the Mulvaneys at least once in their lives, curious to know their family legacy. But Thomas had never worried about them stumbling onto the truth.

      Several people had worked in tandem after the tragedy to assure that what really happened that night would never see the light of day. Of course, those people never suspected Thomas was the real villain that night. But then again, that had been the whole point.

      “Yes. My parents. My siblings. My…cousin, Shane,” Thomas said, the last part sticking in his throat just a little.

      The shrill laugh pierced Thomas’s already throbbing skull as Aiden restarted the video, causing him to wince. Whoever had created the video knew the truth and they had a real flair for the dramatic. Superimposed over graphic images of his family’s dead bodies were words like guilty, sinner, liar along with their demands. It was all very over the top. If Thomas didn’t know the pictures in that video had supposedly been destroyed years ago, he might have just written it all off as a hoax.

      But there they were, in full color.

      In all these years, Thomas had never seen the crime photos. Pictures of his siblings’ bloated bodies. Pictures of Shane. What was left of him, anyway. They’d only been seven. Too fucking young for the horrors they’d endured that night. His uncle had assured him it was better that way.

      He had only been fifteen after all, even if he was taking college-level classes. Even if he had suddenly just had a fortune dumped in his lap. Even if he was suddenly expected to act as the head of a global empire. He had only been a kid.

      “Why are they doing this?” Aiden asked.

      Thomas shook his head. “I truly don’t know.” Aiden gave him a baleful look. Thomas sighed. “They want to hurt the family. They want to hurt me.”

      “But why?” Aiden asked. “Who’s doing this?”

      The fullness in Thomas’s chest expanded to the point of pain as he tried and failed to search for the right words, the right phrase, something that would explain this all away without having to say the truth. Finally, he just blurted, “If I knew who was doing this, would I have called you?”

      Aiden flinched, then scoffed, his face contorting in disgust, though whether it was with Thomas or himself, he didn’t know. “No. I guess you wouldn’t.”

      Something withered inside Thomas. “Aiden, I⁠—”

      Aiden turned the office chair back towards the laptop, hands flying over the keys as he opened Thomas’s email. “I’m sending myself an encrypted copy of the video. Did they send anything else?”

      Thomas clenched and unclenched his jaw. He just couldn’t stop saying and doing the wrong thing when it came to Aiden. It was always just Aiden. He’d been Thomas’s undoing since the moment he laid eyes on him, and some small part of him wanted to vomit the truth about who he was and what he’d done so Aiden would finally cut him off, once and for all. It was nothing less than he deserved.

      But doing that would endanger more than just him. “There’s a link to an offshore bank account embedded within the file. I’m assuming so I can transfer the money they’re demanding.”

      Aiden turned the chair to face him, their knees brushing, sending a jolt through Thomas. How long had it been since they’d touched? Not since that last night. Right there in the study. Right where Aiden sat now. Only that night, it had been Thomas sitting right there when Aiden crawled into his lap. “Why can’t I stay away from you?”

      But he’d stayed away after that. Far away. All the way across the country, only returning home for the occasional job, always careful to avoid Thomas. Had it really been almost four years since that night?

      Thomas forced his attention back to Aiden as he said, “What do they have on you? Why are you even entertaining this bullshit? Call Kendrick? Call one of the fifty senators you have on speed dial.”

      “I can’t do that,” Thomas said.

      “Why not? You call in favors all the time. ‘For the good of the program,’” he air-quoted.

      “It’s not that simple this time. These people—this person—isn’t making idle threats. They know something. They wouldn’t have those photos if they didn’t. If they know everything, it will ruin our whole family. It will ruin everything I’ve worked for. It will wreck your brothers—the others—” he corrected. “Their whole lives.”

      “What? How?” Aiden asked, clearly bewildered.

      “What we do…who we are…it’s all a house of cards. This family. Project Watchtower…it all exists due to mutually assured destruction. If the truth about my family comes out, the rest of our secrets will fall like dominoes. We cannot let that happen.”

      For the first time, Thomas realized that was why he’d really called Aiden. That was what he needed from him most. Not comfort. Not a wake-up call. He needed a plan. He needed someone like Aiden. Someone who didn’t lack the capacity to feel, but someone who used those feelings to promote the suffering of those who deserved it. Aiden would find out who was behind this. Aiden would destroy that person. And when Aiden knew who Thomas really was, what he’d done, he’d destroy Thomas, too.

      Thomas’s destruction at Aiden’s hands felt right. It felt just. And Aiden would make it hurt, make him suffer. But he’d do it quietly. He’d save the family the burden of bearing the weight of his sins. But not yet. Thomas wasn’t ready yet. He needed to see this through. He’d come clean to Aiden when it was necessary. But only then.

      “What are you hiding?” Aiden pressed. “What did you do?”

      This time, it was Thomas who went to his knees, shock rocketing through him as he took Aiden’s rough hands in his own much softer ones. He forced himself to look him in the eye. “Don’t ask me to tell you that. Not yet. Please. If you ever fucking loved me, just let me keep my sins to myself a little bit longer. Please, Aiden.”

      Aiden thrust his jaw forward, clenching until the muscle there jumped, as he studied Thomas’s face with an anger and frustration he fully deserved.

      “Please,” he said again.

      “I hate you sometimes,” Aiden told him, voice raw. “So much I feel like I’m choking on it.”

      Thomas nodded, trying to pretend Aiden’s words hadn’t just ripped through him like a bullet. “I know. I deserve that…but I’m asking just the same. Don’t make them suffer for my sins. I promise I’ll tell you before this is all over. And when you know the truth, I’ll accept the consequences. Just let me keep my secrets. I can’t deal with you hating me more than you already do. Not with this hanging over our heads.”

      Aiden yanked his hands away from Thomas and jerked to his feet, grabbing Thomas’s laptop. “Pack a bag. We’re getting out of here.”

      “What? Why?” Thomas asked, standing once more.

      “Because whoever is doing this to you is clearly unstable. You want to keep the family out of it? Well, keep them out of it. All the way out. If they see me here, they’ll have questions, and once they smell blood in the water, they won’t let it go. If you want to keep your secrets, then you’ll come with me. That’s the deal. Take it or leave it.”

      Thomas’s head was spinning. Being alone with Aiden would be nothing short of torture. Just the two brief touches they’d shared had Thomas in pieces. He kept distance between them because when they were in the same room, they were magnets, drawn together by something impossible to fight. Except now, Aiden hated him. Thomas was many things, but he’d hardly force himself on someone who didn’t want him.

      What the fuck was he even saying? Why was he thinking about touching Aiden when someone was threatening everything he loved? He knew the answer. He suspected Aiden did, too. Because he loved Aiden most. He loved Aiden above all others. And he didn’t even feel guilty about it. He couldn’t. Because he’d never loved Aiden as a son. Aiden had never been his child and was barely a child when they met. The love he felt for him was nothing like the love he had for his sons.

      Because he didn’t just love Aiden. He was in love with him. Had been for longer than he’d ever admit to another soul, even himself.

      “Thomas,” Aiden said sharply, pulling him from his spiraling thoughts. Why did the use of his own name feel like a punishment?

      “Yeah. Yeah, okay. We’ll do it your way.”

      For now.
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      Thomas slept the whole way out of town, slumped in the passenger seat of Aiden’s ‘95 Jeep Wrangler—a gift that had sat forgotten in the back of Thomas’s garage since their fight on the night of his college graduation. A night Aiden had analyzed a million times, in a million different ways, for almost two decades.

      But, now, he had a new question to analyze. Why had Thomas kept the Jeep in working order and why had none of the others told him? Surely, they’d fucking noticed?

      Stop overreacting, Aiden. It’s not like Thomas takes care of the cars himself.

      Hell, he had so many cars he likely forgot it was even in there. It was probably just the mechanic performing routine maintenance on all the vehicles in the garage. His gut twisted at the thought and that self-loathing he usually drank away at night started rearing its ugly head.

      He hated how much the answer still mattered to him. He could torture a man for hours without so much as a drop of remorse, yet when it came to Thomas, he was so fucking weak. Even now, he was just sitting there, wallowing. Nobody else did this to him. Just Thomas. Always fucking Thomas.

      He disappointed Aiden at every turn, but when he’d said, ‘I need you,’ Aiden’s hopes had soared…until reality set in. He banged his hand on the steering wheel, feeling a modicum of satisfaction when Thomas stirred in his sleep. Why should he get to rest?

      Aiden shook his head, forcing himself to focus on the task at hand: saving Thomas’s ass. He needed to call Lola. He had several open cases he needed covered. He scrubbed a hand over his eyes, then blinked as the world became blurry, making everything the headlights touched look warped like something out of a Dali painting.

      Calling Lola would just open a whole other can of worms. She’d never let him just ask for help and go. She’d start prying. It was what she did. And he couldn’t afford to alienate her. She was a great detective, a better bounty hunter, and the only friend Aiden had.

      He spared another glance at Thomas, noting the worry etched on the older man’s face even in sleep. Aiden pictured opening the door and letting Thomas roll on out, and he could even hear the satisfying clunk he’d make as he hit the ground. It was no less than he deserved. Aiden had punished people for lesser crimes—had tortured them until they were past the point of begging for the hurt they caused.

      Yet, somehow, he could never punish Thomas. No matter how much he hated him. And he did. He fucking hated Thomas Mulvaney almost as much as he loved him. It was that hot and cold in near equal measure that combined inside him and created this tornado of emotion that made him want to destroy
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