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      They were perfect. Literally perfect. The two boys lay on the floor of the playroom, one pointing their feet north and the other south, their heads slotted beside one another, close enough for their dark brown hair to blend together, giving them the appearance that they were one unit.

      Thomas hadn’t been looking for two. Hell, he was never actively searching for new subjects—new children for his project—but, somehow, they found him. They came to him almost through some sort of divine will. He knew instantly they were his. His children, his subjects. Even knowing nothing else about them, he knew they would go home with him.

      They appeared to be around five or six. Unlike when he’d found his other children, these two looked healthy, clean, and well-fed. Perhaps they’d lost their parents to an accident and there were no others to care for them. That seemed the only valid explanation for parents abandoning two children they’d clearly cared for. At least, physically.

      “Identical twins,” Thomas said, almost breathless. He could have never dared to hope for such a gift. Two children split from the same egg. Two halves of a whole. This would take his experiments to a new level. And he’d give the boys everything they needed to succeed, of course.

      The woman beside him—Dr. Barbara Rice, the director of the group home—kept a close watch on the two children, her arms crossed over her ample chest. They knew they were being observed; there was no false mirror, no one-way glass. They simply stood outside the playroom where the two boys lay sprawled, staring up at the fake solar system overhead.

      Dr. Rice clearly cared about this place and these children. Unlike many group homes Thomas had visited over the years, this one was bright and clean, as were the children. On his way in, every child he’d passed had appeared well cared for, even happy. But unlike the other children, Dr. Rice didn’t smile when she looked at the two boys. She seemed unnerved by them.

      “Mirror twins,” Dr. Rice corrected. “Each one the perfect mirror image of the other, right down to their birthmarks.”

      The two weren’t speaking out loud, but they would smile and laugh in tandem, as if one had told the other a joke. Even though they didn’t look at each other, they seemed perfectly in sync. If one moved their left leg, the other moved their right. Same with their hand movements.

      “Are they always like this?”

      “Like what?” she asked, her tone implying she knew full well what he meant but was unwilling to say it out loud.

      “Do they always communicate this way? That is what they’re doing, right? Communicating without speaking? It’s not uncommon in identical twins. I imagine it’s more so in mirror twins.”

      Dr. Rice looked at him in surprise. “Do you really believe that twins can communicate telepathically?”

      “There have been studies,” Thomas said carefully. “I do believe in science, but I think it would be hubris for me to declare that telepathy is impossible between children who grew from the same fertilized egg. Besides, look at them. They’re clearly communicating. Don’t you think?”

      Dr. Rice watched in silence for a moment or two before giving a stilted nod. “Yes, they most definitely are communicating.”

      It became clear then. Dr. Rice, this woman who loved her job and took so much pride in her facility, was afraid. She seemed like a woman who wasn’t easily rattled, but these two clearly spooked her. Interesting.

      They didn’t frighten Thomas. He had others at home who were equally unnerving, maybe even more so. He couldn’t take his eyes off them as they continued their strange pantomime of a silent conversation. Would they like their new home? Their brothers? Their new curriculum? Thomas had decided he would take them even without knowing if they truly belonged with him. After all this time, he just knew. “History?”

      She gave a weary sigh, shifting from one booted foot to the other. It was chilly outside, and she was dressed as if she’d entered the building and come straight to meet with him. She had on a long plaid skirt, a red turtleneck, a blazer, and brown leather boots that disappeared under the hem of her skirt.

      She reached for the file on the table beside her, but she didn’t open it, just hugged it against her chest as if she could absorb the information through osmosis. “According to the case worker who brought them here, they were adopted at just six months old from an adoption agency in Hungary.”

      “International adoption? Were the parents a poor fit for adopting here in the States or were they only looking to adopt infants?” Thomas questioned.

      “Hard to say. I’ve not met the parents, but the mother is a corporate lawyer for a large corporation and the father is a dermatologist.”

      Thomas frowned. “Was there abuse in the home?”

      Dr. Rice shook her head. “Not to our knowledge. They came to us clean and well cared for. The social worker—Rachel—said the mother spent most of the meeting talking about how it was better for the boys to be with someone else. She said, even as babies, they cried all the time, were often inconsolable, and that it was clear they ‘didn’t like her.’”

      “Her babies didn’t like her?”

      Dr. Rice nodded. “She said they never interacted with her or her husband. That they abhorred all attempts at affection. That they embarrassed her often by refusing any attempts to bond with her. They never hugged her or asked for help.”

      She sounded like a narcissist to Thomas. But what did he know? He was raising a household of psychopaths. None of them were particularly affectionate unless it was part of the curriculum. One of the biggest components to making what Thomas did work was teaching those without any ability to feel to pass in society. Sometimes, that meant teaching them how to fake being polite, civil, charming, funny, even how to hug each other or shake hands. It was all new to them.

      “So, this was a vanity thing?”

      Dr. Rice grimaced. “She said they didn’t smile, rarely spoke, and that the other mothers constantly judged her behind her back while pretending to be sympathetic to her plight.”

      “Her plight?”

      “Yes, being a mother to sons who hated her.”

      Thomas’s stomach sank. “And how did they go from living in suburbia to living in a group home?”

      She hesitated, but he wasn’t sure if it was because it was something truly awful or just because she was having second thoughts about inviting him in. What they were doing was highly illegal. Handing over these boys to Thomas essentially meant making them disappear from this life and reappear a few months later as two entirely new people. It meant acknowledging that these children would become research subjects, even though that came with the perks of being raised by a billionaire.

      Thomas was good to his sons. And they were his sons. For all of his grand plans to train these children to do what was in their very nature to do, he still loved his children. He wanted them to succeed, wanted them to exceed all expectations and limitations society often placed on people like them.

      Dr. Rice finally spoke. “They tried to separate them. It didn’t…go well.”

      “Separate them?” Thomas echoed.

      Dr. Rice’s lip curled in disgust. “Yes. The parents got divorced, blamed the stress of trying to raise two boys with severe mental issues—their words, not mine. Said before the adoption, they were a perfect couple. When they divorced, they decided they would each take a twin and move far away from each other like it was the fucking Parent Trap.” She must have realized what she said because she darted her gaze to him. “Sorry.”

      Thomas shook his head, waving a hand dismissively. “Don’t be sorry. That’s a terrible thing to do to children, twins or not.”

      Dr. Rice made a derisive sound. “She called it an equal division of assets.”

      “Christ,” Thomas muttered. Maybe the mother was the psychopath? “What happened once they separated the boys?”

      Dr. Rice tilted her head, leaning in closer to the window. “They…went feral.”

      “Feral?” Thomas parroted.

      Dr. Rice nodded again, watching the two boys lying together, still occasionally laughing or making funny faces like any typical six year old might. “Within an hour or two, the boys became inconsolable. After around twenty-four hours, they grew violent.”

      “How violent?” Thomas asked, also leaning in.

      “Biting, kicking, scratching. Within two days, they’d stopped speaking, stopped eating. They would scream for hours, urinate on the floors, kick holes in the walls, scratch at their parents. Often at the same time their sibling was engaging in the same behavior.”

      Thomas processed that information. “I’m assuming the state intervened in one or both cases?”

      Dr. Rice frowned. “The parents decided to put each of them on a seventy-two hour psych hold. When that hold was up, the state—for whatever reason—said they weren’t a danger to themselves or others and ordered they be released.”

      Thomas frowned. “Yet, they’re here.”

      “The parents refused to take them back.”

      Refused? “An adoption is a legally binding contract. You cannot simply refuse to take custody of your children.”

      “You can when you’re an attorney, it seems. The woman claimed she was given fraudulent information regarding the children’s pasts. Said the adoption agency failed to disclose that the children had been terribly neglected for the first six months of their lives, leading to a severe attachment disorder. She had the adoption overturned.”

      Thomas took a deep breath and let it out. Children weren’t disposable. They weren’t props to be moved around on a set. He knew his outrage smacked of hypocrisy. It wasn’t like he was some saint, taking in the needy. He also had an agenda, an ulterior motive, but that didn’t mean he’d treat these boys as such. It didn’t mean he wouldn’t love and care for them, even if they were incapable of returning that affection.

      “The acting out only started when they were separated?”

      “Before that, they were still distant, but the parents were workaholics who left them to be raised primarily by a nanny. There’s no way of truly knowing whether they could have grown to have some attachment to the family eventually. But while the boys were being held on their psych hold, the mother found out she was pregnant, and she and her husband decided to give their relationship another try…without the boys. She thought they might be a danger to the baby.”

      Thomas arched a brow. “Was there any validity to the theory?”

      Dr. Rice shrugged. “They have been perfectly polite here. They do as they’re asked. They share their toys, pick up after themselves. They are both incredibly gifted, though in completely opposite ways. As long as we make no attempt to separate them, they appear perfectly content. They just aren’t particularly affectionate.”

      Dr. Rice’s implication was clear. She wouldn’t allow Thomas to take one without the other. Not that he ever would. That would simply be cruel, and Thomas was many things but not cruel.

      “Why am I here, Dr. Rice? I’m sure you understand what I’m looking for. You clearly have powerful connections if you know what I do, if you’ve been told of my research.”

      Dr. Rice turned to Thomas, giving a heavy sigh. “While they are intelligent, polite, and respectful, they are also most definitely…void.”

      “Void?”

      She glanced back at them. “There’s nothing there. When you look at them, they study you. They profile you. And more than that…they do it as a team. They can communicate telepathically. I never really believed that was something twins could truly do, not until them. But there’s no doubt they’re speaking to each other.”

      As if on cue, the two boys began to laugh, like one had told a funny joke. They paid no attention to Thomas and Dr. Rice behind the glass, but it felt as if that laugh was for their benefit, like they could hear their conversation and found them amusing. It was unsettling to say the least.

      Thomas watched them carefully. “No violent outbursts towards the staff? No bedwetting? Arson? Cruelty towards small children or animals?”

      She shrugged, then shook her head. “Not that we’ve witnessed. But I do have to warn you. There’s something else.”

      A trickle of unease shivered along Thomas’s spine. “Something else?”

      She nodded. “They don’t seem to have any interest in harming the staff or other children…but they do seem to enjoy harming each other. But only each other.”

      Thomas startled. “What?”

      Dr. Rice stared at the two boys for a long moment before dragging her gaze back to Thomas. “You see the splint on the one boy’s finger?”

      Thomas followed her eyes. “You’re saying the other did that.”

      She nodded, swallowing audibly.

      “CIPA?” he asked.

      Congenital insensitivity to pain with anhidrosis was rare and came with a handful of issues that would make even the most attentive parent paranoid that their child was going to jump from a roof or sit on a hot stove. A child who can’t feel pain literally has zero sense of self-preservation.

      “No,” Dr. Rice said, shaking her head emphatically. “You’re not understanding me. They do feel pain…” She shivered. “They just really enjoy it.”
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      “Are you at the office? Why’s it so quiet?”

      Zane huffed out a sigh, pinching the bridge of his nose. Zane Scott didn’t have an office. He didn’t even have a cubicle. Because he didn’t have a job. Not a real one, anyway. Not that his mother knew that. “No, Ma. I’m working from home today.”

      And every day.

      “Do they have you working on any exciting stories? I told all the ladies in my bridge club about my reporter son. They’re very excited to read your first story.”

      So was Zane. He just had to come up with one. “Ma, please stop telling people about my job. Being an investigative journalist requires a lot of research. It’ll be a while before my first major story hits the papers.”

      His mother sniffed. Then there was the sound of her taking a big gulp of something. Gin, no doubt. It was noon, after all. “I’m allowed to brag about my son. We weren’t sure you’d ever make something of yourself. Poor grades. Skipping school. Your brother had sports and debate team and a 5.3 GPA, but you… We thought we’d end up supporting you forever.”

      Zane knew that. Anybody who knew his mother knew that, too. This wasn’t a new conversation.

      “Thanks, Ma,” Zane said with an eye roll.

      She made a disgusted noise. “A writer. Ugh. Might as well be a fitness instructor. At least they have a shot at working with celebrities.”

      Zane did work with celebrities. Just not in a way his mother would want to brag about.

      “Yeah, Ma. I know,” he said, seeing the bend in the conversation coming but unable to hit the brakes before it derailed.

      “Don’t ‘I know’ me,” his mother said. “When we lost your brother, we thought we’d lost any chance…”

      No matter how much Zane tried to steel himself for this point in their conversations, it hurt no less. His brother, Gage, had been the heir, and Zane was most definitely the spare. The one they’d tucked into the closet and ignored on the assumption that their original was just too fucking perfect to die. Guess Gage showed them. All of them.

      Zane stared down at the pic of a movie star sneaking out of a famous singer’s apartment, glancing up at the clock. “Yeah, I know, Ma. I’m just saying, I’m up to my eyeballs in research and I’m on company time. I’ll call you and Dad this weekend, okay?”

      “Okay, doll. But don’t call on Friday. We’re having dinner at the Silvers’. And on Sunday, we’re having dinner at the Country Club. You know what? I’ll call you. Okay?”

      Zane sighed internally. “Yeah, sure, Ma. Love you.”

      His mother blew kisses into the phone. “Talk soon.”

      Zane didn’t know why he said ‘love you’ every time they ended a call. His mother had never once said it back. Not when he was five, not when he was eleven, not when he was twenty-one, standing beside his brother’s casket. And not now.

      The cold, hard truth was his parents didn’t love him. He and Gage had been accessories to them. Only Gage had been the designer brand and Zane the cheap knock-off. Which was why he lied to his mother about his glamorous job as an investigative journalist. Writing borderline slanderous articles for the tabloids and blogging about true crime stories was nothing his mother could brag about over brunch.

      He pushed the thought away, refusing to give her any more real estate in his head. Shake it off, Scott. What he did wasn’t pretty, but it paid the bills. Just as he opened his laptop, the door rocketed open, Blake falling through, like the wind had blown him in off the street. Except, Blake was that wind. A big, bearded tornado with copper skin and inky black hair just a smidge too long.

      “Took you long enough,” Zane grumbled.

      Blake frowned at him. “You know what the lines are like at McKabe’s this time of day. You want it fast or you want it good?”

      Zane sighed. He didn’t know why he was taking out his frustration with his mom on Blake. He was pretty much Zane’s only friend.

      When Zane didn’t answer, Blake frowned. “What happened to you? Why are you suddenly so grumpy?” Blake gestured to the wall before them. “I thought you wanted to talk me through all of this.”

      “Let’s just eat,” Zane muttered, unwrapping his tuna sandwich and taking a bite, closing his eyes and enjoying a tiny sliver of peace.

      Blake made an aha noise. “Shit. Your mom called, huh?” Zane stared at him warily. “Yeah, she definitely called. Nobody but Bev can make you look like you just watched your cat get mauled by a bear.”

      Zane winced. “You have such a way with words.”

      Blake scoffed. “You’re the writer. I just take pictures. Why do you still take her calls? You could just stop answering. Hell, I cut my mom off years ago. Best decision I ever made. It hurt, but it’s like gangrene. Sometimes, you gotta cut off the infected limb before that shit spreads. Your mom…she’s spreading.”

      Zane’s lips twitched with the barest hint of a smile. His mom really was like deadly bacteria. But she was his mom. “Your mom’s a two-time felon who runs with one of the most violent biker gangs in the US territories.”

      Blake fell into the swivel chair in front of Zane’s desk, spinning it a few times before he peeled back the paper on his pastrami sandwich. “And your mom is a gin-swilling narcissist who spends her days sucking the hopes and dreams out of people like a dementor. The only difference in our moms, man, is capital. One’s rich, one’s poor. They’re both shitty people.”

      Blake was right. He was one hundred percent right. But Zane still wouldn’t cut his mom off. He didn’t know if that made him a masochist or weak. His mom would say the latter.

      Zane sighed, glancing up at the wall covered in string and multicolored pins. In the center, he’d tacked a map of the city, highlighting certain areas in a garish yellow. Thomas Mulvaney’s properties. Zane had taped the man’s picture to the top.

      He’d reserved the sides of the map for the key players in Mulvaney’s life, starting with his seven children.

      “Run me through this,” Blake said around his pastrami sandwich.

      Zane finished his tuna sandwich in four large bites, then pointed to the silver-haired man in an expensive navy blue suit. “You know Thomas Mulvaney.”

      “Everybody does,” Blake said, chewing obnoxiously.

      “These are his kids.” He pointed to each. “The professor, the doctor, the architect, the designer, the gambler, the model…and last but not least, the loner.”

      Blake scoffed. “Yeah, man. I photograph celebrities for a living. Tell me the ones I don’t know.”

      Zane pointed at a photo taped next to Mulvaney’s youngest, the model. Adam. “The pretty freckle-faced one who looks like he should sell skin care? He’s engaged to the model. His name’s Noah. Noah Holt. Name sound familiar?”

      Blake shook his head. “Should it?”

      “Son of Wayne Holt. Suspected child molester and murderer. He died under ‘mysterious circumstances.’”

      “Good fucking riddance,” Blake muttered.

      Zane agreed. But it was only one small piece of the puzzle. He pointed to a man in a tweed coat. “That one there—that’s Lucas Blackwell, a former FBI profiler who had a mental breakdown.”

      “It is a stressful job,” Blake reasoned. “I wouldn’t want to deal with all that stuff.”

      Zane picked up the baseball on his desk and tossed it into the air. “He told his superiors he solved cases using psychic powers, then he pointed to another FBI agent as the perp in a dozen abduction cases.”

      Blake barked out a laugh. “Shit. Did he get carted off to the funny farm?”

      Zane nodded. “Thirty-day psych hold. Then they sent him to teach at a small liberal arts college where he met the genius professor and they fell in love, got married, and had two babies.”

      “So, they’re living the American dream. What am I missing?” Blake asked.

      “The former colleague—the one he accused of abducting and killing a dozen women? Well, he too disappeared under mysterious circumstances.”

      Blake’s gaze shot to his and he sat up straighter in his chair. Yeah, now Zane had his attention. “Okay, I admit, that’s a little weird.”

      Zane nodded, pointing to the redhead. “And this one, the doctor? Yeah, this is his husband. He’s a mechanic.”

      Blake gazed at the picture of the dark-haired man, shrugging. “That’s it? Your big reveal is that the doctor married a blue-collar guy? Some people like a man who knows how to use their hands. Hell, if I could find a woman who knew a carburetor from a car battery, I’d probably marry her.”

      Zane rolled his eyes. “That’s not the suspicious part. He owns that auto shop down the road. The one where there’s a dozen kids running in and out at all hours of the night.”

      Blake shook his head. “So, what are you saying, man?”

      Zane continued to toss the ball in the air. “I don’t know what I’m saying. Maybe the doc is a dope supplier and the kids are runners? Maybe it’s a chop shop.”

      “Why would the son of a billionaire need to run drugs or chop cars? Hell, why would a doctor have to do that? I think you’re reading into shit. Your mom’s got you chasing ghosts, man.”

      Zane shook his head. “Well, get this. The mechanic? His sister disappeared a decade ago, then turned up dead in the river, missing a kidney. No explanation given. Nobody even investigated.”

      Blake frowned, staring hard at the picture of the man in question. “We live in a shitty neighborhood, man. People wind up in the river all the time. And not to put too fine a point on it, but she’s not white. We all know only rich white ladies get all the attention.”

      Zane had thought of that. “Okay, but you don’t think it’s weird that three of Thomas Mulvaney’s sons ended up with men who lost somebody close to them under shady circumstances?” Zane asked.

      Blake shook his head, threading his fingers behind his neck as he stared up at the board. “Not really, man. No. My Aunt Carol’s husband beat her to death with a toaster. Christabel, in accounting—somebody killed her cousin with a machete back in Haiti. Beach’s dad got shot and killed in a liquor store holdup. We live in a violent world. The only difference between us and Thomas Mulvaney is that nobody gives a fuck about our lives.”

      “I’m telling you, there’s something suspicious about this fucking family.” Zane jumped to his feet. “See these red pins? Those are dead bodies found in the area over the last two years. Look at how many they found in or around Thomas Mulvaney’s properties?”

      Blake smiled at him like he was hilarious. “The dude owns most of the city, bro. It would be harder to drop a body on a piece of property not owned by him.”

      Zane shook his head, frustration burning through him. Blake was right, but there was something there. Zane’s gut was never wrong. “I need to keep digging. I need to get closer.”

      Blake side-eyed him. “No, you need to stop playing Truman Capote and write the copy for the picture I took or you won’t be able to afford the rent on this hideous roach motel you call home. Do you want to ask Bev for money because you lost yet another job?”

      Zane hadn’t lost jobs. He’d left jobs. Writing articles for tabloids wasn’t a job. It was a backup plan. If Zane wanted the world to take him seriously as a journalist, he needed to crack a huge story. A story so big even his mother couldn’t find a reason to negate his success.

      “Don’t you want to be something more than just paparazzi?” Zane asked.

      Blake scoffed. “I make a lot of money taking pics of celebrities. Enough to afford my camera equipment that lets me take the pictures I really want to take. The ones that will win me awards someday.”

      Blake was a good guy. He was smart, talented, funny. But he didn’t have the instincts for this. “There’s something here. I know there is. Believing in an altruistic billionaire is like believing in the tooth fairy or Santa Claus. They don’t exist.”

      “That’s a bit classist, no?” Blake asked.

      Zane thrust his jaw forward. “Not if I’m right.”

      Blake crumpled the wrapper of his sandwich. “Okay, let’s just say Thomas Mulvaney is the devil. He’s some—what?—high-ranking criminal mastermind. What are you going to do about it? You think you’ll live long enough to even write the article? Pretty sure he once had Obama on speed dial.”

      Zane pointed to a grouping of red pins. “Yes. I need to write it. Because of them.”

      Blake frowned. “Them?”

      Zane nodded. “These men were all killed in a fire on one of Mulvaney’s properties.”

      “And?” Blake said.

      “And they were a congressman, a priest, a teacher, and a police officer. People with pull. People who had families who miss them.”

      “That’s not a story. That’s the start of a bad joke. The story of those men has been told. They were pedophiles. Serial abusers. Nobody misses them. Not even their families. If it turned out Thomas Mulvaney killed them, the city would probably throw him a goddamn parade.”

      Zane shook his head. “I just need to get closer.”

      “Closer to what?” Blake asked, exasperated.

      “To Thomas Mulvaney.”

      Getting to Thomas Mulvaney was the key to cracking this story, whatever it was. He needed clues. He needed a trail to follow. There was a difference between suspecting somebody was a criminal mastermind and proving it. To take down the Mulvaney clan, he’d need iron-clad evidence, and for that, Zane would need to get into Thomas Mulvaney’s inner circle.

      If Zane could just meet him, convince him he was some altruistic bleeding heart, maybe it would give him just the tiniest peek behind the Mulvaney family’s curtains. But Zane had nothing in common with a one percenter like Mulvaney. Zane had been born middle-class and, through his father’s hard work and perseverance, he’d risen to upper-middle class. Mulvaney probably spent Zane’s rent payment on a tie clip.

      “If you were to get to him, how would you do it?” Zane asked.

      Nobody knew better than Blake how to get to people who didn’t want to be gotten. He’d seen the man hang upside down from a tree to get a shot of a celebrity.

      Blake sighed, pulling out his phone. “You’ll never make it past the front door. Hell, you won’t make it through a backdoor. The best you can hope for is to slip through a basement window, metaphorically speaking.”

      “What would Thomas Mulvaney’s basement window be?” Zane asked.

      Blake shrugged. “Look at his social media. The man spends his life attending galas for shit like saving alpacas. He takes pictures with little bald-headed cancer kids. If you want to get to him, that’s how you do it.”

      “Please, tell me you’re not saying I need to crash a fundraiser for cancer kids.” Zane had some principles.

      Blake turned his phone towards Zane. “How about a press awards dinner? Seems he’s receiving some kind of award tonight.”

      “How do you know that?” Zane asked.

      Blake rolled his eyes. “It’s called the internet, Zane. We all have access to it now, you know?”

      Zane huffed. “How do I sneak into a press awards dinner? I don’t think I can just stroll in.”

      Blake shook his head. “All those major events are bar-coded now. You have to scan your phone at the door.” He hopped to his feet. “Thanks for lunch, but I gotta go. Oh, and Beach needs that copy in an hour.”

      Beach. That was who he needed. She was their editor, and the definition of the word ballbuster had her picture beside it. He pulled out his phone and scrolled to her name, pressing send just as the door closed behind Blake.

      She answered on the third ring. “Do you have my ad copy?”

      He probably should have called after he finished writing that up. “Not yet. I need a favor.”

      Beach scoffed. “No copy, no favor.”

      “It’s a little favor. Just a teeny tiny one.”

      Beach sighed. “What is it?”

      “I just need to get into the press awards dinner tonight.”

      “Are you nuts?”

      “I can have the copy to you in literally twenty minutes,” Zane bartered. “Please? This could be a huge story.”

      “Zane, I am a forty-year-old woman who spends my days playing Let’s Make a Deal with every publicist in the city to keep their celebrity clients either in or out of the public eye, depending on what benefits us all most financially. The only stories I care about are trashy ones. So, unless you’re going to bring me a story where you find Barbara Walters giving a handjob to Matt Lauer under the table at that dinner, I’m not helping you.”

      Zane’s lip curled at the all too vivid picture she painted. “Thomas Mulvaney can be plenty juicy if you’d just help me find something.”

      Beach groaned. “Are you still on about this? Leave it alone. Nobody cares about corrupt billionaires.”

      “Please, Beach. Please? You don’t even have to do anything, I’ll just swap a couple of name cards when I get there.”

      Beach scoffed. “You’re not even invited. There is no card swapping when your card doesn’t exist.”

      “It’s an awards show for the press. Nobody will give a shit if I crash their little party. Surely, somebody at the paper was invited. We are technically press, right? Just put me in as a sub. I’ll be whoever you want me to be. Please?”

      “You know what? Fine. But you better find a goddamn story so juicy you’ll be sticky for a week.”

      “Thank you. Thank you. Thank you. You won’t be disappointed.”

      “I’ve heard that from almost every man in my life and it’s never true,” she muttered.

      Zane heard a lighter flicking, and then Beach inhaled. “I thought you quit smoking?”

      “What are you? My mother? Mind your business, nosey.”

      “I only care about your health.”

      “Fuck this up and it will be your health in question. And Zane?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Listen carefully because I mean this. I swear to all the gods and saints, if you get caught stalking Thomas Mulvaney, I’m going to pretend I don’t know who the fuck you are. I will smile and wave as they cart you off in handcuffs.”

      Zane snickered. “Handcuffs? For crashing a press dinner? Somehow, I highly doubt that.”

      Beach made a we’ll see noise. “Do you even have anything to wear that won’t make you look like a cater-waiter?”

      No. No, he didn’t. He wasn’t even sure he owned a tie that didn’t have a stain on it. “That’s hurtful.”

      She snorted. “Cry me a river.”

      Zane grinned. “Just text me who I’m supposed to be.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” she muttered.

      “Thanks. You’re the best,” he said sweetly.

      “Eat shit,” she said, voice equally saccharine.
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        I made it. Aiden says fuck you.

      

      

      Asa Mulvaney stared down at the text from his twin brother, Avi. As if Asa didn’t know Avi had made it to Aiden’s safely. There was never a time when they didn’t know where the other one was or what they were doing. Not without putting effort into breaking the connection.

      Asa didn’t say any of that. Just typed back: Tell him fuck you right back.

      There was no malice in their exchange. Asa enjoyed spending time with all his brothers, though given the complicated history between his father and Aiden, it felt weird calling Aiden his brother. At the moment, it was harder to call Thomas his father.

      Thomas was the reason for Asa’s suffering. He was the reason for his agitation, for this sudden need to kill something with his bare hands. Asa usually killed for pleasure. Sure, it was necessary. There was no killing without cause in the Mulvaney family. That was the cardinal rule, and breaking it would result in a bullet to the head. But there was no shortage of people who needed to get dead.

      A jarring laugh pierced the inaudible murmur of unending conversation around him. A bullet to the head would be preferable to his current surroundings. But his father was hellbent on torturing Asa, it seemed. In addition to exiling his brother to bum-fuck nowhere, he’d sent Asa to the press awards dinner to accept his bullshit honorary award and to make an acceptance speech in his name.

      Asa had done neither.

      It was all taking too long. He drained his whiskey, gaze scanning the throng of people in their black-tie finery. How the fuck was it barely seven o’clock? Had his father also mastered the art of slowing time for maximum irritation? The sound of silverware scraping against china and glasses clinking together, combined with the nauseating scent of rubber chicken and the spill mats behind the bar, was all too much.

      Especially without Avi.

      People found their closeness odd. There were rumors, quiet whispers behind hands, blind items implying they were far closer than two brothers ever should be. It wasn’t true. What they had went beyond physical. It wasn’t something sexual or even mental. It was…universal. They were created to function as a unit. Not to be separated. They were two halves of a whole, and they hadn’t spent more than a night or two apart in over twenty years.

      His father said he wasn’t doing it to be cruel—that it was imperative that one could function without the other, just in case. In case of what? There was no Asa without Avi, and vice versa. If one was killed, they might as well put the other down immediately. But his father didn’t want to hear it. Didn’t want to believe it. So, now, they were forced to endure this ridiculous experiment under the guise of helpfulness. Avi just had to be the one to help Aiden with a kill across the country. It was bullshit. They all knew it.

      He tugged at his collar, loosening his bowtie before sliding it free. He signaled for another whiskey as he contemplated just leaving. He’d already missed his father’s award, leaving some random woman to accept it for him. Something Asa would no doubt hear about tomorrow.

      He gave a frustrated growl, startling the middle-aged woman attempting to retrieve her wine from the man behind the bar. He gave what he hoped was an apologetic smile, but she scurried away. Asa had a hard time keeping his mask in place when agitation burned through him like fire ants beneath his skin.

      He just needed a body. Anybody. He didn’t know if he wanted to fuck someone or kill them, but the longer he sat there drinking, the less it mattered. If his father had given him a target tonight, some deserving piece of shit who needed to suffer before he died, that would at least have given him an outlet. Asa without an outlet was dangerous. It made him more reckless than usual, and Asa was already pretty reckless.

      “You look like a supervillain.”

      Asa glanced over to see a man leaning against the bar in a white button down and black pants. He thought he was a server until he noticed the Chuck Taylors. He certainly didn’t look at him like a server. He looked at him with an interest that Asa found surprising given how far his mask had slipped.

      The stranger wasn’t hot in the traditional sense. He wasn’t Asa’s type at all. Asa most often stuck to hot fuckboy types, who were only looking for a few good pics for social media and didn’t cry too hard when he didn’t stick around for breakfast.

      This stranger looked very ordinary. No, not ordinary. He didn’t look varnished. There were no veneers, no spray tans, no colored contacts and bleached tips. He had an angular face, and plush lips, and soft curls that fell into his eyes when he tilted his head to look at Asa like he was now.

      He was heroin-chic pretty. Rock star pretty. Just this side of too thin, but put him in a pair of leather pants and a fur-coat and girls would throw their panties at him before the house went dark. Somehow, it worked. The dark curls, thick brows, and whiskey-colored eyes framed by black-framed glasses just…worked.

      Or maybe Asa just knew a victim when he saw one. He turned his bar stool towards the stranger, giving him an obvious once-over, his lips curving into a smirk. “Oh, yeah. How so?”

      The man took the question as an invitation, sliding onto the stool beside him, gesturing to the bartender before leaning in like he was going to tell him a secret. “Well, you’ve got this broody, sexy thing going on, but beneath that…you look like a predator.” He sat back, nodding to Asa’s hands, his voice losing the low throaty rasp he’d had seconds ago. “Also, you look like you’re about to strangle somebody with your bowtie.”

      Asa glanced down to see he’d wrapped the ends of his tie around his fingers, fashioning it into a garrote of sorts. “Seems anybody with any sense would know to stay away from a predator.”

      The man gave him a flash of perfect white teeth in a there and gone smile. “Well, to hear my mom tell it, I don’t have the sense God gave a turnip. But I’ll keep my eye on you. Just in case.”

      Asa arched his brow. “Yeah, you do that.”

      The bartender arrived, and they ordered their drinks. “You’re one of the Mulvaney twins, right?”

      There it was. The problem with being a Mulvaney was that everybody knew you were a Mulvaney. “Yes. Asa. And you are?”

      The man held out his hand. “Zane Scott.”

      Asa took his hand, surprised when Zane squeezed it. His skin was warm and soft. Asa didn’t want to let go, but he did. “You have a reporter’s name, Zane Scott. Are you a reporter?”

      The corner of the man’s mouth curled upward in a half-smile as he looked around the room. “A reporter? In here?”

      Smartass. “Is that a yes?”

      “No. Not yet, anyway. Right now, I’m just a blogger waiting for my big break.”

      The bartender returned with their drinks, and Asa took a long swallow of his whiskey while he watched Zane tip the wine glass to his lips. Asa’s brain was a mess of booze and bad decisions. He couldn’t stop himself from picturing his hand around Zane’s delicate throat, forcing his cock between those perfect lips until he gagged.

      But he was a reporter. That alone should have had him saying goodnight. The rules on reporters—and wannabe reporters—were very clear in the Mulvaney house. Don’t talk to reporters. Don’t react to reporters. And while his father had never uttered the words ‘don’t fuck reporters,’ Asa assumed it was implied.

      Asa leaned in closer. “You look like Clark Kent in those glasses,” he said, pushing them up the bridge of Zane’s nose, noting the way his nostrils flared at Asa’s touch.

      Asa’s dick noticed, too.

      Once more, Zane gave him another blink-and-you’d-miss-it smile. “I wouldn’t look like Clark Kent in any incarnation of the DC universe. More like Lois Lane.”

      Zane was right. He was no superhero type. But that was fine with Asa. He wasn’t looking for a fair fight. Once more, that urge to drag Zane off and make him his overtook him. Would he let him drag him off to the bathroom and fuck him in a stall? Would he go to his knees for Asa? Asa tamped down the urge to find out.

      He met Zane’s gaze. “Superheroes are overrated. The villains are always more fun.”

      “Villains like you?” Zane countered, taking another sip of his wine.

      Asa reached out a hand and wrapped one of Zane’s curls around his finger. “Your hair is really pretty. All of you is really pretty. Even if you dress like a server.”

      Zane didn’t move away, his expression bemused. “I can’t figure out whether you’re flirting with me or making fun of me.”

      Asa grinned. “I’m propositioning you, Lois Lane. But I highly encourage you to say no.”

      Zane leaned forward, bracing his elbow on the bar, his chin on his fist. “Oh? Interesting.”

      “Is it?” Asa asked.

      Unease dripped along Asa’s spine like cold water. There was something there. This shrewd intelligence behind Zane’s eyes that let Asa know he had an agenda. Maybe Zane was the predator.

      Zane tilted his head, gazing up at him. “Are you at least going to tell me why?”

      Yeah, Zane Scott was full of shit. This flirty, innocent thing was all bullshit. He had a fucking agenda. But Asa had one, too. He wanted to play with him. He wanted to punish him. He wanted to fuck him.

      Asa looked him dead in the eye. “Because I am a predator, and you’re looking a lot like prey.”

      Zane’s eyes widened. “Oh.”

      Asa sighed. “Don’t listen to me. I’m drunk
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