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DEFIANT LOYALTIES

 

 

Elizabeth Wilde


Chapter One

 

As a kid, he’d looked for hours out of this window right here.

This same mahogany window seat. This same view of the park. This same flower box with its pink carnations.

At twenty-nine, the only thing that’s changed to him is the vista of the city, a skyline that alters almost monthly now, but he’s usually a part of it, not surveying from the fourth floor of a fortress. He thinks, idly, that his own apartment is somewhere off in this direction, a few miles south across the river.

“Are you even listening to me?”

Jack cringes. “Sure, Dad, always listening.”

“This is my roof, you hear me?” His dad feels it’s appropriate to point to the actual roof to absolutely hammer home the point. “And while you’re here, you behave, you got that?”

It’s always questions with his father; Jack’s been here less than a day and he’d forgotten what it was like to be at constant war with rhetoric.

“Yeah, I got it,” he says dryly. “No fucking guys in your townhouse.”

George Preston kept his head through the cold war and the Broneburg city riots, but now he colors that certain, specific shade of red that makes Jack viciously pleased.

His dad paces in the confines of the study like a dangerous animal caged, and all Jack can think is Getting a little gray, there, Dad with the patchy light spilling in, catching the silver in his dark hair.

“You’re here by my good graces—”

Jack scoffs. “I’m here for photographs and clickbait. I’m here because I got Mom’s looks and your height and am, unfortunately, your only kid to parade around when re-election rolls up.”

He’s here because he’d promised her, years and years ago while she faded away on the satin sheets, that he’d never abandon his father.

“Well, we’re clear on that, at least,” George drawls, displaying his uncanny skill of switching out one emotion for another as quickly as blinking. His smile is cool when it appears, papering over the cracks of his moment of weakness. He’s always looked out of place amongst the warmth of this house, the walnut woods and the heavy drapes, pruning his expressions for those who don’t know him well enough to see the calculating glint in his snake eyes. “Show me up and you’ll regret it, Jack.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it, Dad.”

“Like hell you wouldn’t.”

“I’m hardly a delinquent,” Jack fires back. “We manage to stay out of each other’s way most of the time, and you never hear a peep out of me.”

“Do you know how much I had to pay out to keep your little affair with Senator Leigh’s son out of the press?”

“Yes, because in eight years you have never let me forget it.”

“Photographs on my desk at six AM is one hell of a way to find out your child is a—”

“Do we have to have this discussion every time I come here?”

“We do when I have to fend off the question when’s that son of yours gonna settle down and have a family every Goddamn time you get brought up.”

Under his breath but still loud enough to hear, Jack mutters, “Couldn’t afford to have a fucking family in this city.”

“Maybe if you got a real job instead of that crap you paint, started getting to know some upstanding folk—”

“I could be just like my father,” he snaps.

And because they’re alike in the pettiest ways only, it’s his dad’s turn to mutter under his breath, “And what an improvement that’d be.”

There’s little more that needs to be said. George slips on a coat and out the study door, telling him, “I’ll be at the lodge if anyone asks.” Jack paces a while, following his father’s groove in the carpet and feeling twitchy and unsatisfied, a vaguely displaced energy thrumming in him.

He grabs his own jacket, keys, wallet, phone, and slams the front door with a rattle loud enough to upset the neighbors.

It’s spring in the city.

The weather soaks everything and cuts the rain with high-voltage winds, unnaturally volatile for Broneburg at any time of the year but the turn of summer especially. The clouds roll over, patching the cornflower sky in whites and grays, darker until the rain comes again and then splitting suddenly wide open to let the sun through.

It’s indecisive, and Jack kind of likes it—suits his mood, at any rate.

He pulls his jacket tight around him and walks, the bottom of his jeans turning dark with the gloss of sidewalk rain. The neat row of white-and-smokestone townhouses behind him and the gray concrete and wrought-iron fence of the park up ahead.

He takes the path through the park, past the vacant playground, swings swaying in the wind like a haunting. It’s nostalgic like every time he comes back uptown, the climbing frame he fell off as a kid a phantom ache in his back and the thoroughfare lined with sugar maples where he skated himself to a broken leg through a pile of autumnal leaves. The street beyond it and the corner spot by the lamppost where Buck Scharber used to fence PowerMac parts and scented candles and stationary out of his pickup; motherboards and little yellow pencils stuffed into overflowing boxes on his truck bed.

The park divides the city, and farther south, the river Wilbec divides it again, three chunks of urban sprawl slowly concentrating wealth and disseminating decay from the top down.

When he was young, shops lit up Broneburg’s north-central boulevard. Candy from Yoki’s Sweet Factory and then, later, when he was growing out his hair and wearing tacky rainbow belts with silver studs, coffee from Romano’s and weed from Shawn’s place above the launderette.

He tips his head against the momentarily dry wind and makes quick work of the boulevard now; no launderette, no shops, and Shawn’d need three more jobs and a fucking lottery win before he could afford one of the condos here.

The eighty-four bus comes to a hydraulic stop on the main road up ahead, and Jack jogs the last hundred yards to hop aboard, holding the ceiling rail and swaying with the stop-start motion.

He watches the city contract, pile up on itself, bus turning left at the end of the main intersection and onto Laurel Street where the fast food restaurants start populating the sidewalks. It’s raining again, patter sound of it on the metal and like evening outside the way the sky’s suddenly an opaque gray.

Laurel Street turns, running parallel with the river, and then after another turn, the bus rolls over the bridge where the wind is the worst, battering rain against the windows, Jack’s hand gripping white-knuckled around the rail.

Ten minutes later, he hits the real downtown, clouds breaking up as fast as they gathered as he steps off the bus and back into familiar territory.

The South Plaza by day is a medley of open storefronts, food trucks and high street fashion. Lined on both sides of its cobbled street by welcoming cafés and less welcoming bars, dank little alleys spanning off like spider veins. Jack got his first drunken tattoo down one of them—a smudged-looking lizard on his hip that he’d found hilarious at the time, not so much afterwards.

At night, they call it the Moonlight Mile for its mile-long stretch of light and vivacious sound.

He makes a beeline for Sol’s bar, feeling damp and still vaguely irritated, the whole bus ride not enough to shake the uncomfortable lump sitting in his stomach. The sense of being at odds with himself is miserably familiar; every day, month, year he gets itchier in his own skin.

It’s warm like a blast furnace when he opens the heavy front door to Sol’s and he weaves around the cramped little tables, ducking the trinkets hanging from the ceiling: pots, beads, a fucking ancient bicycle of all things.

“Wow.” Sol stops wiping down a glass to roll up a crisp, white shirt-cuff and check her watch from behind the bar. He’s surprised she can make it out under the faint lighting, against the sleeve of dark tattoos winding up her arm. “You lasted six hours.”

Jack hops a barstool, elbow holding up his slump against the counter. “I’m going back, don’t get smug.”

She measures him with a look, cocking a dark eyebrow. “That bad, huh?”

“I sorta…” He huffs a laugh. “Forgot. What he was like.”

“Come on, he’s on the news enough.”

“I make a point to switch channels.”

“Good choice. The other night he was talking about plans for the next batch of luxury high-rises,” Sol says flatly, flipping a glass and filling it with beer from the tap. She puts it down in front of him, waving him away when he reaches for his wallet. “Like that’s what we need.”

“Uptown is weird, Sol,” he tells her, pushing his finger through the condensation mottling his glass. “Like a time warp, only the cars are getting bigger.”

“Your daddy’s playground, honey. Half his congressional staff live on that street now.”

Jack grins. “And Mrs. Mosley, she still lives there.”

Sol brightens at that. “Aww, really? Man, that old broad has got some gold stashed somewhere.”

“She’d have to, wouldn’t she? Although why she’d wanna live amongst the vipers, I don’t know.” He scrubs his hand through his hair with a groan. “I gotta get this bitterness out of my system or I’m not gonna survive this.”

“It’s five weeks, it’ll pass in no time, and then you can go back to being a crappy artist in a studio apartment on the wrong side of the tracks.”

“Crappy,” he deadpans.

“Unappreciated in your time,” Sol corrects. “And single.”

“Could be less than five weeks,” Jack points out. “I’m not good at keeping my mouth shut around him.”

“Doesn’t he need his loyal, six-two babe of a son on his arm to sway the lady and youth voters, though?” Sol asks, genuinely curious, and then adds spitefully, “To distract everyone from the fact he’s the devil?”

“Don’t underestimate how much he resents me.”

“Then fuck it up. Go to town on that son of a bitch.”

Jack sighs, long-suffering. “You know I can’t—”

“I get it, you promised your mom, but she’s been gone nineteen years, Jack, and I don’t think she’d be all that hot about the guy your father turned into.”

He drains half his beer in a few gulps, that festering knot in his stomach churning. “Well, we’ll never know, will we?”

It’s easy enough to lean on the promise he made to his mom, that unbreakable death-bed vow, but Jack agrees: his mom would’ve hated George Preston and everything he took a stand for in the years following her death. He doesn’t know what keeps drawing him into this charade, some grasp for a connection maybe, to keep the fraying thread of family alive for just a bit longer. His dad’s seat in office is pretty much a slam dunk, and Jack’s presence is insurance at best, George the kind of man who lets no stone go unturned when he has a goal in mind, and so it’s on Jack, truly, why the hell he puts up with it.

“Charles Hampton was acquitted today on charges of drug trafficking, extortion, the laundering of millions of dollars—”

“Fucking acquitted?” Sol snaps, head tipped back toward the TV bracketed on the wall. “I want the number of this guy’s lawyer. I got some way overdue parking tickets that I could use a hand with.”

“Meanwhile, the investigation on Mason Lorde continues, but could this shocking acquittal be a sign of things to come?”

“Wait, acquitted?” Jack asks, Sol nodding. “Not even reduced sentence—actually let off scot-free?”

“Yup.”

He’s surprised, and he’s not even sure why, looking into Charles Hampton’s insincere face as he gives a speech on the steps of the court house.

“He got off, huh?”

Jack turns into the booming voice behind him, vaguely gesturing to Shawn in greeting.

Shawn pulls the trucker cap off his huge bald head and takes a seat on the stool beside Jack. Sol pulls him a beer, again waving off the payment.

“I thought his head might roll,” Shawn goes on, taking her hand for a brief second.

Jack huffs a laugh. “You always say that.”

“And I’m wrong a lot lately.”

“Lemme guess,” Sol drawls. “If you’d been prosecuting, you’d have taken them all to the cleaners.”

“Damn straight I would.”

“I bet everyone who studied law says that,” Jack quips.

“I wouldn’t know.” Shawn grins. “I can’t remember half of law school.”

He smells damp and diesely from his work up at the factory, and Jack mourns Shawn’s failed law career, incorruptible bloodhound that he is. Sol, too; there’s a diploma tucked away amongst the old black-and-white Eric Clapton and Elmore James photographs on the back wall of the bar: Ramona Solomon who graduated catering with honors. She makes a reasonable living here, despite ongoing battles with brewers and landlords, but her oldest passions stay unsatisfied.

Jack looks at them sometimes, the people he’s known and loved all his life, and knows this isn’t what any of them dreamed of when they were younger.

He knows he’s feeling overly sentimental and intensely nostalgic, the long days to come staying in his childhood home filling him with a kind of morbid indulgence. He wishes he could shake it, but he’s reactive by nature, emotions always simmering away somewhere under the surface; easy with affection and quick to rile.

“I gotta pull my head out of my ass,” he mutters, earning twin odd looks.

Sol exercises her eyebrow at him again. “Excuse me?”

“Suck it up,” he explains, slapping a hand on the bar top. “Quit being such a baby.”

“That’s the spirit,” Shawn toasts. “How are things at the high castle?”

“They’re gonna be awesome, I’m gonna get through it, I’m not gonna complain”—Sol scoffs—“and Sol’s gonna shut her big yap.”

“Sounds pretty farfetched to me.” Sol smirks.

Shawn mutters into his drink, “Especially that last part,” and Sol pretends to preen, tossing her dark hair.

Jack watches them laugh and talk a while, content to sit in his own head, pretending his resolution is worth a damn.

Life here is both easy and difficult; creating commission artwork under a false name for just enough money to get by—and often less than that—and trying to keep a low profile at all times to avoid any kind of family scandal. Most of the time he’s glad for it, happy to take his lot over the money and prestige his father’s path laid out for him, the townhouse with its oppressive atmosphere that smothers like a wet blanket and leaves him cold and tense. But he gets frustrated at himself for the blurred line he can’t seem to completely settle on one side of, living a kind of double life that’s way less interesting than the term sounds.

For each of us going home must be like trying to render an account—he read that in a book, once, and it stuck.

Every so often Jack’s account needs settling up, and he pays his dues with a dozen little self-delusions and personal sacrifices, gritting his teeth the whole time and reminded of all the ways he isn’t a whole person.

Something will break. The inevitability of it sits at odd angles like a shadow, just out of sight and imminently looming, a dark amassment of unknown consequence.


Chapter Two

 

By the time he steps off the eighty-four bus, it’s nine PM and the sun is down.

The streets are empty, people tucked up inside away from the wind, faint, sleepy lights glowing out from behind the window curtains.

The rain has long stopped, and when he looks up at the darkening sky, low clouds blow over and over like smoke billows as quickly as he can walk under them.

Feels like a storm, he thinks idly, passing back through the thoroughfare that looks more like the setting of a horror movie by dark: golden sugar maples turned black and imposing, swaying to a sound like waves at sea.

It’s just one of those strange nights, swollen with murky promise, and Jack welcomes the odd satisfaction it gives him, the little shiver under his skin that speaks to his pen hand. Upheaval is good for one thing at least, makes his brain churn out concepts and colors he itches to put to paper.

Maybe tonight he will. He has a commission on the books, something nice and subversive for a guy out in the sticks running an alternative porn racket from his deceased parents’ old pig farm. If Jack’s father only knew—

He unlocks the door to the townhouse, stepping into the pitch-black hall, and because he’s still a little tipsy it takes a few seconds to realize there’s anything weird about that.

Or not. There might not be. His father may well still be at the lodge, housekeeper finished and left hours ago. The place is most likely empty, and he gets a second to muse could’ve brought some guy home to fuck after all before the thought snuffs out with the sound of the creaking upstairs floorboards.

“Dad?” Nothing, not a sound, and he tries again, standing at the bottom of the stairs and shouting upward, “Dad, you home?”

It’s a little eerie how his voice echoes.

These old townhouses are hollow and creaky, and God knows he freaked out enough about it when he was a kid, but it doesn’t stop the little drop of cold rippling in his stomach. The subtly off feeling that there’s something wrong.

Jack climbs most of the way up the staircase to peer down the hall. It’s all dark except for a single strip of light seeping out from the crack underneath his father’s study door.

Oh. Another thing he’d forgotten all about.

He knocks gently. “Dad?” But he knows from experience he isn’t going to get an answer.

Jack clicks the door open, hit by the familiar sight of his dad passed out over his desktop, half-empty bottle of Old Fitzgerald at his elbow. The curtains blow in from the open window, and the desk lamp glows, and the whole room smells like the bar Jack left half an hour ago.

He scrubs a hand over his face, scratching across his late stubble.

“I’m not coming over there,” he tells his dad’s slumped body. “I’m not doing it.”

George, predictably, says nothing.

“You’re gonna fuck up your back, you know that?” He doesn’t have a clue why he waits for a reply, but he does, leaving an appropriate amount of silence before going on. “Fuck up your back like you’ve fucked up everything else.”

Jack takes a couple of steps into the room, folding his arms tight over his chest, hesitating even though he knows he is, in fact, going to go over there. If nothing else, just to turn off the light.

“You’re a mess,” he says, harder than he means it to come out. “What am I even doing here?”

He moves the whiskey to a side cabinet, scoops up some scattered papers and stacks them neatly in the letter tray, turns the desk light off and feels the searing heat burning off it.

“Coulda set fire to the whole place, you idiot,” he chastises, even though he knows that’s probably not true; he just wants to say it, get in these petty little digs while his dad can’t answer back for once.

Jack lets his eyes adjust to the dark, fixed on his father’s back steadily rising and falling.

It’s not like he’d thank you for waking him up, is what he tells himself. And then: Why the hell do you even care? Which is also a really good point.

He scrubs his hand over his face again, a sound of frustration trying to climb its way out of his throat, and in his moment of partial blindness, the floor by the open window creaks.

Curtains shifting—window wide open—

Jack’s chest hollows out, all the air in his lungs seemingly vanished. A detachedness comes over him, a kind of anesthetizing cold clutching at his limbs until he’s not in control of them anymore, until he’s slowly turning around to face the moonlight spilling in from the wide-open fucking window.

An instinct to move brutally kicks in, making him lurch forward toward the door, but he only makes it halfway, a black figure appearing out of his peripheral blind spot like his worst Goddamn nightmare.

It tackles him, and he can’t stop the momentum throwing him sideways.

Jack’s body collides with a bookshelf, another body into him, and he lashes out frantically with an elbow and as much of his unfocused weight as he can put behind it, connecting with something solid: an actual living, breathing person trying to fucking attack him in his dad’s study.

A shockingly real hand grips the back of his jacket, and he opens his mouth to shout out—for what good it’d do with his father passed out drunk—but a foot hooks around his calf and trips him, sending him falling to his knees on the carpet with his arm twisted up against his back.

The incapacitation knocks a wild panic loose in him, an urgent fight-or-flight reflex, and he’s no stranger to a brawl, to fighting dirty when he has to. Riding the wave of adrenaline, Jack throws his head back into a sternum hard enough to wind.

His attacker staggers back, heaving a gasp in the silence—male, definitely male—and Jack clambers to his feet. This is the part where he’s supposed to run, find a safe place to call the cops, but his dad—Jack senselessly hesitates for the smallest moment it takes for his attacker to yank him off balance, spin him face-to-face.

This guy is absolutely not here to rob them, Jack very quickly processes, and then a fist comes at him for his crime of being too slow.

Jack barely avoids it, catching the tail-end of some seriously bruising force against the forearm he throws up to block, power behind the punch honed and practiced.

He uses the split-second unbalance to grip the guy’s wrist and grapple with him, trying to catch the other one. Jack’s bigger, he realizes, got height and bulk on his opponent, and he uses it to force him back with a crack against the wall beside the door—kicked shut, he notices with a sickening shudder.

“Who the hell are you?” Jack rasps, reeling and unthinking, and the man he’s got pinned freezes for a blurry second before he strikes out with another fist to Jack’s stomach, sending him doubling over and wheezing.

Another hit connects with his cheekbone and rattles his brain, and he surges up into it, throwing a furious punch of his own and feeling the bite of teeth in his knuckles as he splits open a lip.

It’s like a switch flipped; they crash together, dirty jabs and then schoolyard grappling, and all the while Jack’s ears ring, and his hazy vision starts to register blood slick from a full bottom lip, bright eyes and dark eyelashes.

Jack sinks a fist deep into hair that’s longer on top and yanks back, hard as he can.

It’s like a gut-punch, suckered low and delivered with uncomfortable sharpness, when he realizes what he’s trying to do is get a good long look at the bastard.

Dressed in black tactical gear, hair dark, skin pale, eyes some shade of green in the waxy moonlight. He’s a few inches shorter than Jack, slimmer, and fucking beautiful like a dream, caught here by Jack’s hand in this utterly surreal moment.

His fingers curl against Jack’s sides and his mouth parts for breath, but other than that, he’s shocked still, the blunt exposure seemingly freezing him.

Jack’s voice cracks: “Who are you?”

He shouldn’t have let himself look, he shouldn’t have—the guy takes advantage of the slip, headbutting Jack and cracking his vision into comet trails.

They scuffle briefly, ending with Jack slammed on his back with the shadow of a body looming over him, barely visible with his head still full of firecrackers.

Unmistakable, though, even in the chaos, is the swift metallic click of a handgun and the bite of a cold barrel into the side of Jack’s face.

He’s gonna fucking die. This is it, the part where his life flashes before his eyes, but all he can get his brain to cough up is the face of the son of a bitch who’s about to end him; stalled, stalled and burned there forever in his very last moments, and when they figure out how to look through the eyes of a dead man this is what they’ll see. The disquieting elegance of a cold-blooded killer.

And then—nothing.

Jack blinks back the sparking synapses behind his eyes, view clearing until the man comes back into focus, hunched down with the gun trained.

His mouth is a tight line and his eyes wide and sharp, expression all lethal intention even as he doesn’t pull the trigger. He’s so still he’s almost inhuman, on and on with that damn gun on Jack, silent waiting twisting him up tighter and tighter until he’s starting to tremble and yet—maybe he’s lost his fucking mind because he doesn’t think, in his gut, that the guy is going to shoot him.

And Jack’s gut is clearly running the show right now because he’s right.

The man stands in one fluid movement, Jack holding his breath at the quiet unfurling of that body over him. He holds the gun out to his side, metal reflecting up the eddies of moonlight, and pins Jack down with the look on his face.

“I’m sorry about this,” he says, hoarse like he hasn’t used his voice in a while, and Jack’s so shocked by the sound of it, the rough authenticity of it, he almost doesn’t see the man’s hands deftly screwing a suppressor onto his weapon.

The weapon now pointing at Jack’s unconscious father.

“No no no—”

That’s him, that’s Jack begging right now, shuffling up to his elbows on the floor where he can’t do a damn thing but watch.

Except he can, he can do something.

“No!”

Jack pushes himself up to sitting, gripping the man’s belt and pulling down every bit of his weight to drag him away, down, anything; fingers desperately scrabbling for purchase against the slippery nylon of the gear.

The man turns, and Jack narrowly avoids a kick to the face, curling a hand into the front of the belt now, a metal clasp cutting into the joints of his fingers, and he pulls and pulls until he can secure the killer’s gun hand in his own much larger one. The guy falls to his knees on the carpet, thighs bracketing Jack’s hips, and Jack’s neck bent back to keep him in his eye-line.

They grapple close-quarters, too little space to wind up any hits, and Jack catches both the man’s wrists and yanks them outwards from his sides, the gun as far away from them both as he can get it.

Jack’s opened him right up, he realizes. Opened him up right here in Jack’s lap on his dad’s study floor. The man’s chest heaves, his face turned down, and the rapid rise and fall of his stomach keenly felt against Jack’s ribs, every hard breath hitting Jack’s mouth and pulling into his own dizzy lungs.

The guy tries to take his hands back but Jack holds tight and the effect is obscene, rocking them together, as messed up as Jack’s ever felt in his whole damn life. Quick twin pulses throb against Jack’s thumbs, and his own heart hammers under his ribcage, and the attacker wets his split bottom lip, looking immediately startled at the reactive hitch of Jack’s breath.

His whole nervous system flaring into a heat whirlwind, Jack blindly, compulsively, slides his thumbs over and over the soft underside veins of the man’s wrists, feels the slackening of the gun hand through the tendons there.

“Who are you?” Jack asks for a third time; who or what, where the fuck did you come from? Why are you doing this?

The man’s throat looks so appealingly slick with sweat in this silvery light as it bobs on a swallow and yeah, Jack’s truly out of his mind, senses scattered to the moonlight. He’s scared, fuck, so scared it’s inside him, writhing like a thing on a live wire, and this person in his lap is looking at him with a slowly explicit horror, letting Jack touch him like this—

They startle apart at the sound of his dad groaning, shifting, and then Jack’s looking up at the world from flat on his back, his head throbbing, the ceiling swimming, darkening, fading, fading.


Chapter Three

 

He presses his fingertips underneath the tacky wound at his temple, down to the purpling bruise on his cheek.

Leftovers, unassailable proofs or—or disturbing keepsakes. Of the most surreal damn moment of his life, all of it still like a fever dream borne from the part of his brain where he’s still a teenager stuffed full on action movies and raging hormones.

Jack stares at his reflection, filled with the odd sensation that he hardly recognizes the person looking back at him. It’s only a semi-ridiculous way to feel, the injuries really inconsequential to look at, but they root deeper in him somehow, call his whole structure into question.

He could’ve died. Jack could’ve died, his father could’ve died, and he’d almost—what? What had he almost done? Let his fascination for the sinister grip him in dire straits at the very least. He can still taste the blood in his mouth, has a tender cut on the soft inside of his cheek—and if he dares to shut his eyes, Jack can see gunmetal and green.

The knock on his bedroom door puts the thoughts to temporary rest, his dad waltzing in without waiting for permission enough to irritate him in that distracting, familiar way.

But George is uncharacteristically thoughtful, coming to a stop behind Jack and studying him in the mirror for a solid thirty seconds before Jack snaps, “What?”

His dad tips his chin. “How is it?”

“Got a headache, but I’ll live.”

“I, uh,” his father starts, stops; God, Jack’s never seen him so unsure of himself. “I wanted to say thanks, for, y’know.”

“Saving your life?”

He gets a dry look for that. “Yeah, that.”

“Don’t mention it.”

“Good thing I tried to make you a marine, huh?” Jack raises an eyebrow at his father’s reflection, and when George goes on, it’s a gentle kind of ribbing instead of the usual scathing indictment. “Maybe if you’d stuck it out, you coulda caught the bastard.”

Jack nods, drawling, “Yeah, all right, Dad, think that’s thanks enough for today.”

There’s a soft pause, and then, “I’ve upped security.”

“Cops?”

“No, contractors.”

“Private military contractors?” Jack turns around. “Where are the police?”

“I haven’t called them.”

“Yet, or?”

His dad huffs, inexplicably impatient now. “I don’t want the police involved.”

“Someone—” Jack has to stop a second, scrunching his face up. “Someone tried to kill you last night. Someone who was carrying what I’m pretty sure was a sound-suppressed, military-grade handgun.”

“You don’t get to be congressman for as long as I have without a few attempts on your life. It was bound to happen eventually.”

“What? Are you—are you kidding me?” Jack’s voice is going high-pitched; he can’t help it. “I think most people in office go their whole lives without one real assassination attempt to their name. This isn’t Stalin’s Russia, Dad, it’s a crappy city in the twenty-first century Midwest.”

George hand-waves him off. “I said no police; this discussion is over. They’re already here. The team leader wants to talk to you—she needs a description of the guy.”

All the commotion downstairs and Jack had assumed it was the police. He frowns, buying himself some time to compose his face before he can say, “I can’t help her. His face was covered.”

His dad swears under his breath, “Fuck.” And then, “Go talk to her anyway. They’re changing the locks, installing a new alarm system, all that crap.”

How untouchable did his father think he was before now? Jack stares after his retreating figure, struck dumb by his arrogance. In all the years Jack’s lived, visited and stayed here, he’s never once had to deal with the rusty-looking but definitely present door alarm. It never even struck him as dangerous until right this minute, but his dad is calculating to the extreme, four steps ahead of everyone else’s thought processes, and the oversight is jarring.

He shakes himself out of it, pulls on a sweater against the chill of the house, and heads out into the hall.

The study sits pretty at the other end, and he aches for just a still second, shot through with the stark physical sense of his injuries.

I’m sorry about this—that’s what the assassin had said.

Fucking weird, everything about this. His head’s crammed full with it, still tender and sorely reeling. Every heavy step he takes down the stairs doesn’t make it any more real.

The team leader is in the dining room, blueprint plans of the house spread out across the table. She looks up when he enters, standing straight and offering her hand.

“Mr. Preston.”

Her voice is smooth and low and she’s almost a whole foot shorter than him, slender palm in his own with a ruthless handshake. “Call me Jack, please.”

She smiles lopsidedly, laugh lines deep around her hazel eyes. “Jack. You can call me Regina.”

“Nice to meet you, uh.” He rubs the back of his neck. “This is all a little sudden, so pardon my greenness.”

“You served in the Infantry for a year,” she says slyly. “You’re not that green.”

“A long time ago. It’s a little different from having a killer roll up and beat the crap out of you.”

“You held your own. It’s more than most.”

He huffs a laugh. “Yeah, well, it’d be nice to know why I had to.”

“Well,” Regina says slowly, “it’s not my job to investigate this—it’s my job to protect you and your father.” She hands him a ring with two keys and a folded scrap of paper. “Front door, back door. Alarm code is written down—memorize and destroy it. When you plan to leave the house, tell me or one of my guys, and we’ll arrange an escort. On that piece of paper there’s also a contact number to be used under any circumstance you feel in danger. Put it in your phone as something innocuous, and don’t be afraid to call it. That’s why we’re here.”

OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg





OEBPS/image0.jpg





