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Delivery with a Smile
Megan Derr
Jack was having a shitty day. Granted, it was hardly the worst day of his life; no matter how bad his days got, they did not compare to the parts of his past he avoided thinking about. Still, a bad day was a bad day, and his particularly sucked.
He'd forced so many smiles that day his face was beginning to hurt. All he wanted was for people to understand one basic thing: if a package was to get delivered correctly, it really helped if the address was correct.
None of that mattered at the moment, though, because his next stop on the Home Delivery Route From Hell was always the best part of his week. Mrs. Sweet, who was like the mother he'd never had. Like the sort of mother he'd always thought was made up. He wasn't supposed to hang around or go inside the homes, but he really just did not care. Parking his van at the end of the block, the only place he could find suitable space, he went to the back to find her packages and scanned them out. Just two boxes this go 'round—a large one marked fragile, and a smaller one that was twice as heavy as the big one.
He was always vaguely curious about what everyone bought, especially the ones that freaked out when the package didn't arrive by what they considered on time. But he never asked or prodded, because he knew better from the ones who were more than happy to tell him what they'd ordered. He'd even had a few ask him to try out the new delivery. He couldn't say he'd never been tempted, but he preferred not to borrow trouble.
Mrs. Sweet was far too nice a lady for him to ruin it all with TMI. Settling the boxes comfortably in his arms, he walked down the sidewalk to her house, then up the walk. He was surprised when she didn't open the door to greet him and bustle him inside, but sometimes she got busy in the kitchen and forgot the time and he was running late. Stupid Mr. Watts and his douche bag dog.
Juggling the packages so he could brace them against the brick wall of the enclosed stoop, he twisted the doorknob and pushed the door open, then slowly stepped inside. Voices struck him, muffled, so it seemed like Mrs. Sweet had guests. That was too bad, he liked his illicit breaks sitting in her kitchen, enjoying gingersnaps and milk, hearing all about and admiring pictures of her 'dear boy', the only son she had whose name he'd never actually caught. But he was handsome, and apparently wealthy, gay, and available.
He didn't know how she'd soused out he was gay, or why she kept chatting about a son that never seemed to materialize, but it was hardly a chore to admire his pictures and hear all about his life of traveling the world. What the guy did, Jack had not the slightest clue, but he didn't mind harmless daydreaming about a hot jet-setter who could take him to exotic places.
The reality would be nothing like that of course, Jack was far too aware of how real life worked to believe that—but there was no harm in daydreaming.
Shaking off the thoughts, he finally reached the kitchen where Mrs. Sweet always had him take the boxes. He'd find her, get the signature her packages always required, then duck out. He'd have gingersnaps and pictures next week.
As he reached the kitchen, however, the voices got louder—and he saw they were in the sun room just off it. He could see Mrs. Sweet, looking upset, and two men who looked pissed and who were definitely about to go from talking loudly to shouting.
Shit. He'd get the signature and bolt and hopefully not get involved in the mess. That was the smart course of action. He hated messes. He also hated assholes who upset harmless old ladies, but hell if knew what to do about it that wouldn't make the situation worse. Get the signatures, see what happened, he guessed. Stifling a sigh, summoning up a friendly smile, he set the boxes down and pulled out his scanner, then walked toward the sun room—and drew up short as the shorter of the two guys abruptly whipped around leveled a gun at him. "So you did call for back up, Sweet. I knew you were a fucking liar."
"He's just my delivery boy!" Mrs. Sweet said. "He has nothing to do with this! Let him go. Oh, I knew I forgot to do something, I should have locked the front door." She covered her face with her hand.
"Too late for that," the man replied. Jack froze up, everything going slow motion as he tried to turn, the other guy moved, and the asshole fired. The sound of the gun was deafening—
God, he hadn't missed getting shot. Jack dropped his scanner and scrambled to get out of the way, clinging to his bleeding arm. By some fucking miracle it was just a scratch, if one that liked to bleed all over, but didn't they all?
The asshole with the gun made to fire again, and Jack dove behind the island in the middle of the kitchen, jumping out of his skin as a porcelain jar on the kitchen shattered and debris struck him in the face and chest before he could duck. He heard another shot, a little quieter than the first so the other guy had a suppressor, for all the good it would do.
Everything went quiet, and then Mrs. Sweet called out, "Jackie, sweetie, are you okay?"
"Fine," Jack called back. "All clear?"
Another silence fell, and he could all but feel their surprise. Fuck. What was he going to do now? He was a delivery man for crying out loud. He'd worked hard to be this ordinary. He'd gotten so fucking good at it his police sergeant boyfriend had dumped him for being too boring. Served him right for dating a cop, seriously.
"All clear," a deep, smooth voice called out.
Jack grunted, and used his good arm to grab the island and pull himself up. He moved around it slowly, hating the world and everything in it. The man who'd been shooting at him was on the floor in a pool of his own blood. It looked like something out of a really bad movie, or the real life he'd put behind him.
Mrs. Sweet puttered over to her kitchen sink and opened the cabinet under it, then pulled out a garish pink tool box. She gestured to Jack. "Sit at the dining table, honey." He obeyed, getting his shirt off with only a few modest swear words. Mrs. Sweet frowned and opened her tool box, which proved to be more of a medical kit. "I am sorry about all this, sweetie."
"It's okay," Jack said. "Sorry I got blood all over."
She smiled at him and patted his thigh, then put on reading glasses and set to work on his arm. "Oh, that's all right. It cleans, and it doesn't matter anyway since after all this we'll have to run."
Jack nodded, resigned to it. He'd started over once, he could again. Maybe he'd try an office job, clearly package delivery was not as free of violent crime as he would have liked. He wondered how many people would flip out when they found him gone. God, the headache. Maybe he'd get lucky and the feds just wouldn't give a damn.
He felt the back of his neck prickle, a 'being stared at' kind of prickle that had saved him more times than he cared to count. He looked up, eyes popping wide as he finally took in the man who had saved his life by shooting the asshole on the floor. "You do exist!"
Mrs. Sweet laughed as she treated his wound, and shot her son a fond, tolerant look over the rim of her glasses. "Yes, my son does exist, I am not a crazy woman making up stories. No, that's okay dear, sometimes even I wonder if I make him up. He does his very best to get himself killed, so much like his father." If it was meant to be a reprimand, her silly smile completely ruined the effect.
The man only grunted. He was approximately ten times better looking in real life than in his pictures, tall and broad shouldered, head shaved smooth, eyes a dark, sharp blue. He wore an expensive suit, tailored to judge by the fit, and clearly made to hide the guns he kept in shoulder holsters. Jack always knew; he could spot someone carrying at a hundred yards. "You don't seem very upset by all this," the man said coolly.
His expression was carefully blank, eyes focused on Jack like they had x-ray vision. Jack hated that look. His father had worn it, his father's henchmen had worn it. The feds who had helped him had that look, as had his ex-boyfriend. It was the face of someone who took it personally that Jack was keeping secrets, but had no problem keeping his own.
Jack hated criminals, but he'd come to hate law enforcement a hell of a lot more. His old man had been wrong about almost everything, but he'd been right when he'd said never deal with cops. He shoved the thoughts aside and just smiled, as bright and cheerful as he could muster while bleeding and hopped up on adrenaline. "Get shot a couple of times, you stop freaking out about it. All I need is some aspirin and a sick note to give my boss. Don't suppose you have either one handy?"
"Who and what are you?"
Jack just kept smiling. "My name is Jackson Cole. Everyone calls me Jack. I'm just your friendly neighborhood deliveryman. Nothing more, nothing less, and I really want to keep it that way."
"There, there, sweetie, don't let Allen snarl at you. I'm sure you have perfectly good reasons for having got shot at before. You're a nice boy, exactly what Allen needs."
"Mom!" Allen snapped.
She ignored him and smiled as she finished bandaging Jack's arm. "I really hope your manners rub off on him. It's a pity we couldn't just chat over a nice dinner; I was going to make lasagna. Allen loves my lasagna."
"We need to be going," Allen bit out. "He's probably due to check in soon and—"
Mrs. Sweet cut him off with a sigh. "Yes, dear. My bag is in the chest at the foot of the bed, under the afghans. The house is rigged, just set the timer for ten minutes, that should do us nicely." She patted Jack's thigh. "I'm afraid you'll have to come with us, I am sorry."
Jack smiled, even if it made his face hurt. "Of course."
"There, there," she said again, this time patting his cheek. "It will be all right, I promise. Allen always takes care of his own."
He didn't bother to point out he wasn't Allen's own, just retrieved his ruined brown shirt. Allen returned a moment later with a small duffel bag. "Let's go, timer's set." They followed him outside in silence, and Jack slid into the back of his black BMW. His phone dinged in his pocket, and he pulled it out, staring at the text from one of the guys he hung out with, confirming the bar that night.
Jack turned the phone off, held it tightly a moment, then took the battery and sim card out. When they stopped at a light, he climbed out and threw the phone in a trashcan, the battery into some bushes, and the sim card down a sewer drain. Allen was just getting out of the car to come after him when he realized what Jack was doing. He scowled for a moment, then got back in the car, and drove off just as the light turned green. "Can I go back to my apartment to grab some clothes and shit?" Jack asked.
"Where do you live?" Mrs. Sweet asked.
"Covington, apartment on Greenup."
She turned to beam at him from the passenger seat. "That's on the way to the airport, and we still have a good lead time on the men who will wonder what happened to the man Allen shot. Hopefully it will take them some time to figure you out, dear."
"Hapless, bumbling idiot who should have left the boxes at the door and faked your signature? Yeah, it'll probably take them awhile to sort me out. No one ever accounts for good old-fashioned stupidity," Jack said with a sigh. He really hoped they decided he was just a hapless delivery man and dropped it.
"I had fresh cookies all ready for you," Mrs. Sweet said. "Then that awful man showed up and demanded to know where Allen was, and what is the world coming to when a man doesn't call his own mother to tell her he's in town?"
"Mom," Allen said, and took a right turn a little more sharply than strictly necessary. He pulled up in front of Jack's apartment building, hitting the brakes a bit too hard, throwing the car into park. "Wait in the car, mom. We'll be back in a few minutes."
"Yes, dear," Mrs. Sweet said, rolling her eyes but smiling fondly.
Muttering to himself, Allen climbed out of the car and slammed the door, then waited impatiently on the sidewalk for Jack to join him, then stalked off toward the building. Jack rolled his eyes, even as he knew he should be taking the matter more seriously. Reaching the door and the impatient Allen in front of it, he led the way inside and up a couple of flights to his room.
Once inside, he threw his keys aside and made straight for his bedroom. Stripping off his clothes, he pulled on fresh boxers, then jeans, a long-sleeved black t-shirt, and a red hoodie. He shoved a Reds baseball cap on his head, hiding his curls, then grabbed the bag he kept under his bed for just such an occasion. He'd always hoped it would never come, but couldn't say he was surprised. He'd just always thought it would be because someone finally found him.
He shoved cash and an emergency phone into his pockets, put his wallet in his back pocket, pulled on socks and laced up his boots, then grabbed his bag and left. Drawing a deep breath, he let it out slowly and produced a smile he didn't feel. He returned to the main room, and looked around—
—and grunted in pain as he was slammed into a wall, a leather-gloved hand wrapped firmly around his throat. "Who the fuck are you?" Allen demanded.
"No one," Jack said.
Allen squeezed more tightly, but Jack had dealt with worse. He just kept smiling. Allen eased his hold, frowning pensively. "Who or what were you?"
Jack's smile turned rueful and cynical, in acknowledgement of the astute question, but he only said, "It doesn't matter. I'm no threat to anyone or anything, except dogs who try to come after my nuts when I'm delivering their master's shit."
To his surprise, Allen laughed. "You're small and quiet, but you've got bite. You weren't fazed by getting shot, you seem well aware that you'll probably never see this life again, and you smart off even though I could throttle you without trying. I don't want to have to kill you, because you shouldn't be involved. You were just trying to be nice to my mom. But my mom is in danger right now, because of me. I won't have her in double the danger because of you, no matter how much she calls to coo at me about 'that sweet, charming boy Jackie'."
Jack laughed, genuinely amused. His own mother—well, the woman he'd always been pretty sure was his mother—had never called him anything but 'run out and get me more cigarettes'. "I'm no danger to anyone, like I said. I just want to be a normal guy. But before the feds made me a normal guy, my name was Marcus Brighton."
Allen's breath hissed out in surprise, and Jack sensed he wasn't the kind of man often surprised by anything. "Holy shit, it is you."
Smiling, because when in doubt smile like it was going out of style, Jack said, "I'm just Jackson Cole now. Everyone calls me Jack. I like being Jack." Mostly. It was better than being Marcus, anyway.
Grunting, Allen let him go and stepped back. "Everyone wondered where you went, but the feds actually succeeded in hiding you."
Shrugging, Jack just replied, "Let's go, before people show up and start shooting again, or your mother makes dinner reservations somewhere."
Allen laughed again, and really, the man was crazy hot for all he looked like he'd fallen out of a movie or a video game. Jack looked away before he made himself look like an idiot; running for his life because he walked into an argument between hit men or whatever was not the right time to window shop.
But window shopping was a hell of a lot easier than processing reality.
"Getting shot is never fun," Allen agreed. "Come on, let's go." He led the way from the apartment building, back to the car. Moving around to the driver side, he slid smoothly into it. Jack opened the back door, and only then noticed that Mrs. Sweet had moved back there.
She beamed at him, and Jack was beginning to appreciate that she really was not a sweet old lady. He wondered what she really was, that she took all of this without batting an eye. "You should sit up front, sweetie."
"Mom!"
"Don't be sore with me for being right," she replied tartly.
Heaving the sigh of the much aggrieved, Allen put the car into drive and slid back into traffic. Jack didn't bother asking what Mrs. Sweet had meant with her cryptic comment. "So where are you going, mom?" Allen asked.
"I thought I'd pay Trina a nice visit," she said. "We haven't seen each other in an age, and it's always so lovely there this time of year."
Allen groaned. "Not Trina."
"Oh, stop your fussing."
Allen just sighed again. They rode the rest of the way in silence, save for the occasional curse as Allen fought with traffic and then with the mess that was the airport. "Don't park or anything," Mrs. Sweet said. "Just drop me off. I'll call you when I land. You boys be good and help each other."
"I don't need help," Allen muttered as he put the car in park and climbed out, then opened his mother's door and helped her out. He hugged her tightly, then kissed her cheek. "Be careful, mom."
She patted his cheek. "No one is getting rid of me until I see you settled down with a nice boy." She stared with absolutely no subtlety at Jack, who tried to turn invisible.
"Go away before I put out a contract for you myself," Allen growled.
"Your father used to say the same thing," Mrs. Sweet replied. "I do miss that man."
"Don't forget to call when you land," Allen said, and kissed her cheek again, then returned to the car and drove off.
Jack coughed. "Your mom is a little overzealous with the matchmaking, but really nice."
"My mother is a little overzealous the way the ocean is a little wet," Allen said sourly, cutting off a Mercedes and blithely ignoring the 'speed limit 65' sign as they drove down the highway. "I'm really sorry about all this. I didn't think they'd come for my mom; I'm not even sure how they found her. She's been off radar since my dad died."
"Is shooting people a family business?" He didn't know why he asked; the question was mostly rhetorical. Crime shit always seemed to be a family business, of one sort or another.
Allen made a face and zipped impatiently around an SUV. "My mom was my dad's handler; it's how they met. He killed her former hit man and offered her a job since he was short a handler."
Jack nodded, and stared out the window, smiling at the man with a hands-free device in his ear as he flipped them off for the way Allen cut in front of him. "You're kind of a dick driver."
"Ocean. Wet," Allen grunted.
Despite himself, Jack laughed. The situation was so ridiculous, and yet so familiar, what the hell else was he supposed to do? When in doubt, smile. "So where are we going?"
"California."
"We're in Kentucky."
"Congrats on knowing your states. Next, you'll be tested on all the capitals."
Jack rolled his eyes. "That is a test I would fail. I don't think I ever passed a test, really."
"Well, if you really were who you say, I'd say you were too busy with staying alive to be worried about getting straight A's."
"Yeah," Jack said, and tried to smile, but even to him it felt too pasted on. "Little too busy turning against my entire family to care about grades. But hey, the feds were more than happy to throw tuition and shit at Jack after they'd milked Marcus dry. So I'm good now, even if I still don't know the capitals." He managed to hold the smile a moment longer, then turned to stare out the window again.
Allen grunted, "Not easy, doing that."
"If you shoot me, there's a lot of people who would pay you for the deed," Jack said.
"I'm more selective than that," Allen replied. "You could turn me in and the feds would give you whatever you wanted and beg for the honor of sucking you off."
"Fuck the feds," Jack said.
Allen laughed. "They're really not much better, are they? My dad was killed by an FBI goon who got lucky. I think once mom goes senile she might try to do something stupid, like get revenge."
Jack snorted, "Your mom won't do anything until you 'settle down with a nice boy'. I think she really meant that. It was kind of scary. What's she going to do to me if I don't settle down with you and teach you manners?"
"Bully you to death like she does me, unless I can hide you," Allen said with a sigh. "I am sorry about that, too. Mom never could mind her own business; it's why she was a good handler."
"She's not yours?"
Allen shook his head, started to speak, but instead swore colorfully as a Toyota cut him off. Jerking into the left lane, he sped up, swerved around the guy, then slowed down. "You really are a dick," Jack said. "Your mom is right, you need manners."
"I say please and thank you when necessary," Allen said.
"And when more than that is necessary?" Jack asked, amused.
"That's what the guns are for."
Jack rolled his eyes, and bit back a laugh. "You don't act like the other hit men I've met."
"I'm not, strictly speaking, a hit man. Not exclusively anyway; not even primarily. I just do it occasionally. It's annoying work. Mostly I just … retrieve things. Or deliver them. Today's little incident was because I was late with a delivery and the idiot assumed I'd bolted with the damn package, but it's not my damn fault someone doesn't know his ass from a hole in the ground and gave me the wrong fucking address."
"Tell me about it," Jack said. "People think I magically know where they meant the package to go, and how could I deliver it to the wrong address even though that was the one they put down?"
Allen nodded as he flipped off a beat up Mustang full of baby-faced teenagers. "That's it in a nutshell."
They lapsed into silence, then Jack asked, "So how long before we're getting shot at again?"
"I'm hoping they'll just want to meet up, pay for the goods, and go the fuck home sometime during the next forty-eight hours. We can all go home and forget about it. Hopefully, you can go home, since you literally have nothing to do with it."
Jack shook his head, but didn't bother saying that he doubted it. If they realized he was involved, they'd start digging, and it wouldn't be long before they figured out who he was—his only concern now was what the fuck was he supposed to do once Allen was gone? He wouldn't have the US government protecting him this time, and there were a lot of people who would want him dead.
He'd been the one who helped bring his criminal syndicate family into the twenty-first century. He'd brought them into the age of computer, made them high tech and elite—and then he'd turned them all in, busted the whole fucking ring, just to save two.
Two that he would never see again, because it wasn't safe for any of them. He sighed and let his head fall against the window with a thump, and daydreamed about a boring desk job, a nice lawyer boyfriend who took him to Rio on the weekends.
Except the image in his head was of a very particular tall, broad man in a tailored suit and leather gloves; hardly a lawyer. Hardly nice. But hot, and could probably take him to Rio, even if only to avoid being shot at. "Ever been to Rio?"
Allen looked at him curiously.
"I'm not finally having a meltdown if that's what's got you concerned," Jack said. "Just curious. Your mom made me think you were some jet-setter who could whisk me off to exotic places."
"Of course she did," Allen said with a sigh. "Yes, I've been to Rio, and everywhere else. I deliver places even your company wouldn't go. Rio is great. If you'd like to go there, I can arrange it. Seems the least I can do, since it is our fault you're in this mess."
Jack shrugged. "I was breaking policy by going inside and all that; guess I got what I deserved. But, yeah, Rio sounds good. Let's do Rio."
Allen laughed again, and shot him a look that Jack couldn't quite interpret—and then they were back in city traffic, and Jack could only marvel that someone with such a temper could handle work that required absolute control of one's emotions.
He let it wash over him, soothing in its own banal way, and let the exhaustion that came after adrenaline ran its course wash over him. Reality would still be there when he woke up.
When he did wake up it was dark, and Allen was shaking him roughly by the shoulder, his voice gruff and tired as he said, "Come on, delivery boy. Bed will be more comfortable."
"I don't sleep in strange beds with strange men unless they buy me dinner first," Jack said groggily, but it wasn't until Allen laughed that his own words registered. "Ugh," he said, and grabbed his duffel, then half-walked, half-stumbled after Allen into their motel room.
The room smelled like dust and cigarettes and ammonia, and the bedspread was the single ugliest thing he'd ever seen in his life. He threw his bag on one half of the bed farthest from the door, then collapsed on the other half and fell back asleep.
When he woke again, it was to the sound of Allen talking in a low but angry tone on the phone. Still mostly asleep, because he'd never been much good at waking up even back in the day, Jack stumbled to the bathroom to take a piss, then decided impulsively on a shower.
It wasn't until he was done that he realized acting on impulse meant he hadn't brought his clothes with him, but he still wasn't really awake enough to care. Grabbing a towel, he dried off and then wrapped the towel around his waist and left the bathroom.
Jack opened his bag and pulled out his spare change of clothes, stuffing the ones he'd been wearing inside. Dropping the towel, he pulled on his boxes and jeans—then stopped, as he felt that being watched prickle along the back of his neck.
He looked up and caught Allen staring at him—and Jack may not have seen that look in a man's eyes for awhile, but he hadn't forgotten it. They were never going to be the happy couple Mrs. Sweet kept digging for (and he could not even begin to fathom where she got the notion that would ever work) but he was not opposed to a bit of fun. He hadn't really gotten much of a chance to appreciate the view before, and he didn't imagine he would in the near future, but he could sure as hell enjoy the moment.
This bad-movie sprint across the country ought to have some compensation, after all. "Call me back when you have a better answer and we'll talk about delivering your package," Allen said curtly, then snapped his phone shut and threw it on his bed. He gave Jack his full attention. "So sleeping beauty finally wakes."
Jack snorted and bandaged his arm up again. He picked up his t-shirt, pulling it over his head as he replied, "Should I make a joke about prince charming here?"
Allen laughed. "I’m sure you could do better than that."
"Maybe," Jack agreed, and zipped up his duffel. "What time is it? How long was I out? Where are we? Who were you talking to? When are we eating?" He scowled when Allen said nothing. "What?"
"Just making sure you were done with the questions," Allen replied, smirking. "It's just past zero thirty, we're in Marion, Illinois. I drove all day to reach my mom, didn't have the energy to do more than five hours."
Jack nodded. "I can drive if you want, so long as we grab food. I'm fucking starving."
Allen laughed again. "Would that count as buying you dinner?"
"Huh—oh," Jack rolled his eyes, then smiled with exaggerated cheer. "Sit down meals, only. I'm not that easy."
"Noted," Allen said, and stood up. "I was talking to the guy responsible for his own fucking delivery getting snafued. He wants his package he'll have to do better than he's doing."
Hefting his duffel, Jack moved to the door. "You can tell me more about it after we hit the road. Keys?"
Allen slid him an amused look as he shrugged back into his jacket and looked around the room for anything forgotten. He looked rumpled, but still hot and professional and shit, Jack probably would let him get away with just drive-through food. He really was that easy, who wouldn't be for something that hot?
But, they should probably minimize the chances of getting dead before they did anything fun.
He caught the car keys as Allen tossed them, absently noticing they were not keys for a BMW. "Where did you park?" he asked as they stepped outside.
"Opposite end of the building, far side of the pool. Ditched the car we drove here in; we've got a black Nissan now."
"You do not believe in cheap rides, do you?"
Allen shrugged, which meant the answer was yes. Amused and wondering what sort of cars Allen actually owned, Jack followed him down the length of the motel to a dilapidated pool surrounded by an even sadder looking chain link fence. There were only three cars parked near it, and two of them should have been left in the eighties that made them.
Throwing his bag on the backseat, Jack then slid into the driver's seat and started the car. "Nice," he said, sighing happily, not missing his own POS car in the slightest. It was nothing like the rides in his father's garage, but it was above and beyond anything he'd driven since joining the leagues of the law-abiding. "So where are we going?"
Allen rattled off directions as he settled in the passenger seat, and Jack was faintly amused at the way he pulled out a Glock 9mm, checked it, then stashed it in the glove box. The whole thing was done so smoothly, it could only be ingrained habit, and it made Jack wonder just how many guns were traveling with them. He said nothing though, merely turned the car on and drove, headed for the first fast food place that was still open at twelve something at night.
"We may be detouring at some point," Allen said after Jack had ordered their food and was headed toward the highway. He rubbed a hand over his shaved head, looking weary. "It all depends on when my client decides to fucking cooperate."
Jack shrugged one shoulder. "Not like I have anywhere to be." If he didn't think about it too much, the entire thing seemed like a perfectly ordinary road trip at times. Like they were off to visit friends or family. "So who's Trina?" he asked after the silence had stretched on.
"What? Oh," Allen said, then made a face. "My cousin, on my father's side. She's into smuggling, mostly art. She's like my mom, but younger."
Jack winced. "I'm glad I only know your mom as an old lady."
"You have no idea," Allen muttered. "Other kids—hell, I have no idea. I learned how to take a gun apart and put it back together again, what makes a good bolt hole, and how to spot a cop. You know, between learning the trade of illicit delivery man and hit man."
Shrugging, smiling in a cynical way, Jack said, "I couldn't tell you what normal kids did either. I learned how to hire illicit delivery men, hit men, and run a crime syndicate."
Allen smiled at him, wry amusement and complete understanding in his eyes, and absolutely no judgment or pity. It wasn't something Jack had ever really seen before, when someone looked at him. No ever just understood.
Jack smiled back.
"Oh, hey, look," Allen said, smile widening. "A real smile. I was starting to think your smiles were all as fake as your name."
"My name is real enough," Jack replied, disconcerted by the crack about his smiles. "Is yours?"
Allen laughed. "As real as yours, though I kind of wish—" What he wished, Jack never found out, as Allen's words were cut off by the sound of his phone ringing. Pulling it out, Allen hit receive and then growled, "Where and when?" He fell silent as the caller spoke, then said, "Fine. Done." He hung up and shoved the phone back inside his jacket. "We'll be meeting them in Wichita at two pm today."
Jack glanced at the dashboard clock, which said it was one am. "We should make it with plenty of time to spare, unless Wichita is further than I remember."
"About ten hours," Allen replied.
Nodding, Jack asked, "So what are we delivering?"
"Oh—" Allen looked briefly abashed. "This isn't your mess. I can drop you elsewhere, pick you up later. You shouldn't be put at further risk."
Jack shrugged. "I'm in the mess now, may as well make it my mess until it's cleaned up. If I hadn't wandered into the kitchen in search of cookies, it might already be over with. So, what are we delivering?"
Allen hesitated a moment more, then gave the barest shrug and reached into his blazer. He pulled out a small, crushed velvet bag and tipped the contents of it into his palm.
"Holy shit," Jack said, so surprised he swerved, nearly careening into another car, jerking back only at the last minute. Ignoring the horns and swearing focused on him, lifting one hand in absent apology, he attempted to divide his attention between the road and the thumb-sized ruby in Allen's palm. Square-cut, set in gold, surrounded by diamonds; he would remember it anywhere. "I know that rock. It belonged to an associate of my father's in Mexico. He got dead and the ruby got missing. No one ever knew if it was the drugs or the jewels that put the hit on him."
"I think it was questionable business practices, which is pretty bad in an industry that thrives on questionable. My dad was offered that hit, but turned it down. He went to Italy to do a job, instead. My mother always did love Venice, and dad loved to spoil her."
Jack could only shake his head at himself, that those little tidbits were all he needed to know exactly who Allen's father had killed. "My old man attended that funeral. I think mostly to poach."
"The business or the wife?" Allen asked dryly.
"Both," Jack said, then banished the memory. "So we've got a ten hour trip ahead of us."
Allen snorted. "More like twelve, the way you drive, grandma."
"At least I don't drive like a maniac just begging for the cops to screw him."
The smirk Allen shot him surprised Jack by going straight to his cock, making him wish suddenly he was anywhere but stuck behind the wheel with ten hours of driving yet to do. "I don't typically go anywhere near cops, but the few exceptions I made, they were the ones begging for the screw."
Jack rolled his eyes. "That was lame."
"I could make jokes about special deliveries instead?" Allen offered politely.
"You are the strangest hitman I have ever met," Jack replied.
Allen laughed. "I was born with my father's aim and my mother's outlook. Anyway, like I said before, mostly I'm just a glorified delivery man."
"Well, I guess it could be worse," Jack said, then smirked and added, "Though I'm not sure how."
"Shut up and drive," Allen retorted lightly.
Jack laughed, and obeyed.
*~*~*
"So why did you do it?" Allen asked out of the blue.
Jack looked up, surprised only that it had taken this long for the subject to come up. He sighed and looked down at the crowded restaurant below, picking out two guys who were definitely there about the ruby. Amateurs, or lazy, which amounted to the same thing, if they were spotted so easily. Jack sneered at them, before finally dragging his gaze back to Allen.
They'd reached Wichita with plenty of time to spare, and had changed into touristy clothes before hitting the restaurant where they were to meet with the client. Taking seats in a corner of the balcony area to properly watch the restaurant below, they had talked everything from the job to sports to Rio.
If Jack didn't watch himself, he might start to enjoy the whole damn thing. "Does it matter?" he asked.
"I guess not," Allen said. "Everyone always said you wanted to go straight—why else would you turn traitor? But, you don't really seem to mind—" He gestured vaguely. "Any of this. Your moral compass works as well as mine."
Jack laughed. "You mean not at all? Yeah, I threw out my moral compass a long time ago. I did it because I hated them, and because there were people I wanted to save." He sighed, feeling tired, then elaborated, "My sister. Half-sister, technically, by one of the dozens of women my dad slept with. She was a good girl, managed to keep her nose remarkably clean for a woman living under my dad's thumb. She tried so hard to get out of the mess, but could never manage it. Then she got pregnant." His mouth tightened with an anger that would never entirely fade. "That was enough for her; she reached the point she was going to do something stupid. I didn't want that to happen, so I did something stupid first. They never saw it coming, not until they were in cuffs."
He smiled, though it took more effort than usual. "Last I heard, she and my nephew were doing fine. I can never see them again, but they're safe and happy, and my father and all his little minions are rotting. I did it because I'm a selfish asshole."
Allen grunted. "Perversely, that makes me feel better about my chances of not being turned in to the cops when this is over."
"Your mother would kill me," Jack replied. "Anyway, I hate law enforcement, as I've said before. Fuck them." He paused for a moment, looking at a man who just walked in. "I think that's our guy."
"Yeah," Allen said sourly. "That's him, and he's got like four guys already planted. Whatever they're hoping to do to me, it ain't going to be pretty. But they'll have to get me out of the restaurant first, and good luck with that."
Jack drummed his fingers on the table, thinking, pondering, weighing. Across from him, sipping lemonade, dressed in jeans and a tacky t-shirt bought from a tourist shop, Allen looked so normal it was weird. Jack infinitely preferred the posh, somewhat melodramatic suit and gloves look from earlier. "I'll handle the meeting. These guys look like cake, compared to some of the shit I've dealt with. I handled guys like this when I was twenty. God, that was a long time ago."
Allen smiled, and though his eyes were hidden by mirrored sunglasses, Jack knew there was understanding in them. "Thirty five going on sixty," he agreed. "You want to meet with him? They'll freak if anyone but me shows up."
"It was supposed to be one on one, and he's brought four additional thugs to the party. Fuck him. You clearly need a handler, and I currently have absolutely nothing else to do. This will be the third life I've started—supposed to be the charming one, right? Take care of the thugs if they try to make some noise, I'll handle Mr. Can't Get the Address Right." He didn't give Allen the chance to reply, just stood up and strode off, walking leisurely down the stairs to the main floor, across to the table in the middle where their client waited.
He was smooth looking, like they always were, but he also looked impatient—something a pro would never give away. God, he hated amateurs. "Is this seat taken?" he asked, smile bright and friendly. "No? Excellent. Good afternoon, Mr. White."
"Who are you?"
"My name is Jack, and I am Mr. Sweet's handler. You will be dealing with me."
"Bullshit," White snapped. "I made arrangements with Sweet. Everyone knows he doesn't have a handler so—"
Jack held up a hand, smile taking on a razor edge. "Things change, especially when gross incompetence is involved. You want the ruby, you go through me. Where is the money?"
"Ten million is ready to be transferred to the agreed account the moment I have the ruby."
"Ten million won't do," Jack replied, smoothly, smile turning bland as a waitress came up and took his order for a Guinness. "You screwed up, you've caused a lot of problems, and Mr. Sweet is not pleased. He is really not pleased that you have forced his mother to uproot. That will cost you another two."
White gave a short, sharp shake of his head. "No."
Jack shrugged and stood up. "Fine. This meeting is over. I know plenty of other buyers who will pay double what you are for a chance at the Queen of Hearts ruby—and will give us the correct address."
"Twelve million, then," White said stiffly, motioning him to sit again. He pulled out his phone and quickly sent a text. "Where is it?"
Jack ignored him, and instead waited until his own phone chimed, and he read a message from Allen that the money had been transferred. He smiled charmingly at the waitress as she returned with his beer. "Do you mind if I steal your pen for a moment?"
"Please," the woman said, beaming back as she handed it to him.
"Thanks, sweetheart," Jack said, and quickly wrote on a cocktail napkin. He handed the pen back, along with cash for the beer. When she was gone, he slid the napkin across the table to White. "Your ruby is in that P.O. Box, at that address. Send one of your four goons to fetch it."
Instead, White gestured, and one of the aforementioned goons materialized and took White's place at the table. White strode off, obviously intent on fetching the ruby himself.
Jack drank his beer as they waited, too-pleasant smile never fading. Half an hour later, the goon's phone rang, and he grunted in reply to whatever White said. Snapping the phone shut, the goon said, "You're free to go."
"I know I am," Jack replied, and finished his beer. He stood up and threw a tip down on the table. "You should learn to smile. The trick to everything is to do it with a smile. Pleasure doing business." Smiling, he walked away. He could feel hostile eyes watching him, but no one would be stupid enough to shoot him in the middle of a crowded restaurant. As he reached the stairs, he saw Allen, ostensibly crowd watching but with an air that Jack had seen all his life. Usually, being watched and watched over made him feel smothered, tense.
It stupidly made him want to smile for real to know that Allen had his back throughout the meeting. For a guy he was supposed to be resenting for ruining his life … well, it didn't really feel ruined, even if he was going back to the dark side.
"Let's go," he murmured as he walked by, not even pausing or looking. Allen followed a couple of beats later, and they looked like nothing more than two tourists who happened to be traveling in the same direction.
Allen increased his pace, passing Jack and muttering, "Split up, meet back at the car."
Jack didn't respond, but when Allen kept going straight, he slowed down to pretend to look in a store window, then crossed the street and kept walking. The prickle at the back of his neck finally went away ten minutes later, which was good, because he'd been about two more minutes away from a dark alley, and putting two to the chest and one to the head of whoever was following him.
Another twenty minutes later, he met Allen back at the Audi which had replaced their Nissan shortly after they reached Wichita. "That went well, I'd say."
"Yeah," Allen said as they slid into the car. "You're handy to have around. I don't suppose you actually want a job as a handler? My mom's been on my case to get one for ages."
Jack snickered. "I thought your mom was after you to find a nice boy."
Allen grinned. "One thing at a time. Speaking of nice boys," he said as he pulled into traffic and promptly pissed off three cars in the process, "I bought you lunch. That's close enough to dinner, right?"
"You just got twelve million because of me, and you're trying to squirm out of dinner?" Jack retorted, fighting a laugh.
"I'll buy you whatever you want, Princess. I already promised to take you to Rio; I'll buy the tickets tonight."
Jack rolled his eyes, lips twitching. "I suppose the terms are acceptable, but only if you're a really good lay."
"I've never had complaints," Allen said, and got them back to their hotel room in record time.
"How do you still have a license?" Jack asked as they headed toward the parking garage elevator. He turned to look at Allen when the question went unanswered—and grunted in surprise as he was pushed against the back of the elevator and kissed hard. It was clumsy at first, but they got the hang of it pretty quickly, and Allen's kisses were just like him—confident and firm, with a hint of hot temper that should be bad for a man like Allen but which he made work anyway.
He was just getting into it when the elevator dinged and the doors opened to a flurry of startled noises from the people in the hallway. Allen chuckled as he drew back, leading the way out. Jack beamed at the mother, father, and two grinning teenagers as he strode by them.
In their room, Allen did not even bother flipping on the lights, more than enough to see by sipping through the half-closed curtains on the far side of the room. He tugged Jack close and dove right back into where they'd left off, sucking on Jack's tongue and leaving his lips throbbing for more.
Jack slipped his hands into Allen's t-shirt after a few fumbles, then triumphantly slid his fingers across marvelously developed muscles that moved under his touch. "You feel remarkably badass for a mama's boy."
Allen bit his lip, hard, then turned them around and shoved him down onto the bed. "Shut up." He stripped off his shirt and threw it aside, then made short work of the rest of his clothes, slowing only to see his guns were properly taken care of. Jack had gotten a teasing glimpse of him before, when they had changed their clothes, just enough to put a buzz of anticipation in the back of his mind while they worked.
His entire body buzzed now, as he drank in the broad, fit body before him, the cut muscles, the sprinkling of hair, the heavy cock he wanted to taste, wanted to feel pounding into him. Dragging his gaze up slowly, he met Allen's eyes and said, "You'll do."
Allen laughed, and crawled onto the bed, braced on hands and knees over him, then bent to kiss him again, making his already throbbing lips sore. Breaking the kiss, he put his tongue and teeth to Jack's throat, biting hard at his jugular. "Let's see you naked then, delivery boy."
"No boys here," Jack said, and started to get undressed—or tried, anyway, but his efforts were impeded by his reluctance to actually sit up enough to do it and Allen's grabby hands. Finally, finally he was naked and Allen wrapped a hand around his cock, stroking idly for a moment before letting go to fondle his balls.
"You're impressively bare," Allen said, and the hint of growl in his voice was definitely not a complaint.
Jack spread his legs, let Allen do all the exploring he liked. "I like being shaved. Old habit from the days I slutted around a bit to piss off the old man." Allen bent to kiss him, then shifted his attention to Jack's chest, proving that he had a very, talented mouth when he wasn't cussing at everyone else on the road or making lame jokes. Jack raked his nails down Allen's back, knowing he was leaving marks—hoping for some stupid reason that they would linger for a couple of days. He bucked up, grinding their cocks together, making them both groan.
Pulling abruptly away, Allen rolled off the bed and vanished into the bathroom. Jack settled back on the bed, fisting his cock and slowly stroking it. He smirked at the look on Allen's face when he reappeared a minute later. "Jesus," Allen said. "Why the hell were you just a delivery boy? I can think of at least fifty other things you'd be better at." He crawled back onto the bed, dropping the lube and condom he was holding in favor of knocking Jack's hand aside to stroke Jack's cock himself, running his thumb over the head. "I bet you were quite the pretty little slut back in your piss off daddy phase."
Jack smirked, or tried, but the sharp teeth that bit down on his hip, then at the soft skin of his inner thigh, just made him swear and forget what they were talking about. "You heard your mom—I'm a nice boy."
"Stop talking about my mom while we're having sex," Allen replied. "If you're a nice boy, I'm a fucking honor student."
"Are we going to keep talking, or actually get to the part where you fuck me?"
Allen laughed and reached for the lube, popping it open and slicking his fingers. "I suppose I should do what my handler says." There seemed to be a question in the statement, a hesitancy, but before Jack could formulate an answer Allen was settled between his spread legs and pushing a finger inside him. He made a noise that was one hundred percent pleased, eyes the hottest thing Jack had seen in ages. The latest time someone had looked at him with burning eyes, it had been his old man glaring hate across a courtroom.
Jack infinitely preferred that going to fuck you hard blaze in Allen's eyes. "I'm not a girl, or new at this. Christ, my last boyfriend was a cop who took forever to do anything. Please be better than him."
Allen just laughed again. "You dated a cop? What in the hell were you thinking? Did you do a schoolteacher before that?" He cut Jack's scathing reply off with a sharp kiss, and added a second finger, then quickly moved to three. "That better? I would never call you a nice boy, but you're sure pretty as fuck."
"Fuck, yes," Jack said, writhing on the fingers, mewling when Allen moved them just so, digging his nails into Allen's skin. "I'm going to murder you if—"
"So patient, except in bed," Allen said, sounding smug and pleased. He pulled his fingers out and got a condom on, then lined up his cock and thrust in.
"It's about—time—" Jack got out, then just held tight as Allen practically folded him in half and fucked him like it was the last thing they'd ever do. Jack took a clumsy, biting kiss, whimpering as he got close, so close, but not quite— "Touch me, goddamn it."
Allen gave a rough laugh, but obediently fisted his cock and stroked him off hard and fast. Jack came with a shout, vaguely heard Allen shortly follow, but did not fully come back to himself until he felt Allen pulling out of him.
Lips brushed the back of his neck, making him shiver. "Now that's—"
"If you make one joke about special deliveries," Jack cut in, "I will never sleep with you again, and I'll tell your mom you were mean to me."
"Spoilsport," Allen replied, a grin in his voice as he kissed the back of Jack's neck again. "I can see you're going to be a bossy sort of handler." That hesitant, questioning tone was back—hopeful was the word he wanted, Jack realized.
He should probably be worried, or concerned, that he had an answer, but he was neither. "You know eventually word will get around about me, and it won't take anyone longer than twenty four hours to figure out I was Marcus Brighton."
Allen snorted, air puffing against Jack's nape. "It might surprise you how much people do not want to fuck with me, stupid ass jewel collectors notwithstanding. Anyone tries to fuck with us, I'll take care of them, and you can figure out who should pay us for doing them a favor."
"Sounds like a plan," Jack said, deciding that fuck it, the details could be worried about later. He twisted around in Allen's arms and leaned in to kiss him, smiling.
Fin
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