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Prologue

 


Thad Langham was beginning to remember
why he enjoyed drinking alcohol so much.

When he was in college, it had all been
about getting high for him. Alcohol was great, but it wasn’t really
an upper; it was a downer. Thad would wake up with the worst
headaches, feeling more like shit than he usually did. As an adult,
that was no longer an option. His father always told him to be
presentable, and weed wasn’t the drug of choice for any
self-respecting member of the elite.

He settled back against the couch,
holding a glass of pinot noir and curling up into himself. He still
felt a little achy—after all, he did get the crap beaten out of him
just recently—but he was definitely enjoying the peace and quiet.
He forced all the horrible thoughts out of his head and focused on
the fact that he was safe.

For now, at least.

For the past few weeks, he had
become the willing captive of a group of men called Unit Alpha. And
though he was trading one cage for another, Thad at least realized
that this one was working to save him from the previous
one.

How did absolute freedom taste, he
wondered?

As he sipped on his wine, he found
himself naturally drawn to the man currently seated on the couch,
another man’s arms wrapped around him. For a moment, the man’s
silvery grey eyes met his, and he felt the distance between them
grow even larger. Once, those eyes had regarded him with warmth.
Now, they just seemed … sad. That was to be expected. The man with
those beautiful silver eyes was now with someone else. It had been
two years since they’d broken up, after all.

Bitterly, Thad turned away and sipped
his drink.

At least he looked healthier
than last time Thad saw him. And at least they were looking at each other without
Daniel looking away within three seconds. Ever since Thad moved
into the Unit Alpha HQ, they hadn’t had one conversation with each
other. Daniel often said hello, Thad said hello, and then they
awkwardly parted. There were a lot of things that still needed to
be said, but Thad didn’t know if he had the privilege to say them
anymore.

Once upon a time, Thad had been in love
with Daniel Walsh. It was love at first sight. He wooed the man
during their freshman year of college, regularly had dates, had a
great love life, moved in together, all in the span of six
years.

Then things went horribly
wrong. It had been a good, average, borderline boring six
years, Thad
would have said, and it would have been a safe bet to assume they
would have just had quiet lives together. If it weren’t for the
fact that his father was using him like some kind of pawn in a
horrible game of chess, Thad would have probably still been in a
relationship with Daniel. They’d be bored and suffering with each
other, but the two of them would be content with each other’s
presence.

Maybe.

All of these thoughts, these
unanswered scenarios, were something that Thad had been blocking
every day for the past few weeks now, especially since his rescue.
That was the past, and he was letting his past weigh him down so
much already.

Now, he just wanted everyone in his
life to be happy. He certainly didn’t know if he deserved
happiness, himself. He’d done heinous things he would never really
forget, all because he wasn’t strong enough to stand up to his
father.

Father. Thad almost scoffed.
Don’t make me
laugh.

Thad was about to careen
straight into a rather dark headspace when a plate was laid in front of
him. Startled, he looked down to see a pair of crisp, golden
waffles, a pat of butter, and a few strips of bacon covered in
maple syrup sitting gingerly on a plate.

His stomach growled. He offered a weak
smile and looked up at the man who offered the plate to
him.

“Thanks.”

Kristian Guillory had been his
constant companion these past few days. He’d been assigned as
Thad’s “babysitter”, but his skills were needed elsewhere. Thad was
almost kind of sad to see him go. He was a handsome one, tall and
muscular with close-cropped blond hair the color of a golden wheat
field. Kristian was a demolitions expert, after all, and ever since
his wound healed and their doctor, Cece Savard, cleared him to go
out on missions, he’d been immediately assigned to help out
somewhere off in the Serengeti, or in Yemen, or something. Thad
didn’t really know.

He wasn’t privy to that kind of
information, so he didn’t pry. He knew what kind of a life was
waiting for him if he knew too much.

Kind, if a little bit quiet, Kristian
didn’t bother him much, and vice versa. After all, Thad knew that
this was all a temporary arrangement. Still, he was glad to talk to
someone who didn’t seem to want to push him too much. They were
content to just being in each other’s periphery. The past few days,
Thad had really been into just staring into empty space and losing
himself to the nothingness.

“It’s nine o’clock in the
morning,” Kristian said gruffly. “You sure you want to be drinking
wine?”

“I didn’t think about breakfast.
Didn’t really sleep, so…” Thad shrugged. “It’s six o’clock at night
somewhere in the world.”

Kristian shrugged. “Suit yourself.
Just eat up. You look skinny.”

Thad was a far cry from the man he had
been two years ago, all filled with piss and vinegar. No, he’d lost
a significant amount of weight. Enough so that he had to wear
rather baggy clothes just to mask the fact that he was probably
closer to skin and bones.

He’d really let himself go. Then
again, wallowing in self-pity never really brought out the best in
anyone.

“Caleb will be back today,”
Kristian said, taking the stool in front of him and plopping down
opposite Thad. He winced and pressed a hand against where his wound
was on his stomach. “He’s much chattier than I am.”

Thad smirked. “He sounds like a pain
in the ass.”

“He is,” Kristian replied. “You
can always ignore him if you want. Better to just let him
talk.”

And that was that. Thad smiled,
Kristian grunted and nodded, and they ate in relative silence. It
was peaceful. It was companionable. Hell, Thad even thought he’d
made a friend, no matter how unlikely that was.

The front door opened, and the sound
of hasty footsteps clacked against the wooden floor. It wasn’t but
a few seconds before Captain Jack Hennessey appeared with another
man in tow. Thad remembered. Yes, this was Caleb.

Caleb Lockhart had shaggy brown hair
and deep green-colored eyes. He had that kind of undeniably
charismatic, boyish charm to him that Thad would have responded to
in his youth. Even though Caleb looked like an Adonis, with his
deeply tanned skin and those dimples that showed his perfect smile,
Thad was well aware that any sort of interest on his part was
unwise.

He was someone they needed to work
with, that was all. And Thad needed them more than they needed him.
If he walked out into the street like this and anyone saw him, Thad
may as well kiss his life goodbye. Within a matter of minutes,
maybe an hour or two if he was lucky, there’d be a bullet lodged in
his cranium.

Thad cut up and chewed a bit of his
waffle. All of a sudden, he didn’t really feel so hungry
anymore.

“Okay. Everyone here?
Good.”

Captain Hennessey had the innate
charisma to command a room with his voice alone. Just the stern
timbre of his baritone was enough to make anyone turn their head
and give him their full attention. Thad was in awe of the fact that
the man had the balls to look a group of near seven-foot soldiers
in the eyes and make them concentrate on what he was
saying.

“I’ll start with a few
announcements, starting with the most obvious one. Lockhart is
back, but Frost, Gabrieli, and Pereira still aren’t. They’ll be
back soon. Lockhart’s mission was a success. If you want details,
you can ask him. Also, as of today, I’ve finally approved the plans from the
construction company. The construction is gonna take a few months.
Expect a bit of noise, especially when they work on the house.
Certain areas are off-limits while the construction crew is here.
Keep shop talk to a minimum when they’re around.”

The captain cleared his throat.
“So while we let the construction crew work the remainder of our
land, we’ll be constrained to the house for now. Thankfully, it’s
huge, so for those of you who really want to make an effort to be completely
antisocial, you won’t run the risk of seeing each other too often.
Aside from mealtime, of course,” Captain Hennessey said, placing
his hands behind his back and relaxing his stance. He peered at
Thad, who only brought his wine glass up to his lips like he’d just
been chastised.

“Also, we won’t be taking any
domestic missions while all of this is happening. Our focus is
still on finishing Castillo’s mission and making sure our guest is
safe. Between the construction and this unfinished mission, we have
our plates full.”

Thad blanked out a little bit after
that. The captain’s daily morning announcements were a thing that
he just sort of got used to. It made it easier for everyone to do
their jobs, and the captain was careful not to divulge too much
information, anyway.

Everyone around knew exactly what was
going on with Thad and his father.

“Anyway, Lockhart will be
relieving Guillory from bodyguard duty,” Captain Hennessey finally
said. “That’s all for today. If you would be so kind as to hang
back, Mr. Langham, I need to talk with you about something. You,
too, Lockhart.”

Daniel and his new boyfriend, Nicolas,
readily headed out of the room and off elsewhere, maybe the movie
theater room just out in the hallway, holding each other’s hands.
Thad snuck a glance in before turning towards the Captain, who
leaned against the counter, and Caleb, who was getting himself a
bottle of water from the beverage fridge they had
nearby.

Yes, the Unit was at least well-funded
enough to have a fridge just for drinks. Maybe that was the great
thing about them having full control over what they spent
on.

“So what’s this about, cap?”
Caleb asked, taking a large swig of his bottled water.

“We’ve finally heard back about
Tobias Langham’s movements, and this is the perfect time to finish
our mission. The reason I called you back quickly is because you’re
precisely the man for this job. I would have asked Castillo, but
this isn’t his specialty,” the captain said, immediately cutting
off any questions Caleb might have. That was a smart move on his
part.

“After what happened a few weeks
ago, there was some corporate restructuring that went on in Langham and Durr,” the
captain said, making little air quotes at that particular pair of
words. “Richard Durr went missing. Your father just claimed sole
proprietorship of the company. Lots of heads are
rolling.”

“That’s not surprising. With me
gone, Richard would have been alerted to a lot of different things
my father was up to,” Thad replied, his voice sullen. “That just
means my father’s becoming even more untouchable by the
minute.”

“Not necessarily. We’re tracking
his movements, and we’re sure he doesn’t know where you are just
yet. To that end, I’d like for you to remain here. I want to make
sure we have the element of surprise when we take him
down.”

“And how is my survival supposed
to help with that, exactly?” Thad asked, tilting his
head.

“If I were being truthful, it
doesn’t,” the captain replied. “We could just as easily eliminate
him if you were gone. But you’re an innocent in the middle of the
crossfire, and your safety is dependent on a few bad men being
taken down. I’m not sure if you’re aware, but my sources have
informed me that your father has been spending a lot more time in
his offices here in the city while reconstruction to the penthouse
is ongoing.”

Thad nodded. “I’m sure it’s because he
wants to oversee to its design. He’s always liked
architecture.”

The captain frowned. “Well, if we’re
to take him down, now is the perfect time. He’ll be at his offices,
and we have a trained sniper.” He then gestured to Caleb, who
merely blinked and turned from the captain, towards
Thad.

Thad looked up blankly at the captain.
“And when he’s gone?”

“One hopes you’ll remember the
kindness when you inherit Langham and Durr from him. That is, of
course, if the board of directors decides to honor your father’s
will.”

“Oh, they will,” Thad admitted.
“After all, it was his business savvy that lined their pockets, and
my face that they saw doing all the dirty work.”

“Wait,” Caleb said, cutting
through the tense conversation. “You’re going to take your father’s
place in that company? And you’re okay with us just … neutralizing
him?”

Thad could feel the wrap of cold,
unfeeling, relentless apathy close around his heart. “Yes. Dispose
of him as necessary. I’ll make sure that we pay Unit Alpha
handsomely for your services.”

He turned to look at Caleb, who seemed
to have some kind of imperceptible emotion on his face, but then he
took a large swig of water instead of saying whatever was on his
mind. Thad offered up a bland smile and nodded, before heading off
to a corner of the house.

It was odd that they were talking so
candidly about killing his father, but Thad couldn’t feel a
thing.

Maybe he should have. But what can you
really feel for a man who’s fucked up your life in more ways than
one?

****

“Something on your mind,
Lockhart?”

Caleb turned to his captain, blinking. He
hadn’t even realized he was staring right after Thad Langham, who
slowly walked up the stairs and off God-knew-where. It was a pretty
big house, after all, and it probably would have taken Caleb, like,
five minutes to find him.

There definitely
was
something weighing
on Caleb’s mind.

“He just looks so sad,” Caleb
said dumbly. He was trying to find the right words to say what he
wanted to say.

Ever since Thaddeus Langham had been
saved from that mission they undertook a few weeks ago, Caleb had
been sneaking looks at the man. Thad was … hot. Caleb wasn’t one
for words, but that was the best way he could describe the
blond-haired, blue-eyed man. There was something haunting him,
though, weighing him down almost, and it was a disconcerting
feeling to have that fact niggle at you when it didn’t concern you.
Caleb tried his hardest not to think too hard about it. After all,
it wasn’t his life. But every little bit of his body was attracted
to Thad like the man was some kind of magnet. It took all of his
willpower just to pull himself back.

Caleb was always the impulsive sort,
though. This sort of thing was old hat to him. He’d done shit
without thinking about it so many times before that it wasn’t a
habit. At this point, it was just a part of his
personality.

The captain nodded. “Who wouldn’t be,
in his situation? His father used him like some sort of pawn,
blackmailing him and showing him how expendable he is at every
turn. You’ve seen the contents of that flash drive, Lockhart.
You’ve seen firsthand how our minds respond under extreme
situations. We’ve had fellow soldiers who just never seem right
again after seeing all of their friends die around
them.”

“Well, yeah,” Caleb said. “I
dunno. There was just something off.”

Captain Hennessey tilted his head.
“Something off?”

“Yeah.” Caleb nodded and
finished the last of his water, setting the bottle on top of the
counter. “I can’t quite put my finger on it, but it’s like this
uneasy feeling inside of my chest…”

The captain crossed his arms over his
chest, a confused expression on his face. “Explain.”

“It’s like… It’s like…” Caleb
grunted. “Like I said, I can’t quite explain it, but it’s sort of
like this. He’s so sad, right? And there’s so much shit that
happened to his past. When I look at him, I feel heavy in the
chest. Like someone’s poking my heart a little bit.”

Captain Hennessey was quiet for a
moment, but then he smiled. “Have you suddenly grown sensitive
during your time overseas?”

Caleb scoffed. “I’m just saying, I
kind of felt his sadness there. It’s sort of bursting out of
everything he does.”

“Uh-huh,” Captain Hennessey said
after a moment. “Well, our job isn’t to take care of his
psychological well-being. Our own thoughts and feelings are
inconsequential, as long as we get the job done. We nip the problem
right in the bud, and let someone else deal with the scars. We’re
mercenaries, not therapists.”

“I know,” Caleb admitted. “I
guess I just felt concerned for him for a sec. It’s not often you
have the choice of seeing your father dead or locked behind
bars.”

“It’s also not often that your
father blackmails you into sleeping with his rivals and uses you as
a bargaining chip to get shit done.”

Caleb turned to look at the doorway,
staring at where Thad had been mere moments ago. It felt like those
beautiful, silken strands of blond hair and deep, dark blue eyes
were going to be seared forever in his memory. The expression on
his face was so haunted. “I guess he’s made his choice.”

The captain nodded. “His money and
support are going to be a lot of help to Unit Alpha. And he’s not a
bad guy. A little broken, but aren’t we all?”

Turning to his captain, Caleb’s lips
curled into a slight smile. “It sounds a little like you actually
like him.”

“I’ve had a conversation or two
with him, and I’m not opposed to getting to know him more,” the
captain said truthfully. It was an admission that sent a little
twang of jealousy coursing through Caleb, and that surprised
him. Why did he feel that? “He did all he had to do to make sure
that the people he loved were safe, even if that action made him
look like the villain to others. We all know that good and bad
isn’t so black and white in this
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