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Secrets and lies threaten Brandon and Daniel’s new love.
Brandon Hoselton is running scared, finding security in his obsession with patterns and numbers. With his family threatened, he feels he has nowhere left to go, and even considers ending his life to keep them safe. Until Sanctuary, in the shape of the enigmatic Daniel Karnes, gives him a reason to stay alive and offers the possibility of a future free from fear.
Former SEAL Daniel is new to Sanctuary, tasked with watching Brandon, a brilliant geek with way too many secrets. Falling in love with quirky Brandon is easy; now he just has to make sure secrets don’t end up with them both dying.
The only way of destroying Varga is to cut the crime boss’s money, and the two men become part of an intricate take-down involving millions of dollars. But Brandon has a secret he can never share with Daniel, and their new love is at stake.
When the villain has murder in mind, sometimes the only way to stay alive is to lie.
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Chapter 1
Brandon took down the drapes in his room as soon as he was able to. He could have asked his sisters, but they didn’t know just how badly looking at the geometric pattern in the fabric upset his equilibrium. They knew he was weird; most sisters thought their big brothers were weird. But he also had twitches and nervous tics about certain things, and they’d seen it all, even though his list of crazy was something he could manage now.
They didn’t need to know he’d spent three hours last night counting the squares on the drapes and being irritated to the point of stimming that they weren’t even and the stitching was wrong. And Goodness, stimming—having to move his fingers, loosen his muscles, anything to ground himself—he hadn’t done that in years. 
And hell if he was going to ask Daniel into his room to help him, because Daniel was someone Brandon did not want in his space. Not taking down drapes, or talking to him, or even breathing near him. There was only so much of Daniel that Brandon could take, because when he was anywhere near him, he lost his ability to form coherent sentences. He didn’t have time to have these powerful feelings of lust that kept hitting him.
Like the time he and Daniel had met on the landing and Daniel had been in just a towel. They’d only been together a few days, but Daniel was funny, and sexy, and dangerous, and exactly everything Brandon should be avoiding in his life.
He had way too much to worry about, and a date written in his memory that he wouldn’t forget any time soon. The deal he had—to stay alive, to hide himself away, and then to present himself to Varga—was just about the only thing that filled his thoughts.
Varga thought that, on a given date, Brandon would join him in his huge mansion, pull together all the funds Varga had hidden in various places, and then join him in whatever country the US didn’t have an extradition treaty with. 
Not a chance he would. He was meeting with Varga, getting all his money, dispersing it to the right causes, and sending any intel he could get out to the authorities. 
And then Varga would kill him for doing that.
Inevitable, really, and something he’d come to terms with. He’d blown his chance to do this when he’d worked for Varga, so he had to make up for it. He was doing the right thing.
He’d been biding his time in Hope, but had been unfortunate to be scooped up by Sanctuary. He just needed to work out a way to get away from them, and in particular Daniel, but he had about ten days to go yet until that magic date when Varga had decided he would be leaving the country.
For now, Sanctuary was safe for him and his sisters.
So yeah, choosing to avoid having Daniel in his room, with his probing questions and his distracting body, was an easy decision to make in among all that garbage. 
The only downside was that it meant he had to take the drapes down himself.
Trying to shoot himself hadn't gone so well; instead of being dead and gone, he had a through shot and muscle damage which hurt like knives in his skin. He waited until day four, when the pain in his shoulder had lessened to the point where he could at least manage to get out of bed and to the window but he couldn’t handle looking at those drapes any longer. 
Today he actually felt capable of dealing with drapes he didn’t need anyway. There were blinds at the windows, and behind the blinds each window was coated so you could see out but no one could see in. He pushed the offending fabric under the bed and clambered back to a standing position, wincing in pain as he banged his shoulder, and sat on the edge of his bed.
The drapes were still there—he could picture them under the bed—and exasperated, he lay back on the mattress and attempted to think of something else. Blue skies, blue mugs, blue eyes. Anything blue, because it was a color that calmed him.
He lasted about a minute. 
Huffing, he rolled up carefully and reached under the bed, pulling out the drapes and screwing them into a ball. Opening his door, he threw them out onto the landing, not even checking if anyone was standing there.
Daniel. Of course it would be Daniel, who reacted like a ninja and had the drapes under submission in seconds. 
Once they were dead, or at least overpowered with some sort of karate move, Brandon felt like he should apologize.
“My bad,” he said, and shut the door in Daniel’s face. 
He expected the knock, but hadn’t quite decided what he was going to say to Daniel when he came in. Maybe if he ignored the request to enter and said nothing, then Daniel might go away.
Daniel knocked again, and this time instead of waiting for Brandon to say he could come in, he pushed his way in, looking irritable. He was shirtless, his hair wet—evidence of a recent shower—his sweats hanging low on his hips and every muscle deliciously tight and toned. 
“What the heck, Brandon?” he asked, his dark eyes angry, his lips in a set line. He wasn’t holding the drapes, so Brandon counted that as a win.
“I didn’t want them up at my window,” Brandon explained, and eased himself down into the chair by his bed. He was most comfortable there; he could see out the window and it was easier to keep the pressure off his injury. 
“So you decided to throw them in my face?” Daniel sounded less pissed and more confused about getting fabric in his face. 
Brandon indicated the door. “To be fair, I didn’t know you were there.” Then he couldn’t resist, “And you heroically subdued them so fast, I knew you could handle the danger.”
Daniel blinked at him. “You…” he began, but stopped. Whatever he’d been going to say was lost. He’d looked amused for a moment, but now he was frowning again. “You do realize we’re not going to be here long enough for you to redecorate.”
“Why wouldn’t I realize? You told us last night.”
“I didn’t mean that, I meant… Oh, never mind.”
“Anyway, I wasn’t redecorating,” Brandon defended himself. “I just didn’t like the pattern.” Then he changed the subject. “And exactly how long is long enough? You said we’re moving, but when precisely?”
This place was so small, and the tension was building even now. His sisters weren’t the easiest to live with. Hannah listened to much too loud music and continually dogged Daniel’s footsteps. Yvonne left clothes everywhere and kept shouting for Hannah to turn the music down. And as for the bodyguard, Daniel? Well, he was constantly up in Brandon’s space, checking his dressing, taking his vitals, asking him questions. 
Messing with Brandon’s head and libido at the same time.
And he asked questions that Brandon was not ready to give answers to. Not until he was entirely sure of his place in this game he was in the middle of. He’d promised Varga one thing; that he would stay alive and away from the people who wanted to kill him.
Idiot, it was a messy maze in his head and sometimes he forgot who he was pretending to be with which person.
“A few more days,” Daniel replied. “Elliot and Cole have some leads on one of Varga’s lieutenants and are planning a sting operation to get him out in the open.”
“What type of operation?” Didn’t they know Varga was dangerous? Didn’t they know that the man had people working for him who would split your head open with a bullet just for smiling wrong?
“Something about one of them pretending to be captured, or… look, I don’t know the full story, but at least it’s another step in the right direction.”
“The path to perdition,” Brandon muttered. “He’ll just appoint someone else; he’s like a lizard that can grow back its tail.”
Daniel crossed his arms over his chest. “You finally want to talk today?”
“What about?”
“Your connection to Varga.”
Brandon shook his head so fast he felt dizzy and curled his fingers into his sweatshirt to keep himself from moving them and freaking Daniel out. 
“Nope,” he said, popping the p and looking anywhere but at Daniel.
“You’ll have to talk one day. Unless we know everything, we can’t give you any real help. Brandon?”
Brandon looked up at Daniel’s use of his name and recognized the compassion in his expression. There was something about this man—apart from his muscles, and his size, and his general attitude of being able to handle anything life threw at him—that set him apart from any other man Brandon had ever lusted over. That something was that Brandon had an absolute belief in Daniel’s ability to take care of him in this safe house. 
Or as near as he could get to thinking another person could help him in any of this.
“Why does he want to kill you?” Daniel asked.
The same question, over and over—Brandon had had enough of that question. Daniel wasn’t directly torturing him to get information, but being stuck in this house, with people he needed to keep secrets from, and with questions every day, was close to breaking him.
Varga didn’t want to kill him. That kill list that Sanctuary had evidence of wasn’t really that. Brandon had come to the conclusion that it was actually a joint surveillance and kill list. Varga wanted Brandon watched, protected, the codes and programming in his head enough to put him high on the list of people Varga needed surveilled.
Brandon’s fingers twitched; he desperately needed to move them in a rhythmic pattern that would settle his head.
“Okay,” Brandon said. “You need to go now.”
Daniel shook his head. “I have to check the window after you destroyed a security layer.”
Brandon thought about the hideous drapes and frowned. “They were there for a reason? For real?”
Daniel approached the chair Brandon was sitting on, putting his hand on its back and leaning over Brandon to examine the window. Which put Daniel’s groin right at face level, the sweats leaving absolutely nothing to the imagination. And the scent of the man, of shower gel and Daniel,
was in every breath Brandon took. 
He’ll move soon. Stay calm.
“Looks okay,” Daniel announced. “Wait…”
He sounded worried, and that seemed to morph into him leaning even further, with his junk right there for inspection. Not to mention his flat stomach, and that scent, and the way crisp, dark hair marked a trail to Nirvana. 
This is what it must be like to want, was all Brandon could think.
Daniel was bi—that was what he kept telling Hannah every time she used the word gay in reference to him as she followed him around. But bi didn’t mean that he’d be interested in Brandon. Goodness, look at Hannah. She had all the good Hoselton genes; she was slim, blonde, and gorgeous. Who wouldn’t want her? 
Abruptly, he was desperate to get out of being trapped between Daniel McSexy and the window, and he attempted to move the chair. It tipped as he moved, and that caused Daniel’s balance to wobble. Somehow the SEAL managed to right himself, and Brandon plus chair, and still come out of it looking all kinds of bad-rear. 
Whereas Brandon had just come over as the idiot who couldn’t even sit on a chair.
And from here he could see the drapes in a pile out on the landing, and it was all too much.
“Get out of my room,” he snapped, pushing at six one of near-immovable muscle until Daniel actually moved.
Daniel looked down, and Brandon followed his gaze, and then completely lost it.
His hands were pushing on Daniel’s thighs, way too close to his groin for comfort. Goodness, all he would have to do was move his hand an inch to the right and he’d be touching Daniel’s cock.
“Brandon?” Daniel asked, his voice husky.
Goodness, they’d been doing this for days now; this touching thing that Daniel had going, and his husky voice.
Too much.
“Out. Out. Out!” Brandon snapped, shoving and pushing up out of his chair, his hands flailing, until he had Daniel backed up and out and he could close the door on the confused man.
There were a few seconds of silence, and Brandon thought that maybe Daniel had left. Then there was a soft knock.
“Brandon? Are you okay?”
Brandon groaned under his breath, sliding down the door and drawing up his knees. He allowed himself the luxury of moving his fingers in a pattern—ring finger, thumb, third finger, thumb, first finger, thumb, pinkie, thumb, and over again, both hands. He could feel the air moving around his hands and he concentrated on the swirls he could imagine. 
“I’m fine,” he lied. “Go away.”
More silence. Then, “Okay. Breakfast in thirty.”
Brandon waited until he heard Daniel going down the stairs, and then he let out a huge exhalation. 2, 3, 5, 7, 11, 13, 17, 19, 23, 29, 31, 37, 41, 43, 47, 53, 59, 61, 67, 71, 73, 79, 83, 89, 97. The prime numbers up to a hundred were his go-to place to help calm himself down, upward from 2 to 97, then back down to 2, then up again, and through all of it he breathed, in, out, regular, deep breaths. His fingers tapped out a rhythm with the numbers, and finally he had himself calmed down. 
All of this trash because of one pair of drapes and Daniel’s groin in his face. 
He slowed his fingers, and after a few moments he used the wall as support to stand up. He needed a shower, to get dressed, and then he’d feel a lot more capable of handling Daniel at breakfast.
In the shower he ran some lines of code, added in some digits, calculated responses, emptied his head of the buzzing, and by the time he was dressed and downstairs he was normal, level-headed Brandon again. He caught Daniel side-eyeing him as he stole a perfectly cooked piece of bacon, but he could handle that, because a few steps and he’d be on the other side of the counter. 
“Hey, gorgeous,” Hannah said, and leaned on the counter next to Daniel. She was wearing the tiniest of shorts and a crop top, and Daniel glanced at her.
In his head, Brandon had words he needed to say, about how it was unsuitable for Hannah to flirt with Daniel, about how she needed to stop.
About how he wanted to be the one to flirt with Daniel.
But he said nothing.
“Still not appropriate,” Daniel said with a smile in his tone.
“But we have all this time.” Hannah pouted, leaning in to steal bacon just as Brandon had. Only with her, Daniel grabbed her hand as it moved and gently eased it back. 
“No one touches the food until we’re all here,” he said firmly.
Hannah laughed. “You’re no fun.” She sat on a stool at the counter. “Why is there a pair of drapes on the end of my bed?”
Brandon hesitated. To admit what he’d done would expose yet another flaw in his nasty head, and his sisters didn’t need to know he was reverting to type. He thought on his feet, but Daniel got there first.
“They were messing with security in Brandon’s room. Can you stow them in your closet or something?”
“Sure.”
She opened up her iPad. There was no internet here, no way for her to post on Facebook or tweet pictures of breakfast, but she appeared to be okay reading, going through so many books it was ridiculous. It seemed like that was another service Sanctuary offered, on top of the thorny issue of keeping the Hoselton siblings alive.
Yvonne joined them, and only then did Daniel release the food.
Everything seemed so normal, the four of them drinking coffee, eating breakfast, as if it was a typical day.
But for Brandon, nothing was ordinary, and the weight of everything in his head was heavy. Looking at his sisters, it seemed impossible to imagine they’d been in danger. His last conversation with Varga’s lackey, a cop named Merrick, had been very one-sided. Brandon was to keep his head down until he was called upon for his skills, and if he didn’t go to the cops, then his sisters would be left alone. He didn’t like Merrick; hated that this apparently honest cop was actually deep in Varga’s organization. One of the things he knew he would do was to expose Merrick as soon as he could. Sanctuary would know what to do with him.
Hannah and Yvonne were Brandon’s priority, and that was the end of it. He was their big brother, their guardian since he’d come of age, and he wanted to be the rock the rest of the small family could depend on.
Varga didn’t need to kill Brandon to keep him quiet; he simply needed to threaten Brandon’s sisters.
Brandon wanted to talk about something else. “How is Chris?” he asked. Brandon liked Yvonne’s longtime boyfriend, Chris—level-headed, pre-law, he was the sort of man he wanted for his sister. 
“He’s a jerk,” Yvonne snapped. “I got a text from him before Daniel came to get us.”
 “And?” Brandon prompted when she sat there chewing on her lip. 
“He broke up with me.”
Brandon dropped his fork onto his plate with a clatter.
“What the heck?” he asked. 
“By text,” she added and then shrugged. “I was so over his I’m-going-to-be-a-lawyer trash.”
Brandon opened his mouth to say something, but he caught Hannah’s warning expression. Evidently this was something a big brother needed to stay out of. He pushed down his need to find Chris and tell him how a real man looked after his girlfriend. Not that he had any experience in breaking up with someone. To break up you’d need to be seeing a guy first, and he hadn’t quite managed more than a couple of nights with anyone.
“I’ll hire someone to kill him,” Brandon blurted out. Hannah snorted a laugh, Yvonne sighed noisily. “I’ll hire Daniel.”
“Changing the subject,” Daniel interjected. “I need a list of things you might want at the new place.”
“Movies,” Yvonne began.
“Chocolate milk,” Hannah said.
Brandon needed something a bit more important than that. “I’ve run out of contact lenses,” he said, not looking at Daniel, but focusing on the eggs on his plate.
“Okay. I guess we need a prescription?”
“I have that.”
“What about glasses?”
“I don’t have any of those. I didn’t have any time to collect them from my place when Cole and Elliot took me from town.”
“He’s as blind as a bat without them,” Yvonne teased.
“I’m not,” Brandon argued.
“Last summer he walked into a desk and apologized,” Hannah added.
“Shut up,” Brandon snapped. It wasn’t so much them sharing embarrassing stories as the feeling that Daniel was staring at him. “It’s not like I’m Thelma in Scooby Doo—I can see without them, you know. Things are just blurry.”
“Sanctuary will get you lenses, or glasses at least.”
They added a few more things to the list and Brandon listened as Daniel phoned it through. He finished breakfast and tidied away. The girls said they’d help, but washing up was another one of Brandon’s things. The heat of the water and the randomness of bubble creation was soothing, and it kept his hands busy, even if he was lopsided with the soreness in his shoulder. 
He hummed while he worked and no one spoke to him.
Win.
After breakfast he was at loose ends. He had some exercises that he needed to do, and he did those before sitting on what he considered his end of the sofa. He picked up the Sudoku book that was on the table and flicked through the pages, coming to rest on a puzzle that was half done and clearly wrong. He picked up the pen next to him and tapped the page, looked at the pattern, then completed the puzzle, amending the wrong numbers.
Heck, why would whoever had done this put a 7 in that column? That meant there was two 7s. He flicked through the rest of the book, coming to the extreme puzzle at the end. This was guaranteed to drive you mad, or so the explanation at the top said. With only five numbers suggested in a six by six grid, it was an empty nothingness of possibilities. 
But he saw it all. He never even thought about it. He placed the numbers in the right squares neatly, efficiently, happy as he wrote the 2s and the 7s, his favorite numbers. 
“You’re good at that,” Daniel observed, the sound of his voice making Brandon jump.
Brandon immediately shut the book and placed it back on the table, pissed that he had the entire solution in his head, but he couldn’t complete the puzzle.
He sat on his hands and wondered what would Daniel say next. 
“You can take the book if you want—I’m garbage at those things,” Daniel said, and he looked openly friendly and regretful at the same time. Reading emotions on faces was something Brandon could do; understanding the root of the feelings maybe not so much.
“Thank you,” he said, and picked up book and pen. He stood up and nodded some more thanks.
“You don’t need to go,” Daniel said.
Brandon pulled the Sudoku book close to his chest, feeling the warmth rising in him that would make his face scarlet in seconds.
“I do,” he murmured, and left. 
His room was small, but it was his space, and he finished the hard puzzle in a few minutes. 
Then all he could think about was Daniel. The man confused him with his friendliness that was edged with something else. What that extra bit was, Brandon didn’t like to guess at. His sisters would likely know, but to talk to them about how every time Daniel smiled at him Brandon went all turned-on and lust-filled would be courting drama.
He didn’t want to think about the things he had in his head, the things that had nearly got his sisters killed, that had ended up killing his friends, Jamie and Michael. And he didn’t want to feel anything for Daniel. He certainly had no time to mess about and lust after a man who appeared to take everything incredibly seriously.
So he’d stay in his room.
He was safe there. 
 



Chapter 2
Day seven, and Daniel Karnes had really had enough. He’d woken up in a relatively good mood. At least, as good a mood as you can be in when you’re stuck in a tiny house with three other people and no way outside. He’d woken up knowing that today was transfer day; to a larger place, with a gym and separate areas of the house for everyone and… heck, just space.
Today was the day he finally got some distance between himself and the enigmatic, cute, hot, sexy, sweet Brandon.
And God, he needed that distance. The man was testing his patience, because all Daniel wanted to do was get close to him and flirt; there was something about Brandon that made him want to connect. Somehow, whether he was talking, or sitting near Daniel, or just eating dinner, Daniel was watching the way he sat and moved. He even found it cute the way Brandon had of holding puzzle books at arm’s length so he could focus on the numbers he needed.
Obsessed, that was what he was. And it had never happened this way before—well, not since eleventh grade when he’d had a thing for his science teacher.
And Brandon kept side-eyeing him. He had to know what was going on, know that Daniel was interested. Did he have to make it any more obvious? 
Daniel had kept it together through Hannah trailing him everywhere, asking inappropriate questions and winking a lot. He’d handled the fact that he was in close proximity to his charge. Brandon Hoselton was nothing a trained former SEAL and Sanctuary operative couldn’t handle; after all, Daniel had signed up for the babysitting parts as well as the adrenaline-filled stuff. 
But this? The carnage he’d just walked head first into? This was too much.
Wading his way into the bathroom, throwing aside all kinds of scraps of fabric, he grabbed a handful and stormed back out the way he’d come. 
“House meeting!” he shouted at the top of his lungs. No one answered, and not one single Hoselton sibling appeared in the front room. He counted to ten, then back down again. “I have a gun!” he shouted a lot louder. “House meeting!”
One of the doors at the top of the stairs opened, and a tousle-headed girl looked out; Hannah.
“Issfive,” she muttered. “Go’way.”
“Get your rear down here.”
She rubbed her eyes, then disappeared back into her room, shutting the door. 
And still no sign of Yvonne or Brandon. There really was only one way to get all of them down here. He thumbed through his contacts and connected to a perky Josh, who said good morning and explained that he was covering for Manny because he and Manny had been up all night and Manny was still asleep.
TMI.
“I’m running a practice audible evac,” Daniel announced. 
“Now? It’s five a.m., Daniel.”
“Bad guys do their worst trash at five a.m.,” he argued, and went to the master board. “Give me the code.”
“Okay, but I’m not sure—”
“Josh.”
“Delta, Bravo, Yankee, five, two, hash.”
“Update the records that I’m using the code.”
“On it.”
He ended the call and settled his focus with his finger hovering over “Enter,” and then he pressed it.
The noise was deafening. Verbal evac was a cacophony of alarms and flashing lights, meant to intimidate the bad guys Daniel had referred to, and also to get everyone to the meet area downstairs in the shortest possible time. He looked at his watch. Last drill it had taken the other “guests” sixty-three seconds—way too slow, but it hadn’t helped that Hannah had decided it was vital to take her hair straighteners with her. 
The clock ticked up… twenty seconds, thirty… the first door opening; Hannah again, this time not looking quite so sleepy. She’d had the advantage of likely being half awake anyway. Then there was Brandon, stumbling out of his room, half shoving Hannah toward the stairs, trying to pull on jeans and slamming on Yvonne’s door, which appeared to be locked.
“Yvonne!” he shouted over the noise of the alarm, and the door was flung open. All three siblings scrambled down the stairs, Brandon in his usual position, holding on to both his younger sisters, in control, watching out for them. 
They slid to a halt in front of Daniel.
“What?” Brandon asked. Wrapped up in that single word was, What danger is there here? Is it Varga? Am I going to be killed, or worse, are my sisters going to be hurt?

Daniel felt a twinge of guilt, but he pushed it ruthlessly aside. He’d had a practice planned anyway—so sue him if he’d planned on giving the Hoseltons a heads-up first.
Daniel leaned over and pressed the override key, the code that would tell Josh back in ops that all was okay, and then he faced the siblings with his arms crossed over his chest. That twinge of remorse was back. After all, Brandon was in fear for his life, for his sister’s lives—for him, every day was a heck of worry. He’d already tried to shoot himself in the head, thinking that if he were dead his sisters would be safe. Who did that kind of trash? If you were dead, you couldn’t fight the ones trying to hurt your family.
But remorse didn’t save lives, and Daniel was a trained SEAL; SEALs lived with danger. And Hannah, Yvonne and Brandon had to learn.
And it had got them all downstairs.
“Sit,” Daniel ordered, and for a second all three stared at him, then at each other.
“There’s no danger?” Brandon asked, balling his hands into fists.
“Drill,” Daniel said. Then he consulted his watch, realized he hadn’t stopped it, and made up a number that was less than the last drill. “Fifty-seven seconds. Still not fast enough.”
“What. The. Idiot.” Brandon bit out the words through gritted teeth. 
“Do you want to live?” Daniel snapped, aware he was losing the thread of what he’d originally had everyone come down for.
The words hit home. “Of course we do,” Brandon said, paling, and Daniel didn’t fail to see his sisters move a little closer so they were touching. This trio of siblings were closer than close, likely because their parents were no longer alive and they looked out for each other.
“Can we go back to bed?” Hannah asked. 
“Yes, no, wait.” Daniel tripped over his words, then picked up the items from the chair. He held up the lace and wire and fiddly bits. “What are these?”
“It’s a bra,” Yvonne said. The implied duh was heavy in her tone.
“I know it’s a bra,” Daniel snapped.
“Well, you see, being gay and all…” Hannah shrugged at the end of the sentence.
“Bi,” he pointed out. 
Hannah blinked at him. “That’s my bra,” she interjected. 
“No, it’s mine,” Yvonne countered. “Yours is the one with the blue bow.”
Hannah yawned. “Oh yeah, you’re right.” Then she frowned, “Why are you holding Von’s bra?”
“Because,” Daniel began strongly, attempting to pull back the irritation he’d felt at yet again being thwarted in getting a post-workout shower. He couldn’t look at the girls, so instead he focused on Brandon, who was in danger of losing his jeans. In fact the only thing holding them up was his sharp hips, because there wasn’t a single ounce of fat anywhere on the man’s body. If anything, he was way more toned than an accountant should be, all lean muscle and that perfect V with a trail of soft hair disappearing under the band of his underwear.
“Because?” Brandon prompted, his blond hair flopping over his eyes, his mouth set in a mutinous line. Okay, so it didn’t look good, Daniel standing there waving a bra and with what appeared to be matching panties in his hand. 
“The bathroom, our only bathroom, is covered in underwear. All I want is a freaking shower.” He also wanted to be able to curse, but he couldn’t, because Brandon got that pinched look about Daniel swearing in front of the girls. The girls, who were both younger than Brandon and not only knew how to curse but frequently used the words as punctuation.
Brandon copied his stance, crossing his arms over his chest. “And where do you suggest we put our wet clothes?”
“Anywhere that means I don’t have to wade through this trash to get a shower.”
This time Brandon tapped his foot, and Daniel watched the movement. Brandon tapping his foot wasn’t a good sign; it warned of an impending ice age, and had last happened two days ago when Yvonne had told her big brother that she’d been dumped by text. If Brandon could’ve got out of the safe house, tracked the guy down and killed him, Daniel was sure he would’ve.
Or not killed him, but hurt him badly, or stared at him or something. When Brandon suggested hiring Daniel to kill the guy he wasn’t sure if Brandon had been joking.
Brandon was incredulous. “You did a drill, which woke us at rear o’clock in the morning, scaring the trash out of us, because you couldn’t take down a few pairs of panties to get to the shower?”
“No, I began the drill so that if Varga’s operation has a bead on you, then you’ll know to get your sleepy rear out of bed at the drop of a hat.” He was lying, so sue him. Brandon got under his skin, and there was no way he was admitting that the whole thing had happened because he was pissed about exactly what Brandon had accused him of.
Enforced proximity was a nightmare, but one he’d thought he could handle. With his former team, he’d once spent forty-three hours and seventeen minutes in a tiny space waiting for the call to move on the target they’d had under observation.
But this? 
First Hannah, then Yvonne slunk away, both heading for the bathroom, likely to remove the hanging underwear, or at least Daniel hoped so.
“Has he?” Brandon asked after clearing his throat. Gone was the confident sass of a man who wanted to make a point, and in its place was that familiar insecurity and fear. And there went the guilt again. Daniel knew he’d overreacted this morning, and he really should be apologizing. He would. Later. 
“Has he who, what?” And there he went, losing control over his speech. I need to go and clean my gun. Or count bullets. Or plan an op. Anything to get away from Brandon’s fear and the naked concern on his face. And his hips. 
“Has Varga got us in his sights? Does he know where we are?” Brandon glanced at his sisters, standing in the kitchen chatting and making coffee, a pile of dry underwear on the counter. 
“Jeez, no.”
“Then why say it?” Brandon demanded, hoisting up his pants and fastening the top button, which at least would mean they wouldn’t fall any further. Now if only he would button up the dark blue shirt he’d put on at the same time. Then Daniel wouldn’t be distracted by Brandon’s chest. 
“Explain yourself, soldier,” Brandon snapped in that awkward-cute way he had of getting all up in Daniel’s space.
“Sailor—SEALs are Navy,” Daniel muttered, and then, because he was embarrassed by the entire morning, he left Brandon standing right there and went into the bathroom. He closed the door, then opened it again immediately. “We leave at five this evening for the next safe house. Pack your trash.”
Then he closed the door, and looked at the mercifully underwear-free space. 
Feeling like a stupid idiot. For thinking that the bra situation was enough to warrant scaring the trash out of the people he was supposed to be looking after. For losing control. 
For staring at Brandon.
At least the shower water was hot.
Until abruptly it wasn’t; it was ice-cold, like someone had flushed the toilet. Daniel coughed and spluttered and yanked back the curtain. Sure enough, there was Brandon, leaning against the fully open door with a blasted smug look on his face, his sisters smirking behind him.
“Oops,” he said. Then left.
The girls stared at him, and idiot if they didn’t giggle, and Daniel realized two things at once. First, that he was stark naked. Second, that he was cold.
“Shut the door,” he shouted, and was marginally placated when they did. 
He waited for the hot water to filter back through and washed the soap out of his hair. 
And then he replayed what had just happened, how Brandon had turned the tables on him. 
And all he could do was grin like an idiot. Brandon had fire under that buttoned-up persona. All Daniel needed to do was chip the outer layer and find his way inside.
Literally.
 



Chapter 3
Adam and Lee arrived just before five. They were backup for the transfer to the new safe house and Daniel was pleased to see them like no one could imagine. The atmosphere had been a long way past icy between him and Brandon since the bathroom incident; too many people in too small a space guaranteed hell. Also Brandon was avoiding him, and that wasn’t easy to do in this house. 
Daniel had met Adam before. The blond had been welcoming when he’d been part of his orientation team and they shook hands firmly, exchanging nods of recognition.
“Daniel Karnes, Lee Myers,” Adam introduced the tall, dark-haired man.
“Daniel,” Lee said as they shook hands.
Introductions over, it was time to talk routine and scheduling. The trio hovered over an iPad on the kitchen counter. The new safe house was back toward the city, and Daniel quelled his worry that they were taking the Hoselton siblings right back where they shouldn’t be. He’d made his concerns heard, but they’d added a second man to the detail, Lee, to back up Adam and Daniel. So it should be okay. Sanctuary had the best operatives, and given that he was the new guy, he had to bow to the existing protocols; trust that the teams were coming up with the best scenarios. 
“Two cars,” Lee explained, and braced himself with both hands on the counter, his expression deadly serious. “Adam will take the first one, with the girls. I’ll be in with you and Daniel.”
Brandon was so not going to agree to being split from his sisters, but Daniel bit his tongue. Heck, he’d let Lee or Adam deal with that one—no point in getting involved. 
“Leaving in ten?” Adam asked. “Also, this is for Brandon.” He handed over a glasses case and Daniel took them.
“I’ll get everyone organized,” Daniel said.
He found Hannah and Yvonne on the sofa, talking to each other in low voices. “Okay?” he asked, because he’d got used to doing that. 
Both nodded, but he couldn’t fail to notice the quick look they exchanged. 
“What’s wrong?” he asked. 
“Brandon,” Hannah said, and nodded toward the stairs.
There had been many times in these last few days when the three of them, the girls and Brandon, had talked quietly among themselves, and he hadn’t ever got too close. He knew the girls couldn’t totally understand what Brandon had done or why he’d done it, and they hadn’t heard the whole story about how he’d almost taken his own life to save theirs. Rubbish was sure going to hit the fan if they ever did.
“Give me five,” he said to the girls, and went straight up to Brandon’s room, knocking once and then pushing straight in.
He caught Brandon as he was standing up from the bed, and from the look of shock on his face, he hadn’t been expecting someone to just walk into his room. That was apparent from the fact that his eyes were red and his face blotchy. Compassion warred with efficiency in Daniel’s brain. They didn’t really have time for this; he wasn’t a counselor, and he certainly didn’t go in for all that talking things out garbage, which luckily Brandon didn’t seem to want either. 
Anyway, lusting after the guy from afar was enough to have Daniel’s libido all over the place, and there was no way Brandon would be open to touching, so in his normal SEAL-like way, Daniel was closing off the part of his brain that was affected. The part that handled inappropriate attraction. 
There would be no touching. Of any kind. 
“This is for you,” he snapped, and handed over the eyeglass case.
Brandon bit his lip as he lifted out the glasses and put them on. He blinked a little while and hell, he looked puzzled and cute and a hundred other things that Daniel shouldn’t be thinking.
“We’re leaving,” Daniel announced. “Get your trash together and let’s get out of here.”
Brandon lifted his glasses a little and awkwardly scrubbed his eyes, then straightened his clothes. “Before we go, I need you to promise me something,” he said, his voice firm and steady even with the emotions that were churning inside him.
“What?”
“Close the door.”
Daniel looked behind him, then back at Brandon. “We don’t have time for this.”
“Please,” Brandon asked, and this time emotion was front and center. He coughed to clear his throat, and waited.
Daniel considered the timing, the feelings, the insistent need to grab Brandon and hold him, and he sighed noisily. He shut the door.
“What?” he repeated.
“Whatever happens, whatever you think of me, whatever I do… promise me you’ll make my sisters your priority.”
“No, you’re my priority,” Daniel said. 
“Promise me.”
Daniel sighed. “I promise that once you’re safe, my next priority is Hannah and Yvonne.”
Brandon appeared to consider that, and then he nodded, as if it were satisfactory. 
Daniel wasn’t going to argue the point; he’d been assigned Brandon, and it was Brandon who was his primary responsibility. There was a reason Lee and Adam had been brought in on this.
“Why are you crying?” he asked.
Brandon held up the Sudoku book. “I finished the book.”
“The whole book?”
“All of it.”
“And that made you cry?”
“No.” Brandon looked confused. “I’m crying because my sisters are in danger, and I have all this emotion in me that I can’t deal with.” He spoke so simply, like it wasn’t weird to sum up how he was feeling so starkly.
On the back foot, Daniel paused for a moment. “Sanctuary will keep them safe,” he reassured Brandon.
“They’d better, because I will do it,” Brandon murmured. “If I think for one minute either of them will be hurt, I will walk in front of a bus, or a gun, or jump off the nearest building. Then no one gets what’s in my head.”
The words were dead, and final, and hung in the air.
“You’re a moron,” Daniel snapped.
Brandon stiffened. “I’m a brother,” he said. “You make sure they’re okay if someone is out there, waiting for us to go outside this house.” Fear sketched across his features, and abruptly Daniel knew exactly what to say.
“No one is watching you. No one knows where you are.”
“You don’t know that.” Brandon looked agitated, taking a few steps back until he could lean on the window sill.
“We do,” Daniel said, and went to stand next to Brandon. “You have to trust us.”
This close, Daniel could see the strain on Brandon’s features, the color of his blue eyes bright against the bloodshot red. He pushed the compassion down and focused in on the black-and-white of this assignment.
Brandon held up his free hand in a plea. “Promise me you’ll put my sisters first, and I’ll go with you.”
“You are my priority, and I’ll carry you out of here if I have to,” Daniel said, and watched the color leach from Brandon’s face. 
“No you won’t,” he blustered.
“Oh, believe me, I will.”
“You’re a jerk.”
“So people tell me.”
“I want a new bodyguard,” Brandon fronted, standing tall and attempting to use his few extra inches on Daniel to intimidate.
Daniel did what he did best; he intimidated straight back, stepping right into Brandon’s space. “I am a trained SEAL. I can kill a man with my hands. I am the best you will get, so quit bargaining with me and trust that I will look after all three of you.”
His charge leaned back and away from him, his eyes wide, but at least the old Brandon was back—the one who always looked slightly uncertain of his place in life. The one who could solve complex Sudoku puzzles in minutes, and loved his sisters to the point where he’d do anything for them.
“Trust you,” he whispered, and Daniel couldn’t help it—he stared right at Brandon’s lips as he spoke. “Don’t let them hurt Hannah and Von.”
“I won’t.”
“They’re the only ones who make sense of my life.”
What that meant, Daniel didn’t know, but there was so much feeling in those half-whispered words that the compassion was back with a vengeance, and he stepped away and opened the door. 
“Let’s go,” he said, then went downstairs where the rest were waiting by the front door. “He’s coming,” Daniel confirmed, and picked up his go-bag and hoisted it over his shoulders. Then he checked his weapon, and by the time he’d finished all that, Brandon was at his side looking pale and nervous. 
Lee opened the front door, and Brandon made a dart to get out first, standing still in the porch area, the blast of wintery air swirling around them all. Daniel was there seconds later, between him and any would-be shooters, but idiot, the image of Brandon standing with his fists at his side, his eyes closed, like he was waiting to be shot, wasn’t going to be leaving his brain anytime soon.
“Idiot,” he muttered, and bundled Brandon into the second car, belted into the passenger seat. 
The journey to C5 wasn’t quick, the traffic into the city slower than Daniel would have liked, but they finally made it to the high-tech apartment building a little after seven. There was no doorkeeper or public security, but there was underground parking entered through coded gates, cameras everywhere, and other signs of security that only a Sanctuary operative would know to look for. Daniel knew every moment of their arrival was being watched, recorded and analyzed for weak points, and not for the first time he wished he’d had this all-seeing backup as a SEAL.
The elevator ride to the fifth floor was smooth and fast, and they stepped out into a wide lobby, Lee and Adam separating for checks, and Daniel staying right where he was with his charges.
Lee was first back, holstering his weapon and nodding to Daniel. “Clear.”
“Clear,” Adam added as he joined them, looking equally at ease. Daniel still wasn’t relaxed, but he felt some of the weight of a mission easing. He’d seen specs of this place, and took charge. 
“Hannah, your room is this way.” He walked to the right of the lobby area, to the second door, and opened it for Hannah. “And Yvonne, you’re next door.”
With Hannah and Yvonne safely in their rooms and Adam organizing something to eat with Lee, it was the last room that was the important one. More of a suite, there were two bedrooms off a central area. 
“We’re sharing a space?” Brandon asked.
“We are.”
Brandon sighed in resignation. “Then which one is mine?” he asked, turning three-sixty.
“I want you in this one,” Daniel answered, and opened the last door. The room wasn’t big, but it was new and had everything someone would need. With views of the city through the special tinted glass, it was three times the size of the one back at the other house. 
“There’s a kitchen attached to this suite, and a separate kitchen for the girls.”
“Why would we have different kitchens?” Brandon asked.
Daniel didn’t explain that this whole suite could be shut off from the rest. Instead he dissembled as best he could. “For space,” he said.
Brandon looked at him suspiciously but didn’t ask anything else.
Daniel knew the positions of the cameras, the wiring, the cavities in the walls, the door that led to a rear access, the hatch to the roof, the codes to the gun lockers in the lobby and the room they were standing in. Not that the place they’d been in hadn’t been without its good points, but unless someone blew up the entire building, this floor was safe and strong.
Daniel opened the door to the room wider, encouraging Brandon inside. Brandon sighed and walked in, coming to a full stop just inside the door. 
“No,” he said, forcefully.
“What?” Irritation colored Daniel’s words; he was tired and just wanted to get settled into this place and do his routine security checks.
“I can’t stay in this room,” Brandon said, and walked out backward, his eyes closed.
Daniel peered into the room. It looked pretty ordinary. Built-in closet space, a small unit either side of the king-size bed, a mirror on the wall, drawers, and nothing much else. 
“This is your room,” Daniel persisted. “I’m between you and the door to this area in case of emergency.”
“No.”
“Brandon—”
Brandon rounded on him, and his eyes were wild with something like panic. “It’s too much,” he said, and began moving his fingers in a rapid pattern. Daniel tensed; Brandon had looked like he was going to run. 
“What’s too much?” he asked, and grasped Brandon’s hands, stilling them. He thought he could make out a faint whisper of counted numbers, but Brandon had dipped his head again. “Brandon? I can’t help unless I know.”
“The blinds, the drapes, the covers on the bed… they’re all wrong.”
Brandon shook his hands free of Daniel’s hold and forced them into his pockets. The panic on his face had given way to a scarlet stain of embarrassment. 
“Okay, and how can I fix it for you?”
Brandon peered up at him and wrinkled his nose. “I don’t want to have you change things—can you describe your room?”
Daniel pushed open the door to what he’d considered his room. “Beige. A lot of beige.”
“No patterns?”
“Cream drapes.”
“I want that room. Can I see?” Daniel inhaled a deep breath and let it out on a noisy exhale. Shoulders back, he looked inside the room, and abruptly all the tension seemed to slide from him. “I’ll have this one if it’s okay, and I promise not to go anywhere without you knowing.”
“Against my better judgment,” Daniel said. “But can you tell me why?”
Brandon’s lips thinned, then he let out another sigh. “I’m going to be honest with you. The patterns in that other room, they mess with my head. I won’t stop counting or looking for symmetry.”
“I understand,” Daniel lied, because he had no idea why the idea of drapes with stripes on them caused so much distress.
“That’s kind of you to say, even when you don’t really.” 
Brandon gave a self-effacing smile and went further into the room, shutting the door on Daniel. That was all right—Daniel had his own things to do. And he needed coffee to take the edge off having to deal with Brandon and the fact that he’d been wound tighter than a spring.
Following his nose to the smell of coffee, he found Lee and Adam in the kitchen and took the offered mug as soon as he stepped in. 
“What do we know about Brandon?” he blurted out.
Because no one had told him much, just that he was important in the Varga case and that there had been threats against his sisters to keep him quiet. Why was Brandon important to Varga? And why hadn’t the crime boss just up and killed Brandon if he was a risk? He’d arranged to have people killed whom he deemed to know too much, and that should have included Brandon, but somehow Brandon had been warned off rather than killed. 
Adam shrugged. “We were going to ask you the same thing.”
“Manny said that he was on what they thought was a kill list,” Lee added, “but that he’s not a target. I don’t get it.”
“You and me both,” Daniel muttered. He was frustrated; something about this wasn’t sitting right. When he’d been given the case file for Brandon and his sisters, only his second operation in his new role, he’d been told that Brandon was in danger and that was all he needed to know. Didn’t stop him asking questions, though.
“We’re out of here,” Adam announced, checking his watch. 
Daniel was okay with that. Only with the other two operatives gone would he feel truly in control of the situation. He shook hands with them both and watched them on the monitors as they left the building. He spotted the quick kiss they exchanged before they climbed into the car, but it wasn’t a surprise; he’d already known that Lee and Adam were an item. Sanctuary had its fair share of romances, or that was what Josh had told him when they had been sitting with Manny in the briefing for Daniel’s first op. 
Falling in love on the job had to be a big no-no, and he’d said so, but then he’d heard in all its gory detail the story of two former SEALs who were getting it on. He didn’t know either of them from his navy days, but he recognized one of the names; Joseph Kinnon had a bad-rear reputation that was famous. 
Proximity had to explain it, because why else was he attracted to the nerdy but sexy, scared but brave Brandon, with all his endearingly cute weirdness? 
Talking of whom, Brandon entered the kitchen, his hair wet, in new pants and a red T-shirt, choosing the stool nearest to the coffee and pouring some into a mug. 
“What now?” he asked before taking a big mouthful of the dark stuff and sighing. 
“What do you mean?”
“We’re back in the city. So what now?”
Daniel blinked. “Wait. You’re asking me? I’m just the muscle.”
“What?” Brandon looked like Daniel had taken away his toys in the playground.
“Like I said, I don’t know anything; I’m the one taking the bullets, is all.”
Brandon opened his mouth and closed it, then slammed a hand down on the counter.
“This is trash.”
Daniel watched the reaction with interest. Brandon had been nothing but calm and quiet but somehow, today, whether it was the shock he’d had waking up or moving here, there was feistiness in the other man that intrigued Daniel.
“Why are you on the kill list in the first place?” Daniel asked, and observed the way Brandon shut down. Gone was the feistiness, and in its place was a guarded expression.
“You know why—it’s because of Michael and Jamie.”
Daniel leaned his elbows on the counter that had just handled Brandon’s angry outburst. He went for non-threatening and near-friendly.
“Yet you’re still alive. So who told you to stay in Hope? Why weren’t you tracked down there and then? Varga apparently wants you alive—why would that be?”
“I don’t want to talk about this anymore,” Brandon announced, and taking his coffee, he headed away from the suite and out to his sisters’ rooms. Or that was where Daniel assumed he was going.
And so started day one in the C5 safe house.
Hell.
 



Chapter 4
Brandon guessed he should be thankful that Sanctuary had given him a whole day to get settled. But now, they were here, or at least a guy called Jake was there, outside, drinking coffee with Daniel, and he wanted to ask Brandon questions.
Ones that Brandon didn’t want to answer.
Apparently this Jake guy owned Sanctuary, or something like that, and he was Daniel’s boss, and all he wanted to do was have a heart-to-heart.
Talking wasn’t going to get Brandon anywhere. He had the date in his head when he’d have to deal with Varga, and that day wasn’t far off. But for now he was stuck in this safe house with no way of contacting the outside world, let alone Varga.
Of course, if Daniel, or Sanctuary, knew what he had in his mind, or what he intended to give up for the lives of his sisters, they would likely send him somewhere to have his head examined. 
Secrets. Too many secrets.
2, 3, 5, 7, 11, 13, 17, 19, 23, 29, 31, 37, 41, 43, 47, 53, 59, 61, 67, 71, 73, 79, 83, 89, 97.
And back. And again. And back.
“Okay?” Daniel called through the door, emphasizing it with a knock.
“I’m coming.”
He looked at himself in the long mirror on the closet, seeing how his fingers moved, looking at the state he was in. His expression was an open book. He’d step out, and this Jake guy would just know what Brandon had been planning, what he’d promised to do all along. 
Thumb. Index finger.
Stop it! He forced his hands into his pockets. Calm down. They won’t know anything just by looking at you.
He rolled his neck, hearing the crack, knowing he was tense, then he practiced a smile; people liked it when he did that, said he was handsome, but to him the smile looked more like a grimace.
“Okay, here goes nothing,” he said to his reflection, then straightened his back and opened the door, pushing his hand back into his pocket as soon as he was out.
Jake was a big man, not quite as broad or muscled as Daniel, who was standing next to him, but close. He had dark hair and blue eyes, and his suit was tidy and neat, his scarlet tie knotted just so. As soon as he saw Brandon he smiled, stepped forward, and held out a hand to shake.
“Brandon, hi. Jake Callahan, director of Sanctuary.”
“Hello, Mr. Callahan.”
“Please, Jake.”
“Jake,” Brandon acknowledged with a nod.
“Let’s sit and talk,” Jake said. 
“I’ll get coffee,” Daniel offered, and turned his back on them to do exactly that.
Which left Brandon and Jake to each take one of the leather seats in the small lounge area with the same view as Brandon’s room. Jake took the chair facing away from the city, and Brandon sat in the opposite one.
“How are you?” Jake asked.
“We’re doing okay.”
“I met your sisters on my way through. They seem to be handling the situation.”
Brandon thought he detected a hint of blame in his voice, but he knew it was his own imagination. Jake looked comfortable and focused, not pissed or accusing at all. 
“They think this is a standard witness protection and they’re safe, thanks to you.”
“And you?”
“I’m fine. Look, I need to ask you something. Or for you to promise me something. I don’t know how you’ll want to take it.”
“What can I do?” Jake propped his elbows on his thighs and leaned forward, all earnest concentration. 
“Whatever happens, you keep the girls safe. I asked Daniel, but he said it’s his job to look after me, not the girls.”
“I didn’t exactly say it like that,” Daniel said from behind him, setting coffee on the table in front of Brandon and taking a seat next to him.
Brandon huffed. “You said I was your priority and that you’d carry me out of the house if you had to. I said you wouldn’t, you said you would. I called you a jerk, and you said that people told you that, and I said I wanted a new bodyguard, and you did that whole ‘I am a trained SEAL,’ kill a man with your bare hands thing.” Jeez, that had come out in one long run-on sentence with not many gaps for breathing.
Daniel blinked at him, probably thinking he was an idiot for remembering an entire conversation. He sighed and shook his head slightly. “Do you remember what else I said? What I asked you?”
“Of course I do. You said I had to trust that you would look after all of us.”
“Exactly.”
“Do you want a new operative working your case?” Jake asked, looking pointedly from Daniel to Brandon.
Did he? Would he rather have Lee or Adam? Or that Kayden guy who’d patched him up after Brandon had shot himself? What about Jake? Did he want someone else up in his face all the time? He liked Daniel’s face.
“No,” he finally said. “I want to keep Daniel.” He picked up his coffee; at least that way he could control the need to move his hands.
“Good, that’s settled then,” Jake said, crisp and to the point. “Now, on to the case in hand. Thank you for the location of the intel that you, Jamie, and Michael collected. It was incredibly useful. Manny has a line on offshore accounts and a conversion of cash into diamonds and gold, and is attempting to crack passwords. So now tell me one thing.”
“What?” Brandon knew what Jake was going to ask—it was the elephant in the room. 
“Why didn’t Varga kill you when he had the chance?”
“He said he had a job for me,” Brandon said as honestly as he could. That would be news to everyone; he hadn’t used that particular version of the truth before. Pretending not to know anything was the hardest thing he’d ever done.
Jake didn’t seem fazed. “What kind of job?”
“I don’t know.”
Jake stared at him, his blue eyes laser-focused on Brandon. “You know you can trust me,” he said.
Brandon wished he did, not sure where his life had taken such a wrong turn that he now had to lie to the people he was relying on to keep his sisters safe.
“I know,” he said evenly.
Jake nodded and sat back in his seat. “Tell me what you used to do for Varga.”
“It’s in my file.”
“I want to hear it from you.”
“I was a forensic accountant at one of his companies.”
“And you knew who you were working for?”
“From the start—that was the point. I planned it with Michael and Jamie; we all had our roles to play.”
“You were very brave.”
“Not brave,” Brandon said. “Stupid, thinking we could find a way to stop what he was doing. Idealistic. Young.”
“Still, what did you hope to find when you were at the holding company?”
“What you saw, what I gave you; the financial analysis, details of where every cent he has is hidden.”
“Nothing else?” Jake pressed. 
Brandon swallowed. “What else would there be?” he asked. “You’ve seen every physical piece of paper I had, and the downloads.”
Jake nodded, like he was thinking it all over. Then in a flurry of motion he stood up, brushing at his jacket before extending a hand. “So nice to meet you, Brandon. Please let us know if you think of anything else. Daniel, a word please.”
Daniel followed Jake into the corridor, and Brandon watched them whispering as they reached the elevator area. They shook hands, and Daniel waited until the doors closed before turning back. Yvonne waylaid him, and Brandon moved back into the kitchen. What he needed now was a drink. 
He found what he was looking for in the fifth cupboard he tried, brand new unopened bottles of Jamison’s, and he poured a healthy amount into a crystal tumbler. What would Jake say if he knew that Brandon was lying? Would he be angry, throw the girls out to fend for themselves? And if he knew why Brandon wasn’t handing over the whole truth? What then? 
He took a huge swallow, the fiery liquid burning his throat, his eyes watering, then replaced what he’d drunk with more from the bottle. He didn’t drink much, no more than a finger or two, whatever a finger actually was, but his head was buzzing and messy and full of a black fear. Drink could help that. He’d finished his second tumbler before Daniel walked back in, all tense and jumpy. 
“I swear your sisters will not get the hint,” he grumbled, and then clearly he saw what Brandon was doing. He picked up the bottle.
“What is this?”
“Whiskey.”
“I meant why are you drinking?” he amended with considered patience.
“I needed a drink.” And the drink was working. His limbs were loose, and he felt tingly all over, and happy. Euphoric, almost. 
“We have light beer in the fridge.”
“You saying I can’t hold my liquor?”
Daniel frowned at him and shook his head. “How do I know? Can you?”
“Can I what? I’m not following.”
“Can you hold your liquor?”
Brandon pushed himself back from the counter, wobbling a little. Had he done that much damage in the space of five minutes? 
“No,” he said, with pride. “One drink and seems I’m easy like a Sunday morning.”
“Brandon—”
“I’ll probably be hugely inappropriate. Hey, I said inap—pp— ina—prop— inappropriate.”
“You need to sit down—”
“Like, I have this idea of climbing you, for example.” Brandon slapped a hand over his mouth. Those words weren’t supposed to be spilling out. The buzzing might well be lessening, and he didn’t want to count numbers or move his fingers in a steady pattern, but maybe alcohol wasn’t his friend.
“Climbing me,” Daniel said, and smiled. The mongrel.
“I didn’t say that. You need to erase that from your hard drive, like a Terminator.” 
What? What am I saying? I need to stop.
“Come on, Brandon, let’s get you sitting down before you fall.”
Brandon gripped his glass carefully and looked about him, deciding where to sit. 
“The view is beautiful,” he said, and crossed to the window by the sofas. “Like, there are nearly three million people down there, more than 7,300 restaurants, 26 miles of lakefront, 19 miles of lakefront bicycle paths, 552 parks. It’s all about numbers, you know.”
“Come on, sit down—I have your drink.”
“No, I have it.” Brandon looked at his hands, but they were both empty; somehow, Daniel had taken his drink. So he sat down, because that way he’d get his drink back, right?
Only the bottle in his hand was full of water, not his whiskey at all.
“What happened?” Daniel asked, more gentle question than outright accusation.
“My head was too full,” Brandon admitted, and tapped his temple. “It gets that way sometimes.”
“What can I do?”
Brandon placed the bottle on the table, and immediately his fingers began moving. He felt his way through the familiar pattern and held his hands out in front of him. “See?” he asked. Daniel watched in rapt fascination, as Brandon focused on the pattern in the touches. “It helps me think and calm down.”
Daniel blinked at him. “I like to clean my gun,” he answered, apparently trying to be helpful and understanding.
“No, it’s not a habit, or maybe it is. It’s called stimming; it regulates me somehow. Stimming shouldn’t be discouraged,” he added, because suddenly it was vital for Daniel to understand this quirk of his. “Or so all the experts say. Apparently I use it to understand my environment.” Nope, that hadn’t worked; Daniel wasn’t looking at him blankly, but he had that expression of a person about to give out a platitude. 
He didn’t want that from Daniel.
“Drink some water,” Daniel said. He passed him back the water and sat down next to him. “Keep talking.”
“Wait,” Brandon said, and let out a snort of laughter. “Is this you being understanding?” He abruptly found it so funny that Daniel was sitting there asking him to talk and blamed the alcohol.
“No, I’m here if you need me.” Unspoken was the added however uncomfortable that makes you.
Did no one realize how much he wanted to share with Daniel, or Jake, or Manny, or hell, anyone who could sort this mess out for him? But he couldn’t. He wouldn’t. He was a big brother, and it was an important job.
“It’s an important job,” he blurted out.
“What? Your work with Varga?” Daniel looked suddenly very interested.
“What?” What was I saying? I never mentioned Varga.
“You said you had an important job,” Daniel prompted.
“No, I meant being a brother—it’s important.” Brandon shuffled closer and poked the middle of Daniel’s broad, solid, hard, chest. “Nothing more important,” he said. Then it occurred to him that he was turned on, like he could see the cold, clinical side effect of being this near to Daniel without all the buzzing in his head. He was hard, and that fascinated him. He pressed a hand to his groin, and Daniel’s eyes followed before flicking back to Brandon’s.
“Brandon.”
Abruptly all the mess in his head about the bigger things in life—Varga, computer algorithms, and death—vanished, and everything focused in one pinpoint of lust. In a quick movement, way more coordinated than it should have been, Brandon straddled Daniel’s lap and pressed their lips together. When Daniel did nothing except place his hands on Brandon’s biceps, Brandon eased away.
“Come on, Daniel,” he said. This time instinct told him he needed to gentle the kiss, and Daniel groaned and kissed him back. This was what Brandon wanted—an easy slide into not having to think about anything at all.
And it was fire, and lust, and heat, and tasted of whiskey, and it was ecstasy. His world shifted, and he realized Daniel was shuffling them both off the sofa and easing Brandon away.
“Bedroom,” Daniel said.
“Bed,” Brandon countered.
Daniel smiled at him. “Yeah, bed.”
Brandon let himself be led into his room, and didn’t say a word as Daniel stripped him of his jeans, although there was no erection now—Brandon guessed the whiskey had finally reached his toe.
Whiskey toe. That was so freaking funny.
He climbed onto his bed, waited for Daniel to join him.
But all Daniel did was pull the quilt over him and close the blinds. “I’ll leave your water here,” he murmured. And then, patting Brandon on the head—and how humiliating was that?—he left.
Even though the buzzing was gone from Brandon’s head, it was now filled with sloppy, drunken disappointment, so he closed his eyes and willed himself to sleep.
 



Chapter 5
Daniel pulled a mug out of the cabinet and placed it ready on the surface. Caffeine was needed, and he also wanted to look up stimming so he had a better idea of what to think about what Brandon had said. 
And the kiss. He wanted to sit somewhere and think about the kiss and about how it shouldn’t have happened and why it had in the first place.
Quite apart from the fact that it seemed Brandon needed to be drunk to kiss him, there was undeniable attraction between them. Brandon’s kiss had tasted of whiskey, but the memory of him, all pliant and sexy in Daniel’s lap, was overwhelming. 
What did a person do when they felt attraction like that? 
This could end up being so complicated, and then there was the fact that Brandon was definitely keeping secrets. Sometimes Daniel would catch Brandon looking at him with a thoughtful expression on his face. What was he thinking? Was he worrying about this attraction too?
He was interrupted by someone coming into the kitchen.
“I need access to the internet—I’m going mad,” Hannah announced, and did this weird flounce thing where she dramatically slid onto the nearest stool and huffed loudly. 
“You know you can’t,” Daniel pointed out, and continued making his coffee.
“Well I need to do something,” she complained. 
“I thought you were studying.”
More huffing. “You know being a student is a balance of studying and partying, right? I’ve had too much time to study. I’m ahead of myself, and I’m bored right now.”
“We have movies, books—”
“I want to see what everyone at college is doing. I want to know if they miss me. I want to know what they think I’m doing, and why they think I disappeared in the middle of the night.”
Both Hannah and Yvonne had been permitted to email friends at the very beginning to explain that a family emergency was taking them home for a while, and that they’d be back soon. That was the only communication they’d been acceptable. Anything more, and there was a chance that communications could be tracked. That wasn’t going to be allowed to happen.
“You know why it would be dangerous,” he said.
“Bad guys, blah blah,” she said, her tone bordering on petulant. “And look at me.” She glanced down and pinched her belly. “I’m getting fat.”
“There’s a gym here.”
“It’s not the same. I want to run.”
Daniel could understand that. There was nothing like putting on running shoes and using one of the local city trails, or running by the lake; being outside was something he missed just as much. He glanced at Brandon’s bedroom, the door firmly shut and the poor guy sleeping off whatever that had been. Daniel could still taste Brandon, the mix of whiskey and desperation that was driving him slowly mad. 
“I was going to do gym work; you want to come with me?”
Hannah brightened at that, and Daniel wondered if that was because she thought it was a euphemism for more or whether she just really needed the exercise. He decided that whatever the reason, they needed to clear the air.
Later. He wasn’t ready to do that yet when he could still recall every inch of Daniel pressed against him.
“I’ll be right back,” Hannah announced, and left.
Daniel changed into his shorts and T-shirt and returned to the kitchen, filled two water bottles and waited.
Hannah came back in the tiniest of crop tops and low-cut shorts. 
Maybe they needed to have that conversation to clear the air sooner rather than later.
“Let’s go,” she said, full of enthusiasm as she bounced on her toes. She was twenty-two, he recalled from her file, clever, studying physics or something equally mind-boggling, but she was also a very beautiful young woman. Way too young for him even if she was his type, which she wasn’t. His type was fast asleep in a post-whiskey daze in his room. He just had to get her to see that so she’d stop with the flirting. 
Ten minutes into their session, when she asked him to check her form, he snapped in a very unprofessional way. 
“You’re too young for me,” he said, and then, tripping over his words, he added even more fuel to the fire. “And even though you’re very nice, I don’t think about you that way.”
She blinked at him, stopping what she was doing and staring. She didn’t look hurt, or like she was going to cry, so had he achieved an explanation without causing irreparable damage to the dynamics of the safe house?
Then she grinned at him. “Of course I’m too young for you,” she said and shook her head. “And we all know you have a thing for Brandon.”
Daniel opened his mouth to defend himself, then shut it again. I so don’t have a thing for Brandon. But he had to admit that actually, he did have a thing for Brandon. What that thing was, he didn’t exactly know.
“Oh,” he finally said. “But you…” were flirting with me.
“And that’s cool, my brother is one of the good guys. He’d do anything for us, you know. You’d be hard-pressed to find someone more loyal than Brandon. And, heck, he’s gorgeous, isn’t he? All that height and his blue eyes, and that shyness. You should so tell him how you feel.”
Wait. 
How had gently letting Hannah down become this gossip circle where he was being given love advice by a college-age girl?
“I don’t, I mean, I can’t feel…”
“Oh, please,” she muttered, then stood up from the bench before placing a hand on his biceps. “It’s sex,” she said matter-of-factly. “It’s not difficult to decide to have sex.”
“Jeez.”
“I don’t know what my brother saw, or what he did to get himself into this situation, but he’s always been there for us, and he’s never put himself first.”
“I get that.”
“You have to know he sometimes doesn’t understand social cues, but he’s special to Von and me. He loves deeply, and he has this incredible heart and needs someone who understands him.”
“Okay.”
“So I guess I’m saying, have sex with him, but don’t hurt his heart or destroy his confidence.”
“I won’t.”
“And let him be different and happy in that difference. Promise me that.”
“This is a case; I’m his bodyguard—”
“Yeah, yeah,” Hannah dismissed with a wave of her hand. “Whatever.”
They settled back into training, both quiet. Hannah had her headphones in, listening to music, and he ran on the treadmill to the rhythm of his heart, the soothing cadence of his steps enough for him to find his quiet space.
He was attracted to Brandon. Had been from the first moment he saw him. Who wouldn’t be? Hannah was right; physically he was gorgeous, sexy, his blond hair soft, his smile stunning. But it wasn’t just that. He had this way about him—twitchy and restless, yes, but also, when he looked at Daniel there were so many questions in his eyes. The man was always thinking, questioning, and there was something about him that intrigued Daniel. Sometimes he looked so composed, like he’d spent hours learning how to sit just right and what words to string together into sentences. Other times he was that nervous man, with the pattern of touching his fingers in a rhythm, and there were moments when he seemed to space out completely. Daniel was a person who dealt with black and white, with absolutes, but there was something about Brandon that spoke of a million shades of color in his thoughts. 
“I’m done,” Hannah announced. Daniel slowed to a walk, the heat in his muscles a welcome feeling. “Don’t forget what I said, Mr. Tough Guy,” she added.
He stretched out the exercise, the view of the city right in front of him out of the floor-to-ceiling windows. By the time he was showered and dressed, he’d halfway convinced himself it had been okay to kiss Brandon. Of course, as soon as he was in the kitchen brewing coffee, the SEAL thing was firmly back in place.
Compromising this situation wasn’t going to happen. 
Not on his watch.
 
* * * * *
 
“Alcohol is not the answer,” Brandon muttered from the doorway. He’d been in his bed for four hours, and Daniel imagined he still had the amber stuff flowing in his veins.
“It never is,” Daniel commented, because Brandon apparently needed an answer to that statement. 
“I’m sorry, for what happened. For losing control and kissing you like that. It was…” He stopped, and Daniel could see he was searching for the right word. “A misconduct. I broke the bodyguard-client Geneva Convention rules, or whatever.”
He looked so earnest, and confused, and cute, his hair sticking up everywhere. The only thing that didn’t look so good was that he was pale and swaying.
“It’s okay,” Daniel reassured. “You want something to eat?”
Brandon covered his mouth with his hand and shook his head, then stumbled back into the bedroom. Daniel followed when he heard the retching, bringing water and a damp washcloth. He’d dealt with worse, but seeing Brandon throwing up made him feel overprotective. He held Brandon as he vomited, helped him wash his mouth out, gave him the water, and settled him back into bed. He brought him crackers, Tylenol for any headache, and then sat on the edge of his bed. 
Brandon groaned and rolled onto his side away from Daniel. “You can go,” he said. “I don’t want you to see me.”
“I’ve seen worse.”
“Go away.”
So Daniel did, but not far. He pulled one of the chairs from the seating area outside Brandon’s room and left the door a little bit open, just in case Brandon needed him.
He sat there for six hours, only leaving for a bathroom break, and on another occasion for a bag of chips and a coffee. 
The next time Brandon stirred, he looked and sounded much better, and ate some food after a quick shower. Daniel would have liked it if Brandon could get some more sleep but there was no chance for that when Kayden arrived, focused and with a list full of questions. Kayden was one of those men who never took the slow way to a situation. Gruff and direct, he was the complete opposite of his stepbrother, Jake. 
He was abrasive and sharp and got things done. 
“Have a seat.” Kayden said to Brandon with at least a veneer of politeness, although it wasn’t a suggestion, more of an order. 
Brandon did as he was told, sitting on the sofa facing Kayden, pushing his hands under his thighs. Daniel had noticed he did that a lot—pushing his hands into his pockets, or sitting on them, or fiddling with his mug or his clothes. It was as if he was otherwise in a perpetual state of motion.
“Why are you on Varga’s list?” Kayden asked without preliminaries. 
“You already know that. I was working with—”
“So why aren’t you dead? Michael and Jamie are dead, and others are only alive because we got involved.”
“I don’t know why,” Brandon defended himself, and wriggled in his seat. Daniel didn’t interrupt, but he knew he would if Kayden pushed the boundaries. 
“I think you’re lying,” Kayden accused Brandon. 
Silence. Absolute silence, with Brandon staring at Kayden in shock. 
“I’m not,” he said, finally.
“Varga had no reason to keep you alive. You were at Michael’s funeral, right?”
“Yes.”
Kayden made his hand into the shape of a gun and pointed it right at Brandon. “One shot, a marksman hired by Varga could have been away before you hit the floor dead with a bullet between your eyes.”
Brandon let out a soft sound, a mix of shock wrapped up in fear. Daniel moved a little closer, sitting on the arm of one of the other sofas. He wanted to sit next to Brandon but he couldn’t; he wasn’t here to be a friend, he was here to work, even if it made him feel like he was betraying Brandon.
“He killed Michael,” Kayden persisted. Seemed like he was going for intentionally cruel here. To do what? Make Brandon talk out of anger? “He had a hired gun shoot your friend in the head, his brains all over the sidewalk.”
“Goodness,” Brandon breathed.
“Did you see the photos? Did you see the blood all over the building?”
Brandon screwed up his eyes. “Stop it.”
“They made it look like a drive-by, so they had to scatter the shots. One caught your friend in the throat.”
“Please.” Then he looked at Daniel for help, but Daniel had to stop himself. Kayden had to have a reason to be doing this; he was the bad cop to Jake’s good cop. Right?
Kayden leaned forward a little, resting his hands on his knees, his expression neutral but his words sharp. “And your friend Jamie? He’d been shopping. Thought you saw him dead.”
“I did. I don’t want to think about it,” Brandon said. “Please, can we stop?”
“He was only shot once,” Kayden continued, pressing one of his hands to his cheek. “Half his face was gone.”
Brandon stood up, his hands in fists next to his sides. “Stop it!” he shouted. “I don’t want to talk about my friends.”
“Then tell us what makes you unique and why you’re the only one that Varga hasn’t killed.”
“I don’t know,” Brandon said, but even as he said it, Daniel’s chest tightened. Brandon wouldn’t meet Kayden’s eyes and the way his voice changed made it obvious he was lying. It wasn’t just his words that gave him away; it was tells that Daniel noticed. The way his fists had relaxed and instead his fingers were moving in a pattern. The rigid way he held himself and the fear in his expression.
Kayden stood as well, straightening his jacket. “Then there’s nothing else Sanctuary can do to help you.”
“What?” Brandon said, every movement he was making stopping dead. 
“We need to get you a hotel room. Daniel, we have another case for you.”
“Wait, you can’t do that. This is witness protection.”
Kayden stepped close, and to give him his due, Brandon didn’t move back. 
“This is privately funded, and you’ve given us everything we need. If Varga isn’t going to kill you, and you have no more secrets to help us, then what is the point of us spending all this money to hide you away?” 
Daniel stiffened. Sanctuary wasn’t about money—what was Kayden doing? Daniel was new to the foundation, but he’d been told that even the bad guys they hid away were worthy of help. 
“My sisters,” Brandon said helplessly, looking right at Daniel and entreating his aid.
Daniel opened his mouth to defend Brandon, even though the warrior in him was itchy with the need to know all the facts. He gave a small shake of his head. Did that come over as being the bad guy, or was he in his own way asking Brandon to talk?
Kayden shrugged. “Colleges have security,” he said, and sidestepped Brandon to leave. He was at the door from the kitchen to the lobby before Brandon cracked. 
“Stop, okay, I want to make a deal.”
Kayden turned to face Brandon, his expression neutral. “The deal was we kept you and your sisters safe; in return you helped us with Varga.”
Brandon forced his hands into his pockets. “There wasn’t a deal, you just took me,” he argued.
“But we rescued your sisters,” Kayden said.
Brandon looked right at Daniel. “Please,” he said, but Daniel didn’t reply. He saw what Kayden was doing, knew in his head that Brandon had secrets that could get them a step closer to shutting down Varga and saving Brandon’s life.
Brandon’s shoulders sagged. “Okay,” he began. “I’ll tell Daniel. But not you.” He pulled one hand from his pocket and gestured at Kayden. “I don’t like you.”
Kayden raised a single eyebrow. “It’s okay—no one does except my brother and Beckett.” Then he grinned widely. “Later,” he said, and left.
Daniel turned to Brandon, seeing how green he looked. 
“I’m going to be—” He didn’t finish, vomiting into the sink, leaning pathetically on the counter. Whether it was the last residue of a whiskey stomach or what had just happened with Kayden, Daniel didn’t know, but he did his job and held Brandon as he threw up.
He helped him take a seat, the com-link in his ear crackling.
“Daniel,” Kayden said, clearly and firmly. “Look after the kid, yeah?”
Daniel walked out into the hall, away from Brandon, “You wouldn’t have… Not really…” he said, looking for reassurance that he hadn’t signed up to a career of treating people like they were nothing but pawns.
“Idiot, no,” Kayden said, and sighed. “Sanctuary would never fail a client. And I will kill you if you say anything, but I hate it when Jake gets me to play bad cop. Look after Brandon, get what you can out of him, keep him and his sisters safe.”
And the connection snapped away.
When Daniel went back into the kitchen, he assumed that Brandon would be hiding in his room. He was wrong, and then Brandon surprised the trash out of Daniel.
“I think I need to tell you the truth,” he announced. “But even if I do, and it’s enough to take down Varga, there’ll be more to take his place, and I’ll still be putting my sisters in danger.”
“We can only fight the battles in front of us.” Daniel wasn’t sure that was what Brandon needed to hear, but it was all he could think of to say. He was a SEAL, not a philosopher.
 



Chapter 6
Nausea threatened to choke Brandon’s words, but he had the presence of mind to make it to the bathroom with Daniel on his heels, holding him, helping him, placing a cold washcloth to his forehead.
He’d been played, he knew that. Sanctuary wouldn’t have thrown them out. Would they? Jake had seemed to be such a supportive person. But Brandon couldn’t chance his sisters being out there, now that he’d missed a check-in and was obviously compromised. Varga would add up the figures and total it to Brandon turning on him.
So he had to do something, because he had to keep this charade going for at least another week. What Kayden had done was move up the schedule, and it was time to tell Sanctuary enough that they had something to work with while Brandon made sure his sisters were safe.
“I don’t know where to start,” he said, slumping down the wall and sitting back against the tiles scrubbing his eyes with his hands. “I lied to Elliot and Cole. To Sanctuary.” He would still be lying even after this, but at least his conscience would be clear.
Well, halfway clear. 
Nothing is as important as family.
“Uh-huh,” Daniel said. He didn’t sound pissed, or like he was going to pull out his gun and shoot Brandon for holding on to secrets. If anything he was using that calm, patient, even tone that was so frustrating. “Exactly how did you lie?”
“I told them that I thought Varga was interested in me because of the connection to Michael and Jamie. I said Varga didn’t know what I had on him, or if he did, he thought that maybe I would make it all public somehow.”
“But he does know what you had?”
“It’s a long, complicated story.”
“Start somewhere simple,” Daniel encouraged him. “When did you first meet Jamie and Michael?”
Brandon smiled. He couldn’t help it; some of his fondest memories were of the months he’d spent with his friends. Before it had all gone to perdition. Before Michael had died and Jamie had withdrawn and it had suddenly been Brandon left holding the grenade. He didn’t blame Jamie for saying he didn’t want anything else to do with the whole mess. Jamie had wanted a career, desperate to be a cop and adamant that he would bring Varga down through legal means, and that part of the story had to be where Brandon started.
Daniel looked like he’d rather be anywhere but here, and that wasn’t just because they were sitting on a bathroom floor; this was all about the big guy looking like he couldn’t handle the emotion of it all. 
Poor Daniel. He wasn’t just the sexy bodyguard that Brandon was lusting after; he was the man who made him feel like he had some control over his life. Now Brandon had to pull out enough truth to keep Sanctuary busy and off his back. So yeah, he’d start with Jamie and Michael.
“Jamie was a criminal psychology major,” he began. “His parents demanded he get a degree, and then if he still wanted to be a cop, he could be something other than a boots-on-the-ground type of cop—something way fancier. They never elaborated on what, but they implied that he could use the career as a stepping-stone into politics. Jamie’s dad was an alderman, but he had aspirations for his son, you know?”
“Parental pressure sucks at times.”
Brandon looked up at Daniel and saw the other man was smiling fondly. He wasn’t just saying that to guide the conversation, he was having a real emotional reaction to that statement. Brandon couldn’t help himself; he had questions of his own.
“You say that like you’re speaking from experience. What did your parents want you to do?”
“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”
“Try me.” At least listening to Daniel meant he didn’t have to think too hard while his brain was scrambled. 
“No laughing.”
“I promise.”
“My mom always wanted me to be a ballet dancer.”
Brandon couldn’t help his snort of laughter, then winced as pain banded his temples.
“Yeah, yeah, whatever,” Daniel huffed. “Soon as I hit puberty, it was a moot point.”
“Wait, you took actual ballet lessons?”
Daniel held one hand out to his side and tilted his head in some kind of weird-rear ballet pose. “You mean you can’t tell?”
“Not much, no.” 
This was getting dangerously off-topic, and Brandon had the steps in his head to where he wanted to go, but suddenly he just wanted to talk about Daniel’s family. 
“What about your dad?” he asked.
“Dad wasn’t worried what I did as long as it was safe and nine-to-five. The Navy was not on either of their lists of options for their only child, never mind completing the training to get a place on a SEAL team.”
“But they’re proud now?”
“Of course, and it’s even better that I made it back from all my missions in one piece.”
“I’m glad you made it back as well,” Brandon blurted, then clapped a hand over his mouth. What was it about Daniel that had him saying things like that? He began to move the fingers of his other hand in the familiar pattern, but Daniel captured his hand and held it still. The touch was grounding, and Brandon didn’t feel like pulling his hand away. 
“Tell me more of your story.”
“Michael died, and pretty much soon after, Jamie was applying for the academy. He didn’t come back to college.”
“But you stayed.”
“I was a scholarship student and I wanted to get my degree; get a job so I could help with tuition for my sisters.”
“You’re a good brother.”
“I don’t feel like it a lot of the time,” he said. “That’s not important now, though. I was telling you about Jamie. Neither of us forgot Michael, and we would talk, which was when we had the idea of collecting everything together and building that safe in the basement of my place—the one I shared with Hannah and Von—and putting everything there.”
“Why didn’t you go to the police with what you’d found?”
Brandon closed his eyes. Why hadn’t they done that? They should have, then maybe Michael’s killer would have been found, if the murder and the information they had were even connected.
“Fear,” he murmured. “I need to go back a step.”
“You don’t need to,” Daniel said. He moved then, standing and holding out a hand to help Brandon up. “Let’s get a drink and sit somewhere more comfortable than a bathroom floor, eh? You hungry?”
Brandon took the hand and stumbled to stand, Daniel steadying him with a strong hand under his elbow.
“Toast or something,” Brandon mumbled, and Daniel left him and headed for their small kitchen, not the main one where the girls probably were. He encouraged Brandon to sit at the counter, and made coffee and toast in silence. He pushed the plate toward Brandon, then took the stool on the other side and nursed his own coffee. 
“So you stayed in college.”
Brandon chewed and swallowed some toast, washed it down with coffee, and hoped to perdition the whole lot stayed down. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d drunk that much. Never, was the answer to that one. 
“Got my degree.”
“In?”
“It’s in my records, I’m sure.”
“It just says forensic accounting—not sure what that entails.”
“I’ll start with the official line,” Brandon began, because he was used to explaining what he did. “A forensic accountant analyzes, interprets, summarizes, and then presents financial and business-related issues to the proper authorities in a way that is understandable. We sometimes appear in court in support of the data we provide—as an expert witness, I mean.”
“Okay, and the unofficial line?”
Brandon hesitated for a moment. This was it; this was telling Daniel why he’d ended up working at Foresters and how it had all gone to trash. 
“My area of specialty was developing computerized applications to help analyze and present financial evidence. Trawling the bad guys’ finances and finding the bits they’d tried to hide, with an eye to understanding legal concepts and procedures and making sure what I found was real enough as evidence against them.”
“So how did you end up working for the bad guys?”
Brandon swallowed the toast, and it caught in his throat. He coughed until he managed to get some coffee to wash it down. Daniel wasn’t pulling any punches; he was sitting there impassively, as if it was fine to switch the direction of the conversation as quickly as that. 
“For every forensic accountant digging to find evidence of crime, there’s a whole army of them finding ways to hide the evidence.”
Daniel’s expression went from thoughtful to disappointed in an instant. “You used your skills to help Varga, even though you knew it was a shell corporation and he was behind it?”
Brandon pushed the plate away from him and nursed his cooling coffee. “You don’t understand; that’s a simplistic way of looking at things.”
“I don’t think it is.”
“How can you understand? Your brain can’t handle the concepts—”
“Don’t patronize me,” Daniel snapped. 
“Incredible. I’m sorry. I was undercover, okay?” Brandon stood in a flurry of motion, gripping the counter to keep from falling over with the dizziness that assailed him. He was breathing heavily, the toast threatening to reappear, and he was angry. Angry. He’d thought that Daniel would stop and listen and not jump to conclusions, but no, he was just like Jamie—he was judging Brandon without notice.
“Sit down,” Daniel instructed. 
“Idiot off,” Brandon replied, with heat in his words, even if his body was rebelling. 
“Please, sit down.”
Brandon finally sat back on the stool and realized he was losing the thread of all the lies he needed to tell now.
Daniel moved his empty coffee cup to one side. “Tell me why you working for Varga’s shell corporation was a good move and not breaking the law.”
There was a lot of cursing between them, and Brandon could see how this would end; with them shouting at each other and nothing getting dealt with. So he forced himself to stay calm.
“I wrote the systems that protected Varga’s finances, but you know what else I did? I wrote code in there that will expose everything in an instant. Every single piece of evidence you need is stuck on this system, and I’m the only one who can find it.”
“Surely any hacker worth his salt—”
“Ask me a question.”
“What?”
“A math question. Like what is 8 multiplied by 7.”
 Daniel sipped his coffee and said nothing.
“Trust me,” Brandon said. “This is the only way I can show you.”
“Okay, what is 8 times 7?”
“56.”
Daniel frowned and looked confused. “What does that prove?”
“Harder,” Brandon said. “Bigger numbers.”
“I don’t know, 12 times 12?”
“Harder than that.”
“1023 times 7.”
“7161, harder.”
“1023 times 1023.”
“1046529. Harder.”
“How do you do that?”
“Harder.”
“Okay,” Daniel looked to be thinking, then he pulled out his cell and typed in some numbers. “7289 times 76 times 93.”
Brandon didn’t hesitate, the numbers fluidly dropping into place. “51518652.”
Daniel looked from him to the phone and back again. “Can you see…” He tilted the phone, and Brandon was used to that—he got it all the time. No one believed what he could do, and he’d stopped telling people a long time ago. He didn’t want to be the numbers genius, he wanted to be the big brother who was at home and cared for his sisters. Being unique meant the possibility of being taken from the foster family they’d been placed with, so he’d learned to play dumb. But this was important; he had to make Daniel see. 
“I see the numbers, and somehow they connect. I can’t explain it.”
“You’re like a human calculator?” Daniel asked, shutting off his phone and placing it gently on the counter. 
Brandon sighed. He’d been called worse at grade school. “I don’t know. I just have this ability, is all.”
“It’s cool,” Daniel admitted.
Brandon shook his head, regretting the spike of pain and wishing the painkillers would just get on with their job. 
“It explains the Sudoku,” Daniel added, and gestured to the sitting room and the Sudoku books that Manny had arranged to get sent over. “I don’t see you planning where the numbers go—you just write them in.”
“Sudoku is an example of how my brain works. I think it is, anyway. When you give me a calculation, I can almost see a grid. I can’t explain it.”
“How does this connect to the whole working for Varga thing?”
“Michael had tracked down all these different shell companies, and I applied for an entry-level job, work experience while I was studying. I got my foot in the door—even at a junior level working only two days a week I had access—and all the time I played dumb. They didn’t know I was the guy who could see patterns and create algorithms that would make the system vulnerable. I was just this kid who learned things quickly.”
He realized he was sketching in the air, and dropped his hands to his lap. He’d just told the man he was trying to lull into a false sense of security, the same one he’d kissed, that he had a freaky brain, and now he was sketching in the air like an idiot.
“And you did what? Downloaded information to a server somewhere?”
Brandon couldn’t look at Daniel; if only it were that easy. “I don’t know what went wrong. Or maybe I do. Varga killed Jamie, and I wasn’t finished; I’d built in the failsafe and the backdoor codes, but when I went back to work the week after, I’d been shut out. Not just me, everyone. After Jamie’s funeral, I went back to my desk, not knowing what the heck I was going to do with any of what I had, and there were photos of Hannah and Von, and they were like the ones you see on TV in cop shows. Long distance and pixelated.” He ran out of words and buried his face in his hands. 
“They’d found out about what you’d done.”
“I don’t know how much they knew. Maybe just that I was friends with Jamie. I never went back to that position. I got the message.”
“You said they told you to lay low.”
“That was a lie.”
“So why were you in hiding? Why didn’t they kill you and take you out of the equation?”
Brandon focused on his mug and the cold coffee. At least his headache was easing, because however he said this, he was going to come off looking like an idiot. He was making this up as he went along, but ninety percent of it was absolute truth.
“I don’t know,” he lied. Then he offered something in compensation; people believed everything if you gave them a few grains of truth. “I know my way around their systems like you wouldn’t believe. I could access the network from any of their master computers running the same software.”
Daniel stood up and walked around the counter until he stood looming over Brandon. “Is that what you meant when you said it was in your head?”
Brandon stood up as well and backed away a little. Daniel sounded a little off, his voice soft but strangled. 
“What?”
“I read the report, Brandon. You were going to kill yourself. You said that it was in your brain and you didn’t want it anymore.”
Tears pricked his eyes; Daniel’s change from listening to showing compassion was abrupt. He should have guessed that Cole and Elliot would have had to report everything, including his suicidal meltdown by the grain hoppers. He hadn’t wanted anyone to know about that, least of all Daniel.
“Don’t you see?” Brandon said, his voice thick with emotion. “If they couldn’t get what I have, then there would have been no reason to hurt my family. None of this is Hannah and Von’s fault.”
Daniel stepped closer, and Brandon couldn’t help flinching. He knew he’d messed up, with everything—with the numbers in his head, and the program, and making it known what he had, and by threatening one of the nastiest men on the East Coast. Now Daniel knew everything that Brandon was going to tell, and he’d messed up there as well.
Daniel didn’t push him, or shout at him, or lose his cool. He simply cradled Brandon’s face and stared at him. Daniel’s eyes were so dark the pupils were near lost in the brown, but one thing Brandon could see there was empathy.
The pressure cooker inside him was close to exploding. Daniel’s compassion was his undoing; he’d been facing this on his own for so long that for a millisecond he wanted to explain what he needed to do. That he was the only one who could destroy Varga’s financial backup, and that as soon as he did, Varga would likely mete out revenge. No longer would he be Varga’s pet project—he’d be the enemy, and he’d be dead. There was no scenario in which he got into the mansion as planned with Varga, organized retrieving the money from the different accounts, screwed Varga over, and then made it out alive.
That had always been his plan, from the moment he’d been found out.
At least he knew the date of his probable death.
He had a plan, and his anxiety wouldn’t let him change it. Because what if it all went wrong? 
“Let’s deal with this,” Daniel murmured.
“Really?” Brandon’s voice cracked, and tears collected in his eyes, and there was dampness on his face. Was he crying? Daniel gathered him in a close, solid hug, and Brandon buried his face in Daniel’s neck. The tears were silent but long overdue.
“We need to tell all of this to ops, get Manny on and explain.”
“Do we have to?” Brandon wasn’t sure he could handle explaining it all over again without giving his endgame away.
Daniel eased him back and tilted his head, wiping away tears with his thumbs. And then he did the unthinkable, the one thing that Brandon had hoped would happen again and dismissed as impossible.
He kissed Brandon.
And not just a kiss of reassurance or understanding. Nope, this was tongue and lips and emotion and passion and freaking hot. Brandon rested his hands on Daniel’s waist and held on for dear life. Daniel was confident, and sure, and steady, and Brandon was being carried along with all of it. 
Disappointment curled inside him when Daniel pulled away.
“I’ll help you tell ops,” he said, and his soft voice was reassuring. Somehow Brandon’s anxiety and fear had lessened, and he realized that the kiss had probably been nothing more than a one-time thing just to calm him down.
That was until Daniel shifted him bodily so that he was pressed against the counter and kissed him again. They were both hard, and there was no way Brandon wanted to escape this. This could be one of his last chances for open affection, for lust, for kissing, and he wanted to hold tight and not let go.
When Daniel eased away again, he looked regretful. “You’re dangerous to my control, Brandon, you know that, right?”
He stepped back again and straightened himself, untucking his shirt and letting the material cover the obvious erection in his pants. “Come on, let’s make the report.” 
 



Chapter 7
Daniel was convinced that Brandon wasn’t telling the whole story. There were minor inconsistencies when he repeated what he’d told Daniel to Manny, and he was evasive about some of the questions that Manny asked. Those to do with the technology, anyway.
“Can you tell me something about the coding you used?” Manny asked.
“No point,” was Brandon’s answer. “It’s nothing you could crack.”
“I’d like to have a starting point.”
Brandon’s lips pressed into a tight line, and he shook his head.
Manny didn’t push anymore, made some notes and signed off after a short while when it was evident Brandon wasn’t saying anything else.
Brandon stalked out of the office, and Daniel pulled the door shut before following him closely. 
“We need to talk,” Daniel said, and reached for his arm. Brandon lurched away and hurried into the small kitchen attached to their area of the apartment. 
“And I need coffee.”
Daniel exchanged a glance with Hannah, who wrinkled her nose and shrugged. She started to stand up from her curled-up position on the main sofa, but Daniel held up a hand. “I’ve got this.”
He couldn’t fail to hear her quiet, I bet you do.
In the kitchen, he closed the door and waited, wincing at the amount of chaos Brandon was causing to various inanimate objects. Brandon opened and shut several drawers and cupboards, slammed around mugs, nearly threw the toaster to one side in his rush to get to the coffee machine. When he couldn’t get the foil wrap off the new coffee, Daniel took it from him, imagining a kitchen covered in ground coffee if he didn’t. Gently, he eased the foil apart and hip-checked Brandon to one side to fill the coffee machine. 
“I can make my own coffee,” Brandon snapped. “Heck, I can make my own dang coffee, I can handle the fact that my life is on hold, and I can kiss whomever I want.” Then he clapped a hand over his mouth, like the last of that had been unbidden and he hadn’t meant it to spill out. 
“Brandon—”
“You kissed me.”
Daniel sighed. “You kissed me back.”
Brandon bristled and looked like he was going to argue, then he slumped onto the nearest stool as if his strings had been cut. 
“Well, incredible,” he said, and buried his head in his hands. 
“Brandon, we need to talk.”
Brandon raised his head, and he looked utterly broken. Daniel hardened himself to adding another layer of stress to a man who was at breaking point.
“What about? The kiss?” Brandon asked.
“No, not the kiss.”
“It was a good kiss.”
“It was.”
Brandon frowned. “What else is there to talk about?”
“Your story changed when you spoke to Manny. You lied in there.”
The frown became a scowl. “No I didn’t. I used the exact same words as when I told you.”
Daniel took the stool next to him. “But the inference on individual beats of the narrative was different. The story was the same, but it was like you were reading from an autocue.”
Brandon goldfished for a moment; clearly he wanted to say something about that observation, but he ended up getting defensive instead. “You don’t think I’m sick of telling people what happened?”
Daniel tapped the counter patiently. “Who else have you told?”
Brandon refused to look at him, focusing instead on his coffee. “No one. Sanctuary just makes me nervous.”
That was not an answer Daniel wanted to accept, but he could sense Brandon closing down on him. “Sanctuary as a whole. What about me? Do I make you nervous?” he asked.
Brandon looked at him, a confused expression on his face. “What?”
“Easy question, Brandon.”
“You kissed me. It affects me, turns me on, and that makes me anxious.”
Guilt flooded Daniel. He shouldn’t have kissed him; he knew that. He’d kept it in his pants throughout his career in the Navy, never compromised a mission through anything like sex or anger or losing his cool in any way. Somehow he felt like he needed to apologize. 
“I’m sorry.”
“No,” Brandon snapped. “Don’t you dare apologize. Just once I’d like to taste you. Maybe later, if it doesn’t break a million rules, or compromise my sisters’ safety.” The last part he added carefully, as if it had only just occurred to him that what they’d done had been outside the realm of the client-bodyguard relationship and could affect the girls.
Daniel pressed a quick kiss to Brandon’s lips and pulled away just as fast. “Later,” he said.
Because hell, he wanted another taste of the complicated man that was Brandon.
Something flared in Brandon’s eyes, passion and want, soon extinguished by the most exquisite sorrow that Daniel had ever seen. 
“Brandon—”
“Want to play games with us?” Brandon interrupted. There was faint hope in his tone, and he even smiled encouragingly. Yesterday Daniel had sat outside the Hoselton sibling circle and pretended to read, not wanting to encroach on the family time that appeared to keep them sane.
“Yeah.”
And playing games had started okay, but now Brandon was quiet. They’d chosen to sit in the main lounge area, and Yvonne had pulled out some games from the large cupboard of wonder, which was what she’d taken to calling it.
Daniel was best at Jenga—when it was down to him and Hannah left to pull out a piece, it was his ability to still his breathing that had Hannah beat. 
Hannah killed them at Pictionary, but then Daniel and Brandon drew nothing more than stick figures for the boys’ team before stabbing at them with the pencils to indicate where the other should be looking. Each stick figure looked pretty much like the last one they’d drawn.
Trivial Pursuit was so one-sided it was ridiculous. Daniel wasn’t a slouch at recalling facts, but it appeared that the boys’ team was in a position of power, because Brandon knew everything. He had an answer for each question, and Daniel soon saw why his sisters had both been reluctant to play in the first place. 
Yvonne’s played games with rules she seemed to make up as she went along, she decimated the opposition on one of the board games with the amount of sixes she managed to throw. So much so that Brandon accused her of using weighted dice, which ended up with a sibling tickle-jumping thing that Daniel watched from far enough away that he didn’t get involved. Brandon played his part but he was cautious about his sore shoulder, favoring it even as he was the one to do the tickling. The physio was going well, and Brandon still had pain, but meds helped, and the area was healing.
They made popcorn, argued at length over the merits of sweet versus salty, and whether or not butter was a requisite for the perfect snack.
The call from Manny came in just before midnight as they were packing up, and Daniel excused himself, going into the comms room, shutting the door, and linking to Manny through the large screen. 
“Daniel, hey,” Manny said, and leaned to his left, evidently talking to someone off-picture. “Yeah, I’ll tell him.” Then he turned his attention back to Daniel. “Things are moving fast, following the money trail. We’re looking at getting someone inside, to the system that Varga runs at his compound.”
“It’s a house,” Josh interrupted, and leaned in next to Manny. “Not a compound.”
Manny sighed noisily. “It’s a house with two security fences, guards, and three possible sniper positions. I call that a compound.”
“It wasn’t built as a compound, though.” Josh insisted.
“But it’s a compound now,” Manny said with exaggerated patience.
Brandon opened the door and stepped inside.
“Guys,” Daniel called their attention. “Compound or house, it’s all the same thing. Why do we need to get inside?”
Before Manny could answer, Brandon spoke.
“Because I know for a fact he’s shut down every computer with access and transferred everything to one internal system on his estate.” Brandon closed the door and sat next to Daniel.
“How do you know that?” Daniel asked him; Brandon sounded so convinced. Were there more secrets? The thought that Brandon was hiding even more from him put Daniel on edge.
Brandon shook his head. “I suspected. I mean, it’s what I would do. Put enough technical redundancies in, take yourself off the grid and no one can hack your accounts or passwords or find evidence of what you’re doing if you have an on-site facility.” Brandon pushed his fingers through his hair and grimaced. Either this was news to him or he was a really good actor. 
Daniel hated that he’d even thought that. He wanted Brandon to be real and honest, but something about all of this wasn’t adding up. He needed to understand the crux of the matter here. “What do these computers hold? I’m not seeing how one screen in a room at this house is our target.”
“Every account detail, every password, every transaction, will be on that single system. If we can break into it, then we can get everything we need to wipe out all of Varga’s resources.”
“Why wouldn’t he just transfer the money out, and then delete anything on the computers? Seems like an unnecessarily complicated and idiotic move on his part to keep everything.”
Manny looked pointedly at Brandon. “Tell him,” he said.
Brandon cleared his throat and wouldn’t look at Daniel. “He has to keep everything because he alone can’t access the information.”
“What do you mean? Isn’t it his system?”
“I added in a layer of security that only a handful of people in the world could break.” 
Daniel considered whether Brandon was exaggerating, but he didn’t look like he was gloating or being prideful in any way. Also, some part of this story had begun to make sense. 
“Okay, so you know how to get the information out, then. I guess that explains why you’re alive,” he said. “But why didn’t he get you to his place and get you to work through the system to get his money out? This is making no sense.”
Brandon looked at him. “He has hackers trying to break my code. I’m dangerous to him. He needed me alive as a last resort and to keep me away from rivals of his who would love to take me out. Equally, he doesn’t want me anywhere near that system until he absolutely has to. One click in my code, one wrong press, and everything is gone.”
Brandon wouldn’t quite meet his gaze, and Daniel wanted to grab him and shake him for the real story.
“So you’re what? A human bargaining chip?”
“It’s in balance,” Brandon murmured. “He can’t kill me in case he needs me, but he doesn’t actually want me anywhere near the system.”
“Then why didn’t he just lock you up somewhere?” Daniel was crossing the bridge from sane and rational to not understanding a thing here. It didn’t help when all Brandon did was frown and then shrug.
He didn’t have time to think about that before Manny interjected.
“Red flag is that every account he can get access to, all the outlier accounts, they’ve been emptied, and he’s converted everything he can get his hands on into diamonds and gold. It isn’t much, but it’s enough untraceable currency to get out of the country if he needs to.”
“Incredible, then he’s running,” Daniel said. 
“Agreed,” Manny said. “And if he runs, then someone else will pick up what he’s been doing here in the US. Heck, he might have someone ready and in place. With their own financing, there’ll be a network ready to go.”
“So we stop him from running,” Daniel summarized. “How do we do that?”
“We shut down access to any and all money he has in those accounts he can’t get to. Close off his finances, strike while everything is in flux, take down the lieutenants, and find the link to that Merrick guy who was all over Simon Grant.” 
“I’ve seen Merrick with Varga before.”
“And?” Manny asked.
“He’s a cop, feeds Varga all kinds of information.”
Manny nodded. “We know that, and we have feelers out for him. It seems to me it would be useful to have a dialogue with the guy.” There was emphasis on the word dialogue, and Daniel knew that wasn’t going to be some cozy chat. If this Merrick guy was one of Varga’s goons, then he needed to be questioned.
“Send me the specs and we’ll get into the compound, house, whatever,” Daniel said, because hell, they could deal with Merrick and covert ops was what Daniel did, and he was good at it. 
“I need to go with you,” Brandon said. 
Daniel side-eyed him. “Not a chance you do.”
“You’re missing the point, Daniel.” Manny’s words stopped him from working up a head of steam. “Explain to him, Brandon.”
Brandon looked confused for a moment, then he placed a hand on Daniel’s arm. “I’m the only one who can work his way through the codes.”
“You said there were others.”
“Two I know of, both vanished. I’m the last one who can conceivably do this, Daniel.”
Daniel hesitated. “Vanished,” to him, implied dead. Brandon was not going to be a third. “Teach me what I need to know,” he said. He knew that somehow he was losing control here, but there was no way he was taking a civilian into this situation.
Brandon bit his lip, then briefly closed his eyes. “It’s all in my head,” he murmured.
“Write it down. I’ll learn it.”
“It’s not that easy,” Brandon said. 
Silence, and Daniel snapped. “Will someone explain to me what the heck that means?”
Brandon didn’t answer, and Manny left a long pause before he began to explain. “You can’t learn the system. It’s protected by a rolling algorithm, with twenty seconds for each correct response to be entered.”
Daniel looked at Manny. “Then program a device that I can take with me.”
Manny hesitated only momentarily, then shook his head. “This isn’t a TV show. As far as I can see, the interaction required is human-based, a series of mathematical questions embedded in the code, randomized every few seconds. I couldn’t get a computer to match the level of decision-making that has been added. This needs someone who knows the system and knows what to enter where.”
“Me,” Brandon whispered. “I created the code, and only I know the correct sequences and have the ability to insert answers that make sense.”
Daniel didn’t know what to say. “You mean I have to take Brandon into that place with me? I’m not taking a blasted civilian into a compound that’s protected by two layers of visible security including men patrolling with guns.”
I’m not taking him.
Manny wasn’t listening. “We have no choice. Joseph is your backup. We’ll pass over the intel we have, the specs, and you’ll need suits.”
“Manny—”
“I’m sorry, Daniel, there isn’t any other way. This is Brandon’s decision.”
“And I’m going,” Brandon said.
“All the intel you need is in your inbox. There’s an event at the house in eight days, Thursday afternoon. You’re attending, and your cover is in the document, as is Joseph’s. It’s got a guest list like a Who’s Who of bad guys, and the governor. Look it over, and we’ll talk in the morning.”
Daniel knew better than to argue in this situation. Arguing led to mistakes; best to give the concepts time to settle, and then he would be in a position to rationally state his case. So what if Varga got to his money and ran? One less scumbag in sight, and Daniel could go after him, find him wherever he went.
Manny ended the connection, and the only light in the room was the latent glow of the screen.
As if Brandon could read his mind, he sighed heavily. “This is a good chance to destroy Varga and destabilize his network, all in a few keystrokes. You get me in, you get me out, it’s done.” 
“I don’t like this,” Daniel murmured.
Brandon didn’t answer. He switched on a light and sat back in his chair. “Let’s get this intel downloaded.”
The sprawling multi-room house that Varga had made into his compound was located on the outskirts of Barrington, not that far from the city. Daniel looked at the schematics with a practiced eye. 
It sat in the square formed by three roads and a river; two large wooded areas marked the eastern boundary. The other three ordinals were landscaped gardens with a service road that ran in a full ring around the entire place, including cutting into the woods itself. There was a lake, one major checkpoint, an exterior security boundary that was a combination of cameras and who knew what, and an inner edge that was a solid fence. The observation photos captured an area that was secure but wasn’t crawling with guards. There was probably no need for a phalanx of bodies working the perimeter when there was electronic surveillance. None of this was new to Daniel. 
But taking a civilian with him, one who was looking at him with a closed expression, no anxiety or fear, wasn’t good. Brandon should be scared, but he just looked resigned; dead in the eyes.
“Are you okay?” Daniel asked, and turned his chair to face him fully. 
Brandon shrugged. “I always knew it would come to this. I’ve made my peace with everything I need to do. For Michael and Jamie, and my sisters.”
The words were simple, but Daniel hated their tone. He cradled Brandon’s face. “I won’t let anything happen to you. I’m good at what I do.”
Brandon nodded slowly. “I know you are.” Then he surprised the heck out of Daniel. Again. In a smooth move that belied his normally somewhat clumsy nature, he straddled Daniel again, the chair creaking under their combined weight, and kissed him. 
There was desperation in the kiss, but it was different to the last one, or the whiskey one. This was a fierce press of lips, and the taste of Brandon, and the way Brandon twisted his fingers, those constantly moving fingers, in Daniel’s hair. 
“I know you’re going to say no, I know you’ll have all these reasons why we shouldn’t, but eight days isn’t long, and I want it all in those eight days,” Brandon murmured, and kissed him again.
Daniel eased Brandon away and held him still.
He could give him the speech about blurred lines, but he’d experienced things in his life that made him seize the moment. He’d lost friends, good people who’d left a hole in his life, and he’d learned to take everything he could, including this job with Sanctuary, when it came along. 
But could he do this? Should he do this? Would taking this one step further compromise the mission? If he was worried about Brandon, would he be entirely focused on the parameters of what needed to be done?
Wasn’t he already compromised because of the feelings churning inside him? Brandon wasn’t a client anymore—he was more than that.
Then Brandon kissed him again, and Daniel was lost. He’d look at the intel with fresh eyes in the morning, with Joseph, who would be here around ten, but right now he wanted to take this, whatever it was, to the bedroom.
Daniel helped Brandon to stand, then stood himself. 
“Are we doing this?” Brandon asked.
Daniel had a handful of answers, like, Against my better judgment, or maybe, What are you doing to me?
“Yeah,” he said instead. “We’re doing this.” He leaned closer, wondering how this kiss could ever top their last one. For a long moment they simply stared at each other. “But we shouldn’t.”
Brandon wet his lips, the tip of his tongue right there. “We probably shouldn’t,” he said.
Slowly, Daniel curled his fingers around the back of Brandon’s neck, tugging him closer. “I want to kiss you.” 
Brandon tilted his head a little, and there was his tongue again. “Kiss me,” he murmured, and that was demand enough.
The kiss was soft, then harder, and Daniel was desperate to get closer, to press into Brandon, to taste every inch of this sexy man. He nudged Brandon until his back was against the wall, then pushed his knee between Brandon’s spread legs. In that position, he was pressed hard up against Brandon, and there was no doubting how much he was into this. 
“You have to promise you’ll do everything I say,” Daniel said between kisses.
“Now?” Brandon asked, looking confused.
“When we’re in that compound.”
“I promise.” Brandon deepened the kisses, and abruptly they were past talking. “Let me go.”
Brandon’s words broke through Daniel’s focus, and he released his hold a little. “Are you okay?”
Brandon huffed a laugh and switched positions, “I need to…”
He didn’t finish the sentence, using Daniel to steady himself and kneeling, his fingers on Daniel’s fly and his lips finding any inch of skin he could. 
“Brandon…”
“Hush,” Brandon whispered. “I can’t concentrate if you talk.”
Daniel smacked his head back against the wall as Brandon unbuttoned his jeans and eased the material from his hips until the denim stuck on his thighs. For a few seconds Brandon considered what he was looking at, and Daniel was impossibly hard in his boxers. Brandon kissed and bit every inch of exposed skin, pressing a hand to Daniel’s cock and doing nothing more; just holding still. 
“I promise to do everything you tell me,” Brandon said, and looked up at Daniel, his lips wet.
“You already said that,” Daniel said on a breath. 
“Tell me what to do now.”
“Now?”
“Now.”
Daniel let out a sound he’d never heard himself make before. He had Brandon on his knees, looking up at him, his touch soft, and he was asking Daniel to take control of this.
“Brandon, idiot…”
“Later,” Brandon murmured, “but for now?”
“Suck me,” Daniel ordered, his knees buckling as Brandon did just that, pulling aside jersey and holding Daniel just right. His lips stretched, his mouth hot and the suction perfect, and thank goodness the wall was there to hold him up. Brandon wasn’t an expert at this, but heck, he was enthusiastic. The obscene sounds he was making had Daniel scrabbling for the wall to steady himself. When Brandon touched his balls, the fabric of Daniel’s jeans pushed right against him, and he was so close.
“I’m going to come,” he warned, the last coherent words he could make as orgasm boiled inside him. “You… need… to…”
He pushed Brandon’s head, but Brandon just sucked harder, moved his hands faster, and it was game over. His fingers gripped Brandon’s hair, holding him in place, and he curled over as he lost control, and Brandon hummed around his cock as Daniel was coming down his throat. Finally, too sensitive, Daniel had to push him away, and Brandon fell back a little, wiping his lips with a finger.
“I’ve never done that before,” he said, with complete honesty.
Daniel’s knees gave way and he kneeled down next to Brandon. “Idiot,” was all he could say, and then it was his turn to take control. He wanted to taste Brandon the same way, wanted him writhing under him, making those obscene sounds.
He pulled at Brandon’s clothes, at the shirt that got caught on his elbow, and the fly that was all kinds of twisted up. He’d never laughed so much during sex, but Brandon’s pouting and smiling was infectious.
Finally he had his mouth on skin, and Brandon was as sexy under his clothes as Daniel had imagined. Lithe, not toned, Daniel’s very most favorite part was the stretch of skin over his hipbones, and he sucked from one to the other.
“Daniel,” Brandon said. Just his name, nothing more.
Daniel straddled him, and they kissed, Brandon half sitting, and then Daniel eased him back down. He was focused and intent on one thing—making Brandon feel as good as he had. Brandon tasted just fine, and when he was coming, Daniel eased off a little, fascinated to see his release striping his belly. 
“Gah,” Brandon said, and covered his eyes with his hands.
Daniel grabbed the closest thing to him, Brandon’s shirt, and wiped away the evidence, and then, sated and happy, he lay down on the thick carpet next to Daniel. 
“No regrets, please,” Brandon whispered.
Daniel rested a hand on Brandon’s belly, tracing a pattern with a finger. “None.”
Apart from that unsettling feeling that he didn’t know the whole story. He was used to never being entirely in the picture, but this was different. He was scared that because he was missing something vital, Brandon would be compromised.
“Me neither.”
They lay in silence for a while longer and then, by unspoken agreement, they went into Brandon’s room and, kissing all the way, stripped in a confusing mess of limbs and collapsed onto the mattress, pulling the covers over them. 
“Why did you stop being a SEAL?” Brandon asked when they were cuddled close. Daniel loved post-orgasm cuddling, all lazy and happy, but hadn’t had an awful lot of exposure to the kind of relationships where cuddling was on the to-do list. As to the question… he’d known that Brandon would ask one day. 
“It’s classified.”
“How classified?”
“About as classified as it gets,” Daniel said, in all seriousness.
What would be the point in making up a story? What he and his team had done was in the past now, and very few people outside the five of them who’d come home would ever know. Not even the man he was falling for. Talking of the man in his bed, he shifted a little so that Brandon was sprawled over him, their legs tangled under the covers. Brandon sighed against his chest and kissed his way from one nipple to the other, then rested his lips on the tattoo on Daniel’s chest.
“It means something, though,” he murmured. “The trident tattoo and your time as a SEAL.”
Daniel didn’t answer immediately. Some parts of him, the darker parts, thought the tattoo wasn’t just a mark of belonging, but a reminder of what he’d been part of. Yes there was the team, the camaraderie, the brothers he’d fought alongside, but there was the darkness as well, the shadows that poked him in his sleep, or when he slipped into quiet thought. 
“It’s the end of things,” Daniel muttered, aware he was coming over as a pretentious idiot. “I mean, it marks me as a SEAL, and then there’s the reminder that it’s done now. Every time I look in the mirror, I’m reminded of what I was. Does that make any sense at all?”
“I think it makes you look all kinds of bad-rear, and not just the tattoo, but this bit here.” Brandon poked at his chest.
“What bit?” 
“Your pecs; they’re defined and strong. Then there’s this.” The poke this time was by his belly button. “You have this stomach that I could just…” He didn’t finish. Instead he slid down, tracing the lines of Daniel’s body with his tongue. “So flat, and all those ridges, and the V. I love the V, and this bit…” The kissing moved, focusing on his nipples, and the feel of Brandon’s chest hair on his cock, which was already up and wanting attention, was erotic. “You have the sexiest body.”
He moved lower; kissing Daniel’s sensitive cock, and Daniel moaned, but that changed to a whimper when Brandon licked him, then nuzzled his balls. He was turned on again; what was it about Brandon that was doing this to him?
“I like these too,” Brandon said, but his voice was muffled by the covers. And then he stopped talking, curling up into a crouch and pushing back the covers, taking a moment to stare down at Daniel’s groin before closing a hand around the base of his cock and closing his mouth around the tip.
And for this short time, Daniel could forget about what they were doing in eight days and just enjoy the sex.
No point in worrying about anything else yet.
 



Chapter 8
It was nearly impossible to assess chemistry. Brandon knew that. He’d been awake for the longest time thinking about what he was feeling in terms of an algorithm. How did he feel? 
Calm, because the drapes were a neutral color, there were no patterns on the walls or the quilt. Sated, because he’d had the best sex of his entire life with a god of a man who for some reason seemed to find him attractive. Nervous that Daniel would see through his lies. Hopeful that maybe Sanctuary could help him with Varga.
He understood chemistry critically. He knew what happened when you mixed potassium and water, and he knew on the off-chance that he would ever do that, to stand well back. Chemistry was as easy to follow as math. Add A to B, making sure C was this-that-or-the-other, and you had a result. 
But what was happening here with Daniel? Well, he sure didn’t know what the equation was.
Part desperation, he thought. Could Daniel carry through with his promise and make sure his sisters were safe at the same time keeping Brandon alive? Was it possible he could do what he needed to do with Varga and still walk away? Daniel seemed convinced he was strong enough, good enough, to get in and out without Brandon having to lay down his life for his sisters.
The desperation to believe was certainly part of the equation here.
What about fear? Was that part of it? He’d been the one to force the issue, the one to climb onto Daniel’s lap and practically demand that they do something about the spark between them. Had he done that because he knew he wasn’t going to see Daniel again, and he’d let that fear make him brave?
Wait. That didn’t make sense. Fear was fear. Bravery was bravery. You couldn’t have both. 
Could you?
Then there was the spark, the attraction. That was a vague thing. Daniel was a SEAL, with tattoos and muscles and sex appeal all over him and inside him, and in his eyes, his gorgeous dark-chocolate eyes. And what was Brandon? A nerd. If the glasses didn’t give it away, then the numbers thing and the fact that he knew chemistry in a purely scientific manner had to.
Panic clawed at his chest. What was he even doing in this bed? What had he been thinking? He began to wriggle away, but a strong arm lay across him and Daniel stopped him moving.
“No thinking,” Daniel murmured, the words muffled by the fact that his face was in the pillow.
No thinking? That was akin to telling Brandon to stop breathing. The weight of the arm was an added pressure, and he wriggled some more.
“I need to get up,” Brandon snapped, the panic inside him poking its way into his speech. Daniel released his hold, and Brandon took the opportunity to scramble up and away. He was as naked as the day he was born; naked and vulnerable and panicking, and the only place he could think of going was the bathroom. 
Only inside, with the door shut, sitting on the side of the bath, did he allow himself the time to count the prime numbers and move his fingers in the age-old rhythm that stilled his dread. But when he was calmer, a new feeling sat in panic’s place. 
Shame.
Again he’d lost control of his thoughts and scared the trash out of himself. He bowed his head and closed his eyes, counting up and down again, and willed the shame away as well. Only shame was a lot harder to shift than anxiety.
“Hey,” Daniel said, and Brandon shook his head. He hadn’t even heard Daniel come into the bathroom, let alone have the time to steel himself against the soft, sympathetic tone that Daniel was using. 
“Go away,” Brandon said tiredly.
He heard Daniel sigh, knew it was probably a sigh of complete exasperation, and he expected to hear the door shut after Daniel left. Only there was nothing like that. Instead Daniel took his hands, and Brandon realized he was on his knees in front of him, on the cold tiled floor.
“No,” Daniel said. “I’m not going anywhere.” He tapped a finger to Brandon’s right palm, over and over, a whisper of a touch. He tapped, and Brandon realized the rhythm was matching his heartbeat. Or maybe his heart was matching the taps. He didn’t know anything when it came to Daniel. “I had a friend once, Johnny; he was in my team, and he suffered from PTSD.”
“I don’t have PTSD,” Brandon said, still refusing to open his eyes.
“You’re having a panic attack. I’ve seen that kind of thing before and it’s not going to scare me away.”
Finally Brandon opened his eyes, which had been so tightly shut that all he could see for a moment was stars. He blinked them away and focused instead on Daniel’s thoughtful expression. 
“I don’t get it,” Brandon blurted out, then bit his lip to stop himself from saying anything else.
Daniel wasn’t letting it lie. “Don’t get what?”
“Why you let me do that last night.”
“Do what?” Daniel was frowning now, like he couldn’t understand one bit of what Brandon meant. How was that even possible?
“I sat in your lap. I demanded sex. I put you in an impossible position. I don’t understand how our chemistry would even work, and I’m sorry, okay?”
“I thought our chemistry was explosive,” Daniel said. “I particularly liked that part where you examined my pecs and then—”
“I can’t talk about it.”
Daniel leaned up a little—this must be hell on his knees—and kissed Brandon on the forehead. “Let’s get a shower.”
He stood up and away, humming something under his breath, went to the sink and only stopped humming when he brushed his teeth. Brandon watched with a tug in his chest that he could only describe as affection. Sharing something so domestic with Daniel felt right. It almost made him want to blurt out the truth, to ask Daniel to help him, to imagine living through this.
“You’ll want to brush your teeth,” Daniel said.
Brandon stood up, a little shaky still, and without questioning he brushed his teeth, pleased that Daniel had his back to him, because brushing your teeth was super personal. He rinsed his mouth and wiped with a towel, turning to face Daniel, and there he was, right up in Brandon’s space, and then they were kissing, the taste of mint between them. At first Brandon didn’t know what to do with his hands, and then somehow they found a natural place on Daniel’s biceps, holding tight.
Daniel smiled into the kiss. “Shower,” he said, then when he tried to tug free it took a moment for Brandon to realize he was being an idiot and release his hold. Daniel started the shower, a huge expanse of tile with gleaming chrome shower heads and various sprays; there was plenty of room for two fully grown men to get up to anything in there.
“Hang on,” Daniel said. He disappeared out of the bathroom and then came back in, his hands certainly not empty. 
“Why do we need lube? And,” cough, “condoms?” Brandon asked, then flushed scarlet when all Daniel did was raise an eyebrow in answer. “In the shower?” Brandon asked. “Honestly? Like, really?”
“We don’t have to,” Daniel said, and placed the lube very deliberately on the counter. Then he leaned into Brandon, not crowding him, but with intent in every line of him. “But I wanted to get you all slippery, and maybe get you off with my fingers, and who knows, you could idiot me after.”
“Me? Idiot… you.”
That seemed wrong.
Daniel wrinkled his nose. “If you don’t want to switch, then I could—”
“No, I didn’t say that.” Goodness, the concept, the very mechanics of Daniel had him hard and needy and desperate in seconds. He’d never imagined that he would be able to…
“Come on, then,” Daniel said, and stepped inside, placing the lube and condoms on one of the high shelves probably meant for soap and regular shower stuff. He indicated the shallow step that ran the entire way around the shower, maybe ten inches or so high. Daniel maneuvered himself so that Brandon’s back was under the water, which ran warm and comforting, then with a nudge from his hand he made Brandon put one foot on the shelf, which opened him up. 
Seemingly satisfied with the position, Daniel coated his fingers with lube and kissed Brandon. At first his fingers were nowhere near Brandon’s rear, stroking his cock and his balls in a maddeningly slow fashion. Each time Brandon moved into the circle of fingers, Daniel stopped and waited. Brandon soon got the message. Just kissing and soft, slow movements. 
The water of the shower was a path of warmth over his butt. Every so often when he shifted a little, the water tracked over his hole, and every time it did he felt his muscles tighten. 
Every single inch of him was attuned to Daniel and what he was doing.
“I won’t get you off all the way,” Daniel said. “I want you to come inside me. You ready for that?”
“Mmmm,” was all Brandon could manage as the muscles in his thighs tensed. Then Daniel tugged him a little bit away from the water, so its stream was on his left arm, and he rubbed his fingers over Brandon’s hole, the tip of his finger pressing inside. Before Brandon could say a single word about how it felt, Daniel pushed further and the clinical side of Brandon’s brain was yelling prostate.
And the kissing.
Oh jeez, the kissing, Daniel kissed like they’d never kiss again, and only when Brandon was pushing back on Daniel’s finger did something snap between them. 
“I can’t,” he warned. “I’ll come.”
Daniel smiled into the kiss, sliding his finger free and reaching for the condom. “You need to put it on,” he said, and looked sadly at his lube-covered fingers. 
Brandon could get behind that, fumbling at first, then taking a deep breath and counting his way through getting the condom on himself. Meanwhile Daniel swapped with him, one foot on the shelf, and Brandon got the best view ever. He nearly dropped the lube, but recovered just in time, his face so close to Daniel’s rear that he couldn’t resist pressing a kiss to his left cheek. Perfection. 
He covered his fingers in so much slick he wasn’t sure he’d ever be able to wash it off, but he wanted any discomfort to be negated. 
“I’ve never done this before,” he said over the noise of the shower. 
“Finger, let me relax, then guide yourself in. Okay?”
Brandon took instructions well, and when he pushed inside, he nearly came there and then without anything like movement at all. 
What do I do with my hands? One of them he put flat on the wall, because idiot, he was going to lose his balance in a moment if he wasn’t careful. The other? He wanted his hands on Daniel, and attempted an awkward reach-around. Only after some shuffling from both of them did Brandon get his fingers on Daniel’s cock. His shoulder ached from the movement but he pushed the pain to one side because he was not letting it interfere with how he was feeling.
“Sorry,” he apologized, “I’m not so smooth with this.”
Daniel huffed a laugh. “You have your cock in my rear, your hands on me, and sex is messy and hard. You’re a freaking expert. Now idiot me.”
So Brandon did. The rhythm he set at first was slow, pulling almost out, in counter-rhythm with his hand, and then at Daniel’s insistence he went harder, faster, and he felt like a god hearing the muttered curses and praise from Daniel’s mouth. 
“You need to come first,” Daniel said.
Okay, Brandon kind of knew that from his research at fourteen, something about the prostate becoming painful if it was massaged after a man had come. The words were instruction enough, though, and it didn’t take him long. His hands stuttered to a stop on Daniel’s cock and he messed into his lover, his lover, coming so hard that all he wanted to do was stand there and do nothing. 
But. Daniel was there, begging to get off, and Brandon paid attention, and that godlike feeling was back as Daniel cursed and came over Brandon’s hand, the evidence washing away in the stream of water. 
Brandon pulled out, removed the condom, and stepped back to drop it into the small trash can, making a note to wrap it up and put it somewhere no one would ever find it. Then he was back in the shower, kissing Daniel and knowing that what chemistry they had was a long way past normal and average.
They had passion and fire and need, and somehow in the messiness of sex, they had perfection.
And it all made sense.
Wrapped in towels, they lay back on the bed, and a quick glance at his watch told him it was only five a.m. 
All they had done, and they could still get a nap in before his alarm went off at eight. 
“So what did you think?” Daniel asked on a yawn as he stretched on the bed and laid an arm above Brandon’s head. Brandon curled into Daniel, lifting his head so Daniel could hold him with that arm. 
“Of making love? It all made sense.”
Daniel’s hold tightened. “I imagine making love always does.”
What did that mean? Belatedly, Brandon realized he’d used the term making love instead of. Had that been deliberate on his part, or had that been the weird chemistry they had talking?
“Sleep,” Brandon said, instead of opening his mouth and saying something stupid.
Daniel hummed his agreement. “Sleep is good.”
 



Chapter 9
Brandon pressed himself closer to the warmth of the man in his bed. Daniel had this awkward way of lying, his legs sprawled, arms out across the mattress, and Brandon loved that he was pushed right to the edge. He had tugged at Daniel and rolled into his embrace with no thought for any kind of morning-after-the-early-morning-shower etiquette, whatever that protocol was.
“We need to get up,” Daniel murmured. “Joseph is due here soon.”
“I don’t want to,” Brandon said. He was warm and sated and he just wanted to stay right there for the rest of the day. To get up would mean facing decisions, and he wanted to delay them for one more day.
To get up was to face the fact that they would be planning an operation that Brandon had no intention of allowing to happen. He just needed to go along with it long enough to make Sanctuary, and Daniel, think it was all happening, and then he’d find his way out of there before his stupid mistakes in the past meant more people were in danger.
“I don’t either, but we have to. Joseph is responsible for our exfil from the Varga mansion, and without him we could end up trapped with no way out.”
Or dead. 
“Is he like you? Good enough, I mean?”
“Stop overthinking this,” Daniel admonished him. “I said I wouldn’t let anything happen to you, and I meant it.”
“I’m not overthinking, I’m just thinking, is all,” Brandon defended himself. Then realized he was an idiot.
Daniel kissed the thought away.
Someone knocked on the door, but it slammed open before Brandon had the chance to say anything like come in, or get Daniel out of his bed. He sat bolt upright in bed, pulling the covers and revealing most of Daniel that wasn’t X-rated. 
“Brandon, can I get… oh shoot, sorry.”
Hannah backed slowly out of the door and shut it. 
“Okay, so that wasn’t awkward at all,” Daniel said, rolling up and out of bed. Brandon wanted time to evaluate what had just happened, but Daniel was right there in front of him, naked, bending over to pick up his underwear, and the sight was something that Brandon could look at all day. He’d been inside that strong body, wringing an intense orgasm from Daniel, getting him to curse all kinds of filthy things as he was coming. 
Daniel was strength personified, the muscles in his thighs thick, his rear tight… in fact Brandon could get used to looking at Daniel on a daily basis. 
I only have seven days left until everything ends.
He ruthlessly pushed down the grief that hit him. A man could get a lot done in seven days. He could finish a hundred Sudoku books, play games with his sisters, laugh with them and give them memories of him happy, and hell, he even had time to fall in love.
That could happen.
“I’m getting another shower,” Daniel said, and turned to face him. “Want to come?”
Brandon had never moved so fast. 
 
* * * * *
 
Joseph was exactly what Brandon had been expecting. Tall, built but not pumped up, short dark hair in a military cut, and stubble. He had expressive gray eyes, and at the moment they were stormy.
“A civilian,” he snapped. “That is the worst idea I’ve ever heard.” He had a matching trident tattoo, and looked like he was going to tear Manny apart with his bare hands. And that was saying something, given that Manny was just a face on a screen. 
“We don’t have any other choice,” Manny said defensively and indicated Brandon. “He’s vital to this.”
Joseph turned to Daniel. “And you’re okay with this?”
Daniel held himself rigid. “Idiot, no.”
“This is going to compromise—”
“I know.”
“And what about—”
“I know that too.”
Whatever the two former SEALs were talking about was staccato sharp and in incomplete sentences that Brandon found hard to follow. Ultimately it didn’t matter what they said—he was the only one who could do this, and without him there was no mission.
“Without him there is no mission,” Manny said, and Brandon looked at him startled, wondering if Sanctuary had mind-reading equipment, dismissing the thought as ridiculous. Then again, he’d seen the hidden compartments in the wall and the technology that he lusted after; he knew Sanctuary were tricksy and advanced. Without conscious thought, he began moving his fingers, realized what he was doing, and sat on his hands again. 
Joseph cursed again and turned to the table where Daniel had laid out the schematics of the area around Varga’s place. They’d locked the comms room so there wouldn’t be a repeat of Hannah walking in, because she’d kill him if she knew what they were doing. 
“Okay. Talk to me,” he demanded, and looked right at Brandon. “Tell me where you need to be.”
Brandon pulled over the plans of the house and traced a finger left from the front entrance and the atrium. “There,” he said, and stabbed at an area in an oddly shaped wing. 
“Security?” 
“It’s a private entrance—one major door with no code or security, then through to a second entry, coded, two guards on rotation. I can get us through the second entrance if you deal with the guards after the first door.”
Joseph raised his eyebrows in question.
“I saw the layout once, and the security schematics. I remember.”
Joseph didn’t call him out on it and question the intel. “What else do you recall?”
“Once you’re through the second door, there’s a lobby area. I don’t know what else to call it; it’s a space with cameras. We can work around that.”
“How exactly are we working around that?” Daniel asked, and peered at the map.
“I’ll deactivate it using the right codes.”
“And you know those how?” This time it was Joseph who looked confused. Had no one told him how much Brandon knew?
“I just do.” Brandon wasn’t going to stand there and explain again. 
“What’s next?” Daniel prompted. “What is this?” He pointed at another wall and a door.
“Believe it or not, that’s the simple part. Once I’m past the external security, the rest is easy. That’s the computer suite, and that’s where I need to be.”
“How long do you need to be in there?” Joseph scribbled notes in the margin of the map. Upside down they made no sense, but Daniel was looking at them and nodding in agreement.
Brandon’s chest tightened. He didn’t want to go through this fake plan when he had no intention of going through with it. “Ten minutes,” he said, adding another lie to everything else he’d said.
“So exfil from where?” Joseph asked, looking to Daniel for input. 
“The same way we came in, as guests.”
“With no weapons.”
“No weapons. Security is tight, everyone is scanned.”
“So no comms either. This is blind.”
Daniel nodded. He didn’t have to say anything out loud.
Joseph cracked his neck. “How are we getting in?”
Brandon stepped away, looking back at the two men planning out how to get him inside Varga’s place. 
He sat by the monitors, Manny long since gone, and leaned back, staring up at the ceiling. He stayed that way until he realized he really needed to be outside this room.
“Okay if I leave you to it for a while?” he asked, and Daniel waved him away. He left the room, closing the door behind him and hearing the lock click into place.
“What’s going on? Who is Tall, Dark and Dangerous?” Hannah asked from the hall.
“Sanctuary stuff,” Brandon said vaguely. “An operative,” he hedged. Seemed like he was getting good at dishonesty, because Hannah didn’t say anything.
“Do you know when we can go home?”
“Soon, I think.”
“The date is set? When do you need to go to court?”
For a second he forgot why they thought he was even there, why they were there as well, recalling the entire witness protection thing they had going on.
“Next Thursday.”
Hannah hugged him close, then tugged him into their space, going right into Yvonne’s room and pulling him toward the bed. “Tell Von,” she demanded.
“Court is next Thursday,” he repeated obediently.
“And then we can go home?” Yvonne asked immediately, before dipping her head. “Sorry, what I meant to say was, are you okay?”
Brandon smiled at that, and crawled up the bed to sit between his sisters, hugging them close. “I’m good with it all,” he said.
“We just want it over for you,” Hannah said.
“And me for you.” Brandon kept his tone light and even.
They sat like that for the longest time, Von talking about her highlights and how she needed them done, Hannah dissing two of her tutors over the lack of feedback on her last assignments. He listened and hugged them, and decided he was possibly the luckiest brother alive.
 
* * * * *
 
Joseph left around four, sketching a goodbye wave as he passed the open door, and Daniel came to find them, leaning against the doorjamb. 
“Okay in here?” he asked. 
Hannah patted the bed. “There’s room for you,” she offered.
Daniel looked thoughtful, and Brandon imagined he would just crack a witty response and then leave them to it. Instead he moved toward the bed and put his knee on it.
Was he honestly thinking of joining them on the bed? There was barely enough room for three, let alone a fourth as broad as Daniel. 
But somehow they managed it. In fact, it seemed Hannah and Yvonne went out of their way to make room, until Daniel was behind Brandon and pulling Brandon back against him, then holding his hands in his lap. He was making a statement, like this was them together, and a warmth that Brandon hadn’t felt before made him smile. 
“So that’s the way it is, then,” Hannah said. “Von, you owe me ten that they’ve gone public.”
Yvonne grimaced. “And you owe me ten that they totally did it last night.”
Brandon went from warm and relaxed to sitting up straight and scarlet with embarrassment, but Daniel’s chuckle was deep and vibrated through his body, and he settled back into Daniel’s hold.
“I hate you both,” he said. “I want some new sisters.”
“So, Dreamy McSexy who just left—Tall, Dark and Dangerous—is he single?”
“Joseph? Sorry to disappoint,” Daniel said. “He’s with a guy called Dale, and has been for a long time now.”
Hannah shook her head. “Why are all the good ones gay?”
“Or bi,” Yvonne added.
“You remember Bryan?”
“The one from PoliSci?”
“No, the one on the basketball team. He was gay…”
Brandon relaxed back into Daniel and laced fingers with him.
If only he’d found all this peace before he’d even heard of Varga.
Before facing such a dark future.
 



Chapter 10
They settled into a routine, he and Daniel. At night Daniel was his lover, and they couldn’t get enough of each other. During the day he was his protector, and they didn’t touch, not even casually. 
Brandon could handle that; knew it was the way things had to be. 
The day before the party, when the plan was crystal clear, Brandon came to think that perhaps he could encourage the hope that resided in his chest.
He listened to the two former SEALs, and everything they planned made sense. He would move money, they would have his back, and they would get him out alive.
He’d even considered sitting Daniel down and explaining that he would need longer than ten minutes at the PC in the mansion, but news broke that destroyed his fragile grip on optimism. Daniel had gone into the comms room to study the house layout; he was doing a lot of that. He’d come out almost immediately and gestured for Brandon to join him. 
“Is everything okay?” Hannah asked as he stood up.
“Case stuff, I should think,” Brandon lied. He ruffled her hair and dodged her retaliatory punch. As soon as he was in the comms room, Daniel shut the door behind him.
“What’s wrong?”
“They pulled a body from the river,” Manny began.
“Varga?” Brandon felt sick with relief at the thought. If Varga was dead, then that made everything he had to do a moot point.
“No Merrick.”
Energy left Brandon in a flash, and he sank into the nearest chair.
“Merrick?”
“Yeah,” Manny continued, “dead before he hit the water apparently.”
“He was the link between the cops and the Varga organization,” Brandon said. “Although we couldn’t prove it. Jamie always said too much went down that was connected to Drugs and Gangs and Merrick’s participation.”
“Elliot suspected the same thing. News came in that the body was quickly identified as Merrick. He’d been shot execution style, and ballistics show it was with his own gun.”
“Tell me you have more on this,” Daniel said.
“Nothing yet.”
“It’s easy,” Brandon said when everything went silent. “Varga’s taking out his money, he’s tying up loose ends.” Brandon’s head suddenly buzzed with what-ifs. He knew he probably wouldn’t get away with his life, but somehow hearing Daniel say that he’d look after him had lulled him into a false sense of security.
“Brandon, listen to me.” Manny’s voice had an echo to it, and Brandon looked up at the image of a man he’d never met in person. “Daniel is the best at what he does, but if you don’t want to go through with what we planned, if you want us to help you and your sisters relocate, we can do that.”
Daniel leaned closer to the monitor. “That sounds like a good idea.”
“No,” Brandon interjected. “If he doesn’t get to his money he’ll never leave my family or me alone. I go in there, and I finish this. I transfer whatever he wants me to, and we shut him down afterward.”
Out of Manny’s sight, Brandon blindly reached for Daniel’s hand and held tight. As soon as he touched the other man, the buzzing in his head stopped, and with sharp clarity he knew what he needed to do. And the first thing was to lie. Again.
“Everything will be okay,” he said, forcing enthusiasm into his voice even as his heart broke. For a few days he’d had hope, and now it was all gone, but he was cursed if he was going to let Daniel know one thing about what he was thinking.
 
* * * * *
 
The rest of the day passed molasses-slow, as if someone had decided these last few moments with his family needed to be stretched out thin. He spent the day annoying his sisters, who in turn indulged him, then shouted at him, then hugged him. He got to tell them each once that he loved them. As to Daniel… well, he’d say goodbye in his own special way tonight. Only Daniel wouldn’t know it was goodbye. 
“I want another look at the security set-up,” he said. It was Daniel’s turn to cook, and he was throwing together lasagna.
“Wait until we’ve eaten and I’ll come in with you,” Daniel said, looking up from weighing out ground beef.
“Won’t take me long,” Brandon said. He reached over the counter and kissed Daniel square on the lips. “I love lasagna.”
In the office, he pulled out paper from the printer, hurriedly wrote two separate letters, and folded them into his pocket. Next he cracked his knuckles and looked around him at the systems Sanctuary had. There was an iris scanner on the main screen, but he didn’t need to open anything up, he just needed a way to bypass the failsafe. 
Then he set to work.
 
* * * * *
 
When he sauntered out a little later, it was to find Hannah, Yvonne and Daniel sitting around the kitchen counter bantering about TV shows that Daniel had never watched. 
Everything was so casual and calm, and by the time he climbed into bed with Daniel, he’d pushed back the fear and nerves at the end of all things.
They made love, and there was no fooling anyone about what they felt.
“I really love this,” Brandon said, the words bubbling up from inside where he could no longer keep them in. 
Daniel hauled him closer, deepening the kisses they’d been sharing, and Brandon clung to him like he never wanted to let him go. “I think we should carry on when this is all done,” Daniel said, and sucked on Brandon’s left nipple as he started his journey southward. He looked up, and there was a smile on his face. He looked so happy and calm. “I think you’re right there in my heart, and if you tell anyone I said that, I will have to shoot them.”
Brandon’s breathing hitched, and he swallowed the pain of everything inside him.
As Daniel’s mouth closed around his cock, he could only really say one thing. “I love it when you do that.”
Unspoken was the I think I could love you.
 
* * * * *
 
Daniel was deep in sleep. He had this uncanny way of waking up whenever Brandon moved, though, and tonight was no exception.
“Wassup?” he sleepily growled.
“My shoulder hurts a bit,” Brandon answered. “I’m going to get some painkillers and walk it off.”
“You want some company?” Daniel made to move from the under the covers, but Brandon stopped him. 
“Heck, no. I’m going to watch some nasty infomercials and clear some more Sudoku in that new book.”
Daniel smiled up at him, his eyes half closed. “Hurry back.”
Brandon pressed a kiss to Daniel’s forehead and waited until he rolled over and his breathing evened out. He grabbed the clothes he’d left on the chair, and slipped out the letters, placing one on the counter in their kitchen, the other on the occasional table in the living room. 
Then, armed with the codes he’d created that afternoon, he began to break out of the Sanctuary stronghold.
He’d almost reached the point where he’d rationalized that Daniel would get into the mansion and make everything right.
Then doubt had crept in. He had a plan, he knew the possible outcome, and nowhere in that plan was a part where the man he loved was killed. 
He had to stick to the plan rather than trusting that Sanctuary, and Daniel, could save the freaking day. 
The car was waiting just where he’d arranged for it, and only twenty minutes after he’d left Daniel’s bed, he was traveling out of the city and toward Varga.
I’m doing the right thing. I’m doing the right thing. He repeated it over and over until he could accept that what he was doing was right. He’d organized electronic payment to the driver, including a generous tip, and when the car drew up at the end of the long road to Varga’s house, he clambered out and waited until the cab turned, then began the long, slow walk.
It was ten a.m., and Daniel would be awake by now. 
Regret was an acid that burned him.
But he knew he was doing the right thing.
 



Chapter 11
Daniel felt something was wrong as soon as he woke up. Call it instinct, call it training, but dread gripped him. After pulling on his jeans, he checked everywhere, even in the recessed hiding places behind the walls, waking up Hannah when he went into her room, so much so that she was following him now.
“What’s wrong?” she asked for maybe the fifth time, and now Yvonne had joined her, scrubbing her eyes and yawning.
Brandon wasn’t here. There wasn’t an inch left to be searched, and he was gone.
Only on his second pass through the kitchen, with Yvonne trailing him, did he spot the folded paper with his name on it.
“Where’s Brandon?” Hannah came out of Brandon’s room, and she’d gone from sleepy to wide awake. 
“Idiot knows,” Daniel snapped, and opened the letter. How had Brandon got out of this place? If he found out that Sanctuary were behind Brandon leaving to do God knew what for them…
The words on the paper swam in front of his eyes, and he appreciated that he was losing control, so he settled his breathing until he could make more sense of what was there.
 
Daniel, I can only apologize, but I don’t believe that anyone but me can make this right, so I have to do this by myself. I always knew it would end this way, that I would go to Varga and help him get his money and get out of the country. He says he’ll look after me and leave my sisters alone. I’m happy with this decision, so don’t come after me.
Look after Hannah and Yvonne like you promised me. They will be so pissed, but make sure that they know this is entirely my choice.
What we had was good sex, thank you for that, but even though it was excellent sex, it doesn’t change what I have to do.
I have to work with Varga.
I know that makes me one of the bad guys, but I never ever said I was one of the good ones.
Brandon x
P.S. Look out for enemy drapes in the morning.
 
“What does this mean?” Yvonne said.
Daniel looked up, ready to explain the contents of the note, or at least try to, but Yvonne was holding her own piece of paper, and she looked pale. “Why did he leave?”
“More importantly, how did he leave?” Hannah snapped the question.
Daniel shook his head. “Give me… I just need…” then without saying another thing, he went straight to the comms room. He shut the door behind him, but Hannah was there, pushing at it and bristling with intent. 
“Tell us what’s going on. Where is Brandon?”
Daniel didn’t have answers, and he shook his head mutely. “I have to talk to Ops,” he murmured. He needed to have words for Hannah, words that meant something; an explanation or a reason why Brandon wasn’t here. He had nothing, and he hoped to perdition that Sanctuary ops knew something.
An unfamiliar face was the first thing he saw.
“Hi, Sean Hanson. Pleased to meet you, Daniel.”
“Brandon’s gone.”
The man, Sean, frowned, reached a hand beyond the view of the screen, and nodded. “Okay, I’ve escalated it and we’re working on it,” he reassured Daniel. His calm voice was completely at odds with the wide-eyed, shocked look he gave to someone out of range of the monitor.
“Harass that,” Daniel snapped. “How did he get out of this place?”
Sean shook his head. “Cain will be in the Chicago office in ten. I don’t have answers right now.”
“Brandon is gone. Tell me how he got past security.” 
“I’ve called for Cain. I can’t see any of the… Idiot.” The shock completely wiped out the calm, and Sean pushed a hand through his hair. He’d been trying so hard to be the calm one, but his control had slipped because of whatever he could see on the screen.
“What?” Daniel demanded. 
“Idiot,” was all Sean said again, and Daniel desperately wanted to reach through the screen and flatten him in one punch. 
“What!” This time it was less question and more barely controlled threat to inflict harm.
“Security was compromised.”
Fear gripped Daniel. He’d slept through Brandon being taken? How had that happened? How had someone gotten past everything Sanctuary had in place, all the technology and surveillance?
“Who by? Someone connected to Varga?” 
Sean gave a sharp shake of his head, his lips thin before he sighed. “This was an internal job.”
“Someone inside Sanctuary turned on Brandon?”
“No.” Sean looked right at him. “This was someone inside the apartment.”
Hannah exhaled softly, the only sound indicating she was even there, and Yvonne kept quietly crying.
There was only one person in this place with the smarts to get around a security system like the one that Sanctuary had in place. 
Brandon.
So he fell back on his training. Regroup. Listen. Think. Work this trash out. Form a new direction of attack.
Daniel took a deep breath and let it out slowly, calming his thoughts. “Where is Brandon now?”
“I’m not seeing any trace of Brandon. Nothing on the cameras,” Sean began. “We need to talk to Cain—”
“You do that.” Daniel left the room, hearing Sean’s raised voice telling him not to do anything stupid.
Stupid? He wasn’t planning on doing anything other than finding Brandon. Stupid was being asleep while the man he was responsible for slipped his confinement and was out there vulnerable and doing idiot knew what. He bypassed Hannah, who attempted to stop him, and headed straight for the locked weapons cabinet, pressing his thumb to the lock and hearing the reassuring click as it released. He wouldn’t put it past Sanctuary to remove his access if they thought he was going out there to find Brandon.
He picked out his Glock 19 and the ammunition, slotting it in place, checking the gun. He’d need to get his holster, but for the time being he pushed the gun into the space between the base of his spine and the belt of his pants. He pulled out the other cartridges, holding them in one hand, and turned to go to his room, coming face to face with Hannah and Yvonne.
“What. Is. Happening?” Hannah asked, very simply but firmly. 
“Where is our brother?” Yvonne added. They both looked mutinous, and with arms over their chests it would be difficult to get through them. Not that he couldn’t just pick them up and set them aside—they each probably weighed one twenty soaking wet—but he’d slipped into defense mode and somehow left them by the wayside as he did so. They were just as invested in this as he was; Brandon was their brother, after all.
“He’s left.” What else could he say but the truth?
“Of his own accord?” Hannah asked, and something inside Daniel shriveled and died.
“Seems that way.”
“How?”
“Intel suggests he compromised systems.” He understood he was slipping into technical-speak, but they didn’t appear to have any trouble accepting what he said.
“Why would he do that?” Yvonne asked.
Because he thought it was the only way.
“I’m getting your brother back. I don’t know how, or even where he is, but I swear to you I’ll get him back.”
Yvonne punched him in the chest. “You’re the one who let him leave.”
Daniel had no defense at all. He hadn’t been the one to let him go; somehow Brandon had been entirely too capable of doing that for himself. But he hadn’t watched, or been aware that Brandon had wanted to do all this alone. He’d thought they were a team.
He’d been wrong.
“It’s on me,” he agreed, then neatly sidestepped them, conscious that they followed him. He stopped and turned on them. “I’ll get someone here for you.”
“You’re going after Brandon, right?”
Hannah was still crying, but somehow, between the kitchen and here, there was steel in her spine and determination in her voice. 
“Yes,” he said, then placed a hand on her shoulder, wanting that connection. He could feel how tightly she was holding herself. He squeezed with his hand, and she nodded mutely.
After retrieving his holster and a jacket, he found Hannah and Yvonne in the hallway. “I’ll bring him back,” he reassured them, even though he didn’t know where he was going to start. He needed to get to Varga’s compound, and he needed to call in favors.
The sound of the elevator had him removing his gun and gesturing for the other two to move back and away. Hope had him imagining that maybe it was Brandon who’d step out of the elevator; even so he held his gun outstretched, his stance ready, protected by the corner of the wall.
As soon as he saw it was Joseph, he dropped his stance. They’d sent Joseph here as his backup, and the niggle of worry he’d had about the girls vanished in an instant. 
Joseph eyed him warily, and even with his Sig holstered, he appeared tense and laser-focused.
“We need to follow the original plan; running off half-cocked will only make this situation worse,” Joseph said. This was one SEAL looking at another and exchanging way more than just words. Joseph would understand that Daniel wanted out of this place to find Brandon. He’d know that was as deeply ingrained as if it were one of his charges who had gone missing. Protection and survival were in their DNA, put there by instinct and training.
“I’m going,” Daniel warned, and took a step toward the elevator. Joseph shifted slightly to become larger in the entrance.
“We have to wait.”
Daniel moved again, more so he could talk in low tones that wouldn’t reach Brandon’s sisters than anything else.
“He could be dead or dying right now.”
“By all accounts, Brandon is an intelligent guy. Give him credit for what he’s done, and for his own survival instinct.”
Now Daniel was right up close—only a foot or so separated them—and Joseph was just as tense and focused as he was. To get past a man with the same training as him would be difficult, but not impossible; after all, Daniel was channeling affection and fear in equal measure. 
“I’m going now,” Daniel warned him.
Joseph didn’t balk, nor did he move. “We’re following the original plan. Transport will be here in an hour. We leave then.”
“I could shoot you.”
Joseph showed no emotion. “You won’t.”
Daniel took his gun and held it loosely at his side. “I’m going to get Brandon.”
“And I’ll help you, but you have to do this the right way.”
“You have no idea,” Daniel snarled, dangerous temper curling inside him. He’d learned to keep his anger impulses in check, but this was Brandon out there, doing idiot knew what for God knew who, in danger of being killed. 
“If Dale was in trouble, I would want to grab the nearest weapon and shoot any idiot that got in my way, but it wouldn’t be right. Be very certain that I would go with you right this moment if you left, but if we did that we’d be trying to infiltrate without planning, and blind. We’d lose every element of surprise, every moment where we could have the upper hand. We’d be dead, and then there would be no chance of getting to Brandon. Is that what you want?”
They eyeballed each other for the longest breath-free moment. With enough firepower, Daniel knew he could get inside the compound, take people out of the way, but with that type of entrance there could be collateral damage. Maybe even Brandon. 
He relented and re-holstered his gun. “Why did he do it? How did he do it?” he asked. He didn’t even want a reply, and Joseph clapped a hand on his shoulder. 
“Clearly we’re not the only ones with hero complexes.”
Every fiber of Daniel’s being strained to be out of there and running after Brandon, but Joseph was right. He had to think with his head not his heart; treat this like any other kind of mission.
Punching the wall to the left of Joseph’s head hurt like a jerk, but at least the brief pain centered his thoughts. He had to forget his feelings for Brandon. This was the same as any other extraction; visualize the objective, commit to the end target, and remember that failure was not an option.
 
* * * * *
 
Standing at the back of Varga’s acres, Daniel turned up the collar of his suit jacket. He was without a weapon, and not knowing what he was walking into was a wake-up call. Abruptly, his instinct to run in there and save Brandon vanished, because this was the job. The slap in the face of the mission at hand was enough to get him to focus.
“Ready?” Joseph asked.
Daniel nodded and checked his watch. “Exfil in sixty.”
Joseph returned the nod and made the appropriate signals to indicate that he had Daniel’s back.
Cautiously, Daniel stepped from the path and into the trees, heading for the first perimeter, the right amount of ice running through his veins, the absolute perfect level of focus in his head.
He could already visualize the exfil, the moment when he and Brandon would be safely back with Joseph.
To consider any other ending was unthinkable.
 



Chapter 12
When Brandon had arrived, security jumped on him immediately, some bodyguard the gatekeeper had called Lawrence and two others he couldn’t name for the life of him.
There was a gun to his head, and a part of him that wanted a quick exit, hoped to perdition they’d pull the trigger. Only when he recalled the real reason why he was there did he relax his stance and became respectful and subservient. 
Not that it helped. 
“I’m here to see Varga,” he said, with a confidence he didn’t feel. Lawrence pulled him into what he assumed was the security building and forced him to sit. When Brandon made to stand up he got a slap to the face and his wrists were tied to the chair. His shoulder hurt really bad, but he didn’t make a sound.
This wasn’t how it was supposed to go. He needed to get inside the house, with access to the computers. Varga was expecting him. One of the guards left, and finally the door re-opened, Varga appearing with a smile on his face.
“Brandon,” Varga said, and snapped a quick glance at a worried-looking Lawrence. “This is not how you treat potential house guests, Lawrence.”
“I apologize, sir, I wasn’t told to expect this man,” Lawrence murmured. “I was simply following your security protocols.”
Varga approached Brandon and stooped so they were at eye level. Then he did what Brandon expected him to do—he caressed Brandon’s face, gently, oh so carefully, and then tutted. “He marked your pretty face,” he said, and leaned in further, until Brandon could feel mint-fresh breath on his skin. He tried his hardest not to recoil; this game he played with Varga was the only thing that had kept him alive so far.
For some reason, seventy-year-old Lujza Varga had a thing for younger guys, and Brandon was right in that demographic. 
“Lujza,” Brandon murmured in recognition, and Varga smiled at him.
“Untie him immediately,” Varga said, and Lawrence did as he was told. The man then stepped back and bowed his head. Varga held so much power over people, and he underscored every action with death; Brandon almost felt sorry for Lawrence, who likely wouldn’t see out today. Varga helped him to stand, and then caressed his reddened wrists before placing a small kiss to each pulse point. 
“I have some salve for these,” he said, and tugged Brandon out of the building and into the sunlight. The house was right there in front of them, a huge monstrosity of fake pillars and so many windows that the sun was reflected fire. The whole place was white, broad wings to either side of the main entrance, and three stories tall. To the right was the conservatory, the bedrooms, the reception rooms and kitchens. 
To the left, in the private area, was what Brandon had been waiting to access.
“It’s time,” Brandon said as he walked next to Varga. 
“You disappeared,” Varga pointed out. “I didn’t think you would be here as planned.”
He waited to allow Brandon into the house first, and Brandon felt the touch of his hand on the small of his back. He held back the shudder at the man’s touch, because he knew it wouldn’t go any further than touching and talk. Varga didn’t want him sexually, he just wanted a pet. 
At least he hoped so. He’d die before he ever let Varga go that far. 
The inside of the house was welcoming and calm. Everything in marble, subdued in color, apart from the bright orange flower arrangement on a large table. Brandon stopped in the center of the atrium and got his bearings. Bedrooms. Kitchen. Reception rooms. Private area.
Stairs swept up from the entrance to the next floor, broad and devoid of personality. No carpets, no paintings, just emptiness. On closer inspection, Brandon could see the slight faded patch on the nearest wall where a painting had once hung.
Intel was right; Varga was getting ready to run.
“Follow me,” Varga instructed. He began to lead him toward the stairs, and Brandon balked. 
“What about the money?” he asked. He was only here to get Varga his access to the system. That was all. He wasn’t going to socialize before he was killed.
Varga placed a hand on his shoulder, moved it up to cradle his face again, pressing his thumb to Brandon’s mouth until his lips parted. 
“The money can be dealt with later; we have to get you cleaned up.” Varga pouted, childlike, and nausea rose in Brandon. “Come,” he said, and with that hand in the small of Brandon’s back, he encouraged him up the wide stairs to the first landing. He opened the third door on the left and gently pushed Brandon inside. “There are clothes, toiletries, and a shower.” This time he used both hands to cradle Brandon’s face, and he stepped closer so his thigh was touching Brandon’s leg. “You need to make yourself pretty for me like you promised.”
“Lujza, surely the money is more important—”
“Enough talking, sweetheart. I’ll come back for you.” He patted Brandon’s cheek, and then his hand traced a path down Brandon’s front and rested on his belt, his knuckles dangerously close to Brandon’s groin.
I can’t do this. I can’t do this. I’m not brave enough.
Varga left, closing the door behind him, and there was the click of a lock; obviously Brandon wasn’t entirely trusted here. He went immediately to the window, the impetus to flee suddenly front and center. Down below, by an ornate rose bed, were the two security guys and Lawrence. There was heated talking. Lawrence was backing away and onto the soil, his hands raised. 
None of that helped him—a bullet between his eyes, and he fell back onto the ground. One of the guards dragged his lifeless form from the mud and away, the second took a hose and began to wash the area, but not before deliberately looking up at Brandon’s window.
That had been a message, a warning, and Brandon wasn’t stupid. He heard it loud and clear. 
A closer examination of the room revealed nothing he could use as a weapon or as a form of egress. He was stuck with his decision, and after the initial panic subsided he knew he had to focus. He had a job to do here. 
One that Daniel would never have understood. 
He wouldn’t negotiate with the bad guys. He would never have made a promise to them to hand himself in at a given date just to keep his sisters safe. No, Daniel would have made plans to cut out the cancer that was Varga, but Brandon wasn’t Daniel. However hard he tried to channel Daniel’s bravery, he always fell short.
He caught sight of himself in the long mirror; saw the way his fingers were tapping out the rhythm that centered him. Heck, he hadn’t even realized he was doing that. And then he saw the blood from a cut in his cheek; today had gone pretty much as he’d expected it to, starting with leaving Daniel asleep in bed, and ending up with blood on him. Next was dying, but that was okay, because before he did that, he had a job to do. He would play his part, get access to the system, and destroy any hope of Varga getting money.
And then Brandon would die.
But that was okay.
Shoulders back, he walked into the bathroom and shut and locked the door. He didn’t want anyone—Varga—walking in on him, but he needed to shower, to get dressed, to play his part. 
The water was hot on his sore shoulder and back, but every drop of it reminded him of Daniel and their time in the shower, not to mention that the tiles were in a random pattern, and he had to have the entire shower with his eyes shut. The towels were soft, and they smelled of fabric conditioner. The bathroom floor was warm, the toiletries laid out for him. He looked into this mirror, and it was a very different, more determined Brandon who looked back at him. He’d left Daniel and his sisters for this; he’d found love and he was throwing it away.
But this was for the children whose pictures were permanently etched in his head, for the men and women Varga had murdered, for the pain he’d caused, for Michael and for Jamie. He pressed fingers to the scarring on his shoulder, almost welcoming the pain; a reminder of what had happened. 
I have to remember.
He shaved first; careful, methodical strokes that left him stubble-free and baby-soft. The razor hurt like a jerk over the swelling on his cheekbone where the slap had hit. If he lived long enough there might be some kind of bruise.
Does bruising still continue postmortem? he thought to himself as he ran gel through his blond hair and attempted to style it so it was back from his face. Daniel liked his hair, said it was soft and just the right length to grip when they were making love.
Grief flowed into him, and he leaned on the counter. Prime numbers, backward and forward, over and over, and he pushed back the need to cry.
When he’d made this deal with the Devil, he’d known it would end this way; he should never have allowed himself to fall for Daniel, or sleep with Daniel, or even talk to the man.
He’d be furious right now; his temper hot at the fact Brandon had left. At least he wouldn’t be risking his life to get Brandon inside now; he’d have no reason to storm the castle, not after the letter Brandon had left. He wrapped a towel around his waist and walked out into the bedroom, pulling on the clean jersey shorts and the butter-soft dark pants. The door opened, and he didn’t have to turn to know who it was. The whole mood of the room dipped, and he clenched his hands into fists to stop his fingers moving. 
Varga touched his back, traced a path from the nape of his neck down his spine, to hook into his jeans and tug him back, using his other hand to turn him as he moved. 
“I thought I remembered how exquisite you were,” he murmured, and rested his hands on Brandon’s hip bones, “but my memory was lying to me—you are perfection.” He moved his fingers across Brandon’s bare skin, circling his nipples and humming appreciatively. “You won’t regret this,” he said, and deliberately thumbed each nipple, all while staring right into Brandon’s eyes. Then his eyes narrowed. He touched the bullet scar and frowned. “What happened?”
Brandon tried not to wince. “An accident.”
“Hmm, we can have that fixed,” he said. 
Brandon fought not to flinch, feeling nothing from Varga’s touch and channeling every mathematical equation he could to keep from fleeing. The end game might need this; he knew that. 
Varga smiled and inclined his head. “I think I will call you Adonis,” he said. “You are certainly as beautiful as a Greek god.” Brandon steeled himself for more, but Varga moved away. “Are you hungry, my sweet Adonis?” He didn’t wait for a reply. “Lunch,” he said, and waited expectantly at the door. Brandon reached for the shirt laid out, a thin white cotton that he pulled on and buttoned. Then he followed Varga out, the marble floors cold under his bare feet.
Varga led him to one of the reception rooms, where a table held cold meats, salads and bread.
Varga took a plate and placed a little of everything on it, putting it on a large table and indicating that Brandon should sit. “Eat,” he instructed. It might as well have been coal for all that Brandon wanted to eat.
Somehow, Brandon managed to clear some of it, the meat choking him, the salad slimy with dressing, and he sat silently, as Varga did. Varga never spoke much, and there wasn’t anything Brandon wanted to talk about.
“After you do your work, we are having a party here; an informal afternoon reception.”
Brandon looked up from his contemplation of the bright green lettuce and the contrast of red from tiny tomatoes. 
Varga continued without expecting Brandon to answer. “My last party in this house before we leave.”
Brandon recalled the guest list that had caused Manny so much concern—the Who’s Who of bad guys, and the governor, along with associated dignitaries who probably didn’t know what type of man Varga was, or knew but ignored it.
“Who’s coming?” Brandon asked, as if he didn’t know. Maybe if Varga gave him any intel that would help Sanctuary, then somehow Brandon could get it to them even as he destroyed any chance of Varga getting to his money. 
“Everyone,” Varga said. Then he leaned in slightly, and the familiar twisted gleam was back in his eyes. “I’ve planned a somewhat final end to this party.”
“Final?” Brandon asked, even though that simple word didn’t seem enough to fit whatever Varga was implying.
Varga raised his eyebrows, his thick lips curving in a sly smile. “Let’s just say, we’ll be a long way from here before they can identify all the bodies.”
Brandon processed the information quickly. “You’re planning to kill the people here today?”
“Of course. This is my one final act of defiance against authority. Each individual here today pretends to be my friend, or uses me. Each of them has hurt me. There is enough explosive in each section of the house that there will really be nowhere to run.” He did that pout thing again, which made him look even more maniacal. “Does it worry you, Adonis, the specter of death?”
Brandon shook his head and averted his eyes. His brain was already working on a way to warn everyone, get something out to the authorities before he was killed. But his mouth simply shaped the words Varga needed to hear. “No,” he said quietly, coolly, like his whole world wasn’t being dragged out from under him. “I’d like to get to the computers and release your money.”
Varga laid a hand on his. “Our money,” he said. “It would be for both of us to start a new life.”
Brandon nodded and forced a smile onto his face, then concentrated back on the lettuce.
“Are you done?” Varga asked.
Brandon pushed away the plate. “I am.”
“Then let’s get on with this. How long will you need?”
Brandon plucked a time from his head. “Two hours.”
Varga frowned. “The guests will be here at two. I wanted it done before then.”
“We’ll be fine,” Brandon reassured him.
“Then we need to go, now,” Varga said, and stood with a dramatic flourish, his long silk shirt billowing out around him. “Quick, quick. I want you to be the last pretty thing they see when they arrive, and that won’t work if you’re stuck in the computer room.”
“When will you kill them?” Brandon asked as he followed obediently, like he had no idea of where to go, even though he had the schematics of this place in his head down to the last inch. Security one, an iris scan. He’d lied when he’d told Sanctuary they would be able to get through there. The lie hadn’t hurt then, and it didn’t even mark his soul now; he’d never had any intention of letting other men die for him.
Particularly Daniel.
And all he could think at that very moment in time was the absolute truth of what was in his heart. I could have loved you, Daniel. I think I did.
“Everyone is due to arrive at two, by three we will be gone, and then…” Varga laughed, “…everyone else will be gone.”
The second security was a code into a keypad. Brandon didn’t even need to look at it; he already had the code in his head and could bypass it in an instant. Varga would come to find Brandon, and Brandon would lock them both in here. Varga wouldn’t be able to leave this secure room and would be ripe for the police to pick up. The door slid open, a beautiful glass system etched with images of a Greek god. 
Adonis, Brandon assumed. 
The two security men from earlier fell into step just behind them, both armed with guns, both impassive. They stood by the door as Brandon stepped into the immaculate white space that was Varga’s server room. The scent of heated wire and the familiar subtle hum of the electricity coursing through it was enough to center Brandon. This was his stage, and he knew every part he needed to play.
“I will leave you so you can concentrate,” Varga said with a nod. He patted Brandon on the head as Brandon sat at the terminal, and then, humming under his breath, he left. The two guards, however, remained. It seemed like Varga wasn’t one hundred percent trusting of his toy.
Brandon momentarily closed his eyes. What he had to do wouldn’t take the full two hours, but he needed to think everything through rationally. He began by considering what money was hidden where, and one by one he located each account. The total he kept in his head climbed, moved easily past ten million, twenty, then thirty. The tally stopped at just short of sixty-seven million dollars, all made off the back of child slavery, drugs, murder, and anything else Varga had been able to get away with. 
When he glanced at the clock, he realized his two hours were very nearly gone. Outside, guests would be arriving, and the impetus to take the money was also tinged with the desperation to get a message out to the authorities to make them aware of whatever Varga was planning. He didn’t have access to anything outside the financial systems, and sending an email, even encrypted, would raise flags, when what he needed to do was disperse this blood money.
He closed his eyes again, ran through every scenario, and then inspiration hit. Part of getting away from the safe house had been accessing Sanctuary systems. Maybe he could get a message to Manny that mass murder was planned and he should give the local PD the heads up, along with the fire department and paramedics. It would have to be short, coded, but it could work.
Finding a cell signal to piggyback from and linking to the back end of the system was easy, and he connected to the messaging service, sending the message and then closing the whole system down so that no one would see what he’d sent. No alarms sounded; he wasn’t compromised. He set up all the transfers, the calculations for each link fast in his head; only someone with his skill with numbers would be able to crack any of the systems in here. When all the money was poised ready for transfer, he took a deep breath. This was it, the last step, sixty-seven untraceable deposits to different charities, and all the other information would be passed directly to the authorities. 
As soon as he pressed Enter, Varga would know. 
“Sorry, Daniel,” he muttered, and saw guard one look right at him, expectantly, like he was waiting for Brandon to say something else. Focusing back on the keyboard, he let his finger hover over the enter key. One press, one more algorithm for security, and it was done.
Panic flared in his chest.
2, 3, 5, 7, 11, 13, 17, 19, 23, 29, 31, 37, 41, 43, 47, 53, 59, 61, 67, 71, 73, 79, 83, 89, 97.
Peace. A single, soft exhalation of breath. 
He pressed enter, solved the equations, broke the algorithm, and watched as sixty-seven million dollars vanished from Varga’s grasp, triggering an information transfer to the authorities and text messages from the accounts that would tell Varga exactly what he’d done.
He fully expected Varga to be here within seconds; he even turned his chair to face the door, ready for the end of things.
On cue Varga ran into the room, his face pale, his hand to his chest. 
“What did you do?” he shouted, startling both guards. He yanked the gun from guard one’s hand, shot him point blank. The other guard stumbled back, trying to get away; three bullets in his torso had him on the floor. “They let you!” he screamed, kicking the first guard where he lay, the spray of blood a crimson pattern on the wall. “Where is my money?” 
He waved the gun at Brandon. 
“Gone,” Brandon said calmly.
“Where?” He was red-faced now, breathing heavily, every inch his seventy years, and the hand at his chest was clutching at the fabric. Brandon reached over and pressed Enter one last time; he’d tapped into the house’s security system, and that single key tap had the security doors slamming shut, closing him and Varga and the two dead security guards in. 
Varga was wide-eyed. “Get my money back.”
Brandon turned again. “I can’t. It’s done.”
“You can’t…” Keying in the code to let himself out and seeing it turn red as it failed, Varga seemed at that moment to realize he was trapped. He rounded on Brandon, this time with the gun held steadier. “You took everything…” he started, still clutching at his chest. “Why? I thought… you wanted…”
Brandon pushed himself into a standing position, allowing his hands to remain loose. He didn’t even want or need to make patterns with his fingers; he was utterly calm. 
“You made so many people suffer, you killed my friends, and you scared my family. I was never going anywhere with you.”
“The money—”
“Is all gone,” Brandon said again. “I can keep saying it, but there’s no changing any of it.”
Varga shoved him aside, frantically pressed Enter over and over like that was going to solve all his problems. 
“Get it back!” His voice was strident, but his lips were white, his eyes wide, and then in slow motion, he let out a groan of pain, clutching and grabbing at his chest and throat. The gun fell to the floor. The sound that came from his mouth was like a wounded, trapped animal, and he began to topple. Brandon half caught him; he had no choice, or he’d have been underneath the man on the floor. 
Eyes wide, mouth open, Varga ended up on his back, scrabbling for Brandon and gripping a handful of his hair. “Pretty,” he snarled, and yanked at the hair until Brandon was inches from him, desperately trying to extricate himself.
One last heave of his body, and Varga was still. His grip went lax, and Brandon pulled free, scrambling away. 
He didn’t have to be an expert; Varga was dead, a corpse as still as the guards he had killed. 
And Brandon was trapped in the room, with the entire mansion rigged to explode. 
Abruptly, he realized he was smiling and crying at the same time. 
Stupid.
For a few moments he sat helpless and resigned, and then something happened inside him, Daniel’s voice in his head. He pushed Varga away from the chair in front of the screen and booted up the security system.
Yes, he’d messed himself over, locked himself in here with the expectation that he would be dead and Varga imprisoned ready for the cops to get him, or dead in his own explosion after everyone else had escaped to safety. But he could try to reverse some of it. He looked at the systems, racked his brains to think how this would work. 
The first layer of security was the iris scan—how could he break that?
Think, Brandon. Think.
 



Chapter 13
Everything went to trash when they were still waiting to get inside. Daniel passed through the first unmanned security point with some practical help from Manny over comms, but they were still just assessing ingress when chaos ensued outside the mansion. Shouting, some cars reversing, and guards lowering the barrier to the main driveway.
“Report,” Manny snapped in his ear.
“No idea,” Joseph said. 
“People are being turned away,” Daniel added, watching as guests arriving were told to circle the great drive and leave. The security guard at the gate looked wary, confused.
“This is my chance,” Daniel said. “I’ll just walk in.”
“Goodness,” Manny cursed in their ears. “A message just came in from Brandon—the building is rigged to blow. We need to remove the civilians, and this is no longer a covert mission. Joseph? Do you copy?”
Joseph looked at Daniel, then at the mansion. The message they exchanged was unspoken. Find him. I’ve got your back.
“I’m on it,” Joseph said. Then in a quieter voice he said, “Go.”
Daniel was away from Joseph and through the mêlée in an instant; he dodged security and ran into the atrium. He was unarmed, but if Brandon had got a message out to Sanctuary, then surely he was still here, still alive.
“Every cent of Varga’s money has been transferred away from him and all accounts closed, and the cops have everything they need to do some serious damage…”
Manny’s voice faded from Daniel’s focus. He didn’t care at that moment about Varga’s money, or who was going down for what—he had to find Brandon. There was no sign of life here, and a cursory inspection had him ascertaining that the place had been evacuated at the klaxon. A quick glance around the glass atrium, and his trained eye saw wires under the eaves. No one else would even know what they meant, but he knew. This was not a drill. He traced the wire, but there was nothing visible, and he didn’t give a hoot about the house. It was empty, and he needed to find Brandon. He found the first timer, on a countdown for thirty minutes… twenty-nine fifty-eight… for a moment he was transfixed on the numbers. He’d seen this kind of setup before. This wasn’t a single timer for the entire house; this was an individual control. There would be dozens like it spread throughout the place. 
He ran to the right, glanced into empty rooms, took the stairs, recalling the schematics of this place, and ended up as a final point at the security door to the private area. If Brandon was in there, then how did he get in? 
Like he’d uttered magic words, the first door opened. He pushed onward and came up against a glass door. Behind it, sitting at a console, his head bowed, was Brandon.
In a split second, Daniel assessed the situation. He counted three bodies on the floor—two guys in black and a third dressed in a white shirt—but Brandon was very much alive. Daniel rapped on the glass.
Brandon looked up, standing immediately, shock on his face, and he was at the glass in an instant.
“You need to leave!” he shouted. “You can’t stay; there are explosives. Varga never meant to leave the house standing.” His voice softened a little, but Daniel could still hear him. 
“I know,” Daniel said. “Let me in.”
Brandon placed the flat of his hand on the glass. “I can’t,” he said. 
“Don’t be stupid, Brandon, let me in.”
“I can’t,” Brandon repeated. “I scrambled the code to keep Varga from getting out of here.”
Daniel stiffened. “Varga is in there with you?”
Brandon rested his forehead on the glass. “He’s dead. Heart attack, I think. I’m alone.”
“We’ll get you out.”
Brandon pointed at the workstation. “I found the control. This whole place is set to blow, Daniel. There isn’t time. Tell my sisters that when it came to it…” He stopped, his voice choked, and Daniel wanted to reach through the glass and grab him, hold him. “Tell them, when it came to it, I didn’t want to die.”
Goodness.
“Shut up, Brandon. I’m not telling them a thing. Get me in there.”
“There’s no way to get in or out. Daniel, please promise me you’ll tell them.”
A SEAL didn’t give up until every option was gone, but in that moment he only had one thing to say, and he needed to take the time to say it. “I love you, Brandon, and I’m getting you out.”
“I love you too, but I guess it’s a bit late to tell you that.”
“It’s never too late.” Daniel thought on his feet, “Get away from the glass.”
Brandon scrambled back as Daniel kicked at the glass, his boot didn’t even leave a mark. He checked his surroundings, and then abruptly it came to him. He was in a house filled to the rafters with explosives.
“Hang on,” he shouted, and sprinted out to the atrium, heading for the controller he’d spotted and tracing the wire until he found the first packet of C4. Lifting it gently, he sprinted back the way he’d come and began stuffing the C4 along one side of the door. 
“Three minutes,” Brandon shouted. “Just get out. Leave me here.”
“Not leaving you,” Daniel shouted back, acutely aware that time was ticking down. He made the connection and set the timer to ten seconds, then glanced over his shoulder to see the corridor. Ten seconds was enough for him to get to cover. “Back from the door,” he ordered. “Get under the table.”
Brandon did as he was told, and Daniel didn’t have time to check that he was clear. He set the ten seconds and darted down the hall, the heat of the smaller explosion at his back as he dove for shelter. He moved as soon as the rumble died, and was gratified to see the glass shattered. He kicked it hard to remove the bulk of it, enough for Brandon to scramble through. 
Brandon was barefoot, and the glass stabbed his feet, blood coloring the ground. Daniel caught him, then grabbed his hand and helped him away from the office, half carrying him as they hobbled out down the first corridor and through the atrium. The first bomb detonated as they reached the front door, the explosion a great rumble beneath their feet. The pressure at their backs had Brandon stumbling, and Daniel took the weight, pushing Brandon ahead of the force he knew was coming. 
They reached the steps and Daniel shoved Brandon, as the strength of it all hit them, separating their hands, throwing them to the ground. Daniel rolled onto his back, seeing the blasts, knowing they needed to get further from the fury of fire and the shattered building. 
Joseph was there, helping Brandon to stand. There was so much blood around his feet; that was all Daniel could focus on. Between him and Joseph, they managed to get Brandon some distance away, looking back as the vast glass atrium imploded. Daniel crouched beside Brandon, who had given in and sat on the ground, pale and pulling glass shards from his skin. The place was swarming with cops now, SWAT, medics, and all Daniel could think was that it didn’t matter what had brought Brandon to this place alone; he was alive, and that was all that counted.
He pressed a hand to Brandon’s shoulder. “It’s over,” he said, connected with his gaze.
Brandon blinked up at him, wiping his face clear of dust and leaving streaks of scarlet on his skin. “He’s dead.”
“Yes.”
“And the money is gone.”
“Yes.” 
“And we have enough evidence now to round up the lieutenants and destroy the entire operation from the ground up.”
“I think we can, yeah.”
“Daniel?” He held his bloodied hands out in front of him, looking oddly vulnerable. “I’m still alive, right?”
Daniel pressed a kiss to the top of Brandon’s head and gripped his shoulder tighter. “Wholly, one hundred percent alive.”
“You saved me,” Brandon murmured, and hunched in on himself as a paramedic began to look at his feet. “I guess saving people is in your genes, isn’t it?” he said, so softly that Daniel had to strain to hear. “You couldn’t leave me if you tried, even though you were possibly going to die.” He looked up at Daniel. “I could have killed you.”
Daniel sat down on the ground facing Brandon, ignoring the chaos around them and the crashes of a disintegrating mansion. “I couldn’t have left. It is what I’m trained to do, but Brandon, I love you; there was no way I was ever going to leave you.”
Brandon reached up and gripped the back of his head, yanking him down and kissing him like they didn’t have an audience. And hell, Daniel kissed him back just as passionately.
“I have a second chance,” Brandon said into the kiss, then laughed so hard they separated. 
“Feels good, right?” Daniel said, and held out his hand for Brandon’s. 
Brandon stopped laughing for a second and took Daniel’s hand. “Very good. Kinda perfect.”
 



Epilogue
Two years later.
 
Brandon patted his keyboard and sat back in his seat. “Done,” he announced, with an added grin that he knew looked smug.
Manny cast him a look, the one he always used when Brandon did something faster than he did. Not that they were overly competitive… All right, yes they were. Very competitive. Since joining the tech team at Sanctuary, he and Manny had worked closely, and the competitions they’d had had ranged from the fastest coffee drunk—won by Manny, who’d burned his mouth so badly he hadn’t been able to talk for the rest of the day—to fastest Sudoku, which Brandon had won, because no one beat Brandon when it came to numbers.
A disembodied voice filled the room. “Are you taking this seriously, guys?” 
Brandon felt guilty. He was running backup to the backup on a surveillance op for Kayden and Joseph, and probably wouldn’t even need to get involved. But he’d spent the last three minutes and twenty-seven seconds playing Words with Friends with Manny, and that wasn’t exactly professional.
“Quit your complaining, Kay,” Manny teased.
“Don’t call me Kay.”
“Kay, Kay, Kay.”
“What are you? Five?” Kayden snapped.
Manny held back laughter. Brandon could see that from the way he was turning slightly red and clapping a hand over his mouth. 
He loved it here—the camaraderie, the missions, and the fact that as of last week, the Varga organization was completely wound up. No loose ends, no money, no routes for kidnapped kids to be sold, no drug lines.
Of course, that was just Varga, and he was only a small part of the mess that lived in Chicago, but Brandon would face the challenges head on, with the team at his side. Brandon loved being on the cutting edge, making a difference, being the person who provided the right intel at the right time.
Someone hid his eyes. “Guess who.”
And there it was. He also had Daniel. Sexy, intelligent, fiery, heroic Daniel, who was the sharp end of the missions, the man who went out there to get things done.
“Josh, I wish you wouldn’t put your hands on me when Manny can see.”
“Ha freaking ha,” Manny interjected.
Daniel removed his hands and leaned over, giving Brandon an upside-down kiss. “Ready?”
“Waiting on Beckett,” he answered, and kissed back.
“Go,” Manny said. “I’ve had enough of your ugly face around here.”
Brandon didn’t have to be told twice. He logged out of his terminal and was up and away before anyone could change their mind. Tonight was the first of an entire fourteen nights of vacation, the first one in two years for them both together. He didn’t know where they were going, or what they were doing, he just knew he had some downtime with the man he loved, and that was the important thing.
His bag was already in the car—they’d packed last night—and Daniel was uber-secretive about the destination.
But somehow Brandon wasn’t surprised when they ended up at the airport with tickets on a flight to Cozumel. The flight wasn’t too long; Brandon slept for most of it, and Daniel was alert and watching the video screen in front of him.
“You could nap,” Brandon whispered.
Daniel huffed. “What about the wings, do you think we’re in the right seat in a crash situation?”
“We’re not going to crash.”
“What about engine failure, and hijacking, and—”
Brandon stopped him with a kiss. “You’re on vacation now, and apparently watch too many air disaster documentaries.”
Daniel kissed him back, tangling his fingers in Brandon’s hair. “Yeah,” he said. “I just don’t like flying too much.”
Brandon snuggled into his side. “I’ll look after you,” he reassured him. 
Daniel leaned in as well. They fit together easily, just like the rest of their lives. Of course, Brandon worried every time Daniel left HQ on a mission or for a protection detail, but Daniel was the best at what he did, and he’d fallen into an easy partnership with a fiery redhead called Jayne who’d just started with Chicago Sanctuary. 
Their lives were settled, his sisters were happy, both still in college, both safe, and at this moment in time, Brandon couldn’t think of anything that could ever rock their world.
“Attention, everyone.” The public address system was loud over the noise of the engines. “Does anyone on board have experience of flying planes?”
Even before the screaming started, Daniel was up and out of his seat; because of course he could fly a plane. 
“I’m with you,” Brandon said, and followed him.
“Better call this in,” Daniel said, and went into the cockpit after flashing his official-looking Sanctuary credentials. The captain seemed to be unconscious, as was the first officer, a long green snake wrapped around the controls. 
“A snake,” Daniel muttered. 
“From the zoo transfer in the hold,” the hostess said, and pointed wildly at it, like pointing helped.
Daniel cracked his knuckles, “I got the plane, Brandon. You get Sanctuary online and find out how to catch a freaking snake.”
And like it was just another day at the office, that was exactly what Brandon did.
 
* * * * *
 
Of course, sipping Mai Tais on the beach was difficult for Brandon with his arm in a plaster cast, broken in a heroic fight with a further snake and the toilet door. But somehow he managed, and having Daniel there to help him was the icing on the cake.
“My hero,” he said when Daniel delivered another drink.
Daniel smiled down at him and dropped a kiss on his lips. “I wasn’t the one who wrestled the snake in the end.”
True. It had actually been Brandon who’d subdued the serpent.
“Still,” Brandon murmured, “you’ll always be my hero, and I love you for it.”
Daniel raised his glass and grinned before settling back on the sun bed. “I love you too. Oh, and by the way, those drapes in the bedroom?”
Brandon shuddered. They were a curious mix of purple voile and pansy patterns that in no way lined up. “Yeah?”
“I took them down, they’re in the closet.”
Yep. Daniel really was his hero.
 
 
THE END
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