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  December 21 – Dan’s Apartment


  Energized and drenched in perspiration from a vigorous cardio and weight-lifting session, Dan strode toward his bedroom to shower and change for the day. Mason and Zach followed him inside the apartment, arguing over who would use his guest bathroom first. He chuckled as they decided to play a game of rock, paper, scissors to solve the impasse.


  Though he didn’t like needing their protection, with his eyesight impaired, he appreciated his former unit brother and his younger cousin’s willingness to assist him. If they hadn’t agreed to come to Toronto with him, he’d still be stuck rehabbing at his parents’ home in Ottawa. He much preferred being where he wanted to build a future, whatever it may be.


  Dan shut the bedroom door, kicked off his sneakers, and stripped off his sweaty clothes. After dumping them into the hamper in his bathroom, he turned on the tap. As he waited for the hot water to flow, his thoughts returned to the get-together with his TRF teammates yesterday.


  While under Blackout protocol, he’d been prohibited from having contact with Alpha Team or anyone outside of his small security detail. So, getting to hang out with Lexa, Loki, Bram, Nick, and Jon last night and catching up with their lives felt like coming home. The only damper on the evening was the lingering doubt of whether he would ever return to the police force.


  However, his father’s unanticipated appearance at his door and surprise news about converting his re-enlistment to a short-term assignment had brightened everyone’s spirits. Unexpectedly released from his multi-year military contract, Dan was now free to pursue a path he desired and the woman he cherished. Lexa was his beauty, his one and only, his soulmate, and the best part was she chose to stand by him despite the uncertainties he faced.


  Though he’d been through hell during the past five months and was still dealing with the aftereffects of his final mission, things appeared to be moving in the right direction. However, building the life he wanted presented him with several challenges. His vision was the major obstacle, but this morning gave him hope. Objects appeared less blurry and remained focused for longer intervals.


  If his sight continued to improve and returned to normal, he was confident he’d regain his TRF position. That’s what he dearly wanted, although it would make Lexa his teammate again and create another hurdle for them to surmount because fraternization within a team was against regulations.


  Fortunately, back in July, which seemed like a lifetime ago, when they had come clean with Nick about reigniting their relationship, their sergeant had been amazingly supportive. Boss agreed to turn a blind eye to their couple status until he found a workable solution that allowed them to remain on the same team. However, until Nick worked things out, they promised him they would keep their after-hours involvement from their teammates.


  As Dan stepped under the stream of warm water, his thoughts turned to his plans for the day. After breakfast, he would go Christmas shopping. He wanted to buy gifts for Bram’s, Jon’s, and Nick’s kids, an ornament for Loki, a drum set for Micky, and something exceptional for Lexa. He also needed to find a wedding present for Jeff and Aubree, as they would be getting married in four days.


  Though a little anxious about how all the kids would react to seeing him after almost half a year of no contact, he looked forward to visiting with Allie. She was a ray of sunshine who brightened his darkest hours. During his first six months with TRF, he’d been so lost and alone. But the barely three-year-old angel had nestled into the corner of his heart when Bram invited him into his home on Christmas Eve after a minor accident.


  He formed an incredible connection with the precocious girl who, though she didn’t look like Sara, reminded him of his little sister’s personality. With Allie now six years old, Dan wondered if she had outgrown her unintentional use of incorrect words and mispronunciations. If she had, he would miss her cute malaprops. He smiled, recalling Bram relating the humorous yet embarrassing situation when Allie yelled ‘erections’ instead of ‘directions’.


  His mind shifted to Micky and Daphne. He was glad his memories returned, or he would’ve missed spending time with Brody’s son. Although still a bit mindboggling that Daphy was alive and she and Brody had a child, knowing his chosen brother lived on via a son made him both happy and sad. With every fiber of his being, he wished that Brody would’ve gotten the chance to meet his boy and be a father to Micky—but it wasn’t in the cards.


  Dan’s musings continued as he reached for the shampoo, jumping back and forth from pleasant recollections to current worries. He hoped being home would help stabilize his wild mood swings. Processing all the memories that flooded back only two months ago was like riding a rollercoaster. One moment, he would be riding high, only to plunge to the depths of despair in the next.


  Though he prided himself on his ability to cope and compartmentalize, those skills were severely frayed after recently remembering all the losses he suffered and the terrible things he’d endured, seen, and done in the past decade.


  Lexa’s Home


  After putting her toothbrush into the holder, Lexa paused upon catching the reflection of her exquisite necklace. When Dan presented the velvet box in June, she’d worried he was proposing. She hoped her mien hadn’t betrayed her immense relief when he revealed the contents, the jewelry she admired during the sting operation at Tourterelle Boutique two years ago.


  Her feelings for Dan continued to evolve after the undercover assignment. She wanted a keepsake of the day she’d openly shown him affection in front of the team, albeit the guys believed they were acting the role of a loving couple to catch the thieves. So, a week later, she returned to the quaint shop intent on buying the unique pendant, but disappointment greeted her … it had been sold.


  However, that night, the sweet, elderly owner, Miriam, somehow tapped into her internal emotional struggle. Their ensuing conversation over a cup of hot tea nudged her to consider taking a chance on loving Dan. Although it was the most frightening thing she’d ever done, she found the courage to open her heart and allow him to take up residence.


  Sadly, only a few months later, she let her fears get the best of her and cruelly pushed him away. She learned the hard way that Miriam was right. Loving someone was messy and scary, but worth the risk. The past few months of missing Dan and not knowing when he would return taught her to cherish every moment she had with him.


  Refocusing on the platinum butterfly pendant with a rose gold heart entwined around the delicate body, she traced the diamond outline of the amethyst and sapphire inlaid wings. When Dan gave this to her, she discovered butterflies were meaningful to both of them … reminders of important people they lost. For her, it was her mother, and for Dan, it was his little sister.


  They both also embraced the symbolism of metamorphosis. When Dan gifted her the necklace, he said her love wrapped him in a cocoon and transformed him into a better man. Though she doubted she had such a profound effect on him, she knew for a fact that his love for her had changed her.


  Before Dan came along, she refused to become romantically involved with men, keeping them at arm’s length and never dating anyone more than twice. She had trust issues and believed they would break her heart and abandon her, as her father and brothers had done. She fought hard against the invisible magnetism drawing her to Dan, but her soul’s tiny, insistent voice wouldn’t be silenced no matter what her rational brain uttered.


  The doorbell pulled Lexa from her musings, and she did one last check of her hair in the mirror … she left it loose today, and the auburn curls bounced with the excitement she felt at spending the day with the people she cared about and, with any luck, the night with Dan.


  With pep in her step, Lexa exited her bedroom and skipped down the stairs. She opened the door and greeted Amy with an exuberant, “Come on in. The coffee should be ready.”


  “Fantastic,” Amy said as she stepped inside, noting Lexa’s cheerfulness and the sparkle in her hazel eyes, two things missing since Dan rejoined the military and moved back to Ottawa. She had sincerely hoped their relationship would’ve blossomed with them no longer on the same team, but the last time she asked about him, Lexa ended the inquiry so fast it left Amy stunned.


  As Lexa poured two cups, Amy took a seat on one of the island stools and studied her friend. She still wondered what had happened and why Lexa never mentioned Dan. Though she initially liked Dan and understood Lexa had been the one to end their relationship the first time out of fear, she couldn’t help being angry at the man who pulled a disappearing act on Lexa … abandoning her.


  Though she didn’t know for sure, based on Lexa’s refusal to talk about him, she figured Dan ended things this time and hurt her best friend by never visiting or calling. She tried to be supportive, primarily by avoiding the topic in the last few months, but something had changed in Lexa’s demeanor today, so she asked, “What’s got you so happy?”


  Lexa slid one mug to Amy. “Dan’s coming over for dinner tonight.”


  Amy’s jaw dropped. “He is?”


  Nodding, Lexa lifted her mug and blew on the hot brew.


  Confused, Amy stared as many questions raced through her mind, but she finally settled on, “Didn’t you break up? You haven’t mentioned him in ages, and when I asked about him three months ago, you nearly bit my head off.”


  Lexa moved and sat on the other stool. “No, we didn’t. I’m sorry. I wasn’t permitted to say anything.” She paused, set her cup down, and explained Dan’s absence with the agreed-upon story. “He was in protective custody, and to safeguard him, we were all under strict orders to pretend he didn’t exist. He wasn’t allowed to contact us either. Thankfully, the threat was neutralized, and he can return.”


  Scrunching her brows, Amy asked, “What kind of threat?”


  “I’m not allowed to say more.”


  “So, you know, but can’t tell me?”


  Lexa pursed her lips, remaining silent.


  “Okay, I won’t press for details. But with Dan in the army, does that mean you can be open about your relationship now?”


  “No.”


  “Why not?” Amy wrapped her chilled fingers around the warm mug.


  “Dan won’t be in the military much longer. Once medically cleared, he’ll be discharged and hopefully return to Alpha.” Anticipating her friend’s questions, Lexa proactively added, “He was injured in an explosion.”


  Amy recalled that Lexa and her entire team had been hurt in the massive explosion while serving a warrant in August. “Sorry to hear that. I didn’t realize he was still recovering from the shoe factory blast.”


  Though not technically the source of his current injuries, Lexa believed the first explosion might’ve been a compounding factor. Since she wasn’t privy to the details of Dan’s mission, she decided not to correct Amy’s assumption. “Yes. Dan’s vision was compromised and still is, but it’s improving.”


  Amy’s brows drew together again. “How bad is his eyesight?”


  “He has difficulty focusing.”


  “Surely, he won’t be returning to TRF with poor vision. He’s a sniper. He needs perfect sight to do his job.”


  An uncharitable thought crossed Lexa’s mind. If Dan didn’t make it back, it would resolve their conundrum with the non-fraternization rule, but she replied, “We’re both aware of the requirements. If that comes to pass, que sera, sera.”


  “Your job is so demanding, and adding the additional stress of taking care of Dan seems like too heavy a burden to carry.” Amy carelessly said as she glanced down at her coffee.


  Lexa’s eyes flashed, and her tone became stern, “Dan isn’t and will never be a burden, even if his eyesight never returns to normal. I love him, and he loves me. Together, we will build our future.”


  Amy blanched as she realized what she’d said. “Oh my God, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean it to come out that way. Truly, I didn’t. Dan’s a great guy. He must be if you opened your heart to him. Can you forgive my thoughtlessness?”


  “Yes, I forgive you.”


  Relieved, Amy added, “On the bright side, if he doesn’t return to TRF, it’ll solve your problem about being on the same team.”


  Though bristling over Amy voicing the same thought she had, Lexa said, “To be clear, I want Dan to return to the team. It is important to him, so it’s important to me. We’ll just have to trust Nick to help us resolve the dating issue.” Rising, Lexa changed the topic as she said, “Let’s get busy making cookies.”


  “What kind do you want to make first?” Amy asked.


  Smiling, Lexa replied, “Oatmeal, raisin, walnut cookies. They’re Dan’s favorite, and I want to have them for dessert tonight.”


  Dan’s Apartment


  While Blondie and Zach showered, Mason lounged on the sofa, his thoughts mirroring Dan’s in many ways. Mason genuinely appreciated General Broderick’s efforts to convert Blondie’s re-enlistment to a special assignment. Now, the man he considered his little brother couldn’t be involuntarily recalled for any reason. It was past time that Blondie’s life was his own to dictate.


  He sighed and rotated his head, stretching his muscles. They’d risen at five this morning to work out before a busy day. Once they all cleaned up, they planned to go out for breakfast. After that, Blondie wanted to go shopping for Christmas gifts and visit his teammate’s kids individually this afternoon so he wouldn’t be overwhelmed with questions. Mason thought it was a good strategy, particularly given the kids’ age differences. They would round out the day with dinner at Lexa’s home, something Blondie was eagerly anticipating.


  A grin grew as Mason thought about the relationship between Blondie and Lexa McKenna. Blondie fell head over heels for the petite, auburn-haired constable, and after everything the brother of his heart had been through, Mason wished Blondie all the happiness he deserved.


  Shifting his gaze to the photos on the wall, Mason sought out Brody’s image. Bittersweet memories of his unit mate flooded in. Brody had been a light in the dark for all of them during the years they spent in Kandahar, but none more so than for Dan. Those two were closer than blood brothers, and although Brody’s death devastated him, Blaze, Winds, and Jim, it almost killed Blondie. If not for Baboon, aka Nils Carsten, being with Blondie when he collapsed upon finding Brody’s body and starting CPR, Dan would’ve been dead, too.


  Moving to the snapshot of the TRF team, Mason thanked the Lord for bringing Nick, Jon, Bram, Loki, Lexa, and Ray into Blondie’s life. Though he had a rough start with them, they saved his life by giving Blondie a renewed purpose after he inadvertently killed Brody in a friendly fire incident.


  The sound of breaking glass, followed by a thump emanating from Blondie’s bedroom, pulled Mason from his thoughts. He surged from the sofa and rushed into the room. When he found the bathroom door closed, he called out, “Blondie, is everything okay?”


  Receiving no answer, Mason knocked on the door instead of barging in. “I heard something break. Do you need a broom or help?”


  Again, he received no response, so he gripped the knob and turned, but found it locked. Worry ratcheting up, Mason’s voice raised as he demanded, “Blondie, open up now or answer me!”


  Shattered
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  Dan’s Apartment


  Silence met Mason’s demand, so he drove his shoulder into the flimsy door, forcing it open with a loud crack as the jamb splintered. Peering inside, he spotted Blondie sitting on the floor wearing only his boxers with his back against the wall, his legs splayed out in front of him, and his right hand resting over the large scar on his chest.


  He pushed the portal open further to allow his massive six-foot-ten frame to enter. Glass crunched under his shoes as he stepped over Blondie, who remained motionless. Kneeling beside his brother, he softened his voice and said, “Hey, Sunshine, it’s me, Gorgeous.”


  Concern rose again when the sapphire eyes remained unblinking and vacant without acknowledging their special monikers. Recalling the first time he’d encountered the catatonic-like state during Blondie’s recovery after the unit rescued him from three months of captivity and torture, he wondered what triggered it this time.


  Regardless of the cause, Mason clasped Blondie’s left bicep as he softly said, “Bràthair Beag, anything you need, I’m here for you. I’ll watch over you until you’re ready to talk, so rest easy.” He did a quick visual assessment, scanning for any cuts or apparent injuries, and thankfully, found none.


  As Mason paused to consider whether to get Zach before moving Blondie, the younger man suddenly appeared in the damaged doorway, sopping wet and clad in only a towel hastily wrapped around his waist.


  “What’s going on?” Zach asked when he found Dan on the tile floor and Mason beside him. When Mason glanced up at him, wearing a questioning mien, Zach added, “I heard you bellowing at him to open up and wood splintering.” He wiped away the water dripping from his hair into his eyes with one hand and shifted his focus to his cousin as he asked, “Dan, are you hurt?”


  “Not as far as I can tell,” Mason answered, returning his gaze to Blondie.


  Noting Dan didn’t respond, Zach moved forward, mindful of where he placed his bare feet due to the shards of glass. He crouched and snapped his fingers twice in front of his cousin’s face. “Dan, what’s wrong?”


  “He’s not gonna answer you right now.” Repositioning himself, Mason carefully slipped one arm behind Blondie’s back and the other under his knees and calmly said, “Blondie, I’m going to move you to your bed.”


  Zach stood and retraced his steps, making room as Mason cautiously lifted his unresponsive cousin. He hurried to the bed, pulled back the covers, and stepped aside as Mason gently lowered Dan. Bewildered by what was happening, he only observed as Mason tugged the blanket over the lower half of Dan’s body and checked his pulse.


  As Mason shot him another glance, Zach said, “What the hell is going on? Should I call someone? Maybe Jim or perhaps my uncle?”


  Using a concerned yet composed tone, Mason briefly explained, “I don’t know what triggered this occurrence, but I’ve seen him in this state before. We’ll have to wait until he snaps out of it to find the cause.”


  Zach stared at Dan, wondering if this was what Adam described happened to Dan when he was a child. Adam said Danny would freeze at the corner where Sara was struck by the truck and remain non-responsive, sometimes for days at a time. That was why his aunt and uncle moved Dan to the Yukon base. “How long will that be?”


  “I can’t predict the duration. The first time, Blondie remained like this for three weeks, and Brody was the only one to break through to him. It occurred several more times, but those incidents only lasted a few hours.”


  Recognizing this was likely one reason his Uncle William wanted him here, Zach said, “I’ll call Dr. Tansy. She might have a clue what this is about or what we should do.” Zach pivoted and left the room to retrieve his phone.


  Mason sat on the mattress next to Blondie. Though he didn’t expect a response, experience told him that although Blondie was locked in his head, he still comprehended what was said and accepted help from those he trusted. “Sunshine, everything was going so well. I’m unsure what threw you for a loop, but whatever it was, you’re safe, and I’m willing to listen.”


  Shattered and worried by this development, Mason exhaled heavily. He hoped this wouldn’t be like the last time when Blondie recalled killing Brody while at the safe house and wanted Winds’ gun to end his life … or the two other times when he went to a dark place and wanted to commit suicide.


  Zach came back in and whispered, “I talked to Tansy. She’s visiting family in Toronto and is on her way over. She’ll be here in thirty or forty minutes, depending on traffic. Although she can’t be certain, Tansy thinks he may have tapped into a memory of something deeply traumatic.


  “She also wants me to call EMS if anything physical happens. If he comes out of the catatonic state before she arrives, we must keep things quiet and calm. Tansy said we can ask him what he remembers, but not to push or badger him for any details.”


  Somewhat relieved that Dan’s psychologist was available, Mason said, “Okay. How about you grab a pair of sweats for him? I don’t think he’d appreciate meeting with her in his boxers.”


  After handing the comfortable pants to Mason, Zach said, “I’m not a fan of greeting her in my towel. I’m going to dress, then clean up the broken glass. Do you want to go shower?”


  Mason’s eyes never left Blondie as he finished mentally cataloging everything in the bedroom Blondie might use to inflict self-harm. However, he didn’t want to share that tidbit with Zach, so he said, “No. I’ll wait until after Tansy arrives. I don’t believe we should leave him alone.”


  “Alright. I’ll be back shortly.” Zach hurried out again.


  Several minutes later, Dan’s left hand slowly moved from its position at his side and went directly to trace his scarred chest.


  Mason noted the sluggish movements, wondering what was going through Blondie’s mind. Was he recalling being shot at Aaron’s funeral or something unrelated?


  When Zach returned fully dressed and carrying a dustpan and broom, he stopped and studied Dan. A chill went down Zach’s spine as the image of Dan hooked up to all the tubes and lines in the ICU after Plouffe attempted to murder him by proxy crossed his mind. That had been traumatic for everyone.


  His heart bled for his cousin. Dan had a ton of bad shit happen to him in the past ten years, and Zach didn’t know how he coped. He wished it would all end and that Dan could live a peaceful, happy life with the woman he loved. He sighed and went to work cleaning up the fragments of glass.


  A few shuddering breaths came from Dan, and his eyes blinked back to life. Confusion at being on his bed and Mason staring at him was written on his face. “Mason?” Dan said.


  “Yeah?” Mason replied.


  At the sound of a light clinking, Dan turned his head and spotted Zach sweeping up the glass. “What happened?” he asked in a strained voice.


  “I’m not sure. I found you on the bathroom floor and moved you to your bed. What do you remember?” Mason inquired in a low, smooth tone.


  Dan’s brows drew together in concentration, trying to recall what sent him into the blackness.


  Zach dumped the shards in the trash can and set the broom and dustpan against the wall before sitting on the edge of the bed opposite Mason.


  After shifting himself into a sitting position, Dan said, “I was rinsing my mouth after brushing my teeth. My eyes focused on the mirror, and I …” His hand moved back to the scar and rubbed it lightly before dropping it to his lap. “I saw my face … then … I don’t know. I …” Dan stuttered as he peered at them with fearful eyes. “I … nothing … laying here.”


  Zach patted Dan’s leg. “Dr. Tansy is on her way. She said you probably remembered something traumatic. Why don’t you relax until she gets here?”


  Dumbfounded that Dawn would drop everything and do that for him, Dan asked, “Is she flying down just for me?”


  “No. She’s in the city for the holidays,” Zach replied, then checked his wristwatch. “She’ll be here in about twenty or thirty minutes.”


  Dan nodded, scooted back down, rolled onto his side, curled up, and unconsciously touched his scar again.


  Zach got up and left the room, unable to take seeing the fear and sadness in his cousin’s eyes.


  Mason stood and moved to the door, giving Blondie space so he wouldn’t feel trapped. Within five minutes, Blondie was asleep. His breathing was slow and regular, with no telltale signs that he was faking. Rest, little brother, you need it, Mason thought sadly.


  His attention turned to Zach, who paced back and forth in the kitchen area. Aware this upset him, Mason moved toward him, and when Zach stopped and peered at him, he said, “He’ll get through this. He takes a licking and keeps on ticking. I’ve never seen anyone stronger, more resilient, or with better coping skills. You Brodericks are a stout stock.”


  Zach’s mien reflected his concern as he replied, “Yeah, we are. But even the strongest people have a breaking point. He’s been so stable since we returned to Toronto. I naively thought all would be well now. But …”


  Pivoting, Zach walked to Dan’s favorite place near the windows and looked at the early morning landscape. He blew out a breath. “But now I don’t know. His eyes … they were so haunted, sad, hopeless.” Zach leaned his head on the glass, his heart aching for Dan and wishing he knew how to help him.


  Watching Zach move away, Mason noted his movements and mannerisms were like Blondie’s. He liked the young airman, and when, not if, Zach finished JTF2 training, he would do whatever it took to draft him to his unit.


  Mason shook his head as he thought, Brodericks are robust, proud, intelligent, compassionate, duty-bound, honorable men. They are willing to make the ultimate sacrifice to serve their country. They are all protectors. But Zach is right. Even strong men such as they need help on occasion.


  He walked over and put an arm around Zach’s shoulder. “He’ll make it back. Blondie’s seen horrible things. Many people he cares about have died in front of him. He’s had to end many lives to save countless more and has suffered horrendously at the hands of others.”


  Mason sighed, realizing he needed to share information to keep Blondie safe. “Many men would fold and give up. But Blondie is a fighter, a true warrior. He battles his way back every single time. However, I won’t lie to you. He has come very close to giving up before. We need to keep a close eye on him right now.”


  Zach’s head snapped to Mason. “Are you saying what I think you are?”


  Mason nodded. “Yes. He’s wanted to and attempted to end the pain before, twice after his captivity. He tried to take Blaze’s knife, but we stopped him. And he got hold of Blaze’s reserve handgun when we left him alone for less than two minutes. Brody saved him in the nick of time. The last time occurred when we were at the safe house, and guilt overwhelmed him after he recalled his bullet killed Brody. But he worked extremely hard to pull it together again.


  “Somehow, after all the dreadful things he’s witnessed, all the ghastly deeds duty demanded of him, and all the pain he’s endured … Blondie still finds a way to hold on until he finds the beauty of life again. That’s who he is. And he’ll do it now—he’ll fight,” Mason declared.


  Zach nodded, took a breath, and said, “I’ve seen how determined Dan is to recover, especially after Plouffe attacked him. I used to think Jeff was harsh during rehab, but now I understand his approach helped Dan push himself. You’re right—Dan will fight for what he wants, especially getting back to TRF. I need to support and encourage him. Everyone needs help sometimes.”


  “That’s the spirit. That attitude will serve you and others well. Why don’t you start a fresh pot of coffee? Blondie might like some when he wakes and is working with Dr. Tansy,” Mason suggested, giving Zach something to focus on.


  Zach nodded and moved to the kitchen.


  Mason stared off in the distance as images of Blondie trying to grab Winds’ gun and almost succeeding flooded his mind. They mixed with long-ago images of pulling Blondie off Blaze when he tried to get his knife and the vision of how close they came to losing him when he found the damned gun under Blaze’s pillow. Blondie had been through too damned much in his life.


  He wouldn’t show his apprehension to Zach, but Blondie’s sad eyes scared the hell outta him. Although only catatonic for a few minutes this time, Mason worried about how much more Blondie could take. Every man did have a breakpoint, and he hoped Blondie wasn’t alone if he ever reached his. That thought spurred him to return to his position just outside Blondie’s bedroom to maintain watch.


  Ten minutes later, a soft knock on the door alerted them to Dr. Tansy’s arrival. Once she came in, they explained what happened after Zach spoke with her. She thanked them and asked Mason to take a chair into the room and set it near the bed while Zach prepared two coffees. Taking both mugs with her, Dawn entered Dan’s room and closed the door.


  I’m Terrified
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  Dan’s Apartment


  Slowly approaching the bed and remaining at arm’s length for safety, Dawn softly spoke so she wouldn’t startle her patient, “Dan, it’s Dawn.” She rewarded him with a smile when his lashes flickered halfway up. “Hi there. I guess you’ve had a bit of a rough morning. I brought you coffee.”


  When he made no move to reach for it, she placed his mug on the nightstand and sat in the chair Mason provided for her. “No rush. When you’re ready to talk, I’m here to listen.”


  As she sipped her coffee, she wished she hadn’t left Asher at home in Ottawa. Though only nine months old now, he was turning out to be an excellent therapy dog. He possessed a gentle disposition that calmed and soothed many of her clients. Dan would’ve benefited from having the puppy he saved from drowning nearby to relax him during this session.


  Though Dan’s eyes closed again, and he remained unmoving, Dawn would never push him. He required extreme patience, and she always gave him time to gather the courage to share his pain.


  Although she believed coming home would assist in his overall recovery, this was a psychologically vulnerable time for him. Given the uncertainties he faced, she half expected to be contacted after he returned to Toronto. So, she accepted her in-laws’ invitation to visit over the holidays because it allowed her to be available on short notice.


  Her musings halted as Dan timorously said, “Dawn, I’m afraid.”


  She made eye contact to let him know he had her attention. The sheer depth of sorrow, fear, and grief reflected in those sapphire orbs made her want to rush over and hug him. But he didn’t want or need her emotional reaction. Though she wanted to ask, ‘of what,’ she knew his words would eventually come if she stayed quiet.


  The euphoria of returning home and seeing Lexa had driven Dan since his arrival, but this morning he crashed hard as several horrific memories assaulted him. Without looking at Dawn, he started to pour out his innermost fears, the ones responsible for his current state.


  “I’m terrified. Every time things start to improve, and my future is heading in the right direction, something or someone gets taken away from me. Lexa wants me despite the hurdles I face. My dad got me released from the military, and our father-son relationship is becoming something I always wished it would be. This morning, my vision is less blurry, so going back to TRF might be within reach. I have family and friends I can rely on.


  “Overall, my life is on track to go from okay to good and maybe to great, but that’s what scares the hell out of me. Who or what might be taken from me this time? It always hurts so much. I’m unsure how much more I can cope with before I lose my frigging mind.”


  He shifted to a sitting position, reached for the coffee, and took a drink before he continued, “I’ve tried so hard. Every single time, I fight with all my might to find beauty again. It’s never easy, and sometimes I wonder why I keep trying, knowing I’ll fail again. In my darkest moments, I think it would be so easy to give up and end my pain.


  “I know that sounds bad, and no, I’m not suicidal, but I’m so tired of fighting … only to lose again. Though my vision has gotten better, faster than Dr. Blue anticipated, if it deteriorates again or doesn’t improve anymore, then TRF is out of the question. If my eyesight fails, the job that gives me purpose will be ripped from me.”


  Dan gazed at Dawn, and she came into focus, giving him false hope. “And though that would be awful, and I would flounder, what scares me more is who I might lose next. I’ve lost so many people I loved and cared about right before my eyes … Sara, Brody, Ray, Ripsaw, Buzz, Dutch, Yankee, Gambit, and Shy, to name a few.”


  His hand moved over his aching heart. “Lexa almost died because I wasn’t covering her on the rooftop, and she could’ve died in the shoe factory blast. Blaze nearly bled out, and there wasn’t a damned thing I could do to stop it. If Patch hadn’t arrived when he did, Blaze would’ve died. At Mousa’s base of operations, I put Lexa, Loki, Bram, Nick, Jon, and Taylor in a position they weren’t trained for, and everyone ended up injured. If I hadn’t pulled Alpha into the mission, none of them would have been near the explosion.


  “Nor would Blaze, Winds, Mason, and their entire units have been in that situation if I hadn’t let myself get distracted after discovering Brody had a son. I should’ve known to watch for a tail and ensured we weren’t followed. I screwed up again when I yelled upon spotting Qasim in the tunnel. Apollo would not have rushed up the stairs, and Cameo wouldn’t have been shot when they lost the element of surprise.


  “And damn, little Micky was in the clutches of The One, and it makes me nauseous to think what would’ve happened to him if the sick bastard had more time with him. I failed Brody by putting his boy in harm’s way.”


  Dan took several ragged breaths. “Rationally, I accept those things were out of my control, at least some of them, but I still feel I’m to blame for putting everyone in jeopardy because I recognized Daphy. I keep losing people because I fall short or make errors.


  “Hell, I even screwed up my last mission. If I’d been more careful, I wouldn’t have hurt my ankle, and I would’ve been able to clear the blast zone. Mason and Winds wouldn’t have had to risk their lives to save my sorry ass. They shouldn’t have taken the risk … I had accepted my fate when I took on the assignment.”


  Anguished eyes locked onto Dawn as Dan confessed, “I’m afraid I won’t survive if I’m the reason anybody else I love dies.”


  Dawn had been mentally preparing to guide Dan through the process of accepting these things were not his fault until his last statement. It was a huge red flag. Shifting gears, she was about to say something, but he spoke again.


  “Sometimes I wish I’d never been born. Why am I such a failure, and why does God punish me by allowing those whom I care about to die? ”


  Ethereal Plane


  Brody sucked in a breath as his eyes teared up. Wishing Dan could truly hear him, he said, “God loves you, Danny. You’re quite special, and there is a reason you were born. As the descendant of Archangel Hamon, you are meant to bring light to millions on Earth and save thousands of souls.


  “Sadly, you are waging war against an unseen evil. Samael is the one who is causing your pain. He’s doing all in his power to claim your soul by corrupting your thoughts and weakening your resolve.”


  Colban, Mason’s guardian angel, sighed and added, “I wish we could do more to alleviate his suffering. The young man’s heart is fragmented.”


  Turning to Colban, Brody dried his tears. “I’ve tried so many things, but I haven’t been able to heal his heart. He left pieces of it overseas with every Guardian death he witnessed.”


  “It started with Gambit’s,” Colban said, recalling Dan believed if he had run faster, Tobias Gamble wouldn’t have died when the building exploded.


  “But mine completely shattered it,” Brody said, aware Dan still blamed himself for things entirely out of his control. His chosen brother was an enigma to most people. Dan was a master deflector, outwardly projecting impervious confidence with a cocky attitude and stoic mask while hiding an inner vulnerability from all but a few trusted souls … Dawn being one of them.


  With her help, Brody believed Danny would accept he wasn’t a failure, come to terms with his fears, and forge a path forward. In Brody’s eyes, Dawn was an earthbound angel sent to help him fight the demons who sought to undermine his peace and draw him into the darkness.


  Having felt Lexa’s subconscious concern for Dan while baking cookies with Amy, Kaitlin materialized, wanting to check in with Brody. She noted Brody’s distress and Dr. Tansy’s presence in the room. Realizing Lexa’s sense had been spot on, she asked, “How can I help?”


  Upon hearing the familiar dulcet voice of Lexa’s mother and guardian angel, Brody sighed and said, “I wish there was something we could do, but for now, it’s solely up to Dawn.”


  Concerned about the golden-haired man who loved her daughter without reservation, Kaitlin asked, “What happened?”


  “He’s spiraling into the realm of guilt and believing he’s at fault for the death of his buddies again, but this time, he’s afraid of losing someone else because his life is turning in the direction he wants,” Colban supplied.


  Aching for Dan, Kaitlin said, “That is so sad. I’ll whisper to Lexa. Hopefully, she can alleviate some of his anxiety tonight.”


  Brody grinned at her offer. “I think Lexa will be his salvation. Her love speaks to his soul louder than mine ever did.”


  The three angels then quieted and listened in on the therapy session.


  Dan’s Apartment


  When Dawn exited Blondie’s room and closed the door with a soft snick, Zach swiveled in Dan’s favorite chair to face the bedroom, and Mason rose from the couch where he’d been sitting for the past two hours.


  “How is he?” Mason asked.


  “Resting now. Give him about an hour to regroup. He said if you two haven’t eaten yet, he would like to go to Jarmal’s restaurant before shopping. If you have, he’ll grab something here,” Dawn replied.


  “Do you know what caused the episode, and is there anything we need to be aware of?” Zach asked.


  Dawn gently smiled as she said, “It’s not my place to share details with you. However, Dan also wanted me to tell you that some terrible memories are what threw him for a loop. I suggest you treat him as you normally do. As you both know, he’s struggling with his future and will have bumps in the road during his recovery. Don’t hover or coddle him. Just be the family he needs.”


  “We can do that,” Mason said, then asked, “So we shouldn’t change any plans we had for today?”


  “No. Visiting his teammates and their children will be beneficial for him. However, if he changes his mind, go with the flow. He needs your support.”


  “He’s got it in spades,” Zach declared with conviction. Whatever Dan needed, he would get. His cousin sacrificed so much for the sake of others, and it was time for him to be repaid tenfold.


  As Dawn headed for the apartment door, she said, “Don’t hesitate to call me again if Dan needs me. I’ll be in town until January second and returning home after that.”


  “Did Blondie tell ya we’re flying back to Ottawa on the twenty-fourth? His cousin Jeff is getting married on the twenty-fifth. We’ll likely stay a few more days since Blondie wants to visit Micky, Blaze, and Daphne before coming back,” Mason shared.


  “He did. Dan informed me Jeff is marrying one of his former TRF teammates.” Dawn held in a sigh. He’d shared that tidbit with her when he expressed, he wished his life was stable enough to think about marriage. But he wasn’t ready to commit since he wanted to be in a good headspace and determine if he would return to TRF before proposing to Lexa.


  “Jeff might still be a bachelor if Dan hadn’t joined TRF. Aubree’s perfect for him,” Zach said and grinned, glad one of his cousins had found happiness. He only hoped the same for his brother Adam … but only time would tell if Adam would ever find another woman to love. As for him and Kyle, they were both younger and not ready to be tied down.


  “Well, I’ll be going now. Remember, call anytime, day or night,” Dawn said right before she slipped out the door.


  Mason checked the time, then said, “I’ll call Jarmal’s to let them know we’ll be coming by and reserve us a table.”


  Zach nodded and blew out a breath. “I really wish I could do something more to help Dan.”


  “Just being here is what he needs from us,” Mason stated as he pulled up Jarmal’s number on his phone. A grin formed as he thought, he also needs some oatmeal, raisin, walnut cookies … they are his comfort food. I’m sure Jarmal will make a batch of them just for Blondie.


  Focusing on the Positive
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  Fire Stick Grill


  Engulfed in a tight hug only seconds after entering the busy restaurant, Dan’s instinct to fight briefly flared, but this was Jarmal, so he tamped down his reaction and reciprocated with a hearty clap to his friend’s back. Though still on shaky emotional ground, Dan forced out a lighthearted, “I’m back.”


  “I’m so glad to see you. You’ve been away so long I could’ve aged a wheel of Parmesan,” Jarmal exuberantly greeted Dan. Releasing him, he took a moment to study his friend, wondering where he’d been and why he hadn’t stayed in contact for the past five months.


  Choosing not to pry, especially with one of Broderick’s most protective former JTF2 mates standing behind Dan, wearing a slight scowl, Jarmal shifted his gaze to Mason and stuck out his hand. Grinning broadly, he said, “And you, big guy, it’s been eons since I last set eyes on you. How are you doing?”


  Although a little worried, the enthusiastic welcome might’ve been too much for Blondie, given his tenuous psychological state, Mason clasped Jarmal’s hand. He gave it a firm shake and answered, “Great, but starving. Blondie swears you make the best burgers in town.”


  “That I do, if I say so myself. Come on. Dan’s special table is available.” Jarmal waved for them to follow him.


  Dan started forward as he said, “My cousin, Zach, is parking the car. He’ll be here in a few moments.”


  “Great.” Jarmal led the way to the table, and when they sat, he reached into his pocket for the photo he put there after his hostess told him Dan would be coming in today. Handing the image to Dan, he said, “This is my son. He was born while you were gone. Capria would’ve loved to see you too, but she plans to stay home with him for the first six months.”


  A lopsided grin formed as Dan focused on the picture of the infant held in Capria’s arms. “What did you name him?”


  “Jarmal James Tate Junior, but we call him JJ.” Jarmal beamed, a proud papa if there ever was one. “In other news, D’Ante is engaged to a wonderful woman. They set the wedding date for this May.


  “Oh, and have you seen or spoken with Jim yet? Heather gave birth to a girl back in August. Brianna’s a cutie pie.”


  “Yeah. I have,” Dan answered as he passed the photo to Mason.


  Zach strolled up to their table and plopped into a seat.


  Mason handed the snapshot back to Jarmal. “Congratulations. JJ looks to be a chip off the old block.”


  “Thanks. I hope he loves cooking as much as me.” Turning his attention back to Dan, Jarmal asked, “Speaking of which, you want your usual?”


  “Yeah, minus the beer. I’ll take hot coffee instead.”


  “What’s his usual?” Mason asked.


  “The five-alarm burger and fries,” Jarmal replied.


  “Sounds delicious to me. I’ll have that too,” Zach said.


  “Make it three,” Mason chimed in.


  “You got it.” Jarmal hurried to the kitchen to cook the burgers himself and asked the waitress to take three coffees to the VIP table.


  Sipping his brew, Dan glanced around, noting the place was filled to capacity. Jarmal and D’Ante had a roaring success, which may never have come to pass if he had overreacted when he encountered D’Ante trying to rob a store as part of a gang initiation using a stick he attempted to pass off as a gun.


  What would’ve happened to Jarmal, Travone, and Marquise if a quick-on-the-trigger officer had come upon D’Ante instead of him? His restraint gave D’Ante the chance to make better choices. He’d taken it. Now he was a fire captain, a partial owner of this restaurant, and newly engaged. And the path he chose had rippled outward, shaping the lives of his younger brothers.


  Jarmal served as an Army cook, and they met when he prepared meals tailored to support Dan’s recovery after captivity. When Jarmal left the military, he pursued his dream of opening this place. Travone became a lawyer. Marquise, the youngest, joined the Navy. Dan’s cousin Scott had taken the bright, disciplined sailor under his wing, mentoring him along the way.


  Dan let his thoughts drift, tracing the quiet ledger of lives nudged onto better paths. Elderly residents spared from Snow and his crew, the corrupt cops he exposed for preying on the city’s most vulnerable. And a handful of other small but meaningful victories from his time with the 14th Division. Not every story ended well, but enough had.


  He shifted to his time in the military and wondered what might’ve happened to Brody if they hadn’t been in the same boot camp. Would he have washed out as Sergeant Thomspon predicted? If so, what would his life have been like?


  Brody likely wouldn’t have ever met Daphy, and Micky would’ve never been born … and that would be a true shame. Darkness tried to creep into his mind as an accusatory voice sneered, ‘Brody would still be alive if he had never met you. You’re the reason he isn’t here to be a father to his son or husband to Daphne.’


  Taking a deep breath, Dan held it to the count of four, then exhaled slowly, attempting to implement Dawn’s advice. Though he’d seen and experienced terrible things and lost too many people who were important to him, she wanted him to remember he also had been a positive force in many more lives.


  She recommended he focus his energy on constructive thoughts because concentrating on the negative only led down a dark path. Pushing his fear and guilt down, he threw himself headlong into today.


  After fueling himself with delicious food, he would find the gifts he wanted and visit his chosen family and their families. He would actively seek beauty once more … and hope Fate or God didn’t slap him down again.


  Nick’s Home


  Their knock was answered in a flash, as sixteen-year-old Kristopher swung the door open and yelled towards the kitchen, “Mom, Dad, it’s Dan and …” his eyes went up and up to the towering, muscle-bound man’s face, not noticing the other blond-haired man behind them.


  “Mason and Zach,” Dan supplied.


  Christiana rushed to greet them, saying, “Come in. It’s freezing out there.” She halted before Dan, recalling Nick’s warning not to approach too fast. “I missed you. I want to hug you. Is that alright?”


  Dan nodded, and Nick’s wife’s arms encircled him. He soaked up the show of affection from her and returned the hug. “I missed all of you, too.”


  Nick came out, drying his hands on a dish towel, smiling at his teammate as he teased, “Are you making a move on my wife?”


  Chuckling, Dan shook his head. “I’d never stand a chance with Christiana. She’s besotted with you.”


  “Zach, Mason, a pleasure to see you both again,” Nick said, then introduced them to Kris and Christiana before ushering them into his living room.


  Dan sat on the sofa, his preferred spot from when he’d stayed at Nick’s place after the incident with Blair Holmes at Jon’s house. He shuddered at the thought, another memory he wanted to shove into his lock box and never think about.


  Though being assaulted and threatened with a knife to his throat by a homicidal, tranny stalker was a scenario he never wanted to relive, some good did come from it. He hadn’t known at the time, but each of his teammates was struggling with personal issues, and the retreat they were forced to go on brought those issues to light, preventing them from reaching their breakpoints.


  And it allowed him to conquer his phobia of deep water. The chance meeting with Warren Pearson at Wanderlust Lodge also helped his former MP buddy assuage his guilt for his part in the hazing event that led to Dan being wrapped in a sleeping bag, thrown overboard, and essentially drowning.


  The resolution of his fear of water allowed him to save Kent and the teenage girl when they were knocked into the lake during the exhibition drill. Dawn was right again. For all the bad he experienced, the good outweighed it. Had he not been at Darby Dock, where he became Blair’s obsession, the psycho would’ve likely continued his killing spree, and his team wouldn’t have received the counseling they all needed.


  He would never know how many lives were saved through the training sessions they provided to other TRF teams around the country during their stay at Wanderlust. And he wouldn’t have kissed Lexa, which in part led to where they were today … more than just friends.


  Dan realized the room was quiet, and they were staring at him as he’d gotten lost in memories. He cleared his throat. “Kris, I hear you got your G1 license.”


  “Yeah. It’s cool, but I wish I had my G2. I can’t drive without either Mom or Dad in the car for another nine months. I want Mom to be able to relax at home while I run errands for her.” Kris glanced at his mother, also wishing like mad the brain tumor would go away and she wouldn’t die.


  Christiana wanted to ask how Dan was feeling, but Nick had given her an update when he got home last night and suggested she steer clear of the subject, so she said, “Nick tells me your cousin Jeff and Aubree are getting married on Christmas day.”


  “Yes. I’m going back for the wedding but will return before the New Year.”


  “Dad told us your father made it so you can leave the military. Are you going to go back to the team?” Kris asked.


  “I hope to, but only time will tell,” Dan answered.


  Kris cringed, having forgotten what his dad said about Dan’s eyesight and not to ask questions. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to bring that up.”


  “No worries, Kris.” Dan peered at Nick and thought, if I don’t return, he won’t be in the difficult position of finding a solution for Lexa and me. It would reduce Nick’s stress since he is already dealing with Christiana’s health issues.


  Dan visited for a half hour, and though a bit awkward at first, he slipped back into a comfortable rapport with Kris as they talked about what the teen had been up to for the last six months.


  Jon’s Home


  Laughter met Dan’s ears as he, Zach, and Mason entered Jon’s family room. He chuckled, spying Jon on the floor, wrestling with Joey and Kent. Dan couldn’t believe how much Kent had grown since he’d been away, nor the changes in Joey. The baby pudge Joey had carried when he first met the boy three and a half years ago was no longer clinging to the seven-year-old.


  “Dan’s here,” Jen stated when her husband and boys failed to notice them.


  The three stopped mid-wrestle. Jon stood, grabbing Joey by the legs and hanging him upside down, much to the boy’s delight, as he said, “Glad you all could swing by. I need help wrangling these monkeys.”


  “I’m not a monkey. I’m a cop, and you’re under arrest for stealing all the ice cream,” Joey declared as he dangled in the air.


  Mason grinned and said, “Looks like you could use a hand there, Constable Hardy. I’m willing to help ‘cause taking ice cream is a serious offense.”


  Joey gaped at the massive man with a scar on his face. He was a little scary-looking, but he was with Uncle Dan, so he must be a good guy. “Who are you?” he asked.


  “My name is Murchadh Ailpein Srònaich O’Naoimhín, but everyone calls me Mason, and you may too. Are you Kent?” he teased, aware of the boy’s name.


  “I’m Joseph Jarrod Hardy, and I’m named after my father and grandfather, but everybody calls me Joey,” he said, mimicking the big man.


  Mason blinked. He knew Jon’s name was Jonathan Grant Hardy based on the security clearances he’d seen, so that didn’t compute. But he let it rest for now and would ask Blondie about it later.


  “Hi, I’m Kent … the only one in this family whose name doesn’t start with J,” said the tall, lanky teen with a mop of dark brown hair and gunmetal gray eyes like his dad’s.


  “And this is Zach, my cousin,” Dan said, completing the introductions.


  “I would’ve guessed that … you have the same blue eyes,” Kent remarked. Then he peered at Dan, happy to have him back but sad he’d been hurt while in the military. “Joey’s only joking about all the ice cream being gone. We got enough to make the Sink if you’re up for a rematch?”


  Dan groaned softly, recalling the night he and Kent engaged in Farrell’s Parlor ice cream eating challenge. Though both finished the eleven scoops topped with three bananas, strawberries, butterscotch, hot fudge, whipped cream, and chopped walnuts in time to win the prize, they were sick to their stomach afterward.


  Though truthfully, he wouldn’t have puked if they hadn’t been pulled over for a broken taillight. Constable Fouquet acted like a royal ass because he was still angry Jon had denied him a spot in TRF the previous summer. Things went from bad to worse when Constable Gould showed up. When Fouquet patted down Jon like a perp, he found the weed in his pocket that they’d confiscated from a teen at the concert hall earlier that night.


  Neither Gould nor Fouquet allowed them to explain that they planned to turn over the evidence the next day and put them both under arrest. Gould had cuffed his hands behind his back and shoved his overfull stomach into the police cruiser’s hood. At least he got a bit of justice when he threw up on Gould’s shoes. Luckily, Gambrill happened to drive by and put a stop to the whole thing.


  The one positive outcome of that encounter was that two unprincipled cops were fired. Dan mentally chalked up another win from an adverse experience. Fortunately, the citizens of Toronto were saved from two bad seeds who used their position of authority to intimidate rather than serve and protect.


  Realizing he’d been silent too long, Dan replied, “I’m still full from brunch, and we’re having lasagna with Lexa and Loki for dinner. So, maybe we do a mini-sink challenge?”


  “I’m game.” Kent grinned and bounded off to the kitchen.


  Jon set Joey on his feet so he could follow his brother, then conspiratorially whispered, “Better make sure you don’t have any confiscated weed in your car in case you get pulled over.”


  Dan belly laughed. When his cousin and unit brother only stared at him, Dan reminded them of what happened to him and Jon two years ago.


  Mason shook his head with a broad grin, recalling Dan, Loki, and Lexa got trapped with Lieutenant Governor Blunt and his security detail at Pipers Way Pharmaceuticals. They all ended up high as a kite when smoke from burning marijuana infiltrated the windowless room. He also remembered Blondie telling him about the boy he caught smoking pot in the restroom during Kent’s Christmas recital, gorging himself on ice cream, and the traffic stop that went off-kilter. “Blondie, you get into some of the wildest situations.”


  Grinning, Dan said, “I’m lucky that I have the best damn team along for the ride because, yeah, you’ve all saved my ass more than once.”


  Safe Harbor
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  Bram’s Home


  Mason stood on the porch, waiting as Blondie knocked. He shifted slightly, glancing back at the truck as Zach pulled away from the curb. Worried his appearance would frighten Bram’s young daughters, he wished he could’ve swapped places with Zach. But he must accompany Blondie on this visit while Zach went to the airport to file their flight plan for the twenty-fourth.


  Nervous yet excited, Dan glanced at Mason and noted something was off. “Are you alright?”


  Shrugging, Mason fessed up, “I just don’t want to scare his girls … my scar and all ya know.”


  “I promise you won’t. Relax, you’ll see soon enough,” Dan assured Mason.


  The door opened, and in the next instant, Dan’s arms were full as Allie leapt into them.


  “Uncle Dan, I missed you so much!” Allie wrapped her arms around his neck and hugged the stuffing out of him. “I made you so many pretty cards for Daddy to send to you. Did you get them?”


  “I did. Thank you so much for thinking of me, Allie. They cheered me up when I was missing you and your sisters,” Dan white-lied, assuming Bram hadn’t told them there couldn’t be any communication. But it was based on the truth, since he received several cards from her in the team’s care package while he was at the safe house in Yellowknife.


  “I’m so happy you are back so we can have a tea party. Snookie doesn’t like to play with me, and she won’t wear the tiara or sit still long enough for me to paint her toenails and tie ribbons in her hair,” Allie rattled off.


  Dan couldn’t help but grin as he thought about the puppies he rescued from the river. Luckily, all three pups found perfect homes. With Kellie’s blessing, Bram adopted the only female one. Dawn had taken the male pup she claimed the day he found them. Jon reluctantly acquiesced to Joey’s incessant begging for the other male puppy, promising to clean up all its messes and feed it. However, Dan also recalled his tactical lead telling him that he would’ve said no if it had been a kitten.


  Kellie appeared at the door and smiled. “Hello, Dan. Welcome home. The others are waiting in the family room.”


  “They selected me to greet you first, but they’re also excited you’re here.” Allie lightly touched Dan’s cheek, and her soft blue-green eyes exuded concern as she asked, “Can you see me?”


  Mason watched the heartwarming scene as Dan answered the little girl. The joy in her eyes when Dan told her yes was palpable. He now understood why and how this youngster had garnered a special place in his brother’s heart.


  Kellie refocused on her other guest. “I’m Bram’s wife, Kellie. You must be Mason. Welcome to our home.” Then she asked, “Where’s Zach? I thought he would be here too.”


  “He had an errand to run. He’ll be back in about an hour,” Dan supplied as he stepped into the house.


  Mason followed, his apprehension somewhat eased when the tiny sprite gave him a sweet grin and said, “Hi. Are you my uncle’s friend?”


  “Yes, I am.”


  Dan snuggled Allie. “He’s more like a big brother.”


  “Big because of his size or older?” Allie asked.


  “Both,” Mason chuckled, relaxing a bit more.


  As the four entered the cozy, holiday-decorated room, Dan’s memories of his first Christmas with the team flooded back. In this warm and inviting home, he’d received solace. He’d been hurting and lonely, missing Brody, but Bram and his family welcomed him with open hearts. And Allie lightened his spirit the moment she tossed her teddy bear onto his stomach and climbed up on the bed.


  The same sense of belonging enveloped him as Leslie and Emilie raced forward to hug him, and Bram rose from the oversized chair, carrying Sharlie to greet him. As the noise level increased with high-pitched children’s voices all clamoring to be heard and Snookie adding joyful barks to the mix, Sharlie wiggled out of her dad’s arms.


  However, all the adults were stunned when she headed straight for Mason, not Dan. Sharlie held her arms in the air and said, “Up. Up.”


  Mason obliged, lifting the toddler, unsure why she came to him.


  As Dan knelt and put Allie


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    Thank you for reading 
Enigma
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