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            "Thinking out loud "
When your legs don't work like they used to beforeAnd I can't sweep you off of your feetWill your mouth still remember the taste of my loveWill your eyes still smile from your cheeks
And darling I will be loving you 'til we're 70And baby my heart could still fall as hard at 23And I'm thinking 'bout how people fall in love in mysterious waysMaybe just the touch of a handOh me I fall in love with you every single dayAnd I just wanna tell you I am
So honey nowTake me into your loving armsKiss me under the light of a thousand starsPlace your head on my beating heartI'm thinking out loudMaybe we found love right where we are
By Ed Sheeran

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 10

The Gift
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The atmosphere around the table was heavy, thick with anticipation. Everyone had gathered knowing this wasn’t just another braai—it was a conversation that would change things.

Benji, as always, had taken up his post behind the bar, mixing drinks with quiet efficiency. Tammy and Abby helped, their movements brisk but subdued. The clink of glasses and low murmurs filled the braai room, but beneath it all, an undercurrent of tension pulsed.

Alex, sensing the moment approaching, spoke softly. “Becky can’t have any alcohol.”

The room fell silent. Heads turned. Brows furrowed.

Joe stepped in quickly, voice steady. “It’s because of the pain medication.”

A collective “Oh” rippled through the room, but the unease lingered.

As everyone settled into their seats, the attention shifted—naturally, inevitably—toward Becky, Joe, and Alex.

Becky glanced around, nerves flickering across her face. Her voice was quieter than usual. “They did some tests while I was in the hospital... and I have something to share.”

Joe and Alex each took one of her hands, grounding her with their presence.

Becky drew a breath, gathering herself. Then, with a rush of courage: “I’m pregnant.”

Silence.

Stunned, absolute silence.

They had expected questions. Maybe disbelief. But the sheer shock that settled over the room was more than they’d prepared for.

Then Andrew shot up from his chair, voice loud and blunt. “Which one of you two is the father?”

Louise reached out instantly, grabbing his arm and pulling him back down, her expression sharp with warning.

Becky swallowed hard, then looked up. “Both.”

A wave of disbelief swept through the room. Eyes widened. Mouths parted. No one spoke.

“But how can that be? That’s impossible...” Andrew stammered, but Louise’s grip tightened, silencing him again.

Becky took another breath, her voice steadier now. “The doctor explained it. It’s called heteropaternal superfecundation. It’s rare, but it happens. Two eggs, two fathers. Fraternal twins.”

The silence deepened. Everyone stared, trying to wrap their minds around it.

“What?” Andrew said again, his voice cracking. “Both? At the same time...?”

Louise held him back, but Becky met his gaze directly.

“Daddy, I know it’s hard to hear. But I’m pregnant with twins. Alex is the father of one. Joe is the father of the other.”

She paused, letting the truth settle.

“I love them both. And they love me. And each other. This is real. We’re together in this. We are one.”

The room held its breath.

Then Andrew’s face shifted. The tension melted into something softer—something stunned, but tender.

“Twins?” he asked, voice barely above a whisper.

Becky nodded, a smile tugging at her lips. “Yes. Both boys.”

Another beat of silence.

Then Andrew’s face broke into a grin—wide, joyful, unstoppable. He leapt to his feet, arms raised.

“I’m going to be a grandpa!”

In an instant, he was across the room, sweeping Joe and Alex into a massive bear hug before either could react. The three men stood there, laughing, embracing, the tension finally breaking

“Everyone, please. We have more to discuss,” Alex said, his voice calm but clear. The room quieted, chairs pulled closer, the mood shifting from laughter to anticipation.

“Becky, Joe, and I have talked,” he continued, glancing at them for silent confirmation. “We’ve made some decisions. First—we’re moving into the cottage.”

Benji nodded from his corner, already halfway through his drink, his approval quiet but firm.

“And,” Alex added, a smile tugging at his mouth, “we’ve decided it’s time for a holiday.”

Joe exhaled slowly, still absorbing the weight of everything. Alex pressed on.

“We’re going to New York. Joe will handle the arrangements. We’ll stay in his parents’ old house. It’ll give him time to settle things with the attorneys... especially the Brown situation.”

Joe gave a small nod, his gaze distant but steady.

Alex turned to Tammy and Abby. “Will you two join us?”

They didn’t hesitate. Both jumped up, clapping and cheering like schoolgirls. “Yes, yes, yes!” Abby shouted, and Tammy echoed her with a grin that lit up the room.

Gran’s voice cut through the excitement, gentle and amused. “We’ve placed all your gifts in one of the spare rooms,” she said, her eyes twinkling.

“Gifts?” Joe and Alex asked in unison, blinking.

“From the party,” Gran replied, her gaze flicking to Becky, who was already grinning.

“Ooh, that’ll be fun!” Becky said, bouncing slightly in her seat. “Can we help?”

Andrew chuckled. “Well, at least you two can handle her from now on.”

“Daddy!” Becky gasped, batting her lashes in mock outrage. The room erupted in laughter.

Gran cleared her throat. “I’ve been thinking,” she said, her tone shifting. She looked at Grandpa, who nodded. “It’s time for us to downsize. We’ll move into the cottage while you’re in New York. You three can take the house. Especially with Command downstairs.”

Grandpa gave a quiet nod of agreement.

“You can change whatever you want,” Gran added. “Except my kitchen. And Joe, while you’re in New York, look around the house—see if there’s anything you want to bring back.”

She paused, then smiled. “I’ll handle the thank-you cards.”

Grandpa leaned forward, grinning. “Can we braai now?”

Laughter broke out again, the tension dissolving into warmth.

The evening unfolded in waves of joy. Andrew and Nathan manned the grill, filling the air with the scent of lamb chops, boerewors, sosaties, pap and smoor—and of course, braaibroodjies. Benji kept the drinks flowing, taking his role as barman with exaggerated seriousness.

Stories flew. Laughter rippled. And then, inevitably, Benji—emboldened by one-to-many brandies and curiosity—turned to Alex and Joe.

“But... how does this happen?” he asked, gesturing vaguely toward Becky. His cheeks flared red as the room fell silent.

Joe leaned in, eyes gleaming. “Ah, Benji. Shall I explain about the birds and the bees?”

“No, no!” Benji waved his hands. “I know about that! I mean... was it... at the same time?”

The room exploded. Becky leaned forward, eyes sparkling. “Well, Benji,” she said, mock-serious, “a woman can release two eggs during her cycle. If she has two partners at different times, both eggs can be fertilized. It’s biology.”

The group quieted, intrigued.

“But,” Becky added, her grin widening, “if the doctor’s calculations are right, it happened over a very specific weekend.”

She turned to Alex and Joe, squeezing their hands. “Remember last October? When Abby and Tammy went to help Tammy’s mom?”

Both men nodded. Then froze.

Becky’s grin turned wicked. “You two do everything together. Turns out... that includes this.”

The room erupted again. Alex and Joe turned crimson. Andrew groaned, throwing his hands in the air. “Becky! I did not want to know that. I’m scarred for life!”

Louise leaned in, eyes twinkling. “Oh, come on, honey. You’ve been scarred for years.”

Abby leaned back, smug. “Mission accomplished.”

When the laughter finally settled, Gran leaned back in her chair. “I know it’s early,” she said, “but have you thought about names?”

Alex and Joe exchanged glances, both shaking their heads.

“We’ve been a bit... preoccupied,” Joe said.

Becky smiled, her voice soft. “I’ve been thinking... Mrs E—”

Gran interrupted gently. “Call me Gran, please, Becky. Everyone can. I’ve grown to love that name.”

Becky nodded. “Of course, Gran.” Then she turned back to the group. “So... I’ve been thinking about names.”

She paused, then looked at Alex. “One of the boys—Andy.”

Alex flushed, caught off guard.

“And the other,” she said, turning to Joe, “Jonathan.”

Joe blinked. “Jonathan?”

“After your fathers,” Becky said. “One each. It feels right.”

Gran clasped her hands together. “Andy and Jonathan. Oh, I love it.”

Andrew perked up. “Andy, huh? After me?”

Becky leaned in, sly. “You’ll have to wait for round two, Daddy. This Andy is after Alex’s dad.”

Andrew chuckled. “I can live with that.”

Before he could finish, Alex and Joe blurted out, “Round two?!”

The room burst into laughter again.

Becky leaned back, glowing. “Of course! I’ve always wanted at least five children. I want a big family.”

Alex opened his mouth. Closed it. Then squeaked, “Five?”

Joe stared at her. “Big family?”

Becky laughed, patting their hands. “Relax, boys. We’ll pace ourselves.”

Even Gran was wiping tears of laughter from her eyes.

“Better start planning for a bigger dining table,” she said, her voice warm.

The laughter softened into a hum, fading like smoke into the night. 

Nathan didn’t join in. He turned toward the fire, adding another log with slow, deliberate hands. The flames caught, casting flickering shadows across his face—lines etched deeper than time, grief still folded into the corners of his eyes.

Sarah noticed. She didn’t speak. She simply walked over and wrapped her arms around him from behind, her cheek resting against his back. Her presence was steady, grounding. The room stilled around them.

Everyone felt it.

They all knew the history. The bond between Nathan, Andy, and Sarah. The years of silence. The ache that never fully left. The love that never stopped trying.

Sarah leaned in, her voice low but unwavering. “Nathan... now Alex needs you. More than ever. They both do. For Andy. For Jonathan.”

Nathan’s jaw clenched. He didn’t speak. Just stared into the fire as if it might answer for him. Then, slowly, he turned to Sarah. His eyes were glassy, but clear. He nodded—once. Quiet. Certain.

When he looked up, his gaze met Alex’s. Then Joe’s. They’d been watching, waiting—not with expectation, but with hope.

Without a word, both men rose and crossed the room. They pulled Nathan into a hug that wasn’t just arms—it was history, forgiveness, and the kind of love that doesn’t ask for permission.

Nathan closed his eyes. His breath hitched. And for the first time in years, something inside him unclenched. Not all the way. But enough.

Around them, the room warmed. Not just from the fire, but from the people. The connections. The quiet promise that no one here would face anything alone.

This was family.

Not just blood. Not just names. But shared grief and laughter, scars and survival. They had all been broken in their own ways. But together, they were whole.

Becky’s soft laugh broke the silence. Her hand rested on her belly, protective and proud. “We’ve got a wild ride ahead,” she said, voice full of light and steel.

Joe wrapped an arm around her shoulder, the other around Alex. “But we’ll face it together,” he said, his gaze sweeping the room before landing on Nathan.

Nathan nodded, his voice rough but sure. “Together.”

Gran clapped her hands, the sound trembling with emotion. “That’s how it should be,” she said. “Joy or sorrow. Laughter or tears. We face it as one.”

Grandpa smiled, his voice rich with memory. “This family is something rare. Joe and Alex—born on the same day, same time, same hospital. Both left-handed. And now, twins. With the one person you both love. And each other. That’s not coincidence. That’s grace.”

He lifted his glass. The others followed.

“One family,” he said.

“One future,” Gran added.

Becky smiled, her voice steady. “One Sanctum.”

The fire crackled behind them, steady and ancient. The words lingered—not just a toast, but a vow stitched into the fabric of the night.

The cottage sat further along the driveway, tucked between the garages and the beach, its private garden blooming quietly in the dusk. Joe unlocked the door and turned to Alex, a playful smile tugging at his lips. Without warning, both of them scooped Becky up, her legs swinging as she let out a surprised laugh.

“What are you doing?” she gasped, laughing.

“We thought we’d carry you over the threshold,” Alex said, grinning.

They stepped inside together, careful and light-footed, setting her down gently in the entryway. Becky looked around, eyes wide with curiosity. It wasn’t quite a cottage—it felt more like a small, lived-in home. Three bedrooms, each with its own bathroom. A spacious kitchen. A built-in braai. It already felt like theirs.

“Gran said she had the kitchen stocked,” Alex called, opening the fridge.

“Coffee, anyone?”

“Yes, please,” Joe said, already opening cupboards.

“Hot chocolate for me,” Becky added, her voice trailing as she wandered off.

Alex filled the kettle, flicked the switch. When he turned around, Becky was gone. He shot Joe a look, and they both went to find her.

They found her in the hallway, smiling to herself.

“What’s that look for?” Joe asked.

“I was just thinking,” Becky said, gesturing toward the rooms. “This one’s mine. That one can be the guest room. And the big one... that’s ours.”

Joe raised an eyebrow. “Why do you need your own room?”

Becky grinned. “Because a girl likes her space. And I like to pamper myself without an audience.”

Joe chuckled. Alex nodded. “Fair enough.”

Back in the kitchen, Alex handed out mugs—coffee, hot chocolate, and a bowl of Gran’s biscuits. They sat at the table, the warmth of the drinks and the quiet of the cottage wrapping around them like a blanket.

Becky set her cup down, her expression shifting. “How are we going to do this?” she asked softly. “Where am I going to sleep?”

Alex and Joe exchanged a glance, then said in unison, “In the middle.”

Becky rolled her eyes, but her smile lingered. “Of course. But this isn’t the cabin. This is real life now. The twins, the house, the family... people are going to ask questions.”

Alex leaned forward, his voice steady. “Let them. This is our life. No one else gets to define it.”

Joe nodded. “We’ll take it one step at a time. We’ve already made it through the worst. We’ll figure out the rest—together.”

Becky looked at them both, her eyes soft. “You two make it sound so easy.”

“Not easy,” Joe said. “Just worth it.”

She reached for their hands, threading her fingers through theirs. “Okay. The middle it is. But if I wake up squished, someone’s getting kicked.”

They laughed, the tension easing. Then, slowly, the room quieted again.

Alex leaned in first, brushing his lips against Becky’s forehead—a quiet promise. Joe followed, pressing a kiss to her temple, his touch just as tender. She closed her eyes, letting the warmth of them settle into her, anchoring her in the moment.

They stood like that for a while, arms wrapped around each other, the world narrowing to breath and heartbeat. No rush. No need to speak. Just the quiet certainty of being held by the people she loved most.

Then Joe shifted slightly, his hand trailing down her arm in a slow, thoughtful motion. Becky turned toward him, her breath catching—not from surprise, but from the way he looked at her. Like she was something sacred.

He leaned in, and their lips met—soft, unhurried. A kiss that wasn’t about urgency, but about remembering. Rediscovering. His hand came up to cradle her cheek, thumb brushing gently across her skin as if memorizing the shape of her.

Alex watched them for a moment, his expression open, full of quiet affection. Then he stepped closer, his hand finding the small of Becky’s back, grounding them all in the space they shared.

They pulled back, breath mingling, eyes soft and heavy with emotion. Alex watched them, his gaze lingering on the quiet flush in their cheeks, the way they leaned into each other like gravity had chosen them.

“I think it’s time we take this to the bedroom,” Alex said, his voice low, steady.

Becky nodded, her fingers finding Alex’s hand. Joe followed, close behind, the three of them moving together like a tide.

Inside the bedroom, the air shifted—no urgency, just presence. Alex drew Becky into his arms, his hands resting gently on her back as he kissed her again, deeper this time. She responded with quiet intensity, her fingers threading through his hair, anchoring herself to him.

Joe stood nearby, watching the way they moved together. Then he stepped in, pressing a kiss to Becky’s shoulder, then her neck, his touch light and grounding. She leaned into him, her breath hitching as he held her close.

They undressed her slowly, not with haste but with care—shirts lifted, buttons undone, fabric falling away like petals. Becky reached for them both, her hands resting on their chests, her gaze steady.

“I want you to do it for me,” she said softly. “Undress yourselves.”

Alex and Joe exchanged a glance, then nodded. They slipped out of their clothes, quiet and unhurried, their eyes never leaving hers. Becky stepped forward, and they mirrored her, until they stood close enough to feel each other’s breath.

Their hearts beat fast, but not from nerves—from the weight of what this meant. It wasn’t about desire alone. It was about choosing each other, again and again.

Becky looked up at them, her heart racing. Vulnerable. Safe. Loved.

They moved together, guiding her to the bed, their hands gentle as they lay beside her. Touches were exchanged—soft, reverent. Fingers brushed skin, lips met in quiet devotion. They held her, held each other, the three of them wrapped in warmth and trust.

No one rushed. No one led. They simply moved as one—bodies close, breath shared, hearts aligned.

Later, when the night grew quiet and the stars blinked overhead, they lay tangled together beneath the covers. Becky in the middle, her head resting on Joe’s shoulder, her hand clasped in Alex’s.

Their legs intertwined. Their arms draped over one another. Their bodies still humming with the closeness they’d shared.

And in that silence, nothing needed to be said.

They were home. 

“Wake up, sleepyheads!” Becky’s voice rang out as she burst into the bedroom, balancing a tray of steaming coffee mugs. She placed the tray on the bedside table with a flourish.

Joe and Alex, pretending to be fast asleep, merely groaned and rolled over, arms wrapping around each other in mock slumber.

“Oh, I see how it is!” Becky said, catching on to their act. With a dramatic huff, she climbed onto the bed, sitting cross-legged, her arms folded indignantly.

“You two knocked me up, and now I’m left to sit here, all alone while you ignore me?” Her voice trembled as if on the verge of tears. “My hormones are all over the place, and honestly... I feel like moving back to my parents!” She buried her face in her hands, muffling a giggle.

Joe and Alex cracked one eye open, exchanging a wary glance. Before they could respond, Becky erupted into exaggerated sobs, her shoulders shaking.

“You have no idea what it’s like to be pregnant!” she wailed, rocking back and forth.

At that, Joe and Alex bolted upright, their faces etched with guilt and panic.

“We’re so sorry, Becky!” Joe stammered.
“Really, anything you need, just tell us!” Alex added, their apologies tumbling over each other.
Abruptly, Becky’s face lit up, the tears vanishing as quickly as they had come. She grinned mischievously.

“Fantastic! Now let’s go open your presents!” she chirped, her act over.

Joe and Alex stared at her, stunned.

“This is what her father meant,” Joe muttered to Alex with a chuckle.

Before they could recover, Becky lunged forward, tackling them back onto the bed.

When the two tried to retaliate, she flopped onto her back, clutching her side dramatically. “Oh no, I’m wounded! Be careful with me!” she exclaimed, faking pain.

The room erupted into laughter, Becky’s antics breaking the morning into fits of joy and chaos.

Alex and Joe walked into the kitchen; their hair still damp from their shower.

“What exactly where you two doing in there?” Becky teased, raising an eyebrow. “You took ages. Was I left out again?”

Remembering her earlier antics, they exchanged a quick glance and replied in unison, “No, no, absolutely not!”

Becky turned to them with a sly smile. “I’m going to enjoy this,” she said, placing plates of bacon, fried eggs, and toast in front of them. She pulled out a chair and sat down, her grin still firmly in place.

“Aren’t you having breakfast?” Joe asked, glancing at her empty plate.

“No,” Becky replied, shaking her head. “I’m feeling a bit nauseous this morning, so I just had a smoothy with some Creme Soda. Gran said it would help and left a bottle in the fridge. She is waiting for us... by the way.”

At the mention of Gran, Joe and Alex looked up from their food.

“Gran’s waiting for us?” Alex asked, puzzled.

“Why?” Joe chimed in, their voices overlapping.

Becky’s expression shifted instantly, her face crumpling into an exaggerated pout. “You said you’d do anything,” she whined, her voice trembling. Her lips curled, and her face contorted as if she were about to burst into tears. “And that includes going to open your presents!”

Both Joe and Alex burst into a fit of laughter. “Not this time!” they bellowed through their chuckles, their voices echoing through the kitchen.

Becky stuck her tongue out at them, pulling faces, but soon joined in their laughter.

Once the plates were cleared and the kitchen tidied, they headed out to Gran’s house, Becky happily hooking her arms through theirs as they strolled down the path.

“I could really get used to this,” she said with a grin. Then, she paused dramatically, stopping them in their tracks.

“But,” she continued, her tone turning more serious, “I honestly don’t mind if you two want some time alone. I accept that.”

Joe and Alex exchanged amused glances before chiming in, “And we accept that if you want some time alone, we’ll leave you alone!”

They burst into laughter again, their voices ringing out as Becky huffed in mock indignation.

“Oh, you two are impossible!” she exclaimed, swatting at them as they took off running toward Gran’s house. Becky chased after them, laughter trailing behind all three.

Gran was busy in the kitchen when they walked in, and like a perfectly rehearsed choir, the three of them greeted her in unison.

Joe and Alex slumped down into the chairs at the table, visibly relaxed, while Becky sauntered over to Gran. She threw a quick glance at the boys, the mischievous twinkle in her eyes impossible to miss.

“Graaaan,” she stretched the word out dramatically, her voice dripping with mock despair. “I have a problem with these two boys,” she said, putting extra emphasis on the last word.

Gran immediately caught on, her face lighting up as she played along. “Oh, really? What seems to be the trouble, dear?”

Joe and Alex, however, missed the playful tone entirely. They exchanged panicked glances before scrambling to defend themselves.

“Gran, we didn’t do anything! She’s making up stories!” Joe protested.

“Yeah, don’t listen to her, Gran!” Alex added, his voice rising slightly.

Gran and Becky couldn’t hold it in any longer. They burst out laughing, their shoulders shaking as tears formed in the corners of their eyes.

Joe and Alex froze, realization dawning too late. Their faces flushed bright red as they looked at each other.

“Oh, come on!” Joe groaned. 

“You two are impossible,” Alex muttered, slumping back into his chair.

Gran and Becky only laughed harder, their shared amusement filling the kitchen.

“Becky wants to open the presents,” Joe said once the laughter had finally subsided.

“They’re in the spare bedroom, the one across from yours,” Gran replied with a smile. “Then we can make a list of who gave what so we can send out your, thank-you cards.”

Becky was practically bouncing with excitement. “Joe and Alex can do the list, and I’ll open the presents!” she declared, already heading toward the door.

The group walked to the room, Becky leading the charge. She flung the door open and came to an abrupt halt, her eyes widening as she gasped.

Alex and Joe, puzzled, looked at her before pushing past to see for themselves.

The sight made them stop in their tracks. Piles upon piles of presents filled the room, stacked high against the walls, glittering with colorful wrapping paper and ribbons.

“I’ve never seen this many presents in one place,” Alex murmured in awe. “Is this all for us?” he asked, glancing back at Gran.

Gran chuckled warmly. “Yes, it’s part of The Sanctum tradition. Members from all over the world send gifts to the new Admiral.” She paused, her smile growing. “And since we now have two as one, that means double the presents. Plus, it was your birthday. So, most of the people send gifts for that as well.”

At her words, Joe and Alex’s faces fell, their expressions clouded with a mix of pain and guilt.

Becky noticed immediately. Turning to face them, she said softly, “It was my gift to you.” Her voice was steady, but her gaze was full of warmth. “Please, leave it in the past. I’m okay.”

Joe looked up at her, his voice thick. “But you could have—”

“I didn’t,” Becky interrupted gently, cutting him off. “And we have so much more to be happy about.”

She stepped forward, pulling them both into a tight hug. “It’s been three weeks since the party,” she said, her voice steady, kind but unyielding. “We need to leave it behind. Please.”

The room fell quiet. Her words hung there, soft but immovable, like a stone dropped into still water.

Joe and Alex exchanged a glance, then nodded. Their arms wrapped around her in return, the embrace quiet but full of meaning.

“Okay,” Joe murmured. “For you, we’ll leave it behind.”

But even as he said it, he knew the truth wouldn’t shift so easily. The guilt had settled deep, quiet and stubborn. He would carry it—not because she asked him not to, but because some part of him still believed he should.

And yet, when he looked at her, all he saw was grace.

“And for us,” Alex added, his voice softer now, a smile beginning to return.

Becky stepped back, her eyes bright. She clapped her hands once, breaking the tension with a grin. “Great! Now—let’s open some presents.”

The room filled with a renewed sense of excitement; their shared bond stronger than ever.

“I think we need some bags for the wrapping paper,” Joe suggested, glancing around the room. 

“Try to save as much as possible—we can always reuse it for something or donate it to the pre-school to use for art projects,” said Gran.

“Yes!” Becky agreed, her eyes lighting up. “Some of these designs are stunning. I’ve never seen anything like them.”

Gran nodded knowingly. “That’s because many of these gifts are handcrafted, one-of-a-kind pieces. Some are very valuable. You’ll need to handle them with care.”

“This is going to take all day,” Alex remarked, surveying the towering piles of presents. “But where do we even start?”

“Well, we start here in the front, obviously,” Becky said matter-of-factly. Without hesitation, she grabbed a small box wrapped in red and blue paper and handed it to Joe. Then she plucked another, wrapped in shiny blue foil, and passed it to Alex.

“Here,” she said with a grin. “Let’s get this party started!”

“I must admit,” Gran said, her voice light but edged with something deeper, “this is the most gifts I’ve ever seen given to the admiral.”

She smiled, but her gaze lingered on the pile a moment longer than expected.

“The Sanctum members... they really believe in you two. There’s hope in these ribbons. In every card. In every gesture.”

Joe and Alex exchanged a glance, sensing the shift beneath her words. Gran’s smile held, but her eyes had wandered—touching on memories, on futures not yet written.

Joe and Alex exchanged amused glances before carefully unwrapping their gifts, the excitement in the room building as they began to uncover the treasures waiting for them.

Becky grabbed a gift wrapped in golden-colored paper and inspected the tag. “This one’s from someone in Italy,” she announced, plopping down on the floor and crossing her legs.

Before Alex and Joe had even started on theirs, Becky tore into the wrapping, tossing the paper aside. She carefully opened the small box in her lap as she lifted the lid. Inside was a dazzling crystal globe, its centerpiece a golden falcon with wings spread wide, seemingly in flight within the transparent sphere.

“Wow,” Becky breathed, holding it up to the light. “It’s beautiful!”

Gran stepped closer, her eyes lighting up. “That’s from Giovanni. He’s the one who made your Christmas decorations too. Such an artist—and such a beautiful man,” Gran added, her cheeks tinting pink.

They all burst into laughter at her unexpected blush, and Becky grinned mischievously. “Gran, are you blushing?”

Meanwhile, Joe peeled back the wrapping on a finely crafted wooden box, the grain smooth beneath his fingers. He lifted the lid—and froze.

Inside, nestled in velvet, were two Rolex watches. Not just any watches. These gleamed with quiet authority, their weight unmistakable.

He picked one up carefully, turning it over in his hand. “L’Admiral Joe Smith,” he read aloud, voice low. “In Sanctuari.”

His breath caught.

“Alex, look at this,” he said, holding out the second watch.

Alex took it, eyes scanning the inscription. “L’Admiral Alex Burgess... In Sanctuari.”

He looked up, stunned. “Those must’ve costed a fortune.”

Joe was already slipping his on, the metal cool against his skin, the weight of it settling like a vow.

“That sounds like Romansh an old Swizz dialect and it could only be Gunter that sent those,” Gran said smiling as she made a note on her clipboard.

Then Alex turned his attention to the next package, the foil catching the firelight in shimmering blue folds. He unwrapped it slowly, carefully, revealing a polished wooden box beneath.

Inside, nestled in velvet, lay two golden pens—handcrafted, their surfaces etched with delicate patterns that danced in the light. Each one bore an engraving: his name, and Joe’s.

Alex lifted one, turning it gently in his fingers. “These are stunning,” he said, voice low with awe.

The morning passed in a whirlwind of unwrapping, with every new gift bringing a chorus of “oohs” and “aahs.”

“Where are we going to put all this stuff?” Alex asked, looking at the growing pile of treasures.

“Just leave it here for now,” Gran replied. “This room is safe. Once you’ve moved in, you can start sorting everything. But you will need to decide what you want to use and what you can place down I the Sanctum with the other gifts from previous admirals. The valuables can go to the vault.” 

She began walking toward the door. “I’ll go make us some sandwiches. We can eat in the kitchen.”

As Gran spoke, Becky began unwrapping a box wrapped in red and gold paper, her brow furrowed with curiosity. The wood beneath was old—worn smooth by time. She lifted the lid and paused.

Inside lay a faded flag, its deep burgundy fabric frayed at the edges. She pulled it out slowly, holding it up to the light. “This is strange,” she murmured. “Why would someone send you an old flag?”

Gran froze mid-step. Her back stiffened. Slowly, she turned, her face drained of color, eyes locked on the fabric in Becky’s hands.

“No,” she whispered. Then louder—sharper— “No!”

Everyone turned, startled, as Gran pulled a chair closer and sank into it, her breathing uneven.

“What is it, Gran?” Becky asked, her voice small, lifting the flag higher. “Look at this embroidery... is that gold thread?”

Joe and Alex stepped closer, their eyes drawn to the emblem stitched into the fabric—a falcon, unmistakable and gleaming.

Gran didn’t answer. Her gaze stayed fixed, unmoving.

Then, her voice cut through the silence—sharp, commanding. “Command, get me my husband, Benji and Nathan. It’s urgent.”

“Certainly,” came the calm reply.

The room held its breath. Gran sat rigid, her knuckles white against the edge of the chair. The flag lay across Becky’s hands like a warning.

“Jonathan and Nathan are fifteen minutes out,” Command reported. “Benji will arrive in twenty.”

“Thank you,” Gran said quietly, her eyes never leaving the flag.

“What’s going on?” Joe asked, his voice tight.

Gran turned to Becky, her tone firm. “Put the flag back in the box. Set it on the floor. Step away—now.”

Becky blinked, startled, but obeyed. She placed the box down gently and backed away.

“Command,” Gran said, “scan for foreign or harmful chemicals. Anything that could harm us.”

“Scanning,” the voice replied.

Alex and Joe exchanged uneasy glances. Becky stood frozen, her hands clasped tightly in front of her.

After a pause, Command responded. “No dangerous substances detected via basic scan. A deeper analysis may reveal more. Please handle with caution.”

Gran exhaled, but her posture didn’t soften. “Good. Now all of you—don’t move. We will wait for the others.”

Joe hesitated. “Gran, what is this?”

She looked at him, her eyes heavy with something unspoken. “This flag... it doesn’t belong here. It’s tied to an old story that was handed down by the Admirals...something dangerous. Something I thought was buried.”

Her words hung in the air, cold and final.

They moved toward the doorway, questions swirling. Joe glanced back at the box, his brow furrowing.

“Alex,” he said, grabbing his arm. “The wood—it looks like the same kind used for the rings and scrolls in the vault.”

Alex turned, eyes narrowing. “You’re right.”

Gran gave a small nod, her face grave.

Joe’s voice dropped. “This... it belonged to Jonathan and Andy’s ship, didn’t it?”

Gran’s expression hardened. “Yes.”

Alex frowned. “But what is the flag?”

Gran’s gaze didn’t shift. “It’s from the night they perished.”

The room seemed to shrink. The air thickened.

Becky’s voice broke the silence. “But what does it mean?”

Gran finally looked at each of them in turn. “It means someone out there knows things they shouldn’t. And we’re about to find out who—and why?”

The sound of footsteps echoed down the hall, signaling Nathan and Grandpa’s arrival. Gran rose from her chair, her composure regained but her shoulders still tense.

“We’ll explain everything,” she said, heading for the door. “But not here. Not yet.”

The three of them followed her out of the room and towards the kitchen, their curiosity and unease growing with every step.

“We have to wait for Benji,” Nathan said calmly, his voice steady but serious. “He’ll run the tests to be sure. Who touched it?”

“Becky,” Joe answered, concern darkening his expression.

“You’re thinking someone sent something in there to target me or Joe?” Alex asked, his voice laced with unease.

Nathan shook his head. “I don’t think it’s that simple,” he replied. “There’s a deeper meaning to that flag—and to it being sent to you two. But rather be safe than sorry.” He glanced toward Gran, who nodded in agreement.

Grandpa leaned forward, his voice low and grim. “We know what it means. That’s how the story goes. When the Falcon resurfaces... it marks the beginning of the end for the Sanctum.”

The room fell into a hush.

Just then, Benji strolled into the kitchen, his usual laid-back energy trailing behind him—until he caught sight of their faces. In an instant, the shift was visible. The warmth drained from his expression. Benedict emerged: the military-trained head of security.

“What happened?” he asked, voice clipped.

“The Flying Falcon,” Gran said evenly.

Benji froze. His eyes narrowed. “What? Where? How?”

“It was one of the gifts,” Alex replied. “Becky opened it. Gran had Command scan the room—nothing dangerous detected. Yet.”

Benji’s jaw tightened. “That doesn’t mean it’s clean. The Falcon’s story has always been the same: it’s a warning. Something’s coming.”

He straightened, already moving. “I’ll get protective gear and run a full scan. Alex, Joe—you’re with me. You need to learn how to handle this.”

“If we find anything,” he added, “we’ll alert Michael and get everyone to the hospital. But first—we confirm.”

“No,” Joe said, his voice calm but firm. “We’re not waiting. Becky is pregnant. She needs to go now.”

Benji paused, guilt flickering across his face. “You’re right. I didn’t think of that. I’m sorry.”

Joe nodded once, his protective instinct already in motion.

Benji exhaled. “That flag is nearly three hundred years old. We don’t know where it’s been—or what it’s been exposed to. You’re absolutely right to play it safe.”

He turned to Alex and Joe. “Let’s get this done.”

Gran stood, her voice resolute. “Command, prepare transport to the hotel and the helicopter for Becky and me. Notify Michael—we’re taking no chances. I’ll go with her. The helicopter will return for you once we’re done.”

Alex and Joe moved to Becky, pulling her into a protective hug. They kissed her cheeks, one after the other.

“We’ll take care of this,” Joe whispered.

Then, without hesitation, they followed Benji downstairs into the Sanctum.

At the lower level, Benji’s tone was brisk. “Command, open the lab.”

With a soft hum, a wall slid aside, revealing the high-tech lab. “Containment box is in the cabinet,” Benji said, gesturing. “And here are the suits. Better safe than sorry.”

Joe retrieved the box. Benji handed Alex a hazmat suit.

“Suit up,” he instructed.

They moved quickly, donning the gear in silence. Once ready, they returned upstairs, containment box in hand.

Nathan and Grandpa stood in the hallway, watching them pass. No words. Just quiet understanding.

Joe placed the box on the table. Benji approached the flag and its wooden casing, lifting them with care. He secured them inside the containment box and sealed it tight.

“Back to the lab,” he said.

In the lab, Benji approached a sealed glass chamber. “This is the Containment Analysis Module—CAM-7,” he explained, gesturing to the titanium-framed unit behind reinforced glass.

Inside, sensors pulsed blue as the system activated. 

“Nothing enters the Sanctum unchecked,” Benji said. “Command can run a mass spectrometry scan next. If there’s danger, we’ll find it.”

He placed the containment box inside the chamber and sealed it. Sliding his hands into the built-in gloves, he removed the flag and box, then stepped back.

“Command, scan the items,” he instructed. 

A full-spectrum scan began—thermal, chemical, biohazard—running in perfect synchrony. Holographic readouts bloomed across the display, molecular structures dancing in midair.

“Scanning now,” Command replied. A pause. Then: “Mrs. E and Becky have safely landed at the hospital. Transport is on route.”

Another pause. Then almost as, if possible, Command’s voice returned—tense.

“Scans confirm trace amounts of botulinum toxin on the flag and box,” Command reported, its voice clipped and clinical. “Dr. Michael has been notified. Treatment protocols have been initiated.”

The words hung in the air like smoke.

Benji’s breath caught.

Before he could respond, Alex staggered.

Joe followed.

Both collapsed, vision blurring, breaths shallow.

Benji lunged forward. “Command! Emergency override—medical alert. Scan vitals. Now!”

“Vitals scan initiated,” Command replied.

Benji dropped to his knees, panic held just beneath the surface. “Stay with me,” he whispered. “Help is coming.”

Nathan stepped into the room, voice low. “They were suited. They didn’t touch it.”

Benji looked up, eyes wide. “Then it was already airborne.”

Grandpa didn’t hesitate. “Lock down the lab.”

“Lockdown initiated,” Command confirmed.

The chamber continued to hum. Inside, the Falcon lay sealed—its warning delivered.

“Command,” Benji barked, “analyze Joe and Alex’s vitals again.”

“Both show low levels of the toxin. Immediate decontamination required.”

Nathan didn’t wait. He hit the override. The lab door slid open, and he rushed inside.

“You take Joe,” he said, already moving toward Alex.

They stripped off their suits quickly, dragging both men to the basin. Water roared from the nozzle as they scrubbed them down, urgency in every motion. When Alex and Joe were clean, Nathan and Benji peeled off their own gear, washing every exposed inch.

“Benji, Nathan,” Command cut in. “Andrew has arrived with the hazmat team. Helicopter is landing in the driveway. They’ll assist with transport and begin decontamination of the house.”

Andrew stepped into the Sanctum, fully suited. “Anyone else exposed?”

“Becky and Mrs. E. They’re already receiving treatment,” Command confirmed.

“Good,” Andrew said, nodding. “Let’s move.”

He motioned to two team members, who escorted Grandpa outside. Then he handed sealed clothing to Benji and Nathan. “Get changed.”

The crew lifted Alex and Joe onto stretchers, wrapping them in blankets, securing them gently.

Benji turned to Andrew, voice firm. “No one touches that box. Not even you.”

Andrew nodded. “Understood.”

Benji faced Command. “Run LA-ICP-MS and XRF scans. Full trace analysis. I want to know where that box has been for the last 280 years.”

“Copy that,” Command replied. “Initiating scans.”

With the immediate danger contained, Benji and Nathan changed quickly and followed the crew outside. The helicopter waited, rotors spinning. Alex and Joe were already secured onboard.

Andrew gave a final nod before turning back to oversee containment.

As the helicopter lifted, Benji sat beside Grandpa, gaze locked on the unconscious forms of Alex and Joe. Nathan sat across from him, equally tense.

The hospital came into view. On the helipad below, Michael and his team waited, focused and ready.

The moment they touched down, the medical team moved. Alex and Joe were lifted out with care. Grandpa followed, protesting weakly, his face pale.

Benji and Nathan refused stretchers, walking briskly behind the team.

Inside, the group split. Nurses led Grandpa, Benji, and Nathan to a room with four beds. Gran and Becky were already there.

Becky sat upright, pale but alert, her eyes locked on the door.

“What’s happening with Alex and Joe?” she asked the moment they entered.

Benji hesitated, his face grim. “They were exposed before putting on the hazmat suits, which sealed the toxin inside the suits with them. I should have thought of that but Michael’s team is doing everything they can... we’ll have to wait for answers.”

Gran’s hand went to her mouth as she gasped softly. “The Flying Falcon...” she whispered, her voice trailing off.

Nathan, already seated on one of the beds, turned to her. “What does it mean, Mom? Why now?”

Gran shook her head, visibly shaken. “I don’t know, but this wasn’t random. Someone wanted to send a message, and it wasn’t meant to be subtle. And after what happened at the ball...”

Benji leaned against the edge of a bed, his arms crossed tightly. “That toxin—they knew it would be detected but also calculated to spread just enough to send a warning. We need to figure out why it was sent and who had that flag.”

Becky sat up straighter in her bed, worry etched across her face. “But they’ll be okay, right? Michael can help them?”

Benji looked at her, his expression softening. “Michael is the best. He’s already started treatment. If anyone can handle this, it’s him.”

Despite his reassuring words, the tension in the room was palpable. The nurses began tending to Grandpa, Benji, and Nathan, running tests and administering precautionary treatments. Gran paced the room, her face a mix of fear and determination. Becky kept glancing toward the door, silently praying for good news about Alex and Joe.

The minutes stretched into what felt like hours as they waited for updates, the weight of the situation pressing down on them all.

Michael walked into the room, his expression calm but serious. “They’re stable,” he announced. “We managed to counteract the toxin, but Alex and Joe will need to stay here for a few days to recover.”

He turned to Benji, his tone sharp. “How did this happen?”

Gran took a deep breath and began to explain. “We were opening the presents from the ball when Becky pulled out the flag from a wooden box. I recognized it immediately and told her to put it down.”

Dr. Michael listened intently, nodding. “Did all the gifts come from the party?”

“Yes,” Gran confirmed.

“And there’s no chance someone could have tampered with them after the fact?”

“Absolutely not,” Benji interjected firmly. “The house is secured and under constant protection. No one could have gotten in unnoticed.”

Michael’s face darkened. “Then it must have happened at the party.”

The weight of his words fell on everyone like a cold wave. Gran’s hand trembled slightly as she clutched her chair.

“This wasn’t just an isolated incident,” Michael continued. “It was a second attempt—this time, not just targeting Joe and Alex, but potentially trying to harm a larger group. And it backfired.”

“What do you mean?” Benji asked, his eyes narrowing.

Michael exhaled deeply. “I’ve spoken to Command and reviewed the initial scans. The wooden box containing the toxin wasn’t sealed properly. Whoever handled it didn’t take the necessary precautions, and it started to leak during transport. If the person responsible for delivering it came into contact with even a small amount of the toxin, they’re either gravely ill—or already dead.”

Benji’s expression shifted as he processed the information. “That narrows down the suspects,” he said grimly. “Whoever sent it underestimated the danger they put themselves in.”

Michael nodded. “Exactly. Their carelessness might have saved lives this time, but we need to act fast before they—or
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