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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

      

    


The Sanctum

The Silent War



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1
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14 Months Later

The first rays of sunlight began to paint the beach in soft golds and pinks, illuminating the crashing waves and announcing a perfect sunrise over Jonders Cove. The scene was tranquil, untouched, with only the rhythmic sound of the surf breaking the silence.

Perched on a massive cluster of rocks that jutted out from the sand near the towering cliffs at the edge of the bay, a solitary figure sat motionless. His posture was deliberate, meditative—a picture of calm and control. As the warmth of the sun touched his face and chest, he stirred ever so slightly, acknowledging its presence but never breaking his pose.

His breath was slow and measured, drawn in deeply through his nose and released steadily through his mouth. The sunlight danced across his sun-bronzed skin, highlighting a physique honed over the past year—every muscle defined, strength and discipline etched into his form.

His dark brown hair, slightly tousled by the gentle morning breeze, framed a face serene in its focus. He was still, yet alive with purpose—a striking figure against the rugged beauty of the cove, embodying the quiet power of transformation and resilience.

He opened his brown-green eyes, the colour shifting depending on his mood. Today, they were green—bright, vivid, and full of life. A reflection of the happiness that filled him as he sat in stillness, watching the sun rise higher in the sky. Today was different. Today was a celebration of survival, growth, and the bond he shared with Alex...and Becky. The weight of the past had shaped him, but today, he allowed himself to bask in the light of the present, in the peace of the cove, and in the hope of what was to come.

Today was a special day. He was twenty. Both of them were. Twenty years ago, at precisely 15:15, they were born in the same hospital. The timing of their births, so perfect, so intertwined, felt almost like destiny itself had marked them for something extraordinary.

After that, their paths diverged. Separate lives, separate worlds—until fate brought them back together again, just a little more than a year ago.

Now, on this day, as he sat on the rocks, the sun warming his skin, he couldn’t help but reflect on how far they had come. The journey had been anything but ordinary. It had been filled with loss, pain, and moments of despair, but also with growth, strength, and an unbreakable bond that neither time nor distance could sever.

And as he sat there, his mind filled with the memories of everything that led him here, he realized that no matter how their roads had split or how difficult the journey had been, they had always been meant to return to this place—together.

His mind drifted back, not just to this beautiful cove, but to a place deeper within himself—a place shaped by everything that had happened over the past year. The memories of that fateful day, just over a year ago, when his life had shifted forever, surfaced with clarity. The day he met Alex. Here on this same spot.

Neither of them knew, back then, how much their lives would change or how closely their paths would intertwine.

His thoughts shifted to his parents—gone, or as he’d later learned, murdered. His parents, the life he once knew in New York, the bustling streets and familiar faces, all now a distant memory. He wondered about Alicia—where was she now? The weight of loss still hung in the air, thick with unanswered questions.

The last year had brought new lessons, harder lessons—dangerous truths uncovered about the world that now surrounded him. He had trained, prepared, broken himself down, reaching moments where he welcomed death, only to rise stronger, more resolute. The struggle had shaped him into something new. It gave him purpose, hope, and dreams.

And then there was Alex—the blue-eyed, blonde man who had the uncanny ability to fill the emptiness in Joe's heart in an instant. A faint smile crept onto Joe’s face as he was pulled back into the memory of the first time he laid eyes on Alex. He felt the stir in his groin.

Together, they were one, bound by an unbreakable bond of mind, body, and soul.

Their oath to protect the secret had forced them to push beyond their limits—honing their bodies into perfect fighting machines, sharpening their minds, and mastering countless skills to safeguard the one thing that guided their lives. The danger that followed them was ever-present, but it was this secret that anchored them, gave them focus, and kept them moving forward.

As the waves crashed softly below, he closed his eyes and let the peace of the moment settle in. He knew, more than ever, that their journey was far from over. Together, they would face whatever came next, united in purpose and spirit, knowing that their bond was the key to everything.

He was so focused, so immersed in the tranquillity of the moment, that he didn’t hear the movement behind him. Slowly, silently, the figure crept closer, drawn by the stillness of his form. He knew he was safe here, in this sacred space—didn’t he? But something nagged at the back of his mind, an unfamiliar sense of unease that grew with each passing second.

The figure reached out a hand, the movement almost imperceptible. In one swift motion, the arm closed around Joe, its grip firm and unexpected.

Without opening his eyes, his body reacted instinctively, the previous year’s training kicking in. In a seamless flow of muscle and mind, he grabbed the arm, pulling, twisting, using the figure’s own momentum to his advantage. The air seemed to ripple with the speed and precision of their movements, a dance of defence and counter.

In a blur, they were face to face. Joe’s breathing was steady, his heart beating fast but controlled, every muscle taut with readiness. The figure in front of him, just as poised, stared back, their eyes locked with his.

Joe’s green-brown eyes flickered with recognition, but his body remained alert, ready for whatever came next. The silence between them stretched, thick with the tension of a world that had always seemed to be on the edge of chaos.

Joe moved closer, closing the space between them in one fluid motion. Without a second thought, he kissed Alex—soft, but with a sense of longing as if he hadn’t seen him in years. The kiss lingered for a moment, and when he pulled back, Joe whispered, “Happy birthday.”

Alex smiled, the warmth in his eyes matching the sunrise behind them. “You too,” he replied softly.

“I thought you might be here, when your space in bed was empty,” Alex said, his voice quiet but filled with understanding. He reached out, his hand gently brushing Joe’s arm.

Joe’s eyes met his, filled with a complexity of thoughts. “I have a lot running through my mind at the moment,” he admitted, his voice tinged with the weight of the day. “It’s our big day.”

Alex nodded, his expression unreadable for a moment, but then his lips curled into a slight smile. “Yeah,” he said, “It is. But you’re not alone, are you?”

“No,” Joe murmured, his gaze lingering on Alex’s face, comforted by his presence. “I’ve got you; we are one.”

“One,” Alex murmured and kissed Joe again.

They sat together in silence for a while, their presence blending seamlessly into the rhythm of the waves crashing against the shore. In that quiet, they reflected on the night that had irrevocably changed their lives. It was a night that stripped them bare, naked, taking everything inside them and ripping it away, their sense of self, their very will to live.

They had been broken in every conceivable way. Pain wasn’t just felt; it became their existence. They had both thought the other would die that night, and in that thought, they had found a despair so profound it had nearly consumed them. But later in the darkness, something extraordinary had happened.

Piece by piece, they had rebuilt—not as two separate individuals but as something greater. They had fused their pain, their will, and their dreams, their love into one singular force. Their shared torment had birthed something new: a bond so deep that it felt as though they shared one soul. Their shattered pieces had melded together, forming something indestructible.

And from that night, The Admiral was born—not a man, but a force, a legend they embodied together. The Admiral was strength in unity, wisdom forged through suffering and history of generations, and an unyielding will to protect the secret that now defined their lives and that of millions all over the world. Together, they became the holders of that secret, a singular identity that stood as a shield against the dangers that surrounded them.

They were no longer Joe and Alex, at least not in the ways they had once been. When the need arose, they were The Admiral: one mind, one purpose, one unbreakable force. Their rebirth had given them purpose, but more than that, it had given them each other—a bond that transcended individuality and became something eternal.

“We need to head back,” Joe said, breaking the silence. His voice was calm, but there was an undertone of reluctance. “The others will be up soon.”

Alex nodded, and together they climbed down from the rocks, their movements steady and in sync. They stepped onto the soft sand, walking hand in hand along the beach, the rhythmic crashing of the waves a soothing backdrop to their thoughts. As they approached the house, the familiar silhouette came into view, framed by the rising sun.

When they reached the edge of the lawn, Joe came to an abrupt stop, gently tugging Alex’s hand to halt him too. Alex turned, curiosity flashing in his eyes.

“I want to give you your present now,” Joe said, his voice low, almost a whisper, as though sharing a secret with the wind.

“Oh?” Alex’s lips curved into a faint smile, his eyebrows lifting in intrigue.

Joe didn’t elaborate. Instead, he resumed walking, guiding Alex toward the side of the house. They passed through a narrow path bordered by tall, leafy plants, and soon emerged into a hidden corner of the garden. The space felt like a tropical oasis—a haven of greenery and vibrant blooms, with sunlight streaming through the gaps in the canopy above.

Stopping in the centre of the secluded spot, Joe turned to face Alex. A playful smile danced on his lips, but his eyes held a depth of emotion that Alex instantly recognized. Alex’s breath caught slightly as he waited, sensing the significance of the moment.

Joe took a step closer, his hands resting gently on Alex’s hips. “One,” he whispered, the word carrying the weight of their shared promise—their unity, their bond, their everything.

“One,” Alex replied, his voice steady but filled with emotion, as Joe slowly slid Alex’s shorts past his hips, the gesture as intimate as it was symbolic. The world around them disappeared, leaving only the sanctuary they had created—two souls intertwined, in perfect harmony.

Joe’s arms wrapping around Alex as though he never wanted to let go. He kissed him deeply, with his whole being, just as he had so many times before. And yet, each time felt as powerful as the first. It was a kiss that spoke of longing, of devotion, and of a connection that went beyond the physical.

Slowly they moved closer to the shower. Alex reached out and turned on the cold tap, sending a shiver down both their spines.

"Fuck, that's cold," Joe exclaimed, laughing.

Alex grinned, squirting bodywash onto Joe's chest. He rubbed the soap over Joe's body, the foam covering his muscular form. Joe did the same to Alex, lathering up his friend's body with the rich creamy foam.

Joe reached out and grabbed hold of Alex's arse, pulling him closer. Alex placed his hands on Joe's arse and together they started to move, grinding their still growing semi-hard cocks between them. The soap made their movements slick and easy, their cocks sliding around and up and down.

Joe leaned in and kissed Alex, their lips meeting in a passionate embrace. Alex moaned, his cock twitching in response. He reached down and wrapped his hand around both their cocks, stroking them together.

Joe broke the kiss, gasping for breath. "Fuck, this feels good."

Alex grinned, increasing his pace. He could feel Joe's cock throbbing in his hand, the veins standing out on the shaft. He leaned in and kissed Joe again, their tongues duelling as they stroked each other off.

Joe's balls drew up tight against his body, and he knew he was close. He reached down and grabbed hold of Alex's cock, squeezing tightly. Alex gasped, his hips bucking as he came. Joe followed suit, his cum mixing with Alex's as they stood in the shower panting and gasping for breath, their bodies covered in soap and cum.

Then Joe grinned, reaching out and turning on the hot tap. The hot water washed away the soap and cum, leaving their bodies clean and refreshed.

"Fuck, that was amazing," Joe said, leaning in to kiss Alex again.

Alex grinned, his body still tingling from their encounter. "Yeah, it was."

They finished their shower, their bodies sated and relaxed. As they dried off and got dressed, they couldn't help but steal glances at each other, their minds still filled with thoughts of their passionate encounter.

As they walked back to the house, Joe reached out and took Alex's hand, giving it a squeeze. Alex looked at him, his eyes filled with warmth and affection. They walked hand in hand, their bodies still humming with the afterglow of their encounter.

As they reached the house, Joe turned to Alex, his eyes filled with mischief. "You know, we could always go back and do that again."

Alex laughed, his eyes sparkling with excitement. "Yeah, we could."

And with that, they turned and walked back towards the garden shower, their minds filled with thoughts of another passionate encounter. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2

[image: ]




“HAPPY BIRTHDAY!”

“SURPRISE!!!” The cheers erupted as Joe and Alex stepped into the kitchen. Gran, Grandpa, Nathan, Sarah, Benji, and the girls—Becky, Tammy, and Abby—stood waiting, armed with streamers and noisemakers. The joyful cacophony filled the room as the group blew whistles and cheered enthusiastically.

“You’re late! Been chasing Hadeda’s again?” Nathan teased with a sly grin, leaning casually against the counter.

“How can we be late if we didn’t even know about this?” Alex laughed, his voice cutting through the playful chaos.

“Nathan’s just being silly,” Gran interjected warmly as she stepped forward, pulling both of them into a tight hug. She kissed their cheeks, the warmth of her affection melting any lingering confusion about the surprise.

Sarah followed closely, embracing them with equal enthusiasm and planting soft kisses on their cheeks. As she pulled back, Joe and Alex noticed the shimmer of unshed tears in both her and Gran’s eyes. Sarah dabbed at them quickly, muttering, “Look at me, crying at a birthday!”

Then it was Grandpa’s turn. His handshake was firm, his weathered face beaming with pride. “Happy birthday, boys,” he said, his voice steady with emotion. “You’ll get your gifts from Gran and me at 15:15. Fitting, don’t you think?”

The girls followed, squealing with excitement as they engulfed Joe and Alex in a group hug. Becky leaned in close, her voice a whisper meant for Joe and Alex alone. “You’ll get our present tonight after the ball,” she said with a mischievous twinkle in her eye.

Benji approached last, his grin as wide as the ocean. “I thought about getting you surfing lessons, but seeing as you’ve got that sorted, I opted for something else.” He motioned toward two large, rectangular boxes sitting on the kitchen table, wrapped in vibrant birthday paper.

Joe and Alex exchanged curious glances before diving in. The room buzzed with anticipation as the paper was ripped away, revealing two finely crafted Rhodesian teak boxes. They stepped back, momentarily stunned by the craftsmanship of the wood, its deep, rich grain glowing under the light.

“What’s inside?” Abby asked, bouncing on her toes in excitement.

“Well, don’t just stand there staring—open them!” Nathan urged, his voice brimming with curiosity.

“Just press on the top,” Benji instructed with a grin.

Joe and Alex followed his lead. The lids of the boxes lifted in perfect unison, their movements smooth and precise. Inside, nestled in a bed of royal blue velvet, lay two gleaming Taran Tactical Combat Master G17 Copperheads.

A collective gasp filled the room, followed by the girls' chorus of “Ohhh” and “Ahhhh.” The light from the kitchen danced off the copper accents of the pistols, highlighting their sleek, deadly elegance.

Joe and Alex stood there, speechless for a moment, before instinctively reaching to pick up the weapons.

But before their fingers could close around the grips, Gran’s firm voice cut through the excitement. “Not in the kitchen, please. You know the rules!” Her tone brooked no argument, though her eyes lingered on the pistols with an approving glint. “I must say, though, those are two fine guns, Benji.”

“Weapons, Gran,” Joe and Alex corrected in unison, their voices mock-serious as they shared a knowing glance.

The girls erupted into giggles, caught in the infectious humour of the moment. Joe and Alex exchanged winks with them, sharing a private joke that no one else in the room would understand.

Gran shook her head, her sternness softened by a smile. “Fine, weapons, but the rule stands—take them outside if you want to play.”

Benji chuckled, his arms crossed with satisfaction. “They’re beauties, aren’t they? Fully customized. Consider it a little something to keep you both sharp.”

Joe smirked, nodding. “Sharp? These will do just fine.”

Alex added, “Thanks, Benji. Best surprise we’ve had all day.”

Laughter rippled through the room, the warmth of the moment washing over everyone. 

Nathan wrapped an arm around Sarah’s shoulders as they approached Joe and Alex. Sarah smiled warmly and held out two small, neatly wrapped gifts.

“This is from us,” she said softly.

Joe and Alex wasted no time, tearing into the wrapping with eager hands. Beneath the paper, each held a small black box. Exchanging a curious glance, they simultaneously lifted the lids. Inside was a sleek remote, simple but intriguing, with a single button at its centre.

Brows furrowed, they looked up at Nathan and Sarah for an explanation.

“Press the button,” Nathan instructed, a grin spreading across his face.

Without hesitation, Joe and Alex each picked up their remote and pressed the button.

A deep, throaty roar filled the air—the unmistakable sound of two engines rumbling to life. Joe and Alex froze, their eyes widening in disbelief as they registered the sound.

“What...?” Joe began, his voice trailing off.

Alex’s head snapped toward Nathan and Sarah, who stood grinning. “No way!”

Unable to contain their excitement, Joe and Alex bolted for the front door, the rest of the family laughing as they followed close behind.

The two skidded to a halt in the driveway, their jaws dropping as they took in the sight before them.

Two massive Jeeps stood gleaming in the sunlight, their imposing black exteriors catching every ray. On the bonnet of each, a golden falcon emblem glistened, its wings spread wide, a symbol of strength and freedom.

“They’re... beautiful,” Alex murmured, his voice barely above a whisper.

“Huge,” Joe added, his eyes tracing every line and detail of the vehicles.

Nathan chuckled, his hands on his hips. “Custom-built for the two of you. Safe, fast, and built to last.”

“Happy birthday,” Sarah added, her face glowing with satisfaction.

Joe and Alex turned to face them, their expressions a mix of shock and sheer joy. For a moment, they were speechless, then Alex laughed and shook his head. “You guys have outdone yourselves.”

Joe grinned, reaching out to give Nathan a firm handshake that turned into a quick hug. “Thank you, both of you. This is... unreal.”

Nathan shrugged, his smile never fading. “You’ve earned it. Now go check them out—those are the keys,” pointing to the remote entry keys in their hands.

The two didn’t need to be told twice. They ran to their respective Jeep, the rest of the family cheering them on as they climbed inside, the sound of doors closing followed by the powerful growl of engines revving.

For Joe and Alex, it was more than a gift—it was a statement, a reminder of the journey they’d been on and the family that stood beside them every step of the way.

“Boys never truly grow up; their toys just get more expensive,” came Gran’s teasing voice from the porch, her hands resting on her hips as she watched the twins marvel at their new SUVs.

“I think I might just get myself one of those,” Grandpa chimed in, his eyes twinkling as he admired the sleek vehicles.

Gran turned to him, a playful grin spreading across her face. “Ha! Your old man,” she quipped. “You’re too attached to that beat-up old truck of yours. I swear, you love that thing more than you love me.”

The group burst into laughter, Joe and Alex joining in as they climbed back out of the SUVs, still grinning from ear to ear.

Grandpa chuckled, raising his hands in mock surrender. “Now, now, woman, you know that old truck and I have history!”

Gran rolled her eyes dramatically. “Well, don’t let it take you on a date. It doesn’t know how to cook.”

The laughter grew louder, the joyful energy infectious.

“Time for breakfast, everyone! We have a busy day ahead—and an even busier night!” Gran’s voice rang out, drawing everyone’s attention. With cheerful chatter, the group began making their way toward the house.

“Andrew’s arranged breakfast for us,” Gran continued as she walked, her tone warm with gratitude. “Since today’s so full, he set everything up by the firepit in the garden.”

Joe and Alex lingered behind the others, their steps slowing as they reached the doorway. Before following, they both turned back to take one more look at their gleaming SUVs.

Joe smiled, nudging Alex gently. Alex met his gaze, his eyes sparkling with the same mix of joy and disbelief. Without a word, they reached for each other’s hands, fingers intertwining naturally.

As Joe and Alex stepped through the braai room doors, they were greeted by the sight of everyone waiting for them outside. The garden had been transformed into a scene fit for royalty—Gran had truly outdone herself with the arrangements. A beautifully set table stretched under the dappled shade of the trees, adorned with fine linens, gleaming silverware, and fresh floral arrangements.

The group was already seated, their smiles warm with anticipation. As Joe and Alex approached, waiters moved swiftly, filling their glasses with freshly squeezed juice and sparkling water. Offers of coffee followed, and moments after steaming mugs were served, the waiters returned bearing trays laden with their favourite breakfast dishes.

Joe’s eyes widened at the spread. Fluffy flapjacks drizzled with maple syrup, crispy bacon, perfectly fried eggs, tender minute steaks, grilled mushrooms, and more—it was all there, just as they loved.

Alex grinned, nudging Joe with his elbow. “I bet if we’d asked for McBurger and pizza, Gran would’ve pulled it off too.”

Joe laughed, catching the reference to his go-to cravings back in New York. “You’re probably right,” he said, shaking his head in amazement. “Gran never misses.”

Gran, overhearing the exchange, chuckled from her seat. “Well, boys, it’s your special day, so nothing but the best.”

Breakfast was fantastic, filled with laughter and heartfelt conversations as everyone enjoyed themselves. The air was light, the food perfect, and the sense of togetherness made it even more memorable.

As the plates were cleared and the last cups of coffee emptied, Benji stood and cleared his throat. “I hate to interrupt this wonderful morning, but we have some important matters to address,” he began, his voice taking on a serious tone. He turned his gaze toward Joe, his expression sombre.

“John Bishop—the attorney...  who informed you of your parents’ passing more than a year ago in New York—will be here shortly,” Benji said carefully. “He needs to sit down with you to sign some documents. He’ll go over your parents’ will and then call us in. Some of the documents, especially those pertaining to the... secret,” Benji’s eyes darted briefly around, “will need to be witnessed by us.”

Joe straightened, his grip on Alex’s hand tightening. “I’m not doing this without Alex,” he said firmly, his voice leaving no room for negotiation.

Benji gave him a small nod, clearly expecting the reaction. “That’s perfectly in order,” he reassured. “We didn’t think you would, and John is fully aware of that.”

Joe’s mind was already racing, the weight of what Benji was saying settling heavily on his shoulders. The responsibility. It was all becoming very real. He glanced at Alex, who met his gaze with unwavering support.

“We’ll face it together,” Alex said softly. Joe nodded.

“John will then witness the passing of the title to you and Alex,” Benji said, his words carrying a gravity that made both Joe and Alex freeze. He let the statement hang in the air before adding, “That is what today is all about—your formal transition. The rest of the work will follow in due course.”

Joe and Alex exchanged a glance, the weight of the moment sinking in.

Benji continued, his voice steady but firm. “I also want to make you aware that we have very important individuals in the area for tonight’s event. This is no ordinary gathering. We’ve brought in additional security for everyone’s protection. While this is a celebration, vigilance is critical.”

He paused, looking at both of them meaningfully. “There are measures in place should anything happen,” he added, his tone reassuring.

Joe and Alex nodded, fully understanding the implications. This wasn’t just about them; it was about a legacy, a responsibility they were about to inherit. The stakes were high, and the threat was real.

This evening wasn’t just another social function—it was a pivotal moment that would go down in history. The gravity of it all was clear in their expressions as they braced themselves for what was to come.

"Good," Benji said, nodding firmly. "Everyone will be at the hotel ahead of time. A vehicle will pick you up here and bring you to the venue. You’ll have a guard with you every step of the way, and the girls will take over as your personal detail once you arrive. They’ll be by your side the entire evening."

Joe and Alex exchanged another glance, their expressions unreadable.

"We’ve also arranged rooms for all of you at the hotel," Benji continued, his tone leaving no room for argument. "There will be a standby helicopter on the roof and a medical team on site. Everything is covered."

"You’re not taking any chances," Joe said, his voice a mix of acknowledgment and curiosity.

Benji met his gaze, unwavering. "Your safety is our priority above all else," he said. Then, with a rare softness in his voice, he added, "You two are the future. And we’ll do whatever it takes to protect that."

Joe and Alex nodded, a quiet determination settling between them.

It was strange to look at Benji—this laid-back, surfer dude—and think he was actually the head of security for The Sanctum. To most, he seemed like just another easy-going surf shop owner, always in board shorts, greeting customers with a smile.

But that was his perfect front. Beneath the relaxed exterior was a man of sharp focus and tactical expertise. His calm demeanour hid his true capabilities, making him an expert at blending in while keeping the secret safe. Few knew the full extent of his skills, but those who did understood that Benji was not to be underestimated.

A waiter approached the table, ensuring his presence was noticed. But there was something off about him. The man moved with the precise, controlled movements of a trained military professional.

"Excuse me," he said, his tone calm but commanding. "I’ve just been informed that Mr. Bishop has arrived and will be waiting for you."

"Thank you," Benji replied with a nod, then motioned for Joe and Alex to rise.

They thanked Gran for her hospitality and made their way inside, sensing the weight of the moment ahead.

"Mr. Smith, so good to see you again," John Bishop greeted Joe, his voice firm but warm.

"The same here, Mr. Brown," Joe replied, his politeness hiding the strength beneath. His presence radiated power, a product of his rigorous training the last 12 months. This shift in Joe was evident to John Brown—he had been expecting a broken young man, like the one who had sat in front of him over a year ago. But Joe was different now.

"Please, call me John," John said.

"Please, call me Joe," Joe responded. "Let me introduce you, John. This is Alex Burgess."

Alex extended his hand with the same confidence Joe now exuded, greeting John with a powerful handshake.

"Let’s go downstairs," Joe said, motioning for them to follow.

He walked to the mantel above the fireplace and pulled on something hidden within the decor. The wall beside the fireplace slid open, revealing a high-tech security system. Joe pressed his palm against a scanner, then leaned forward to allow the retinal scanner to confirm his identity. "Please open command," Joe said calmly, knowing the voice and biometric checks would confirm he was the one giving the orders.

As they descended into the sanctum, the atmosphere grew tense, the weight of the moment settling over them. The room was lined with reinforced steel walls, and advanced technology hummed quietly in the background. It was a place of both power and secrecy, where every detail had been meticulously designed for security and control.

"We decided to increase the security systems," Joe said matter-of-factly to John.

"Definitely," John agreed. "One can never be too careful."

Joe led the way, his steps sure and deliberate. Alex followed closely behind, his senses heightened, every movement around them carefully noted. John Bishop, though outwardly calm, couldn’t help but feel the shift in the air as they reached the heart of the facility.

"This place," John said, his voice low, "is more than just security. It’s a fortress."

Joe nodded. "It’s where we protect everything—and everyone—that matters."

Joe motioned for John to sit across from him. Alex sat down next to Joe, both of them remaining alert, knowing the importance of the conversation at hand.

John opened his briefcase and pulled out a set of leather-bound documents, flipping them open as he looked at Joe. “As you know, Joe, it was your parents’ wish for you to return to Jonders Cove, and that wish has been fulfilled,” he began, his tone professional. “The rest of the will concerns their assets.”

He continued, “I won’t be reading the entire will, but I’ll go over the key points. There’s a full list of assets in your copy of the will. Although you received everything you will not be able to manage it due to the fact that you are still underage. Seeing that everything was so far handled by my office, we can just carry on with that arrangement until next year. Should you have any questions, feel free to contact my office, and my team will assist you.”

Joe’s eyes narrowed slightly, and something stirred within him. His voice was calm but firm as he replied, “Should I have any questions, Mr. Brown, I will contact you, and you will assist.” The authority in his words was unmistakable, and even Alex couldn’t help but glance at Joe, impressed by his demeanour.

“Yes... yes, that’s exactly what I meant,” John stammered, thrown off by Joe’s commanding tone.

Joe didn’t miss a beat. “Very well, Mr. Brown. Please continue.”

John took a deep breath, trying to regain his composure. He glanced at the papers in front of him and began again, “This is the last will and testament of Jonathan James Smith and Mary Smith. We hereby bestow upon our only son, Joe Smith, the full collection of our assets as stipulated in Annexure B 17, with a calculated value at the time of inheritance...”

He shuffled through the papers, searching for the specific figure. After a moment, he found it and looked up at Joe. “The total value of your inheritance is ninety-eight billion, two hundred fifty-four million, five hundred eighty-five thousand, eight hundred fifty-two dollars.”

Joe felt a surge of shock, but he kept his expression neutral. Alex shifted slightly but remained composed as well.

“My apologies,” John said, quickly pulling a pen from his jacket and handing it to Joe. “Please sign here.”

Joe took the pen and signed the document without a word, though his mind was racing.

“Thank you,” said John, relief evident in his voice. “I’ll arrange the transfer as soon as I return to the hotel. Here’s your copy,” he added, handing Joe another file from his briefcase.

Joe glanced at it, then looked up at John. “Is that all?” he asked, his voice calm.

John nodded. “Yes, now just the matter of the title.”

Joe stood, taking the file and heading toward the vault. “Command, please open our vault. Also, inform the others to join us,” he instructed.

“Certainly,” came the voice from the AI system. The wall beside Joe slid open to reveal a heavy vault door. He entered a code, and the door creaked open. He placed the file inside, closed the vault, then turned to John.

“Thank you,” Joe said flatly, his voice devoid of emotion.

After Joe sat back down, John attempted to make small talk, clearly trying to ease the tension. "Are you looking forward to the ball tonight? You two must have some stunning girls falling over their feet for all of this," he said, waving his hand to encompass everything around them.

Joe felt a knot in his stomach. His instincts told him to shut the man down, but he answered without reflecting his distaste. "Yes, we’re definitely looking forward to it," Joe replied smoothly. Then, with an edge to his voice, he added, "But we don’t need girls falling over their feet, John. Alex and I are engaged to be married."

The words hung in the air, and Joe could feel the shock ripple through John, as well as through Alex, though Alex was the one who handled it best. John's face reddened, and he stumbled over his words, profusely apologizing. But they could see his distaste in his eyes. Fortunately for him, the others arrived just in time to interrupt the uncomfortable moment.

They all gathered around the table, the atmosphere thick with anticipation and quiet tension. Gran stood up, commanding the attention of everyone in the room. Her gaze softened with affection as she looked at Joe and Alex.

"Joe, Alex," she began, her voice steady but filled with pride, "You have made a blood oath before the guardians. You have excelled in your training. It is my pleasure to officially hand the management of the Sanctum over to you. I know you will do well."

She walked to one of the bookshelves and spoke clearly, "Command, please open my safe." The bookshelf slid open, revealing a hidden compartment. Gran punched in a code and carefully removed an old wooden box, the surface worn and weathered like driftwood from the sea.

Placing the box on the table, she looked at Joe and Alex, her voice filled with reverence. "This wood was taken from the ship that brought Jonathan Joe Jonders and Andy Burgess to these shores in 1732."

Gran opened the box and gently took out a small velvet pouch, tilting the contents into her hand. "Please, stand next to me," she said, motioning for Joe and Alex to approach. "As you are both left-handed, please give me your right hands."

Joe and Alex exchanged a glance before lifting their right hands in unison. Gran held up two rings, each with deep significance. Each with a golden Falcon on it.

"This ring belonged to Andy Burgess," she said, placing it on Alex's right pinkie finger. "This ring belonged to Jonathan James Jonders," she added, placing it on Joe’s right pinkie finger.

Gran paused; her expression solemn. "All that is left in this box is the scroll. If it is ever destroyed, your oath will break. It is up to you to protect this scroll, which holds the memories and wishes of our founders."

She carefully lifted the ancient scroll from the box and held it out to them. As one, Joe and Alex reached forward, their fingers brushing as they took the scroll from her.

Gran then opened the small velvet pouch, holding it out for them to return the rings. "They do not need to be worn. It is only symbolic," she said with a quiet smile.

Together, they placed the rings and scroll back in the box, the weight of the moment settling over them. Gran handed them the box, and with a shared look of determination, they walked to the vault. They placed the box inside, locking it away.

A new chapter had begun.
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Chapter 3
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Alex and Joe walked through the kitchen and into the braai room, both of them knowing exactly where they were heading. They needed a drink to settle their nerves. The others slowly joined them, except John, who had already left for the hotel. As they reached the bar, Alex squeezed Joe's hand and whispered, "Engaged?"

Joe smiled, his heart swelling with emotion. "That’s my other present to you, if you’d say yes."

“Yes, with all my heart.” Said Alex

Just as they were sharing this intimate moment, a voice came from behind them. "Engaged?" It was Becky. She had been so quiet that they hadn’t noticed her approach. For a moment, it looked like she might cry, but when she saw the confusion and surprise on their faces, she burst out laughing.

"This is awesome!" she shouted, her voice full of excitement. "Joe and Alex are getting married! Joe and Alex are getting married!" she started in a sing song voice.

Suddenly, Nathan and Sarah burst into the room, followed by Gran and Grandpa, with Benji, Tammy, and Abby right behind them. The room was filled with excitement as they all rushed in, eyes wide with curiosity.

"What? What? Who is getting married?" came the questions from all sides, the group clearly eager to know what was going on.

Becky, still grinning ear to ear, practically vibrated with excitement. “Joe and Alex are getting married!” she shouted again, pointing dramatically at the two of them. “It’s happening! They’re engaged!”

"But when? How? Tell us everything!" came the questions from around them.

Alex raised a hand, trying to calm the chaos. “Wait, wait! He hasn’t even asked me properly!” He turned to Joe, his eyebrows raised in mock indignation. “When did you decide this? And why didn’t you say anything?”

Joe’s face softened, a quiet smile spreading across his lips. “I’ve been thinking about it since before Christmas,” he admitted. “But I wanted it to be perfect...and then earlier... the attorney’s questions. He creeped me out and I had to let him know about us. Our commitment. And then my mind and heart spilled over... I am sorry.”

Alex’s expression melted into one of affection as he replied, “Now is perfect.”

The sound of the waves in the distance added to the moment's gravity, Joe’s heart racing as he took Alex’s hands in his own. Dropping to one knee, he looked up into Alex’s blue eyes, his voice steady but full of emotion. “Alex, you know how I feel about you. We are one. Will you marry me?”

For a moment, Alex said nothing, his face unreadable. Then, a small smile appeared, and to everyone’s surprise, he also dropped to one knee, locking his gaze with Joe’s. “Joe, I feel the same about you. Yes, we are one. But I have to ask—Joe, will you marry me?”

The room fell silent as the two stared at each other, the weight of the moment settling over everyone. Then, in unison, they both said, “Yes.”

The room erupted into wild cheers, Becky’s delighted shrieks echoing as Gran wiped away a tear and Grandpa laughed loud enough to rattle the windows. It was a moment of pure joy, filled with love, unity, and the promise of a shared future.

Emotions filled the room like a rising tide. Gran and Sarah hastily fumbled for tissues, wiping their eyes as Benji rustled through his pocket and pulled out a handkerchief, dabbing at the corner of his own eyes with a quick, sheepish motion. Grandpa, his face beaming, clapped Joe on the back with enough force to make him stumble slightly. The girls were ecstatic, jumping up and down, their excited chatter filling the room.

But then Nathan’s voice cut through the jubilant chaos, his tone sharp with concern. “You can’t get married now,” he said, his face pale and drawn, haunted by a mixture of shock and pain from the shadows of his past. “You’re not 21 yet. You’re too young.” His words seemed to hang in the air, heavy and laden with unspoken memories.

The room fell silent as everyone turned to Joe, who met Nathan’s gaze steadily. “I’ve been thinking about that,” Joe said calmly, his voice carrying both reassurance and resolve. He took a small step closer to Nathan, his sincerity palpable. “We’re engaged now, but we’ll wait. We’ll get married on our 21st birthdays next year.”

Nathan’s expression softened slightly, the tension in his shoulders easing. The room seemed to let out a collective breath, the charged energy dissipating as smiles returned to the faces around them. Gran reached over to squeeze Nathan’s arm gently, while Alex stood beside Joe, his hand slipping into his fiancé’s, a silent show of unity and patience.

“We’ve got time,” Alex added, his voice warm and steady, addressing Nathan directly. “And we’re in no rush. What matters is that we’re ready when the time is right.”

Nathan nodded slowly; his lips pressed into a thin line as if holding back words. But his eyes, though still troubled, glimmered with a hint of acceptance.

“I need a double,” Joe muttered, running a hand through his hair as he leaned against the bar.

“I’ve got it,” Benji chimed in, darting around the bar with an eager grin, grabbing glasses and taking everyone’s orders.

Gran turned to Joe, her expression both curious and tender. “So, what did the attorney say about your inheritance from your parents?” she asked gently.

Joe exhaled deeply; his voice steady but distant. “I get everything,” he began, “and their offices are managing it until I turn 21. But honestly, it’s just a formality.”

The girls, however, seemed unable to contain their excitement. “But how much did you get?” one of them blurted out, their voices tinged with fascination, as though Joe had just hit the ultimate jackpot—ignoring the painful cost it had come with.
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