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A MEMORY DARKLY

Warning: Dubious Consent! But that’s the way it always is with Branish ...

“I have to admit that I’'m surprised,” Railon Karides, the man Dane
Gareis believed was simply a private investigator, said. “I didn’t think that
Dane Gareis would trust someone so quickly. Not even your Sean
Harding.”

Mine. Yes, Sean is mine. Even part of him admits it.

“You hoped he wouldn’t, you mean. Your obsession with Dane
Gareis is a waste. He’ll never respond to you like he does to Sean, no
matter how many dirty pictures of Sean you bring him.” Michael Branish
looked at the back of Railon’s head as he said this. “It is an interesting way
to woo someone, I’ll give you that. I’'m wondering though about the
efficacy of giving your love naked pictures of another man.”

Railon was staring out of the floor to ceiling windows at the
glittering expanse of night-gilded Winter Haven. Branish stretched out his
long, powerful legs in front of him as he leaned back in the leather
executive’s chair. They both had a great view of Gareis Industries. He
could see the light on in Sean’s new bedroom in Dane’s penthouse. Not
that he needed light or even his eyes to see anymore. The Ash of the Gods -
- or as the locals erroneously called it, the Powder -- had given him many
gifts. He could see, speak, even fouch Sean any time he wanted, no matter
how far away physically he was from the man. The Ash connected him and
Sean on a spiritual level like it did all the Chosen.

Couldn’t call it the Ash on the street though or those idiot Ydrath
would have realized that their precious religious drug was being sold to
non-believers. But I needed the money to bring about this brand new world
they 've raved about for millennia. Money was necessary to silence some
mouths and open others. They should be thanking me. But they are either
dilettantes or mindless zealots. They don’t understand the what is
needed. But I do.

Railon turned his head to face Branish. The center of the scar on his
cheek glowed in the low light. The Ash had caused that, too. “Won’t you
give Dane to me in the end though, sir? After all, you won’t want Sean
holding out hope that he can be with Dane when he’s back in your
possession again.”

“Holding out hope?” Branish’s baritone voice rumbled and a slow
smile curled his lips. “That might be useful actually. Sean likes to play the
hero. 1believe he would do anything to keep Dane safe, which would
include keeping you away from the young man.”



Railon’s expression remained obsequious, but Branish saw his
hands slightly curl into fists. Branish hid the smile that wanted to break
out. Railon didn’t want his precious Dane in anyone’s hands but his. The
thought of Dane being withheld from him was undoubtedly unbearable.

What he doesn’t understand is that he’s more like John Tully, the
man who kidnapped, raped and tortured Dane ten years ago, than
Sean. Dane will loathe and fear him while Railon will try to play his
twisted version of Romeo until Railon kills Dane in a fit of rage when he’s
rejected one time too many. His actions are all so predictable.

“What’s the next step, sir?” Railon asked. “You now have Sean
working for Dane and the God is already stirring.”

“We’re going to let our Ydrath friends do the heavy lifting for
now. Sean will slowly learn the truth and that’s the best way to get him on
our side,” Branish said.

“Is that why you didn’t just fake his death, like your own, on the
sting?” Railon asked. “He could have been yours all these years instead of
free and out in the world searching for me.”

Branish shifted his bull-like body in the chair. The Ash had not
gifted Railon with the gift of foresight like it had him. It had shown him
the future and the narrow, twisting path he had to walk in order to make
Sean his forever and to rule the world. Ironically, there were many paths to
world dominion, but to have both world dominion and Sean? There was
only one.

“It wasn’t the right time to take him as my own,” Branish said
simply. Railon nodded after a moment as if he understood, but Branish
doubted he did. “And besides, Railon, you’ve enjoyed being chased. How
many false trails have you set up for him to follow all these years?”

Railon smiled in an oily manner. “There was some amusement in
it. Shall I continue to shadow Sean?”

“Yes, but only to keep him safe. No more games, Railon. I shall be
in charge of those,” Branish said with a chuckle, but then his slate-colored
eyes became hard and stony. “I don’t want the Ydrath to harm him in their
zeal to release the God.”

“I understand, sir.” Railon gave Branish a stiff bow and glided out
of the room.

Branish continued to stare out the window towards Sean’s new
home. His eyes remained open, but became unseeing as he delved back
into his memories. His favorite memory actually. The night of the Lustov
Radek bust when he had taken Sean for the first and only time.

The first of many times to come if I play the fates right.

Branish had watched Sean as he had been brought into the police
station with the young whore Jamie’s blood still thick and tacky on his
clothes. The haunted look in Sean’s eyes told Branish that the strong man





