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With training now complete and everyone back home, Erik and I are finally catching up with our new relationship status, beyond just roomies as before.  Oh, there’s some laundry in there too.  We have avoided potential war, chased dragon tails, got smacked with red herrings, and finally passed all that, we managed to solve the case.  Or did we?  It wasn’t long before Erik interrupted ‘happy Ashleigh fun-time’ by answering the stupid phone.  With the raise of a brow, we were now on to the next case.  

“Well, we did have to shower first.  Tee!  Hee!”

“Erik, right in the middle of something here.  Outta my head please.”

Ok, so some children were kidnapped during a home invasion at the property of a coven not far from us.  Cool, our first official mission as full Agents.  Not cool...dad’s hotel reservation in the rotten part of town near one of the many tourist hotspots in Belize.  So, I pulled an ‘Ash’ and fixed it.  Turning this into a work/vacation of our dreams., Talia and I managed to bring our mothers, Erik’s parents, and heck we even got the Commander to stop by and set for a spell.

Our little reunion was nearly cut short by strange occurrences, mainly involving me.  I had been deeply affected by dark magic someone was trying to use on me to interfere with this case.  However, we couldn’t figure out who or why.  So instead of enjoying the sun and the sand, everyone got involved in the work.  (Except the ‘mom squad’, they were still on vacation and have the shopping bags to prove it.)  The strangest connection of the case was how deeply tied to our training this really was.  Someone dropped the ball on the first case, so I still apparently was needed dead and there had been a plan in place all along to do just that.  Although, that crazy doc and Madame Chairman were both deceased, so who was finishing this off?  Or trying to finish me off anyway.

After much tedious research, not nearly as bad as at training; we were back to chasing tails.  Finding information that in no way applied to our circumstances, but there was some fun in there too, and then we solved the case.  We even managed to endure the most unexpected love connection between Uncle Kenny and our former dorm czar Ms. Desmond, whom we’ve come to know and love as Katerina.  Leading to a surprise ending that still chokes me up just to think of.
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PROLOGUE
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*Erik*
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We had received a call from John, Ashleigh’s father, and were preparing to vanish off to his office at the main agency building.  We had just arrived home yesterday from training.  We both had been catching up on laundry and quite enjoying some finally uninterrupted alone time, when John called us in for our first ‘official’ case as full agents.

“Are you seriously arguing with me about this now, Ashleigh?”  I ask, as she huffs sitting on the bed to put on her heeled boots.

“YES!  I am arguing with you about this, Erik.”  She nearly jumps to standing from the bed to walk over, grabbing her jacket and the rest of her gear.  “I have to get this out now because I can’t even tell our friends how my boyfriend refused to listen to me...and...and I was already naked.”  She shook her head.  “Leif will be so disappointed in you.”

“OH!”  I scoffed at her loudly.  “So that’s how it is going to be...after these past hours home?  After you ‘loved’ me a moment ago in the shower!”

She narrows her eyes at me.  “I still love you.  I just can’t believe we’re seriously going on a mission because you had to answer the damn phone.”

“It was your father, what would he have done had neither of us answered?  You want him to send Thomas over to catch me doing wicked things to the boss’s only daughter?”  I asked her with a smile on my face.

She jabs her finger in my direction.  “Last I checked we are both adults here and Thomas wouldn’t tell him that.”

I raise my brows giving her a wide-eyed look.  “So, that’s your argument?  Because Thomas wouldn’t tattle?”

She turns, looking over her shoulder at me almost appearing hurt.  “No, my argument is that you promised to show me love is beautiful.  And for what I just shared with you, I got a whole thirty hours of that beauty.  That’s how it is.  Thanks!”

She flung the door open leaving me to finish grabbing my gear as she stormed off through the apartment.  Ok, I am the biggest jerk alive.  I hadn’t known until we were at last intimate that not only was it our first time as a couple, but I was Ashleigh’s first everything.

“Ashleigh!”  I call out to her as I leave our bedroom.

She was eating very quickly and peeked around the corner from the kitchen, waving her finger in the air.  “Nope...boots on!  Gear on!  I am Ash now.  I was Ashleigh in there before you answered that damn phone.”  She points towards the bedroom.

I slump my shoulders, tossing my head back.  “Please...I don’t want to fight with you, Ashleigh.”

She rinses her glass in the sink, putting it in the dishwasher as she huffs out.  “Good.  Because I’m done arguing since I have to work now.  This can stay here in the meantime.”

She brushed past me as if it was my turn to grab a quick snack before we had to leave.  I tried to stop her, but she jerked her arm away, storming off.  “I already feel like the biggest idiot alive and a horrible jerk, you know?”  I call out to her from the kitchen.

She walks back into the kitchen leaning on the counter staring at me.  She looked as she wanted to speak but bit her lip instead.  I rinsed my glass, adding it to the dishwasher and when I turned back, I saw tears in her now wide innocent eyes.  Oh, this breaks my heart.

I look at her, speaking softly, as she folds her arms to her chest still angry.  “Ashleigh, I know what this moment in time meant for the both of us.  Please don’t think I am not considering your feelings.  I am.  I know what this was for you and feel incredibly honored that you love me that much.”

She looks down, wiping her cheek with the back of her hand.  “What’s that mean...moment in time?”  Her breath hitches as it appears more tears were to come.

“Aww...Ashleigh.”  I step towards her, reaching for her hand.  “This is just a moment in what I hope to be a long life together.”  I smile at her as she allows me to wrap my arm around her, kissing her cheek.  “I pray that we have many more moments just as wonderful and it’s not about the sex.  I love you so much and I know you love me because you shared that moment with only me.”

I leaned back looking into her eyes.  “We have the most beautiful of love whether we act physically or not because you became my best friend first.  I would have waited forever, if that was what you needed to be ready, had I known.  Please...you said you didn’t want this job interfering with us and look.”

She nods as I brush the tears away with my thumb across her petal soft cheek.  She looks into my eyes.  “I’m sorry.  It’s just been a lot over these last months...then the training.”  She releases a heavy breath.  “I was ready for all of this so don’t think I acted impulsively.  I meant it when I told you I love you and I really meant it when I showed you.”

I snicker kissing the top of her head.  “I bet I meant it more.”

She gasps making an ‘O’ shape with her mouth in disbelief.  “So now you’re fighting with me?”

I chuckle, shaking my head, pulling her into my arms hugging her close.  “No more arguing for us today.”  I kiss her as she looks up to me leaning back a little.  “We’ll just go see what your dad needs, and we always have home to look forward to.  That’s how I got through training, waiting to return home with my favorite roomie.”

She places her little hands on my face and kisses me intensely.  I lifted her from her feet, setting her on the counter as we were wrapped in each other’s embrace.  Our hands tangled in each other’s hair as our breaths begin coming erratic and heavy.  I had forgotten that we were actually getting ready to leave until Ashleigh’s phone chimed.

We both pull apart startled as she looks toward her phone still on the counter.  She rolls her eyes.  “Guess we’re back to being interrupted by every little thing again.  Argh!”  She growls as she replied to her father’s text that we were on our way.

I take her hands as we prepare to vanish off.  I looked into her eyes noticing she was hesitant to go.  I smile, coaxing her.  “Come on, babe, show me how bad ass you are at your job.”  She giggles as I give her a quick kiss.  “Oh and don’t ever ruin those boots.”  I growl pretending to go for her neck.  “Those are my favorite.  So HOT!”  

With a giggle, she whisks us off to the main agency building.  John already gave me an overview of the preliminary information so we both had an idea what to expect.  Nevertheless, you still have to expect the unexpected always in this work.

I know I told Ashleigh I wasn’t sure about fieldwork consistently once we were full agents.  However, as long as I get to go with her; I don’t care what awaits us.  I just know if I get lucky, she’ll be there holding my hand at the end of whatever it turns out to be.
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I was completely furious when my father called us back to work already.  I still should appreciate the time Erik and I did have together, though brief, and now we’re back working together.  It’s better this way; we make an incredible team.  I wouldn’t want the job if we had to be separated.  I mean, he applied in the first place to be able to be with me.

I think we team up so well because we can just automatically sense the other at all times.  I never have to turn and look to make sure he has my back; I already know he’s there.  Now I just feel as if I can sense him that much stronger.  Where I had difficulty reading him before as I can other people, now the pages to the book of Erik are slowly revealing themselves to me.

As if taking this leap forward in our very fresh relationship really solidified that bond we already had.  It’s strange, but it happens when you meet someone and it’s as if you’ve known them forever.  I wonder how that will improve our function as a team.

Before I get too ahead of myself, let me give the brief review of how not simply our relationship started, but how our crazy montage of an extended family came to be.

[image: image]

You see...long ago, not so far from here, there was this sinister demon of a doctor that liked hurting little children and even some adults.  With years of his own work and experiments, he attempted to bring hell upon earth.  

“Are you writing a children’s book to scare them about doctors now?”

“Shush, Erik, you had your turn.  Get out of my head please.”

Anyway...I was one of the children this doctor was commissioned to turn into a superweapon.  All, so his very own sister could use threat of our force as an army of designer supernaturals, to secure her seat as supernatural Board Chairman and all-powerful Grand Bitch of the supernatural world.  

All the agencies’ employees had been lied to for decades.  We, as their children, lived as lab rats for a period of time before the doctor disappeared and we were left to rot with the lives we had no idea he left us with.  Our parents did what any parent would do; they trusted their doctor.  None of them knew or the program would have been pulled immediately.  They thought they were just passing on a secure job to their kid for their future.  Legacy...a prestigious title demonstrating family dedication of generations...that was it.

But that work wasn’t enough.  The doctor then helped to revive a century’s old order with our natural enemies...Hunters.  These human Hunters born with the simple purpose of protecting the human earth realm from supernaturals.  This New Order was more a crazy cult with militia tactics though technically we already had peace treaties in place keeping our worlds separate so long as we both behaved and remained civil.  

Since Legacy program, which I now represent, was no longer a necessity and threat of our existence was too great; it was decided that the doctor and Madame Chairman would pit us against each other, eradicating both supernaturals and Hunters alike which kept their hands clean.  Although all along, they were the only two people on the planet that knew any of this.

None of this would have ever come about had that Hunter never chased me and I started asking questions.  Then others had the same questions and we snowballed chaotically until we took our lives back.  

I was raised, well...human.  I knew I was a vampire and had to hide that from my friends, which is easier to do than one might think.  As long as we remain in the human realm, we have the ability to blend seamlessly with the population in our appearances.  Except we can never change our eye colors, demonstrating our species, unless we use human colored contact lenses.

Sure, there may be excessive amounts of sunscreen involved, and occasionally moving to avoid that whole ‘not aging’ issue, but we can live just as any ordinary human, and we did.  I can even eat human food and quite enjoy it actually.

Then one night, a Hunter found me and gave chase because he recognized me as one of the doctor’s former patients.  The doctor apparently employed this Hunter at the time of my treatments, though I was too young to remember any of it.  There was something or someone that helped me with the memory issue...I’ll get there...promise!  But once the Hunter alerted the doctor, he found me.  Suddenly he wanted me back.

That night, as the Hunter cornered me on my college campus, was when I had met Erik.  I nearly doused him earlier with his own drink as I spotted the Hunter while out with my friends.  I tucked tail and ran right into Erik.  He found me hiding on a rooftop later and took me home since I couldn’t let him fight the Hunter.

He joked, as the only person I could think of calling was my father and I had said ‘the situation would be handled’.  So of course...that to Erik implies ‘vampire mafia princess’.

“Hey!  Stranger things have happened; we both can attest to that.”

“Erik, whose telling this story?  I’ll get there...promise.”  Argh!  Ok...so I also met Erik’s friends Raymond and Leif that night.  

Raymond was the sweet and very quiet type...he’s still sweet.  We found out his parents, at one point, worked at the same agency as my father but were deceased for years.  He had an experiment file just as I did.  We even share pieces of magic from the same warlock.  The warlock said to match my genetic bloodline.  So, he’s become sort of my big brother after training and finding this out.  Training gave Raymond such a purpose and his confidence radiates now.

And what can one say about Leif.  Well, he’s centuries older than we all had thought.  He’s dangerously charming and mischievously enchanting to be around.  Flirtatious to a near ghastly level.  After being a supernatural detective for so long, he sought out a doctor at one point and was somehow given warlock gifts as we.  So, he, like Raymond and I are witchy vampires.

The doctor did a bunch of stuff to us all, attempting to alter us genetically, but it never worked.  Most of it was injections he referred to as ‘immunizations’.  Even what he did to those Hunters and their delicate human bodies; we reversed most of the damage with the very gifts he was able to give us.  Evolution, as they are called now, gave us the gift of being treated allies for the help.  Even joining forces at the end to ensure specifically we had voices in our world and representatives all our own on that supernatural Board.

Pretty much the magic was all that stuck for the majority of us.  Of course, the results varied but because what the doctor gave me already was an ancestor of mine, it turbocharged my powers a little.  My father is still scratching his head going through the family ancestry to find the witch/warlock we never knew about.

This didn’t make me any taller either, which is odd for a vampire anyway to have to wear five-inch heeled shoes even to this job to keep from being patted on the head as a child every time I had an idea.  But dynamite does come in small packages in my case.  The only one in our little ‘pack’ that can rival my gifts now is Leif and he’s had many decades of intensive training where I had basically six weeks to just figure it out as the gifts appeared.

That’s how we solved this long-hidden mystery, later destroying the doctor and his twisted sister with the very gifts they stole forcing on us.  Well, former Madame Chairman we really can’t claim.  Her brother had implanted that destructive chip in her when she was forcing him to experiment on her because she wanted the powers that he claimed to be able to gift through science.

After Erik and Raymond agreed to go to training with me at Area 51, since I had learned about my purpose in life and found out my future had already been laid out for me.  They just forgot to send me the memo; the boys got to meet the rest of my family so to speak.

Actually, they already met Thomas, our agency’s head supernatural security man, after the incident with the Hunter.  Thomas is the ear to the wall of the supernatural world.  He works with many human government agencies and does much more that I’m not even aware of.  All to keep our secret so we can stay in this realm in peace.  As our former home realm had become too hostile an environment to even desire to live in.  

Thomas happened to have a daughter, Talia, at my school.  She was a year behind me in age and schooling, so we hadn’t met yet.  She too had been raised human as I and like me, had no clue what her father really did for work.  

My dad was an accountant as far as I ever knew.  Turns out he’s the Director of Finance for the America’s branch of our supernatural agency.  There’s one agency in Europe, and we have splinter agencies here and there that operate under the main agency umbrella dependent upon the closest continent.  

I had left school for independent study to finish the term after finding my dorm room destroyed and it was no longer safe for me to stay.  We thought I was the target at the time and all other supernaturals were safe.  That was until a group of Hunters were sent to attempt to kidnap Talia just off campus, to lure us all out and battle it out.  Talia came to join us in training that night.

Then we have my kooky ‘Uncle’ Kenny.  He’s been a family friend since I was young and he’s an Independent Contractor, so his jobs with my father were sporadic.  But the constant was though we weren’t blood, he was my favorite uncle ever.  And it wasn’t simply because he always slipped me little wrapped chocolates that he’s done since I was little.

We met when I was barely five years old, I think.  The doctor had just disappeared, and I was mentally healing from all the experiments he put me through even claiming to get me to shift into a wolf in a simulator he designed.  Which we found later was impossible and I had acquired a ghostly attachment of a Legacy program wolf girl he murdered around the same time as I was born.

My wolfy ghost was the protector of me by tricking the doctor into thinking he had succeeded in the hopes he would stop hurting me.  She also protected me from the memories remaining with me all my life until we were able to expose all the secrets.  We returned her later to her family and tribe in Denali.  

Kenny however, when we met all those years ago, was still healing from centuries ago losing first his daughter to a famous sadistic queen who opened a boarding school and killed her students after killing an entire generation of young girls in and around her kingdom.  (That queen and Vlad were our first vampire fables.)  After the loss of his daughter, Kenny’s wife didn’t have the strength to go on and he lost her too.

Kenny had lived years as the typical bachelor and appeared content.  Dad brought him in to our Area 51 training program once we had learned all of us Legacy kids had strange chip transmitters inside us and that was how the doctor easily monitored us even after leaving our clinic.  We had found a patent and it took time to sort it all out, but the design had a destruct mechanism.  Among many things, Kenny happens to have specialized both medical and bomb training.  He and the current clinic doctors removed those for us.

It wasn’t until Leif randomly appears at training also being commissioned for some work (i.e., the work was teaching the beyond controllable Me), that we found out Kenny knew Leif.  Leif was a main detective investigating Grace’s case.  That was Kenny’s daughter’s disappearance and later murder case.  They’d remained so-so friends for all these years.  But after an accident with Kenny, Leif showed us that their friendship was more than just so-so.

Kenny had spent many years calling me his ‘saving grace’ as just being around me had, in some way, helped him come to terms with the loss of his only child.  It was when he ran into the blond hottie with great taste in shoes, as I, that he found another ‘saving grace’ as the loss of his wife had destroyed him as well.  

But how he looked at Ms. Desmond, I mean Katerina; I can’t imagine him being in love ever like this.  Katerina was our former dorm enforcer at Area 51.  She was an exceptional teacher and proven to be a wonderful and very trusted friend.  After centuries Kenny finally submitted to his heart, proposing at graduation and will soon be making her his blushing bride.  Katerina deserved this as well.  

She was a Legacy kid as Raymond and me.  Lost her parents as Raymond.  However, the doctor had managed to maintain legal custody of her, raising her in the lab, until one day he gave her the ultimatum to ‘prove your value or be destroyed’.

She fought literally for her life proving herself invaluable to the Legacy program as well as managing several other things supernatural related all handled within the compound of Area 51.  So, she got to live, but only existing in the confines of a simulated world that was created to give training of Legacy students a ‘Harry Potter’ style campus all tucked away from the prying eyes of humans.

After graduation, Kenny and Katerina flew off into the horizon together scoping out honeymoon spots as well as potential wedding venues.  Raymond and Talia exchanged numbers, and our little Ray-Ray even asked Talia to ‘hang out’.  

Raymond was physically terrified of Thomas because Thomas could have eaten Raymond if we compared physiques.  However, Thomas had much love for Raymond.  Even telling me in secret he would rather have Ray date his daughter, as he trusted no one else.  Especially considering Talia is also from a Legacy group and Raymond could understand in a way even he couldn’t as her dad.

Leif travels around the world corresponding with Dr. Tina from Area 51 ensuring all our work was done as far as restoring all the patients possible.  Legacy and Evolution both.  He had other work, but of course couldn’t discuss it.  We were hoping to all have game night at home, but hopefully we’ll all meet again on the job.  Since this involved Legacy, I can call in everyone to help and have a little reunion.

My father went straight home to my mom, and until his phone call tonight, I hadn’t heard from either of them.  Not even a dinner invite since I was home.  So, I locked myself away with my boyfriend and did naughty things I had never done before instead.

“HEY!”

“I told you, Erik, stay out of my head.”  Tee!  Hee!

Now Thomas...I know his wife...he went straight home, and we’ll probably see him at work, but that will be it.  She is a wonderful woman, her daughter Talia her reflection, but she could bring the big guy to his knees pleading if she so much as gave him a dirty look or appeared unhappy at all.  

We left behind a few new friends at Area 51.  Brendan, he was one of the New Order kids that the doctor altered his blood to be an attractant to vampires.  He was actually planted there unannounced to him until my dad stopped them from what I thought was tampering with our food, and I almost bit Brendan.  He was a trap for me since I started this snowball and we were on the doc’s trail; he wanted to eliminate his biggest problem.  Me and the fact I kept uncovering more horrible stuff he did.

The clinic, per a note from the doc stating to give us specific medications or we would die, was giving me meds to contain me and meds for Brendan to conceal his identity as non-supernatural.  When the drugs wore off for us both, I found out what ‘bloodlust’ was.  I never hunted for food.  We have mealtimes, and I can eat whatever I feel.  I had no clue how powerful a beast that was.

There was an altercation...a misunderstanding really.  We thought Brendan was in on it.  We had no idea he had been signed up for this by his stepfather.  Unfortunately, Stinky Steve, the cabbage scented stepfather from hell is serving life in a human prison as the Hunters didn’t want him back after the crimes he committed to be part of the New Order.

Brendan’s mother Diane, ‘Superwoman’, I call her.  After the loss of Brendan’s father, she was too terrified she couldn’t do well for Brendan on her own which caused her to marry Steve, accepting all his promises.  At the time Brendan had become ill, thanks to the doc that Steve was sneaking him to, and he promised to help her son.

Diane never needed him had he not been making Brendan ill in the first place with what he allowed to occur.  Since then, Diane has created her own group.  It’s not covered by our agency as they are not supernatural; however, it has become one of many of the same splinter agency of Evolution, now worldwide.  

She helps all the mothers and the children affected by this.  Abandoned once, all those actively participating with the New Order were taken and jailed.  

Diane’s father, Brendan’s grandfather, we’ve all come to know as Pa-Pa has been a godsend for them both.  I’ve spoken with him a lot and he even went to Denali with us and got to see his grandson in his new leadership role.  Oh, he is so proud.  He still calls me ‘Giggles’ too, never by name.

Heck even the Commander still calls me ‘sugar’ even though when he tried to prank dad and I back, my tingly Spidey senses helped us make sure that bit him in the butt.  But it made him laugh so, there’s still much love for the Commander.

Ok, so we had to shoot a few of the New Order people, but that was just to save those women and children at the one compound.  We were trying to get to the doctor, and they concealed him after shifting into the form of a near paralyzed old woman, then escaping in one of our vans.  

I’m not going into detail about that because I almost lost Uncle Kenny that night and nearly everyone I loved in Denali because of that sick bastard we cornered in the van that night.  Part of me wishes I had killed him that night.  Had Dr. Tina not taught me that trick where your hand is up and they are in the air choking, but if you move your thumb just a little, it takes a really long time for them to pass out.  Or I might have just killed him.

Revenge was much sweeter serving the doc on a silver platter to the Denali tribe whose princess they stole and later killed because she wore an amulet her father gave her before her upcoming nuptials, and they thought it contained power.  Madame Chairman demanded it and her loving brother tried to deliver.

It was much better this way.  The doctor and Madame Chairmen were Alaskan wolves, and somehow had fae magic.  (Not even close to what I got as Madame Chairman quickly found that out.)  That might have been from the earlier experiments he did on himself and her.  Letting the tribes take care of him.  That was their justice...their people.  We just destroyed the evidence when they were done.

Oh, before we get back to work here.  There are three things you need to know about me.  I’ll just tell you since it didn’t work out so well for the others that didn’t learn this beforehand.  

One...never assume I’m bluffing.  If I am, eventually you’ll find out, but I will make you look like an idiot if you just assume.

“I thought I learned that lesson very well.  I don’t feel like an idiot at all.  I feel quite blessed to have witnessed that truthfully.  (Snicker) By the way...whatever happened to that dress?”

“ERIK!  Back to your own head now, –k?”

Two...I always know what I’m doing.  Or sometimes I’m just lucky as hell, but I will make it look as if I know what I did.  Unless it’s bad, then I don’t know what happened.

Three...and this is the most important lesson of all.  Twice now, I got blood on my hands for this one.  Never mistake my kindness as weakness.  I’m better now, but for a while I had a little malfunction of the brain and was a bit harder to contain as my powers were emerging all at one time and my life changed literally in less than one night.  I had problems...but I’m much better now.

I’m actually great since I got to return to the apartment with Erik.  I had actually lived with him since I was chased by that Hunter.  I only got the chance to go back to find out my dorm was broken into, and we collected what we could, taking it back to Erik’s where he offered me his room for as long as I wanted it.  We never did find that pillow stolen from my bed, soaked in my very trackable scent.

I love thinking back to later that night.  After Thomas, Leif and Raymond left.  It was just Erik and me.  He helped me wash all the laundry the burglar, Hunter, whatever...had tossed about my dorm room.  That’s when I found out I had ‘witchy’ powers.  I shocked him with some blue static when he accidentally brushed against me in the kitchen.  And our almost first kiss was interrupted by...a phone call from my dad.

Starting to see a pattern here.
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Erik and I were both a little unstable on our feet when we landed in dad’s office at the agency.  Dad smiles.  “Hey, kids.  Long time, no see.”

I make a mocking face at him, as Erik and I take seats in the chairs before dad’s desk.  “So, this is what I know.  Casualties...both Hunter and supernatural.  Legacy kids missing from local coven.  Portals being monitored worldwide, and they are still here.”  I sigh looking at my dad.  “What have we missed?”

Dad rubs his lips together thinking.  “Thomas is out at both scenes collecting evidence.  He called in Leif who has connections in the other realm that he’s attempting to gain information from.  The Commander is running the show coordinating the guards at the portals.”

“Do you have files for my kids yet?”  I asked and dad gave me the oddest look.

“Your Kids?”  He raises his brows at me.  

“If they’re Legacy, they’re mine.  So yeah, I want the files on my missing kids.”  I raise a brow back at my father as he chuckles, handing me a folder with pictures and preliminary information they have gained thus far.  “Did you get a hold of Pa-Pa, Diane, and Brendan to check on the Hunters?”

Dad waves his hand.  “Kenny’s flying them in as soon as he passes on his way.”

“We aren’t interrupting anything with Kenny and Ms. Des...Katerina, are we?”  I giggle, as I still want to call her Ms. Desmond all the time.  Erik laughed too as it sounds weird finally knowing her first name.  “They didn’t like elope on us and we’re crashing the love fest!”  I snicker.

Dad laughs, leaning back in his chair.  “Oh no.  From what Kenny vented to me, Katerina has your dress and shoes already picked out because they are NOT getting married without you by their sides.”

“Aww!”  I look up to Erik, sticking my lower lip out.  “Katerina is already rocking at this aunt stuff.  Kenny better keep her happy because he’ll have me to deal with.”

Erik was laughing as I spoke, so I glared at him until he spoke.  “Bridesmaid dresses are how women truly express how they feel about one another.”

My dad laughed, pointing at Erik.  “Well, I guess you’ll get to see how they feel about you too because your tux and shoes are waiting with her dress.”

I point at Erik as his jaw fell after hearing the word ‘tux’.  “Ha!  Ha!  See they already accepted you as family so we will dress as they want and smile about it.  Plus, knowing Katerina, I’m gonna look hot and you’ll be all James Bond like.”  I smile coyly.

“Oh, I can handle that.”  Erik smiles.

Dad leans forward in his chair.  “All right.  Now that we're caught up.  Look over the files and here’s the computer if you need it.  I’m going to have lunch while we wait.  You kids eat?”  Erik told him we ate on our way out, so Dad nodded.  “Well, I’ll bring you back a little something anyway because I’m not sure when they’ll get here.  I’m waiting for a couple calls anyway.”  Dad points at me.  “I need you at full energy unless we have time for Kenny to fly us where we need to go.”

I turn looking up to my dad as he opens the door to his office, and I already made myself at home in his chair.  “Where are we going that Kenny would have to fly us instead of just popping over?”

Dad scrunches his nose not really looking back at me.  “We have a stop in Belize first...and we’re tracking them through the Caribbean currently.”

“Are you kidding me right now?”  I asked my dad, shocked.  

My dad shakes his head.  “Nope!  Better get to work we may need you as a translator too.”  He turns to grab his lunch, closing the door behind him.  

I scoff.  “Though it’s the only official English-speaking nation in Central America.  Over sixty percent of the population, so I’ll assume we’ll be in remote areas with big jungle bugs.  Yay!”

Erik blinks at me several times not quite sure what to say.  I just smirk trying to play it cool.  “You’ll get to see how I look in a bikini if you remember the sunscreen.”

His brow rose slowly as he took in a breath.  “Deal.  I’ll go.”

I laugh, tipping my head back.  “I don’t think we were given much choice.  Sorry to disappoint but you’ll just have to endure.”

He makes his face serious as he looks down, though his eyes were all twinkly.  “I can do this.  For you, I will do this.  For love.”

I smile, reaching my hand across the desk towards him.  “Oh baby, you’re too good to me.”

He chuckles.  “Honestly, you’re not such a good boss.”  

I gasped, looking at him shocked.  “Why would you say that?  We’re going to the Caribbean, and I’ll be hardly dressed the entire time.  You should be happy.”

He nods.  “Um-hum.  You’ll be forcing me to see you in that state while we are travelling; oh yeah, with your father and I bet he even booked us separate rooms.”

I go through the file because I remember seeing something for reservations in all that paperwork.  I flipped through several pages and towards the back was a hotel reservation sheet.  “I see two rooms under ‘Reynolds’.  Two ‘Halderson’, one is for Thomas and one for Talia.  One for Kenny with Katerina, one for Leif, and....”  I trail off with a laugh.  Erik looks up asking ‘what’, so I answer.  “Dad must have been in a hurry when he made these reservations because each room has one bed.”

Erik nods, giving me a sideways glance as I put the file back together setting it aside.  “Ok...maybe that’s all they had was single rooms.  Couple vacations are probably their biggest industry.”

I smirk at Erik.  “Just stand back from Thomas when we get our keys.  Dad will forget to tell him until then.”

Erik furrows his brow.  “Forget to tell Thomas what?”

I sigh, trying not to laugh.  “Just don’t be in arm’s reach of Thomas, –k?  I like how you look with all your limbs.”

Erik smiles rubbing his hands together.  “Oh, now I have to know.”

I searched through the paperwork and handed Erik the hotel reservations sheet.  He slowly leans back in his chair snickering.  “So...you’re going to wear a bikini and your room has me listed as your second occupant.  Your dad must be very accepting of us being together, but then we do share an apartment.”

I smile softly, looking into Erik’s eyes.  “I’m glad we finally won you over.  But a couple lines down, listed with Thomas’s room.”

He glances at the page and looks up to me.  “One occupant.  Wait...so where’s Raymond’s room?  It’s not on here.  Little punk better be going.”  Erik jokes.

I raise my finger into the air pointing up.  “Check Talia’s reservation.”

Erik looks at the sheet and covers his mouth as he starts laughing hysterically.  “Raymond is going to be the first vampire stroke victim.”  He hands me the sheet back snickering.  “You know Thomas will be changing that upon arrival if your dad doesn’t show him this first.”

I nod my head, sighing as I close my eyes briefly.  “I know, that’s why you and Raymond stay out of arm’s reach.  Dad made the reservations, he can deal with Thomas.”
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I had Leif behind me directing his calming ability towards the coven to decrease the panicked energy of the situation.  Ease some of their anguish even if briefly.  I need to get some of these interview questions over and we can get these kids back.  Time is ticking!  I can’t get anything without some cool heads to help though they’re in the throes of a horrible crisis.

I was stunned to hear of this case at all, so close to arriving home.  I was crazy enough to believe we might have some peace again.  This is too close to home considering my daughter was nearly taken not long ago by rogue Hunters literally just miles away from this spot.  Now these kids are targets by their own kind.

We’re really close to the Pacific portal between us in the valley and Table Rock in the mountains just to the east. It’s away from the hiking trails, which is how we believe they got here.  We immediately posted guards at all portals, and we managed to trap them here before they could escape to the other realm.

John and I have proof of that when we got a message from the Commander that there had been a Hunter clan attacked as well.  These kidnappers had been spotted crossing someone’s land when a sensor light was kicked on.  The landowner confronted them, and then attempted to intervene once he realized what was happening...his fellow Hunters joining him.

It turned out to be a massive incident.  We know there were vampires helping that apparently couldn’t distinguish the men as Hunters or simply didn’t know.  They got a toxic sip of Hunter’s blood, killing several of the Hunters, and themselves in the process.  That fray bought enough time for their escape with the children.

How this is all heading us toward Belize...got me.  Unless these kidnappers were looking for an unguarded portal.  Or have somewhere to hide in Central or even South America until they can try to wait us out.  That won’t happen since we have all the time in the world.  They more than likely will grow impatient and make a mistake allowing us to grab them while they run.

Belize?  Seriously...but that’s what the orders are.  My wife was so pissed... ‘Another trip Thomas?  You just got home,’...she says.  Then I got smacked on the back of the head and told my ‘ass better be back here for our anniversary’ or she’s changing the locks.  Again.  

Don’t get me wrong, I’d do anything for that woman, but sometimes...just one swift kick to the behind and we’ll be back to equal again around our house.

Talia wasn’t really happy with me either.  She’s back home and taking a break from school to work instead.  I’m glad to have her, but at the same time, I feel as John told me when Ash first got dragged into all this.  I had hoped to give her something so different.  Legacy was her ‘thing to fall back on’ in my head.  If all else she tried didn’t work out, I had this to offer my baby...much later in life.

None of which we can change now.  The girls know what we hid from them, and I was surprised how ‘adult’ they both were by not becoming angry at all.  They understood, even appreciated us for trying.  I have heard Ash express numerous times; the girls felt worse for us.  After the total devotion and sacrifices our families made, to then get such a ‘slap to the face’.  

Felt worse than a kick to the ‘junk’ actually, as much as we gave up for this damn job.  Talia obviously didn’t get her understanding side from my wife.

Man, the kids all took to this as naturals though.  It took years working for my father before I got that good or that confident.  But all of the kids fixed it; no matter who was responsible, what level of training they had if any, and no matter the species.  We are all very happy with the outcome.  

Damn...we raise some good kids.  
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I have to ensure I have all the necessary information before we leave.  I don’t want to waste time making multiple trips just to fact check every little discovery along the way.  Just robs more time from the clock.  I refuse to chase my tail as we did with that doctor.

Several of the elder coven females were comforting the mothers of these children while the warlocks stood back observing myself and Leif.  

We are all still angry even though doc was dealt with, but now to have supernaturals of the other realm breeching the portals and targeting those children.  Our kids!  Hell, Nah!  I can imagine they’re all furious, just as I am.  I’d be out of my right mind if I had lost Talia that day.  

You know what...Not going there!  Time to work! 

I clear my throat looking to the elder coven women speaking.  I wasn’t trying to press these poor mothers anymore then they’d already been questioned, and the elders had much information to provide us so far.

One of the elder witches had long white hair, and nearly violet eyes.  She was sitting in a chair sort of hovering over the women consoling each other in a heap kneeling on the floor.  Some were praying and pleading as any parent would to hold their child again.  

“I hate to make you all go through this again, but I don’t want to waste precious time if we can get everything down now and not later.  We have potential leads that we need to narrow down.”  I spoke as the woman with the white hair looked up to me solemnly.

I pulled out the file we had been compiling with statements and pictures of the kids.  I had stapled notepaper to the front cover and was making quick notes to not have to continuously go through that file for quick details.

“Just to make sure I have this clear, I’ll ask about the children to start.”  She nods so I continue.  “Now...we have four children, two females, and two males.  Ages five, eight, and both girls are twelve years old.  Both girls are best friends and coven sisters in training.  Each boy was a sibling to the girls.”

The white-haired woman spoke softly appearing to do all she could to remain calm.  “Yes.  We have Jocelyn and her brother is eight-year-old Ethan.  Those are the two with sandy colored hair.  Meadow, her best friend literally since birth mere hours apart and her brother is five-year-old River.  They are the raven-haired children with light eyes.”

I look at the picture from my file as I ask.  “Now these are the most recent photos of the children, correct?”

The white-haired woman nods.  “That was this past week actually.  The children were in a school play; that’s their costumes.”  She smiles softly as I find the picture and feel a smile creeping up my lips seeing these adorable children arm in arm, huge smiles plastered on their faces.  They look to have had the time of their lives.

I furrow my brow as I ask next.  “I noticed in the statements that no one recognized this ‘gang’ of supernaturals.  Would anyone possibly know what they would come here for or an accurate number of who crossed the Hunter’s land?  I don’t have anything here with a full description other than of the children.”

The white-haired woman tightens her lips into a straight line.  “We have heard much stirring from the other realm as they have been keeping a close eye on us all.  They are aware of the Legacy children as our entire world is now.  They know the asset they could be to our kind.  Their abilities.”

I took in a breath as I felt goosebumps up my arm as she referred to our children as a possible ‘asset’ to our kinds.  “I’m sorry, ma’am...what do you mean by asset?”  Reminds me of the crazy chairman that wanted them as an army, which we may be looking at a similar situation.

One of the warlocks stepped forward and the white-haired lady went back to observing the other ladies as it was now his turn to speak.  “The doctor had dealings with the other realm having been banished there at one point.  It was most unfortunate he wouldn’t remain gone.”

I nod as he twists his face before continuing.  “From what I have been told, the doctor had boasted about the work he had accomplished here.  To be perfectly honest, I believe the other realm is curious and the doctor may have led them to believe these children are capable of far more than what is the truth.”

“Do you believe the children were taken to be examined or could we be possibly looking at a whole other issue?”  I ask as he nods, raising his finger in the air.  

“That is information we have not crossed yet.”  The warlock spoke flatly.  “But it is possible that they want the children for purposes much as we heard of that doctor.  Supernatural weapons.  Capabilities we cannot reach even with interspecies unions.”

I look up to the warlock asking.  “How familiar are you with that case?  I know the children were brought in for treatment and chip removals as I have their medical files as well.”

One of the women sobbing nearly screams out catching both our attention.  “They turned our babies into vampires.”  The women hurriedly huddle closer to her as she sobs into her hands rocking herself as she sat on the floor.  

The warlock raises a brow to me after her outburst almost as if apologizing.  I wave it off, as I wouldn’t take that as an insult from a grieving mother.  I may be a vampire, but I can understand why many wouldn’t choose this of all the gifts in the supernatural world.  I mean we exist off blood.  Another’s life force...that’s as close to demon as we get on earth.

The warlock looks down as he rubs his hands together.  “The scene was so chaotic we couldn’t get an accurate number of those that attacked our home then took the children.  Honestly, it was so fast...I couldn’t even gauge the diversity of the groups.  I heard there were a few vampires that perished.”

I raise my brow.  “They must not have been aware of the Hunters.  Or completely lack the sense of smell.”  The warlock tips his head looking to me as if he didn’t understand what I meant.  “The Hunters are poisonous to us...and we’ve developed an aversion to their scent because our bodies know it’s poison.”

The warlock looks down as if in deep thought.  Quite possibly remembering something that may not have made sense before I told him that fact.  I thought everyone knew...but they really didn’t have a need to, until they found out the children were vampires as well now.

The warlock raises his finger pointing it at me.  “You mention smell.  They had a few with them that smelled...different.”

I glance over my shoulder at Leif before speaking.  “The Hunter children had altered blood...Evolution.  The doctor attempted to use them as an attractant.  He altered them to be bait for us, for reasons you now know.”

He nods.  “But none of those children were given gifts or abilities, correct?”  The warlock asks me.

I raise an eyebrow.  “To be perfectly honest...if he did...we haven’t found those children yet.  But that is something to consider, so I will make an effort to check on that as we have no idea what he did while briefly deported to the other realm.  There are humans in that realm so honestly...anything is possible.”

“I appreciate that.”  The warlock smiles with the corner of his mouth.

I wave my hand.  “No, thank you.  Every idea is helpful and could lead us somewhere.  I would rather have too much information than not enough.”  He nods then turns looking towards the woman with the white hair.

I look behind me, up to Leif, nodding that I was ready to leave.  I pull out my card and ask Leif for one of his.  I handed them both to the warlock I had been speaking with.  “Please hang on to those.  I am with the agency strictly.  Leif here is an independent with centuries of law enforcement experience, specifically with missing children.  He has a bit more travel freedom than I.”

That seemed to reassure many of the coven members that were watching Leif and I prepare to leave.  I turn to the warlock furrowing my brow curiously.  “You wouldn’t happen to know if there would be a connection to either Central or South America, would you?  We had a lead, and I am trying to figure out if I should dismiss it or research it because I just can’t make the piece fit in the puzzle, if you know what I mean?”

The warlock thought for a moment before he shook his head slightly.  “I heard rumors when I was a boy that there was supposed to be a ‘secret’ portal that had never been sealed.  Years later, it’s forgotten until a random tourist disappears on an occasion.  But I don’t think you would like it and I honestly never thought it to be true.”

“Were you told a location?”  I asked the warlock.

“I believe it was the Blue Hole off of San Pedro.”  He twists his lips as trying to remember.  “Now Belize is not only covered with Mayan ruins, but hundreds of caves.  There are caves located on the reef surrounding the Blue Hole.”

I nod.  “Limestone, volcanic activity, all the hidden energy a supernatural may need.”

The warlock laughs nervously.  “Well if these were magical beings, yes.”

I look to him, my face serious.  “After the vampires snack, that may be all that remain are magic wielders.  My daughter and her partners from Legacy are magic wielders.  Her friend is my partner’s daughter...Ash.”

I hear gasps from the women and look over as surprised as the warlock appeared to be.  The woman with the white hair whispers back and forth with one of the sobbing women before asking me if Ash and my daughter will be going?  I nod, and the woman stands wiping her face as the woman with the white hair helps her walk to a small bedroom behind us and sort of off to the side of the house.

Both women came out carrying small items to give us.  Another elder of the women with long salt and pepper colored hair, comes in from the kitchen carrying herbs and some small containers she was placing into a hand-sewn satchel.  The women hold out the items and begin explaining these were for locate spells.

“I tried.”  The woman sobbed as both elder women held her.  “The spell wouldn’t work because something is blocking us from here.  That’s why we thought they made it to the other realm until the Hunters were hurt.”

She wipes her face looking at Leif.  “You have magic too?”  He nods, and she softly smiles as if reassured suddenly.  “We’ve gathered items from the children to use when you get close.”  She chokes up, covering her mouth with her hand.  “If that’s where they are.”

Leif smiles sweetly as he gently takes the bag from the ladies.  “I assure you if the girls need help, I am there.  And if I need help...I have it on speed dial.  We will return these soon.  Preferably with the children.”

She nods ‘thank you’ as the white-haired woman and the salt and pepper haired lady walk her over to a chair to try to get her to drink some water.

I turn, offering my hand to the warlocks, shaking their hands as they all remained quiet.  Offering a wave and a respect-filled nod to the ladies.  I finally get to the warlock I had been speaking with to shake his hand.  “We will be going soon and will keep you updated as much as possible.”  I pull a pen from my pocket and ask to see my business card, which he hands me.  I write down Ash and Talia’s numbers, just in case, explaining as I hand the card back.

He nods, appearing pleased.  “We look forward to hearing from you soon.”  The coven ‘thanks’ Leif and I as we walk outside to vanish off to the office to meet John and the kids.

I look to Leif as he’s peering into the bag.  Touching the items from the children and closing his eyes until I ask what he’s doing.  He sighs then closes the bag looking to me.  “I can feel energy...but that may be from the house.  You know I can give these to Ash, and she may be able to lock in on one of the children without a spell.”

I half cough in shock.  “Huh?  She can do that?”

Leif wiggles his brows.  “She doesn’t even know half of her gifts.  She develops stuff so fast, it’s difficult for me to find teachable moments to help her along.”  He glances at me asking.  “You wouldn’t mind if I test Talia too?  She has more energy than I think she realizes.  I would really love to push Raymond, but he’s still rather timid with his abilities and exploring.  Always has been.”

I patted him on the back.  “You know, Leif, there are four kids and four objects.  Give one to Ash, Talia, Raymond, and Katerina.  You want to see who’s capable of what?  You get them personally attached to one...they’ll lead you to them all.”

Leif raises a brow reaching from my hand to transport us.  “You know, Thomas, if I didn’t know better, I would think you’ve been at this as long as I have.  That was good.”

I shrug my shoulders chuckling.  “I have a good idea on rare occasions.  Just ask the wife.”  Leif thought that was hysterical.  His laugh bellows as we vanish off.
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“Hey guys!”  I giggle as Leif and Thomas pop into dad’s office.  I tuck that file from dad aside, placing my elbow over it as I turn away from the computer to talk.  Erik was bored so he went to catch dad at dinner and bring something back as I was alone in dad’s office doing devious things.  

And some research.  Made a few costly calls on the company phone.  Stole some supplies.  Hacked into his system so every time he tries to access certain sites, midget porn pops up.  You know...I was working.

As they both take seats, I smile asking.  “So...any news, fellas?”

Thomas smiles, setting a file folder on the table and sliding it towards me to grab.  “We have lots to cover but I’ll let you peek first before I tell you what I saw.”

I nod, setting the file down opening it.  Right on top was a picture of the four children.  Their smiles were huge and wherever they were, they appeared very happy.  I noticed the two with dark hair and light blue eyes.  Not Arctic glacier like mine or Erik’s.  

“I see two off the bat I may have a bit in common with.”  I state as dad and Erik returned, excited to see Thomas and Leif had arrived.  They brought back enough food to feed us all, so it was a good thing.  Talia, Raymond, Kenny, and Katerina should be here shortly also, and this saves time.

Dad sets some stuff on the desk next to me, peering over my shoulder as I was flipping through the file.  Witness statements, reports from the scene, and more photos.  “See anything yet?”  He asks.

I kept scanning pages as I replied.  “Appears a quick in-and-out home invasion.  Number of assailants unknown except for the casualties on Hunter land.  Too fast for anyone to get many details and these were targeted kids.  There were other children there and were left alone.”

Thomas appeared impressed, nodding his chin towards me to continue.  “They had to have some information and knew who to grab or this wouldn’t have been so fast.”  I take a whiff of the air as I keep reading.  “Leif has some stuff for us to attempt to locate the children.”

Dad jerks his head towards Leif surprised and I just look up smiling.  I look at Thomas, narrowing my eyes.  “Did you find out anything about this Belize tip?”

Thomas bites his lip stifling a chuckle.  “As a matter of fact, I was told a story by one of their warlock elders that there is a tale about a long forgotten and never sealed portal in the reef.  Blue Hole, he called it.”

I nod, leaning back in the chair swiveling slightly from side to side.  “Underwater caves...huge diver attraction.  Lots of tourist traffic.  But they are in the mid-rainy season; they may have had breaks to make attempts.  That’s why the vampires were no loss to them, as they won’t go under the water.  But...there are caves everywhere above ground.”

Thomas points at me.  “That’s what I hear.”

“So, what’s the plan?”  I ask.

Leif raised his hand to interject.  “Actually, I plan on giving an item from each child to you children including Katerina.  I have supplies that the coven provided for locate spells; however, I have a feeling we won’t need those when we get close.”

I raise a brow, asking Leif.  “You think we could all get this?”

Leif nods to me asking.  “Why not try?  Even if any of you only pick up one, you can save them all.  We have the other means available to always rely on.  But you children have been developing so fast and with such unique gifts.  Wouldn’t you rather know how to utilize that now and see what more you can do in the future?”

I smirk at Leif as he bats his eyes at me.  “Well played.”  He nods proudly.  About that time the others arrive, and dad briefs them quickly while they eat as we prepare to leave.  I grab Erik and Kenny to talk in the hall.

“So...?”  I ask Kenny with a huge smile on my face.  Erik had no clue what I did while in dad’s office, but it involved devious plotting.

Kenny smiles, tapping the jingly keys in his pocket.  “I loved it.”  He looks to me unsure.  “So, you think she’ll like this?” he asks, keeping his voice low.

Erik watched us both confused, so I took a few steps down the hall as they follow.  I snicker at Erik.  “I changed dad’s reservation...before there was any issue with room arrangements, and I checked the place online.  And...No!  So, we made a little change.”  I smirk at Kenny as Erik sighs tipping his head back.

“Ash, you know your father hates when you go behind his back like this.”  Erik warns.

I raise a brow.  “Believe me.  We have so many surprises waiting; while we get work done as well, he’ll be especially happy considering Legacy pitched in on the expenses, so what he’s paid is what he paid.  Everything else is covered.  I still had a fat check in my bank after giving you money for my part of the bills.  It was burning a hole in my pocket.”

Erik runs his hand down his face.  “Do I dare ask?  You weren’t shoe shopping online, were you?”

I scrunch my nose, shaking my head towards Kenny with a smile.  “Nope!  There are surprises all the way around.”  I lean up on my tiptoes, kissing Erik as I giggle.  “I got a surprise for you too.”

“Is it a barely there bikini?”  He chuckles.

I raise a brow.  “Careful what you wish for?  You may just get something you never expected instead.”

Kenny smirks at Erik and leads us back to dad’s office quietly.  We walk back in, and I don’t think anyone realized we had gone.  So, we snuck back to our seats and listened in on dad, Thomas, and Leif explaining everything.  

Talia sneaks over, sitting in my lap in dad’s chair whispering in my ear.  “Everything is set.  Mama Bear one and two will be waiting.  The Commander will be personally guarding the place until we arrive.”

I nod, giving her a knuckle bump as I look to Raymond who nods to me; he’d made the calls and preparations I called him about before he met with us tonight.  Then the three of us nod to Kenny and he folds his arms at his chest with a huge smile.

My dad caught it and gave Kenny a strange look asking ‘what’ as he stopped mid-sentence.  Kenny looks down briefly, shaking his head.  “Nothing.  I’m just so happy to be back working together.”  He stuffs his hands in his pockets with a content sigh.  “I’m just having a good day.”

Thomas and Leif were chuckling as dad just raised a brow and continued on with what he was saying.  I give Talia a squeeze and I hide a giggle behind her shoulder as she taps her fingers on my arms excitedly.  

Now this is the plot of the century for us so far.  It can either go one of two ways.  One: either we piss everyone off and it turns out to be poo-ish.  Two: we could solve the case and have a wonderful way to celebrate after.  That’s how we keep our morale up; being together and sharing these times together.

Successes or failure...we just get better.  The bad times like life’s hurtles...nothing stops us long.  We always find our way to some happy ending.  Hopefully, this time, I don’t have to shoot someone to get there.  But that’s a story for another day.
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Kenny flew the plane so smoothly, we all slept straight through until we hit the private airstrip. We de-boarded the plane and piled into a huge van to go check out our home away from home.  

The sun had come up and we were already pouring on the sunscreen as it was a wonderfully sunny day outside.  No sign of rain yet; though it can occur sporadic and without much warning.  

Erik was making fun of my hair after we got off the plane.  It’s like eighty-five percent humidity ALWAYS in Belize, so some of my natural curl came back.  Of course, that was intermingled with the unnatural looking fuzz I fight with daily to control.

My dad was looking around in his seat, puzzled as the driver turned down a private road.  “This doesn’t make sense.  Driver, are we going the correct way?”

The driver nods and dad leans back in his seat, suspicious but not wanting to be rude and question the driver.  Dad looks at me and I just smile.  “Ashleigh Renee, what did you do in daddy’s office today?”

I reach between my feet into my backpack and pull out his reservation sheet pointing out his ‘Talia/Raymond’ reservation without speaking to any of them first, especially her father Thomas.  “I fixed this.”  I raise a brow as he covers his mouth masking an ‘oops’ laugh.  I smile, cramming the paper back into my bag.

He looks at me, leaning his head back as if about to question me when I wave my hand in front of him continuing to keep my eyes forward.  “Don’t worry.  Legacy covered any further expenses.  Plus, we children have surprises for you waiting.  So, shush and enjoy the ride.”

Everyone quieted down and we were driving very slowly down this shrubbery-lined road as far as the eye could see.  These weren’t big ferns or brush like at home in Oregon.  These were giant-leaved jungle plants.  

I giggle looking up to my dad.  “You know it’s funny, but I start working with you and now we’re traveling to supposed ‘romantic getaway’ hotspots.”

My dad furrows his brow, looking at me.  “I’ve been here before.  Well, it was all work, but I have a rough idea what is offered here.”  He looks out the window.  “I’ve been trying to bring your mother here, but something always comes up.”  I catch Talia giving me the ‘aww’ look as my dad actually looks homesick.

EEK!  So excited!  I know I should be more serious, and I worked on that.  I take this job very seriously.  However, I also learned I have to add a little fun twist here and there or this job will eat me alive.  I’ll end up hating it; when right now, I couldn’t imagine doing or even being anyone else no matter what I was offered.

[image: image]

We are closer to the house I rented for us as I saw the big palm trees lining up to lead us through the circular drive.  I hear gasps, which makes me smile, as the house comes into sight.  It’s similar in structure to an old plantation house though advertised as a villa.  Verandas upstairs and down.  Perfectly shaded by the surrounding palm trees and jungle foliage.  Big windows and tons of room; fully staffed too.  

It’s a privately owned home, but they rent it like a resort for big occasions such as a large group visiting, for business of course.  We hop out of the van and some of the staff come to greet us from inside, helping us with our luggage.  

“Oh, Ashleigh.”  My dad barely whispers.  “Why the big change in accommodations from what was discussed?” 

Then we hear the waves crashing and dad points wide-eyed behind the house.  I motion my hand and he takes off around the side of the house, through the bushes that spill out onto the private beach.  Everyone near running behind him as Talia and I stay towards the back of the pack until we get to them all awestruck, frozen in their tracks as they take in the view.

Talia steps up before the group, motioning her hands like a game show model.  “Over to your right we have the northern tip of the barrier reef; one of many beautiful reefs filled with many magnificent creatures.”  She points straight across from where we stand, across the Caribbean Sea.  “A little way that direction is Blue Hole with two or three caves on Lighthouse Reef.”

I nodded, smiling, as she had done her research too.  I step up to my very confused looking father.  “To answer your question, the hotel was too conspicuous and there are too many of us to be rushing about at any hour without attracting unwanted attention.  Private house.  Private pool.  Private beach.  Fully staffed with a cook.  Six full suites and sleeps up to twenty-three.  Oh...and a rooftop lounge.”

I smile then shout as dad stuffs his finger in his ear giving me a look.  “I already have room assignments if you want to hear them.”  I giggle, trying to keep everyone’s attention from the house.

“Ok, Ashleigh.  This is good, but screaming is getting you nowhere.”  Dad squints his eyes at me.  “Ok, go ahead with the room assignments.”

I nod, pulling a printout I had crumpled in my pocket from the reservation.  “Ok.  Now I know the bedrooms have one bed, but each has a sleeper sofa or futons for more space if we need.  They have small tables to dine in the room or formal dining if you choose to have staff for all of that.  Perfect for our late-night meetings.”

Dad sighs, motioning his hand for me to speed this up.  “Ok.”  I glare at him.  “Bedroom six will be Katerina and Kenny.  Rooms four and five Erik, Talia, Raymond, Leif, and I can fight it out.”  

That’s a good distraction for now; Talia and I already know where we’re sleeping, and Leif has a place not far from here.  There...fight’s over.  Work and a romantic getaway...check.

I giggle, walking over to Erik telling him to cover his eyes.  I look up to the house and then back at everyone with my finger over my lips, so no one alerts Erik to a thing.  I clear my throat.  “Ok, keep them closed until I am done reading the sheet.”  Erik nods.  “Room three goes to Sam and his lovely bride Angelica.”

Erik gasps pulling his hands back.  “Mom?  Dad?”  He rushes up, hopping the side of the veranda hugging both his parents.
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