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The landing craft drifted gently, rising and falling with the slow rhythm of the ocean swells. Overhead, seagulls wheeled and squawked, their cries sharp against the morning haze. They circled in hopeful anticipation of scraps—but today wasn’t about food.

The air hung heavy with salt, the scent rising from the sea like steam from a simmering pot. In the distance, the newly completed marina shimmered under the heat of the sun, its polished walkways and mooring arms gleaming like a promise. The Golden Falcon II swayed gently next to the marina.

Allen checked his watch for the third time, his brow furrowed. “They should be surfacing by now,” he muttered, unable to hide the edge in his voice.

Grandpa placed a steady hand on his shoulder. “They’ll be fine. Joe and Alex are trained for this, and Benji and Nathan are with them. That’s a solid team.”

Just then, a trail of bubbles broke the surface. Grandpa leaned forward, pointing. “There. See?”

Allen exhaled, tension easing from his shoulders. Moments later, two divers emerged—first Joe, then Alex—followed closely by Benji and Nathan. The four paused, treading water, then instinctively backed away from the spot they’d just surfaced.

More bubbles rose, larger this time. Then, as if summoned from the deep, two massive yellow lift balloons breached the surface, bobbing and swaying with the waves.

The divers swam to the stern platform, climbing aboard with practiced ease. Their movements were fluid, efficient—muscle memory honed by weeks of training and dives. Joe and Alex stepped onto the deck, helping each other shrug off their heavy gear. Their faces, flushed and wet, broke into wide grins as they pulled off their masks.

Grandpa saw it instantly—the look in their eyes. The dive had been a success.

Joe and Alex reached out, guiding the two balloons toward the hoist arm extended over the platform. Benji moved in, securing the hook to a clamp just below the balloons.

Alex leaned over and twisted the valve on the first balloon. Joe followed suit on the second. With a soft hiss, the air released into the sky, rising like a sigh of relief—as if the ocean itself was exhaling the weight of what had just been lifted from its depths.

The team stood silently for a moment, watching the balloons deflate and settle. Whatever they had brought up was still hidden beneath the surface tension of the water—but its presence was undeniable.

Nathan and Benji climbed aboard, and together they hoisted the heavy, waterlogged bag and balloons from the sea. “Can we head back now?” Grandpa asked.

“Yes,” Nathan confirmed. Benji exchanged a glance with him, and they both smiled. “At last,” Nathan said softly.

The trip back to the harbour felt endless as excitement buzzed through the boat. The new merina at Jonders Cove was finally in use, serving its dual purpose of hosting fishing charters, kayaking and other watersports for guests and concealing the team’s secret expeditions.

Grandpa carefully steered the boat into an enormous boathouse to the right with its own concealed jetty inside. Joe and Alex leapt onto the jetty inside, securing the ropes with precision.

“Get the hoist and trolley,” Benji instructed. But Joe and Alex were already moving, lowering the hoist and guiding it toward the heavy bag. With Nathan’s help, they hooked the bag, signalling Joe to activate the lift. The bag rose smoothly, its weight belied by the hoist’s quiet efficiency.

Alex maneuvered the bag to the back of the boat house where their Red Cruiser stood waiting. Joe lowered it carefully onto the back as Alex oved around releasing the hooks from it.

“Command, scan the area,” Benji said.

Command’s voice echoed through the boathouse. “Area clear and secure. Tracking activated. Safety measures are on high alert if needed.”

Grandpa and Allen stepped off the boat last, with Nathan and Benji following Joe and Alex. 

Alex climbed into the driver’s seat of the Cruiser, Joe sliding in beside him. The rest of the team loaded into a nearby SUV. As the boathouse doors rolled open, both vehicles surged forward, heading toward the sprawling mini estate across the cove.

The house at Jonders Cove rose like a sentinel above the sea—its architecture a seamless fusion of coastal elegance and grounded permanence. Crafted from natural stone and warm timber, the structure seemed to grow out of the landscape itself. Low-slung rooflines and expansive glass walls mirrored the rhythm of the waves below, blurring the boundary between shelter and shore.

From the front, the main house opened toward the ocean with wide terraces and shaded verandas that welcomed the breeze. Floor-to-ceiling windows caught the shifting blues of sky and surf, while the stone façade—softened by climbing vines and native shrubs—gave the home a timeless, rooted presence. 

The Cruiser passed through the estate gates, rolling past a row of smaller apartments nestled behind the main house. It pulled into a building tucked discreetly behind the garages at the rear of the property. Inside, Joe and Alex moved with quiet precision, unhooking the bag and transferring it to the indoor hoist. Their movements were fluid, practiced—two halves of a well-oiled machine.

With deliberate care, Joe and Alex loaded the sealed bag onto a trolley and wheeled it toward the lift. No one spoke; the air was thick with anticipation, the kind that settles in your chest and refuses to let go.

The lift descended slowly, carrying them deeper into the heart of the Sanctum. The hum of machinery echoed faintly, like a heartbeat beneath the stone.

When the doors slid open, lights flickered to life, illuminating a gleaming subterranean workspace. Stainless steel counters, scanning consoles, and containment units lined the room in quiet readiness.

Joe and Alex pushed the trolley to the central table. Joe grabbed the flexible sprayer and rinsed the seawater from the bag, while Alex unzipped the long flaps, revealing the contents inside.

“It’s been down there a long time,” Grandpa murmured, leaning in. His voice was reverent, almost hushed. “We’ll need to check for markings to confirm.”

“But with all this marine growth,” Allen added, “it won’t be quick.”

Joe and Alex carefully lifted the heaviest item—a large, tarnished brass bell, its surface mottled with corrosion and time. It groaned under its own weight, as if reluctant to leave the depths it had known for so long. They placed it inside a large containment box lined with shock-absorbent foam. The bell settled with a dull thud, echoing faintly in the sterile chamber.

One by one, smaller items followed—fragments of wood, rusted metal, a cracked compass, and a few dirt crusted coins. Each was sealed meticulously in its own protective casing, their significance yet unknown but already sacred.

“Command, release nanos in Chambers One and Two,” Joe instructed, his voice steady but taut.

A silver-black liquid swirled into the scanning chambers, rippling like mercury, alive with purpose. It slithered around the objects, coating them in a shimmering film.

“Command, scan the items for markings,” Alex added, his eyes locked on the bell.

The room dimmed. A three-dimensional hologram shimmered into existence mid-air, casting ghostly light across their faces. Laser-like beams danced across the objects, scanning with breathtaking precision. The hum of the machinery was low and rhythmic, like a heartbeat.

Slowly, an image emerged—sharp, unmistakable. A falcon, wings spread wide, talons reaching to some prey below. The Golden Falcon.

Their breath caught.

No one spoke as the full picture came into focus. The silence was no longer just anticipation—it was reverence.

Grandpa stepped forward, his voice barely above a whisper. “We’ve found it... the lost Golden Falcon.”

Joe’s voice trembled, uncertain. “But what does this mean?”

Nathan moved closer, his tone heavy, eyes shadowed. “It means Jonathan and Andy never left Jonders Cove.”

“Or worse,” Grandpa said grimly, his gaze fixed on the bell, “they never returned.”

The weight of his words settled over the room like a fog. No one moved. Even the machines seemed to pause, as if mourning.

“And the Sanctum shares,” Grandpa continued softly, “never made it to Europe.”

Alex’s eyes widened, his voice barely audible. “Then... they’re still here? At the bottom of Jonders Cove?”

The group stood frozen, the enormity of the revelation washing over them. The pieces of the past were finally coming together—not just a treasure, but a long-buried truth that had haunted the Sanctum for generations.

Joe and Alex led the group upstairs, their minds racing with the implications of what they’d uncovered. The lift ascended slowly, as if reluctant to leave the depths behind. When they entered the kitchen, the cheerful chatter paused. Heads turned. The room held its breath.

Something had changed.

And everyone knew it.

Brian, ever ecstatic to see Joe and Alex, ran up to them, shouting, “Daddy!” The twins, catching on, echoed him gleefully, their voices chiming together like bells. The room erupted in laughter at the familiar scene, the tension momentarily broken.

Joe and Alex each gave the boys a kiss, then planted one on Nicky’s cheeks. Becky, standing beside Nicky, puckered her lips playfully for a kiss, but Joe grabbed a slice of lemon from Gran’s chopping board and pressed it to her lips instead.

She yelped, scolding him as Brian burst into laughter. The twins, unaware of what had happened, laughed along, mimicking Brian’s delight.

Grandpa kissed Gran gently, and Allen, ever the romantic, bowed theatrically before Sandra and kissed her hand with exaggerated flair.

“When’s Peter back from New York?” Alex asked Becky, settling into the rhythm of the room.

“I spoke to him last night,” Becky replied, turning back to the salad. “He’ll be home next week.”

“Perfect,” Joe said without thinking. “He’ll have the other documents from Walter for me.”

Nicky and Alex turned to him sharply. “You’re not here next week,” they said in unison.

Joe hesitated, then shrugged. “Actually, I was thinking of staying. I want to work through all those documents to find a connection.”

He took a bite of the chicken salad Gran had placed before him, unaware of the sudden shift in the room's atmosphere.

Gran, sensing the tension, set down her utensils with a deliberate clink. The sound rang louder than it should have.

“Joe,” she said firmly, her voice cutting through the room, “I need to say something, and I need you to listen. Ever since your father did what he did, it pulled you away from this family again. You’ve buried yourself in that Sanctum, and it stops now. No one will enter the Sanctum until you return from your trip.”

Joe opened his mouth to protest. “But Gran, we found the Golden Falcon—”

“I don’t care if you found Noah’s Ark down there!” she snapped, cutting him off. Her eyes blazed. “Family comes first. Always. One family, Joe. Then the rest follows.”

Joe glanced at Grandpa, who subtly shook his head—a silent warning not to push further.

“And that goes for all of you men!” Gran declared, storming out of the kitchen, her apron fluttering behind her like a banner of defiance.

Brian looked around, confused, before tugging on Joe’s hand. “Is Grandma angry with me too? I’m a little man,” he said, his voice trembling slightly.

Joe bent down, ready to reassure him, but before he could speak, Gran re-entered, her expression softened. She knelt beside Brian, her tone gentle and warm.

“No, sweetheart, I’m not angry with anyone. I just lost my temper at the situation.”

She hugged him tightly and tickled him, coaxing squeals of laughter. Then, standing, she moved to Joe, wrapping her arms around him from behind with surprising strength.

“You’re going down that tunnel again,” she murmured in his ear. “It’s better to turn back now than to wait until Alex and Nicky have to pull you up from the bottom.”

“You make me sound weak,” Joe said quietly, his voice barely audible.

“My dear,” Gran replied, stepping back to look him in the eye, “you’re the strongest man I’ve ever known. But even the strongest need to know when to stop.”

She glanced at Grandpa. “Take your grandpa, for instance. When he lost his leg, it broke him. Nathan was shattered after Andy’s loss and couldn’t even face Alex and Sarah.”

Joe stared at the table, the weight of her words sinking in like stones in his chest.

“You’ve been through more than any man should bear,” Gran continued, her voice cracking. “If it weren’t for Alex—and now Nicky—I dread to think where you’d be. The Sanctum isn’t everything. Don’t lose yourself to it, Joe. Don’t end up like your father.”

Her voice broke, and she turned, shoulders shaking as she left the room again.

Joe rose silently, leaving the kitchen alone. His feet carried him to the rocky cluster overlooking the waves, the wind tugging at his shirt like a whisper.

He sat, his mind racing. Gran was right. He could feel the pull—the insidious allure of power whispering in the shadows of his thoughts, promising answers, control, legacy.

He hugged his knees to his chest, tears spilling down his cheeks, hot and silent.

How could he guide and protect his family without succumbing to the very thing he despised? How could he resist the invisible, suffocating pull of power?

All he wanted was to keep his family safe. But he feared the path he was on would lead him to the very place he vowed never to go.

The setting sun painted the horizon in fiery reds and soft golds, casting long shadows across the beach. Joe sat still, the rhythmic sound of the waves gently crashing against the shore matching the ebb and flow of his thoughts.

He felt the evening breeze and the quiet stillness around him. It was a solitude he had sought but not one he wanted to keep. Slowly, clarity seeped through his emotions. He realized he was alone, not just here on the beach, but in the way he carried his burdens.

He had convinced himself that he had to shoulder it all, protect everyone, and solve every problem on his own. But now, the weight of that choice was crushing him.

Rising slowly, Joe turned his gaze downward and let his bare feet sink into the cool sand. He could feel every grain shifting beneath him, tiny yet purposeful. He knelt down, scooping a handful of sand, letting it trickle through his fingers.

One grain caught his eye, and he held it up between his thumb and forefinger, inspecting it in the golden light. “This is me,” he thought, feeling the insignificance of a single grain against the vastness of the beach.

Then, in his mind, Alex's voice filled it softly:

“Look down, Joe. The one grain doesn’t make this beach beautiful. All the grains together do.”

Joe froze, Alex’s words resonating deeply. He looked down at the sand slipping through his fingers, each grain seemingly unremarkable on its own. But together, they formed the magnificent stretch of beach before him, dazzling under the setting sun.

He stood, letting the single grain fall from his grasp, back to its place among countless others. His chest felt lighter as a new resolve formed in his heart. He couldn’t carry the load alone anymore, nor did he need to.

Turning toward the house, Joe walked with purpose. The grains of sand shifted beneath him, reminding him with each step of their collective strength to carry him and their beauty to bring him joy.

The warm glow of the house lights spilled out onto the sand, guiding him home. His heart quickened as he thought of Alex, Nicky and Brian, the anchors to his storms, the love of his life. He didn’t just need them—he wanted to share his world with them, not as a weight but as a bond that would make them all stronger.

His feet carried him across the lawn to the apartment, but the absence of Brian's laughter immediately struck him. They weren’t here, he thought. I’ll wait for them. I need to beg for their forgiveness.

Stepping further inside, he stopped abruptly. To his surprise, Alex and Nicky were on the couch, wrapped in each other’s arms. Their closeness, their quiet tenderness, filled the room, and for a moment, Joe felt ashamed.

They noticed him standing there and sat up. Without a word, he walked over and sank to the floor in front of them.

“I...” he began, but Nicky gently pressed her fingers to his lips.

“You don’t have to apologize,” she said softly.

Alex slid down from the couch to sit beside him, taking Joe’s hand in his. “We know you feel like you have to do it all alone, to protect us,” he said. “But, Babes, you need to let us help you. We want to help you.”

Nicky joined them on the floor; her warm gaze fixed on him. “We don’t want to just be there in your dark moments. We want to walk the path with you—through the burdens, the heartaches, and the joys. Isn’t that what ONE stands for?” She lifted his hand and held it close to her.

Joe’s voice was barely above a whisper. “Yes,” he admitted. “I was just afraid that something would happen to you...like back then with Alex,” his eyes moved from Nicky to Alex, glistening with unshed tears. “I needed to protect you.”

Alex squeezed his hand. “You’ve had it rougher than most people your age, Babes. We understand why you feel that way. But don’t you think it would be easier if we did this together—as ONE?”

Joe nodded; his voice caught in his throat. The weight of their words broke through his walls, and he felt their love and trust reach into the deepest corners of his heart.

Nicky and Alex exchanged a glance, knowing they’d helped him make a crucial decision. Standing, Nicky offered Joe her hand, and Alex followed.

“Brian’s staying with the twins,” Nicky said as they helped him to his feet.

Joe allowed himself to be led, his mind still a storm, yet his heart felt lighter than it had in days. He didn’t know exactly where Nicky and Alex were guiding him, but he trusted them. Deeply.

When they stopped, Nicky gave him a soft smile, her fingers brushing the hem of his shirt. “Trust us,” she whispered.

Joe exhaled, lifting his arms, letting her ease the fabric away. It felt like shedding more than clothes—it was letting go, piece by piece. Alex stepped closer, his hands steady as he helped him out of the rest, their eyes never leaving Joe’s.

Then, instead of rushing forward, they turned to each other. Joe stood still, watching as Nicky and Alex undressed one another slowly, deliberately, as though reminding him this wasn’t about desire alone—it was about devotion, about love. They reached for him at the same time, their hands warm against his, and led him into the shower.

The water cascaded over him like a blessing, washing away the heaviness he had carried. Nicky pressed bodywash into Alex’s hand, and together they moved across his skin in unhurried strokes, the scent of frangipani rising with the steam. They weren’t just cleansing his body—they were cleansing his spirit, reminding him he wasn’t alone.

When they finally leaned in, it was not with urgency but with reverence. Their lips met his, then each other’s, breaths mingling as their mouths found a rhythm of giving and receiving. Joe closed his eyes, surrendering to the feeling of being wholly cherished.

After the water was turned off, they wrapped him gently in towels, drying him with the same care they had washed him. Back in the room, they guided him to the bed, lying down on either side of him, not demanding, only offering warmth. Their fingertips traced him lightly, coaxing his body to remember pleasure, but never pushing him further than he was ready for.

Alex pressed a tender kiss against Joe’s cheek, moving slowly to his ear, while Nicky mirrored him on the other side. Their touch, their breath, their patience began to awaken something deep inside him. He stirred, responding, not out of lust but out of love.

Nicky eventually slid over him, her eyes searching his, waiting for him to follow. “Open them,” she whispered as he closed his eyes. “Let us see you.”

What followed was not hurried, not wild—it was a joining of souls. Nicky and Alex moved with him in harmony, their bodies entwining until the three of them were carried together into something greater than themselves.

When at last they stilled, the only sound was their breathing, steady and shared. Nicky rested against Joe’s chest, Alex against her back, their arms folding over him until the three of them were one circle of warmth. In that moment, they didn’t need words. They simply existed—together, whole, and unbreakable.

Joe broke the silence first. “We need to plan this together from now on,” he said, his voice steady but warm. “And we’ll bring in the right people to help us make decisions. Like in a company—we hire the right people for the jobs and spread the workload.”

He paused, then grinned. “But right now, I need something to eat.”

Nicky and Alex, still leaning on their elbows, exchanged amused glances. “We just shared a special moment, and you’re thinking about food?” Alex asked, feigning mockery.

Their laughter erupted, filling the room.

“Don’t worry,” Nicky chimed in, her smile lighting up her face. “We can use the new gas grill and throw on those curried lamb sosaties Gran gave us earlier.”

Joe looked at her, shaking his head in disbelief. “She always knows everything.”

Alex nodded in agreement, his laughter mingling with Joe’s. “Gran’s a force of nature,” he said.

Together, they stood, the weight of earlier moments giving way to the comfort of togetherness, as the promise of a simple meal brought a sense of normalcy back into their lives.
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Brian was practically levitating with excitement, his tiny feet tapping a rhythm on the kitchen tiles as he recited his dream itinerary like a seasoned tour guide. “Table Mountain first, then the Castle of Good Hope, and the Two Oceans Aquarium!” he declared, eyes sparkling. Every night before bed, he demanded a slideshow on a tablet from Joe and Alex, pointing at each photo with breathless wonder. His enthusiasm had become a nightly ritual—one that even the twins had started mimicking, pretending to scuba dive in the bathtub and calling each other “Sir Penguin.”

The kitchen buzzed with warmth and movement. Sunlight streamed through the huge windows, catching motes of flour in the air as the scent of freshly baked bread and blueberry muffins wrapped around everyone like a hug. Joe, Alex, and Nicky stepped in just as Brian darted ahead, claiming he was “starving”—though everyone knew he was really there to be the family’s unofficial hype man.

The twins spotted Joe and Alex and let out a squeal that could’ve shattered glass. “Daddy!” They launched themselves like missiles, arms wide, and were promptly scooped up into a whirlwind of kisses and the family’s signature bear-hug ritual. Their laughter ricocheted off the walls, infecting even the grumpiest corners of the morning.

Gran, ever the orchestrator of calm chaos, smiled as she stirred her tea. “The house staff’s expecting you later today. Johan Louw is the butler or rather the Residence Curator as he likes to call himself. He’ll handle everything. He’s a sweetheart. And you will totally L.O.V.E. him,” Gran said spelling out the word, “Think of him as your personal concierge-slash-therapist-slash-occasional magician.”

Joe paused mid-sip of coffee, nearly choking. “Wait— ‘we’ll love him’? What does that mean?”

Gran opened her mouth to explain, but Grandpa beat her to it with a mischievous glint in his eye. “Let’s just say Johan’s got flair,” he began, waving his muffin like a conductor’s baton. “Or... what’s the right word? Theatrical? Showy? Vivacious? Campy? Flair-filled?” He rattled off the adjectives like he was auditioning for a thesaurus commercial. “He’s got the emotional range of a full Broadway cast and the wardrobe to match. Honestly, he’s a walking one-man cabaret. But if I had to sum him up—he’s drama with a purpose... and a wardrobe change.”

Gran rolled her eyes and swatted Grandpa with a dishcloth, her cheeks pink with laughter. The whole kitchen erupted, the sound of giggles and clinking mugs filling the air like music.

Joe raised an eyebrow and turned to Alex. “I’m watching you,” he said, mock-serious.

Nicky crossed her arms. “Relax. You’ve got me—your personal bodyguard-slash-nano-enhanced enforcer.”

Joe and Alex burst out laughing. Nicky narrowed her eyes. “You weren’t laughing when the nanos were injected,” she said, her voice laced with playful menace.

The laughter died instantly. Joe and Alex straightened like schoolboys. “Yes, dear,” they said in perfect harmony.

Benji strolled in, grinning like he’d just won the lottery.

“What’s got you glowing?” Joe asked, squinting suspiciously.

Benji’s cheeks turned crimson. Joe smirked. “Ah, Candice is coming.”

Gran chuckled. “You deserve happiness, Benedict.”

Benji’s smile faded into a pleading look. “Can’t we just take the Gulfstream?”

Joe and Alex shook their heads. “Nope. Road trip. SUVs packed, Glocks secured, and we’re ready.”

Nicky’s face tightened. Alex leaned in gently. “We don’t have a choice.”

“I know,” she said, her voice taut. “I just hate those things near Brian.”

Joe placed a hand on her arm. “They’re locked in safes. Fingerprint access only. And when we’re back, we’ll teach you. Becky, Tammy, Abby—they’ll help.”

Nicky hesitated, then softened at Becky’s name. Alex jumped in. “Together, babe. One step at a time.”

She nodded, reluctantly but resolutely.

Joe turned to Benji. “While you’re here, can you find someone for deep-sea salvage? Mapping first.”

Gran looked ready to protest, but Grandpa’s twinkling eyes stopped her. “I’ve got contacts and I think Roy will be able to help as well,” he said, patting Benji’s shoulder.

Benji nodded. “SUVs armoured. You’ve both passed advanced driving. Command’s tracking you. Two undercover teams will shadow you. Just—don’t try and ditch them like New York.”

Joe and Alex exchanged guilty glances. “Scout’s honour,” Joe said.

Benji smirked. “Say ‘Hi’ to Sandy Bay for me.”

Joe and Nicky blinked. “Who’s Sandy Bay?”

Gran blushed. “Most beautiful nudist beach I’ve ever seen.”

Grandpa raised an eyebrow. “And when exactly where you there?”

Gran stuck out her tongue. “The waves were amazing.”

The kitchen exploded with laughter.

“Oh,” Gran added, still chuckling, “don’t forget the farm stall outside Robertson. Their pies are divine.”

After a flurry of hugs, kisses, and tearful goodbyes, the SUV rolled out of Jonders Cove, trailed discreetly by two security vehicles. The morning sun painting the sky in soft golds and pinks, casting a warm glow over the winding coastal roads.

The drive began with the scent of salt in the air and the rhythmic crash of waves against the cliffs. The road hugged the coastline, curving like a lazy serpent through the hills. As they climbed higher, the ocean fell away behind them, replaced by the majestic folds of the Langeberg Mountains. Their peaks were dusted with mist, and the valleys below shimmered with dew-covered vineyards that stretched like green patchwork quilts.

Brian pressed his face to the window, eyes wide. “Are we in Africa yet?” he asked.

Joe chuckled. “We’ve been in Africa the whole time, buddy.”

Brian frowned. “No, I mean the wild part—with lions and zebras!”

Alex glanced at Joe in the mirror. “Let’s hope none of them are driving today.”

Brian burst into giggles. “Lions can’t drive, silly!”

They passed sleepy farmsteads with whitewashed walls and rust-red roofs, herds of grazing sheep, and roadside stalls selling dried fruit and biltong. Occasionally, a troop of baboons watched them from the rocks, as if judging their snack choices.

“So,” Joe asked once the laughter settled, “what’s the first thing you want to do tomorrow?”

Brian didn’t miss a beat. “The Castle! Then the aquarium! But I’m not climbing Table Mountain,” he said with a firm shake of his head.

“Aw, but the view is amazing,” Alex teased.

“Nope! You guys climb. I’ll wait with ice cream.”

The adults laughed, the tension of the morning melting away with every kilometer.

By lunchtime, they rolled into Robertson, the town’s charm greeting them with whitewashed cottages and blooming jacarandas. Joe pointed to a quaint farm stall nestled under a grove of oak trees.

“Stretch break?” he asked.

Alex nodded and pulled into the gravel lot. Brian and Nicky stirred from their nap, blinking sleepily.

“Mmm... are we there yet?” Nicky mumbled.

“Almost,” Joe said. “But first—pies.”

Inside the cozy farmstall, the smell of freshly baked pastry filled the air. They picked out a few pepper steak pies, a chicken and mushroom one for Brian, and grabbed some soft drinks from the fridge.

Nicky wandered over to the shelves stacked with a colourful array of bottled fruits and salads and pickles, placing some in her trolley but when she spotted the rusks, biscuits, and sweets, she could not help herself.

“Will you pay for this, please?” she asked Joe, batting her eyelashes.

Joe and Alex both smiled. “Where’s your credit card?” Joe asked.

“Mine is maxed out,” Nicky replied, blushing.

“WHAT?” Joe and Alex exclaimed in unison, loud enough to turn a few heads in the shop.

“Shhh!” Nicky hissed, her face turning redder.

“Yes, I’ll pay,” Joe said, narrowing his eyes playfully. “But we’re going to have a word in the car.”

In response, Nicky stuck out her tongue and blew raspberries at him. Brian, who caught the moment, burst into uncontrollable laughter.

Then something else caught Brian’s eye. He walked over to a nearby shelf, his eyes sparkling.

“Daddy!” he called out.

Joe and Alex joined him. “What’s up, little man?” they asked together.

“Will you please buy this for me? My credit card is maxed out,” Brian said, batting his eyelashes just like Nicky had.

Nicky, standing on the other side of the aisle, had to clamp a hand over her mouth to stifle her laughter. Joe and Alex tried to hold back theirs too, but it was a losing battle.

“Okay, we’ll buy it for you,” Alex said, grinning. “But first, you need to tell me what it is.”

Brian looked at Joe, hoping for help.

“Looks like a wire car to me,” Joe offered.

“You’re close,” Alex said. “But I’m looking for the proper Afrikaans name: draadkar.”

“Which one do you want?” Joe asked.

“The red Cruiser—like yours!” Brian said, practically vibrating with excitement.

Joe nodded, and Brian stepped forward to pick it up. He walked to the till with pride and carefully placed the draadkar on the counter, softly repeating, “Draadkar, draadkar, draadkar,” committing the word to memory.

Joe and Alex followed, still barely containing their laughter—until they saw Nicky. Her face was red, her hand still over her mouth.

“We’ll discuss this later,” Joe and Alex said in unison.

Nicky strolled casually to the counter, pretending not to have noticed anything. “What’s that, B?” she asked sweetly.

“It’s a draadkar! Daddy’s buying it for me because my card is maxed out like yours,” Brian announced proudly.

That was it. Nicky shoved her trolley into Joe’s hands and bolted out of the shop, laughter exploding out of her.

When Joe and Alex finally emerged from the store, they found her on the far side of the parking lot, bent over and still laughing. They couldn’t help themselves and joined in.

Brian, meanwhile, was too busy pushing his new toy around to notice.

“Let’s eat outside,” Nicky suggested once she caught her breath, pointing to a big tree casting shade over a few rustic wooden tables.

They settled beneath it, the warm breeze ruffling their hair as they ate. Brian’s face and fingers were covered in crumbs as he offered Alex a bite of his pie.

“No thanks, buddy. That one’s all yours,” he said then leaning in whispering to Brian, “I do not like chicken pies,” and winked at him.

“Can I go play with my draadkar some more before we leave?” Brian asked.

All three adults nodded. “Let me just wipe your face and hands,” Nicky said.

Once Brian was out of earshot, Joe turned to Nicky.

“Why didn’t you tell us your card was maxed out?” he asked.

Before she could respond, Alex added, “And how did you blow through a million rand that fast?”

Tears welled in Nicky’s eyes, and for a moment Joe and Alex thought she was about to cry—until she burst out laughing again.

“I’ve never even seen that much money in my life, let alone had it on my credit card,” she said between laughs.

Joe and Alex exchanged a look. They knew.

“You forgot about the card we gave you when you and Brian got the Nanos, didn’t you?” Joe asked.

Nicky stopped laughing long enough to take a sip of her drink, then silently nodded—blushing and batting her lashes.

“Nope, not working this time,” Alex said with a smirk.

After a moment, Nicky composed herself. “Wait—are you telling me I’ve been walking around with a million rand in my wallet?”

“Do you need more?” Joe asked, deadpan.

“No! You never told me how much was on that card. I honestly forgot about it with everything going on.”

“Fair enough. You’re forgiven. But please, next time just tell us if you need anything,” Joe said seriously.

“Is that part of the perks of sleeping with the bosses?” she teased. “Then I’d better up my game.”

Joe and Alex burst out laughing again and pulled her into a warm hug between them.

Back on the road, the SUV hummed steadily as they left Worcester behind, the morning sun casting long golden streaks across the valley floor. The landscape shifted subtly—dry scrub giving way to rolling hills dotted with olive trees and the occasional windmill creaking in the breeze. The scent of sun-warmed earth and distant vineyards drifted through the open windows.

As they neared the Huguenot Tunnel, the mountains rose like sleeping giants, their rugged faces etched with shadows and streaks of quartz. The road curved gently upward, flanked by rocky outcrops and patches of wild protea blooming defiantly in the cracks.

Alex glanced at Brian through the rearview mirror, a grin tugging at the corner of his mouth. “Alright, little man. Get ready—we’re about to drive through a mountain.”

Brian sat up straighter in his car seat, eyes wide. “No way.”

“Way,” Joe confirmed, turning to give him a wink.

“Is it scary?” Brian asked, clutching his blue cuddling blanket a little tighter.

“Nah,” Alex said. “Just very cool. Watch the lights.”

Minutes later, the tunnel entrance loomed ahead like the mouth of some ancient beast carved into the rock. The headlights flicked on automatically as they slipped into the dim interior, the walls glistening with moisture and the occasional reflective strip catching the light like stars in a cave.

“Alright,” Alex said, voice echoing slightly. “Countdown time. Five... four... three...”

“Two!” Joe chimed in.

“One!” Brian shouted, bouncing in his seat.

Inside, the tunnel swallowed them in a cocoon of concrete and motion. Trucks thundered past in the opposite lane, their size amplified by the confined space. Brian gasped each time, counting wheels like a miniature traffic analyst. “Whoa! That one had twenty wheels!”

The tunnel stretched on, a surreal ribbon of light and shadow, until—suddenly—they burst out into daylight. The transition was almost cinematic: the sky opened up in a brilliant blue dome, and the air felt fresher, tinged with the scent of the sea.

Alex grinned. “Welcome to Cape Town!”

“Where? Where?” Brian asked, craning his neck and scanning the horizon.

Joe pointed ahead. “See that flat mountain? That’s Table Mountain.”

Brian squinted, then gasped. The iconic silhouette rose in the distance, majestic and unmistakable, its flat summit cutting across the sky like a giant stone table laid out for the gods.

“Nooope,” Brian said, shaking his head with theatrical finality. “Still not climbing it.”

The adults laughed, their voices light with relief and joy. The tension of the morning had melted away, replaced by the thrill of arrival.

The road wound past Paarl, where the granite domes shimmered in the sun, and into the heart of the Cape Winelands. Vineyards unfurled on either side like emerald carpets, their neat rows stretching toward the horizon. Farmhouses with whitewashed walls and thatched roofs peeked out from behind groves of oak and eucalyptus. Occasionally, a tractor trundled by, its driver waving cheerfully.

As they neared Cape Town, the scenery grew more dramatic. The mountains loomed closer, their slopes cloaked in fynbos and streaked with hiking trails. Table Mountain, now massive and imposing, dominated the skyline, its presence both grounding and awe-inspiring.

Traffic thickened as they approached the city, but the mood in the car remained buoyant. Nicky glanced out the window, then shook her head with a smile. “Even with the traffic, it’s beautiful.”

Joe nodded. “It’s like driving into a postcard.”

Brian leaned forward, eyes still fixed on the mountain. “I’ll climb it one day,” he said quietly, almost to himself.

Alex caught Joe’s eye in the mirror and smiled. “We’ll hold you to that.” 

“This is nothing,” Nicky said as if mesmerized by the beauty surrounding them, “Try Manhattan during rush hour.”

Brian’s eyes lit up again as the traffic came to a standstill next to the harbour. Joe and Nicky pointed to the huge cranes and even larger ships moored in the harbour. Th smell of fish filling the air with the loud trumpet of a horn signalling on the water.

“Nope nope nope,” Brian said quickly when he saw the cable cars moving up and down Table Mountain, making everyone laugh.

“Camps Bay coming up,” Alex said as he steered the Cruiser through the traffic over Kloof Nek Road, glancing at the GPS. “Then we will pass the Twelve Apostles, and into Llandudno, and we will be at our destination.”

Joe chuckled. “You just made that up.”

“I wish I did,” Alex replied. “Even the roads sound fancy here.”

As they turned onto a narrow cliffside drive, the landscape transformed into something out of a dream. The road wound along the shoreline like a ribbon laid by the sea itself, hugging the curves of the mountain with daring elegance. To their right, the Atlantic stretched wide and wild, welcoming them with a kaleidoscope of brilliant blues and greens. Sunlight danced across the surface, catching the crests of waves and turning them into liquid diamonds.

Brian pressed his face to the window, eyes scanning the water. “What is that stuff in the ocean? It looks like someone’s hair if they’re underwater,” he asked, pointing to the brownish-green tendrils drifting just below the surface, swaying gently with the rhythm of the tide.

“That’s kelp,” Alex replied, glancing at him in the rearview mirror. “It’s a type of sea plant. What you’re seeing are kelp forests—like underwater jungles.”

Brian’s mouth dropped open. “Forests? In the ocean?”

“Yup,” Joe added. “And they’re home to all kinds of sea creatures. Like the jungle, but wetter.”

The car climbed higher, the incline gentle but steady, until Alex eased off the accelerator and let the SUV idle. They sat in reverent silence, as if even a whisper might disturb the view. Below them, the coastline unfurled in a breathtaking panorama—waves crashing against jagged rocks, sending up bursts of white foam. The air was crisp and clean, tinged with salt and the earthy scent of fynbos carried on the breeze. Behind them, the mountains stood like ancient guardians, their slopes cloaked in green and gold. Ahead, the Atlantic shimmered endlessly, a canvas of motion and light.

Then, as the road curved around a final bend, the house came into view.

It didn’t just sit on the cliff—it belonged to it. Nestled high above the shoreline, the structure clung to the rocks with quiet confidence, as if the mountain itself had cradled it into existence. Sleek and modern, yet somehow organic, the house was a masterpiece of glass, stone, and steel. Expansive windows reflected the sea and sky, making it appear almost invisible from certain angles. Cantilevered terraces jutted out like wings, offering uninterrupted views of the ocean below and the sun-drenched horizon beyond.

Brian gasped. “It looks like a bird’s nest!”

But this was no ordinary nest. It was a sanctuary—minimalist yet warm, with wraparound decks, indigenous gardens, and a solar-heated pool that glinted like a sapphire in the sun. The house seemed to float above the rocks, framed perfectly by the curve of the bay and the endless sky.

“I wonder who owns that palace,” Nicky murmured, her voice barely above a whisper.

Joe grinned; his eyes locked on the house. “We do.”

Nicky’s head snapped toward him. “What?”

Alex pulled into the driveway, the tires crunching softly on the gravel textured paving. He glanced back with a smile. “Surprise.”

Before she could reply, a man in a salmon-pink shirt and flowing scarf appeared at the front steps, arms open wide like he was welcoming royalty.

“Mr. Smith! Mr. Burgess! What an honour!” he sang. “I’m Johan.”

Joe extended a hand. “Just Joe. And this is Alex.”

Johan’s handshake was flamboyant and warm. “Of course. Of course. And this must be the lovely Nicky—and our young explorer, Brian.”

Brian tilted his head. “You talk funny.”

Nicky blushed, but Johan just laughed. “I get that a lot, darling.”

With a dramatic spin, Johan led them toward the front door. “Come, come! Let me show you your humble abode!”

Joe and Alex shared a look of amusement as Johan practically danced up the steps.

“I saw that look,” Johan called without turning around.

Inside, the house was nothing short of spectacular. Glass walls stretched from floor to ceiling, framing uninterrupted views of the ocean like living artwork. The interior was a masterclass in modern coastal design—warm oak floors met cool slate accents, and sculptural lighting cast soft shadows across minimalist furnishings. Every detail felt intentional, from the floating staircase to the curated ceramics lining recessed shelves.

Johan led them on a brisk tour, clearly proud of the space. “Brian, this one’s yours,” he said, opening a door to a room that looked like any boys dream. A sleek gaming setup dominated one wall—complete with an Xbox, a massive curved screen, and a surround sound system embedded into the ceiling. A replica crossbow hung above the bed like a trophy from a fantasy realm.

“Oh wow!” Brian shouted, already halfway across the room.

Johan chuckled and moved on. “Main bedroom through here. And Nicky, your room—”

Joe interrupted with a smile. “Actually, we all sleep together.”

Johan paused mid-step, blinking in surprise. Joe had his arm around Alex, and Nicky stepped forward, linking hers through theirs with quiet pride.

“Oh!” Johan gasped. “Oh. Oh. My sincerest apologies—I had no idea. Edith didn’t mention your... arrangement. That’s... beautiful.” He gave a theatrical sniff and straightened his collar. “You’ll want the big room then!”

With a flourish, he threw open a pair of double doors, revealing a suite that could rival a boutique hotel. The room was expansive, with one entire wall made of glass that opened onto the ocean. The bed, oversized and inviting, was dressed in soft linens of ivory, charcoal, and muted bronze, layered with textured throws and oversized pillows. A sculptural chandelier hung above, its delicate branches catching the morning light like sea foam.

To the side, a door led to twin walk-in closets with motion-sensor lighting and custom shelving. Another opened to a bathroom that felt like a private spa—walls adorned with iridescent tile that shimmered like abalone shell, a soaking tub nestled into a marble alcove, and double basins carved from volcanic stone, each resting atop a floating vanity of dark walnut. The shower was encased in glass etched with abstract wave patterns, and the floor was scattered with glass pebbles in hues of silver and deep blue.

Joe walked to the window, tracing its edge from floor to ceiling, then side to side. “Where are the curtains?”

Johan grinned. “You don’t need any. It’s smart glass. You can see out, but no one can see in. Even at night.”

As they began unpacking, Joe and Alex casually pulled off their shirts, revealing toned torsos and sun-kissed skin. Johan turned to say something, caught sight of them, squeaked, and spun around so fast he nearly tripped.

“I’ll... I’ll meet you on the terrace,” he stammered, retreating with exaggerated dignity. “Naughty Johan,” they heard him mutter, followed by a theatrical slap to his own hand.

Joe collapsed onto the massive bed, laughing, and Nicky joined him. Alex flopped down next to them.

Before they could catch their breath, Brian launched himself onto the mattress with a battle cry, landing in the middle of them.

“This is going to be awesome!” Joe said.

They stepped out of the room in search of the terrace and soon spotted Johan, who immediately blushed at the sight of Joe and Alex.

“Johan, please calm down,” Alex said with a grin. “You’ll have to get used to it—we don’t usually wear shirts at home.”

Johan blinked, flustered. “It’s not like I can just turn it off,” he replied, voice dripping with sarcasm.

“Well, you’re not bad yourself,” Joe added with a wink.

Johan practically collapsed into a nearby chair, waving a hand in front of his flushed face.

“Mommy,” Brian said innocently, “I think Johan needs a doctor. He doesn’t look too good.”

Laughter erupted around the terrace, Johan included.

“You’ll learn quickly—we’re not a normal family,” Nicky said, winking at Johan. “We’re not ashamed of who we are. So please, relax. We’re easy-going. Now, how about three brandies and Coke? Two doubles and one single for me. Oh, and get yourself a double too—and a bubble-gum milkshake for Brian if you can manage.”

Johan nodded and hurried off. When he returned, he set a massive milkshake in front of Brian and handed the brandies to Nicky, Joe, and Alex.

“Where’s yours?” Joe asked.

“But...” Johan hesitated.

“No buts,” Joe said. “Grab one for yourself and join us.”

A few minutes later, Johan reappeared with his drink and gingerly perched on the edge of a chair, knees pressed tightly together.

Joe gave him a sidelong glance. Trying to ease the tension, he asked casually, “So, Johan—we’re thinking of doing some sightseeing in Cape Town. Any recommendations?”

Johan looked caught off guard, clearly not used to such friendly conversation from guests.

Before he could answer, Brian piped up, “I want to go to the castle and the aquarium. But I’m not so sure about Table Mountain—it’s too high.”

Joe gave Brian a gentle but firm look. “Little man, it’s rude to interrupt.”

Brian’s face fell. “Sorry,” he mumbled, cheeks reddening.

Johan, watching the exchange, felt an unexpected ache in his chest—something like longing. Something like... envy.

“I might have a better idea than Table Mountain,” Johan said, his tone softening as he looked at Brian.

Brian tilted his head. “Really? What is it?”

“What about a helicopter tour? You’ll see the mountain and the whole city, but without the height getting to you.”

Brian’s eyes lit up like a sunrise. “Can we?” he asked, turning wide-eyed to Joe, Alex, and Nicky.

Alex leaned forward, his voice warm. “I don’t see why not. It’ll give us a great view of the Peninsula.” He turned to Johan. “Can you arrange it?”

Johan nodded, his previous awkwardness giving way to quiet pride. “Absolutely.” He turned to the side and spoke to someone unseen. “Shirley, please book a Peninsula tour with Kyle for nine tomorrow morning. Tell him I want the full house. After that, maybe the Waterfront.”

“Certainly,” came the reply—rich, resonant, and unmistakably familiar.

Joe and Alex both turned sharply to Nicky.

“Is that... Command?” Alex asked, stunned.

Johan clasped his hands in delight. “Yes! I got tired of that dull, monotone voice. So; I switched her over to Shirley Bassey. She’s, my icon.”

They couldn’t help but grin at Johan’s enthusiasm. For an adult, Joe thought wryly, he was somehow even more excitable than Brian.

“What would you like for dinner, Brian?” Johan asked, eyes sparkling with dramatic flair.

“Pizza!” Brian declared instantly, then paused and added with exaggerated politeness, “Please.”

Joe and Alex exchanged amused glances while Nicky bit back a chuckle. Brian, clearly pleased with himself, looked up at Johan as if expecting a pizza to materialize out of thin air.

Johan gasped theatrically. “Pizza it is! Any specific toppings, young sir, or shall we dazzle you with a surprise?”

Brian tilted his head, considering. “Surprises are good... just no mushrooms. They’re gross.”

“Understood. The anti-fungus clause has been noted,” Johan said with a laugh, already pulling out his phone like a man on a mission. The tension from earlier had melted away, replaced by easy laughter and the scent of a good evening ahead.

Brian wrinkled his nose with theatrical disdain. “I like funky, but not mushrooms... they are not funky,” he declared, dead serious, as if delivering a verdict in a courtroom.

Nicky chuckled, reaching for her menu. “Not funky... fungi,” she corrected gently, emphasizing the word with a playful wink. Then, without missing a beat, she handed her menu to Johan. “We’ll have the same,” she said, smiling.

Turning to Johan, her tone softened with warmth. “And you’re eating with us. No arguments.”

Johan blinked, caught off guard by the kindness. He placed a hand dramatically over his heart. “You wound me with generosity,” he said, voice trembling with mock emotion. “I shall dine with you—and I shall bring my finest napkin.”

Brian leaned toward him, eyes wide. “Is it funky?”

Johan grinned. “Darling, it’s fabulously funky.”

Johan blinked, visibly touched by the strange new guests. He nodded, though his ever-busy hands gave away the fact that he wasn’t quite used to sitting still—or being invited.

There was something about him, Nicky noticed. Under the flamboyant charm and quick wit, there was depth. A story. Maybe even a few scars.

A couple of brandies later, Johan finally began to unwind. But Nicky caught the way his fingers still tapped the table, his restlessness lingering.

“So,” she asked, genuinely enjoying his company, “are you joining us tomorrow?”

Johan’s grin was immediate and wicked. “I would love that, girl,” he said, adding a dramatic wrist flick that made Brian giggle. Then he caught Joe and Alex exchanging one of their wordless glances and narrowed his eyes slyly. “Uh-huh. I saw that, boys.”

Joe and Alex flushed red and looked away. Nicky burst into giggles.

Johan turned back to her, his tone suddenly thoughtful. “I have an idea. With your permission, I’d like to plan a little surprise for you tomorrow. Something fabulous. Something... feminine.”

Nicky raised an eyebrow, curious. But Johan was already looking at Joe and Alex.

“And you two could use a little fabulous too,” he added dryly.

With a hair flick toward Nicky, who was now laughing openly, Johan continued, “Shirley, darling—schedule the girls for ten a.m. at the Waterfront, please.”

Joe and Alex exchanged yet another glance but wisely kept their thoughts to themselves.

Brian, meanwhile, was enthusiastically devouring his pizza. But halfway through a slice, his energy gave out. Yawning mid-chew, he leaned into Nicky’s side.

Taking the hint, Johan stood. “Time for me to make my exit,” he said. “Anything you need before I vanish like the fabulous shadow I am?”

They thanked him warmly, and Johan left with a parting wink. 

Moments later, Brian was tucked into his pj’s and snuggled into bed.

As they watched him settle in, he mumbled sleepily, “I think we should have a braai. Uncle Benji, Uncle Allen... and Johan too.”

Joe, Alex, and Nicky froze—then erupted into laughter.

“Noooo, thank you,” they chorused, dragging out the word with exaggerated horror.

Once Brian drifted off, they padded to the big main bedroom, still chuckling.

But as the laughter faded, Nicky’s smile turned reflective. “You know,” she said quietly, “I think it would be good for him to have a brother or sister.”

Joe and Alex turned to her in unison.

“Are you saying what we think you’re saying?” Alex asked, eyebrows raised.

Nicky blinked, realizing what she’d just said. “What do you mean?” she replied, clearly trying to backpedal.

Joe gave her a knowing look. “Do you want another baby?”

“Or two,” she teased, sauntering toward the bed, “or three...”

The guys exchanged a pair of wide-eyed stares and scrambled after her.

Sitting on the edge of the bed, Nicky buried her face in her hands. “It’s not like you two can’t... shoot your pistols,” she muttered through a grin, peeking at them. “And let’s not forget—I’ll be the one doing all the hard work.”

She paused, more serious now. “Besides, we have the money to raise them. Not that it matters. It’s just... it feels right.”

Joe and Alex sat on either side of her, wrapping her up in a gentle embrace.

“Babe,” they said softly, “we’d love to have more kids.”

Joe looked into her eyes. “Wait... are you pregnant?”

Nicky hesitated. “I... think I might be.”

The boys leapt to their feet, adopting scandalized expressions.

“Who’s the father?!” they shouted in unison.

Nicky burst out laughing, the sound pure and uncontainable. Joe and Alex followed suit, collapsing onto the bed in fits of laughter beside her. 
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Chapter 3
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Joe and Alex were jolted awake by the sound of pure, unfiltered chaos—also known as Brian. The boy was bouncing like a trampoline champion on their massive bed, his voice ringing through the room.

“Wake up, sleepyheads! We’re going on a helicopter ride!” he announced, his laughter infectious as he landed on top of Joe and Alex.

Despite the rude awakening, they couldn’t help grinning.

“Where’s Mommy?” Alex mumbled, rubbing the sleep from his eyes.

“She’s talking to Johan in the kitchen,” Brian said, practically vibrating with excitement. “He sent me to wake you up and said if you’re not in the kitchen in ten minutes, he’ll come and join you in bed.”

With one last leap worthy of an Olympic gymnast, Brian landed neatly on his feet and bolted from the room, giggling all the way down the hall.

Joe and Alex locked eyes. Johan in their bed was not on either of their morning to-do lists. No further discussion was needed—they threw off the covers and scrambled out of bed in record time, laughing at the absurdity of it.

They strolled into the kitchen, each giving Nicky a quick kiss on the cheek before greeting Johan, who was already buzzing around like a man on his third espresso. He slid steaming mugs of coffee into their hands.

“Strong and sweet with a dash of cream—like your woman,” Johan said with a wink. But the frown on his face didn’t go unnoticed.

“What’s that about?” Joe and Alex asked in unison, sipping their coffees and eyeing him suspiciously.

“I’ve been warned... but I never thought it was this bad,” Johan said, looking them both up and down with dramatic disapproval.

Joe and Alex glanced down at themselves, then at each other.

“I don’t see the problem,” Joe said, Alex nodding in agreement.

“So gauche,” Johan declared, flicking his wrist in exaggerated fashion. Nicky’s lips twitched as she tried to hide her laughter.

“What does that even mean?” Joe asked, almost offended.

“Exactly,” Johan replied with a smirk, which was all it took for Nicky to burst into helpless laughter.

“Oh, we’re going to get you for this,” Alex warned, as he and Joe grabbed Nicky, half wrestling her and half tickling her until her laughter filled the room. Brian and Johan couldn’t resist joining in, and soon the kitchen was nothing but chaos and giggles.
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