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‘Survival’...still the name of the game for the Agency and it’s collaborated forces.  However, that game’s become more personal with more strikes closer to home.  Mysterious monsters continue the chase while they search for answers to the unknown.  

Collaborate function intact...each day, business as usual...but stress fractures take their toll.  Time to step back, reassess, reform, and renew...both their commitment to each other and their mission in this life.  Is it family first...the Agency and collaborate...or will it have to be both?  

Similarities with the past lead to the question...does history repeat itself or are these new issues that only appear identical?  If the hardest hits directed at those at the top...who would then come after their little dog too?

Many cards on the table, some discarded entirely, and few still face down...what’s left?  What is the only plausible solution to right the wrongs of others, restore order, and the lives they had before?  

Call in help from every corner of this One World.  Conclusion?  Put everything back as it was.  Will the solution be that simple?  Can it work?  Who will try to get past this family to stop this?

One World Collaborate, never forgetting their primary mission, instead go back to work as a family.  The Agency, in name now, secondary to the goals of this collage of individuals who together have always created an incredible masterpiece.

As with any game, distraction, misdirection, and simply the cards; the deck hands you can dictate much of the game.  Although a single outcry for divine intervention changes their lives once again.  Will this change the hand this game favors?

As any busy family...their focus pulled in all directions...will anyone ever discover what it is so special about their newest adopted family member?  

Their shifter pup, Denali, shares some of his own secrets along the way.  However, two questions remain.  Who is it that wants this pup back so badly...and why?

Can they keep him safe and with their family while healing the world?  What specific component from the past must reappear for the group, used to making the impossible possible?  Who will have to join them to make that statement true once again?

Continue on this new adventure with the children of Kyra & Samuel (The Immortal Chronicles of Queen Kyra), Sarah & Kaleb (In The Woods), and the infamous Ash & Erik (Evolution & The Legacy of Ash Series).

DEDICATION
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To my family.  

Thank you for the inspiration and joy of watching life go on.  I am honored to have that opportunity to stop, look, listen, and appreciate you all.
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You know...there comes a time in a lad’s life when an evaluation of oneself, your life, and general reflections are a requirement of the ‘adulting’ process.

At this season in my life...I am facing many things.  The potential end of the world is the broadest issue and one of the many reasons I am where I am at this moment.  

And I don’t simply mean ‘end of the world as I knew it’...because that happened...no I mean the REAL end of all life and the world we have today.  

That dumped much more strife in our laps that I will get to soon because it is too much to rehash in my brain this second.  

Actually, my brain is still absorbing much of it, so contemplation of the many individual components is not possible for me yet. 

Although, one pleasant note of recent events...I reunited and am officially ‘the boyfriend’ to the girl I have loved my entire life.  

Even got semi-permission from her father to marry her one day...if we make it.  I have to keep proving I can defend his daughter first...and this crap keeps cropping up, providing more excuses to ‘hold’ that answer.

Elayna and I are currently living together in her brother’s girlfriend’s home.  The original house leveled by the Agency...rebuilt with our sincerest of apologies...and now that same house serves as the home of our entire team.  

Our team, a varied group of the supernatural offspring of the Agency Team and Collaborate formed by our parents, and grandparents sometime before my birth two decades ago.

Oh...and we sort of adopted Daemon’s new girlfriend, Bri.  Prior to living in her house so...it’s fine.  Anyway!

Years we trained...learned of life and our gifts from the elite...the masters in two realms.  Our entire existence is devoted to maintaining the road paved for us by the many.  Our world as we knew it...created with love all by our ELITE.  

Those elite unwittingly sending us to maintain and build a future upon that road...blindly, mind you...because we enjoyed the peace they fought for without ever truly understanding what that was like to fight for ourselves.  

Four very unique groups as individuals but as a Collaborate...they are the ELITE.  As a family...we’ve become virtually unstoppable.  

Allow me to provide a brief introduction.

Our human realm-supernatural ‘policing’ Agency, which is run by my grandfather, a couple blood relations (i.e. my parents), and several chosen extended family members.  

Human realm-Hunters whose existence was necessary once our ancestors jumped realms.  Centuries later...well we still identify them as Hunters, but...WE call them family and dear friends.

A powerful and organized asset to our family.  It serves us best to not live in the past as Hunter versus supernatural prey...and instead join our efforts.  

This has proven especially handy keeping the human population, as a whole, still in the dark of our presence.

Kings and Queens from what was once the Other Realm.  Possessing both unaltered gifts and talents we don’t enjoy here...our gifts do not appear in the nature they were intended.

Long revered ‘immortals’ with knowledge of the ancients...our Creators...before subgroups on a few occasions organized and invaded the human realm.

Although, due to unforeseen circumstances...the demolition of the veil between worlds...the Other Realm is now part of our world.  

Rounding us out...the group of humans with supernatural talents we know as families of both Elayna’s parents and the Southern Oregon tribe of her grandmother.

Her father, once a shifter...a real Sasquatch.  Well, he no longer shifts; however, he’s maintained many of his Guardian attributes which are very valuable on our side.  

Her mother, a seer...descendant of powerful Native American shaman and healers.  Spiritually enlightened, open-minded to the ‘impossible’, all capable of holding and accessing the wisdom of their ancestors.  

Those who walked this earth before supernaturals knew it was only beyond a ‘veil’.

Because of those four once very individual groups colliding, opening their minds and arms, embracing one another, growing together...and later watching us grow.  Loving us so much...we had the best education, time and resources could offer us.  

Our family, though I’m biased, is the best in either world.  Because of the Collaborate...we had the best of both worlds...literally.

Even when it became a single world, and we are continuing to struggle to survive...however...we are surviving and saving others as we can.

When I call our parents, and all others who offered to keep us on the right path, the ‘elite’...it’s because they are.  They accomplished more than we have in a lifetime and learned all they passed to us through living it! 

The Collaborate we now refer to as ‘One World’ created something we enjoyed, and many told them was impossible.

However, they achieved and surpassed, maintaining peace amongst supernaturals, and ensuring the protection of the human population who still don’t know we’re real!

It’s at this moment, my mind begins to question...ponder what I have learned up to now.  How little of an opportunity my team or I have had to utilize our skills both natural and learned.

One real mission...after an elaborately planned and unnecessary jailbreak.  We enjoyed the pats on the back.  Reveled in the cheers, bravado, and emotional praises, receiving our awards.

Awards...for saving people who didn’t know there was anything wrong with their lives...but we fixed it anyway.  

So much praise and reward for something so small in comparison to what my parents saw and fixed in their lifetime too.

Here...lying on my belly on a cold, hard floor, unexpected chaos unfolding before my eyes, my family ready to ‘tear up some stuff’, and here I am realizing...

‘HA’...I don’t know ‘Jack’!

The years of training, lessons, and team bonding ticking past my mind’s eye in glimpses.  

Images, mental video clips, and none matching what I am seeing other than in stories we were told...from files we were shown to study...or stole to be nosey.

Hours of sparring, honing our specific ‘crafts’, and extinguishing the little fires that tend to crop up amongst supernaturals.

I am a Warlock in magical power...a Vampire in strength, speed, and difficulty to kill...yet I still reach for my human made gun first.

I can always attribute this to having it drilled in my head ‘though instinct tells you shoot flame...that is not something we do indoors’.  

Or...it was because I grew up in a very ‘human’ world and trained by those who had been raised the same.

I am in no way ready for this and can’t believe I ever thought I was.  However...


alarms blaring and lights flashing just overhead,

guards leading the pack running towards the threat,

Uncle Leif locked in battle with the gods only know what, 

his wife Dr. Tina unconscious on the lab floor, 

Grandpa John screaming at us to get our ‘asses moving’,

and Detention guards with our teams of immediate family, moving forward with guns blazing.


This really isn’t the time for any self-reflection, insecurities, and over analytical doubt! 

Ahh...but tell that to my brain...because that’s what my mind would rather do than deal with the situation before me.

Let’s rewind a sec, so you know what lead to this moment...and then I will proceed with the current thoughts and hopefully, some actions by one Agent Relic Romacinov Warner.
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Alarms buzzing...red lights flashing...all other power out...guards, just after finishing our last interrogation, running down the hall.

“What the...”  Mom was cut off when dad tucked her close to him.  The guards picked up speed and came from all directions, running to Detention.  Or at least that side of the building.

“My two lead teams stay put...all others back to Eli’s...ASAP.”  Grandpa John calls out, gathering the scientists in a pack with Uncle Andy, the Hilliard Group, and Denali pup ready to lead them all back.

That meant we kids remained with our parents, Grandpa John, and Pa-pe Thomas to check this out.

Once, even the dog was off safely, we began charging towards security to grab our personal effects.  Our weapons and mom’s stockpile needed to be collected before we could do much of anything.

The security guard had no argument returning all we needed and then followed us back down the hall, where we saw more guards running in pairs of two down the crossing hallway in front of us.

“The lab.”  Uncle Leif gasps out and points in the direction we can see the guards going now.  

Detention requires a turn to the right at the end of this hall...everyone we could see now was turning left.  Straight for the clinic, lab, and Dr. Tina.

Dad grabbed Leif’s arm as he stepped forward.  “Wait...you are not charging down that hall alone.  Mingle in with the guards.”

Uncle Leif’s head shook, raising his hand.  “You save your wife your way...I have mine.  Ash, watch our girls.”  Snapping his fingers...he’s gone.

Mom took Victoria and Aunt Kat grabbed Veronica to keep them close as Uncle Leif asked.  Tommy, Ashton, and the rest of our team clustered closely.

“Shit!”  Pa-pe Thomas’s face pinched.  

Grandpa John waved him off, reassuring everyone.  “They’re in lockdown.  If Leif vanished into the lab...they should be fine.”  

“How do we proceed?”  Mom asks.  With a nod, grandpa directed, as my dad had, to just mingle in with the guards and keep up.  

So...that’s what we did.  Elayna’s hand grasped tight in mine, I felt I was dragging her along at the pace we were all moving.

I lost sight of the others behind all of the guards...and even my parents were up ahead.

BOOOOOM!

We hear from down the corridor.  Shouts from everywhere ‘get down...get down’ as the building nearly shook us to the floor anyway.

“How close to the lab?”  Pa-pe Thomas called out to a guard, belly crawling around the corner to look.

“It’s inside, sir.”  A voice called back.

Mom, dad, Uncles Ray, Samuel, Kaleb, and Kenny, with Aunts Talia, Kat, Kyra, and Sarah gravitate towards each other, crawling towards the corner of the corridor Thomas is peeking around.

“Talk to us.”  Grandpa John calls out.

Pa-pe Thomas shouts for everyone to hear including the guards.  “Leif’s engaged with...I can’t tell what that is and...Tina’s down, guys.  I have no visual on any techs.”

“Lock and load...we’re blowing the door.”  A pair of guards stand up in perfectly matched movements, raising their palms up, and speaking some spell.  

The glass front of the lab explodes but the glass just fell to the floor instead of shattering inwards toward Uncle Leif and whatever that fast-moving silhouette is he’s fighting.

“MOVE!”  Grandpa John yelled, jumping to his feet, weapon out, he and Thomas took off charging towards the lab.

Our parents were sure to glance back at us kids once more to make sure we were accounted for before we took off in a mob with the guards moving in behind us.
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My body hesitated to rise from the floor.  Glass from the lab wall shattered to the floor and our group shouting.  My gun drawn, I ensure to tuck Elayna behind me, taking her hand as I do finally stand to run with the others.

I was operating on survival again.  What little instincts I have which are nothing compared to our elder team...our parents.

I ran because I was told to...my body knew I should from training...but what do I do when I get there?  I don’t even know what the hell that is that Uncle Leif is engaged with hand-to-hand at the moment.

My team...Tommy, Daemon, Ashton, Marcus, Lucas, Victoria, Veronica, Bri, Renee, Samantha, Elayna, and myself...we froze as the last nearing the lab.  Even the Detention guards appeared to remain back, looking on stunned, as our team just watched them all in action.

Grandpa John, Pa-pe Thomas, Uncles Kenny, Samuel, Kaleb, Ray, my dad, Aunts Kat, Talia, Kyra, Sarah, and my mom...dove through that now open front glass before we had the chance.

My mom and the rest of the ladies grabbed Aunt Tina from the floor, lifting her cautiously together, and moved her back through the broken glass towards us in the hall.

My dad and the rest of our elder men jumped in to help Uncle Leif battling this blur of a creature I couldn’t identify.  Out of nowhere...other figures appeared and soon...they were overwhelmed.  Like an ambush had been waiting just beyond view.

“We need backup!”  Pa-pe Thomas calls out.

My team’s ladies were quick to hover over Aunt Tina so the elder ladies could return to the fray.  Elayna went to work examining Tina for visible injuries and trying to rouse or possibly heal her with Samantha and Bri’s help.

“What are these things?”  I heard yelling from the lab but couldn’t see who it came from.

At least two dozen of these crazy looking shadow people aside from the combatant of Uncle Leif.  No discernable features other than they were humanoid. Their movements...so fast I couldn’t keep up, watching but...our parents had no issue keeping pace.

I take it they’ve had experience fighting as this before.  I blink and I’m losing track of everyone.

“Just like those creatures on Kaleb’s land.  We need to drain away the energy.”  Uncle Leif grunts, taking a hit to the side as he called out to the elder team.

Victoria stood up, palms out towards the lab.  “Roni...”  She called to her sister.  “Energy vampires...that file...remember?”  

Veronica stood, joining her sister’s side, palms also facing the lab.  “What do we do?”  Her voice was meek...nervous as she asks.

Tommy moved between the girls.  “We need to suck out the energy.  That’s why they move so fast and the power’s out.”

My body jolts towards them, my palms go out, and my mouth began calling out orders as if I knew what I was doing.  “Redirect the energy.  We pull from them and...and...”

Crap!  Where do we send all that energy?

Marcus and Ashton quickly join us, forming a line, shielding the others behind us working on Dr. Tina.  Marcus calls out.  “Direct it back at them...blue spark...ash them.”

“If we shoot the energy back, won’t it just invigorate them?”  Ashton asked, getting into position.

Shaking my head, for some reason, I huffed out a laugh...probably nerves or shock...but I remembered.  Miss Anna had been teaching us about energy...the pull and push we need for our magic...and how to control that.  Well energy...it can be a weapon too.  

A great one according to the case study mom assigned after.    The case that united the Collaborate in the first place.  Energy vampires as Vic mentioned...the first appearing just the other side of Uncle Eli’s land.  Elayna’s family’s home.

“No...we pull their energy to us and then blast them back at double power.  They’ll ash with the burst of energy.”  I repeat what my mom had said when she told the story...taught us the case file.
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Marcus called to Samantha, the trio of us taking front and center with our blue spark ability in our uniquely shared bloodline.  


(Aunt Kyra, Uncle Andy, Marcus, and Samantha...it comes naturally.  Miss Anna’s father, Kyra’s grandfather Cyrus was a descendant of Maliki...Creator of the line.

My mom and Uncle Ray...stolen genetic material implanted in them by a deranged doctor years ago.  Although...there’s a trace of their bloodline on my grandmother’s once believed all vampire side.  

It passed to me and Tommy as a designed sequence to pass from our parents to us as natural.  No need to replicate the experiment.)


Tommy joined us though his was at a lower wattage.  Vic at Tommy’s side, with Roni and Ashton coupled up at our sides...we began tugging at the odd energy in the room.  The energy that wasn’t meant to be there...so we didn’t drain our parents too.

I could feel it when we began pulling...slowly at first and then increasing as we felt it hitting our palms.  That energy even felt...dirty...wrong...sick.

Before my eyes, these creatures became more solid instead of the blurry wisps before, and their movements slowing.  Their humanoid features were more evident.  They looked as humans that had been dipped in tar without their clothes.

My mom blue sparked one creature to ash and turns, seeing one had my father in a chokehold.  Jumping on its back, startling it enough to release my dad, she shouts for dad to move.  

She applied so much blue voltage; the flash was nearly blinding.  Dad caught her, steadying her just before she was dumped to the ground onto the pile of ash that remained.

Aunt Kyra was doing the same with Uncle Samuel.  They made quite the team actually.  He’d pummel these much smaller beings, compared to him, shoving them back into her electrified embrace.  

Blue pulses like tiny lightning bolts, wrapping around her arms and torso, moving up and down her body.  Piles of ash at her feet, she giggled as if we’d outsmarted these creatures.

Uncle Ray was moving about as fast as those creatures originally were.  He was helping Aunt Talia and Pa-pe Thomas as they took turns kicking these ‘things’ towards him and he’d shoot them down to piles before they reached him.

Aunt Sarah and Uncle Kaleb...they were more impressive combatants than the team of Samuel and Kyra.  Being human, they possessed no real magic...aside from the light in their souls.  I guess that works relatively the same as blue spark.

Aunt Sarah dared to close her eyes until she began to emanate this soft, white light all over her body.  

Nothing was able to penetrate that ethereal glow.  It was incredible.

Uncle Kaleb would grab a creature, literally flick their heads off with his thumb, making a finger snapping sound, and then would toss the parts towards her.  

Bits of ash lofted to the floor around her and not one hair out of place.

Noting that the room had cleared out enough yet there were still a few creatures, Marcus calls out.  “We need to get rid of this.”

Samantha and I move in step with Marcus through the once window covered wall.  Tommy and the others flanked us as we move in a ‘V’.  The Detention guards shifted to block between us and the others we left with Tina.

Marcus went to help Uncle Leif who was still fighting the same being.  Uncle Leif thanked him, rolling his eyes because he ‘never thought that would end and he was bored’ apparently.  Then he took off down the hall to find his wife.

Samantha just began ashing everything as she passed.  Marcus joined her and it was fun watching them work together like that.  

Frightening but it was like second nature no matter how awkward or filled with doubt I felt...the instinct was there.

Our parents stepped back as they see us begin to fill the room with our arms extended.  Blue spark moving up our bodies, sharp and glitchy, from all that weird energy.

Samantha was nearly skipping in a zigzag pattern before Marcus.  Her long raven-colored curls bouncing off her back and shoulders.  Smirk on their faces and both suddenly relaxed.  

Spooky comfortable.

Victoria and Veronica were giggling.  One shooting a small flame while the other stood by with water so the lab wouldn’t blow up.  

They were raised in their mother’s lab...they knew how to get the job done cautiously.  Both possess the control of a seasoned Leif and won’t kill us all.

Ashton and Tommy figured out this way for Ashton.  He’s got too much energy, a lot...somehow...he can direct it to Tommy.  From there, Tommy can make some impressive blue lightning from the palms of his hands.  

The precision of his strikes...it’s like those people who learn how to hit tiny objects with whips.  Like cutting a card with the tip from across a room.

Not me.  I fought myself a little.  Suddenly...I felt...just off.

Although something took me straight for the back of the lab.  Grandpa John was pinned near the corner of the lab in the far back behind some storage.  

I think I pulled too much.  I was even shooting sparks unintentionally.  I flashed that dazzling Warner smile to appear confident although I was completely freaking out inside.  Yeah...it was almost the sizzling Warner smile and not because I’m pretty.

I suddenly got all...twitchy.  My body stopped feet away from my grandfather fighting.  My head jerked from side to side like I was suddenly new to this body.

“He’s fighting it.”  I heard someone...the ringing in my ears almost covered that it was my father’s voice.

The next happened so fast...

My mom screamed out.  “Dad...drop.”  

My arms shot out before me without my control.  Blue sparkly tracers of light going up and down my arms.  White noise filling my ears and the last I heard before everything peripheral of my tunnel vision dissolved...Uncle Ray-Ray in my head...

“Use it!”
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I don’t think I was the only one that responded because I felt more energy blasting around me...familiar...my team.

This long and very straight, blue bolt of light shot from my hand, followed by this sonic wave that rocked the entire facility yet left most of us standing.

My light struck that creature right as my grandfather dropped straight to the ground on his butt.  The wind from that blast blew the ash straight into his face as he slid down the wall.

The sudden crack that followed caused another sharp sonic blast through the lab and we heard glass shattering in different places throughout.

Aunt Tina’s going to be a little angry we waited until the major fight ended to destroy her life’s work.

I heard several gasps before that white noise crackled in my ear again.  My head jerked sideways so hard, my neck cracked, eyes focused in on that wall to the far side of the lab with the only door these ‘things’ could have snuck in from.

Suddenly...the wall started slowly peeling back...as my mom described what she sees.

I couldn’t believe it...usually I can see through things but it’s like there’s a film or filter that makes the image hard to make out or it’s distorted.  I always relied on Elayna to help clean it up and interpret.  What is going on?

All I could do was what my body wanted...allow my brain to show me what I need to see.  Sucking in a deep breath, my muscles relaxed as I exhaled slowly.  My mind tugging at that wall in my vision...energy shifting my focus from panic and resistance to...I need to see the other side of that wall.

I didn’t even realize I spoke until I heard the words leave my own lips...and I wasn’t alone.  “There are more.”  My body jerks the other direction, meeting eyes with my mom who only smiles...her eyes aflame.

“What do we do?”  Grandpa John calls out as he stood, brushing himself off.

“They came for a reason!”  A voice appears in the hall.  As the guards part, we see Dr. Tina awake, leaning on her elbows on the floor with Elayna, Renee, Lucas, Daemon, and Bri.

Uncle Leif’s eyes narrowed on her as he asks from her side.  “What happened?”  Dr. Tina shook her head, reaching into her pocket, leaning to one side on the floor.  

I couldn’t see what she had in her hand but the smile on her face spoke volumes even before she did.

“When we chipped the dog...I hung onto this.”  Raising her fingers with what looked like a tiny little flash drive for a computer, she explains.  “Total coincidence I’m sure...but this was in the dog and these...beings...they tracked it here.”

“What?”  The entire group shot back in utter confusion.

Looking up to Leif, Tina smiles.  “Just as that trio of big bad guys we're looking for...he’s a little storage cell of energy, remember?  Portable too.”

“Wait...you mean those things that attacked us and the others waiting...so you’re saying they’re here for the dog?”  Uncle Kaleb raised his brows, either concerned or puzzled, when he asked.

Uncle Leif and Elayna help her stand to join the group.  We had a minute because those things were lying in wait, and we needed to figure out why.

Dr. Tina shook her head when they stopped near that old glass doorway.  “I’m not sure where they came from.  I know they wanted whatever this tracker was in because one could speak and said, ‘I stole their property, and they wanted it back’.”

She closed her hand around the little device, then folded her arms at her chest.  “I didn’t include this in my surgical report or anywhere because I knew someone would look.  Unfortunately...”

Trailing off, she motioned her hands towards the ash covered lab floor, making a face.  “I guess we’ll have to target the smartest one you say is waiting and we’ll save them for questioning.”

Pa-pe Thomas stepped over, offering a hug, happy to see she was alright.  “What happened?  You were out and Leif was fighting the one.  We got ambushed when we came in.”

Rolling her eyes, Tina tipped her head to the side.  “It’s a little distracting when one pops in on you while you’re in the middle of something.  I took one to the chin...that’s all I remember.”

Uncle Leif shrugs, releasing a heavy sigh.  “I apologize.  However, that creature was relentless, and I doubt he would have allowed you to tag me in.”  She huffed out a laugh, leaning up to offer him a kiss to the cheek and he blushed a little.

“Well...I hate to break up the moment...however, I believe it was mentioned we have other guests.”  Grandpa John glances to my mom who turns back to focus on that far wall.

Her voice called to me softly.  “What do you see, my son?”

Turning my gaze back to the wall, I tried to replicate what I felt before.  I knew I still had energy to burn and apparently that was the key to this gift.

I envisioned taking my thumb and forefinger, grabbing the corner where the walls meet the ceiling, and peeling the wall back like removing a yogurt seal.  “I see a few...maybe talking in the hall.  More watching the stairs to the next floor.”

“You think that’s all?”  I heard my dad ask, watching me from my mom’s side.

Shrugging, I huff, turning his way.  “I can’t see past that.”

Looking now to mom who was nodding with her head tipped to the side.  “Either there is nothing beyond that...or something is blocking.  I don’t even feel people beyond them.”  Mom spoke.

Dr. Tina straightened, taking in a huge breath.  “You don’t think...what if that...what if those monster guys are here?”

Mom looked to me, narrowing her gaze.  “Wait...you and Elayna met them...the tavern.  You should be able to sense them.”

“Mom...that was so long ago and...I don’t know what it was I felt other than I didn’t want to be around them.”  I tried to clarify.

Uncle Kaleb about barked, cutting into the conversation.  “I want to know what they want that dog so bad for?  They’re sick!”

Tina looked once more into that gadget in her hand.  “They had cloned hellhounds.  These beasts either knew the money people or they have money.  Cloned creatures we have found are always little armies designed to guard something specific.  Treated as disposable...like ‘turned’ packs.”

“King Ezra had dragons.”  Aunt Kyra added during the brief silence.  “They were just his way to threaten and gain power.”

Uncle Kenny runs a hand down his face.  “Which is why you left it out of the surgical report.  Bait.  I love that brain!”

He’d know...he removed devices like that even from my own mom.  Whoever paid for it or implanted it usually comes looking and it’s for a reason.

“How do we proceed?”  My mom asks, looking around the room before setting her eyes on my grandfather.  “We’re on lockdown.  We also need to get those ‘things’ out of the facility before they grab anyone, before they make it to the furnace.”

The look she shot Bri in the hall, immediately made that girl shrink and hide behind a giggly Renee.  Completely forgot how mom split the interrogations with the girls.  

It was funny actually...when Bri was telling Daemon what happened.  I can see my mom snapping, doing something so random as grabbing someone by the ears and screaming in their face until she had to be pulled back.

Tommy, of course, laughed the hardest...and right in Bri’s face.  I felt bad for finding amusement in that, but we told Bri to expect it, and we’ll help her toughen up.  Just as the girls did for her at the house.  

Not that I want her trying to get too sassy with my mom...we don’t know what to expect there.  

Although my Grandpa John...now that was funny.  He may have seemed irritated but really nothing sticks to him.  He does like taking digs at my parents though.  Most of it’s jabs at my mom or holding stuff over her head.

However, my dad was right...grandpa has toned some of that down since dad caught him goofing around at work and is using the info to blackmail grandpa with my mom.  This family is so twisted!

Grandpa and Pa-pe Thomas hurriedly call the rest of us together, designing a plan to get rid of the pests in the hall; we’ll clear the building, and then go home.

It’s been a long day before this attack.  I’m just glad everyone is ok.  Especially seeing Dr. Tina down.  I didn’t think that was possible!

Our team needs to have a serious conversation at home.  Or at least I have a few things I need to discuss because...this day was just too much.

Grandpa, noticing a few of us were still a little too amped up, lined us together in formation near the door to clean up the hall.

Uncle Kenny and Ashton were by the door with the lock panel open and ready to bypass so we could go.  Mom, Aunt Kyra, Samantha, Marcus, Uncle Ray, Tommy, and me ready on his count.  Ashton smirks as Uncle Kenny gave us the nod and that door slid back.

Mom’s bubbly voice echoed through the hall.  “Hello!  Hello!”  She calls out seconds before shooting bolts without concern in that plain and rather empty hall.

Behind mom, Aunt Kyra, and Uncle Ray...we kids barely got to shove our way through to ash some creatures.  However, the few waiting on the stairs.  They were quite agile and tried to drop down on us from above.

When we stepped back into the lab covered in ash like confetti thrown on our heads, Uncle Leif began speaking spells and ‘cleansing’ us the best he could.  He got Grandpa John brushing off what was left of that ash from him and disposing of all he could.

No one seemed really disappointed we had no one left to question.  We have the chip...and the dog.  From the details I’m hearing in bits of the elder’s conversation...these things are more the workers than management...someone else will come looking that may be worth saving for a word.

I get her theory, and my team voiced their agreement with the others to pursue it.  All we can do is watch and wait.  We were already doing that.  We’ve been watching and waiting for all life to cease...yet here we are!  

However, we like to stay busy...so...in the meantime, we’ve been waiting for unknown attackers...answers we’ll never get...and we just keeping getting more crap thrown at us, adding more questions to the list.

I need to go back and talk with Grandpa Sam...alone.  Today...the distractions, the questions, the freezing.  That’s an issue.  Too much is expected of me...I expect too much...and people rely on me to keep my head.

Our bigger issue...the one causing my concerns...we aren’t as prepared as we thought.  I’m not sure if we have the time or means to remedy that.

We may have a remedy the big issues...a chance to have a little of that life back.  I’ll fight whoever I have to, to get that...but not blind.  My ignorance could cost someone else.  That I will not risk!  

What good am I if I can’t even keep my team...my family alive?  How are we help to anyone then?  How am I...how are we...the future?  We may not make it that far.
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“Ok...”  Trailing off, I huff out a big sigh.  

Folding my arms before me, I suggest to Relic and his team.  “Why don’t you kids head back home and get cleaned up?  Meet Command at Eli’s by dinner.  We should have something wrapped up by then.”

Watching my poor son...the terror hidden in his Caribbean Sea blue eyes...only a mother can see.  

I know what he saw this time and he wasn’t clutched to Elayna because he hates the visual aspects of what we can do.  He only ever needed an ‘interpreter’ because he couldn’t let go and trust himself.  

Relic treats any vision as ‘mind tricks’ and can’t stand the feeling of reality jerked from below his feet.  

I remember that night Ray told me those exact words...my instincts cut loose...guided as if those words were command.  

Well, I probably looked just as Relic does now.  Flashing that ‘I’m perfectly fine’ smile and all the while wondering if there was a restroom nearby.

I don’t understand what caused him to pause before reacting...unless he was worried about trampling toes since there was no established ‘lead’ in this random attack.  We elders had filled this room quickly, leaving little room too.

The children learned the consequences for making ‘rogue’ decisions.  Hell...everyone made sure this child knew my entire career was based on over-confidence and over-zealous acts...each carrying their own consequence.  

Some, jubilant success...more often than not...whatever I did bit me in the ass.  Although where I shined was turning the negative into a positive and came out still looking like a sparkly new pair of shoes.

Possibly, Relic was hesitant to act until he knew Elayna and the others were safely out of the fray.  These cases magic wielders are always frontline, and we protect the others period!

I know I had a chest clutching, vampire heart attack second, when I saw Tina’s half-curled fingers of her hand and realizing she was splayed out cold on the lab floor.  She’s the unstoppable Dr. Tina...that doesn’t happen.

Or...my poor son had a moment like his mother...suddenly his brain picked THEN to doubt his capabilities and question his own gut instinct.  

Story of my life until I stopped caring about fear and just jumped!  

The jump isn’t the scary part...it’s the landing.  I have to shove that thought aside until my feet hit the ground, ready to blast someone with my gun.  

But...Relic, as all of the children, had grown up far different than me.  They were trained to use gifts I never knew I had until one crazy night.  

He’s confident but not overboard as me.  Always carries himself with that same swagger as his father who has no magic...but you’d never know.

I need to give him some time to decompress before I dare approach this so...sending the kids back to their house while we compile the information gained today won’t hurt a bit.

“Are you sure we shouldn’t go back now?”  Marcus questioned curiously.  “Aren’t we debriefed after these interrogations?”

My father answered.  “That isn’t necessary.  I’ve been keeping up with the files as each finished, the video feeds, and made notes if I had questions.  Thomas and I had been going back and forth sharing with Command, thanks to a warlock from Command.”

Ohhh...I was wondering where he kept disappearing and how he managed to get word back to these visiting scientists while the rest of us were busy.

Leif stepped closer to dad, adding.  “Relic...I need you to grab your Grandpa Sam.  I know he took a personal day...but I need my fellow profiler.”  

I caught Leif briefly offer me a knowing glance as Relic agreed.  I should have known Leif of all people would have caught that ‘like mother-like son’ moment.  

Erik’s dad, Sam, is the perfect person for Relic to speak with before we meet later.  The one man who can get him past this little speedbump so he’ll know to hurdle over it next time it crops up.

The man taught me impulse control just ‘hanging out’ during an interview.  I didn’t even realize what had happened until later, when I had left that warehouse happy and David was still alive.  

It worked better that way and his kids, not orphaned, instead grew up right along with Samantha and all the others close in age.  

His friend’s children weren’t as lucky, having lost their father...but Meadow and River had David and all of us.  Being ‘experiment children’ as many of us...and they share Maliki’s bloodline too...so we needed each other.

Sam...the very man with such strong natural gifts that it took our Leif literal centuries to fine tune.  Brilliant Leif!

Thomas points to Elayna.  “We need your Grandpa Sam too.  Tell him to grab family, tribe, anyone not already waiting at Eli’s.”  

Exchanging a quick glance with Relic first, she returns a nod to Thomas.  “I’ll get him on the phone as soon as we get back.”

My father, seeming pleased, smiles wide and tells the group.  “We will get this information summarized the best we can to cover with the Commander to discuss strategy.  That will give everyone plenty of time to settle from today and ready to move ahead later.”

“What about the scientists?”  Dr. Tina eyed him curiously.

Dad bows his head.  “Last I knew they were strategizing themselves before coming here and abruptly being sent back.  That’s why dinner at Eli’s was mentioned.  Time to gather and even more time to cover what we need while we stop for a real meal.”

That earned him a chuckle from the group.  We never stop for meals unless we have to...or it’s a family function.  

My father...he’s the ‘walk it off, get back to work’ grandpa...which is why Relic will be going to Sam.  

‘Why stop for a meal when you can multi-task?  Blah, blah, blah...Efficiency!’  Or something along those lines, my father does say.  

Not those exact words...although, that’s just what I hear.

We’re too fast paced...we have to be...which makes it tough when we do need to stop once in a while to address little things that may lead to far larger problems later.  

You can’t walk everything off...Sam gets that...and he can solve anything in minutes. 

I know where this can lead, and I DO NOT want my son trying to have a go at this alone like I did.  Well, I wasn’t ever physically alone...however, my voice was the only one I listened to in my head.  

Right or wrong...I just got by...Relic WILL have better than that!
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The children gathered, vanishing back to their house with our requests and a plan to meet later.  

Tina made sure to give her girls big squeezes and kisses before they went home with their team.

Just after their exit, little conversations began rumbling through the lab.

The fellas cleaned up what they could.  Like the glass from the wall, Ray and Leif were reassembling.  Tina had special instructions for the other cleanup...the small stuff that got destroyed during that sonic blast.  

Thankfully, anything of value was in another room and hopefully fine.

Thomas sent the Detention guards back with orders to keep their eyes open and call if ANYTHING arises after we leave.  

They had several pairs headed straight for the incinerator to make sure all we sent down, passed through the disposal guy’s hands into the flames.

That guy was detailed...each body went in one by one as he watched...then he’d place a check mark next to their name on the list and archive the file under ‘Disposed’.  

All this time I thought it was just a quirk of his...maybe he was a bit of a ‘pyro’ but...turns out his odd fascinations actually help us in the end.

We still don’t know why these things came, who sent them, or if they were directed to collect anyone besides the dog.  That’s if one of those creatures could have made it past him to grab anyone.  

He’s rather serious about his orders too...if he’s told ‘dispose’ of it...the job gets done, period.

The ladies and I rush Tina, wanting to yet hesitating to pummel her with questions about the moments before we arrived.  

“Where’d you hide your techs?”  I ask, releasing a soft laugh, hiding that I was still trying to calm myself.

Tina smiles.  “Mass vanishing as soon as I caught sight of that figure lurking near the door.”

Aunt Kat gasps.  “You saw that thing before it came in?  Like a stalker peeking through the curtains?”

Tina nods affirmatively.  “Oh yeah.  Thankfully, I had the warning because I was still fully staffed with the sixteen hour shifts.  It didn’t click at first...but I knew it was familiar.  I told everyone to ‘boogey’...it figured out the door...and came at me full force.”

“What kicked off the alarm?”  Thomas called out, hearing Tina.

She giggles.  “One of the techs hit the switch on the way out.”  Making a click sound with her mouth, she winks and adds.  “They got my back.”  Thomas smiles back proudly.

“Ha!”  Leif scoffed, turning to face Tina.  “If they had your back, why did everyone ‘boogey’ as you said?”

Flashing him a warm smile, Tina replies.  “Leif, love...with the bounce in my step today...they knew my hubby was close by.”

Leif eyed her coyly and the rest of us stopped to say.  “Aww!”

Kenny, rubbing at the back of his neck, looks to my dad, asking.  “We all off to Eli’s next or can I ‘freshen up’ first?”  He sputtered when dad and Thomas turn, chuckling his way with the other guys.  

“I would have to agree.”  Kyra added.  “I’m not sure how you each wear this gear so much.  I feel like I’m sweating off weight in a plastic bag.”

Samuel, behind her, grimaced as he moved his legs awkwardly in an almost march in place.  “Yeah...this is superhero tight in places I’d rather not advertise to the masses.”

Hiding behind my hand, pretending to cough, I call out.  “Too late!”  Which made everyone laugh.  

Kenny reminded the crowd of when Samuel and the children learned the long held secret definition of ‘tank face’.  

Dad got us to simmer down, waving his hands in the air to capture our attention.  “You kids all go home too.  We got such a jump on those files...you can meet us in an hour or so...and we’ll probably be done.”

Thomas points a finger, adding.  “And we’ll save the blanks we need filled in for the lead interrogator when you arrive.”

Kat nods, releasing a slow breath.  “I like that.  Let us handle it and the kids can take a breath.  They will be there for the important discussions later.”

Shooting Erik a quick glance, I reply.  “Yeah...this was their first attack like that.  We need to smooth out the hesitation in a few of our kids too.  They have the skills as we saw...we just need to remind them.  Praise and encouragement...no critiques.”  

Kat smirks, offering me a wink at what I last added.

All agreed, we coupled up ready to head to our homes.  

Tina, Leif, and Aunt Kat offered the others a ‘ride’ back to Eli’s before they go home themselves.  

Kaleb added, concerned.  “I need to check on my dog.”

“Who’s dog?”  Erik shot him a playful scowl.

Closing his eyes, Kaleb takes in a deep cleansing breath, Sarah hides her giggle.  “Fine.”  He spoke calmly.  “I would greatly enjoy checking on the family dog Bri so kindly shares.  Happy?”

Ray snorts.  “I didn’t think you could get him to say it?”  He huffs loudly with a squeak as Thomas, also laughing, pats his back.  “The kids aren’t even here.  Look at him.”  

Kaleb, lips pulled tight to his face, barely showing his teeth, he pretends to slug Erik in the arm as the rest of us cut up laughing.

Speaking of Bri...Sam can work with Relic...but I need to invest some time in Miss Bri.  

Kat and I had a second to speak when we switched kids earlier.  With her nurturing, mentoring style mixed with my no-nonsense approach...we can have her trained nearly as well as our own kids and quick.

That time I caught Chloe glitching out in Finland and soon she was a fire shooting expert with a little bit of my pushing.  

I read our kids all the same to help pull out their peak gifts.  Kat can teach them to compensate to cover their weaker gifts with their strongest.

With Chloe...that was a fight for her to let go...my gut said she had to.  

The protective barrier and the security we were near water helped, so she knew she wouldn’t turn me to ash releasing that pent up energy from trying to hold back so she could be ‘perfect’ girl for poor Brendan.

But...that was one love story never intended to work out.

I still feel bad for encouraging that literally toxic relationship because he’s dated little in the decades since.  

Had she only been a witch, not vampire and witch as the rest of us ‘lab kids’...they might have worked out.

Hunters, as Brendan, by design can track and combat any supernatural.  The reason for their creation was when we jumped the veil.  

However...it’s their toxic blood that deems the rest of us the most difficult to kill.  Actually, how we met...Hunters had ‘lab kids’ too.  

The good ole doc was able to make them smell appetizing when their blood’s scent generally detours us.  I nearly took a toxic sip when I have never fed from ‘fresh caught’.

That’s when I learned about ‘bloodlust’...and it’s a bitch.  I will stick with civility and blending into this human world over that ‘craving’ any day.
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I heard Erik call up the stairs when I stepped out of the bathroom, dabbing my hair with my towel.  “Ashleigh...you hungry?”  

Poking my head around the bedroom doorway, I could barely see him smiling up at me.  “You feeling snacky?”  I joke as he nods, rubbing his belly with his hand.  

Slowly I turn, walking back into the bedroom.  “If you’d rather eat...I’ll wait...hooohhuuummm.”  Releasing my heavy fake sigh, his feet hammered up those stairs.  

“Ohh!”  I squeak when he scooped me up, stole a kiss, and tosses me to the bed where I bounced, giggling.

His brows wiggling, he jerked his shirt over his head.  “Ok, but you better hurry before the boss calls.”  Then he pounces on the bed, playfully attacking me with tickles and kisses.  

I was laughing so hard, I hadn’t realized he stopped, brushing the hair from my face as I lie on my pillow.  He hovered just above me; eyes searching my face, his fingers gently grazing my cheeks.  

“I have so missed my wife.”  His breath caught before he leaned, offering me a very, sweet kiss with those luscious lips of his.

When he pulled back, my eyes slowly open, lashes fluttering, running my fingertips up his bare sides.  “It has been rather crazy lately.”  

I cup his cheek in my hand.  “I have missed my husband very much.”  I stick my lower lip out, pouting.

Chuckling, he moves to lie at my side, and I roll to snuggle into his embrace.  “I was worried you had some work romance going on.  Long hours...never home...me always crying over a burnt dinner.”  He jokes.

Tipping my head back, I gaze into his eyes.  “Oh...that.  He’s just a superhot guy who’s immune to my electric personality.”

Erik laughs, rubbing his hands up my back as I nuzzle my face against his chest.  “You did get me a little with that one.  I wasn’t fast enough when you screamed ‘move’.  I forgot how much that stung.”

Giggling, I tell him.  “You know...Kyra knocked Samuel out with blue spark before.  That’s why he was standing so far back.”

“Really?”  Erik drawls out and I glance up to him, smiling.

Shaking my head, I look into his eyes.  “And here you’ve been worried about stupid height difference.  Kyra knocked his big ass out with something you can shake off, ask for more, and all without turning to ash.”

His smile grew as I added, feeding his ego.  “Erik Warner...so powerful a man...your super offspring can withstand darts made to drop a dragon mid-flight.”

Hugging me close, he snorts.  “I forgot all about that.”  

He chuckles, sounding proud yet concerned as he tells me.  “You know...you don’t need to worry about him.  Relic is fine.”

My finger absentmindedly drawing tiny circles on his chest, my voice soft I reply.  “That’s my job...mom for life, remember?”

Kissing the top of my head, he gives me a nice squeeze.  “I worry too...but he’s got it.  We all have that moment where something glitches and we just have to work it out.”

His brow rose as he adds.  “I notice Leif slyly sending him to my dad’s on a personal day.  He’ll remind Relic what he’s already proven... that he is more than capable to fight at our sides and not just under our wings.”

“How were the interrogations?”  I ask.

That struck Erik as hilarious, apparently, because he let go of me, rolling to his back, laughing.  “That is the first time...it’s evident he’s yours.  Less sparkles, no heels or need for a gun.  He IS you.”

His head turns and he looks into my eyes, smirking.  “You know...I rather enjoyed working with him like that.  Made me quite proud to work with our son.”

Leaning over, I kiss the tip of his nose, rubbing my hand on his cheek.  “You do get kinda robbed because his mother’s such a control freak, huh?  Her enthusiasm and sick need to always be the one to do things with him because really...you only get once.”

He sighs, shaking his head.  “What a witch, right?”  

When I playfully swat at him, he laughed harder, rolling back to his side to pull me close again.  “Although...I can learn to forgive if...”  I glanced up to him when he trailed off with this coy look on his face.  

“You want me to make you a sandwich?  Anything else, it’s back to crying over burnt dinner for you.”  I offer jokingly.

Moving for my neck, I giggle as he trailed kisses just behind my ear and around my jawline.  “I think we’re going to be late for work tonight.  We’ll catch them at dinner.”  He whispers near my ear.

I squeak giddily as he jerks the blankets from beneath us and tosses them aside.  

His kisses longer and intensifying, his lips now below my collar bone, and then he began tugging at my shirt.

Raising my arms, I revel in the feel of his fingertips gliding up my sides, lifting my shirt up and over my head.  

His lips instantly found mine, locking us in a hungry embrace as I pulled him close to me.

I was completely lost in the moment until he broke our kiss, pulling back, looking at me confused.  His thumb brushes a tear from my cheek, and I hadn’t realized I was crying.  

“What’s wrong?”  His voice was so tender as our eyes met.

I giggle a little embarrassed as I sniffle and swipe at my other eye.  “Sorry...I just really missed you.  Things have been scary lately and...”  

I stop to sigh heavily, losing myself in his eyes.  “We need to take this time together because...I can’t live without...”

He cut me off, claiming my lips, wrapping his arms around me, and sitting us up to give me a very needed hug.  

His lips never leaving mine, I was straddled on his lap, each of us soon tangling our fingers in the other’s hair.

I never had to finish that statement...Erik knew what I meant.  I could tell he felt the exact same.  Because he took his time to show me.  

He made everything melt away.  My fear...what the world looks like outside...and any concern I had for the future.  

My thoughts only of my Erik.  Our bodies intertwined in that wonderful dance reminiscent of our honeymoon.  

This...divine spirits above please...don’t ever take this from me.  I could never be without Erik, and I know he needs his Ashleigh.

Spirits...don’t let that damn phone ring!
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We moved our reintroduction as a couple to the shower, prolonging the inevitable...we had dinner plans at least.

Reaching to turn off the now very cold water, I hear Erik dressing just on the other side of the curtain.  “I wonder what they have planned for us this evening?”

Poking my head out of the shower curtain to grab my towel, I giggle.  “Whatever it is...we need to keep our eyes peeled for spots for a ‘quickie’.  Because I am not done with you yet, Mr. Warner.”

He chuckled, watching me step from the tub with my towel wrapped around me.  “Why haven’t we thought of that before?”  

My brow rose as I snort.  “Because there’s always too many damn people around and you’re a bit of a screamer.”  

I tap the tip of his nose with my finger, giggling.  “Totally kills the mood hearing Leif...‘oh she is a naughty one ay’.”

Erik was laughing so hard; he could barely speak.  “That’s the only thing he hated living in our guest house.”

My hand shot up over my mouth.  “I was joking.  Please tell me you...”  Shaking his head, having a fit, I cut short, breathing a sigh of relief.  “That would have been embarrassing.  All this time and he never said a word.  Does explain some of his odd glances.”

“What?”  Erik’s laughter calming he eyed me curiously.

I waved a hand, shaking my head as I too was getting dressed.  “Kidding again...promise.”  

He nods, smirking wide and reaching for the door.  “Can I grab anything for you before we go?”

I glance up, smiling and tugging on my pants.  “Nah...all my stuff’s downstairs.  I can grab a ‘snack’ when I go down.”

Leaning way over, not releasing the door handle, he puckers up, so I give him a kiss.  He smiled when I did.  “Thank you, Mrs. Warner.  I will wait for you downstairs.”

He snuck out and I hurried so I wasn’t far behind to grab a drink pouch from the fridge to recharge before we headed over to Command at Eli’s.

Before I knew it, I had sucked down two while Erik watched me wide-eyed.  “You a little thirsty, hon’?  You know we can take more...Kaleb has that fridge for us.”

Waving my hand, I grab a quick glass of water to rinse my mouth a little.  “That’s in case we find that quickie spot.  That fight took more out of me than I realized.”

He snickers, wrapping his arms around my waist, placing a kiss on my cheek.  “Right...the fight.  I nearly forgot.”

Giggling, I set my glass aside, twisting in his arms to wrap mine around his neck.  Brows wiggling as our eyes meet.  “I did forget.”

His eyes sprung open wide.  “Wow.”  Broad grin acrossed his face.  “I distracted ya a little?”  He jokes.

Bouncing up to my tiptoes, I sneak a kiss nodding gleefully.  “We should take a personal day...how’d your dad get so lucky?”

I felt Erik’s hand leave my back as he reached towards the counter, raising his phone up to show me a text message.  

My brow furrows as I read the message from Relic.  “Wait...how did they get called back already?”  I ask.

Erik shook his head, setting his phone down.  “He gave my dad a lift, so he had a fast way back, but they decided to stay and wait for us all.”

“Did Elayna get to her parent’s, or did he leave her with the team?”  My lips twist confused that Relic would have just left Elayna after a day like this.

Reaching, he scrolls through his texts to answer me.  “She went with.  Relic said he had a few things on his mind and wanted her to be present because he didn’t know how to ‘dump’ all that on her.  So, Grandpa Sam helped.”  

“Aww!”  My face drops.  “Well, I am sure your dad put his mind at ease, and he shouldn’t think of communicating with Elayna as ‘dumping’ anything.”

Scoffing, Erik rolls his eyes at me.  “Yeah...wonder where he got that internalizing thing from?”

I bit back a laugh, raising my brow.  “You ever look in a mirror, pal?  I recall you hardly speaking two words to me when he was missing or on the run anyway.”

Leaning to place his forehead against mine, he softly sighs.  “I still feel horrible for that.  I have been trying.”

“The jabs too when you did speak to me.”  I looked into his eyes.

He nods, placing a kiss on the tip of my nose.  “You never deserved any of that.”

“I know a way you can make up for that.  Earlier doesn’t count as an apology.”  My smile widens as he straightens to laugh.

“We need to work...our kid is keeping your dad from calling.”

My brow really creased.  “Huh?”  I ask.  “Why is he preventing...better yet...what does my dad want?”

Erik laughs out, passing me his phone.  “Didn’t get that far.  But I know how to get people to quit texting when I’m busy.”

Eyeing him sideways, I take his phone, scrolling through the texts until I caught one from Relic, reading it aloud before ever looking to the next message.  

“G-Pa John wants to know what you could possibly be doing to keep you from saving the world.”

I glance up, hearing him snort.  “Read on.”  He chuckles proudly.

Gasping, I swat at him reading the next message.  “You answered...‘Your Mom!’  What is wrong with you?”  

I was shocked...but I couldn’t help it...we both laughed so hard, I swear I felt that rib crack again.

My poor son!

I walked over to grab my boots and coat.  “Well...now he and Talia are scarred for life knowing how their parents got that way.”  

Jabbing my finger his way, pulling on my boots.  “You better pray he didn’t pass that message along aloud.  We have guests, remember?”

Tipping his head to the side, Erik reaches into his pocket, and I see his hand move towards me now, pulling on my coat.  

My eyes went to his hand.  “Why do you have my phone?”

He just snorts, shaking his head.  “You won’t change that stupid ringtone.  Kills the mood.”

I tapped the screen, and it lit up.  He had silenced the ringer, and I gasped, eyes wide as I looked up.  “Twenty-nine missed calls from my dad.  Oh nice!  And a missed text from Leif...but I think it was meant for you because it’s...filthy.”

Erik shudders, trying to fight a laugh.  “You know...if your dad has Relic text you...he makes him read everything aloud so he can keep working.”

Tossing my hands up as if defeated, I huff.  “Great!  And neither care who is in earshot.  Well...any tips from the scientists visiting from Italy?  Did the dog at least send an ‘air five’?”  

He was doubled over hysterical as I ranted.  “Oh...grab on...or you’re walking.”  I glower at him.

Reaching, he hugged me, chuckling in my ear as I vanished us off the Eli’s.
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“Dear God!”  I jolt as Erik jerks away from me, both hearing Ray already here waiting at Eli’s too.

“Nice of you to find the time.”  My father snarls and glares as I look his way.  

Erik biting back a laugh, refused to look at anyone.  The kids all lined up around the couch, refusing eye contact.

Making a face, I wave a hand in the air defensively.  “You know what...if I want to hug my husband when I vanish around...I’m doing it.  Y’all can get off me.”

“Ppppppphhhh...she said, ‘doing it’.”

WHACK!  

“Shut up, Lucas.”  Kaleb gets a knuckle bump from my mother-in-love Angelica when he smacked Lucas in the back of the head.

Folding his arms at his chest, my dad averts his eyes to the floor.  “I believe we need to speak about communication.  What is proper and what is simply...NOT funny.”  

Dad’s head jerks when Thomas snorts and quickly collects himself, waving a hand before him, apologizing as his face goes straight.

I huff, shaking my head, glancing around the room.  “You know what...Bri...come here.”  

She gave me the oddest, wide-eyed look, slowly moving from Daemon’s side to join me.

Looking her in the eyes, I place a hand on each of her still bony shoulders.  “I was wrong how I dealt with you earlier...I can’t apologize enough for that.  Now I will show you a better way to stand up for yourself.”  

She nods, agreeing and rightfully skeptical.

Turning back, meeting my dad’s eyes, I blow out a heavy breath, motioning my hands at my sides.  


“You know what.  I am an adult, have been for some time, and will be treated as one.  Maybe if you took an afternoon as we...you wouldn’t be so tense, and mom wouldn’t need so many hobbies.

What is it that was so important you had to call me twenty-nine times while I showered and ate...after aiding in preventing the complete destruction of the Agency lab?”


Dad’s reply was flat.  “The complete destruction of the Agency lab just after we left, smart ass.”

Erik huffs out a breath in disbelief.  “John...that’s not funny.”

Raising a brow, my father nods curtly.  “You are correct.”

“What...”  I toss my hands up near my face, completely confused.  “Does anyone have a clue what’s happening?”

Leif rolls his eyes.  “John...the lab was not destroyed.”  He turns his eyes to Erik and me.  “It would appear we didn’t get all those ‘things’.  Ashleigh...something was blocking your view.”

“What are you saying?”  I step closer, watching Leif stunned as he glanced around, appearing to be trying to find the right words.

“When we disabled the lock...they never cancelled the lockdown of the building.  The power didn’t come back on, so the other locks never came back online.”  Uncle Kenny cleared his throat as I jerked my head his way.  

Rubbing at the back of his neck, he shook his head.  “After you cleared the hall...I swear I put it back...but there’s video...”

Kenny’s voice trailed off and Thomas jumped in to finish.  “There were more.  Just after we left...a handful got into the lab and found the room Tina keeps everything she’s creating.”

My eyes shot to Dr. Tina as I gasped.  She could barely nod.  “I don’t know what they were looking for, but they took...”  

Her breath comes out in a ragged burst as Leif hugs her close.  “They took vaccines...everything we’d been working on.”

“What do you mean ‘everything’?”  Erik’s voice rose in shock.

Talia steps in to add.  “They missed the big storage...with all the ‘hold’ studies.  The majority of our big biological stuff we put off for current issues.  They got one turned vaccines we had ready and all the untested remains of samples from these last cases.”

My hands go to my temples, my eyes squeezing shut.  “Wait...there were beings tested...people. There were Hunter’s in those attacks?  You’re telling me everything’s gone?”  

Tina’s giggle jerked our attention back to her as she held up her tiny hand.  “They didn’t get everything.”  Opening her fingers to show everyone two small flash drives, she explained.  

The second one looks like the one she had earlier.  That dog tracker.   

“I have my archives because they only drained the batteries on my equipment.  But...I still left with my ‘doggie bag’.”  She shrugs.

Next, Thomas chuckles behind dad who’d grabbed his seat again.  “We have those interrogation files done and paths to track.  In the meantime...she saved the bait.”

“Ohhh, Tina...”  I gasped out.  “You are...amazing!”  I squeak.

She stands, tipping her head near my face.  “Said...your mom.”

“OOOOHHHHH!”  

The crowd went wild.  My dad was laughing and knuckle bumping Sam and Relic.  My mom was even amused with the ‘your mom’ joke.

Erik pulls me close as I cover my hot face from blushing.  “Ok...that was funny.”  He chuckles out, patting my back.

Waving my finger around the room.  “I felt like a total ass.”

Dad smirks, nodding his chin at me, then to Bri giggling behind me.  “Just demonstrating to your personal student...there are consequences even when standing up for yourself.”

“So, this was all payback for my little joke?”  Erik played it off, asking my dad or anyone who wasn’t laughing too hard to answer.

Thomas snorts.  “No...the punishment is hearing where we really spent our morning and why your mothers look so tired.”

Talia’s arms go up, face to the ceiling.  “Really?”

Pointing at me, dad adds.  “You...I am your mother’s hobby.  She spent a lot of time on this project today.”

“Oh spirits!”  I groan, turning to hide my face in Erik’s chest.

Tina shrugs
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