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I thought my life was crazy before...yeah...should have probably addressed that ‘turned’ thing before we closed at five today.  The issue...no longer insignificant!  I’ve been receiving weird messages at work and feeling as being followed for some time.  I blew it all off at first...until some local incidents drew our focus back to the existence of more created ‘turned’ that aren’t going away.  

I started sleepwalking again too and having this dream about a cave in a mountain where something is calling for help.  We can’t put any of it together ourselves.  Unknown to us, our little world was set on a path for collision...with worlds we never knew existed.  

“We knew about our world and the other realm.”  Erik’s smiling face, telepathically breaking my inner monolog.

I giggle.  “Yes...I knew it was there, but never knew the people.  Get out of my head so I can finish my thought.”

Anyway...our newest case warps our world even farther than it was twisted before.  Discoveries from the other realm surfaced.  And...I found out what spirit was calling me to the mountains...and why?  Met some pretty cool people along the way.  Really left me saying to myself as I scratched my head.  “How small is this town?  Really?”  Although that Native American lady didn’t seem too happy with our presence at all.  

“And those guys...they had to be altered...no one is that huge without taking growth hormones or something.  The one even made Thomas say ‘DAMN’.”

“Erik...WE are the ones not average sized for our species.”

“Wait...You said I was a ‘stereotypical vampire’.  I am also ‘unaltered’.”  Erik scoffs.

“Sweetie...I meant you’re pretty like a stereotypical vampire.”

“Oh sure...now you tell me size doesn’t matter.”  We laugh hysterically hearing ‘Dear God!’  from Ray in our heads at Erik’s comment.

There’s just too much to explain...so please...join us on our adventures to stay as close to home as possible, while still making ourselves useful of course.  Biding our time until my little cousins arrive.  Find out the answer to the craziest questions that arises from this...What happens when worlds collide?  Individual belief systems are tested.  All of this ends with one crazy chase to find a mermaid and a stunning selfie with Bigfoot.  Trust me...had to be there!  There is no way to adequately describe how messed up my world is...just buckle up...and enjoy the ride.
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“This is absolute chaos!”  I could feel my adrenaline pumping and my blue spark was appearing right at the surface of my skin, ready for any physical attack.  “How did we manage to get cornered?”

Queen Kyra giggled at the blue flashes from my fingertips I was trying to conceal.  With a soft reassuring smile.  “We got this.”  She whispers, barely audibly.  “We just have to draw them closer and then we’ll ‘light’ them up.  I’d do it from here, but I am sure the shop owners would not appreciate that.”

“Um...I hate to be the buzz kill in this.”  Sarah’s voice was meek as we tried to remain hidden behind the shelving.  “You do remember you brought a human, right?”

I smile to Sarah reassuringly.  “We work with Hunters at the agency...humans like you...I can manage.  Just stay behind me.”  I nod and she happily agrees.

“It’s go time, ladies...”  Kyra turns to face us raising a brow.  “...you ready?”  She raises her hands, palms out before herself.

I glance over my shoulder, nodding for Sarah to duck down behind me before turning back to Kyra as I raise my hands, mimicking her.  “Let’s do this.”  I mouth the words as she smiles.

Slowly, we move around the shelving unit, still staying out of view of the ‘turned’ man tearing the shop apart to look for us.  Apparently, he couldn’t scent us out.  

We duck, jerking our heads to the right, hearing this unnatural roar thunder through the shop.  My heart was pounding as I saw two flashes diving through the window as glass shattered everywhere.  

The larger flash that passed, landed on the guy we could see.  However, lucky for us, the second flash I saw that dove through the window, tackled the other guy we never knew was there.  Lurking behind another shelf, mere feet from where we hid.

The three of us girls squeal as these massive arms grab us in one scoop, dashing out of the shop with us and around the building.  I shivered once Kaleb had set us all down and I heard the sounds from the shop.  It was as if bears and some cougars were hosting a fight club inside.  

“I have to get in there...Erik...”  I trail off, reaching for my gun as I feel a hand engulf my entire shoulder.

“They’re coming out now.”  Kaleb speaks quietly as he keeps his eyes on me until I move my hand away from my gun.

My breaths heaving as I noticed everything had gone quiet except for the footsteps coming closer.  Samuel smiles widely when Kyra giggles, jumping into his embrace as he rounds the corner of the building.

“Erik!”  I rush past Samuel and Kyra, nearly jumping into the air, wrapping my arms around Erik’s neck as he emerges from behind Samuel by the edge of the building.

“Where were ya, roomie?”  Erik jokes casually as I lean back in his arms, examining his face for injuries.  My lips immediately found his and I felt a tear stinging my eyes as I take in his scent.

I lean back, nearly breathless from our kiss, looking into his eyes.  “I had a guardian to watch me while you were out saving the world.”

He tosses his head back, laughing.  “I wasn’t alone, nor was I saving the world.”

“What happened in there?”  Sarah asks.  Her arms around Kaleb’s waist as he had his arm around her shoulder, listening.

Samuel looks up, smiling towards us all.  “Not much really.  But we may need some help with the mess if anyone can stomach it.”

“That’s new flooring...what do you mean mess?”  Samuel laughs as Kyra folds her arms, scowling at him as she questioned.

I cringe, looking up to Erik.  “Is it really bad?”

Erik shakes his head, pursing his lips.  “No actually...but we will need help disposing of the bodies.”

Kaleb snorts from behind us.  “Now, that’s not something you hear every day.”  I couldn’t help but laugh as we made our way back inside.  

After all, we had evidence to destroy and, apparently, I will be learning to magically repair flooring, so Samuel won’t be banished to the couch.  I’ll take one for the team...least I can do, right?

The stench hit us as soon as we walked back in, and I started to gag.  Kyra makes a sour face and nods that we better burn the evidence since it was, apparently, instantly decomposing as soon as its ‘turned’ blood goes inactive.  They told me it was the venom in their blood or something.

I held a barrier above the floor around the badly beaten, nearly unrecognizable ‘turned’.  My eyes bulge towards Erik as I catch sight of the one he tackled.  The creeper that got too close, looked as if he’d been hit by a car and backed over about ten times.  

He gave me a wink, nodding his chin towards me.  I shake my head, mumbling.  “I think you just earned another laundry day.”

Eric bounced up and down, clapping his hands as a child, excitedly.  “Yay!”  Kaleb and Samuel both furrow their brows questioningly at him, standing straight, and hands in their pockets.  Erik shrugs his shoulders, folding his arms, taking back a masculine stance.  “What?  It’s code...not uh...chores.”  His voice deep as he clears his throat.

Kyra raises a brow, holding her palms towards the bodies as Sarah and I were both laughing behind our hands.  “Can we do this?  The smell is reminding me of our honeymoon.”  Her eyes lock with Samuel.  Mine went wide as I bit back a laugh, looking at Sarah who snorts.

Now, it was Erik and Kaleb with furrowed brow at Samuel as he laughs, tossing his head back laughing at all of our facial expressions before explaining.  “It was our first couple encounter with a ‘turned’ in this realm.”  We each nod understandingly.  I was just going to question his idea of romance...but this he couldn’t help.

We gasp, hearing the back door open and thundering footfalls down the hallway.  “Dear God!”  Andy and Raymond stood staring at us.  “What happened?”  Andy steps around the bodies to eye Kyra.

“Where are the kids?”  She demands, scowling at her brother.

Andy gave her a funny look.  “With Aurelia and our parents.  Cassie was getting a locate spell ready to send help.  I volunteered so they’d stay back.”

Kyra nods, sighing.  “Good...so it’s just you two.  Hurry up and help us so we can get out of here.”  Andy rushes to Kyra’s side while Raymond walked to stand between me and Erik, not sure what he needed to do. 

I turned and began spraying a watery mist around the barrier as Kyra charred the evidence inside the barrier that I set to contain the mess and smoke as best we could.  I was so grateful to be standing near the incense and sage display right now.

Kaleb held Sarah to his chest, brushing his hand over her hair as he watched with a look of morbid curiosity.  A little shock, slight disgust.  I know that’s not aimed at us.  I can feel that.  He hasn’t had much issue seeing what we can do...but I can understand how it would still be unsettling.  

Even though he had previously, himself, been a supernatural creature of sorts; he still had that human skepticism and mistrust of our kind.  I get it.  

What’s important is he’s been accepting enough to try and help.  If anything, I know he really loves his wife, Sarah, though her gift scares him still.  I haven’t been the only one haunted recently by whatever is in that cave trying to get our attention.  They had strong ties to that mountainside...that cave specifically.

She fascinated me.  A human seer.  Her ‘sight’ even sounds stronger than mine does.  Learning we even suffer the same ailments, our bodies alerting when darkness approaches, and reflexively goes into action without conscious thought.  Her family history here...it’s so beautiful.  

Though I can go without her cousin Jerry calling me ‘skin walker’, and simply Ash.  Even her grandmother Anissa, though reluctant, is trying to be accepting.  I guess the ends justify the means.  She knows we won’t hurt them and we both desire to rid the world of this evil, so why not be friendly for now.

And meeting Queen Kyra...the one that saved the other realm from itself.  Now...not many years after leaving this realm...her story becomes mingled in with mine.  We learn the other realm is nothing as we’d been led to believe, and in this world...there are many existing that never knew about the agency at all.

Kyra’s family coven had been ‘off the grid’ so to speak.  I can understand Anna fleeing as she had to...we may not have been as much protection as she needed.  I don’t fault her at all as she was never aware; some help was available.  I would have run like hell too.  

However, other realm business we usually don’t deal much with, so we may have been more hindrance than help.  We may have unknowingly returned her just to remain out of their affairs.  I don’t even want to imagine that right now.

“Ok.”  Kyra rushes off to grab a broom to sweep up the ashes on the floor.  I dropped the barrier and stopped the water works now that the fire was completely out.  

Sarah turns over her shoulder, asking.  “What now?”

I look around the room and Kyra was back, handing me the dustpan to hold for her.  I crouched down as Kyra swept the floor, looking up to Sarah, shrugging my shoulders.  “We need to get to the bottom of all of this before it becomes an epidemic.”

Erik nods, grabbing the wastebasket from behind the counter for me.  “They’ve already caused enough issues.  The news thinks this is some serial killer spree.  Or a gang.”

“Are we at risk of exposure?”  Samuel looks towards Erik shaking his head.

“Nah...word in town, according to my Uncle Eli, is this may be a serial killer or many...but they believe it’s some cult because of the scenes supposed ‘ritualistic’ appearance.  That whole no blood thing.”  Kaleb shrugs his shoulders with a chuckle.  “We attract odd activity around here.  That bothers no one, apparently, unless odd manner of death is involved.”

I raise my brows.  “You know...barely more than a year now have I even known this world existed.”

Kyra huffs.  “I know what you mean.  I knew nothing until...”  She trails off, gulping as she looks around the shop, her eyes roving every corner.  “Until I needed to, I guess.”

We both lean back and giggle.  I point at her.  “I would argue the timing actually.”

Kyra offers me a knuckle bump.  “No doubt.  This would have been so handy in high school.”

A slow rumbling chuckle crossed the room as we put everything back as it was before in the shop.  I shrug, placing my hands on my hips when we were done.  “I feel bad for the owners at all their stuff we wrecked.  I hoped we fixed it all right.”

Kyra motions for us to exit through the front, scrunching her nose.  “About that...if we’re asked...”  She trails off, turning to lock the doors behind us.  She turns facing us in a group, pointing with her key and her brows raised.  “We’re all blaming Andy, –K?”

We nod, pursing our lips in agreement.  “Hey!”  Andy scowls as we laugh.

Kyra wiggles her brows at him.  “Let’s go eat.  We’ll figure this out and you can help me come up with a better story.”

“That’s better.”  Andy nods and Samuel tosses his head back, laughing at the pair.  

I giggle, looking to Raymond.  “I could throw you under the minivan with the ‘mom squad’.”  Erik laughs.

Ray points at me.  “I’m more concerned about the ‘dad squad’ worried they’d have to pay for our shenanigans.”

I fold my arms, shaking my head at Ray.  “Are you STILL afraid of Thomas?  Why?”

Raymond turns his head carefully to one side, sizing up Kaleb, and then does the same to Samuel as they chuckle.  He shakes his head.  “I don’t know.”

We make it across the lot and into the agency SUV dad had in the garage.  Kyra and Samuel rode with Andy while Ray joined the rest of us to head back to the house.  

I took in a deep breath, turning to smile at Erik as I started the car.  He smiled at me so happily.  I think he was glad he got to participate.  All the other cases, I was more lead...but now we really get to be a team.  

Plus...what he did to save us...so HOT!
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“If you go into labor on that seat...we’re gonna have problems.  Dad doesn’t even know I took this out of the garage.”  Ash’s tone warning as I was laughing hysterically.

“Ashleigh...not everything is going to induce labor.  Laughter...about the worst that can happen is I may wet myself.”  I laugh even harder at the look on her face.

“Yeah, I can’t clean urine out of that cloth seat either, so you better clench...whatever it is you need to.”  Ash shakes her head as we pull through the intersection.

I grab my baby-filled belly and groan, watching Ash’s eyes go wide.  “Uh oh!”  I moan as she jerks the steering wheel, screeching to a stop on the side of the road.

“What do we do?”  She nearly screams in panic, which sent me into a hysterical fit of laughter as she eyed me puzzled with her little nose scrunched.

I point my hand out the windshield towards the road.  “You can start by getting back on the road.”

“Do we go to the hospital?”  She eyes me confusedly.

I shake my head, snorting as I wipe my eyes.  “No...but you should have seen your face.”  My laughter flares up as I watch her look of shock go to infuriated.

She turns on her blinker to merge back on the road.  “I can’t believe you.  That is so not funny.  You could literally explode babies everywhere at any second and you think this is a joke?”

I gasp at Ash.  “I AM NOT THAT BIG.”  I proclaim irritated.

She glances at me with a raised brow.  “YOU aren’t that big...but you look like you have a conjoined twin in a bag under your shirt.”

I rub my stomach, giggling.  “I do feel like this mass of little people leads me around at times.”

She huffs out a laugh, smiling.  “It’s incredible to watch.  You see belly coming right for you and it takes a moment to realize there is a smiley person behind it.”

My laughter howled as she got me going again.  “Attacking fetuses coming right for you.”  I managed to speak out, making Ash laugh just as hard as I.

“How do you even defend yourself against that?  They already have a protective barrier...and if you turn right, they have a shield.”  She snorts as she slows the car, pulling into the parking lot, looking around.  “In your case, they could come out shooting fire or something.”

I was wiping my eyes, calming my laughter.  “Oh, honey...I so needed this.  Thank you so much.”

Ash smiles as she finds a parking spot, parking the car, and turns to face me.  “I’m just glad to have you to myself for a moment.  I nearly had to sleep spell the ‘mom squad’ to get you from the house.”

I wave my hand, playfully swatting her as she helps me unbuckle my seatbelt.  “Oh, Ash...they have all been so sweet and loving.  I am more than grateful for all the help and attention.”  I raise my brow as Ash’s eyes meet mine.  “In all honesty...this is frightening as much as it is wonderful.  I need that motherly advice desperately.”

Ash sighs, grabbing our purses from the back seat.  “I can only imagine so I would be of no help at all.”  She shakes her head.

I snicker.  “Not during labor anyway.”

Ash makes a bemused face.  “Ha!  Ha!”  I hear her giggle as she gets out of the car, rushing to my side, helping me from the car.  She opens my card door, clasping my hand, and getting her body in a near fighting stance.  “On three, –K?”  I start laughing again and she began grunting, placing a foot on the side of the car, and pulling gently on my hand.  She looks at me, shaking her head.  “Little help here.  Argh!  Are you even trying to stand, woman?”

I grab the doorframe with my free hand as she helps me out of the car.  “Stop making me laugh.  I can’t maneuver this weight when I’m clenching to not ruin the interior.”

She smiled as I finally stood so she could close the car door.  “I am sure dad will appreciate that if he notices the car gone.”  

All I could do was shake my head at my wonderfully mischievous niece as I look up towards the building in the middle of the shopping complex.  I turn to Ash over my shoulder as she walks slowly next to me.  “Now this is the place Leif mentioned, right?”

Ash nods.  “He said they would be able to help me gather potion items and something for my sleepwalking.  Even gave me a couple employee names if they happen to be in today.  He said they had special knowledge of my situation...whatever that means.”

“What about the dreams?”  I asked as we slowly approached the buildings.

She raises a brow at me, helping me up the curb before the building.  “You two and Erik are the only ones that know that ok?  And according to Leif...if my rituals aren’t working, then I have to let this play out.”  She nods her head towards the shop.  “In the meantime...I can do a clearing and see if that will help whatever is blocking my view.”

“So, something is trying to communicate but you just can’t see it?”  I ask Ash for clarification.

She nods, taking a breath in through her nose, scrunching her face.  “Yeah, it’s bizarre actually.  I know it’s natural...but I can’t tell if it was ever a living thing actually.  I hear a voice and see images, but no person.  Just layers of time at this location.  People coming and going.”

I shake my head, cupping her face in my hand as I look into her eyes.  “I wish there was a way I could help that.”  

She reached for the door marked ‘The Center’, turning to smile at me as she opened it for me.  “You are helping right now.”  She sneaks a kiss on my cheek on my way by as I giggle.  “You’re just so peaceful to be around.  Like Leif just more a big sister than he could ever be.”

“Oh, honey.”  I sniffle as that was the sweetest thing to hear.

She points at me, shaking her head.  “No hormonal tears today.  Then I’ll be crying too.”  I nod, wiping my eyes understandingly.  Ash cannot watch someone else cry alone, no matter the reason.  Poor thing.

[image: image]

“How may we help you today?”  A cheerful voice greets us as we step in.  Her intriguing hazel eyes go wide as does her smile when she sees my giant belly marching her way.

I noticed Ash’s smile was broad as her head tipped to the side.  She appeared very happy to see this woman though we’d never been here before.  “Hello.”  Ash nods.  “A friend of mine recommended your store.  I’ve been having sleep issues and...”  Ash trails off as the woman steps around the counter, approaching with a smile on her face.  

She nods before taking Ash’s hand gently in hers, gazing into her eyes.  “I believe I can help you with that.”  I watch their exchange, fascinated.  Ash isn’t touchy feely with anyone she does not know...anyone outside our ever-growing family actually.  However, she was so calm and serene as the saleswoman spoke to her in such a soothing voice.  

She places her hand over her heart.  “My name is Anna.  You must be Leif’s friend.”  Ash and I exchange curious glances as Anna giggles.  “He called in advance to ensure someone was here to help.  Ashleigh, correct?”

Ash nods once, now giving Anna a skeptical look.  “He called ahead?”  She asks.

Anna smiles sweetly.  “Yes...we shared a former instructor many years ago.  Very good student, might I add.  I can help you gather what you need.”

Ash gulps as she glances towards me once Anna turned back, stepping behind the counter, and grabbing a paper bag.  “Um...what exactly did Leif mention when you spoke?”  Ash waves her hand before herself.  “I don’t mean to be nosey...just curious.”

Anna smiles, setting the opened bag on the counter then leaning against it, resting on her elbows.  “He informed me of much actually.  However, I feel I must assure you...we spoke as I happened to understand your specific situation.”  She giggles and I notice Ash’s smile go wide, understanding something I’m clearly missing.  Ahh...she’ll tell me later.

Ash snickers, relieved.  “Ok...just had to check.”

“Of course, dear.  You can never be too careful.”  Anna smiles, taking Ash’s hand to guide her through the store.  She stops to turn to me, eyeing my stomach.  “I must ask...may I?”  She motions her hand towards my belly asking to touch it.  Hey...at least she asked.  I’m getting pretty sick of people just touching my stomach as if it is no longer mine.  Like being rubbed for luck.

I smile with a nod; she places her hand softly on my tummy and I felt her energy immediately.  Ohhhh...she’s a witch.  Now I get it.  Anna coos and suddenly the babies began nearly dancing which made us both giggle as she takes her hand back with a proud smile on her face.  “Two very beautiful lives.  You must feel wonderfully blessed.”

“More than I believe I deserve.”  I sniffle back a tear as she smiles so adoringly at me.  

“I too know that feeling.  I was blessed twice myself.  Though not far apart they may have well been twins.”  Anna sighs, leading us towards some shelves as she begins filling that bag with items as Ash holds it for her.  “Now, I get to watch my babies having babies.”  I see the twinkle in her eyes as she smirks.

Ash gasps.  “You’re a grandmother?  Wow...I hope I look half that good as a grandparent.  Especially someone old enough to have trained with Leif.”  She giggles, looking at me.  “Didn’t he help design the boat that hid the Arc of the Covenant?”  We laughed.

Anna raises a brow still smirking, quickly glancing to Ash.  “My dear, you will be surprised at how gracefully you will age.”  Ash and I giggle behind our hands as she must know our anti-aging vampire secret.  If she knew Leif...she had to.  Plus, our eyes...sort of a big giveaway.

She finishes filling the bag and guides us back towards the counter, pulling out a box of beautiful stones to lay on the countertop.  “Now, Leif told me to add these stones and said you knew what to do with them, correct?”  Anna asks as Ash nods.

Anna motions her hands at her sides with a smile.  “Perfect.”  She leans back behind the counter, pulling out this charm on a small piece of leather as she explains when she leans back over the counter.  “This...you hang over your bed.  This will calm some of your stronger sleep episodes.  My daughter made this for your particular case.  Sleepwalking can be very dangerous.”

Anna waves her hand assuring to Ash.  “I didn’t give names...just the issue that needed treated.  This will help with the confusion upon waking as well.  Very startling for all involved.”  She smiles, cupping Ash’s chin in her hand so motherly.  “You are never alone, young one.  Just know that.  You have allies in many lands.”  She smiles, looking into Ash’s eyes.

Anna turns, rubbing the back of my hand on the countertop, looking into my eyes.  “Neither are you, my dear.”  I don’t know what it was about Anna, but there was something so calming and safe about her.  

I let out a content sigh as I smiled back to Anna.  “You have a very beautiful store.  I feel so at home here.”  

She smiles proudly.  “I appreciate that.  You both should always feel safe and at home here.  Your family is very welcomed as we are a family-oriented business.”  

Anna folds up the bag after adding some handwritten notes to the top, handing it all to Ash.  “I included the instructions you should need just in case.  You know recipes vary, so these are another option.  They’re in Italian, which I was told you could manage as well.  If for any reason you need help...”

She trails off, Anna’s eyes lock seriously on Ash’s, softly placing her hand on her heart as she speaks.  “Please...come back and we will do whatever we can.”  

Ash smiles, appearing so relieved.  Her face even appeared refreshed.  “You have no idea how much I appreciate this, Anna.  I feel as a thousand-pound weight has been lifted.”

“I am pleased to hear that.  Make sure you tell Leif not to be such a stranger.  We have cell phones now in the other realm...”  She passes Ash a card, smiling.  “...we are available at any hour.  Personal service for our VIP clientele.  Oh...and no long-distance charges.”

Ash raises a brow, giving me an impressed look as she takes the card from Anna.  “VIPs huh?  Now that is special treatment, and we thank you greatly for this.”

Anna giggles, scrunching her nose as Ash nearly mimics her without realizing.  Same nose scrunch and everything.  “You do appear a bit more than our average novice.  Buys a book on occasion, making them an expert though they’ve never walked even an inch in our shoes.”  She wags a finger as we laugh.

The bell on the door jingles, alerting us another customer was joining us.  I turn to Ash, smiling.  “We should probably get back.  I’m already starving again.”

Anna smiles.  “I remember those days.”  She tips her head, looking towards Ash.  “Come back anytime.  We will gladly assist.”

Ash glances at the other customer walking about browsing before turning back to smile to Anna.  “Oh...I will definitely not be a stranger around here.  I hope to see you soon, in fact, to introduce the rest of our family.”

Anna winks.  “I look forward to it.”  She turns, smiling at me.  “You better go feed the little ones.  Oh, and keep a special eye on your daughter...she’ll be a handful.”  She glances at Ash before her eyes come back to me.  “I believe you understand.  I had to learn the hard way.  Now my son...perfect angel...you’ll soon see.”  She sighs with a slight laugh as we turn to walk out.

We offer a wave and one last ‘thank you’ as Ash and I exited the store watching Anna approach the customer, smiling. 
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“Well...I’m in love with the place.”  I smile as Ash helps me back into the car before running to her side to hop in.

Ash nods with an almost cocky smirk.  “Do you know who she is?”  She pauses, closing her eyes.  “Wait...you wouldn’t.” 

I shook my head, having no idea.  “I felt the energy of magic from her.  The babies liked her.”  I chuckle, shrugging my shoulders.

Ash starts the car, looking into my eyes before readying to back out and drive us home.  “You didn’t catch that ‘other realm’ comment?  Through Leif we sent the instructions to heal their humans and whoever else that doc destroyed in their world.”

I gasp, now remembering the details of our conversation.  “Oh...she is good.  I didn’t even notice that...she spoke a lot of code actually.  Must be a trustable supernatural to know Leif.”

I noticed Ash had her brow raised.  “Her daughter died a few years back and their family disappeared, selling this place not long after.  She’d been a student at my school, same as Talia went.  It was all over the news since it happened when she was leaving a friend’s house.”

Ash lowers her voice, glancing around.  “There were rumors...that her body had been stolen.  Then later the story was retracted as a simple theft of an empty hearse from a business.”

“You’re kidding?”  I grunt out surprised, tugging the seatbelt around me.  

Ash shakes her head as she buckles me in.  “We can trust them, or Leif never would have sent us.  They aren’t as that other coven from Belize...they appear to not mind vampires at least.”  Ash giggles.  “I could even smell a little on her.”

I make an impressed face.  “Maybe she’s married to one.”

Ash gasps, jerking the car to a halt as she was backing out to point her finger at me.  “That would mean...oh...her daughter must be in the other realm exclusively.  She’s only dead here.  Explains how she’s making charms and such now.”

I shake my head, trying to take this all in.  This pregnancy thing has really messed with my brain.  “I can’t wait to see you squeeze the story from Leif.”  I smile.

Ash giggles as she turns in her seat to finish backing out of the parking spot.  “At least that won’t be as messy as my other interrogations.  Maybe now I can actually sleep too.”

I laugh, pointing to the nearest fast-food place and Ash just pulls into the ‘drive-thru’ without question, reaching for her purse in the back.  “You mean Erik can finally sleep.”

She rolls her eyes as she digs her wallet from her purse.  “I’ve had that poor guy running, I tell you.  Even moving into the house by mom and dad...you figure I’d be familiar enough with the area.  I’m apparently familiar enough to leave the house.”

I gasp, turning to Ash as the person takes our order and Ash hands her the money so she can close the little window.  “You have left the house?”  I ask, surprised.

Ash gives me a furrowed brow.  “Kenny never told you?  He’s even had to help chase me down in the middle of the night.”

I shrug my shoulders at her confusedly.  “No one has said a thing.”  I was taken aback and feeling awful.  I had no idea just how bad this was for her.

Ash shrugs her shoulders, passing me the drinks to hold as she reached for our bags.  “Just as well...probably just make you either go into labor or leak some fluids.”

I cover my mouth as I laugh loudly with a snort.  “I swear, Ash...I have plenty of time still.”

Ash pulls the car forward as she rolls the edges of one of the bags down like a feedbag handing it to me with a chuckle.  “I don’t know...Anna even said, ‘as you soon will see’.”  She shrugs her shoulders, stealing a french fry from my bag.  “I’d take her word.”

I shake my head.  “Nah...we’re not ready yet.  I have stuff to do, and the babies still need time.  Kenny has to finish those beds...and paint.  Leif has a ritual to do to bless the nursery.  That quilt isn’t finished...”

I trail off as Ash laughs, pulling the car out onto the road.  “Yeah...I’m sure the fetuses will be very easy to reason with.  Just explain that list if you have any contractions, -K?”

I sigh, feeling my heart rate speed up with nerves.  “I need to speak with Kenny.”

Ash wiggles her brows, handing me a small bag from her lap.  “BLT lightly toasted.  He’ll be much easier to reason with.”  She offers a wink as I could just laugh.
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So many changes to the agency, Legacy, and Evolution.  How we each run both together and very little separate.  The Board out of our lives for good.  It is time for Erik and me to finally enjoy some relaxation together.  

No more fear of someone always coming at us because of who we are.  No more questions from others when our only goal was to simply make the world a better place.  They were too lazy to do it and it was actually their job.  

The best part of all this...no more feeling as we have no place here.  We are home!  Although...there may have been a small issue we might have possibly overlooked.  The ‘turned’!  An insignificant detail at the time, since we had no issues with ‘turned’ vampires since leaving Finland.  

We found no further evidence of the existence of more ‘altered creatures’ the good ole doc may have left behind.  And...we had finally run out of people on the former Madame Chairman’s payroll.  Made it easier to sleep at night and settle into our ‘human’ lives again.

Maybe it was me that finally ‘unclenched’ enough to not hyper-focus on every detail.  I’m purposely remembering to stop and do as Leif advises...enjoy the ‘magic’ that surrounds us.  I’m not alone in this and I soak up every second I can with them all.

Truth...I was a bit distracted from work anyway with the weekends off, vacation time, and my shoe allowance.  Dad dropped the three-piece suit for a more casual-business dress code at the agency was plenty a distraction.  Until I saw Thomas in Bermuda shorts and flip-flops having a beer with the Commander in his tank top sitting in the kiddy pool at Kenny and Kat’s new house.  

With Erik’s parents moving up, Kenny and Kat buying a house here, Erik decided we should invest in a home when one opened up not far from my parents or the others.  Close enough there’s been talk of building a tunnel between homes underground.  I was initially leery...slamming on the brakes here.  That was until I saw a separate built in shoe closet.  He won that time!

Truth...I kind of miss that apartment.  We had so many magical memories there.  The night he saved me...we got to know each other there...when I learned I had powers...our first kiss and other firsts.  How wonderfully he surprised me with impromptu picnics under twinkly lights on the ceiling or candle lit dinners he prepared himself. 

Although sharing this much larger house is nice too.  I have no clue why Erik wanted a house this size.  I didn’t argue once I had seen the property value spiked not long after keys changed hands and we stood on equity.  Not simply saddled with a loan we’ll never manage.  Financially...we’ll manage fine, but it’s getting increasingly difficult to hide from all the chores.  

Sure...it’s in a cookie-cutter development intermingled with older homes that pieced out their lots to make some cash before the real estate market crashed here years ago.  However, I am related to several of the neighbors or lifelong friends at least.  I’ve known the other neighbors since I grew up here.  It was a win-win.

Brendan and Pa-Pa have been running their department within the agency in their newly equipped home office.  Traveling to meet us twice a month at the agency here.  When we have barbecues or special events, they make sure and bring Diane to visit as well.

Even the Commander pops in from time to time just to enjoy a cup of coffee with the ‘dad squad’.  Our property has a small guest cottage in the back that the previous owners used as a rental.  We set that aside for Leif and Dr. Tina’s visits as they seem to be getting fairly serious and pop in quite frequently for weekends.

I’ve even overheard talks of engagement during many of my poor attempts at eavesdropping.  I know it’s not Ray and Talia or they would have said something, I’m sure.  It has to be Leif.  Everyone has caught on to me, so I have to be very stealthy to catch anything and that doesn’t always work.

Ray and Talia are closer too since moving in with Thomas until they finish the guest cottage, he’s building in the back of his place to keep them close.  There was a massive fire at their apartment building not long after we had come home from Finland, and they had to move.  

I hadn’t been let out of the clinic yet after being shot on the Finland case, so I only heard bits and pieces of the story.  I guess Ray and Talia had woken that night to the smell of smoke nearby.  Had it not been for their ability to manifest water, they narrowly escaped with their lives and managed to save a few belongings on their way out.  

Ray’s neighbor was cooking something he shouldn’t have been causing a bit of an explosion in his own kitchen, and quickly spread to the rest of the apartments.  Because of Ray and Talia’s work from the inside, out of others view...every last person survived by fleeing.  The roof collapsed just as Ray and Talia hit the last of the steps.  The crowd jerking them out of harm’s way as the debris fell to the ground around them.

Thomas told them both they were done with apartments after that.  So, they designed a cottage together, had prints made, and are building it together.  It’s the ‘testosterone project’ we have going here when the guys need an excuse to escape us women.

The ‘mom squad’ has been powering up to receive their newest member, Aunt Kat, as soon as the little boogers are ready to lay eyes on the world.  We ‘kids’, of course, still consider her one of us...but this way she has people that understand what she’s going through now too.  Talia and I have no clue and the boys...forget it.

I just hope it’s one of Dr. Tina’s weekends when she does go into labor.  I just know there is no way I could handle that.  That’s why I never take her anywhere with an elevator since she can’t drive anymore.  Not reaching the steering wheel is sort of an issue now. 

We’ve had a couple close calls and a few nervous hospital trips so far.  This pregnancy being her first and twins are tricky in itself.  But she’s a trooper...more than that...she’s phenomenal.  Made it farther than predicted with as little difficulty as possible.  

Kenny’s still a wreck.  He’s had my dad hovering close every second for him.  Erik’s father Sam and Thomas haven’t left him either.  You can see he’s still scared as I know anyone would be, but you can see the relief on his face since he’s so close.  Especially when I show up and sneak off with Kat as much as I can steal her.

We’ve all settled very nicely into this new life.  Arriving back from Finland as compared to how I felt coming back from Belize...smooth sailing.  I finally know where I fit, our home, and I will never leave this as long as I have a breath left in me.  I will fight the same just to keep it this way.
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“How was shopping with Katerina today?”  Erik gives me a welcoming kiss as I walk through the front door.

“It was great.”  I smile, sighing contently.  “We went to that place Leif told me to go.”

“Oh yeah.  How was it?”  Erik scrunched his nose as I waved my hand at him.

“Oh...nothing hokey like those other places.  I actually met the owner.”  I jiggle my bag of goodies, walking to set them and my purse on the counter.  “He called ahead, apparently, to ensure I had the proper help.  So, she came to assist me personally.”

Erik motions his head back, surprised.  “Wait...I think I’m missing something.”

I giggle as I join him on the couch in the living room.  “Did you ever hear of that girl...Scofield, I think?  I can’t remember her first name, but she was attacked leaving a friend’s place with her brother.”

Erik grimaces.  “Oh my.  I had no idea.  I remember the news about that...but I never knew who the family was.  Didn’t someone like rob her grave or something sick like that?”

I got up from the couch running to grab my bag.  Erik eyes me curiously as I giggle, opening it to show him what I got today.  “She made this...according to her mother, who Kat even confirmed as a witch.  She also spoke very coded, and I caught ‘other realm’ in her words.  So...I guess we know where they disappeared.”

Erik eyes that charm when I place it in his palm as he nearly gasps.  “So...she’s actually alive?  Just not in this realm anymore.  You mean that stolen corpse story could have been true?”  His face sours.

I shrug my shoulders, raising my brows.  “There wasn’t a corpse and I know a ghost didn’t make that.  Has a unique scent to the magic.  Powerful, natural, and oddly familiar.  In a good way though...odd just because I can’t place it.  I smelt a hint of vampire, but that could have been anything.  They cater to our kind and humans.”

“What was her mother like?”  Erik met my eyes, speaking softly as he was intrigued.  

I couldn’t help but giggle as I thought of Anna.  “Amazing.  Nothing like that coven in Belize.  Gave me her card and said they are there to assist anytime.”  I shrug my shoulders.  “She never even let me pay for any of this.  When I went to argue, another customer happened through the door...so we left.”

“Sneaky like a parent.  You trust her?”  Erik asks, eyeing the contents of the bag I set down.

I nod, giggling.  “Leif trusting her got me in the door.  But there is just something about her.”  I shake my head smiling.  “She reminds me of a meld of your mother and Leif.”

Erik gave me a surprised look again.  “Really?  I’d love to go check that out.”

I shake my head, chuckling as I motion my hands out to my sides.  “I would totally go.  She even impressed Aunt Kat.  Told her to keep an eye on her daughter.  I guess she’ll be a handful while the son will be the perfect angel.”  I giggle behind my hand.  “Said she would soon see.  Bet that made her feel bad joking with me on the way over.”

Erik laughed, tossing his head back.  “She fake labor on you again?”  He grabbed his stomach as I got defensive.

“Like I would know anything about it.  You figured she would have wised up about the jokes after I called the ambulance the last time and they made her go get checked out.”  I fold my arms, frustrated.

Erik twists his lips to the side.  “Between you and me...Kenny said those couple ‘nervous nights’ were a bit more than they let on.  Probably a good idea when you did call.  It was Katerina that begged him to not say anything...especially to you after...”  His voice trailed off as he caught me roll my eyes.

He huffs at me.  “You can’t keep shrugging this off, Ashleigh.  You eventually will have to discuss this with me.”

I shrug my hands near my shoulders.  “Discuss what?  No one, including you, wanted to tell me anything then...no one has brought it up since...and I’m supposed to force anyone to speak about what they obviously prefer to avoid.”

He smiles softly.  “I’m saying I am open to discuss it when you are.  I won’t press.”  

I point at him, feeling my temper rise suddenly.  “I had to watch you for what felt as months, look like I was dying a little each day.  Then the house.  Then adjusting to work since everything has calmed.  I’m just now realizing how I finally found balance.  A life!  After all this time...now you’re ready.”

He gulps noticeably, leaning back on the arm of the couch, facing me.  “That’s what I said...yes.”  He kept his face totally straight and serious.

I raise an irritated brow.  “You have got to be kidding me?”  I stand, snatching that bag off the couch as I turn to toss it on the counter next to my purse.

“Ashleigh.”  Erik calls out to me as I glance over my shoulder, turning the other way to go upstairs.  “Please don’t walk away from me now.”  He implores as I pass without looking at him.

I heard him call my name as I had made it just a few steps.  I stop to step back down.  I glare at him, still on the couch as I wave my arms out at my sides.  “What?  I have begged for months for someone to tell me what happened that night.  Because no one wanted to remember, it’s best to take advantage of the fact I don’t, and it can’t be brought up again.”

I purse my lips.  “Yeah...that went well...the first time someone allowed me to live without a memory.  Until some random guy remembers me years later...at a bar.”  I turn, tossing my arms into the air as Erik calls my name again.

“I’m sorry we haven’t discussed it before.”  I hear Erik speaking as if he’s biting his lip.  “I was scared, ok?”

If I turn around this will get ugly....so I kept my back to him.  “You were scared.  I’m supposed to be an open book and I believe I’ve held up my end of that.  But it’s perfectly fine for others to hold back if they are scared.”  I nod, huffing out a laugh.  “Right!”

“Ashleigh...please.”  Erik begs.  “If I was scared, I was only left to imagine what that was for you.  I thought I was protecting you, not keeping things from you.  We all had good intentions.”

I turn getting angrier as I jerk myself around to face Erik.  “So, this was discussed then...amongst yourselves?”  He shook his head, ready to explain, but I waved my hand towards him.  “You know...I had a great day...and I can’t do this now.”

“Ashleigh, wait.”  Erik reaches for me as I step back towards the stairs, pulling my arms back.  

“No!”  I wave my hands resolutely, nearly yelling.  “I know about the nightmares, Erik.  I saw what you did...all of you!”  I jerk Leif’s ring that he never took back from my thumb, throwing it at Erik.  “Leif forgot to get this back.  I saw what he did too.  No one had to tell me.  But you should have.  Maybe I was scared too...while you all discussed this...I was alone.”

I turn, running up the stairs as the tears begin to sting my eyes.  I hear Erik moving from the couch, so I rush into our room, closing the door behind me, leaning on it as I began to cry.

“Ashleigh.”  His voice soft as he taps on the door.

“What?”  I call through the door.

“Can you at least open the door so I can see your face?”  Erik calls to me.

“I believe we’ve said what we needed.”  I fold my arms, leaning against the door.

He clears his throat.  “You may have, but I wasn’t afforded the opportunity.”

I step from the door towards the bed, calling for him to enter.  I got comfortable on the bed, leaning my back on the headboard.  Brow raised and arms folded.  I looked real receptive to conversation.

He averts his eyes towards the floor as he speaks.  “I wasn’t trying to wreck your day.  I’m sorry.”

I raise my brow at him as he looks up into my eyes with that same sad look I’ve been staring at for months.  “Instead of looking at me like that...why can’t you look at me like you used too?  Like you were glad I was there and alive.”

He looks taken aback at my words.  “I didn’t realize that’s what I was doing.”  He looks away from me towards the window.  “I’ve just been thinking a lot and I guess I just needed this time to get my head straight.”

I scowl at him.  “Feel better?”

He sits on the bed, sighing as he runs his hand down his face.  “Ashleigh...this rattled me so bad I wanted to take you and leave.  But I realized that was wrong and you never would have been happy.  I’ve been angry at our world, our jobs...then things calmed down.  I realized we could do this, and we made a difference.  So...then the house.  One big happy family.”

I shake my head slightly, trying to understand.  “You were having second thoughts?”

He looks into my eyes.  “Never about us.  Just whether that life was right for us.”  He looks towards the doorway as he continues.  “I spoke with my dad, your dad, Thomas, and Pa-Pa.  We all came to the same conclusion.”

He just stops now, rubbing his chin with his hand.  I couldn’t take the silence anymore, so I asked.  “And that would be?”

He glances towards me as if he’d been lost in thought.  “This is the life for us.  Wherever life does take us...we’ll be fine.”  He shakes his head, looking towards the floor, releasing a soft chuckle.  “I can say that all I want...but my heart won’t let go of that...my brain keeps showing me over and over, never letting me forget.”

I gulp loudly, rubbing my lips together, taking in his words.  “So, it was easier the whispers behind my back and everyone pretending nothing happened?”  I scoff, tipping my head back.  “Don’t you realize I can still feel everything even when you don’t say it?  The pain...the sadness...the anger.”

I wave my hand in the air.  “Why the hell did you talk me into this house if you were considering leaving?”

“Who said I was considering leaving?”  He jerks his head, meeting my eyes.

“Erik...I have explained this.  I’m stuck in this life now.  What if the agency calls again?  I have to go.”  

He nods.  “I go too.  I know.  It just took the time and thought to process is what I’m saying.”

I take in a breath, releasing it as I watch his slouched uncomfortable posture, unable to read him.  “Is that all that’s bothering you?  Because I dragged a pregnant woman from town to town today so you could get a good night’s sleep without having to board the doors shut at night.”

He scrunches his face.  “I’m not trying to sound like an insensitive jerk, Ashleigh...I’m being honest.  I need to get this off my chest finally so I can help you now.”

I scowl tightly, folding my arms at my chest.  “Feel better?”

He growls loudly, clenching his fists as he stands from the bed, shaking his head.  “No, I freaking don’t.”  He walks from our room, slamming the door behind him as I startle, staying seated on the bed.  I hear him storming down the stairs and the front door then slams.

I hope he does realize, now that he’s mentioned all of that in his ‘honest’ moment...I’m the one having second thoughts.  I close my eyes, leaning my head back on the headboard.  “This was all a mistake.”  I speak into the air.  I tip my head forward, opening my eyes and see my luggage on the floor in the open closet.  “I should have just let him be.”

I turn, setting my feet on the floor as I hear a crash downstairs and someone running up the stairs.  I crouch down, waiting as the door gets kicked open, which I expected.  I hit the blur with a spinning kick to the side of the head as I jumped into the air.  He caught my foot and we both crashed to the ground as he landed on top of me, staring me in the eyes.  

“You touch that luggage, and I will never forgive you.”  Erik leans down, kissing me as I felt the tears come.  I wrap my arms around him, accidentally bumping his head which broke our kiss as he moaned, clutching his head.  “Ouch.” 

I nervously giggle as I sniffle back my tears, reaching to touch his hand on his head, apologizing as we both sit up.  He wouldn’t hear it.  He just kept telling me to stop apologizing, even appearing to get angry.

“Ashleigh...I never told you any of that to make you doubt anything.  I wanted to have a home with you no matter whether the apartment or this house...I want you.”  He places his hand on my cheek as the tears continue to fall.  “I just didn’t know how to deal with it all.  That’s why I’ve been like this for months.”

He huffs out.  “I haven’t been one bit of help to you, and you need me.  I’ve got my head straight now.  I am ready for whatever this turns out to be.”  He brushes his thumb across my cheek.  “Just know...I have loved you through all of it.  I may have been selfish as of late and I will forever have to live with that.”

He gulps, looking at the floor as he reaches back, closing the closet door.  “What I have seen was hard enough and I couldn’t control it.  Seeing you look at that luggage and hearing your words...”  He looked choked up as he pointed his hand towards his heart.  “That split me in two.  Please...my heart...my soul begs you, Ashleigh...don’t ever think that way again.”

I nod, not knowing how to answer except to lunge into his arms and cry onto his shoulder while we clutch to each other.  He choked up too.  Squeezing me to a point I almost couldn’t breathe, but I refused to utter a word.  His broad hand across my back as I hear him take in my scent, as if he never wanted to breathe anything else again.

I leaned back until my lips found skin and began kissing his neck.  Soon his lips found mine as we were locked in our embrace.  Our kissing increased intensity, quickly, as that discussion had moved to a full-blown fight.

We never stopped kissing.  Soon clothes were ripping and being thrown across the room.  Our breaths heaved and raged like animals.  Hands roving as if proclaiming our possession of whatever square inch of the other we touched.  I toss my head back, arching my back as he nibbles my neck, gently leaning me back, kissing down my collarbone.

I did giggle hearing the lamp shatter on the floor when Erik had tossed my shirt towards the nightstand.  Neither of us cared to even look in that direction.  As long as I don’t smell smoke...for now...I choose BLISS!
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I remembered to grab that charm Ashleigh picked up today, hanging it over our bed just before we retired for the night.  I was pleased she drifted off so peacefully in my arms.  I just wish that thing could help me sleep.  

Yet here I lay holding Ashleigh in my arms, wide awake for another night.  My eyes cautiously rove her face not wanting to miss a single detail.  The feel of her soft skin in my arms and her tiny delicate hand over my heart as I try desperately to block all the horrible thoughts I have, even in this incredible moment.

I thought once I knew everything was fine, after arriving at the clinic, vanishing off from Finland...I honestly believed that dread I felt in those moments of knowing nothing would go just go away.  I have her here in my grasp and the joy I should be feeling is wiped away.  Stolen by the terror that she was nearly taken from me and there was not a damn thing I could have done.

I was finally getting used to the fact that I was not completely helpless with Ashleigh or in our jobs.  Yes, I was handicapped without the magic...but I had my own capabilities that added to our team.  I could still fight at her side and for her.  I no longer was the hapless bystander.  Then...in a blink...I wasn’t even able to control myself to be allowed near her.

Why can’t I shake this?  It really is beyond irritating that this single event changed everything.  I was never angry with Ashleigh for jumping when she did...she saved Thomas’s life...she saved us all when our worst fears came to life.  When everything took a turn for the worst.  I would have made the same choice...that sacrifice.  

I should be grateful...more appreciative of this second chance.  But it eats at me every day that, in that moment, I had lost her.  We all had.  The core of our family...the light that drew us all together...extinguished and ripped from our hands.  Her own father watching in horror as...

I can remember his face when he comforted me at the lodge.  Comforted me!  When I had let him down.  I didn’t protect his precious gift that he graciously shared with me.  No matter how many times he’s told me that none of us could have prevented any of it...I won’t let myself believe it.  I still feel as I broke that promise...I never jumped with her...and this is what happened.

Though I get to lay here brushing my hand across her velvety cheek as that soft, content smile forms on her lips, and I can hear her faintly whisper my name.  I still feel hollowed out...as if this is just a memory.  Like I had gone mad and none of this is real, but I can’t leave because my eyes would never see this again.  I would choose delirium just to have her.

Then to see how easy it was for her to think to up and walk away today.  Thinking this was all a mistake...as if she put me through all of this herself, when this I chose...for her.  I could never let that happen.  Call it selfish...call it what you will...but even if this is just a delusion...no one can take it.  No one can take her...I just can’t allow that to happen.

I sigh heavily without realizing and notice Ashleigh’s eyelashes flutter.  I gave her a comforting squeeze, hoping I didn’t wake her.  I find myself smiling as she releases that giggle.  My giggle...the one she saved for only me...the most magnificent sound to ever grace my ears.

I hadn’t realized before today that she knew what we all tried to keep from her.  How much she actually saw, I’m too concerned to ask.  I can’t have her re-living that.  It’s enough we saw it.  This will only serve to hurt her knowing...she would never have wanted any of us to endure that.  She’d hold herself solely responsible for that pain though it wasn’t her hand on that gun.

ARGH!  Why am I allowing this to haunt me when I have her?  Soon...hopefully...that will be forever.  I sat biting my nails, watching all just continuing around me while my world stopped.  Through every tense moment until Dr. Tina allowed us to see her with only one thought.  I bargained with God and next pleading with her father to have her as my wife if she’d return to us.

I had been pacing myself with Ashleigh; well, trying to.  I wanted to ask her so much sooner than this, but I wanted our relationship to happen as she was comfortable.  Gently peeling back the petals, exposing the beautiful love hidden inside the flower bud when it was time to bloom.  I couldn’t force that.

Tears flooded that waiting room, John and I clutched to each other as I begged for her hand, and all he could manage to say as he cried was ‘yes’.  That should have been the happiest moment of my life so far...but all I could think of was that wouldn’t be enough to keep her here.  Maybe it was selfish tethering her soul with a promise...when a higher power may have needed her for something else...something far grander than I could provide here.

She did return to us, the same Ashleigh as she was before, and I will forever be grateful.  I should live with that thought in my heart every day...but that darkness lingers, feeding off any and all joy, an unshakeable parasite.  Stealing all the happiness we’ve all shared in creating this surprise for Ashleigh.  The night our entire family witnessed my proposal. 

That hurt hearing Ashleigh mention that as we bickered earlier.  That she actually believed those whispers were negative.  The truth is it’s too difficult to surprise her with anything.  Her sneaky eavesdropping is manageable, however our telepathic links in this group had proven almost too hard to keep this secret to ourselves.

That’s the reason for the whispers.  We can’t speak of it in our heads at all.  Not all of us are telepaths either so it has to all be either spoken or written in coded notes passed between us without her noticing.

That night is not approaching nearly fast enough, as I had originally hoped when the plans began.  I met with the ‘dad squad’, which includes all the elder men in our group.  Our fathers, Thomas, the Commander, Pa-Pa, Kenny, and even Leif.  Once we decided to hide my proposal within a surprise birthday party for her, we then moved to the ‘mom squad’ for all our planning needs.

Talia and Kat have been our distraction duo...keeping her busy with other things to hopefully not poke around too much and learn of our fiendish plot.  That, in itself, has provided so much joy amongst the lot of us...but something keeps holding me back for feeling that same enthusiasm I see in the others.

Whatever this is in me...I had better shake it off or she may walk out on me before I have the opportunity to now beg her to be mine forever.  

I wrap her tightly in my arms as she giggles, snuggling into my chest fast asleep.  I try to quiet my heavy breath as I sigh.  My eyes sting from all this lack of sleep.  Between me doing this same thing every night and Ashleigh sleepwalking again...I have barely had a wink of sleep.  Maybe this charm she picked up is working and we both can finally rest easy once again.  

I’ll just close my eyes for a moment and try.  I sneak a kiss on the top of Ashleigh’s head, whispering ‘goodnight my love’ before resting my head back on my pillow.  I close my eyes that feel as they’re filled with sand, breathing in her scent and soon sleep swept me off with this angel in my arms.

[image: image]

“Where are we?”  I ask, causing Ashleigh to gasp, jerking her body around to look at me.

She rushes the few feet into my arms.  “How are we here together?”  She clutched to me, frightened as we both took in the scene around us.

I shake my head, not sure how to answer.  “I’m not sure, babe.  Do you recognize this place?”  

She nods her head against my chest.  “This is that dream I keep having.”  She gulps loudly, slowly turning in my arms to look around.

We’re standing in the woods in the dark night.  Tall trees, ferns, and little creatures flittering about as if not noticing our presence.  A shriek pierces the night and Ashleigh covers her gasp behind her hand as I straighten to listen closer.  Everything went momentarily still as we listened.  The sounds of nature returning after a brief moment of silence.

“What on earth was that?”  Ashleigh whispered as I shook my head at her, not knowing.

“Show him what you see...he will understand...”  A soft feminine voice speaks as we both look around for a person and see nothing.

“Erik...”  Ashleigh clutches to me, shaking.  “What is going on?”  She squeaks, burying her face in my chest.

“Have you heard that voice before?”  I ask her as she shakes her head ‘no’.  I lean back to look into her wide, terrified eyes.  “Well, your dreams always mean something...let’s follow what the voice said.”  She looked up to me and I could feel her fear pulsing into me.  I brush her cheek with my hand.  “It’s ok.  I won’t let go.”  I take her hand in mine, interlocking our fingers so nothing could pull us apart which made Ashleigh smile and appear comforted.

She turns her head slowly, looking around before pointing her finger shakily to where it appears this hillside crests.  “I’m being pulled that way.”  She whispers barely enough for me to hear as she looks back into my eyes.  “On the other side.”  I nod, motioning my free hand for her to lead the way.

She takes several steps then stops in her tracks, looking around
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