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El
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Val cracked open her bottle of vodka while she and I waited for Mina to hurry with her last final before we booked it away from campus.  We had literally just got back to my car after our last exams.  Val apparently was ready to cut loose the second she set her pencil down.

Mina and I shared the same sentiment I am sure.  However...I can wait until we are no longer in a vehicle, to intentionally break the law!

I was so nervous while we waited.  Campus security was buzzing around the lot in a modified golf cart, his gut hanging over his altered gun belt that held only a mag light and radio...since he is only daytime parking security and not real police.  Superiority plastered across his face as he chewed his gum like a cow chewing grass.

Condescending, disrespectful, and horribly judgmental on my part...absolutely.  Although, I knew that very man had so much power over determining how our next week was going to go if he decided to stop and ask what we were doing.  

I just knew this entire vacation would be gone if we were caught drinking on campus.  Open container, minors in possession of alcohol.  We are packed, which implies I intended to drive, possibly intoxicated.  This could have led to parental lockdown at home instead of that wonderful beach house awaiting us.

“Val...put that away.  We’ve been planning this for months now...you’re going to blow this entire trip.  Come on!”  I groaned arguing with her.

Her long tresses hanging loose around her thin face in a sad effort to conceal what she was doing.  Her murky brown eyes narrowed on me while she made a face and shrugged between sips.  “What?  He’s not going to know what we’re doing in here.”  

I tip my head to the side making a face in return, raising my brow.  “Oh really?  You think that brown sack covering that bottle you’re sucking on won’t tip him off.”  

Scoffing...I roll my eyes adding mockingly.  “Oh no...that’s something no one else has tried before.  Like the scent of fabric softener really hides the smell of weed in the dorms.”  My words or latter comment made her choke on her sip coughing and sputtering as she tried to swallow.

Last year someone was busted for pot in the dorm weekly.  Almost daily the first term, until people finally got...just don’t bring weed to the dorm no matter what you ‘think’ can actually cover that aroma.

Val had crumpled her tall frame trying to hide below the car window in the back seat.  Dragging the back of her hand across her mouth, she glares at me.  “Geez El.  Are you going to be this bitchy all week?”

I smile and wave glancing up through the windshield as I catch sight of Mina sprinting toward my car.  

Poor thing had this giant bag on her back weighing her down like it was full of rocks.

Snorting I answer Val.  “Not if we get out of here now.”  I start the car making sure to unlock the front passenger door so Mina could jump in.  

We chuckled at the huge grin on Mina’s face while she ran across the courtyard.  Little legs propelling her body and that bag forward.  I had a feeling she was about to slam into the side of my car from the momentum she’d built up.

We had already packed the car before we took the last of our finals this morning.  Then it was off for Spring Break at my parent’s beach house.  

We had a roof over our heads for the week at zero cost to us.  

We had plenty of cash for food and to go out if we wanted.  

Or...we could opt for an entire ten days in the sun just us.

As Mina hit the side of the car, as predicted, she jerks open the door tossing her bag to Val and flopping into the front seat at the same time.

“How’d it go?”  I laugh at Mina trying to catch her breath to speak as she jerked so hard on the seatbelt it locked several times making her repeat the tugging.

She nods curtly while wrestling with the seatbelt and turns to Val and me smirking once she was belted in.  “I think I nailed it.  How about you ladies?”

I nod and shrug my shoulders once.  “I’ll worry when we get back.  Not like I’m graduating soon...so I can slack and worry about getting’ my drink on with my girls instead.”

Mina giggles when Val makes a ‘hoot’ sound.  “I second that emotion!”  Val’s statement already slurred.

Mina and I jerk our heads back towards Val in surprise.  “How much of that is left?  You cracked that like five-minutes ago.”  I ask Val with wide eyes.

Val sticks her finger into that brown bag pulling it back to glance at the bottle inside.  “Over half....why?”

Mina and I both snort.  I shake my head thrusting my car into gear.  “Juuusssttt curious.”  I laugh and pull out onto the road.

All I can think of is how long this hour drive is going to seem if Val is already buzzed and it’s barely ten in the morning.

You know what...who cares.  After this week...this break will be bliss!
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Mina, Val, and I met at school freshman year.  We room on the same hall in the dorms...well we did that first year.  

This year we applied and got into the apartments near campus that the school also owned, so it was covered by our scholarships.  But it was only the three of us sharing one bathroom and not an entire floor of random people.

It’s much better this way being roommates now.  Dorm life didn’t suit.  If we were going to be forced into some sort of communal living, this was a far better arrangement than the dorms...trust me!

We have also shared several classes, getting our freshman and sophomore basics out of the way.  Attending summer school together, so we could get started on our individual degree pursuits faster.

Val...she got here on a track scholarship...and is a business major.  Super smart and professional strictly as needed...and party girl at the center of her golden heart.

In fact sports and high academic scores got all three of us here.  Scholarships, since none of us are from the wealthiest of families.

I know my parent’s owning a beach house makes it sound that way...however...that was a house purchased from a deceased relative’s estate.  

My namesake actually.  They needed to liquidate all real assets because her will only stated where she wanted her money to go...not any property.  Well...except for a necklace she specifically left me as her namesake.

I’m not even sure how many ‘greats’ went in front of it...but she was a great aunt on my mother’s side.  She had no children...no grandchildren...but I do remember spending a lot of time with her as a little girl.  

El...Focus!

Anyways!

So Val is our runner and go to for anything requiring an ‘executive decision’.  Like which party should we attend...where’s the best place to buy coffee if you’re in a hurry to get to class in a timely fashion...or what guys you DO NOT want to go near.

She’s tall, thin, her long dark hair is stunning, and she is the life of the party wherever we go.  She’s pretty and knows it.  A little maintainancy, more with guys, than she is as a friend.  But I love that she is one of the most optimistic people I know.  

Boy-crazy...not even an accurate description to the way she goes through dates.  Not that she’s a total slut or anything...she just likes attention...especially from men.

Mina...our curvy and cute little volleyball player...who is also studying to be some type of counselor or psychologist.  She is still undecided the clientele she preferred to serve.  Her specialty.  I know she had mentioned either children or addiction treatment.

Growing up...her life wasn’t the greatest...which is driving her to have narrowed down to only those two specific areas.  She may not always see it the same as I...but she never let any of that negative stop her in anyway or even slow her down.  A quality I greatly admire in her...strength.

She is the opposite end of the spectrum from Val.  Mina is not a big attention seeker...minimal maintenance as a friend or with guys...and she is the best listener you could ever know.  

Val is the friend that listens too.  Although, she’s the hugging, ‘we’ll get through this together friend’.  She’ll even cry with you because she feels your pain too.

Mina...she will listen to your words...endure the tears and all your stories no matter what she has going on.  She’s the one that can show you what went wrong and how to never make that mistake again.  Yet...in a way...she can make you feel good about being a dumbass because she does believe change is possible for anyone.

She believes different, but...Mina’s as beautiful as Val, with her shoulder length black hair and entrancingly contrasting light green eyes.  And she’s neither an optimist nor a pessimist...she’s a realist.  

To her...there’s a difference.

Which basically means she sugar coats nothing and will tell you the truth no matter how bad it stings.  

Usually there is no sting because she can sell anything and make you see the error of your ways yet not belittling a person so they’re kicking themselves for silly things.

She can see both good and bad in any situation never recommending what is best even in her black-and-white world.  ‘That is for another to choose’ she always says.

Then...somewhere in the middle...is me.  They call me ‘El’ short for Elsbeth not Elizabeth.  

I am slightly shorter than Val who’s nearly six-feet tall...definitely as leggy...but taller and far less curvy than our dear Mina.  

Gymnastics and science were what brought me to our hallowed halls.  Chemistry and biology in fact...the gymnastics just helps pay for it all.  I couldn’t decide which field I more liked and excelled at both...so a double major made sense...and it opens many doors for me in life.

My father hopes I will be a techy like he is and is saving a seat in his program design department for me.  Although my mom sees me as a way to extend her brand of natural products and multitude of items she says are necessary for all around healthy living.  

I am undecided on both and am waiting to make a decision until I have at least my core classes out of the way.  Either way...sure, it’s our family business and I am guaranteed some job...but what if I decide to move and make fireworks in China instead.

Never know...it can happen!
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Drew
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“Thanks so much for heading over here with me guys.”  I tell my roommates Mike and Jake as we pull into the driveway at my parent’s beach house.

“Don’t ‘thank’ us for helping you on this man.”  Mike pats my shoulder while we wait for the garage door to open so I can hide my car inside.  “I’ve been dying to meet your sister anyway.”  A sly grin growing across his face.

“Down boy!”  Jake jokes leaning forward clutching maniacally to the back of my seat as he’s looking to Mike who’s laughing.  “Not everyone is ‘fresh meat’ for YOU!”  He calms abruptly and shrugs smirking as he adds winking.  “Never know...she might be a little more my type.”

Shaking my head as I park in the garage I try to ignore their banter asking over their noise.  “Can we refrain from ‘hooking’ up with our charges while we are here please?  That was not why my mother sent us.”

The guys laugh playfully shoving each other as we get out of the car grabbing our stuff from the trunk.

Mike furrows his brow looking passed Jake, who’s leaning into the trunk, and asks.  “You never did fill us in on that entire story.”

Shrugging my shoulders, I huff out a sigh looking between Mike and Jake while closing the car trunk.  “I never was able to get any more info from my mom than what I had told you both.”

I motion my hand for them to follow me into the house searching for the key on my ring for this door and reiterating the story was sold to get us all here.  “All I know is mom had some dream...vision...whatever she called it, and we needed to be here to watch El and her friends.  Something was wrong but nothing’s clear yet.  Until we know anything further...we watch them.”

Jake snorts as they follow me in, Mike closing the door behind us, as we make our way towards the kitchen.  “So...we’re basically babysitting your adult sister and her friends on Spring Break?”  Jake states more as a snide question.

I raise my brow his way pursing my lips.  “In a way...yes.  And yeah...I get the inappropriate absurdity of this and...all of my mother’s suggestions.”  

Turning towards Mike and Jake both, I shake my head.  “I couldn’t quite understand my mom when she asked.  But...she had a very specific plan that she outlined...since she became aware of our special skills.”  I sigh heavily.  “Wouldn’t explain that either.”

My jaw twitched slightly as I added glancing between the guys truly embarrassed I roped them into this at all.  “Mike she wants you watching El because of your combat skills and experience.  She’s got a mouth and is scrappy when pressed...she needs an experienced match for that.”

Pointing my finger, my eyes move, and I finish mother’s ORDERS.  “Jake...she thought you would be good to watch El’s friend Mina.  She’s mild mannered for the most part, yet honest to a fault.  I guess mom thought she’d suit your patient nature.  Said the ‘girl needed balance in her life’.” 

I couldn’t help but roll my eyes at that.  Mom’s odd rants when she was skirting the truth.

Mike clears his throat before asking me   Eyes narrowed at mine.  “And who is it you are assigned to?”

Wagging a finger towards them both I chuckle raising a sarcastically joyful brow.  “Oh...I have the best job.  I get to watch El’s friend Val.”  

Folding my arms at my chest I explain.  “Now I met her...and she’s a bit of a handful.  Chatty...but I didn’t really get to know her.  However, mom said that El has complained since I visited last year about Val going on and on about me.  My mother thought I could keep her reined in.”

Jake, his brow knitted as he drops his bag moving to fold his arms.  “Exploit the crush.  Nice tactic!”  He takes in a sharp breath.  “Now why is it you get the easy one and not a complete stranger?”

I had to laugh at that before I answer.  “Who said she was easy?  Besides El....but she says the same of me.  Meaningless!”  

Leaning against the wall I look at both Mike and Jake.  “My mother was really worried about a house here.  There’s some new people that our mother...well for some reason...doesn’t want my sister involved with.  The ‘threat’ she saw in her vision.”

“What is this threat I keep hearing about?”  Mike looked to me puzzled and I could only shrug not really having an answer.

Exhaling heavily I look to Mike.  “She wouldn’t tell me much really.  Just that they were a dark coven.  Some people our mother knows told her one of the houses here was passed on to family of some coven she’s done business with.”

I lean my head back against the wall to finish.  “Instead of the house going to the couple’s children...someone else in their family got it instead.  They are dark and very dangerous from what she was told.  That’s when she rambled on about them taking my sister for some reason I can’t know.”

Mike shook his head.  “That makes no sense unless your sister has shown powers.  I mean I know you have witch bloodline or you never would have had to speak with your mother at all.  But you said you had no gifts.  Why would a dark coven need your sister...and who knows for a fact they’d kidnap her?”

I nod to Mike.  “That’s right I haven’t displayed any gift, and far as I know...neither has El.  Anything our mother knows is kept top secret unless deemed necessary to share...and we were led to believe this was only a recent ‘hobby’.  To my knowledge El has been told nothing.  Covens and vampires exist in books to her.”

“Then what would a dark coven want with your sister if neither of you had magic?  I still don’t get that.”  Jake tilted his head to the side quizzically.

Shaking my head I answer.  “I don’t know either.  To be honest...I’m wondering if our mom is concerned El might develop some gifts.  Maybe that’s why we’re here to help or watch her.  Our mom wouldn’t explain.”

Motioning my hand before me, I lift my head looking at both the guys.  “All my mother was adamant about was keeping the girls away from these people.  She said they would do anything necessary to get to El.  She never explained other than that is what her vision showed her.  They were going to take my sister and do who knows what with her or why.”

Mike raised his brows at me twisting his lips around.  “You don’t think they’re so dark they’d sacrifice her or something?  Are they that kind of ‘dark’?”

“Nah.”  I take in a sharp breath through my nose.  “From the way my mother spoke...I think they want to keep her for something.  I was able to get out of her that it had something to do with that aunt of ours my sister’s named after.  I guess our aunt did practice the craft and was well known for her strengths.”

Giving a knowing nod Mike looks to me.  “Then they think the gift went on in the family because it can go either way if your mother married a human.”

I raise a brow at Mike.  “Or...they think our aunt’s still here.”  

Biting my lip, I explain.  “I heard this aunt had been sought before...for what I don’t know...but she had very coveted gifts I hear.  Now...my parents bought this house from her estate when she died.  However...both our names are on the deed with our parents in case anything happens.”

Mike gave me an understanding look and nods.  “They could have easily accessed those records and think your sister is actually that aunt.  Didn’t you say they shared a name?”  I quickly nod in response.

Jake agrees adding.  “Family estates do that all the time.  Many do it in preparation if that person was alone and had no one to take care of their affairs if anything were to happen.  If her name is still on anything...or your sister’s name I should say...one could assume that is the case with this house.  They may not even realize your aunt is gone at all.”

I close one eye as I thought.  “No...I think that older couple who owned that house knew our aunt...our family actually.  We spent a lot of time with them growing up.  Their kids too.  Our parents made friends with them all.  However, we know nothing of grown grandchildren since it’s been some time since we’d seen anyone other than the couple who lived there.”

Mike points a questioning finger my way.  “But I thought you said you and your sister both use this place often instead of going home?  They never had anyone come by?”

“We do, but we don’t get to always see all the neighbors.”  I glance towards Mike.  “I didn’t know until recently, when our mom found out, that the old couple had passed away rather close together.  None of their children had been by that I’ve seen.  My sister may not even know honestly.  She usually keeps to herself when she comes alone.”

Making a clicking sound with his mouth, Mike pats me on the shoulder.  “We’ll get this handled.  Everything’s going to be fine.  Whether we have the whole story or not...they girls are very safe this week.”  

“Your sister is in good hands my friend.  Which room was hers again?”  He snickers biting his lip making no attempt to keep his face serious.

Wagging my finger at him, while he and Jake both laugh, my voice stern all of the sudden.  “Yeah as far as those hands...be careful with my sister.”

Mike’s mouth drops open and he gasps pretending to be offended.  “I won’t do anything to your sister...geez man.”  He turns mumbling.  “Unless she asks.”  

Jake snorts from behind him.  “So I take it anything is fair as long as Mina agrees?  I never heard a warning specifically.”

Waving my hands before me I shake my head at them both.  “Look...I know I can trust the both of you or I wouldn’t have asked.  But...it’s not my job to hook my sister up...or her dear friends...we are on guard duty.  Beyond that...keep me blissfully ignorant...please!”

Mike smiles bowing his head to me.  “Cool...so I can check out your sister as long as I don’t tell you about it.”

Giving my head a shake to the side, I huff out a frustrated laugh at Mike’s joke.  “Yeah...we’ll start with that.”  

He and Jake burst into laughter at the look on my face when I began moving my finger, pointing as I spoke.  “Mike...end of the hall...and yes, you will take the bed opposite my sister.  Jake...guest room’s over there...hands off Mina unless she comes on to you first.  Remember...the girls don’t know our truths either.”

Mike had already taken a couple steps down the hall before he turns back giving me a furrowed brow.  “And where will you be Prince Charming?”

I step forward towards the hallway.  “I will be in the middle room praying Val can stick to her side.”  Making a face I shake my head staring into the distance in thought.  “Something in my mother’s cryptic words and her urgency...we can’t afford distraction.”

Jake laughs shooting a look to Mike who snorts.  “Right...and that’ll last all ten days.”  

I had to turn hiding the sudden smirk on my face when the thought crossed my mind how easily I can be distracted with a beautiful woman around that’s pleasant to talk to.  Plus that mention of any ‘crush’...true or not...still flattering.

Jake glances at me and asks.  “I thought this Val chic was fine...just a ‘handful’ according to you...so what’s the issue now?”

I look at both guys twisting my lips at the side of my mouth.  “She’s our weak link.”

Heavily sighing...I felt bad but needed to be on point when I added.  “She loves attention...too trusting...and most likely to bring one of those ‘nice’ new people back here.  That is why I am supposed to let her maul me instead.”

My brow rose as my hand pointed towards my chest.  “I am not sure I wish to be mauled because I don’t think she needs to know anything that’s happening.  I also do not wish to...as was mentioned...’exploit the crush’.  That’s messed up....not strategy.  None of them need near any of this at all.”

“You don’t think they can handle the truth or facts of anything?  Your sister will eventually notice man.  She will question you.”  Jake asks curious, yet warning if the truth were to remain hidden for long.

I glance over my shoulder towards Jake near the guestroom.  “We’d rather try to get through the week with nothing coming out.  However...my sister finds out the truth first in any case.  Then she can tell her friends if she thinks they can handle it.”

My breath came out heavy and my voice almost resentful.  “We can spare my sister as much of ‘mother’s world’ unless necessary.  I won’t wait and play mom’s game anymore...I tell El when I believe she needs to know.”  

I reach for my doorknob frowning.  “Not simply for her safety...but El’s sanity.  Mom can live how she wants...El’s not suffering for it anymore.  My sister’s grown and mom can no longer control the flow of information.  She’ll get the truth...the girls all will...when it’s right.  I’m not forcing either way.  That will be far worse for them.”

The guys both nod in agreement that sounded fair enough and we take off in separate directions to get settled in our separate rooms before prepping for dinner tonight.

Grocery shopping and offering a barbecue is my way of buying El off so she won’t have a conniption the entire time we’re all here.  I should have got her ice cream...that would have almost guaranteed no fight at any sudden plan change.
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Closing my door behind me I toss my bag on my bed heaving out a heavy breath thinking of my sister...who’s probably barreling towards this place as I think about it.  Music blaring...girls squealing, singing with the radio, and hyper for fun.

We guys still had to unload the cooler and few groceries from the car and our bags...we can unpack later.  We also need to get everything set up outside so it’s ready for the girls arrival.

I expect my sister won’t be that excited to see me when she and the girls first arrive.  I have visions of a fight in my future.  That must either be a gift from our witchy relatives...or...my sister is just that predictable.

Our mom had told me El was very excited to have a ‘girl’s weekend’ after her finals before Spring Term started.  She has a lot coming up this spring other than school.  

I can imagine my sister will be a tad pissed to find out we’re here.  We had other plans too that we dropped when mom called...and none that included my sister either.

We’ve always had a sort of love-hate relationship.  Especially if she thinks I’m ‘babysitting’ her or creeping in on her space when she’s trying to have fun.  Then she really hates me.

However, I had no real choice in the matter once mom said my sister was in danger...even if we didn’t understand what that danger was.  That’s my little sister...I won’t allow anyone to mess with her for any reason.

My only excuse to give El in the meantime...it’s our last Spring Break before graduation.  Then it’s off to the firm and graduate school.  This may be my last vacation with my sister for some time.

Quite some time actually...especially once we go to the firm.  That’s Mike, Jake, and I all working together for a firm that recruited us early in school.  

The firm was also handling our graduate school arrangements and we’d be attending together as well.  Our internship credits for one...and they paid their interns an actual salary that was more than livable.  

El’s known about that job offer since I visited her last year when she first went off to school.  That’s when I met Val...but her friend Mina was out of town for the weekend or something.

Much has happened since then.  All things I knew necessary for the future...that’s why I went to see my sister first...after I received the offer.  I had to know she would be ok no matter how I moved forward in life.  

I never even considered my parents...just my little sister.  It killed me that in many ways I would be saying ‘goodbye’ forever to her.  Now I know El has never been very reliant on me or ever needy.  But it is nice to be able to be there when she has or may need me.

I always knew...even before that weekend...my sister has a bright future ahead.  And even with the choices I made...I can still be a part of her life for a little while longer.  Although sooner rather than later...that will become increasingly difficult.  For many reasons!  

That’s the only regret I have...that her heart may be broken when she learns the truth about me.  My friends.  Our prospective careers.  What our firm really does...and what is required far beyond a drug screen.

However, right now...I’m really concerned with the truth behind what our mother sent us for...who these people are that may be after my sister.

I never did understand my mother and this vision she had.  I had spoken to Mike and he seemed to have considerable knowledge about the supernatural world already.  He jumped at the mention of my mom’s dream, and even made some contacts within the firm just to let others know in case we needed back up. 

I guess he did a lot of research before he chose the firm.  I had no idea there was a supernatural world beyond us yet.  I had no clue I could ask for help.  

Jake went into this full force and no questions asked.  Mike...he wanted to make an informed decision...so I guess he put some work into this.  With me...I just needed to know I wasn’t leaving my sister stranded in this life.

I am glad I did.  Especially after finding we had witch bloodline.  That’s the only reason I had any conversation with our mother.  

That conversation was as fun as pulling teeth...but I managed to get some information from her.  Once I told her what I am now and got her to cut the crap so she’d give me some truth.

It wasn’t the whole truth obviously...but it was a start.  I can get more details as I go as long as I ask her the right questions and leave her no wiggle room to dance around the issue.

Certain choices were made to be a part of this organization.  Decisions I knew I could mention to our mother, AFTER the fact...but my sister has no idea.  

She has no idea what I did or what she may be facing in life now that I have this knowledge.  The reality hidden just behind the reality she has only ever known.

My little sister has no clue other people are after her for something I stumbled upon by accident.  Things our mother refuses to tell her because...well...I really don’t understand the reason why.  

I know mom’s concerned for El’s safety...but I am too.  However, I don’t entirely know what we’re protecting her from.  How helpful are we really?

This world still only exists to my sister in literature she uses for escape...entertainment.  

How is she safe never learning what she’s been taught was fiction is real?  

How are we going to hide all of that and still manage to keep her safe this entire time?

Maybe mom’s concerned El won’t take it well...or she’s worried El may decide to explore the potential she has gifts.  

I don’t know why that would scare our mother so bad if Aunt Elsbeth was such a powerful witch and that was supposed to be carried on.  

Our supposed potential destiny too.

But for some reason this is and has always been some weird tightly guarded secret in our immediate family.  I wish I knew why.  

I really wish I could simply tell my sister and what she does from there is none of my business since she has mom to help her.  I will be of no use having no magic as that.

I do have one secret of my own she may not deal with easily.  

One I am more than willing to share if that is what it takes to keep her safe in the end.  

That I was warned might be a risk in this...anything else...I guess we’re on our own to figure out.
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The ladies and I arrived at my parent’s beach house still fairly early Friday morning.  Well...it wasn’t noon yet so we had plenty of time to get settled in.  Each of us in good spirits and overly energized, nearly breaking down the front door to get inside, and unload all of our stuff.

That was until we walked down the hall and I found bags in my room that weren’t mine.  “What the?”  I blurted and dropped my stuff right there in the hall looking bewildered...at first.

Turning to look at both Val and Mina I narrow my eyes.  “We need to check my brother’s room STAT.”  I was beginning to get angry and nearly kicked open his door.  There right on top of the bed was his giant bag he drags to mom’s to do laundry.  

Growling now, I feel my eyes bulge, as we move to the guest room.  Same thing.  Luggage I can’t recognize.  I turn to the girl’s folding my arms.  “That son of a....”  

I cut short, motioning my hand towards the girls to explain, while trying to keep my temper in check.  “Ok...so apparently my parents double booked this place for the weekend or that jerk didn’t care we already had plans.”

Val gets this huge grin on her face.  “Nice!  Is this the brother that came to visit you?”  She wiggles her brows to Mina popping her gum at the same time.  “He’s yummy.  Too bad you missed him.  Dibs!”

I scrunch my face looking at Val making Mina laugh.  “Ew...hand me that vodka so I can forget I heard that.”

Val passed me that stupid brown sack giggling.  “Now it’s a party ladies.”  

I tip my head back taking a big burning gulp while Mina and Val toss their arms into the air hooting and hollering.  Sputtering, I hand the bag and bottle back to Val, coughing as I held my throat.  

“Uh.”  I grunt looking to Val replacing the cap on the bottle after offering Mina a sip too.  “I hope you brought more of that.”  She only giggles and I motion my hand for the girls to follow to the kitchen.  “Let’s go see what we can find to mix that with.”  I call back as I ran from the hall.  My girls hoot and cheer behind me.

Stopping cold in my tracks, surprised at seeing my brother suddenly in the kitchen.  He was in front of the fridge waving a bottle of orange juice in front of him with a huge smirk on his face.  

“What are you doing here?”  Annoyed, I jerk the bottle from his hand, hip bumping him so I could pass, and grab glasses from the cupboard.

Val offered him a wave and her patented, ‘not very coy at all’.  “Heeeyyy!”  Batting her long lashes his direction.

My brother laughs out.  “Nice that someone is happy to see me.  Hello Val.”  I shoot a glare his way, passing him to hand glasses to my girls.  

I could feel him staring at me.  Attempting to ignore him entirely he asks motioning a hand towards Mina.  “Would you care to introduce your friend?”  He asks with a raised brow as if I was the rude one here.

Scowling I answer him snidely.  “No!  I know where you’ve been.”  I look to Mina, who was trying so hard to bite back a laugh, and nearly spat out.  “You don’t want to know him...trust me.”

Val huffs, giving me an eye roll, and tossing her hair over her shoulder with her hand.  “God El...so rude.”  Smiling wide, she giggles nauseatingly innocent, glancing between my brother and Mina.  “Mina...this is El’s ‘big’ brother Drew.  Drew...this is our little Mina.” 

Mina smiles offering her hand for him to shake, which he does graciously.  “Pleasure to meet you finally Mina.”  My brother smiles wide, glancing towards me, refusing to release Mina’s hand when he asked me.  “So...we pick rooms yet?  Roommates are preassigned.”  Mina jerks her hand back, as if suddenly uncomfortable after his remark, and my brother chuckles catching her blush.  

Val laughed as I growled and pretended to shoot lasers from my eyes at him.  “Yeah...about that!  You are an obnoxiously unsubtle flirt, and you can get whatever other pig you brought with you, out of my blankets.  Thanks!”  I snapped before shooting him a fake smile.  Motioning my hand animatedly, I point towards the girls, and back to me.  “WE...will stay in my room with the locking door.  So I’ll do you a favor and save you some heartache...you can cut the charming act, because it’s getting you nowhere.”

“Hey!”  I hear another masculine voice from behind me and turn startled at the greeting.  To my pleasant surprise, I see two very nice looking guys walking in that back screen door from the beach.  Board shorts...bright smiles...and....

Ok...I didn’t see a thing else after noting they had no shirts either.  They looked as just having stepped out of a male model calendar. 

HELLO!  Oh...these boys are too tasty to be hanging with my brother!

My mouth dropped open reflexively, as I glance up towards my brother, blushing now.  His grin smug, watching me squirm. 

My brother and I can be great friends...but we at times are better enemies.  He does know exactly how to get under my skin.  Oh...don’t get me wrong...I always hit back and hard too.  

He makes my friend blush, when even I know he was kidding...yeah, I am so making out with one of his boys before they leave.  See...I know what buttons to push...and which to stomp on when he needs put back in place.  

I don’t care if he is older...one day...he will learn not to test me!

Mimicking the best ‘mom’ voice I could.  Sweet, inviting, enough to draw them in...he’ll know I’m baiting my trap...but the super hotties won’t.  

“Well Drew...why don’t you introduce your friends here.  They seem like nice boys.”  I offer a raised brow and smirk while I thrust my cleavage out leaning over the counter resting my chin in my hand waiting intently for introductions.

Drew scoffs at me, motioning his hand out, while the two guys offer us handshakes.  “We have Jake and Big Mike.”  My brother shifts on his feet uncomfortably next to me, as if he just realized his latter introduction was unusual with the nickname.

I think he realized that peaked my interest when I bat my lashes averting my eyes his direction, just as Mina suddenly blurts out towards Mike.  “And which room is yours?”    

Jake, Mina, and Mike laughed.  Val gasped as if really shocked.  My brother’s face paled as I watch with glee when ‘Big’ Mike responds cheerfully.  “Uh...purple one I believe...end of the hall.”

Giggle playfully, I glance coyly back to Mike.  “Well hey roomie.”  He bows his head and smiles.  I drum my hands on the counter stuffing my tongue in my cheek, eyeing my brother like I had already won something.

I feel like I won.  I really do!

A finely crafted chunk of man handed to me.  Drew just now realizing...he did that!  The priceless dumbstruck look on his face reevaluating this entire situation was prize enough...but if this eye candy is the bonus...I’m not turning that down!

And just think...this week of fun filled and healthy competitive family time is just starting.  I’m obviously lucky today and pray for a streak of luck beyond this.

Val clears her throat as it had gone awkwardly silent.  “Anyone care for a beverage?”  She giggles nervously.

Oh...my brother all of the sudden was the perfect gentleman and is apparently at her beckoned call having whatever her little heart desired.  Pig!

“Oh here Val...let me grab something for ya.”  He flashes his pearly whites reaching for the fridge.  Watching her nearly melt under his dreamy ‘TV Vampire’ stare...I want to puke already.

This is getting stopped fast.  I am not listening to her gush over him for the rest of the year.  Not again!

I really don’t understand why she would think I cared that she thought my brother was ‘yummy’.  

Not my job to hook him up!  If he’s who she picks...fine...good luck with that.  But I better not be the target if anything goes awry...EVER!

Drew helps a nearly giddy Val fill her glass and turns to offer Mina some juice to add to her half glass of vodka Val had kindly poured for her.  

Turning towards me he snatches my glass from the counter to add juice to my vodka as I make a snotty face at him.  He sighs setting the glass back on the counter looking into my eyes earnestly when he spoke.  “Would you relax a bit?  I didn’t come to crash your party.  I promise.”

“Then why did you magically appear my not-so-Lucky Charm’s?”  I snipe at him.  

Poor Jake and Mike noticeably uncomfortable at my comment.

Val seeming already drunk, whisper shouts at Mina.  “Magically delicious.”  That was all I caught her say before a giggle fit kicked in.

Drew just chuckles obviously hearing Val’s not so concealed comment.  Twisting his lips at the side he raised a brow at me.  “Our Spring Break too and last I checked we share this beach house since mom and dad don’t use it.”

Turning, I face my brother, placing an irritated hand on my hip.  “I thought we determined a long time ago we can’t share.”  He shakes his head smirking at me as I huff blinking for a long moment before I ask.  “Ok, then how do we make this amicable?”

We both jerk our heads hearing Mike clear his throat.  His demeanor so calm and collected, as he spoke.  “Why don’t we just have fun?  Pretend you’re not siblings...just friends.”  His intense blue eyes settle on me.  “I am sure we can figure something out.”

I don’t know why but I got that giddy teenage girl feeling looking back into Mike’s entrancing eyes.  All I could do was giggle and nod at him.  “Ok.”  My stupid smile wide and goofy.  My voice annoyingly bubbly.

I don’t get like this around guys ever and Drew noticed this too.

Mike is very nice on the eyes.  Jake isn’t so bad either...but there is some reason I am drawn towards ‘Big’ Mike here.  

Not sure if it’s his espresso colored hair I can imagine is silky against my fingers.  The thought of my hand gliding over his chiseled features, including those abs and that chest.  His voice like tendrils drawing me closer and leaving me wishing his voice was whispering against my ear.

Drew rolls his eyes catching me biting my lip lost in thought, as I stared dreamily at Mike’s lips smiling at me.  His voice suddenly stern and bassy like dad’s...strongly suggesting...or more ordering.  “We’re changing rooms.” 

I gasp placing a hand over my heart looking up at him with such innocent surprise.  “What?  Why?”  Shaking my head and furrowing my brow now painting on my ‘hurt’ face.  “I would never toss you to the street my brother.”

Giving me a snarky look Drew leans down narrowing his eyes at me.  “Very funny sis.”  Averting his gaze towards his boys he finished.  “You were right...I should have asked if you were cool with this since I knew you were coming too.  I was wrong to find it amusing or assuming this wouldn’t be complicated.”

I wave him off relaxing a bit after the few sips of my drink kicked in.  “Forget about it.  I’m actually fine with this.”  Pursing my lips I shrug my shoulders to let him know I meant what I said.  

He leans next to me on the counter and I offer him a sip of my drink, which he accepts graciously as a truce.  I waited to see the glass near his lips to speak.  “You didn’t bring that guy you roomed with first year...so we are great actually.”  I joke.

Drew almost spit the drink out as he began to laugh.  “Oh god.”  He managed to speak after choking the sip down.  “I did bring that guy out here once.”  He laughs shaking his head towards the floor.  “Total catastrophe.”

The girls and I snicker as Jake and Big Mike ask simultaneously.  “Is that the guy you found in your parent’s room?”  Noting both their smiles huge as they asked, which indicates to me this has a good story.  However I am still taken back actually.

I gasp looking towards my brother.  “That room’s off limits and locks from the outside...what was he thinking?  So rude!”

Jake wiggles his brow facing Mike who was biting back a laugh.  “Notice she didn’t ask ‘WHAT he was doing in there’.”  My brother was making a face at Jake’s remark, shaking his head...so of course I had to know.  

“That is a good question Drew?”  I remark watching his pinched face glance at Mike and Jake who were both laughing.  

Val and Mina ‘clink’ their glasses giggling when Val adds.  “This has to be an epic story.”

I twist my lips at the side motioning a hand out as I look at my brother.  “Well...you going to keep me in suspense?”

Drew waves his hands before him as he looks at me.  “Ok...before you freak out...I had everything professionally cleaned before we fixed the damaged lock.  And yes...our parent’s already chewed me out...so I need no lip from you too.”

I huff out a surprised laugh as his friends lost it laughing.  Val and Mina move closer to listen.  Tongues in cheeks and wide curious eyes the girls waited to hear more.

My brother was still making faces as if trying to choose his words carefully...or he was having digestive issues.  “The guy was just sleeping...when we found him.”  Abruptly jerking the cup near his face, hiding behind a sip of the drink we were sharing.  

Drew’s eyes darting around the room, avoiding any eye contact, as if expecting me to blow a gasket.  Jake and Mike were nearly falling out of their chairs around the bar counter.  The girls and I patiently wait for the rest of this story.  Impatiently, I motion my hand so my brother will hurry this along.

He huffs uncomfortably raising his hand to scratch his brow with his thumb and gulps noticeably.  “Ok...ripping the Band-Aid off.”  

With another sigh he finishes speaking rapidly; most likely hoping I miss some of this.  “The guy was naked when we found him asleep in their bed.  His clothes and puke covered our parent’s bathroom.  And none of us know where the cat came from.”

Val, Mina, and I could only stare stunned, mouths agape, and silent.  None of us knew what to say or how to react to...THAT.  Jake and Mike were near tears from laughing.  My brother...his brow furrowed as if still trying to gauge my reaction.

After a couple minutes and several sips from my cup, I offer to the drink back to my brother, and all I could manage to come out with was.  “Ok...well...as long as you learned your lesson.”

My calm response earning me a curious raised brow from Drew.

Val was hysterically laughing when asks Drew.  “What happened later?  Did he ever tell you what he remembered?”

Jake nearly knocked Mike out the chair he was laughing and tossing himself about hysterical.  Mike raised both their drinks out of the way to avoid them going spilled.

My brother only made a snort sound before he answered sheepishly.  “Nah...he left the next morning back to campus.  He ended up transferring when he got sick of getting ‘meowed’ at.”

Hiding my stunned laugh behind my hand I blurt out.  “Oh my God!”  Mina was biting her thumbnail as she giggled with Val not having a clue what to add to that.

Drew refills the glass we’d been sharing and offers it back to me.  “I can imagine how you would have dealt with that knowing how the house parties go along this strip.  Never know who may stop by with a pet at any given time.  So Jake and Mike kindly offered to come chaperone us all.”

Closing his eye and shaking his head Drew shivers.  “Because...I couldn’t handle that again.”

The girls and I raise our glasses towards Mike and Jake.  “And this is the only time I will ‘thank’ anyone for chaperoning us.”  I joke and hip check my brother getting him to laugh.

After we take our sips and laugh some more.  Val changes the subject by asking.  “So...what’s the plan then?”

Drew offers her a smile.  “Well first...we are setting up the grill to cook you ladies an incredible meal for crashing your party.”  He offers me a head bow as I raise a happily surprised brow passing him our cup.

Jake adds.  “Then...we kick this off with our own party.”  We cheer and raise our glasses around at that idea.

I raise a brow joking with Drew.  “You think food is payback enough?  I may have had big plans this week.  Things you’d prefer not to hear.”  

Our group laughs and he snorts mockingly at me.  “Yeah...that’s why I paid my friend to room with you.  BLOCKING!”  My mouth drops open as I playfully swat at him while he laughs.  

Mike calls out to clarify after my brother’s remark.  “No money exchanged hands.  He just showed me your picture and I accepted.”  Making a click sound with his mouth he adds a dazzling smile my way.  “Don’t worry...I’m not much of a screamer.  However...you can make all the noise you feel the need to.”

Drew and I both stopped catching his comment and jerking our head his direction.  Val and Mina made ‘O’ shapes with their mouths unsure how to react to that and trying to not laugh at the expression on Drew’s face at the same time.  

I catch my brother glare at Mike who only shrugs.  “Sorry man...she’d be much better to wake up next to then Jake or you.”  Mike snickers as Jake gives him a playful shove.

Drew jabs his finger at Mike noticing I was getting that goofy grin again.  “You...are sleeping on the couch.”

Innocently I reach back running a hand over my neck, trying to hide the fact I was actually blushing, and tell my brother.  “Oh...he’s fine.  His stuffs already in there...it would be rude to shut him out just because he’s your friend.”

Drew turns his glare on me and I couldn’t help but laugh poking him in the chest with my finger.  “It was your mistake to start...you shouldn’t have introduced him as ‘Big’ anything...I wouldn’t be so intrigued.”  

The others laugh as I mischievously eye my brother over my glass taking a slow sip.  He makes an agitated face reaching for Val’s bottle of vodka while the rest of us laughed harder.  “Ew...I didn’t need to hear that.”  He snarls at me.

I was the next to get swats from Val as I nearly spit out my drinking laughing and blurt out.  “Funny...I said the same thing when Val called dibs on you.  I mean...your room.”

The rest of the group chuckled at my misspoken words.  Drew smiles glancing towards an embarrassed and blushing Val.  “Well...as long as there’s no stray cat involved...she’s welcome to stay.”  Our entire group lost it laughing again.

“How’s the water?”  Mina asked once our laughter calmed.  I think she spied a few people surfing out the back window and appeared interested while she watched.

Jake smiles her way when she glanced back to us all.  “We got boards out back.  The water has been very nice all morning.”  He turns motioning his head towards the back door beckoning Mina to follow.

Mina shook her head almost nervous.  “Oh...I don’t know how to surf.”

Jake offers her his arm like he planned to escort her outside.  “I have been told I am a very patient teacher.”  He motions his head again to the door.  “Come on...it’s not as bad as you think.”

I notice Val roll her eyes as Mina giggles gently intertwining her arm in his with that same goofy grin I had for Mike.  “Ok.”  Mina blushes as Jake takes her outside.  

Mike looks over at me smiling.  “Well roomie...shall we?”

I giggle drumming my fingers on the counter.  “I need to grab my board from the garage.  Who’s teaching who?”  I joke.

He smiles giving me an impressed look.  “Let’s see what you got first.”

Drew shook his head at Mike, his face straight, as I smirk.  “She is sickly competitive man...you don’t know who you just challenged.” 

Mike just wiggled his brows.  “You know me...always up for a challenge.”  He glances towards me.  “I’ll meet you out back.”  I giggle excitedly and rush to the garage.

I turn to call for my brother noticing my board had been placed up in the trusses of the garage ceiling.  I startle, clutching my chest and gasping, not realizing he was already behind me reaching for my board.

I had no clue he followed me or how he did so fast.

Drew chuckles caught off guard at my reaction pulling my board down for me.  “So...you’re really fine with us being here?”  He asks me with pleading eyes.

Making a face at Drew I nod, slowly allowing a smile to creep up my face.  “Yeah...we never hang out anymore.  This will be a good time as long as you don’t pick any fights with me.”  I tap the tip of his nose with my finger.

He placed his hand over his heart faking a hurt look.  “I even brought playmates and this is what I get?”

I smile wide wiggling my brows.  “And I will say thank you for that.”  I jab my finger his way.  “But hands to yourself with Val.  She’s really a good girl, no matter what she’ll let you believe, and I can’t have you corrupting her.”

Drew smiles offering a head bow.  “Point taken and I request the same of poor Mike.  He is such a good guy...I really should have rethought those room assignments since you are the incorrigible one.”  

I snicker at his comment, sticking my tongue between my teeth and Drew laughs.  He follows me back through the garage, holding the door for me to walk through with my board in hand, and out to the back.  

Mike was waiting, broad charming smile across his face when he looked up towards me.  “Ready?”  He asks me.  I jerk my sweatshirt off, already in my bathing suit, nodding as I tossed my sweatshirt at Drew who scoffs catching it with his face.

Wiggling my brows at Mike I joke.  “Hope you can keep up.”  

Without giving him time to answer, I take off running towards the water.  Mike was soon beside me and we jumped into the water at the same time.  Landing on our boards, we cut through the water as a wave passed over us, and we surfaced paddling out like a trained team.

Oh yeah...this guy is already too perfect.  Thank you my brother!

This is going to be such an awesome vacation...I can tell already!
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Watching El and Mike take off, I may have been laughing along with the others, but I caught something the others missed.  They’re a little too perfectly, evenly matched.  So out comes the over protective big brother.

I mean geez...they even ran as if choreographed.  That’s more than just a budding tight knit friendship thing.  I really hope our mother wasn’t using me to play matchmaker too.  El and I hate that.  We even swore NEVER to purposely do that to the other.  

However...now that our mom is involved...I am the big brother that is left feeling protective over my sister, with a friend I shouldn’t even be questioning.  

This is the definition of being stuck ‘between a rock and a hard place’.  

On one hand...I don’t want El involved in anything that has to do with my job after...and that includes being too close to one of my associates.  This is where friendship and business gets messy.

On the other hand, I want her happy, even with all this other stuff going on she is unaware of.  That was the point of my visit before I made any ‘permanent’ decisions.  To know that even without me she would be happy, healthy, and above all safe.

Why would our mother go to this trouble if she wants El ignorant to the existence of any other life than she’s ever known?  If mom doesn’t want even me knowing about our own family history...why would she purposely drag El into this at all?

Wait...maybe I’m looking at this from the wrong angle.  After all...there is some reason our mother really does not want us involved or she wouldn’t have been so tight lipped about everything.

I need to step back and look at this objectively because our mother wouldn’t submerse my sister into a world she wants her kept away from without a damn good reason.  

Unless she’s hiding her in plain sight so to speak.  Protecting her in the very world El is to believe only fiction because no one will look for her.  El’s safe so long as the whole truth doesn’t come out and in this world discretion is key to existing.  She can be safe and kept uninformed easily.

This is going to require careful thought to wrap my head around it all.

Ok...so mom thought Jake a good match for Mina having met them both on separate occasions of course.  However, I can see it.  Just as I am watching Jake work with Mina here in the sand before they even go out to the water...I can see one great point.  They are building trust.  

Now...my sister needs to trust in order to follow another’s lead without argument or question.  I should know that.  If she trusts Mike, he can keep her safe, and unaware of our other world.

Maybe that’s what our mother wanted.  El to have someone she trusted because I was needed to keep Val entertained and I couldn’t help my own sister.  Who are we kidding...she would have argued with everything I said!

So...ok...maybe Mike was better designed for this task considering El’s nature.  I really hate the thought mother would be using something as a young girls crush as leverage by putting me with Val.  And...Jake seems to be great with Mina.  So in a weird way mom may have a workable plan.

That doesn’t mean I am not nervous, nor do I believe this the only option to have handled her ‘vision’ or my sister.  I don’t want El or her friends sucked into this world, just as bad as our mom loathes the idea for some reason.  

Besides the actual consequences...I can’t help but be concerned with what is surrounding her...El will find out eventually.    

That is a terrible mistake to make with El...to underestimate her.  

She’s not only very smart but wiser than most her age.  She is not blind and in fact is more intuitive than others realize.  She definitely isn’t afraid to ask questions or seek answers herself if she has any suspicions about what is occurring around her.  

I wonder if it will be better if I just tell her.  I don’t mean in front of everyone...just her and I.  That would eliminate much concern and give El a chance to decide for herself if this is a world she’d want a part in.

That’s one thing that’s killed me about my choice...it made me lie to my sister.  I never had anything I ever needed to hide from her.  I had one thing that was my choice...and something that should have never touched us at all.  

I wonder if that’s why El is so gifted in science.  Maybe that was some witchy characteristics seeping out.  She could have talents or gifts we aren’t even aware of.  

Well...superintelligence is a gift if that counts as magic.  It’s not as she was ever tested or trained for anything else.

Our mother was self-taught for the most part.  She had lost most of her family young and only had Aunt Elsbeth to rely on.  

Mom told me her training stopped around the time our parents married.  Part of the reason they’re still distant now.  She knew when they married she wouldn’t be able to hide this...the magic. 

Our father is a non-believer, and according to mom, he was never real receptive the times she had tried to approach the subject with him to be honest.  She just loved him that much, if tucking that part of herself away meant she kept him, that’s all she needed.  

Now...she’s practicing again.  Behind closed doors of course.  Which added resentment to their marriage and led her to question her past decisions.  Reminisce about what she may have missed.

Aunt Elsbeth, years ago, had worked with her on rare occasion after our parents married...simply to keep her skills strong...fresh.  Later...mom was busy with dad and us kids...and just life happening was enough to interfere.  When we slowly left the nest...she began to pick up her gifts again.  

To keep our father from knowing all of this time because of mother’s fear she’d lose him because his non-beliefs were so strong...that meant none of us could know.  She obviously went to great lengths to ensure that happened.  

That’s how I know how much they still mean to each other.  She isn’t resentful or angry enough to give up and leave.  

I know dad loves her so much he would try to understand if mom just believed he would be fine if she came clean.  But she never gave him a true chance.  He may have been surprisingly accepting loving her just as much.

That may be the best solution with my sister.  Give her the truth.  Our mother must understand that I cannot always be at her beckoned call simply because El can’t know any of this for some reason.  This was her mess in the first place.

Who’s going to be there for El because I can’t be eventually?

This won’t be the only time my sister will encounter danger in her life I am sure.  Danger surrounds us...lurking in our very own homes.  This won’t be the only vision or dream our mother may have about that.  

What happens to El when no one is there to warn her because our own mother won’t because she’s more concerned with covering her own ass after years of blatant lies? 

I don’t know.  Maybe I need to speak with the guys about this first.  At least Mike.  He seems to have a pretty good head already about this world that is still very new to me.  

Even though he had only been turned just before Jake or I...he seems as he trained or was already open to this world existing...because he easily slid into this life as if it was a natural fit all along.

Mike’s knowledge of this world and the many creatures that do and do not exist is remarkable for newbies as we.  I have no idea how he found the time.  With wrapping up at school, prepping for grad school, and soon we’ll be starting at the firm.

I better come right out and ask him to share some of that wisdom so I can help my sister beyond this single vacation.  I may not be here for many others.

That is just going to be the thing that I forever kick myself about.  I understand we may wish but can’t expect our parents or anyone to be around forever...but your sibling...that is the person you share an actual lifetime with.  

I...me...I made a choice and changed all of that.  I hid it from her and now...I’m hiding things that directly affect her.  Like her safety until she lives out her natural days.  

God...I never even had the forethought to really look at how my life will be without her in it.  Not just how she’ll manage without me because of the life path I have chosen...but how will I manage without her.

[image: BD14710_]

I made Val go out to the water with me.  She really didn’t feel like surfing but we paddled out and watched El and Mike show off a bit.  I dropped in on them a few times, the waves were pretty decent today, and we had so much fun.

We got to sit back and watch as Jake tried helping Mina surf.  It was actually cute watching Jake this way with Mina.  He really was a patient teacher actually.  He’s being genuinely nice to a girl and not laying on his newfound charms.

This is the closest to human I think we’ve felt in some time.  I mean we do lead the same lives as we had before.  We aren’t trapped indoors because we can’t go in the sun.  I do have the one cooler to hide from my sister and her friends, until I decide what or if to tell
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