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    For my wife Sharon, and my parents.


    


    You guys made it possible for me to pursue my dreams,


    and that is a debt that I'll never be able to repay.
  


  Author's Note (Second Edition)


  This book was originally released in December of 2013. It's now the middle of 2017, and in the past three and a half years or so, I've written and released twenty-two full length novels. Needless to say, my writing and editing skills have improved exponentially, and as such, I've decided to put my next writing project on hold so that I can go through the entire Unseen Things series and do a full re-edit on each book in preparation for the print versions.

The first edition of this book was only about eighty-five thousand words long, and as such it was the shortest book in the series. That always bothered me, because this is the first book in the series where things really take off and they start dimension traveling and what not. Whereas the first book was used to introduce the characters and the story, this book really got into the meat of it, which is why it's always bothered me that it wasn't longer.

Well, that's been rectified now. I've added over nineteen thousand words to this 2nd edition, so now it tells the story in the way I really wanted it to be told. As I said in the author's note in the first book, my writing and editing skills have improved exponentially since I started the series back in October of 2013, and in addition to that, I'm able to come into these 2nd edition re-edits with full knowledge of what the rest of the series contains, and as such, I can make slight adjustments here and there to account for it. Sarah's mom being cold to her for example. I put a lot more emphasis on that in the 2nd edition than I had in it originally, because that plays a part in the series later on that hadn't happened yet when I wrote this book originally. Being able to go back and place more emphasis on certain things that are important later is just one of the benefits of these second edition re-edits, and I'm really happy with how they've been going so far. So much so that I can't wait to delve into the rest of them. Another benefit is that I can change a few of the covers that I've never been overly happy with. I've already changed several of them from their original version, but there are three more that I can think of just off the top of my head that I'll be changing as well.

Anyway, that's about it. See ya next time.

-- Duane L. Martin - August 2017
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  Chapter 1


  It'd been nearly a week since the graduation ceremonies had finally granted them their freedom, and the arrangements had all been made.  Jarrod, Sarah, Tina, and Derek had each told their parents that Patricia had invited them upstate to spend the summer with her at her house on the beach.  In truth, the four had packed up their things and were moving in with her, which was something that she'd insisted upon from from the moment they first decided to take on the mission.  With what they were going to be facing in the coming days, she wanted to make sure they were right there with her through all of it, so she could offer them as much help and guidance as possible.





 To the world at large they were four young adults who had just graduated from high school, but in reality, they were four young adults who were about to risk their lives in another dimension on the slim chance that they might be able to find and rescue Jarrod's family, who'd been kidnapped and enslaved by the agaronin over four years ago.





 "Do we have everything?" Jarrod asked as he threw a large duffel bag into the back of Derek's truck.  They'd decided to take Derek's truck this time around, because Sarah's car was too small to hold the four of them, as well as all the luggage and gear they were taking.





 "I think so," Derek said as he read through the checklist once again and compared it to what they'd loaded in the truck.  "We got the camo gear, bitch beaters, tasers, stun guns, hunting bows and arrows, survival knives, that dagger that Jack brought back with him, gas masks, chains, leather belts, survival kits, first-aid kits, flashlights, backpacks, and all our personal stuff.  I think we're all...no, hang on a second.  There's somethin' else I picked up for us.  Just a sec.  I don't wanna forget those."





 Derek trotted back into his garage, and then returned a few moments later with an armful of small metal canisters.





 "What are those?" Jarrod asked, looking at them curiously.





 "Well, remember how Patty said we should burn the bodies to cover up the fact that they'd been murdered?  Well, that's what these are for.  They're those little torches that chefs use.  I figured the regular size torch bottles would be too big and bulky to pack around, and they'd be a lot more than we'd need anyway from the sounds of it.  These'll do the trick just fine, and they're a hell of a lot smaller."





 "Oh, sweet!  That was really good thinking.  All right, I think that's it then.  Sarah should be over at Tina's by now, so let's head on over and pick 'em up.  I hope they remembered everything."





 "Sarah's one of those really organized types, so I don't think we have to worry about her.  I'm just countin' on her to make sure that Tina doesn't forget anything," Derek said.





 "I don't think you have to worry about it.  She's been planning for this whole thing as much as the rest of us," Jarrod reassured him.





 "Yeah, about that.  Listen, there's somethin' I wanna talk to you about," Derek said tentatively.





 "Sure man, what's up?"





 "Look, I know how eager you are to get in there to try to find your family and stuff.  It's just that..."





 "Just that what?" Jarrod asked.





 "Well, I think I should be the one to go in first," Derek said.  Jarrod was about to protest, but Derek had already anticipated that he would, and had his argument all worked out ahead of time.  "All right, I know you wanna bitch about it, but just listen to me for a minute."

"Ok," Jarrod said reluctantly.

"All right, here's the thing.  We need more amulets, and that's gonna require a whole lot of scoutin' around while staying as inconspicuous as possible.  Even though I'm bigger than you, I'm better at sneakin' around than you are.  Remember when you were standin' right next to me in the woods while we were training?  You had no idea I was there."

"Yeah, that was pretty damned embarrassing.  I still don't know how the hell I didn't see you there," Jarrod grumbled.

"You didn't see me because I'm good at concealing myself.  So, here's what I think we should do.  Let me go in by myself on the first run.  I'll stay out of phase and wander around for a bit so I can get a feel for the landscape and see what we're dealin' with.  That way, I'll have a better idea of how to conceal myself if I get in trouble.  Plus, if I can score us another amulet while I'm in there, then you can come in with me on the next one.  We'll leave the girls out of it for as long as we can, but you know that once we have more than two amulets, they're gonna insist on coming along."





 "I know, and I can't argue with what you said.  For someone so damn big, you do know how to hide yourself extremely well.  Just please do me a favor."





 "What's that?" Derek asked.





 "Be careful in there, and don't take any unnecessary risks.  You're my best friend, and I don't want anything to happen to you," Jarrod said with a sincerity that Derek found really touching.





 "Yeah well, the same goes for you buddy.  Besides, nothing's gonna happen.  Seriously, they're gonna take one look at this and run screaming for the hills like a bunch of little bitches," he said as he flexed the muscles on his arms, and then bounced his pectoral muscles up and down several times.  Jarrod couldn't help but laugh.  They'd both spent countless hours in the gym training for the mission, and had bulked up considerably during that time.  Not that Derek needed any more bulking up.  He was huge to start with, but they'd pushed each other so hard while they were working out that he damn near looked like he was at competition level.





 "That's pretty impressive.  I truly feel sorry for any agaronin that you decide to bounce your titties at," Jarrod teased.  Derek let out a breathy laugh, and then reached out to give him a playful tap on the shoulder.

"All right, I'm pretty sure we got everything.  Let's get on outta here.  You ready for this?" Derek asked.





 "I've been ready for months.  Let's get on outta here," Jarrod said as he closed up the back of the truck.


  *   *   *


  When the boys got to Tina's house, Tina and Sarah had all of their bags stacked up outside, and they were waiting for them at the curb.  As soon as Derek parked and got out of the truck, Tina was on him in a flash.  She jumped up, latched onto him like a monkey on a tree, and gave him a huge kiss before he could even say a word.  Jarrod was laughing when he got out of the truck, but Sarah just smiled and rolled her eyes at them.





 "Hey sweetheart," he said as he leaned in to kiss her.





 "Hey cuddle bunny," Sarah said with a sweet smile as their lips parted.  As soon as they heard the words cuddle bunny, both Tina and Derek started laughing in mid-kiss.





 "So, do you guys have everything?  Did you go through your checklist?" Jarrod asked as Tina let go of Derek and dropped back to the ground.





 "Yeah, I'm pretty sure we got it all covered.  It almost feels like we're moving away somewhere rather than just goin' away for a while," Sarah said as she glanced over at her bags on the curb.





 "Dad started gettin' suspicious when he saw how much I was packin'.  He thought that me and Derek were gonna elope of something," Tina said with a grin.  "I just told him that that's how much girls pack when they go on vacation.  I don't think he believed me, but he didn't say anything more about it.  Besides, I don't think he'd mind if we eloped.  He thinks Derek's awesome as hell.  Besides, it could be worse.  At least he isn't that loser I used to go out with."





 "Kinda sad if that's my only selling point," Derek grumbled.  "He ain't got much goin' for him, but at least he ain't that other loser."





 "Oh, come on.  You know you got a hell of a lot more goin' for you than that.  Whatcha think though?  Should we elope and make my dad happy?" she asked as she grabbed his arm and cuddled up against him.  He put his finger under her chin and lifted her head gently so that she was looking directly into his eyes.





 "It's all I've ever wanted.  Trust me, when the time comes, I'm gonna figure out some really awesome way to propose to you," he said.  She lost herself in his eyes for a moment, almost swooning at how romantic he could be when he wanted to.  She went up on her toes to kiss him again, and then let out a big, happy sigh.





 "How'd I ever get so lucky," she wondered aloud.





 "Some bitch tried to stab you, and I slammed her halfway to hell," Derek replied dryly.





 "Oh, right.  Well still...," Tina said with an amused look.



"So, how about you?" Sarah asked as she turned to Jarrod and looked deep into his eyes.



"Don't you think for a second that I haven't been planning it, because I have been.  I've been thinking about it for a while now actually," he said as he wrapped his arms around her and kissed her.  Once their lips parted, she let out the same happy sigh that Tina had a few moments before.





 "And to think, I didn't even have to have someone practically kill me to get you," she said happily as she glanced over at Tina, who only responded by sticking her tongue out.





 "Well yeah, but we had to practically kill a few people," he reminded her.  "Seriously, Frank's lucky I didn't kill him that day.  When I saw him put his hands on you, I just absolutely lost it."





 "It's a good thing you didn't kill him.  If you had, then you'd be in jail right now with a whole different kind of a girlfriend," Sarah said with an amused look.





 "You know, before school ended, I was noticing that Trish and Frank were lookin' awful chummy with each other.  Like, the kind of chummy that makes babies...if you know what I mean," Tina said.





 "Really?" Jarrod said.  "I guess we were too busy with the training and stuff to notice.  Well, I hope they're happy together.  Now that they're finally out from under Diedre's thumb, maybe they can be."





 Derek listened to the news, but he didn't comment on it at all.  He'd started associating with Trish and Frank a bit more because of the others, but the knowledge that they'd been there the night his brother had been driven to suicide by Diedre's cruelty made it practically impossible for him to warm up to them.  Fortunately, the others completely understood his feelings, and had never pressed him to be anything more than cordial when he was around them.  He appreciated the fact that they'd gone to the police and filled them in on the details about what happened on the night of his brother's death, but he knew he'd never be able to get past his feelings toward them.  Not that it mattered much now that they were out of high school.  People tend to drift apart after graduation, so unless he bumped into them around town or something, there was a good chance that he'd never see either one of them again.





 "All right, let's get this stuff loaded up and get outta here," Derek said.  "We've got a long drive ahead of us, and for once I get to be in the driver's seat instead of cramped up like a hermit crab in the back."





 "Shotgun!" Tina called out suddenly.





 "It's cool.  I wanted to sit with Sarah anyway," Jarrod said.





 "No, I mean I forgot the shotgun.  I'll just run and grab it real quick," she said, but Derek stopped her before she could sprint off back to the house.





 "Nah, don't worry about it.  Patty already said she's got weapons all lined up for us.  All we needed to bring was whatever side stuff we thought we could use."





 "Oh, right.  Well I hope she's got some good stuff there waitin' for us, because I got a feeling we're gonna be needin' it," she said as she heaved one of her bags up into the back of the truck.





 "I'm sure she will.  She's got that great big ol' fat credit card, remember?" Sarah said, grunting loudly as she threw one of her own bags up next to the one Tina had just thrown in.  "Man, I wish I had one of those.  How awesome would that be?"





 "Oh god, me too.  Imagine all the ramen we could buy!" Tina said excitedly.





 "And all the Beano...," Sarah said under her breath, just loud enough for Tina to hear.  Derek and Jarrod heard it as well, and Tina threw them all a dirty look as they started laughing, which only made them laugh harder.

"Ass holes," Tina grumbled indignantly.





 "Ok, I guess that's it," Jarrod said as he swung Sarah's last bag up into the back of the truck and then closed the tailgate.  "Everyone ready?"





 "Before we go...," Sarah said as she walked over to Jarrod and wrapped him up in a hug for a few moments.  "I just want you know something.  We're all well aware of the risks in what we're about to do.  I just wanna make sure you understand that we're all doing this willingly, and with our eyes wide open.  We've chosen to put our lives on the line for this thing, so if something bad does end up happening to one of us, I don't want you to sit around afterward blaming yourself for it.  You got that?"





 Jarrod looked at Derek and Tina, and they both gave him a small nod of agreement.





 "I hope you all know how much I love you.  Please though...let's make sure that nothing bad happens to any of us," Jarrod said.  "It's easy enough to say that you don't want me sittin' around blaming myself if it does, because as of right now, nothing bad has happened.  Thing is though, you guys wouldn't even be here right now if it wasn't for me, so if anything bad does actually happen, then it's all my fault."

"All right then.  If I end up dead, it's all your fault.  Feel better now?" Derek asked with a grin.

"Loads," Jarrod said with a breathy laugh.

"Good.  Now, get your bitch ass in the truck.  We got shit to do, and we ain't gonna get it done standin' here," Derek said.



Without another word, the four of them climbed into the truck, and then they headed out on the long drive up to Patricia's house.  It was a trip that each of them knew they might never return from, but they weren't lying when they said they were doing it willingly.  There wasn't a person in that vehicle who wasn't willing to lay down their life for the others, though they sincerely hoped it wouldn't come to that.


  *   *   *


  The trip was both quiet, and uneventful.  Sarah and Jarrod fell asleep leaning against one another in the back seat, and then Tina passed out not long after, even though she'd really wanted to try to stay awake so she could keep Derek company.  Every so often he'd look over at her and smile to himself at how adorable she looked, sleeping there with her head resting against the window.  Tina had more personality than any ten people, but it was the moments like this that were the most special to him.  It was in these moments that he could just look at her and appreciate everything she was, without all the distractions.  Sometimes he'd pretend to fall asleep after they made love, and then after she'd fall asleep next to him, he'd just lie there and watch her for a while, feeling like the luckiest guy in the world.



She started waking up a bit when they were about ten minutes away from their destination.  She raised her head, and then righted herself in the seat, looking around through squinted eyes as she tried to figure out where they were.





 "Oh god, I'm so sorry.  I didn't mean to pass out on you like that.  I guess I was more tired than I thought," she said through a yawn as she stretched out her stiff muscles.





 "It's ok sweetie.  You needed your sleep, and apparently they did too," he said, tilting his head toward the back seat.





 "Awwww, that's adorable.  They look so cute together like that," she said with the same sort of an expression one makes when they see a litter of puppies.





 "Yeah, they sure do.  Anyway, listen.  I wanted to talk to you about somethin' while they're asleep," he said evenly, not taking his eyes off the road.





 "What's up?  Sounds like somethin' serious."





 "I just wanted to tell you that we've decided that I'm gonna be the first one to go through," he said.  Tina felt a sudden flash of anger and anxiety when he said that, but forced herself to push it away.  It was only born out of the love she felt for him, and logically she knew it was probably the right decision, but it still hurt to hear it.





 "What did Jarrod say about it?" she asked.





 "He probably felt about the same way you just did when I suggested it, but out of all of us, I'm the logical choice.  I'm the best at hiding myself if there's trouble, and I'm good at tracking.  Besides, the initial runs are just gonna be to get more amulets, so they're mostly just gonna be in and out.  I don't think there's anything to worry about," he said.  Tina made a little sound of acknowledgment, and then focused her eyes on the road ahead.





 "Promise me that's all it's gonna be.  Just in and out, and that's it.  I don't want you messin' around in there until we can all be there to help."





 "I promise," he said as he reached over and took her hand.  "I mean, I finally got the girl of my dreams.  You really think I'm gonna do anything to screw that up?  People can accuse me of a lot of things, but being stupid sure as hell ain't one of 'em."





 "I know.  I'm just worried about you, that's all.  I finally got the guy of my dreams too, so you'd better be careful in there."





 "Count on it.  And I promise that once Jarrod's in there with me, if one of those ugly ass things comes runnin' at us, I'll grab him and push him in front of me so it'll get to him first," he said with a grin.





 "Hey!  I heard that, ya prick," Jarrod said with a laugh from the back seat.





 "I know.  I saw you wakin' up in the mirror, so I thought I'd give you a little help," Derek said back over his shoulder.  "It's good timing too, because we're almost there.  Better wake Sarah up."





 Jarrod nodded as he reached over and gently ran his fingers through Sarah's hair.  A few moments later she opened her eyes slightly, and looked up at him with a sleepy smile.





 "Hey sweetie, we're here.  It's time to wake up now," he said softly.  She yawned as she stretched herself out, and then righted herself in the seat so she could look out the front window.





 "Jeez you guys, I'm really sorry.  I don't know why I passed out like that!" she said apologetically.





 "For the same reason you all did.  I don't think any of us slept much last night," Derek said.  "Hell, I'd have passed out with you if I wasn't drivin'."





 "Hey, there it is," Tina said as she reached up and pointed toward the driveway entrance.  "Thank God we're finally here.  I really need to get out and stretch my legs.  I can't stand this trip up here.  I wish she lived closer...or that we did."





 "At least we're not gonna have to make this trip again for a while, though I'm pretty sure with what we’re about to be facing here, a long car trip is gonna be the least of our concerns," Jarrod said.





 Derek pulled up to the speaker box in front of the gate and hit the button a few times.  Patricia's voice came out of the speaker, along with what sounded like her parrot singing some David Bowie song in the background.  After a short greeting, she buzzed them on through, and Derek headed up the driveway.  After he circled around the fountain and parked in front of the house, Patricia came down the front steps to greet them.

"It's so good to see you guys!" she said cheerfully as they all got out of the truck and stretched the soreness out of their muscles.





 "It's good to see you too.  Thanks again for lettin' us stay here.  I really can't tell you how much we appreciate everything you've done for us," Jarrod said after he'd hugged her.





 "Hey, don't even mention it.  It'll be nice havin' some company for a change.  Even though Squawks can talk, he's not really much of a conversationalist.  Anyway, let's get your stuff unloaded, and then we'll get you all set up in your rooms.  I assume you'll only need two rooms...or just one maybe?  I don't know what the whole relationship is here, but hey, I'm open minded."





 "Well, Sarah did kiss me once, and we've all seen Jarrod's junk, so whatcha think guys?  One room?" Tina asked as she looked around at the others.





 "Two rooms will be fine," Sarah said with an amused look.  "We still haven't seen Derek's junk, so I think until we do, one room would just be awkward."





 Jarrod and Tina started laughing, while an embarrassed Derek busied himself with unloading things from the back


  

  

  Chapter 16


  Jarrod spent the next two weeks at the house with his family, and during that time Patricia had arranged for them both to have medical and dental checks with a doctor and a dentist who were being paid very well by the backers to keep their mouths shut.  Aside from a few minor dental issues that were easily taken care of, some nasty scarring on Alicia's back, and a bit of malnutrition, they both checked out ok.  Unfortunately, it would take quite some time for them to recover from the emotional trauma they'd been through.





 The rest of the group more or less stayed away during this time.  Sarah came down with Tina a couple of days after they'd returned to take his family shopping for clothes and other personal items that would make them feel more at home, but aside from that, they mostly just left them alone so they could spend some quality time together, reconnecting as a family.





 Joseph had been far quieter than one would expect a boy his age to be.  He rarely spoke, and even when he did, he didn't say much.  Jarrod had spent quite a bit of time with him trying to get him to open up more, but nothing he was doing seemed to have much of an effect.  Joseph wasn't just scarred on the outside, he was scarred on the inside as well.  Some scars never heal, but Jarrod swore to himself that no matter what he had to do, he was going to help his brother to get past it someday.  What he needed more than anything though was time, which was something he now had an abundance of.



Alicia's adjustment back to the normalcy of everyday life went far more smoothly than Joseph's.  It took her a while to get back to some semblance of her old self, but after a week or so of spending time around the house and going shopping with the girls, she was finally starting to become "Mom" again.

Sometimes she'd have trouble sleeping because of all the nightmares, which was something that Jarrod was intimately familiar with, but he knew their frequency would lessen with time.  Time was the key factor now for both of them.  Time, and separation from the nightmare that had been the only existence they'd known for the past four and a half years.



About a week and a half after he brought his family home, Jarrod took his mother over to introduce her to his foster parents, which really didn't go as well as he'd hoped.  She fell apart crying when she met them both, and just kept thanking them over and over again for taking such good care of her son.  It wasn't so much a meeting as it was a crying session, since Beth was falling apart as well.  Poor Danny didn't really know what to say, so he spent most of their visit hanging out with Jarrod.  He wanted to hear all about what happened, and before they left, he told Jarrod how proud he was of him for everything they'd done.



 As for the other parents, they were all incredibly proud of their children, but when Tina pointed out to Derek's father that his son had been the mastermind behind the planning and execution of the mission, for the first time that she could remember in as long as she'd known him, she actually saw him get emotional.  All the words of thanks and praise that Derek had received from the rescued slaves was nothing compared to the praise and the emotional warmth that he received from his father that day.  Likewise, Billy couldn't have been prouder of Tina.  He was always proud of her though, so that was nothing new.  If ever a father and their child were best friends, it was them.





 Sarah's parents sat and listened quietly as she described every last detail of the mission, but their reaction was far more subdued.  Her father was proud of her of course, but her mother was still being somewhat cold to her.  When she told them about her and Tina's role in the mission, and about how they'd had to take down some of the agaronin with their sniper rifles, her mother just sat there staring blankly at her.

When she finished her story, her father gave her a really nice hug, and told her over and over again how proud he was of her, and what an amazing young woman she'd grown up to be.  Her mother on the other hand simply got to her feet, and without a single word she left the room.





 "Why's she being like this?" Sarah asked after she was gone.  "I can't stand this coldness between us.  It's like, ever since we did the whole reveal thing to let you guys in on what we were doing, she just sorta shut off.  That was bad enough, but now it's like she doesn't even want to be in the same room with me."





 "I wish I knew sweetheart.  I really wish I knew.  The two of you have never had what I would consider an overly close relationship, but ever since that night, something's changed in her.  I've tried to talk to her about it, but all she ever says is that everything's fine, and then she just sorta shuts down."





 "Dad, I'm really sorry I put you guys through this," she said apologetically.

"Oh sweetie, don't even worry about it.  I'm fine, and whatever your mother's problem is, hopefully she'll get over it at some point.  If not, then we'll just have to cross that bridge when we come to it," he said.

"It's not exactly normal, is it?  I mean, what I'm doing out there, and what my life is now."





 "No, not exactly.  I just want to know one thing.  Are you happy doing all this?  I mean, are you truly and genuinely happy with the life you've chosen?"





 "Honestly, I've never been happier in my life, and I'm surrounded by people who've become a second family to me.  I absolutely adore every single one of them, and there's never been a single question about how much they love me in return.  Not only that, but I get to do something with my life that actually means something.  We're making discoveries that no one in this dimension's ever dreamed of, and the best part of it is, we're actually helping people."





 "And then there's Jarrod...," he said with a knowing look.





 "Yeah...and then there's Jarrod," she said with a dreamy sort of a lovesick smile.  "If you only knew how much he loves and respects me, you'd never even believe it was possible.  I never dreamed in a million years that I'd end up with a guy like him."





 "You do realize though that you won't ever be able to have a normal life with him as long as you guys are doing this, don't you?" he asked.



"This is our normal life now.  That's what I've been trying to make you guys understand.  Most people want the white picket fence and the two car garage, but how could that even compare to being able to travel around to different dimensions and making friends with the people who live there?  The blue fins are absolutely wonderful, and I think we'll probably get to be friends with the leprechaun people too, but the insect people I'm not so sure about yet.  They're a little weird, but they don't seem to be mean or anything.  I think they're just different, and that's ok.  I'd still like to get to know 'em better."





 "What about money?  Are you guys gettin' paid for any of this?"





 "Not directly, no.  We just use Patricia's credit card to pay for everything.  Because of what we've been doing and the crazy amounts of new knowledge we're gaining for them, they've basically given us a blank check.  Anything we want or need is taken care of, so money is the least of our worries."





 "So...are you planning on marrying him someday?  Jarrod I mean?"





 "There's not a doubt in my mind.  Both he and Derek kinda mentioned it a while back.  I'm sure when they feel like the time is right, they'll come up with some awesome way to propose to us.  To be honest, we've all been living together for so long now that it already feels like we're married, and Patty always takes really good care of us.  She's like a mother and a best friend, all rolled into one.  We're really happy Dad, and in all honestly, I wouldn't trade the life I have right now for anything.  It just kills me that Mom's being the way she is."





 "Yeah, I know.  I'll try to talk to her again and see if I can get through to her," he said, though he didn't really look like he had all that much hope that anything would get better as a result.





 "So, does that mean you're really ok with everything?" she asked.  "I know you said you were, but I just really need to hear it again."





 "You know, I don't think you'll ever understand how much I love you," he said as he reached out to hug her.

"Awww, I love you too!"

"As for your question...  Yes, I'm really ok with it.  I'm ok with all of it, including Jarrod.  Not that you'd have ever let me do it, but if I'd have been able to hand pick a guy for you to spend your life with, I couldn't have picked anyone better."





 "Thanks Dad.  You don't know what that means to me," she said as she sat back down on the couch, and then patted the seat next to her so that he'd sit down as well.





 "You know, there's something else I want to tell you.  Your grandmother...she just loved you so much.  I can't even tell you how proud she'd be if she were still here to see the woman you've become."





 "Oh Dad, I miss her so much sometimes.  Every time I think about her, I just wanna start crying again."





 "I know pumpkin, believe me.  She was really one of a kind," he said with a sad sort of a faraway look in his eyes.  Sarah leaned over and wrapped her arm behind her father's back as she snuffed her nose and tried to hold back the tears.





 "You know, I still have that stupid clock she gave me," Sarah said, smiling to herself as she pictured it sitting on her nightstand.





 "I think it would make her really happy if she knew that.  You wanna know a little secret?" he asked.





 "What's that?"





 "She completely obsessed over you.  She was always deeply interested in every last detail of your life.  I mean, every time I talked to her, she didn't care jack about anything that was going on with me or your mother.  All she ever wanted to know was what Sarah was doing, and how Sarah's life was going, and did Sarah have a boyfriend yet?  It was always about you.  I'll tell ya something else that you probably didn't know.  She always hated the absolute hell out of your cousins...my brother's kids.  She said they were a couple of snot-nosed little brats."





 Sarah snorted and started laughing.  It was funny, because she knew exactly what her cousins were like.  The fact that her grandmother hated them was just so typical of her.  She used to complain about other people's kids all the time, but Sarah was really amused by the fact that her grandmother's dislike of obnoxious little kids actually hit so close to home.





 "You know, she was right.  I never could stand being around the little bastards when we'd go there for a visit.  Those kids needed a good smack on the ass once in a while," Sarah said.





 "Tell me about it.  One of 'em scratched the car once, just being the little punk piece of shit that he was.  I wanted so bad to put that little bitch right through the windshield.  I mean, I love my brother and all, but his wife is a real piece of work.  She's the one that made those kids that way," he said.

"Oh, really?  I never thought about it to be honest.  I always kinda figured it was both of 'em," Sarah said.

"No, it was all her doing.  I remember him telling me once that he spanked one of 'em when they were little, and when I say spank, I mean just a little spank on the bottom to let 'em know they'd done something bad.  Well, she just about lost her fucking mind.  She damn near threw him out of the house over that, so ever since then, he just sorta keeps to himself and lets 'em to what they want."





 "God, that sounds like a really miserable life.  I didn't realize things were like that for him.  You know, now that I think back on it though, he always did seem kinda subdued.  Now it makes total sense why he was like that," Sarah said.





 "Yeah well, I can't tell you how many times I told him that he should just divorce that stupid bitch and run for the hills.  He knows he should, and he's told me as much, but he just can't seem to bring himself to do it.  I don't know if he feels guilty about the kids or what it is, but to be honest, he'd only have to pay child support on one of 'em.  The other one turns eighteen next year, so as soon as that happens, he could just get the hell out and leave 'em all behind."

"Jeez, that's really sad that his life's come to that.  Now I'm feelin' extra lucky that I have someone like Jarrod," Sarah said.





 "You know, that boy really loves you.  I can see it every time he looks at you, because I've seen that look before.  He looks at you like you're the most important person in the whole wide world to him, and that's exactly the way your grandmother used to look at you.  You know what I'm really looking forward to?" he asked.

"What's that?"

"I'm looking forward to the day when I can walk you down the aisle and give him your hand.  Then you can be his problem," he said with a grin.





 "Oh come on now, I'm not that bad," she said as she smacked his shoulder playfully.  "Oh, and speaking of weddings, did you hear that Billy and Barbara set a date for theirs?"





 "Yeah, we got the invitation the other day.  You know, I really like him a lot."





 "Yeah, everyone does.  It's the same reason that everyone loves Tina.  You can't help but love 'em.  Well, unless your name is Diedre Channing that is."





 "Did you hear that she got sentenced?" he asked.





 "No, we haven't heard anything.  We were so busy with all this other stuff we've been doing that we've been completely out of touch with everything else.  What'd they give her?"





 "She got ten years for attempted murder, and then they tacked on another charge for what she did to Derek's brother, but they only gave her an extra year for that one because what she did was considered contributory.  Apparently she flipped out in the courtroom big time when they read the sentence.  From what I hear, she went absolutely berserk.  She tagged her lawyer real good, and then climbed over the table and tried to get to the judge.  The guards had to tackle her, and then they had to physically pick her up and haul her out of there.  After that, the judge gave an order for her to be committed to a psych hospital until she's capable of serving out the rest of her sentence in prison."





 "What about parole?"





 "No parole.  She's in for the full term."





 "Or not...," Sarah mumbled to herself.





 "Sorry, what was that sweetheart?" he asked.





 "Hmmm?  Oh, nothing.  Anyway, I'd better get goin'.  Tina and I are taking Barbara out to look at wedding dresses today."





 "All right sweetie.  Tell her that we're really happy for 'em, and that we're really looking forward to the wedding."





 "I will Dad, thanks.  Thanks for everything else too.  It really means more to me than I could ever tell you that you're ok with everything," she said as she got to her feet and then reached out a hand to help him up as well.



"Well sweetheart, you're my daughter, and I'm always gonna love you.  I don't care if you've got a white picket fence, or if you're hopping dimensions and killing monsters.  As long as you're happy, then I'm happy too, because that's all I ever wanted for you."



"I love you so much," she said as she wrapped her arms around him again.





 "I love you too sweetheart."





 "You'll tell mom goodbye for me?"





 "Yeah, I will," he said with a heavy sigh.  Now, you go on and get outta here.  You've got stuff to do."





 "Ok.  See ya later," she said as she grabbed her keys and headed for the door.





 He watched her go, and suddenly he felt very old.  How did his little girl turn into such an amazing young woman so fast?  It seemed like it all happened in just the blink of an eye.  One day he was changing her diapers, and the next she's out killing monsters.  He smiled to himself for a moment, but then that smile changed to a frown as he glanced off in the direction of the other room.  This was a conversation he really wasn't looking forward to, but he promised Sarah he'd try, so he figured he might as well get it over with.





 Outside, Sarah reached out to open the door of her car, when something suddenly caught her eye.  That little piece of granola she'd spit out on the first day of her senior year was still stuck to her window.  It had gotten a little smaller, but it was still hanging in there like a champ.  She stared at it for a moment, and then smiled to herself as she opened the door and climbed in.


  
    *   *   *
  


  A few days later, everyone on Billy and Barbara's wedding invite list received a call from them.  They couldn't stand all the waiting, so they decided to bump up the ceremony to the following Saturday, which was only two days away.  They told everyone not to bother with gifts or anything like that.  They just wanted to get married as soon as possible.

Tina and Sarah had already helped Barbara to pick out a dress that looked absolutely amazing on her, and she insisted that Tina and Sarah both be her maids of honor.  She didn't really have any friends that she could ask, and she felt so close with the girls after having only known them for a relatively short period of time that asking them to stand up there with her just seemed like the natural thing to do.  Billy asked Derek and Jarrod to both be his best men as well.  It was an honor that they both happily accepted.





 The ceremony was small, limited to only to the kids and their families, Patricia, Barbara's family, and a few friends from work.  They arranged to have it in the same park where Tina and Sara had gone to meet Jarrod back at the beginning of their senior year.  It all seemed so long ago now, though in reality it was barely just a year ago.  What they'd all been through between then and now had aged them considerably.  Not physically, but emotionally.  It changed their whole outlook on life, the universe, and their place in the middle of it all.





 When Tina and Sarah saw Billy and the boys arrive in their tuxes, they all looked so amazing that Tina almost fainted right there on the spot.  She actually got weak in the knees, and Sarah had to do her best to try to steady her.  Truth be told, it wasn't so much how they looked that caused her reaction.  It was the fact that her father was finally about to find the happiness that she'd always wanted for him, and that he so richly deserved.  It all seemed like a dream that she hoped she'd never wake up from.  As for Derek, she made a mental note that she was definitely going to be helping him out of that tux later.  Sarah was having similar thoughts about Jarrod as the boys came walking over to them.  She'd never seen him look so incredibly handsome.  The tux really did something for him, and the black was really accentuating the dark color of both his hair, and his eyes.





 The wedding went off with only one hitch.  Just after the ceremony started, a bunch of fire trucks drove by with their sirens blaring, forcing them to stop the proceedings until the noise had passed.  Aside from that, everything went smoothly.  Tina and Sarah both looked amazing in their dresses, and the guys kept stealing glances at them during the ceremony.  So much so, that Derek missed his cue to hand Billy the ring.  That got more than a few chuckles from the guests, and embarrassed him to no end.  It was Billy's big day, and he screwed it up because he couldn't stop looking at Tina.





 After a short but very touching ceremony, Billy and Barbara were finally married.  Tina hugged her new stepmother lovingly, while Derek and Jarrod both shook Billy's hand and congratulated him.

After the ceremony, everyone headed off to the reception, which Patricia had kindly offered to put together for them at the last minute.  She even paid for it all with her credit card, as a sort of a wedding gift for the happy couple.

Once it was all over, Billy and Barbara said their goodbyes to everyone, and then headed straight to airport to fly off to the Caribbean for a couple of weeks.  It was the first real trip that Billy had ever taken.  He'd been so busy raising Tina, that he never really had time for vacations.  He was really looking forward to it, and he was especially looking forward to being there with the woman he loved, which made it all the more special.


  *   *   *


  Jarrod's cell phone rang about a week later.  It was Patricia, calling to tell him that she'd found Joseph a private school that could help him.  Not just with catching up on his education, but also with his socialization skills.  The only problem was that it was at the lower end of the state, so Alicia was going to have to move down there with him.  Jarrod filled his mother in on everything that Patricia had told him, and seeing that it would be the best thing for Joseph, she reluctantly agreed to the move.  It broke her heart that she was going to have to leave Jarrod behind so soon after reuniting with him, but he found a way to mitigate that problem to some degree.  He bought her a laptop, and showed how to use a video chat software that he'd installed on it for her.  That way they could keep in touch in a more personal way than just talking on the phone.  He also promised her that he'd come down for a visit in person once in a while.  That didn't really make it any easier, but at least it was something.  Joseph was in desperate need of the sort of help that the school could provide, so there was really no other choice.





 The move happened rather quickly.  Patricia got the apartment all settled, including all the furnishings, and she purchased a car for them.  They were also given new identities, just so there'd be no questions about their sudden reappearance.  Trying to explain how they just suddenly showed up nearly five years after they'd seemingly vanished into thin air would have been pretty much next to impossible.

Jarrod made the trip down with them to help them get settled in, and then when he returned a week later, he went straight back up to Patricia's house to rejoin the others.  He was pretty down for a while after he got back, but he knew it was all for the best.  Still, it didn't make it any the less painful to be away from them.  The only real comfort he had was the knowledge that they were back home now, so he could go and see them whenever he wanted.

Patricia made them all a special dinner to welcome him back home, but this wasn't going to be just any old welcome home dinner.  She had something she wanted to discuss with them, and now that Jarrod was back, this would be the perfect opportunity.

"So, what's the occasion?" Sarah asked after all the food was on the table, and everyone but Patricia had taken a seat.  "Why are we having such a fancy schmancy dinner party all of a sudden?"





 "Well, there's a couple of things really," Patricia said.  "First and foremost is the fact that this is the first night in a while now that we've all been back together here at the house, so I kinda wanted to celebrate.  With Jarrod being gone all this time, it always felt like something was missing.  Now that he's back, everything just feels right again."





 "The only thing missing was him walkin' around here being a little bitch all the time," Derek said as he glanced over at Jarrod with an obnoxious grin on his face.





 "Thanks, I missed you too," Jarrod said with an amused look.





 "Is your mom all settled now?  Do you think she'll be ok?" Patricia asked as she went around the table, pouring wine for everyone.





 "Well, let's just say that she's as ok as she can be, and certainly a lot more ok than someone like that poor girl Tiffany, who'd been stuck in that nightmare for fifteen years or more."





 "What about Joseph?" Sarah asked.





 "He's in school now.  He started the day after we got down there actually.  They're gonna be giving him the sort of attention he needs to get back to being a normal kid again.  They're working on socializing him right now, and then once he's a bit more comfortable with everything, they're gonna start catching him up on his schooling.  They have some kind of an accelerated program they use for kids who've missed extended periods of school due to illnesses and such, so that'll be perfect for him.  They said they should be able to catch him up in about two years if he works really hard and focuses on it.  Hey, have you heard from Billy at all?" Jarrod asked as he looked over at Tina.





 "Yeah, he called the other day.  He says it's absolutely gorgeous there, and he wants to move there when he retires so he can just be a bum and spend his days on the beach with a fruity drink, and a great big old bottle of sun tan lotion."





 "Man, that sounds so nice.  Maybe we should all take a trip down there at some point," Sarah suggested.

"Maybe we will," Patricia said.  "It's not like we can't afford it.  Might be nice to take a little vacation.  God knows it's been ages since I've had a decent one."

"And how's your mom doing?" Jarrod asked as he looked over at Derek.  "Is she any better now that the trial's over and everything?"





 "Not really.  I don't know man.  I'm afraid she may never get past this.  You've been gone, so you didn't hear what happened with the verdict."

"Oh, she's been sentenced already?  What'd she get?" Jarrod asked.

"She got eleven years, but she went nuts in the court when she got sentenced.  Smacked her lawyer real good, and climbed over the table to try to get to the judge, so he threw her into a psych hospital," Derek said.  As soon as the words were out of his mouth, Jarrod gave him a pointed look, asking the question with his eyes that Tina and Sarah had been wanting to know the answer to as well, but hadn't had the nerve to ask.  The look he got back from Derek told him in no uncertain terms that Diedre would never be leaving that hospital.  At least, not alive in any case.  Jarrod nodded at him slightly, and then he looked at the others.  It only took that one look to convey the answer they were waiting for, and they each nodded slightly in response.





 "Why so quiet all of a sudden?" Patricia asked.  We're supposed to be celebrating here!"





 "I think Jarrod and Sarah were having eye sex again," Tina said as she forced a smile back onto her face.





 "Can't we even make it through one dinner without you guys getting all hormonal?" Patricia asked with an amused look.  "Ah well, you're young and in love.  Who am I to complain about that?"





 "You said among other things earlier when Sarah asked you why we were having such a fancy dinner.  What other things were you talking about?" Derek asked.





 "Well I was gonna wait with that until after dinner, but I guess now is as good a time as any," she said as she got up and walked over to a small desk that was sitting against the same wall that Tina had put all the holes in the night she killed the agaronin.  She opened the drawer on the upper right side, pulled out several small envelopes, and then walked around the table handing one to each of them.





 "What's this?" Tina asked.





 "Well, it's sort of traditional that when someone hands you an envelope and you have some level of curiosity about what's in it, that you open it up and look inside to see what it is," Patricia said with a silly grin on her face.  Tina stuck her tongue out at her playfully, and then they all proceeded to open their envelopes.





 The shocked looks she saw around the table was exactly the reaction she'd been hoping for.  Not only because she found it amusing, but because it made her really happy to see it.  Inside each of the envelopes was a black credit card, with gold numbers printed on it.





 "What the actual fuck?" Tina asked as she held up the card and stared at it.  "Are you fucking kidding me?"





 "What is this?" Jarrod asked.  "I don't get it?  Why are we getting our own credit cards?  We're not record keepers."





 "Well, you guys all made it perfectly clear to anyone who'd listen that this is the life you've chosen for yourselves.  Now, if that's the case, then I think it's only appropriate that we make it official.  Don't you?" she asked.





 "Yeah, but...jeez," Sarah said.  She was at as much of a loss for words as everyone else.





 "I sent a complete report to the rep about the whole operation, which she then passed on to the people who are backing this whole thing.  They were unbelievably impressed by what we'd accomplished.  I also informed them that you were now living here at the house, and that we were going to continue working together from now on.  Oddly enough, a couple of days later, a courier brought these cards over and dropped 'em off.  You guys wanted to be a team, so now we're a team.  I'll let you pick your own superhero nicknames.  You three have to pick something non-penis related though, since Jarrod's already got that one covered," she said as she threw him an exaggerated wink.





 "I don't even know what to say," Sarah said.  "I never really expected anything like this.  We just did what we did because it was the right thing to do, not because we were expecting to be paid off for it or anything."





 "Yeah well, like I said, we're a team now.  As such, you're entitled to all the benefits that go along with it.," Patricia said.  "I know you probably had some suspicions that I was sort of feeling out Tina as a possible replacement for me someday when I retire.  Well, you were right.  That's exactly what I was doing, but with the way things have all worked out, I think it would be more appropriate for you all to take over for me when that time comes.  Those records are supposed to be passed down through family lines whenever possible, and when I look around this table, all I see looking back at me is a family that means more to me than any of you could ever imagine."





 Jarrod raised his glass, and the others all followed suit.





 "To family," he said, and they all repeated it back in unison.

"Now, let's eat before the food gets cold.  I didn't spend all afternoon preparing this just to have it taste like a bunch of leftovers," Patricia said as she picked up a fork and dug it into her mashed potatoes.





 None of them knew what was waiting for them in the future.  There were more slaves to be freed, more dimensions to explore, and more secrets to be learned.  There was one thing however that wasn't a mystery to any of them.  They all knew with absolute certainty that whatever they'd be facing in the future, they'd all be facing it together...as a family.
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