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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 (2nd Edition)


  Hello, and welcome to the 12th book in the Unseen Things series!

  
Back when I wrote the original author's note for the first edition, I felt like twelve books so far in the series was quite an achievement.  Little did I know at the time that, as of this writing in May of 2023, there would end up being twenty-two books in the series all together, and that may not even be the end of it.  After I finish republishing all these second editions, I'll see if I have another book in me or not.

This book was intended to bring Alarwyn in as a major character, and she was actually featured quite a bit in the three books following as well.  Little did I know when I first introduced her that she would have such a huge impact on the series, as well as being the main catalyst for six other characters who joined the family at various points thereafter.  The duality of her character is what appeals to me the most about her.  Most of the time she's a really sweet girl, but she has a troubled past that brings out a serious darkness in her whenever anyone messes with her or the people she loves.  That dark side of her personality gave me a lot to work with, as over time, but I don't want to give away too much here.

  

  Anyway, that's it for now.  See you next time.

  

  - Duane L. Martin - 2023


  *   *   *
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  Chapter 1


  While Jenny and Laurie went to get a room ready for her, Alarwyn stood there listening to the others discuss the situation in a language that she couldn't understand.  It had always frustrated her that she wasn't able to properly communicate with Beth, Erin, and the others, but the higher ups from the nathalis homeworld sent along a little something to alleviate that situation.  She reached into her bag and pulled out two devices that looked like headbands with sensor arms that curved up over the top of the head.

  

  "Beth," she said, pronouncing the name as carefully as she possibly could.  As soon as Beth turned to look at her, she offered her one of the devices, and indicated that she should place it on her head.  Beth tried to ask her what it was for, but Alarwyn just kept insisting that she put it on.

  

  "What's that thing do?" Mike asked.

  

  "No idea, but she really wants me to put it on for some reason.  I'm guessing since there's two of them, maybe it'll make it easier for us to communicate or something," Beth said as she raised the device and placed it on her head, just as Alarwyn had already done.

  

  Once they were both wearing the device, Alarwyn pulled a tablet from her bag and turned it on.  A few moments later, both of the headbands powered up, she gave Beth a little nod, as if to ask if she was ready.  Even though she had no idea what was going on, she knew that Alarwyn would never intentionally do anything to hurt her, so she nodded back to her that she was ready for whatever was about to happen.

  
As soon as Alarwyn tapped the screen of the tablet, both of the headbands lit up and started flashing wildly, and they both looked as though they were struggling with something, or were in some sort of pain.  Danny tried to reach for the device, but Beth quickly put her hand up to stop him.

  

  "What the hell's it doing to you?" he asked with a deep look of concern.

  

  "It's......I'm all right.  Don't worry," she said in a strained voice.

  

  Whatever was happening took about ten minutes to complete, with the both of them looking as though they were struggling through every second of it.  When it was finally over, the devices shut down simultaneously, and they both looked incredibly relieved.

  

  "Hey, are you ok?" Danny asked as she removed the headband.

  

  "Yeah, I'm fine.  You have no idea what this thing does.  My god...," she said through heavy breaths.

  

  "What's it do?" John asked.  "You guys looked like you were really havin' a hard time there."

  

  "Yeah, it's not a pleasant process unfortunately.  The devices scan and analyze the language center of the brain, along with the overall brain structure.  Once the analysis is completed, the device essentially programs your brain with the language of the other person.  I'm hoping to be able to use it with all of you while I'm here, so you'll be able to speak and understand our language.  Hopefully, it'll make things a lot easier for you when you deal with people from my world," Alarwyn said.  You could have heard a pin drop as they all stood there gawking at her, not believing what they'd just heard.

  

  "So...you can understand us now?" Jeremy asked, finally breaking the silence.

  

  "Yeah, I can understand you perfectly.  Basically, the device gave me Beth's knowledge of your language, so the way she and I speak and use the language will be quite similar, at least for a while.  As I become more comfortable with your language, I'll slowly develop my own individual way of speaking it, just like each of you have your own way of speaking it," she said, smiling at him pleasantly.

  

  "And you can speak their language now?" Danny asked as he looked at Beth questioningly.

  

  "Nathwan elthshir abara twok," Beth said, looking as though she were surprised that the words had actually come out of her mouth.

  

  "Oh my god, how cool!" Jenny said excitedly.

  

  "These devices have existed for quite some time.  This is the latest model, but it's still a bit of a struggle to get through the process with it I'm afraid.  They're usually only given to ambassadors and high-ranking officials who have to deal with people from other dimensions on a regular basis.  They were planning on sending someone like that here to meet you, but fortunately, I was able to stop them before they did," Alarwyn said.

  

  "Stop them?  What do you mean?" Beth asked.

  

  "From what I understood from the connections we shared, your groups are special among humans, and you're very secretive about your existence.  I didn't want to run the risk of them coming here and accidentally exposing you in any way, so I convinced them to allow me to come instead, since I already had a good relationship with you.  Fortunately, they saw the logic in my proposal, and gave me their approval."

  

  "So if I'm understanding this correctly, you've been sent here as a sort of an emissary to establish a relationship between your people and ours.  Is that right?" Beth asked.

  

  "That's exactly why I'm here.  When they found out that a small team of your people had eliminated over five thousand zethichtalarin soldiers, while at the same time rescuing everyone they were holding captive without losing a single, innocent life, they were highly impressed.  That, plus the vaccine your blue fin friends developed for the bio weapon you found, finally convinced them that it was time to extend a hand of friendship to you.  By you, I mean your people specifically, not humans as a whole."

  

  "To be honest, humans as a whole aren't ready to make contact with your people yet.  Maybe if they can survive the next few thousand years without killing themselves off...," Danny said dryly.

  

  "We went through a time like that as well.  I think most civilizations do, just as a part of their natural development.  By the way, I'm gonna be leaving the language transference device with you as a gift from my people.  It's our way of thanking you for all you've done for us.  I actually have two sets of the devices for you, and I'll show you how to use them while I'm here.  If you ever need more, just let me know, and I'll try to arrange it."

  

  "Seriously?  Oh my god, how can we ever thank you for that?  I can't even tell you how helpful that's gonna be," Beth said.

  

  "Hey, it's my pleasure, believe me.  They were a little hesitant about handing over a piece of our technology, especially considering that we're still in the early stages of establishing a relationship, but they wanted to make some sort of a gesture.  They figured these language transference units would be relatively harmless, but also something that would prove to be quite helpful."

  

  "I wish we had something to give your people in return.  I feel like such a sponge here," Beth said with an awkward look.

  

  "Sponge?" Alarwyn asked, rolling her eyes for a moment as she processed the word.  "Ok, I got it now.  It's what you call a slang term.  The actual meaning of the word confused me, but you meant to say that you feel like you're taking something without giving anything in return.  Is that right?  Sorry, they said there would be a short time between the transference, and the point at which my brain would start to process the language naturally, just as yours does."

  

  "It's ok.  I noticed you're already speaking like me somewhat, so I guess that'll probably happen fairly quickly?"

  

  "From what they tell me, it shouldn't take long at all.  Less than an hour maybe," Alarwyn said.

  

  "Anyway, I'm really trying to think of something we could give you that you don't have, or something that would be helpful to you in some way, but I'm coming up blank here," Beth said.

  

  "Well, there is one thing actually, but it's more of a personal request than anything else," Alarwyn said, looking as though she suddenly felt a bit guilty.

  

  "Oh?  What is it?"

  

  "I'm ashamed to even ask, but I can't stop thinking about what you showed me that day by the river."

  

  "Oh, you mean with the rock?" Beth asked.

  

  "Yeah, that.  I've laid awake at night thinking about it ever since.  I know it's wrong of me to be so envious, and it's not something that's generally looked on favorably in our society, but I can't help it.  I know you didn't come by your abilities naturally, so I was just sort of wondering..."

  

  "Oh man...  Your people were afraid of giving us dangerous technology.  Do you understand what you'd be able to do if we gave you the serum?" Beth asked.

  

  "I'm sorry, I shouldn't have asked.  I didn't mean to overstep my bounds.  I'm supposed to be here establishing a relationship, not asking you to give me things that would put you in an awkward position," Alarwyn said with a rather sheepish look.

  

  "No, listen...," Beth said as she stepped over and put her hand on Alarwyn's shoulder.  "Here's the problem.  Well...there's actually two problems.  The first one is that the serum isn't ours to give.  We'd have to get the ok from Charles and Richard, since they're the ones who created it in the first place, but that's not the biggest problem.  I'm not too worried about them giving their ok on it, but there is something a lot more serious that does concern me."

  

  "What's that?"

  

  "I don't know if you understand what we've become, but recently we've learned to use our abilities in new ways that we'd never even dreamed of.  I know it sounds weird, but I'm pretty sure that there are a lot of people out there in the universe at this point that would probably consider us gods, and I don't think we've even begun to figure out all the things we can do."

  

  "Have your abilities really grown that much?" Alarwyn asked.

  

  Beth looked over at the fireplace for a moment and reached out with her mind to grab the fireplace poker.  It rose in the air and floated over to her, stopping about eight feet away.  As everyone watched, the poker suddenly heated up to the point where it started melting, but the molten metal didn't hit the floor.  It simply remained in mid-air until the whole poker had melted down completely.  The metal then extended itself out and formed itself back into its original shape, after which it quickly cooled back down to room temperature.  A few moments later, Beth brought it the rest of the way over to her and grabbed it with her waiting hand.  She handed it to Alarwyn, who looked absolutely stunned by what she'd just seen.

  

  "Danny, would you mind if I humped Beth's leg right now?" Mike asked.

  

  "Jesus, save a leg for me!  That was the shit!" Jeremy said excitedly.

  

  "I dunno guys, I think I might be needing both those legs for myself," Danny said with a grin.

  

  "I don't even know what to say," Alarwyn said as she carefully tried to bend the poker, and found it to be just as solid as it'd been when Beth had pulled it from the fireplace.

  

  "You see what I'm saying now?" Beth asked.  "I just want you to understand.  I trust you.  You've never given me even a hint of a reason that I shouldn't, but if we were to give you the serum, how could you guarantee that your scientists wouldn't discover it during a medical examination or something, and then end up replicating it?  I know what kind of a person you are, but we don't know your society.  If any of the governments our dimension got their hands on


  

  

  Chapter 16


  "You need help with anything?" Patricia asked as she looked around at all the food that Giles had prepared.

  

  "You can start taking the food to the table I suppose.  Other than that, I think I'm doing all right.  I'm not really used to cooking for this many people all at once, so it's been a bit stressful."

  

  "Just be glad it's not all of us here.  That'd be another...let's see here...  My god, that'd be another twenty people if everyone who couldn't make it showed up as well.  That's not even counting all the folks out on the island.  Man, I can't believe how much we've grown since we started.  There's over forty of us now just in this dimension.  We're like a small army!"

  

  "Any one of us is an army unto ourselves at this point.  What we are as a group is actually quite terrifying," Giles said as he filled a serving pan with vegetables.

  

  "You can say that again," Patricia said.  "I still can't believe what you guys did today.  I also can't believe that those ass holes had the nerve to come looking for you like that."

  

  "Well, we did wipe out an entire invasion force, so I can't say I'm surprised.  I think it's actually a good lesson for us though, that we should be more mindful of any potential issues that might arise from our actions, so we can proactively deal with them instead of waiting for them to happen," Giles said.  "Perhaps if we can develop a good rapport with this colonel, then he may be able to supply us with some valuable information that would help us to deal with these sorts of things in the future."

  

  "Hey guys!" Stephanie said as she came walking into the kitchen arm in arm with Alarwyn.  "Need any help?""

  

  "Hello there my darling.  Actually if you guys could help Patricia take the food out to the table, that would be wonderful," Giles said.

  

  "Sure thing," she said as the three of them started picking up bowls and trays to carry them out.  Just then, there was a flash in the living room as a portal opened.  The group from Scotland had arrived.

  

  After all the hugs and warm greetings were out of the way, they turned their attention to the new girl, who was standing there smiling at them pleasantly.

  

  "Guys, this is Stephanie," Martin said.  "Stephanie, this is Beth, Danny, Erin, Dylan, John, Sheryl and Heather's brother Jonathan."

  

  "It's so nice to meet you all," she said as she and Alarwyn both walked over to greet them.

  

  "So, Martin says we've missed a whole lot in the last few days," Beth said.

  

  "You have no idea," Patricia said as she set a huge bowl of smashed potatoes down on the table.

  

  "So, this colonel Martin was telling us about.  Is he gonna be trouble?" John asked.

  

  "Not so far as I can tell.  He seems like a pretty straight, no bullshit kinda guy, but I made it real clear to him what would happen if anyone tried to screw with us," Derek said.

  

  "Good.  That's the last thing we need to be dealing with."

  

  "Hello everyone!  Hello my darling," Savaric said as he stepped into the living room and wrapped his arms around Alarwyn from behind.  "I trust you're all well?"

  

  "Not as well as you apparently," Erin said with a grin.

  

  "Yes well, my situation does seem to have improved rather dramatically as of late," he said, smiling as he leaned down to kiss the top of Alarwyn's head.

  

  "Well, look who's here!" Jan said as she and Larry came walking in.  Sarah ran over and hugged them both, and then they walked over to say hi to everyone.

  

  "Well hey stranger!  Seems like we hardly see you anymore," Patricia said.

  

  "I know, and I'm really sorry about that.  This whole construction project has been running me ragged.  Larry's been helping me as much as he can, but it's still been kind of a nightmare.  What about the facility over there?  Have you found someone yet?" she asked as she looked over at Erin.

  

  "Yeah, I finally did, but what a pain in the ass it was.  Now we gotta fly 'em all over there, and I not only have to rent a bunch of housing for 'em, but I gotta hook 'em up with suppliers as well.  I think they're gonna hire a lot of the workers from that other company though to come in and do the job, so that'll make things a little bit easier anyway.  The plan for right now is to break ground in the next couple of weeks, so I need to have everything taken care of by then," Erin explained.  Just then, Derek's cell phone rang.

  

  "Ok guys, he's ready to come over.  You all ready for this?" he asked.

  

  "Do we have a choice?" Jarrod asked with a wry grin.

  

  "Yeah.  We could kill him, and then eat all this righteous food ourselves.  Other than that, probably not."

  

  "All right then, go ahead," Jarrod said as Derek opened a portal.  As soon as he saw it fluctuate, he stepped into it, and returned a few moments later with their dinner guest.  The colonel's eyes widened as he looked around the room.

  

  "My god, how many of you are there?" he asked.

  

  "More than this.  Quite a few more," Derek said.

  

  "Now I really am afraid," he said nervously.

  

  "Of what?  We already told you there's nothing to be afraid of.  That's why you're here, remember?  Look, we got food on the table, and a barrel of reptilian booze to get all hammered on.  We're just like anyone else.  Well, everyone except for Jarrod anyway," Tina said with a laugh.

  

  "Which one of you is Jarrod?" he asked.  Jarrod raised his hand, and he grinned at Tina for a moment before turning his attention back to the colonel.

  

  "That would be me," he said.

  

  "Oh right, the mad bomber.  He said something about you being different when I was here earlier today.  What's so different about you?  You look pretty normal to me," the colonel said.  In response, Jarrod projected himself as an agaronin with a huge pair of breasts and a big pink hat with flowers all over it.

  

  "This is what I really look like," he grumbled in a high-pitched voice as he made it appear as though he were fondling his breasts.  The colonel took a couple of steps back, but when he suddenly heard everyone around him laughing, he quickly regained his composure.

  

  "Very funny," he said dryly as Jarrod dropped the projection.

  

  "I thought so," Jarrod said with silly grin.

  

  "So, really now.  What's so different about you?" the colonel asked.

  

  "Show him bro.  Go ahead," Derek said with an amused look.

  

  "You enjoy making me do this, don't you?" Jarrod asked, rolling his eyes a bit.

  

  "It's not so much that I personally enjoy it mind you.  I just enjoy seeing people's reactions to it.  Hell, we've got several people here who've never even seen it, so go ahead."

  

  "Ok, fine," Jarrod said as he dropped his pants.  As soon as he did, the colonel's eyes went wide for a moment, as did Alarwyn's and Stephanie's, but then the colonel suddenly realized what was going on.  At least, he thought he did.

  

  "Very funny.  You should put a pink hat on that too," he said with a laugh.

  

  "Colonel...," Derek said, shaking his head.

  

  "What?  You mean to tell me that's real?"

  

  "Oh yeah, it's real...believe me," Sarah said with an amused look.

  

  "Yeah, it's definitely real.  By the way, I don't know if Giles told you, but Jarrod's our husband, and so is Derek," she said, turning her attention toward Stephanie and Alarwyn.

  

  "Oh, ok.  So which one are you married to?" Stephanie asked.

  

  "Both.  So is she."

  

  "Both!" she said louder than she'd intended.

  

  "Yeah, we'll tell ya about it later," Tina said with a grin.

  

  "What the hell happened to you?" the colonel asked as Jarrod pulled his pants back up.

  

  "The Faranox dimension happened to me, or the atmosphere did anyway.  It happened to my little brother too when he was taken there and forced into slavery with my mother.  There's something in the atmosphere there that gives human males a permanent testosterone boost.  I was exposed to it when they were taken, and he lived in it with my mom for over four years before we rescued them."

  

  "Your family were slaves?" the colonel asked.

  

  "Yeah.  That's how this whole thing started actually," Derek said.  "Tina and Sarah were trying to help him find out what happened to them.  That's when they met Patty over here, and she's the one that got us all hooked up with everything we needed to launch an attack on the village they were being held in so we could bring 'em back home.  We rescued all the slaves they had in the village actually, and got 'em all back to their home dimensions.  Didn't lose a single one."

  

  "How many were there?" the colonel asked.

  

  "Enough to fill the abandoned theater we were using as a staging area.  We took all the off-dimension folks home first, and then Jan sent over some buses to pick up the humans so they could be taken somewhere and processed.  That was the first time we'd done that, and the way she worked things out for us was just awesome."

  

  "Thanks Derek!" Jan said appreciatively.  He smiled at her and gave her a little nod before continuing.

  

  "Anyway, we have processing centers now, so it's all a lot easier.  Unfortunately, we don't have the capacity to process more than a certain number of people at any given time.  That's why we've still got thousands of 'em sitting over there right now, waiting for their turn to come home.  We got a support team over there making sure that everyone's all right, and that they have everything they need to be comfortable until we can get 'em back home."

  

  "Is there anything I can do to help?" the colonel asked.  "The military's really good at providing logistical support."

  

  "Thanks, but no.  We've got it covered.  They're getting everything they need.  Besides, unless you were going there personally, there's not much you could do.  Remember, we don't exist as far as anyone knows, so it's not like you could send a logistics team in to help out with a group of people in another dimension."

  

  "You're right.  Sorry...I just felt like I should offer.  Anyway, it sounds like I've got a whole lot to learn about you people.  How much are you actually gonna tell me?" he asked.

  

  "I suppose trust has to work both ways, doesn't it?" Derek said.

  

  "Yeah, that's usually helpful."

  

  "Ok then, after dinner when we head out to the beach, we'll fill you in on how this all came together.  All except for one thing."

  

  "What's that?" he asked.

  

  "How we became the way we are.  We'll tell you anything you want to know, except for that.  Deal?"

  

  "You would pick the one thing I was the most curious about, but I suppose that's probably about as need to know as it gets.  All right, you've got yourself a deal."

  

  "Ok then," Derek said as he walked over to the barrel and filled up two mugs before he walked back over to the colonel and handed him one.  "Here, we might as well get you started now, because when you hear some of the stuff we've got to tell you, you're probably gonna need it."

  

  "Is this that reptilian booze you were tellin' me about?"

  

  "Yep.  Bottoms up," Derek said as he took a drink.  The colonel smelled it for a moment before he took a tentative little sip, and then realizing it wasn't all that bad, he downed the rest of it all in one go.

  

  "Damn colonel!  You didn't even make a face or anything," Tina said with a look of genuine admiration.  "Good job!"

  

  "Hell, this is mother's milk compared to some of the crap we used to drink at the academy.  I swear, some of that stuff was like drinking gasoline mixed with paint thinner."

  

  "Sounds like you've got some stories of your own to tell colonel," John said.

  

  "Oh, I got a few," he said with a grin.

  

  "Well, if you'd all like to sit down," Giles said as he pulled Stephanie's chair out for her.  "We really should eat before the food gets cold."


  *   *   *


  The conversation over dinner was more getting to know you in nature than anything else.  The colonel shared some entertaining stories from his academy days, while some of the others reciprocated by sharing amusing stories from their pasts as well.  The more they got to know each other, the more the colonel seemed to loosen up and relax around them, although that could have also had something to do with the amount of reptilian booze he'd been consuming.  To his credit however, he paced himself quite well, and by the time they all headed out to the beach and got the fire going, most of the awkwardness had simply vanished.

  

  Once they were all settled around the fire, they explained to him how it all began, and told him about some of the more major things that had happened over the years.  Many of the group told their own personal stories as well, about their lives before they joined, and about how they'd either joined up, or had been brought into it all.  A few hours later, the conversation turned in a bit of a different direction.

  

  "So colonel, tell us about Area 51.  How'd you end up getting involved in all that?" Larry asked.

  

  "I was fresh out of the academy, and I'd graduated at the top of my class.  I don't mean near the top either.  I was the top, which sort of smoothed things out for me career wise.  Anyway, I ended up getting assigned to a unit that was charged with investigating UFO sightings and such.  At first I thought it was just gonna be some cake job in a unit that Uncle Sam was operating out of paranoia, but I'll tell ya somethin'.  There's nothin' that changes a man like seeing a crashed UFO for the first time, and then when you recover alien bodies on top of it...yeah, you can imagine what that was like for me."

  

  "What was the first one?" Brian asked.

  

  "It was what we call a dimension runner.  It's a scout ship used by one of the friendlies we deal with for exploration.  I guess they work sorta the same way your...what'd you call it?  A teleportal?"

  

  "See?  I knew it'd stick," Derek said, grinning over at Jarrod.

  

  "Well, it is kind of a catchy name," Jarrod acknowledged.

  

  "Anyway, I guess it's like folding space.  When you went to that planet and dropped that bomb today, I don't know if you really realized what you were doing and how it all works, but basically you were folding space.  You didn't actually physically travel more than a few feet probably."

  

  "I never really thought about it, but it makes sense," Jarrod said.

  

  "Anyway, that was species 003 Gamma.  They were given that designation because they were the third species that had been discovered by the program, but for me, they were my first."

  

  "Are they from this dimension?" Charles asked.

  

  "No, they're not actually.  They jump around to different dimensions, and then travel around exploring.  They're a really curious species, so they're always trying to learn as much about the universe as they possibly can.  I guess that's why they've been so friendly to us.  They see it as a chance to learn more than they could just by observing."

  

  "What do they look like?" Sarah asked.

  

  "Well, have you ever seen the aliens on The Simpsons?"

  

  "Yeah.  They look like that?"

  

  "Yeah, except they wear flowered hats and have great big boobs," he said, smiling at her in such a silly way that she couldn't help but laugh.

  

  "Come on, seriously.  What do they look like?" she asked.

  

  "You know the grays that you always see in the media and everything?"

  

  "Yeah?"

  

  "They look like them kinda, but they have more normal looking faces, and only four fingers and toes on their hands and feet.  They're telepathic too, which is how we were able to communicate with 'em."

  

  "So they're the ones that have been feeding you all the information you have about different species in different dimensions?" Jarrod asked.

  

  "Mostly.  Since they're so curious and love exploring the way they do, they've been pretty much invaluable as a source of information.  There are a few other friendlies who've kept us apprised of different things as well, but most of our information comes from them."

  

  "What about the grays?" Patricia asked.  "I've always been curious about them."

  

  "They're...well, how can I put this delicately?  They're kind of a bunch of little ass holes," he said, much to everyone's amusement.

  

  "Seriously?" Patricia asked with a breathy laugh.

  

  "Yeah.  They think their shit doesn't stink.  All the cattle mutilations and abductions and stuff you hear about...that's all them.  They're all about science and biological research and stuff like that.  That whole thing about them creating hybrid children is true too.  We've got a few of 'em working at the base, and they're super smart.  The grays are telepathic, but the hybrids are only empathic.  They didn't get the full-on package."

  

  "How did you end up with them?" John asked.

  

  "Once they grow up and they're done studying 'em, they don't really need 'em anymore, so the three that we have there at the base were handed over to us.  I'm not really sure what they do with the others.  I don't know if they kill 'em, or send 'em back to their homeworld or what.  We don't have a very open relationship with them.  For whatever reason, the government turns a blind eye to what they're doing, so I don't know what the deal is there, and since I don't have a need to know, I was never told.  I always just sort of assumed they didn't wanna stir up a bunch of trouble that we can't handle."

  

  "Makes sense.  That's never been a problem for us though.  Seems like we spend most of our time looking for trouble," Derek said with a laugh.

  

  "Do you?" the colonel asked.

  

  "Nah, not really.  We deal with whatever we come across that needs to be dealt with, but the rest of the time we're either exploring, or just living our normal lives and trying to keep ourselves entertained.  Things actually get pretty boring for us during our down times."

  

  "How could you ever get bored?  You live in a mansion, and you've got abilities that are like a superhero's wet dream," the colonel asked, shaking his head in disbelief.

  

  "There's something you don't know about us colonel, and I guess I can tell you this since you know about the other stuff."

  

  "What's that?"

  

  "We're all immortal, and when that starts sinking in, so does the boredom.  That's why we're constantly having to find ways to keep ourselves busy and entertained."

  

  "You're...immortal?  Like, in the classical sense?" he asked.

  

  "Yeah.  See Jan there?  She's a total babe, isn't she?"

"She's beautiful," the colonel agreed.

"You're...what?  Three-hundred and seventy something now?" Derek asked as he looked over at her.

  

  "Yeah, about that," she said.

  

  "You gotta be kidding me," the colonel said as he looked her over once again.

  

  "Charles, Richard, Giles, and Sav are all way the hell older than she is.  Erin's probably around Jan's age somewhere, and Freddie and Diana don't even know how old they are, but it's a safe bet that it's centuries for them too.  As for everyone else, most of 'em were middle-aged when they joined.  Dylan was quite a bit older than the rest of us though when he joined up," Derek said.  The colonel looked around at Dylan, and couldn't quite wrap his head around what he was seeing.

  

  "He looks like he's in his mid-twenties, at the most.  You all do," the colonel said.

  

  "Yeah, and that's how we're gonna stay forever.  I mean that in the literal sense too.  As long as we aren't killed in some horrible way that we can't recover from, we'll all be around to see the end of the universe," Derek said.

  

  "My god, you don't know how bad I wanna ask you how you managed that, but I know you wouldn't tell me anyway, so I won't bother."

  

  "Yeah, that's probably for the best.  Who knows, maybe someday we'll tell you.  Hell, maybe after you retire someday, if you've been the friend to us I have a feeling you're going to be, we'll even bring you in on it if you want.  We can't do that while you're actively working with the government though, because we don't want our secret falling into the wrong hands.  I'm sure you can imagine what would happen if a corrupt government suddenly had an army of godlike, immortal super soldiers.  It wouldn't be pretty."

  

  "No, I don't suppose it would be.  So, what about you?"

  

  "What do you mean?" Derek asked.

  

  "How do you guys keep that from happening?  You know what they say about absolute power."

  

  "Yeah well, there's another saying we live by.  With great power comes great responsibility.  We're not the type of people to go nuts with our power like that.  Yeah we enjoy having it, and we enjoy the absolute hell out of using it, but only against people who deserve it."

  

  "So what if one of you did happen to stray from that someday?  What then?" he asked.

  

  "Well, we sort of have this unwritten rule.  It's something we're all aware of, and we make sure that anyone we bring in is aware of it too," Derek said.

  

  "What's that?"

  

  "If someone goes bad, or if someone new doesn't work out, then we get rid of them."

  

  "Get rid of...as in...?"

  

  "Yeah.  What we do is way too important to let one bad apple ruin it for all of us.  We've got good instincts about who we bring in, and so far we've never had to do that to anyone, but we would if we had to.  Even if they were family, as much as it would kill us to have to do it, we'd have no other choice.  You saw what we did to those aliens and their planet today.  Like I told you, any one of us is capable of doing that by ourselves.  If someone were to go off the deep end, or if they started hurting innocent people, then we wouldn't have a choice.  We'd have to put a stop to it."

  

  "I can vouch for the part about them making all that clear when you join up," Stephanie said.  "Giles made sure I understood all of that before I agreed to join.  He explained everything to me actually, and made sure it was something I really wanted to do.  You walk away from everything when you become a part of this, which means that I'm gonna have to quit my job and give up my apartment, and I won't be able to see my friends anymore either.  It's like starting your life completely over, so it really is a big decision," Stephanie said.

  

  "I would imagine," the colonel said.

  

  "There's a lot of benefits to it too though.  See that little shit stain over there?" Derek asked with a grin as he looked over at Jonathan.

  

  "Hey!" he said with an indignant look that got a laugh out of Derek.

  

  "Just kiddin' man.  Anyway, he's Heather's brother.  Looks pretty healthy, doesn't he?"

  

  "Yeah, what about it?" the colonel asked.

  

  "He was dead for several years.  Died in the Faranox dimension when his leukemia came back."

  

  "Dead?  Like, really dead?"

  

  "Yep, dead as in dead dead.  Buried in the ground dead.  So was my brother Logan, who'd committed suicide as a teenager.  Jarrod's dad, who was serving in the military, got blown up by an IED, and Thayelle's father, who got killed by a grumachnauch when she was a kid.  They're all alive again just like the rest of us thanks to Freddie, Diana, Charles, and Richard."

  

  "You can seriously bring back the dead?" he asked, looking over at Charles and Richard for confirmation.

"They didn't bring me all the way back actually.  I'm a zombie!  I'm gonna eat your brains!  Ooooooooooohhhhhhh!" Jonathan said as he waved his arms about and cocked his head to the side a bit.

"Very funny," the colonel said with an amused look.

"To answer your question, yes, we can bring back the dead, and we can transform one species into another as well, using almost the same process.  All we need is donor DNA from the target species," Charles said.  "Thayelle and her father, who aren't here at the moment, are from Faranox dimension, but they're both human now thanks to the process."

  

  "Don't suppose you'd be willing to tell me how that works, would ya?"

  

  "Sorry colonel, I'm afraid we can't do that, since it involves an element of what made us all the way we are," Richard said.  "As Derek said, perhaps someday when you retire from service, we'll bring you in and share these things with you, but for right now, I'm afraid we just can't."

  

  "Yeah, I figured as much.  It's all right.  I understand."

  

  "You know colonel, things have gone really well tonight, and I think we all feel that you're playing it straight with us," Derek said.

  

  "I don't deal in bullshit.  If I give you my word on something, it's as good as gold.  I've given you my word that I'll play it straight with you folks, even if it goes against what the government or the military want, because keeping a good relationship with you is in all of our best interests," he said firmly.

  

  "All right, but if you don't mind.  Tina, would you..."

  

  "Sure thing," she said as she blanked the colonel.  "Were you telling us the absolute truth when you said you'd always play it straight with us, even if it goes against the wishes of the government or the military?"

  

  "I meant exactly what I said," the colonel said flatly.  Tina released her hold on him, and he looked confused for just a brief second before he suddenly realized what had happened.

  

  "So, do you believe me now?" he asked.

  

  "Yeah, I do, and that's why I'm gonna make you a deal," Derek said.

  

  "What kind of a deal?"

  

  "You keep your word and maintain a good relationship with us, and if there comes a time where you should happen to die for whatever reason, be it an accident, an illness, or whatever, we'll bring you back.  The only stipulation to that is that once we do, from that point on you'll be just like us, which means leaving your old life behind and working with us for the rest of however long we're alive."

  

  "I'm not even sure what to say to that.  I mean, don't get me wrong, I appreciate the offer, but before I commit myself to something like that, I think I'd like to get to know you all better and see how you operate."

  

  "That makes sense.  Anyway, when you make your decision, just let us know.  That way we'll know how to handle things when the time comes.  Oh, and we can't bring you back if you've been cremated, so make sure they don't do that to you after you're gone.  Make a living will or something specifying that you want to be buried, so we can retrieve your body when the time comes," Derek said.

  

  "Jeez, what a cheerful conversation," the colonel said with a hint of a laugh.

  

  "Well, you gotta prepare for these things.  Whatever you decide, we'll respect your decision one-way or the other."

  

  "I'm sure you would.  Seems to me you guys don't force anyone into anything.  Like you...Stephanie.  You knew exactly what you were getting into, and you had a choice."

  

  "Yeah, I did.  I asked 'em what would have happened if I'd have said no.  Giles said they'd have just wiped away any memories I had of them, and then sent me back to live my normal life.  No harm, no foul."

  

  "So what made you want to join up with 'em?" he asked.

  

  "Are you kidding?  You'd have to be insane to not want this!  Besides...I sorta got the feels for this awesome guy right here," she said as she smiled lovingly at Giles.

  

  "What about you Ally.  What made you want to join 'em?" he asked.

  

  "I was an orphan, and then I ended up in the military after I left the orphanage.  After my training, I was sent to guard a world in a dimension they call Paradise, along with a few others from my world.  I can't even begin to tell you how boring my life was.  Then one day they showed up, and that's when everything changed for me.  The more I got to know Beth and Erin, the more I found that I was looking forward to their visits.  Beth and I started having longer and longer...well, I guess you could call 'em conversations since I didn't actually speak the language yet.  We'd spend hours at a time linked together, sharing stories about our lives, and just enjoying each other's company.  Those times we'd spend together were the only real bright spots in my life.  I desperately wanted more out of life though, so when I was sent here as an emissary to forge a friendship between our people and yours, I figured it was my one chance to ask if they'd be willing to make me one of them.  To be honest, I never really expected 'em to take me in the way they did.  You can imagine how shocked I was when they didn't immediately just tell me no.  The only stipulation was that I'd have to live and work with them here in this dimension, so my people wouldn't find out that I'd changed.  If they found out what happened to me, they'd end up trying to figure out how I'd become what I am now so they could replicate it.  Believe me, they're more than capable of doing it too.  Our technology is far more advanced than what you have here."

"Yeah, I can see where that'd be a problem," the colonel said.

"Anyway, that's when they had the idea that I should ask my superiors about becoming an ambassador.  That way, I could live here without anyone back home getting suspicious.  I had no idea when I first brought it up that they'd just accept me as a part of their family, much less that I'd end up falling in love with Sav here.  Everyone's just been absolutely wonderful to me from the moment we met, and I haven't spent even one second regretting my decision to be here.  I finally have the life I've always dreamed of, and it's all thanks to them."

  

  "We told you before colonel, we're a family, and when you're a part of that family, that's how you're treated.  We're all just regular folks when it comes to that, and family means everything to us," Tina said.

  

  "Yeah, I've been seeing that," he said as he stared out over the water.  "That's how my friends and I were at the academy.  Unfortunately, we all got split up and shipped off to different places, so we ended up losing contact over the years.  I'm sure we'd all still be close if we'd have been in a situation like yours."

  

  "Sorry to hear that colonel," Larry said.  "Are you married or anything?"

  

  "Wasn't allowed to.  You know the kind of secrecy that surrounds what I do.  I wasn't allowed to even date anyone casually.  I mean, don't get me wrong.  I've got friends in the program and stuff like that, but I would give my right arm to have what you people have."

  

  "Well, you can have it.  Just...not yet.  If we took you in now it'd look suspicious, it's a safe bet that they'd go looking for you.  You need to finish out your career, and then retire normally.  After that, you can just disappear.  That is, if that's what you really want," Derek said.

  

  "You know...that's sounding better and better every time you say it.  All right, it's a deal."

  

  "All right then, there's just one other thing you'll need to take care of.  If you happen to die before you have a chance to retire and join us that way, you'll need to arrange for someone to contact us in the event of your death.  Tell 'em we're relatives or something, and make sure they tell us where you're being buried so we can retrieve your body."

  

  "All right, I'll do that."

  

  "You won't regret it colonel.  Trust me," Alarwyn said.

  

  "I've had plenty of regrets in my life.  It'd be nice to be able to leave 'em all behind someday," he said as he laid down on his back and stared up at the stars.  "You know, there's a lot more out there than anyone even suspects.  You wouldn't believe how many inhabited worlds there are right here in our own dimension, not to mention all the others.  Sometimes I wish people knew, because then maybe they'd start cooperating and working toward becoming a part of that community, instead of just fighting each other all the time."

  

  "Never underestimate the ignorance of the human race colonel," Billy said flatly.

  

  "Yeah, it's unfortunate.  Not that it really matters anyway."

  

  "Why not?" Jarrod asked.

  

  "Because, people are basically brainwashed from birth to believe certain things.  Some people learn to think for themselves eventually, but unfortunately, those people are nothing but a drop in the ocean.  One generation brainwashes the next, and so on and so forth.  There's just no escaping it.  Nothing's gonna change.  One religion fights another, one political ideology fights another...hell, sometimes I think people just enjoy fighting, and those who don't just embolden the ones who do."

  

  "You're exactly right colonel.  That's why we were saying that humans aren't ready for dimension travel yet.  Hell, they may never be.  I can't even begin to imagine the damage they'd do if that day ever comes," Billy said.

  

  "That's a long way off anyway I think.  After that last disaster they had, they shelved the program for a while.  What they're really hoping for now is that someday we'll be able to acquire some dimension tech from one of the unfriendly species that we can reverse engineer."

  

  "Why the unfriendlies?" Derek asked.

  

  "Because, whenever we get our hands on anything from the friendlies, we give it back to 'em after we've had a chance to check it out.  Whoever was making the decisions when this program started up decided it was better to give it back and make friends with 'em than to keep it and make ourselves some enemies that we couldn't even hope to fight.  The only tech we've ever gotten from the friendlies that we were allowed to keep was just some minor stuff that we sent to Charles and Richard to reverse engineer for us.  They seem to be really good at doing stuff like that.  As for the unfriendlies, the only stuff we've captured from them so far were a few ships that crashed.  We picked 'em up and completely cleared the area around the crash sites before they could send along a rescue ship, so there'd be no trace of the crash left for 'em to find.  Unfortunately, even though those ships can fold space, they don't have the ability to dimension travel."

  

  "So, did the scientists figure out how the whole space folding thing works yet?" Erin asked.

  

  "Nah.  It's way beyond anything they can reproduce, and since the ships were damaged when they crashed, none of the systems were working.  We know they came a hell of a long way to get here, and since all the info we have from the friendlies tells us that the ships we recovered came from species that don't have dimension traveling capability, that means they had to have used some kind of space folding technology to get here."

  

  "Why do you call 'em unfriendlies?" Barbara asked.

  

  "Because, they're not classified as friendlies.  There's no other reason for it other than that really.  At least, not with the species I'm talking about.  We're not sure why they were here, but we have no relations with 'em, and those few ships are the only ones we've ever come across, so we don't know enough about 'em to know if they're one-way or the other.  Hell, it's even hard to tell sometimes with species that we do know, like the grays for example.  From what I've seen, and some of the things I've heard from others who've dealt with them, some of 'em are actually nice and caring, while others just don't give a shit.  You hear that from abductees sometimes too.  They'll get abducted, and then when they come back, they'll say that one of the grays tried to comfort 'em telepathically, or to give 'em some information that would help the planet, while other people say that they were completely violated, and that the ones that did it were really cold and unfeeling.  Those are the people who've had genetic material taken from 'em, and some have had small implants put into 'em as well.  I'm not really involved with the grays at all, so like I said before, I'm not sure why we're taking such a neutral stance with them.  I guess there must be a good reason for it though."

  

  "Need to know?" Derek asked.

  

  "Heh.  Most things in this area are.  I'm just a gear in a bigger machine.  I know all about everything I'm involved with, but as far as the other stuff, it's strictly need to know.  Oh, and speaking of which, I tried to find out who ordered the tracking devices installed in the vehicles without telling anyone."

  

  "And?" Derek asked.

  

  "No dice.  No one seems to know.  Someone gave the order along the line somewhere, but there doesn't seem to be a record of it.  I mean, it makes sense to have 'em in our line of work, just in case anything happens to us, but still...we should have been informed."

  

  "It's all right.  No harm no foul.  I suppose they'd only look at the tracking if they were actually looking for you anyway, so it's not really an issue.  Still, if you could be extra careful about that in the future, we'd really appreciate it.  Like I said, we don't want to have to kill a bunch of people just because they stuck their nose where it didn't belong."

  

  "I will, believe me.  I understand now why you're so eager to protect your secret.  Hell, I'm surprised you didn't just kill me the second I walked through the door."

  

  "Oh, we had a vote on that.  Let him live won by two," Tina said flatly.

  

  "Are you serious?" he asked as he glanced over at her nervously.

  

  "Totally.  You wouldn't believe how many pizza guys we've killed.  We can't hardly get delivery here anymore," she said, rolling her eyes in an exaggerated fashion.  The colonel let out a relieved breath as everyone started laughing.

  

  "You keep scaring me like that, and I'm gonna be taking you up on that deal we made sooner than you think," he said with a laugh as he patted his chest over his heart a few times.  "Speaking of food though, thanks again for dinner.  That was the best food I've had in a really long time.  As you can imagine, I don't get many home cooked meals in my line of work."

  

  "Well thank you colonel, I'm glad you enjoyed it.  Feel free to come back anytime, and I'd be happy to cook for you again," Giles said appreciatively.

  

  "I do believe I'll be taking you up on that.  Anyway, I don't want to, but I guess I'd better get goin'.  It's late, and I've got some paperwork to fill out in the morning on one of the hybrids."

  

  "Paperwork?  How come?" Sarah asked.

  

  "Well, they're pretty unique.  The higher ups like to keep track of how they're doin', and what they're up to.  Mostly they hang around with the scientists and help 'em with their projects.  Ain't much else for 'em to do there really.  Like I said, they're really smart, so they enjoy doing stuff that gives their mind a good workout and keeps 'em busy."

  

  "Oh, colonel.  Before you go, there's one other thing I was curious about," Patricia said.

  

  "Ask away.  I'll answer if I can."

  

  "How did Charles and Richard's helper make contact with you initially, and what was your reaction?"

  

  "Oh, that.  Well, how he found out who I was and what my position was is beyond me.  I'm sure Charles and Richard would be able to answer that for you.  As for how he first made contact, I found an envelope with a typewritten letter inside of it left on the dash of my car when I went to investigate a possible sighting one night, so he had to have been following me.  I'm guessing he staked out the base, and then followed me when I went out on the call.  Anyway, the letter said that he represented some people that weren't from this world, and they were offering their services in exchange for a trade of information on the various comings and goings of different species on this planet.  I was supposed to pull up the windshield wiper on my car and leave it up if I accepted the offer, so I did.  I didn't know what the hell it was all about, but I figured if they knew about me and what I was doing, there was probably something genuine about the offer.  The letter was signed P, but I never met the person who left it, or had any dealings with 'em at all actually.  They left me another letter a couple of days later telling me how to contact 'em if I needed their help, or if I had any pertinent information for them.  It was all totally secretive, and there was never any direct contact at all...until now.  Once I accepted the deal, I was given the names Charles and Richard, but no last names."

  

  "Wait.  You said it was signed P?" Erin asked.

  

  "Yep.  That's it."

  

  "Oh my god, he's still alive?  I didn't even realize...," Erin said as she looked over at Charles and Richard for confirmation.

  

  "He's alive, but he's kept completely separate from everything.  I'm sure you can understand why.  He's had many responsibilities that go far beyond even yours, and as such, he keeps himself at a distance," Richard said.

  

  "I had no idea.  Was he one of us when I met him?"

  

  "He was.  He had been for many years at that point actually.  We knew we had to select someone we could count on, and he proved to be both incredibly efficient, and endlessly loyal," Charles explained.

  

  "I had no idea.  I mean, I never saw him again.  I always kinda wondered what happened to him."

  

  "Yes, he's still very much alive, and doing a wonderful job of handling our affairs," Richard said.

  

  "So this guy P is like you guys?" the colonel asked.

  

  "Yes, but he doesn't operate in the same capacity that we do, nor will he."

  

  "How did he find me?"

  

  "We don't know.  He doesn't tell us how he operates to be perfectly honest.  We simply just tell him what's required, and he takes care of it for us," Richard said.

  

  "Damn.  I'll bet every CEO in the country would love to have one of those," he said with a breathy laugh.

  

  "Yes, I'm sure they would.  He's been absolutely invaluable to us over the centuries.  Anyway colonel, it's been wonderful having you.  Please don't hesitate to visit us again," Charles said.

  

  "Thanks.  I gotta say, this whole evening's been really nice.  Not what I expected at all."

  

  "Yeah, I always expect to have a shitty time when I go places too.  That way, if it turns out to not be shitty, then I'm pleasantly surprised," Tina said with an amused look.

  

  "Hey, don't get me wrong.  I just mean that after earlier today...with all the threats and everything...I mean, it was pretty tense.  I guess I just expected more of the same.  I also expected you all to be totally arrogant because of what you can do, so it's nice to see that I was wrong on both counts.  Anyway, I really should get going.  Derek, if you wouldn't mind..."

  

  "Sure thing," Derek said as he opened a portal behind the colonel.  "Ok, let's go.  I'll come with you so I can make sure you're out the other side before I close it.  We don't need any accidents or anything."

  

  "What would happen?  I mean, like if someone got trapped inside when the portal closed.  What would happen to them?" he asked.

  

  "We're not sure really, but I'm guessing that whatever happened, you'd very likely end up dead, which is something I'm sure you'd like to avoid as much as we would."

  

  "Yeah, that would be preferable.  All right, thanks again everyone.  Good night to you all," the colonel said before he stepped into the portal.

  

  "Be right back," Derek said as he stepped in after him.  A few moments later he stepped back out onto the beach and closed the portal behind him.

  

  "He seems like a really nice guy," Stephanie said.

  

  "Yes, it does seem that way," Giles agreed.  "I have to say, you certainly took everything he had to tell us in stride."

  

  "Yeah well, it's not like I don't have a guy from another dimension for a boyfriend or anything.  Oh, and I'd like to apologize to you all too.  I realized today how hyper and weird I've been acting, so I've been trying to tone it down.  I'm sorry if I got on anyone's nerves."

  

  "It's quite understandable," Savaric said.  "To be honest, I found your enthusiasm to be rather infectious."

  

  "I think we all did.  It's nice to have some excitement around here for a change," Sarah added.

  

  "Oh, you said you were gonna tell me about the four of you being married to each other.  What's the deal with that?" she asked.

  

  "It all started back on the first day of our senior year in high school...," Sarah said, beginning a story that most of them already knew, and that none of them minded hearing it again.


  *   *   *


  Quite a few things happened in the weeks that followed.  Stephanie was fully trained, and Alarwyn had been helping her all along the way.  They even started going to a few of the more harmless dimensions together in order to gain some experience.  As their friendship continued to grow through shared experiences, they truly did become like sisters.  In fact, they'd become so completely inseparable, that everyone started thinking of them that way.

  

  Mike, Jeremy, Jenny, and Laurie returned from training the support team, and reported that two more batches of people had been brought back for processing.  Those that were still waiting for their turn to come home had set up a tent city of sorts, and were actively working to make things as civilized as possible.  They'd even been supplied with a zero-point power source, along with a variety of appliances that would make their wait a whole lot more tolerable.  All the grumbling about how long it was taking for them to be brought back home was all but forgotten after the little attitude adjustment they'd been given, so they were all living together peacefully, doing their best to help one another while they patiently waited for their turn to come home.

  

  The colonel had come back for dinner several more times, and with each successive visit, things became a lot more relaxed and social.  On one of his visits, he brought them some documentation he had about the different species they knew about, including the friendlies that had been providing them with so much information.

  

  Ground was broken over at the house in Scotland after Erin worked her magic and finally got everything organized with the American contractor that was hired to do the job, while back at the house in Washington, construction was already well under way, and was even progressing somewhat ahead of schedule.

  

  Sarah, Billy, Giles, and Savaric all went back to the dimension they'd saved in order to let the people know that they weren't actually gods.  They were just travelers that had come there to explore, and happened to show up in the middle of an invasion.  They took the language transference headbands with them so they could meet with one of their leaders and explain it all to him properly, hoping that he'd pass that information on to the rest of their world.  Unfortunately, he refused to do so.  Their presence, and their intervention during the attack had given the people hope, and that hope was giving them all something to focus on other than the endless amounts of death and destruction that had been left behind in the wake of the attack.  In fact, even though he was incredibly grateful for what they'd done, he felt that it'd be better if they just went back home again, at least for the time being.  He didn't want to risk ruining the fantasy that people had built up around them with the reality that they were just normal beings from another dimension.  Someday they'd be ready to hear the truth, but this just wasn't the time.  As such, the four headed back home with the intention of possibly returning again in a few years, just to see what sort of progress they'd made.

  

  Charles and Richard completed the zero-point bomb they'd been working on, and started working on the construction on another.  It was determined that they should build themselves up a small arsenal of them, just in case they ever encountered another situation where they'd need to use them for defensive purposes.  They even got Freddie and Diana involved, since there wasn't much going on as far as lab work was concerned.

  

  Thayelle and her father returned from the village, both of them gushing over how much easier the zero-point power source and all the various tools and appliances had made the lives of their people.  They were able to cook food without the fear of bursting into flames, keep themselves cleaner, build better houses and storage buildings, listen to music, and watch movies from the Human dimension.  Best of all, they had a large number of laptops they were using to learn everything from mathematics, to science, to engineering.  Naturally, their progress in those areas was far slower than that of the blue fins with their perfect memories and high adaptability, but they were enthusiastic about learning, and that was what mattered the most.

  

  Shortly after their return, Jonathan, Thayelle, and her father all went down to live with Jarrod's family.  Thayelle and her father were scheduled to start school about a week after they arrived, and Jonathan was going to be attending as well, so he could finish out the final year of high school that he'd missed after his abduction.  He'd then follow that up with some more advanced studies while he waited for Thayelle and her father to catch up.

  

  All in all, everything was going quite smoothly for a change.  That is, until one night when Derek's cell phone rang.

  

  "Hey guys, the colonel needs to talk to us about something urgent.  I'm gonna go bring him over.  Be right back," he said once he'd hung up the phone.  He opened a portal, and less than a minute later he'd retrieved the colonel, who appeared to be incredibly distressed about something.

  

  "What's going on?  What's so urgent?" Jarrod asked.

  

  "Folks...I really hate to impose on you like this, but we need your help, and we need it bad."



  About the Author


  An avid reader since he first discovered the Hardy Boys books in the second grade, Duane L. Martin spent years being educated by some truly great authors.  His first attempts at writing a novel came in the early nineties, when he was deeply involved in reading every Forgotten Realms novel he could get his hands on.  This first attempt was created on a spiffy Apple ||c computer, using the Bank Street Writer word processing software.  Unfortunately, writer's block struck a deadly blow, and the novel was never finished.  Even more unfortunately, he made several more false starts on various novels over the years, but time and time again writer's block would get in the way, and these attempts all fell along the wayside.

In 2013, while sitting around bored and staring blankly at his screen, a germ of an idea began to form in his brain, and he decided to make one last attempt at writing a book.  This book (Origins) took on a life of its own as he wrote it, and it ended up turning into a full-on series, ending (he thought) with book 21 (Genesis) in 2015.  Fast forward to 2021.  Looking back on the series, he decided to re-edit all the books into second editions so that they would all measure up to his current writing ability, while at the same time adding a considerable amount of material to each of them in the process.  This was both tedious and time consuming, as each book not only required two editing passes (42 editing passes in total for the existing series), but for the first time a print version was being created for each book, which was even more time consuming.  Speaking of time consuming...  When he reached the final editing pass of the last book in the series, which was actually written to be the final book of the series, he felt like he wasn't yet ready to let go of his characters.  So, seven years after Genesis, he set to work on Aftermath, which was designed to be a slice of life sort of a book about what happened to the characters immediately following the events that concluded Genesis.

Oddly enough, the book poured out of him like it was meant to be.  He slipped right back into the characters once again like a comfortable old shoe, and in no time at all, the story was finished.  Will it be the final book in the series?  Unlike Genesis, Aftermath wasn't specifically written to feel like the final book, so who knows?  Perhaps there’s still more to tell when it comes to the Unseen Things universe.  Only time will tell.

Aside from his writing, Duane is also a musician.  He took his first bass guitar lesson in 1987 and has been playing bass ever since.  He also plays some guitar, and a little keyboard and some percussion as well, with a particular focus on hand drums.  As he's always been a great lover of music, he often has it playing quietly in the background while he writes.

Born and raised in Northern California, he would later move to Idaho, where he lives the quiet life of a relative hermit with his wife Sharon, and their two dogs.




OEBPS/Images/ebookcover.jpg





