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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 13th book in the Unseen Things series!

  
Here's a little trivia before we get started.  I finished editing the first edition of this book and published it on October 21, 2014, one year to the day after I started writing the first book in the series.  That wasn't planned or anything.  It was just an odd coincidence.  Still, writing and publishing thirteen full-length novels in a year was really quite an achievement.  I think back on those days now, and I can't believe what I was doing to myself.  The lack of sleep, the giant mugs of iced coffee I was tanking down like they were going out of style...  I mean, I wasn't doing myself any favors health-wise, but I was in this zone where I was just pounding out one book after another.

I really enjoyed writing this book, as it contains some of my favorite scenes in the series.  One scene in particular though makes me laugh every time I read it.  There are many scenes like that throughout the series, but this particular one was one of my favorites.  On the flip side of that, there was also an opportunity to explore some deeper, more emotional topics when it came to Logan and Alarwyn.  With Alarwyn in particular, some particularly dark events in her past left her with a duality to her personality that affected both her, and those around her, throughout the rest of the series.  It wasn't a constant thing, but it would creep up every now and then, and I must admit that I always enjoyed writing her dark side.  I think if you ask most authors, writing a character's dark side can be deeply satisfying from a creative standpoint.

  

  Anyway, that's all for now.  See ya next time.

  

  - Duane L. Martin - May 2023
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  Chapter 1


  "Look, I'm really sorry to impose on you folks, but I don't know who else to turn to.  God knows we can't ask those little gray ass holes.  They wouldn't tell us anything anyway," the colonel said.  He looked visibly upset, and it was obvious from his demeanor that whatever it was that was causing him so much distress was something extremely serious.

  

  "Gray ass holes?  What's going on with them?" Derek asked.

  

  "It's not the grays, it's the hybrids we've got at the base.  About a month ago the folks they've been workin' with on various projects started noticing that they were lookin' kinda run down and tired, so they told 'em to get some rest and to not work so hard.  Last week they realized that it wasn't just that they were looking tired, but they all started looking older as well.  We had the docs check 'em out, and sure enough, all three of 'em are experiencing abnormal aging.  They ran a bunch of tests on 'em, and it looks like they're aging about six months or so per day.  I don't know how long they should be living normally, but at this rate they're gonna be dead before our boys can figure out a way to help.  I really don't know who else to turn to, so I came to see if Charles and Richard could maybe work a little magic, and figure out some way to help 'em."

  

  "They're gonna need blood samples from all three of 'em for that," Jarrod said.

  

  "Got 'em right here," he said, holding up the black satchel he was carrying.  "I brought 'em along, just in case."

  

  "All right.  They're out in the shop working on another zero-point bomb right now.  I'll take you out there so you can talk to 'em about it and tell 'em what's going on," Jarrod said.

  

  "Do you think they'll be able to help?  I mean, I know they're kinda strange, and they probably shouldn't even exist in the first place, but they've kinda become like family, ya know?"

  

  "If anyone can help, it's Charles and Richard.  If they can't, then your only other option is to contact the grays for help, but hopefully it won't have to come to that," Jarrod said as he led the colonel off to the shop.

  

  Just after they walked out, Alarwyn and Stephanie came up from the gym, where they'd been working out and sparring together.  Over the past several weeks they'd become incredibly close, even to the point of considering themselves sisters.  Alarwyn had no family of her own, and Stephanie only had distant relatives whom she'd had minimal contact with, so they'd sort of latched on to each other like family.

  

  "Hey guys, what's goin' on?" Stephanie asked with her usual, bubbly enthusiasm.

  

  "The colonel just came over.  He said there's a problem with the hybrids, and he needs Charles and Richard's help.  Apparently they're aging about six months per day all of a sudden," Sarah said.

  

  "Oh my god, how horrible!  Will they be able to help them?" Alarwyn asked.

  

  "Well, they know how the serum made us immortal, and they know how to control aging, so I'm sure they'll be able to come up with something," Derek said just as the control panel on the wall made a pleasant little dinging noise.

  

  "Oh jeez, who's that now?" Tina asked no one in particular as she walked over to the panel.  She pressed a couple of buttons, and then spoke into it after she saw that there was a delivery van out at the gate.  "Hey, come on in and park at the front."

  

  After receiving an acknowledgment from the driver, she walked back over to the others as Sarah looked at her curiously.

  

  "Is it?  Already?  That was fast," she said.

  

  "I'm pretty sure it is," Tina said.

  

  "Pretty sure it's what?" Stephanie asked.

  

  "Dunno yet.  We'll have to wait and see," Tina said cryptically.  About a minute later, the delivery van pulled up outside and the doorbell rang.  When Tina answered it, there was a guy standing there holding two boxes.

  

  "Are you Tina Dawson?" he asked.

  

  "Yep, that's me."

  

  "Here ya go," he said, handing her the boxes.  Now, I'll just need your signature here."

  

  "Sure thing," she said after she'd handed the boxes over to Sarah.  She signed the delivery confirmation, but after she handed it back to him, he just stood there for a moment staring at her.

  

  "Was there something else?" she asked.

  

  "Look uhhh...  I just wanted to say...you gotta be about the most beautiful girl I've ever seen," he said nervously.

  

  "Awww, thanks!  That's really sweet of you to say!" she said with an appreciative smile.  Just then Derek walked up behind her and put his hands on her shoulders, flexing every muscle in his upper body for a moment before he spoke.

  

  "Yeah, I think so too," he said, giving the guy a bit of a stink eye.  He wasn't going out of his way to be threatening or anything, but the guy took the hint well enough, and with a quick goodbye he headed back to his van and left.

  

  "You didn't have to do that you know," she said after he was gone.  "He was just being nice."

  

  "I didn't do nothin'.  I was just agreeing with him," Derek said, smiling at her innocently.

  

  "Hey guys, come on over here.  It is them," Sarah said after she'd peeked in one of the boxes.

  

  "Oh, awesome!" Tina said as she practically bounced back over to where Sarah was standing with the others.  "I can't believe they got here so fast."

  

  "What is it?" Stephanie asked.

  

  "Well after we became all immortal and stuff, we were kinda joking about being super heroes, so Patty bought us these really awesome superhero type outfits that were just awesome as hell.  They sort of became a team uniform actually, and it kinda became a tradition to give 'em to people when they joined up.  Well, we've kinda fallen down on the job when it came to that, but we were thinking about it the other day, and we decided that we'd get you guys each a suit like ours."

"Really?  That's so sweet of you!" Alarwyn said.

"Totally sweet!" Stephanie agreed.

"We don't usually wear 'em unless we're trying to look intimidating...or for like...you know...sexy time, but it's something a lot of us have.  Well, except for poor Steve.  Good luck getting a uniform to fit him.  He'd just fart in it and stink it up anyway," Sarah said.  When Derek quickly linked with her and mentioned that that's what Tina does in hers, it was all she could to do keep a straight face.

  

  "I've never seen any of you wear uniforms before," Alarwyn said.

  

  "Yeah well, like I said...we don't usually wear 'em.  Not out of the bedroom anyway," she said, grinning at Tina knowingly.  "The place that made 'em for us originally isn't in business anymore, so Tina and I went online and we put together a new uniform for you guys that's pretty similar to the old ones, only these look even better in my opinion.  Now, here's yours...and here's yours."

  

  "Oh my god, are you kidding me right now?" Stephanie said excitedly as she opened the box and dug through the contents.

  

  "Let's go try 'em on!" Alarwyn said with an equal amount of enthusiasm.

  

  "Yeah, you guys go try 'em on.  We wanna see what they look like on you.  Hell, if they're as awesome looking as we think they'll be, we might just have to order some for everyone to replace the old ones," Tina said, smiling at how happy they both looked.

  

  "Ok, be right back," Stephanie said as she and Alarwyn ran off to their bedrooms to change.  About ten minutes later, Jarrod came back from the shop alone.

  

  "Everything taken care of?" Derek asked.

  

  "Yeah, he filled 'em in on everything.  They're gonna have Freddie and Diana take a look at what's going on while they keep working on the bombs."

  

  "Ok, cool.  I really hope they can find some way to help those guys."

  

  "Yeah, me too.  They already had a pretty shitty start in life, so it'd be a shame to see it end like that," Jarrod said.  Just then, Stephanie and Alarwyn came back into the living room wearing their new outfits.  They both ran over to Tina and Sarah and wrapped them up in a big hug before they stepped back and twirled around, just absolutely beaming.  The new uniform consisted of a skin tight black tank top and black, faux leather pants.  The outfits also came with a pair of black, thigh high boots with dark blue accents that were just absolutely gorgeous, and completed the outfit perfectly.

  

  "Oh my god, you guys look hot as hell!" Sarah said appreciatively as she looked over the outfits.

  

  "Yeah, that's definitely gonna be our new uniform," Tina agreed.

  

  "Do we look all bad ass and awesome?" Stephanie asked, barely able to contain her excitement.

  

  "You guys look perfect.  In fact, you look so good, you should take 'em out on a test run," Jarrod suggested.

  

  "A test run?" Alarwyn asked.

  

  "Yeah.  Get geared up and head out for a bit just to see how comfortable they are and stuff.  You guys are both fully trained, and you've been out on a few runs with the others over the past several weeks.  I think it's about time you headed out on your own to get your feet wet a little."

  

  "Oooh, fun!  Wanna go Ally?" Stephanie asked excitedly.

  

  "Sure, that'd be great!  Where should we go though?"

  

  "I don't know.  You guys got any suggestions?"

  

  "Well, I would say to pick one that we've never been to before, but you saw what happened the last time we did that," Sarah said, rolling her eyes a bit.  "We walked right into the middle of a freakin' invasion."

  

  "Why don't you guys go to the Reptilian dimension and look around?" Derek suggested.  "You still haven't been on a booze run, so you might as well go check the place out and get yourselves familiar with it so you'll know what to expect when the time comes."

  

  "Whatcha think Ally?  Wanna go play with the lizards?" Stephanie asked.

  

  "Sure, why not.  Are you guys sure we're ready to do this alone though?"

  

  "Hey, you got the uniforms, right?  You're lookin' hella bad ass and awesome, ain't ya?  Well, there ya go.  You're ready," Tina said, smiling at them both encouragingly.

  

  "Come on Ally, don't worry.  I'll be right there with ya.  We'll take some names and kick some ass!" Stephanie said.

  

  "Actually, you guys need to stay out of sight.  You'll spend most of your time out of phase, unless you can find somewhere to pop in where you won't be seen.  Remember, we don't want 'em to know anything about us being there," Derek said firmly.

  

  "Oh, right.  Sorry, I just got a little overly excited, that's all.  We know we're supposed to stay out of sight," Stephanie said as she tried to dial back the excitement a few notches.

  

  "All right then, go get yourselves geared up and have some fun," he said, smiling at them both.

  

  "Yay!  Let's do it!  Come on," Stephanie said as she grabbed Alarwyn by the arm and pulled her toward the equipment room.

  

  "Those two remind you of anyone?" Jarrod asked as he pointedly looked over at Tina and Sarah.

  

  "Let's just hope they don't cause as much trouble," Derek said with a laugh that earned him an indignant look from the girls.

  

  "Let's see Tina, how many times have we come back covered in blood and guts where it wasn't Derek's fault?" Sarah asked.

  

  "Gee, ya know...I think there was just that one time with the exploding grumachnauch.  Aside from that, it's all been his fault."

  

  "Yeah, that's what I thought," Sarah said as Jarrod laughed and smiled at Derek in a way that earned him a nice, hard smack in the arm.

  

  "Hey ass hole, I seem to remember quite a few times where I came back covered in blood, and it was all your fault, so don't you be laughin' at me!"

  

  "Actually, I was just wondering if Steph and Ally are gonna come back all covered.  It is kind of a tradition after all," Jarrod said.

  

  "Dunno.  I guess we'll find out when they get back.  Be kind of a shame if they did though.  They look crazy hot in those outfits.  I'd hate to see 'em get all wrecked."

  

  "You just wait until we get ours," Sarah said.  "Until then...there ain't much goin' on today.  How about it we go put on our old super hero outfits for you guys?"

  

  "Oh man, just when I thought this day was gonna be boring," Derek said, his expression brightening considerably.

  

  "You guys gotta put yours on for us too though.  Fair's fair," Tina said.

  

  "Well, it ain't gonna happen if we keep standing here.  Let's go," Jarrod said as they all headed off to their bedrooms.  "Oh, wait.  Just one thing real quick."

  

  "What's that?" Derek asked.

  

  "I wanna link with Giles and Sav real quick to let 'em know the girls are leaving, and where they're headed.  You know how they are.  Stephanie would probably drag Ally into a portal in a fit of excitement, and they'd both just end up leaving without even telling 'em."

  

  "Good thinkin' bro.  The last thing we need is for them to disappear without the guys knowing where they're at.  Especially since it was our suggestion for 'em to go in the first place.  They'd never forgive us," Derek said as Sarah whispered something in Tina's ear.  Tina looked at her and gave her a nod before they looked back at the guys.

  

  "What's that about?" Derek asked.

  

  "I was just thinking.  It'd be a shame to mess up two beds.  I mean, we did make 'em this morning and everything," Sarah said with a playful grin.

  

  "Bro, the next time I think things are gonna be boring around here, I want you to punch me, and...," Derek said, but before he could get another word out, Jarrod punched him in the arm so hard that it practically knocked him over.

"You thought things were gonna be boring, so there ya go," Jarrod said.

"You little ass hole," Derek said as he reached out to grab Jarrod, and ended up with two handfuls of empty air.

"Try to catch me, bitch," Jarrod said with a laugh as he took off running down the hallway.

"You can run, but you can't hide!" Derek called after him as he took off running after him.

"Uhhh...what just happened?" Tina said as they watched them go.

"Well, we were gonna have sex, but I guess we're not now," Sarah said with a shrug.

"Magic's gone, huh?"

"I guess so.  What should we do now?" Sarah asked.

"I don't know.  To be honest, I wasn't really in the mood anyway.  Wanna go for a swim or somethin'?"

"Yeah, I guess.  Let's go.  Maybe when they get done playing grab ass with each other, they'll remember we exist," Sarah said with a bit of a sigh as they headed off down to the pool.


  *   *   *


  "Oh my god, I can't believe we're actually here, and on our first solo run too!" Stephanie said excitedly after they'd entered the Reptilian dimension out of phase.

  

  "I just hope we don't screw anything up.  I really want 'em to trust us," Alarwyn said as she looked around and took in their surroundings.

  

  "What's to screw up?  It's not like we came here to start a war or something.  Anyway, there's that town way over there that they told us about during training.  I don't think we should go to the town though."

  

  "Why not?  Isn't that why we're here?"

  

  "They've seen the town a million times, so if we go there, we're not gonna be able to bring 'em back anything they don't already know about," Stephanie reasoned.  "Let's go in the opposite direction and see what we can find.  I mean, there's a road here, so it must lead somewhere, right?"

  

  "I guess so.  Do you really think we should though?"

  

  "No, we absolutely shouldn't, and that's exactly why we're going to," she said with such an enthusiastic smile, that Alarwyn couldn't help but laugh.

  

  "You're gonna get me in all kinds of trouble, aren't you?"

  

  "Hey, what's life without a little trouble to keep it interesting?" Stephanie asked as they headed off down the road.

  
Figuring that they could simply just port back to the house from wherever they ended up, they weren't all that concerned about how far they traveled.  Every so often they'd pass a reptilian on one of their two legged horses, or another sputtering along in one of their steam powered cars that sounded as if they could explode at any moment, but all in all, their walk was rather uneventful.  Unfortunately, while Alarwyn was used to dealing with boredom, Stephanie wasn't the type to deal with it for long periods of time without trying to do something to alleviate it.

  

  "What say we get out of the portal and walk around out in the open?" she suggested.  "We'll go off the road a ways and try to stay out of sight.  It'll make it more fun if we have to conceal ourselves and stuff."

  

  "But we're not supposed to get out of the portal unless we have to, or unless it's somewhere safe," Alarwyn reminded her.

  

  "We haven't seen hardly anyone out here, so it's probably pretty safe.  Besides, if anyone does see us, we can always just blank 'em and make 'em forget.  It's not like we don't know how to do that now, right?  So, whatcha say?" Stephanie said, leaving little doubt in Alarwyn's mind that even if she said no, she'd probably get nagged into it eventually anyway.

  

  "All right, but let's get far off the road first, so at least we're hidden," she said after thinking about it for a few moments.

  

  "Awesome!  There's some trees over that way.  We'll pop out there, and then we'll keep walking over there instead of on the road.  That way, we'll be less noticeable.  I don't think there'll be anything more to see on the road than what we've already seen anyway."

  

  "All right, but please...let's be careful.  I really don't wanna screw anything up out here and have 'em thinking we're not capable of this.  I had enough of people thinking that about me back home," Alarwyn said.

  

  "Yeah, I hear ya.  I got that a lot too unfortunately.  I don't think there's anything that pisses me off more than being underestimated.  That's why I love the guys so much, and everyone there really.  They treat me like an intelligent human being, which is pretty damned refreshing."

  

  "I know, believe me," Alarwyn said.  "I think with me, a lot of it had to do with the fact that I grew up in an orphanage.  Almost no one comes out of those places and achieves anything big in their life.  Mostly they're just pushed off into the military and given low level jobs.  I mean, don't get me wrong.  Our society works really well in general, but that's one area where it always seems to fail those who have no other alternatives.  I'm not saying I didn't have a decent life in the military, but seriously...I was guarding a bunch of rocks.  Now look at me.  I'm exploring the Reptilian dimension with my best friend, and I'm practically a god.  I'll tell you something.  I'd give pretty much anything to go back and show my superiors what I'm capable of now."

  

  "I hear ya.  I'd like to do the same to my old boss, but you know what?  Fuck 'em!  It's their loss," Stephanie said with a bit of a frown.

  

  "You haven't really talked about your old job much.  What was it you used to do?" Alarwyn asked.

  

  "I was an accounts payable clerk for the local offices of a major shipping company.  I was in line to be the accounts payable supervisor, but then this ass hole named Demond came in and started kissing ass on all the managers from day one.  I couldn't stand the bastard.  He was one of those people who'd be nice to your face, but then talk shit about you behind your back to make himself look good at your expense.  That, plus all the ass kissing he was doing got him the promotion, which meant that I had to work under him.  That's why I was so messed up the night I met Giles.  I was trying to decide if I should just quit and walk away from it all, or if I should suck it up and try to be a mature adult about the whole thing."

  

  "Did you come to a decision?"

  

  "No, but what I'd have probably ended up doing was looking for another job, so I could get the hell outta that place just as quick as I could.  The rent doesn't stop coming due just because I got screwed out of a promotion, so I would have had to have kept the money coming in until I could find something else.  Fortunately, Giles and the others saved me from all of that.  Now I have this awesome job, and even better, I have an awesome guy in my life, and a new best friend.  Talk about a turnaround, huh?"

  

  "I'm really glad they found you that night.  I've never really had a friend like you before.  I mean, I was friends with the people I worked with, but not like this," Alarwyn said.

  

  "Bunch of stiffs, huh?" Stephanie asked.

  

  "No, they were really nice people.  It's just that they were all men.  I've never had a best friend who was a girl before.  It's something I always wished I could find, but it just never happened."

  

  "Awww, that really sucks.  How long have you been living like that?"

  

  "I don't know.  Over two hundred years probably.  I had some friends when I was a kid, but they either got adopted, or they ended up getting sent to other facilities," Alarwyn said.

  

  "Wait...what?  You're over two hundred years old?" Stephanie asked with a surprised look.

  

  "I'll be two hundred and eighteen in about two months," Alarwyn said casually.

  

  "Oh my god!  I had no idea you were so old!"

  

  "I'm not old at all actually.  For my people, that's still really young.  It's about the equivalent of a human being maybe eleven or twelve years old.  Remember, my people can live to be two thousand years old, or even just a bit older than that."

  

  "Oh, right.  Then you got the serum on top of it.  Man, you sure look awesome for someone that old," Stephanie said.

  

  "Well, thank you.  I think you're really gorgeous too," Alarwyn said, smiling at her appreciatively.  "Our people age and develop similar to humans after we're born, but then we look pretty much the same until we start nearing the end.  At that point, we start showing our age more and more until we pass away."

  

  "So...can I ask you something?"

"You can ask me anything," Alarwyn said.

"I mean, you worked with a bunch of guys all alone on an empty planet, right?"

  

  "Yeah, for several years.  Why?"

  

  "Oh...nothing.  I was just sorta wondering...  No, actually...I'm just dying to know.  How come you didn't hook up with any of 'em?" Stephanie asked.

  

  "Hook up?  You mean like...?"

  

  "Yeah, like sex.  Or hell, even just a relationship of some sort.  Wasn't there anyone there worth hooking up with?"

  

  "Yes


  

  

  Chapter 16


  "Sav...," Alarwyn said tentatively as they laid in bed that night.

  

  "Yes, my darling," he said as he looked over and smiled at her in a way that he hoped would comfort her.

  

  "I...  Well, never mind," she said, not really wanting to discuss what was running through her mind at the moment.

  

  "What is it?  Please tell me."


  "Remember what they told me when I first joined?  The thing about killing anyone who abuses their power and exposes us?"

  

  "Yes of course, what about it?"

  

  "I..."

  

  "Oh sweetheart, you don't think that's what's going to happen to you because of what you and Stephanie did today, do you?"

  

  "But we did it in public..."

  

  "Yes, but it was all taken care of.  No one knows what you did."

  

  "But what if they did?"

  

  "Sweetheart...listen to me.  There's a big difference between doing what's right, and abusing your power.  You're not running around hurting innocent people, are you?"

  

  "No..."

  

  "That guy and his friends deserved what you did to them, and it was all cleaned up afterward.  Even if it hadn't been, we'd have simply dealt with it however we needed to, and no one would have blamed you at all for what you did.  Is that why you've seemed so depressed all afternoon?  You were worried about someone killing you just because you beat up some abusive jerk in a mall?"

  

  "Well...yeah," she said sullenly.

  

  "You know, now that you mention it, that was pretty reckless.  Maybe we should kill you, just to be on the safe side," he said.  The look of both hurt and surprise she gave him faded away quickly when she saw that he was smiling at her.

  

  "Come on, be serious!"

  

  "Oh, I'm quite serious.  Don't I look serious?  Here, maybe if I cross my eyes like this you'll take me more seriously," he said as he crossed his eyes comically to get a laugh out of her.  Fortunately, it worked.  She let out a heavy sigh of relief, and then smiled at him awkwardly.

  

  "I guess I'm being pretty silly, huh?"

  

  "Yes, you are.  Everyone loves you sweetheart, most especially me.  If there was a problem, they'd talk to you about it and let you know.  As little regard as I used to have for humans in general, the one thing I do know is that our group of humans would never kill anyone they cared about.  If someone did happen to get out of control someday, they'd do everything short of killing them to try to make things right again.  Killing one of our own would be a last, desperate step, and only done if there was no other choice."

  

  "I just don't wanna screw this up.  This is the happiest I've been in my entire life."

  

  "You know what?"

  

  "What?" she asked.

  

  "I feel the same way," he said, smiling at her for a moment before he leaned over to kiss her.  "Now, no more of this nonsense, and I want you to promise me something."

  

  "What's that?"

  

  "If you ever run into a situation like that again, don't you hesitate for even a second to do the right thing.  There's a big difference between abusing your power to hurt the innocent, and using it to hurt those who deserve it.  You just need to make sure you do it intelligently, and wipe away the memories of any and all witnesses.  We have all of these incredible abilities, and we have an obligation to do the right thing with them whenever the opportunity presents itself."

  

  "Really?"

  

  "I know, I know.  I felt stupid for even saying that, but I suppose it's true," Savaric said with a grin.

  

  "No, it's not stupid at all.  It's honorable," she said, smiling back at him.  "That's just one of the things I love about you."

  

  "Oh, you have a list?" he asked, his smile widening.

  

  "Yeah...a very long one."

  

  "You know, that's quite a coincidence, because I've got a long one too.  Would you like to see it?" he asked.

  

  "You know I do," she said with a little giggle.  "Thanks Sav, I feel better now."

  

  "You had nothing to feel bad about in the first place.  I simply just pointed that out to you."

  

  "I guess I'm just a little paranoid about ruining everything now that my life is finally so perfect."

  

  "Well, you don't have to be.  You're a part of this family, now, so just relax and enjoy it," he said as he caressed her hair gently.  "You went from having no family, to having more family than you know what to do with, just like Giles and I.  I think in your case though, it was probably easier for you to adjust to it all than it was for us.  You'll never know what it took for us to open ourselves up to the humans."

  

  "Were you really that isolated?" she asked.

  

  "Completely.  The only humans we ever came into contact with were the reps, and the humans that were helping us out back in our earlier days.  Believe me, if you were dropped into the middle of a bunch of ignorant, backward ass people who tried to kill you just because you looked different than they did, then you'd have a very low opinion of them as well.  It's just fortunate that we've actually found a group of humans to associate with that are of this caliber, and have such a great sense of honor.  If not for them, we'd still be hiding away in that mansion in Idaho, and you and I would have never even met.  I suppose I should thank them for that."

  

  "I should too," she said as she slid her finger down his chest.  "Now...didn't you have something you wanted to show me?"

  

  "You know I do," he said with a grin as he reached over to turn out the light.



  *   *   *


  The next morning after breakfast, Thayelle and Martin ported themselves over into the living room of the house, and then the group that were going to be speaking with the historians all headed off to the nathalis homeworld.  When they arrived at the gates of the capitol, they got some rather strange looks from the guards there, which was to be expected, considering the fact that their group consisted one nathalis, nine humans, two blue fins and two rather tall and imposing looking ach'len.

  

  "We're here to see Commander Arthwal.  I'm Alarwyn, ambassador to the Human dimension," she said to the guard in a formal tone after she'd linked with the others so she could translate everything for them.

  

  "Just a moment," he said as he walked away a few steps and made a call on his radio.  Several minutes later, the commander came out to welcome them.

  

  "Greetings!" he said, smiling at them all pleasantly.

  

  "Oh!  You speak English now," Stephanie said with a look of surprise.

  

  "Yes, of course.  Alarwyn and I used the language transference device the last time she was here.  I thought it would be for the best if I were able to communicate with you all directly.  I have in turn used it with our historians, so they'll all be able to communicate with you directly as well.  I've even used it with the elders, as per their request.  They'd like to meet you all once you're done speaking with the historians."

  

  "Oh, really?" Alarwyn asked with a surprised look.

  

  "Yes well, you're all considered honored guests.  It would be rude of them not to meet with you.  The real reason they want to meet with you though is to thank you for all you've done to help our people."

  

  "Is there anything we need to know?  Like, protocols or anything?" Martin asked.

  

  "Just follow Alarwyn's lead, and you'll all do fine.  She's shown herself to be quite gracious in their presence," Arthwal said.

  

  "Unlike me.  I still feel really bad about that," Stephanie said, looking a little sheepish.

  

  "Yes well, no offense was taken I assure you.  Not that I'm aware of anyway.  I must say it was rather shocking to hear them spoken to that way though.  In fact, it was a first for me, and I dare say, for them as well."

  

  "I'm so sorry about that.  I promise I'll be on my best behavior this time."

  

  "We didn't know how long we'd be here, so we brought some extra clothes and stuff with us.  Do you have any idea how long it'll take?" Sarah asked.

  

  "That depends on how you'd like to do it.  We have devices that can record your memories as visual images.  That would be the faster way to do it since you could simply just remember everything as it happened, and it would be recorded into the devices.  Our historians would then review all the recordings for discrepancies, and if there were any, you'd be contacted to confirm the actual facts of what happened," Arthwal explained.

  

  "There wouldn't be.  We all have perfect memories.  The only differences in our memories would be the view from where we were standing, and the things that were going on around us that we were aware of at the time, which will be different for each person.  Aside from that, the memories of the events themselves will be identical," Sarah explained.

  

  "It must be a blessing as well as a curse to have such a memory.  I dare say, I wouldn't desire it myself."

  

  "Yeah, it is actually.  There are definitely some things I think we all wish we could forget, but the things we want to remember are locked inside of us forever, so it's a bit of a trade-off I guess," Sarah said.

  

  "Yes, I would imagine it is."

  

  "We've got the schematics for a device like that in the tablets we took from the zeths actually.  Charles and Richard were going to build it for us after they get some other things taken care of."

  

  "Well, if you want, I'm sure I could arrange a couple of our devices for you to take back home with you," he offered.

  

  "Oh, really?  That'd be awesome!  It'd save the guys a whole lot of work too since they wouldn't have to build one.  Thanks so much!" Sarah said, smiling at him appreciatively.

  

  "It's my pleasure.  Anyway, the other method I mentioned would be for you to communicate with them verbally, though that takes longer, and is more open to interpretation than actual memories."

  

  "I don't think any of us have a problem doing it through memories," Jarrod said.  "If we're all gonna be friends, then you should know exactly who we are and how we operate.  There's only one secret that there'll ever be between us, and that's how we got to be the way we are.  Aside from that, we'll be totally open with you about everything."

  

  "Yes, we're well aware of that limitation.  Alarwyn's made it clear that it's the one aspect of your existence will remain a secret, and as such, we'll respect your wishes and not ask you about it.  The historians have been informed not to ask you about it as well.  Now, if you'd all like to come inside, the historians are waiting," he said with a pleasant smile as he ushered them through the gates.

  

  As they were walking down the tree lined path toward the capitol building, Alarwyn suddenly felt the commander enter her mind.

  

  "I must speak with you alone while you're here," he thought to her.

  

  "Ok, no problem.  Is something wrong?" she thought back to him.

  

  "I have some information that I need to share with you."

  

  "When would you like to do it?"

  

  "There's no hurry.  I just need to speak with you privately before you return home," he thought.

  

  "All right, I'll come and find you as soon as I'm done."

  

  "Good.  I've discovered some things, but I haven't been able to piece it all together yet."

  

  "What things?" she thought.

  

  "We'll talk when you're done.  I'll explain it all to you then," he thought to her, and then he dropped the link as they approached the main entrance of the building.


  *   *   *


  "Hey...," Alarwyn said as she stepped into Arthwal's office.  "I asked to go first so I could come and speak with you."

  

  "All right, let's go," he said as he got to his feet and walked over next to her before using the device on his belt to open a portal.

  

  "Where are we going?" she asked.

  

  "Into the portal.  It's the only way to be sure," he said as he stepped inside.  She followed him in, and a few moments later they were out of phase.

  

  "What's this all about?" she asked with a confused look.

  

  "It's about you."

  

  "What about me?"

  

  "You don't exist, or at least, you didn't exist before you arrived at the orphanage," he said with a bit of a frown.

  

  "What do you mean?"

  

  "I wanted to find out more about you, so I did a little checking into your background.  Your time in the orphanage, your military service, and things of that nature."

  

  "Ok, what about it?  What do you mean I didn't exist?"

  

  "I mean, there's no record of your birth.  I found out through further digging that you were given a new name at the orphanage.  Alarwyn Deschual isn't your real name.  You were too young to remember at the time, and still too young to speak, so I guess when they all started calling you Alarwyn Deschual, you just accepted it as fact that it was your true name."

  

  "So what is my true name then?" she asked.

  

  "I don't know, and without knowing that, I have no way of tracking down your birth records.  I can't even find out who your parents were."

  

  "Why is it so important?"

  

  "Look, I didn't get to be a commander working here at the capitol because I'm stupid.  Something doesn't smell right about your past.  Why did your parents die in that fire while you conveniently survived, even though you weren't old enough to have escaped on your own?  Why didn't anyone know who was living in that house when it burned down?  Why were you given a new name when you got to the orphanage?  Something doesn't smell right about this whole thing."

  

  "So, what are you saying?" she asked, looking more confused than ever.

  

  "What I'm saying is, I think your parents were murdered, and whoever did it either didn't have the heart to kill a child, or they were planning on taking you away themselves, but then decided against it because it would be too hard to explain where you came from.  That's why you were outside of the house instead of inside with your parents.  They may have been killed before the fire, and the fire was simply used to cover up the murder."

  

  "Oh my god..."

  

  "Indeed.  Unfortunately, it gets worse," he said.  "There was obviously a cover up that was put into motion after the fire, because no one dies without leaving any friends or family behind.  Someone had to have known your parents, and known about them moving there, yet no one ever came forward to identify them.  The only way we could possibly find out who your parents were is to either find someone who's willing to admit that they knew them so they can tell us your true name, or we'll need to get a DNA sample from you so we can track down where you were born and find out if any records of your birth still exist."

  

  "I can't give you a DNA sample.  It would expose how we were changed, and my DNA has been altered by the process anyway, so it wouldn't do you any good."

  

  "Then we'll have to keep investigating.  I have two men working on it discreetly, outside of official channels.  If someone went to this much trouble to hide the circumstances of your birth and to change your identity, then there's no one we can really trust.  It could be a private matter, or it may reach up into the highest levels of our government.  There's just no way of telling.  We need to keep this investigation an absolute secret until we find some answers."

  

  "Is there anything I can do to help?" she asked.

  

  "Actually, there is.  The last time we spoke you told me about your many abilities, and one thing in particular struck me as being rather invaluable to our purpose."

  

  "What's that?"

  

  "Your ability to blank someone, as you called it, and to make them tell the absolute truth, while not remembering that they'd said anything at all afterward."

  

  "Oh, right.  So when you find those who would potentially know something, you'd like me to come and do that to them so they can be interrogated."

  

  "Exactly.  We can't force people to divulge their secrets, but you can.  We just need to locate someone...anyone who might have knowledge of you and your parents."

  

  "What about the orphanage?  They must know something since they were the ones who gave me a new identity."

  

  "I thought about that and I checked into it already.  None of your records show anything unusual.  You were brought to them as an unknown child, so they gave you a new name and have used that on all of your records since then.  I don't believe they're involved in any way in the cover up."

  

  "So, where does that leave us?" she asked.

  

  "I don't know.  I looked into the past history of the house, and oddly enough, about a month after your parents died in the fire, the previous owner also died in a fire.  That's what I have my men looking into right now.  Perhaps he had some friends or family who knew who he'd sold the house to."

  

  "But that was well over two hundred years ago.  Will anyone even remember now?"

  

  "I don't know, but it's our only lead at this point, so we're looking into it.  I'll tell you right now, this whole investigation may end up going nowhere, but I wanted you to know what I suspect, and that we're doing our best to find out the truth."

  

  "Well, thanks for trying.  It more than anyone else ever did apparently," she said.

  

  "Now, don't be too hard on them.  You were a child whose parents died in a fire.  They had no reason to suspect anything at the time, and with no one coming forward to identify you or your parents, they had no way of locating any of your other family members, if you in fact have any.  I'm assuming you do.  Everyone has at least some extended family."

  

  "I never really thought about it much," Alarwyn said.  "No one ever came looking for me, so I just assumed there weren't any."

  

  "I really don't know what to tell you.  Without any facts, all I have are suspicions and guesses as to what really happened.  For all we know, your parents died in that fire simply as a result of unfortunate circumstances, and you somehow managed to crawl outside to save yourself.  That does seem rather unlikely though, which is why I've launched an investigation.  I have nothing to give you now except for what I've told you, but if a time ever arises where we have a potential witness for interrogation, or we manage to locate some information that pertains to your background, I'll contact you and let you know."

  

  "I'm not really sure what to think about all this, but thank you.  At least someone cares enough to try to find the truth."

  

  "If there's a truth to be found.  As I said, we may come up completely empty, but I want to assure you that we'll do our very best.  You must keep everything I've told you here an absolute secret though, even from your friends.  We can't risk anyone finding out about this investigation.  If they do, and there is in fact a cover up, then we'll have no chance at all of finding the truth."

  

  "Ok, I promise.  I really can't thank you enough for all you're doing."

  

  "Thank me when I've got some answers for you.  Anyway, I wanted to suggest..."

  

  "Yes?"

  

  "You'll all be done with the historians by late this afternoon probably, so why don't you take your friends and show them around before you go back home.  Here," he said as he pulled a card out of his pocket and handed it to her.  "You work for the government in your official capacity as an ambassador, so there's no reason the government shouldn't pay for your official duties."

  

  "Are you serious?" she asked as she looked at the card in awe.  It was something that only government officials had, and was essentially like the black credit card she'd received when she moved to the Human dimension.

  

  "You do work for us, don't you?" he asked.

  

  "Well, yeah...but I never actually thought I'd see one of these!"

  

  "It's important that they learn about our people, and our culture, so take 'em all out and show them a good time.  There's a very nice hotel just down the street where dignitaries from other dimensions stay when they visit here, so stay there tonight, and then after you all spend some time sightseeing tomorrow you can head back home."

  

  "I don't even know what to say.  Thank you so much!" she said as she looked down at the card again.

  

  "Don't worry about it.  Anyway, you'd better get back to the others, or they'll start wondering where you've gotten off to."

  

  "Thank you again so much for everything," she said as she looked at him gratefully.

  

  "Alarwyn..."

  

  "Call me Ally.  That's what the humans call me."

  

  "All right...Ally.  I'm not gonna give up on this investigation until we've exhausted every possibility of finding the truth.  You have my word on that."

  

  "It's ok if you don't find anything.  At least you'll have tried.  That means more to me than you'll ever know."

  

  "All right, let's get you back now, before we're missed," he said as he opened the portal once again.


  *   *   *


  The following evening everyone returned home after having had a wonderful time in the Nathalis dimension.  Naturally they got some strange looks here and there, but the nathalis were well aware of dimension travel, and other species had visited their dimension on occasion, so the looks they got were more curious in nature than anything else.  Some of the more adventurous nathalis girls had even asked the guys to dance at different times when they went to one of the fancier nightclubs, and the girls were asked by some of the nathalis men as well.  They'd even gotten to see one of the three-dimensional films that Alarwyn had told them about.  After the film, they all made their way to a very upscale restaurant, where they finally got a chance to try the synthetic meat she'd told them about.  The reviews on that were mixed however.  While the flavor of it was quite good, the texture of it wasn't quite what they were used to.

  

  "Welcome home!" Brian said as he and Barbara came over to greet them.  "Martin and Thayelle go back already?"

  

  "Yeah, they just went straight home after," Patricia said as she wrapped her arms around Brian, and then gave him a little kiss.

  

  "So, did you guys have fun?" Barbara asked.

  

  "Yeah, it was quite an experience," Billy said.  "We gotta take you guys to see one of those movies at some point.  That was just bizarre.  What have you guys been up to?"

  

  "The tanks and all the other stuff the guys ordered came in yesterday afternoon, so we helped 'em get everything set up.  Other than that, not much.  Hey, what are those?" she asked, looking at the devices that Giles and Savaric were holding.

  

  "These are the devices they used to record our memories for their historical records.  They're much the same as the devices that Charles and Richard were going to build for us.  Commander Arthwal graciously provided us with a pair to bring home with us for our own use," Giles explained.

  

  "Hey, that's really cool," Brian said as he walked over to get a closer look at the device.  "So, how'd it all go?"

  

  "Quite well actually.  They watched the displays as we ran through our memories, and whenever they had questions about anything, they'd stop us for a moment to ask for clarification.  After we were finished, we even got to speak with the elders, as per their request."

  

  "What was that like?" Barbara asked.

  

  "It was...interesting," Giles said.  "There's something quite elegant and venerable about them, and yet they seemed quite personable in their own way.  They were very gracious about thanking us for all we'd done, but there was something else though..."

  

  "What's that?" she asked.

  

  "I don't know.  There was a period of time between when we finished with the historians and when we had our audience with the elders.  I'm assuming that during that time, the historians met with them and showed them the highlights of our exploits.  When we first walked in there, and I may be alone in feeling this, but I had the distinct feeling that they were almost afraid of us."

  

  "No, you're not alone in that.  I had that feeling too," Patricia said.

  

  "Yeah, me too," Tina agreed.  "There was something a bit off there, but they seemed to relax after we started talking and everything.  We're so used to all the stuff we can do that we don't even think anything of it now, but I guess to them it would seem pretty scary since they don't really know us or anything."

  

  "You were all very gracious, and you conducted yourselves perfectly," Alarwyn said.

  

  "We just did what the commander said, and followed your lead," Billy said.

  

  "It does bother me a bit that they seemed afraid of us at first.  I really hope our relationship with them isn't going to be based on a fear of what we might do to them," Savaric said with a concerned look.

  

  "I'll talk to the commander and see if they said anything to him about it.  Either way, I'll ask him to have a talk with them and put their minds at ease," Alarwyn said.

  

  "Yes, please do that.  I really hope they know they have no need to fear us."

  

  "I will.  Don't worry."

  

  "Have you guys heard anything from the colonel?" Sarah asked.

  

  "No, but I would imagine he's pretty busy," Barbara said.

  

  "I'm just curious about what happened to that alien guy we rescued.  Hang on a sec.  I'll link with him to see what's goin' on with that," she said as she stepped away from the group a bit and closed her eyes.  Several minutes later she came back to fill them in on what she'd learned.

  

  "Well?" Tina asked.

  

  "He said the friendlies came and picked him up, and then took him back to his own dimension.  I guess once they were there, they made contact with his people to let 'em know he was alive, and then they dropped him off wherever his home was.  Once he was back home, they came back and let the colonel know that everything was cool, and then they went off on their merry way."

  

  "Well, that was nice of 'em," Patricia said.

  

  "Yeah, I can see why he calls 'em friendlies.  Anyway, it's all taken care of.  Kinda creepy thinking about other species walking around out of phase to study us though."

  

  "I would imagine it's been going on for centuries without anyone being any the wiser," Giles said.  "In fact, we know it's been, because the nathalis visited here centuries ago, and so did the zeths."

  

  "Yeah...still creepy," Sarah said with a grin.

  

  "So...I don't really feel like cookin' anything.  How about we all go to the steak house tonight?  We'll drag Charles and Richard out with us too," Derek suggested.

  

  "Sounds good to me," Billy said.

  

  "Oh, you said something about a bet you guys made, but you didn't tell us who won," Sarah said as she looked over at Derek and Jarrod.

  

  "What bet?" Barbara asked.

  

  "They had a bet to see who could bench the most, and the loser had to buy the winner dinner at the steak house," Sarah explained.

  

  "So?  Who won?"

  

  "No idea," Derek said flatly.

  

  "No idea?  What's that supposed to mean?" Barbara asked.

  

  "Well, we sorta filled up both bars, so we didn't have any way to add more weight to it.  I guess we're gonna have to add a third bar to it."

  

  "Wait...what?  Two full bars is over two thousand pounds!" Billy said.

  

  "I know.  It wasn't enough.  To be honest, I'm not even sure a third bar would be enough.  Two bars was pretty easy still.  I think we're gonna need a new bench too.  I don't think that one's gonna be able to handle our weight, plus the weight of a third bar.  I'm not even sure how it's lasted this long to be perfectly honest."

  

  "I mean, I hit the bench when I work out, but I've never really pushed it like that to see what the limits were," Billy said.

  

  "Yeah well, we did, and we didn't hit the limit.  All the other machines are ridiculously easy now too," Jarrod said.  "We were kinda joking that we should set up a gym on the Leprechaun dimension, so everything would be a whole lot heavier."

  

  "Jeez, we might just have to," Billy said with a breathy laugh.  "All right, let's go put our stuff away, and then we'll grab the guys from the lab and head on outta here."

  

  "Cool.  I'll get Logan up here, and he can tag along too.  Darla might be working tonight, so maybe he'll get to see her."

  

  "Is everything ok with you two?  I mean, about that thing that happened?" Barbara asked.

  

  "Yeah, we got it all straightened out.  He knows I didn't mean what he thought I meant."

  

  "Good, I'm glad to hear that," she said.  Derek could tell from the look on her face that she regretted even asking the question, so he flashed her a reassuring smile, which was a gesture that she greatly appreciated.


  *   *   *


  They returned home later that evening with their stomachs full, and the after-dinner sleepiness hitting them all quite hard.  Darla had indeed been working the night shift, and was delighted to see her new boyfriend and all his friends come in for dinner.  She was as pleasant and attentive as ever, and when the time came to pay the check, Derek handed her his card, and once again left her an incredibly generous tip, which delighted her to no end.

  

  "I'm so freakin' glad we can eat like that and not gain any weight," Tina said with a heavy sigh as she flopped herself down on the couch and unbuttoned her pants so she could be a little more comfortable.

  

  "I know, right?" Stephanie agreed as she took a cue from Tina and unbuttoned her own pants.

  

  "Did you see the way Darla was looking at Logan?" Sarah asked.

  

  "Yeah, that's the way she was looking at Derek the whole time we were there that other time.  She's got it bad for him," Jarrod said.

  

  "Doesn't she seem a little...I dunno.  Clingy?  No, that's not the right word," Stephanie said.

  

  "Obsessive?" Patricia said helpfully.

  

  "Yes, exactly.  You said she was obsessing all over Derek when they first met, and now that she's got Logan, she's obsessing over him instead."

  

  "I don't know.  I think it's kinda sweet.  I mean, we all obsess at first, don't we?  Weren't you obsessing over Ally something fierce after you first met her?" Sarah asked as she looked over at Savaric.

  

  "Oh god, he was horrible," Giles said with a laugh.

  

  "Yeah, I guess I was pretty horrible," he admitted.

  

  "Awww, that's really sweet!" Alarwyn said as she cuddled up against him.

  

  "And I know for a fact that you were like that with Giles.  You were bouncing around here like a nut when you first got together with him.  Didn't you tell me he was gonna give you the serum, and you guys ended up having sex instead?" Sarah asked.

  

  "Yeah...guilty," she said with a sleazy grin.

  

  "Besides, Logan's got the three golden items on every girl's checklist.  He's hot, he's super nice, and he's got a great sense of humor.  Hell, I might just start obsessing over him myself one of these days," she said, throwing a quick wink in Jarrod's direction.

  

  "Well, he is Derek's brother, so I guess we could let him in.  Whatcha think man?" Jarrod asked as he looked over at Derek.

  

  "I think he needs to get his own girls, and stay the hell away from ours.  That's what I think," Derek said with a grin.

  

  "Yeah well, it looks like things are pretty good between 'em so far.  We'll just have to see how things go with it," Jarrod said.

  

  "He's aware of the protocol for getting into a relationship with someone, is he not?" Savaric asked.  "I mean, the whole thing about making sure she's suitable for this life before he even mentions it to her?"

  

  "Yeah, he is...and don't worry.  He's thinking with the right head.  He knows what's at stake if he brings someone in and they don't work out," Derek said.  Alarwyn looked up at Savaric then, and didn't have to say a word.  The look in her eyes said it all.  He smiled at her reassuringly, reminding her that she needed to stop being so silly and paranoid.  Just then, Derek's cell phone rang.

  

  "It's the colonel," he said as he looked at the display.  He tapped the screen to answer the call, and a few moments later a look of concern crossed his features.

  

  "What is it?" Jarrod asked.

  

  "Guys, we got a problem.  How close are you to being ready for the hybrids?" he asked.

  

  "Well, since we've got all the equipment we were waiting for, I guess we're ready now.  We were going to ask him to bring them with him this weekend when he comes out for the barbecue.  Why?" Richard asked.

  

  "He said their aging sped up again.  Apparently they're in pretty bad shape.  He doesn't know how much longer they've got left."

  

  "We need to have him bring 'em out of the base while they're still alive, or the plan won't work.  We'll go get everything ready.  Derek, you tell him to go talk to his superiors immediately so he can get whatever authorization he needs, and if you could smooth things along with that whole process, just as we discussed, that'd be perfect.  Now, let's get up to the lab and start the preparations.  We've got some lives to save."
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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.
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