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CHAPTER ONE

The Proposal Predicament


[image: ]




“Marry me,” Derek Halston said, half-joking, over the sound of cheesy music filling the air of Applebee’s as he stared across the wide counter of the bar centered at the back of the restaurant late on a Friday night, close to the end of a busy night for the target of his statement, Chelsea Lynwood, the frequent and most popular bartender.

He stared at her as he placed his knife and fork on the almost empty plate in front of him, the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen, and waited for her response, focused on her perfect, genuine smile stretching her full lips a bit wider, her long, lustrous, slightly curly, brown hair, and her wide, expressive, chocolate brown eyes set in a perfectly oval face. She was dressed in the standard uniform for a bartender, all black, but even the dark material couldn’t mask her perfectly exquisite figure. The smile remained on her face as she leaned closer, resting her elbows on the surface of the counter as she laced her long, elegant fingers together and met his gaze.

“Of course,” she said evenly, a slight lilt to her rich alto voice. “How could I refuse?”

“You couldn’t,” he replied, his slate gray eyes narrowing slightly as the sight of her warm smile brought a smile to his lean, sharp-featured face. “It’s impossible.”

She nodded slowly and replied, “I know. You’re irresistible. So, should we wait until my shift ends, or would it be better if I called a priest here right now?”

He shrugged and said, “Whenever you want, Princess. I’m at your disposal.”

She shifted her weight and her smile faded to an almost seductive smirk as she replied, “I don’t know. I don’t think a priest would come out this late on a Friday just to get us hitched. How about we wait a few days and get everything lined up first?”

“As you wish,” he said and returned the smirk.

They’d known each other for a little over a year, having become friends quickly and easily, sharing an interest in horror movies and quirky TV shows with similar dispositions on the state of the nation and a great deal of common sense. They’d gone out a few times, though neither considered those instances to be actual dates. Over time, they’d become best friends and looked out for each other, spending more time together than with anyone else. The relationship hadn’t quite turned romantic, but they’d both admitted it was headed in that direction. Derek figured he’d make the first move and skip the dating portion, which neither of them particularly cared for, and skip ahead to the commitment. 

He really didn’t think anything would come of it and figured she considered it just another playful distraction from the stress of her job and a bit of relief from the exhaustion he knew was creeping into her body and mind. He’d spent enough time at the restaurant, nearly every day she worked, to understand how much it could get to her. The constant demands on her time, moving back and forth around the confined space of the bar as she prepared a seemingly unending flow of drink orders, and having to frequently force a smile on her face in dealing with some of the rudest drunks in the area. She kept a pleasant façade at all times, ensuring she would receive decent tips, enough to make up for her minuscule paycheck, typical of someone in the service industry.

His own job wasn’t quite as stressful and his schedule was loose enough to afford him the time to spend at the restaurant, mostly just to spend time with her. The quickly prepared, halfway decent meals, at least a step or two above standard fast food fare, were just a bonus. When she was able, Chelsea also gave him big discounts on the meals and he countered with larger tips, though she kept telling him he didn’t need to do that. And he responded by saying it was just a small way he could help support her. Even after months, she still gave him a little grief about it and he always insisted on it.

Thankfully, his job as the owner of a technology consulting company gave him the freedom and flexibility to work only as he felt necessary or when there was a large number of service requests or after-hours emergency situations.

Then, before either of them could say anything else, Chelsea was called away by another belligerent patron to refill his glass of beer, one of four others remaining at the bar. He knew two of them from their own frequent patronization of the bar, an older woman named Donna Tillman and a somewhat younger woman named Mindy Parkman. Donna was a retired business owner, having sold a chain of retail boutiques for quite a hefty sum, allowing her to live in comfort for the rest of her life. She was fairly short with a soft body, short, graying hair, and bright hazel eyes, always having a warm smile on her face. Mindy was just a bit shorter with long, almost perfectly straight dark blond hair and narrow green eyes, but her expression was almost always a dour one. Derek knew she worked as a furniture restorer and upholsterer, a more physically demanding job than one would expect. At the moment, the two were enjoying their drinks, sipping slowly and laughing lightly to themselves. The others at the bar were two men, the belligerent drunk Chelsea was dealing with and Derek didn’t know. The other, sitting almost opposite Derek, was a tall, thin man with short, brown hair he kept neatly styled. Jameson Sallis was dressed in typical business attire, slacks and a button-down shirt with a fairly wide dark blue tie, looking as if he’d just taken the clothing from his closet. His posture was perfect and his table manners were excellent as he meticulously worked his way through a bowl of pasta, careful not to let a single drop fall on his pristine white shirt.

Derek didn’t like Jameson at all. He was a pretentious snob and had been rather blatant and vocal about his interest in Chelsea, continuing his pursuit after numerous rejections. It had finally taken Chelsea informing him that she was in a serious and committed relationship with Derek, after Derek agreed to play along, for Jameson to back off a bit. He still tried flirting with her and made numerous innuendos, but Chelsea was able to either ignore them or respond in a way that he knew she wasn’t interested in the least. Still, his presence left Derek feeling a little uneasy and, after so many instances of stalking in the news over the years, Derek wasn’t sure the man wouldn’t try something. Chelsea was a strong, tough woman and always kept a small pistol with her, just in case something like that happened, but Derek still didn’t want her to be forced to deal with that sort of situation.

As Chelsea then received several orders and began making the drinks, one of the servers walked over to him and sat on the high stool beside the one where he sat.

Maren Haller was a tall, shapely woman with long, perfectly straight brown hair a shade or two lighter than Chelsea’s and she always wore the tightest shirts with plunging necklines to show off her ample cleavage. She was, like all those who worked primarily for tips to survive, rather flirtatious and, even though she knew about the relationship between him and Chelsea, just couldn’t turn off the habit.

“Hey, there,” she said as she climbed onto the stool. “You’re still here.”

“Yeah,” he replied with a nod as he looked at her. “So are you.”

She shrugged, “But I’m on the clock. What’s your excuse?”

“It’s Friday,” he said. “And I’m just not quite ready to go home.”

She leaned a little closer and smiled seductively, “Maybe you’re just waiting for someone to go home with you.”

Chelsea walked over at that, shaking her head, and said, “Calm down, Maren. He already has someone going home with him.”

Maren sat up straight and looked at Chelsea, “You know I’m just kidding.”

“Yeah,” Chelsea smiled as warmly as she could, a smile Derek instantly recognized as her fake customer service smile. “I know. Now cut it out.”

“Fine,” Maren shrugged and looked up as another server, Jordan Massey with long, strawberry blond hair and a trim figure in tight black clothing as well walked past. “Isn’t that right, Jordan?”

Jordan looked at her without stopping and said, “I don’t know what you’re talking about and I don’t care. Orders are coming up and you need to get busy.”

Maren took a deep breath and slid off the stool, looking around at the customers seated at the tables around the remaining floor space, shaking her head as she said with a smirk, “They’re all so needy.”

Derek just shook his head as Maren walked away, heading toward the kitchen to start doing her job. 

“Ignore her,” Chelsea said and let out a tired sigh.

Derek leaned forward, crossing his arms on the edge of the counter, and looked up at her as he asked, “So, who’s coming home with me tonight?”

She smiled warmly and said, “That would be me. I should be done here in an hour or so. I thought we might watch a movie or something.”

He shrugged and sat up, “Well, I guess that would be okay, considering we’re engaged now.”

“That’s right,” she said with a sharp nod. “But you’d better get me a ring before your buddy Jameson over there starts his routine again.”

“I’ll work on that,” he said and sat up, shifting on the stool. “So, I guess I should head out and get the place ready for company.”

She smirked and said, “I know exactly what shape your place is in and it doesn’t bother me at all.”

“I know,” he smiled. “But I’d feel a lot better if I had time to at least pick up my dirty clothes and get them out of the way.”

From behind her, the voice of the restaurant’s manager, Gretchen Fallon, was heard as she left the kitchen area.

“Chelsea,” she said loudly. “You’d better get started on those dishes if you want to get out of here on time.”

Chelsea looked over her shoulder and said with a mock salute, “Yes, ma’am. Right away, ma’am.”

Gretchen, a couple of inches shorter than Chelsea with shoulder-length, bright red hair and emerald green eyes in a narrow, soft-featured face, walked confidently toward her, shaking her head as she said, “Okay, Chelsea. Don’t start.”

“Sorry,” Chelsea said. “I know what I have to do and I’ll get started in just a minute.”

Gretchen let out a frustrated sigh, having dealt with Chelsea’s own time frame before, and said, “Just get it done in time. I don’t want to stay any later than necessary.”

“Same here,” Chelsea said, her voice growing a bit louder as she continued. “I just want to say goodnight to my fiancée first.”

Gretchen stopped in her tracks, her jaw dropping as she looked from Chelsea to Derek and back.

“Are you serious?” she asked. “When did this happen?”

“Just a few minutes ago,” Chelsea shrugged. “He asked and I said yes.”

“Well, congratulations,” Gretchen said and nodded, closing her mouth and smiling. “That’s great. Now, say your goodbyes and get back to work.”

As Chelsea explained to Gretchen, Derek looked at Jameson, doing his best not to smile. The smartly dressed man sat up straight and his jaw dropped. His wide eyes cut back and forth from Chelsea to Derek and he shook his head slowly in disbelief. After a second, his expression changed from one of surprise to one of disappointment and failure. Derek wanted to smile at his discomfort, but he just couldn’t bring himself to do so and looked away after just a second.

As he turned his attention back to Chelsea and Gretchen, the manager had walked away to talk with customers and Chelsea turned to face him. He slid off the stool and reached for the wallet in the right front pocket of his jeans.

Chelsea shook her head and said, “This one’s on me. But you have to stop and get popcorn for the movie.”

He nodded and said, “I can do that, but are you sure about the meal?”

“Of course,” she smiled. “It’s the least I can do for my husband to be.”

Derek almost shook his head, but restrained himself, knowing that Jameson was still watching and that Chelsea wanted to put on something of a show to hopefully convince him once and for all that he stood no chance with her.

“Hold on,” she said and started for the opposite end of the rectangular bar and the narrow gap in the corner to his left to allow egress, looking over her left shoulder as she walked. “I need a big hug before you leave.”

He nodded and moved to his left, toward the closer corner of the bar as she hurried around and practically ran into his waiting arms. She flung her arms around his neck and he wrapped his around her waist, pulling her closer. He held the embrace until she was ready to end it, slowly retracting her arms and moving back. He let his arms fall away and he looked her in the eye.

“I’ll have the popcorn when you get there,” he said. “Extra butter, right?”

“Is there any other way?” she asked, grinning.

“True,” he nodded and took a small step toward the door. “I’ll make sure and get the right kind, but I’ll wait until you get there before putting it in. It’ll only take a couple of minutes.”

“Sounds good,” she said. “And pick us out a good scary movie.”

“I can do that,” he replied, smiling. “I’ll see you when you get there.”

“As soon as I can,” she promised. “Now, I’d better get to work. Love you, Derek.”

“Love you, too, Princess,” he replied and started for the door as she returned to the bar and began the tedious process of washing the dishes.

As Derek pushed his way through the door, a deep frown crossed his face and he shook his head once he stepped out into the cool night air.

Whether or not the engagement became more than just a passing idea, it was time for him to reveal his biggest secret to her.
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CHAPTER TWO

Remember and Reveal
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After a relatively brief stop at Walmart where he picked up the microwave popcorn Chelsea preferred and a two-liter soft drink, Derek drove the additional mile to the small apartment he rented behind a masonry shop that was adjacent to a sort of roughneck bar and across from a gas station. Still, it was a quiet area and he hadn’t experienced any trouble in the two years he’d been in that location. There was ample parking in front of the masonry shop, but the owner, who was also the landlord, preferred that residents park behind the building. That meant taking a small side street and entering from the side, between the main building and a handful of trailers making up a small community, though Derek had never seen any of the residents.

He parked in front of the door to his apartment, the only one on the ground floor with two more above it, leaving enough space beside the narrow walkway from the gravel drive to the door for Chelsea to park. Once out of the car, he walked casually to the door and unlocked the door then entered with the white Walmart bag in his left hand. 

As he walked through the narrow entryway, with the small bathroom on his left, he reached to his right and flipped the switch on the wall beside the large window unit air conditioner to turn on the overhead lights. 

It really wasn’t much, but he didn’t need much. It consisted of only three rooms. There was a moderate bedroom to the right several feet past the window unit, the bathroom just inside the front door, and a spacious room that served as both living room and kitchen. The floor was a laminate that was supposed to look like wood paneling and almost succeeded. The walls were painted a dingy white and he hadn’t done anything to adorn them. In the far left corner sat the small entertainment center, little more than a low table with small cabinets at the base. A flat screen TV sat atop it with a Blu-Ray player beneath it at the center and the cabinets on either side were filled with movies. He also had more in plastic crates stored in the opposite corner with more in the bedroom closet. A low sofa sat facing the TV with a small table between it and the front door as a makeshift dining table. Beside the stacked crates in the corner was his small desk with a laptop computer atop it beside a small laser printer. A tangled mass of cables behind and below the desk connected him to the internet and powered the system. The bedroom held, other than the crates of movies, two more crates of books, a wide bed, a small chest of drawers, and a small nightstand with his small alarm clock on it with more cables on the floor, including the charger for his cell phone.

Once inside, he took the soft drink from the bag and placed it in the refrigerator. There wouldn’t be time for it to fully chill before Chelsea arrived, but it wouldn’t hurt. He then placed the box of popcorn on the counter beside the microwave and wadded up the bag before dropping it in the tall trash can at the end of the counter just behind the arm of the sofa.

He really didn’t have much to pick up before Chelsea arrived. He’d left his normal bedclothes, sweat pants and a t-shirt, on the bed. Otherwise, everything was either hanging in the closet, tucked into a drawer in the chest, or tossed into a hamper beside the closet. After a moment’s hesitation, he picked up the sweat pants and t-shirt then dropped them in the hamper. 

Then he began the process of picking out a movie, wanting one Chelsea hadn’t seen before. She was as much of a videophile as he was and it was difficult to find something new for her. It took him a few minutes and he was starting to grow anxious about it, but he finally found one in the bottom crate of the stack. With it in hand, he replaced the others in the stack and turned to take the movie into the living room and paused after a single step.

He felt something strange, something he hadn’t felt in a very long time and couldn’t quite recall just what it meant. It was a strange tingling sensation running through his mind, feeling like an army of ants crawling through his head, and he stood there for a moment, his mind almost inert, and the sensation began to abate, but his only thoughts were of something hidden in the back of the single drawer in his night stand, something he hadn’t thought about in a very long time. Frowning lightly, still trying to remember, he turned to the stand and walked over to it. Placing the movie on the bed, he grasped the small handle on the drawer and slowly pulled it out. There was a lot of junk in the drawer, little things he thought he might need at some point, and he sifted through them and finally reached to the back of the drawer where his fingers closed around a small, square object attached to a long, looped cord. With it in his grasp, he slowly pulled it out and looked at it.

The gray square felt as much metal as it did plastic and, for a second, it was completely unfamiliar to him, but once it was out of the drawer and he held it up, the memory returned and it was another part of the big secret he planned to tell Chelsea about at some point that night. The object was part of his past and a part of it that had nothing to do with the town or even the planet.

Still, its purpose wasn’t quite clear to him. He knew it had something to do with his past and the reason he was stranded there, but the details were clouded in his mind. After a couple of seconds just staring at the item in his hand, he took the loop of thin black cord and placed it over his head, letting it fall around his neck while the item at the end dropped against his chest.

As it dropped into place, something changed. The cloudiness in his mind dissipated a bit and he began to remember the item and what it meant. It was a link to his past and the key to his future, but the memory wasn’t complete or detailed. He remembered that the amulet was somehow important, but it was incomplete. There were four other components that needed to be reunited in order for the memories to fully return and the other components were in the hands of four people sent to Earth with him to escape some danger he couldn’t quite recall.

He stood there in the bedroom for several moments, frowning in concentration as he attempted to force the memories to be released in his mind. He wrapped the fingers of his right hand around the small square, hoping it would somehow trigger even the smallest fraction of a memory, but it did nothing.

After just a few minutes, he heaved a frustrated sigh and released the amulet, carefully tucking it into his shirt. He remained there a few seconds longer as he tried to decide how to explain the truth about his existence and his presence in the town of Picayune to Chelsea.

With the DVD in hand, he left the bedroom and entered the main room again, going to the TV and preparing it for the movie when Chelsea finally arrived. With so much now on his mind, he tried to make sure he had everything ready for her arrival while trying to make sense of the sudden information. He hoped that constant thinking about it would help trigger more detailed memories and give him more insight into what was going on and what the device around his neck was and how it operated. Still, after more than fifteen minutes of straightening things, getting the popcorn bag from the small box, and pulling off the cellophane wrapper then took a large bowl and a couple of glasses from a cabinet over the sink then made sure there was enough ice. With that settled, he turned on both the TV and Blu-Ray player. Still trying to let his mind relax, he went through the process, but no further information had come to him. It was frustrating, but he couldn’t control it and finally decided to just relax and try to quit worrying, hoping it would come to him on its own.

When it was finally as ready as he thought it could be, Derek sat on the sofa with a tired sigh and leaned back, closing his eyes as he tried to relax and let the memories flow. Of course, nothing came to him. He knew he could’ve gone to sleep right there, but his excitement at the thought of spending at least a couple of hours with Chelsea beside him, though he did consider the possibility that she would bolt from the apartment once he told her as much of the truth as he could, kept him awake. 

After less than half an hour, he heard the sound of a car pulling up to the apartment and he knew it was Chelsea. As he turned toward the door, he frowned, thinking she should’ve been at work for at least another twenty minutes or longer, but he wasn’t going to complain. An early arrival gave him more time to reveal the truth to her. He took a deep breath and walked over to the door, opening it and standing there with a light smile on his face as the headlights of her car went out and the engine stopped. 

The driver’s door opened and she climbed out tiredly, but there was still a smile on her face. As she closed the door and checked to make sure it was locked, she looked at him and said, “I hope you’ve got the popcorn ready.”

“Two minutes,” he said. “I didn’t want it to get cold.”

“Good,” she said and started quickly toward him.

At the door, they hugged again, but it didn’t last quite as long as the previous one. He stepped aside and allowed her to enter then followed and closed the door, locking it to make sure they weren’t interrupted.

Chelsea walked slowly toward the sofa, looking around, and glanced back at him as she walked around the end of the sofa, smiling as she said, “You’ve done wonders with the place.”

He smirked and shook his head, “Funny. Now sit down while I get your popcorn ready.”

“Yes, sir,” she said with a touch of sarcasm and sat down at the center of the sofa.

Derek turned to the counter and approached the microwave then placed the packet of popcorn inside and started it then looked at the two glasses. He shrugged and decided drinks would definitely be necessary with the popcorn and prepared two glasses of soft drink while the corn started popping. Chelsea remained still on the sofa, not watching him, and he was sort of glad she did it. He didn’t want her to really notice the worried expression on his face until he was finally ready to tell her everything.

Once the popcorn was finished, he took it from the microwave, carefully opened the bag, and emptied the contents into the bowl, making sure he left the burned and uncooked kernels. He took it to Chelsea and she accepted it with a smile. He picked up the remote control from the arm of the sofa and started the movie then returned to the counter for the glasses of soda. He sat on her right, their hips touching, just as the movie’s credits began. Chelsea was already eating the popcorn, holding the bowl in her lap, and they quickly became engrossed in the film and didn’t say much over the next hour and a half. 

Derek, having seen the film numerous times before, contemplated what he would say and how he would say it to reveal the truth to Chelsea once the film was over. It wasn’t going to be easy and he had no idea how she would react, but he had to tell her before anything else could happen. He felt, especially after putting the amulet around his neck, that the time was drawing near for something to change and he wanted Chelsea to know before it did.

As the credits began to roll, he picked up the remote again and turned off the TV as she set the now-empty bowl beside her on the sofa. She looked at him with a smile on her face, but it faded quickly as she saw the serious and almost fearful expression on his face.

“What is it?” she asked, her smile turning to a concerned frown. “You’re not going to tell me you really were serious with that proposal earlier, are you?”

“Not quite,” he said and let out a sigh as he shifted almost uncomfortably on the sofa. “There’s something more serious I need to tell you.”

Her frown deepened as she asked, “More serious than the proposal? This I have to hear.”

He shrugged and said, “You might not want to, but I need to tell you. It’s not easy for me to say, but I have to tell you before this goes any further.”

She drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly as she said, “Okay. Tell me everything.”

He took a deep breath as well then began, “First, I’m not from here.”

“I know,” she nodded. “You’re from north Mississippi.”

“No,” he shook his head. “It’s much more than that and I can’t really give you all the details. I don’t remember them all, at least not yet. I’m hoping they’ll come back to me, but it’s probably going to take some time. I don’t remember the name, but I’m from another world.”

“What do you mean?”

He pointed upward and said, “Out there somewhere. I don’t know exactly where, how far away, or in what direction. I came here a little over ten years ago and something drew me to this town after a while.”

“Wait,” she said and shook her head. “You have a background, driver’s license, all that stuff, and a business.”

He shrugged again, “All fabricated. I sort of have a way with computers and I created everything, even put it all in the proper systems. It’s kind of complicated, but I got it done and made my way here. I’m not sure why, but I was drawn to this town and it’s the right fit. It all seemed to work. I mean, the business is going strong, I have everything I need, and there’s you.”

She stared at him for a second, trying to decide if he was making it up or not, then the last part of his statement struck her.

She tilted her head slightly to the left and asked, “What about me?”

He took in another deep breath and said, “I wasn’t expecting it and I didn’t really want any sort of relationship, definitely not one like this, but it happened. I guess I was sort of half-joking with the proposal. I’m glad it didn’t push you away like I thought it would, but I could tell you didn’t take it seriously.”

“Not at first,” she said, shaking her head slowly. “But after you left, I started thinking about it. I had to think about something while washing all those dishes and I wasn’t expecting it. I didn’t really think you were serious at first, but as I thought about it, I started thinking it was probably your way of testing the waters.”

“I guess I was,” he replied. “And it just sort of came out. I mean, I’d thought about it, and I know we haven’t had that type of relationship, but it somehow just felt right to say it.”

She nodded slowly, her eyes narrowing a bit, and said, “I think I understand. I did take it as just sort of a playful thing, but it did seem kind of serious. After thinking about it, after you left, I started to realize that it might not be such a bad idea. If nothing else, we can play it that way, at least to give me a legitimate alibi when one of those drunk idiots starts flirting and trying to ask me out.”

He nodded and smiled lightly, weakly, “That couldn’t hurt. So, I guess we’ll say we’re conditionally engaged.”

“I like that,” she said and smiled. “I think it’ll work.”

“Good,” he said and relaxed just a bit.

“Hold on,” she said and sat up straight, her eyes opening wide. “You distracted me with that. You just told me you’re an alien. Are you even human?”

“As far as I know,” he shrugged. “I’ve been to doctors and they didn’t find anything out of the ordinary. Maybe the world I’m from is populated with humans as well.”

“Maybe so,” she replied and shrugged as well.

“So, you’re just going to accept it?” he asked. “That was easier than I thought.”

“I guess I am,” she nodded and the smile returned to her face. “I’ve known you long enough and well enough that I don’t think you would try to pull some sort of trick, especially after proposing to me.”

He leaned a little closer and said, “I would never and will never do anything to trick you. I know I don’t have a lot of answers right now, but I’m hoping I’ll get them before long.”

He then reached up with his right hand and pulled the amulet from beneath his shirt, holding it out a bit for her to see.

“I found this tonight,” he said. “I knew it was in there, but I haven’t thought about it since I moved into this place, but I know it has something to do with my homeworld. It triggered a bit of the memory and I know I’m not alone here, or I didn’t come here alone. There are four others, but I don’t remember anything about them.”

She stared at it for a few seconds, her eyes narrowing as she took in the detail. It was a square about two inches on a side and looked to be maybe a quarter of an inch thick. The flat surface visible held a grid of sixteen tiny indentations, little more than pinpoints, and appeared just a shade darker than the gray surface of the square. 

“What is it?” she asked. “It almost looks like something out of a computer.”

“I’m not exactly sure,” he said. “I think it’s part of something bigger, but I don’t know what it is.”

I can explain.

A voice seemed to come from nowhere and be everywhere. Derek looked around sharply, searching for the source.

“What’s wrong?” Chelsea asked.

“Did you hear that?” he asked.

She shook her head slowly, “I didn’t hear anything.”

Only you can hear me. I am attuned to your mind. After all, you created me.

Derek’s eyes narrowed in concentration as he thought, “Who are you?”

I am the Device, or rather, the intelligence you devised to inhabit and control the Device.

“And what do you do?” he thought.

That is a long, detailed explanation, but you will remember everything about yourself and me before long. I have awakened from my dormancy because of a signal from our world of Danthos. The wormhole will soon open and another, possibly more, will soon arrive. You must prepare.

“How?” he asked. “I don’t know anything about all of this.”

It is too late. The gateway is opening now.

As the Device fell silent, Chelsea looked over her shoulder as she saw something at the center of the room’s open space, a slight distortion in the air.
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