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From the Author
Dear Readers,

 

If you have made it this far in the series, I thank you very much. It takes dedication and I am sure there are times you want to scream at me, get frustrated at my characters and even times say, ‘No more’.

 

Please remember I am always available for feedback and welcome it at anytime.

 

Freedom Fight begins a new turn in Beginnings. Storylines close and new ones open. New characters emerge into the spotlight and I truly hope you will welcome them.

 

While the humor, outlandish behavior, and action are still there, the series takes a fresh, and I believe, better turn starting with Book 9.

 

This book and the next (Horse Soldier) are my favorite in the series.

 

Thank you again for sticking with the world of Beginnings.
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August 26

 

When will it end? I’ve seen the silent victor that erased what used to exist. The rivalry of Cain and Abel between brothers ceased the moment we took on what the world has become beyond the wall of our home. We’ve faced challenges and seen the full circle of justice. The ripple of pain continues and my family faces once again, the bitterest of inner struggles. Pieces of us have broken off, yet we still stand strong. We have to. We’re family. And with all that has happened to our world, I am grateful I still have that. My family. I will fight for them and if need be, I would die for them.

 

Robbie Slagel

 








  
 





 

SCATTERED SOULS . . .






 
   

  
 

CHAPTER ONE
 
   


AUGUST 27




  
 

Chadron, Nebraska
 With the spark of the just rising sun came the single, three-second blow of the bugle horn. A rumbling and vibration followed and then the charge. Over the crest and descending on to the camp of small, military style structures came a long line of horses, fifty in all. Mounted upon them were men wearing blue. Armed with rifles and swords, they rode down, firing out and stirring the sleeping enemies from their beds.

The soldiers stumbled out of their homes. Dazed and confused, yet ready to defend themselves, the first that tried were the first that failed. If they were not shot, they were beheaded in a sweep of the swift sword of justice delivered upon them. A victory sought by the men who charged was not a victory gained. Too many slumbered in the enemy camp, too many for them to take. The camp, though startled, was not ill prepared for what was cast to them. They revamped. They fought and a bloody battle entailed.

The men who charged rode in with a vengeance. They rode into the camp knowing that they would be out numbered, knowing a defeat would be imminent. But they rode in knowing they would not go down without making an impact.
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Beginnings, Montana
A loud, long, yawn came from Joe Slagel as he ran his hand over his just shaved face. He stared at his reflection in his bathroom mirror, sniffled, and rubbed his watering eyes. He was tired. He shouldn’t have been tired. In fact, Joe wouldn’t have been tired had it not been for his middle of the night visitors. Awakened at four in the morning to be told by a brilliant scientist there was a frightening possibility that a Benedict Arnold lived amongst them, was one thing, but that wasn’t what stirred Joe from his slumber. Henry Kusakari did. Not only did Henry wake him, ramble rapidly and ridiculously about something absurd, tote Joe’s three month old grandson about, but Henry also sarcastically insulted his favorite pajamas. That placed Joe in what he liked to call, a ‘piss-poor’ mood. Not to mention, that fact steered Joe’s mind off where it should be, on Dr. Dean Hayes’ a traitor amongst us theory.

The day had to get better. It wasn’t even six in the morning. Of course, that thought quickly flew from Joe’s mind the second he stepped into his living room.

“Oh boy.” Joe blew slowly from his mouth as he walked to his dining room. He could hear his wife, Andrea, humming some song in the kitchen while clanging pans. Two of his four grandchildren, Alexandra and Joey, were wake and rambunctious. Nick, his three month old grandson, screamed his loudest, and his middle of night visitors sat at his dining room table, sipping on coffee, and making themselves at home. “Christ Almighty, don’t you two have somewhere else to be?” Joe looked at Henry and Dean then walked through the dining room and into the kitchen, immediately reaching for the coffee.

“Good morning!” Andrea sang the words, kissed Joe on the cheek and resumed her cooking. “Breakfast will be ready shortly.”

Joe grumbled, grabbed his coffee, and walked to his dining room table. He plopped down in his seat, grabbed a cigarette, and lit up. It was after he slowly let out that first hit and brought his head down to his coffee that he saw Dean staring at him. “What?”

Dean’s small framed body leaned back in the chair. His dark blonde hair was messy from running his fingers through it so many times. “That is a sure sign of addiction,” Dean pointed at Joe, “Having to smoke first thing in the morning.”

After wincing at Nick’s loud wail, Joe shook his head in disgust. “Is that one of your own brilliant deductions, Dean? Or is that something you learned in college? Christ, I would think the fact that I smoke all the time ought to be indication enough of addiction.”

“Did you ever think of quitting?” Dean asked.

“No,” Joe said shortly. He tried to resume drinking his coffee but snapped his views to Henry. “Henry? Can’t you do anything about that baby? Why is he crying so much?”

“I don’t know, Joe.” Henry tried bouncing the baby. “He’s probably upset because Frank kidnapped Ellen.”

Joe and Dean both moaned and rolled their eyes at the same time.

“I’m serious,” Henry complained. “I know you don’t believe me.”

“We believe you, Henry,” Joe told him. “We just think you exaggerate. Give me that baby.” Joe reached out for Nick, toke him in his arms, and stood.

“Ow, Joe.” Henry followed with a tilted head. “Ow, hair. He’s got my hair.”

“Christ.” Joe, with a cigarette still in his mouth, joggled the baby while removing the tiny fingers that were intertwined within Henry’s long black mane.

“Oh my God!” Henry exclaimed. “You’re gonna burn my baby.”

“Well he won’t scream any worse if I do.” Joe took the cigarette from his mouth and set it down in the ashtray. “Satisfied?” He turned and he saw Dean reaching to put it out. “Don’t.” Joe pointed at Dean. “Don’t.”

Dean tossed his hands up in the air.

Andrea emerged from the kitchen holding a large plate of pancakes. “Alex, Joey!” she called the kids. “Joseph, sit down and have your breakfast before it gets cold.”

Holding Nick, Joe sat down with the crying baby. He reached for the plate of pancakes, broke off a small piece, and shoved it in Nick’s mouth. Nick shut up.

“Joe,” Dean spoke with a scold. “You really shouldn’t be feeding that baby solid food like that.”

“Dean.”

“What?”

“Shut up.”

Humming and giggling, Andrea came back out of the kitchen. She handed Joe a bottle for Nick. “Here you go.”

“Thanks.” Joe extended the baby and bottle to Henry.

“No, that’s O.K.” Henry waved his hands about. “You can feed him.”

“Henry, take your baby.”

“I’d really rather not, Joe.”

“Henry, I’d like to smoke my cigarette, drink my coffee, and eat my breakfast in my house. Now take your son!”

“Oh, all right.” Reluctantly Henry took Nick.

Joe grunted as he ran his hand down his face. “Why are you two still here anyhow?”

Dean placed a pancake on a plate and handed the plate to Alexandra. “Andrea said she’d make us breakfast.”

“Andrea!” Joe called her. “Why are you making these men breakfast? They can feed themselves.”

“Of course they can,” Andrea spoke pacifying as she walked through the dining room, holding a mug and a plate of pancakes. She stood by the front door.

Joe watched her with oddness. “What the hell is she doing?”

As soon as Joe said that, his front door opened.

Robbie Slagel walked in wearing a bright white tee shirt and dark green military style pants. He took the plate and mug from Andrea. “Thanks, Andrea.” After darting a kiss to Andrea’s cheek, he lifted his views to the dining room. “Morning, Dad. Dean. Henry.” Robbie grinned, turned, and walked back out of the house.

Andrea shut the door with a snicker. “Isn’t he just so handsome in uniform?”

Joe tossed his hands in the air. “Why is he up and about this early?”

Henry had the answer. “Probably doing Frank’s work since Frank is no longer here because he kidnapped Ellen.”

Before Joe could verbally blast Henry, Dean interjected. “Henry, Frank did not take Ellen anywhere. Quit it. You are way too paranoid.”

“Fine. Fine.” Henry gave up. “But we’ll see how paranoid you get when you find out I’m right. Not to mention how pissed off you will be.”

“Yeah, I’ll be pissed, but I’m not worrying about it Henry. Frank did not kidnap Ellen. He wouldn’t do that.” Dean paused in bringing food to his mouth, “O.K., he would do that, but he didn’t. I’m sure of it. There’s too much going on.”

Joe agreed. “Listen to Dean, Henry. He is absolutely . . .” Joe stopped talking when Andrea, so carefree, sat down at the table. In her own world she still hummed, placed a napkin over her lap, and dished herself some pancakes. “Andrea, why did you stand at the door with breakfast for my son?”

“He was hungry. He has to eat, Joe. He’s a growing boy.”

“He’s thirty-three years old, Andrea. He stopped growing fifteen years ago.”

“Still.” Andrea made herself comfortable, turned to check on Alexandra and Joey who were eating in the living room, then returned to her own plate.

“Still?” Joe questioned. “Andrea, did he say why he was up at six? I usually have to drag his ass out of bed at eight.”

“He’s filling in for Frank as head of Security,” Andrea said as she ate.

“See, Joe!” Henry stated loudly. “See.”

“No, Henry, I don’t see.” Joe spoke perturbed. “Granted my son probably is off somewhere with Ellen for the day, but he’s off somewhere in Beginnings. This is a big place. But he did not kidnap her so knock it off.”

^^^^



Fife Lake - Saskatchewan, Canada
“Knock it off!” Frank stopped cold in his walk to the small trailer house and spun around. His dark eyes glared, he dropped the bag he carried, and ran his hand down his face and across his goatee in total frustration. “Throw one more fuckin thing at me, Ellen, and I’m tying you back up!”

“I want to go home!” Ellen yelled at him.

“Well, you’re not going home. Deal with it.” Frank grunted, picked up the bag, and started walking again. Four steps into his second trip to the trailer, he felt the familiar pain hit his head when Ellen beamed him with another stone. “That’s it.” Frank dropped the bag and charged to her.

Ellen backed up, bumping into the side of the pickup truck. “Don’t you dare!” she screamed at him. “Don’t you dare even think about tying me up again. Ten hours, Frank, ten hours I spent tied up.”

“I wouldn’t have to tie you up if you would just stop fighting with me.” Frank stood toe to toe with her.

“What the hell do you want me to do? You kidnapped me!”

“I did not kidnap you.”

“Oh no?” Ellen folded her arms. “Then what the hell do you call knocking someone out, tying them up, and taking them from their home? Asshole!” She careened her foot down hard onto his.

Frank bit his bottom lip, grumbled a scream, stepped back, and slammed his hand hard on the truck. “Get in the truck.”

“What?”

“I said get in the truck!” He blasted her vocally as loudly as he could. “Now!”

Ellen stumbled as she hurried in the truck.

Frank slammed the door shut fiercely and stormed back to the cabin. He came out with three bags and a box. He stopped on his way to the truck, awkwardly hoisted the bag on the ground over his shoulder and carried everything to the pickup, and dumped it in the back. The air of angriness followed him into the cab of the truck as he started it, tossed it in gear, and screeched the vehicle backwards.

Ellen stayed near her door. “Where are we going?”

“Home!” Frank began to drive fanatically.

“You’ve lost your mind. I know it.”

“Yeah, I’ve lost my mind. I lost it when I lost my son, El. Our son. All I wanted was to take some time alone with you, time alone I don’t get at home. I wanted to get as far away from the fuckin pain as possible. just for a little bit. Just with you.” The truck bounced over the rough road, while Frank shifted gears with a grind.  “I went about it the wrong way! I’m sorry! I wasn’t thinking right! How can I when all I fuckin think about . . .” Frank pounded his hand against the steering wheel. He was silent for a second and then his loud tone dropped. “. . . is Brian.”

“Stop the truck.”

“No.”

“Stop the truck!”

Frank brought the truck to a violent halt. Ellen flopped around. “What?”

“How long?”

“How long, what?”

“How long . . . how long were you thinking of being out here?”

“Not long.” Frank’s hand dangled over the steering wheel. “I brought supplies for a week.”

Ellen let out a long breath and sat back. “Here’s the deal. You take me back, closer to home, back in our own country and I’ll be your hostage for a few days.”

“No.” Frank started to drive again.

“No?”

“No.” Frank reiterated. “You don’t want to do this so I’ll just take you home.”

“Frank, you started it out on the wrong foot. How did you expect me to react?”

“Nicer.”

“Nicer?” Ellen shook her head with a laugh. “How much nicer to you want me to be? I’m offering to stay out of Beginnings with you for a couple days. And mind you, this is after you bound and gagged me.”

Frank stared forward as he drove. His jaw twitched slightly. His voice had a calm-bitterness to it. “How close to home?”

“Close enough that if we run into trouble it wouldn’t take them long to fly to us but far enough away that there are no reminders.”

Frank shifted his eyes to her. “Can we . . . can we at least talk during the ride there? Talk without fighting?”

“Yes.”

“About anything?” Frank asked.

“Anything.”

Frank’s eyes took on a sad look. He sniffed once then sat back in a more relaxed driving position. He shifted gears, leaned over to her, and kissed Ellen on the cheek. “Thanks.”

^^^^



Chadron, Nebraska
A makeshift patch was sewn onto the left sleeve of his blue uniform. The letters, ‘UWA’ graced the patch. The twenty-some year old soldier slumped tied in the chair. He fought to keep his head up. His face showed the evidence of a beating he took. Of the fifty that charged into the camp, ten made an unscathed escape, and three were captured. He was one of the three.

“Where?” Todd Masters, tall and thin, wearing a light green military uniform, walked around him. He too wore a patch. His patch held the intertwined ‘C’ and ‘S’. Caceres Society, to those who knew. “Where?”

The prisoner mumbled as he spoke, rambling the same thing over and over. “. . . and for the alliance in which I stand. I will fight for my God, for my home, for my land, and for my brothers who have lost their lives . . .”

Todd shook his head and moved away. He picked up a radio knowing he could only call out. The place he was calling had long been since discovered. It no longer was a secret. “It’s me. I need to speak to him,” Todd spoke into the radio, looking back at the prisoner who still rambled.

“ . . . I will defend with my honor and soul, all that I believe in I will fight for the freedom under which we all should live.”

“He’s not speaking. or at least anything of value.” Todd said. “We suffered a lot of losses. We may need to know what else is out there. Should I hold off and question him later? Right now all he’s saying is nonsense.”

George Hadley was silent on the other end of the radio, but only for a moment. “No. You have two more . . . shoot him.”

Todd disconnected the call and moved closer to the man in the chair. He pulled out a revolver and aimed it directly and closely at the prisoner’s head.

The prisoner did not look at him. He merely stared forward and sat up straight. A look of bravery took over him “I pledge allegiance to my country and for the alliance in which I stand. I will fight for my God, for my home and for my . . .”

One single gunshot with a raining explosion of blood and then there was silence.






 
   



  
 

CHAPTER TWO


Beginnings, Montana
In Robbie’s choice not to use the road to its full extent, the jeep bounced high in the air as he took what he liked to call his short cut across the foliage to the security training area. One hand on the steering wheel, the other on the gear shift, he drove like Frank, fast and mindless. Then again, Robbie was filling in for him. “What was that?” Robbie closed one eye and held the ear piece to his headset tightly to his ear. “Repeat.”

Mark’s voice would not have broken up if Robbie wouldn’t have had the jeep jumping all over the place. “We . . .eve . . . gal . . .um . . . co . . .its . . .go . . .”

“Hold it. Let me get to the road.” There was a bump and silence as he drove. “Go on.”

Mark huffed and for the fourth time he repeated what he had been trying to tell Robbie. “We received a signal. It came from Quantico a few minutes ago.”

“Any idea who was contacting or where?” Robbie asked as he drove.

“Negative. Thirty second radio relay to home base.”

“O.K., keep me posted, but I don’t think they’ll radio their men back.”

“Got it.” Mark ended the call.

Robbie seemed unfazed. Calls to George’s base in Quantico had occurred frequently since their whereabouts was discovered a few days earlier. Whereabouts that George knew, along with Beginnings, were too big to be touched.

“Robbie, come in,” Joe called him. “Where are you?”

“Check my schedule. I left it on your desk, Chief.”

“I’m not at my desk. I’m filling in at the bakery.”

“Cool.”

“No it’s not cool. I’m stuck with Josephine.”

“Oh yeah? Is she grabbing your butt yet?” Robbie snickered as he drove.

“Robert,” Joe scolded. “Just tell me when you can check in with me?”

“What’s up?”

“A few things. When?”

Robbie paused to think. “I’m near training now. I wanna check on things there. After that, I have to finish rounds and then I’m off to tracking. How about when I finish tracking?”

“How about after training?”

“Whatever you say, Chief.”

The sound of Joe groaning was heard and then a hiss of the dead air.

Robbie shrugged it off as he always did. He realized as he drove that he was on what he and Frank liked to call that ‘stupid winding road’. Using the basic geometry notion that the shortest distance between two points is a straight line, Robbie drove off the road. It was a Slagel thinking thing; no matter how rough a ride, shorter was always better.

^^^^
Slowly, while sipping from his coffee mug, triumphantly without spillage, Dean moved about the cryo-lab and back to his seat. Opening a huge thick folder, he heard the ‘ready’ beep of the second computer and blindly extended his arm, hit a key, and listened for the printer to begin. He winced a little at the squeaking sound of the old printer. He thought of the requisition he filled out to have it fixed when he realized that he would be working again in the cryo-lab, a requisition that still sat on the counter. Of course it was Dean’s first day back to the cryo-lab and he still hadn’t unpacked the equipment he brought from the mobile. For that, he could wait for Ellen. What he needed for work was all right there with him.

The squeak of the printer irritated him, but not as much as when he glanced down at his watch and saw the time. Why was Ellen so late? Maybe Frank did sneak her off to a secluded sector of Beginnings. Dean would definitely ream him out over that, but both Frank and Ellen should have returned to work. Again Dean looked at his watch. ‘Ellen, come on. We have work!’ He scolded in his mind.

The buzzing of the cryo-door brought a smile from Dean until he turned around and saw it wasn’t Ellen.

Johnny Slagel stopped in his swaying stride entrance to the lab. He was a mirror image of his father Frank, with the exception that he wasn’t quite as big. He raised an eyebrow and glanced behind him with an odd look when he saw the stare Dean gave him. He shrugged and continued in his walk in. “Hey, Dr. Dean. I brought you those files and samples from the lab. Check this out.” Johnny laid a specimen tray on the counter.  “Seventeen cases of viral pneumonia. I collected some sputum specimens. Jason needs you to confirm. He says remnants of the plague are wreaking their effects. Whatever.” He shuffled through the files. “He says it sounds like a TB clinic in the clinic, and he wants to know where is that last batch of expectorant you whipped up. If there isn’t any . . .”

“Where the hell is Ellen?” Dean snapped.

“I don’t know. Anyhow, he says if there isn’t any, can you please . . . and he did use the word please, make some more? Of course that’s after you’ve played with the seventeen samples of phlegm.” Johnny let out a long breath. He said what he had to say and then he stared at a quiet Dean. “What’s wrong?”

“Do you know where she is?” Dean asked.

“Who?”

“Ellen.”

“No, why? You don’t?”

“I thought I did.”

“If I see her I’ll tell her you’re looking for her. But . . . I have to go.” Johnny backed up. “Just wanted to leave those for you on my way to the . . . hey, this rec for the printer,  do you want me to drop it off at mechanics?”

“Yeah . . . Johnny?”

Johnny stopped and turned towards Dean.

“Henry thinks your father kidnapped Ellen from Beginnings. She’s not around. Do you think that’s possible? Do you think your father would do that?”

Johnny just laughed. “Henry’s half baked. No. With all the shit that’s happened, my father wouldn’t leave Beginnings. No way. If he has Ellen anywhere I’ll bet it’s up in that wooded section beyond the fields. We could look for days for them there.”

“You really think?”

“I know my dad. The last thing he would do is take Ellen outside our walls where he knows it’s nowhere near safe.”

“Thanks, Johnny.”

“No problem.” Johnny proceeded to leave the cryo lab.

Dean stood from his seat and walked to the work that Johnny left for him. He slid it closer then looked at his watch again. “Frank, you’ve got until this afternoon to bring her back,” Dean spoke to himself, “then I’m coming up there and getting her myself.”

^^^^
Their unison counting carried to Robbie and, like a familiar scent or song, it took him back to his Army days. He pulled up to the training area. A place that used to be one square mile of land used for shooting and maneuvers was now built as something more. A barrack style building had been erected quickly and another one was in the process of being built courtesy if the new building crew or rather the twenty-seven defectors from the Caceres Society Army. They lived there and now trained there with the other fifty-four Beginnings men who worked security, both full time and reserve. Right there, in the morning hours of Beginnings, not a single one of them were building. Forty men, all the new additions, lined up four rows of ten. Dan called out as he slowly paced in front of them, barking out orders like a drill sergeant, and leading them in calisthenics before they would move on to other maneuvers for the day. Training.

Robbie stepped from the jeep, walked in front of it, leaned against the hood, and lit a cigarette. He watched them perform part of the training schedule Frank had set up. Frank planned their day from sun up till sun down. Every security person in Beginnings would train. If they held other divisional jobs, a time of training would be allotted for them. Gazing out at them, Robbie’s mind moved back to just a few days earlier when they realized how massive of a force they were up against. A simple meeting was held in Joe’s office. It made Robbie laugh because when was there ever a simple meeting in Joe’s office . . .

 

“Total structuring,” Joe stated to Frank and Robbie who sat across from his desk. “Frank, you have twenty-seven new guys, twelve SUTs, and seven coming from containment. Start with this crew for your new structuring.”

“I structure,” Frank said defensively. “I train my guys good.”

“Yeah, I know this, but you heard what Jess said. He was there. The society runs like the old world army and that’s what I want from Beginnings. This may end up bigger than just defending Beginnings and you know it.”

“So Dad,” Robbie interjected, “we’re gonna need more men. Have you given any thought to my suggestion?”

“What suggestion?” Frank asked. “If this is security, I need to know.”

Joe waved his hand to Frank. “Robbie made a suggestion and yes, I thought about it. I’ll speak to Henry and Danny today about making more of those Auralnator things. I think that’s the best way to go. Frank, I want you and Robbie to start training our men for Robbie’s . . .” Joe cringed, “four ‘S’ Plan.”

Frank looked curiously at Robbie.

“Sneak, squeeze, and seize the SUTs,” Robbie explained.

Frank nodded with a closed mouth approval look. “Excellent. O.K., so, structuring. You want strict military like the old days?”

“Yes.” Joe nodded. “Breed some pride and respect. Not that our men don’t have it, but there was nothing like the old days when a military man defended his home.”

“Got it,” Frank said. “Are we reestablishing ranks?”

“It’s up to you,” Joe answered.

Frank looked at Robbie. “I’m game.”

“So am I,” Robbie said, “as long as you don’t make yourself a general.”

“Now why would you say that?” Frank snapped at him. “Why would I make myself a general? I hated officers.”

“O.K. then make me a general.”

“No way. Whatever I make myself, I will outrank you.”

“Why do you have to outrank me?” Robbie argued.

“Because I’m older and I run security.”

“You just want me to have to salute you.”

“You better believe it, little brother.”

“Here’s my salute.” Robbie shot Frank the middle finger.

“Oh nice, very nice.” Frank held out his hand. “See Dad.”

Joe huffed as he ran his hand down his face. “Does this have to be decided now?”

Both Frank and Robbie answered, ‘Yes.’

“Tell you what,” Joe stated with irritation. “I’ll decide who is ranked what. No officer structure. Deal? We don’t  want Dean coming in here thinking he has an ‘in’ because he outranked the both of you in the old world. It will be enlisted man ranking with . . . Frank being the highest ranked enlisted man.”

“Oh yes!” Frank clenched his fist.

“That sucks.”

“Robert,” Joe stated strongly, “experience dictates. You’re second. Frank, set it up from there on.”

“Got it,” Frank agreed. “What about you, Dad? Hey wait, I know. Robbie, he’s the Commander in Chief.”

“That’s too long to say,” Robbie argued. “We could call him. C.O.C.”

Frank looked serious then he snickered.

“What?” Robbie asked.

“You want to call Dad a cock?”

“No, that’s not what I . . .” Robbie shifted his eyes to Joe then laughed.

“Don’t even think about it. And it’s C I C you moron. Who the hell taught you to spell.” Joe pointed. “Just put this plan in motion, the both of you, and make it work. Make it work fast.”

 

 . . . Robbie smiled one more time at that thought as he tossed his cigarette. He lifted himself from his lean on the jeep and walked closer to the training men. It was a plan still in motion, but it was moving fast, just like his father had requested.

^^^^
Scott was the inside mechanics man. He was the one, and always had been, who stayed behind and fixed the smaller things people dropped off.  Henry, John Matoose, Robbie, and now Danny Hoi were the ones who moved about the community. Not going about the community suited Scott fine. He was never a people person and still wasn’t, even though there weren’t that many people left to have to be a people person. When anyone in Beginnings would drop things off, he’d rush them out, acting all busy. Some never got his hints. Those few were always women. Jenny always had a problem that no one else could fix. Trish always had the problem that needed to be fixed right then and there, and Andrea could never leave without sharing a story. Ellen couldn’t leave without bitching and Josephine wouldn’t leave unless she made some sort of sexual advance. Scott always felt he had the built in people detector radar. Robbie kidded with him often that they should hang him from a tree instead of Danny’s tracking devices because Scott could sense someone approaching long before they got there. Of course that only applied to the time he worked in mechanics. His senses also kicked in when Henry neared mechanics but didn’t zoom in on the other person with Henry. His ears beat his senses to the punch when he heard a baby’s cry, loud, long, hysterical, and drawing closer and closer. Scott cringed.

Henry walked in, bringing a screaming Nick strapped inside a knapsack on his back. “Hey Scott.” Henry looked more frazzled then he did in the morning. He dropped his tool bag and grabbed the requisitions from the ‘In’ bin.

“Henry? Why isn’t Nick in the nursery?”

“Hap kicked him out. He hates my kid. He says he’s too fussy and I’m not to bring him back for two hours.”

“Maybe he’s sick. Did you take him to see Dean?”

Henry’s eye lit up. “You know what? I will. Good idea.”

“Sounds like he’s teething, ” Scott commented.

“So why is crying? He should be happy. I know I would want to have teeth instead of just those gums. He probably just misses his mom.”

Scott looked at Henry, laughing. “Ellen? I can’t recall ever seeing her with Nick.”

“O.K., he probably misses Frank. Frank kidnapped Ellen, you know.”

“Yeah, yeah, I heard it all from you this morning.” Scott rolled his eyes. “Can’t you shut him up?” Scott asked as he held his ear closed. “Feed him or something.”

“He won’t eat for me. I think he likes to cry to hear himself.”

At that second, the mechanics door opened and Danny Hoi walked in. He immediately started laughing. “Oh my God, Henry. I bet you were exactly like that when you were a baby, whining all the time.”

“Very funny.” Henry resumed looking at his requisitions.

Danny dropped a pile of papers on the counter. “These are done.” He walked behind Henry and grabbed Nick from the knapsack. Nick stopped crying. “There, that’s better. For as wiry as your dad is, I wouldn’t want to be strapped to his back either.”

Henry looked up and about. “Hey, Nick stopped crying.” Henry seemed surprised, especially when he looked and saw Danny was holding the baby. “Danny, good job. Thanks.”

“He needed to be held. You know what?” Danny asked.

“Huh?” Henry reviewed the orders from the work Danny did. “Excellent job getting these done so quickly.”

“Thanks. Anyway, I think you should let me have this kid,” Danny joked. “He looks more like me than you anyhow.”

“O.K.,” Henry said and set down the work orders, “but just until Frank gets back because Frank likes him.”

“Henry, I’m kidding.”

“Aw.” Henry whined. “You shouldn’t do that Danny on such serious issues.”

“Don’t you want your kid?”

“Not when he’s crying.”

Danny laughed. “Then you must never want your kid, because anytime I ever see him with you, he’s crying. What is up with your hair today?”

Henry ran his hands through it. “Oh, I’m just frazzled.”

Scott heard Henry’s response and he immediately looked at Danny, giving him a warning not question Henry any further.

Danny wasn’t paying attention. “Why are you frazzled? We did all the work.”

“Ha, ha, ha. Funny. No. In case you didn’t hear, Frank kidnapped Ellen.”

Scott’s hands slammed down on the table. “And for those of us who did hear it a million times, we now have to hear it again.”

“You’re kidding. Frank kidnapped Ellen?” Danny asked.

“Yep. He took her right from Beginnings, left a note and everything,” Henry explained.

“How is something like that dealt with around here?” Danny questioned. “I mean, when Frank gets back, do they let him back in. What?”

“They’ll let him back in, but I’m sure Joe will yell at him really badly,” Henry nodded, “And Dean is going to be so pissed off when he finds out.”

“Dean doesn’t know?”

“He doesn’t realize it’s true. I told him. He thinks I’m crazy but I know Frank took her. They all think he has her somewhere on Beginnings property. I know better because I know Frank.” Henry took a stack of orders over to the file cabinet and laid them on top.

“Since you have to watch your own kid now, does this mean I have to find someone else to help me build more Auralnators?”

“No,” Henry answered, “I’ll find someone to help out with him. In fact, I’ll speak to Joe during our meeting this afternoon.” Henry looked as his watch. “Speaking of which . . . I’d better hurry up and look at perimeter twelve ahead of time. I know Joe will ask about it.” Henry hurried and lifted his tool bag. “See you guys.” He darted out the door.

“Henry. You forgot . . .” Danny held his hand out then dropped it when he saw Henry was gone. Danny looked at Nick in his arms, “…your kid.”

Scott snickered. “He did the exact same thing to me this morning.”

“What am I supposed to do with him? I can’t just . . .” A bright smile hit Danny.

“What? What’s that look for?”

Danny nodded his head. “I’ve got a great idea.” He moved to the door with Nick. “It’s time to put Henry’s true paternal instincts to test. See ya.” Danny left with Nick.

Scott shook his head and returned to his work. “Test Henry’s paternal instinct?” Scott chuckled, “He’ll fail.”

^^^^



Opheim, Montana
Ellen huffed. Her arms were folded to her as she stood outside with Frank. He faced one way over a small hill. She faced the opposite way yet they stood close enough their arms almost touched. She peered at the truck twenty feet away and huffed once more.

“Enough,” Frank told her.

“Frank.” Ellen tapped her fingers anxiously. “Do you think you could take any longer?”

“I wouldn’t take this long if you weren’t breathing down my neck.”

“I can’t even reach your neck.” She tilted her head back and peeked at him. “You didn’t even go.”

“How can I go when you keep watching me?”

“Why did we even pull over?”

“I told you I had to go.”

“But you haven’t.”

“That’s because you keep telling me to hurry up.”

Ellen let out a disgruntled breath. “You would think after twenty years you wouldn’t have a problem peeing in front of me.”

“I don’t have a problem peeing in front of you. I have a problem starting when you keep fuckin watching.”

“Then I’ll stand by the truck.”

“Don’t stand by the truck. I want you by me in case there’s trouble.”

Ellen tossed her hands in the air. “Frank, you either have me stand here, telling you to go, or I stand by the truck to let you go in peace. Either way… GO!”

“All right! I’m going.”

“Thank God.” Ellen exhaled and shifted her weight. “You make me stand by you.” She shifted her weight to the other side. “How in the world are you supposed to protect me while you go to the bathroom?”

“Ellen, shut up.”

“What are you gonna do, Frank, hose them down?”

“El, be quiet.”

“Why are you talking to me like that?” Ellen bitched. “Would you please finish. This isn’t a marathon. I’d like to . . .”

“Ellen!” Frank zipped up.

“No, I’d like to get going.”

“I’m done! Now will you shut your fuckin mouth?”

“Fuck you, Frank. I can’t believe you are taking . . .” Ellen shut up when she saw Frank reach into his shoulder harness for his revolver and pull it out. He spun to her, stepped back, and lifted it.

“What are you gonna do. Shoot me?”

“Duck.” Frank laid his hand on her head, shoved her down, extended his revolver, and fired a shot. There was a grunt, followed by a thump.

Ellen screamed, spun to look, and saw what looked like a savage lying not three feet from her. His forehead was now missing from Frank’s shot. “Shit.”

“Where’s there’s one, there’s more.” Frank helped her to her feet and spoke calmly. He checked his clip. “Stay behind me. Hold onto my waist and whatever you do, don’t let go.” He began to move with her.

“Should we run to the truck?”

“No, move with me. With savages, I take no chance. Just stay ready. Don’t be surprised if . . .” A loud hooting, the traditional cry of war from the savages began. “. . . that happens. Fuck.”

One came from the left, two from the right, and another jumped up on the truck. Frank fired straight ahead. It hit the savage on the truck and sailed him backwards. He turned to his right and aimed. A spear came flying at him with a high pitch whistle. Like a batter waiting for his pitch, Frank swung the hand that held the gun and knocked the spear to the side. He rose up again, shot twice, and hit them both. Then he shifted to his right.

The last savage leaped forth as if he were an attack dog. Frank looked more perturbed than anything else, seeing the thin, smaller man lunge for him. Frank merely clenched his fist, grunted in anger, and delivered a hard blow to the savage, just as he neared within inches. The savage’s eyes rolled, his body spun quickly the other way, and then dropped to the ground. Frank reached down with Ellen, still holding her tightly. He lifted the still breathing savage by his hair, braced him, and with a quick jolt of his head, Frank broke the savage’s neck.

Ellen’s face was buried so deeply into Frank’s back, her nose actually hurt. Slowly she lifted her head. “Is it safe?”

“Did you think it wouldn’t be?”

“Oh listen to how cocky you are. See! See, Frank, this is why we shouldn’t be out here.”

Frank took Ellen by the arm and led her back to the truck. “No, this is exactly why we should be out here.”

“What? So we can be killed.”

“No, so we can stay busy.”

Ellen laughed in ridicule as they arrived at the truck. “You are not Indiana Jones, Frank. Life isn’t just one big adventure. You can’t swing in on a rope and save . . . O.K. maybe you can. But you can’t jump in . . . well, you do that too.” Ellen got in the truck and Frank stayed at the door. staring at her with one raised eyebrow. “What if a group of . . .eh, you could.”

“Your point?”

“My point is . . .” Ellen paused to think. “My point is we aren’t stopping any more. No more. Let’s just get going.”

Frank smiled and closed the truck door. He walked over to his side, got in, shut his door, grabbed Ellen, and kissed her hard and long. He pulled back with a slight moan, kissed her quickly again, then started the truck. He grinned at her. “Having fun yet?”

“There is just something wrong with you.”

Frank gave a chuckle, shifted gears, pulled away.

Ellen brought her hands to her lips as the truck started to move. She slowly and silently let out the frightened breath she held. She hid her fright from Frank, but the fact remained, whether Ellen was with the safest person she could be with or not, she had just been scared. Though it didn’t seem to faze Frank, they were beyond the walls of their home and Ellen wondered what else could be waiting for them out there.

^^^^

 
   

Beginnings, Montana
The house next to Henry’s used to be where Andrea lived, three doors up from Dean, first row of houses in the living section. Now that house, so nice and feminine, belonged to Robbie. He wanted to make a stop there after watching training and before going to see Joe. He walked from the house with Jess Boyen, a Caceres Society defector, now a full fledge Beginnings resident who sported a security uniform. Jess was the man who had led the defection. The knowledge he knew of the society and their works, he shared with Beginnings. That, along with his twelve years in the Canadian Army Special Forces division, pretty much shooed him into the security position Frank had assigned him.

Jess stood nearly as tall as Robbie but had a slightly thinner build. Though he was four years older than Robbie, he looked much younger, because he just didn’t look as rugged and worn. Short, cropped, wavy blonde hair, Jess was what the women in Beginnings described as ‘the guy who could give Blake the soap opera god a run for his money’.

“Robbie, I appreciate this,” Jess spoke in his soft and slightly Canadian accented voice.

“I needed a roommate. In Beginnings, unless you’re Josephine or you win the single dwelling structure lottery, you’re out. You have to share. Hey, I figured since we hit it off right away and you’re in security, you’d be the man.”

“I don’t think you’ll find me too difficult.”

“I don’t either. I usually know which people I click with right away and I clicked with you. Besides, Frank put you on night and evening shifts, walking the living sections so how much will we see each other? Of course, I lived with my father forever, so I can live with anyone.”

Jess laughed as they walked. “O.K. So you’re headed back to work?”

“I’m head of security now.” Robbie lifted his shoulders. “But I have to be careful I don’t show my brother up. He’s getting old and he’s starting to suck at it. Then again, man,  I do have to work a lot now.”

Jess shook his head with a smile. “I’m checking out the different distribution areas, you know, see how they run. Do we need anything at the house?”

“Like what?”

“Like food or are we good on our share this week?”

Robbie paused in his walking. He blew with a flutter of his lips, raised his eyebrows, while he scratched his head. “I don’t think I ever went to distribution for food my entire time in Beginnings. No wait, I’m lying. I got milk for El. I guess my Dad took care of that so I never thought about it.” He shrugged and started walking again.

“What about now since you lived alone?”

“Andrea feeds me.”

“Then I’ll just let distribution be one of my responsibilities in the house because I don’t think Andrea will feed me too,” Jess said.

“She might. You never know. She gets pretty loopy.” They had reached the edge of town. “This is where we part ways. I have to see my dad. I should have been there an hour . . . or more . . . ago. See ya’ later.” Robbie gave a swift pat to Jess’ arm as he moved a little faster to center town.
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In the small school yard, Dean walked hand in hand with Alexandra towards the school. Jenny Matoose was out front, gathering the kids into the building.

Jenny stepped closer to Dean. She folded her arms and tilted her head with a smile. “All better?” She asked.

“We’re better.” Dean released Alexandra’s hand.

“I’m sorry we bothered you. I was too busy with the art project.”

“Not a problem. I was getting ready to take a break anyhow. I’m just sorry this happened again.”

Jenny smiled as she looked down at Alexandra. “We’re girls, Dean. We do that sort of thing. Then, again, I blame myself. I saw her doing the wiggle dance that Ellen does and I should have known an accident would ensue.” Jenny took a deep breath. “Alex, can you go into the school. Forrest is reading. I want to speak to Daddy.”

“O.K.” Alexandra waved, smiled at Dean, and darted in.

“What’s up?” Dean asked.

“I heard a rumor and I wanted you to confirm or deny.”

“The ‘Ellen’s been kidnapped’ rumor?”

“Yes.”

“I’m really having hard time believing that Frank would take her,” Dean explained. “I mean, I know he’s having a hard time dealing with what happened with Brian. So am I. He just seemed content with the arrangement we had so why would he take her out of our walls, I just . . .”

“It sounds to me like you’re trying to convince yourself.” Jenny raised her eyebrows. “As eccentric as Henry is, I would really think about what he is saying. We know Frank. He pushes and pushes, and yes, he has this understanding with you. But if he needs Ellen more, Frank will just say . . .”

“Fuck you, Dean?”

“I was uh . . . gonna use a better word choice.” Jenny blushed.

“To say what Frank would say?” Dean gave a questioning look and Jenny agreed. “But how can I be sure, short of searching out this community?”

Jenny motioned her head to behind Dean. “It seems someone would have to know the details, especially if he is going to get up early and be the fill-in for head of security.”

Dean turned around to see Robbie waltzing across town. “Thanks, Jenny. My mind’s been so cluttered I didn’t think to ask him.” Dean hurried and raced after Robbie. “Robbie, wait up.”

Robbie slowed down and turned to Dean. “Hey, Dean, I’m on my way to see my dad. Wanna come? Josephine is there.”

“No. I need to speak to you for a minute.”

Robbie looked at his watch. “Go on.”

“Gee, thanks. Anyhow, answer me honestly. Did Frank kidnap Ellen?”

“No . . . well, not in a sense. He needed to get away from the house.”

“So do you know where they are?”

“Oh sure, at least the vicinity.”

“Great.” Dean let out a breath. “Is there any way you can get in touch with Ellen?”

“Dean, they won’t be gone long.”

“I know, I know, but she renamed the file for all of our respiratory ailment meds and I can’t find it. We have a lot of cases of pneumonia at the clinic.”

“Just for you,” Robbie laid his hands on Dean’s shoulders, “I’ll talk to them, but I have to go and your minute is up.”

“Thanks, Robbie.”

Arrogantly Robbie nodded, smiled, and moved to the bakery.

Dean watched him. “My minute was up?” He tossed his hands in the air. “He timed me?”

^^^^
There was something about visiting the bakery that made the stop for Robbie all worthwhile. Not only was the smell really great but so were the samples of the new fudge cookies. Of course Robbie had to worry since Joe was there helping out.

“It’s about goddamn time.” Joe came from the back. “I’m finished here and I’m moving on.”

“I wish you would have told me. There were other things I had to do.”

“Robert, I needed you for something. I have several meetings this afternoon and you’re the key to my preparations.”

“I know I’m great Dad, but I can’t do . . .”

“Robert.” Joe shook his head. “Don’t. Anyhow, I know you know where Frank is.”

“I do. Well, the general vicinity.”

“Good. I know he needs a little seclusion and alone time with Ellen. I understand that but I need those damn field slash security schedules for my meeting with Cole and I can’t find them. Any chance you can speak to Frank?”

“Oh yeah. I have to talk to Ellen for Dean. I’ll do that as soon as we’re done.”

“Good boy.” Joe squeezed Robbie’s arm and walked with him. “Is Frank planning on coming back tonight”

“Could be.” Robbie nodded. “But you know . . . ow!” Robbie jolted a foot in the air then stepped to his right.

Little old lady Josephine, white hair pulled tightly up, smiled and winked at Robbie as she passed between  him and Joe.

Robbie rubbed his rear end. “Did you enjoy that, Josephine?”

She snickered. “Very much,” her fragile voice answered.

“Tell me, am I still firm enough?” Robbie questioned so seriously.

“Always.” Josephine smiled and kept moving.

“Cool.”

“Robert,” Joe scolded and pulled Robbie with him.

“What? It’s important to know.”

Joe merely grumbled and walked from the bakery with Robbie.

^^^^
Dean sat in the ‘Joe park’, the area center town that was set up like a park. He ate a sandwich, and looked solemn and in thought. Henry hated to break that, but Henry had to speak to him, so as soon as Henry spotted Dean, he sped toward him. “Dean.”

Dean looked up and brushed the crumbs from his hands. “What’s up, Henry?”

“I have something very important to talk to you about.” Henry sat next to him on the small wall.

“Sure. What?”

“Um . . . I need to know if you think . . . If you . . . uh . . . shit.”

“What?”

Henry tossed his hands up. “I forgot.”

“Must have been a lie.”

“No it wasn’t. Why would you say that?” Henry asked.

“Henry, didn’t your mother ever tell you when you don’t remember what it is your supposed to tell someone then what you were going to say was a lie?”

“No. Did your mother tell you that?”

“Yes.”

“Oh, Dean, that’s terrible. Your mother shouldn’t have told you that. Imagine the complex you’ve carried around your whole entire life every time you forgot what you were going to tell someone.”

“Imagine.” Dean rolled his eyes.

“Anyhow, if I remember, I’ll stop by and ask you, but I’m sure it wasn’t a lie. Right now I have this overwhelming sensation that I’m forgetting something.”

“You are,” Dean said. “It’s what you had to ask me.”

“Nah, it’s something else. Geez, what is wrong with my memory today? I know what it is. It’s the Frank kidnapping Ellen thing.”

Dean shook his head with a smile, raised his head and peered out.

Henry noticed the smile dropped. “What’s wrong?” Henry gazed out to where Dean looked. “Oh, I’m out of here. Bye.”

Bev walked near them, waving her hand high and smiling.

Dean grabbed Henry’s arm as he stood. “You aren’t going anywhere. Sit.”

“Oh no, Dean, I can’t.”

“Face your sins, Henry. Besides, I like watching you squirm.”

Bev smiled an innocent smile as she neared the two men, an innocence she failed to have. She stopped before them as they sat. “Hot day.”

Henry just started to whistle, his feet tapped, and all he wanted to do was make his escape.

Dean was waiting for it, Bev to speak to Henry. But Dean didn’t get what he expected. Bev sat next to him. Dean’s views quickly jolted to her then to Henry who sighed and snickered. “Did you want something, Bev?” Dean tried to move when she sat so close to him her leg brushed against his, but Henry wouldn’t scoot over. Dean spoke to Henry through clenched teeth. “Move over.”

“Nope.”

“Dean,” Bev spoke softly. “I realize Frank has taken Ellen somewhere. That’s the rumor so I wanted you to know if you need any help with your family, or you just need anything at all . . .”  Bev laid her hand on his thigh, “call me. I know this is a rough time for you.” Her voice softened even more as her hand slid further up his thigh. “I can really help ease your mind.”

Dean chuckled, lifted her hand, and removed it from his leg. “No thanks. I have one rambunctious little girl at my house already. I don’t need another. What uh…what about Henry?”

“Henry knows my offer always stands.” Bev stood up. “And now, so do you.” She started to leave, stopped, looked back and smiled, then kept on walking.

Henry nudged hard into Dean. “That wasn’t very nice, Dean. I hate her. She ruined my life.”

“You ruined your life, Henry. No one made you get drunk that night and sleep with her on your couch. I wonder what she’s up to.”

“When the cats away, the mice will play. She probably just wants to get back at Ellen for burning her neck. But you know Dean, you should really consider taking her up on her offer.”

“What?” Dean spoke with such shock.

“Seriously, you could get lonely. You should let her, like she said, ease your mind.”

“What? Are you nut, Henry? She’s a child to me. Besides, why would you even suggest a thing that, especially knowing how Ellen feels? If I even let it remotely cross my mind, it could ruin what Ellen and . . . oh.” Dean started to laugh. “I get it.”

“What?”

“You want it to ruin Ellen and me. You want me to make the same mistakes you did.” Dean laughed and stood up. “Forget it.”

“No, Dean.” Henry followed. “Really, you could be very lonely and you have a chance not to be.”

“What about you, Henry?”

“I’m getting back with Ellen after her and Frank get married.”

“Henry.” Dean stopped walking. “Granted you and El live together, but you know that was only temporary during this hard time about Brian. She is moving back with me soon. Secondly, yeah, you have this special friendship back, but realistically, Ellen will never allow it to go back to where it was with you. You’ll never be that close again.”

“You think Frank is going to continue this understanding with you when he and Ellen get married?”

“Ellen won’t marry Frank.” Dean walked again. “Trust me, it will never happen.”

Dean walked off leaving Henry behind. Henry stood there watching, wondering which of them, was actually the one who wasn’t being realistic. Henry couldn’t let his mind dally there for very long. He had to finish his work and go to his meeting with Joe, but he also had to work on remembering what it was that he forgot.
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Former Quantico Marine Headquarters.
There was something fearful about George Hadley. Whenever he sat in his chair behind his desk in deep thought, it made those who worked alongside of him apprehensive about anything they had to tell him. But Jeremy Lyons couldn’t let that stop him. Although he knew he wasn’t bringing bad news, he was there at George’s request.

“You wanted to see me, sir?” Jeremy said as he entered the office.

George looked up from his thinking stare. “Yes, come in.”

Jeremy walked further in.

“What was the Chaldron loses today?”

“One ninety-two.”

“Any word from the other two prisoners they kept?”

“No sir,” Jeremy answered.

“All right, send out word when our divisions check in. I want ground troops out and about searching that side of the country. This was a planned attack and it obviously wasn’t from Beginnings.” George ran his hand down his face. “We have another force out there and it’s one I haven’t a clue about.”

“So I take it we’re searching for any leads that can tell us who this new force is?”

“Yes,” George answered. “Have our most western camps be base sights and bring in anyone who fits the standard militant description.. Question those they bring in but don’t waste time on them.”

“Sir, how will we get information from them if we don’t waste time on them?”

“Simple.” George leaned back. “You bring them in and question them. You tell them if they don’t give you any information regarding this new force, they will be shot by firing squad at sunup. If that doesn’t frighten the information from them, nothing else will.”
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Ft. Peck Lake
 
   


125 miles North - Beginnings
The second Frank stepped from the stopped truck, he knew. Ellen’s long whine carried to him. “What now, Ellen?” Frank walked to her.

“Here?” Ellen spun to him.

“You wanted to be close to home, but far away. This is perfect.” Frank said. “Secluded but near home. We have a lake.” Frank’s hand motioned to the lake in the distance.

“Yeah, but Frank. Here?”

“All right, I’ll be a masochist. What’s wrong with here?”

“This is the place,” Ellen took a step near the small log cabin, “the honey moon spot Joe used to authorize people to be allowed to leave Beginnings after they got married.”

“Yeah.” Frank moved closer to her. “It’s a great cabin. It hasn’t been  used for a couple years, but great. It won’t take much to go in there and clean it up.”

“Frank,” Ellen said his name in a whine, “You know who the last people here were, don’t you?”

“John and Jenny Matoose. So.”

“So,” She spoke long and drawn out, “They probably had sex in there. I can’t sleep in a bed that John and Jenny had sex on. I can’t.”

“We’ll put the sleeping bags over it.”

“Still, as soon as I lay there, I’ll think about it.”

“Ellen.” Frank tried to remain calm. “We won’t sleep in the bed, O.K.?”

“O.K.” Ellen took a breath. “I’ll help you carry the stuff in.”

“Thank you.” Frank walked back to the truck and Ellen followed.

“Do you suppose it’s dirty in there?”

“Yes.”

“Frank, I don’t know how much dirt that I can . . .”

“Ellen, can you try not to be such an Ellen and remember why we’re here? Please?” Frank reached into the back of the truck and handed her the sleeping bags. “Please? I’ll try to make the place as best as I can.”

“O.K.” Ellen waited for Frank to grab some things and she walked with him to the cabin. “Frank?”

Frank dropped everything and totally snapped. “What? What now, Ellen? What can you possible bitch about now? Get it out of the way. Get it over with!”

Ellen stared at him for a second. “Are you finished? Good.  I was just going to tell you I think that it’s going to end up be really nice for us.” She saw the expression drop on Frank’s face. “Feel bad now? Good, because you certainly have hurt my feelings.” Tossing her head back and throwing her nose up, Ellen walked ahead to the cabin. She was impressed with herself for turning the situation in her favor and she promised herself that the gripe she was going to say to Frank could actually wait until later.
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Beginnings, Montana
“Modular homes,” Danny stated to Joe with so much pride. “What do you think?”

“Modular homes?”

“Yes. They are prefabbed homes that basically come in two . . .”

“I know what modular homes are.” Joe took a moment to subside his frustration. “Why are you telling me about modular homes?”

“It’s the Beginnings wave of the future.”

“What?” Joe leaned back as he laughed.

“Sure Joe.” Danny spread out blue prints. “You wanted me to look at our prefabbed housing and to redesign and make them into more three bedroom homes. Granted it can be done, but . . .” Danny held up a thinking finger. “Time wise we can get this finished much faster and with less man power.”

“By using modular homes?” Joe questioned.

“Yes. You wanted to erect two rows of housing. We can get ten modular homes, line them up front to back instead of side by side in the same area without messing up your housing plan too much. You know, eventually we can put more up, leaving town houses for the single people.”

“How many are you talking about immediately?”

“Ten to start, the way I calculated, including the split families . . .”

“What?” Joe was lost. “Split families?”

“Yes, the ones that share kids. There are four. Including those, there are nineteen families in Beginnings with children. Now . . . nine of them are fine where they’re at. They either have one child or two of the same sex. The rest have two of the opposite sex or three or more children.”

“Those four families are already in the three bedrooms we put up last year.”

“Exactly. We need six. We can do this Joe.” Danny said.

“How long you talking and how many men?”

“One team of four. We can lay the foundation and get the houses erected in two weeks.”

“Good plan with one fault. Where do we get the modular homes and how the hell do we get them here?”

“See.” Danny grinned. “About this point you’re gonna be like, ‘Wow, that Danny Hoi’.”

“I doubt that, but go on.”

“Highway 200. There’s a modular home sales place right there. Four trucks are on the lot. Using those four trucks it will take three trips to bring the houses in with a minimal amount of gas.”

“All right. Get started on this. Pick a crew from our new batch of guys. You have the list of families who are first priority for homes and give them a time frame of when they’ll be moving. Clear a security team to go with you to pick up the trucks. Set it up. You know what is needed.”

“Thanks Joe.” Danny smiled and grabbed his blue prints. “Oh, by the way, since you married Andrea and she is on the needs housing list, you’ll be moving in two weeks.”

“Two weeks?”

“Can’t do it any faster. You guys only have two kids, so you’re at bottom of the list. Start packing.” Danny turned to leave and when he did, Dean and Henry walked in. “And there’s Mr. Top Priority.” Danny pointed to Dean.

Dean looked almost frightened at that moment when he saw Danny pointing. “What?”

“You’re moving. Start packing.” Danny started to leave.

“Wait a second.” Dean stopped him. “I’m moving. Where am I moving?”

“Oh we’re doing new housing. So . . .” Danny closed his eyes and thought. “You’re first on the list. One week tops.”

Dean gasped. “One week? How are you going to build the houses in one week?”

Joe slightly rolled his eyes when he answered for Danny. “Modular homes.”

Dean smiled. “You’re kidding. No townhouse? I get a modular home. Hey Danny, those things can be nice. Get me a nice one for Ellen. She’ll love it.”

“How about when I go to the lot, I get you the deluxe model home?”

“I’d be grateful.”

“What’s it worth to you?” Danny asked.

“What do you want?”

“Can I get back to you?”

“Yeah, sure.” Dean smiled and watched Danny leave. He turned around to see Joe staring at him “What’s wrong?”

“Are we done?” Joe asked. “Can we sit down and be ready, because I’d like to start this as soon as Robbie gets here.” Joe watched Dean give a fake look of fright, but Henry had a different, sad expression on his face. “Henry, what’s wrong? You’re not going to whine because you don’t get a modular home, are you?”

“No Joe,” Henry sulked to his seat. “I just have this feeling that I’m forgetting something.” He brought his fingers to his mouth. “I just wished I knew what it was. I bet it’s important.”

“Can’t be that important if you forgot about it,” Joe said.

“True, but still.” Henry drew up another thinking look. “I wonder what it is.”

^^^^
“According to John Matoose,” Joe paced around a listening Robbie, Dean and Henry. “He says no one else is working for George, but how much can we believe him?”

Robbie shook his head in disagreement. “No, he knows he’s on borrowed time with us. I think if he knew about someone else he’d tell us. He’d do anything right now to save his ass and stay with his family.”

Joe nodded. “You have a point. All right this ‘George insider’ is top priority. Beginning tomorrow, we try to figure out who this person is. Start from scratch. Compile a list of suspects and we’ll go through the list one person at a time. Each one of us will do a list and we’ll combine them.”

Robbie added, “Sort of fine tooth comb it and come down to the most likely.”

“Exactly,” Joe said with a point. “The most likely suspects will get our full investigation, however, each person that makes the list should be scrutinized through every scenario before they are removed from the suspect list.”

Robbie questioned again. “Do we need a list of elimination questions with motive and means?”

Joe nodded. “Yes. This goes no further than this room. Just like we’re keeping the news about John Matoose under wraps, we’ll keep this under wraps. We don’t need a community panic or a lot of finger pointing. We’ll do this slowly and carefully even if it’s putting one suspect a day under a microscope. When we’re finished I’m sure we will know which individual gets our full attention.”

Dean raised his hand slightly. “Any guidelines on compiling a list of potential suspects? I mean, we could end up with half the community if we think about it.”

Joe sat back down. “Let’s see. It’s safe to assume anyone who arrived after George’s departure is safe to eliminate, so let’s go from there. Henry, any questions? You’ve been quiet.” Joe didn’t get a response. “Henry? Henry?”

“Huh?” Henry’s attention was gained. “What was that Joe?”

“Were you paying attention?” Joe asked him.

“Yeah, sure but my mind keeps drifting.”

“To that thing you can’t remember?”

“Yeah. Isn’t that the oddest thing? The feeling is so strong.”

Joe merely sat back and gave a pacifying attitude to Henry. “Why don’t you retrace the steps of your day?”

“Excellent idea, thanks Joe.” Henry immediately stood up and flew to the door. “Catch me later to tell me what time we meet tomorrow.”

Before Joe knew it, Henry was gone. Joe ran his hand down his face then pointed to the closed door. “And that man has been voted to run the community when I retire? Oh boy.”










  
 

CHAPTER THREE


Ft. Peck Lake
Frank closed his eyes tightly in the after moments of lovemaking to Ellen. In the bed of the pickup truck, under a quiet starry sky, they lay on and under sleeping bags. Frank kissed her once more then quietly moved to his back, embracing Ellen and holding her to his chest. He stared up at the sky, saying nothing.

Ellen felt his sadness. With all that happened with Brian, it had been the first time in eight days that they had made love. So unlike Frank, who always tried to bury his hurt within intimacies, he did not turn to Ellen for that during his grief. They had touched and they had kissed, but what Frank needed most from Ellen was someone he was not afraid to break down in front of and that someone could only be Ellen. Ellen could tell Frank searched for something during their lovemaking. He was different. The act was more an act of holding on, clinging, rather than anything else. It was quiet, so quiet. Ellen wished she could read his mind because it frightened her a little. Perhaps that was why she waited for him to speak first.

Frank waited long time before speaking. He cleared his throat subtly, swallowed harshly and kissed her on her forehead before saying a word. “I’m sorry.” He kissed her again. “I know it wasn’t very . . . it wasn’t very good tonight.”

Ellen lifted herself up on her elbow and looked down at him. He kept staring. “What are you talking about, Frank? I loved making love to you.”

Frank shifted his eyes to look at her. “Tomorrow will be better. I promise.”

“Frank,” Ellen spoke softly. “You’re missing the point here.” She kissed him lightly. “Making love isn’t always about making your body feel good. It’s about making you feel good, right here.” She laid her hand over his heart. “Right now, at this point in our lives, love making isn’t a performance issue; it’s healing issue. And that, for me, you’re doing great. I wish I could help you though.”

“You have with just this.” He pulled her back down to him. “Even though we have to sleep in the truck.” He felt Ellen chuckle. “Actually . . .” He looked up at the sky. “It’s not that bad. It’s so open out here. I feel alone with you which was the whole point of this trip.”

“Kidnapping.”

“That too.” His kissed her on the top of the head then whined some when in the distance, from the cabin he heard the phone ringing. “Man, Robbie again. What’s he trying to do, get all the calls he can in before the batteries die?”

“Maybe it’s important.”

“El, the last time he called he wanted to know if he could borrow my spare shoulder harness, come on. I’ll call him back in a little bit. Right now . . .” He pulled Ellen as close as he could. “I just want to enjoy this.”

^^^^
Johnny Slagel would not have thought it odd seeing Henry pacing around Beginnings at ten o’clock at night. Henry often paced, sometimes too fast to even consider it pacing. Standing in the doorway of the social hall, watching Henry made Johnny laugh. Henry actually paced as if he were on a mission. He carried a notebook and walked backwards most of the time. He’d scratch his head, move on, and scratch his head again. Johnny knew it was time to step in.

“Henry!” Johnny called to him.

“Shh.” Henry held up his hand “Distribution . . . back to mechanics . . . . the chapel . . . wait, Dean and . . .”

“Henry, what are you doing?”

“Going nuts. I’ve been over this a million times.”

“Still trying to figure out what it is you’re forgetting?”

“Yes.” Henry nodded his head. “It’s gnawing at me like nothing ever has.”

“Can I help?” Johnny asked.

“I don’t think you can.”

“Sure I can. I think I know what it is?”

“You do? Why didn’t you say anything?”

“I wasn’t allowed.”

“What is it?” Henry asked with impatience.

“Try this . . . Nick.”

“What about him?” Henry asked, then after a second his eyes widened. “Oh my God! Oh my God!” Henry began to run in circles. “I lost my son! Where did I put him?” Henry grabbed on to his own head. “Think. Think. Think. Think.”

“Henry.” Johnny said his name with a laugh. “My Pap has him.”

Henry looked up to him. “What?”

“Actually he does now. Danny took him to the nursery this morning where Andrea picked him up. He’s been there all night.” Johnny started to laugh when Henry took off for the living section.

 

“Joe!” Henry bolted into Joe’s house.

“Knock.”

 “Sorry.” Henry backed up, knocked and ran back in. “Joe!”

“Yes Henry?” Joe stood from the couch.

Henry took a moment to calm down. “This is . . . this is a little embarrassing. But . . . do you have Nick?”

“What if I told you I didn’t?”

“Oh, Joe, please, I’d die. Do you?”

Joe grumbled and walked to the steps yelling up. “Andrea! He remembered!” Joe looked back at Henry. “She’s giving him another bath. Seems Alex now has a hair infatuation and like someone else I know, she put a hell of a lot of Hair Hold on that kid’s hair while he slept.”

“He has bad hair, Joe.”

“He has your hair, Henry,” Joe scolded.

“Joe, please.” Henry ran his hand through his hair. “I work hard.”

“You wouldn’t have to if you’d cut the shit out.” Joe switched his views to the steps when he heard Andrea singing and coming down. “Here he is. You can hand him over, Andrea.”

“He’s such a good boy.” Andrea held him up to her eye level speaking that high pitch tone to Nick. “Aren’t you? Are you a good boy? Yes you are. You gonna go home now. Oh you sweet thing.” Andrea kissed Nick several times. “Grandmommy loves you.” She brushed her nose against Nick’s nose. “Yes, she does. She loves you. Yes she . . .”

“Andrea!” Joe snapped. “Give him his kid.”

Delivering a sequence of kisses to Nick, Andrea handed him to Henry. Immediately Nick started to cry. “Oh my.” Andrea reached, saw the glare from Joe, and then held her hand up. “I’ll just make my nightly cup of tea. Night Henry.”

Nervously Henry bounced Nick. “Well, I’d better be going. Thanks Joe.”

“Hold it.”

Henry stopped in his escape to the door. He cringed before turning around. “Joe, he’s really fussy, I should go.”

“I want to talk to you.” Joe walked to him. “But first . . . give me the goddamn kid.” Joe took Nick. Nick stopped crying. “Sit down, Henry.”

“No, I think I . . .”

“Sit!”

Henry rushed to the couch and sat down.

Holding Nick, Joe walked before him. “Now you know I’ve known you a lot of years and I like to think of you as my oddball son.”

“Thanks Joe.”

“Glad to hear you appreciate that. Anyhow right now, I’m going to talk to you as if you were my own flesh and blood. Ready?”

“Yes.” Henry swallowed.

“What in God’s name were you thinking about!” Joe yelled. “Thirteen hours! Thirteen hours! You didn’t know you lost your baby for thirteen hours?”

“But Joe . . .”

“Shut up, Henry! We all thought one hour. Two was pushing it, but when the end of the workday came and went, you pushed abandonment. Now listen to me and listen to me closely.” Joe neared him. “I know Frank looks at this kid as his own. I know he plans on raising this kid. But keep in mind one thing, your wiry ass sperm created this kid and you will learn to be a part of his life. You will learn to take care of him. You will not! Not! Push the responsibility on anyone else when you are in the position to care for him. You hear me!”

“But Joe, he doesn’t like me.”

“Make him like you, Henry.”

“I don’t know how.”

Joe handed him Nick. “Learn. Now is the perfect opportunity since Frank is away. Learn.”

Henry whined when Nick started to cry, “See.”

“No, what I see is you taking my grandson home and being a father to him.” Joe walked to the door and opened it. “Go.”

“But Joe . . .”

“Go.”

Henry slowly walked to the door. “Bye.”

Joe stopped him, kissed Nick, then let the two of them leave. He shut the door with the loudest of exhales.

Andrea came from the kitchen. She handed Joe a cup. “For you.”

“I hate tea.”

“Drink this. You’ll like this. It’s perfect for how you feel.”

Joe took a sip and gasped loudly.

“Too much whiskey?”

Joe looked back to the door and sipped again. “Perfect.”

^^^^



Ft. Peck Lake
Frank laughed a silent laugh so not to wake  Ellen. He spoke in a whisper while on the phone to Robbie, “What was Henry’s reaction?”

“Shocked,” Robbie answered.

“Who won the poll?”

“Danny Hoi. He bet three work hours that Henry wouldn’t remember for nine hours. He was the closest.”

“Oh shit, you know what this reminds me of, don’t you?”

“No. What?” Robbie asked.

“When Jimmy got married. Remember the day before he got married?” Frank heard Robbie laugh at the recall of that memory and he continued. “Yeah, he dropped off Lindsay to get her nails done and he went off running around. When he arrived home, you, me, and Hal were there waiting. We went out drinking before the dinner.”

“Jimmy totally forgot what he did with her. Man, I thought they weren’t getting married. She was so pissed.”

“He kept telling us the same thing. There was something he was forgetting.”

Robbie chuckled. “It was a good thing for Jimmy that Hal was such the word man. He talked her out of being mad.”

“Yeah, the big dick. He blamed it all on me. Lindsay hated me from that moment on.” Frank felt Ellen stir in his arms. “Hey, I gotta go. Talk to you later.”

“Be careful out there.”

“I will. Thanks Robbie.” Frank shut off the phone and extended his arm, laying it down above his and Ellen’s heads. He slowed down getting comfortable and stared at a sleeping Ellen. Frank’s mind drifted and he smiled, thinking back to his brother Jimmy’s wedding weekend. How long ago was that? Eleven, twelve years? Thinking of the length of time it had been, Frank’s mind went back . . .

 

“Frank.”

Frank held a bottle of beer as he sat at the bar in the restaurant the night of the rehearsal dinner. He ignored the call of his name.

“Frank,” The male voice called him again, this time tapping him on the shoulder.

“Go away, Hal. I’m still pissed at you. Fuckin Lindsay reamed my ass out for nothing.”

“Come on, Frank. I brought you a peace offering.”

Grunting and holding his beer, Frank spun around on his stool. Hal stood there with woman, a smaller built woman, with long brown hair, and a prominent chest. Frank’s eyes hit there first then moved to Hal.

Hal grinned arrogantly, looking so much like his father. “This is Jennifer.”

Frank hid his snicker and shook the woman’s hand. “Nice to meet you.”

Hal had his hand on Jennifer’s back. “She likes big guys. Stand up Frank.”

“What?”

“Stand up. Jennifer, if you think I’m tall . . . stand up Frank. Come on.”

Frank, grumbling stood from the stool. He towered over her and smiled a fake smile.

Jennifer giggled. “Whoa.”

Hal nodded. “Told ya. And . . . he’ll be wearing his uniform at the wedding.” Hal’s eyes rose. “She likes big guys in uniforms.”

“Hal says you’re a general in the Army,” Jennifer said.

Frank nearly choked on his beer. “Hal exaggerates. I’m a Lt. General. Hal . . .” Frank grabbed his brother’s arm. “Jennifer, excuse us.” He pulled Hal off to the side. “What the hell are you doing?”

“Fixing you up,” Hal said. “It’s the least I can do. She’s cute.”

“Why do I need fixed up?”

“You need a date for the wedding tomorrow. Even Dad has a date.”

“Dad always has a date. What about your date?”

“Eh, Dad says his date’s open game. I plan on hitting on her unless you want to.”

“No, you go right ahead and hit on the old broad. I don’t need a date.”

“All right.” Hal took a deep breath. “Think about it. Sit at the bar and talk to Jennifer. You might hit it off.” He leaned to Frank. “Check out her boobs, Frank.” Hal cupped his hands in front of his own chest and mouthed the word, ‘huge’, then nodded and grinned. “Go for it, big brother.” Hal gave a swift pat to his arm and moved on.

Frank walked back over to the bar where Jennifer was seated. He sat next to her and grabbed his beer. Silently he sat, listening to her ramble on about something he couldn’t recall, downing his beers quickly, and grateful when he heard his father’s voice behind him.

“Slow down.” Joe laid his hand on Frank’s back and smiled at Jennifer. His eyes immediately shifted to the hard-to-miss chest. “Who’s your friend?”

“Dad, Jennifer. Jennifer, my Dad.”

Joe extended his hand to Jennifer. “Joe Slagel.”

Jennifer smiled with a tilted head. “You’re tall too. Are you a general also like your sons?”

“Nah. I’m not a military man anymore. CIA.”

Jennifer perked up.

Joe nudged Frank and leaned to him whispering. “Is she fair game or not?”

Frank rolled his eyes lifting his beer. “What about your date?”

“Robbie and Hal are irking me. They’re all over her and she loves it.”

Thinking, What does this old broad have? Frank turned around. He jolted back in surprise, knocking his beer over. It spun on the bar, shooting out onto Jennifer.

Jennifer shrieked.

“Frank!” Joe scolded.

“Sorry.” Blindly grabbing a bunch of beverage napkins, Frank shoved some to his father, laid some on Jennifer’s chest while he kept his focus on his dad’s date the whole time. Ellen. She seemed quite content to stand and flirt with Hal and Robbie. “Excuse me.” He marched directly over to the three of them. They stopped smiling when they saw Frank. “Robbie, Hal, did you guys know she was coming?”

Hal snickered. “Uh, yeah Frank, sorry. Didn’t we tell you?”

Ellen looked past Frank. “Cute date. Hal says you’re bringing her to the wedding.”

“Hal,” Frank huffed out his name, “is an asshole.” Frank grabbed Ellen’s hand and pulled her away from the brothers.

“Hey.” Ellen smacked his hand that gripped her tightly. “Where are we going?” She looked back to Robbie and Hal. “Help.”

Frank stopped, looked back at his brothers with a point and shook his head. He then kept pulling Ellen until they were outside. He released her hand.

Ellen, smacked him on the chest with both hands. “What are you doing?”

“What the hell are you doing here?”

“You’re father asked me to come.”

“I asked you to come to this with me. I did. And you told me no. You were like . . .” Frank proceeded to imitate Ellen. “I can’t. I’d have to get my hair done. I have to do my nails. I want to enjoy my week without the kids. What would Kelly say?”

“Don’t you imitate me. You do it badly. Besides, you aren’t Joe. You can’t say ‘no’ to Joe. He came by this morning and told me, ‘pack it up Ellen. I need a date’. We stopped to buy a dress and here we are. I can’t believe you’re mad at me.”

“Yes, I’m mad.”

“Too bad. What do you care now anyhow? You have a date. I see I was easily replaced.”

“She’s not my date.”

“Oh, I beg to differ. I saw you getting all cozy with her at the . . .”

“Ellen!” Frank shouted her name.

“What!” Ellen shouted back.

“Shut up.”

 

Frank found himself leaning down to a sleeping Ellen, kissing her softly as he pulled from that memory. He realized that he had been with Ellen for so long, he probably could think of a different memory every day for the rest of his life and never repeat a single one. It dawned on him at that moment, making him feel really good.  That was the one thing in his life that could never be taken away.

^^^^
Dean didn’t mean to find himself doing it again, but he did, especially since Ellen wasn’t around. The kids were in bed, the house was too quiet, and Dean lay on the couch, his eyes tightly closed while he clenched a teddy bear that used to belong to Brian. His cheek brushed against it and his nose took in the scent of Brian that still lingered on it. His mind swam in deep memories over the little baby he loved so much and missed at that moment with all of his heart.

For a moment, Dean thought he had lost his mind when he heard the crying. It slipped into his thoughts, growing louder and louder until he opened his eyes and realized he wasn’t crazy. Henry stood above the couch holding Nick. Dean jumped up and laid the teddy bear down.

“Henry.”

“Help.”

Dean rubbed his eyes and stood up. “I’ve been given strict orders from Joe.”

“No, Dean. I need help. I’ll stay here with you and help with the older kids. I will. But help. He won’t eat. He won’t sleep. He won’t stop crying. I think he’s sick.”

“He’s not sick, Henry.” Dean ran his hand down Nick’s head.

“He hates me.”

“He senses your uneasiness.”

“He won’t let me put him down.” Henry followed Dean as he paced.

“That’s because Frank has him spoiled. Frank always holds the babies, always. Haven’t you noticed? He never lays them down. So when you do, he cries. Trust me, I’ve been there. I remember . . .” Dean cracked a smile. “God, it was exactly a year ago. Frank went to Colorado to get Ellen and I had Brian. He had Brian so spoiled I couldn’t put him down. Any work I had to do, I had to hold Brian close to my chest to because Frank would smother the kid in his big arms. I remember being so annoyed at first but then it felt good to . . .” Dean closed his eyes. “It felt good to have that. To have someone . . . no matter how small, need you to just . . .” Dean stepped to Henry. “Let me have, Nick.”

Henry handed the baby to Dean.

Nick squirmed a little in Dean’s arms. Dean carried him over to the couch. “Why don’t you go  home,  and get me a bottle and some diapers. I don’t think it would hurt if you guys stayed here tonight.”

“Thanks Dean,” Henry grinned with relief. “I’ll be right back.” He hurried from the house.

Slowly, Dean lowered himself to the couch. He sat down first then swung his legs up, propping his back against the arm of the sofa. He positioned Nick on his chest, letting Nick’s little legs dangle over him while Dean wrapped his arms around the baby, snuggling. He brought his lips to Nick’s head and brushed his cheek against the softness of the baby’s hair. Dean closed his eyes, felt Nick settle in contentment, and laid there, enjoying the feeling of the tiny baby needing to be in his arms. It was a feeling that Dean missed so much and needed to have at that moment just as much as Nick.

 
   



  
 

CHAPTER FOUR
 
   


August 28


Bowman, North Dakota
A highway town, six miles west of Bowman, was their primary location and headquarters. A farming area could be seen in the distance. Small buildings set center town and mobile homes lined up together as some type of housing.

The red brick building was the largest in town, four stories high and on the corner just at the edge of town. A city building at one time, but now it was the Captain’s office.

He stood near the window in his office, peering out and leaning against the frame. In his one hand he held papers, and in the other, a burning cigarette. He watched the training of his men, a look of pride upon his face. He wasn’t old, by no means, but his face was rough and rugged. Thirty-six years old, he stood a little over six feet tall, his body brawny and muscular. He wore his long, dark blonde hair pulled neatly and tightly in a ponytail that draped just passed his shoulder blades. He turned from the window, setting his papers down when he heard the knock at the door. He grabbed his grey uniform shirt that sported a patch with the letters ‘UWA’ and placed it on over his white tee shirt. He buttoned the last two buttons. “Come in,” he called out in a strong voice.

A UWA soldier, wearing a blue uniform, stepped in, closed the door, and then snapped to perfect attention.

“At ease, James.” The Captain motioned as he took a seat behind his desk. “What do you have for me on the Chadron raid?”

“Seventeen have returned sir, seven of which injured.”

“How badly?”

“Our medical man says he has it under control.”

“Still...” The captain rocked back in his chair as he looked at James. “Let’s go ahead with the plan we made when we decided to start on these raids. We need to have a team of horses ready to take any of the seriously injured to Beginnings for help. We want them to have a chance.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Any word of what we took out?” The captain asked.

“Corporal Haynes said he believes the raid took out close to two hundred.”

“Excellent. Have Corporal Haynes prep another team. We want to hit this camp every day until they either move out or die out.”

“Yes sir. What about the new Kansas camp our scout found? The men are getting geared up for that.”

“I wanna hold off one more week. I believe, like the other one in Kansas, we can take that one out with one sweep with sixty, seventy men. It’s a small camp that The Society has. I want to concentrate on Chadron right now. It’s too big, and too close. In fact . . .” The captain pulled a sheet of paper off the pile and handed it to James. “Do me a favor and run these orders to Mel. I want food rations increased for our men in the field. Tell him to take from us if needed. We need our men strong out there.”

“Yes sir.” James stepped back. As he did, another knock was heard at the door.

The captain looked up. “Come in.”

An older man smiled as he entered, He also wore a  blue uniform like James. “Captain, sir.” He stood at attention.

“At ease. What’s up?”

He smiled again. “The new guy that’s joined us, he’s done it, sir.”

“No way?” The Captain stood up, a smile crossed his face. “Was it from the radio on that farm?”

“No. He said it wasn’t strong enough. We left it there. He built a receiver from what we had in town. We’re picking them up, some static, but we definitely are picking them up.”

“Excellent.” The Captain hurried to the door. “Maybe now that we can hear what Beginnings knows, it can help our cause as well. Let’s go.”

 

It looked like a police station. A young man, in his twenties, sat at the old dispatch station. Wires protruded from the radio and sprawled out across the small table top.

The Captain burst in with an air of enthusiasm. “They tell me you have good news, Bobby.”

“I do.” Bobby pointed to the radio. “We’re only picking up what they say over the radio, but we have them. It’s not always clear but I’m guessing it all depends where they are in Beginnings. Listen . . .” Bobby turned up the radio and the Captain leaned in with a grin. There were male voices, rattling off back and forth.

“That’s what I heard.”

“Hey, doesn’t it kind of remind you of that old kid’s book. ‘Are you my mother?’”

“Don’t you mean father . . . oh, wait. I forgot who we’re talking about. I heard Nick is becoming community property.”

“Can you guys not discuss me, please?” Another voice joined in.

“What’s the matter, Henry.” A fourth one interrupted “Can’t take it.”

“Blow me.”

“Bite me.”

“Grow up.”

“Me? I didn’t lose my kid, no wait, you misplaced him.”

“Don’t you have a perimeter to check or something? Mr. I’m the Big Head of Security Guy.”

“I’d say, don’t you have something to fix, but I know you can’t handle it while I’m not there.”

“You’re an asshole.”

“Fuck you.”

“Robert! Henry! Knock the shit off and get your goddamn asses off this airway. And stay off unless you have something important to say. Christ.”

“Right away, Chief.”

James smiled. He noticed the long, almost pale look on The Captain’s face. “Sir, is something wrong?”

The Captain blinked several times and wiped his hand down his face. “Um . . . no. I just . . . I thought . . . it’s nothing.” He cleared his throat and regained his composure. “I want a monitor on this twenty-four hours a day. I’ll take a shift myself.” He walked to the door. “Let me know if they discuss anything important. Please.” The Captain opened the door, paused, looked back at the radio, and walked out.

^^^^



Ft. Peck Lake
Ellen’s finger kept dipping into the jar she held, despite the fact that there were two spoons emerging from it. She walked across the small clearing to Frank who sat on a fallen tree, his back to her as he cleaned and checked his M-16.

“Morning.” Ellen sat next to him. “Breakfast?” She showed him the jar. Frank shook his head. “Josephine’s peach cobbler? No?” Again Frank shook his head. “How are you?”

“O.K.”

Ellen raised her eyes. “Short answer. Wanna talk about it?”

Frank let out a long breath. “I dreamt of Brian last night. I dreamt . . . I dreamt he was crying and calling ‘da-da’ and I couldn’t find him. I just couldn’t find him.” He laid his weapon against the tree next to him. “Just when I think it’s getting easier, fate hits me with something… like a dream so real it hurts. I went through all this before when my kids died in the plague. I thought Brian was my second chance to be a good father. I really did. I swear I never would have thought God would have been so cruel as to do this again.”

The spoon dropped from Ellen’s hand and she balanced the jar next to her. She rubbed her hands and stared out into the trees with Frank.

“How do you do it?” Frank asked.

“Do what?”

“How do you go on without feeling like you want to die every single day of your life?”

“Why . . . what would make you ask me that?” Ellen asked, her voice cracking some.

“You’re just getting through this really well. You’re handling Brian really well.”

“Well no one’s really given me a choice, now have they?” Ellen stood up. There was a certain defensiveness to her tone.

“Excuse me?” Frank looked up at her.

“No one has given me a choice. I’ve had to be the strong one. I’ve had to put my grief aside every single day. Every single hour, I have been helping you or Dean. Yet . . .” Ellen tossed her hand downward as if in defeat. “Yet, neither one of you have said to me, ‘How can I help you through this?’ You guys seemed to forget he was my son too.”

“Yeah, but you seem to forget who spent all the time with him, me and Dean.”

Ellen let out a long shivering breath and nodded slowly with closed eyes. “My God how thoughtless of me. Here I was thinking I was his mother and that somewhere in this whole thing, I had a right to miss him too.” She reached down, grabbed her jar, and walked off.

Frank followed Ellen into the cabin. She sat at the table by the unlit fireplace. “El, look, I said something I shouldn’t have.”

“Yes you did, but you spoke the truth, didn’t you?” Ellen looked up at him.

“No.”

“Yes, Frank. Yes you did. I was a terrible mother. You know that, Dean knows that, and I know that.”

“I never said that.”

“You aren’t denying it right now, are you?”

Frank didn’t answer. He stood there, hands on hips, staring at her from the tops of his eyes.

Ellen gasped emotionally, “I didn’t think I’d get an argument from you. You have never once seen me as a mother to Brian. Never. I was the woman who gave birth to your son, that’s it.” Ellen stood up. “He was yours, Frank. Last year you took him from me, so easily, like he was your possession. I couldn’t see him. I couldn’t hold him. He was your kid. You were super fuckin dad to him and I was nothing.”

“El, that’s enough.” Frank reached out his hand and Ellen swiped it away. “I don’t need this shit.”

“You don’t need this shit. It’s always about you, Frank, always. Your sorrow. Your grief. Your time away. That’s what this whole thing away from Beginnings is for. For you!”

“No, you’re wrong. It’s for us.”

“Us? Didn’t you just say out there that I was dealing with this fine? Forgive me, Frank, but if that’s the case then why in the hell did I need to leave Beginnings?”

“Nothing I say right now will be the right thing, will it?” Frank moved to her. “El,” he dropped his voice as he looked at her back, “I don’t want to fight with you. We are not out here to fight.

Solemnly, Ellen turned to face him. “You’re right. We’re not out here to fight. We’re out here to help you through this, and we will. I’m out here to help you. As your friend and someone who loves you, I will be your sounding board. I will help you face this.” Ellen swallowed harshly. “But remember this. This kidnapping and your implications have crossed the line with me for the final time. The moment we step back into Beginnings is the last moment I will have anything more to do with you.” Ellen spun from him and moved to the cabin door.

“Then I will not take you back there.”

Ellen stopped before she made her exit. “You know for such a terrible parent I am, it’s kinda of funny. I’m not the one forgetting I have other children back home.” Ellen walked out.

Frank stood there.

^^^^



Beginnings, Montana
Joe read off his clipboard as he blindly walked into Frank’s office. “O.K. Frank, help me make heads or tails out of this . . .” He looked at Robbie who grinned from Frank’s chair.

“Hey Dad.”

“This is ridiculous.” Joe walked to the desk and slammed the clipboard down. “I thought Frank would at least be back by now.”

“Nope, I’m it,” Robbie cleared his throat, “head of security. I thought you knew I was filling in.”

“I did. What do you think I am, stupid?” Joe huffed. “Isn’t he back?”

“Um . . . no. Didn’t you wonder why you haven’t seen him? Or heard from him?”

“Robert!”

“What.”

“I want your brother back. This is too much. I gave him yesterday. Not that I don’t put every faith in your keen ability to protect this community, it’s just that I want Frank on it and every day he hides away is another day we can face trouble.”

“I completely understand.”

“All right, so let’s go.” Joe motioned his hand and moved to the door.

“Where are we going?” Robbie stood up.

“To get Frank.”

“We can’t do that.”

Joe turned around and faced him. “You said you know his general vicinity, right?”

“Yes.” Robbie nodded.

“Well, let’s head there. I bet it’s sector nineteen.” Joe started moving and noticed Robbie did not. “He’s not in nineteen?”

Robbie shook his head.

“Where is he?”

“I know the general vicinity.”

“Robbie!” Joe yelled. “Where did your brother go?”

“Well uh . . . originally to Canada but he . . .”

“What!” Joe blasted.

“No, no.” Robbie held his hands up. “They’re closer than that, about a hundred or so miles away. North, I think. Yeah.”

“Oh my God. He left Beginnings? He took Ellen and left Beginnings?”

Robbie shifted his eyes around.

“Tell me this.” Joe stepped closer to Robbie. “Did Frank take Ellen from her home against her will?”

“I believe she wasn’t quite aware at the time that she was going.”

“Oh Jesus Christ.” Joe brought his hand to his own forehead. “He’s outside these walls. Why in God’s name didn’t you tell me he was out there?”

“You didn’t ask and I . . . ow, Dad, my ear.” Robbie found himself--or rather his ear--at Joe’s mercy as Joe gripped tightly to Robbie’s ear and pulled him from the office.

 

<><><><>

 

Henry spun the swivel chair in the communications room where he, Robbie, Joe, and Dean were. “Is this a secret suspect meeting, Joe?”

“No,” Joe sounded perturbed. “Henry, quit playing and fix your eyes on the screen.”

“Why?” Henry asked.

“Just do it,” Joe ordered. “Dean?”

Dean sat in the chair next to Henry. “Yes.”

“Watch the big board behind me.” Joe pointed to the huge electronic map of the United States. He moved to the control panel and typed. The large map of the United States became a map of Montana. “Keep your eyes fixed, both of you. Robbie, call your brother.” As soon as Joe saw Robbie dial, he hit the speaker phone.

There were four rings and Frank answered. “Yeah.”

At that instant, though low volume, a beeping occurred. Dean sprang from his chair when he saw the indicator light go off on the big board. “No.” His eyes widened and his face turned red. He spun to Henry. “Where?”

Henry grinned. “One hundred and twenty-nine miles north of Beginnings. Yes!” Henry clenched his fist. “I was right. I was right. I told you people that . . . Hey!” Henry was silenced when Joe lightly smacked him in the back of the head.

Mouthing the word, “Quiet” Joe nodded to Robbie.

Robbie sounded nervous, like the little snitch brother when he spoke to Frank. “Uh . . . hey Frank.”

“It’s about time you said something. What?”

“There’s something that you . . .”

“Wait.” Frank said strongly. “I hope to God you aren’t calling me up to ask me a stupid fuckin question again. Are you? What the fuck, Robbie. Can’t you people live in Beginnings without us? You call me constantly. Fuckin Dean can’t find shit without Ellen. And Dad, he’s whining about something that would have bit him in the fuckin nose if he looked.”

It was Joe’s turn. “Frank.”

“Oh uh . . . hey Dad. Am I uh, on the speaker phone?”

“Yes you are, son. Now will please tell me what in God’s name was going through that thick skull of yours when you decided to leave these walls and take Ellen with you.”

“I needed to get away. I got Robbie to fill in.”

“You took Ellen.”

“It’s a mini vacation.”

Henry watched Dean. Dean just stared with an anger filled look in his eye. Henry couldn’t recall when he saw Dean so mad that the veins actually protruded from his neck like they were now. Dean was literally red. Henry sneaked up behind him whispering. “Dean, you better lower your blood pressure. A man your age could have a stroke.”

Dean’s jaw twitched and his nostrils flared as he took a step closer to Joe. “Tell him,” Dean’s voice graveled, “tell him I want her back here now!”

Frank heard him. “Is that Dean? Tell him to shut the fuck up.”

“Bring her back, Frank!” Dean yelled.

“No.”

Dean breathed heavily. “No? What the hell is the matter with you? Huh? You took her! You took her from the safety of these walls. You took her from her kids! What kind of stupid, asshole, arrogant, selfish kind of move was that?”

“Excuse me!” Frank blasted. “I hope you aren’t talking to me like that.”

“Who the hell do you think I’m talking to? You, asshole.” Dean argued back. “You’re a dead man Frank.  man. The moment you step through these gates I’m killing you.”

Frank chuckled. “Oh, Dean, stop. I’m scared.”

“You think I’m kidding you? I’m gonna kill you. I swear to almighty God I will kill you. Put her on the phone.”

“No.”

“Put her on, Frank!”

“Fuck you!”

The loudest and strongest voice ever to emerge from Dean’s little body blasted out like a lion’s roar and Dean totally lost it. “Put her on the fuckin phone! Right now! Right now!”

Henry cringed, closed one eye, and held his ear that rang from Dean’s scream. He looked at Dean breathing so heavily. He wondered if he should prepare himself to get Andrea because Henry could have sworn at that moment Dean was sending himself into a heart attack.

Ellen’s voice seemed to immediately change the feel of the room. “Hello?”

Dean snatched the phone that was still in Robbie’s hand and switched off the speaker. “El.”

“Dean,” Ellen said his same with relief.

Dean closed his eyes and walked further from the others. “El, I swear to you I didn’t know he took you from Beginnings. I’m sorry. I am really sorry. I thought he had you somewhere here.”

“That’s all right. How are the kids?”

“They’re fine. How are you?”

“I’m O.K. Things are a little rough right now.”

“El, I know he took you to work through everything. Just tell me . . . is it helping you? I’ll be O.K. with this if it is.”

“It’s supposed to be helping Frank.”

“No, El,” Dean kept his voice soft, “is it helping you?” There was silence. “El?”

“No.”

A lump formed in Dean’s throat. He swallowed. “I want you home. You belong home. You need to be around the kids, Henry, and me. Just know that I miss you and I love you. O.K.?” Dean didn’t get a response, “El?”

Frank’s voice was not what Dean expected. “What the fuck did you say to her, Dean. Huh? She was perfectly fine and now she’s crying . . . Asshole!”

The line hung up.

Dean’s hand clenched the phone so tightly he could have broken it. With rage he handed it back to Robbie and spun around facing Joe. “This is wrong. He’s wrong. He took her Joe. Took her! I want her back here, back home where she belongs.” Dean pointed as he walked backwards. “I will give him until tomorrow to bring her home. If he’s not back tomorrow, I will go after her myself!”

“If he’s not back by tomorrow, I’ll send a chopper for her. I won’t stop you from going.”

Dean gave an angry nod and stormed out of the communications room.

Henry’s eyes shifted to Joe, to Robbie, and then to the door Dean barreled out of. “Boy, is he mad. I told you he’d be mad when he found out. Joe, you don’t really think he’s going to kill Frank, do you?”

Joe raised his eyebrows as he bounced from heel to toe. He didn’t have an answer for Henry on that one.

^^^^



Ft. Peck Lake

Frank kept his eyes on Ellen who sat on the step of the cabin’s porch. Her head rested against her knees and Frank sat next to her. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to do this to you. This wasn’t supposed to be something bad. I wasn’t thinking.” Frank’s hand hovered over her head in hesitation. “I’m sorry for everything I said.” His hand fell gently to her hair and he moved his lips close to her ear. “Tell me you’ll forgive me. Tell me we’ll use what time we have left out here to work through this . . . together. Please.”

Ellen raised her head slightly then let it drop onto Frank’s lap. He pulled her close and held her.

^^^^



Beginnings, Montana
Jason Godrichson whistled a happy tune in the cryo-lab because that was all he could do while watching a totally irate Dean fly about the lab. That and do his lab work. The buzz of the cryo lab door was a welcome relief sound to Jason, Something different rather than grunting, slamming and banging.

Andrea waltzed in with a smile and a wave. Jason shook his head in warning to her. Andrea merely gave Jason a ‘don’t be silly’ look and moved to Dean.

“Morning, Dean.”

Dean looked up from the freezer case he peered into then slammed the lid.

“Joe sent me to talk to you. He said you’re upset.”

“Upset? Upset? Andrea, upset is an understatement.” Dean’s voice was loud. “He took her. He kidnapped her. All because he needed her to himself. I need her! Do you see me snatching her up in the middle of the night and making an escape with her! No!”

Andrea didn’t bat an eyelash at Dean’s ranting. She stayed calm. “Dean, take a breath.”

“No!”

“Dean.” Andrea laid her hands on his shoulder. “Breathe with me. Ready?”

“Andrea . . .”

“Dean,” her voice still soothing, “breathe with me, cleansing breaths. In and . . .”

“Andrea, I don’t . . .”

“Dean,” she scolded loudly, “knock it off and breathe with me! Sweet Jesus, get it together boy. Now!” She closed her mouth and a startled Dean took in three long breaths with her. “Better?”

“No.”

“Tough.”

Dean grunted and moved about the lab with his work.

“Two things.” She followed him. “No wait three. Stop your little ass right now and face me. I deserve more respect than to speak to your back.”

Dean stopped and looked at her.

“Thank you.” Andrea smiled again. “First, Joe needs you at his office for a meeting about something. He said it would take an hour. Second. Joe spoke to Frank again. Day after tomorrow, first light, he’s bringing Ellen home. Joe said to tell you he spoke to Ellen and she agreed to one more day. So . . .” Andrea pulled up a stool and sat down. “Are we feeling better now?”

“No,” Dean said, “I’m still killing him.” Dean walked back over to his freezer case.

“Oh Dean, I know how upset you are but I really don’t think you’re killing Frank. He’s not worth your soul burning for all eternity in hell. Keep in mind, as a Christian man, you know as well as I do that the thought is as bad as the act, so let’s wipe that . . .” Andrea stopped rambling when Jason laid a clipboard in front of her.

Jason cleared his throat and raised his eyebrows as Andrea read it.

Andrea quickly looked at Dean then back at the clipboard. “Oh my.” She handed the clipboard back to Jason. She whispered, “Perhaps we should start praying for Dean’s soul now.”

^^^^



Bowman, North Dakota
The Captain stared at the radio in the old police station, listening to Beginnings’ transmissions. He smoked a cigarette, listened to the meshing voices, his face serious. Occasionally he would crack a smile at the antics of a civilization that seemed to have it all together. He tapped a pencil from eraser to tip as he rocked back and forth in the chair, paying attention to every single word as if he were listening for something specific.

^^^^



Beginnings, Montana
Dean was the last to enter Joe’s office that afternoon. Joe was in his usual spot, behind his desk. Robbie and Henry sat before it. An empty chair was waiting for Dean. He walked heavily and plopped down hard in his seat.

Henry scooted his chair over some.

“What?” Dean snapped at Henry, “do I smell?”

Henry leaned into him and sniffed. “Not that I can tell. Are you still mad, Dean?”

Dean only stared at him.

“You know, if you would have just listened to me the other night, you could have been past this pissed off phase and we . . .”

“Henry,” Dean said his name strongly, “don’t.”

“O.K.” Henry held his hands up, hesitated then leaned to Dean again. “Just merely making an observation. You do know Dean, you had me thinking you were gonna . . .”

“Henry.”

“Not another word.” Again Henry held his hand up and looked at Joe; after a few seconds he leaned to Dean again. “Just so you know., for a little guy you can get pretty frightening when you want to be.”

Dean snarled at Henry and gave a glaring look to Robbie who snickered. “Joe, can we just start this, please.”

“You have to calm yourself,” Joe told him.

“I’m calm. I’m calm.” Dean pulled out his notes.

“O.K.” Joe said, “Before we begin, I just need to know from you, Dean, what is this list of ways to kill Frank that Andrea saw in your lab?”

“Exactly what it said,” Dean spoke nonchalantly, looking at his notes. “I’m killing Frank.”

Joe’s head bobbed back and forth. “You plan on doing this . . . how?”

“Very carefully.”

“O.K.” Joe sat back and grabbed his notes. “Now that we have that out of the way, we can proceed.”

Henry’s eyes shifted. “A list of ways to kill Frank? Dean, you do know that’s against the rules here. You could get ousted.”

Dean’s hand slammed down hard on his notes.

Joe intervened, “Henry, if you don’t leave the man alone, I’m going to give him permission to make a up a list of ways to kill you. Now be quiet so we can continue.”

“Oh Joe, I can’t believe you’re condoning this. Frank’s your son. Dean is . . .”

“Henry!” Joe yelled then saw Robbie raising his hand. “What!”

“I think we should let Henry ramble. I personally would like to see Dean kill him instead of Frank.”

Joe just looked at Robbie in silence. “You done being a smart ass?”

“Um . . . yeah.” Robbie answered.

“Good.” Joe pulled out a cigarette. “Let’s start.” Joe gazed down at the paper. “Now before I begin, I’d like to clarify why Dean is invited to participate. He’s not council, nor is he security, but . . . Dean is the only person who is one hundred percent, without a doubt, not a suspect. I think we can all agree on that.” Joe noticed Henry’s disapproval. “We can’t? Why can’t we all agree on that, Henry?”

“I’m not saying Dean can’t be off the suspect list. I agree to that. I mean he was the one who cured the plague. If he worked . . .”

“Henry, stop. What are you disagreeing about?”

“Me. I’m off the suspect list one hundred percent.”

“How can you say that?” Joe asked.

“Oh my God, Joe, do you think I’m working with George?”

“I didn’t say that,” Joe argued. “But what makes you think you’re in the clear?”

“He tried to blow me up.”

Everyone moaned.

Robbie shook his head. “Henry, weren’t you the one who proved that to be an accident?”

“Yes.”

“Then he didn’t blow you up,” Robbie stated. “Henry stays on the list.”

“So do you,” Henry told him.

“What?” Robbie laughed. “He sent his SUTs after me.”

“True.” Henry held up a finger. “But he also sent what he thought was a cure, so how do we know, he wasn’t trying to save you because you worked for him?” He saw a speechless look on Robbie’s face. “See, huh? Didn’t think of that, did you? No, I did. You were top on my list of suspects.”

“Fuck you, Henry.”

“Joe,” Henry tattled.

Joe held up his hand. “Robbie, you stay on the suspect list until we go through your scenario and clear you. I stay too for that matter. Right now, we’ll go through these people we all listed one at a time and just for starters, let’s go with Ellen . . . What now, Henry!” Joe’s hand slammed down.

“I didn’t list her, Joe. You said people we all listed. I didn’t list you either.”

“No, you didn’t, Henry. We can’t even count your list because you only had two suspects, Robbie and Jason. Now let’s move on to Ellen. Start with means. Does she have the means?”

Dean nodded. “Yes. The means was the reason I put her on my suspect list, especially with this new plague. Jenny was intentionally given this plague. Ellen had complete access to it at any time. And . . . and the tubes of blood being messed up, I distinctively remember Ellen in the lab directly before I went in to test Jenny’s blood.”

“Stop.” Henry held up his hand. “Do you realize how many people were taking blood that day, let alone who was in the clinic and had access to the blood? You, me, Robbie, Johnny, and Jason were still working. John Matoose brought Joe into the clinic. Melissa was one of the last ones to get sick. Then there’s Patrick. I remember a lot of them going in and out of that lab.”

“True.” Dean held up a pencil. “But did any of them have means to the virus?”

Joe answered, “We can’t specifically say Ellen, or whoever, used the virus we had here. Whoever was working for George could have easily had that virus in their possession, but we did establish means for Ellen. Now motive.”

Henry shook his head. “She has none.”

“Not entirely,” Joe said. “If this post plague world could have a rich bitch that would be Ellen. Ellen was the most materialistic person I knew in the old world. If she had a chance to be involved with someone that would rule the world, she would. Hell, I remember her telling me she’d sleep with Ronald Reagan if it meant living in the White House.”

Robbie, Dean, and Henry cringed loudly and audibly.

Joe nodded. “See.”

Henry disagreed again, “Not a good enough motive, not with all that happened to her in Colorado.”

Robbie nodded. “I agree with Henry. Your motive isn’t good enough, Dad and she did go through a lot of shit. So . . . with that in mind, I gave it some thought and it turned out perfect. Ellen’s motive is revenge.”

All three of them said at the same time “Revenge?”

“Yep.” Robbie said. “Using what happened to his advantage, George moved in for the kill at the right time in Ellen’s life. She was trying to get over what happened to her. Frank was being a dick because she did Dean. George knew that and played on it. Listen to this . . .” Robbie proceeded to give his scenario. “It was late. It was during the time that Ellen was homeless and living from one place to another hoping to get back with Frank. She was not speaking to Dean and working all night in the lab. In comes George . . .”

 

“Burning the late night oil again, Ellen?” George asked as he walked in the cryo lab.

“Yeah.” Ellen said tiredly. “Dean has me trying to get to these passwords.”

“You look wore out.”

“I am.”

“I’m sorry for all that’s happening with you and Frank. He should just grow up and move on about it.”

“I was wrong, George.”

“Ellen.” George sat next to her. He turned her stool to face him. “You were going through a very difficult time. Frank denied it, but Dean didn’t.”

“But still George, it was wrong. I lost my husband, my family.”

“You went through a very tragic time. Frank of all people should have understood. After all, he did send you down to Colorado knowing full well it could be dangerous.”

“What?” Ellen looked at him in shock. “What are you talking about?”

“You didn’t know? Ellen, the only reason you went to Colorado with the scientists was because you were the most unlikely spy. Everyone knew.”

“I didn’t. That can’t be right. Joanna asked me to . . .”

“Joanna asked you to go because Joe told her to take you. Yes, I’m sorry to be the one to break this to you, but after you left there were meetings to determine how long to leave you there and whether to bring you back if you found out enough information or not. We discussed it. If it was all that safe, then you tell me why we sent a body guard like Miguel with you.”

 

Robbie nodded. “She fell for it. He then began pumping her mind with how happened to her was all Joe’s fault, how Beginnings caused her grief. As far as putting my Dad under the Salicain, Ellen knew it wouldn’t really harm him, just inhibit him while George gained power. She had total access to the computers in the cryo-lab. She could have loaded the destruct programs.”

Henry made a loud buzzing sound. “There’s where your story goes off. Ellen got caught in that explosion.”

Joe quickly looked at Henry. “What explosion?”

“The one that killed Dean.” Henry’s speech slowed. “In the time frame that . . . we erased when we . . . went back and saved Dean. Sorry.”

Dean interjected, “But going on Henry’s story. Even without the explosion, Ellen did one thing. She gave us the antidote that brought Joe out of the Salicain. She said her future self told her to.”

“Of course she did,” Joe said, “but George could have easily let her know which one was the antidote.”

“But why do it?” Dean questioned. “Robbie was in holding. Frank was on his way out. You were under the Salicain and Henry was clueless. Why did Ellen give up the antidote?”

Robbie had the answer. “Guilt.”

Joe snapped his views to Robbie. “Ellen?”

All four of them shook their heads.

“O.K.” Joe tossed his hands up. “Someone give me a good reason to remove her.”

“A-ha!” Henry held his hand up. “I got it! Ellen was the one who came up with the cure that beat the original strain of the virus.”

Joe quickly looked at Dean. “I thought you said you did that.”

“Ellen insisted everyone think I did. Henry knew. That’s it.”

“See Joe,” Henry said excitedly. “You took Dean off the suspect list because of the cure thing so Ellen has to be off too.”

“Ellen’s off.” Joe scratched her off happily.

“Does uh . . . does this mean Dean’s back on?” Henry questioned.

“No, Dean’s not back on,” Joe answered.

“Why, Joe? He didn’t find the cure,” Henry argued.

“But it was Dean’s bionic eye that saw the mouse that carried the virus. So . . . he’s still off.” Joe looked at his watch. “This meeting has gone on too long. We’ll meet tomorrow at the same time. Let’s give some deep thought to scenarios like Robbie did. And let’s do it for um . . .” Joe skimmed the list. “The next two that are easy to eliminate would be Frank and Andrea.”

Dean grinned big time because he knew the rest of his day wasn’t going to be all that bad. He was just given permission to think of another way to eliminate Frank.






 
   



  
 

CHAPTER FIVE


Beginnings, Montana
That evening, Dean stood before a cabinet, shuffling through papers and tossing them in a box laid on the dining room table. He thought he heard Nick crying and looked up towards the ceiling then looked at Henry, who looked at everything Dean tossed into the box. “Henry, did you hear Nick?”

“No. Why, you need me to get him for you.”

“Um . . . no. It’s probably my imagination.”

“Dad,” Billy, Dean’s six year old son, called as he sat at the dining room table, “I found a problem.”

Dean stopped packing and looked over Billy’s shoulder as he read off a clipboard. “What is it?”

“Is the insulin strong enough to cause a deadly heart attack in Uncle Frank?”

“In large quantities, yes.”

“He’s big,” Billy said. “You can’t inject him one time. You’d have to get him lots. How are you gonna hold him down?”

“Good point. Make a note of that, neatly please.” Dean returned to his box and noticed Henry staring. “What?”

“He’s six?” Henry pointed. “Boy, I hope Nick ends up that smart.”

“He will, Henry. Want to know why? Frank won’t be around to raise him. I’ll be raising him with Ellen. Between your mechanical inclinations and my teaching, that kid can be another Einstein.”

“Oh yeah?” Henry smiled. “Cool . . . he does have the hair for it.”

Dean shook his head. His mood wasn’t the greatest. Little did he know, when he went to answer the knock at his door, his evening would only get worse. He opened it, huffed some, and laid his hand on the back of his neck. “Yes Bev.”

Bev slipped in, despite the fact that Dean didn’t open the door wider for her. She waved her hand to Henry who looked the other way. “I was wondering if perhaps you’d like to go down to the social hall for a drink with me.”

“No.” Dean opened the door for her to get his hint but she didn’t.

“I heard you were upset with everyone today. I know you’re tense. I thought maybe I could help.”

“Bev,” Dean said her name with annoyance, “no, I’m not interested in hanging around with you. Your offer is noted and rejected. I don’t know why all of the sudden you’re putting this interest in me and frankly, I don’t care. Be forewarned, if starting trouble is what this is about, you have picked the wrong day to do it. Bye.”

“I’m not starting trouble, Dean,” Bev said softly. “Just to prove it, I’ll leave. But know this.” She stepped to him and whispered near his ear, “You’ll change your mind, Ellen or no Ellen, I can be that special friend. I can be . . .” Her words were breathy against his ear. Dean’s expression didn’t change. He still stared coldly forward. “…everything you need.” She smiled, stepped back, trailed her fingers down his chest, and walked out.

Dean shut the door, shook his head, and turned around. His daughter Alexandra stood before him with her little arms folded.

“Daddy. what was she doing here?”

Dean looked down to her clueless.

Henry saw Dean’s lost expression and decided to help out. “Alex, Bev is going to be your father’s special friend.”

Alexandra shrieked at the same time Dean gasped. She swiftly swung out her leg, kicking Dean hard in the shin. “You jerk. I’m telling Mommy!” She raced up the stairs.

Dean grabbed his shin, reached for the railing and spun to Henry. “Why . . . Why would you say that?”

“That’s what Bev said. You know Dean, it’s welcome relief to see her dig her venomous claws into someone else.” Henry made a claw with his hand then hissed.

“Henry,” Dean said his name through a painful grunt. He then huffed loudly, limping for the steps. “You are so lucky right now that my focus is on Frank. God! What is wrong with everyone today?” Dean charged up the steps.

Henry chuckled as he watched Dean stagger up still grabbing his shin. Henry looked down when he felt the tug to his pants.

Billy looked up at him. “You’re not funny.” He shook his head and moved to the steps to follow his father.

Henry still laughed. He didn’t care. “Such a Dean.” He shook his head and returned to the box Dean was packing. He was certain there was something in there he forgot to look at.

^^^^
Joe looked perturbed as he made his way to his dining room. He kept looking at Robbie, who stood by the front door, his hands folded in front of him. He could hear Andrea whistling in the kitchen. “Robert, do you mind telling me . . .”

“Excuse me,” Andrea sang her words as she came from the kitchen holding a long, covered baking sheet and carried it to Robbie. “Now you be careful. It’s hot. I don’t want you burning those guitar fingers of yours.”

Robbie took a whiff and grabbed the pan using the towel Andrea provided. “Thanks Andrea, you are turning out to be a really cool mom.”

“Aren’t you sweet? Isn’t he sweet, Joe?”

Joe grumbled as he sat down. “A pip.”

“We’ll enjoy this.” Robbie told her.

“I’m sure you will.” Andrea moved to the door and opened it for Robbie. “I’ll open my window.”

“And I’ll play you that song.”

“Thank you, Robbie. Be good. Play good.”

“Yep.” Robbie grinned and carried his baking sheet with him when he left.

Andrea let out a sigh as she closed the door. She walked back toward the dining room and kitchen.

“Why are you feeding him? He’s a grown man, Andrea. Let him cook for himself.”

“He’s a very busy young man. He’s Mr. Security now and he has the band coming over to his house. He can’t have company without food. Those boys can’t play on an empty stomach, they won’t be good. Besides, Denny will be there too. He has to eat.”

“Want me to call Katie to the table?”

“Joe Slagel, you really should pay more attention. She’s at Dean’s.” Andrea went into the kitchen and emerged with a large bowl of salad. She placed it on the table, dished some to Joe, then herself, and sat down. She folded her hands on the table. “You or me?”

“I’ll do it. You take too long.” Joe folded his hands and lowered his head. “Heavenly father, bless this meal and thank you for it. Amen.”

“Amen.” Andrea smiled and tapped Joe’s hand. “Touching.” She lifted her fork and noticed the annoyed look on Joe’s face. “Is something wrong?”

“No, something is missing.”

“What?”

“Dinner, I thought I smelled your pizza.”

“You did.” Andrea took a bite of her salad.

“Well where in the hell is it?”

“I made it for Robbie and the boys.”

“Robbie!” Joe lifted his fork. “What about me?”

“You have a nice salad plus, I made custard for desert. You love custard.”

“Yeah, I do love custard.”

“What’s the matter, Joe? You seem grumpier than usual.” Andrea became serious. “Is it Frank? Wanna talk?”

“It’s Frank.” Joe dropped his fork. “Andrea, I don’t know what to do about him. What the hell was he thinking?”

“He was thinking how much he needed to step away from his pain. Everything here is Brian, Joe; out there it’s not.”

“It doesn’t make it right.”

“Nor does it make it wrong, Joe. Instead of being angry with him, try to understand him.”

“Why are you defending him?”

Andrea shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe I just see where he’s coming from.”

“But he took Ellen. He didn’t just take her, he kidnapped her.”

“Again, look at it from his point of view. Frank isn’t one to think things through. He acts. Ellen has been a part of his life forever. They lost a child and in Beginnings he couldn’t grieve alone with her. He needed that. Would she have gone if he asked her? Probably not.” Andrea continued to eat.

“I’ve got Dean acting like a mad man around this community. What about that?”

“Try to understand that as well. Dean loves Ellen. He needs her. The worst part is, after all these years, the unthinkable happens. Dean and Frank began an understanding. That takes trust. Dean put his trust in Frank, put aside all the years that Frank betrayed him, and look what happened. It was fifty-fifty. Then Frank decided he wanted Dean’s fifty percent. Had Frank just said to Dean he needed Ellen for a few days, I know Dean would have agreed. But . . . he didn’t. I’ll talk to Dean. We’ll get him calm yet.”

“Thank you, Andrea.” Joe smiled at her and picked up his fork. “You’re a wise woman.” He leaned over and kissed her on the cheek. “I’m glad to have you in my life.”

“Thank you, Joe Slagel.”

“Not all that glad about this salad.”

“But you do get custard.” Andrea pointed her fork at him.

Joe grumbled as he looked at the lettuce on his fork. “I do get custard.”

^^^^
Jess Boyens extended a napkin down to Andrea’s son Denny as he sat on the couch eating pizza. “Try this.”

“Thanks.” Denny smiled, his face covered with sauce.

“Wipe your hands off too,” Jess ordered nicely. “You don’t want sauce on that tambourine.”

“No way do I want that. Thanks.” Denny half-ass wiped off and continued to devour his pizza.

Robbie looked up at Jess. “Are you sure we won’t bother you playing in here? We can go outside.”

“No it’s too hot out there. Play. I’ve no problems with it, looking forward to it actually. I’ll just be upstairs.” He pointed backwards then heard a knock at the door, “after I get that.” He saw Robbie standing. “Stay seated.” Jess walked to the door and saw Danny Hoi was there. “Danny.”

“Hey Jess.” Danny smiled. “Can I come in? I need to speak to Robbie.”

“Sure.” Jess motioned his hand inward for Danny. “Robbie.”

Robbie stood up. “Hey, Danny what’s up?”

Danny, so like his bubbly self, walked in. “Robbie, I need to talk to you. I’ve had this secret desire to be a backup singer. Can I join the Starters?”

“Um . . . uh . . .” Robbie looked to his band. “Are you serious?”

“No,” Danny laughed, “just kidding. Anyhow, I just spoke to Joe and he said speak to you. I found something today when I was out with Cole on the modular home search. I want to get it tomorrow but Cole can’t go. Joe says I can’t leave without a security escort. Can you hook me up with one?”

Robbie shifted his eyes to Jess. “You up for a short run?”

“Sure.” Jess nodded. “What are we running for, supplies for the foundation?”

“Nah.” Danny shook his head. “We got that ready to roll. My guys start on that tomorrow. No, it’s for entertainment purposes. There’s not much to do here in Beginnings, not like the Starters aren’t the greatest thing since the Beatles, but . . . we need more so we’re gonna have the first “walk-in” here.”

A loud “what” erupted from everyone.

With a snicker, Danny held out his hands. “O.K. let me explain. I saw this big screen TV unit and I’m getting the projection unit. We have videos and we’ll show them off the back of distribution, like a drive-in without cars. Trish is gonna be the coordinator of feature films we view.” Danny heard the moans. “What?”

Robbie laughed and shook his head. “Trish. Great, we’ll be watching Mary fuckin Poppins every night.”

“See, that’s what I thought,” Danny said, “but she fully plans to implement late Friday night as adult movie time. She said, that way the women are done with their meeting and the kids are all asleep.”

Robbie hooted with the rest of the guys. “All right, now that sounds good. Tell her we expect the first adult movie night tomorrow.”

“Without a doubt.” Danny moved to the door. “Thanks Robbie.” He opened it. “Oh, hey, I wanna test the external speaker system I set up. Feel like helping?”

Robbie shrugged. “Sure, how?”

“Give me fifteen minutes and put a radio on channel twelve. We never use that one. We’ll broadcast you guys like a radio. O.K.?”

Robbie looked to his guys for approval. “Sounds good.”

“Great. Jess, come help.” Danny waved him on. “Starters, be original and creative for the community will be listening.”

After the door shut, Robbie looked to Paul. “We can be creative, can’t we?”

Paul blinked several times in thought. “Sure, how can we not? We’re musicians . . . aren’t we?”

^^^^



Bowman, North Dakota
There was a special prayer service offered that night in the town’s old church. As always the captain attended. Never did he miss praying for his men who were about to embark in battle. To him, God was their protection just as much, if not more than the swords that they carried. He walked from the huge crowd that gathered, like the old days, at the entrance of the church after services. He wandered down the street, whistling one of the hymns he had just heard. His walking slowed when the sound of his whistling seem to clash with something else . . . music.

Raising his eyebrows at the oddity, he listened to hear where the guitar playing came from and followed it to the police station. He hurried inside, opened the door and moved to the dispatch center that now was his monitoring station. “Private.”

The uniformed private stood up from his seat at attention.

“Be seated. Did I just hear music?” The Captain moved closer.

“Um yes sir.” The young soldier said. “Beginnings’ channel twelve. I have all the other stations on, nothing but security checks and talk about some woman named Bev is going on, so I turned it up. Sorry sir.”

“No, it’s O.K., They designated a station to music?”

“I kind of think they’re amusing themselves with the radio.”

The captain chuckled and the instrumental song stopped. “That was good.”

“Acoustic act sir. Wait . . . listen.” The young man tuned in the radio.

It was a whispering voice, dark and deep. Soothingly he spoke close to the radio.

“Yes. This is D.J. Paul with it all. Coming to you live from Beginnings, Montana. Broadcasting for your listening pleasure, we have live and unplugged, the Starters . . .”

The young soldier chuckled. “Starters, Beginnings, get it?”

The Captain closed one eye in a bit of annoyance. “Yeah, I get it. Shh.”

“Believe it or not, joining the Starters for tonight only, is Bob Dylan.”

“Come on guys. Who’s Bob Dylan. Tell me now, please.”

Paul’s voice muffled. “Knock it off, Denny. You’re ruining the professionalism of this.” The voice returned fully. “Bob, tell us what you’ll play next.”

It sounded like Bob Dylan. “Wheel, ya’ knew paw. I lie ta play fir yew a little tune of ma own. He-he.”

The captain laughed and listened to the song as it started. The man who sang it sounded so much like the Dylan he remembered. “This is good.”

“That guy sang Dylan doing Elvis. It was hysterical.”

“I missed that?” The Captain pulled up a chair joining the private. “These guys must not have anything better to do with their time.”

“Begging your pardon sir, but we’re no better off. We’re listening to them.”

The Captain smiled, leaned back and took in the sound of Beginnings.
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Chadron, Nebraska
Predawn. A hiss of silence upon The Society camp soon became invaded with joined voices, deep and proud, chanting out softly, and carrying through the deadness of the air.

“I pledge allegiance to my country and for the alliance in which I stand. I will fight for my God, for my home, for my land, and for my brothers who have lost their lives. I will defend with my honor and soul, all that I believe in.  I will fight for the freedom under which we all should live.”

There was a pause of silence and the chanting continued. Stirred from their slumber, The Society soldiers rose up. Upon the opening of the first camp door, came the single blow of the trumpet. The UWA soldiers were hidden within the camp rather than attacking on horseback. They had taken out the guards on post and awaited the enemy. A fierce struggle, hand to hand, began and in the midst of that, another bugle sounded and from the hillside charged an additional brigade. They joined their brothers of the UWA, hitting The Society with skill, speed, and losses The Society did not expect to suffer.

^^^^



Ft. Peck Lake
It was a long pier, extending a good twenty-five feet into the lake. Frank sat on the edge of it with Ellen next to him. He fished while Ellen watched. He kept shifting his eyes to her in that early morning.

“El, you can say it any time.”

“Nope.” She rested her elbows on her knees. “I think I’ll wait.”

“Why?”

“Because. It bothers you.”

“No, it does not.”

Ellen half smiled. “Yes, it does Frank. I know it bothers you.”

“No it doesn’t so you can say it.”

“O.K.” Ellen shrugged. “Happy Birthday.”

“Thanks.” Frank kissed her on the cheek.

“God, you’re old Frank. What are you today, forty?”

“Oh my God! No! Thirty uh . . . thirty-five.”

“See, I knew it bothered you.”

“Why would turning thirty-five bother me?” Frank asked.

“It didn’t bother you. I was there five years ago when you turned thirty five. You’re forty and may I say you’re looking every bit of it, if not more.”

Frank’s head rose. “I what? Please. I look better than most of the men in the community who are younger than me.”

“You would think that. Old, Frank, you look old. Dean says you aged without grace.”

“Dean says? Take a swim, El.” Frank gave her a gentle push and into the lake Ellen went with a shriek.

Ellen’s head emerged from the water. She shouted quickly, “Frank! Asshole . . .” She went down and came back up. “I can’t . . .” under the water and then back up, “swim.” Ellen went under.

“Oh shit, I forgot.” Frank set down the fishing rod, laughed, and jumped into the lake.

^^^^

 
   

Quantico Marine Headquarters
George’s loud voice blasted out in the board room. Six men sat at the table. “Will one of you please tell me what the hell does UWA stand for? Someone!”

There was silence.

“No one knows?” George’s hand slammed hard on the table. “Two hundred and three men yesterday, three hundred and forty-five men today, all dead! This is the fifth time these assholes have hit us. What is our total? Seven hundred and fifty-seven men. With the loss at Beginnings that is over a thousand lost. What the hell is going on?” George still received nothing but puzzled looks. “These men show up out of nowhere. Where did they come from? These pansies in blue and grey uniforms sporting a UWA patch aren’t taking out our men armed with M-16 and high tech weapons, but with fuckin swords and handguns. Someone give me an answer or at least a logical goddamn explanation of what’s happening and where they came from. You men were part of a team of fifty that went out as ambassadors. Talk to me.”

Jeremy Lyons nervously spoke up. “They have to be a new organization.”

“Well no shit. Did we see them before?”

“No.” Jeremy shook his head. “I was predominant in the west. They could have been people that have survived our raids out there. We know some of them are defectors.”

“How many are defectors?” George asked.

Jeremy opened his notes. “Knowing what we’ve lost on our raids and the ones the UWA takes as prisoners, CME’s included, they may have close to two hundred of our men.”

“That can’t be right. That has to be one hell of a large group, and we can’t find them.”

“It’s a big country. How many times did we pass that one place in Canada and they had, living in that community, close to three hundred,” Jeremy said. “If it’s any consolation, Beginnings doesn’t know they exist either.”

“Beginnings is starting to look like peanuts compared to these guys.” George shook his head with a huffing breath and sat at the table. “They now take top priority. I’ll notify our person in Beginnings that we have problems. I haven’t spoken to them in almost a week . . . O.K.” George calmed down. “Now if we can scour this continent for the four million our scientists estimate are alive, we can scour the west for them. We have to nail this resistance and we have to build a force that can take them out with the precision they are taking us out.”

Another man at the table raised his hand. “We’ve been shipping our elite to Alabama. We still need a better guidance in training there.”

“I’m working on that. Right now, this resistance takes precedence. Gentlemen, we have to find them before Beginnings does. I received word this morning our ships will be done in approximately a month, two tops. I’d like to launch them with our men, but I’d like to do that with nothing else on my mind. The last thing we need is this country going into civil war. I’m afraid . . .” George paused as he stared at the faces at the table, “if we don’t end this soon that is exactly where we’re headed.”

^^^^



Beginnings, Montana
Joe grinned as he swiveled in his desk chair, reading the papers Henry hand delivered from the communications room.

“Joe?”

“Never, ever.” Joe snapped forward laying the papers down, “since we located George, have we seen this much activity from him.”

“Twenty-two calls,” Henry indicated, “were made to Quantico in the past five hours alone.”

“He definitely knows we know his location and he know he’s too big for us to take out. That’s why he’s letting all these calls in. So . . .” Joe leaned back. “Did you tell George, Henry? Huh?”

“Oh my God, Joe. How can you say that to me?”

“Just kidding,” Joe laughed and read the papers. “But still, all these calls indicate something is up. It looks more like panic instead of check ins. My gut tells me Georgie boy may be having some problems.”

^^^^



Bowman, North Dakota
“No!” The Captain called out, racing into the field where his men trained on horses. “No.” He tossed his cigarette and grabbed the reigns of a horse, stopping it. A frightened young man of eighteen sat upon the animal. “Son, speed is important. Speed. Precision in the sweep is secondary. Trust me, you swing down at a man with your sword going full speed it’s not going to matter where you slice him. He’s doing down. But if you are not doing it with speed, he will see you coming, and he will take you from that horse. The most vital thing is that you returned home to us in the same shape you left. That is why you must do this correctly. Understand?”

The young man nodded slowly.

“Good boy. Now impress me because I know you can.” With a smiling nod, The Captain stepped back then walked to his observing and training position. He heard the call of his name and turned to Sgt. Ryder, one of The Captain’s most trusted men. A thin man, in his thirties, his dark hair and Mexican features made him look fierce. Sgt. Elliott Ryder was the Captain’s right hand man because he was strategically intelligent and of course, a pre plague friend.

“Captain.”

“Yes, Sergeant.” The Captain kept his view on his training men.

“We have news you may not like.”

“What is it?” The captain smiled, watching the young man speed across the field. He called out to training boy. “Yes! That’s it! Excellent!”

“Captain,” Sgt. Ryder spoke again.

“I’m sorry. What is it?” The captain faced him and was handed a sheet of paper. The smile left his face. “When did our scouts return with this?”

“Just now, sir.”

“All right.” The Captain handed the paper back. He stayed calm. “Let those scouts rest and send two of our best, one north, one south. Scout out both Society camps there. I want numbers, buildings, positions, and armory on those camps and I need them immediately. If we have The Society that close to us, we have to get rid of them.”

“Yes sir. I’m on it.”  Sgt. Ryder stepped back with a salute.

The captain returned the salute then re-engaged in watching his men.

^^^^
Jason Godrichson was walking from the line of utility buildings as Dean was nearing them. Dean was on his way to the second suspect meeting when Jason stopped him.

“Dean, glad I found you.” Jason stood in Dean’s pathway.

“What’s going on?”

Jason shook his head. “I wanted to let you know that there’s no way it can be done.”

“Are you sure?”

“I checked it with Forrest. Ever since he fixed the power supply on the time machine, it stays in control.”

“Damn it.” Dean twitched his head. “You’re sure there’s no way you can barbeque Frank in a bogus time trip?”

“Positive. However . . .”

Dean’s eyes brightened. “What?”

“I could ship him a hundred years into the future and leave him there. It would have no bearing on our time now. Of course we’ll need someone to go with him so they can come back and shut the door.”

“I’ll give it some thought. Thanks Jason.”

“You do know, Dean, you can always take the direct approach. Just walk up to Frank and shoot him”

“Nah, I don’t want to be ousted. I’d rather use that as a last resort and stick to making it either look natural or like an accident.” Dean lifted his hand in a wave and started walking again. “Thanks, Jason.”

“Not a problem.” Jason continued walking, knowing his mind would keep churning on ideas to help Dean.

 

All voices ceased the moment Dean entered Joe’s office. He looked at Joe, Henry, then Robbie. “What? Were you guys talking about me?”

Robbie answered. “As a matter of fact, Dean, we were. Henry was just sharing with us your new sex symbol status with the young female population of Beginnings.”

Dean closed his eyes and shook his head. “Henry’s really close to me kicking his ass.” Dean heard Henry snicker and he quickly looked at Henry.

Henry wiped the smiled from his face. “Sorry. Hey, Joe, tell him. Go on.”

 “Dean, the reason we were discussing you is,” Joe took a breath, “I stopped at the school today and saw Alexandra. She told me she’s mad at you because you have a girlfriend while her Mommy is kidnapped. She said she saw Bev kissing you.”

Immediately and with surprise Dean sprang from his chair going after Henry.

Henry saw it coming. He jumped from his chair and hurried backwards, trying not to laugh. “I didn’t say anything.”

Robbie too tried not to laugh as he pulled Dean back. “Easy.”

“Dean,” Joe scolded, “You’re making me tense. Now cool it.”

Dean pulled away from Robbie and plopped in his chair. “Henry, one more thing out of you and I swear I’m cutting off your hair while you’re sleeping.”

“Oh Dean, you wouldn’t do that.”

“Watch me.” Dean stared forward. “Can we do this, Joe?”

“Can we lose the mood?” Joe asked.

“I’m sorry, Joe.” Dean held up his hand. “I feel like I’m the most miserable person in Beginnings today.”

“I have news for you, Dean,” Joe said. “You are. Now this should make you happy.” Joe pulled out his notes. “We’re gonna discuss Frank as a suspect. Everyone ready? Let’s talk means.” Joe saw Henry’s hand raised. “Henry?”

“Frank should be eliminated immediately from the suspect list with no arguments at all.”

“Why?” Joe asked.

“Because if Frank was working for George, why would he kill him?”

“What?” Joe asked. “What the hell are you talking about?”

Robbie rolled his eyes. “Bet me it’s another one of those time trip memories none of us have.”

“Yes. He killed George in the time frame that Dean died.”

Joe tilted his head. “The one that was erased when you brought Dean back to life?”

“Yes,” Henry nodded.

“Well, it doesn’t count!” Joe scolded. “And how in the hell did bringing Dean back affect bringing George back?”

Dean quickly shifted his eyes. “It’ll be a Henry explanation. Do you want to hear it.”

“Yes,” Joe answered. “Henry?”

“Easy, Joe. Ellen went back and blabbed to herself about the antidote so there wouldn’t be a lab explosion. In the original time, the explosion occurred. George was prancing around singing about Dean and Ellen being dead, thinking he was cool and surprise, you were awake and he got busted. But . . . in the rippled time frame he had that diversion of you healing so he made his escape.”

Joe stared for a moment at Henry. “O.K., Frank. Give me means. I have that he was taking blood at the clinic. He could have easily switched the Jenny tubes.”

“Dad,” Robbie scoffed. “Frank? Frank isn’t smart enough to think like that. Give him a war scenario, yes. Come on, let’s face it, if intelligence was a primary requirement for living in Beginnings, Frank would have been out years ago. Frank didn’t switch the blood. The only means Frank has is his security position. Yes, I put Frank on my list, but he shouldn’t be there. Frank hated George. George hated Frank from day one.

Henry agreed, “Especially while you were under the Salicain. They went at each other tooth and nail. Besides, when the SUTs invaded us, Frank was too prepared they . . . yeah. Frank was prepared, like maybe he knew how they were coming. It could have been all a big act to build his trust with us in Beginnings.  Boy now that I think about it, our defense was pretty good, too good for four hundred men.” Henry smiled. “Yeah.” The smiled dropped. “No. Frank likes being the hero too much.”

Dean nodded. “That’s exactly what I came up for as his motive. Frank loves to be the hero. Yet, who in Beginnings thanks him? How many times has Frank saved the day? How many times has he rushed to the rescue? Everyone takes him for granted and they have from day one. George used that. He played on that, promised him an army to train, a big one. Frank would get the glory because he would be there from the ground up.”

Joe blinked in thought. “What about Ellen? I know my son loves her.”

“Yeah, and he took her,” Dean answered. “How do we know right now he isn’t turning around and heading to home…Quantico that is.”

Robbie shook his head. “Frank is Mr. Father. He wouldn’t take a chance, no matter how small, of something happening to the kids. He already lost Brian.”

Henry’s head bobbed side to side. “Yes, but, meaning no disrespect to Frank and this is just a thought, what if his whole grief thing was an act to make his escape.”

Joe’s hand slammed down hard. “An act? He lost his son for crying out loud.”

“Not really,” Henry said, “Brian was Dean’s kid. What if . . .”

Robbie and Joe both shouted. “What!”

Dean cringed.

“I thought you . . . I thought.” Henry shifted his eyes around. “I mean . . . geez, there I go again. Forget it, my mistake.”

Joe tilted his head as he spoke to Henry but watched Dean. “Another ripple in time?”

Henry nodded. “Exactly.”

“Dean?” Joe questioned, “a ripple in time.”

“Yeah.” Dean sat up. “Oddly enough in the time frame that Frank screwed up and Ellen was married to Robbie, Brian was my son because Robbie can’t have kids.”

Robbie grinned. “Wait. You guys screwed up time? I was married to Ellen? I didn’t know this.” He looked at Henry. “Hey, do you guys have the history disks from that? Can I see?”

“No,” Henry answered, “we fixed it.”

“How did it happen?” Robbie asked.

“Robert,” Joe interrupted, “we’re getting off the subject.”

“I want to know. No one tells me this shit. Henry?” Robbie questioned.

You got to Ashtonville too late in the original time. Frank wanted you there earlier to help Ellen only when he called you he forgot to tell you how early. You took off,  hooked up with Ellen, and were married ten years when we came back through the time machine. But . . . we went back, stopped Frank from making the phone call and he mailed you a letter instead.”

Robbie looked so arrogant. “I wish I would have seen my big brother’s face. Anyhow . . . back to Frank. Dad, scratch him off the list. Nothing is feasible.”

“I agree.” Joe looked at Dean. “Dean?”

“As much as I hate to admit it, Frank isn’t working for George. Take him off.”

“Henry?” Joe looked at him for an answer.

“Sure Joe, take him off.”

Joe’s pencil moved in a line. “All right, now Andrea. I think . . .” Joe saw Henry’s hand wave fanatically. “What Henry?”

“Can I share my motive theory? Please?”

“We do means first.”

“Come on, Joe it’s good. Can I, Joe? Huh? I want to tell it before anyone else does.”

Joe pretty much gave up. “Go on.”

Henry excitedly looked at his notes. “Thanks Joe. O.K., I’ve been giving this a lot of thought, meaning no disrespect Joe.”

“None taken.”

“Thanks. I think it’s quite plausible that Andrea is working for George. Her motive simply is . . . she and George were lovers.”

Laughter erupted loudly from the group.

“No, I’m dead serious. What? We’re gonna dismiss that, why? George killed Miguel. George had no reason to kill Miguel unless it was a personal issue. He wanted to get Miguel out of the way so he could have Andrea. And . . . and . . . I asked. Yes I did. I asked everyone if they remembered where she was when Joe came out of the Salicain. Do any of you? No. I know in my history she appeared out of nowhere so I’ll tell you where she was. She was the inside man, getting things ready. She knew what had happened and she was with George. How else did he get his things together so fast and make his escape?” Henry proceeded to tell his version of what happened . . .

 

“Hurry.” Andrea tossed items into a duffle bag which sat on George’s bed.

“Andrea, are you absolutely positive?”

“I’m certain of it. I heard something about vial seventeen when Dean and Ellen were in the lab. They’re testing it now, George. It’s only a matter of time.”

“How did they find out? We had that rigged.”

“I don’t know.” Andrea hurried and packed his things. “You’re taking a Jeep, right.”

“Yes.”

“How long until your people pick you up?”

“Six hours.”

“Then you have to throw Frank off, because you know as much as I do they are gonna be searching for you.”

“I have a plan for that.”

Andrea let out a breath as she zipped up the bag. “I wish I could go with you.”

George moved closer to her. “I wish you could too, but you can’t. I need you in here for me.”

“I know.”

George laid his hand on the side of Andrea’s face. “I’ll be in touch as soon as I can.”

“Please, please be careful out there.”

“I will.” George kissed her on the cheek. “I have to go.”

Andrea only nodded her head with sadness.

“Andrea, I love you.”

“ I . . . love you.”

 

Henry gave a closed mouth proud look as he added the final dramatics to his story. “There. George escaped, because she helped him get out. We know she had the means and she has the medical knowledge.”

Robbie shook his head. “What about the switching of the tubes? She was sick when Jenny came in.”

“True. But,” Henry held up a thinking finger, “we never established for certain that the tubes were actually switched, have we? There were so many hands on the blood those days who knows if it was accidental or on purpose. We don’t. We can’t use switching of the blood as an out for someone. Andrea is perfect, the God fearing Christian woman, isn’t she. But look at her personality. One minute she’s loopy and we can’t figure out what’s wrong with her, the next she’s wacko woman. If she’s hiding her true colors, of course it’s going to emerge. Didn’t anyone ever wonder why Andrea never cares if she attends a council meeting. She only says fill me in and we do.  And . . . look who she’s with…Joe, the leader of the community, a perfect position to find out what she needs to know. What she doesn’t find out as council, she finds out as his wife. She’s a smart woman. Cunning that Andrea is. I’m surprised none of you had a field day with her either.”

Joe was speechless. “Henry gave . . . Henry gave some valid points. Can anyone give me a reason to remove her from the list?” Joe waited and received only silent stares. “Even though I know my wife and even though I know she has nothing to do with George, Henry gave some valid arguments. Although I hate to do it . . . Andrea stays.”

Henry grinned and clenched his fist in excitement. He convinced them all to consider Andrea with one of his really ‘cool’ Henry theories. Because of that, he added a little gloating to his expression as well.
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Ft. Peck Lake
The sound of Frank coughing carried to Ellen as she sat on the porch of the cabin, watching him take things to the truck. He’d walk, cough, and move again. He smiled at Ellen when he walked back to her, plopping on the wooden step beside her.

“A few more things,” he sniffled. “We’ll save those for tomorrow.”

“Frank, you look a little pale. How are you feeling?”

“I’m good.”

Ellen reached up to him and touched his face. Her hand slid to behind his neck. “Frank, you’re warm and you’re coughing. You know what Dean told you about the pneumonia. Just because you feel better doesn’t mean it’s gone. Six weeks it stays in your . . .”

“El, I’m fine.” Frank coughed again. “If I’m sick it’s your entire fault anyhow.”

“My fault? How is it my fault?”

“I had to jump in the lake to save your ass.”

“You jumped in the lake, asshole, because you shoved me in. You probably needed a Frank hero boast so you found a way to save my life.”

“Yep.” Frank smiled and kissed her.

“Oh.” Ellen touched her lips. “Frank, your lips are hot.”

“For you.”

“No I’m serious. They’re really hot. Maybe we should consider going home now to get you started on an anti-infection.”

“No El.” Frank shook his head. “I’ll be fine. Besides the sun will be going down soon and we’re leaving tomorrow. And . . .” With a smile he pointed. “It’s my thirty-fifth birthday.”

Ellen laughed and swiped his hand away. “Thirty-five. I recall five years ago how we celebrated your real thirty-fifth birthday.”

“So do I.” Frank leaned into her with a shitty grin.

“Frank, come on. I don’t think you’re up to this.” Ellen felt his lead and moved from him.

“You don’t think.” Frank neared his lips to hers.

“Besides, you’re really old now.”

“I’ll show you old.” Frank extended his arm, plowed into Ellen, causing her to shriek, and knocked her down to the wooden porch.
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Beginnings, Montana
Henry sat on Alexandra’s bed that night. Her covers were turned down and he brushed her hair.

“Uncle Henry?”

“Shh. Ninety-eight, ninety-nine. One hundred, done.” He set the brush down.

“Is my mommy coming back soon?”

“Tomorrow.”

“That’s what my Daddy said. He said that if she doesn’t come back, he’s going to kill Uncle Frank. Will he really kill Uncle Frank?”

“Oh I don’t know Alex, he may. He’s not been in a very good mood lately. You know he threatened to cut off my hair.”

“That wasn’t very nice,” Alexandra said.

“No it wasn’t. That’s why we made him watch the movie tonight.” Henry helped Alexandra into bed and covered her. “Hopefully watching the adult movie will put him in a good mood.”

“Let’s hope.” Alexandra snuggled. “Goodnight, Uncle Henry.”

“Night Alex.” Henry leaned down and kissed her. He  walked to the door.

“Uncle Henry, call me if you need help with Nick.”

“Oh you know I will.” Henry smiled, pulled the door closed some, and left the room. He walked into the bathroom and pulled a plastic hood from his pocket. Hating to do it, but afraid not to, Henry secured the hood to his head, tucking his long hair underneath. He wanted to be prepared in case he fell asleep and Dean made good on his threats.

^^^^
There was nothing unusual about the way Danny Hoi walked to the grassy area behind distribution, bubbly and upbeat. He carried a bowl of popcorn and found Dean who sat further back from the rest of the men. Dean lay on his side, staring at the wall, and waiting for the movie to start.

Danny plopped down and placed the bowl in between them. “Hey Dean.

 

Dean raised his eyes. “Hi Danny.”

“Excited about this? Oh wait, bad question, not yet huh?”

“Why would I be excited?”

“Adult Movie night.” Danny smiled. “Isn’t that cool of Trish to start this?  I hear it’s a lesbian flick.”

Dean stopped into his reach for popcorn. “Why would you think that?”

“Trish said it was. She said it was an adult movie about women. She got it from Ellen’s video collection. I didn’t know Ellen was into lesbian flicks.”

“Danny, Ellen . . .” Dean paused. “Never mind. If I know what Ellen likes, and I do, you’ll love it.”

“Excellent.”

Dean shook his head with a smile as he reached into the bowl. Just as he opened his mouth to eat, he stopped. “Shit.”

“What? Danny asked then saw why Dean made his remark. Danny’s eyes followed the pair of very exposed legs up to their owner, Bev. Danny grinned. Bev looked at Dean.

“Hi Dean. I thought you and I could watch the movie together,” she asked softly.

Dean said nothing. He grabbed another handful of popcorn, gave a raise of his eyebrows to Danny, stood up, and walked off.

Bev turned and watched Dean walk away.

Danny looked as she rolled on her side, again he cased her. “Hey uh Bev . . . if you’re uh looking for someone to watch the movie with, I’ll watch it with you.”

Bev just gasped, rolled her eyes, got up, and stormed off.

Danny shrugged and pulled his popcorn closer to him. “Maybe not.”

 

It wasn’t exactly Jess’s thing, but since every other male in Beginnings was there, he figured he might as well be too. The area was packed with the men waiting for Beginnings’ first adult movie night. Finding Robbie wasn’t too difficult. He merely followed the noise to the loudest bunch, the band The Starters all sat together, Robbie on the end, Denny, blindfolded, in front of him.

“Can I join you guys?” Jess asked as he approached.

“Jess, my man.” Robbie patted the empty spot next to him. “Join away. You’re just in time. We’re waiting on Trish.”

“Thanks.” Jess sat down next to Robbie. “Why is Denny blindfolded?”

“Check this out,” Robbie said, “strict orders from our mom. He’s not allowed to see. So . . .” chuckling Robbie reached out and rubbed Denny’s hair, “he’s not watching.”

“Aw.” Denny tried to get Robbie’s hand but missed. “Come on guys, I won’t tell.”

Robbie grinned his arrogant smile. He looked when he heard the cheering. “Trish is coming. Yes.” Robbie grabbed the edges of his shirt lifted it off and tossed it forward. It landed on Denny’s head. “Have to be ready. Not like it’s not hot enough.” Robbie whistled.

Jess shook his head as he held his finger, blocking out the ear piercing noise Robbie made. He looked at Robbie and smiled, then at Trish who bravely stood before nearly the entire community of men.

 

Trish held her hands out in a ‘quiet down’ manner. She was upbeat and perky. “I know all of you are impatient, so I’ll get it started. It’s not my sort of thing but I’m sure you men will enjoy it. So, let’s get this started.” Trish smiled. The men clapped and she walked across the maze of them. “Hey!” she yelled. “Stop that. I’m telling Jeff.” She held her skirt closer to her body to stop the ‘peeping toms’ and she finally arrived at the projection unit.

 

The movie wasn’t what the men of Beginnings expected, not in the least. Prepared and ready for the first adult movie night featuring a lesbian flick, the men were a little shocked to find out the feature was less than what they anticipated. But they made the best of it, hooting and hollering like they had planned to do, with Robbie being the worst. Everything said or done in the movie was taken entirely out of context. Despite the fact that the men were stuck watching LITTLE WOMEN, in their deprived minds, they made it what they wanted it to be.
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Bowman, North Dakota
The hours crept into late ones and the police station was quiet. The Captain sat staring at the radio as if he were in the old world watching television. He smiled at the antics of Beginnings and sifted through the boring hourly check ins from the guards. He took notes as he sat there, feeling pulled to listen and taking in all that he heard.

“So what am I supposed to do?” A male Beginnings man spoke.

“Christ, why are you calling me with this shit. Find Mr. Big Head of security,” The second one responded.

“Mr. Head of security is part of the problem.”

“Ignore it.”

“I can’t. I’m just trying to walk my beat in the living section. Gemma grabbed me three times and told me to do something about it.”

“Blow her off. They can’t be making that much noise. I can’t hear them and I’m closer than she is.”

“She says it’s interrupting her sleep.”

“What the hell are they hooting about anyhow?”

“It’s the first adult movie night. They’re watching something called Pornos.”

“Pornos.”

The Captain laughed.

“Some movie about midget lesbians.”

“What?” The second voice blasted. “Midget lesbians?”

“Yeah the guys love it too. It’s called Little Women.”

At that point a loud roaring laughter emanated from The Captain. He laughed so hard he completely missed a few of the things they had said.

“All right,” The second voice said sounding so perturbed, “Go down there tell them I said to pipe their asses down or I’m coming down. If I come down there will be no more adult movies about midget lesbians. Got that?”

“Got it.”

“And tell Mr. Security his ass better not be getting drunk or I will kick it.”

“Got it chief, right away.

The final response from the second voice did not come in the form of words. He merely grumbled in annoyance and disconnected the radio call.

There was something about the transmissions of Beginnings The Captain monitored that pulled at him. The normalcy perhaps, civilization, or the fact that they were so wrapped up in their own little world. Beginnings was more oblivious to what was going on around them than they cared to admit. Their antics, their zest for life, whatever it was, The Captain was not alone in enjoying them. Everyone in Bowman seemed to slip into the police station at least once during the day to catch some Beginnings chatter. But at that moment, the transmissions grew more fun as the one guard in Beginnings tried with diligence to settle the hooting men. The entire episode carried over the airwaves. The Captain drew a peaceful look upon his face with a partial smile. He rocked back and forth in his chair, a pen clenched between his teeth, and kept on listening.
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August 30
 
   


Ft. Peck Lake
It wasn’t what Ellen wanted to hear. Frank’s coughing was worse and had become that way steadily through the night. Now it was deeper, more frequent, and the rumbling had started. She peered out the cabin door, the phone tightly to her ear, and watched Frank finish placing things in the truck. He didn’t walk in his usual manner. He slumped a bit and staggered.

“Robbie, I don’t know.” Ellen looked out the door once more then turned her back to it. “He’s not well.”

“Want me to fly on out and met you?”

“I do, but I know your brother. He’ll get pissed if we act like he can’t do this. I’m just worried about him. Can you let Dean know the pneumonia’s back?”

“I can do that,” Robbie said.

“I’m just worried about him Robbie that’s . . .” Ellen felt the phone slip from her hand. “Hey.”

Frank talked into it. “Robbie, I’m fine. See you in a few.” Frank hung up the phone and handed it back to Ellen. “Ready?”

“Are you sure . . .”

“El.”

“All right.” Ellen placed the phone in the back pack and lifted it. “Promise me when you get home you will go straight to bed.”

“I’ll promise that if you promise you will be my nurse.”

“I don’t know, Frank. I’m still mad about the drowning thing.” Ellen smiled. “I’ll be your nurse.”

“Good.” Frank smiled, kissed her quickly and took her arm. “Let’s go.” He led her from the cabin and closed the door.

He walked Ellen to her side of the truck, tossed her bag in then waited for Ellen to jump up. Frank lent a hand, boosting her by her backside. He shut the door and walked to his side, grabbed the M-16 from the bed of the truck, and got in.

Ellen watched Frank’s hand reach for the key, his other hand gripped and released the steering wheel as he blinked several times, staring out, “Frank? You want me to drive.”

“No.” He shook his head. “I’m fine.” He started the truck. “I want to make it home in one piece to rest.” He leaned over to Ellen and kissed her softly. “Thanks for these past few days,” he said, “even though you hated it.”

“You drowned me, Frank.”

Frank slipped his hand further behind her head and kissed her again. He pulled Ellen into him, intensifying the kiss. His hand slipped to the top of her head.

“Frank. . . .” Ellen tried to pull from the kiss and she felt his lips move to her neck. “Frank what . . .” She felt the pressure of his hand pushing on her head. “What are . . .” Harshly Ellen’s head was shoved and she met Frank’s groin face first. There was a screech of the tires and the truck sped forth. “Frank!”

“Stay down!” There was a loud bang on the hood of the truck as Frank careened into two Society soldiers, sending one flying on the hood and rolling off.

“Oh my God, what’s going on?” Ellen gripped tightly to Frank’s thigh as her head hit several times off the steering wheel with each bounce the truck took.

 

Frank, staying calmed, peered out the rearview mirror. He could see the large Military style truck close behind him and in the distance, another picking up soldiers. “Fuck. El, where’s the phone.”

“In my bag.”

“Where’s the bag,”

“Over there.” Her arm pointed to the bag on the floor.

Frank’s eyes shifted between the road, the bag, and the mirror. “Get it, but stay down. I need you to call Robbie. Tell him we had to head north and we need his help.”

 “Oh my God, you’re calling for help. It must be bad.”

“Well . . . it’s been better. Call him now. Now!” Frank slammed his foot harder on the gas and shifted gears. He watched the second truck close in and the truck behind him was so close he could see the driver. “El.” Frank looked ahead. “Shit.” In the distance, drawing nearer and heading right for them, was a third truck.

Ellen scooted over, staying down. Shaking and bouncing around she reached into her bag and pulled out the phone. Her fingers fumbled in nervousness as she tried to dial.

“Hold on,” Frank told her.

“What . . .”

SLAM! Frank saw it coming. He tried to avoid it as best as he could but the third truck slammed into the side rear of the small pickup. The pickup swerved and Frank clenched the wheel, fighting it back into control.

Ellen flipped over from the hard moving pickup. She slid half from the seat backwards, banged her head off the door, and dropped the phone. She reached down and picked it up.

“Call him, El.”

“I’m trying.”

With determination, Frank shifted gears, keeping his views straight ahead. “El, I need you to take the wheel.”

“Frank.” Ellen tried to dial.

“Take the wheel.” Frank reached into his shoulder harness and pulled out his revolver. He wound down the window. “El.”

Breathing heavily and frightened, Ellen dialed the number and scooted over. “Please don’t tell me you need me to drive.”

“I need you to drive now.”

Holding the phone with one hand, Ellen reached for the wheel.

“Take the gas.”

Take the gas, drive the car, call Robbie? Ellen could barely react and think. She sat up, grabbed the wheel better, and slipped her foot to the gas.

“You got it?” Frank asked.

“Yeah.” The phone began to ring.

“Get ready?” Frank felt the pressure of the peddle go to Ellen.

“Get ready for . . . Frank!”

The door to the pickup opened bringing in a blast of air as Frank swung out on it. The pressure of the air behind him caused a loud roaring in his ears. He gripped the open window with one hand, planted his feet, one on the door, the other in the door frame, and held out his revolver, aiming and firing at the three trucks that now followed.

Robbie answered his phone. “Security.” He heard nothing but shots. “Hello?”

“Robbie,” Ellen sounded frantic. “We had to head north. Help us.” The pickup bounced hard and the phone fumbled from Ellen’s hand and onto the floor.

The military trucks moved back and forth avoiding Frank’s shots. He used them sparingly, taking only shots he knew he would be hits. Frank saw it, held tight, and ignored the bad road they drove on. He spotted the eyes of the driver of the closer truck. Frank fired then the windshield shattered at the same instance the driver’s blood spewed outward like a shower. The truck careened off the side of the road and Frank quickly slid back in.

In the transferring of feet on the gas pedal, the pickup slowed down. Frank reached out his arm to shut the door but retracted it with speed when a Society truck flew by them, taking off the driver’s door and sending it rolling off to the old overgrown highway.

“O.K.” Frank drove rapidly, seeing the truck that passed him pull sideways and block the road. “Hand me the M-16.

Ellen reached down for the weapon that had fallen to the floor. As she lifted it, she saw the truck ahead. “Frank it’s close.”

“I know.”

“We’re gonna hit it.” She handed him the weapon.

“Nah.” Frank took the gun.

Ellen’s eyes widened in horror. The truck was so close. Frank grabbed the M-16. The truck pulled closer. Frank tossed the strap over his head. “Frank . . .” Ellen jammed her foot to the floor as if she had her own brake. She could see, at their high speed, the faces of the soldiers that stood before the Society truck, aiming. “Frank!”

“Hold on!” At the same time Frank moved the weapon under his other shoulder, he jolted the truck hard to the left. The tires screamed as the pickup nearly went on two wheels, missing the society truck and  going from the road that wasn’t that great to begin with, off to the deeply over grown side. They headed toward the woods. Fast and furious Frank drove, jerking the wheel and barely squeezing between the tress.

“Oh God.” Ellen bounced high. “We’re gonna hit a tree.”

“Probably.” Frank pulled Ellen closer to him, staying almost too calm. “When I tell you to, hold on tight and don’t let go.”

“Are we getting out?”

“Yes. Ready?”

“Wait. Aren’t you stopping?”

“No, we’re on fire.”

“What . . .” Ellen turned her head back to see the bright orange blaze ripping from the bed of the pickup. “Oh shit.”

“Hold on.” Frank gripped her.

“Frank . . .” Ellen shrieked as she felt herself being pulled from the truck.

Together they hit the ground. They rolled intertwined together only briefly. Their bodies careened over a small hillside, bounced off the rugged ground, and separated. At different speeds, they slid down the hill. Frank caught himself mid fall, rolled into a semi stand and ran down the hill.

Ellen just rolled until she hit the bottom, landing face first on the ground.

“El.” Frank raced to her reaching down his hand. “You O.K.?”

“I…I think.” Ellen lifted herself by her hands, raising her chest from the ground. “I think I’m fine just . . .” Ellen never got to finish her words. Frank gripped her arm, jerked her up to her feet and brushed her off.

“Let’s book.” Without waiting for Ellen to say anything, Frank tugged her along and they began to run.
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Beginnings, Montana
There were very few things in life Robbie took seriously or did with any seriousness, but when he needed to take the role, he filled his big brother’s shoes without any disappointments. With a look of determination on his face, Robbie bolted from Armory with Joe and they both jumped in the Jeep. He peeled out fast and drove the quickest route to the hanger.

“Johnny,” Robbie spoke into the headset. “Just get it in the air. I want you panning north, north east, I’m headed north west. Got it?”

“Got it,” Johnny answered. “I’ll be in the air in two.”

“Excellent.” Robbie shifted gears.

“Robbie, nothing else was said?” Joe asked.

“Nothing. Just that they needed help. I heard gun shots.”

“Damn it, it has to be bad if Frank is asking for help.”

“Frank’s sick.” Robbie kept his stare straight ahead and saw the hanger come into view.

“He’s what?”

“Sick. El called me this morning. His pneumonia is back. I’m just hoping it’s not that bad. He’s just not well enough to handle it.”

“Let’s hope that the . . .” Joe stopped talking when they pulled up near the hanger. He saw Dean by the chopper. “What’s he doing here?’

“Probably making good on your offer to go.” Robbie jumped from the Jeep.

Joe grumbled as he followed. “I’ll take care of this for you.”

“Don’t bother, I’ll handle it.” Robbie approached the chopper and Dean. He slid open the side door. “So Dean, you’re my gunner and spotter.”

“Do you need me to be?”

“Yep, get in and let’s go.” Robbie saw the odd look that Joe gave him. “Dad.” Robbie grinned and pointed to his own eyes. “He has built in binoculars.” He hurried to his side, jumped in and without hesitation, started the engines.

Joe stepped back. In the distance he could see Johnny’s chopper flying off. He felt the whipping wind of the blades and squinted his eyes from the dust. He stood there watching Robbie lift off, and didn’t leave until he couldn’t see them anymore.
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Ft. Peck Lake
Frank stood behind Ellen, his hand covering her mouth. Quietly he turned slowly clockwise, looking at the trees that engulfed them. Once he gained his direction, he stopped turning. He slowly removed his hand from Ellen’s mouth.

“Frank,” she whispered. “How bad is it?”

“We’re surrounded.”

“Shit.”

“O.K. Listen.” Frank brought his lips closer to her ear. “Our only hope is to make it back to the highway. Robbie should be over head in about twenty minutes. If there’s that many down here, we stand a chance of getting one of their trucks. That’s what we have to strive for.”

“If they’re surrounding us, why haven’t they come for us?”

“They think they have us.”

“Do they?”

Frank fluttered his lips and kissed her on the cheek. He reached down and grabbed her hand. “When I say run, you have to run, stay close and stay behind me.”

Ellen nodded as Frank stepped ahead of her.

“Ready?” Frank asked.

Ellen nodded again.

“Now!” Pulling Ellen’s hand before releasing it to jump start Ellen, Frank took off running.

The footsteps over the crushing leaves and twigs were like a runner’s starting gun going off. The moment Frank and Ellen made any distance the brigade of Society soldiers moved in at them.

Frank pulled his M-16 to in front of him. He saw the line of soldiers aiming. Waiting until he and Ellen were within ten feet of the soldiers, Frank opened fired. Like a thunderstorm, blood showered outward as Frank gunned down six of them. They dropped like toy soldiers. Seeing his opening, Frank reached behind him, swept Ellen into his arms, charged forward full speed, and leaped over the downed bodies, and through the opening. He set Ellen down, grabbed her hand and they raced to the hillside not that far ahead.

Ellen looked back. The soldiers chased them and drew near.

“Get ahead of me,” Frank ordered, letting Ellen run up the hillside as he ran backwards, firing at the soldiers who came.

Ellen struggled, climbing up using her hands and feet. She could see the top getting closer and saw boots then Ellen screamed.

Frank heard the shriek and turned around. Ellen dangled inches above the ground. A soldier clenched her up by her hair, holding her as a shield. Frank fired a single shot into the foot of the soldier. His grip released and Ellen dropped to the ground. As she slid in a roll past him, Frank reached down, snatched her to her feet, and fired forward again. This time the shot was deadly into the forehead of the soldier. The soldier teetered and his body fell in a timber manner straight toward Frank and Ellen. Frank stepped forward, grabbed the falling body, and used the fall and the hillside to his advantage. With a grunt, Frank hoisted the body over his head and down to the soldiers who closed in. The dead body crashed into them and they fell like pins.

A window of opportunity opened and Frank took it. Getting in front of Ellen and to the top of the hill, he reached his hand down, and abruptly pulled Ellen up.

On the highway smoke bellowed and the pickup could been seen down in the distance, smashed against a tree, burning.

“Our truck’s fucked.” Frank scanned the situation and the three military trucks stopped on the road. Holding Ellen’s hand, he headed to the one that had an open door. “Let go.” He quickly helped Ellen inside.

Ellen slid over making room for Frank.

Frank knowing the type of truck well, found no keys. He reached down to hot wire it when he heard the pumping of shotgun chambers. At the same time, he and Ellen looked over their shoulders only to see a now open curtain and a line of shotgun barrels.

“Shit.” Frank yanked Ellen with him from the truck.

Ellen screamed and as her feet hit the ground, her ankle twisted, and her leg buckled. Just as Frank began to help her, he saw them coming. From all directions, many soldiers, too many to count, moved in to them with their weapons pointed. Pulling Ellen away from the truck, Frank shoved her behind him, and fired out. He hit as many as he could but it wasn’t enough to stop them. Faster they came charging at him. As they neared him, using the rifle as a bat, Frank swung out. Blasting a soldier in the face, he spun quickly taking out another, but the more Frank hit, the more they came after him, one, two, then three or four at a time. It was more than Frank could keep up with.

But he tried.

Fighting off one, Frank felt the crash of a rifle hitting into the side of his face, blood shot from his cheek, and a soldier jumped on his back. Frank flipped him over and he felt a weapon smashing into his spine then another to the back of his knees. As his knees weakened, a blow nailed Frank to the temple, and then another to the back of his head. Frank’s head flung to the right and his eyes rolled. He felt them pummeling him, bodies, weapons, blows, and Frank’s body wobbled. His eyes rolled back and in a drastic sway, Frank dropped.  His knees hit the ground slamming hard and then Frank’s towering body followed, falling forward--face first--to the concrete. The hits upon him stopped. Voices surrounded him, calling out, male voices deep, slow, and distorted. In his fading consciousness, Frank received his most painful blow, the sound of Ellen’s cry out ‘no’, a cry he could do nothing about.

^^^^
In the air Robbie looked from the windshield to Dean who peered with intensity out the window. His face stone serious and there wasn’t a blink of his eyes. “Dean, are you O.K.? Anything?”

Dean shook his head, but kept on looking.

Robbie lowered his headset. “Prodigy this is Eagle one, do you copy?”

“Roger that Eagle one, I copy.” Johnny spoke.

“Are you seeing anything at all?”

“That’s a negative nothing.”

“We see smoke up ahead, what’s your make on that?” Robbie asked.

“It’s too far west. Want me to turn around and check it out?”

“Negative, we’re heading that direction. We’ll keep you posted. We have the Bionic man keeping watch. This is Eagle one over.” Just as Robbie disconnected the call, he saw Dean spring forward, his hands went flush against the window, and his eyes took on a horrified look. “Dean, what is it?”

“Hurry up, Robbie. Tell Johnny to meet us. We have to get to that smoke.”

“What do you see?”

“Signs that we may just be too late.” Dean closed his eyes tightly gathering his composure then he kept looking out again.
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Beginnings, Montana
With his hands folded and his chin running over them, Joe watched the radio in his office, listening to the transmission of Robbie and Johnny. The door to his office flung open and a frazzled Henry ran in. He had been out checking the tracking devices.

“Joe, I just got back. Tell me . . .” Henry walked further into the office. “Tell me it isn’t true.”

“I’m sorry, Henry,” Joe said sadly.

“Any word.”

Joe shook his head.

“Frank called for help? Joe, how bad does it have to be for that to happen?”

“Frank is sick, Henry. We’re hoping that’s the reason he called. Maybe it isn’t as bad as we think.”

“Can I sit and wait with you?” Henry reached for a chair.

Joe said nothing; the simple nod he gave was his answer. He didn’t want to talk, because he didn’t want to take a chance on missing a single word said.
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Ft. Peck Lake
The smoke was black but thinning out. It had hit the smoldering phase of a fire. The helicopters landed on the highway and together Robbie, Dean, and Johnny followed the trail of blood and bodies that led them into the woods. They found nothing in their search, only bodies of society soldiers, no Frank or Ellen.

Dean emerged up the hill and onto the road ahead of Robbie and Johnny. He was solemn and looked slowly around, walking small steps in the scene before him.

Robbie watched Dean walking and saw him stop cold and stare intensely to the ground. “Dean,” Robbie called out then he and Johnny ran to him. “Did you find something?”

Dean held up his hand then brought himself to a squat nearer to the ground.

“What is it?” Robbie asked.

Dean looked up at Robbie. “You saw the tire tracks. How many trucks do you suppose were here?”

“Two possibly three,” Robbie answered. “Why?”

“That’s a lot of men. We also saw a lot of bodies. Frank was here. He fought hard so where are Frank and Ellen?” Dean spoke his thoughts out loud returning his views to the ground. “I’ll tell you where. They took them. They wanted them because Frank’s good. But he’s not good enough to take out all those men.” Dean’s hand motioned to the ground. “Look at this. See this blood.” He pointed to a small circle of blood and droplets that smeared out from it. “There’s saliva mixed in this blood.”

Robbie crouched down. “Not that I can see the saliva, but I see where you’re going with it. Saliva, blood, that’s consistent of someone passing out face first.”

“Exactly and if they wanted to take Frank, how were they gonna get him? They took him down and they took him down right here. This is where he fell.”

Johnny breathed slowly out. “Someone took down my dad? Oh my God. No one takes down my Dad.”

“Oh yeah they took him down,” Dean said, “but he took them down right along with him.” Dean indicated the bodies scattered around. “He fought. There were just too many of them.”

“All right, wait.” Robbie held up his hand. “Saliva, blood? One of those men could have fallen and gotten back up. How do we know that Frank and Ellen didn’t just do damage and are running?”

“Because this is where Frank fell, I told you that.” Dean kept looking at the ground.

“How can you be sure Dean? How?” Robbie questioned.

“Because,” Dean spoke with a calm seriousness, “what is it that you and Frank call me? The Bionic Man? Bionic eyes. Henry enhanced microscopic vision. Well if I’ve seen Slagel DNA once, I’ve seen it a million times and this blood here . . . is Frank’s.”

The reality pummeled Robbie right there and then. His breath escaped him. Frank and Ellen were gone, taken by The Society. “O.K.” Robbie stood up. “We can start a search, us three but I think we should radio home, tell them what happened, and get an organized search party going right away. Sun up till sun down. Get a direction, get a plan because we know they took them. We just have to find where.”

^^^^





  
 

Bowman, North Dakota
The Captain stood with Sgt. Ryder and another man in his office. They stood around the Captain’s desk, a map spread out. The Captain’s huge hand smoothed the air over the map. “This region north here is where . . .”

There was a single hard knock and the door opened. Corporal Lewis stepped in at attention. “Captain, sir.” He looked panicked.

The Captain noticed the look on the young corporal’s face. “At ease. What is it?”

“I’m sorry to bother you, sir, but we just heard over the radio that The Society has two of the Beginnings people, a man and a woman.”

The captain spun in surprise. “They what? How?”

“From what we heard, Eagle One said they were beyond their walls. Eagle One is headed home now to put together a search party.”

“Where was this?” The Captain asked.

“About a hundred miles north of Beginnings sir.”

The Captain’s eyes widened. “That’s much too far north for us to offer assistance in the search.” He paused to think. “Damn it.” The captain’s hand slammed on the desk. “What the hell were they doing that far from their walls? And with a woman?”

Sgt. Ryder grabbed the Captain’s hand that now lay on a map. He slid it down. “Sir, we may be too far too offer assistance in the search, yes. But look at where they were and look . . . at where The Society has their new camp.”

The Captain stood upright. “Corporal, that will be all. Keep manning the radio, let us know anything, absolutely anything.”

“Yes sir.” Corporal Lewis backed up and left the office.

“All right.” The Captain took a deep breath. “Here it is. We know these camps exist and we know they have to be dealt with. We’re foregoing the plan, gentleman, to wait a few days. Right now, I want two teams put together. I want them large and strong. We will lead them. I’ll take one; Sgt. Ryder will lead the other. We’re headed north and south. If The Society has these people, which I think they do, they have them at one of these two camps. Unless we hear Beginnings has found their people, we go ahead with a new plan,” The Captain spoke with passion. “As of now we hit them simultaneously. We hit them hard and we hit them . . . at dawn.”
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Beginnings, Montana
Joe’s office was so jammed packed with men he couldn’t move to his desk. All were there to sign up for the search. Two of their own were gone. No one asked them to be there but the spirit of the community called out and many answered.

Joe stood before them all, bringing them to silence with the raising of his hands. “I know every single one of you are here to help. My God, do I appreciate this. This coming together is what Beginnings is built on. I wish I could use every single one of you. The father in me wants all of you to go out and find my children but the leader in me knows better,” Joe spoke with sadness. “Sending too many out would leave us defenseless and vulnerable to The Society hands. Frank would have a fit if we let that happened. He worked too hard to build an elite force here. So right now, Robbie is putting together teams. He’s working on where they will go. We’ll have six teams, four men each. As soon as he picks them, he’ll let you know. We hope to be back in the air in one hour.” Joe gave them a closed mouth look. “Thank you.” Slumping, he walked behind his desk and sat down.

His head was down, staring at his hands. He didn’t need to lift his eyes to hear the shuffling of footsteps as they left the room but he didn’t hear someone come in. Henry.

“Joe,” Henry called out softly.

Joe looked up. Henry carried a rifle and a knapsack. “Henry, what are you doing?”

“I’m here to get your permission to take a motorcycle.”

“What for?”

“Robbie refuses to put me on a search team. I have to go. If I don’t go with Robbie, I go alone.”

“I can’t . . . I can’t with a clear conscious give you a bike and send you out there on your own, Henry.”

“And I can’t with a clear conscious, sit back and let others look. You either give me a bike or I walk.” Henry sat before Joe. “Whatever the choice, I go.”

“Henry, listen to me. I would like to go too but I can’t and you can’t. I am the leader and you are second in line. You have an obligation here.”

“I have an obligation to Frank and Ellen to search until I can search no more. If I have to look for the rest of my life, then so be it. My best friend is out there. I cannot sit here and do nothing. I cannot.” Henry spoke soft but heavy words.

Joe leaned back in his chair and stared at Henry. “All right, take your stuff back.”

“But Joe . . .”

“Take your things back,” Joe paused, “because I’m sure Robbie will have a list for you to bring. I’ll speak to him. You’ll go.”

Henry smiled in relief. “Thanks Joe.”

“I want them back, Henry.”

“I do too,” Henry said. “I promise I will do everything I can to help bring them back.”

“I know you will.” Joe leaned forward again folding his hands on the desk. “I know you will.”
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Society Camp - Williston, North Dakota
The only window in the small room was boarded up. A small kerosene lantern was the only light. Had Ellen not looked at Frank’s watch, she wouldn’t had known whether it was day or night. She really didn’t care. She just wanted Frank to wake up.

His eye needed stitched, yet all they let Ellen have was a basin of water. She used that not only to clean him off but to try to break his fever as well.

Frank coughed and his eyes opened slightly. His right eye was somewhat swollen and already turning black and blue. As soon as his moment of focus was over, Frank sprang up from a lying to sitting position, grunted then swung his legs over the bed. “Fuck.” He stood up.

“Frank.” Ellen tried to get him to sit back down as she watched him sway some.

“We have to get out of here.” Immediately Frank began to check out the room.

“Frank, you’re sick and you’re hurt.”

“And I got us in a bad situation.”

“You got us in a bad situation? How do you figure?” Ellen followed him around.

“My God, El, they got us.” Frank’s hand felt for the door. He pulled the handle and then felt the creases. “Are you wearing a belt?”

“Yes. Why.”

“Give it to me.”

“My pants will fall down.”

“Hold them up. Give me your belt.” Frank held out his hand, his eyes focused on the hinges of the door. He felt the belt hit his hand and checked out the buckle. “This should work.”

“What should work? Frank, are you all right?”

“I will be once I get us out of here,” Frank grunted as he used the buckle to pop the hinge from the door.

Ellen let out a slight shriek of excitement. “You’re getting us out.”

Frank merely turned his head to her as he crouched down to the other hinge. After he popped that out he handed Ellen back her belt. “I don’t know how far we’ll get. Any idea how many there are out there.”

“A whole bunch.”

“Explain a lot.”

“More than we have people in Beginnings.”

“Shit.”

“It looks . . .” Ellen paused to think. “It looks like they settled here.”

Frank peered under the small crease at the bottom of the door. “I see one guard out there. Stay behind me.”

“Trust me, I have no intentions on leading the way.”

Frank stood up, looked back at Ellen and kissed her. “Ready?”

“Are you sure you’re O.K.?” Ellen’s hand reached up to his face. “Look what they did to you.”

“I will worry about me when I get us out of here. Get ready.” His large fingers gripped as tightly as he could to the side of the door where the hinges used to be. He counted to three, mouthing the numbers to Ellen, and then with a strong growl, he pulled on the door, causing a crack when it broke at the lock. Stunned, the guard spun around. Frank smiled “Hey.” Then he greeted the guard with a single punch. The guard swayed, fell to the floor, and Frank grabbed his weapon.

Checking out the hall first, Frank took Ellen’s hand and led her down the corridor.

“El, do you remember any of this?”

Ellen looked around. “Frank, I was worried about you. I didn’t think . . .”

“Shit.” Frank stopped cold, the door opened, and two guards stood there. They raised their weapons at him. Frank knew he couldn’t shoot because he would alert everyone of their escape. So doing the only thing he could, he spun the rifle, slammed the butt into the face of the one guard, sending him flying to the right. As Frank spun the rifle again, he used the force of the spin to nail the other guard to the floor.

“Frank,” Ellen said his name calmly.

Frank reached down for the soldiers’ weapons.

“Frank,” Ellen said his name again.

At first Frank wondered, why Ellen would call his name in the middle of all that was happening then he heard the click of a chamber. He turned to see a soldier smiling arrogantly at him as he held a gun directly to Ellen’s temple. Behind them were two more soldiers.

“We don’t need her. One of you will do for information.” The soldier was tall and blonde but not as tall as Frank. He wore lieutenant bars on his lapel. He pressed the gun tighter to Ellen’s forehead. “Put down the weapons or I shoot her. Your choice.”

Frank closed his eyes briefly then laid down the rifle and the two hand guns he had taken.

“Hands up,” The Lieutenant ordered.

Frank raised his hands and looked at Ellen. “I’m sorry.”

Ellen just shook her head in a ‘not your fault’ fashion.

The Lieutenant smiled. “Weakness.” He motioned his head to Ellen, “Or is she your strength, Either way , we found the way to keep you calm.” The Lieutenant’s head twitched back to the two soldiers behind him. “Take him to another room.”

The two soldiers walked in front of the Lieutenant, each of them took hold of Frank’s arms and led him calmly down the hall.

 

Frank showed not one bit of fear. That wouldn’t be Frank. He stood before the Lieutenant. Frank’s eyes never left his. The two soldiers stood before the door while Ellen sat in a chair.

“Sit,” the Lieutenant ordered to Frank.

Frank sniffed arrogantly and didn’t speak. He shifted his eyes once to Ellen then back to the Lieutenant.

“I said sit down.”

Frank didn’t budge not even when the Lieutenant pulled his revolver. Not once did Frank flinch.

“You seem to forget who has the upper hand here.”

Frank again shifted his eyes to Ellen.

“O.K., you want it to be this way, fine.” The Lieutenant still held his gun pointed at Frank. “We want to know about your people and their whereabouts.”

Frank couldn’t help it. He tried not to, but it slipped out. He laughed.

The Lieutenant saw red, but he didn’t see it coming. In a mistake, he revved back his gun in a striking mode. Frank snatched the revolver from his hand, smashed it into the side of his face, fired two single shots, hitting both guards, grabbed hold of Ellen, and took off from the room.

They tried the other way since their first route failed them. It led them to a door and to a set of stairs. Frank ran up, still holding Ellen’s hand. He stopped, listened, and continued on. He could hear footsteps behind them.

Frank ran up the two flights of steps, carefully opened the door at the top, saw a clear path, and pulled Ellen to continue on.

It was a bank. Dusty, dirty, the teller windows broken, papers and flyers sprawled out on the floor that flew upwards into the air as Frank and Ellen sped through the mess. Frank leaned to the glass door looking out into the street. “El, I asked if anything looked familiar. You wouldn’t remember if they brought you to a bank?”

“They brought us in the other way.” She held on tightly to his arm. “Good going down there, Frank. Predictable.”

Frank looked at her and smiled. “It’s clear. You ready to run?”

“Yep.”

Just as Frank opened the door, two shots fired out, shattering the glass on the double door. While Ellen screamed, Frank just pulled her along.

“Fuck!” Frank shouted out, looking up and down, seeing the oncoming troops moving slowly in a taunting manner. They knew Frank and Ellen were trapped. They stood center street with nowhere to go or at least that’s what he thought for a second.

The large round blackness caught Frank’s attention, and dragging Ellen to it, in a race against time. Frank knelt before the manhole cover, placed his fingers in the holes and lifted the heavy object with a painful grunt. “Go down.”

“Oh my God, I . . .”

“Now!” Frank shouted as he saw them moving faster.

Ellen climbed down the hole quickly and Frank followed.

“El, jump. Hurry.”

“Shit.” Ellen let go and landed six feet below with a splash and a scream.

Frank lowered himself with her. He didn’t care like she did about the rats. He gripped her arm and ran with the flow of the small trickle of water.

They ran for a while, their feet splashing in perfect rhythm down the dark damp tunnel. They heard echoing footsteps, but they were only their own.

Finally Ellen stopped to catch her breath.

“El, come on.” Frank halted in his run ten feet ahead of her.

“They aren’t following us.” She grabbed onto her knees.

“There has to be a reason, now let’s move. This leads out somewhere.”

“Can we just . . .” Ellen saw Frank look past her. “Frank?”

“Shit.”

“What?”

She heard a loud rush, growing louder and louder, almost thunderous. As soon as Ellen turned to see, she was blasted with the tidal wave force of the rushing water that filled the tunnel. She shrieked loudly as the water picked her up and carried her. Frank quickly grabbed hold of Ellen just as she passed him. In a current they could not battle, Frank held on to Ellen, keeping her head above the water, and they rode it out fast and furiously. Ellen’s screams entailed every single time she came up for air.

The tunnel grew lighter. Hope. An escape…The Society.

As soon as Frank and Ellen emerged from the sewer system tunnel and into the small creek that wasn’t deep enough to float them away, they were greeted by thirty soldiers, all armed, smiling and pointing their weapons at them.

“Fuck.” Holding onto Ellen, Frank stood to his feet as the water rushed by them. At that instant, as they rose, their aim moved to Ellen and so did the closeness of all thirty rifles.  And for the second time only in his life, Frank raised his hands in surrender.
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Beginnings, Montana
Henry was the last to step from the helicopter, almost as if he lingered behind on purpose. He, like all the other men, held a look of disappointment and punishment, as if they were mad at themselves for having to come back empty handed. If the sun would have only given them more time, they would have completed what they had set out to do.

Joe stood on the edge of the field, watching as one by one the teams of men, heads down, trudged by him. Robbie only looked at Joe and kept on walking. No words needed to be spoken. There was no Frank and Ellen nor was there any sign on where they had gone.

“I’m sorry, Joe.” Henry laid his hand on Joe’s shoulder.

“I’m sorry too, Henry.” Staring forward, Joe felt Henry’s hand slip from him. Joe was filled with sadness and a feeling of loss that nothing but the return of his children could change.
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Williston, North Dakota
Handcuffs secured Frank’s ankles and wrists like a hardened criminal they could not control. He sat on the floor by the bed in the small room. Ellen sat next to him. The Lieutenant, face bloody paced in front of them.

“Under orders,” he spoke coldly, “if you try to escape again, the woman will be shot immediately. No bargains. Understood?”

Frank’s jaw twitched in anger.

“I thought we’d find an agreement. Now . . .” The Lieutenant stopped walking, he hunched down fearless to Frank’s level. “There’s nothing more I would like to do than to put a gun to your head and blow your brains out. But, again under orders, you are given till sunup to save your lives. You will tell me what you know about your people’s vulnerabilities. If you don’t, you will be shot by firing squad at sunup.” The Lieutenant ignored the cold stares he got from Frank. He stood up, indicated to the guard, and the two of them left the room, leaving Frank and Ellen alone.
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Beginnings, Montana
Dean held tightly to a sleeping Alexandra. She cuddled on his lap as he lay on the couch, her little head pressed tightly to his chest. His lips grazed through her hair over and over, taking in the softness. So many times while holding her, his hand would run over her fragile face. He touched her nose, making it crinkle while she slept, which brought forth the only smile that could come to Dean.

His heart ached. His stomach ached. Emptiness filled him and he tried to hide it away within the arms of his daughter but it didn’t help. Dean didn’t really think it would. How could it? From Alexandra’s small features, her sleeping expression, all the way to the texture of her hair, every bit of Alexandra reminded Dean of Ellen. Perhaps that was why he held his daughter so long and so tightly. Even if it was just in Dean’s heart and in his mind, a little part of him was holding on to Ellen.
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Williston, North Dakota
“El know how sorry I am that this is happening,” Frank spoke near whisper that evening.

“Don’t be,” Ellen told him as she sat next to him, leaning on his arm.

“I failed somewhere. All I’ve ever done is try to protect you and I failed. Look at us.”

“Yeah,” Ellen said with a shiver, “look at us.”

“I’m sorry.” Frank looked at her so sadly. “I don’t know what to do. If I try to get us away again, they’ll shoot you. If I don’t, they shoot me then what happens to you.”

“I don’t know.” Ellen shook her head. “What do you think? Are we pretty much screwed? Be honest, Frank.”

“O.K., well . . .” Frank huffed. “Things are tight right now. They aren’t looking as prosperous as I’d like them to be.”

“So we’re never getting out of this?”

“Never say never, who knows, but just remember I’m sorry it got to this point.”

“Will you please quit apologizing. You did all you could do and more. I know that and I want you to know something else. I’m not afraid. Of course . . .” She smiled a little at him. “I’m not the one who’s facing the firing squad tomorrow. Am I?”

“Thanks.” Frank shook his head. “This is supposed to be a solemn moment here. This could end up being our last night on this earth.”

“Yeah, and if it is, why would you and I spend it being mushy?”

“How else are we supposed to spend it?”

“Like Frank and Ellen.” Ellen lifted herself, pushed down Frank’s bent knees, and straddled over his lap. She wrapped her arms tightly around his neck.

“You mean go out with a bang?”

“Yeah.” Ellen nodded, slowly bringing her lips to Frank’s. He smiled after the short kiss. “Let’s go out with a bang.”

The chuckle that came from Frank was so soft when Ellen’s lips slid down his neck, How badly he wanted to hold her but was unable to with his hands behind his back. “El.” His voice cracked some as he called her name.

“Yes.” Ellen lifted her head, holding her face close to him.

“I have to tell you something.”

“What’s that?” Ellen spoke with seduction and warmth brushing her lips over his.

“If we, um, make it out of this situation, this uh . . . handcuffing could be a really cool new thing for us.”

Ellen’s lips stopped moving over him. She looked seriously at him and silently Ellen laughed.
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Bowman, North Dakota
Sweaty, dirty and exhausted, The Captain returned to his home a small apartment that sat above a former drug store. The windows weren’t as open as he wanted them to be, but the rain that had scattered about every once in a while made the Captain close them. The night was hot and he walked slowly to his front window, opening it up, and letting the cool--after rain--breeze hit against his body.

He could see the people walking slowly down the street. He knew where they were headed. A special prayer service would entail on this evening, a service for the men about to embark on another freedom fight. But this one was different as it involved many of his men, more than the Captain had ever sent out. The Captain wanted to be a part of the service and he knew he would be. He’d forego his tired body from maneuvers, he’d get cleaned up, and he’d join the community he ran.

Afterward, though his mind was full, he would try to rest. He needed to be strong and at his best if he was going to lead his men into battle and fight alongside of them. They would do exactly what he himself had trained them to do. There was a drive in the Captain, strong and vibrant. A rush of need and urgency filled him. Was it the pull to eliminate the close Society camps? Or was it the desire to try to help Beginnings, knowing, even without certainty, that somewhere within the two new Society camps were the two people that Beginnings now searched for so diligently. Something inside of the Captain told him this fight was different. This fight held more importance than any he had been on before. Why exactly that was, Captain Hal Slagel just didn’t know.
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August 31
 
   


Bowman, North Dakota
A quarter of a mile outside the town of Bowman, on the overgrown highway, they spread to the fields, an army of two hundred and forty strong. On horseback they manned together like a carpet of hope that spread out. They waited in silence and in uniform. The soldiers from corporals down wore the color navy blue, UWA sewn onto their sleeves. Their hands wore homemade gloves, gold in color, the fingers exposed. That gold color was the same color that they wore on their heads, no hats, caps, or covers. A golden bandana, like the sun, covered their head and came down to just above the eyebrows and tied in the back. Their rifles were strapped to their backs, and at their waists, swords so polished they reflected the moon’s light.

The horse’s gallop drew closer to them, steady and not too fast. It made some of the UWA soldier’s hearts beat faster. Captain Hal Slagel rode to them, so strong on horseback, sitting so straight. He slowed down, accepted a salute from Sgt. Ryder, and then rode around the gathered men to where he could be seen.

Wearing a gray uniform with a red bandana and gloves, Hal pulled on the reigns of the horse to stop him. The horse danced a little before settling down.

Hal waited for the faces to be on him; the silence was his signal. He spoke to them strongly, seriousness on his face. “In Corinthians, Paul tells us, I plead with you . . . to be of one mind, united, in thought and in purpose. Like Paul, I plead the same to you. Together we have seen many tragedies, but none as tragic as the oppression this great land of ours now faces. We are not in the thick of it, but only the beginning. A long hard war lies ahead of us, and if we fight hard now, we will only grow stronger. Though our camp divides in separate ways, in a few short hours we will synchronize in yet another battle for freedom. We will bring our mighty sword to those who try to change what this country was founded on. We ride together not only in unity, but in spirit and heart. We ride tall, holding our heads high. Let our voice carry out, loud and strong. Today is our call, our warning, let it be heard. We will not fall so easily to their tyranny. We will not diminish without a battle. This is the fight of our forefathers and now our fight. This is our land, our home, our freedom. We will not stop and will emerge victorious. We will . . . take it back!” With a swift motion, Hal pulled out his sword, raising it high.

There was a synchronization of metal sounds as all the men pulled forth their swords, raised them high, and with pride joined their leader in his signification motion.

Hal, his sword still held high above his head, saluted Sgt. Ryder and nodded to the soldier beside him. The soldier lifted his bugle, gave a simple blow, the men cheered, and the horses divided up. Together, yet in two separate ways, they rode off and onto their freedom fight.
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Beginnings, Montana
Dean’s head swayed slowly back and forth as he sat on his front porch. The steam from his coffee hit against his nose. He hadn’t slept all night. He brought his lips to his mug, and as he did he heard his screen door open and close.

The large brown hiking boots were the vision Dean saw first, followed by the khaki pants. He turned his head to see Henry had joined him on his seat on the step.

Henry hesitated before saying anything. He looked out into the quiet predawn streets of Beginnings. “I heard you pacing last night, Dean. You should have come down to talk if you couldn’t sleep.”

“Henry . . .” Dean spoke so softly, “I couldn’t even think last night.”

“We’re going to find something today, Dean. I feel it in my heart that we’ll find something,”

“Does your heart tell you if it’s good or bad?”

“I know what my heart tells me,” Henry said, “but you don’t need to hear my heart. You need to hear yours. What does yours tell you?”

Dean closed his eyes. “She’s in so much trouble, Henry. I feel it. If it’s physically possible for a heart to ache, mine’s doing it.” He shook his head. “I’m so worried. She’s out there and we know Frank’s hurt. What if he can’t protect her anymore, then what?”

“We’ll find, Dean. If it’s the last thing I ever do in my life, I will find Ellen.”

“Find her soon.” Dean looked at Henry. “Find her soon because I’m just so . . . I’m just so lost right now.”

^^^^
Sitting at the dining room table with his head slumped forward, lying on his two hands was not Robbie’s normal stature Jess was used to seeing. Jess cleared his throat to alert Robbie that he was in the room. “How are you?” Jess asked him.

“Worried.”

“Need to talk?”

Robbie shook his head. “Talking won’t help.”

“It might.” Jess joined him at the table. Like Robbie, he wore his Beginnings security uniform. He was dressed and ready to go out with the search party that would leave within a half hour’s time.

Robbie breathed slowly out as he sat back in his chair. “I’m worried if I’m doing the right thing.”

“What do you mean?”

“I wonder if my leading the search is the right thing. It’s my brother, Jess, my big brother.” Robbie closed his eyes in pain. “With him and El out there, my mind is so frazzled. What if I miss something? What if I’m not thinking clearly? This isn’t something little; this is big. My screw up could be their life.”

“You won’t screw up,” Jess spoke with certainty. “I can guarantee it. Would you like to know why?” He waited for a simple nod from Robbie. “The one who will search his best is the one searching with his heart. Yeah, Beginnings sticks together, but there is nothing like family. I haven’t known any of you for very long, but I know you Slagels have this connection. All of you. When one hurts, you all hurt. When one cries out, you all hear. You’ll hear your brother, Robbie. Just listen for him and follow it.”

“I hear him all right, Jess.” Robbie shook his head. “My gut hears him. It just doesn’t like what Frank’s saying.”
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Williston, North Dakota

Ellen’s scream was long and painful. A loud “No” came from her as two guards held her back and she watched two more bring Frank to the door. She struggled and fought, trying to pull her body from the clenches that held her back.

Frank didn’t struggle but stood tall. His hands were still cuffed behind his back. He watched Ellen, making nothing but eye contact with her as he was moved backwards and near the open door.

“No!” Ellen cried. “Don’t take him. Please don’t take him. I’ll tell you anything you need to hear. Don’t take him.”

Frank shook his head once. “El,” He spoke her name calmly. “No. My life or our kids, who is more important?”

Ellen calmed herself and took one more look at Frank. Just as they started to move again, she gave it everything she had and charged forth to him as they tried to stop her.

“Let me say goodbye, please,” she begged the two guards. “Please.” When they stopped, she laid her hands on Frank’s face. “I love you.”

Softly Frank’s lips touched to hers then moved harder against Ellen’s, kissing her fully and with his heart until he was pulled from her. “El,” he swallowed as they moved him out, “I love you.”

The two guards that held Ellen released her and walked from the room, pulling the door closed. Ellen raced to the door, flung herself against it and pounding on it. “Frank!” Her head rested against the wood surface. In defeat, she slid down to the floor crying.

 

Sgt. Ryder looked down at the face of his watch. “Two more minutes.” He lifted his binoculars and peered to the town in the distance. He looked to his bugle boy. “Be ready. I’ll signal.”

 

Hal placed the pole, which held the American flag, firmly in his youngest soldier’s hand. “This is your moment,” Hal told him. “You are the deliverer. You will mark our victory and freedom. You stay back here and watch. When you see our victory in imminent, you ride down, raise that flag high, and secure it center of our battle. Understand?”

“Yes sir.”

“I’ll see you down there.” Hal gave the young soldier a proud look then rode a few feet to his leading position. He faced the town his men were about to charge then looked at his watch.

 

Set up toward the center town in a grassy area were two large posts. The soldiers led Frank to them and uncuffed him. Not once did Frank flinch when he passed the twenty armed soldiers who lined up twenty feet before the emerging posts.

His hands weren’t free for long. They were secured by rope, one each to a pole. Frank’s feet stayed planted firmly to the ground and his arms extended in a crucifix position. He faced what would be his firing squad.

The lieutenant walked from behind the line of twenty men. He moved to Frank. “Last chance.”

Frank shifted his eyes to him then faced the soldiers who were weapons ready.

The lieutenant stepped back. “On my call!” he ordered out. “Ready.”

A simultaneous pumping of chambers.

“Aim.”

All twenty soldiers lifted their weapons.

The lieutenant looked at his men, then to Frank. He opened his mouth to give out the order and the sound that emerged was a single trumpet blown. He quickly jolted backwards to what sounded like a stampede. His eyes filled with horror. Rapidly charging forth was a long line of horses. Riding on them were men with swords held high. They moved so swiftly the cloud of dust beneath the horses feet swirled as if a cyclone. Gun shots entailed.

 

Ellen stood by the boarded up window and her heart sunk to the floor when she heard the shots. She moved from the window, sobbing from the depths of her soul. It was over.

 

Frank pulled at the ropes that bound his hands. He was so vulnerable as firing went mad around him. He looked at his wrist, trying to figure a way to free himself. He stopped when a horse approached him. He saw the grey pant leg and he followed it up to the man with a red bandana. He held a sword high, swinging it about. Frank kept his eyes on the sword as it swooped down. With a sweep of his blade, Sgt. Ryder freed Frank then quickly cut the other rope, nodded to Frank, and ran off into battle, along with his men.

Frank sped forth, grabbing the first rifle he saw laying in the hands of a dead Society soldier. He ran towards the building he knew Ellen was in. With so much confusion, so much firing, Frank only worried about getting caught in the exchange. In his race to the bank building, Frank slowed down as he saw the Lieutenant taking cover behind a military truck. He hated to take the time, but he did not want to miss the opportunity. Frank pumped the chamber on the rifle, quietly hunched down, and ran up to the Lieutenant.

Before the Lieutenant knew it, he felt the cold steel of the weapon to the back of his head. He dropped his revolver, raised his hands, and slowly turned around. He looked at Frank.

Frank smiled, stepped back, raised the rifle, and fired a single close shot directly into the center of the Lieutenant’s forehead. Feeling complete, he took off into the bank.

 

At top speed, through the confusion and with a typical huge Slagel grin, Hal rode. He knew the horses had thrown the Society off and added confusion to their already staggering state. With the wind whipping in his face, he raised his sword high, seeing the aims of the Society soldiers at him. He swung down at the first soldier so fast, the head flew from the soldier, bounced off the horse, and dropped to the ground in a roll. One by one he took them out as he rode by them. In the camp he descended on, south of Bowman, the Society dropped quickly. They were too stunned to defend themselves properly and not trained well enough, even if they were prepared.

As Hal rode near the end of the camp, ready to turn around and sweep through again, he saw one of his men fall from a horse and lose his weapon. A Society soldier aimed at Hal’s man. Turning the horse around and using his body weight to guide the horse faster, Hal rode to his man and grabbed the Society soldier in his quick pass by. He carried the soldier another fifty feet before finally dropping him. Like it was instinct, Hal looked back, pulled out his revolver, and while still moving, Hal shot him dead then continued in his fight.

 

Ellen heard the footsteps running to her door. She slowly stepped back away from the door. Three gunshots were fired and Ellen covered her ears. She heard the bang, saw the wooden splinters, watched the door blast open, and Frank charge in. She shrieked, ran to him, grabbed him, and kissing him.

“What did I tell you?” Frank embraced her quickly then grabbed her hand. “Never say never.”

“What’s going on?” Ellen asked as he ran with her, pulling her the whole way.

“Someone attacked, saved my ass.” Frank checked out the staircase. “I was screwed.”

“Someone saved you?” Ellen asked as they barreled up the steps.

“Not just someone, a whole fuckin brigade.” They reached the main bank floor. Frank looked out first. He could see the fighting in the street. “El, it’s fuckin awesome.” Frank grinned and ran with her across the bank floor.

He stood by the broken doors, making Ellen stay off to the side. He raised his rifle and saw an opportunity. A riderless horse ran in circles a few feet away. Taking Ellen’s hand once more, Frank careened out the doors of the bank, fired at the Society for cover, and grabbed the confused animal. Frank helped Ellen to the saddle then joined her.

“Can you ride?” Ellen asked.

“We’ll find out. Hold on.” Frank snapped the reigns and the horse took off. They rode quickly through the hand to hand combat war that surrounded them and straight to the edge of town. He looked back and watched the new men on horses battle the Society soldiers and they looked like they were in trouble. Frank stopped the horse. “El, the reigns control him. Pull back when you want to stop. Ride far enough away.”

“What?”

Frank jumped from the horse. “Wait for me, but not for too long.”

“Frank, what are you doing?”

“Be careful.” With a loud ‘ha!’ Frank smacked the backside of the horse and it took off with a screaming Ellen. After seeing her ride off, Frank raced back into town. He knew what he was going to do. After stealing more ammo from a dead soldier, he would go to a rooftop and do what he did best, take a sniper’s position to help this new army. And he did.

 

Sgt. Ryder, in a rare occurrence, didn’t see it coming. In his attack on a soldier, another grabbed his leg and pulled him from the moving horse. He fell hard to the ground and on to his back. Before he could pick himself up, a foot slammed into his chest and a rifle aimed directly at him. He thought it was over but he thought wrong. He heard the shot but didn’t think twice about it until he saw the forehead of the soldier veer off and blood sprayed outward. As the soldier dropped, Sgt. Ryder stood up. He looked around, grabbed his weapon and as he did so, he saw another Society soldier take a head shot. Single shot precision was not something he had seen often in his life. His views went up as he lifted himself back on the horse. He saw Frank on the rooftop, aiming down. He smiled and mounted his horse to finish off the battle that neared its end.

^^^^
Amongst the large mound of dead, the UWA soldiers cheered loudly as the youngest soldier planted the flag. As the flag stood on his own, Hal raised both his arms high in the air in a victory mode.

He backed up, still on his horse, and took in the scene that his men had just created. He felt in his heart that north of them they had accomplished the same. How could they not? The UWA had something that the society lacked, spirit.

^^^^
Sgt. Ryder closed one eye and gave an odd look as he watched Frank walk up to every single Society soldier. It was something Sgt. Ryder had never seen, a man so seriously nudge a body with his foot. If he moaned or twitched, Frank fired a single shot into the head, securing their deaths, and then he’d move on.

“Is this necessary?” Sgt. Ryder approached. “Yhey aren’t zombies.”

“You never know. Never leave any stone . . .” Frank heard a moan from the soldier beneath him. He fired. “…unturned.” Frank moved on to the next.

Sgt. Ryder moved beside Frank. “The rest of my men have moved out.”

“Go on. Just send my wife back.” Frank fired, stepped over the body, and moved to the next.

“Your wife? You want your wife to see this.”

“She’s seen . . .” Frank shook his head at another moan, “worse.” He fired. “Fuck, don’t you teach your people to take them out without leaving them still alive.”

“The man you just shot had no arms. What’s the point?”

“Hey, some of these guys got fuckin microchips in their brains. How do we know the Society can’t just come by, pick up the limbless ones, and make a bionic man army out of them. We don’t.” Another shot, another step. Frank paused, retracted his footsteps, and bent down.

“What is it?”

“A really nice luger.” Frank picked up the hand gun. “Whoa.” He stood up, went to put it in his shoulder harness and missed. It wasn’t there. “Fuck.” Frank secured the weapon in the back waist of his pants.

“Do you have to do this? Don’t you feel that walking up to these men is a desecration?”

Frank snickered, reloaded the revolver, and walked on. “You people came in here swinging your swords around. Yeah, that’s a real tribute to the human body.”

“We people? I saved your life.”

Frank spun hard to the sergeant. “And I save yours, so get off my back.” Frank coughed, took a step, and coughed violently.

“You’re not well, are you?”

“Well enough to finish this off.”

“I don’t understand this hostile attitude. You could show some respect. ‘Sir’ would be nice.”

Frank laughed loudly and it bred another cough. “Sir? I call no man sir. People call me sir.” Frank fired another shot. “I’m sorry.” He faced Sgt. Ryder. “I’m usually not this much of an asshole. Frank.” He held out his hand.

“Elliott.” Sgt. Ryder shook his hand. “You’ve done this before?”

“Many times. This is how we finish it off and it looks good.” Frank nodded. “Now you’re certain Ellen is safe with your men?”

“Positive.”

“Good. Let’s go.”

“Are you two going to join us?” Sgt. Ryder walked with Frank.

“You mean go with you?”

“You’re welcome to.”

“Thank you. But . . .” Frank coughed. “We have a family, El and I. I’m sure they miss us.”

“You look pale. Where is home?”

“Where are we?”

“North Dakota.”

“Fuck!” Frank stopped cold. “Fuck! Fuckin’ North Dakota. Can I be any fuckin further from home? Son of a bitch! I’m gonna need one of your horses to get to Montana.”

“Beginnings?”

Frank looked oddly at the Sergeant. “How did you know?”

“We figured you were Beginnings people. Why don’t you come with us? We’re about seventy miles south east of Beginnings. Rest up there, get well, then we’ll escort you home.”

“Thank you but we can’t. We’ve been gone long enough.”

“I understand. Your people are worried about you.”

Frank looked at Sgt. Ryder after that comment but didn’t question it. He would, but at that moment getting out of that town and to Ellen was foremost on his mind.

 

A tin cup of water was extended in front of Ellen as she sat on a fallen tree. “Ma’am,” The soldier gave her water. “Drink this please.”

“Thank you.” Ellen took the cup. She saw another approach with a pan of water that he set it down before her. “What’s this for?”

“Your injuries look as if they weren’t tended to,” the other soldier said. “May I, unless you prefer I do not touch you.”

“Touch away.” Ellen shrugged. “They didn’t give me anything to clean up with.”

“You don’t want an infection.” The second soldier dipped a cloth and brought it to Ellen’s face. “Spring water, It’s fresh but cold.”

Ellen jumped back at the frigid water but it felt good. She saw yet a third soldier approach.

“We have rations, Ma’am. Are you hungry? You should eat.”

“I am hungry.”

The third soldier knelt down by her, opening a sack. “It doesn’t look appealing, but it tastes good. It’s like beef jerky and it’s the protein you need.”

Ellen reached into the bag and pulled it out. She sniffed it, shrugged, and bit it.

The third soldier stared at her. “Is there anything else we can get you? Do you need us to fetch anything for you?” A fourth soldier walked behind the third, extending down an apple. The third soldier gave it to Ellen. “Here.”

Ellen blinked in surprise. “You’re being very nice. Thank you. This is almost too nice.”

The second soldier looked at the others. “Too nice? But Ma’am, you’re a woman.”

“Yes I am.” Ellen shifted her eyes around them. “And as a woman, let me just say, great uniforms. So Civil War like.”

The second soldier snickered as he finished cleaning her off. “They are civil war. Our Captain got our uniforms from a re-enactment center.”

“No kidding?” Ellen said with a smile. “Where is he?”

“South,” the soldier answered. “He was leading another attack.”

“Oh, I thought for . . . Frank.” Ellen stood up when Frank walked with Sgt. Ryder.

Immediately, as Frank neared Ellen, a wall of soldiers stood before her and held out their weapons.

Frank rolled his eyes. “Excuse me. I’d like to see her.”

The one soldier kept his aim serious. “You can see her from there. Please keep your distance from the woman.”

Sgt. Ryder laughed. “Lower you weapons. The woman is his wife.”

Four of the ten that protected Ellen all said the same thing with such shock. “Wife?”

Ellen agreed with their questioning. “Wife? I’m not his wife.”

Sgt. Ryder looked at Frank. “You said she was your wife.”

“She was.” Frank moved to her. “And will be again.”

Ellen lost her sarcasm as she neared Frank. “How are you?”

“Better now.” Frank embraced her tightly, lifting her from her feet.

Ellen let out a breath as he set her down. “God, Frank. Can you do anything less dramatic?”

“Me?” Frank coughed. “You’re lucky I . . .” He coughed again. “Hold on.” He turned his head away from her, coughing.

Ellen closed her eyes with a shaking head. She reached down for her water and handed it to Frank. “Here. Sit for a moment, O.K.?”

Frank’s hand lay on his chest as he tried to catch his breath. He hurt with every breath he took, but he didn’t want to tell Ellen that. He just agreed to sit because, at that moment, Frank needed to more than he let on.

 

“The United Western Alliance,” Sgt. Ryder explained to Frank and Ellen. “You can call us Freedom Fighters. We’re fighting the Society only they’re just now realizing we’ve declared war.”

Frank sipped slowly from his water. “There’s so many of you.”

Sgt. Ryder nodded. “Now there is, yes. When I first joined back up with the Captain about nine months ago, he had some trouble with them. It’s a long story. He was already leading about two hundred men. We began search parties much like you and the Society do. We seek people who have seen the wrath of the society and enlist them to join our cause. We’ve trained for this moment and have for a little over four months. We’ve just started hitting their camps. Anything that crosses over Kansas we plan to take out.”

“Securing this half of the country,” Frank said, “until you’re big enough to take it all out?”

“Yes. We’ve gained many defectors, those who have the microchip, as you put it. We’ve found if you lock then away for two weeks then gradually expose them to our men, we become the ally and no longer the enemy.”

Ellen snickered as she enjoyed her apple. “My friends Henry and Danny can erase their microchips in a second.” Ellen snapped her finger, “then they just reprogram them.”

“Your people are much more high tech than ours,” Sgt. Ryder commented. “We like to think of ourselves as old world.”

“Like the cavalry,” Ellen commented. “They come in and save the day.”

“Yes, exactly,” Sgt. Ryder said.

“Frank is a one man cavalry.” Ellen looked at Frank and smiled.

Frank had to question. “Why haven’t you contacted Beginnings? We’re on the same side.”

“We realize this now. We’ve begun to monitor you constantly, your radio transmissions that is. Sometimes it’s entertaining. Anyhow, I believe in due time we will. Right now, we have our work cut out for us.”

“You do your work well,” Frank said. “Someone trained these men well and with style.”

Sgt. Ryder smiled proudly. “Our Captain is a good man. He inspires us and we believe in him. I’m sure he’d feel much better if you and the woman came to our home and stayed until you are well.”

Frank shook his head. “We have to go.” He shifted his eyes to Ellen.

“Then let us at least get you to the Anderson Farm. You can rest there. There’s a radio so you can contact your people in Beginnings to come and get you.”

“Where’s this at?” Frank asked.

“About fifty miles east of Beginnings and a little south. An old man and a woman lived there. They both survived the plague then the woman died about six months ago. Mr. Anderson died three months later. They used to feed our men and let them rest there. We’ve kept up their place in their memory and we use it for the purpose that they would want, a safe place pretty well hidden for the UWA.”

Ellen saw Frank’s hesitation. “We should do this. We can call Robbie so he can fly and get us. We’ll get you home and get something in you for the pneumonia.”

Frank reluctantly agreed and he looked to Sgt. Ryder. “We appreciate it. If you people ever need to retreat to Beginnings or need a place to stop, rest, eat, whatever, you just ask for me. You’re in.”

Sgt. Ryder nodded in appreciation. “We’ll remember that but there is one thing we would like to ask of you. We’re heading into dangerous battles. We’ve lost lives and have injured men. We know Beginnings is medically very versed. All we ask is if our men can’t be treated by us, that we can bring them to you to try to do your best to help them.”

Ellen was the one that responded. “Without a doubt, I’m a nurse there. You can be reassured that we have the best medical staff. In fact,” her voice became chipper, “we have this doctor that is not only the greatest mind in the world, but also very good with his hands. He has this vision and he. . .”

“El,” Frank shut her up, “can we not praise Dean?”

“Sorry.” Ellen bit her bottom lip then looked at Sgt. Ryder. “Just bring them to us.”

The UWA began to disperse, heading home while Sgt. Ryder stayed behind until Frank and Ellen were rested enough to journey to the Anderson farm. He kept men behind to escort them, though Frank insisted he could handle it. But to Sgt. Ryder, one couldn’t be too careful when it came to the Society. They were showing up everywhere. Little did he know, there was one in the trees near by them, listening to every word they said.
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Quantico Marine Headquarters
He sounded sacred to George. He noticed the trembling in his soldier’s voice, but through the trembling, George received a message that helped ease the pain over the loss of his camp, the position of Frank and Ellen. Not only did George know where they were, but he knew where they were headed.

The soldier heard the name Beginnings. In hope to divert the anger of the President he told him about the two, describing them to George. What made it all better for George was the fact that his group in South Dakota would be checking in. As soon as they did, he knew just where to send them.

^^^^
It was something Robbie wanted to land and check out for himself. From the air it was an odd sight. He swooped down close catching as good of a glimpse as he could, then remembering where it was, he flew east thirty miles to the area where the search parties moved.

 

Henry looked up in oddity when he saw Robbie landing and turning off the chopper. Henry was on Jess’s team and all four of them stopped walking and faced Robbie who moved toward them. At the instant Henry saw his face, he knew something was up.

“Robbie.” Henry approached him first. “What’s going on?”

Robbie raised his head in acknowledgment and closed into Henry and Jess. “Jess, radio the other search teams in the area. Tell them to hang tight. I think I found something. Let’s go. I need you guys.”

Without hesitation and a real response, Henry followed and was the first to board the chopper. He waited for Jess, Mark, and Cole to join.

 

The helicopter landed not far from the town of Williston, North Dakota,  half a mile out on what used to be a highway. They turned off the chopper and unloaded.

“I saw this from the air. You guys are not gonna believe this,” Robbie said.

“What is it?” Henry asked.

“You especially, Henry,” Robbie told him. “I hope your stomach is strong today.”

The sound of many buzzing flies greeted them first. The next thing they saw was the American flag, and further into their footsteps into town, the massacre.

Henry immediately covered his mouth. “Oh shit.”

“All Society soldiers,” Robbie looked at them. “I think this is way too close to not be where they took Frank and Ellen.”

Jess breathed outward, the smell tripled in a bad effect from the heat. “But they’re all dead.” He nudged a soldier’s body with his foot. It was stiff. “Three, four hours maybe more.”

“Someone massacred these men,” Robbie said. “As hard as it’s gonna be, we have to look among all these bodies and through this town for Frank and Ellen.”

Cole’s voice sounded distant even though it was close. “I don’t think we’re finding Frank or Ellen here.”

“Why?” Robbie asked.

“Come here.” Cole raised his hand to him.

Robbie hurried over with Henry and Jess. “What?”

“Frank’s signature,” Cole pointed. “This is a Frank thing. He makes us men do this.”

Robbie took a closer look at the body with a single bullet hole in the center of the forehead. “Anyone could have done this.”

“True,” Cole said, “but there’s more than one person shot in the head with the assurance bullet. And . . .” Cole took his M-16 and nudged a body with it. “This guy doesn’t have any arms. Only Frank would shoot him in the head to make sure he’s dead.”

Robbie looked all around. More than he realized, contained that single head shot. “Henry? What do you make of it.”

“Frank’s work, but we have to think. As much damage as Frank can do, He’s only one man. He didn’t do this alone but the bullet hole in the forehead is definitely Frank’s shot.”

Jess joined the group. “The bullet to the head to make sure that they are dead is Frank’s thing. But . . . Is this?” so nonchalantly he held up a decapitated head, clenching it by the hair, and emerging it into the circle of men.

Henry shrieked and jumped back. “Put that down. Oh my God, that is gross.”

Robbie laughed. “Cute. Man, makes me miss the days when we’d whip out our phones and take a picture. That would have been a shot.””

Jess tossed the head and wiped his hands on his pants. He looked curiously at Henry who made a loud audible sound of disgust. “What, Henry?”

“I am not sitting next to you on the chopper.”

“O.K.” Robbie held up his hands. “We should comb this town but I don’t think we’ll find Frank or Ellen either. Something happened here, and if they were here, Frank did his share then he and Ellen moved on.”

Henry nodded in agreement. “Then you should put the chopper in the air and search. If they’re on foot, they can’t be that far.”

“Good idea but there’s only one problem,” Robbie stated. “Which way did they go?”

^^^^





  
 

Mildred, Montana
Hidden and tucked away was an understatement when the UWA soldiers left Frank and Ellen at the Anderson property edge. They were apprehensive while walking through the high brush and thick trees, wondering what they had gotten themselves into.

But like a light at the end of the tunnel, they emerged into a scene that could have been set twenty years before their time, a small farm, perhaps at one time bigger. The farmhouse was tall and wooden, the paint on the shingles weather-worn. The porch was long and spread out the front of the house, straight from some summertime lemonade commercial.

Frank and Ellen walked slowly toward the house. Ellen felt the effects of the hot sun but Frank did not. He moved slower than usual, his hand hot as it held tightly to Ellen’s. The house looked so old fashioned from the outside. A hand pump water well was off the back. Set further away from that were two graves where the grass had barely time to grow.

The wooden screen door squeaked when they opened it. The front door was open and they walked in. The house smelt old, dusty, but it was neat and it was evident someone had stopped by recently.

“Oh Frank,” Ellen said breathlessly as she walked into the living room. “Look at this place.” She immediately walked to the long table that was placed against the far wall, a thin table and had sprawled across it tons of photographs. “This must be them.” Ellen lifted a picture of a couple, embraced, and elderly. “This is us in thirty years.”

Frank moved closer to Ellen. “It’s amazing they had all this family. They and their kids both lived through the plague.”

“So did we.” Ellen set the picture down and smiled at him. The smile dropped when she noticed how pale he really looked. “Frank, you look bad. How are you feeling?”

“I’m fine. The one guy said the radio is in the kitchen. I’m uh . . . gonna check it out. Why don’t you open some windows for some fresh air?”

“I’ll do that.” Ellen watched Frank walk away, staggering some, slumping. She walked to the front widow, struggling at first, and then lifting it with a grunt. A warm breeze blew in, flapping the lace white curtain out at her. She moved on to the other windows, stopping and looking at the photographs many times.

 

Frank looked disappointed when Ellen made her way into the country kitchen.

“What’s wrong?” She asked as she walked in.

“It doesn’t work.” He laid down the microphone. “Power supply is bad.”

“O.K.” Ellen walked to the table. “So now what?”

“We can start walking home.”

Ellen laughed in ridicule. “You think? Look at you. You’re sick. You’ve put up this big front. We’re here so why don’t we stay here? I need to find you a bed and make you rest. Maybe tomorrow you’ll be strong enough and you heard Sgt. Ryder. They have search parties out for us. We can flag the house somehow, hang a bed sheet out so Robbie can see it from the air.”

Frank breathed loudly and slowly out, laying his face in his hands. “Would you be O.K. with that?”

“I suggested that.” Ellen grabbed his hands. “I’m sure Robbie will spot us. If he doesn’t, day after tomorrow we’ll start walking. Frank, if you don’t get well, you won’t be able to do what you do best. Besides, I’m in a really nosey mood right now. Do you realize how long it’s been since I’ve been in a real house? And those pictures, I love them. I’m sure I can find more.”

“They’re strangers, El.”

“Yeah, but they’re a little bit of the old world, aren’t they?” She gripped tightly to his arm. “Let’s go upstairs and find you a bed. I’m gonna try that pump thing out back.”

With no energy, Frank rose from his seat. Ellen put her arm around his waist and he immediately embraced her. As her head rested against his chest, she could hear the gurgling of his breathing. Ellen knew without saying anything to Frank that if Robbie was going to find them, he had better do it soon because for the first time ever, Frank had been worn down.

^^^^





  
 

Bowman, North Dakota
From the roof of his apartment building Hal could see the digging of the graves for the men lost in the battle. Nineteen of his men died as a result. He held a certain sadness even though he knew he was victorious.

“Captain!”

Hal heard his name called from below. It echoed up at him and he peered over the roof’s ledge to see Sgt. Ryder. “You’re back. I’ll be right down.” Hal hurried from the rooftop, into the stairwell, and raced to the street below. “Sergeant.” Hal walked out to the street. “Where are they?”

“Who?”

“The Beginnings people? Your men that arrived before you said you found the two they’ve been searching for.”

“We did,” Sgt. Ryder said, “but they didn’t come back with us.”

“Why? I heard the man was ill.”

“He is but they wanted to go home. We secured them safe passage to the Anderson farm. They can radio for help there.”

“But we’ve been monitoring radio transmissions and heard nothing.”

Sgt. Ryder was silent. “Do you suppose the radio isn’t working?”

“That’s a possibility.” Hal ran his hand over the top of his head. “All right, I’m gonna send a team of six up with them. If he’s ill, he can’t protect the woman he’s with. Let’s have some men go there crack of dawn and watch the house.”

Sgt. Ryder nodded. “I think that’s a good idea. He’s a stubborn man. He’ll get upset if he knows they’re there.”

Hal sort of chuckled. “He’s from Beginnings. All of them hold a certain arrogance about them.”

“That they do. Has anything been said about our raid. I mean, with them searching, have they found it yet?”

“Our radio monitor said Eagle one spotted it. Let’s go to the station and see if anything else is happening.” Hal and the sergeant began to walk. “Maybe they’ll start searching for their people in the farm area.”

“If they’re as determined as the Beginnings man, they will. Do you realize he walked up to every single Society soldier and if they moaned or moved, he shot them in the head.”

Hal stopped walking. “He … what?”

“Shot them in the head. Killed them for assurance.”

“It’s uh . . . that’s kind of sadistic.”

Sgt. Ryder shook his head with a laugh as they started to walk again. “This guy was the epitome of sadistic. I might also add… mean.”

“Really?”

“Sir, I kid you not. If this man is a representation of what they are breeding in Beginnings, I could be a little apprehensive about ever visiting there.”

Hal fluttered his lips in Slagel arrogance. “Don’t you think you may be exaggerating?”

“No. Check out the lack of respect this man has. He said to me ‘Sir? I call no man sir. People call me sir’.” Sgt. Ryder heard Hal laughing as they stopped in front of the police station. “I’m telling you in both size and appearance, this big, mean looking son of a bitch, makes Mad Max look like a puppy dog.”

Hal Slagel stopped laughing.

^^^^





  
 

Beginnings, Montana
If it wasn’t for the air of sadness that hung over Beginnings like a rain cloud, all would look normal. In the living section, beyond the last row of houses, Joe stood with Danny Hoi. The day light hours were fading as Danny’s team worked in finishing the foundations. The helicopters flying in caught Joe’s attention. They were back a little early. Joe’s heart sunk. Something must have gone wrong.

 

Dean didn’t want to work, but since Andrea insisted she be home to prepare the Slagel Sunday dinner, Dean was stuck doing rounds. He stood before the John Doe that had been dropped off, wounds cleaned, at Beginnings front gate. He was a quiet man who didn’t speak much. They learned his name was Tom and that he was shot running from the Society army.

“How’s this.” Dean held a needle at his ankle. He poked him. Tom didn’t move. “Nothing?”

“No.”

“How about here?” Dean ran the needle up the sole of his foot.

“Nothing. I’m not gonna walk again, am I?”

“It’s too early to tell,” Dean explained. “You’re still healing.”

“I’m not feeling anything.”

“No,” Dean stated in his doctor mode, “but the fact that the paralysis is confined to the lower region is a good sign. With therapy, who knows?”

Tom nodded and leaned his head deeper to the pillow. It snapped back up and he looked to the window when the helicopter noises came into ear shot. “It’s still light out. They’re back?”

“Shit.” Dean closed his eyes. He knew if they had found Frank and Ellen, a radio call would have been made but there was no call. With some day hours still left, and Robbie back already, Dean feared that the old saying, ‘no news is good news’ wasn’t going to hold true.

 

Dean stayed behind at the clinic. His hands shook as he worked, dreading the news that he knew would soon come. It had been fifteen minutes since Robbie landed. No phone call, no radio call, nothing. Then he heard them, the unison footsteps walking down the corridor of the clinic. Combat boots. It had to be Robbie. He could hear the others with him and Dean, in the last room of his rounds, froze solid. The pounding of their footsteps went through him, aching him the closer they drew.

“Dean,” Joe called him, peeking his head in the room. “Can we talk to you?”

Every bit of Dean’s insides trembled. He knew his face was pale. “Um, yeah, Joe.” Dean grabbed his chart, took a long breath and stepped out of the room. The minute Dean stepped into the hall, something about Robbie’s look, not Henry’s, made a lot of his fears disappear. Robbie flashed him a quick smiled.

“You found them?” Dean tried to contain any premature happiness.

Joe shook his head. “Not yet. But . . . .” There was a sense of relief to Joe’s tone. “We believe they are fine and possibly on the way home.”

Dean’s eyes closed he backed up and leaned against the wall. “How do we know this?”

Henry answered “We found a camp that looked like it belonged to the Society, about a hundred miles from where Frank and Ellen disappeared. Frank and Ellen weren’t there. All that was left was about one hundred and twenty soldiers.”

“Frank?” Dean asked. “Could he have done that?”

 “We know he helped. He left his signature,” Robbie said.

Dean nodded slowly. “A single shot to the forehead. So where are they now?”

Robbie raised his hands. “We think they’re on their way home. It had been a minimal of four hours since the soldiers were killed. We circled and didn’t see them. My gut tells me they got away, but how far is the question. That’s what we need to know from you. When I last spoke to Ellen she said Frank was ill, fevered, coughing. You know Frank. How far would he be able to go?”

“If his pneumonia relapsed,” Dean explained, “which is possible, and then he was, let’s say, beaten? Didn’t sleep much.” Dean thought for a moment. “He’d go a couple hours before he’d get to the point Ellen would make them stop. She knows how bad this can get without rest and treatment.”

Joe agreed. “My guess too. I’m thinking they found shelter and are letting him rest up. That’s why we didn’t see them.”

“So what happens now?” Dean asked.

“We send out choppers,” Joe said. “First light, waves of them. Robbie, Dan, Johnny in alternating shifts, circling the area. If they move, we’ll spot them.”

Dean’s hand clenched his chart tighter in gratefulness. He didn’t want to let himself get too excited, but this was the first good sign or news he had heard since Frank and Ellen disappeared the day before.

^^^^





  
 

Bowman, North Dakota
Eight men, wearing grey uniforms, sat on the long front porch that early evening. Hal emerged from the house. He carried a tin cup filled with coffee and took a seat on a wicker rocking chair joining the circle of men who sat around for after dinner talk. They talked of the victory, the minimal losses, and their ability to save the Beginnings people. They also talked of the six men going up to the Anderson farm at sun up.

“I think it could work in our favor. It’s a good idea.” Sgt. Ryder spoke “Don’t you, Captain?”

Hal snapped from his day dream state. “I’m sorry. What’s a good idea?”

“An open door policy with Beginnings,” Sgt. Ryder said. “The man made mention if we need anything just stop by.”

“It could work in our favor,” Hal spoke, “since we do know for sure we’re on the same side, especially with winter coming. We know they produce more food than they need. Obviously they drop it to the wildcats. Maybe with all our manpower we can work a deal. They have all those fields they don’t use because they haven’t enough workers. I am thinking we could exchange workers for food. I’m working on a deal to present to them soon. At least now I feel at ease about dropping off our people if medical attention is needed.”

“The woman said she was a nurse there . . .” He saw the stunned expression from the other men including Hal. “Yes, a nurse. She works there.”

“Their women work?” a soldier questioned. “Really?”

Sgt. Ryder shrugged. “I’m guessing so. She said she works with a brilliant doctor. They would assure the best care. There was something very familiar about her though. I don’t know why.”

“She woman Elliott. You want her to look familiar. I know you’re secret.” Hal smiled, then shook his head quickly. “As far as women working, she’s probably the exception to the rule. Her skills are needed. You did mention she is the wife or will-be-wife to this Neanderthal. That’s probably why she can interact. Would he let someone near her?” He raised his eyebrows. “I’m curious now to see how many other women loan their skills to that community and how the Chief handles it.”

“Carefully,” Sgt. Ryder commented while sipping his coffee. “Of course anytime I’ve heard him on the radio, he seems to get annoyed rather quickly. What do you think Captain? You listen to the radio quite a bit. As a matter of fact, if you don’t mind me asking sir, why is that? You are so intrigued by it.”

“I don’t mind you asking. It’s a little embarrassing.” Hal smiled. “It’s just I find a little bit of familiarity in their voices. You know, your mind plays tricks on you. But I just like listening. The family-style bickering they have reminds me of my childhood.” He noticed the odd looks on the men’s faces. “My brothers and I always bickered. We fought, we beat each other up. You name it but I loved it.” He took a sip of his coffee. “I loved it.” He leaned back in his chair with a look of remembrance.

^^^^





  
 

Beginnings, Montana
Alexandra sat on the kitchen counter. Andrea stood before her, holding the little face in one hand while wiping it with a wet towel.

“Oh just let Grandmommy clean this precious face for you.”

Dean leaned in the doorway cringing.

“So pretty,” Andrea wiped. “Maybe daddy will let you stay tonight with me and Pap, so you can play longer with Katie.”

Alexandra looked to Dean. “Can I, Daddy?”

“Um, sure.” Dean tossed his hands up. “I’ll run home and get your clothes for school.”

“I’ll go with you,” Alexandra said. “I want to get my doll.”

“I can get your doll.”

“Daddy, you never get the right one.”

Andrea lifted Alexandra from the counter and set her on the floor. “What does mommy teach you about that?”

Alexandra nodded. “He’s a man and he doesn’t know better.”

Dean rolled his eyes at Andrea. “Must you encourage Ellen style thinking in her?”

“Someone has to until Ellen’s back.” Andrea softened her voice and walked to Dean, laying her hand on his cheek. “Which will be soon. I believe it. We prayed in services for her and Frank today. God will answer those prayers.”

“I know. I have hope.” Dean felt the tug to his jeans. Alexandra looked impatient. “Let me walk her home. We’ll be right back.”

Alexandra darted through the living room, kissed Joe who sat on the couch reading reports, and shrieked when Robbie intercepted her, lifting her up. “I have to go.” She told him.

Robbie, still holding her, extended her out. “You aren’t gonna pee on me, are you.”

“No silly.” Alexandra laughed. “I’m staying with Pap tonight. I’m going with daddy to get my dolls.”

“Oh.” Robbie brought her closer and kissed her then set her down. He looked when he heard Henry whine. “Why do you sound disappointed she’s staying here Henry?”

Henry held Nick as he talked. “Andrea doesn’t do her hair well which means I’ll have to stop by the school and fix it and listen to Jenny bitch at me that I’m anal.”

“You are,” Robbie stated.

“Thanks.” Henry looked at Jess who had joined the festivities. “How do you live with this guy?”

Jess smiled. “Robbie? I love living with Robbie. He’s a great guy.”

Immediately Joe lowered the reports and his eyes lifted above his glasses. He stared outward for a second, shook his head, shrugged, and went back to reading.

Henry laughed. “Joe, what was that for?”

“Huh?” Joe looked up again. “Nothing.”

The smiled dropped from Henry’s face when he saw Dean walking out with Alexandra. “Dean, what about Nick? He’s getting fussy.”

Dean stopped before opening the door. “Hold him for a little while longer, Henry. I’ll be back.” He grabbed Alexandra’s hand and left with her.

Dean loved holding his daughter’s hand so small and lost in his. Her little arm swung happily as they walked to their home right down the street.

“Daddy, we won’t be this close to Pap when we move. Will we?”

“Nope, closer to Uncle Frank. Not that it’s a good thing.”

“I’ll have to stay longer at Pap’s when I visit then, because he’ll live so far away.”

Dean smiled at his daughter’s perception of distance. Six rows of houses was not that far. But he supposed in a world as small as Beginnings, to Alexandra it could have been miles. He slowed down walking when he got to his house. “Shit.”

Bev sat on the step then stood up. “They said you get home about this time from Sunday supper.”

“Excuse us.” Dean tried to get past her.

“Dean, if you aren’t busy tonight, I’d love to just sit outside and talk to you. How long has it been since you’ve had female company do that?”

Dean said nothing, He gripped Alexandra’s hand and moved to his door. “Come on, Alex.” Dean tried to pull the little girl who wouldn’t budge. “Alex.”

Alexandra stared hard at Bev. “You know, there was a reason my mother burned you.”

Dean’s eyes widened and he quickly spun around to look at his daughter and the shocked expression on Bev’s face. Bev just gasped and walked away. Dean hid his chuckle while he took Alexandra into the house. “There are times when that Ellen-type mouth you have comes in so handy.” He bent down and kissed his daughter in appreciation.
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Quantico Marine Headquarters
“It’s about an eight hour drive from our Sioux Falls location.” Jeremy explained to George. “They should be at that farm in the morning.”

“What about our Alabama team? That’s the bigger sight.”

“On their way to Sioux Falls. They’ll escort Frank and Ellen to Alabama. You’ll have to get the CME team there though.”

“The train returns tomorrow. I’ll get two men on that and ship them out. I’ll head out in a few days,” George said. “Medical staff, you thought ahead when you spoke to them?”

“Yes,” Jeremy answered. “Nothing is happening in Alabama so the two doctors are on their way to Sioux Falls with the escorts, just in case, we know Frank. If we need to injure Ellen, they’ll be able to help.”

“You gave the Sioux Falls troop strict orders if injury is necessary they are to shoot only to injure?”

“The sergeant in charge is sending his best two snipers.”

George grumbled, “Yeah well, sorry that’s not a reassurance to me. The best two snipers we have are the equivalent to Beginnings worst.”

“But that will change,” Jeremy said with a smile. “Isn’t that one of the reasons we’re doing this?”

“That and others. The biggest reason,” George spoke, “is leverage to get what we want. Remember what I told you. Take them down from within. Hurt them from within, and that’s exactly what we are doing.”

^^^^





  
 

Anderson Farm
It was so quiet as Ellen sat on the front porch of the farm. The loudest noise she heard was the flapping of the signal bed sheets in the wind, the ones she hung from two of the second floor windows. Occasionally Frank’s cough would carry down to her. The rocking chair creaked some as she sat holding a towel to her blistered hands. Never did she imagine pumping well water would be so difficult, but she had to do it. Frank had done nothing but sleep since she got him to bed, something he desperately needed. She stared out into the bright moonlit yard ahead of her, so peaceful and safe she felt. As she sat there, staring  out, it dawned on her, she didn’t quite understand when she met the UWA, why they were doing what they did. Why they were now fighting so hard, but she did as she enjoyed the porch. Exactly what Ellen was doing was the exact reason they fought, to live in a world without worry, without safety walls. To live in a world with freedom again, to live in a world that wasn’t just safe to move around, but safe enough to do something so simple as to sit on the front porch of a home.
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September 1
 
   


Bowman, North Dakota
Kicked back in the early morning, Hal sat with his legs on the table, listening to the radio. A tablet rested on his lap and he switched between the pen in his mouth and the coffee he reached to. He smiled as he listened and wrote. The male voices went back and forth so much, it sometimes was hard for Hal to distinguish them.

“So what do we do?” The one voice asked.

“I’m doing stupid head of security paper work. Figure it out.” The second voice answered.

“No, I need an answer.”

“Bring them in the back gate.” The second voice said.

“Then where?”

“To the living section. You aren’t gonna prop them in the middle of fuckin town.”

“Which route?”

“Why is this important?”

“Because the trucks are too big to take through town.”

“Then take it around the fields.”

“Yeah, but that’s ten miles out of the way. What about gas?”

“Why are you using gas?” The second voice asked. “Bring the alcohol with you. It’s under forty miles round trip.”

“Yeah but Danny said it’s gonna mess up the fuel injection. We can’t do that because we have three more trips.”

“We’ll flush it out. Besides, I checked it with anal Henry and he says it’ll be fine. We do this all the time. What’s the problem?”

“Danny says . . .”

“I’m going with Henry.”

“Danny’s smarter.”

“Hey!” A third voice entered. “He is not.”

“Yes I am. And . . . and . . . I have better hair.” The fourth man snickered.

The second voice huffed. “Get off the radio. This is important. O.K., we’ll let the Chief handle it. Chief? Chief. Chief!”

“What! I’m not a goddamn Indian for crying out loud.”

“Yeah but Chief we need you to decide. Gas or alcohol?”

“Go with whatever Henry says.”

The third man came back on. “Oh yes! Ha!”

There was a loud grumble from the Chief. “Is that it? Good.” He sounded so annoyed. “Don’t bother me again for this stupid shit. That’s Henry’s division. Let his skinny ass handle it. You got it.”

“Yeah Chief, but I knew you were listening so it really wasn’t bothering you and while I have you on the line . . .”

“Does it have to do with running this community, the divisions I’m working or my division?’

“No.”

“Then either deal with it on your own or find the person it deals with.” The Chief said. “Otherwise, can you leave me alone I’m doing work schedules.”

“But . . .”

“Handle it, Robbie.”

SPLASH! The tin cup toppled from Hal’s hand, and hot coffee splattered across his tablet and lap. He sprang up, flicking the hot liquid from himself as he stared at the radio. “No.” Hal closed his eyes and shook his head. He bent down to pick up his fallen cup. “No, my mind is playing tricks. Wishful thinking, that’s all.” He let out a shuddering breath and returned to listening to the radio.
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Beginnings, Montana
A single knock on Joe’s door, loud and hard, brought in a peeking Johnny with Joe’s ‘come in’.

“Pap?” Johnny stepped inside. “I’m back.”

“Nothing?”

“Nope. Would have radioed.”

Joe huffed and tossed his pencil. He rubbed his eyes. “Which direction?”

“Due east from where we found them. I even scaled more south. Nothing.”

“All right, I’ll send Dan more south and if that ends up with nothing, we’ll send Robbie even further.”

“But Pap, wouldn’t they just head due east. My Dad knows direction.”

“Yeah, but your dad is sick. Anything can throw him off.” Joe sat back. “Let’s just hope that it doesn’t throw him off enough to leave him vulnerable.”

^^^^
He was wearing a baseball cap, an unusual occurrence because Danny hated to mess up his hair. He was the first thing Dean saw when he raised his head to the light knock.

“Dean?” Danny looked into the lab.

“Oh hi, Danny. What’s up?”

“Just wanted to let you know, we’re off to get it now.” Danny grinned.

 “Really!” Dean excitedly stood up. “Is it the one you told me about?”

“Yep, deluxe model modular home. Joe said ‘no’ but I said they only had so many finished there and it was one of them.”

“Excellent.”

“Oh and Dean.” Danny held up four fingers. “Four bedrooms. Of course two of them are really small. And . . . there’s a small room off the kitchen. This place is decked out.”

Dean clapped his hands together once. “O.K., I have this feeling Ellen’s coming back soon, so when will it be ready?”

“We’ll have it pieced together and ready to move things in by Thursday. I should have the plumbing and power hooked up by then too, Friday at the latest.” Danny noticed the happiness Dean showed. “You really want this for Ellen, don’t you?”

“Yeah, I do.” Dean nodded. “I know, it’s so trivial, but we never had a chance in the old world. If we did, I would have given her anything. Here, I can’t do that. I can’t give her special things.”

“You can now. A big house, well, big by Beginnings standards. It’s kinda of more long than anything.”

“Yeah, but it’s something no one else can give her here. So did you figure out what you want?”

“Um, no, not yet, but I’m working on it.”

“Just let me know.”

“Oh I will.” Danny grinned and stepped back. “Take it easy, Dean.”

“Thanks.” Dean moved across his lab to his work. He felt better since a part of him told him Ellen was returning soon and being able to show her the new house made him anxious. The only problem Dean had was the fact that Danny wanted something in return, and what that was frightened Dean a bit. But he was sure it couldn’t be too drastic. After all it was Danny. He probably just wanted Dean to invent a new hair spray.

^^^^

 
   



  
 

Anderson Farm
Some distance from the farm house, in the midst of the high grass, Frank and Ellen sat on a white sheet. It was their signal to Robbie or Beginnings should they fly over.

Frank chuckled as he lifted the edge of the white, summer time, thin dress Ellen wore. “This is not you.”

“It’s so old fashion, huh?”

“And feminine.”

“Thanks.” Ellen fiddled with the dress. “I found it in the house. Do you think they would mind that I borrowed it?”

“El, they’re dead.”

“No.” Ellen shook her head with a smile. “Not the Anderson’s. The Cavalry.”

“Who? Oh them. Ellen, I think they’re a pretty whacked bunch. Look at how they dress.”

“It’s nice.”

“It’s fuckin goofy,” Frank said, his voice still raspy. “They could have gotten uniforms but they dress like civil war soldiers?”

“The one told me it was their leader’s idea.”

“Bet me their leader thinks he’s General fuckin Custard. But . . . they do their jobs.”

“Yeah, they do.” Ellen became peaceful. “You’re looking better today.”

“I feel better today.” Frank looked up to the sky. “I think Robbie will spot us. If not, we can move ahead tomorrow.”

“It’s a clear day.” Ellen took in the bright blue sky.

“I wanted to get you alone. I’m sorry it turned out like it did.”

“Hey, it’s been an adventure.” Ellen leaned to Frank and kissed him. “You don’t feel as warm. How’s your chest.”

“Massive.”

Ellen laughed and saw Frank starting to get up. “Where are you going?”

“To get something to drink?”

“I’ll get it for you.” Ellen grabbed his hand.

“Nah. I want to walk.” Frank kissed her. “I love you.”

“I know. I . . . I love you too.”

Frank winked at her and pulled his hand from hers. Slowly he rose to his feet. No sooner was he standing, a shot rang out. It hit into Frank with a deadening ‘thump’ searing into the side of his gut and spraying a rain of blood outward. Ellen shrieked and another shot was fired. Frank reached down to lower her when he was hit in the left shoulder. The force of the shot caused him to spring up. Then another came . . . into his leg, then into his arm, his right shoulder, and then Frank, amidst Ellen’s screams, teetered. His eyes rolled back in his head and he fell to the sheet below him.

It all happened so quickly. Within seconds Frank was shot and had fallen. The gun fire ceased and Ellen screamed. She couldn’t stop screaming, emotional, deep and panicked. She reached to turn him over and watched the white sheet become absorbed with Frank’s blood, saturating slowly as it flowed from him. “Oh my God,. Frank.” She grunted and rolled him partially to his back. His eyes were closed. She shook his face. “Frank. Frank.” No response. Ellen’s chest felt heavy and she couldn’t breathe. It hurt her. She began to cry as she lowered herself to him, holding on to Frank, feeling the dampness of his warm blood seep into her clothing.. “Frank.”

Then she heard it, the ruffling of the high grass. In her hover over Frank, she lifted her head and saw the Society soldiers moving in. Trembling, not only her hands but her body as well, Ellen grabbed Frank’s revolver, fumbling it and finally holding it out in an aim. They drew in closer and she fired. She hit one and he fell, but the others kept on coming. Ellen kept on firing, hitting some but not as many as she would like.

“El.” Frank called out weakly, his eyes opening a little. “Run.”

“I can’t leave you.” Her hands gripped his face

“Run.” His voice barely spoke. “Run.” His eyes closed again.

Ellen hesitated, her breaths choppy and short. Holding tightly to the gun, she kissed him quickly, raised her head to look, stood quickly, and raced into the field opposite of the soldiers. She didn’t make it far. Three shots rang out, one hitting just below her shoulder blade, one in her arm, and the other grazing against her knee causing her legs to buckle then Ellen to fell to the high grass.

She cringed in pain, lifted herself up some, clenched to the gun and to the grass and brought herself to her knees. The footsteps grew louder and faster. Just as she began to stand, her hair was grabbed. She was yanked backwards and dragged across the field.

She felt the hard ground as it scraped against her hips while she struggled. Her legs kicked as she fought against the pull. One hard tug and Ellen was tossed roughly to the ground. She rolled into a stop on her back. Frightened, yet trying to get her wits about her, Ellen lifted her head only to feel the tip of a boot careen into her face, sending her back down and her arms out. The gun flew from her hand and she quickly rolled over onto her stomach to grab it. As her fingers griped it, a boot slammed down on her hand. She brought her other hand up, giving it all she had, and dug her fingernails against the pant leg and into his shin. The Society soldier’s leg released some, enough for Ellen to pull her hand up. Just as she secured the revolver, her body was violently flung over. She felt the hands on her exposed legs, grabbing them. When Ellen saw the soldier near her, she lifted the gun and fired straight at him, erasing any face he could have had..

Scurrying herself up, the gun was taken from Ellen, tossed aside, and she was punched once hard in the face. As she started to fall she was stopped, her hair grabbed again. In caveman style, the soldier began to drag her again. Only this time Ellen was weak, couldn’t fight as hard, and the screams that came from her were barely audible.
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Bowman, North Dakota
Hal squinted in near blindness when he emerged from the police station. He had been monitoring the Beginnings transmissions since dawn and he hadn’t realized it was getting that late in the day.

“It lives,” The young voice spoke, a voice that sounded younger than his age.

Hal gave a raised eyebrow look down to the Craig, a short man about thirty. He was one of ten men in Bowman who never sported a uniform. There were four things that inhibited a man in Bowman from fighting, age, health, essential skills, or an unbreakable attitude that wouldn’t fit with infantry and was more suited for menial jobs, such as the case with Craig.

“Craig, what did I tell you about being sarcastic with me?”

“Not to do it.”

“So why did you make that comment?”

“I don’t know. It just was funny when you walked out of there.” Craig laughed a high pitched, inhaling type. “You made this face.” Craig pointed. “Like a . . .”

“Craig!” Hal blasted his name. “Bye.” Hal shook his head and started walking.

“Oh hey, Captain.”

Afraid to respond, Hal turned around, annoyed. “What is it?”

“The doc wants to see you at the hospital. He says it’s important.”

“Is it a problem with one of my men?”

“Nope, I think it’s one of our hidden.”

Hal nodded. “Thank you.” Hal started walking. Again, he stopped and looked back to Craig. “You aren’t lying to me again are you? I’m not going to go to the hospital to find out I’m not needed, am I? I’ll kick your ass so tell me now.”

Craig raised his hand. “Telling the truth.”

Hal moved on, telling himself that if Craig sent him on another goose chase, Craig was going to be used for maneuvers practice.

 

The medical building sat further from town, just past a huge white house where UWA soldiers stood out front as guards. Hal was saluted by them as he passed and made his way to the small facility. He spotted the only medical person in Bowman. He was a stocky older man, nearly as tall as Hal with wisdom in his eyes. He never was a doctor. A corpsman in the Navy was the most medical training he had until he had happened upon a group of people and after one of them got sick, this fifty-five year old man began to learn all that he could from books.

“Blue.” Hal called him by his nickname as he entered the facility, a nickname given to the man who had gone so prematurely grey his hair held a bluish tint to it. It was a nick name Hal gave him nine months earlier, and it was one that fit. “Tell me you called for me.”

“Yep, I did.” Blue sported a long white lab coat. “Sorry it was Craig who was the messenger.”

“I’ll recover from that,” Hal huffed. “What’s wrong?”

 “The woman with child is having difficulty. She told me that the last child she had carried died because it was born prematurely.”

“Is she giving birth now?”

“No.” Blue shook his head. “I’m giving her alcohol at four hour intervals. The labor has stopped. As long as she rests, we can probably inhibit labor from happening any further. However, she is upset and I wanted to see if you could reassure her somehow.”

“What would happen if she gives birth now?”

“She’s only six months along. The child will die,” Blue stated with certainty. “Bed rest is what she needs, but with her history, chances are she’ll deliver early.”

“How early was her last child?” Hal asked.

“Eight weeks. However, she wasn’t given anything to slow it. We haven’t the medication, but grain alcohol holds the same effect so in essence we’re one step further than she was the last pregnancy. But it’s still not comforting enough to her. I think you know what I need you to tell her.”

“I do,” Hal said, “and I’ll do that for you. Which room?”

“Seven.”

“Thank you.” Hal gave a squeeze to Blue’s arm and walked to the hall where the patient rooms were. He didn’t need to see a room number. The UWA soldier posted at the door was enough to tell him that was the room he needed to go to. Hal knocked once.

“Yes?” The woman’s voice called from the other side.

“Captain Slagel, Ma’am. Permission to enter the room?”

“Yes, Captain.”

Hal opened the door and stepped inside. He closed it and stayed near the room’s door. “How are you today, Monica?”

“Better now.” Auburn haired Monica lay in bed. She had arrived in Bowman already pregnant, her partner killed in a Society attack.

“Blue tells me you’re upset.”

“I don’t want to lose this child, Captain. I fear if it’s born too soon, I will.”

“As you know, there is nothing we can do if nature decides to take control.”

She closed her eyes and nodded once.

“If I assured you that we would seek the best care for the child, would that make you feel better?”

“If you tell me that my child will be brought to the doctors in Beginnings, yes.”

“Then considered it done, if that happens to be the case.”

“Thank you, Captain. I needed to hear that.”

Hal moved back to the door.

“Captain?”

Hal stopped. “Yes.”

“I would like my companion with me while I am confined to this bed. Could you make that possible?”

“I will do that.”

“Will our privacy insured? We will not be bothered or disturbed?”

“No.” Hal gave a half smile.

“I feel open and vulnerable being in such a public place. In my condition, you understand, I should not have these fears.”

“Understandable. I’ll place a second guard on the door.”

Monica gave a snobbish smile, leaned her head back, and closed her eyes.

Seeing how Monica’s sudden resting was his clue to leave, Hal stepped from the room and pulled the door closed. He paused in the hall before going any further, rolled his eyes some in annoyance, and clenched his jaws. After shuddering the irritation he kept hidden inside, he moved down the hall.

^^^^
Beginnings, Montana

 

With a clipboard in his hands and his headset microphone on, Robbie switched his conversation between his guard and Joe who walked along side of him to the hanger.

“Perimeter nine,” Joe stated. “Did mechanics get there at all yet?”

“They were there when I left.” Robbie moved quickly. “Pretty much everything is done for the afternoon. I’ll go back through it after I get back.”

“Where you headed? Further south?” Joe asked.

“Yeah, I can’t see how that would be though, but we’ve gone over the direct route here too much. They aren’t there.”

“No obvious structures they’re hanging out in?”

Robbie shook his head and handed Joe the clipboard. “We also got to remember. Frank is not going to take the obvious route. Somehow that thought got lost in the . . . hold on Dad.” Robbie held up his hand and adjusted the headset. “Yeah Tower?”

“This is Steve. We might have a problem at the front gate.”

“The front gate?” Robbie questioned and noticed the look on Joe’s face. “Survivor?”

“Nope. It was.”

“Was?”

“Yeah, some little guy came from the woods. He was dragging what looked like a white sack then he went back into the woods without it. By the time I got my binoculars, I couldn’t see him and I can’t see what he left.”

Robbie saw the question on Joe’s face. He covered the microphone. “Tower spotted someone dropping something off at the gate. I’m gonna take a look before I fly out.”

“Want me to?” Joe asked.

“No, I’d rather handle it. We don’t know what it is.”

“Funny, tracking didn’t tell us they picked it up.” Joe said.

“Not for a single signal. I’ll handle it.” Robbie returned to talking to Steve. “I’m gonna check it out. Did you see where the man went?”

“Like I said into the woods. It was too thick.”

“O.K., I’m checking it out.” Robbie ended his call and walked over to the Jeep. “I’ll be back, Dad.”

“Be careful.”

Robbie nodded in acknowledgment and hopped in the Jeep. He drove it with a look of aggravation on his face, taking the winding road to the front tunnel entrance. So as not to alert anyone who could be standing at the gate, Robbie left the Jeep in the entrance of the tunnel and began to walk.

He could see the whiteness of the object as he walked. His pace was steady as he moved. The closer he drew, he could see something else mixed with the whiteness. He blinked several times, trying to focus at the object that was still a distance from him on the ground outside the gate. Then Robbie stopped walking. “Oh God.” His heart pounded in his chest. “Oh God.” He began to run, calling out as he did. “Down the front gate! Down the front gate now!” Robbie cried out in his race, his legs moving as fast as they could. He exhaled emotional exasperation with every step he took. He heard the buzz of the downing perimeter as he neared even closer to the front gate. Then without stopping, he charged for the fence, flung it open and barreled out. He dropped to his knees. “No.” His hands hesitated before touching down and seeing what he knew it was. The dark blonde hair peeking out of the tightly wrapped sheet was what gave it away to Robbie. He pulled the sheet some and saw the wide open blue eyes. 

Ellen. 

She was curled up in a fetal position, her hands clenched in a fist, close to her mouth. Robbie touched her neck, feeling around. He closed his eyes when he felt a pulse, a weak one. “Clinic, clinic, come in.” Robbie called as he picked Ellen up. “I have an emergency.” He couldn’t speak as he struggled with his emotions. “Just . . . just be ready. Dad, meet me at the clinic.” Robbie moved quickly through the front gate. “Front gate up! I’m going off air.”

Robbie looked down at Ellen in his arms. He tightly closed his eyes, adjusted her better, and ran as fast as he could, carrying her all the way toward the end of the long tunnel.

^^^^
Dean grinned as he stood by where his new home would be. Two pieces of the modular home were there waiting to be moved and placed together.

“Like it?” Danny asked. “You now have the open view.”

“It reminds me of a Barbie house,” Dean laughed.

“Yeah, you kind of open it up and get the entire feel of it. Want me to leave it like that?”

Dean started laughing. He took a breath and held up his hand to Danny when his phone rang. Unhooking it from his belt, Dean answered. “Hello?” Any and all expression dropped from his face at the same time the phone dropped from his hand.

“Dean?”

Dean didn’t even hesitate to pick up the phone. He merely spun around and raced at top speed through town to the clinic.

 

Her body didn’t move, except for slight twitching. She was still curled in a ball, only this time on Robbie’s lap as he drove the Jeep. One hand secured her head to his chest, the other the steering wheel, occasionally having to maneuver the wheel with his leg to switch gears. But never once did his hand move from Ellen. “Dad, did you get a hold of Dean.”

“Yeah. I’m guessing he’s on his way. Robbie, what’s wrong. What happened.?”

“I found her.” Robbie’s eye shifted down. “She’s alone. Oh God I’m scared. You should . . . you should . . . .” Robbie swallowed. “I’m almost there. Over.”

 

The timing could not have been better or worse for Dean. As he reached for the clinic doors, Robbie screeched up in the Jeep. Dean spun on the steps and ran down.

Robbie stepped from the Jeep with Ellen still wrapped in the bloody sheet. Dean’s hand touched her as Robbie raced to the doors with her. Her face was still pressed to Robbie’s chest.

“Dear God.” Joe gasped as he and Henry opened the door for Robbie and Dean. “Robbie, Andrea’s in room three waiting.”

Robbie just ran past and to that room. Dean ran quickly behind.

Henry reached for Dean. “Dean, what’s wrong with her.”

“Henry.” Dean pulled back, walking backwards. “I know as much as you.” He flew to examining room three. Robbie was laying Ellen on the table. “Get her out of that sheet. Andrea, what do you have ready?” Dean washed up.

“Fluids, IV ready to start, anti-infectives, surgical . . .”

Dean turned off the sink when he heard Andrea stop talking. He turned around and saw why. Robbie had uncovered Ellen. Her entire body was covered in blood, fresh and dried, from head to toe. Immediately, her body sprang back into a curled position, her legs held tightly to her chest.

Andrea’s eyes went from Ellen to Dean. “She’s in shock.”

“Robbie, find me blankets.” Dean neared Ellen. Her face was pale and her breaths so shallow her face was nearly blue. “Oxygen, Andrea start oxygen and get me vitals.”

Robbie pulled the sheet from under Ellen as Andrea administered the oxygen. Ellen’s body turned some. “We have a bullet hole, Dean. Looks like it’s still in there.”

“Where?”

Robbie pointed to her arm. “And another here.” He pointed to her back then looked at Ellen chest. “Look like it went straight out.”

Dean examined. “Up and through the shoulder, thank God.” He grabbed his pen light and turned it on. He shined it in Ellen’s dilated pupils. They didn’t change despite the light. Her eyes didn’t blink, they only stared forward. Their luster was gone. “El.” Dean called her. “Ellen, can you hear me. Andrea, what are her vitals.”

“Heart rate, 62. BP . . . BP is low Dean.”

“How low?” Dean kept shining the light in Ellen’s eyes.

“80 over 40.”

“Ellen.” Dean’s hand went to her face. “El, come on. El, it’s me, Dean. Sweetheart.” He received no response. His hand trembled as he brought it over his eyes.

Andrea approached him. “I’ll deal with her. You can’t handle . . .”

“No,” Dean stated strongly. “I’ll take care of her alone. I know what she would want. Just . . .” Dean took a breath. “Just leave us. I’m gonna do this. Robbie, find me some blankets.” Slowly Dean’s hand pointed to the back of the room. “And if you could. Run the . . . run the bath in there. Thanks. Not too hot, warm, only warm.”

“Got it, Dean.” Robbie carried the sheet and moved it to the trash.

“Wait.” Dean stopped him. “You found only her right?”

“Yes,” Robbie said. “Why.”

“Take that sheet to my lab. There’s a lot of blood on there. Can you?”

Robbie looked down at the sheet. “Yeah, I’ll start that bath too.”

“Andrea.” Dean faced her as she wheeled a surgical tray to him. “Just tell Joe and Henry, I’ll let them know what’s up as soon as I finish.”

“Dean, I’m not leaving.”

“I want to do this alone.” Dean’s hand rested on Ellen’s shoulder.

“Dean, I . . .”

“I want to do this alone!” Dean shouted at her loudly and emotionally. “Please!” he calmed down,. “Please.”

Andrea only nodded her head once, brushed her hand over Ellen then across Dean’s back as she silently walked out.

The room went quiet as Dean stood alone with Ellen. The only sounds in there were Ellen’s short huffing breaths, breaths that moved her body in a twitch as she took them. Dean could feel a wave of heat sweep up his body across his neck and to his ears. He burned with emotions as he pulled the tray closer to Ellen. His hand reached for her fists which were held to her mouth. Her arms locked, they wouldn’t budge or move. Tightly and briefly Dean closed his eyes in pain. His hands rose from Ellen and literally shook. He tried to stay calm for he had too. Dean knew getting a grip on his emotions was foremost if he was going to examine and help her. His head swayed in sadness and he lowered it to Ellen, laying his lips gently on her cheek. Her skin was cool and dry. “Oh my God.” He spoke with an emotionally cracking voice. “What happened to you?” He kissed her again. “What happened to you?”






 
   

  
 

CHAPTER TWELVE
 
   
 
 
   

  
 

Quantico Marine Headquarters
 
   
 

George’s desk went flying across his office, crashing to the floor and sending everything on it scattering about the room. His face was red, and his arms flung violently. Jeremy stood back nearly frightened at the outraged president.

“Sir,” Jeremy jolted at another smashing sound. “It was a mistake on . . .”

“A mistake! They had direct orders!” George blasted. “They screwed up! How difficult could this have been?”

“But you have to look at the other side . . .”

“There is no other side!” George yelled his loudest. “They screwed it up and I want answers why. Get them.”

“Sir . . .”

“Get them!”

Jeremy backed up and moved quickly from George’s office. There was no answer to search for and Jeremy knew it. There was no answer that would ever satisfy George.

^^^^
Joe tried to stay in control of any emotions that tried to escape him. In the waiting room with Henry, Johnny, and Robbie, Joe tried to be the leader and to take charge of the situation.

“We’ll get a full blown search in the air.” Joe explained to Johnny. “All four choppers out constantly during daylight hours. We’ll find your father.”

Robbie sat leaning forward in a chair, his hands buried in his face. He spoke muffled and through his hands. “It’s useless.”

Joe looked at his son at the same time Henry moved from the doorway to him.

Robbie looked up. His face was red. “It’s useless. We’re not finding Frank,” he spoke calmly.

“Robbie,” Henry said to him, “this is your brother. Why would you give up so easily?”

“Because I’ve had a good look at Ellen.”

Joe looked at Robbie curiously. “What do mean?” There was some hostility to his voice.

“Exactly what I said.” Robbie breathed heavily and stood up. “Take a look at Ellen, Dad and when you see her, you ask yourself something, Ask yourself would Frank allow her to get like that if he was able to do anything about it? I know Frank.” Robbie swallowed. “He’d die for Ellen.” Robbie’s eyes closed. “And when you see her, it looks a hell of a lot like he did.”

“No.” Joe shook his head. “I refuse to believe that.”

“That’s because you haven’t seen her.” Robbie raised his voice. “You haven’t looked unto the eyes that just have no life.” He saw his father’s expression drop. “Yeah, that’s exactly what I said. I believe The Society dropped her off as a message to us. Not only did they get Frank, they got her too. And I . . .I have to get out of here.” Robbie charged for the door but Andrea was walking in.

“Andrea.” Joe hurried to her. “What’s going on? How’s Ellen?”

With a solemn look, Andrea swayed her head as she walked into the waiting room. “They got our girl pretty good, Joe. Beat her, shot her. I just spoke to Dean and that’s what his examination showed. We have her in a room now. Ellen is gonna make it physically, but . . . she’s in shock right now, severe traumatic shock. She has slipped into a world within herself and she does not want to come out.”

Joe stuttered as he spoke, “Will she come out?”

“We’re hoping in time. In cases like this they have to be pulled out or want to come out on their own. We can’t just let her lay in that bed. We . . . all of us.” Andrea looked at the faces in the room. “We all have to do our part to make her want to come out. Talk to her, constantly, kind nurturing therapy, encouragement. Anything, If you must pester her, then so be it. Pester her. But we have to work together to bring her out, because the longer she stays like this, the harder it will be.”

Henry had to question. “Then we should all take turns with her. She can hear us. Is that what you’re saying?”

Andrea nodded. “She can hear you.”

Joe reached out and grabbed Andrea’s hand. “Can we see her now?”

“Yes. But…” Andrea spoke with some reservation, “listen to me carefully. What you will see when you walk in that room is not our Ellen and don’t expect it to be. She can sense our presence, hear us. If you are not strong enough to handle what you are about to see, I ask you to immediately leave that room, because she doesn’t need that. She needs us, her family, to help her.”

 

Dean sat in a chair closely to Ellen’s bedside. His hands rested on hers as he just stared at her. His eyes bloodshot, his expression screamed out lost. He turned his head only a little when he heard the door open.

 

Joe walked in first, looked at Ellen, and took in a long breath. Henry stopped cold. In the worst case scenario in his mind, seeing Ellen like she was, never entered his thoughts. Robbie felt a trembling in him, a sickening anger and sadness that combined together to make him speechless and to be one of those people Andrea didn’t want in the room. Sniffing loudly once, Robbie walked to the bed, leaned over and kissed Ellen on the cheek. His hand ran over where his lips had just laid.

“El, I’ll uh . . .” He cleared his throat. “I’ll stop back later. O.K.? I have to um, I have to do rounds.” Again he kissed her, looked at his father, and quickly walked from the room. Johnny followed.

Henry’s eyes stayed focused on Ellen. “This isn’t what I thought.”

Andrea shook her head. “It’s text book, Henry. This is reality when something happens.”

“How…how bad?” Henry asked shaking his head. “How bad is she hurt? She has to be bad to be like this.”

“I said before, physically she took a beating, but she’ll recover from that. However . . .” Andrea looked down at Dean. “We don’t feel what they did to Ellen is what sent her into this state. We believe it’s what Ellen saw that caused this.”

Loudly Joe cleared his throat and walked to the bed. “Dean,” he spoke softly, “I’m sorry to ask this, but can I spend a few moments alone with my daughter.”

“Yeah Joe.” Dean slowly stood up and walked from the bedside to Henry. They both left and Andrea followed shortly behind.

Joe moved the chair closer, laying one hand on Ellen’s clenched fist, and the other hand stroked her face. “Hey, Kiddo.” Joe kissed her. “What are you doing? Huh? What are you doing? This is your father speaking to you and I want you to listen to me. I know right now you need some rest so you rest.  We all need you out here, all of us. Do you know what I think? I think I raised a very strong daughter and you aren’t hiding like they think. I think you’re just having trouble reaching us, but don’t you worry. We didn’t give up searching for you and we still aren’t. I won’t.” Joe lowered his voice to a whisper. “We’ll find you in there Kiddo, and goddamn it, we’ll bring you out. That’s a promise.” He kissed her. “That’s a promise.”

^^^^
Maybe getting out of the room for a second was what Dean needed. He knew until Ellen woke up, he would never be far from the room at all. He walked to his lab, his head down. So many questions went through his mind. How much Ellen had gone through in her life and even recently. How much she didn’t need this. Did she see something or had she finally reached her breaking point in life and her mind said, ‘enough is enough. I’m not coming back.’ The possibility of that was so great, it frightened Dean, because he needed her back and he, like everyone else, would do all they could to get her back.

He saw the sheet and Ellen’s dress in a plastic bin on his counter. Dean closed and locked the lab door. He shut all binds to prevent others from seeing in. He was going to perform a test that only he could do and he hoped that the test would at least give him some answers.

He cleared a small table and three stools making a large exposed area on the floor. Dean reached into the bin and pulled out the sheet. He flapped it outward, laid it on the floor, and spread it out as much as he could. He laid Ellen’s dress on it. Both were now brownish in color from the blood. Ellen’s dress had grass and dirt marks as well.

Crouching down, Dean stood at the far end of the sheet, his eyes focused in concentration until he hit the first spot of blood, brought it in closer, and saw the corpuscles. Like a scanning tool, Dean, with extreme mental concentration, scanned inch by inch, left to right of the sheet. He didn’t make it too far into his scan when he stopped. He blinked, rubbed his eyes, and scanned again. He became drawn and his jaw tightened up. His face surely showed the signs of an answer to a question he didn’t want to have.

^^^^





  
 

Bowman, North Dakota
He stood in one of the six lookout towers waiting. When Hal saw the single horseman riding into town, he raced from the tower, to the street, and straight to the edge of town. His heart didn’t want to see only one man return. He had sent six to the Anderson farm.

The horse stopped and Hal grabbed the reigns until the exhausted rider dismounted. Gary, a small man, saluted and Hal returned it.

“I’m glad you made it back, “ Hal told him. “I’m sorry to ask you right away, but I need to know what happened. Beginnings is in a frenzy and nothing certain is being said over the radio, only that it has to do with a woman left at the front gate.”

“That was me, sir.”

“What . . . what happened?” Hal asked almost painfully. Hal signaled to another man to take the horse and walking, Hal led Gary further into town.

“We were at our post monitoring the house, watching it. Never once Captain, I swear did we stop.”

“I believe you.”

“The man and the woman were sitting on a white sheet. In fact they had two sheets hanging from the window.”

“A signal for their choppers. Go on.”

“Out of nowhere, sir, five or six shots were fired. They were fired as the man stood up. He didn’t even have time to react as all of the shots hit him.”

Hal closed his eyes. “How many Society soldiers were there?”

“Twenty, twenty-five. We didn’t see them at first as the grass was high. We were on the other side.”

“And the woman?”

“She started firing, but as soon as she stood up they shot her as well. Three times but none of them life threatening.”

“When . . . when did you move in?” Hal asked.

“Sir, we moved in as soon as we saw the man go down. We mounted and rode. The woman tried to get away from The Society and they beat her, dragging her and such. It was horrible, barbaric.”

“If she would have just stayed put, she would have been fine,” Hal said.

“Exactly. Our horse jumped over the body of the man.”

“You got to the woman in time?”

“Yes. We started battling, racing the horses to avoid the gunshots. We cause a lot of confusion. Some of The Society fought us. Some were consumed with the man and the woman. Because of my size, I was to get the woman and ride out. Just leave and take her straight to Beginnings, which I did. She was bleeding badly and I grabbed the white sheet that the man was lying on, wrapped her, and rode away just like the men and I planned.”

Hal nodded., “Leaving the battle to the others. You did not stop riding then?”

“No sir.”

“You mentioned ‘where the man was’. Wasn’t he there? Did he get up?”

“No.” Gary shook his head. “It was happening so fast. I was consumed with getting her out. From what I saw, four men were carrying him.”

“I see. And how was she?” Hal asked with concern.

She cried for the first half hour of the ride, hysterically crying out a name I couldn’t understand, but then she drew silent. She wasn’t dead. She was in shock. She just stared out.”

Hal gave a proud squeeze to Gary’s shoulder. “You did well. You brought the woman to her people. Now, I’ll get a party out to go to the Anderson farm and see what . . .”

“I was there, sir,” Gary interrupted. “I stopped on the way home.”

“And?”

Gary swallowed in hesitation before answering. “No one was there. Not a Society soldier, any of our men, the man, nor a body. There was nothing, absolutely nothing.”

This struck Hal with the deepest of oddness to the point it left him speechless. Never had The Society taken bodies. Why weren’t they leaving clues? All the patterns that Hal spent time learning while forming his legion meant nothing right now, because the society just showed Hal a new one.

^^^^





  
 

Beginnings, Montana
The song ended and Henry turned off the player. He sat at Ellen’s bedside, near her face. Ellen was still the same way.  Dean sat near the foot of the bed. His hands were cupped upon the bed and his chin rested on them. He watched Henry, so upbeat, wishing he could be that way too for Ellen’s sake, but Dean couldn’t. He felt so lost and he swore his heart and soul were breaking as he stared at Ellen.

“O.K.” Henry chuckled. “Can you believe Josephine had that song? We were just talking about that before you left. I asked her what she was doing with it and she tsked at me, El. Then she says,” Henry snickered, “she says ‘what do you think I am, old’. I couldn’t resist. I said yeah.”

Dean’s head raised some; he shook it and rested in back down again.

“She hit me, El. Oh here.” Henry leaned into Ellen and holding the edge of his hair he brushed it across her face. “I had a feeling you were coming home so Danny and I went to Bentley and he cut my hair, not much, just a few inches. Joe said I need about six more cut off. I’d die. You’d die. You’ll probably think it’s too short, but, I didn’t have a bad hair day today. He added a few layers and it lays really nice.” Henry’s hair wasn’t that much different. Instead of reaching to his shoulder blades, it rested just over the shoulder. The layers added took a lot of the ‘long’ look from it. “O.K., so I have a notebook.” Henry lifted it and laid it down. “Since Dean kicked me out this afternoon, I’ve been keeping notes on what I want to talk to you about. Can you believe he kicked me out, El? That wasn’t very nice of him, but he has a point. But don’t think I won’t stop in and say hi. I will.” Henry flipped a page in the notebook. “Look at all these pages. I have eight. We have a lot of catching up to do. Oh before I forget, Dean has a surprise for you . . .”

“Henry.” Dean said his name. “Don’t.”

“O.K., I won’t.” Henry smiled. “Check this out, El. Danny started a drive-in again here in Beginnings, only it’s a walk-in. Trish is the movie madam. And guess what? She started porno night. I didn’t go to it but Dean did. He came home early, but I heard the guys had a lot of fun. I could hear them whistling and hooting from the house.” Henry saw Dean standing up through the corner of his eye. “What’s wrong, Dean?”

“I have to get home with the kids. It’s late. You’ll be here, right?”

“All night,” Henry said. “I plan on sleeping here.”

“Thanks Henry. I’ll stop back later.” Dean walked up to Ellen and bent over her. Softly he laid his lips to her face and held them there. He kissed her again. “I love you, El. I love you very much.” Another kiss and Dean slowly and sadly walked from the room.

Henry waited until he was gone. “So he says he loves you. Wait until you hear what I’m gonna tell you. In fact, I know you’re pretty boggled down with resting and all from getting hurt so I’ll save it.” Henry laid his hands on Ellen’s hands that, due to medication, were no longer ridged and kept at her face. “Just wait . . . boy, if you aren’t out of this thing when I open my mouth, you will come out.”

^^^^
Nothing but quiet came from Dean’s house when he made his approach. He knew it was late and his kids might be sleeping. Though he needed to see them, in a sense he didn’t wanted to deal with anything. He was surprised when he walked in, slowed down his pace, and saw Jenny Matoose pacing the floor with Nick against her chest.

“Jenny, I’m sorry. Has he been fussy for you?”

“No not at all. He was just hungry,” Jenny spoke as she walked with the baby. “I guess I kind of got caught up in holding him. Look, Dean, Jenny smiled, “he likes my breasts.”

Dean chuckled as he ran his hand down Nick’s head. Nick’s little hand was held in a grip onto Jenny’s breast. “He probably doesn’t know what they are.”

“Pillows, that’s what Caroline called them.” Jenny let out a heavy sigh. “How’s Ellen?”

“Same. The medication relaxed her body some.”

“Joe said he needs us all to talk to her. May I stop and see her tomorrow?”

“Yes, and talk to her Jenny. Talk to her very normally.”

“I will. And . . . I hope you don’t mind, but I took the liberty to finish packing your knickknacks. The kids were asleep early and I saw you were in the middle of it.”

“I don’t mind, but somehow moving into the house has lost its excitement.”

“But why?” Jenny asked. “Ellen will be so pleased with it. She really will. There will be no better place for her to recuperate both mentally and physically. Trust me.”

“Maybe you’re right. I’ll let you go.” Dean extended his hands to Nick. “I appreciate this.”

“It’s not a problem. What am I gonna do, right?” There was a tone of sadness in Jenny’s voice. She began to hand over Nick and stopped. “Dean? Would you mind if I kept this little one? I’ll gather some things. I . . . I’m not teaching tomorrow and I’m sure right now you don’t need to deal with an infant. Would you mind?”

“Not at all.” Dean shook his head and took the baby while Jenny left the room. He got lost in his thoughts while holding Nick, because he didn’t hear Jenny come back, nor did he realize how long she was gone.

“Here.” She took Nick back, a smile crossed her face. “Goodnight Dean.”

“Night Jenny.” Dean walked them both to the door and opened it for her. When she had left, the house rang with silence. He walked slowly, almost exhaustedly to the couch and sat down. Sadly he leaned against the arm of the couch, grabbed a pillow, and held it his chest. He brought his knees close to him and emotionally, Dean dropped his head forward to his legs.

^^^^
Squeak. Thump. Thump-thump. Thump. In a steady rhythm the pattern continued, mixed with heavy breaths flowing out in to the quiet just outside the garage. Jess listened first before he walked in and found Robbie. He was concerned about his new friend. With the news of all that was going on, Robbie made excuses to be busy all day and night, just like he was doing in the garage. Perhaps it helped ease his pain.

Robbie, in a firm boxer’s stance, stood before a large punching bag. He hit it hard, over and over, his face red. He wore only cloth shorts which were drenched with the sweat that poured off his bare chest. So determined, Robbie kept on hitting.

Jess knew Robbie heard him when he walked in, yet went unacknowledged, so he spoke up. “You know, I was a champion fighter in the service.” Jess walked toward the bag, keeping his voice soothing. “If you want, we can put on the gloves and we can go a few rounds. If you want to hurt yourself, that’s the way to do it.” Jess stepped within inches of him. “Not this.” He reached out and stopped Robbie’s hand from hitting the bag again. Robbie’s knuckles were raw, some bled from the lack of protection against the canvas bag. “Robbie.”

Robbie let out an emotional breath, grabbed onto the bag and rested his forehead against it. His head swayed. “My brother is gone, Jess. My big brother is gone. Do you even know how much I looked up him? What am I gonna do? God, I never thought it would hurt this bad.”

“You loved him. Do you think because you’re this big tough Slagel nothing can get to you. You’re wrong.”

“It’s getting to me.” Robbie stared at the bag. “Frank. Ellen.”

“That’s right. Ellen.” Jess moved even closer, laid his hand on Robbie’s shoulder and spoke closely to him. “What are you doing? Where have you been? I thought this woman was your friend. A close friend, and someone you care about.”

“She is. I love her.”

“Then why are you here? No one knows better than I the bond and love between two brothers. I’m telling you, if I had a family and something happened to me, I certainly would want to know that my brother was taking care of what was mine.”

Robbie raised his eyes to Jess. “It hurts to see her like that.”

“I know it does but get over it. I know my words are harsh, but listen to me. Frank loved this woman. She is family to you. If you care half as much about her as you say you do, then why in the hell are you beating this bag instead of helping her beat the obstacle she faces.”

Robbie stood straight up. His head lifted. “You’re right. You are absolutely right. I owe her an apology.” Robbie stepped back and laid his hands on Jess’ arms. “Thanks, Jess. I mean it. Thanks.” With no more said, Robbie took off, just the way he was, all the way to the clinic.

 

Robbie was out of breath when he arrived in Ellen’s room. He took a few short breaths before stepping in.

Henry stopped talking and looked at Robbie, then looked again. “Oh my God, El, Robbie just walked in all sweaty and showing off that Slagel fur.”

“Shut . . . shut the . . .” Robbie slowed his speech as he neared the bed, “the fuck up, Henry.” He grabbed a chair and pulled it closer to Ellen’s head. He leaned over and kissed her, keeping his mouth near her ear. “I’m sorry I wasn’t around. I promise you it won’t happen again,” he whispered, kissed her, and then sat back down.

Henry’s chair squeaked as he inched it from Robbie’s.

“What?”

“You’re sweaty.”

Robbie lifted his arm and sniffed. “I don’t stink.” He held his armpit to Henry. “Do I?”

Henry made a loud sound of disgust. “That’s gross. It’s a jungle of armpit hair. You should shave some of that.”

“No I shouldn’t. Don’t tell me you do.”

“No!” Henry snapped. “I don’t grow much hair under my arms.”

“Still in that prepubescent phase, huh Henry?”

Henry tsked. “El, he’s bothering me. I need you to stick up for me.”

Robbie cleared his throat. No matter how much he tried to joke around, there was still a sense of nervousness to him. “She looks better.”

“Yeah she does,” Henry smiled. “Her color is back. Andrea said it’s from the blood they gave her and the oxygen.”

“She’s still breathing funny,” Robbie said of the way Ellen still slightly twitched with her breaths.

“She’ll breathe that way until she comes out. They injected her muscles with this drug. See,” Henry lifted her hand, “she’s not tight anymore. You can hold it.” Henry grasped Ellen’s hand in his.

“Then may I?” Robbie asked, waited for Henry to move, and then took Ellen’s hand. “So uh, what are you doing Henry, reading to her?”

“Oh no, talking.” Henry grabbed his notebook. “You gonna join in now?”

“Yeah, I’ll join in. What are we talking about?”

Henry skimmed over his notes. “Second grade. I’ve made it through the first six year of my life.”

“Swell.” Robbie held Ellen’s hand and listened as Henry rambled. He didn’t add much to the conversation. In his mind he was taking it one step at a time. His first step was over and that was putting aside his fears and going to see Ellen.

^^^^
It was after one in the morning, From an empty bed, Andrea went to the porch after following the smell of cigarette smoke. Joe sat there with his white shirt out of his pants. His feet were bare. Andrea stepped out and joined him. “Couldn’t sleep?

“Nah.” Joe hit his cigarette. “I went to see Ellen.”

“How is she?”

“Busy.”

“Busy?” Andrea asked.

“Robbie’s there and so is Henry. Henry’s rambling on about his seventh grade dance. I don’t know. Other than that, she’s still the same.”

“It could be days, Joe, even weeks before she comes out of it. She’s made progress. Her health is improving. She’s strong.”

“I know.”

Andrea rested her hand on Joe’s back. “How are you? Been thinking about Frank, haven’t you?”

“How can I not?” Joe’s head swayed.

“I’m sorry, Joe.”

“Don’t be, not yet.” Joe looked out and tossed his cigarette. “I know everyone believes he’s dead.”

“You don’t.”

Joe shook his head. “Nope. Until Ellen tells me for sure that my son is gone, I won’t believe it. I won’t.” Joe looked at Andrea with a sad seriousness in his eyes. “Because I know if he was, I’d feel it. I’d feel it right here.” Joe clenched his fist and brought it to his chest. “But I don’t. The only thing I feel is that my son is in trouble and I just don’t know where to start to help him.” He looked out again.

“Yes you do.” Andrea spoke softly and waited for Joe to look at her. “Ellen.”
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Beginnings, Montana
Sitting cross legged in a chair, Jenny held Ellen’s hand. Ellen’s fingers draped across Jenny’s palm as Jenny filed the nails. She rotated between filing, buffing, blowing, and removing cuticles. The whole time Jenny’s hands moved as fast as her lips.

“My goodness, you certainly let your nails go. These will look so nice when I’m done. You’ll be pleased. I know if it were me, I’d want to know I was presentable. You have to be presentable, Ellen because so many people keep coming in here.” Jenny had a remembrance look. “Don’t you wish we had press-on nails again? What are the odds of you talking to Henry about inventing them again? I’ll throw in some more pizzas. Gosh how I remember being little and loving your long nails. You always had them done, a great tan, and really blonde hair, and you were so thin. I wanted to look just like you.” Jenny grew sad for a moment, then became up beat. “Actually, some people say we do.” She started to laugh hoping that would get a reaction out of Ellen. Nothing. “Did I tell you, Blake does wonderful manicures and . . .” she snickered, “pedicures. Don’t tell John that Blake touches my toes. I promised John I wouldn’t sleep with Blake. He says I do too many favors already. Yeah, I guess I do, but I get nothing out of it. O.K., here’s something that might make you come out of it. I let Blake,” Jenny dropped her voice to a tiny whisper, “suck my toes.” Jenny smiled. “He doesn’t mind and I get all tingly.” Jenny stopped talking when Patrick walked in the room. “Shh, we’re invaded by a man.”

Patrick gave a smile to Jenny and Jenny flung back her hair. “What, Jenny?” He grunted in anger, checked Ellen’s IV, and moved back to the door. “Go on. I’m leaving.”

“I’m a little angry with Patrick. I told him two stories the other day and he forgot I told him one. My point is he’s lucky to have a woman to talk to him and be with him. He could at least pay attention. I’ll be mean until he begs, which most men do. Speaking of men, did you ever notice and I’m sure you did, how Nick makes that Henry face? He whines like Henry too. Really Ellen, Dean is not a whiner. You’re gonna have to get that kid to break that habit. The odds are evening up in this world for men and women of the new generation. But if he acts like that, he’ll never get laid.” Jenny smiled and grabbed the buffer. “Of course, he could be gay, not that that’s a bad thing, mind you. We have our share of closet gays here in Beginnings. I know. I have radar when it comes to homosexuals. I know which men are gonna need women and which ones aren’t.” Jenny giggled and switched to the nail file. “It’s so funny to me because the age old saying holds true you can’t judge a book by its cover. Wait until you come out of this. I’ll walk with you, wait better yet, we won’t wait until you walk, I’ll wheel you around and point out all the man I know are gay that no one else does.” Jenny kept filing. “My little present to you. Speaking of presents . . .” Jenny looked back behind her. “Dean has one for you. It’s a surprise. He can’t wait to give it to you. It’s such a big one too. You’ll love it. But I know us women hate surprises, so, just because you and I are friends . . . I’ll tell you what it is.”

Jenny checked out the door one more time, and got up and shut it for security purposes. She then took her seat again, cupped her hand over Ellen’s ear and whispered just in case Dean walked in. Jenny didn’t want to get in trouble.

^^^^
Every time John Matoose entered Joe’s office, he filled with a thick nervousness. He felt like a specimen under a microscope and rightfully so. John knew this and he expected it. He never talked right anymore around Joe, which made John feel even guiltier. He feared that it looked like he was hiding something. For the first time in a long time in Beginnings, John Matoose was totally honest and up-front about everything.

“Joe, you got a minute?” John stepped into Joe’s office. Joe was by the filing cabinet.

“Yeah, what’s up?” Joe shut the drawer and while reading, he walked to his desk.

“I have something.” John laid a folder on the desk in front if Joe.

“What is this?” Joe opened it.

“I’ve been thinking. I’ve done a lot of it since Ellen arrived yesterday. I know you think there’s someone else in Beginnings working for George. If you didn’t, you wouldn’t have asked me about it. I didn’t think there was.”

“You do now?”

“Yes.” John nervously cleared his throat and pulled up a chair. He sat down. “Every single person in Beginnings found out three days ago that Frank had Ellen beyond the wall and every single person knew they were at Ft. Peck lake. It wasn’t a secret.”

“Your point?”

“I know the way George’s soldiers run, eight in a pack, sixteen at the most. What hit Frank and Ellen at the lake was a brigade. By the talk, there were three trucks. Come on, George had to send them after Frank and Ellen. They had to come from the area where the search party found the massacre. That was close, too close. I know better than anyone the way our communication tracking works. When George calls here, it’s not easily traced. The system has to be configured to do so every time, so how often do we do it? Since Quantico was discovered, how many calls do we see go to George a day? Many, meaning his people check in. Meaning whoever worked for him in Beginnings can call him and they did. George sent his people after Frank and Ellen. It was too planned. I know the way George works.”

“That’s a good theory. I’ve thought of that.” Joe leafed through the folders. “What are these other papers?”

“Last night, I didn’t sleep. I stayed awake working on that. Those are my ideas on who it could be. Some of them are farfetched and can’t possibly be working with him but some of them could. These are the people he liked, talked to all the time, trusted. These are the people, that in the event of his raid, are to be spared.”

“Spared?” Joe’s eyebrows rose.

“Yes, he didn’t want them harmed. There’s nine there. These are the ones that I was told. The date next to Robbie’s name,” John pointed, “is when he changed his mind about Robbie. All others, he showed a fondness. Not even my wife is on that list. He used to tell me she had a ‘buy’.”

“So you went with each person and broke it down.”

“Yes. I put down why, as far as I know, that he wanted them spared. Cole, for example, does really good with the farming and . . .they played darts and so forth. You’ll read about it.”

Joe looked at the top sheet. “Andrea?”

“Yes, I had a field day with her. Sorry, I know she’s your wife, but did you know George really liked her? I mean, liked her as in ‘relationship’ liked. I don’t know if anything ever became of that, but he really liked her.”

“I . . . I uh didn’t know that.” Quickly Joe’s mind went to Henry’s theory on why Andrea was a suspect. Joe thought it was ridiculous when Henry said George loved Andrea. Joe also saw Henry’s name on John’s list too. It wouldn’t be all that lame brain of an idea if Henry was indeed working for George, because George liking  Andrea would be knowledge to Henry. Joe canceled his thoughts and wandering mind, saving it all for later. He flipped through the sheets. “There’s not a work up sheet on Robbie.”

“That’s because Robbie was switched too late in the game. I only included him on the top sheet because George wanted him, not because he liked him, but because he wanted to make Robbie into a CME. Or to use a ‘Frank’ word, SUT. I told you this before. But . . . it got me thinking.”

Joe lowered the sheets he looked at.

“This cannot go any further from this room, just on the outside chance I’m correct.”

“Why is it?”

“He originally wanted Frank. If George had the opportunity to get him, he would. Why else wasn’t Frank shot immediately. I mean Frank’s good., but he’s not good enough to escape sixty, seventy men all aiming at him.”

“That was my thought when it all went down, but then Ellen comes in.” Joe held out his hand.

“How did they get Frank the last time? They knocked him out. If he’s sick and still injured he’s going down a lot easier. Ellen fought but Ellen lost. The Society brought her back to make us think . . . to make us believe that they killed Frank.”

“So going on Robbie’s theory that Ellen wouldn’t be as bad as she was if Frank was around to protect her?”

“Exactly, that’s why this can’t leave the room. I know George. If he even thinks we think Frank is alive, he’ll make it harder for us to find him. Otherwise, he’ll get cocky, he’ll get lazy, and he’ll screw up. He always does. If you know, you play into his hands. But if we act like we don’t suspect, George is like a little kid with a secret. It will gnaw at him that he knows something you don’t and he’ll leave clues. I’d stake anything on that.”

Joe dropped the folder and leaned back in his chair with his ‘Joe’ thinking look on his face. He rubbed his chin, his eyes going from John to the folder. He realized, if John was right, even if it was a remote possibility, Joe had to give deep thought to everything he said. If George did have Frank, then the person working for him in Beginnings knows. Any inkling that Joe had of Frank’s being alive, Joe would have to keep from that person. In order to do so, Joe’s whole plan of thinking and actions would probably have to change.
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Bowman, North Dakota
A cup of coffee on one hand, a cigarette in the other, Hal rocked back and forth in his chair and called out at the knock on his door. “Come in!”

Sgt. Ryder entered first with a half-smile on his face. He held the door open for Gary.

Hal stood up when Gary walked in. “Please sit down.

Gary had a whining look to his face.

“What? What’s wrong?” Hal asked.

Gary shook his head. “I’m really tired. I’ve been in meetings with you before sir.”

Quickly Hal looked at Sgt. Ryder who snickered. Firmly, Hal walked up to Gary. “We need to discuss what you saw.”

“I told you.”

Sounding so much like his father, Hal spoke with that hint of annoyance. “Yes, I know you told me and you’ll tell me again.” He reached back to his desk, grabbing a pen and paper.

“Oh God,” Gary said.

“What now?” Hal asked.

“I was warned if you grab paper.”

Again Sgt. Ryder snickered.

Hal gave a closed mouth look to Sgt. Ryder. “I’m glad you’re finding so much amusement out of this. Now Gary, did you see the Beginnings man get shot.”

“Yes.”

“You said five or six times?”

“Yes.”

“Now think back, where did the shots come from? Did they come from behind, the side, or directly in front of him?”

“Um . . .” Gary paused.

“Think, which way did the blood shoot?”

“Out.”

Hal grumbled.

“I’m sorry. I’m so tired. Can I rest and then answer the questions?”

“No.” Hal wrote down. “Which way?”

“They hit him from the front.”

“Good boy.” Hal smiled. “See, this is easy. Next question, where did they hit him?”

“At the Anderson farm.”

Hal lifted his eyes to Sgt. Ryder then ran his hands down his face. “I know this, but where on his body did they hit him?”

“All over.” Gary jumped at Hal’s grunt. “I don’t know. Um . . . the leg.”

“Thigh, knee, or calf?”

“Thigh.” Gary closed his eyes. “Definitely thigh.”

“Where else was he hit?”

“His arm.” Gary saw Hal ready to ask and he held up his hands. “I don’t remember right or left but I do know it was in the upper portion and they hit him in both shoulders.”

“High?”

“Yes.”

“How are you remembering all this?” Hal asked.

“I don’t know. Maybe I’m not. It happened so fast.” Gary rubbed his eyes. “Can I go to sleep now?”

“No.” Hal leaned on his desk. “This is very important. Did the man take any head shots?”

“No.”

“You’re sure?”

“Yes.”

“All right, did he take any shots what so ever in the torso area,” Hal indicated to his own chest, “other than the shoulder wounds?”

“Yes, he was hit in the stomach. That was the first hit he took.”

“Good then you should remember this. Where in the stomach, center, to the side, high low, what?”

“Uh . . .” Gary rubbed his eyes again. “Side, I think. Lower. I’m not sure.”

“Good.”

Sgt. Ryder was somewhat confused. “Sir, can I ask why all this is important?”

“Yes.” Hal nodded. “Taking bodies, both ours and theirs, is something The Society hasn’t done. You, Sgt. Ryder told me this man made Mad Max look like a puppy.”

Gary raised his hand. “Who’s Mad Max?”

Hal tossed a waving hand at him and continued. “If this man is as you say he is, then he should be able to take a lot. You said he was a big man, didn’t you?”

“About six three.”

“See, he’s about . . .” Hal looked again in shock. “He’s that big?”

“Yep, he’s not a thin man but not heavy either. Military build. Seen it a million times, probably was a career man in the military.” Sgt. Ryder saw the open mouth look on Hal’s face. “What’s wrong?”

“Um…nothing.” Hal shook his head. “O.K. my point,” Hal hesitated. “My point . . . what was my . . . oh, yes. This is a big man, twenty, twenty-five soldiers can easily shoot him down and kill him, but they didn’t. They hit him in fleshy areas, non-threatening wounds, enough to take him down but not out. They took him so they were concerned with him. The woman was shot in evasive areas. This tells me the society wanted them both. I think . . .” Hal placed down the notes. “I think they got half of what they sought.”
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Beginnings, Montana

Joe was glad, when he walked into Ellen’s room, that those he requested to be there were present. He closed Ellen’s hospital room door, flashed a brief ‘Joe’ smile, and walked in. Holding his folder, he kissed Ellen then faced Robbie, Dean, and Henry. “Glad you boys could all be here. I hope you brought your suspect notebooks. I want to have a brief meeting, just to give you some things to think about. We’ll get back on track with Motive and Means as soon as we get our thoughts back together.”

“Dad, why are we doing this right now?” Robbie asked.

“Although we have ignored this for a few days, the problem still exist. It’s still here and we have to find it, despite what is going on in our personal lives.”

Henry clenched his teeth and spoke through them, “But Joe, what about . . .” He twitched his head toward Ellen.

“O.K.” Joe gave a half chuckle. “I guess you can say this is my own therapy for Ellen. She’d love it and . . . never once has she been able to attend a meeting without getting her two cents in or interrupting. So let’s just say, I’m hoping...” Joe noticed Dean was more occupied with Ellen than anything. “Dean? Are you gonna be able to be with us on this today?”

“Yes, sorry. Go on.” Dean’s hand rested on Ellen’s, his other held a pen and his notebook rested on his crossed legs.

“All right.” Joe raised the folder. “I have here information given to me by John Matoose. Seems Benedict Arnold now believes someone else is working for George. He thinks whoever it is let George know where Frank and Ellen were, just like we had all thought. But . . . John has provided us with something today, a list of people in Beginnings George considers special. Special by staying unmarked and taken if there’s an invasion. People he wanted for his own. George was fond of these people.” Joe opened the folder. “John wrote up reports on why George liked each of these people, or at least what John knew about it.”

Dean held up his pen. “Give us the list.”

Joe took a breath and waited until they were ready. “I’m not giving any details, just names right now. You guys can read this shit if you want. Ready? All right. . . . An obvious one is Dean.” Joe stopped when he heard Henry tsk. “What is it, Henry?”

“Why is Dean always so special? That doesn’t seem fair, Joe. Not that I’m jealous, but everyone likes Dean.”

“Is that so?” Joe said with sarcasm. “Well don’t feel bad Henry just because our brilliant scientist is on George’s favorite person in Beginnings list, because . . . so are you.”

“Me!” Henry nearly shrieked. “I don’t know why that would be, Joe. Not me. Why would George like me? Oh my God, Joe.”

Joe looked at Robbie as Robbie laughed. “Think it’s funny?”

“Yeah.” Robbie grinned.

“Good, because you too are on that list.”

Henry immediately pointed to Robbie. “Ha-Ha. See, I knew it.”

Joe saw it coming with the look on Robbie’s face. “Boys, don’t. Now that we established the three of you are liked by George, may I get to the other six? Thank you . . . Next is Jason, Cole . . .” Joe closed his eyes. “What Henry?”

“Why is Cole on the list? He’s a pervert you know, Joe.”

Joe winced. “Cole is on the list for agriculture and he and George used to play darts. They drank and Cole hung out at his house a lot.”

Henry looked shocked. “I didn’t know anyone liked Cole enough to hang out with him that much. Is that why I’m on the list Joe, because I played darts with him?”

“Henry, I don’t . . .”

“I bet it is. That seems so wrong,” Henry rambled. “He probably just wants to save me because he needs someone to massacre . . .”

“Henry!” Joe shouted his name. At that instant all eyes looked at Ellen, then back to Joe. “Henry just shush. Now back to . . .”

“Dad,” Robbie interrupted, “why am I on the list?”

“Robert, we’re only discussing names right now.”

“Come on tell me. I bet it’s my skills.”

Henry made a loud sound of disgust. “You would think it’s because of that.”

Joe bobbed his head back and forth. “Well, Henry, it is.”

Henry whined, “Oh that isn’t fair. Robbie’s on the list because of his skills. Dean because of his brains and I’m on the list because of darts.”

“Henry,” Joe snapped, “I never said you were on the list because of darts. You did. Now will you shut up?”

“O.K.” Henry held up his hand. “Will you just . . .”

“No,” Joe answered, “I’ll tell you when we discuss you as a suspect. Next . . . Andrea . . .” Joe saw Henry’s mouth open. “Just so Henry can feel important, Andrea is on the list because…” Joe hated to say it, “Henry was partially right. George had a thing for Andrea.”

“Oh yes!” Henry shouted then giggled.

“Continuing . . .  Johnny is on the list.”

Dean raised his eyes and calmly spoke. “We all know why he’s there.”

Joe looked in question at Dean. “Why?”

“Easy.” Dean wrote as he spoke. “Johnny is the only Slagel that George actually liked, I mean really liked. Maybe it has to do with the fact that he knew Johnny as a kid. I’m just surprised George doesn’t have Denny on the list. Those two always hung out.”

Henry had all answers. “You know why, don’t you? He probably doesn’t know that Denny is alive again. I mean he wasn’t in Beginnings when . . .” Henry’s speech slowed he saw the weird glances. “When . . . whoops, sorry, time machine thing. Forget I said anything and scratch it if you’re taking notes.”

Joe looked at Henry. “You done?” He returned to his list. “Now this one I want to know why she’s one the list.” Joe flipped through looking for John’s notes. When he saw them, Joe laughed heartedly.

Robbie watched. Robbie waited. Then Robbie got impatient. “Dad!”

“Hey!” Joe pointed. “Don’t take that tone with me. All right, Josephine is on the favorite persons list. At first I thought it was for her baking, but I read . . .” Joe laughed. “Sorry. It seems George has a fondness for Josephine because they had, well, slept together.”

All three, Robbie Dean and Henry, loudly grunted with an ‘EW” Then they went silent and looked at Ellen for a response.

Joe snapped his fingers. “Shit, I thought that would get her attention. finally, the last person on the list is someone none of us even thought of. It’s . . .”

“Josephine can be such the slut,” Henry interrupted with his thoughts out loud. “Can’t she? I mean I heard of at least ten men in the past year that she has engaged in some sort of sexual activity with. Usually it’s not it’s not physical it’s more or . . .”

“Do we need to hear this?” Joe asked with attitude. “No. for crying out loud, it isn’t Josephine’s actions that we should be questioning, it’s the men who are taking advantage of the old woman.”

“True,” Henry stated. “That’s probably why most of them are with her only or . . .”

“Henry,” Joe yelled, “enough! Now, before I have a stroke,” Joe rubbed his forehead, “the last suspect is someone none of us guessed, yet after reading John’s notes, we should have. I want all of us to take some time and give it our best thoughts, scenarios, motives and opportunities because it’s there with this one.” Joe raised his eyebrows. “Reverend Bob.”

Dean, Robbie, and Henry all looked stunned at what Joe said, until Joe passed around John’s notes on Reverend Bob. The stunned looks turned to thinking ones and Joe knew he fed their minds. He wanted them to take more time than just another day to think about it. To Joe, it needed deep thought and the Reverend Bob discussion would wait for a few more days.
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Bowman, North Dakota
It had been a restaurant at one time, probably the place where most people in Bowman went to get their breakfast after Sunday service. Now it was cleared out and used as an officers’ Mess Hall, but seeing that Hal was the only officer--that’s the way he preferred it--corporals and up ate there as well.

Hal took the head of the table and usually the bulk of the conversation. He sat down in his usual spot, Sgt. Ryder at his right. Hal made a face at his food. Every night at dinner he regretted making Craig one of the cooks in Bowman. Hal knew Craig burned the corn on purpose or at least saved it for him and his portion of meat was always the smallest. Hal viewed everyone’s plate and how much they had. He placed his fork in the small slice of meat, lifting it. He turned his head and looked at Craig who manned the mess line. Craig wiggled his fingers and smiled. Hal grunted and dropped his fork.

“You let him upset you,” Sgt. Ryder said. “That’s why he does it.”

“I can’t help it.” Hal tried to remain in control. “It’s probably deep seeded.”

Sgt. Ryder laughed. “What?”

“It goes back to my little brother. He would irritate me every chance he got.” Hal began to slice his meat into little pieces, hoping he could at least trick his mind into thinking he had more.

“Perhaps it’s because you are always so serious, not that it’s a bad thing.”

“I’m not serious all the time. I laugh and I say funny things.” Hal ate. “Someone has to be serious. I guess I deemed myself the serious one. I had one brother who was quiet and did his own thing, a little brother who never took anything serious, and a big brother who wanted to be serious but just wasn’t smart enough to figure out how to do it correctly.”

Sgt. Ryder laughed. “I guess you do say funny things.”

“That wasn’t meant to be funny.” Hal took a bite of his food. “Besides, when I was younger, I used to write all the time. I wrote funny stories. I thought they were funny but I’m not sure now.”

“I’m sure they were.”

“You’re pacifying me.”

“Yes I am.”

Hal grunted and ate some more. “Have you prepared a team to take out the Kansas site yet? Our scout says there are only sixty-two men.”

“Yes, I picked the team and have been speaking to them. Corporal Pollack will lead them.”

“Excellent choice, he’s always so swift and gets the job done no matter how big or small.”

“My thoughts exactly.” Sgt. Ryder leaned into Hal. “I’ve been giving some thought about what you said earlier.”

“About?” Hal asked.

“About The Society wanting and taking the man.”

“And?”

“And . . .” Sgt. Ryder hated when Hal made him come right out and say whatever it was on his mind. I think I’ll help you pick the scout teams to go to look for him.”

“Good, that’s what I want.” Hal gave a swift pat to Sgt. Ryder’s arm. “Support.” Hal ate one of his last three bites of meat. “We know if he’s injured they didn’t take him too far. We can go with that.”

“That’s what I was thinking. Let’s sit down tonight and work on the maps.”

Hal agreed.

“We could start building that connection we need to Beginnings by doing this. It would make it easier when you make your approach with the agreement you want to have with them. Let me apologize for what I said after Gary left. It won’t be a waste of time sending out that many scouts to search for the Beginnings man even if he is dead.”

“He’s not.”

“He was shot several times,” Sgt. Ryder said.

“Yes, I know, but he’s not dead.” Hal stated with certainty.

“How can you be so sure about it?”

Hal paused to think. “I don’t know, but I am. I’m very sure. My gut tells me he isn’t dead. I don’t know why I feel so strongly about it but I do.”

“Odd.”

“Yes it is,” Hal told him, “and so is that huge bird looking in at us through the window. God, it has to be the biggest bird I have ever seen.”

“Bird?” Sgt. Ryder turned to look, when he did, Hal took what was left of his meat. Sgt. Ryder returned to his plate. “I didn’t see any . . .” He saw his meatless platter. “…bird.”

Hal just grinned and chewed.
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Beginnings, Montana
Dean pulled the sheet over Ellen’s shoulder. It felt chilly in the room and Ellen has some goose bumps on her arm. He sat back down in his chair and rested his head on the raised bed. His was face next to Ellen and his fingers softly stroked her hand. “Come on, El, please come out of this. Please.” He lifted his head when he heard the squeaking boot.

Robbie had stopped when he walked in the room. “I’m sorry. You want me to come back later?”

“No.” Dean shook his head. “Come on in.”

“You’re here late,” Robbie said as he took a chair and sat down.

“Jenny’s with the kids again. She seems to like it.”

“Jenny is lonely since Caroline died.”

“Yeah she is,” Dean spoke then winced.

“What?” Robbie asked then turned his head to see Henry walk in the room.

“Henry,” Dean called to him, “I thought I told you to spend time with your son.”

“Jenny won’t let me. She’s hogging him.” Henry shrugged, and holding his notebook, grabbed a chair, slid it noisily, and nudged it between Dean and Robbie until they made room. “Thanks.” Henry smiled and sat down. “Aw.”

Robbie slightly rolled his eyes. “What?”

“Who painted Ellen’s nails this color? It’s all wrong for her.” Henry lifted Ellen’s hands.

“Trish,” Dean said, “but look.” Dean pointed to Ellen’s face. “It matches the lipstick she put on her.”

Henry peered closer. “Oh. I see. That works.” He opened his notebook. “You guys weren’t in the middle of telling Ellen anything were you?” Henry looked at Dean and Robbie and they both shook their heads. “Good, because I left off on a really good story and I’m sure Ellen is impatient.”

Robbie and Dean both moaned softly.

“O.K.” Henry began. “Mr. Owens was my eleventh grade algebra teacher. He hated me, El, and I can’t figure out why to this day. All because I told him algebra made no sense. What does the ‘x’ equals have to do with anything life. Dean, you’re the big scientist. Do you have an answer?”

Dean paused to think of how he could explain it to Henry. “Algebra is to help you figure out problems when there are missing pieces. Using ‘X’ and ‘Y’ and such.”

“But I wasn’t going to be a scientist or a mathematician.”

“Yes, I know,” Dean explained, “but basic problem solving helps you to work things out in your life as well. It shows you that if you take your time and think, everything can be worked out.”

“Anything? Nah.”

“It’s the principal, Henry.”

“But it still makes no sense. If I have a problem deciding what shirt to wear, how is Algebra gonna help me?”

“Algebra is basic deductions. Say you stand in front of your closet and have four shirts, Red, white, blue, and green. You deduct you wore the blue on Monday and the green on Tuesday, that leaves red and white. The red has spot on it so you choose white. Basic deductions, algebra.”

Robbie nodded. “Wow, how layman. I’m impressed.”

“Thanks.” Dean smiled.

Henry fluttered his lips. “That sucks.”

Dean shook his head. “And you wonder why your teacher hated you.”

“Yeah,” Henry said, “I do. My father used to tell me I would need ‘American Therapist’ if I kept obsessing over it. He used to say that I obsessed over everything. I guess I did. Good thing I grew out of it, huh, El.”

Robbie and Dean looked to each other.

“O.K.” Henry went on. “Back to Mr. Owens and his . . .” He stopped talking when Joe came in. “Hey El, it’s your dad. I’ll save the story for him.”

Joe kissed Ellen and pulled up a chair. “So gentleman, what are we talking about to our girl?” Joe saw that Dean and Robbie pointed to Henry. “Henry, what are we talking about?” He sat down backwards on the chair.

“Oh. Joe, I’m telling Ellen about my eleventh grade algebra teacher.”

“Eleventh grade,” Joe said with sarcasm. “You’ve only gotten to the eleventh grade in your stories? Christ, Henry, I didn’t think you had that much happen in your life.”

“Me Joe?” Henry nodded with a smile. “I had a very fulfilling and adventurous childhood. We’re nearing my college years now.”

“Henry,” Joe said, “you never went to college.”

“Still Joe, I had college years.”

“I remember when Ellen was in college.” Joe folded his arms over the chair’s back and rested his chin on them. “I’m sorry, do you guys mind if I reminisce?”

Quickly and with relief both Robbie and Dean answered “No.”

Joe smiled. “Dean, did she ever tell you it took her four times to pass her state boards?” Joe shook his head. “I told her she had to study. She thought she knew all the answers. She still does. I remember we threw her a party and brought it to her. Remember Robbie? Pete wasn’t all that happy about it. She was married to him at the time.”

“Pete was a dick,” Robbie commented. “I hated him. He was always so mean to me.”

“Didn’t you used to have a crush on her?” Dean asked. “You think maybe that’s why he hated you?”

Joe laughed. “Used to? Robbie wasn’t subtle about his crush either. The kid stayed at Frank’s house every summer, yet where was he when he was done helping Kelly out for the day? At Ellen’s. Kelly said Robbie would have his chores done by eight in the morning just to go over there.”

Robbie grinned, thinking back. “I used to tell El I wanted to help her out. Then she and I would lay out while the kids were in the kiddie pool. I remember I liked it when she would splash herself with water and I’d watch . . .” Robbie cleared his throat. “I was a teenage boy.”

“Son, in many ways you still are,” Joe told him.

Henry was curious though he really wanted to tell his algebra story. “Joe, did you and Ellen always get along?”

“Yeah, pretty much so. No, wait, at first I scared the hell out of her. I remember when Frank called me. He was barely in school a month and he tells me he’s not living in the dorm. He got a roommate and they have this apartment. He was working at a book store then . . .” Joe saw the surprised glances he received. “Yes, Frank worked at a book store moving boxes. That was before Ellen did the stripper thing and he was her body guard. Anyway, he tells me the apartment is only a one bedroom and he assures me over and over that there’s two single beds and nothing is happening. I got worried. Frank went on and on too much about nothing happening but in typical Frank fashion, he failed to mention one little detail. He failed to mention that his roommate was a girl.” Joe laughed with everyone else. “I panicked. I thought, is this it. Is Frank gay? He’s reassuring me way too much so I went there, with wife two, no fiancé three, that’s it, Bambi.”

With a snicker, Dean repeated the name, “Bambi?”

“Yes, like the deer. Can I tell this?” Joe waited until he got the go ahead and he proceeded. His face reflected his happiness as he told the story of his first encounter with Ellen . . .

 

Slagel Flashback ….

 

The staircase was narrow and the neighborhood wasn’t all that great. “Look at this place,” Joe griped as he walked up the steps with Bambi.

Her voice was high and ‘Betty-Boop’ like. She wore a fake fur jacket and high heels. “Oh Joey it’s really not that bad. Frankie’s a big boy, he can handle himself.” Bambi had extreme blonde hair, done up wild and big and didn’t look many years over her age of twenty-five.

“Yeah well, he’s not your son now is he?” They reached the stop of the steps and two doors were there. A pink flowered wreath decorated one and Joe turned to the other. “This is it.”

“No-no, Joey. Frankie said apartment 2-a, this is 2-b.”

With wide eyes Joe turned back around. He cringed when he saw the pink wreath again. “Oh my God.”

“Now Joey remember.” Bambi grabbed his arm. “No yelling at him about being gay, O.K.?”

Grumbling, Joe knocked on the door. He heard Frank’s clumsy footsteps approach. At least he hoped it was Frank.

Frank, very thin and an inch shorter than his adult height, answered the door totally shocked. “Dad.” his eyes shifted.

“Frank.” Joe raised his eyebrow.

“What uh . . . what are you doing here?”

“Coming to see your new place. Should I have called?”

“No.” Frank shook his head and looked back. “This is nice. You drove all the way up here, huh?”

“It appears that way, bright boy.”

“Wow.” Frank nodded.

“Frank!” Joe snapped. “Can we come in?”

Frank looked over his shoulder again. “Um, yeah.” He opened the door wider.

Joe stepped into the living room. He saw white walls that were decorated and very clean. That scared Joe. The furniture was cheap, but new, as if Frank and his roommate pitched in at a discount store. “Frank, you remember Bambi my fiancé, don’t you?”

“Ma’am.” Frank shook her hand. “Can I take you coat?”

“Thanks Frankie.” Bambi spun from her jacket. “Oh I love the decor in here. So fem . . .” Bambi shut up when Joe nudged her. “Hey!”

“So uh Frank, did you eat?”

“Today?”

“No, dinner,” Joe said with some annoyance. “Did you? We’re starved from the drive and I wanna take you out to eat.”

“Now?” Frank asked. “Um . . .” His eyebrow rose. “I can’t.”

“You can’t?”

“How long are you in town? Maybe another day.”

Joe laughed in ridicule. “Maybe another day? No, Frank, I don’t think so. You called and said stop up anytime. I stop up this weekend because I’m off. Now your ass will go out to dinner with us.”

Bambi gave a pat to Joe’s arm. “Joey, maybe he has a date.”

“Do you have a date, Frank?”

“No.” Frank scratched his head. “It’s hard to explain but . . . O.K., my roommate hates to eat alone and we were supposed to try this new pizza place.”

“Awfully dedicated to that roommate of yours, aren’t you? You’re not liking this roommate more than you should are you?”

“Well . . . yeah. I do.” Frank nodded.

“Oh, Jesus Christ. Ow!” Joe felt Bambi’s nails sear into him when she pinched him. “What Bambi? For crying out loud!”

“What did I tell you, Joey?” She clenched her teeth as she talked.

“All right, all right. He likes his roommate more than a roommate. I can deal with this. Frank,” Joe took a breath. “Where is your roommate?”

“Getting dressed.” Frank looked behind him to the small hall.

“Go . . .” Joe cringed. “Go ask your roommate to join us. And we’re going someplace better than a pizza place. So change. Put on a nice shirt, Frank.”

“O.K.” Frank smiled and moved to the hallway.

“Tell him to look presentable too.”

Frank stopped walking. “Him?”

“Yeah, your roommate.” Joe whispered in Bambi’s ear when Frank disappeared into the hall, “I shouldn’t have to tell either of them to look nice. Gay men always have this thing about clothes.”

“Joey.” Bambi spoke his name soft and with a smile.

“What?”

“Look.”

Joe raised his eyes from his whispering hunch with Bambi. He saw Ellen standing with Frank in the living room. “Frank?”

“Dad.” Frank cleared his throat. “This is uh . . . Ellen, my roommate.”

So shy, so timid, so unlike the Ellen that became the woman, she extended her hand to Joe. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Slagel.”

“A girl?” Joe asked as he shook Ellen’s hand. He almost sounded angry. “You are living with a girl?”

“Yeah.” Frank said. “What did you think?”

Bambi giggled. “He thought you were gay.”

“You thought I was gay?” Frank snapped.

“Yes I thought you were gay. This isn’t right, Frank.” Joe sounded so fatherly.

“What do you mean this isn’t right?” Frank asked.

“It’s wrong to be living with her.”

“But being gay was O.K.?”

“At least you aren’t gonna knock up another man!” Joe scolded.

Bambi was shocked. “Joey, please.”

“Frank, I hope to God you aren’t sleeping with this little girl?”

“Dad,” Frank whined and he looked at Ellen who was turning white.

“And you, Missy Jane,” Joe pointed at Ellen. “Are you even out of high school yet?”

“Yes I . . . . yes.”

“Does your mother know your living in sin?”

Ellen bit her bottom lip.

“Does she?” Joe raised his voice louder. “Do your parents know that you are living with a boy?”

“No.” Ellen shook her head.

“Where’s the goddamn phone.” Joe looked around the apartment. “I want their number and I’m calling them to let them know what their daughter is doing with my son.”

“Dad!” Frank yelled as Joe searched the apartment.

“Eighteen goddamn years old, Frank. Eighteen!” Joe yelled, “and you’re playing house! Didn’t you learn by my life? Huh? Didn’t you. You wanna be thirty-eight years old and chasing your stupid hard headed son around? No.” Joe kept looking around the apartment. “You ought to be ashamed of yourself. I hope to God you are taking responsibility. Do you have any idea what you’re getting yourself into? Where’s the goddamn phone!”

Bambi tapped Joe on the shoulder and pointed to the phone.

Joe picked up the green phone. “What’s your parents’ number?” Joe asked Ellen.

“Please, Mr. Slagel, they live all the way in Michigan. We’re not doing . . .:”

“What’s the number?” Joe yelled at her and Ellen jumped back.

Quivering, Ellen answered, “410-887-6756. “Frank,” Ellen softened her voice, “I don’t think I want to go to dinner.” She burst into tears and ran down the hall, slamming the bedroom door.

“Dad! You scared her. See?” Frank tossed his hand in the air. “This isn’t fair. What are we doing wrong? We’re roommates. We aren’t sleeping together.”

Again Bambi tapped Joe annoyingly on the shoulder.

“What?” Joe blasted.

“Joey, even if they are sleeping together, it’s none of your business.”

“They’re kids. Mind you own business.” Joe huffed then calmed himself down, running his hand over his face. “Sorry Frank. It’s just that I was expecting . . .”

“Me to be gay?”

“Don’t get smart.” Joe pointed. “I’ll go talk to her.” Joe walked to the hall. “Down here?”

“Don’t yell at her anymore,” Frank told him. “I’ll get mad.”

Joe grumbled something inaudible and walked down the small hall and knocked on the closed door. He waited and it opened. When he walked in Ellen jumped back on the bed, face down, and buried her face in the pillow. “Christ, this is why I’m glad I have boys.” Joe shut the door. “Ellen.”

“What?” She asked muffled through her pillow and tears.

“Look at me.”

“No.”

“I wanna talk to you. Look at me.”

“No.”

“Ellen!” Joe yelled.

Immediately Ellen flipped over and sat up. She held her pillow close to her as if it were a baby doll. She sniffled.

Joe looked around the room. Two dressers, and across the room was another single bed. “Ellen, maybe I was a little harsh but look at it from a father’s point of view. You guys are kids.”

“Frank’s my friend. We’re best friends.” She hyperventilated her crying breaths.

“All right, I’m not gonna say anything else. I’m gonna take your word and Frank’s that you’re just roommates, because I think if it’s any more you’re much too young for this playing house shit. But…you have to call your parents and tell them the truth. If you don’t, I will. You got that?”

Ellen nodded.

“O.K., now get off that bed, wipe off your face, and look presentable. I’m hungry and we’re going to dinner.”

“I’m not going” Ellen said.

“Yes, you are.”

“You scare me.”

“I don’t give a shit.” Joe told her. “Let’s go.” Ellen didn’t move. “Now.” Still Ellen didn’t budge. “Ellen, move your ass. Now!”

Sniffling and shaking, Ellen jumped from the bed. “I hope Frank never turns out like you.” Ellen stormed by Joe, out the bedroom, and into the bathroom, slamming the door so loud it rattled the pictures on the wall.

Joe shook his head with a grunt, looking at the door. “Thank God this will never last.”

 

End of Flashback

^^^
In the hospital Joe laughed quietly. “I swear I thought one month, two at the most. My boys had very little tolerance when it came to women and she was typically female.”

“Yeah but Dad,” Robbie added, “she was Frank’s first lay. From the second she popped his cherry Ellen had him wrapped.”

Joe winced. “Do we need to discuss this?”

As expected but not as hoped, Henry had something to say. “I don’t remember being wrapped in the girl that took my virginity. Of course, I was really embarrassed that I did it with her. She was kind of large.”

Dean snickered. “I would have gotten wrapped up in my first, but she never spoke to me again. I was only sixteen, she was twenty and it was . . .” Dean laughed again exaggerating his last word, “bad. How about you, Robbie?”

“Me?” Robbie shook his head and rolled his eyes. “I was too young to even realize what I did. I don’t think I was even thirteen yet.”

Joe was shocked. “What! You were twelve years old? Could you even do anything at twelve years old?”

“I think I did.” Robbie shrugged. “I know I was closer to thirteen though.”

“She had to be older,” Henry commented. “Was she older?”

“Oh yeah.” Robbie grinned. “Man, I was lost. She had to tell me everything. I kind of thought it was neat just seeing her boobs. Boy did I get the bonus. I felt really guilty after because I felt like I was doing my mom so I never did it again with her. Of course she wasn’t around much after that.”

Dean whistled. “That much older than you that you felt like you were with your mom?”

“No. She was young, but she was engaged to my Dad.”

“What?” Joe blasted then thought back counting the years. “Lorna?”

“Yep.” Robbie nodded.

“Oh Jesus Christ, I didn’t want to hear this.” Joe stood up. “I’m leaving.” He walked to Ellen and kissed her. “Can you boys keep the conversation tame for Ellen’s sake. She’ll bitch about it when she comes out.” Joe walked to the door, stopped, and looked back. “Lorna?” He saw Robbie nod. “Jesus Christ.” Running his hand down his face, he walked out of the room.

It was silent for a moment then Henry snickered. “I can’t believe you told Joe you slept with his fiancé.”

“It was pretty funny, huh?” Robbie laughed, “and the best part is . . . none of it’s true.”

Henry and Dean both released a loud ‘Aw’, They had been had, but they thought it was funny. All three of them looked at Ellen, hoping for a reaction she didn’t give. Robbie and Dean then sat back and listened, against their will, to more Henry stories. It was better than silence.
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Quantico Marine Headquarters
A long table and a map of the United States of America was in the meeting room. George was calm as he stood before his advisors. “Look at where we took our hits gentlemen. Take a look. North Dakota, South Dakota, Nebraska, Montana, and now, after this morning, Kansas. What does this tell you? Anyone?”

Jeremy knew he had the answer. “They’re creating a border.”

“Exactly.” George’s hand slammed down on the table. “East versus West, that’s what I think gentlemen. Now we estimate that they are only five hundred strong and growing. That’s O.K. There’s nothing more  I would like to do than to fly over and drop a single nuclear warhead on them as soon as we find out where they are. But we aren’t going to do that. I want their men. Overseas operations are going to be taking off soon and I expect difficulty. Of course, we haven’t a clue what’s going on overseas yet. We may get there and find nothing.” George began to pace. “I rescinded the firing squad order. Right now we have four of these UWA soldiers at our Alabama site. They are the key. Beginnings doesn’t know jack shit about this UWA yet. These men were there when we went after Frank and Ellen. Why? They know of Beginnings. I think it’s their intention to join forces, but right now, we have their men and I plan on breaking them. They’ll break eventually.”

One of George’s advisors had to question, “Sir, you said they are approximately five hundred strong? Beginnings is one fifty. That is nothing compared to us.”

“Small yes, but nothing. I doubt that.” George’s hand pointed to the map. “If this small group of men were nothing, then you tell me why we can’t get near the western United States anymore. Our soldiers suck gentlemen, but they don’t suck that bad. Someone is training them and someone is training them well.”

^^^^





  
 

Beginnings Montana
Dean hurried across his clinic lab and dropped folders in front of Johnny. “O.K. John, here’s what I need you to do.  I need you to run our TB-4 batch on these sputum samples. See if we can get some sort of reaction, because nothing I’m giving these patients is clearing their lungs.”

“Tough batch of pneumonia.”

“Toughest we’ve seen here.”

“Deadly?” Johnny asked.

“All pneumonia can be.”

“I mean more so than usual.”

Dean thought about it. “I just think it’s tougher. It doesn’t want to leave the body. Try the TB batch on it. Maybe we’ll get lucky.”

“I hate playing with phlegm.”

Dean grinned. “So do I, but I run the lab and you’re my assistant.”

“Hey.” Johnny shook his head. “Ellen’s your assistant and she never messes with spit.”

“See John, Ellen’s also my lover, so I have to take that into consideration when I hand out tasks.”

“Whipped.” Johnny gathered the cultures.

“Aren’t all of us men?” Dean checked through the folders one more time.

“Not me,” Johnny scoffed.

“How can you not be whipped?” Dean wondered in question to him. “There aren’t that many women and you have one. She doesn’t control you?”

“Nope.” Johnny shook his head. “I control her.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Dean laughed as he put everything back in order. “Sometimes you are too much like your father.”

“I’m nothing like my father,” Johnny said very seriously, almost with a snap.

Dean stopped cold in what he did. He looked at Johnny and finished what he was doing. “All right, I’m off. I have to meet with your grandfather.” Dean moved to the door.

“Hey Doctor Dean, why are you always meeting with my Pap?”

“Well we’re trying to figure out who . . .” Dean halted himself when he heard his own voice in his mind, ‘Johnny is the only Slagel that George actually liked, I mean really liked.’ “Trying to . . .” He heard Johnny in his mind. ‘I’m nothing like my father’ “Trying to figure out who is gonna be the test guinea pigs for this new food growth Ellen and I have been working on. We had to put it aside because of the virus, but now that it’s done with we can go back to the food growth. But we need some people. We are looking for volunteers.”

“Cool. Does this mean it could have weird side effects and cause shit to happen to them?”

“It could.” Dean cleared his throat. “I’ll let you know when we get started.” Dean left the lab and slowed down in the hall thinking to himself, “Food Growth? I couldn’t come up with something better than that? I’m a scientist for crying out loud’. Shaking his head and sort of laughing at his bad quick thinking, Dean moved down the hall toward Ellen’s room.

 

“Sorry I’m late,” Dean said as he walked into the room, shutting the door and kissing Ellen. Joe, Robbie, and Henry were already there. “I had to get things situated in the lab.”

Henry watched Dean get situated and take a seat. “We wouldn’t have started without you Dean. We talked about you, but we didn’t start without you.

Dean huffed. “When do we discuss him as a suspect, Joe?”

“Today.” Joe grinned. “Today is Henry, Josephine, and Cole day. Let’s go with the easily eliminated.” Joe looked at Henry when he heard Henry sigh of relief. “I don’t mean you. I’m talking about Josephine.”

Henry snickered. “That’s still so funny about her and George.”

Joe cringed. “Glad you’re still getting amusement out of that two days later.”

“Oh I am Joe, I am.”

Dean raised his hand. “I say we eliminate her on the basis of means alone. She’s not agile enough to move about. When I was under hypnosis, I remembered someone else being in the trailer following the Moses  attack. She certainly isn’t strong enough to strangle me unless she’s hiding it under that eighty-eight year old body.”

Henry shook his head. “We don’t know if it was one of Moses’s men that came into the trailer that night.”

Robbie disagreed. “No, if they came from outside I would have found another set of foot prints in the tunnel. I found two, both Beginnings shoes. Now either it was John with Moses or our other person. Either way it wasn’t someone else who came in. Their shoes just aren’t that treaded.”

“Good point,” Joe said. “I move to scratch Josephine by . . . what Henry?”

“Do you suppose she was an attractive woman when she was younger?”

“What?” Joe yelled. “What the hell does that have to do with this?”

“Nothing really,” Henry said. “I was curious because she thinks she’s hot now. Maybe she’s still stuck in the past.”

“Henry.” Joe tried to get him to shut up.

Henry kept going. “Do you think George actually was physical with her or do you . . .”

“Henry!” Joe yelled. “It’s none of our business what George was with her. They were intimate. Leave it at that. Robbie, Josephine?”

“Take her off Dad. I don’t want to waste my time when we really start investigating.”

“Henry?” Joe looked to him.

“O.K.” Henry shrugged. “Take her off.”

“She’s off. Now Cole,” Joe stated.

“Aw,” Henry whined. “Why can’t it be me? I would like to be eliminated soon.”

“Soon. Cole,” Joe said. “Motive.”

“Now see.” Dean raised his hand some. “We are getting way too wrapped up in motive.”

“What do you mean?” Joe asked. “You have to have a motive.”

“Yes, yes you do,” Dean explained, “but isn’t dedication to George enough? We should establish why they are dedicated instead of motive. If someone has little to lose in Beginnings then their dedication to George would be enough to work on the inside and bring us down. Take Andrea, for example. Her dedication to George, according to Henry’s theory, is love. Cole dedication would be friendship. They hung out together.”

Robbie added, “And he definitely had the means. He may not have had the medical knowledge needed, but he works in the fields. That’s where the first exposure to the virus was.”

Joe agreed, “And he’s trusted, almost too trusted with a lot of security secrets. I say he stays. Henry, you have anything to add.”

“He’s a pervert, Joe. That alone should keep him on the list.

Joe growled. “Dean, Robbie, any objections to looking into Cole?” He watched them both shake their heads “Then Cole stays. Next up, the one we’ve been waiting for… Henry.”

Robbie was excited. He flipped a page in his note book. “Oh yes.”

“Uh oh.” Henry looked at him. “Joe, I should be off. I’m not working for George. I have no motive.”

“Dedication to George,” Joe said, “could be motive enough. You two were always close.”

“But . . . but . . . I have something to lose. I have a son.”

Dean grinned. “Lose to what? The virus? Your son is naturally immune to the virus. Everyone in Beginnings could have died with the exception of the naturally immune. In fact, as a scientist, I have to say it’s remarkable that you and Ellen are the only two naturally immune.” Dean thought about it.

Joe saw the thinking look on Dean’s face. “What’s so remarkable?”

“Well what if . . . this is just a what if,” Dean spoke. “What if Henry was going to be living here and working for George and George had to leave, which he did. What if they used Henry’s blood to create a base for the virus? Therefore he would be naturally immune.”

“Can they do that?” Joe asked.

“Most definitely,” Dean answered.

“Oh yeah?” Henry got defensive. “Explain Ellen’s immunity then.”

Dean snickered. “They spliced it. Her blood sample could have been obtained while she was in Colorado or . . . even taken here from the clinic which you have number one access to everything, Mr. Council Member.”

Henry was aghast and his face showed it. “No.”

Robbie lifted his hand. “May I take it now?”

Joe held out his palm. “The floor is yours.”

“Thanks.” Robbie smiled. “Means. I love what you just said Dean because it goes with what I’m going to say. Henry has the means. He has access to everything, information, the virus. He worked with the virus. Say he had this thing for Ellen for a while. That would explain why they spliced her blood into the virus. Henry wanted her.  He was right there during the whole virus thing, wasn’t he? If I recall he was there for the testing, the clinic, and the plague. Right there. If the blood needed switched, Henry could have done it.” Robbie stood up. “I recall the night of the Moses attack. We were playing cards. You were awfully nervous that night, acting all insightful that something was wrong.”

“That’s because Ellen didn’t check in,” Henry defended.

“Yeah but what if you just knew what was going on up there? Say you knew the attack was happening and you were nervous about it. You flew up there awfully quickly, didn’t you? Moses was a crack pot and you feared he’d break and hurt Ellen. He did and when you got there, you saw that Dean was still alive so you tried to kill him. Didn’t you Henry?”

“No.”

“You’re always coming off as Mr. Nice Guy. Isn’t that the cover up you say Andrea uses? No one would suspect you, so trusted, so nice, but you aren’t, are you?”

“Oh my God.” Henry moved back as Robbie neared him.

“You’re a cold hearted man, Henry. You were at Frank’s house, nervous. You hadn’t heard anything and you should of. So you took off in a frenzy for the trailer . . .” Robbie told his story.

 

“Damn it.” Henry’s hand hit against the steering wheel as he pulled up at the mobile lab. “Something went wrong.” He stepped from the Jeep and walked to the mobile. He saw the body of Bill the guard and bent down to him. “Damn it.” Henry tossed his head. “Sloppy Moses.” Pissed off, Henry walked through the open door of the trailer. He saw the blood on the carpet and didn’t see Ellen. He walked through using the trailers’ entrance to the mobile lab. When he entered, he saw Dean lying on the floor. As he turned to walk out, he heard Dean moan. Grumbling and seeing Dean move, Henry walked over to him, bent down, and braced Dean’s neck to finish the job that Moses should have done.

 

Henry laughed. “O.K. Robbie. So if I did that, why didn’t I kill Dean? I had the chance.”

“Easy,” Robbie answered, “it dawned on you that I knew you were there and Ellen was gone. You love Ellen and she took first priority. Moses had insured that no suspicion would be placed elsewhere, so you radioed for help and took off looking for Ellen. Amazing how you knew what direction to look for her too.”

Dean added, “Don’t forget that Henry knew exactly where Frank and Ellen were. He was probably helping George’s men out with their little strategic hit. Frank doesn’t come back, but Ellen does, dropped off at the gate as a little present to Henry.”

Joe blinked several times in amazement, looking back and forth from Dean to Robbie. “Wow, you boys gave this an awful lot of thought. I have to admit I really didn’t put too much into it. It’s Henry. But if you feel that he could be working for George, I’ll leave him on the list. Robbie?”

“I really don’t think he’s working for George, Dad. He was just so easy to do this to.”

“Dean?” Joe questioned him.

“I don’t think he’s working for George either.” Dean watched Henry slump in relief. “However, leave him on the list because it will really bother him.”

Joe nodded, “I can do that. Robbie.”

“Leave him.”

“No!” Henry shouted. “Don’t I get to vote? I vote no.”

“Too bad.” Joe pointed his pencil at Henry. “You’ve been out voted. You are hereby on the big suspect list with Andrea.”

“Joe that is so unfair,” Henry griped. “It isn’t very nice either. You’re kidding me, right?” He didn’t get an answer. “You’re not kidding me.” Still silence. “Oh my God, I can’t believe this.” He stood up. “I can’t believe this. Me? Working for George?” Henry gasped dramatically one more time and, grabbing his notebook, flew out of Ellen’s room.

Joe stared at the door for a second then laughed. “O.K., I say we let him go until later then we tell him he’s not really on the list.” He got agreement and laughed again. “Pretty damn good story we all came up with it though.”

Robbie, who was laughing also, stopped and turned serious. “Dad? Something just dawned on me. We worked hard on that story, coming up with a scenario totally outrageous, but how farfetched is that scenario? Really? Think about it.”

Joe thought about it and the smile dropped suddenly from his face.

^^^^





  
 

Washington, DC
George made a cringing face as he walked down the corridor of the main zoological studies building in the former Washington, DC zoo. He blew outward, loudly and annoyingly, casting the smell of urine and animal from his nostrils.

Jeremy was more prepared. It had been a place he had been to many times, once or twice a week since everything really got underway seven months earlier. He carried a handkerchief under his nose.

George griped. Both verbally, facially, and in body noise. “Listen to this. Smell this. Uh.” His hand covered his mouth. “This is why I only come here once a month. Awful animals.”

The loud grunting, hooting, and bellowing noises carried to them.

“Sir.” Jeremy held his handkerchief to George.

“I think I will . . .” Just as George grabbed the handkerchief, he was nearly pummeled by a running man in his twenties, spinning George counter clockwise.

“Sorry sir.” The young man, thin and tall, yelled out as he barreled into the last door in the hallway.

“What the hell was that about?” George held out his hand, pointing to the young man. “What he just did is probably why he’s working in the zoo.”

“Probably,” Jeremy said.

 

The main lab was large with a wall of glass windows that extended twenty feet at the far end. The young man, who ran passed George, slammed the door as he raced in. “Dr. Stevenson.”

Dr. Stevenson was older, perhaps about seventy. He was stout and wore a long white lab coat that buttoned too tightly over his large stomach. “Harold, what’s the rush.”

Harold wheezed as he caught his breath. “Pres . . . Pres . . . President Hadley is walking down the hall. I jumped ahead of him to warn you.”

Dr. Stevenson’s white eyebrow raised in irritation. “What’s he doing here? Can’t he just stay where he belongs without coming in here wanting to know about our research? The man acts as if he knows what the hell I’m talking about, but I can . . .” During his gripe, Dr. Stevenson smiled. “President Hadley, sir.” He walked with a grin and an extended hand to George. “What brings you to our little world?”

“How can you take this smell?” George bitched. “Can’t you bathe them or something?”

“We do,” Dr. Stevenson explained, “but they have bodily functions they can’t control.”

“Oh bull shit.” George walked to the window. “There’s one of them in Beginnings and I hear he uses the toilet.” He peered down to the area below. It set about fifteen feet under the window. On a concrete floor, half eaten toys were spewed about everywhere. Dried blood and rabbit fur joined them. Running about on their hands and knees were at least fifteen genetically altered children, nicknamed the Ogres. They are the laborers and the army of the future, built to withstand the elements. The pudgy, square like, naked boys and girls, whose external sex organs could barely be distinguished, ran amuck in the large room. They made animal noises, snorting as they played violently, biting the leather like skin of each other causing loud squeals. They appeared to be around one year old, but, at the accelerated growth rate of six times the norm, they were merely two months in age.

Dr. Stevenson joined George at the window. “As you can see, we haven’t the care takers to help them. Most of the caretakers we have are with the second batch of fifty.”

“What if I get you more caretakers?” George asked. “I have the people.”

“Maybe for the next batch, but these are too far gone. These are gonna have to be released into the wild or killed. We have to place the food in the room and, well, run.”

George did not look pleased. “What the hell happened to them? They have brains. Couldn’t they be trained? They’re supposed to be trainable.”

“Yes I know,” Dr. Stevenson said, “but we discussed this. The accelerated formula used in the enhancement of their embryos was old. It could have had some effect. That’s why we only did fifteen. We’ve recreated it with what we had now. The gene splicing and such was the easy part with them.”

“But not for the mentally superior, I mean the Gems?”

“No sir.” Dr. Stevenson shook his head. “In those splicings, the accelerator causes the fetus to abort or become an abomination.”

“Where are those?” George asked.

“Floor ‘C’,” Dr. Stevenson answered. “We only have ten now, same age and same size as these ones but worse in appearance and behavior.” Dr. Stevenson looked out the window. He watched one ogre toss another across the room. That ogre got up and dove at his attacker. A battle erupted. “This is what we can achieve down here. The Norms, we haven’t tried to even accelerate those embryos. We’ve just let nature take its course on those.”

“Any idea when they will be born?”

“All twenty should be born within two months. Mothers are doing well. We’ve impregnated thirty-five more two weeks ago. It looks like all have taken but two.”

“Do you have enough caretakers for the Norms?”

George inquired.

“Yes, cyborg-genetics have enhanced the elderly women we have to serve as those caretakers.”

“But as far as the Gems, no such luck yet?” George watched Dr. Stevenson shake his head. “Damn it. Do you realize how many of the mentally superior embryos are in Beginnings? Of course they’ll say they destroyed them, but I know better. I have to get my hands on those. Those beings are the minds of the futures. These things . . .” George hit his hand against the glass. “These things right now are a waste of our resources.”

Dr. Stevenson nodded in agreement. “Shall I have them destroyed?”

“Yes.” George began to walk away but stopped. “How long do you suppose they need until they can be sent into ‘the wild’ as you put it?”

“They can be put into the wild now. But another month would be best if you wanted them to survive.”

George smiled. “Then hold on to them another month. We’re gonna ship them out.”

“Far, I hope,” Dr. Stevenson said. “They can be dangerous.”

“Pretty far. I think we’ll leave them out by Beginnings.” George chuckled and started to the door again. “Let’s go Jeremy. I want to check on the hibernators.”

Jeremy stayed calm, the way he always did. He walked with George.

“Sir,” Dr. Stevenson called out. “They run close to fifty miles per hour. We haven’t tried to catch them before. It could pose a problem.”

George shrugged. “I guess you should use this month to work that out.” He walked out.

When the door closed Dr. Stevenson look to Harold who just sat in the corner. “And people wonder why I hate him. One of these days I’m going to Beginnings and help them create an army to kick his ass.”

 

George and Jeremy went in a totally different building on the zoo property. They rode the elevator down to the sub-basement floor. It took them down and opened into a silent hall way. Long and clinical, it was lit by blue lights. A calming effect was the explanation for the lights. The long corridor was lined with glass windows as far as the hall extended. It was eerily quiet with the only noises being the click of computer keyboards and shuffling of papers by the four observer workers who were in the hall.

George and Jeremy walked down, stopping at the first window and looking in.

Jeremy leaned to George whispering, “They are rotating them more now. They found it helps the circulation.”

George nodded. “It’s good to see one phase of the work is going smoothly.”

“Very much so, sir.”

 George smiled and placed his hands behind his back and watched through the window into a whole other room.

At the same time, shifted by the metal rods that suspended them, they all tilted forward.  Inside the room were twenty five women. They were naked and their stomachs were round from the growing embryos implanted in them. Wires monitoring their vitals sign were attached not only to their chests, but their shaved heads. Some had their eyes open, some did not, but they all held the same emotionless expression, lifeless, and blank. The only movements that they made were the occasional twitching of their fingers and toes and whatever shifting of their bodies that the society scientists deemed necessary.

Pleased at the hibernators, or what those who worked closely with them called farmers, George and Jeremy moved down the hall to the next window to observe the next group of women.
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Beginnings, Montana
The carpet that spread from throughout the living room, dining room, hallway, and bedrooms was a sliver-gray, new and perfect. The walls were a shade off white with a blue print wallpaper border that trailed around the living room-dining room combo. It looked smaller on the outside than it did when Dean stepped inside his new home with Danny. They walked into the living room, complete with the model home furnishings that were there when the home was on display.

“Dean?” Danny snapped his finger in front of Dean’s face.

Dean jolted. “Sorry, this is . . . this is beautiful.”

“We beat the furniture, but still . . .” Danny hit the sofa a puff of dust came up. “You’ll have to vacuum it.”

“Not a problem.” Dean walked across the large living room. A long dining room table with six chairs was to the left. A small three foot wall separated the rooms and a breakfast counter was the separation to the kitchen.

“Check out this kitchen.” Danny walked by him. “Look at all these cabinets and accessories. Man, when they were selling these things, they decked them out.”

Dean walked in the kitchen.

“Laundry room.” Danny pointed to the set of double white wooden doors at the one end. “And…“ Danny pointed to the small other door. “Office maybe since it’s a tiny room.” Danny opened the door. “There’s a desk in here. The furniture might be a little scratched. It got shuffled around in the move.”

“So what?” Dean spoke in awe. “This is great. Are the bedrooms just as nice?”

“Yeah, but they need furnishings. We had to leave some things behind. But . . . you have that stuff.” Danny moved from the kitchen. “Nothing is hooked up. We’ve been busy today bringing in the other two homes. I know I said tomorrow, but Saturday at the latest for electric and plumbing, I promise, Dean, We had to dig under the foundation to run the pipes that were pre laid out. It took some adjusting for the new house.”

“I understand. I can bring some boxes over though?”

“Absolutely.” Danny nodded.

“Ellen’s going to love this. She is absolutely going to love this.” Dean kept looking around. “She has this box with knickknacks in it that she never put up because there wasn’t any room. I’ll open it and put them in that cabinet.” Dean indicated to the cabinet in the corner of the dining area.

Danny snickered. “That used to have a door with glass. We broke it so I took off the door.”

 “I can’t figure out what part of this Ellen is going to love the most.”

“The bathroom,” Danny stated.

“Why the bathroom?”

“I’m sorry, the powder room. There’s a half bathroom in the master bedroom with sink, toilet, and shower.  I think because she’s a woman, she’ll love that closeness. From what I’ve seen at containment, she’s a last minute Nelly”

Dean laughed. “O.K. So, what’s the favor? What do you want?”

“Um . . . I don’t know yet. I’ll get back to you because I know you’re good for it.”

“You do that.” Dean looked at his watch. “I’d better be going. I have a checkup with Marcus.”

“Since when did he become the doctor?”

“What?” Dean was confused.

“Humor Dean. Ha-ha-ha. Get it?”

“Yes.” Dean shook his head with a smile. “I have to go.” He walked to the door and stopped as he opened it. “Danny, thank you. Thank you very much.”

“Don’t thank me yet, Dean. I haven’t stated my favor.”

The smile fell from Dean. “Uh-oh.”

“Kidding.” Danny waved his hand at Dean.

“Good.” Dean walked out.

“Maybe.” Danny placed his hands in his pockets and looked around the house. “Man, I have to figure out how I can persuade Joe into letting me get one of these for myself.”

^^^^
Joe and Reverend Bob walked across center town heading toward the chapel.

“Joe, I figured it would be perfect timing,” Rev. Bob said, “fixing the air conditioner when it’s not needed, easy job. The warm weather’s breaking. So after I check to see what’s taking Henry so long, I go back into my office and my old radio is in a million pieces, scattered around and Henry’s on the floor.”

“I’ll talk to him.”

“He needs it. He looks down. Perhaps it’s Ellen.”

“It might be.” Joe neared the chapel.

“While I have you, on a very serious note, I need to speak to you about something.”

“Sure,” Joe said as they walked.

“I want to have a memorial service for Frank.”

“For Frank?” Joe asked. It was something he didn’t want to hear or plan.

“Yes. I was very sorry to hear The Society had shot and killed him so I thought . . .”

Joe stopped walking.

“Something wrong?”

“No.” Joe spoke slowly. “Go on. You were saying?”

“I was just saying that we as a community should offer a service to him. Seeing how you’re a church going man, I figured it’s something you’d want.”

Joe hesitated in his answering. “I . . . I’m not ready for that.”

Rev. Bob laid his hand on Joe’s shoulder. “I understand. I know it may be too soon, but no matter what, he needs our prayers.”

Joe reached for the door of the chapel. “You’re right, Reverend. He does need our prayers. When Ellen feels better, we’ll have it, but not until then.”

Reverend Bob nodded. “I understand.”

“I better go see Henry.” Joe walked into the silent chapel, up the small aisle, and to the back where a door led to Reverend Bob’s office. As described to him, there was Henry sitting on the floor with every piece of the radio surrounding him. “Henry.”

“Hey Joe.” Henry kept his eyes on the shell of the radio.

“What are you doing?”

“Fixing this.”

“Was it broke?”

“I don’t think.”

“So why are you fixing it?”

“I needed to do something intricate. It helps ease my mind.”

“There are other things in Beginnings that need fixed.”

“Yeah I know.” Henry placed a piece of the radio back. “But this was just here and well . . . I started.”

Joe grunted as he sat with Henry on the floor. “What’s on your mind?”

“I think you know.”

“Is it about our little suspect meting.”

For the first time, Henry raised his eyes to Joe.

“All right,” Joe stayed firm. “Get over it.”

“I can’t. It’s not fair Joe. I love Beginnings. I’d die for Beginnings. I would never betray my home. This means more to me than a place to live. I helped start this place. I was here from day one.”

“I know this.”

Henry dropped his screwdriver. “So how can you even entertain the thought that I am working with George?”

“I don’t.”

“But I’m a suspect.”

“No you aren’t Henry. We aren’t keeping you on the list, all right?”

“Really?” Henry asked as if he were nine.

“Really.”

“Oh!” Henry gasped outward. “Oh.” He grabbed his chest. “Thanks Joe.” He leaned over and kissed Joe on the cheek. “Thanks.”

Joe laughed at him. “Can I tell you something?”

“Sure Joe.”

“We love you, Henry, and we trust you. We know you well and that’s why you aren’t a suspect. But son, had this been the old world and I was working with the CIA on this, you’d probably be the number one suspect.”

“Yeah I know. That’s what bothering me, Joe. If I didn’t trust myself or know myself, after what Robbie said, I’d be my number one suspect too.”

Joe snickered and rubbed Henry’s hair. “Why don’t you walk over and see my daughter. Maybe bitch to her so she can get out of this thing and yell at you.”

“O.K.,” Henry said excitedly and stood up. “See ya.”

“Henry,” Joe grunted as he stood, “what about the radio?”

“Oh.” Henry hurried over, scooped up all the parts quickly, shoved them inside of the shelled out object, placed on the back, and secured it with a screw. “Done.” He put the radio on Reverend Bob’s desk again.

“I guess that will work.” Joe waited for Henry and together they walked out.

^^^^
As if it wasn’t her normal look, Bev appeared like she were up to something as she walked slowly down the corridor of the clinic. She waved and smiled flirtatiously at Patrick as he sat at the nurse’s desk. Then Bev peeked into Ellen’s room, saw no one was there, and entered. She pulled up a chair close to Ellen’s head and sat down. “So Ellen” Bev spoke chipper “need a visitor?”

 

Jenny swished and swayed as she neared the front doors of the clinic, carrying flowers in one hand, and a huge book in the other. She smiled at everyone she passed on her way in and those who were in the hall. She stopped at the lab and saw Johnny. “Hey Johnny, where’s Dean?”

“In exam room three with Marcus. Why?”

“I want to ask him something. Can I bother him?”

“I don’t know.” Johnny turned around. “What do you want to ask him?”

“It’s about Ellen. A girl thing.”

Johnny nodded. “I’m sure it will be O.K., just knock.”

“O.K., thanks.” As Jenny moved down the hall, she could hear growling the closer she got to the examining rooms. She snickered as she determined it came from room three. She knocked once and opened the door. “Dean?”

Dean looked up, a syringe clenched between his teeth. A thrashing and growling Marcus was on the table. Melissa and Dean tried to hold him down.

“You busy?” Jenny asked.

“Yes!” Dean said through the syringe, trying to control Marcus.

“This will only take a second,” Jenny walked into the room. “Hi Marcus. Dean, do you think . . .”

“Jenny.” Dean bounced around as Marcus thrashed more.

Jenny ignored the scene. “Dean, do you think I can lock Ellen’s door. I’m reading Gone with the Wind to her and I want privacy because I’ve been acting it out.”

Dean grumbled.

“I know you think it’s petty, but yesterday Henry came in and made fun of me. Can I lock the door?”

“You can lock the door if you help us settle him down,” Dean said through his struggle.

“All right.” Jenny stepped closer. “Marcus?”

Dean’s face turned red. “Jenny, are you gonna help?”

“I am, Dean.” Jenny looked down at the thrashing boy. “Marcus? Ready?” Jenny cleared her throat and began to sing. “Sunrise, Sunset. Sunrise, Sunset . . .” As she sang Marcus immediately stopped thrashing. He opened his mouth wide exposing his fanged teeth and his head swayed back and forth. He tried to sing but all he made was a loud squealing sound, his attempt at carrying a tune.

Dean stepped back amazed. “Oh shit.”

Jenny stopped singing for a moment, but Marcus didn’t. “He loves show tunes. That’s how I calm him at school. Go on Dean, do your thing.” Jenny continued to sing.

 

“And . . .” Bev spoke in a taunting manner to Ellen. “This little thing you have going is the best thing that could have happened to you. They say you can hear everything. That’s good because it’s my intention to keep you in there. Dean and I really don’t want you to come out. Yes, you heard me, Dean and I. Seems he was a little mad at you when you left with Frank, and well, I showed up and things happened. He was lonely, sad and yes . . . we fucked.” Bev giggled. “I can seduce him in here if you’d like. That way you can listen to his every moan.” Another giggled came from Bev. “There’s talk that you shut yourself in your own world because you saw Frank die. Pity isn’t it? Did you see him die Ellen? Did you? How did they do it? Did they shoot him? I bet it was painful to watch the love of your life, a man you have known nearly as long as I’ve been alive . . . die brutally, violently, bloody and . . .

WHAM!

Bev’s words were never finished. Her face was greeted harshly with the fifth edition hardback version of Gone with the Wind. Her body flew back off the chair at the same time blood shot from her now broken nose. The moment she hit the floor, Jenny dove on her, straddled her body over Bev’s, and began to pulverize her with punch after punch.

 

Joe was walking with Henry and Dean when they heard the screams coming from Ellen’s room. All three of them took off running only to see Bev trying to defend herself against an outraged Jenny.

“Christ.” Joe flew to the two women, grabbing on to Jenny who braced Bev’s throat. “Dean.”

Dean raced to help Joe but the more they pulled Jenny, the more Jenny pulled Bev’s neck. “Joe.” Dean spoke quickly. “Hold tight, I’ll be right back.” He raced from the room.

Henry smiled and walked over to Ellen’s bed. “El.” He shook her. “El, wake up. You’re missing this. Please get up. You’re missing this. Jenny’s beating the hell out of Bev. I wish I had a camera.”

“Henry!” Joe yelled. “Do something here.” Joe took an elbow shot from Jenny in her attempt to get him off of her. He went flying back. “Do something.”

“I am Joe. I’m trying to wake up Ellen. I can’t believe this didn’t bring her out. El.” Henry shook her again. “Come on.”

Dean flew back into the room. He actually paused to snicker as he saw Jenny over Bev. Uncapping a syringe with his teeth, Dean aimed at Jenny’s rear-end which was high in the air. He jabbed the needle into the flesh, plunged in the sedative and stepped back. “Five, four, three, two . . .”

Jenny fell over.

“One.” Dean smiled.

^^^^





  
 

Bowman, North Dakota
The feeling of utter annoyance upset Hal’s breathing and caused the vein in his left temple to protrude. He tried to ignore Craig who followed him as he inspected the food preparations in the kitchen. “Gentlemen, this is looking great. I want a celebration because I feel all went well in Kansas.” He lifted a pot lid and stopped. His head turned sharply to his left. “What!” He blasted at Craig.

“You do that on purpose don’t you?”

“Do what?” Hal asked.

“Flex your muscles when you do things.”

“I do not.”

“Yes you do. You try to make it look real big, don’t you?”

“Go away.” Hal put down the pot lid.

“There it is again.” Craig pointed. “Can I touch it?”

“No.” Hal walked across the kitchen.

“I bet when you were younger you were into professional wrestling.” Craig followed him. “Weren’t you?”

Hal growled at him.

“Did you pose in front of your mirror?”

“Craig! The next time I need a sparring partner, you’re it.”

“O.K.” Craig raised his fists and danced. “I’m ready for you. I must warn you, I’m tough.”

“Sure you are.” Hal moved to the door and stopped when Sgt. Ryder walked in.

“They’re approaching town” Sgt. Ryder said.

“Did you count the men?”

Sgt. Ryder smiled and held up a clenched fist. It was the signal for ‘zero’ losses.

“Oh yes!” Hal said with excitement and ran from the kitchen.

Sgt. Ryder chased after him, catching up with Hal at the edge of town. The men drew closer on their horseback. “No losses. Must have been an easy victory.”

“You know.” Hal looked proud. “Now that the Kansas site is out of the way, you know what is next.”

“Yes I do.”

“Good. Then tonight, you and I will sit down and work it out. In a day or two we go out and search for the Beginnings man along with our own. They’re together; I feel it. But for now . . .” Hal took off again this time to greet his men before they even made it to town.

^^^^





  
 

Beginnings, Montana
Even though Bev’s nose was bandaged, her eyes blackened, and her neck red, she still held attitude as she sat in Andrea’s office. Andrea sat in a chair, humming softly and swinging her crossed legs. She seemed as if she couldn’t care less being there.  Henry paced, and Joe sat behind Andrea’s desk.

“Leader or Father?” Bev said snidely.

Joe heard Henry groan and he held up his hand to him. “Listen to me, Bev. You are this close to being ousted.”

“On what grounds? I know the rules,” Bev asked. “What did I do? I got beat up.”

“Community disruption,” Joe told her.

“Who am I disrupting?” Bev asked. “I was visiting your daughter. Jenny was the one disrupting. Since when was it against Beginnings rules to visit a sick patient in the clinic?”

“Since when do you care about Ellen?”

“I care.” Bev said. “I care about all my sisters here. There aren’t that many of us and you know it. Want the population to grow Joe? Is throwing out one of the few women the way to do it?”

Henry, who had paced himself into a corner, turned around. He had enough. “I want her out, Joe.  Kick her out of this community.”

Bev laughed arrogantly. “Listen to you the jilted lover. Don’t want one of your women with the other? Oh, I forgot, it’s your precious Ellen we’re talking about, and Joe’s precious Ellen who does no wrong. You alone can’t throw me out, Henry. You’re only a council member.”

Henry saw red and an anger swept over him that he had never shown before. He raged to Bev, slamming his hands hard on Andrea’s desk as he placed his face close to hers. “Well then you listen to me, you little bitch. When the day comes that I take over this community, rules or no rules, if you’re still around, I will see you gone. Gone! If you go near Ellen again, I swear by my soul I will personally find a way to get you out of here. Don’t test me. Don’t.”

Andrea just calmly looked up from her hands that she had been staring at.

Joe choked. “Henry?” He placed his hands on Henry’s chest moving him back. “Calm down.”

Using his grip on the desk, Henry pushed himself back and turned away. He ran his hand down his face and tried

to get his anger under control.

Joe looked at Bev. He spoke calmly. “I want you to hear what I’m saying, O.K.? This is the leader of this community talking, not Ellen’s father. Rules can be seen in many different ways as you are aware. Just like the criminal can test the law, the lawmaker can conform it. Got that? My suggestion to you, little girl, is watch your step around here,” Joe leaned back in the chair, “because you are close to reaching the point where I don’t think a single person in Beginnings would miss you if they woke up one morning to find out you decided on your own to leave in the middle of the night.” Joe reached into his pocket and grabbed a cigarette. “That’s all. Now wait in the hall until someone comes to take you to cool down. Rules are rules.” Joe smiled.

Slowly Bev stood from the chair. She looked at Joe, at Andrea who said nothing, and then to an angry Henry who had his back to her. She said no more as she left.

Joe slowly let out the breath he held. “Henry, bring Jenny in here.” When Henry moved to the door, Joe turned to Andrea. “Why in God’s name are you so quiet?”

Andrea just looked up. “I’m not wasting my breath on her. Why? Let it go. Let her stay. Say no more, because sooner or later someone is just going to kill her.”

Joe’s mouth dropped open at the same time Henry came back with Jenny and John Matoose. “John, what the hell are you doing here.”

John had one arm around a sobbing Jenny. He led her in then shut the door,. “I’m not leaving my wife’s side.”

“We need to talk to her,” Joe said.

“No Joe,” John argued as he helped Jenny sit down. “This is wrong. Jenny was defending your daughter. She shouldn’t get into any trouble at all over . . .”

“John!” Joe raised his voice. “Shut up and calm down or I’ll make you leave.” Joe looked at Jenny. Her face was red and blotched. She hyperventilated through the tears that streamed down her face. “Now Jenny . . .”

Jenny interrupted with a loud burst of sobs, “Oh Joe.” She shivered her breath. “I . . . I went in there. She was saying terrible things to Ellen. Terrible. I . . . I couldn’t help myself. I don’t know why I did it. I’m sorry, Joe. I was out of control. I was premenstrual. Check my schedule.”

Joe winced and held up his hand. “Jenny calm down.”

“I… I…I…can’t.”

Joe tried not to laugh. He looked at Andrea who had stood up and placed a comforting arm around Jenny. “Andrea, could you?” Joe pointed to her seat. Andrea sat down. “Thank you. Now Jenny, we have fighting rules here. You know they say three hours in holding to cool down.” Joe held up his hand to John before John could say anything. “As community leader you have to go to holding, But . . . I’m letting the protective instincts of a father kick in here. You’ll say you went to holding and no one will be the wiser. Go . . . go up the stables or something. Cole won’t spill his guts. Spend some time up there. You like the horses. O.K.?”

Jenny nodded.

“For the record, I cannot condone what you did. Off the record, thank you for defending my daughter. Now . . . there is a price to pay for this lack of holding thing I’m doing here.” Joe looked at Henry, Andrea, and John. “Could I just have a moment with Jenny alone, please. Thanks.” He waited until they all left the office, leaving him alone with Jenny. “I have a favor to ask.”

“What’s that?” Jenny almost looked frightened.

Joe stood up and walked around the desk. He sat on the edge of it in front of Jenny. “I want Bev out of this community. As a woman, she’s protected by rules I made and I have a feeling she’s gonna lay low for a while, so . . .” Joe clapped his hands together then rubbed them. “If she’s going to stay, she’ll stay. But you are in a position to help me silently.. Staying in the realms of Beginnings rules, while Bev is in Beginnings, I would like you to make her life a miserable living hell.”

First Jenny was silent then she smiled. “With pleasure, Joe.”

“Good girl.” Joe patted her cheek, reached out his hand, grabbed Jenny’s, and helped her to her feet. He walked her to the door and opened it. They waited in the hall “Henry,” Joe called and winked, “take our Jenny to holding.”

Henry nodded and walked up to Jenny.

Jenny stopped before leaving, kissed Joe on the cheek, then John. She moved down the hall with Henry, flipping off Bev who was still there, and happily kept on walking.

^^^^





  
 

Birmingham Alabama
The room was dark. A little of the fading day cast a small amount of light into the mid-size room. No blankets, no beds, no food, just a toilet. The floor was concrete, dirty and hard. Four UWA soldiers sat against the wall. They too were dirty, bloodied, and beaten, yet not one of them showed the signs of wearing down. Kyle, Link, Ted, and Jeff were determined to remain that way.

“Fuck with them,” Link said, a black man, whose always shaven clean head was starting to grow hair. “Fuck with them.” He touched his lip that bled.

“How?” Kyle asked then saw Ted snickering. “What’s up with you?”

“Nothing.” Ted smiled and shook his head. “Can you imagine if one of us broke . . .” He paused to laugh. “Just one of us spilled our guts?”

Jeff pointed to his own temple and twirled his finger, looking at Ted.

Link huffed heavily. “Man, what is up with you? That’s really fuckin funny, one of us breaking and spilling our guts about where we are.”

“It is if they get all their men together and head off to Tijuana.” Ted laughed and rubbed his nose.  It trickled blood. “Can you see it?” He dramatically held his hands up. “No, no, I can’t take it anymore. Please. Please. I’ll tell you where our base camp is.”

Kyle quickly looked to Link. “We’re all dead anyhow.”

Link nodded. “Yes we are, so why not go out with a laugh. Besides, the minute they move across Kansas, our border scouts will spot them and . . . chances are The Captain will head them off and take them out. They’re so weak.”

Jeff shook his head. “They got us, didn’t they?”

Kyle nodded. “True. O.K., I say we go with Ted’s crazy idea. Three of us will continue to give the pledge, name, and rank. One of us will break. Before we decide which one of us will do that, let’s decide where we’re sending them.”

The four of them gathered closer and began to discuss the goose chase they were going to send The Society on. It was thinking and thinking helped them keep their wits, anything at that moment that could do that. It was better than sitting in silence waiting for the next wave of interrogation.
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Beginnings, Montana
With her knitting draped across her lap, Andrea sat, her bible on Ellen’s bed. She’d knit and read to Ellen, then stare into Ellen’s blank, open eyes. Andrea spoke sweetly and motherly, trying her hardest to be comforting. She knew within her soul that Ellen needed to be pulled out, more so than come out on her own.  Andrea felt the love of her family and the love of God were the only things that would help. “Didn’t like that one?” Andrea shook her head. “You know, I remember when my father was ill. He wasn’t afraid of dying; he was scared of living. He kept on telling me that my mother was holding out her hand to him.” Andrea shook her head with a remembering tsk. “The Good Lord took him fast and brought him home. But see Ellen, the Good Lord did not take you. He spared you.  You have to keep asking yourself would Frank want you like this. Would he? You cannot be afraid to face life.” Andrea’s hands dropped to her lap as she stopped knitting. “I have a little song. Would you mind if I sang it for you?” Subtly, Andrea cleared her throat and hummed first. Slowly, softly and gospel-like, the way that Andrea always sang. “You can cross the barren desert, but you shall not die of thirst. You shall wander far in safety though you do not know the way. You can speak to men in foreign lands and all will understand. You will see the face of God and live . . . Be not afraid. I go before you always. Come follow me. And I will give you . . .” Andrea’s singing slowed down more as she looked at Ellen. “You . . . Oh Sweet Jesus.” The knitting fell from her lap and onto the ground. She sprang up and raced out of the room to get Dean when she saw--from Ellen’s open lifeless eyes--a single tear fall.

 

Dean barreled in the room. He was so full of hope at that second he could barely catch his breath. He dropped to his knees at Ellen’s bedside.

Robbie and Henry raced in, followed by Joe. They were all around the clinic since the recent Jenny episode.

Joe shifted his eyes. “Andrea, what’s . . .?”

Andrea held up her hand to silence the three and stop any questions they could ask. She just watched a quiet Dean.

 

On his knees, Dean folded his hand over Ellen’s hands. He placed his face close to hers. He looked into the eyes that didn’t blink then to the tear that had rolled down and welled on the side of her nose. “What are you trying to tell us?” he asked softly. “El, please.” Dean closed his eyes and lowered his lips to Ellen. Gently he touched them down to her and kissed where her tear had fallen. Pulling away, he brought his lips into his mouth and tasted the saltiness of Ellen’s tear. Dean clenched Ellen’s hands tighter then dropped his head forward to the bed almost in a defeat. At that moment, everyone else left the room.

^^^^





  
 

Quantico Marine Headquarters
“What do you mean she may be coming out of it?” George paced around his house as he spoke on the phone. He breathed hard. “All right. Look, don’t take a chance. O.K.? Let her come out of it. We weren’t expecting her to slip into that thing anyhow? Of course we were expecting her with us.” George was silent and listening. “We don’t need her. I have another plan. They know I have someone working for me or at least we think they do. If they don’t, someone will figure it out. No . . . no. I won’t take that chance with you. I promise. I’m going to use the fact that I have you in there as leverage. I need to call upon you again. Can I?” George nodded with a smile. “Good.” He heard a knock at his front door. He walked to it and opened it. “Look, I have to go. My assistant just walked in. I’ll call you when I get situated. Be careful. I mean it. Take care.” George disconnected the call and turned to Jeremy. “Yes.

It’s late. What’s up?”

“Sir, the men are here to load your bags.”

“Bags?” George asked clueless.

“Yes, for your trip.”

“You mean bag. One and it’s not packed yet.”

“But sir,” Jeremy said, “the train is due and they’d like to load it.”

“Tell them to load it for crying out loud. When I go tomorrow, my bag will go with me.”

“Just trying to help your trip go smoother.”

“There are other things that could have made this trip go smoother, but . . . I appreciate the thought.”

Jeremy paused in walking out. “Really?”

“No,” George said. “I was being polite.”

Jeremy said nothing further as he walked out. He wouldn’t let George bother him because he knew that the days to come would be peaceful ones--not to mention less stressful ones--while George was away on Society business.
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Bowman, North Dakota
Hal snapped his chair forward from the back legs he teetered it on and leaned forward, extending out a notebook to Sgt. Ryder who sat on the floor of the front porch with him. “Do you suppose I’ve worded this too formally?”

“Probably.” Sgt. Ryder didn’t even look at what Hal wrote. “You do everything so formally.”

“I do not. Listen to this.” Hal sat back. “On this date . . . I left it blank . . . an agreement was reached between the leader, Chief . . . I left blank . . . of Beginnings Montana and Captain Hal Slagel of The United Western Alliance. The following terms were agreed upon by both parties and this agreement shall remain in effect for two years from the date of this agreement with an option to renew at either parties request.”

“Formal,” Sgt. Ryder said. “What are the terms?”

“O.K., here’s what I’m offering.” Hal cleared his throat. “The United Western Alliance, in exchange for food shall provide Beginnings with workers for the maintenance and cultivation of the fields, plus workers which Beginnings deems comparable for a price of food. Meaning . . .”

“Meaning.” Sgt. Ryder rolled his eyes. “We help them work the fields but they need it to compensate for the extra food they have to grow. So what is Beginnings getting? More workers. Fair exchange, we know they run a minimal staff for the industry they are building there.”

“Shall I continue?” Hal asked, didn’t get an answer, but continued anyhow. “UWA workers can be exchanged for other workers at any time at the UWA discretion.” He didn’t get a response from Sgt. Ryder. “In exchange for medical care over and above necessary treatment, the UWA shall provide Beginnings with added protection to their security walls. Pretty good huh?”

“Health care.”

“A must. Perhaps Blue can get some experience there.”

“You should put that down.” Sgt. Ryder said with sarcasm.

“I will. Thanks.” Hal made a notation. “This isn’t final yet.”

“I completely understand. Anything else?”

“I thought this would be a bonus. Beginnings can request of the UWA, ‘X’ amount of men, if needed, in their battle against The Society.” Hal flipped a page in his notes. “Elliott? Do you think we should, as a bonus, offer some assistance in training their men? They may need it.”

“They may. I’d put it in.”

“I will.” Hal wrote down. “The last thing I have so far is . . . Any UWA worker who does not abide by Beginnings rules cannot be shot.”

Sgt. Ryder quickly looked back at Hal. “Shot? Where is that coming from?”

“I’m betting they shoot people who break rules like if they steal and such.”

“Why would you say that?” Sgt. Ryder asked.

“Well, think about it. You had a Beginnings man shooting dead men in the head.” Hal held out his hand as if to say, ‘see my point’.

“You’ve worked hard on that.”

“I needed something to help take my mind off our men leaving for the search tomorrow.”

Sgt. Ryder gave a confident look. “I have good feelings about that. A few days, a week tops, we’ll hear something then you’ll have leverage to approach Beginnings. Until then . . .”

“I know, I know. We’ll come off as crack pots. They won’t take us seriously. They’re so official in Beginnings. I think that’s why I’m working on an official agreement. They’re so organized. They make their own gas, they supply their own energy. Medical help is always there. They have ample food and no violence that we have heard. They have a good time. Even The Society has their high tech scientists. They started the steam engines trains again which, by the way, I want to highjack one or whatever you would call it. You think we could?”

“I don’t see why not.”

“How would we train for something like that?” Hal shrugged. “I think it would be fun. We’d have to wait until they run the lines closer to us.”

“Won’t be for a while. Our scouts say they only extended the lines as far as Alabama.”

“Anyway, you’ve got me off the subject.”

Wanting to say ‘me?’ Sgt. Ryder refrained. “Sorry. Go on.”

“Thanks. I guess . . . I guess with Beginnings and The Society like they are, I don’t want Beginnings to think I’m unorganized or not together.”

Sgt. Ryder laughed. “You? A little eccentric at times, yes. Unorganized no. If I may, I’d like to compliment you but I don’t want to hear any typical arrogant comments.”

“From me? Never. O.K., I won’t. Go on...”

Sgt. Ryder shook his head with a smile. “The UWA may not be as high tech as they are and we may be more old world than when the plague hit, but we are every bit as organized as they are. You got us all together. You have men who trust you, listen to you, and follow you. You have a leadership quality like I have never seen before in my life.”

“I do, don’t I?”

“See!”

Hal started to laugh and he gave a swift pat to Sgt. Ryder’s back. “Joking. Thank you. I guess I owe that to my father. He taught all of us boys to stand on our own and take charge. That’s the kind of man I remember him being, a leader.”

“Then that’s a fond memory and you should keep it that way, because that’s all we have left of our families, isn’t it?”

“Yes.” Hel leaned back in his chair and picked up his notes again. “Sadly enough, it is.”
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Beginnings Montana
It was late, and Dean looked as tired and drawn as the day had been long for him. He hadn’t left Ellen’s side since she had shed her tear. Perhaps hope kept him there. That and the fact that he didn’t want to miss a single reaction she had. Not one. Even if it was a tear, Dean wanted to be there.

He sat in a chair, holding her hand, stroking her face. He held the position and never left no matter who walked in the room. He begged her in his mind and through his words, to just come out of it. He had spoken so steadily and so continuously, his voice was raspy.

“O.K.” Dean tried to clear his dry throat to make it clearer, but no matter what he did, his words were sad. Even if he smiled when he said them, so many emotions came through in his words. “I’m pulling out all stops here, Ellen. I wanted to wait until you woke up, but . . . I have to tell you now. I have a surprise for you. They got new housing for us. Yeah, no more town houses for you, El. I got a house, a modular one, but big. It’s perfect for you El. You can decorate it, show it off. The house thing, it may seem so trivial or materialistic, but I wanted to give you something that would make you happy. It’s all for you. I hope . . . I hope you still want to live with me.” Dean kissed her hand. “I know you were staying with Henry to get some time for you over Brian, but when you leave there, I’d like you to come back with me. We were uh . . . getting it down pat pretty good, even though you bitched at me about the bubbles on the soap, and for coming home late for dinner. El . . .” Dean dropped his voice to a whisper. “The bitching may get to me, but don’t let me kid you. I acted . . . I acted like it didn’t matter to me when you moved back home. It did. Oh God, did it matter. I don’t think you realize how much it means to wake up and see you there. My sun rises and sets around you. I don’t know why you won’t come back to this world with me. Maybe you don’t think I’d understand. I do. I would. And if you’d just come out, El, I swear to you I will help you though this every step of the way. I love you.” Dean brushed his cheek against her hand. “I love you so much. I know I may never be the love of your life but know that you’re mine.” He raised his eyes to her. “You’re mine. You’re that reason that I even feel. We all need you out here, El. The kids need you. I . . . I need you. Did you ever hear the saying, ‘the half that makes me whole’? You’re it for me and until you come out of this, I just . . . I just won’t be whole.” Dean kissed her softly. “Come out for me, El. Please, come out for me.”

Dean said nothing as he stared at Ellen. He hoped and prayed that his words reached her. They didn’t. He didn’t get any reaction at all and his heart sunk. Slowly he released her hand and stood up. He stretched and walked to the door, closing it. Walking over to her bed, Dean reached for the light, turning it on.  Dean moved to the other side of the bed, hesitated, then laid down next to Ellen. He scooted into her and draped his arm around her waist, laying his lips so lightly on her neck.

Upon his touch and hold, his body meeting hers, it was like every bit of tension in Ellen’s body disappeared. She gasped outward and her body backed more into Dean’s.

Dean shook when he felt her touch him, her arm clenched to his, pulling his hold more around her. “El?” Dean’s voice quivered. “Ellen.” He held her tighter, following the lead of what she wanted. When he did, Ellen cried out a heart breaking sob loud, long, and emotional. It shot through Dean painfully and he closed his eyes. His lips planted firmly to her cheek and if Dean could pull her inside of him, he would.

Ellen kept crying and sobbing. In a gentle, rocking, comforting manner, Dean clung to her. On the bed, they were intertwined, both physically and emotionally, joined in a moment that could never be taken from them. It was a gift to Dean, a release for Ellen, and a breakthrough for both of them. Dean reached out his hand. Ellen saw it, she took it, and she came back.
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Beginnings, Montana
One ring then two. Joe grumbled and Andrea sat up at the phone’s ringing.

“Joe, want me to get that?” She asked then noticed the time of four a.m.

“No.” Coughing once, Joe reached for the phone which sat charging next to his bed. He cleared his throat. “Hello.”

Softly Dean spoke. “Joe, I need you to come down to the clinic. O.K.?”

“What’s wrong?”

“Just get here.”

Joe looked at the receiver when Dean disconnected the call. “Shit.” Joe sat up and flung the covers off of him.

“What’s wrong?”

“I don’t know. Dean said to get to the clinic.”

“You think it’s Ellen.”

“I hope not.” Joe stepped into his trousers.

“Sweet Jesus.” Andrea closed her eyes. “I’ll say a prayer.”

“Please do.” Joe searched for his shirt. He just wanted to get dressed as fast as he could and get down to the clinic.

 

Jess had knocked on Robbie’s bedroom door at least five times and didn’t get an answer. Half asleep himself, Jess walked in. “Robbie,” he called out. “Robbie.”

“Huh?”

Jess knew he had to wake Robbie, so he turned on the light.

Robbie grunted loudly, sat up some, and rubbed his eyes. “What’s up?” he squinted.

“Glen from the clinic just called here. He said you might want to get down there right away. He didn’t say why. I asked if it had to do with Ellen and he said . . . he said yes.”

Robbie immediately sprang from the bed. “Shit. Thanks Jess.” In his boxer shorts only and his hair tossed about, Robbie, like Joe, scurried about the room for his clothes.

 

Jenny showed up at Dean’s house still wearing her long pink nightgown with the ribbon on the front, fuzzy bunny slippers peeked through the bottom. Her red hair pulled in a wild ponytail on top of her head and her nose still sported the sinus strip that helped keep her nostrils open while she slept.

Henry jolted in fright when he saw her then, before commenting, remembered he summoned her for a favor. “Thanks Jenny for hurrying over.” He exchanged places with her at the doorway.

“Not a problem. I’ll just crash on the couch.”

“Thanks. I’ll let you know what’s going on.” Henry flew out, pulling the door closed.

Jenny plopped on the couch, shut of the light, fell sideways, and was sleeping again before she hit the cushion.

 

Wearing an unbuttoned white shirt over his tee shirt, Joe walked down the dimly lit corridor of the clinic. He moved fast, but not too fast, because a part of him was still afraid of what Dean was going to tell him.

“Dad!” Robbie’s voice echoed in the empty hall.

Joe stopped walking and turned. Robbie was racing down and behind him, Henry had entered the clinic. Joe waited for them.

“Dad, what’s going on?” Robbie asked.

“I don’t know.” Joe lifted his hands. “Did Dean call you?”

“No. Jess said Glen did.”

Henry joined them, out of breath. “Glen called me too. He didn’t say anything, just that it had to do with Ellen.”

Joe shook his head. “Well that’s more than I got from Dean. Let’s go. It’s time to find out.”

Together, the three of them walked down toward Ellen’s room. When they got there, Dean was coming out and he pulled the door closed. He wasn’t expecting to see Joe and the rest in the hall so soon and it showed on Dean’s face, along with something else.

Joe took a step to him. “Dean?” Joe spoke soft looking at Dean’s face. His eyes were red, his face drawn. “My God. Were you crying? Oh my God.” Joe lost his breath.

Robbie and Henry started talking rapidly and panicked at the same time. So much so, that Dean didn’t understand them.

Dean held up his hand. “No, listen.” He took a second in thought. “Yes I was crying, but not why you think. Ellen . . . El’s come out of it.” As he thought would happen, the three rushed to her door. Dean stopped them. “Wait. Please, just wait.” He waited until they stopped. “The reason I was so vague is because I don’t want this out of control. Ellen has come out, yes, but for the next few hours her situation is delicate. She’s upset and cries easily. I’ve given her a mild sedative to help.”

Henry didn’t understand this. “A sedative. Why? She just came back to us.”

“She’s not sleeping, by no means. She hasn’t said much,” Dean said, “and that’s what I want to speak to you about. No questions, absolutely no questions to her about what happened to her or to Frank. Nothing. In this time frame right now, if by chance she doesn’t remember anything, I don’t want her to recall it and slip away from us again. When I see she’s more stable, we can ask her. Until then, nothing. Let her be the one to talk. Just be a sense of support.” Dean moved back to the door and opened it.

Joe walked in first. He wasn’t supposed to show emotions but he couldn’t help it. Ellen lying on her back, propped up, and seeing her raise her eyes to him caused Joe to rush to her side, sit on the bed, and take her into his arms. “Oh God.” Joe held her tightly and Ellen clung back.

“Joe.” She only said his name and then she stared to cry. “Oh Joe.” She cried harder.

“It’s all right.” Joe spoke soothingly, his hand cupped her head, holding Ellen’s face tightly to his. “It’s all right. I’m right here. Look whose come to see you.”

Robbie and Henry both moved apprehensively to the scene and closer to the bed.

Ellen pulled some from Joe and saw Henry first.

“Hey El.” Henry smiled. “I missed you.” He reached out his hand to her.  Ellen clenched it and pulled Henry to her. Joe moved from the way to let Henry embrace Ellen. So as not to upset Ellen anymore, he  pulled back. “I don’t want to hog this moment either.” He kissed her on the cheek then stood up.

Ellen saw Robbie. It was obvious how hard she swallowed and her eyes welled up again. Her breath shivered when Robbie sat near her on the bed.

Robbie didn’t understand her reaction. She wasn’t reaching to him like Joe or Henry. Did she remember how scared he was when he found her? How he avoided the room. At that moment, Robbie was afraid to say anything. He laid a trembling hand on Ellen’s face. “Welcome home.”

Ellen’s body began to shake and her breath quivered as she breathed. With a slight gasp, her hand shot up, laid over Robbie’s and pressed his hand firmer to her face. “You carried me. You carried me.” She titled her head and a tear ran down her face. It slipped between her cheek and Robbie’s palm. She looked up to him and saw redness building in his eyes. “You held me . . . you held me in your arms and you ran with me.” She cried as she spoke, moving closer to him. “I couldn’t talk. But when…when I heard you, when I felt you.” Ellen’s words were emotionally choppy. “I kept say-saying to myself, I’m home. I’m safe. Robbie’s got me. Robbie’s got me.”

Robbie’s eyes closed tightly and his head dropped. He felt Ellen fall forward to his chest and he wrapped his arms around her. Unlike Joe and Henry who didn’t want to get too emotional at the moment in front of Ellen, Robbie did. He held on for a very long time, for himself, for Frank, and for what had happened with Ellen.
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Bowman, North Dakota
With the dawn’s light behind them, forty UWA soldiers stood in a long straight line, side by side. A bag was set beside their right foot, behind the each of them, their horse.

Hal walked slowly in front of them. He’d stop to adjust a bandana, a sword, rifle. He inspected each man. When he was finished with the line, he paced back and stood beside Sgt. Ryder. “All ten teams have been given a map. You know which directions you are to go. This is not a sneak attack, gentleman, remember that. It is a scouting and search mission. Should you find anything, you ride back home and tell us. You should be no more than a three day ride from us.” Hal’s voice dropped in seriousness, but not in firmness. “Listen . . . you are not out to be heroes. Don’t put yourself in any danger. I want all of you back safe and alive. Got that?” Hal cleared his throat. “May we find what we seek.”

Sgt. Ryder snapped to attention calling it out as he did and saluting. “Attention!”

All forty at the same time saluted.

Hal returned the salute. “Gentlemen, mount up!”

There was a simultaneous clicking of boots and all forty men bent down at the same time, tossed their bags over their horses, and mounted.

When their horses were lined up and the men were ready, Hal faced them. “May you who represent the UWA, be successful. Most of all may you all return home. Good luck and God speed to all of you.” He nodded to the leader of the group and with that all forty men rode off.

In the dust of the horses’ feet, Hal stood with Sgt. Ryder, watching the fading of his men. He watched with hope, wishes for their safe return, but most of all, he watched with pride.
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Beginnings, Montana
Ellen’s hair was wet. She sat staring out the window, wearing a white robe while Henry combed her hair. He stood behind her, speaking to her, trying to get more than a simple one word answer or the partial smile she would give when he told her something funny. He probably combed her hair more than he needed to but he wanted an excuse to stare out that window and spend time with Ellen.

“Did you like the picture Alex drew for you?” Henry asked.

“Yes.” Ellen answered.

“The kids were so happy to see you. I’m sorry they asked about Frank.”

Ellen just closed her eyes.

“Do you remember when I told you about the walkins in Beginnings?”

“No.”

“Well they are every Friday night. Trish promised a comedy tonight. She finally clarified it to the men what she meant by adult. They thought she was showing pornos.”

Ellen chuckled once and it was soft.

“Did you want me to pull your hair back for you when it’s dry?”

“No.”

“Is there anything I can do for you?” Henry stopped combing and walked to in front of her. He knelt down. “Anything?”

“No Henry.” She shivered. “Um . . .” Her eyes stayed glued on the window. “Thanks for shaving my legs for me.” She pulled the robe open some. Her knees had healing brush burns on them and where she had been grazed by the bullet, she was stitched. “You did good.”

Henry smiled, his hand laid on her shin. “Smooth huh?”

“They were a mess.”

“Nah.” Henry shook his head. “Very European.” Henry looked up quickly when Ellen’s door opened and Dean walked in. “Hey, look who’s here?”

Ellen looked over her shoulder and smiled. She turned back to the window.

Dean walked in quickly. “Henry we have that meeting. and I wanted to check on Ellen.”

“Aw Dean, you always check on Ellen.” Henry looked back at Ellen. “He’s in here all the time.”

“I don’t mind.” Ellen reached her hand up and Dean grabbed it.

Dean kissed her, kept his face close to hers, and kissed her again. He ran his hand down the back of her hair. “I see you got a shower. You look good.” Dean winked. “Now, I want to check your responses and reflexes. It’s been eight hours. You look very clean.”

“I helped Ellen take a shower. I shaved her legs and underarms, Dean. I had to be careful that she doesn’t get razor rash.”

“Thank you, Henry. Can you leave us?”

“O.K.” Henry said disappointed. “I’ll be back later after our meeting. I plan on driving Dean crazy during it.” Henry moved to the door. “Bye El.”

“Bye Henry.” Ellen spoke with a small smile. “Thank you.”

Henry stepped out, pulling the door closed. In the hall he paused. He had hoped that staying upbeat it would maybe help Ellen, but it didn’t. Henry wasn’t giving up. He’d try later and if that didn’t work, he’d try again.

 

Dean turned Ellen’s chair away from the window. “It’s not good for your eyes, alright? You can’t keep staring out.”

“I know.”

“O.K.” Dean rested his hands on Ellen’s knees. “I know your legs are weak and they’re hurt, but the injuries aren’t bad. I need you to try to walk around for a little while. Can you?”

“I want to.”

“Good.” Dean stood up and held out his hand. “I’ll walk with you. Down the hall and back?”

“Dean, no.” Ellen held his hand tightly. “For right now, can we walk around the room? I’m just a little afraid to step outside.”

“We’re not going outside, hon, just down the hall.”

Ellen stood up but didn’t walk. “Please, just the room. Please.”

“O.K.” Dean locked his fingers with hers. “Just the room.”

As they moved slowly around the room, Dean could feel Ellen tremble some. He knew it wasn’t pain that caused it. It was something else. It was fright, a rare thing for Ellen.
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Binghamton, Alabama
UWA soldier, Ted, took a hard hit to his face. It vibrated his cheeks and caused blood to shoot from his mouth as his head violently jolted left and he fell to the floor. Two Society soldiers reached for him, lifting him up harshly.

“Enough!” Ted began to cry. “All right, all right, I’ll tell you anything.” He sobbed harder. “Anything you need to know. Just stop. Just . . . stop.”

Before another hit was delivered,  Lt. Merrick held up his hand, stopping his Society soldier. “If you lie to us you die.”

Ted shook his head, holding his hands on his eyes.

“All right. How many men are in your camp at this moment?”

“Over five hundred,” Ted spoke muffled.

“Is your leader there?”

“Yes.”

“Is it secured?”

“It’s a small town in a valley.”

“Where?” Lt. Merrick asked.

Ted didn’t answer.

“Where!” Lt. Merrick shouted.

Ted hesitated and lifted his head. “In a town called . . . Kingman, Arizona.”

Lt. Merrick snapped his finger to the society soldiers. “Let’s take him back with the others.”
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Beginnings Montana
Joe had his elbow on his desk and his head tilted into the palm of his hand. The only expression on his face as he sat there listening to Henry, was the squashed appearance his cheek gave as he pressed his face harder and harder into his hand the more Henry talked. Occasionally, Joe would look at Robbie who was in deep thought, not paying any attention to Henry at all.

“You have to do something, Joe,” Henry said.

“Uh-huh.”

“Really, he’s hogging her. Acting like she’s all his. I can’t be in there five minutes with her without him coming in and checking on her.”

“Henry.” Joe’s hand slid down his face. “He’s her doctor and he’s concerned. Now can we drop this?”

“I’d really prefer you speak to him.”

“Henry, I don’t want to . . .” Joe raised his head when Dean walked in. “Thank God.”

Henry turned back, rolled his eyes and huffed. “Swell, now you’re praising him.”

Joe’s hand slammed hard on the desk. “Henry! Knock it off.”

“Tell him Joe. Tell him now.”

“Tell me what?” Dean asked as he sat down.

Henry looked smug. “To quit hogging Ellen. Others would like to spend time with her.”

“Henry,” Dean said his name calmly.

“What?”

“Shut up.” Dean looked back to Joe. “I’m ready.”

“A little hostile, Dean?” Joe asked.

“Toward Henry right now? Yes.” Dean nodded.

“Me?” Henry pointed to his own chest. “What did I do?”

“Dad,” Robbie called out. “Can we do this?”

“Yes.” Joe answered. “First, how’s Ellen doing? Did she say if she remembers anything while she was in shock?”

“Yes,” Dean shook his head, “but not much. The last thing she remembers fully is Robbie running with her. The only thing she remembers of the past few days is . . .” Dean shifted his eyes to Robbie “Hearing Robbie’s voice talking and singing to her.” Dean looked upset over that. He took a long breath and raised his eyebrows. “But…when she was coming out, she did remember me talking to her. She doesn’t know what all I said but she told me it made her cry and that’s what brought her out. She wanted to cry.”

“Any recollection what so ever of the Society dropping her off here?” Joe asked.

“If she does have any, she’s not saying it,” Dean answered. “It may be too painful to recall what she suffered at their hands and I’m not pushing it. Not yet.”

“Neither will I.” Joe pulled his notes in front of him. “All right. Today’s lucky contestants in the Beginnings game of suspects are . . . Johnny and Reverend Bob.” Joe noticed how excited Henry was. He actually smiled brightly and shuffled in his seat. “What is it?”

“Nothing.” Henry held up his hand. “Go on.”

“You have something to share.”

“Oh I’d rather wait, thank you.” Henry nodded.

Joe grumbled. “All right, let’s start with Johnny.” Joe heard a Henry whine. “Henry!”

“Sorry, I just want to do Reverend Bob.” Henry looked sharply to Robbie when Robbie snickered. “Oh my God, are you sick.” Henry scolded. “That’s not what I meant. Joe your son is sick minded.”

“Yes I know, and he has room to talk.”

Robbie quickly looked at Joe. “What is that supposed to mean?”

“You’ll find out.” Joe cleared his throat and switched back to the subject of suspects. “Johnny. All right, I feel he has definite means to do this. Dean?”

“Medically yes,” Dean said. “He has the knowledge to switch the blood, mess with batch formulas in the computer, and intentionally distribute the virus to Jenny without suspicion. Meaning, he can also find another way to medically do it without leaving evidence.”

Henry shook his head. “I’m confused, Dean.” Henry ignored Robbie’s ‘always’. “You mentioned mess up batch formulas. What does that have to do with what’s at hand?”

“Could mean a lot.” Dean shuffled in his chair. “This is just theory, Joe, O.K.? But, a while back, before I lost my sight, we were working on agent seventeen. I was mixing a test batch and I followed the formula off the computer exactly. It was wrong. It was transposed wrong.”

“Ellen could have done that,” Joe stated. “You two were the only ones working on that, remember? Her mouth starts going or her mind wanders and she could have screwed up the translation.”

“I blamed her for it. But, I’m only giving theories. That set me back and I wasted a lot of ingredients that day. As far as being the only ones working on it, no, we weren’t. All of us did. That was before we knew it could be a potential cure and our best shot. That was before Robbie came back with the virus.”

Henry drew up a thinking look. “So going on your theory that someone deliberately set you back., that also gives means to Jason. If I’m remembering correctly, you and Ellen were at each other’s throats right before Robbie came back. You were being mean to Ellen, down right nasty and unfair. You asked Jason to work with you instead. So childish.”

Robbie gasped in a joking manner. “Dean, you dick.”

“Are we done bashing me?” Dean asked. “Thanks. I thought of that and I plan on bringing up the same thing when we discuss Jason. It’s just a theory and a point.”

“Good point,” Joe commented. “All right, motive. This is where I’m stuck. What is Johnny’s motive?”

Through the silence of Henry and Robbie, Dean spoke up. He spoke as if he was saying something everyone knew. “Johnny hates Frank.”

Robbie jolted to Dean. “What? He does not.”

Dean’s eyes raised above his notes. “You’re kidding me, right?” He checked out their faces.. “You’re not. None of you think Johnny hates Frank? Am I the only one who thinks this? I am.” Dean laughed. “It’s become steadily worse through the years. He’s hostile, resentful, and jealous. His father is dead. Where’s his remorse?”

Joe was curious and he looked it. “Did Johnny tell you any of this?”

“No, I’ve thought it for a while,” Dean answered. “Maybe it’s not real hatred, but there’s something negative there. I’ve always felt it, more so the older he got.”

Robbie shook his head. “I strongly disagree, Dean. Johnny loves Frank.”

“Maybe you’re right. It’s just that…it’s…” Dean hesitated, debating whether to speak. “O.K., when my father died, a for a while, and even now if Ellen says it. If anyone says to me, ‘wow, you are just like your father’.” Dean paused to smile. “I love it. It’s a compliment because I idolized my father.”

Joe nodded in agreement. “I know what you’re saying. When my father died I was thirty. If anyone said that to me, I took as a compliment also. But what does that have to do with it?”

“I told Johnny the other day, and this is after Ellen came back. I told him he was like Frank and he snapped at me. He said he was nothing like his father.”

It was so quiet you could hear a pin drop, but Robbie wasn’t letting it lay. “No. He may be hostile yes, but it might just be because his father died. He may not even realize he said that. But even if you are right, if Johnny hates Frank, He loves my Dad. Loves him, always has. His kid was sick. Denice was sick. He worked day and night fighting for a cure with you guys. Despite all the plague stuff when George put my father under the Salicain, I remember what Johnny was like when that happened. He was distraught. Had he worked for George, he wouldn’t have after the Salicain episode.”

Dean rubbed his eyes. “You’re right. You Slagels have this family thing. You fight, but you stick together.”

“Dad, Johnny is less plausible then Henry. I vote we take him off.”

Joe thought for a second. “I’ll go with the majority. Henry? You’ve been quiet.”

“Oh, I’m thinking Joe.”

“About Johnny?”

“No. About Reverend Bob.”

“Henry.” Joe was perturbed. “We’re discussing Johnny.”

Henry fluttered his lips. “Why? He isn’t working for George. If you’re going by John’s list, John is not a big Johnny fan. How do we know he didn’t put him on the list to mess around? Take him off.”

“Dean?” Joe questioned.

Dean hesitated with a breath. “Take him off.”

“Johnny’s off. But…” Joe held up his pencil. “I’m gonna keep him, like I am Josephine, off the list but minimal said to them. Next up, Reverend Bob. Means?”

“No medical knowledge,” Dean said. “None. Forget the blood, he was sick. But then again, that could have been human error.”

Joe swayed his head. “He’s so trusted in this community though. We give him access to every single building. He’s so unlikely my gut wants to look into him further.”

“And…” Robbie interjected, “using Henry’s nice and wacko theory, he’s another one of those split personalities. How about how much he hated Frank?”

Joe agreed. “Couldn’t stand him, could he? Frank irritated the reverend every time they were in the same room. But what about motive?” Noticing Henry’s antsy behavior and high waving hand, Joe called upon him. “I’m guessing you have a theory?”

“Oh yes Joe. Yes. May I? I love this part.”

“You always do,” Joe commented. “The floor is yours.”

“Really? Cool.” Henry stood up.

“Not literally!” Joe yelled.

“Yes Joe. This is so good, I have to stand. Reverend Bob’s motive is . . . dedication.”

Robbie laughed. “Oh real bright. That’s like ‘everyone who is not an original’ theory.”

“Shut up, Robbie,” Henry snapped.

“Fuck you, Henry.”

“Joe!” Henry told.

“Boys.” Joe held up his hand. “All right, Henry, dedication is being used a lot. Give me more on it.”

“With pleasure.” Henry held up his hand. “The scene: It’s evening in a dark chapel lit only by candles. Reverend Bob is praying, saying those things to God he always does. The slow, steady footsteps draw Rev. Bob’s attention away from his heaven chat. He turns around and sees a solemn George . . .”

 

“Reverend.” George’s voice was soft as he walked up to him.

“What is it my child? You seem troubled?” Reverend Bob stood up.

“I am. I have sinned. I have to confess.”

“Step this way.” Reverend Bob pointed to the confessionals . . . .

 

Robbie’s loud laughter interrupted Henry’s story. “Henry, we don’t have confessionals in the chapel.”

“Oh.” Henry took on a thinking look.

“And Reverend Bob is non-denominational,” Robbie said.

“But George can still confess. O.K., that one’s out.” Henry shrugged. “But…” He held up his finger. “Try this.” Henry nodded. “The scene: The tunnels, say three years ago. Reverend Bob is walking, taking a stroll. He sees George standing there in the tunnel, holding a map and a flash light. He’s staring at the wall that the cryo . . .”

“Stop!” Joe hollered out. “This is ridiculous, Henry. No one went in those tunnels back then except maintenance and security. No one still does with the exception of medical people. They hate them. So give me some dedication or sit down.”

“I’m trying to Joe.”

“But you’re not making any sense. You’re reaching.”

“That’s because I’m trying to get to the good part of my story and the middle part is missing.”

Joe halted Dean and Robbie’s moaning. “Henry, the good part?”

“Yes. The part where Rev. Bob is in his living room and George has a gun to his head.”

“What!” Joe, Robbie, and Dean shout it at the same time.

Joe lifted some from his seat. “Where the hell is that coming from?”

“My story.” Henry watched Joe sit down, looking so frustrated. “No, Joe, listen. Picture it. A frightened Reverend Bob. An angry George. A gun pressed tightly to the temple of the God fearing man.” Henry rambled on with his story . . .

 

“George.” Rev. Bob spoke shaking. “No. Please. It’s not right.”

“I don’t care.”

“They’ll know you did this. Who else will they blame?”

“I have my out and I will not chance you opening your mouth.”

“I merely said . . .”

“You merely said I should leave if I’m going to keep this up,” George spoke angrily. “I really think you may talk. You can’t talk. I can’t take that chance. I’ve worked too hard.”

“I promised you years ago. I’ve kept it.” Rev. Bob swallowed harshly.

“Yeah, but since the scientists left and Ellen and Frank told what happened, you’ve been nervous.”

“It’s your imagination.”

“Imagination or not, it’s a chance I won’t take.”

Rev. Bob heard the clicking of the hammer. “No wait!” He shouted. “You can’t! I’ll do anything. I won’t say anything. I haven’t. Please, we go back a long way you and . . .”

 

“Stop!” Joe held up his hand to Henry. “Very dramatic. Nice flare and facial expressions. But…they go back a long way?” Joe chuckled. “That’s reaching. Rev. Bob goes back as far as any other survivor would go, as far as the moment they walked in the gates.”

“No Joe.” Henry shook his head. “Not at all. I can prove it.”

“How?” Joe asked.

“Remember yesterday when I took Reverend Bob’s radio apart? I went back this morning to put it all together again. Guilt maybe. He is a man of the cloth. I overheard a conversation coming from the chapel. I guess Rev Bob didn’t know I was there. The other voice I couldn’t quite make out. But Reverend Bob said, ‘With all that’s going on now, I can’t take a chance. Please do not say anything about it.’ So . . .” Henry smiled and walked toward the back of Joe’s office. “I was curious. I snuck around the back of the chapel to see who was coming out. I found this person and when I saw who it was, something clicked in me. That happens, Joe. I’m that type of guy.”

Joe waved his hand to Henry to hurry him along. “Move it on, Henry.”

“O.K.” Henry walked to the waiting room door in Joe’s office. “Now Joe, I promised him what he’s going to tell you guys won’t get beyond this room” Henry dropped his voice to a whisper. “I had to blackmail him and . . . Robbie, he has two of your dirty magazines in exchange.”

“No!” Robbie stood up. “I only have ten.”

“Eight now.” Henry opened the door and peeked his head out. “Come on out. Sorry it took so long but they were giving me a hard time.”

Forrest Caceres walked from the back room. “That es ah rut An-ray. Quit ah rut.” Forrest cleared his throat in nervousness.

Dean snickered. “You hid Forrest in the back?”

Joe looked over. “Henry, what is going on? No one is to know what . . .”

“He doesn’t.” Henry stated. “He’s only going to tell you one thing and then he will leave. Go on Forrest tell them what you told me. I will keep my word.”

Forrest looked at Joe and the others. “I woos telling An-ray dat  I remember de rev-run. He woos de officiating rev-run at de lust conference for de so-sigh-et-tee. De sum one dat senator Had-ley woos ut.”

Total shock and silence took over. Henry smiled. He walked Forrest to the office door. “Thank you, Forrest. That will be all.”

“Un you woo nut tell hum uh tud you.”

“No.” Henry shook his head. “Thank you.” After Forrest had left Henry faced the room. “Dedication, maybe. Connection, definitely. Oh yes!” Henry clenched his fist and drew it into him with excitement. “George knew Rev. Bob, Rev Bob knew George. Rev Bob also knew that George was involved in the Society. Ha!”

Joe looked pleased and then he looked at Dean and Robbie. “I say Rev. Bob stays. Any objections?” Joe received no answer. “I didn’t think so.”

^^^^
For some reason, she didn’t know why, Ellen hummed a tune unfamiliar to her. She didn’t know where she had heard it before or even if she made it up. But it was peaceful and it slipped from her softly, barely heard as she sat in her chair staring out the window. She didn’t put much thought into why she hummed the song but she wouldn’t remember Andrea singing it to her just the day before. Ellen’s concentration was on the small grade that sat in the distance behind center town, a grade that could be seen on the east side of the clinic. A familiar site to Ellen, one she watched many times from the lab.

The somber look changed from her face and her mouth opened. She could see the white tee shirt and green military pants walk over the small hill. The brown shoulder harness and the straight walk he had with his arms swaying caused Ellen to stand up. She moved to the window quickly, laying her hands on the glass. It was cool and her nose pressed near it, watching him walk closer and closer. She smiled. “Frank.” She gasped his name, “Frank.” Then she saw it was Robbie. He must have spotted her in the window because he waved. Ellen smiled, but it wasn’t genuine, more like disappointed. She returned the wave to him. She stepped back, slowly sat down, her face returned to being lost and Ellen resumed her window watching while she hummed the song again.
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Binghamton, Alabama
Kyle, Link, and Jeff, awaited their interrogations as they sat in the holding room The Society had placed them in. The door opened and Ted was harshly tossed in to the floor. They gathered around him to help their injured fellow UWA soldier. Lt. Merrick then stepped in.

He looked at the men on the floor surrounding Ted. “Two words. Kingman, Arizona.” Suddenly he watched the three of them look in horror at Ted and back away. Lt. Merrick smiled arrogantly. “That’s what I thought. Thank you, gentlemen.” Lt. Merrick stepped from the room.

When they saw the lieutenant was gone. Link, Kyle, and Jeff returned to Ted.

Link helped him up. “Good job, but man, your face is messed up.”

“Thanks.” Ted grabbed his face. He could barely speak through his swollen lips. “So you think he fell for it?”

Link smiled. “Hook, line, and sinker…don’t look like none of us are getting beat for at least a day or two. Thanks, man.” Link gave a pat to Ted’s back causing a moan and Link laughed.

^^^^





  
 

Beginnings, Montana
“Do you remember, Ellen?” Jenny asked as she sat next to Ellen by the window.

“No.”

“Dean says the fresh air will do you good. I have the wheelchair outside. It’s a beautiful fall day. Perfect.”

“No.” Ellen shook her head.

“But I thought you would love to see all the men in the community that I know are gay but never tell.”

“I would, just not today,” Ellen said sadly, staring. “Not yet. Can I do it another day?”

“Sure.” Jenny laid her hand on Ellen’s. “Can I watch the window with you?”

“I’d like that.”

 

Joe stood shaking his head as he looked into Ellen’s room. He stepped back away from the door and turned to Dean. “She’s been in the same place since early this morning.”

“Yep,” Dean told him. “She only got up to take a shower and a short walk around the room then she seemed restless and wanted to sit down again.”

“Has she eaten?” Joe asked.

“Nothing.”

“I can’t believe she’s passing up a chance to see all the closet gay men in this community. That is such an Ellen thing to do.”

“I know. Henry tried to get her to go out. If she wasn’t sitting by that window, I would push it. But she keeps staring out and…and she says she’s afraid to leave the room.”

“Well I’m not gonna push her,” Joe stated. “She’ll know when she’s ready and something is telling her she’s not ready.”

“Maybe you’re right.”

“I am.” Joe nodded. “I think I’ll go in there and talk to her, see what she says to me.”

Dean stopped Joe as he moved to the door. “Don’t ask her too much, Joe.”

“I won’t.” Joe shook his head. “I’m gonna talk to her, that’s all.” He walked into Ellen’s room and stopped by the bed, just behind the chairs. “Jenny, can I uh, see Ellen alone?”

“Sure, Joe.” Jenny stood up. “Ellen, I’ll be by tomorrow. Maybe you’ll feel up to it then.”

“Maybe.” Ellen only shifted her eyes to Jenny briefly.

“O.K.” Jenny stayed chipper and walked by Joe.

Joe grabbed her arm and whispered. “Shut the door.”

Jenny nodded and left, closing the door like Joe requested.

With his breaths precluding his approach, Joe walked up to Ellen. He moved the chair right next to her and sat down. He watched as she kept staring out the window. “Sweetheart, we have to talk.”

“Did you know this is almost the same view as from the lab? Did you?”

“I didn’t know.”

“Yeah.”

“Ellen . . .”

“I used to…I used watch out that window too. When Frank was done making his rounds and he would head into town, I could see him coming over that grade. See?”

“Yes.” Joe got up and shut the blind.

“Joe!” Ellen shrieked. “No.” She sprang from her chair, reaching for the blind. Joe stopped her. “No Joe.”

“Ellen.” Joe grabbed her hand.

“No Joe, I have to see or else.”

“Or else what?”

“Or else I’ll miss seeing him coming over the grade. Let me open the blind.”

“Ellen.” Joe grabbed her shoulders and turned her from the window. “Frank is not coming over that grade.”

“He is. He will. He’ll be back over that grade in time.” Ellen spoke emotionally, “because nothing stops Frank. Nothing.”

“Ellen, did The Society stop my son?” Joe asked in a low voice. Ellen’s eyes moved to him. “What happened to Frank out there?”

Ellen didn’t answer. Her lip quivered.

“Ellen, I shouldn’t ask you but I need to know and you’re the only one who has any answers. What happened to my son?” Joe asked with passion.

Ellen’s mouth opened no words came out. “He’ll get away.”

“Do you think they have him?”

“They have to Joe and he’ll get away from them.”

“So you saw them take him?” Joe questioned.

Ellen just stepped back and sat down.

“Ellen, you saw them take him, right? This is why you know he’s coming back.”

“When they had captured us both,” Ellen spoke sadly, “he tried every means to get us away. He was,” Ellen smiled, “he was such a Frank.”

Joe sat down next to her.

“But I held him back,” Ellen said. “I think I did. He thinks so quickly and I move slowly. Now that he’s alone, I’m sure he’ll get away. I’m sure of it.”

“How did they take him? Did you see? Was he gone maybe when you woke up?”

Ellen shook her head.

Joe watched her eyes water up. “There’s something you aren’t telling me, but I have to tell you something. I know he was hurt.”

Ellen quickly looked at him.

“Did you know that?”

Ellen looked back at the window even though the blind was down.

“You do.”

“How . . . how do you know?” Ellen asked.

“The clothes you were wearing and the sheet you came back in were covered in Frank’s blood. Dean told . . .” Joe stopped because at that moment Ellen broke down and cried. “What happened to my son, Ellen? Please?”

With her face streaked with the tears that fell so fast, Ellen sniffled and looked at Joe. “He was sick, Joe. I’ve never seen Frank so sick, so we couldn’t move any further. We were sitting outside hoping you guys would spot us and when he stood up . . . it happened so fast. When he stood up,” Ellen’s eyes closed, “they shot him.” Her words transformed into emotional ones. “And they kept on shooting him until he went down.”

Joe’s hand slid down his face slowly, his eyes raised above his fingers. “I’m sorry.”

“I’m sorry too Joe.”

“I thought…I thought for sure he was alive. I felt like he was alive. Maybe it was just wishful thinking.” Joe’s breath left him, his mouth dropped open, and his eyes closed. “Dear God, Frank is dead.”

“No!” Ellen said so strongly. “No, he’s not.”

“Ellen, you just said. Sweetheart, you said he was shot. You said you didn’t see them take him.”

“Yes, I know what I said but I also know Frank. I know how much he can take and he can take more than they gave him.”

“You said they gunned him down.”

“But I know, Frank,” Ellen murmured. “I know him. I know him. I feel him.” She quickly looked at Joe. “And you’d feel it too if he were gone. He’s alive.”

“Ellen, maybe we just . . .”

“No Joe!” Ellen shouted. “If there’s a person on the face of this earth that Frank shares his soul with, that person is me. If he were dead, I’d be dead. We are not meant to live on this earth without each other. Like closely connected twins, like the old people that die within days of each other, like the Andersons, that is me and Frank. The moment he dies, I will die. There is no doubt in my mind about that. I’m still alive, so is he.” Ellen spoke calmly. “He just might need our help and we are sitting here, but he won’t wait forever for us. You know Frank.” Ellen stood up and opened the blind. “He’ll say fuck us and find his own way home and for that I am waiting.” She sat back down. “Everyone is so damn certain Frank is dead. If everyone wants me to believe that then someone better bring me his body, because until they do, I will never be convinced and I will spent the rest of my life…”

“Looking out the window for him?”

“Yes.”

“Oh that’s ridiculous,” Joe snapped. “Do you hear how ridiculous you sound?”

Ellen’s eyes widened. She looked insulted that Joe took that tone with her. “Joe, I . . .”

“You were hurt, for that I am sorry. You saw the love of your life get shot down. I’m also sorry for that. You hid from the pain until you were able to come out, until you started to heal. If you were depressed over what happened to you, or distraught over Frank’s death, or still sick, I would give you all the compassion in the world. You have my compassion for what you’ve gone through. My heart breaks for you but I will not let you sit here staring out a goddamn window looking for my son.” Joe’s tone rose as he paced in front of her. “It’s stupid and it sounds like something from a bad plotted chick flick.”

Ellen gasped. “Joe . . .”

“Here I was thinking you only were staring out the window in thought over what had happened. Mental patients are drawn to the light.”

“Mental patients?”

“Yes, so I thought you couldn’t help yourself but you can.” Joe was near yelling. “You’re waiting for Frank. Did it ever occur to you that he wouldn’t come over that stupid grade anyhow? When my son comes back, it’s gonna be because I brought him back or he came to the gate. Either way you are gonna know about it long before he comes over that hill and you’ll be waiting.”

“You just said ‘when’.”

“Damn right I said when, not if. I thought from the moment you came back that he was taken. I guess…” Joe calmed down and sat next to her. “I guess I had to get a confirmation through your adamancy, that’s all. We’ll find him. We just don’t know where to look. And who in the hell are the Andersons?”

“They were this old couple who both survived the plague. From what I could see through the pictures, they were married a lot of years. They died close to each other.”

Joe blinked. “O.K. What brought them up?”

“We stayed at their farm so Frank could get some rest. It was so beautiful, Joe. A big front porch that . . .”

“Ellen.” Joe held up his hand. “If they were dead when you got there, how do you know this stuff?”

“The cavalry told us.”

“The cavalry,” Joe blew out. “Oh boy.”

“No Joe. They saved us. They rode in on their horses and saved Frank from being shot by a firing squad. They told us about the farm. They told us you guys were looking for us. That’s why we were waiting outside. How do you think I got home?”

“We thought The Society dropped you off.”

“The Society was dragging my ass across the field. This soldier had me by my hair and the next thing I know his head is bouncing on my chest, decapitated by a sword.”

“The cavalry?”

“Yes. They look like the cavalry too except they wear bandanas like bikers instead of hats.”

“The cavalry.”

“You don’t believe me.”

“Ellen.” Joe stood up again. “The cavalry? Sweetheart, I believe someone in that camp came to your rescue but not the cavalry. And . . .” Joe drew up a thinking look.

“What?”

“The third and fourth blood,” Joe stated in thought.

“What are you talking about?”

“Dean found a third and fourth unidentifiable blood on your clothes. That must be where it came from.”

“Joe!” Ellen’s voice perked up. “I killed at least three. The cavalry killed more. There, there would be bodies right? Who’s gonna take them? If we go to the farm, we’ll know for sure and without a doubt about Frank. Because if he is dead, he’ll be there too. Joe we can prove to everyone that Frank isn’t gone and we can get everyone…”

“Stop.” Joe sat down again. “If we look for Frank, we look for him without the community knowing. It stays in a small circle of people. Because I don’t want The Society finding out we’re looking for him. Got that?”

Ellen nodded. “The other person working on the inside might let George know.”

“Ellen? How do you know about the other person?”

“You had a suspect meeting in here.”

“You remember?”

“No, Henry told me.”

“Goddamn that boy.” Joe shook his head. “What else did he tell you?”

“Nothing.” Ellen’s voice dropped. “I’d love to be part of the meetings.”

“Well you can’t. They get out of hand enough. I have Henry who rambles on and on, Robbie who instigates, and Dean who’s been nothing but miserable. Which . . .” Joe laid his hand on Ellen’s, “should change now that you’re back safe and sound. He was worried about you.”

“I know he was.”

“He went out looking for you.”

Ellen looked surprised. “He did?”

“Yes he did,” Joe told her. “When they brought you in here, he wouldn’t let a soul touch you, no one. He worked on you alone.”

“Thank you for telling me that,” Ellen said. “Joe, in your suspect meetings, did you at all bring up Henry or Andrea?”

“Why would you say those two names, Henry especially? Tell me why?”

Ellen shrugged. “I guess . . . I guess because he’s so non-suspect. If I was watching it on T.V., I’d pick him because he’s less obvious. Not that I think he’s working with George. And Andrea, well.” Ellen hesitated. “I love her, don’t get me wrong, but I was sitting here thinking when I found out about the meetings. You know, just in case I was allowed to come and I thought of her.”

“Why?”

“Something she did a while back that’s always bothered me.”

This caught Joe’s attention. “Which was?”

“You can’t yell at me.”

“Why would I yell at you?”

Ellen just looked at him.

“Go on.”

“In the history I remember, see it’s different than you remember, because I went back with Henry to bring Dean back.”

Joe slid his hand down his face. “A ripple in time.”

“Yes.”

“They don’t count Ellen. I’ve told Henry the same thing.”

“Yeah but Joe, just listen. O.K.. When Frank pulled me from the explosion, I had a one track mind. Get to the clinic, get the vial to save you, and pull you out to get George. Well I raced into the lab. Jason was there and Andrea was too. I rambled and rambled about saving you when I was getting the vial. Jason stayed. Andrea left.”

Joe sat back from his lean in the chair. “Where did she go?”

“I don’t know. The next time I saw her was when I was holding Dean’s body.”

“Ellen, you have to realize, this holds little stock with me because it really never happened.”

“I know.” Ellen’s head dropped.

“You do know, since I think I’ve convinced you not to watch for Frank, you can leave this room. Why don’t you get some air? Dean wants you to do that. Move around. Let Jenny take you out to see all the closet homosexuals. You’d like that.”

Ellen shook her head with a smile. “No, I’d rather not.”

“Why.”

“I’m just a little scared right now.”

“Christ, Ellen, I take that as an insult. I run this place. Robbie would be insulted if he heard you say that you…”

“No, don’t tell Robbie, O.K.? He’s the last person I want thinking that I don’t feel safe. He’s working so hard for Frank.”

“And speaking of Frank, do you think you can recall where this farm is? I think I’ll send Robbie that way on his reconnaissance this afternoon.”

Ellen agreed and looked to the window. “You said something, Joe. You said you would bring Frank back. Was that figuratively speaking because you always use the word ‘we’.”

“Let me let you in on a little father-daughter secret.” Joe leaned to her. “The moment we get hint of where Frank is, I’m going myself to get him,”

“But you don’t want The Society to know. You’re the leader. You can’t up and leave.”

“I’ve been thinking about retirement a lot lately. Maybe get into distribution and start making some of those runs with the men.”

Ellen looked horrified. “No, Joe, you have to lead this community. You can never retire. We’ll never make it.”

“Yes you will.” Joe patted her hand. “I have a plan. He looked at his watch. “I have to go.” He kissed her as he laid his hand on her cheek. “We’ll talk more later. I’ll be back for those directions.”

“O.K.”

Joe stood up and saw Ellen looking out. “Ellen. You’re staring again.”

“I know. But Joe, if I promise not to get neurotic about it, may I? It makes me think of him and it gives me hope. I need that. I miss him so much.” She spoke sadly. “I miss him so much.”

Joe laid his hand on her shoulder. “Watch away.”
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Washington DC
George held one ear closed as the train whistle blew loudly. He looked in irritation to Jeremy. “Must the conductor do that?”

Jeremy shrugged as he held the phone. “An answer. They need an answer.”

George huffed. “Are they absolutely sure this is where the camp is?”

“Lt. Merrick said the one man broke during interrogation and the other men confirmed it by their reaction.”

“All right,” George spoke with edge, “tell them load up sixty men and find the place. Hit the shit out of it with mortar, weaken them, and then storm in. I want as many of those men as I can get. One of those well trained men is worth four of ours.”

“I’ll tell him.” Jeremy stepped back and began to speak on the phone.

The train whistle blew and George cringed again.
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Beginnings, Montana
Joe knew the moment Robbie stepped into his office that his flight to look for the farm did not turn out well. Robbie walked in, looking frazzled and hot He tossed the clipboard down in front of Joe.

“Nothing.”

Joe removed the sheet of paper from the clipboard. “Nothing at all?”

“I couldn’t spot anything that remotely looked like a well-kept farm.”

“Maybe we’re relying too much on her memory. After all she did say the cavalry rescued her.”

Robbie shook his head. “What does Dean say? Does he think she’s remembering things wrong?”

“Not wrong but possibly distorted because she was half out of it when everything was going on and the shock of seeing Frank shot. This group of men or whoever came to the rescue and she just exaggerated. But…” Joe looked at the flight sheet. “She was here before all of that went down. Let’s give her a map this time instead of relying on where she said ‘the cavalry’ told her it was. Start her out from the camp she left.”

“Good idea.” Robbie took the sheet as Joe handed it to him. “Want me to file this for you?”

“Could you? Thanks.”

Robbie stood up. “I’m not giving up, Dad.”

“I didn’t think you would.” He watched Robbie move to the file cabinet and then looked to his door. There was a knock. “Come in.” He returned to his paperwork.

Jess walked in. “Hi Joe.” He looked at Robbie. “Hey you’re back. Just the guy I wanted to see. How you doing?”

Joe raised his eyes to Jess and saw Jess hand Robbie a sheet of paper. Joe went back to his own paperwork.

Jess indicated to the sheet. “I found some foot prints outside of these perimeters. Tracking doesn’t pick up single beings, but maybe you might want to take a look.”

Robbie checked out what Jess showed him. “Yeah, I will. Thanks.”

“Need me to go with you? I will since I’m done for today.”

“Uh . . .” Robbie shut the file cabinet. “Yeah, I want to stop and see Ellen first, just to promise I’ll make time this evening.”

“Oh,” Jess said.

Joe raised his eyes. “Um Robbie. When you stop by, any chance I can get you to convince her to go outside and walk or get air? Dean wants her to do that.”

“She won’t?” Robbie asked. “That’s not like Ellen.”

“No it’s not.” Joe started to laugh. “Jenny even offered to take her in a wheel chair and point out all the men who…who…the men who…um.” Joe cleared his throat, “the men who work the fields.”

Robbie snickered. “I wouldn’t go either. Why doesn’t she want to go out?”

“I’m not supposed to tell you, but…she’s afraid.”

Robbie’s expression dropped. “Afraid to walk in the community? Oh Dad, that’s bullshit. That makes me feel bad, I’m doing…”

Joe held up his hand. “I know. That’s why I think you probably can get her to go. Besides, you and her are close. From what I’ve heard and seen from her, I think you may be the only one who she feels safe with. She’s been subtly glorifying you.”

Jess interjected, “It may be a connection to Frank so keep that in mind, Robbie. I know how you feel about her.”

Joe grumbled. “Whatever the reason, can you?”

“Most definitely,” Robbie said. “I want to help her. I’ll think of something.”

Joe smiled. “Good. Trish says it’s a comedy tonight at the walk in. Ellen loves comedies. Why don’t you ask Dean if you can steal her from the clinic for that? But keep in mind he may give you a list of do’s and don’ts.”

“That’s just Dean,” Robbie said. “I’ll talk to him. I’d like her to go and she always loved the drive in. Besides, I know he wants to get the house ready for her, so that can be his excuse for why he’s not seeing her.”

Jess walked closer to the two. “I’m heading out. How about I meet you up at perimeter ten?”

“Sounds good.” Robbie handed Joe the sheet that Jess gave him.

“By Joe, Robbie.” Jess moved to the door and left.

Robbie saw Joe staring. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” Joe shook his head.

“You act weird with him. Don’t you like him?” Robbie asked. “He’s a really nice guy, Dad.”

“You don’t say. Hmm. I’m sorry. I don’t mean to act weird. I’m just . . . I guess weirded out.”

“I understand.” Robbie started to stand up. “I’d better run so I can get cleaned up in time for the movie. I want to check those perimeters with Jess.”

Joe leaned back in his chair, grabbed a cigarette, and snickered.

Robbie paused in his walk out. “What?”

“Nothing. Go on.”

“Gee thanks.” Robbie shook his head and walked out.

Joe lit his cigarette. He took a long hit then looked at it and watched the smoke for a moment. He smiled a little with a swaying head, leaned forward to his desk, and went back to finishing his work.
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Bowman, North Dakota
Craig’s singing of the song, Home on the Range, Carried through the cool night air of Bowman. “Oh give me a home, where the buffalo roam. Where the deer and the antelope play-a-a-a . . .”

Hal stopped walking down the street with Sgt. Ryder.

“Ignore it,” Sgt. Ryder told him. “Let’s go listen to Beginnings.”

Hal walked and again he heard the singing, loud, badly and . . . close.

“Where seldom is heard, a discouraging word. Because our captain is sensitive and gay.”

Hal stopped cold.

“Captain.” Sgt. Ryder tried to warn but it was too late.

Hal had marched back and looked for Craig. “Sing some more,” Hal shouted out. “Go on so I can find you.”

Only Craig’s hyena style laughing was heard. Craig thought he was in the clear, safe between the bookstore and the old hardware store. Safe until he felt the snatching of his shirt and himself being pulled out of his hiding place. He smiled. “Hey, Captain. What’s up?”

Hal grunted long and softly. He released Craig. “Please, stop the singing. If you must, do it somewhere else.”

“But I’m singing patriotic songs, like you said. You said if I must sing, and you used the word ‘must’, you said I must sing patriotic songs.”

“That’s because I didn’t think you knew any. Since when did that song mention anything about a captain being gay?”

“The revised rap version.” Craig nodded with a smile and saw Hal did not. “O.K., patriotic songs.”

“Fine.” Hal held his hand up, stepping away from Craig. “And try to sing in key. You’re terrible.” Shaking his head, he joined Sgt. Ryder who waited outside the police station. “Sorry.”

“I feel no remorse for your irritation. You bring it on yourself.”

Hal opened the police station door. “I can’t help it. Like I said, it was bred in me. You don’t know the type of household I grew up in.” Hal walked in, patting the monitor on the back. “You can take a break. Sgt. Ryder and I are going to listen for a while. Anything happening?”

“Nope.” He shook his head and stood up. “I’m just biding my time through the checkins. There is a woman on the radio oddly enough.”

“A woman?” Hal sat down. “What channel?”

“Seven.” The monitor pointed. “She was talking about some moon event that is happening tonight. It got boring. She said she’ll be right back.”

Hal quickly turned up channel seven. “The moon event could be important.”

“Uh . . . I don’t think so,” the monitor said. “It didn’t sound it.”

Sgt. Ryder shook his head. “You never know. The Chief seems like a bright man. He may be sending coded messages through the woman in case someone is listening. We’ll take it from here and see what we can come up with.”

“O.K.” The monitor shrugged. “I’m off on a break. I’ll check back.”

Hal quickly grabbed the pen and paper and drew it near him. “Good thinking on the codes. The Chief may be on to someone listening to their transmissions and to be on the safe side, he’s probably doing that. I would.”

“So would I and we still don’t know the condition of the woman we returned. She could have said something about us monitoring them.”

Hal nodded. “Yes, but Blue said from what Gary described, she could be in shock for weeks. Shh . . . here comes the woman.” Hal listened.

“O-Key. Dough-key. I’m back,” the woman said.

“Her voice sounds kind of annoying,” Hal commented.

Sgt. Ryder agreed. “Probably because she doesn’t speak much.”

“Probably.” Hal got ready to take notes as he listened to the Beginnings’ transmission and to the woman speaking.

“Whew!” The woman let out a long breath of relief. “Boy, did I have to pee.”

Sgt. Ryder looked at Hal.
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Beginnings, Montana
Dean leaned with his one hand on his lab counter, the other hand on his hip holding back his lab jacket. He kept peering up to Robbie through the tops of his eyes. “I don’t know.”

“Come on, Dean. We don’t even know if she’ll do it. If she does, why not?” Robbie wanted to know.

“It’s going to be cold.”

“What, is she your child?”

“Robbie, she just came out of a deep shock not even twenty-four hours ago. All right?”

“You said she needs air. This could help. It’s probably a short movie.”

Dean ran his fingers through his hair. He thought about it.

“Besides, I know you want to get the house ready, don’t you?” Robbie said. “If you are there, how are you going to be here? Ellen is going to want to know where you are.”

Dean took a deep breath. “I do want to get it ready. All right, listen to me. If she gets tired, you bring her right back.”

“Got it.”

“Keep her warm.”

“Got it.” Robbie nodded.

“No alcohol.” Dean told him. “I know you guys got blasted last weekend.”

“I won’t get her drunk.” Robbie held up his hand in promise.

“You still have to convince her to go. This whole conversation all might be in vain.”

“I’ll get her to go. Thanks Dean.” Robbie moved to the lab door. “Oh, hey, Dean? You might want to get her some clothes. I don’t think she wants to go in her robe.”

 Dean smiled. “I’ll, um, run home and get some as soon as you tell me she said yes.”

Robbie gave a thumbs up and headed out.

 

He walked down the hall. Ellen’s door was open. She still sat in the chair by the window. “Hey El.”

“Robbie,” Ellen said his name with a smile. “Hi.” She actually stood up and moved from the window.

“Wow, you seem like you’re glad to see me.”

“I am.” Ellen grabbed his hand. “You’re back sooner than you said. By the way you talked earlier I thought you wouldn’t be back until tonight.”

“I’m coming back tonight.”

“Good.” Ellen sat on the bed and patted a spot in front of her.

Robbie sat down on the bed facing her. “So.”

“So.” Ellen looked at him. “You didn’t tell me so I’m taking it you didn’t spot anything.”

“Nothing.” He saw the disappointed look on her face. “But, tomorrow I’m giving you a map and you’re gonna try again. O.K.? I’m not giving up.”

“I know.”

“El, Dean says you should get some air, walk around.” Robbie grabbed her hand. “I want to ask a favor of you.”

“What’s that?”

“O.K., well.” Robbie played with her fingers. “We have these walkins now and I remember how much you loved the drive in. I did too. When I was a kid, a teenager, you used to take me with you. Remember?”

“Yes. Pete hated the drive in and we had to go so far too. And you know me, I always had to get there early for a good spot. You hated it because I used to make you take Josh to the bathroom.”

“I never hated it. In my demented warped teenage mind, we were on a date.”

Ellen blushed a little.

“Yeah, I used to imagine on the drive home that one of those times you were gonna thank me and kiss me. You know, a date.” Robbie smiled. “I always wanted to go on a date to the drive in with you so my favor is for you to go with me to the walk in tonight.”

“No, I can’t.”

“Why? It’s really not a date, El.” Robbie placed his face close to hers. “I won’t expect a kiss. I won’t even look at it as a date. Just go with me. Get out of this room and come back to Beginnings.”

“No. I just feel…I just feel safe right now in here. Not outside.”

Robbie swallowed. “I’m security for Frank, El. I’m trying my hardest. What can I do to make you feel safer? Tell me because I’ll be damned if I’ll let anything happen to you especially in our own home, a home that Frank designed the security. El, saying you don’t feel safe in Beginnings is like saying you don’t believe in all the work that Frank did and I’m telling him as soon as I see him.”

“Are you laying a guilt trip on me?”

“Is it working?”

“Yes.” Ellen looked at their hands that were joined. “You won’t leave my side?”

“Not for a second,” Robbie told her.

“Maybe, maybe that’s what I need.”

“It is.” Robbie moved his hand from hers. “I’d better finish my checks. I’ll be back. I just wanted to ask you that.” He kissed her on the cheek. “Thanks.”

“Robbie.” Ellen grabbed his hand. “If this works and I feel better after walking outside, I have a favor to ask you.”

“Anything.”

“Good.” Ellen slid from the bed and stood up. “I want to go with you to the farm. I can help you find it.”

“No, you can’t do that.”

“I need to do that. I need to see for myself.”

“Dean won’t allow it.” Robbie told her. “He won’t. It can’t be good for you.”

“If I feel like I can do it, I’ll be fine. I’ll talk to Dean. I promise I won’t go if I’m even a little scared or nervous. But Robbie…” Ellen stepped closer to him. “If nothing else, I need to go to that farm to put closure to this because my mind took me from there before my body even left.”

Robbie looked up at the ceiling then back down to Ellen. “I’d have to clear it with my Dad.”

“I understand.”

“O.K., let’s just see how tonight goes then we’ll take the next step. All right?”

“Thank you.” Ellen squeezed his hand.

“I have to go. I’ll be back.” Robbie moved to the door. “El?” He waited until Ellen looked at him. “Look good.”

Ellen smiled, almost chuckling when Robbie left and as she did, she felt the pain of her brush burned cheek. Her fingers reached up to her injury. It felt so big and the smile fell. “Look good. Yeah, right.” Ellen shook her head slowly then went back to her chair by the window and sat down. She wanted to watch while there was still some daylight left.
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Bowman, North Dakota
Sgt. Ryder and Hal perked with interest when they heard the woman suddenly talk about something besides new ideas for finger food.

Hal smiled. “I knew there was a reason for this.”

 

“Denny,” the woman said, “do you have plan one ‘A’ ready for me.”

“Roger that red headed wonder woman. Like, can I start?”

“No you have to wait until the time is right. Do you have enough?’

“Been collecting the agents since this morning. Got like, a million messengers of death to be delivered.”

The woman giggled. “Wait until nine o’clock then everyone will see.”

“Check.” Denny laughed. “O.K., big hand on the nine and the little hand where?”

 

Hal tossed his pencil. “I give up. Do they use their radios for anything of importance?”

Sgt. Ryder looked disappointed when he heard ‘the Chief’ get on the radio and tell the woman to clear the air. “I have to say I find it entertaining.”

“I do too. Maybe it was just the woman who irritated me.”

“You have that problem with them anymore.”

“Do you blame me?” Hal stood up and ran his hand down the back of his neck. “It’s hot. I think I’m going to grab a shower and a late bite to eat. I’ll send the monitor back.”

“No, let him take his time. I’m curious to see what the comedy is they are having at their drive in, or walk in.”

“Let me know. O.K.?” Hal moved to the door and walked. Usually he stayed and listened to Beginnings for a long time but on this night, the more he listened the more he felt let down, as if something else was supposed to be said and he didn’t know what that was. He just had a feeling and that was bothering him.
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Beginnings, Montana
Henry raced down the street and directly into Dean’s house. Denny stood there in the semi empty living room, surrounded by boxes and holding a large old coffee can.

“Denny, the coast is clear. She’s there.”

“Thanks Henry,” Denny said excitedly. “She didn’t see you, right?”

“It doesn’t matter, Denny. You know the plan.”

Denny winked and ran to the door, cradling the can safely in his arms. “Don’t tell my mom.”

Henry gave a thumbs up as Denny ran out. He closed the door and turned back into the living room, looking at the disorganization of the move. The open boxes  were half packed, lying everywhere, and so in need of being finished. Figuring he’d help Dean out, he moved the boxes from the center of the room so no one would trip on them. He sat down on the couch and enjoyed his babysitting detail while Nick was sleeping.

^^^^
Denny’s steps were short and quick, dashing about the building like some sort of secret agent. He could hear the voices coming from distribution, waiting for the movie so he went the long way around, coming in from behind the projection unit.

Trish heard the shuffling and looked down. She saw Denny with a can, on his belly, crawling toward the crowd. “Denny, you’re gonna get dirty. Andrea will get mad.”

“Shh.” Denny held his finger up. “You don’t see me.”

Trish closed her eyes. “O.K.”

He continued in his mission, squirming through the snickering men who watched him, not realizing that they saw him. Then Denny spotted her. Bev. She sat on a blanket, her crossed legs stretched out, a bottle of wine next to her along with a plate of some food. Slowly and quietly,  Denny sneaked up behind her. When he was right there, he poked his head around and tilted it up at her.

“Hey.”

Bev jumped. “Denny, you frightened me.”

“Why?”

“I didn’t know you were there.”

“You weren’t supposed to. I did good.”

“Yes, now go away.”

“O.K.” Denny snickered shifting his eyes down and seeing how close her poking breasts were to him. Denny grinned. “Those are really big.”

“Yes.” Bev rolled her eyes.

“Do they hurt at all?”

“No!”

“Never?” Denny asked.

“Denny!”

“I would think that they would if they’re like stretching out your skin that much.” Denny pulled at his tee shirt. “See, my skin doesn’t stretch.”

“You’re a boy, your skin won’t stretch. Why are you so dumb?”

“Hey, I’m telling Robbie. He’s my big brother, you know.”

“I know. Go away.”

“I’m telling,” Denny said smugly, “and he’ll beat you up. He says I’m not dumb. I’m just sick-n-shaped, so there.” Denny stuck out his tongue then held his finger out and poked it into her breast.

“Hey!”

“Ha! Swelled. I knew it hurt.” Back on his stomach, he crawled away.

Bev looked so irritated. She reached down, scratched her leg, and shook her head. “Sick-n-shaped.” She scratched her back. “Sick-n-shaped? What the hell does that mean?” She was antsy as she scratched her arm. “Sick . . . oh.” She grumbled. “Ill-informed.” She let out an aggravated sigh and felt the awful itch grow into painful little stings. In horror she looked down as her hand reached to her leg where the itch was worse and saw multitudes of red ants crawling about her. She jumped up with a shriek and tripped over a large open can, Denny’s can. As she hit the ground she saw the ants crawling from there. Screaming and scratching and swiping the ants from her, Bev left the walk in and ran all the way home.
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Bowman, North Dakota
Many photographs spread across Hal’s table in his apartment. He pulled his still long, wet hair into a ponytail as he sat down to look at the family pictures. The small wooden box he kept them in was open and empty near them. As his hand shuffled through pictures of him and his brothers, Hal smiled. From biggest to smallest they leaned against the long blue car of Joe’s. Frank was so tall and skinny, towering over Jimmy and Hal, and Robbie, so dirty, slumping and looking his ornery self at ten. Holding the picture, Hal looked up when he heard the knock at his door. “Come on in.”

Blue, the town doctor came in. “Captain, I need to speak to you. It’s important.”

“Come in.” Hal had a reminiscent smile on his face. “What’s up?”

“One of the men injured in the North Dakota raid with Sgt. Ryder has taken a turn for the worse. It was a minor injury”

“But you just said it was a minor injury.”

“The slice on his hand was infected when he came in. It’s much worse now. If we don’t do something about it he could die. His temperature is very high and his arm is swollen beyond belief.”

Hal dropped the picture. “That’s not good. All right…” He took a thinking breath. “Tell Sgt. Ryder to prepare an escort to take the man to Beginnings’ gate. He must be dropped off in the morning before security checks in at seven fifteen so have the man ready in a few hours.”

“Thank you. Shall I include my notes so they know what has happened?”

“That would be wise and give their doctors a head start.”

“I’ll do that. Thank you.” Before Blue left he noticed the pictures. “Are they yours?”

“Yes.” Hal held the one of him and his brothers by the car. “I’ve had these with me since I was stationed in Hawaii. I found these when I went to my dad’s house.”

Blue glanced at the picture. “Your brothers?”

“Yes, I was thirteen, my brother Frank, seventeen, Jimmy, he’s the one who looks like a nerd,” Hal chuckled, “fifteen. And Robbie . . . Robbie was ten.”

“You were the rebel then too I see.” Blue pointed. “The only one who didn’t have a shaved head?”

Hal snickered. “I had to be different. Of course, my father would have Frank sneak into my room after three hair cut warnings and shave my head.”

“That’s terrible.”

“That’s the Slagels.”

“Well, I must go prepare the man. Thank you again.”

“Not a problem.” Hal was deep in thought as he looked at the pictures again. He saw himself with the backwards baseball cap, his hair blonder and hitting to the bottom of his neck. He remembered when that picture was taken, two days before he woke up completely bald the next day. He remembered the car and, as he stared at the large vehicle, Hal’s mid flashed back to those days of being young and living with his bothers . . .

 

Flashback …

 

Frank, seventeen, looked so annoyed as he pulled the car up in the Big Giant Super Market parking lot. Jimmy sat quietly in the front seat, fiddling with his glasses that Hal kept reaching up from the back seat and knocking off of him.

“Robbie!” Frank blasted. “Knock off the spit balls.” Frank reached his hand to the windshield and cleared the paper wads stuck there. “All right.” He turned the car off. “Everyone has their list.”

Jimmy looked at his. “Frank, wouldn’t it have been easier to assign us aisles instead of tearing the list in four.”

“No. Shut up,” Frank snapped and looked in the mirror. “Hal, shut up too.”

“I didn’t say anything. Hey Frank, you’re like the coolest taking us for a ride in Dad’s car. Can we go looking for girls later?”

Robbie laughed, “If Frank’s with you, you’ll never find a girl.”

“Robbie,” Frank said his name irritated, “keep it up and you’ll shop with me and I’ll hold your hand in the store.”

“People think you’re my Dad anyhow,” Robbie said. “You look old.”

Hal gasped. “How can he look like your dad, asshole? He has pimples.”

“Hey!” Frank opened his door. “Let’s go. Don’t get in trouble or I’ll kick your asses when we get home.”

At that point, the others shivered dramatically and verbally faked their fright.

Frank rolled his eyes at them and stepped from the car.

 

Hal had ten items to get. He figured he could carry them all. He didn’t want to look as weird as Frank did carrying that basket around. So, with the soap smashing the bread in his arms, Hal moved to the cookie aisle. He stopped. By the cookies were the little cheap toys and by those toys was Robbie. With no groceries, Robbie stood there. Hal knew he was up to something, so Hal stepped back and watched. Sure enough after Robbie peeked around the bend, he slid a packaged racing car into his shirt and zipped up his jacket. Hal smiled and walked away. He found Customer Service at the front of the store and tapped his hand on the counter until the old woman behind the counter acknowledged him.

“Can I help you?” she said.

“Yes, I’m a concerned shopper. May I speak to a manager please?”

His name was printed bold on the name tag. Conrad. His hair was slick and his glasses as thick as Jimmy’s. He heard this. “Young man, what can I do for you?”

“Seeing how I was raised properly and how I am conscious of how theft affects prices, I want to make you aware of a shoplifter.”

Conrad shook his head. “I haven’t time for games.”

“I’m not playing,” Hal said, “really. I’ll show you. It’s a little boy alone in the store. Man, where are his parents.”

“If you make me chase around for nothing, I will call your parents.”

“O.K.” Hal agreed. “But if I’m right can I have a free Hershey bar?”

“If you’re right.” Conrad walked from behind the counter.

Hal led him around the store until he spotted Robbie. “There. See, you can see it sticking out of his coat.”

“I’ll check this out,” Conrad said.

Hal, wanting to watch, stayed from view and watched the manager approach Robbie. He saw Conrad pat Robbie’s chest and grab the toy. Just as Conrad took Robbie’s arm, Frank came around the bend. Hal laughed.

“Hey!” Frank yelled at the manager and saw Robbie crying. “Get your hands off my brother!” Frank grabbed Conrad’s hand, removed it from Robbie, and then took Robbie’s hand.

“He’s a thief.”

“Oh bullshit.” Frank started to walk with Robbie. He wasn’t a but few steps down the aisle when the manager came after him, physically stopping Frank.

“Sir.” He yanked Frank around holding tightly to Frank’s arm.

Frank didn’t mean to, but when he pulled away, he pulled Conrad with him. The manager jerked and fell into the shelf, knocking boxes to the floor. Not ten seconds into Frank’s second attempt at getting away, two security guards showed up and grabbed Frank.

“Hey!” Hal shouted when he watched them give Frank a hard time, “That’s my brother!” Hal raced down the aisle, leaping onto the back of one of the guards. “Get off!” Hal fought.

“Hey!” Jimmy’s voice was heard.

Before Hal knew it, Jimmy had joined the battle. The manager, caught underneath, screamed. Frank was still on his feet. One guard was on his back with Hal and the other pulled at Frank’s arm with Jimmy on his back. Robbie, after placing the toy back in his jacket, proceeded to continuously kick any leg that didn’t belong to his brothers.

 

“Dad is gonna kill us,” Jimmy said as he and his brothers sat in the manager’s office.

Robbie looked up to Frank. “Sorry.”

“What the hell were you doing stealing?” Frank snapped. “Hal! Why did you turn him in?”

“It was wrong,” Hal stated.

“You should have told me. Fuck, Dad is gonna be so mad.”

Conrad entered into the office. “I have news for you boys, bad news.”

Jimmy lifted a book from the manager’s desk. “Is this yours? I want to read this. Is it any good?”

Frank and Hal shouted. “Jimmy!”

Jimmy put the book down. “Sorry. Go on.”

Conrad huffed. “Your mother was here and then she left. She said she washed her hands of you.”

Frank looked oddly. “Our mother? Do we have a mother?”

Hal rolled his eyes. “Ruth.”

“Did Dad marry her?” Frank asked.

Jimmy spoke irritated, “Yes, three weeks ago, remember. They went to Vegas.”

“No,” Frank argued, “they didn’t get married. I don’t think they did.”

“Yes they did, asshole,” Hal yelled. “You went to that Junior ROTC shit and didn’t even ask who she was when you got back.”

“I knew who she was,” Frank said, “but I didn’t think Dad would marry her. Shit.” Frank tossed his hands up. “Do we like her?”

Jimmy shrugged. “If we did, it doesn’t matter now. I think we scared another one away.”

Frank fluttered his lips. “She wasn’t around that long anyhow, was she?”

“Frank!” Hal shouted. “She’s been around three months. God, you dumb!”

Having had enough of his head going from Slagel boy to Slagel boy like some sort of tennis match, Conrad shouted to silence them. “Boys! Are you not concerned? This woman refused to get you out of trouble. I have to call the authorities unless you give me your father’s number. Are you ready to tell me his work number yet?”

There was silence then Robbie spoke up. “Tell him, Frank. I wanna go home. Speed Racer is on.”

“Yeah,” Hal said. “Speed Racer is coming on.”

“The library closes soon,” Jimmy added.

Frank thought about it. “Is there any other way?” he asked. “Please? How about I come in here and work for free this weekend. Just don’t call our dad.”

Conrad looked at the boys. “You’ll work for free?”

“Yes, just don’t call him. All right, and Jimmy will work too,” Frank told him.

“Please mister,” Hal stated, “he’ll kill us. He really will. There was a fifth brother at one time and we still don’t know what happened to him.”

The manager stared at the boys long and hard, while running his hand over his slicked hair again and again . . .

 

End of Flashback …

 

Hal dropped the picture. He still didn’t know how they got out of that mess. Frank only had to work one day collecting carts. They also never told their father they knew the reason that Ruth suddenly disappeared. They stuck together back then. They might have fought a lot but they stuck together. There were a lot of scrapes like that, but those situations were memories Hal never wanted to lose. What Hal wouldn’t give at that moment, to live through one of those messes all over again.

^^^^





  
 

Beginnings, Montana
Dean pulled Ellen’s hair from the collar of her sweatshirt. He smiled, closed mouthed, at her as they stood in her room. Dean saw Ellen ready to say something. “No, don’t. Stay warm. O.K.?”

“Is it cold out?”

“Nope, but you’re sitting outside and I want you to be warm. Promise me, if you get tired or cold, you’ll come in.”

“I promise you.”

Dean grabbed her hand and led her back to the bed. “Try to finish eating before you leave.” He placed his hand on her shoulder and gently pushed her down to sit. “I cooked this for you.”

Ellen smiled as she looked at the pizza. “Jenny’s recipe? Good job.”

“Yeah, I did do well.” Dean grinned and sat down with her. “I have to tell you, El, I’m a little jealous.”

“Why?” Ellen picked at the pizza.

“Because Robbie was able to convince you to go outside and I couldn’t even convince you to walk in the hall.”

“Dean, Robbie has this Slagel thing going for him. He plays on that control button that they all can push.”

“Like Frank?”

Ellen suddenly looked at Dean.

“Forget I said that.”

“He also…I made a deal with him. I said if I felt O.K., I wanted to fly to the farm with him.”

“You what?” Dean was shocked to hear her say that. “Ellen, as your doctor, I’m not sure I can allow that. I don’t know how good going back there will be for you.”

“Sitting here wondering if they got Frank or if his body is lying in the field isn’t good for me either. Besides, I know he’s not there, so there isn’t going to be anything there that will affect me.”

“What about just going there? The sight of it could trigger something in you.”

“I hope it does, because I don’t remember much about what happened in the field especially after Frank was shot. Everything is blurry.”

“You want to remember?” Dean asked.

“I’m strong enough to remember. I know I showed weakness by slipping into…”

“El,” Dean stopped her, “that wasn’t weakness. That was your body shutting down and saying enough. If you were weak, you wouldn’t have come out of it.”

“I won’t go back either. If Joe says Robbie can take me, will you, as my doctor, let me go?”

Dean didn’t say anything.

“Please?”

“Let’s see how tonight goes, O.K.?” Dean leaned forward to her then pulled back. “How are you feeling?”

“Why did you do that? I’m fine, sore but fine.”

“Do what?”

“You looked like you were going to kiss me and you stopped.”

“Yeah, I did,” Dean answered solemnly. “I’m sorry. I’m just afraid I’m crossing a line with you.”

“Crossing a line?” Ellen leaned to him. “Kiss me. I need you to, O.K.?”

Dean slipped his hand behind her neck and pulled Ellen to him. Slowly he separated her lips with his and kissed her softly. “I missed you.”

“I missed you.” Ellen kissed him again. “When can I go home? I want to go home.”

Dean blinked several times. “Um…I haven’t thought about it. Maybe in a few days?”

“Why?”

“You’re still hurt, El.”

“I’m a nurse. I know the warning signs. I want to go home.”

“O.K.” Dean laid his hand on her bent knee. “How about I talk to Henry tomorrow and…”

“What does Henry have to do with it?”

“You were living there when you left.”

“I was living there for a reason. My home is with you and the kids. I want to go home to my home. And…” her voice softened, “when I left, I left in the middle of us dealing with a very tragic time in our lives.” She watched Dean’s head drop. “How are you? How have you been with it?”

“I’m there. That’s all I can say.” Dean shrugged. “I miss Brian. I miss him so much.”

Ellen shivered “I do too.”

“It’s lonely at times because he was the one who would always get up in the middle of the night.”

“Interrupting when he shouldn’t be?”

“Or when he should.” Dean smiled. “Like when I knew you weren’t in the mood.”

“When have I ever not been in the mood?”

Dean gave a subtle smile. “How about when I would leave bubbles on the soap?”

Ellen laughed then turned serious. “We need to deal with this, Dean. We need to talk about him, laugh about him, and miss him together. I want to do that with you.”

“I’d love do that with you. We will when you come home. Every night we’ll set aside time, O.K.?”

“When will that be? Why can’t I come home tonight?”

“Tonight?”

“Tomorrow?”

“Um.” Dean was stumbling. More than anything he wanted Ellen home, but he wanted her to step into her new home. The old one was a mess and the new one wasn’t ready enough to surprise her. Since she didn’t remember his news about the house, Dean wanted it to be a surprise. “El…”

“You don’t want me home?”

“Yeah. I mean no, I mean yeah I do. You just aren’t well enough.”

“You’re a doctor, Dean. You don’t think I’m in capable hands with you?”

“Well.”

“What did I do?”

“Huh?” Dean scratched his head wondering where that came from.

“You’re stalling. Why can’t I come home?”

“Truth?”

“When do you deliver less?”

“All right.” Dean took a breath. “I want you home. I’d love to have you home, but . . . I have a surprise that has to do with the house and it isn’t ready yet.”

“You’re keeping me in the clinic because of your surprise?”

“No, you aren’t well enough yet.

“I hate the clinic, Dean.” Ellen folded her arms. “I hate it here. What could go so wrong with me that help from you is that far away?”

“Nothing. You’re right. I just wasn’t expecting you to be well enough to leave. Or ask to leave, before the surprise was done.” Dean took a moment. “If you’re doing well tomorrow, I’ll give the O.K. for you to leave tomorrow afternoon. This is the doctor talking and it has nothing to do with my surprise. I just want thirty-six hours observation and I want to see how you physically handle going out tonight. Deal?”

“Deal. Then I come home?”

“No, then you stay with Henry. He’s close enough to me and Andrea. Stay with Henry until Sunday. Do this for me because I want to do this for you.”

“All right, only because it’s a surprise for me. Will I like it, Dean?”

“I hope so.”

“Tell me what it is.”

“No, in two days you’ll know.”

“All right.” Ellen’s eyes shifted, her face lit up, and she smiled.

Dean, with oddity, noticed the look on her face. He turned his head to see where she was staring. Robbie had walked in. “Robbie.”

“Hey Dean, El.” Robbie moved further in. He winked at Ellen. “Ready? I’ve got everything all prepared.”

“Prepared?” Ellen asked.

“It’s a surprise.” Robbie told her.

“Another one? Boy, I should get kidnapped and beat up more often.”

Robbie looked in question. “Who else is surprising you?”

“Dean.”

Robbie rolled his eyes. “Oh, well you’d better find out about mine first, because it won’t mean shit after Dean’s.”

Quickly Ellen looked at Dean. “Really?”

Dean smiled and raised his eyebrows. He took a breath. “You’d better be going.”

“Yes.” Ellen stood up slowly. She took Robbie’s hand as he held it out to her. “Robbie, can I have a hint?”

“Think back is your hint.”

“Think back.” Ellen moved slowly across the room and stopped. “Dean, will I see you later?”

Thinking, Dean stood up and walked to her. “I’m gonna try. I want to, but Henry is babysitting and you know how that can get. I also have a lot of work to finish here and for the surprise.” Dean saw her expression turn to a disappointed one. “I’ll try. Besides, Robbie is gonna make you forget about everything tonight.” Dean smiled as he tried to joke with her. “Including me.” Dean kissed her. “Try to think of nothing but the movie. Just relax, O.K.?”

Ellen nodded, gave a scared look to Dean and squeezed Robbie’s hand more as she walked from her room with him.

Dean watched. He knew Ellen’s apprehension about leaving her sanctity of the room, but he also knew the determination she had and her awareness  that if she wanted to do more and leave the clinic, she had to take that first step. Dean watched her take that first step, not with him as he wanted, but with Robbie. Though Dean joked, or tried to, when he said Robbie would make her forget about him, there may have been some truth to that statement. Since Frank was gone, Robbie was an easy substitute, too easy. With Ellen as emotionally fragile as she was, she could easily, in a search for Frank, discover Robbie and the prospect of that frightened Dean more than he cared to admit.

^^^^
Even though it was called a ‘walk-in’, Robbie drove Ellen to it. It was not that far from the clinic but he wanted to capture the true effect. Of course, he had to park the Jeep behind the back of the projection unit.

Ellen stepped from the Jeep, looking at all those who gathered in the grass. “Must be the whole community.”

“Just about. But…” Robbie said, “our spot is reserved.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Yep. The guys in the band claimed it last week.” Robbie grabbed her hand and walked with her to the same spot Robbie and the band took over the week before.

“Where’s the music coming from?” Ellen asked.

“Danny set up huge PA speakers.” Robbie felt Ellen slow down. “What’s wrong?”

Ellen saw the two lounge lawn chairs set up by Paul, Denny, and James. There was a small cooler and a blanket lying on the bottom of one chair. “Think back.”

“What was that?” Robbie asked.

“You told me my hint was to think back. You obviously did.”

Robbie smiled and they moved closer to the set up. He and Ellen said their hellos to the guys and laughed at Denny who sat excitedly waiting for the movie to start.

“I can’t believe you remembered.” Ellen looked at the chairs. “We used to line them up in front of the car. How did you get all this stuff ready? I thought you were busy today.”

“I was. I have to give credit where credit is due even though I’d like to give myself credit. Danny got the things for me. He is the resourceful guy. Everyone calls him that now. Especially after he got the…” Robbie hesitated. He didn’t want the word ‘houses’ to come out. “He got the… uh…the flu.”

“Danny’s called the resourceful guys ever since he had the flu? He got sick again?”

“Yep. Speaking of resourceful guys,” Robbie nodded his head to Danny who walked apprehensively to them.

Ellen grinned at him. “Danny!”

“Hey El.” He let out a ‘whew’ breath and embraced her. “I didn’t want to intrude but I wanted to say I missed you.”

“Thanks. I thought I would have seen you today.”

“I’m sorry.” Danny said. “I was so busy with the…” He saw Robbie shake his head. “With the uh…”

Robbie cleared his throat. “Flu.”

“Yeah, flu.” Danny shook his head and coughed. “Anyhow, the…flu kept me busy and then Robbie asked me to be the resourceful guy. They call me Mr. Resourceful now, El. I figured I’d see you here and I did. I’ll leave you alone now.”

“Why?” Ellen asked. “Join us. Paul and the rest are here so sit with us. There’s nothing like going to the drive in with a group of people.”

“Thanks.” Danny looked at Robbie. “Is it O.K.?”

“Knock yourself out.” Robbie pointed to the grass.

“Thanks. I’ll be right back” Danny darted off.

“Ready to take your seat, El?” Robbie motioned his hand to the chair. “Trish is kind of anal about starting on time.”

“Can we sit together?” Ellen asked. “I would like that.”

“So would I.”  Robbie sat on the lounge chair first, grabbed the blanket and set it on the ground near him so he could get it easily. Ellen sat between his legs, resting her back against his chest. “El,” he spoke near her ear, “I have to tell you.” He had a bit of a laugh to his voice. “When I was a kid, I used to want to sit like this with you but I knew there were reasons that would never happen. One, I was a kid. Two, I would never do it. I’d embarrass myself. Man, did I get erections all the time back then.”

Ellen started to laugh. “Back then?”

“Hey.” Robbie nudged her.

“Robbie, please. You’re a Slagel. I wouldn’t have noticed.”

“Hey.” He felt Ellen’s body shake in her laughing.

“Thanks for making a joke. I want you to smile because I need you to know everything is gonna be fine, especially about Frank. Trust me, I feel it.”

“I do to.”

“If you get cold . . .”

“I’ll let you know.”

Robbie laid his arm across her shoulder, pulled her back and felt her relax against him. Then he felt her tense up and sit up more. “What’s wrong? El, I swear I’m in control here.”

“No, look at Johnny.” Ellen pointed with her head at Johnny who waved and walked toward them. “Oh God, he does look like his father.”

“Yeah he does. El, do you think he’s like Frank?”

“In a lot of ways, yes, but he hasn’t developed Frank’s strength yet. That Slagel thing. Of course, if I remember correctly, you didn’t have the Slagel strength yet at his age either.”

“No, I didn’t and neither did Jimmy.” Robbie snickered. “It didn’t take me long.”

Johnny arrived and plopped down in the empty lounge chair. “Hey El. Uncle Robbie.” He got comfortable. “Thanks for the chair.” He reached over and rubbed Denny’s hair. “Do you guys mind?”

Ellen shook her head. She noticed Danny rushing back over with a huge bowl of popcorn in his arms. He sat at Ellen’s and Robbie’s feet.

 

Trish took her Master of Ceremony stance. “If everyone’s ready, tonight’s adult movie is a fine comedy.” She cleared her throat for the description. “In a post-apocalyptic world, ravaged by plague…”

She didn’t get a chance to finish as Danny hooted and Paul cheered.

Paul reached over Johnny and extended a ‘high five’ to Robbie. “Yes! The Stand.”

Robbie grew excited. “I laughed my ass off.”

Trish was perturbed. “It’s not The Stand.” She tsked. “It’s a comedy classic called The Omega Man. It stars Charlton Heston as the hero, Robert Neville, the last man on earth battling Mathias’ plague ravaged people who walk around like zombies. Enjoy.” She clapped her hands together and in a perky skip, hurried back to the projection unit.

Denny looked at Johnny. “What’s a zombie?”

“Walking dead,” Johnny answered.

“Whoa.” Denny scratched his head. “Dead plague people battle this hero guy?”

Robbie heard this. “They aren’t dead. I’ve seen this movie. They just look dead. It’s what the plague did to them.”

“So they aren’t dead?” Denny asked.

“No,” Johnny answered.

“So why did Trish say they were walking dead.”

“I think she was using it as a reference,” Johnny tried to explain.

“Do they feel dead?” Denny asked.

“No.” Johnny was a bit irritated. “They just…they look that way. It’s what the plague did to them, right Uncle Robbie?”

“Yes. The plague killed most people. The Neville guy is immune, like us, but some people didn’t die. They just got all disgusting looking.” 

Denny looked horrified. “What if I’m not immune and I get disgusting looking.”

Johnny ran his hand across his goatee in such a Frank manner. “Denny, just watch the movie.”

There was nothing for the people of Beginnings quite like watching an end of a world movie. They always found so much pleasure in it no matter how serious the movie was in its time. The moment The Omega Man video started and its 1970's grainy, picture came on, the cheers began. They only grew louder and stronger when, in the opening scene, Neville stopped his convertible and fired his machine gun aimlessly--in a Hollywood induced high speed--at the zombies.

^^^^





  
 

Bowman, North Dakota
The moon was bright that evening and the weather so perfect, it seemed all the men of Bowman took advantage of it. Hal walked near the small park just east of town, a place where a lot of the men went to for relaxation in the evening. A single generator, using gasoline they scavenged, powered the spot lights for evening games of basketball.

Hal stopped and sat down on the bench by the courts, watching the two teams of four play. The bouncing of the ball and laughter was so old world. Hal loved it. He had been in a reminiscing stage and didn’t know why. It was evident to him because, with each bounce of the ball against the concrete, Hal’s heart beat and brought back strong feelings of many years before.

Watching them play, he could see his big brother Frank shooting in the driveway of their house. He was so tall and so much bigger. There was something about having a big brother that Hal hated and loved. He guessed that was the feeling of every kid, but Frank was a tough big brother. He always tried to act cool when he couldn’t be, mean when he wasn’t, but he did do something Hal envied. Everything Frank did, he did well unless it had to do with actual school work. Every other Slagel had that advantage over him, no matter how young they were.

Bounce-bounce. The bang of the hoops’ back board. The metal clank of the rim, and the swish of the net.

“Come on Frank, let me and Robbie play.” Hal heard his twelve year old voice.

“Nope. You’re too little.”

“So, let us play with you.”

Then he heard Robbie’s voice in his mind, sounding so young. “We don’t want to play with him. He sucks at it.”

Hal remembered how they’d pester Frank, but Jimmy never would. Anything physical Jimmy did was strictly under protest.

“We’ll tell Dad.” Hal wouldn’t let it lie.

“Tell Dad.”

“We’ll get you in trouble.”

“For what?” Frank’s tone was sarcastic.

CRASH!

 

Hal laughed as he thought about it. Maybe throwing that rock wasn’t the best idea he and Robbie had. It broke the garage door window and they said Frank did it with the ball. They had to run from him for four blocks. Frank never did catch them. Their father was on his way home from work and picked them up. Frank didn’t get in the car, and that was his mistake. Hal and Robbie proceeded to tell Joe they were running from Frank because they threatened to tell on him for breaking the window. Frank got in trouble. Frank ended up being a better big brother than they gave him credit. He never argued the punishment. He just took it. He had to work off the price of the window with extra chores. Hal always thought Frank would pay him back for that but he didn’t.

Somehow in that moment, the memory suddenly left him, pummeled away, and smacked out of his head.  The loud ‘heads up, Captain’ somehow wasn’t quick enough to pull him from that flashback in enough time to react to the basketball sailing his way.

Thump!

Hal’s head jolted to the left from the mighty smack of the ball. He watched the basketball bounce and roll away and then saw the shoes of the person chasing it. Hal looked up in irritation as he rubbed his stinging head.

Craig grabbed the ball, snickering. “Sorry. We yelled.”

Hal grumbled in such a Slagel way, deciding at that moment, if Craig was playing basketball, he would certainly be a target. Hal got up and moved on, taking his memories along with him.

^^^^
Beginnings, Montana.

 

It took longer than Dean expected to clean the dust from new couch and that Bed-in-a-Bag that Danny grabbed him from K-mart was nearly impossible to figure out. It baffled him how something so simple as a comforter, sheet, and bed skirt could be so difficult for a man of science. Dean finished a lot that night, even in the dark modular home. He used candles because he wanted to get it ready. He had too. He wanted Ellen home. Even though it was later than he told Henry he would be, Dean made a special trip to the ‘walk-in’ to check on Ellen. He could hear the laughter along with the loud comments about bad shirts and wasted shots as he neared.

Dean didn’t make it too far into the ‘walk-in’. He stopped when saw Ellen sitting comfortably with Robbie. It bothered him seeing her like that. With Ellen going through all that she was, Dean, knowing it would be hard for him to hide his feelings, decided she didn’t need his insecurities on her mind as well. Dean simply turned around, put his hands in his pockets, and feeling lost, walked back home.
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September 6
 
   


Beginnings, Montana
Henry’s head swayed slowly back to look out the window at the rain that blasted against the pane. “Damn.” He returned to the dining room table, leaning over it with Danny. A laptop computer sat on Dean’s dining room table. Wires protruded from it. The first floor was dimly lit in those early morning hours while thunder and lightning added a science fiction feel as they worked.

The thunder roared.

Danny had hooked up to the laptop what looked like a voltage detector. “This weather makes me feel like doctor Frankenstein.” He handed it to Henry. “Point away.”

“It isn’t going to work.”

“Trust me.” Danny clicked on the keyboard. “Point away.”

“Danny, your power supply isn’t channeled right. You, of all people, know this. There is much juice headed to the laptop.”

“Henry, I of all people, do know. Get ready.”

“They aren’t meant to take that much power. Didn’t you learn?”

“Yeah.” Danny nodded. “I adjusted it. I think I have it right this time.”

“All right.” Henry shrugged and grabbed the ‘on’ switch. “But as soon as I do this…” He flicked it on and when he did a loud buzzing occurred, followed by a crack. Henry dropped what he held. “…that will happen.” He waved the smoke that came from the laptop.

“Shit.”

“Told you.”

“I stand corrected.” Danny put on gloves and disconnected everything from the laptop. He grabbed the small fire extinguisher, lifted the laptop, tossed the computer in a huge box with five or six others, and blasted it with the extinguisher. “We have one more.” He pulled another laptop over. “After this we have to go to storage.”

“How many did you swipe?” Henry asked.

“Enough. They’re all over the place out there. O.K.” Danny flipped the lid to the laptop. “Let’s try this again.”

 

Dean smelled smoke when he reached the first floor of his house. He saw the reason for the hazy appearance in his house when he looked at Danny and Henry at his dining room table. “Are you two still working on the same thing or did Danny come back?”

Henry looked up. “Hey Dean, I don’t know. What time is it?”

“Look at your watch, Henry.” Dean told him.

“I can’t.” Henry tapped the face of his watched. “It got zapped. I have one a.m.”

Dean held up his own wrist. “I have five-forty-five a.m.”

Danny’s eyes widened. “Shit. Wow. O.K., we might as well keep going.”

“Might as well,” Henry agreed. “I’m here till ten anyhow. Is that how long you’ll be Dean? Ten? I have things I have to do.”

“So do I, Henry. Until Ellen is on her feet, you’re the babysitter on Saturdays. After all, one of the five living here is yours.”

“There’s always a price to pay,” Henry said. “Oh hey, Dean?” Henry called out to him, stopping Dean as he left. “Are you letting El come home with me tonight?”

“Let’s see how she’s doing today after her little outing.” Dean opened his front door. “Henry don’t forget to feed the kids this morning.”

“O.K.” Henry answered as he held a wire for Danny. He looked up when he heard the door close. “What did he just say?”

“Haven’t a clue,” Danny answered as he reached for a tool. “Let’s just finish this.”

 

“Damn it.” Dean cringed as the rain fell harder on him. He ran as fast as he could from the edge of the living section through town and to the clinic. His tennis shoes squeaked as he walked into the quiet halls. Dean shook his head, flinging his growing hair like a dog to shuck the massive amount of water that adhered to his head. He walked down the hall, flinging the wetness from his arms and shaking a forming chill.

Running his fingers through his hair to straighten it, he turned into Ellen’s room and stopped cold with a loud squeal of his shoes. The bed was made and there was no IV pole along with no Ellen. He stepped backwards to make sure in his mindless walk he didn’t wander into the wrong room. He didn’t. Shocked, he turned around and saw Patrick crossing the corridor at the other end. Dean raced up to him.

“Patrick.”

“Oh hi Dean.” Patrick carried a chart and walked to the nurses’ station. “We had a break in temperature in four of the pneumonia cases.”

“Good. Patrick, where is Ellen.”

Patrick looked up from his chart. “I thought you knew.”

“Knew what?” Dean asked.

“She didn’t return last night.”

“Where the hell is she?” Dean asked almost panicked.

“She um . . .” Patrick grabbed another chart. “She stayed with Robbie.”

Dean’s heart sunk and a twinge of anger hit him. Rain or not, Dean left the clinic. He knew where he had to go.

^^^^
Joe had the maps folded as much as he could so as not to take up most of the space on Robbie’s dining room table. He smoked a cigarette and occasionally picked up his coffee. He held a pen in his hand and jotted down figures on a piece of paper. “How long again, Ellen?”

Ellen sat catty-corner to Joe, a cup of coffee before her. “A couple hours maybe, no it was longer than that. We rode at a slow steady pace.”

Joe wrote down some more numbers. “It’s not making any sense.” He looked up when he heard a plate set down and smelled eggs. He watched Robbie place breakfast in front of Ellen. “Being awfully nice aren’t you?” He asked Robbie.

“Yep.” Robbie took another hit of the cigarette he smoked then put it out. “You want some, Dad?”

“Nah, coffee’s fine.” Joe stared at the maps.

Robbie returned with a plate of eggs and sat down. “I’m starved this morning. I hate doing rounds hungry.”

Joe took a sip of his coffee. “I need you to think for a second, Ellen. Do you remember when you traveled, about what time of day, and where the sun was?”

“When we headed to the farm it was morning, maybe late morning. I do remember about the sun.”

“You do?” Joe seemed surprised.

“Yes, because it seemed to follow us.” Ellen said. “It was hot.”

“So you came from the east.”

“That’s what the cavalry said.” Ellen took a bite of her eggs and actually moaned as she chewed. “Oh my God, are these good. Look at the tiny chopped up vegetables.” She took another bite. “Oh Joe, you should have some.”

Joe looked at her plate. “They do look good.” He reached over and grabbed the fork from her hand, took a fork-full of eggs and ate them. “They are good, really good.” He gave Ellen back her fork and returned to his maps. “Robbie, I’m impressed.”

“Thanks, but I didn’t make them,” Robbie said, “Jess did. He knew Ellen stayed here last night and he made them when he came home from his shift this morning. He said just heat them up.”

Ellen ran her fork through the food. “Look at the work. He did this after walking a beat before he went to bed.”

“No.” Robbie shook his head. “He has all kinds of things chopped up in the fridge. El…he cooks all the time. I never have to cook. He cooks good, too. He also cleans.”

Joe peered up from his map over his glasses. After briefly looking at Robbie he went back to his maps.

“I feel bad,” Robbie spoke. “Andrea isn’t feeding me as much.”

“I don’t.” Joe grumbled through his mapping.

Ellen smiled. “Joe’s happy someone else is taking care of you.”

Joe looked up again, snickered, and returned to his maps.

“Was Jess married Robbie?” Ellen asked. “I bet he was. Someone trained him well.” She ate some more. “These are so good and the house is so neat.”

“It is,” Robbie replied “He wasn’t married but he told me he lived with someone for eight years. He’s a neat freak.”

“Wow,” Ellen commented. “You guys are like Felix and Oscar of the Odd Couple.”

Robbie chuckled. “Yeah we are only we actually get along great.”

Joe laughed and stood up. “I think I’ll have some of those eggs.”

“What’s so funny Joe?” Ellen asked.

“Oh nothing, ignore me.” Joe walked to the kitchen. “The Odd Couple comment made me think back to the show, that’s all. Good show.”

Ellen watched Joe in the kitchen dishing up eggs. “Your Dad can be so…” She stopped speaking. When she turned to look back at Robbie, Ellen saw Dean, soaking wet, walking into the house. “Oh boy.”

Robbie didn’t see what the problem was. “El, it’s Dean. Please.” He stood up. “Hey Dean. Want some . . .”

“El.” Dean walked closer. “What . . . what are you doing?”

“Eating.” Ellen plunged her fork into her eggs.

“No, you know exactly what I am talking about. You’re here. Why…?”

“Morning Dean.” Joe came from the kitchen. “Eggs? Jess made them.”

Dean shook his head. He controlled himself because he felt his thoughts slipping out, thoughts of being out numbered. Thoughts of Frank or no Frank, the Slagels had Ellen and always would but he didn’t want that part of his anger to come out. “El, you promised me thirty-six hours of observation. You can’t be running around. You just came out of the shock twenty-four hours ago.”

Joe really didn’t think anything of it. “Dean, it’s all right. I wouldn’t have let her stay here if my wife didn’t give the O.K. Andrea came over three times last night to make sure she was fine.”

“Andrea O.K.’d it?” Dean asked.

“Yes,” Joe began to eat. “Ellen refused to go back. I tried to get her to go. Robbie tried also so Andrea handled it.”

“I see.” Dean nodded. “O.K.” Dean held up his hand. “As long as you’re fine El.” He turned around and moved back to the door. “I have to get to the clinic.”

Ellen stood up slowly. “Dean, wait. Please.” she moved with caution from the table, limping slightly as she walked to him. She looked back at Robbie and Joe and pulled Dean further to the door whispering. ”Don’t be mad at me.”

“I’m not mad. I was concerned. Obviously you don’t care about your health.

“I care about my health and my mental health. Being at that clinic bothers me.”

Dean scoffed facially to her. “Right.”

“You’re mad.”

“I’m not mad.”

“I know you are. I can feel it.”

Dean checked out Joe and Robbie who tried to act like they weren’t watching. He kept his voice low. “All right, I am mad but I’m not worrying about it. You’re fine. You obviously know what you need both medically and emotionally and you have it. That’s what counts. You are getting though this. I have to go. I only have four hours at the clinic.” He grabbed the door. “Bye Joe. Robbie.”

Ellen stood by the door as Dean left. She went back to her eggs acting as if nothing bothered her and as if everything were fine. The truth was, it did bother her and her gut told her all was not fine.

^^^^





  
 

Nashville, Tennessee

Eight Society soldiers stepped from the train into the station ahead of George. George hated the train ride because it was slow. They had to stop several times because the conductor got confused about everything except blowing the whistle. George looked irritated when he was approached by one of his leaders in Tennessee, Captain Anvers.

“Captain.”

“President Hadley.” Captain Anvers saluted and brought forward a man in his fifties wearing a blue workman’s outfit. “Sir, I would like you to meet Owen Wells. He is the man responsible for getting the underground phone lines up and running in this region.”

George shook his hand. “Owen, excellent job. I don’t understand why we aren’t traced up by the tracking system in Beginnings.”

“Simple, sir,” Owen explained. “We’re using the old underground lines. Nothing is bouncing off the satellite and the tracking picks up from the satellite. The old lines are safe from the tracking where cell phones and radios are not.”

“Just what I wanted to hear.” George began to walk with Captain Anvers and Owen. “Tell me, did Captain Anvers here speak to you about running the lines through other cities.”

“I’m still working on that, but I don’t see why we can’t get the lines up in running at least in the cities The Society operates. I would need the man power then I would have to train them and reprogram the phone lines. It could be months or longer.”

“I understand. I’m in town for a day. After I’ve rested I expect to see you with a full break down and report.”

“Yes sir.”

George let Captain Anvers lead the way to the awaiting Jeep that would take him to the main set up. George needed his communications back, communication that could not be detected by Beginnings. The only problem George had was that his means of communication overseas would be detected. With his overseas expedition scheduled to start soon, it looked as though he was going to have to go into that blindly and have little communication with the outgoing ship. He felt going blindly was better than not going at all.

^^^^





  
 

Beginnings, Montana

Henry raced into the tracking room in from the rain. He shook the water from him as he set down his tool bag. He looked at Mark who monitored the SUT tracking system. “What’s up, Mark? I’m supposed to be babysitting.”

“We lost the front gate tracking.”

“We what?” Henry flung the rain off of him and moved closer to the dead screen. “How long ago?”

“Just when I called you,” Mark said. “Ten minutes maybe.”

“Could be the rain. That wind is pretty bad out there. All right, let me check in here to make sure it’s not the power or anything internal. We drain a lot of power here and the storm may have an effect on it. Do me a favor and call Danny.” Henry opened his tool bag. “This is more his baby than mine. I could waste a lot of time.”

“Danny’s working on the houses.”

Henry pulled out the table the monitors set on. “I think this is a little more important.”

“I’ll call Danny.” Mark picked up the phone.

^^^^
Bright and chipper, Andrea walked into Dean’s lab. She held the small note Dean had left her and knocked once on the archway. “Morning, Dean. You wanted to see me?”

Dean turned from his work. “Yeah, close the door.”

“Must be important.” Andrea reached back and closed the door. “What’s going on?”

“I need to know where you get off.” Dean walked to her.

“Excuse me.” Andrea blinked. She was taken aback by his hostile tone.

“Where do you get off? Ellen is my patient, not yours.”

“What did…?”

“You have no right what-so-ever to release her from the clinic without my knowledge.” Dean’s hand slammed on the counter.

“First off!” Andrea raised her voice, “do not dare take that tone with me!”

“Don’t you dare take control of my patients.”

“It was Ellen!”

“Yes it was!” Dean shouted back, “and you just assumed it was fine for her to not return.”

“I checked on her all night.” Andrea spoke loudly and defensively. “She was in capable hands. She wasn’t alone. She was with . . .” Andrea cleared her throat. “I see.”

“You see what?”

“This has nothing to do with the fact I gave the O.K. for her not to return, does it?”

“Yes it does.”

“Oh horse shit.” Andrea moved to the door and opened it. “When you calm your little ass down, we will talk. If you want to discuss this on a professional level, we will, but I will not be victim to your petty jealousy because she stayed with Robbie Slagel.” Andrea pointed with her bobbing head. “That is where your anger lies and why you are blasting my judgment. Get over it Dean. Get over it now or you’ll be in for a miserable time ahead.” Andrea stormed out.

As the door slammed loudly so did Dean’s hand again on the counter, this time sending a rack of tubes crashing over and breaking. “Shit.” Reaching for them, Dean stopped and ran his hand down his face, desperately trying to get his anger back in control.

^^^^
The rain had stopped. Robbie laughed as he spoke into his headset, walking the pathway back to his Jeep. “No way. The chief can not be involved in the Neville nominations. He’s too old.”

“Right.” Steve the tower guard came back sarcastically. “How old do you think Charlton Heston was?”

“Not that old.” Robbie laughed, “Besides, I’m Neville.”

Steve’s joking tone changed. “Whoa . . . hold up. Which way you headed?”

“Why?” Robbie asked. “To my Jeep.”

“There’s someone at the back gate.”

“One of Mathias’ men? Cause with tracking down we can’t be...”

“No,” Steve said. “This is one, no, two men and one just dropped the other off at the front gate.”

“I’m there.” Robbie took off running to his Jeep. He jumped in, lowered the microphone to his headset, and screeched the Jeep to the way of the front gate. “Frank.”

^^^^
Danny huffed and shook his head when he heard Henry laughing through the headset radio. “It’s not funny.” Danny clenched his hands as he climbed a rope up a tree. “Why aren’t you doing this? It’s internal.”

“External.”

“Internal.”

“Danny, you secured it badly. Admit it.”

“Never. I can’t believe a storm knocked this down. Hell, I secured this thing so tight fuckin’ God himself couldn’t knock it off.”

It wasn’t the intrusion voice they expected. Reverend Bob interrupted. “Must we speak the Lord’s name like that.”

Henry laughed. “Listen to you eavesdropping. That is so wrong.”

“I eavesdrop so I know who to pray for.”

Danny grunted as he climbed. “No offense Reverend, but that doesn’t work for me. Henry, almost there.”

 

“Down the front gate!” Robbie could see the man, wrapped in a blanket on his side. His dark hair protruding through it. “Shit, please.” Robbie beckoned in his mind as he raced over to the body and dropped to this knees. He turned him over in complete disappointed. It wasn’t Frank. Placing his revolver in his shoulder harness, Robbie saw the note attached to the man. It was addressed to the doctors in Beginnings. “O.K., let’s get you in.” Robbie reached down to the man and pulled him to the front gate.

 

Finally Danny made it to the top of the tree, lifting himself to the high branch where the tracker was. “Oh shit. Henry.”

“Yeah.”

“It wasn’t any storm that did this.”

“What was it?”

Danny looked at the spear that stuck from the tracker. “It was a spear.” He heard the ruffling of grass below him. “Oh shit, not again.”

“What. What’s wrong?” Henry came back.

“Gets security out here now! We have savages.” Danny’s eyes shifted and he saw Robbie by the front gate. “Damn it, Henry, get help!” Grabbing the spear and tugging it with all he had, Danny tucked it under his arms, grateful he was wearing gloves, and then slid most of the rope length down the tree.

 

Robbie stood quickly to his feet and dropped the man a few feet from the gate when he heard the single war cry chants. “Shit.” He grabbed his gun and moved up his microphone. “Get me a team out front, but put up that perimeter now until they get here. We have savages. Sounds like a lot.”

Steve was on the other line. “Already spotted them. They’re on their way.”

“Fuck,” Robbie said disgusted and knew he didn’t have time to get the man out of the way. He held up his revolver and tried to zoom in on the direction, but they seemed to come from all directions. Robbie prepared to fire. Louder and louder they grew. Suddenly, from the trees, they emerged like wild animals. There were more than Robbie could count and they came almost as quickly as he could shoot. He was taking them down but they plowed to him. He was only one man with one gun then Robbie felt the sear of an arrow into his leg. “Fuck!” he shouted out as he felt a savage leap to his back. He flung him over his shoulder, snapped his neck, dropped him, and swung out his gun in a punch to one that dove at him. As he swung at another, Robbie saw Danny run from the trees.

Danny made as much noise as the savages trying to divert attention from the ones who went after Robbie and it worked. Danny held the spear in both hands as the savages flew towards him. Danny spun the spear in a martial arts style, using the ends of the stick in alternation to nail each savage that came his way. He danced on his feet in a fighter’s stance, giving the savages his best shot.

There were twenty or thirty, far out-numbering the Beginnings team.

With the arrow still in his leg, Robbie felt an arm grip his neck and he was pulled backwards by more than one savage. Just when he used his every strength to pull off one, his head lifted and he saw another racing towards him with a spear aimed directly at him. He was coming fast and Robbie fought to free himself. Twenty feet, fifteen, ten, . . . and then out of nowhere came the ‘nay’ of a horse, a swing of a sword, and the attacking savage’s head flew from his body and rolled to the ground. Blood shot up like a fountain from the savage that had yet to fall. The rider on the horse barreled by the savage he had just decapitate and sent the body spinning.

The savages were just as surprised as Robbie and in their surprise, Robbie took his advantage. Breaking free, Robbie began to fight, using his fist because they came so many, so quickly. He could see Danny battling. He also saw the rider on the horse remove an arrow from the horse's backside and not miss a beat. He swooped down his sword at the savages and as he did, he kicked the ones that came after him, even helping Robbie once in his pass. In his fight with three men, Robbie watched the long silver blade quickly shoot forward into the chest of one of the savages he fought. The sword retracted and the rider moved on.

Through the small war the waged outside the front gate that Robbie, Danny and now the anonymous rider tried to protect, came steady gun fire as a team of ten Beginnings men burst through the front gate and began to pick off the targets. Precisely and quickly, just as they had been taught.

Hearing the shots, Robbie backed up. He raced to Danny and pulled him to the line of Beginnings men. Holding Danny there, Robbie aimed as well. “Don’t hit the man on the horse!”

When the savages dropped and silence entailed, Robbie saw the rider trot off in the other direction. He ran off after him. “Wait!” Robbie called out. “Wait!” The rider picked up speed and kept on going. “Shit!” Robbie tossed his hand out. “Who was that?”

Danny couldn’t miss his opportunity. He snickered. “The Lone Ranger!” He saw Robbie look at him with hostile eyes. “Zorro?” Still no Robbie response. “The cavalry?”

“Ha-ha-ha.” Robbie shook his head and turned to his men. “Nice work. Thank you.” Robbie returned to Danny. “Where did you learn to do that shit?”

“Bruce Lee taught my father and my father taught me.”

“You’re kidding?” Robbie asked, impressed.

“Yeah I am. I had you going though. Hey did you know you have a broken arrow sticking out of your leg?”

Robbie broke it at the head. He tried to not laugh at Danny and that took a lot. He moved toward the front gate.

“You shouldn’t have done that Robbie.”

“Why?”

“You lost the Neville look.”

“Shit.” Robbie looked down at his bleeding leg. He spoke in the radio. “I got hit with a uh . . . uh small spear. Give me a Neville point.”

^^^^
Dean, calmer, waited for Andrea’s approval for him to enter her office. Slowly and humbly, he walked in.

“Yes.” She looked up from the files she read.

“I’m sorry.” Dean told her as Andrea just watched him. “I was wrong and you were right. You were perfectly capable of making the decision about Ellen and I shouldn’t have done that to you. You were also right about the Robbie thing. That is what has me angry. I can’t help it. It just hurts. It doesn’t matter what I do, I’m never going to be the person Ellen needs.” Dean stepped back to the door. “But I’ll get over it again. I just got wrapped up too much in what we had before Brian died.” Shaking his head, Dean opened the door.

“Dean,” Andrea called to stop him. “I do understand and apology accepted. If you need to talk about . . .” Andrea’s phone rang, interrupted her. “Hold on.” She picked up the cell phone. “Dr. Winters.” Her face filled with worry. “Yes, Joe, we’ll get ready.” She hung up and stood up. “Let’s go Doctor.”

“What’s wrong.”

“We have incoming.”

“Wh . . .” Before Dean could say anything Andrea had flew from her office.

^^^^





  
 

Bowman, North Dakota
After he was summoned, Hal charged into the police station, running. “Tell me.” He spoke and looked impatient.

The monitor looked up. “We were monitoring and our man was dropped off and discovered.”

“That’s a good thing. You sent word there was trouble. What was it?”

“Wildcat attack sir,” the monitor said, “or savages, as Beginnings calls them. From what we could tell, Danny was out there in a tree and Eagle one was picking up our man. Eagle one was hit with a spear, but seemed fine.”

“Are they fine? Is our man fine?” Hal questioned.

“As far as we know. We’re still waiting.”

“What about our escort?”

“No word.” The monitor shook his head.

Hal looked at his watch. “He should be returning in a few hours. I’ll keep watch. Did they say how many wildcats.”

“No sir.”

“Keep listening and keep me posted.”

“I will. But sir . . .” The monitor interrupted Hal’s departure. “There is one more thing.”

“What is that?” Hal asked.

“We were listening. I think there may be one more opposing force out there against us.”

“The wildcats.”

“No sir.” The monitor handed Hal a sheet of paper. “This is what they said. It’s not the wildcats or the society. They were looking out for these people too.”

“Damn it.” Hal harshly flicked his hand against the paper. “This is all we need.” Hal took a calming breath. “I’m going to be in the field finishing today’s training and then I’m keeping watch. Please let me know if you hear anything further about the Mathias men.” He laid the note paper down and left.

^^^^





  
 

Beginnings, Montana
A blue cloth draped over Robbie’s thigh with only his injury exposed. With each pull of the suture Dean made, blood seeped from the slice. “Andrea could have done this,.”

“Yeah, but my legs are my best asset, Dean. You’re the stitch guy.”

Dean shook his head with a smile and continued to stitch. “Go on, Danny, you were saying.”

“Oh.” Danny was especially upbeat. “There he was, surrounded, right. There were fifty or sixty of them and Robbie was trapped. They were on him, beating him. Robbie was at their mercy. I come flying in, and I flew Dean.”

“I’m sure.” Dean tugged the suture.

“I come flying in and I take control of the situation. I saved Robbie and made him sit down while I battled the savages.”

Dean looked up to Robbie. “Any of that story true?”

“Oh yeah. Every word. Did he fail to mention his lightening fast hands? He told that one in the Jeep.”

“Failed to mention.”

“Sweetheart!” Andrea called out so upbeat yet concerned. “Honey.” She hurried over to Robbie. “Are you all right?”

“Um . . . geez.” Robbie cringed falsely in pain. “I don’t know. Some brownies later may help.”

“Of course. Dean?” Andrea peered over his shoulder “Are you hurting my boy?”

“Very much so.” Dean snipped the sutures. “Care to dress this.”

“Certainly.” Andrea patted Dean’s hand. “Jason is cleaning up the new guy. Can you help?”

“Yep.” Dean moved his tray and walked to the sink. He smiled at Danny. “Good story.”

“Thanks.” After Dean left, Danny walked over and looked at the stitches Robbie had. “Cool injury. Very Neville like.”

“Too bad I didn’t take one to the chest, huh?” Robbie joked.

Danny snickered. “Andrea how bad would it have been if Robbie got arrowed in the chest.”

“Bad.” Andrea said as she bandaged Robbie's wound.

“Cool. Hey Robbie, we would have hung you up like Jesus just for the . . .”

“Danny!” Andrea scolded reached out and smacked his hand.

“What? I was making a Neville reference.” Danny stated. “At the end of The Omega man, when Neville was speared to death, they made him appear like he was crucified like Jesus.”

“Robbie!” Andrea spoke, so shocked. “Please don’t tell me you let my Denny see that.”

“Nope,” Robbie lied. “I covered his eyes again.”

“Thanks goodness. Our Sweet Jesus watches over us and we shouldn’t be blaspheming. I think you should come to services tomorrow with me, Danny.”

“O.K., yeah sure.” Danny rolled his eyes and waved at Robbie then made his escape to find someone else to tell his new hero story.

 

Dean moved into the next examining room. Jason was standing over the man whom Robbie found at the front gate. He was attaching the tube from the medication into a shunt in the man’s arm. “What do we have Jason?” Dean walked closer to the table.

“See for yourself.” Jason handed Dean the chart. “It came attached to him when Robbie found him.”

“What is this with the patients being dropped off at the gate like we’re some kind of emergency room?” Dean began to read the handwritten note. “Five days ago the patient returned home with a two inch laceration. The cut exhibited signs of infection. All attempts to control the infection with natural remedies has failed. The patient’s body temperature continues to rise and he has now become lethargic and unresponsive at times.” Dean set down the chart. “Did you clean it?”

“Yep. Everything is finished. I gave him a complete look over for you. The orders just need signed.”

“Thanks.” Dean walked to the other side of the table and pulled out his pen as he reviewed the chart. “Jason, I have a ton of blood work to catch up in the lab. Can you do me a favor?”

“Sure.”

“Andrea is busy with Robbie. Can you run over to Henry’s and check on Ellen? I think that's where she is.”

“I can do that. Should I check for weakness, headache, staring, numbness, and such?”

“Yes.”

“I’ll get back to you.” Jason looked once more at the new patient. “He looks like he’s waking.”  Jason walked out.

Dean grabbed his pen light, raised it to the eyes of the man, and shined it across the eyelids.

The man groaned. “The woman. The woman. How is the woman?”

“What woman?” Dean asked but did not receive an answer. He proceeded to return to the chart and the paper work that needed signed.

^^^^
“You’re supposed to be at Henry’s.” Jason said as he stepped into Joe’s house. “Are we playing musical homes, Ellen?”

“No.” Ellen walked into the living room. “I’m helping Joe babysit.”

Jason looked to Joe who sat on the couch,. “Is she helping.”

“Nope,” Joe answered. “How’s my son?”

“Good. Dean just finished stitching him. The new guy just has a bad infection. We should be able to control it.”

“Which new guy?” Ellen asked.

Joe answered. “The one that was dropped off at the front gate with a note asking for our help.”

“Oh my God! Proof.” Ellen hurried as best as she could to the door. “The cavalry.”

“Ellen . . .” Joe stood up but Ellen was gone. “She shouldn’t be doing that, should she?”

Jason shook his head. “I think she’ll be fine. She may find herself in a bad episode of the F-Troop but otherwise she’s fine.”

Joe plopped back down on the couch. “The F-Troop.” He snickered. “Hey that was funny.”

^^^^





  
 

Nashville Tennessee
George sat behind an old desk, rubbing his eyes as he spoke on the phone. “All of them?” He asked Jeremy.

“Just about sir. When they went into the next phase of the DNA enhancement of the embryos, they lost the whole batch.”

“Damn it!” George huffed angrily. “I want to move this along. We need to move this along.”

“The other scientist are trying to compensate.”

“I realize this but they can’t compensate for the loss of the four that were in the genetics field.”

“Perhaps they weren’t as good as you thought they were. Their own creation killed them.”

George snarled and his top lip curled as he mocked Jeremy. “Perhaps they weren’t as good.” George huffed loudly. “I’ll know when I get to Alabama tomorrow. Hopefully they’ll give me news. What’s their latest report?”

“They sent out the troops to Arizona as expected and . . . still no change.”

“O.K., I’ll check back in a few hours.” George disconnected the call and his fingers stayed on the phone. He paused for a moment then began to dial a number he called often... a Beginnings number. “Hey, it’s me.” George smiled. “Good. I’m good. And you . . . . I’m glad. Just wanted to check on you and let you know I’m thinking about you. Well yeah . . .” George leaned back. “Getting there. I’ll know more tomorrow. Of course I’ll let you know. I’m gonna get going, I’ll call you tomorrow. Be careful . . . Thanks.” With the smile still remaining, George ended his call.

^^^^





  
 

Beginnings, Montana
Grateful to Henry for driving her to the clinic, Ellen, not wanting to get in any trouble with Dean, sneaked passed the lab, and walked slowly to the patient rooms. Even though the distance was not that far, Ellen’s body didn’t want to move. She did feel better today, but not yet herself.

“Found him,” Henry whispered and pointed into a room.

Ellen stood by the nurse’s desk. “I have his chart.” She held it up and walked to Henry. “You should go fix our tracking now, Henry. We don’t want to get attacked.”

“I’ll come back for you. How long?”

“Don’t worry, I’ll just walk home really slow.”

“I’ll check back.” Henry kissed her on the cheek. “Wish me luck.”

“Good luck fixing the tracking.”

“No, not that. I need luck working with Danny. He wants everyone to call him Neville.”

“He can’t be a Neville nominee. He’s Asian.”

“That’s what I told him.” Henry tossed up his hands. “But he said heroism has no racial boundaries then he lied and said something about the original Neville was Bruce Lee and it was switched at the last second before shooting.”

Ellen smiled. “Danny’s cute. O.K., I’m going to check on this guy. If he’s one, he may know about Frank.”

Henry opened his mouth to say something, but he didn’t. He figured if Ellen kept her spirits up by hoping Frank was alive, then who was he to dampen them. He just smiled and walked away. He was in a good mood and confident they could fix the tracker with limited problems. To ensure he didn’t have any bad luck, Henry ran as quickly as he could from the clinic the moment he saw Bev walk in.

 

Ellen recognized the man as soon as she walked in the room. “Hey,” she called to him softly. “Are you awake?”

His eyes opened some and he watched Ellen come into a blurry focus.

Ellen leaned closer to him. “I know you aren’t well. Remember me?”

“The woman.”

“Yes.”

“I’m glad . . .” he spoke weakly, “I’m glad you’re fine.” He closed his eyes again.

Ellen looked at his vital signs monitor and to his bandaged arm. She checked his IV which wasn’t placed in as well as she knew she could do it. Following the tubing up, Ellen tilted her head in wonder. She read the label. ‘Kenyan-2'. She then looked at his body temperature. “Level two?” she questioned out loud and then opened the chart on the bed. “Dean?” She said his name to herself and moved to the bandaged arm. Slowly she lifted the adhesive and then the bandage to examine the wound. Her eyes went from the chart, to the wound, to the IV, and finally to his temperature. “This isn’t right.”

 

Quietly, with her hands behind her back, Bev sneaked into the lab. She stood there watching Dean move about then settle into one place at the counter. With an ornery grin on her face, she moved closer to him and to his back. She bit her bottom lip and inched her way to Dean. Softly she laid her hands on the side of his thighs and pressed her chest to his back as she ran her hands up his legs to his chest.

Dean smiled and let out a breath of relief. It felt good to have Ellen touch him. He turned around and his eyes widened to see Bev. “What . . .”

“Hi Dean.” Bev smiled, laid her hands on his face, moved right against him, and kissed him.

It wasn’t a situation Dean wanted. Reacting quickly, he grabbed her hands and pushed them away at the same time he pulled from the kiss. “What would . . . Shit!” He moved Bev aside and raced across the lab when he saw Ellen standing at the medicine cooler. “El.”

“You made a mistake.”

“No see . . .”

Ellen’s shutting the cooler and grabbing an IV bottle shut Dean up. She moved across the lab, ignoring the gloating look Bev gave her. She picked up a empty requisition from Dean’s stack, stuck it in a phlebotomy tray, and carried the medicine and the tray from the lab.

Dean started to follow, stopped and ran back in his lab, pointing at Bev. “Get out of my lab before I kill you.” He banged his hand on the archway and took off after Ellen. “El, wait.” When Dean caught up to her, she was walking into the new man’s room.

Ellen smiled as Melissa left. “Thanks.” She checked the oxygen Melissa set up on the man and adjusted the back of the bed up more.

“What are you doing?” Dean asked as he walked in.

“Fixing a crucial error you made.”

“What are you talking about? What’s the problem?” Dean asked as he watched Ellen remove the intravenous and switch bottles. “What are you giving him?”

“A higher strength dose of Kenyan.”

Dean noticed the level of it. “He has an infection. That’s too strong.”

“No Doctor, he has chronic tetanus. Did you not fully examine this man?” She slammed the chart into Dean’s chest.

“First of all I . . .”

“You disappoint me,” Ellen spoke with edge.

“I what?” Dean ran his hand down his face.

Ellen attached the new medication then reached into her phlebotomy tray. “I promised this man’s people that if they needed medical treatment or care they would get the best from us. And he will, even if I have to give it to him. I can not believe you missed this.”

“I didn’t.”

“You did. The extremely high temperature,” Ellen said as placed the tourniquet on his arm, “and the slight twitching of the sternocleidomastoid are consistent with early slow phases of lockjaw. His left hand twitches. You didn’t notice? His wound has failed to heal,” Ellen placed a needle in the man’s arm. “Yet the chart states he was injured five days ago.” She filled up the tube and after removing it, filled another. “His mind is clear. He’s just sleepy, not lethargic. He remembered me.” She removed the needle and tossed it in the bin. “Tetanus.” She handed Dean the tubes. “I started a heavier antibiotic. Test those for tetanus and his resistance to the tetanus antitoxin we have. You’ll see I’m right then maybe you can give him a muscle relaxer so the man doesn’t asphyxiate when his neck muscles try choke him to death.” Ellen grabbed the tray and left a bewildered Dean.

“Ellen.” Dean ran from the room after her. “Stop.” He grabbed her arm. “First of all,  I don’t make mistakes like that.”

“Like that. No.” Ellen started walking again.

“Look El, I need to talk to you about what you saw when you walked in the lab.”

“I’d really rather not talk about what I saw. I don’t care what I saw.” Ellen pulled away. She spoke calmly. “I ignored what Alex told me about Bev coming to the house and her being your special friend.”

“Ellen.”

“Let me finish, O.K.? I can’t get mad at you about being with Bev. That’s your right but I can get mad at you about you blowing off that guy.”

“I didn’t blow him off.” Dean got angry. “The level of Kenyan that was given him would have been sufficient enough to subdue the tetanus until I ran tests on the blood taken. Thank you very much.”

“Oh really. What blood work was taken?”

“The blood . .” Dean opened the chart. “Ellen, I didn’t examine him. I would have noticed we didn’t have blood work. I’m backed up. You aren’t around.”

“So it’s my fault.”

“No. I’m just defending myself as a doctor here.”

“You signed the orders.” Ellen stepped back and pointed to Dean’s signature. “I’m assuming you examined him.” Ellen walked away.

“No!” Dean shouted at her. “This has nothing to do with this patient does it? You’re pissed off at what you saw, so instead of talking to me about it, you bash my ability as a doctor. Don’t walk away. Ellen.” Dean chased her. “I’m talking to you. This is bullshit. O.K.?”

“No, it’s not O.K. Dean. It’s not. I don’t want to be angry with you. I just want to say screw it.”

“Screw it. Explain screw it.”

“Screw you. Screw us. Screw everything.”

Dean started to laugh. He couldn’t help it. “This is stupid. You saw . . .”

“I saw her touch you. I saw you two kissing, did I not?” Ellen started to walk again.

“You saw her kissing me. Big difference. She’s starting trouble, Ellen. Don’t give this one to her. And . . .” Dean tossed his hands up following her once more. “I’ll say it again. This is stupid. For some ridiculous reason, she’s decided to chase after me.”

“Well guess what, Dean. She can have you.” Ellen opened the doors of the clinic and left.

Dean kept up with her. “Don’t you think that might be a problem considering I don’t want her. I want you.”

Ellen stopped walking and faced him. “I don’t care.”

“You don’t care?” Dean shook his head.

“No. See, it’s hard to find someone that really cares. It’s like, if you only have apples to eat, then you eat apples but as soon as something else comes along, you have a choice. I was your only option for awhile. Dean, you have a choice. Actually, no,” Ellen shook her head, “you don’t because I’m not in the choice category anymore.”

“I can not believe you are getting upset with me because Bev is hitting on me. I’m the innocent here. You should know I would never do that to you.”

“No I don’t. There is only one man who would never do that to me.”

“Yeah I know. Frank,” Dean spoke with edge. “Well if it was hard to compete with him before, I guess I’m gonna have one hell of a time now, aren’t I?”

“We’re finished with this conversation.” Ellen walked backwards, spun, and moved on.

“El.” Dean grunted, cutting his hand in the air in anger. “Damn it.” He bit his bottom lip. He turned to go back to the clinic, further away than he thought. He was totally disgusted but confident he would straighten out the mess. Ellen was going through a hard time, Dean kept tell himself over and over. He stopped walking and closed his eyes, holding back any words when he saw Bev walk by him.

Bev smiled, slowing down near him. “Mark my words, Dean,” she whispered. “You’ll come to me. Mark my words. A man can’t go that long.” She moved on.

What was her angle? What was her game? Dean had to wonder and he would work on it, especially since later that evening they would be discussing Bev as a suspect. The thought of that made Dean smile.






 
   

  
 

CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
   
 
 
   



  
 

Bowman, North Dakota
“Thirty maybe.” The man who just arrived back from Beginnings told Hal in his office. “The three of us handled it until the Beginnings men came out shooting.”

“I see.” Hal rubbed his chin. “Did you speak at all to the Beginnings people.”

“No, sir, I rode off as instructed and I wasn’t in uniform, under your orders for safety reasons, so they haven’t a clue.”

“Good. I want to keep it that way at least until we make our approach to them.” Hal looked to Sgt. Ryder who was also in the room. “What do you think?”

“I think that’s an awful lot of savages and they aren’t as dumb as we thought since their tracking was hit with a spear. They obviously they knew to take it out,” Sgt. Ryder said.

“I agree.” Hal turned back to the man. “That will be all. Excellent job today.”

“Thank you sir.” He stood up, saluted, and then left.

“Elliott.” Hal sat down at his desk. “Thirty?”

“Thirty they think.”

“Something is not right. They randomly strike. They don’t plot. Spearing the tracking is plotting.”

“They obviously know it’s there,” Sgt. Ryder commented.

“I think you and I ought to sit down and discuss the possibility of a community of them somewhere, not just packs here and there.”

“You mean sit down to just discuss or sit down with the intention of finding them?” Sgt. Ryder asked.

“Finding them.”

Sgt. Ryder let out a long whistle. “Can you image if we do? Can you imagine if there is a community?”

Hal chuckled a little, but not in fun. “Could be scarier than a community of the society soldiers.”

“You know it. The society take prisoners. The wild cats just kill you and eat you.” Sgt. Ryder raised his eyebrows up. “So do we really want to send scouts out looking for them?”

Hal drew up a serious look. “If there’s that many out there, we have to.”

^^^^





  
 

Beginnings, Montana
There were two things in Robbie’s house that could have gotten Dean’s attention when he walked in, Joe sitting with Ellen at the dining room table, looking perplexed, or the smell of warm corn flour baking. The later of the two was what got Dean when he arrived that evening for the meeting. “Whoa. What smells so good?” He sniffed and walked into the dining room. He waved to Joe, smiled at Henry, and took a chance by leaning down to kiss Ellen. She moved her head. “Still fighting with me?”

Ellen didn’t answer.

But . . . Henry did, with a loud, excited. “Yes!”

Dean shifted his eyes to Henry and sat down. “What are we talking about?”

“The cavalry,” Joe answered then faced Ellen again. “Sweetheart, I asked the new man. He hadn’t a clue what I was talking about.”

“He’s sick, Joe.”

Dean interjected and he shouldn’t have “I thought you said his mind is clear, El.”

“Shut up, Dean!” Ellen blasted him. “No one’s talking to you.”

Quickly Dean looked to Henry who snickered.

Henry controlled himself. “Sorry.”

“I’m telling you, Joe,” Ellen said. “They dress like them and act like them. Ask Robbie.” Ellen pointed to Robbie who entered the room, looking as if he had just showered. His hair was wet and his clothes a little damp.

“Ask me what and do you guys smell that?” He smiled and pointed back to the kitchen with his thumb. “Jess is making tortilla chips. Cool huh?” He sat down. “Sorry, ask me what?”

“Robert,” Joe spoke up. “The guy on the horse, the one that brought the other man to us...how was he dressed?”

“Jeans and a T-shirt, I think. No uniform. Sorry El.” Robbie raised his eyes when Jess set down some tortillas and homemade salsa.

Henry looked shocked. “Oh my God! I thought I was the inventive guy.”

Ellen immediately reached into the bowl, grabbing a chip. “We haven’t had any real chips and salsa since Miguel was around. Remember, he made us grow cilantro because he needed it?” She smiled. “I have to admit I’m jealous you guys get this.” She tried it with a loud crunch. “Jess, excellent and you used cilantro.”

“I did,” Jess answered. “Cole was working distribution and he laughed at me. Said I was the only person in two years to ask for it. They had it dried. Don’t worry Ellen, I have some for you and Jenny. Shall I walk you over there now?”

Joe answered for her. “Yes, take her. We’re done.”

Ellen stood up. “I’m telling you, Joe, I know what I saw. They came in and saved the day. There was a really hot Mexican man there man there and even he said his leader looked like a young John Wayne.”

Joe grumbled. “Ellen. Go.”

Ellen spoke so upset, “Why don’t you believe me about this? Any of you.”

“Because it’s not the cavalry,” Joe said. “I believe a group of men helped you, but the cavalry? No. Tell her, Dean.”

“El.” Dean spoke. “I believe your mind is substituting something you associate with safety and heroism for what you actually saw. It’s common in trauma cases, the past mixing with present.”

“What do you know?” Ellen snapped.

“More than you and besides, Robbie made a valid point.”

Ellen quickly looked at Robbie. “You don’t believe me either?”

“I didn’t say that,” Robbie defended himself. “I merely offered my suggestion on where you got it from, that’s all.”

“O.K. where did I get it from?” Ellen asked.

Robbie hesitated before answering. He stood up. “Look, don’t get mad, all right? But I remembered. I was a kid, so Dad confirmed this. Do you remember one weekend you and Frank came home to Gaithersburg and there was a John Wayne marathon on? You and Hal fell in love with the movie The Horse Soldiers... a John Wayne flick. Remember?”

“Oh,” Ellen scoffed.

“No, El, what did you two do? The next time you came down, you rented it and you watched it over and over until you both knew almost every word by Sunday. We got sick of watching it. You and Hal got so wrapped up in the civil war era that you made Frank go with you guys to the re-enactment. Civil war, cavalry, for the longest time that’s what Hal watched and Frank said that’s what you watched. You even called each other to inform the other when a good John Wayne movie was on.”

Ellen folded her arms and looked at the silent faces of Henry, Robbie, Dean, and Joe. She was relieved when Jess came from the kitchen with her chips. “So you guys think my mind snapped back to a point in my life when me and a fourteen year old kid liked old movies? Bullshit. That’s more unbelievable then my cavalry story. I’m going. Let’s go, Jess.” Her attitude said insulted and her body motions proved it when Ellen left with Jess.

Robbie looked at the others. “Did my theory sound that crazy?”

Joe shook his head no. “It goes along with what Dean was saying. Jason too.”

Henry reached for a chip. “It could be worse. If her mind is looking for safety and heroism, she could be running around Beginnings saying a bunch of Franks rode in and saved the day.” Henry noticed the glances he got. “What? It could happen. She could have said that.” He ate his chip. “Robbie, your roommate is way too nice. There’s something about him. Did you ever wonder if he’s . . .”

“Henry.” Joe shut him up.

“What Joe. I mean he . . .”

“Henry,” Joe silenced him again.

“Joe I just think he may actually like . . .”

“Henry.”

“Dad.” Robbie turned to Joe. “Why are you shutting up Henry? Henry, what about Jess?”

Henry noticed the looks Joe gave him. “Nothing. He’s a nice guy. I think you're taking advantage of him.”

Joe, who was sipping his coffee choked violently.

Robbie patted his father on the back. “You O.K.?”

Joe’s face was red. “Yes,” he struggled his words. “Wrong pipe.” Joe coughed loudly, glared at Henry, and then looked at Robbie. “I’m fine.”

“Good.” Robbie faced Henry. “I’m not taking advantage of him. He likes doing this shit. He doesn’t have to, but he said what else does he have to do so why should I stop him? You're jealous because no one cooks for you.”

Joe cleared his throat long and hard. “O.K.! Dean, how’s the house coming?”

“Final move-in tomorrow,” Dean answered. “Of course there’s a price to pay. Danny volunteered to help move so I guess I have to listen to made up hero stories.”

“Not to mention the favor,” Joe pointed out. “Any indication of what he wants?”

Dean shook his head. “No, but it’s Danny so how bad can it be?”

Robbie rocked in his chair as he talked. “Do you want my opinion? He wants the understanding spot with Ellen. Not that he’s all that hot for her, but she is a woman.”

Henry’s hand slammed hard on the table. “I’ll kill him if he asks for that. That’s not right.”

Dean’s head swayed. “I think that with the way things are, I’m not going to be the one who will make the understanding decision.” Dean saw Henry smile. “Not you Henry, I think Robbie should.”

Robbie grinned. “Oh yeah? Cool.” Dean gave him a dirty look. “Kidding.”

“No you aren’t,” Henry said.

“You’re right, I’m not,” Robbie stated.

“Boys.” Joe held up his hand before any more arguments could ensue. “Can we not discuss which man will bed my daughter next? Thank you. This is supposed to be a short suspect meeting. Let’s get on with it so Dean can go work on his new house. All right, let’s discuss Robbie.” Joe saw Dean’s hand raise a little. “What’s wrong?”

“I thought we were discussing Bev.”

“We can,” Joe said. “We’ll discuss Bev.”

“She stays as a suspect.” Dean gave his opinion.

“Stays,” Robbie agreed.

“Stays,” Henry added.

“What?” Joe questioned. “We haven’t even discussed her. Motive, means.”

“Means,” Robbie spoke up. “Her little ass be-bops around here. Who know what man she seduces into doing what. She was one of the last sick with the plague here. I remember her moving about the clinic and if she’s working for George, then the means to deliver the virus to Jenny could have been handed to her.”

Henry added, “And . . . she’s greedy, she’s selfish. She knew George before it all went down. She doesn’t even need dedication to George. What the hell does she care about this community? All it would take is phone call from him with promises for a better life and she’ll buy it. She's another Michelle.”

“Who?” Robbie and Joe asked.

Henry ignored the warning looks from Dean. “Michelle. Frank hated her. Dean says he didn’t, but we all think he slept with her.  She worked for Robbie and helped . . .” Henry grinned embarrassingly.

Joe’s hand rolled down his own face and rested over his mouth. “Another ripple, Henry?”

“Sorry, Joe.” Henry slid down in his chair.

Dean added to the Bev topic. “Joe, look who she’s going after...Henry, the next in line for leader. My God . . . history of the world proves what one woman can do when they have a man in power. Look at Hillary Clinton.”

Joe held up his pen. “Hillary Clinton doesn’t count. She had the balls in that household. But . . . I see where you’re going. She’s such a damn trouble maker and so obviously a trouble maker that none of us even think to consider her as an inside source for George but she’s dumb,” Joe stated. “She's young and dumb and we can use that to our advantage. Out of everyone we’ve named, she’s not smart enough or cunning enough to not slip up to someone close to her. If she’s working for George, she would be the easiest to uncover, not to mention a delight to take out if it holds true.” Joe leaned back. “What we need is someone to get close to her.” Joe looked at Henry.

“No way.” Henry pointed to Dean. “She wants him now. She grabbed his butt today and kissed him.”

Dean flipped Henry off. “Some of us wouldn’t do that to Ellen.” Dean looked at Robbie.

“Nope.” Robbie shook his head. “I know what’s been there.” Robbie turned to Joe.

“Christ.” Joe scoffed. “I’m a married man.”

“Never stopped you before,” Robbie said.

Joe reached over and smacked Robbie behind the head. “That’s enough. Anyhow, we need someone who can get her to talk. Someone she may think is powerful or connected to power around here. Someone that will give her an ‘in.” Joe tapped his pencil. “Someone we can trust.”

Henry disagreed, “We can’t tell another person we are trying to find out who’s working for George.”

“We don’t have to,” Robbie said. “We merely find someone we can trust enough to get close to her, someone that doesn’t really give a shit about where’s she’s been. We tell them with all the trouble she’s been starting with Ellen, we want to know why and what she’s up to for Ellen's protection. Family curiosity. They may help.”

“But,” Joe interrupted, “they have to be someone George would find valuable.”

At the end of Joe’s words, the sound of the opening front door carried through and so did a crying baby. Johnny walked in.

“Hey Pap.” He bounced his daughter as he walked in. “Sorry to interrupt, but she likes you. Can you help me? I’m trying to get her to sleep but . . . to no avail. Ever since Denice broke up with me, she just dumps her on me whenever she goes out with her new guy. God. Shit, I left a bottle at your house. I’ll be back.” Johnny ran back out.

Henry smiled and whispered to Joe. “When did Denice break up with him?”

 “Right after the plague. She said her near death experience made her realize she loved Jordan.”

“I heard she was seeing him the whole time,” Henry said.

Joe shrugged and nodded

Dean saw where they were going. “Never did get upset over it, did he?”

Robbie smiled widely and shook his head. “Nope. He may have loved her but he’s young.  Remember his reputation? He used to be the town dog.”

The door opened again and Johnny walked back in with the baby and a bottle. “Got it.”

Joe watched his grandson. “And . . . he’s a Slagel.”

Johnny noticed them all staring happily at him. “What’s wrong?”

“Johnny my boy.” Joe stood up. “Give me my favorite great granddaughter” Joe took the baby. “Let Pap-Pap calm you down.” Holding the baby, who stopped crying, Joe laid his hand on Johnny’s back. “Johnny, come in. Sit down and have a tortilla chip.” He led Johnny to the table. “We need to talk to you.”

^^^^





  
 

Bowman, North Dakota
“I searched,” Sgt. Ryder said solemnly, holding a glass of lemonade while talking to Hal on his front porch. “I even went to the prison where my brother was held. I did find him. He died in his cell of the plague. My other brother, I never found.” He finished off the last of his drink. “This was good. Want some before it gets warm?”

Hal looked at his own empty glass. “Yeah, thanks.” He handed the glass to Sgt. Ryder.

He took it and walked in his house.

Hal rocked in the rocking chair. Prison. Brothers. 

 

Flashback . . .

 

The four boys lined the hall of the wood paneled Gaithersburg police station, oldest to youngest,  sitting in metal chairs. They could feel the presence of their father before they even saw him. It was a scary sight as they waited. When Joe walked in, white shirt, black tie, shoulder harness and gun, he looked at his sons, all of them showing signs of a battle. Joe walked up to Robbie, rubbed his head, and kissed the nine year old. His hand laid on Hal’s face. Joe moved to Jimmy, examining the massive amounts of cuts and bruises, and then shook his head at Frank, who sported the least.

“Mr. Slagel.” An officer came from a back office door. “Back again?”

“What did they do this time, Jerry?”

“Seems one of your boys, they won’t say which one, got jumped by another group of boys and as usual, it’s all for one with your kids. They went after the boys, more joined in, and Frank . . .” Jerry shook his head. “Frank’s facing charges now.”

“Christ.” Joe knew by looking at his sons which one it was. “Charges?”

“Seems, again, someone thought Frank was older than he was. One of the kids had an older brother, twenty-five, twenty-six years old and Frank pretty much . . .”

“Kicked his ass?” Joe questioned. “Give me the man’s name. I’ll handle it.”

“Mr. Slagel these are serious charges.”

“I’m serious too. When my ass gets a hold of this man for decking my sixteen year old son, he’ll see how serious I am. Big or not, Frank’s a kid, a goddamn kid. Now give me his name and I’ll take care of the rest.”

Jerry held up his hands. “All right.” He pulled out a small note pad, wrote down the name, and handed it to Joe. “I can’t give you his number but, since you’re CIA, you can find it. Something has to be done about this. Never is it just one of them in here. It’s all of them. And now you have Jimmy, who’s never in trouble, following the pack because of family pride.”

“You’re goddamn right and I’m not changing a thing about that so don’t suggest it. My boys stick up for one another and that’s the way it will stay. Take one of us on, you will take all of us on. That’s the way I was raised and that’s the way they have been raised.”

“Twenty kids were involved. It took five squad cars to break it up.”

“Yeah, and I see my boys are the only ones in here, again and again, I will just take them home.” Joe pointed to the door. “Let’s go boys. Line 'em up and move 'em out.”

All four boys stood and walked to the door. Joe opened it.

“Have a good day, Jerry.” Joe placed the paper in his chest pocket and followed the boys to the car.

 

The six block ride home from the police station was silent. Hal knew by the way Joe peered  into the rearview mirror and the way he finished his cigarette awfully fast, things didn’t look good. They knew it was coming, they waited for it, and lined up, sitting on the sofa, they got it.

“Will one of you boys care to tell me!” Joe blasted, “why in God’s name I have to get called from work to pick you up at the police station!”

An alarm went off and like a wake up call all four boys started talking.

“Dad,” Jimmy spoke up, “it was my fault. I said something . . .”

“No,” Frank interrupted, “it wasn’t your fault and you know it. We handled it.”

“Yeah!” Robbie added. “Frank handled it.”

“Dad.” Hal pointed. “I said no. I didn’t want to get involved. They made me.”

Joe whistled, shrilly and loudly. “Enough!” He reached into his pocket and pulled out his pack of Camel’s.

Uh-oh, Hal thought, Dad’s lighting another cigarette. He’ll fling the hand as he yells and ashes will fly.

Sure enough Joe did. “Couldn’t you boys have handled this correctly? Huh? How many boys jumped you Jimmy? I know it was you they jumped.”

“Four.” Jimmy looked up.

“Four? Wanna tell me how twenty got involved? What did you do, go to the park when everyone was there? You couldn’t find these boys one at a time? That’s the way it’s done, one at a time. You boys stand watch. No one else jumps in while Jimmy kicks the shit of him, one on one. But NO. It’s a free for all the way you boys are. A game. . . . You!” Joe pointed at Robbie. “Look at you! Nine years old.” Joe grabbed Robbie’s face. “One more scar on this face, I’m going to jail for child abuse. You are too young for this shit.”

“It’s fun.” Robbie smiled

“It’s crazy. Chip one of those teeth and you’ll go toothless. Hal . . .”

“Dad,” Hal tried to connive. “I was totally . . .”

“Innocent? Bullshit. Since when are you innocent? I’d bet my last dollar that you jumped in first. You always do. And Frank, goddamn it, learn to control your strength. I can’t keep paying other people’s medical bills. You think I have a money tree out in the yard? You think I just go out there and pick a few hundred dollar bills? Jimmy.”

“Dad.”

“Shut up!” Joe blasted. “This is it. You will never walk into my house with your ass beat again. You hear me. You will learn to fight and defend yourself.”

“I hate violence,” Jimmy argued.

“Tough. You’re a Slagel and you have to start sticking up for yourself. From now on, every time you come into this house with your ass beat, Frank is gonna beat your ass again. You hear me? He’ll kick your ass until you learn how to kick his.”

“Oh my God!” Jimmy exclaimed.

“Exactly!” Joe blasted. “Now everyone of you wash up. I’m hungry. Let’s uh . . .” Joe calmed down. “Let’s go grab a pizza somewhere.”

 

End of Flashback …

 

A glass of lemonade extended to Hal. “Captain.”

Hal snapped out of it. “Thanks. Sorry.”

“You looked in deep thought.”

“Oh I was.” Hal sipped the lemonade. Cool but not cold. “You talking about prison made me remember how many times me and my three brothers ended up at the police station for fighting.”

“Sticking together?” Sgt. Ryder asked.

“Always.”

“It’s so evident you were raised like that. That’s the way you treat your men.”

“Train them too. I know I pound them sometimes, but that’s the best way to learn. My father taught us how to fight and how to take care of ourselves. He had some trouble with Jimmy. He used to have my older brother kick his ass until he learned how to fight. And uh . . .” Hal smiled. “Jimmy learned. Eventually it became a game to them. Jimmy came close sometimes. My oldest brother was big, really big. Frank’s one tough guy.”

“What . . .” Sgt. Ryder shook his head. “What . . . Frank?”

“My oldest brother. Why?”

“How odd. The name of the . . .” Sgt Ryder stopped himself from saying the coincidence he was going to give. It was too outlandish of a thought. It would be more cruel of Sgt. Ryder to tell Hal that the Beginnings man was big and his name was Frank, than a coincidence the captain would find amusing especially with the Captain in such the reminiscing mood. Sgt. Ryder didn’t want to dampen it.

“Elliot, the name of what?”

“Oh nothing. My dog’s name was Frank.” Sgt. Ryder sipped his drink. “That’s all.”

“Funny.” Hal chuckled. “When Jimmy bought his first pet snake he named it Frank too. Pissed Frank off.”

Seeing The Captain smile as he thought of his brothers and talked more of their childhood, told Sgt. Ryder he made the right choice.
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September 7
 
   


Beginnings Montana
Ellen sitting on the couch holding Nick was an unusual sight for Henry to see when he walked in his house.. For the most part, Ellen would hold the baby only for a short time then set him down. But now she was cradling the baby close to her chest, playing with his abundance of soft black hair.

“Hey El,” Henry said softly, joining her on the couch. “Good morning.” 

“Morning. Back already?”

“Yeah, wasn’t much. Want me to take him.”

“No, you don’t like to. Besides, you can have him when Joe comes to get me.”

“Where’s Joe taking you?” Henry asked.

“Get this...to church. Joe wants me to go to church this morning before Robbie and I take off.” Ellen heard a long sigh come from Henry. “What’s the matter?”

“Do you think this trip is a good idea.”

“I feel fine.”

“Not your health. This . . . going to the farm to trigger your memory thing.”

“That’s not all I’m doing Henry.” Ellen stroked the baby’s hair. “If Frank is gone, then I need to say goodbye to him.”

“I guess I understand.” Henry’s head dropped. “It doesn’t seem real yet.”

“No it doesn’t.”

“I don’t think it’s going to be real to anyone yet. You’re a big key to that.”

“How do you mean?” Ellen asked.

“I guess, like me, everyone might think if you see him as gone, then he must be because you would know, not by seeing it, but by feeling it, that Frank was dead.”

Ellen hated the words, ‘Frank’ and ‘dead’ being used in the same sentence. It gave her the creeps and an uneasy feeling she didn’t want to have. Before she could comment to Henry, Joe knocked on the door then walked in.

“Ready Kiddo?” He asked.

“Yep.” Ellen stood up holding Nick. “Though I hate the thought of sitting through a Reverend Bob service.”

“Yeah, yeah. Hand the kid to Henry and let’s go.”

Ellen handed over Nick. “I’ll see you later, Henry.”

“Please, I want to see you before you leave.”

“O.K.” Ellen kissed Nick. “Bye.”

No sooner were Ellen and Joe out the door than Nick began to cry. “What?” Henry asked him so irritated. “Why don’t you like me?”

 

“Need to talk to you,” Joe told Ellen very calmly as they walked.

“I had feeling something was up. What’s going on?”

“Today at services, Reverend Bob is going to announce a special memorial service for Frank tomorrow morning.”

Ellen stopped walking. “No, Joe. You can’t do that. Frank isn’t dead. He isn’t.”

“Yeah, but what did I tell you? Huh?” Joe moved her to walk again. “If we’re gonna look for Frank, then we are going to do it without the community knowing. If the community thinks Frank is alive then the person working for George will tell him. I can’t take a chance George knows we’re looking for Frank. I can’t. If George thinks we think Frank is dead, he’ll keep him in one place. If he thinks we’re looking, he’ll move him. That’s why this trip of yours and Robbie’s is about saying goodbye. That’s why we’re having a memorial service.”

“I understand.”

“You have to grieve tomorrow, Ellen. Your grief is a big key to the community thinking Frank is dead.”

Ellen stopped walking again. “It’s so strange you said that.”

“Why is that?” Joe asked.

“Henry just said the exact same thing to me. The exact same thing.”

“Is it any wonder? You said it yourself. You and Frank are the closest thing two people can get to being one. Everyone knows that, whether you were with him or not. That’s why I believe so strongly that my son is alive out there. I believe it because you believe it and that’s all the proof I need.” Joe placed his arm around Ellen and walked her to church.
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Nashville, Tennessee
“You have to be joking me, right?” George asked with such annoyance to Captain Anvers.

“No, sir. I just received word. Your train is delayed.”

“How in God’s name can it be delayed? I’m the only one riding it?”

Captain Anvers hesitated, but knew he had to deliver the truth. “Well sir, the conductor, he um . . . the conductor . . .”

“Yes?” George waved his hand to hurry Captain Anvers along.

“Well sir, the conductor was playing around and he broke the brake handle. You haven’t any brake control on the train.”

“He what?” George blasted. “Shoot the man for crying out loud.”

“Yes sir.” Captain Anvers started to leave.

“Wait!” George cried out. “I’m not serious about that. I need him to drive the train. Just . . . just let me know when it is fixed.”

“I can do that.” Capt. Anvers saluted and walked away.

George smacked himself in the forehead. “Idiots. I have idiots working for me.”
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Beginnings, Montana
The joined voices of those in attendance finished the hymn and Paul ended the song with his usual organ flare. Rev. Bob waded through the silence and stood up, walked closer and faced his congregation. “Before we conclude today’s service, I have an announcement. Tragically, this past week, Beginnings lost one of its own. An ‘original’, a comrade to many of you, a leader. Frank Slagel moved on from this world to a far better one.”

Joe pinched Ellen’s leg when he saw her smirk and roll her eyes. “Drop your head.” He whispered.

Ellen did.

“Tomorrow morning,” Rev. Bob continued, “all work schedules that are not community necessary will be suspended for one hour at eleven a.m. for a special memorial service for Frank. All of you are invited to attend so that as a community we can join during our loss and seek guidance together. Let us pray . . .” Rev. Bob lowered his head as did everyone else in church. “Oh Heavenly Father . . .”

^^^^
“This absolutely has to be done by two,” Robbie explained as he walked with Dan, one of Beginnings’ security men.

“Why?” Dan asked.

“Because, it does. I don’t know. Frank always said it had to be done by two. When you gonna cut that hair.” Robbie tugged on Dan’s long ponytail.

“Ow. What are you doing? Frank’s not here so you take his place.”

“Yeah,” Robbie grinned, “and you’re taking mine.” He handed Dan a clipboard. “At least for a couple hours. You’re head of security.”

“Gee thanks just what I wanted. Responsibility.”

“Oh my God.”

“What?” Dan looked up from his clipboard. “Jenny?”

Robbie snickered as he saw Jenny in her Sunday best coming over the hill. “Why is she wearing that blue dress.”

“Because she can. Jealousy over wearing a dress will get you no where. Wear one at home. That’s what Ed Wood did.”

“Ha-ha? Aren’t you funny. I’m not the one with girl hair.”

“Girl hair?” Dan laughed. “You’ve been hanging around Denny too much. Uh-oh. She’s waving.”

“God, it sucks being so hot.” Robbie rubbed his chest. “Every female wants me.”

“Robbie!” Jenny ran to him. “Do you have a minute? Hi, Dan. You have a strand of hair . . .” Jenny reached up and tucked it behind Dan’s ear. “There. You need to tighten the tail. Robbie . . .” She caught her breath. “Can I talk to you?”

“I guess. What’s up? Whoa!” Robbie was tugged away from Dan.

“I need some advice,” Jenny said.

“I’m not real good with female problems but shoot.” Robbie folded his arms.

“I need to know how to be a bully. You know, pranks kids would play on other kids to bully them.”

“Why are you asking me?”

“Weren’t you a bully in school.”

“No.”

“You used to pick on me. I distinctly remember, when I was five, you told me my freckles were a road map to hell. My destiny.”

Robbie laughed, then stopped. “Sorry but that was you. I wasn’t a bully in school. Could have been but I was afraid to be. See, Frank and Jimmy were picked on so much as kids, my Dad vowed that if we ever picked on anyone, he’d tie us up and let that person beat us up.”

“Really? I wonder if Joe has a statute of limitations on that policy. I’ll ask him.”

“No you won’t.”

“Yes I will.”

“Jenny, who are you bullying.”

“Um . . . no one in particular. I’m uh . . . I’m writing a book.”

“A book?” Robbie asked.

“Yes, we have no authors in Beginnings. Well, Danny but Danny does everything or at least says he does. He says he writing the new Moby Dick. Did he mention to you that Captain Ahab was originally Asian and they changed it at the last minute?”

“I didn’t hear that one,” Robbie said. “A book? You know, I may not have been a bully, but I have some good ideas.”

“Really? Will you share them?”

“Sure.” Robbie shrugged.

“Great.” Jenny pulled from her belt purse a piece of paper and a pen. “Shoot.”

“Now?”

“Yes, it’ll only take a minute and I feel inspired. Go on. Tell me.”

With one arm folded across his waist, Robbie thought for a moment, then rambled.
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Bowman, North Dakota
The scent of the home was sweet. Many different perfumes joined together to create a single scent of beauty yet Hal didn’t look like he enjoyed it. He sniffed and sneezed as he stood in the foyer, two feet from the door of the huge white house.

The door at the end of the long hall opened and Hal caught a glimpse of blonde hair. Grace stepped out of the room and shut the door behind her. Her name did not fit her. She was big. She was crass and her bright silver hair made her look older than her fifty-five years. She emerged with thunderous steps as she walked to Hal and tried to project intimidation that was already present in her appearance.

Hal turned his head and sneezed once. “Excuse me.”

“You do that all the time when you enter this house.”

“It’s the . . . .” Hal turned his head and sneezed again. “...perfume.” He sniffled.

“Here.” She handed him a folded piece of paper. “The monthly list. I’m sure you will oblige us.”

Cringing,  Hal, with one eye open, slowly unfolded the paper.

“Fear not, my dear Captain.” Grace spoke smugly. “You are not on that list. I highly doubt you ever will be.” She quickly glanced at Hal’s less-than-subtle exhale. “Trust me when I tell you, the thought of you frightens and disturbs us as much as the thought of us does to you.”

With a sneeze, Hal stepped back and opened the door. “Have a good day.”

“Thank you. Take care of that with haste.”

“By this evening.” Hal pulled the door closed. He looked at the two guards on the porch then to Sgt Ryder who stood at the end of the path with two more guards. Hal walked to him. Sgt. Ryder looked nervous.

“Captain, tell me. Please . . .”

“Spared.”

Sgt. Ryder’s head dropped. “Thank God.”

“However.” Hal started to walk with Sgt. Ryder. He showed him the paper. “Others are not.”
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Beginnings, Montana
Robbie was at least an inch taller than Joe, so in order for Joe to really get that eye to eye contact going, Joe had to look up. When Joe did--standing yards from the awaiting helicopter--he saw something in his youngest son...arrogance. Robbie played annoyingly with a piece of hard tack candy in his mouth, swishing it from side to side, as he stood with his hands on his hips, nodding. All Joe could see was himself, not because Robbie acted that way, but because Robbie wore an irritating pair of sunglasses.

“What? Are you looking at me or what?” Joe reached up and lowered Robbie’s shades. “Listen to me.”

“I’m listening.” Robbie looked away over to Ellen who stood with Henry.

“No you aren’t.” Joe grasped Robbie’s chin and held his glance--physically. “It’s nearly noon now. I want you back before the sun even thinks about going down. You hear?”

“Yep.”

“You have enough fire power?”

“Yep.”

“You watch Ellen. Got that? Anything happens to her, I won’t send people out after you.”

“Dad, come on.” Robbie shook his head. “I will canvass the area by air first, O.K.? We’ll be fine.”

“Be careful.”

“That too.” Robbie looked over at Ellen. “El! Let’s go.” Robbie adjusted his M-16 over his shoulder. As he went to walk to Ellen, Joe stopped him.

“Robert. I mean it.” Joe was very serious. “You’re my kid and I love you. Be careful. I don’t know what I’d do if something happened to you too.”

“Thanks. I’ll be fine and you’ll be yelling at me tonight.” Robbie walked to Ellen, took her hand and led her from her goodbye to Henry. “Let’s go. Bye, Henry.” He moved with Ellen to the helicopter and opened the door for her. He saw the look on her face that screamed scared. “Tell me now, are you O.K. to do this?”

“I’m O.K. to do this.” Ellen took a breath and stepped up into the chopper with help from Robbie. He shut the door and Ellen looked out the window, waving to Joe and Henry.

As Robbie moved from Ellen‘s door, Henry called to him. “Robbie.”

“Yeah?”

“Watch her.”

Robbie took a step closer to Henry. “I will. She needs this and I need this. Actually . . .” Robbie stepped back. “If you need to know the truth, we’re only doing this so we can go off and have . . .” Robbie grinned. “Sex. Ha!” He grinned again and walked to the chopper.

“I hate your son, Joe.”

“Yeah, well.” Joe raised his eyebrows.

As Robbie reached for his door, he heard another voice calling to him.

“Robbie! Wait!”

Robbie looked around the chopper to see Andrea. He shook his head and met the out of breath woman. “What’s wrong.”

“Whew.” Andrea grabbed her chest. “Here.” She handed him a small tan sack. “I thought . . . I thought you might get hungry. I made some lunch.”

“Are there brownies in there?” Robbie smiled.

“Of course.”

“Excellent. Thanks.” Robbie kissed her on the cheek. “You should have been our mom years ago.”

“Oh how sweet. Now you make . . .hey.” Andrea was tugged back by Joe.

Joe waved Robbie on. “Let the boy leave, Andrea.”

Robbie went back to his door, opened it, and handed Ellen the bag as he got in. “Ready?”

“What’s this?”

“Lunch.” Robbie fixed his sunglasses.

“Robbie, I’m not getting airsick, am I? Every time I flew with Johnny, I got sick.”

“Nah. Right now, you’re flying with the best.” Robbie smiled as he adjusted his controls and started the chopper.

 

Joe heard sniffling as he stood with Andrea and Henry watching the helicopter start and lift. He looked to beside him to see Andrea with her hand cupped to her nose and her shoulders heaving. “Christ, Andrea. What’s wrong?”

“Our boy is leaving, Joe.”

“For a couple hours, yes.”

Andrea shivered her tear filled breath. “Look at him fly. Aren’t you proud. I’m so proud.”

Joe rolled his eyes and grumbled. He’d heard enough. With little compassion, Joe turned Andrea and led her off the landing field.
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Sliding as he moved quickly around the lab, Dean set down charts in front of Johnny. “You’re sure you don’t mind doing this. I have a ton of things to get done at the house.”

“If it’s a choice between moving beds or making rounds and helping catch up on blood work. I’m here.”

“If you can’t handle any emergencies, call me. O.K.?”

“Yep.” Johnny started looking at the charts. “When are these people going to get over their pneumonia?”

“That’s what some of these tests you’re running are gonna hopefully show.”

Johnny fluttered his lips. “Doubtful. I think they’re sick forever. Hey Dr. Dean, what are you gonna do if Ellen hates the house or doesn’t even care to see it?”

“Cry,” Dean laughed as he talked.

“You’ve been working  so hard to make the house into a Barbie house.”

“How do you know that?”

“Todd from fabrics told me you sweet talked Ben into giving decorating tips.”

“Ben made curtains,” Dean said.

“Did you have to put out for them?”

“Ha-ha-ha. Spare me the Slagel humor. Speaking of putting out.” Dean leaned on the counter with one hand. “When?”

“No way. I’m not putting out for you.”

“Johnny.” Dean nudged him. “I'm talking about what your grandfather asked you.”

“I know.” Johnny snickered. “I’ve been giving it thought. I figure, tonight . . . maybe tomorrow, I’ll start ‘operation why’s Bev bothering Ellen’. I don’t want to embarrass the girl.”

“Embarrass her?” Dean asked. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, she’s been chasing after you, right? Well it would be embarrassing if all of the sudden she realizes I like her, which I don’t, and she feels foolish for even considering you.”

“You are such a Slagel.”

“Do I have to have sex with her?” Johnny asked. “Seriously, do I?”

“Probably not. Maybe you can just get close to her.”

“But if I want any real secrets, I should sleep with her. Of course then I run the risk of having her fall in love with me and never leave me alone.”

“Is that so?” Dean was enjoying their talk.

“Yeah. I’ve heard I’m pretty good. I’ve been around the block, probably more than you.”

“Probably.” Dean laughed. “But, Johnny, how can you be good? You’re a kid.”

“What’s that mean?”

“Experience doesn’t match maturity in that department. Knowing how comes with maturity.”

Johnny chuckled in amusement. “No way. You old guys get to a point that sex becomes a chore.”

“Johnny.” Dean laid his hand on Johnny’s back. “Sex never is a chore when you’re older. It becomes a fine art you have mastered.”

“Right.” Johnny laughed loudly.

“Let’s settle this. We’ll get an honest opinion from someone who knows.” Dean smiled. “Let’s ask Trish.”

“Trish?”

“Hi!” Trish waved chipper as she walked in the lab. “Busy?”

Johnny spun around on his stool. “How long has she been standing there.”

Dean whispered, “She just walked in.” He spoke normal again. “Hey, Trish. Can you help us out with something? We need an honest female opinion.”

“Oh!” Trish was excited. “Something medical. I’m honest and I’m female. Go on, shoot.”

“It has to do with sex,” Dean said.

Trish hesitated then smiled again. “I might get embarrassed, but go on.”

“If you want to have good sex, who do you get it from, a young man or an older man?” Dean asked.

“It depends what you consider good sex,” Trish commented. “What’s important, longevity or style. If you want longevity, then you go with the young man because they go and go, but they just don’t, well...know. If you want style, you go with someone older. They know how.”

Dean smiled and held his hand out to Johnny. “There you have it.”

“But!” Trish held up her hand, “If you want both, then you go with someone closer to sixty.” She shrugged at their aghast expressions. “Anything else?”

With a heavy stomp-stomp, Jenny stormed into the lab. “Trish come on. What is taking so long? Did you ask?”

“No.” Trish shook her head. “We were talking. Sorry.”

Dean interrupted what looked like a secret conversation between the two ladies. “What did you need, Trish?”

“I need something really strong for constipation. Something that will clear out the old system.”

“Like an enema?” Dean held back his snicker. “Why do you need this, Trish?”

“Not me.” Trish looked insulted as she pointed. “Jenny.”

Johnny tugged on Dean’s jacket whispering. “If Jenny needs an enema right now, I’m moving beds.”

Dean tried to keep a straight face. “Um Jenny . . . Do you uh . . . not feel well.”

Jenny tilted her head. “Why would you ask . . . oh!” Jenny waved her hand. “It isn’t for me. I need a laxative that can be put in food. Hopefully something without any taste or smell.”

“Who are you going to sneak a laxative to?” Dean asked. He didn’t get an answer from either of the ladies. They just shifted their eyes around. “Jenny?”

“Dean, I really need it and I need it right now. The cake is being iced and Bev is . . .” Jenny shut up when she realized perhaps she shouldn’t have mentioned a name.

“Bev.” Dean raised his eyes. “I ethically can not do this. I can’t distribute a medication for you to do that to someone, even if it’s Bev.”

“Ouch!” Jenny grabbed her stomach and hunched down. Her acting was so bad it was good.“Oh my God!” She held tightly. “The gas pains. Dean, please, I haven’t gone in days. I need something. Please.”

Dean looked back at Johnny who was laughing. “You’re on call. You handle this. I’m out of here.” Dean smiled at Jenny and Trish. “Moving day.”

Johnny stood up from the stool. “I’ll distribute the med. Dean, about our little plan.” Johnny stood behind him whispering, “If they’re feeding her what I’m gonna give her. I’m not going forward with the plan for at least another day.”

Shaking his head with a snicker then with a fake scold to Trish and Jenny, Dean left the lab.
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Bowman, North Dakota
Twelve men sat in red chairs that used to be behind desks in the class room of the school. They sat there like children awaiting punishment and that feeling grew with each click of The Captain’s boots they heard draw nearer and nearer.

Hal enter room 110 of the school room. He saw Sgt Ryder prepare the men to stand at attention, but Hal halted him with a raise of a hand and a shake of a head. “No need.” Sadly Hal stood before the twelve men. He leaned dramatically against the desk and spoke distraught. “Gentlemen, I think you all know why you are here. You . . . are the chosen few.”

They knew it but they still moaned.

“They don’t ask it of us much but they do now. You all know the routine. The women have picked you. You are to be there this evening. You are to be clean and shaven. Keep conversation to a minimum. They don’t think we’re intelligent enough to speak. They hate when we speak. You know they believe our place is to protect, to work and to . . . you know. Please under no circumstances are you to make any vulgar bodily functions that you could somehow control. Last month I received three complaints. And . . . you know the preparations. Each of you know what you must do prior to going there to ensure . . . well, though I preach mighty and swift with the sword, that is not a route you can go with this.” Hal took a deep breath and saw one man, Peter, raise his hand. “Yes Peter.”

“Deliver the bad news. Which one was chosen by . . . by . . .” Peter swallowed. “Grace.”

Hal walked up to Peter and laid a firm hand on his shoulder. “I’m sorry.”

“No.” Peter nearly shouted. “She picked me last month. No. This is so unfair. Why? Why do we have to subject ourselves? Can’t Blue say I’m ill? Can’t he, Captain? My God., last month I was there with Grace. It was hell. Shear hell.”

Hal looked back to Sgt. Ryder. “Elliott?”

“Captain, we never established that they couldn't pick the same man twice.”

Hal nodded. “Anyone else here on the list last month?” Hal saw no show of hands. “In fairness, I will tell them to pick someone else in Peter’s place because he is ill. I will do the same for any of you if you get picked next month but let me remind all of you why we subject ourselves to this torture. Women are slowly becoming extinct. Even The Society must genetically enhances their offspring to ensure a semi equal ratio of male to female. They will forever remain the lower gender. They are precious and should be regarded as such if we seek to preserve them. We must treat them well and protect them. We know what The Society does to them. We must give the women what they want and keep them happy because we’re fortunate to still have them around. We could be living in a world without them.” He saw the men lower their heads.

Peter raised his hand. “They know this. They know they are spoiled. I don’t mind that we spoil them and pamper them, but do they have to treat us like we’re . . . we’re beasts.”

“Probably yes.” Hal answered. “We are sub-standard to them. Look at what these women went through in our world before we protected them. Is it any wonder they regard men as beasts?”

“Do you think they’ve all become like ours?” Peter asked.

“Not all. You have the few that are just as much a male Wildcat as the ones they run with. The ones The Society has, well . . . are they human anymore? Trust me, any community that harbors women, treats them the same as we do.  If it’s any consolation, I’ll bet the men of Beginnings go through the exact same hell as we do. They have to. They are civilized and wish to preserve life as much as we do.” Hal let out another breath. “Well gentlemen, I’ll leave you with Sgt. Ryder for further instructions. I feel deeply for all of you, but . . .” Hal smiled as he walked toward the door. “I wouldn’t trade places with you under any circumstances.”
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“It’s near here.” Ellen called out over the helicopter noise. “I know it.”

“Why, do you see a landmark?” Robbie asked.

“Yes., that beat up water tower.” Ellen pointed to the water tower embedded in the trees to her right.

“Where do you remember seeing that from?” Robbie asked.

“The front porch of the house. I saw it was in the distance.”

“O.K. I’m going that way. Keep your eyes peeled.”

Ellen only turned her view away from the window to nod at Robbie, then she returned to looking out.

 

It was a view that by ground would not have been seen. After circling around the farm house that was so hidden, Robbie spotted it. “Oh shit.”

“What?” Ellen felt the chopper lift. “What are you doing? Where are you going?”

“Up.”

“No shit. I want to go down.”

“In a minute. I don’t want the blades blowing this. Look.” Robbie pointed and heard the heavy exhale of Ellen.

 The land below looked like an abstract painting. If it was a square, set in the top right hand corner was the gray roof to the house. Fifteen yards from the house, center of the square were sporadic brown spots. Fifteen, twenty of them. Then directly center was a larger one and from that large spot of blood was a streak of brown, a thick heavy line that crossed the field and led directly from the high grass into the trees.

“El, see,” Robbie said. “See the brown spots.”

“Yes.”

“Blood. So where are the bodies?”

“They took them.”

“Exactly. They carried them, but . . . see the long line of blood.”

“Like a trail,” Ellen commented.

“That’s someone they carried out also, But it wasn't easy because when they carried him, he was too heavy.”

Ellen let out a breath. “And his body dragged against the grass, leaving a trail.”

“Care to make a wager that trail of blood is Frank’s?”

“No, because I wanna prove that blood is Frank’s. If it is it can lead us somewhere.”

“Exactly.” Robbie raised his hand and handed her a clipboard. “Go in the back. There’s a case. See what you can come up with to take samples. We’re gonna start where you think Frank dropped and go from there. Ready to do some work?”

“I’m ready.” Ellen started to get up. “Robbie? If they took him, he was alive right? They wouldn’t take him if he were dead. Right?”

“What would be the point?”

Ellen smiled. “That’s what I thought you’d say.” Ellen, still holding the clipboard, stood and went to the back of the chopper.

 

“You cold?” Robbie asked after seeing Ellen shiver. He stayed low in front of her.

“No. The wind just gave me a chill.”

Robbie squinted and examined the grass. “A hundred and fifty feet.”

Ellen wrote down what Robbie said. She watched him reach and pull up a handful of grass. He handed it to Ellen. She laid it on the clipboard and rolled the paper that said 150 feet all around it. She pulled a piece of string that dangled from the metal part of the clipboard and tied it around the paper that held the grass. She took that and placed it carefully in the tan sack she carried around her shoulder.

Robbie stood up. They had made it into the trees. He took the clipboard. “The blood is heavier in this area. They held him here for a few minutes while they got a truck or Jeep.”

“How do you know?” Ellen asked.

“Come here.” Robbie grabbed her hand and brought her another twenty feet deeper into the woods. “Broken branches and the brush is smashed here.” Robbie crouched down. “Tire tracks.”

“Are you sure?” Ellen looked. “It just looks like holes.”

Robbie pulled her down. “Look closely, tilt your head, and peer at the ground.”

Ellen did. “They go that way.” She pointed.

“Yep they do.” Robbie grinned. “We now have a direction. We didn’t have one before. This is good. If this blood proves to be Frank’s, this is really good.”

Ellen leaned into Robbie and kissed him on the cheek. “Thank you for this.”

“You’re welcome for this.” Robbie stood up and helped Ellen to her feet. “I say let’s at least check out the roads from the air. We have enough gas. There may be lots of ways they went but this is a start. I’ve been charting our course so I pretty much have an idea where we are. You ready to go?”

“No.” Ellen shook her head and turned back to look at the farm house so far in the distance. “Could we just take a few minutes to go in there. We could have that lunch Andrea made and there’s something I want to get.”

“Did you forget something?” Robbie asked.

“No. Let’s just say there’s something in that house I need, something that gives me a future to hold on to. Can we?”

Robbie looked at his watch. “Not for long. We’ve been in this field for two hours. I want to make sure I have enough daylight to canvass the roads from above.”

“It won’t take long, I promise. Please.”

“I’m in the mood for those brownies anyway.” He smiled at her. “Let’s go in the house.” Robbie took the tan sack from Ellen and tossed it on his shoulder. He took the clipboard. “Lead the way.”

Ellen slid her hand down to his and walked with him toward the farm. Robbie saw a certain look on Ellen’s face that wasn’t there when they left Beginnings. He was sure at that moment, with what they had just found, he had the exact same look on his face. The look of hope.
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Beginnings Montana
 
   
 

What Henry was doing was beyond Dean. Walking up to his new home, he could see Henry standing out front holding Nick. In a long line behind Henry were all of the kids, from Joey to Josh, standing there in front of the door.

“Henry?” Dean called his name. “Are you locked out?”

“Oh no, Dean. I’m teaching the kids how to enter the house without getting yelled at.”

“What do you mean?” Dean asked.

“When I was a young kid, I used to think that ‘take off your shoes’ was a normal hello. I found out later it wasn’t so I want them to learn the technique of taking off their shoes so they don’t get yelled at. You know as well as I do, Ellen is going to be that way.”

“Henry.” Dean paused before laughing at him. “How hard can it be for these kids to take off their shoes?”

“It’s an art, Dean, especially when it snows because you don’t want to step into the wetness in your socks. Yuck.” Henry made a face to Alexandra and Billy. Alex thought it was cute. Billy looked more annoyed.

“Dad.” Billy looked at his father. “Can you please tell Uncle Henry that we don’t need to learn this. I’d like to go back to Pap’s.”

“Henry, do you mind running them down to Joe’s?”

“No not at all. I’ll be back to finish helping,” Henry said. “Come on kids.”

Dean watch them start to leave with Josh joining them. Immediately Dean held out his hand, grabbed  Josh’s shirt, and tugged him back. “Where you going, big guy?” Dean looked up to the teenager that was much taller than he.

“To Pap’s.” Josh saw Dean shake his head. “No? How come?”

“You’re helping. Let’s go. The trim in your bedroom needs to be painted and you have a bed to make in there.”

“Aw.” Josh tossed his hands down.

“Josh.” Dean laid his hand on Josh’s back. “No whining. In.”

“O.K.”

Dean followed Josh inside, smiled, and took off his shoes. Though there were boxes laying around the living room, Dean was pleased with his house and how nice it looked. He was also pleased with the sound of the doorbell, a simple chime. “Hey Josh.” Dean grinned. “Did you hear that? A doorbell. What do you think?”

“I think it means someone’s at the door. I’m going to my room.” Josh pouted and moved to the hall that led to the bedrooms.

“I’m not ready for a teenager,” Dean spoke to himself and opened the door. Jess was there. “Hey Jess.”

“Hi. I was at the clinic. Johnny said you needed to speak to me.”

“I do. Come in.” Dean held the door opened for Jess. As Jess stepped in, Dean saw Henry trotting to the house. Dean smiled and shut the door. “Jess, do you mind if we talk while I unpack?”

“No, not at all.” Jess looked around. “Great place.”

“Thanks.” Dean lifted a box to the dining room table. “I’m a little nervous about it being unfair though. You know how everyone else lives in the townhouses.”

“Not everyone. Some others will be lucky. Not this lucky but you know what Danny says.”

“No, what does Danny say?” Dean asked.

“He says you saved the life of the community and ancient Chinese secret dictates the people of Beginnings repay you.”

Dean laughed then stopped laughing when his front door opened.

Henry walked in, kicking off his shoes. “That wasn’t very nice, Dean. Hey Jess, you didn’t take off your shoes.”

“Whoops.” Jess hurried to the door to remove his.

“See Dean.” Henry nodded. “You should put a sign out front. Ellen will get mad if this carpet gets tracked.”

“Let’s just hope Ellen comes here to live.”

“What do you mean?” Henry asked. “Of course she’ll come here. Why, because she’s still mad at you?”

“That and Robbie.” Dean opened the flaps to a box. His tone changed to a serious one. “Come on, Henry. You’ve seen the way she’s been with him.”

Henry lowered his head. “O.K., granted El’s a little wrapped up in Robbie right . . .”

“A little?”

“Yes,” Henry said, “but don’t you think that’s to be expected? My God Dean, Frank’s gone. When we lose someone we love, we search and want a piece of them back so badly, that we reach for the closest thing to them.”

Dean nodded. “Robbie. Frank’s brother.”

“Exactly.”

“Henry’s right,” Jess interrupted, “if you don’t mind my opinion.”

“No.” Dean shook his head. “Not at all. An outside opinion may be what I need.”

“Then my opinion is what you’ll get. This is what I see happening, especially over the past couple days. Robbie’s being over protective of Ellen, taking on his brother’s role. That's natural. He should look out for her. That’s what Frank would want, right?” He saw Dean's agreement. “Ellen, like Henry said, is looking for a little bit of Frank. Robbie is Frank’s brother. Your fears are founded about worrying about Ellen being with Robbie.”

Dean tossed his hands up. “Here I thought I would feel better.”

“Wait.” Jess held out his hand. “Hear me out, O.K.? Ellen very easily could turn to Robbie but Robbie’s no Frank. When she sees that, she’s gonna slip back into the history she has established with you.  I haven’t been in Beginnings very long, but from what I hear, you are always a part of her life. It’s Robbie I’m worried about.” Jess saw the sudden surprise looks of Henry and Dean. “I’ve become friends with him. We’re getting close. Don’t you guys worry about his feelings at all? You should. Yeah he’s the upbeat guy, making jokes and having a good time but he’s also one of the many men in this community who does not have that closeness we all need. Here’s the problem I see. Robbie loves Ellen. Is Robbie smart enough to look past what Ellen’s doing? Look past her search for Frank? Or is he gonna get so wrapped up in it, he’s going to be crushed when it’s all said and done.”

Dean’s hands hesitated in his grip of a knickknack. “Whoa, I didn’t think of Robbie at all.”

Henry helped unpack as he talked. “Why would you? You don’t like Robbie.”

“I like Robbie,” Dean said. “You’re the one who doesn’t like him.”

“Oh.” Henry set down a knickknack. “You’re right.”

“Jess.” Dean looked to him. “Thanks for your view on things.”

“You’re welcome. I don’t want you to worry Dean. I live with Robbie. If I have to, if I see him not seeing what’s going on, I’ll speak to him about it, or to Joe.”

“Thanks.” Dean smiled slightly. “He’s really lucky to have made a friend in you.” Slowly Dean’s eyes shifted to Henry who was snickering. “What is so funny?”

“Oh nothing.” Henry caught that after-laugh breath. “I was just thinking back to something Joe said the other day. Ignore me. I get like this.” Henry giggled again.

Dean shook his head. “I can’t imagine what Joe could have said that was that funny. Anyhow . . .” Dean let out a breath and started to unpack again. “....getting back to why I needed to talk to you.”

“Shoot.” Jess said.

“O.K., when the plague first hit, I was very wrapped up in not only finding a cure, but finding a common denominator that played a factor in our all surviving.” Dean explained. “For years I tested everyone’s blood. Broke it down and did all that for years. After I found it, this was only after we started taking survivors. I stopped. Why go on? But . . .” Dean held up his finger. “Everyone I tested was different. Except for the Slagels. See they had this mutated strand and I attributed that to the fact that the immunity spanned through half the males in the family.”

Jess nodded as he listened. Henry played with the winder on the musical statue he unpacked.

“I thought it was a fluke,” Dean said, “because most cases I saw were one father, one son, never more until you Jess. How many of your brothers survived the plague.”

“Two plus my father.”

Crash! Henry dropped the statue. “Shit.” He grabbed the pieces. “You had brothers and a father that lived. Oh my God. Where are they?”

“My father died of high blood sugar. The insulin went bad. My brothers were killed by what you call savages.”

Dean looked stunned. “That’s what Robbie told me. He told me about your family. I needed to hear it from you.”

“You’re hearing it. I was in the service. When I went home to my father’s farm, they hadn’t a clue the plague was so wide spread. Why would they? They had all lived.”

“Well . . .” Dean finally noticed what Henry had broken. “Henry, you’d better put that statue back together. That’s Ellen’s Scarlet O’Hara. She’ll kill you.”

“I’ll fix it so she’ll never know.” Henry tried not to show how worried he was as he gathered all the pieces.

“Anyway,” Dean continued, “I’d like to run some tests on you. I want to see if you have a similar gene to the Slagels. It’s merely out of my curiosity and for my records. You don’t have to but, as a scientist,  I’d like to know.”

“Sure.” Jesse agreed. “Just tell me when.”

“We can start tomorrow. Simple specimens that’s all.” Dean heard Henry snicker again. “What now, Henry?”

“You’d better tell him now before he agrees fully.”

“Tell him what?” Dean asked.

“What you need.” Henry looked at Jess. “He needs sperm. He didn’t tell any of us when he first asked. Just handed us a cup and said enjoy.” Henry’s voice dropped to a whisper. “He never did have a good sense of humor. Of course he could say enjoy. Back then there were five women, two were in their sixties. One was Ellen, Andrea the other, and Jenny was jail bait. Not too mention she was Jenny. And Dean, he had Ellen. He was getting . . .”

“Henry.” Dean shut him up. “Please.”

“Just warning him, Dean. And . . . “ Henry went on. “Better drop a lot or he’ll make you give more. How embarrassing.” Henry fiddled with the broken pieces, rambling on. “He made some of us feel incompetent because we supplied too little. Do you know how much he . . .”

“Henry.” Dean stopped him. “Shut up. Jess, back then . . .”

“He’ll make Ellen play with it.” Henry kept going on, not paying any attention to Dean. “Well she’ll work on it. But still, he makes her touch it. He has turned her so cold about some things in the name of science. You should see what they do to rabbits.”

“Enough.” Dean handed Henry a cloth that had been wrapped around a knickknack. “Take those pieces somewhere and fix them now. O.K.? Before Ellen has a fit.”

“O.K.” Henry dumped the pieces in the cloth and wrapped it up. “You don’t need me to help set things up?”

“No,” Dean said. “Jess you busy?”

“Not at all,” Jess answered.

“See. Henry.” Dean pointed to Jess. “Jess will help me. Fix the statue.”

“All right.” Henry carried the cloth, walked to the door and slipped on his boots. “I’ll be back.” He opened the door. “Oh Jess. Dean’s not a nice guy. He redefines the meaning of mad scientist.”

Jess laughed as Henry left, and looked at Dean who appeared frazzled. “You know Dean, I’ve never experienced the effect of being in the same room as Henry and Danny. Is it . . .”

“It warrants an alcohol induced state.” Dean returned to unpacking. “And worse, if you ever see Ellen with those two . . . run.”
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Anderson Farm
Robbie drank a glass of water standing in the living room while he stared at the long table with the abundance of photographs.

“I loved those too,” Ellen said softly as she walked in the living room.

Robbie turned in surprise. “I didn’t hear you. Shame on me. I guess I got kind of caught up in those.”

“One of the things I want.” Ellen reached around him and picked up the photograph of the Anderson couple.

“What are you doing?”

“This,” she showed him. “I love this. These people were married before the plague and they survived the plague. They had such a long history and a long life together Robbie. Look at all their family. These two people are the meaning of soul mates.”

“Like you and Frank,” Robbie stated.

“Yeah.” Ellen looked in awe at the picture. “Lovers or not, he and I are connected and will always be that way.”

“What’s this?” Robbie reached to the cloth in her hand.

“Me being silly I guess. This was in the bedroom. This was the cloth I used to clean up Frank when he was sick.” She brought it to her nose, closed her eyes and smiled. “You can still smell him on this.”

Robbie grabbed her hand, lowered his head, and brought this nose to the cloth. “Frank.”

“Frank.” Ellen’s eyes filled with sadness. Her hand dropped. She stepped back and tuned away from Robbie.

“El.” Robbie moved to her. “We’ll find him. He’s out there somewhere and we will find him.” He laid his hands on her shoulders and brought this lips near her ear. “I promise you.”

Ellen leaned back into Robbie, letting him hold her. “Even when I went to Colorado, I wasn’t away from him this long. He’s so far away from me, Robbie. So far. I don’t know how to feel, how to act, or what to do. I miss him so much.”

“I miss him too. I never realized how big a part of my life Frank was until now.” Robbie closed his eyes tightly. “I want my big brother back too.”

“I just . . .” Ellen turned around and faced Robbie “I worry. How hurt is he? What are they doing to him? It crushes me to think of what they could do to Frank.”

Robbie swallowed in pain.

“Even though we believe he’s alive, he’s still out there somewhere, taken and lost.” Ellen saw Robbie turn his head. She laid her hand on his cheek and made him look at her. “I know you are doing all that you can do. Frank would be so proud to see you. Especially since . . .” Ellen snickered slightly.

“What?”

Ellen smiled. “He’s always worried about you being head of security.”

“Don’t I know it.” Robbie smiled too. “Man, did he pound shit into my head. I would blow him off and he’d get so pissed.”

“But look at you.”

“I remembered it all and . . . I can’t believe myself lately. When I hear some of the things I say, I sound like Frank.”

“You’re doing a great job for him.”

“Thanks.” Robbie spoke with relief, wrapped his arms around her, and held her tight. “Hearing that come from you is the closest I can get to Frank saying it.”

“And getting this hug from you is the closest thing I can get to Frank giving it.” Ellen closed her eyes. “Robbie, just . . . just tell me everything is going to be all right. I need to hear that.”

“Everything is going to be all right.” Robbie released the embrace slightly.

“Thank you,” Ellen spoke softly. She stood on tip toes and softly laid her lips to Robbie’s. “Thank you.” She pulled away only a little. Her hand touched gently to his face.

Robbie closed his eyes and tilted his head into her hand. Rubbing the roughness of his cheek against the softness of her palm, he got lost but only for a moment. He lifted his head and opened his eyes. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be.”  Ellen pulled back her hand. “Maybe we should be going.”

“Yeah.” Robbie grabbed his M-16 which laid by the photograph table. “Anyhow, it turned out to be a good day, right?”

“Right.” Ellen took his hand.

“We found evidence that they took Frank or at least we think we did. And we have a lead.” Robbie walked to the door with Ellen. 

“Robbie.” Ellen stopped him in the doorway. “You’re a very special part of my life. I want you to know that.”

“I do.” Robbie kissed her quickly then winked. “Come on. Let’s go home.”






 
   

  
 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
   
 
 
   



  
 

90 Miles east of Binghamton, Alabama
“I know I’m never getting there.” George tossed his hands up when he felt his train start to slow down. “What the hell is going on?” He stood up and walked from his cabin and looked up and down the hall. No one was there. Heading to the front of the train, George moved with haste. Finally he saw one of his soldiers. “Soldier, why are we stopping?”

“People on the tracks ahead sir. We’re checking to see if they’re savages.”

“We’re stopping? Why would you even think about stopping?” George asked. “Christ. Back this thing up then go full speed ahead. Run them over.”

“Sir?”

“Run them over and get me to Binghamton now!”

“Yes sir.” The soldier raced off to the front of the train. As he made it to the conductor, the train slow to a near stop. “Bart.”

The conductor, gray, and tall, wearing an old fashion conductor’s uniform, turned around. “What’s up?”

“The president says back it up and hit them.”

“Hit them?”

“Hit them.”

“All right.” Moving his hands on the controls, Bart backed up the train. He could see the figures of the people standing on the tracks ahead. They faded as the train made room then with a switch of the controls, the train left out a loud whistle and the engines churned. Picking up speed, the train moved down the tracks faster and faster, closer and closer.

The soldier stood at the window with Bart as they rolled forward, moving with a charge to the people who wouldn’t budge.

“Bart, they don’t know we’re gonna hit them.”

“They think they can stop us. Little do they . . .”

At the same time, Bart and the soldier cringed, hunched, and tossed their head sideways when the train plowed into the people with a ‘thump’ against the front, a splatter of blood to the window, and a rapping as the train rolled over them.

Bart pointed his finger to the window with irritation. “I’m not cleaning that up.”
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Bowman, North Dakota
Hal felt like he did when he was a kid. He remembered racing to the television when he would hear the previews for a movie he wanted to see. Now he did something similar as he raced to the police station to listen the Beginnings transmission he wanted to hear. Hal would drop whatever he was doing and run when he heard his name called. Of course he started to catch on when he realized a lot of those wasted trips were Craig being facetious.

“It’s him?” Hal burst in the station out of breath.

“Yes,” the monitor said. “He just radioed for the Chief.”

“Is that what we’re waiting for?” Hal asked.

“Yep.”

Hal caught his breath, leaned on the counter, and stared at the radio. The chopper noise that followed the hiss made Hal smile.

“This is Eagle one. Anyone there?”

“I’m here.”

“Hey Chief. We’re about twenty minutes from home. Found the location.”

“Anything?”

“Nothing there. From the scene description we were given, someone cleaned up.”

Hal snapped his finger and smiled. “We were right. I’ll bet he was at the Anderson farm.”

Robbie continued, “So as soon as I land I’ll search you out. I have something to discuss but I wanted to let you know we were fine, in the air, and no sign of Mathias’s men.”

“Glad to hear. See you soon.”

“Eagle One out.”

 

Hal stood upright. “There’s that name again. Mathias.” Hal drew up a thinking look and laid his hand on the monitor’s back. “Let me know if that name comes up again. I’ll be with Sgt. Ryder.” Hal got agreement from the monitor, gave a light pat to his back, and walked out.

Hal walked toward the homes and to where Sgt Ryder lived. They had a meeting to discuss sending out scouts to search for the Wildcats but Hal knew that meeting would now have to include something else, the third force out there Hal knew nothing about. One Hal would make sure he found out about. If they were as big of a threat as Beginnings made them sound, Hal would definitely have to learn all that he could about Mathias and his men.
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Beginnings, Montana
The curio cabinet fit nicely in the corner of the dining room section of Dean and Ellen’s new home. It was quiet. The smell of dinner filled the home. The house was impeccably neat and the kids waited patiently as they played in their rooms. Like Dean, they were waiting on Ellen.

Dean stood side by side with Henry in front of the curio. Both of their heads tilted to the right as they stared at the knickknacks they worked so hard to arrange geometrically appealing.

Henry shook his head. “Try the other way.”

At the same time both of their heads tilted to the left.

“Henry, it isn’t going to work. She’ll know.”

“No she won’t. She hasn’t seen it in years. She probably forgot what it looked like and when you look at it like this, you can’t even tell.”

“Ellen is not going to look at the cabinet like Quasimodo. She’s going to notice Scarlet O’Hara’s arm is deformed and her nose is missing.” Dean reached for the statue and Henry stopped him. “We have to take this down before she gets home.”

“Dean, if we take it down then the whole thing will be off. This was the worst part. This cabinet and Ellen’s old knickknacks took us forever to make look good. It was worse than those stupid curtains Ben made for the kitchen. What was up with those?”

“They’re called valances, Henry. They just hang on top.”

“Oh.” Henry nodded. “No wonder. I thought we were short.” He shrugged. “I’d better get going. You heard Joe. They’re on their way.”

“Yeah.” Dean shuddered some in nervousness. “Thanks for all your help today.”

“No problem. It was fun doing this for El.” Henry walked to the entrance, put on his boots, and opened the door. He took one more look around the house which looked so perfect. “You did good. Good luck, Dean. She’ll love it.”

“Let’s hope.” Trying to look confident, Dean held up crossed fingers as he watched Henry leave. He walked to the door to make sure the outside light was on. As he turned around the curio, though in the far corner, caught his eye and so did the crooked Scarlet O’Hara. Dean moved to it, reached for the statue and stopped. He tilted his head to the left, looked, and then let the statue stay.

^^^^
It was dark as Robbie drove Ellen from the hanger across town and to the living section.

“El, I’ll take this bag of samples with me. We can have Dean look at it in the morning.”

“Sounds good. I’ll go too. We can do it before Frank’s service. Wait . . .”

“What.”

“Aren’t I going to Henry's because you just passed it.”

“No, you’re going home to Dean.”

“Well, you just passed that too.”

“No I didn’t.” Robbie slowed down so he could talk before the new row of houses came into view. “New housing was needed. Danny had a quick way to do it and Dean got his first. And well . . .”

“Oh my God” Ellen said in awe. “Houses.”

“Modular.” Robbie stopped the Jeep.

Ellen blinked as she looked at the long gray house on the end. The porch light lit the small wooden porch. “Is this Dean’s house?”

“Actually, it’s your house.” Robbie tapped on the steering wheel. “Yours, Dean’s, and all the kids.”

“Let him share it with Bev.”

“Oh cut it out,” Robbie told her. “You know as well as I do, Dean’s not involved with Bev. El . . .” Robbie dropped his voice to a whisper. “He has really worked hard on this. Go on.” He kissed her on the cheek. “Go on.”

As Ellen looked up to the house, she saw the front door open and Dean stood there waiting, so nervously. “Thanks Robbie.” Ellen stepped from the Jeep and waved as Robbie drove off. She turned back to the house when she heard the screen door shut. Dean stood on the porch. She couldn’t believe the house. She was speechless.

“Hey El.”

Ellen moved slowly to the porch, keeping her eyes on Dean.

Dean put his hands in his pockets. “How was the . . .” He was silenced by her kiss. Ellen’s arms went around his neck and pulled him to her. Dean’s hand immediately latched onto her and embraced Ellen as he kissed her. He let out a slight moan as the kiss ended and he held her tightly, her cheek to his. “I’m sorry about our fight.”

“I’m sorry too.”

Dean kissed her cheek and stepped back some. “Welcome um . . . welcome home, El.” He reached out and opened the screen door.

The moment Ellen stepped in with apprehension, she hesitated. “Oh Dean.” Her mouth dropped open as her feet slowly slipped from her shoes. “Oh Dean.” She stepped further into the living room. She walked to the couch and touched it. She looked at the pictures on the wall, the boarder, and the dining room table set for eight. “It’s ours?”

“Ours.” Dean walked in behind her and shut the door.

“Oh Dean” Ellen spoke, breathy. “Did the furniture come with it?”

“Some.”

Ellen shook her head and walked to the dining room area. “A breakfast counter.” She pointed. “Oh look at this.” She turned around. “Nice curtains and what happened to my Scarlet O’Hara?”

“Henry dropped her.”

“I’m killing him. But right now . . .” She went into the kitchen. “Look at all this space.”

Dean listened to her from the dining room. He could hear her open and close things.

“A laundry room. No more steps. Your office.” Ellen came quickly from the kitchen. “You have a little office there.”

“Yes. And . . . I brought up one of the computers form the cryo-lab. I figure any data entry I have to do, I can do here. That way I’m home more.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. You know how the data entry holds me up.”

Ellen walked by Dean and ran her hand across his face.

“El, I take it you like it.”

“I love it. I love it.” She kissed him. “Do the kids like it?”

“Yeah but they think they’re a little far from their friends.” Dean laughed. “They’re in their rooms.”

“How many bedrooms.”

“Four. Two small, one medium, one large.”

“Four?” Ellen spoke with excitement. “This way?” She pointed to the hall off the living room.

“Yep.”

“How many bathrooms.”

“One and a half.” Dean followed as Ellen stopped at the first room. The door was closed. “Josh’s room.”

Ellen knocked, turned the knob, and pushed. The door stopped. “It’s stuck.”

“Wait.” Dean knocked on the door. “Josh, what are you doing?”

“My room,” Josh answered.

“Let us in.”

“It’s open.”

Dean tried the door and pushed. He peeked his head in and pulled it back out. “I’m killing him.”

Ellen peeked in and waved to Josh. She cringed at the room. The floor could not be seen. She stepped back in the hall. “How long have you lived here?”

“Four hours,” Dean said. “Josh, finish that room.”

“I thought he would live with Robbie or Joe since Frank’s not here.”

“El, Josh was a big part of Frank’s life. He was part of your family with him. You’re my family and he’ll be a part of what we have too.”

“Thank you.” She pointed to the next one. “Whose room?”

“Billy, and Joey’s and . . . well, Nick’s now.” Dean knocked and opened up the door. Alex, Billy and Joey sat on the floor of the larger room, playing a game. Nick was a sleep in the crib.

Ellen walked in and kissed her children. “Look at all the room in here. Who is on the top bunk?”

“Joey.” Alexandra answered as she moved her game piece.

Ellen squatted on the floor and looked at Dean. “Should he be on the top bunk? He could fall off and get hurt.”

“Joey?” Dean laughed. “Please, he’s in Slagel training.”

Ellen smiled and stood up. “Next room.”

“Alex’s.” Dean led her there and pushed on the open door. “Henry decorated it. He made pink paint.”

Ellen smiled as she peeked into the small bedroom. The walls were a very light pink and the trim was white. “Henry did this?”

“Yeah. Henry had plans for this house. I told him you probably wouldn’t mind. It’s not quite finished. We need to add more trim.”

“This house is perfect. I’m so excited.” Ellen grinned widely. She saw the open door of the last room of the hall. She walked in. There wasn’t much furniture just a bed and two dressers. “Our room?”

“I’m hoping I don’t have to sleep on the couch. I will if that’s what you want.”

Ellen’s hand smoothed over the bedspread. “This is great, Dean.”

“I knew about this before what that all went down, went down. I didn’t know when you and Frank came back if you were still going to live with me or not. I know we had the understanding but, to be honest, I didn’t know who would be the person you lived with.”

“Were you hoping to win me over with this?”

“No.” Dean shook his head, then looked at her. “Maybe just a little.”

“You would have.” Ellen stepped to him. “I’m so materialistic.”

“I know.” Dean chuckled.

“I was in the old world too. Why do you think I stayed with Pete?”

“I knew this too. But . . . maybe that’s why I wanted to make this so different.” Dean held Ellen’s hand. “El, I have forever wanted to give you something no one else could.”

“You have.”

“What was that.”

“The Harvard Sweatshirt.”

Dean bit his bottom lip. “O.K., bigger than that. When I found out Joe was authorizing modular homes because Danny told him they erected easier and had more room than the townhouses, I had to do something special with the one I got.”

“So Danny picked you the best one?” Ellen nodded slowly. “What do you owe him?”

“Excuse me?”

“I know Danny. What’s he want?”

Dean held up his finger with an open mouth. “See there’s the problem. He hasn’t named his price. I signed a favor slip though.”

“One of many. He has a whole folder.” Ellen kissed him. “Thank you for this. I can’t tell you how this makes me feel.”

“I’m hoping you feel secure.” His fingers reached out and ran down her face. “So much as happened this past month, too much. We've had a lot of loss and heartbreak. You’ve gone through a lot. I guess for you, for me and for these kids, all of them, I wanted something stable and secure because in this world, an ‘old world’ normal life is so hard to come by.”

“So now we have a home with room where we can all live.”

“And eat.” Dean pointed back. “Dinner’s done. I invited everyone over. It’s the Slagel Sunday dinner you know. I hope you’re ready for it.”

“I’m ready for all of this.” Ellen started to follow Dean down the hall. “Dean? Can I invite the women over for a moon lodge meeting.”

Dean stopped walking. “Um . . .”

“You said ‘old world’ normal. Dean, I always had people over.”

“O.K., just forewarn me, all right.”

“I will.” She moved quickly behind Dean. “Oh, Dean, don’t get your hopes up. Bev won’t be invited.”

Dean spun around, opened his mouth to say something, shook his head, kissed Ellen, and walked to the kitchen.

^^^^
“East.” Robbie explained as he sat with Joe. A map was spread out across Joe’s dining room table. “Definitely east. The tire tracks led that way however, the road was maintained going north too. My guess is they went straight across South Dakota. But how far, I don’t know. There was a lot of blood. They had to take Frank somewhere to get help.”

“If that is Frank’s blood,” Joe said. “I guess Dean will tell us that tomorrow.”

“I want him to tell us now, but tonight is not a good night.”

“No it isn’t.  Anyhow, we can’t send anyone out until we get a cover story.”

“Are we still going with a run?”

“Yep,” Joe agreed. “We just have to come up with what kind. Sending Jess is a good idea. He can keep us posted if he sees any clues that they stopped somewhere with Frank.”

“I say we shoot for Tuesday morning.”

“Tuesday morning is good.” Joe folded the map. “It’s gonna be tough. I’d like to start them at the Anderson farm, but it’ll be a tough cover up if we do that.”

“I’ll think of something.”

Joe reached over patting Robbie on the cheek. “Good job.”

“Tell me that after Dean tells us it was Frank’s blood.”

“I’m telling you now. I’m proud of ya’.” Joe stood up, leaned down, and kissed Robbie on the head. “Speaking of Dean, let’s go. You coming to dinner?”

“Yeah. Did Andrea make desert?”

“Yes,” Joe said. “She’s over there now. I’m surprised she hasn’t called.”

Robbie rose from his seat. “You think there’s enough to invite Jess over?”

Joe stopped walking. “Why?”

“Well, I feel bad that we have this big family thing every week and he’s alone.”

“Isn’t that sensitive of you?” Joe said sarcastically.

“I’m a sensitive guy.” Robbie stood, straight and proud.

“Just don’t let me discover how sensitive you really are.”

“Huh?” Robbie asked baffled as he watched his father move to the door.

“Nothing. Go get your uh . . . buddy.”

“Thanks.” Robbie met up with Joe and walked out with him. “Meet you there.”

Joe watched his son dart the other direction and then headed to the street that led through the living section. He stopped when he saw a small hole that was dug on the corner,. “What in Christ’s name?” The hole looked as if it were drilled. Joe peered into the deep hole as he squatted down.

“If you reach real far, Bugs Bunny might pop up.”

Joe’s eyes rolled and then he looked over his shoulder and up to Danny. “Hello Danny.” Joe stood up.

“Walking to Dean’s? I am. I was invited.”

“Is it a party?’

“Yeah.” Danny walked with Joe. “Did you like the hole?”

“It’s a hole and do you know who in the hell is digging . . .” Joe stopped at the next row of house. “Another hole?”

“There’s a hole on every corner.”

“Somehow I have a feeling you know why.”

“I do. I dug them.”

“What?” Joe halted and faced Danny. “Why are you digging holes?

“O.K., I was going to ask you about it tonight.”

“It’s a little late, don’t you think?”

“Not about the holes. The meeting.”

“What meeting?”

“The one I want to have with you first thing in the morning.”

“Tomorrow is not a good day. Tomorrow is Frank’s memorial service.” Joe picked up his pace but slowed down at the next row when he saw another hole.

“Yeah, I know but I think you may like it. Can we meet?”

“Early,” Joe answered.

“Five O.K.?” Danny asked,.

“Not that early. I’m still in my pajamas at five.”

“I don’t mind.”

“Danny.” Joe rubbed his eyes. “Are you always so perky?”

“Always. They call me Mr. Perky Joe. Of course, they also call me Mr. Resourceful and now the Hero Guy. Did you know that?”

Joe just nodded and put his mind on getting to Dean and Ellen’s. He knew Danny rambled about something. As they walked he heard the name ‘Bruce Lee’ once or twice but Joe paid no mind to Danny, because he was sure he’d hear it all again, only with more detail and a different angle. That was just Danny.

^^^^
Their bedroom was lit by the light the crept through the partially closed bathroom door. Laying next to Ellen, Dean pulled her closer to him and felt her bare back pressed against his bare chest. He brought his lips to her shoulder, then slid them up to her cheek. “You O.K.?” He whispered.

“Yeah, just thinking.”

“May I ask what about?”

“I’d rather not say.”

“Why?” Dean kissed her again.

“Because it has nothing to do with what just happened here and I don’t want you to think that it was on my mind while we made love.”

“I won’t think that. I know your mind goes a mile a minute afterward. Talk to me.”

Ellen rolled onto her back and looked at Dean who propped his elbow on her pillow and rested his face in his hand. His other hand played with a strand of her hair.

“El. Talk.”

“I was thinking about Frank.”

“Oh.”

“Not in the capacity you think. See, today when we went to the farm, we found a trail of blood that led to the woods. We also found tire tracks.”

“You didn’t tell me this.”

“We were gonna wait until tomorrow. We took samples from the start of the trail until the end and tomorrow we want you to test it to see if it’s Frank’s. If it is, it’s proof that they took him and he had to be alive because why would they take him if he wasn’t.”

“This is heavy on your mind,” Dean said.

“Yeah.” Ellen nodded. “It’s an answer I guess. I don’t know.”

“And you’ll feel better once you know?”

“Yeah. So just ignore the mood, O.K.?” Ellen kissed Dean’s non-responsive lips as he stared out. “What’s wrong?”

Dean slid back from her and slipped from under the covers. He sat on the edge of the bed, grabbed his Levi’s and put them on.

“Dean. I’m sorry.”

“El.” Dean shook his head and turned on the light. He squinted as he made his way across the bedroom to his dresser. He picked up the phone and turned back to look at Ellen who sat up in bed, holding the covers to her chest. Dean dialed. He sniffled and ran his hand through his messy hair. “Hey Robbie, it’s Dean. Sorry to bother you. El, says you guys got some samples today and I can’t sleep. Would you mind if I ran down there and picked them up . . . thanks. I’ll be right there.” Dean hung up.

“Dean.” Ellen watched him toss on a shirt. “You don’t have to do this.”

“Yeah I do.” He moved to the bed and kissed her. “You need me to do this and I don’t mind at all. Besides, I’m curious too.”

“Are you going to the lab?”

“Nah. I got that bionic eye, remember?” Dean winked. “My shoes are by the door. I’ll be back in five minutes.”

“Dean?” Ellen called to him as he neared the bedroom door. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” Dean tried to open the door.

“Dean?”

“Yes.” He looked back again.

“I love you.”

Dean closed his eyes and smiled. “I love you too.” He started to leave. “Get dressed. We have work. I’ll be back.”

Ellen felt so much relief when Dean left to get the samples. Though she told herself she could wait until the next day, her heart didn’t believe that for a second. It wasn’t so much proof of Frank’s being alive that she was hoping for from those samples. She didn’t need proof, Ellen knew. It was more so for the hope. Hope that the blood that looked so much like a trail of death would actually end up being a trail of life, a trail that would lead Beginnings to Frank.
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Binghamton, Alabama
George was exhausted from his trip so he tried to get some rest when he arrived, but rest played second fiddle to the news he had been waiting to hear. When George was summoned, he went quickly.

It used to be a small clinic. Now it was used as a hospital set up for Society soldiers. The third floor corridor was lit by baseboard lighting. As George walked down the corridor, his footsteps were one of two sounds there. The other sound was the beeping of heart monitors.

George saw Dr. Morris walk from the last room. “Dr. Morris,” George called out in a whisper as the doctor stood outside the door, writing in the chart.

“President Hadley.” He shook George’s hand.

“Good news or bad?” George asked.

“Good.”

“Talk to me.”

“As you know, it was touch and go. We were waiting when the patient arrived. We stabilized him and moved him down here which was the best move because we have the means to handle it. The bullet wounds, though not in deadly areas, were enough to cause a loss of blood and the patient had pneumonia in both lungs. The pneumonia is clearing and his vitals are very strong.”

George let out a slow breath. “Is he awake?”

“No. He's still unconscious. If he’s going to awaken, it will be soon.”

“If?”

“Well, he will wake, but we can’t be sure how he will be.”

“Explain that,” George requested.

“As you know he was dead for six minutes. There could be some brain damage and he has a head injury.”

“So he could wake up a bumbling idiot, meaning he’ll need full lobal programming.”

“Yes, but we’re hopeful that won’t be the case. We’ll know more when he awakens. Which, like I said, will hopefully be soon. He is getting stronger by the hour. But I must tell you, if you want this man, alive and working, then any attempts to prep him for CME implantation will have to wait for three to four weeks.”

“Because of the head injury?” George asked.

“Yes and the fact of his illness and injuries. You want him completely healed before any more surgery is done.”

“I can wait a month,” George said “I waited this long. As long as I have him alive, that’s my ace in the hole. I’m going to get a lot of leverage and a lot of gain from this.”

“One more thing, sir. When he awakes, what if he asks about the Beginnings woman? What should we tell him?”

“Tell him nothing. It most definitely is in our best interest to keep those two as far apart from each other as possible. Whereabouts, unknown. We gain more control. Trust me.”

Dr. Morris nodded. “I’ll keep you posted.”

“Please do. Thank you, Doctor.” Before George stepped away, he had to see. Slowly he walked into the room and listened to the strong beeping monitor. He walked closer to the bed. With his hands folded behind his back, George stood at the side of the bed. He glanced at the intravenous, then to the monitor, and to the bed. He stared at the peaceful face that didn’t twitch and the eyes that were closed. George leaned down to him. “Hello, Frank. I got you.” George grinned wide. “You son of a bitch. I finally got you.”

^^^

 
   



  
 

Next: The Horse Soldier
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